
Table of Contents

The Florist and the Firefighter (Nothing to Hide, #63)

Chapter 1 – Smoke Among the Roses

Chapter 2 – Unexpected Deliveries

Chapter 3 – Flowers for Heroes

Chapter 4 – The Language of Flowers

Chapter 5 – Rainy Night Rescue

Chapter 6 – Old Wounds Bloom Slowly

Chapter 7 – First Date Under the Stars

Chapter 8 – When Duty Calls

Chapter 9 – Through Fire and Fear

Chapter 10 – Choosing Each Other

Chapter 11 – A Garden Worth Growing

Chapter 12 – Every Season Together

Chapter 13 – Home Is Where You Return

Sign up for Josh Nelson's Mailing List


The Florist and the Firefighter

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Smoke Among the Roses
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The first hint of spring arrived long before the calendar claimed it had.

Rafael knew it by the scent.

The crisp sweetness of tulips unpacked before dawn. The peppery fragrance of carnations. The earthy perfume of damp moss tucked beneath baskets of white lilies. Every flower carried its own quiet voice, and together they formed a language only someone who truly loved them could hear.

He unlocked the front door of Bloom & Vine Florist just as the sky began to brighten, the brass bell above the entrance chiming softly in the empty street.

"Morning, girls," he said with a smile as he stepped inside.

The girls, of course, were the flowers.

He always greeted them.

It had become a habit after opening the shop eight years earlier, one his customers found charming and his best friend found ridiculous.

"They're not going to answer you," Mia liked to tease.

"They already did," Rafael always replied. "You just don't speak flower."

He flipped on the lights, bathing the little shop in warm golden hues. Wooden shelves lined the walls, overflowing with colorful ceramic pots, ribbons, glass vases, and gardening books. Buckets of freshly delivered flowers stood near the back cooler, waiting to become someone's anniversary surprise, birthday gift, apology, or declaration of love.

Flowers marked every chapter of a person's life.

Birth.

Graduation.

Marriage.

Illness.

Funeral.

Hope.

Heartbreak.

No matter the occasion, people eventually found their way to a florist.

Rafael considered it an honor.

He shrugged off his jacket, tied on his dark green apron, and surveyed the mountain of work waiting for him.

The town's annual Spring Festival was only two days away.

It was Bloom & Vine's busiest week of the entire year.

Nearly every business downtown had ordered floral displays, and the festival committee expected something spectacular for the main square. There were archways to decorate, hundreds of table centerpieces to assemble, and a giant floral sculpture shaped like a butterfly that Rafael had spent weeks designing.

He loved every exhausting minute of it.

Soft jazz drifted from an old radio as he trimmed rose stems with practiced precision.

Snip.

Into water.

Rotate.

Snip.

Years of repetition had transformed the movements into something almost meditative.

His hands worked while his mind wandered.

Not to romance.

Not anymore.

There had been a time when every bouquet he arranged reminded him of the wedding he thought he would have.

That dream had ended three years earlier.

His fiancé had left a handwritten note on the kitchen table.

"I'm sorry. I don't think I can do this."

No explanation.

No goodbye.

Just silence.

For months afterward, Rafael had questioned everything about himself.

Had he loved too much?

Too little?

Had he been boring?

Too predictable?

Eventually he stopped asking.

Flowers had helped him heal.

Unlike people, flowers never pretended to be something they weren't.

A sunflower didn't apologize for turning toward the sun.

A rose didn't hide its thorns.

Lilies bloomed when they were ready.

Perhaps people would be happier if they behaved more like gardens.

The bell above the shop door jingled.

"You're here before sunrise again."

Mia walked inside carrying two paper coffee cups and wearing a bright yellow raincoat despite the clear weather.

"I brought caffeine."

"You continue to be my favorite person."

"I'm your only employee."

"Still counts."

She laughed and handed him one of the coffees.

Mia had worked with him for almost five years.

She was twenty-eight, endlessly energetic, and capable of creating ribbon bows that looked professionally sculpted.

"If you ever quit," Rafael said dramatically, "I'll have to close the business."

"No, you'd just talk to flowers even more."

"They're excellent listeners."

She rolled her eyes.

"I passed the festival committee on my way here. They're already setting up tents."

"Everything ready?"

"They're expecting your butterfly to be the highlight."

Rafael groaned.

"Don't remind me."

"Nervous?"

"Terrified."

"You've made bigger displays."

"I know."

"So what's different?"

He considered the question.

"This one matters."

She smiled knowingly.

"You say that every year."

"And every year I'm right."

They spent the next two hours surrounded by blossoms.

Hydrangeas.

Peonies.

Snapdragons.

Delphiniums.

The shop slowly transformed into organized chaos as ribbons accumulated across the worktables and half-finished arrangements filled every available surface.

Outside, downtown gradually awakened.

Delivery trucks rumbled past.

Coffee shops unlocked their doors.

Neighbors waved through the front windows.

By nine o'clock the florist was bustling with customers.

A young man nervously buying roses.

An elderly woman replacing flowers at her husband's grave.

A little girl insisting that purple daisies were prettier than pink ones.

Rafael loved each interaction.

Flowers often gave people courage to say things they struggled to express themselves.

"I'm proposing tonight," the young man admitted quietly while Rafael wrapped the bouquet.

"Then I hope she says yes."

"He."

Rafael looked up.

"He?"

The customer nodded, suddenly embarrassed.

"My boyfriend."

Rafael's smile widened.

"Then I hope he says yes."

Relief flooded the man's face.

"You don't know how nice it is not having to explain."

"You never have to explain love."

The customer left grinning.

Mia leaned closer.

"You just made his day."

"I hope someone makes his evening."

Business continued without pause.

Around noon, Rafael finally slipped into the back workroom to retrieve more ribbon from storage.

The room was cramped but familiar.

Extra vases lined metal shelves.

Boxes of tissue paper reached nearly to the ceiling.

An aging refrigerator hummed beside the preparation sink.

He reached for a spool of ivory satin ribbon when he caught an unfamiliar smell.

Not flowers.

Not fertilizer.

Something sharper.

Hotter.

He frowned.

"That's strange."

The scent intensified.

A faint crackling reached his ears.

He followed the sound toward a small utility corner where an old extension cord powered several refrigeration units.

A tiny orange spark flickered.

Then another.

"Oh no."

Before he could reach the outlet—

Pop!

The extension strip burst with bright sparks.

Flames climbed the nearby cardboard boxes with startling speed.

Rafael grabbed the fire extinguisher mounted beside the door.

His hands shook.

He pulled the pin exactly as the instructions showed.

Nothing.

He squeezed harder.

Still nothing.

The pressure gauge had slipped into the red.

Expired.

"Seriously?"

The flames grew larger.

Smoke rolled across the ceiling.

"Mia!"

She appeared instantly.

"What happened?"

"Call the fire department!"

Her eyes widened.

"Oh my God!"

She reached for her phone while Rafael hurried back toward the main shop.

"Everyone outside!" he shouted.

"Please leave the building!"

Customers looked around in confusion before noticing the smoke drifting through the doorway.

Within seconds the peaceful florist transformed into controlled panic.

People hurried outside carrying children, purses, and hastily purchased bouquets.

Rafael performed one final sweep of the store.

No one remained.

Good.

He stepped outside just as dark smoke began escaping from a rear window.

His heart sank.

Eight years.

Eight years building this place.

Please don't let it burn.

The wail of sirens echoed through downtown.

A fire engine rounded the corner, followed by another emergency vehicle.

Firefighters moved with astonishing speed.

No wasted motion.

No shouting.

Only calm efficiency.

Hoses uncoiled.

Equipment appeared.

Orders were given with practiced confidence.

A tall firefighter climbed down from the engine, removing his helmet as he approached.

Even covered in protective gear, there was something reassuring about him.

Broad shoulders.

Kind brown eyes.

Calm expression.

He looked directly at Rafael.

"You the owner?"

Rafael nodded.

"Yes."

"I'm Lieutenant Djeko."

He offered a gloved hand.

Rafael instinctively shook it.

"I'm Rafael."

"Anyone still inside?"

"No."

"Gas tanks? Chemicals?"

"Just flower supplies."

Djeko nodded once.

"Good."

He looked toward the smoke.

"Looks like it started in the back."

"I think it was an electrical outlet."

"We'll take care of it."

His voice wasn't dramatic.

It wasn't overly confident.

It was simply...steady.

Exactly the kind of voice people needed during frightening moments.

Djeko turned toward his crew.

"Engine Two with me. Keep it contained to the rear room."

"Yes, Lieutenant."

Within moments they disappeared inside.

Rafael stood frozen on the sidewalk.

Neighbors gathered behind temporary barriers.

Someone placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

Someone else offered bottled water.

He barely noticed.

His eyes remained fixed on the front door.

Minutes felt like hours.

Smoke continued billowing from the roof.

Then—

Nothing.

The thick black smoke gradually faded into light gray.

The water hoses shut off.

One firefighter emerged giving a thumbs-up.

Relief swept through the crowd.

The fire had been stopped.

Rafael closed his eyes.

Thank you.

Several firefighters carried smoke-damaged boxes outside.

Others opened windows to ventilate the building.

Finally Djeko stepped through the doorway, removing his helmet again.

"A little smoky," he said with a tired smile, "but your shop is still standing."

Rafael released a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

"The damage?"

"Mostly confined to the storage room."

"And the flowers?"

Djeko glanced inside.

"The front half is fine."

Rafael looked past him.

The refrigerated display.

The festival arrangements.

Hundreds of flowers.

"If we don't move them soon," Djeko continued, "the smoke and rising temperature will ruin them."

Rafael blinked.

"Can I go inside?"

"We'll escort you."

Without another word, Djeko picked up two large buckets overflowing with white roses.

"Where do you want these?"

Rafael stared.

"You...you're helping?"

Djeko looked almost puzzled.

"They're flowers."

"I can see that."

"They'll die if we leave them."

Something about the simple statement made Rafael smile despite everything.

"Follow me."

For the next hour, firefighters carried flowers instead of hoses.

Buckets of tulips.

Crates of orchids.

Boxes of greenery.

They lined the sidewalk with colorful blossoms while amused townspeople applauded each successful rescue.

One firefighter carefully carried an arrangement shaped like a swan.

"I've rescued cats from trees," he joked.

"This is a first."

Laughter spread through the exhausted group.

Even Rafael laughed.

The tension eased.

Djeko carefully lifted the enormous butterfly sculpture, examining it with surprising gentleness.

"This one looks important."

"It is."

He studied the thousands of carefully placed blossoms.

"You made this?"

Rafael nodded.

"Took almost three weeks."

"It's beautiful."

The compliment was quiet.

Sincere.

Not polite.

Not exaggerated.

Beautiful.

Rafael found himself unexpectedly flustered.

"Thank you."

Their eyes met for a heartbeat longer than necessary.

Then another firefighter interrupted.

"Lieutenant, the inspector's here."

Djeko nodded.

"I'll be right there."

Before walking away, he turned back toward Rafael.

"I'm glad you got everyone out safely."

"I almost stayed."

"I'm glad you didn't."

Those words lingered.

After the inspection was complete, the fire marshal confirmed what Rafael had suspected.

Faulty wiring.

An old extension strip had finally failed.

Repairs would take several days, but the building itself was structurally sound.

It could have been far worse.

Late that afternoon, the firefighters packed their equipment.

The crowd dispersed.

Downtown slowly returned to normal.

Rafael stood beside rows of rescued flowers covering the sidewalk like a temporary garden.

Djeko approached one last time.

"Looks like you'll still have your festival."

"I wasn't sure this morning."

"You should."

He glanced toward the butterfly sculpture.

"It deserves to be seen."

Rafael smiled.

"I couldn't have saved it alone."

"You would've tried."

"I would have."

Djeko laughed softly.

"I figured."

For a moment, neither man spoke.

The silence wasn't awkward.

It simply existed between them like the pause before a flower opened.

Finally, Djeko slipped his helmet back on.

"I hope the rest of your week is less exciting."

"I hope yours is too."

He started toward the fire engine, then paused.

"Oh."

He reached into his pocket and produced a slightly wilted yellow daisy.

It had likely fallen loose during the rescue.

"I think this belongs to you."

Rafael accepted it carefully.

"The stem's bent."

"It survived."

Rafael smiled.

"So it did."

Djeko returned the smile before climbing aboard the engine.

The siren remained silent as the truck pulled away.

Rafael stood alone among hundreds of rescued flowers, absentmindedly turning the little daisy between his fingers.

Bent.

A little bruised.

Still alive.

For reasons he couldn't quite explain, he tucked it carefully into the pocket of his apron instead
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