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        No matter what happens in life, be good to people. Being good to people is a wonderful legacy to leave behind.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Dear friends and family, as we gather here today to remember and honour the beautiful journey of Ada Jones, we also come together to celebrate the legacy of love, kindness and joy that Ada has left behind in the village of Heartcross. Ada was a huge part of our community for over eighty years and the well-known face of The Vintage Flower Van, where she shared with us on a daily basis her joyous smile and beautiful blooms for over sixty years. We will begin today’s service with Ada’s favourite song, “All Things Bright and Beautiful”. The first verse will be sung by Ada’s great-niece, Florrie, along with Ada’s lifelong friend Dolores Henderson.’ With a nod, the vicar gestured for them to move to the front of the church and face the congregation.

      With their arms linked, Florrie could feel herself lightly trembling. Aunt Dolores looked at her, her expression tender as she whispered, ‘I’ve got you.’

      Florrie’s heart melted. Ninety-nine years old and Dolores was still looking out for her. Dolores wasn’t her real auntie, but a friend who’d earned the title of family through her friendship with Ada. Together, they stepped forward and stood in front of the casket before turning to face the mourners. Florrie was thankful to have Dolores by her side. She wasn’t used to being in the limelight, unlike Dolores, who was world famous – an international singing superstar whose career spanned too many decades to remember. Swallowing a lump in her throat, Florrie hoped her voice would hold out as the organist looked towards them and began to play.

      From behind her sunglasses, Florrie’s watery eyes glanced out over the sea of faces. All of Aunt Ada’s friends and the community of Heartcross were standing in front of her, each of them remembering Ada and each of them wearing a flower, handpicked only this morning from Ada’s garden, pinned to their clothes in memory of her.

      By the end of the second verse the whole church was in full song. It was one Aunt Ada would sing often throughout the different seasons whilst she worked away in the gardens of her home, Rose Cottage, which she loved with all her heart. Some of her prize roses were displayed in the floral arrangements around the church. Ada had been eighty-four years old when she passed away, and had been a florist for all of her life. Following in Ada’s footsteps, Florrie too had become a florist and now had her own shop, Buttercup Barn, situated just off Love Heart Lane, in the Heart of the Village shopping complex.

      Ada’s whole life had been all about blooms and not a single corner of the courtyard and garden in the grounds of Rose Cottage was without a flowerbed. The cottage stood on the outskirts of Heartcross, in the Scottish Highlands, where the main village was lined with traditional whitewashed houses and the prettiest gardens, all set against the spectacular backdrop of Heartcross Mountain. Ada’s pastel pink vintage flower van with its duck-egg blue awning had been standing outside Rose Cottage for as long as anyone could remember. What Ada didn’t know about flowers wasn’t worth knowing and Florrie’s fondest memories were working alongside her during every school holiday. They were days full of wonderful colours and so much laughter. According to Aunt Ada, ‘Flowers are like friends, they bring colour to your world’, and she had even had that quote carved into a wooden plaque that hung above the door of The Vintage Flower Van, along with a photograph of Ada’s father (and Florrie’s great-grandfather), Willem Hughes. Aunt Ada had been Florrie’s favourite person in the whole wide world and such an inspiration in every part of her life.

      As soon as the song came to an end, Martha, another of Ada’s closest friends, stepped forward and stood behind the microphone to share a couple of funny stories from the past, her voice faltering at times as emotion got the better of her. She told the story of Ada’s obsession with flowers, which had started when she was a teenager.

      ‘She’d been encouraged at school to seek a career in admin’ – Martha rolled her eyes and the congregation laughed – ‘because of her teacher’s perception that there was never any money in flowers. Of course, Ada didn’t listen. No, she was savvy right from the start and erected rows of glasshouses on the land of Rose Cottage so she could cultivate her own stock. By staggering their growth and providing them with warmth and artificial light throughout the seasons, Ada proved everyone wrong. Her business pulled in a good income right from the start, and there are not many professions that smell as nice as having your own flower van with only a short commute to work!’

      Even though Florrie owned her own florist business, she’d made a promise to Aunt Ada that the iconic flower van would always remain in business. It was now her main priority; a means to keep Aunt Ada’s legacy alive.

      As the service came to an end, Florrie blotted her tears with a tissue and put on a pair of sunglasses. She stood up, shook the hand of the vicar and thanked him for a beautiful service before she turned and headed slowly towards the doors at the back of the church. The close-knit community sharing her grief touched her arms as she walked past, offering their condolences. She was followed by her good friend Isla, who had been her rock ever since Ada’s passing. Florrie knew she couldn’t have gotten through the last couple of weeks without her.

      ‘So sorry for your loss,’ Rona said from where she and her daughter Felicity were standing at the end of a pew halfway down the aisle.

      ‘Thank you. It’s difficult for all of us.’ Her gaze spanned the pews, acknowledging those standing at the back of the church, and her eyes caught on a handsome man in the very back row. He wore an exquisitely cut suit with a black tie and as he held her gaze, the look of adoration on his suntanned face had Florrie’s heart beating fast and her stomach beginning to churn.

      It couldn’t be him. Not on today of all days?

      Surely not.

      After lifting her sunglasses to take a better look she lowered them promptly.

      It was him.

      A face she hadn’t seen for over eight years and one she’d never expected to see again in this lifetime, if she was honest with herself. What the hell was Tom Houston doing at her great-aunt’s funeral? Why would he come here? And why now? Maybe to apologise? If so, it was eight years too late.

      Mulling over her options in her mind, Florrie wondered if she should acknowledge him, but knowing everyone was watching her from the sidelines, she paused. She needed to stay dignified; she couldn’t go causing a scene at Aunt Ada’s funeral.

      Isla touched her arm. ‘Are you okay? You’ve gone very pale.’

      ‘I just need some air,’ she replied.

      ‘That’s understandable,’ Isla said kindly.

      Florrie looked over in Tom’s direction again. He’d disappeared. She quickly scanned the church, trying to catch sight of him, but he’d slipped away, as though he’d never been there at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside the church, Florrie led the mourners to the graveside. After the vicar said one last prayer Aunt Ada was lowered into the ground and laid to rest. Florrie was restless, her eyes constantly flitting between the various mourners, trying to spot whether Tom was part of the group, but she couldn’t see him. She began to question whether her mind was playing tricks on her. Had it actually been him? She hadn’t seen a recent photo of him – hadn’t seen any photo of him for a very long time, after distancing herself and blocking every channel of communication between them all those years ago, determined to never give him the chance to humiliate her a second time.

      Suddenly, Florrie became aware she was surrounded by silence and all eyes were on her. The vicar’s gaze was also fixed in her direction. Immediately, she realised that the vicar had requested something from her, but she’d been too distracted looking for Tom to hear what it was. She glanced towards Isla, who thankfully rescued her by nodding towards the flowers that were in the buckets at the side of the grave. Quickly picking up a couple of stems and a small mound of soil, Florrie threw them on top of the coffin and the rest of the mourners followed suit.

      After more condolences were offered the crowd began to disperse, heading for the wake at the Grouse and Haggis. Florrie stayed where she was, wanting to take a moment to say her last goodbye. Isla, Martha and Dolores stayed with her.

      Removing her sunglasses, she wiped the tears away again with a tissue before putting them back on. ‘I’m glad I decided not to wear any mascara today,’ she said with a small chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. She pointed to the graves either side. To the right was Ada’s husband, Great-Uncle Ewart, and to the left were Ada’s parents and grandparents. ‘All back together,’ murmured Florrie. ‘I bet Aunt Ada insisted they were all waiting at the pearly gates with a glass of port to greet her.’

      ‘And I think that’s exactly what we’re going to do now, raise a glass of Ada’s favourite tipple at the wake.’ Dolores pointed her walking stick towards the wrought-iron gates of the cemetery.

      Florrie nodded, swallowing another lump in her throat. Waves of emotion kept washing over her and she had to do her very best to keep her composure when all she wanted to do was crumple in a heap under her duvet and sob her heart out. At least the saddest part of the day was now over. This afternoon she was relying on Dolores and Martha to lift everyone’s spirits, which would include imbibing some of the alcoholic kind. They both loved an audience, and were both natural storytellers with perfect comedic timing when it came to a punchline. They would be in their element as the stars of the show, allowing Florrie to blend into the background as she processed her grief.

      After one last teary bow of the head towards the grave, she walked away with the other women.

      ‘It was a beautiful service. You’ve done brilliantly to get through the week, and especially today,’ said Isla.

      ‘And just look at the glorious sunshine. Ada is shining down on all us,’ shared Martha, who slowed down and pointed to a poster tied around the wooden post with string. ‘By the way, what are you going to do about that?’ she asked Florrie.

      They all stared at the poster, which was for Flowers in Bloom, the annual Heartcross competition that attracted garden enthusiasts from far and wide.

      ‘Aunt Ada loved that day of the year. And everyone loved to see what she had created,’ said Florrie.

      The competition was so popular that it had been televised on numerous occasions, with the competing Heartcross residents eager to showcase their gardens and win the coveted first prize. But it had been very difficult to compete with Ada, who had won every single year for the past three decades.

      ‘But as for this year … I’m really not sure. Maybe it’s time to pass the baton on,’ added Florrie thoughtfully.

      ‘Or maybe you should enter the gardens at Rose Cottage in memory of Ada,’ suggested Dolores. ‘Those blooms meant the world to her. She grew those gardens from bare, uneven land, which took a lot of blood, sweat and tears. And Ada always loved seeing the joy and appreciation on the faces of the community and tourists as they walked through the gates.’

      ‘And, of course, the love of gardening was how she met her wonderful husband.’ Martha chuckled. ‘I was there that day. They were competing against each other in a floral competition. Ewart was the clear favourite, Ada the underdog. He thought he had it in the bag, but little did he know who he was up against! Ada won, Ewart walked over to congratulate her, and the rest is history. They created the gardens together at Rose Cottage and Ewart often worked in The Vintage Flower Van. That pair were made for each other and grew together. I think you’ll meet the man of your dreams through your own love of flowers,’ Martha said sagely.

      ‘The only men who ever come into Buttercup Barn to buy flowers are already in a relationship. They buy for their wife, or their girlfriend, they send roses on Valentine’s Day or anniversaries. Failing that, they’re there for wedding flowers or funeral flowers, so the chances are pretty slim.’ Florrie smiled.

      ‘You mark my words, the love of your life has something to do with flowers, and possibly The Vintage Flower Van. I can feel it,’ argued Martha.

      ‘As much as I love you and your psychic powers, I’ve been a florist for a very long time now, and I haven’t met anyone.’

      Martha looked her straight in the eye, the intense gaze unnerving Florrie for a second. ‘That’s because your heart hasn’t been open to love.’

      Martha’s words resonated with Florrie and she felt a tiny shiver ricochet through her body. There was no denying she’d guarded her heart in recent years. Why wouldn’t she? It had taken her a long time to piece her broken heart back together after what happened … after Tom’s betrayal.

      She remembered the very afternoon that they’d first met like it was only yesterday…
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        * * *

      

      It was the last day of her uni term before the summer break and Florrie was sprawled out on a picnic blanket up in the sand dunes on Castle Sands Beach, which was the best spot to overlook the turquoise sea. As usual, the waves were breaking around the rocks in the shallows, causing a blue-white lace to foam over the shore. The sun was high in the sky and the beach busier than usual, with holidaymakers dotted up and down the golden sand and surfers catching the big breakers out in the water. She glanced at her watch and then looked up to find that he was right on cue. Tom Houston walked onto the beach and towards the usual rock where he peeled off his shirt, put on his goggles and strolled straight into the sea without flinching. The rest of the university swim team were right behind him but her gaze was fixed on Tom, who was as powerful as the waves and moved through the water effortlessly. His shoulders were broad and his tanned skin glistened. Florrie couldn’t take her eyes off him. There was something about Tom Houston that she’d always found captivating. He was perfect.

      It wasn’t long before Tom waded from the water. He must have sensed someone was watching him because he glanced up towards the sand dunes. He was looking straight at her and though she was looking straight back at him, she knew, thanks to her sunglasses, that he couldn’t be a hundred per cent sure she was staring in his direction.

      It was the perfect way to spend the morning before her last lecture.

      A couple of hours later, Florrie was standing in front of the vending machine outside the lecture theatre looking in dismay at the bottle of water stuck between the glass and the coil. She was about to walk away when out of the corner of her eye she saw a sudden movement. She jumped at the sound of a fist hitting the glass.

      Thud!

      The bottle dropped and Florrie looked sidewards then upwards straight into eyes of Tom Houston. He bent down, retrieved the bottle and held it towards her, and she took it from him, his touch sending an unexpected shiver down her spine.

      He was standing close to her, making her heart beat faster. Up close, he was everything she’d imagined him to be. His skin was tanned and smooth, his hazel eyes mesmerising, and the aroma of his aftershave caused an eruption of goosebumps over her entire body.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, hoping her voice sounded relatively normal.

      ‘You’re welcome. I can’t have anyone dying of dehydration with only one lecture to go.’ His eyes were fixed on hers and he didn’t break her gaze.

      He made her nervous.

      With a rapid heartbeat Florrie twisted the lid off the bottle and went to take a drink, completely missing her mouth. Feeling like a fool, she looked down at the wet patch on her T-shirt, then wiped the water from her chin with the back of her hand.

      Tom didn’t try to hide his smile. ‘Were you watching me this morning, Red?’ he asked in his posh Scottish twang.

      She avoided the question, unwilling to admit that she’d been watching him, even if he already knew. ‘Red?’ she quizzed.

      He pointed to her long red hair. It fell to the middle of her back and was dotted with beads. Embracing university life, Florrie had her own style going on. In addition to the beads, she was also wearing all the colours of the rainbow. Her jeans were baggy and rolled up at the ankles and had coloured flowers embroidered down the side of each leg. Her feet sported bright yellow Crocs, her T-shirt was orange and her cardigan crimson.

      Tom, on the other hand, looked like he’d just walked off a catwalk. He fitted perfectly into his navy suit, which screamed designer, his pink tie complemented his shirt and his brogues were polished to within an inch of their life.

      ‘My name is Florrie.’

      ‘Florrie, derived from the Latin “florens”, which means “flourishing” or “blooming” and evokes the image of thriving flowers.’ He looked towards her jeans. ‘I’m guessing you like flowers.’

      ‘I do,’ she replied, smiling. ‘And you are very knowledgeable about Latin phrases.’

      There was a glint in his eye. ‘Thanks, I still think the name “Red” suits you more.’

      ‘And you are?’ she asked.

      ‘Tom,’ he replied.

      Of course, Florrie already knew everything about him.
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        * * *

      

      She tried to push thoughts of Tom from her mind, determined not to let anything spoil the day. There was still an undercurrent of hurt and confusion in her feelings about him, small bouts of anger bubbling to the surface as she remembered how he’d made her promises only to immediately break them and smash her heart to smithereens in the process.

      ‘I beg to differ,’ she replied to Martha, knowing that was a little white lie, given that her heart was well and truly closed. She never wanted to feel that dull ache in the pit of her stomach again. It was why she’d kept every romantic prospect ever since at a distance.

      ‘I still can’t quite believe she’s gone,’ said Isla, giving Florrie a look that made it clear she was trying to change the subject. Once again, Florrie was grateful to have Isla as a friend, there to save her from further interrogation from her gran, Martha, by swerving the conversation into a different direction.

      Another wave of emotion hit Florrie and her voice faltered when she spoke. ‘I can’t either. One minute she’s here, drinking port, telling tales of the past, the next she’s gone. Since the night she passed away, I keep wondering if maybe she knew her life was coming to its end and that’s why she got out all the old photographs.’

      Dolores pointed to The Vintage Flower Van as they neared it. It had been part of the funeral cortege and was now parked outside the entrance of the church. Looking smart in his dark suit, Drew Allaway, Isla’s husband, was standing next to it.

      ‘How you doing?’ he asked Florrie gently.

      ‘Holding it together as best I can.’

      ‘It was a beautiful service and Ada will be missed.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Would you like me to tow The Vintage Flower Van back to the cottage?’ asked Drew. ‘Or would you prefer it outside the pub for the wake?’

      ‘I think back to the cottage; let’s put it back where it belongs. I’m going to place buckets full of flowers outside the van and anyone who is passing can help themselves to a free bunch in memory of Aunt Ada.’

      ‘That’s a lovely idea,’ said Isla supportively.

      ‘Thank you for taking time out this morning to help me with the van,’ Florrie said to Drew. ‘I know you have your work cut out up at the farm.’

      ‘Don’t be daft, you don’t need to thank me.’

      Florrie looked towards Drew’s truck. ‘Do you mind if I come with you? I just want a breather before I go and join everyone else in the pub.’

      ‘Of course,’ he replied.

      Dolores touched her arm. ‘We’ll see you over at the pub when you’re ready.’

      ‘Do you want me to come?’ asked Isla tentatively. ‘Or would you rather be on your own?’

      ‘The company would be good, even though I’m not sure the conversation will be up to much.’

      Florrie, Isla and Drew watched Dolores and Martha cross the road, then the three of them climbed into the front of the truck. Drew began to drive back towards the village green and past The Old Bakehouse, the road before them covered in flowers. All of Ada’s friends had lined the streets for her final journey and as the sombre cortege had made its way through Heartcross the mourners had paid tribute by throwing flowers in front of and onto the hearse.

      ‘Look at all the flowers…’ Florrie’s voice faltered. ‘I’ve never seen so many people line the streets of the village. It felt like Aunt Ada was a celebrity.’

      ‘I have to admit,’ said Drew, ‘I’ve never seen so many people either, but we shouldn’t be so surprised. Ada touched the hearts of many. She was well loved, always had a smile on her face, and went the extra mile for everyone.’

      As Drew drove up the lane, and Rose Cottage appeared in front of them, Florrie reflected, ‘It’s strange to think that Aunt Ada won’t be standing at that front gate passing the time of day with the locals. This place was her home for all of her married life and you can see why she would never want to leave. It’s something special and it feels like an end of an era now that she’s gone, never to return.’ Florrie flapped her hand in front of her face, doing her best to hold in her tears as another wave of sadness engulfed her.

      ‘You’ll be okay,’ Isla said gently. ‘You have us, the cottage, your business and The Vintage Flower Van. In fact, have you thought about what you’re going to do about this place? Are you going to move back in?’

      Rose Cottage had been Florrie’s home for many years but soon after she set up her own florist shop, she wanted to stand on her own two feet and rented a house on Love Heart Lane. She’d still spent plenty of time at Rose Cottage, of course, especially in the last twelve months as she’d looked after The Vintage Flower Van while Ada started to enjoy her retirement. Florrie also sourced the majority of the flowers for Buttercup Barn from the gardens at Rose Cottage.

      ‘Yes, that’s the plan. It’ll be daft to pay rent when this place will be standing empty. The cottage and the garden are a huge part of the business and our life. I could have carried on living here with Aunt Ada when I came back from university, but I wanted to make my own way in life so I struck out on my own. Now I’ll most definitely take over the reins. In fact, after all the legal stuff has been sorted, I’ll let Rona know I’m moving out. I’m sure the house won’t be empty for long. And I’ve been thinking, I’d like The Vintage Flower Van to stay here, rather than moving it to Buttercup Barn, so I may need to advertise for another member of staff to oversee it. I certainly have a few big decisions to make in the coming days and weeks.’

      Drew positioned The Vintage Flower Van in its familiar spot on the grass verge. ‘Do you both want a lift back to the pub?’

      ‘I think I’ll walk back,’ said Florrie. ‘As I said, I want to open up the van and place some flowers in the buckets for passers-by to take, but thank you.’

      ‘I’ll walk back with Florrie, and see you back at the pub. We won’t be long.’ Isla kissed her husband lightly on the cheek and the two women waved him off.

      As soon as the truck disappeared at the top of the lane, Florrie and Isla began to fill aluminium buckets with water then placed them in a line outside The Vintage Flower Van along with a makeshift sign reading:

      
        
        In Loving Memory of Aunt Ada. Please help yourself to a free bunch.

      

      

      ‘I’ve already made up the bunches of flowers. I was up early as I couldn’t sleep,’ shared Florrie.

      She opened the doors of the van and once again was swamped by emotion as she stepped inside. ‘This was her life. For sixty years she was in here every day, selling her beautiful blooms.’ Glancing above the door she took in the photograph of her great-grandfather in his full military uniform and gave a tiny gasp. Putting her hands on her heart, she moaned, ‘I nearly forgot! And I’ve only just been talking about the promises I made to Aunt Ada.’

      Isla smiled. ‘I think she’d forgive your mistake. There’s been a lot going on today.’

      ‘But it’s Friday and I nearly failed at the first hurdle.’

      ‘But you haven’t. There’s still time to go back to the cemetery and put flowers on your great-grandmother’s grave. I have to say, when Ada first told me that story, it melted my heart. Very romantic.’

      ‘It is, isn’t it? It’s one of the reasons I wanted to follow in Aunt Ada’s footsteps as a florist. I share the story all the time, especially with regular customers who come into the shop week after week buying flowers for their partners.’

      Florrie thought back to one of the first times she had shared her great-grandfather’s story to an audience. It was the last day of the summer term at university, the same day she’d met Tom Houston.
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        * * *

      

      After he rescued her bottle of water, she watched him walk towards the lecture room. For the past two years they’d sat in the same lectures but on opposite sides of the room. Just like every other girl on their course, Florrie knew the second he walked into any room without even taking a glance in his direction. There was a presence about him; he turned heads. Florrie often daydreamed what it would be like to be on the arm of Tom Houston, but even though they were both studying business she knew that they were worlds apart. She’d often scrolled through his social media channels: as well as boasting a long list of sporting achievements, he came from a family of property developers whose business was worth millions. The most she’d ever won was a handwriting competition in primary school, and her bank account was always in the red, except when her student loan arrived.

      He glanced back over his shoulder just then and gave Florrie a flirtatious, heart-warming smile. She smiled back, loving the fact he’d created his own nickname for her. Clutching her water bottle, she followed him in and sat down in her usual seat, on the opposite side of the room to him. She didn’t dare glance in his direction.

      Within minutes the lecturer appeared and stood next to the podium at the front of the room. He clicked a remote control and the screen behind him switched on. The students hushed as he clipped his microphone onto his shirt.

      ‘One more year to go and you’ll walk out of here qualified in your field. Business is the future and today you’ – he pointed to the students sitting in front of him – ‘are going to pitch your business ideas. What makes a good business idea? The idea doesn’t need to be unique but it must have a USP to capture the attention of its target market. Put it another way, it must offer something different from companies already working in that marketplace, otherwise their credentials and head start will make it practically impossible for you to catch up, let alone compete.’

      Florrie knew she wanted to be a florist and follow in Aunt Ada’s footsteps. Ada had built a stellar reputation on word of mouth alone, growing The Vintage Flower Van into a success at a time before social media was available as a means of marketing and promotion. She sold to locals and tourists alike, and she rarely had any blooms left over at the end of the day. Her business was a profitable success and Florrie couldn’t wait to step into her shoes and keep her legacy alive. Daring to take a quick glance over in Tom’s direction, she saw that he was listening carefully to the professor’s every word, his pen poised over his notepad on the fixed writing ledge in front of him.

      The lecturer continued.’ Good business ideas fill a gap in the market, offer a new product, service or invention, provide an innovative solution to an everyday problem or monetise an interest or hobby,’ he told them. ‘Remember: products must solve a problem or serve a purpose – the value must be clear and immediately evident to your customers. Now, is there anyone brave enough to share their business idea with us all?’

      Florrie sat back and listened carefully for the next thirty minutes as different students shared their visions for the future. The lecturer encouraged other students to challenge different business ventures, giving their own opinions and suggestions about how best to help the business succeed. Florrie suddenly found her arm in the air and the lecturer looking straight at her. He nodded in encouragement as he pointed to her. This will be the last one of the day’ – he checked his watch – ‘and then you’ll be pleased to know you can take the summer off.’

      All eyes were suddenly on Florrie. She swallowed. This was the first time she’d ever spoken out during a lecture. Usually, she sat back, observed and made notes.

      ‘My name is Florrie, which means blooming.’ She looked over in Tom’s direction and saw he was smiling at her. ‘So it’s probably no surprise to hear that I love flowers.’ She took a breath, Tom’s encouraging gaze helping her to get into her stride.

      ‘What is there not to love? Their fragrance and association with beauty and love make them the ideal gift if you ever need to show your affection for someone or communicate unspoken messages of the heart. Many people have stories about flowers, but my favourite is one I first heard from my great-aunt Ada when I was just a little girl. According to my great-aunt, my great-grandfather brought home a bouquet of flowers for my great-grandmother every Friday without fail. But then the war began and he enlisted. Knowing his military service would keep him away from home, he walked into a florist in the Scottish Highlands at seven o’clock one morning in full military dress. He was leaving town and determined to get his affairs in order before he did, which to him meant ensuring he didn’t let my great-grandmother down while he was away. So, he placed an order for fifty-two Fridays’ worth of bouquets so that he would never miss a week, no matter how long he was kept away from home.’

      ‘How utterly romantic,’ murmured the student sitting next to Florrie.

      ‘And that’s the reason I want to be a florist. Flowers are part of the lifeblood of my family and I want to continue our tradition of honouring them. My great-aunt Ada still runs her vintage flower van at the age of seventy-six and grows beautiful flowers in her award-winning garden. I look forward to working with her and I can’t wait to take over The Vintage Flower Van when she finally decides she’s retiring, and expand our family floristry business to new heights.’

      ‘As much as you’re pulling at my heart strings, I’m afraid a wonderful sentimental story isn’t enough to convince me that a florist shop in a small town would make a good business idea,’ challenged the lecturer. ‘Flowers can’t scale quickly and profits are limited by product availability. A bad season in the garden could put you in the red.’

      ‘Does every business have to be purely about making money though? Isn’t being fulfilled and happy with your work, and making enough profit to get by, enough?’ disputed Florrie. ‘My great-aunt is happy and her life is full of things that she loves.’

      ‘But flowers are seasonal and wouldn’t last long with no real refrigeration,’ a nearby student piped up. ‘Does your flower van have refrigeration capabilities?’

      Florrie was just about to put her side of the argument forward when a voice spoke out from the other side of the room.

      ‘I think Florrie has a point. Is it about making millions or about being happy and ticking by?’ Tom asked, defending her. She smiled and he held her gaze for a moment longer than necessary. ‘When you think about it, businesses themselves are like flowers in that their success or failure hinges on whether or not they bloom at the right time.’

      ‘And what is your USP?’ asked the lecturer, returning his attention to Florrie.

      There was only one answer. ‘My unique selling point is me, Florrie Appleton. There is only one of me, I’ve been working in the industry since a very young age and I have a unique understanding of what does and doesn’t work for the market I serve.’

      The lecturer looked impressed with her answer and the whole room began to clap. Florrie was proud of herself. She had stated her case and presented it well, unwilling to be put off by anyone else’s opinion. She wasn’t out to run a million-pound empire, she was simply out to do what she loved, and what she knew about best.

      Just at that moment the lecturer called time on the discussion. ‘That’s it, folks. Remember your last essay needs to be emailed by close of play today. Other than that, great discussions today and I’ll see you all back in here in the autumn. Stay safe, and enjoy your summer.’ He looked at Florrie and nodded for her to meet him at the front of the class. She picked up her bag and walked down the stairs towards him.

      ‘You made a good point today. Business is about different mindsets and knowing what’s best for you and your customer. You’ve even inspired me to drop by a florist’s on the way home to purchase a bunch of flowers for my wife.’

      ‘I think she’ll love that.’ Florrie smiled.

      ‘Plans for the summer?’

      ‘I’m working in my great-aunt’s flower van. In my opinion it’s the best job in the world. I’ll see you in the autumn term.’

      ‘You will.’

      As Florrie turned around, she saw that the lecture room was nearly empty, but Tom was still in his seat, looking at her. ‘That’s quite a story, Red,’ he said as she drew closer to him. ‘Your great-grandfather sounds like a remarkable man.’

      ‘He was a true romantic at heart and very much in love. What are your plans for the summer?’ she asked, not wanting the conversation to end.

      ‘Six weeks living in the south of France on my father’s yacht – in St Tropez, to be precise.’

      ‘Oh, the hardship,’ she teased.

      Tom placed his hand in the small of her back as they exited the classroom. ‘But before then I have the use of a private beach house for a couple of weeks. Why don’t you join me?’

      Florrie stopped in her tracks and coughed. Her eyes locked on his. ‘Sorry, I thought for a moment there that you’d invited me to spend two weeks with you.’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘We don’t know each other.’

      There was a glint in his eye. ‘But after two weeks, we will. Come on, Red, be impulsive.’

      Florrie thought about it for a moment. Could she really throw her plans out the window and take off with Tom? It was crazy, it was unlike her … but it was oh so appealing.

      ‘Okay, Yes!’ she said.

      He smiled as he took her hand…
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        * * *

      

      ‘Penny for them? You’re daydreaming.’ Isla nudged Florrie’s arm.

      ‘Sorry, I was just thinking…’

      ‘About…?’

      Florrie thought about sharing that she might have seen someone from her past at the funeral, but decided against it. She didn’t want to give Tom any more thought time, even though it was very difficult to push him from her mind. ‘About how much Dolores and Martha will have had to drink by the time we arrive at the pub,’ she said, hoping to throw Isla off the scent of a juicy story.

      Isla chuckled. ‘They’ll undoubtedly be in full swing by now.’

      ‘I think that’s exactly what’s needed this afternoon.’

      After quickly arranging her great-grandmother’s favourite bouquet, Florrie led Isla into Rose Cottage. ‘I’ll lay the flowers on her grave before I go to the wake,’ she said, pausing to pick up the pile of post from the mat. She shuffled through the envelopes. ‘It’s mainly condolence cards; everyone has been so kind. Would you like a drink? I feel like I need one to steady my nerves … and to catch up with everyone else before we walk into the pub.’

      Isla pointed to the half-full bottle of port with two glasses at the side of the sink. ‘Should we use those?’

      Florrie shook her head. ‘They’re from the night before Aunt Ada passed away,’ she admitted, a bit embarrassed. ‘I couldn’t bear to wash them up and tidy them away. I know that sounds daft.’

      ‘It doesn’t. It must be difficult now, but with time it’ll get easier. Let’s have a glass of Ada’s favourite port and we can open the cards together before we head back to the wake.’

      Florrie nodded, reaching for clean glasses from the kitchen cupboard.

      After the port was poured, they raised a toast to Aunt Ada. ‘She always swore by her port, having a glass before she went to bed every night. It was a tradition she carried on from her marriage to Uncle Ewart, something special they’d shared. Shall we sit in the garden?’

      Isla nodded and Florrie led the way to the small courtyard. ‘Can you smell that lavender? It won’t be long until it needs pruning and then hopefully we’ll get a second burst.’

      ‘It’s such a gorgeous aroma,’ replied Isla. ‘What a suntrap Ada created out here … and look at that view!’

      The view from the courtyard over Rose Cottage’s gardens was truly stunning, and there was an inviting calmness about the place. Over the years, Ada had been very self-sufficient, growing her own vegetables and herbs alongside her one true love – flowers. There were numerous gardens and each was a blooming masterpiece. It was a beautiful sanctuary, every flower bed erupting with colour.

      After toasting Great-Aunt Ada, Florrie began to open the condolence cards and read the lovely messages inside. ‘She had so many friends. Some of these are from her regular customers. Their messages are so kind and full of their memories of Ada.’ The last envelope was a letter addressed to her great-aunt from the local solicitors in Heartcross, the bold logo standing out. It was marked ‘confidential’, prompting Florrie to confess, ‘I feel like I’m prying by opening her post.’

      ‘You’re next of kin though, and no doubt there’s legal stuff to sort out. You’re best to open it and see what it’s about.’

      Florrie slowly opened the envelope and looked inside. ‘It’s a bill from the solicitors – the invoice for drafting Great-Aunt Ada’s will.’ Florrie looked up at Isla. ‘I still wonder whether she had an inkling about what was to come.’

      Isla shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. I think she was just getting her affairs in order so she could enjoy her retirement. Having a will lined up just made sense – and it will make things straightforward for you.’

      ‘That’s true. I’ll follow up with them this week to see what the will says. For now, we need to get back to the wake; everyone will likely be wondering where we are.’

      They finished their drinks and with the bouquet of flowers in Florrie’s hand, they parted ways at the bottom of the lane. ‘I won’t be long,’ said Florrie. ‘I’ll lay the flowers and be right with you.’

      She walked briskly back towards the church and as soon as she passed through the wrought-iron gates she made her way towards the grave and stood the bouquet up against her great-grandmother’s headstone. ‘I’ll see you all next Friday, if not before.’ She edged backwards, still looking at the graves, and as she turned away she bumped straight into someone standing behind her.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said hurriedly, brushing back the hair that had fallen into her eyes as she collided with the stranger. ‘That was my fault, I wasn’t looking where I was going.’

      ‘There’s no need to apologise.’

      Immediately, Florrie recognised the voice. She slowly raised her head and locked eyes with his. Her jaw fell open and her heart began beating nineteen to the dozen. She couldn’t believe it.

      Tom.

      Here.

      Close enough to touch…

      Flustered at the thought, Florrie felt herself blush.

      ‘It’s been a long time, Red, too long.’ The look in his eyes was warm, the sexy, captivating smile that she had once been obsessed with still wide. ‘But you’re no longer red, I see. The brown suits you, you look…’

      Florrie narrowed her eyes and tilted her head to the side, waiting to see what compliment he could possibly come up with after everything that happened between them in the past. After his betrayal.

      ‘More beautiful than the last time I saw you.’

      Florrie was still staring at him. She didn’t trust herself to speak. She’d thought of this moment many times and rehearsed in her mind exactly what she would say if their paths ever crossed again, but faced with him now, those thoughts had evaporated.

      ‘It’s me, Tom. Surely you recognise me? These rugged good looks haven’t changed that much. In fact, I think I’m maturing like a fine wine,’ he said jokingly. He still had that twinkle in his eye.

      Florrie didn’t understand what was happening. He was showing no shame whatsoever even though eight years ago he’d left her feeling hurt and betrayed. Tom went to touch her arm but Florrie moved it away.

      Of course she recognised him. She’d dreamed of his face for many years after they’d parted and there was no denying he could still take her breath away just by the way he looked at her. Trying to suffocate all the old feelings that were attempting to rush to the surface, she told herself, Remind yourself how he treated you. The words turned over in her head as she gave herself a little shake.
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