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      DAISY

      The sun peeking through the partially closed shutters wakes me with a start. For a moment I think I’ve slept-in, but a check of the antique alarm clock on my bedside table eases my fears.

      I don’t have time to lie here luxuriating. After stretching my arms above my head, I shake off the remnants of sleep.

      I’ve got forty-five minutes before I have to open The Daisy Chain, my flower shop, and the culmination of years of hard work. It represents both my independence and determination to build something of my own.

      There are some who’d call me stubborn, especially my parents. To them, it made no sense when I could as easily have stayed working at the family’s nursery and flower shop in Taylor’s Mistake further down the coast.

      Showered and dressed in my uniform of oft-washed jeans and a dark blue t-shirt with an embroidered daisy on the front, I skip downstairs. In a practiced move, I swipe my hand up the wall, flipping the shop lights on and illuminating the cozy space. After opening the back door to a small courtyard beyond, I zigzag the length of the shop.

      I’m not idle on my way, checking on the buckets of flowers as I pass. My flowers are always fresh—I wouldn’t have it any other way. There are a few I’ll need to weed out. They're wilting despite my having added flower food to the water to help prolong the blooms.

      With the bolts top and bottom unlocked, I swing the front door wide and slide a garden gnome in place to stop it from slamming shut.

      I’m soon rewarded with a sea breeze that, after filling the shop, finds its way out the back door.

      Without this rough-and-ready air-conditioning, I’d risk heat exhaustion at the height of summer. And while the hottest time of year is still a month or two away, today feels like it’ll be warm.

      To help offset the cloying heat, I breathe deeply, enjoying the ozone wafting through the air. It’s the last respite I get, with my first customer arriving seconds later.

      It’s Mrs. Jefferson, in for her usual Friday bouquet of whatever is bright and cheerful. More regulars follow, with me never getting more than a few minutes to myself.

      By the end of the day, my fingers are battered and stained from the stems and thorns, and my back aches from constantly being on my feet, but I’m content. As well as my regular orders, I’ve made up colorful bouquets, all ready for the Saturday morning rush.

      Slowly but surely, I’m becoming known for my unique arrangements. It’s something that has even seen me arranging flowers for weddings up at Maddigan’s, the flashiest hotel in town. My determination is paying off, with the shop thriving.

      Dusk is falling over Coogan’s Break when I flip the shop sign to CLOSED. However, with the front window glowing with warmth, I don’t yet close the door.

      Rather, I’m drawn outside for a final breath of fresh air and time to revel in my accomplishments. Life is good, with one exception. I’ve got no-one to share it with, unlike many of my friends.

      It’s certainly meant a lot of matchmaking on their parts, although without success to date. Yep, my success to date has been woeful, with Thursday night a case in point.
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      I’m up even earlier the following morning, well before the sun blinds me. The weather forecast being as optimistic as it is, I open the shutters, and even the windows of my little apartment wide. After taking in my sliver of a sea view, I breathe deeply, the air heavy with the scent of possibility.

      This morning I’m meeting my BFF, Skye, for coffee and pastries in the courtyard before I open up. We don’t get to see each other as often as we used to, with her consumed both with Skye High Pies, her bakery, and Seth, her gorgeous man. None of this mattered, with our friendship as strong as ever.

      As with every other morning of the working week, I grab a fresh pair of jeans and a clean navy-blue t-shirt with the requisite embroidered daisy on the front.

      It’s not by accident that I chose these items as my uniform. Apart from being practical, I know they flatter my curves. It’s the generous nature of these that often has people underestimating how capable I am, and with good reason.

      Hours spent on my feet in concert with moving heavy buckets of flowers, and there’s more to me than meets the eye.

      I’m not idle while I wait for Skye to arrive, knowing she can’t be far away. The woman is rarely late thanks to years of starting her working day at 4am. I’m about to flick on the shop lights when I notice someone waiting out front.

      The shop hours are clearly posted and so, keeping a low profile, I slip out the back door without them seeing me. While I’m serious about The Daisy Chain, I’m also deadly serious about anything Skye will turn up with. She’s the queen of yummy baked goods and wonderful coffee.

      I’ve hardly settled at the little wrought-iron patio set when her signature pale pink hatchback pulls up behind my canary yellow 4x4.

      A moment later, she deposits a brown paper bag and two takeaway coffees in a cardboard holder on the small table. “I hope you’re hungry. The new girl messed up the icing on a batch of red velvet cupcakes.”

      Rather than appearing annoyed about this mishap, her eyes are twinkling with merriment as she flicks her ponytail out of the way. Skye is all warmth and laughter, and the perfect balance to my more determined nature.

      After checking the writing on the lids of the coffees, I grab the one with almond milk. Not that I’m lactose intolerant, but that I like the nutty flavor. The first sip is like a gift from the gods, with me putting my cup back down with a heartfelt sigh. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      Likewise, Skye is busy with her coffee, although not for long. She’s soon ripping open the brown bakery bag to reveal cupcakes that look as though they’ve been sent from New York with insufficient postage.

      It’s not until we’ve both helped ourselves and taken big bites that silence falls, even if this doesn’t last. While the cupcakes might look like a disaster, there’s nothing wrong with the taste, and there’s nothing I can do to squelch my moan of pleasure.

      I’m still licking my fingers when Skye eyeballs me, her fiery curls shining in the early morning light. “Okay, spill! Tell me everything about your date Thursday night.”

      I take a moment to think about how I should respond. It was Skye who’d set me up with Leonard from the bookshop further down the street. She’s got a vested interest in the outcome, meaning I need to let her down gently.

      “It was nice. We had a lot to talk about.” And this is true, even if I’ve had more animated conversations at Chamber of Commerce meetings. I should have known I was in trouble when he said his favorite author was James Joyce, following it up with an expression that was pure fanboy.

      “And?” Skye prompts. “Don’t leave out any details!”

      “Well, he walked me home and kissed me goodnight.”

      I’d usually be fanning myself as Skye is now, but there’s no need. Honestly, the encounter had been about as exciting as kissing my little brother on the cheek when he graduated from middle school. I’d had to lean down then, too.

      Across the small table, Skye has a dreamy look on her face. “This is so romantic! When are you seeing him again?”

      “Yeah, about that…” I don’t have time to continue, with someone hammering on the front door. A quick look at my watch, and I’m surprised to see that it’s past opening time. It’s always this way when Skye and I get together. Somehow, time flies by.

      “Hey, I’d better get going.” We’re both on our feet when I decide I can’t leave things as they are. “Skye, can you … Can you please not set me up with anyone else? It’s just that…”

      This time, the knocking is even louder. “I’ll tell you more when I can, but, yeah, no more dates, please.”

      There’s no missing that I’ve upset my friend. Her face is a picture of dejection. Her heart is in the right place, but the men she keeps setting me up with just don’t do it for me. I’ll make it up to her, but I can’t go through another blind date. They’re just too demoralizing.

      I’d rather imagine there’s a man out there for me than go on a series of dates and prove there isn’t. And I know I’m being petty in wanting a man who’s taller than my five-foot-eight, but there you go.

      Is it wrong to want to wear heels when I go out on a date?

      I’m sliding the bolts on the front door to the side when I realize that rather than it being a customer, it’s my landlord. The door isn’t even fully open when he barges past me. Honestly, as well as being a complete sleazeball, the guy needs to learn some manners.

      It’s like this every time he visits, with him never telling me in advance that he’ll be calling by. However, today’s visit isn’t totally unexpected, not with my lease on the building up for renewal.

      And, sure enough, he’s brandishing an updated lease, the paper rustling as he waves it under my nose. The pungency of his cologne suffocated as I skim-read the document.

      To the background of his huffing and puffing, a knot forms in my stomach. It’s one that tightens with every clause and subclause.

      However, the rent increase that he slipped in like a thief in the night toward the end has the knot looking more like a noose. While it was probably illegal for him to almost double my rent as he’s proposing, it was no surprise coming from this guy.

      “I’m not signing this. This is extortion!”

      Even though I’ve stood up for myself, there’s no missing that my voice is shaking with anger and fear, with him immediately latching onto this. While his eyebrows had initially shot up in surprise, he’s not backing down.

      “Well, pretty lady, I’m sure we can work out some way for you to pay what you can afford.”

      He’d hit on me before, but this time, I snap, itching to wipe that nasty smile off his face. With my heart pounding, I draw myself up to my full height, taking delight in looking down at him.

      “Well, Mr. Walker, you know what you can do with your rent hike?!”

      While I doubt what I have in mind is physically possible, I’d pay to see him try. Unfortunately, with the lease due to expire the following day, he’d then taken great delight in evicting me.

      And while this was probably as illegal as the rent increase, there wasn’t a lot I could do about it on a Saturday morning.

      “Anything I find on the premises on Monday morning, I’ll sell to offset my costs. Do I make myself clear?”

      It was because of this that I’d had the sale to end all sales, finishing the day with not a flower to my name. It’s also something that soon has me perched precariously atop my little stepladder, armed with a kitchen knife instead of a screwdriver.

      No way was I leaving my wonderful sign with its hand-painted daisies behind for my deadbeat landlord to destroy. I’ve only loosened one screw when a mixture of musk and sandalwood surrounds me, and the hairs on the back of my neck prick up.

      On sensing movement directly behind me, I turn to see what’s going on and come close to falling off my perch. Oh my, one look at this guy and the tingling in my neck heads south, and I have to swallow, although only after licking my lips.

      Dark brown hair, tousled by the wind, frames a rugged face adorned with a full beard. Clad in jeans and a fitted white t-shirt, my pulse quickens in response to his aura of strength.

      “Lady, you are an accident waiting to happen.”

      Holy moly, if I thought my girly bits were on fire before, it’s nothing compared to when the rumble of his voice cuts right through me. Why couldn’t Skye have set me up with a guy like this rather than that book nerd, Leonard?

      Then my dreams come crashing down. First off, a guy this hot would never want to saddle himself with someone as boring as me. And if I were brave enough to go on a date, I wouldn’t have a clue how to act.

      How would you even flirt with someone like this? Anything beyond shy glances and I’m lost. And I suspect this guy would want a lot more than those. Never mind want, he’d probably demand it.

      

      When the stepladder wobbles thanks to my being off balance, it’s only his steadying me that stops me from taking a nasty fall. His hands rest gently on my hips, my gaze is drawn to his intricate tattoos.

      They swirl the length of his arms before disappearing under the sleeves of his t-shirt, leaving me breathless. The dark blues and greens, with splashes of red, contrast with his olive skin, further adding to his dangerous allure.

      As he helps me down, the designs come alive, twisting and turning with the muscles in his arms, making me acutely aware of his raw, untamed energy. It’s only when I’m safely down on the sidewalk that I realize just how tall he is.

      While I might like my flowers to be sweetness and light, I prefer my men much darker. Of course, I’m not brave enough to share this dirty little secret with my girlfriends.
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      DAISY

      After helping me remove the sign from above the front door of my shop, the hunk had disappeared as suddenly as he’d appeared. It was as if he were a figment of my fevered imagination.

      My mind is crowded with who he was and where he’d come from. This has me hardly aware of what I’m doing. Consumed as I’ve been with thoughts of what the guy would look like naked, it’s not until much later that I finally face the challenges ahead.

      As easy as it would be to hire a truck and move back home, I don’t want to. I’ve worked too hard to establish myself in Coogan’s Break to give up that easily. It’s then that I have a brainwave.

      My friend Josie Hunter has a ton of space available at The Laurels, the historic pile she and her husband Chase call home.

      Even better is that with her husband’s grandfather having moved into a retirement home, the apartment over the triple-car garage is empty. While only a temporary fix, it would at least give me some breathing space until I can sort something else out.

      The relief when she says she and Chase will even help me move the next day is immeasurable. The last thing I do before I head upstairs for the night is check my bank account. It was a habit I’d gotten into when I first started in business, and one I don’t seem able to abandon.

      It’s in seeing the balance that I give thought to a move that would avoid my needing to worry about a landlord ever again. Or am I simply dreaming about that as I had been about my mystery man?
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      After moving into the apartment at Josie and Chase’s, I’d spent days combing the listings for a commercial space that suited my budget.

      Unfortunately, without a lot of luck. Actually, make that with no luck.

      Anything I viewed that was walk-in ready was so over my budget as to make my eyes water. It was also something that had me giving the realtor a piece of my mind. Why he insisted on showing me premises I couldn’t afford was beyond me, explaining to him that this was wasting my time and his.

      Budget-busters aside, the rest had proven to be too big, or too far from downtown. Friday morning, with desperation nipping at my heels, I’d spotted a run-down Victorian for sale on Beach Road.

      The two-story building had seen better days, with paint peeling on the siding and a sagging front porch. However, it was the perfect size, only a block from my current location, and, best of all, I could live upstairs.

      Perhaps the most appealing feature of the old building was that it had been a shop in the past, right down to the double doors on the corner. These faced the intersection.

      As well as passing traffic, it would also be easier for customers to park right outside when they were collecting their flowers.

      Perfect enough that I’d rung the realtor immediately and waited for her to swing by so I could see if the inside was salvageable. After she’d unlocked the front door with a creak, I’d stepped inside, a puff of dust swirling around my ankles.

      But beyond the grime and cobwebs, I could see potential. The large front windows, when cleaned, would let in plenty of natural light. The wood floors were solid, and the basic layout would work well for a flower shop.

      Best of all was that the price was a steal. Cheap enough for me to manage the deposit, and if business was as brisk as it had been at my old place, comfortably cover the mortgage repayments. It was exactly the fresh start my business needed.

      After an emergency meeting with the loans officer at my bank, I’d signed the papers later that same day. It definitely helped that my folks had agreed to guarantee me for my small mortgage.

      Five days after being evicted, I had a new home and shop, and it was going to be even better than ever. Now, all I needed to do was celebrate.

      

      After picking up a bottle of bubbly on the way home, I park out front of the garage at Josie’s. Her stepping out the back door of the main house soon after I get out of my car says she’s been waiting for me.

      As always, she’s dressed in vintage fifties clothing, with no element out of place. It’s been the same for as long as I’ve known her, and if I were to see her dressed any other way, it would feel strange. The retro styles are also the perfect foil for her curves.

      “You’re looking pleased with yourself.”

      She’s right, with there being a definite spring in my step at knowing my future is secure. “I am. You are looking at the proud owner of the most run-down Victorian in town.”

      There’s no mistaking her surprise. “You’ve bought something?!” After shaking her head as if to clear her thoughts, she continues. “I mean, that’s fantastic. Just unexpected is all.”

      I have to agree with her on this. It’s certainly not something I’d have done in the past, but under all that grime and neglect, the old building had spoken to me.

      “I know it’s crazy, right? Now all I need to do is find someone who can renovate it for me.”

      At my revelation, concern clouds Josie’s face. “It’s that bad?”

      I’m still nodding when she talks again, although it’s nothing about renovations.

      “Hey, join us for dinner tonight. We can celebrate your new shop.”

      To the casual observer, it’d be a lovely invitation, but with Josie and Chase often laughing at inside jokes and sharing glances, it could make for an awkward dinner. My love life was miserable enough without having bliss like theirs rubbed in my face.

      As if sensing my reticence, she presses on. “Chase’s grandfather is coming over, and he loves meeting new people. Please say yes!”

      Given Mr. Hunter Senior will be there, it should be okay. I also don’t fancy spending my Friday night drinking alone. “I’d love to. Just let me get changed. Six o’clock, okay?”

      

      That evening, I knock on the back door, looking forward to dinner. I’m holding the bottle of bubbly, which I hand to Josie when she opens the door.

      On stepping inside, the familiar warmth of her home envelopes me. The cozy living room is adorned with flickering candles, while soft music plays in the background. The scent of something delicious wafts from the kitchen, making my stomach rumble with anticipation.

      I’d worked up quite an appetite during the day.

      “Daisy, come on through and meet Chase’s grandfather. He’s such a character!” She’d then led me through to the dining room, where the table was beautifully set with fine china and sparkling silverware.

      The old man was already seated at the head of the table, his presence commanding and full of life. His eyes lit up when he caught sight of me, and he beckoned me to take the seat beside him.

      Over the course of the evening, we shared stories and laughter. Mr. Hunter regaled us with tales of Chase and his brother Ethan and the trouble they’d gotten into. It was hearing this that made me realize the old man had actually raised the brothers from when they were young kids.

      Where the parents were in all of this, I’m unsure, with any reference to them noticeably absent. Despite this, I couldn’t help but be captivated by the old man’s vibrant spirit, it being clear why Chase and Josie loved him so dearly.

      Josie has cleared away the dinner plates when I make noises about leaving. “Sorry to leave so early, but I need to get on with researching local contractors.” While not exactly a small town, neither was Coogan’s Break a bustling city.

      I’ve not pushed my seat back when Josie coughs, causing me to look in her direction. I’ve known her long enough to know that expression all too well, as it having gotten me into trouble in the past. “What?”

      JOSH

      I’m with my teammates at Eagles Nest, the beautiful home of Ethan Hunter, my boss, and Lindsey, his wife. We’re enjoying our regular Friday night drinks.

      Of the Lucky Break Construction crew, only Ethan, Malakai Torres, Cole Stillman, and Daemon Booth are still here. Heath, my brother, is out of town, which I’m okay with, the constant reminders of the hand I’ve been dealt, difficult at the best of times.

      As for all the others, they’ve headed home to their partners.

      I’d be all for that myself, but I’m single, and the longer I can put off heading home to an empty house, the better. It’s a thought that has me remembering the woman I’d helped with her sign.

      She’d appealed to me in a big way. Big enough that I’d even driven by on the Monday when I knew the shop would be open again. Only it wasn’t, nor would it ever be again, with a big FOR LEASE sign in the window.

      If I had someone like her in my life, I wouldn’t currently be contemplating getting a dog, or even a cat. Even a blasted goldfish would be better than walking into a house devoid of all life.

      A house devoid of any color, thanks to the condition I’d inherited from my dad. It was one I was stuck with and that my brother delights in telling all and sundry that he’d avoided.

      The conversation shifts, becoming more serious when Ethan is asked about any future projects. Normally, by this point, we’d have heard what was coming up, with projects overlapping.

      Rather than respond as he usually would, Ethan remains tight-lipped, leaving us all in the dark. This doesn’t altogether worry me, happy to have a break from the frenetic pace we’ve been keeping. I also know he’ll move heaven and earth to keep us fully employed and busy.

      There’s a lot more to Lucky Break Construction than just building stuff. Part of the reason Ethan had set the company up was to help guys like himself. Guys who’d screwed up their lives by mixing with the wrong sort, or just by being young and stupid.

      However, when Ethan eventually blurts out that he might have to let go of some casual workers, my easygoing demeanor fades.

      Lost in my thoughts, I take a sip of my beer, contemplating the uncertain future that looms before us. I’m still weighing up my options when Lindsey’s phone rings, interrupting the heavy silence.

      There’s no missing the smile when she sees who’s calling, with her immediately excusing herself to go inside and take the call. On her return shortly after, her face is alive with excitement and mischief.

      “Guess what, guys?” Lindsey announces, her eyes sparkling playfully. “I might have stumbled upon your next project, and it’s a doozy!”

      I’m taking this at face value until her gaze lands on me, the speculation somewhat unsettling. Why do I feel I’m being set up? Perhaps because it’s something that happens all too often.

      I can’t remember how many times I’ve been sent to buy paint, despite my saying over and over that it’s not a good idea.

      “Come on, sweetheart, spill!” Ethan’s prompt is enough to have her abandon her assessment of me and turn to the others.

      To a man, we wait to hear more about this surprise project, and despite her strange examination earlier, I can’t help but feel a surge of excitement. The team thrives on challenges, and the prospect of something unusual is like a shot of adrenaline.

      “It’s different from what we usually do.” Lindsey’s voice brims with enthusiasm, only adding to the allure of what she’s about to reveal. “It’s a shop fit-out, but I’m sure it’s nothing you can’t handle.”

      It’s when Lindsey reveals the address of the potential project that my heart skips a beat. I know that address intimately, like the rhythm of my heartbeat, and memories surge, taking me back to a time long ago.

      “Are you okay, Josh?” There’s no missing the concern in Lindsey’s eyes.

      I have to clear my throat before I can respond, a mixture of excitement, nostalgia, and apprehension close to overwhelming me. “Ah, it’s nothing. Was just thinking about something, is all.”

      Mindful of everyone staring while waiting for me to expand, memories crowd my mind, intertwined with the present. Could it be fate has intervened to have me back at the very place I’d last felt normal?

      A place where my being colorblind hadn’t mattered, to where I’d first learned there was more to life than color.

      

      As the evening at Ethan and Lindsey’s house wound down, I bid farewell to my teammates and made my way home. The drive felt longer than usual, the silence of the empty house that awaited me weighing heavily.

      It was a mix of exhaustion and restlessness that had me looking through some old photo albums. As I flipped through the pages, my heart swelled with both joy and a tinge of sorrow.

      There they were, my grandparents, standing proudly in front of their shop, beaming with love and passion. And there in the middle was a younger version of myself, filled with innocence and curiosity. But one thing stood out—my brother Heath was missing from these precious snapshots.

      A wave of sadness washed over me as I traced the lines of the photographs with my fingertips. I couldn’t help but be reminded of the incident that had forever changed the course of my childhood.

      It was during a local gridiron game that my color blindness unknowingly became a hindrance. In my eyes, the colors of the two teams were indistinguishable, with me as likely to pass the ball to the opposing team as I was to my own.

      That moment marked a turning point, as I was deemed unfit for future team sports and activities. The hard shell I’d formed protected me from the nasty comments that followed.

      Meanwhile, Heath reveled in the fact that he’d escaped inheriting the defective gene. It was something that had him training with his team the day the photo of me and our grandparents was taken.

      As I gazed at those images, a mix of anger and longing coursed through me. I couldn’t change my eyesight, but I could change the narrative it had created in my life.

      The opportunity to restore my grandparents’ old shop offered a glimmer of hope—a chance to rewrite that painful chapter, to find acceptance and belonging once again.

      With a renewed sense of purpose, I closed the photo album and made a vow to myself. The upcoming project would not only be about transforming the physical space. It would be about reclaiming a part of myself that had been overshadowed by shame and exclusion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      DAISY

      As I stand on the threshold of my new shop, my heart races thanks to an interesting mix of anticipation and bone-deep dread.

      The very thought of the challenges ahead has me in danger of crushing the bouquet I’m holding, with this vision of beauty at odds with my outfit.

      Fully expecting to pitch in and help the Lucky Break Construction team where I can, I’ve come dressed for action. This sees me in my oldest jeans, boots, and a cherry pink t-shirt that’s riddled with holes.

      It’s not how I’d usually dress, but suits my plans for the day. To calm my nerves at being seen like this, I bury my nose in the gorgeous blooms and breathe deeply.

      While it might appear odd to turn up at a worksite with a bouquet, flowers calm me. And anyway, they’re nothing fancy, with me having collected them from the garden at Josie’s. California poppies for their vibrant orange, and lilacs for their heavenly scent.

      They immediately work their magic, my senses numbed to my current state and the misery that surrounds me. The worn-out building, with its faded façade and cracked windows, hints at tales of neglect and forgotten dreams.

      On stepping inside, my eyes widen. I don’t remember the building being this awful the day I’d viewed it, committing to the purchase only six hours later. However, it had been a bright sunny day on that occasion.

      Today, dust
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