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Prologue

The smell of the London underground in summer was not one Rosie liked to inhale. However cheerful she tried to be – and she always aimed to look on the bright side – cheesy feet, body odour and whatever food someone had brought with them lingered in the hot, stuffy air, and she did her best not to breathe in too deeply. Head down, Rosie swayed as the train surged around a bend in the line, hot air brushing her neck. She was always grateful for her pixie cut in this sort of weather. Not so much in the winter though. The man next to her rocked backwards, his armpit hitting her in the face.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled as the shock sent her phone tumbling from her hand, and she tried her best to reach down and get it without showing anyone her knickers or taking up too much room.

‘No worries,’ she replied cheerfully. ‘It’s not damaged.’

But he’d already gone back to ignoring her. Rosie swiped again at the screen and returned to scrolling through Instagram.

Images of brightly coloured, dreamy destinations flashed past her eyes, and she longed to be anywhere but on this packed-out tube train inhaling someone’s unwashed hair. An image of the Bloemenmarkt, the world’s only floating flower market, located in Amsterdam, filled the screen and her heart hummed. Her evening flower course had come to an end now and ideas had already begun circulating as to what she could do with the skills she’d learned. She could open her own business, or at least run a sideline alongside her dull design job. Flowers had always been her passion and she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of taking a course before. Now she knew how to pick blooms that complemented each other and arrange them in ways that filled the recipient with joy, she was determined to find a way to make that her living. Not before time either. She was nearly thirty and hadn’t yet found a career she could stick to. She had no idea why. It was just that most jobs seemed so . . . boring, and no matter how much she tried, the thought of a new job, a new start, a new opportunity, always excited her, pulling her in another direction. But if she could find a career that involved flowers, she just knew she could make it work permanently. That must be why she hadn’t managed to stick to anything for very long: her heart had simply lain elsewhere.

Out of the tube station, Rosie sucked in great lungfuls of fresh air (or at least the nearest you got to it in London) and walked through the local park admiring the flowers in bloom. She knew the names of them now, thanks to the course and her mum. Ignoring the stab of pain that always plunged into her heart when she thought of her, Rosie plonked herself on one of the benches, brushing her short hair back behind her ears.

Children were playing badminton, their parents sitting on a picnic blanket watching them closely, talking and laughing as they sipped from paper cups. Rosie remembered days like this with her parents, when she and her sister were small, and she tried her best not to think about what day it was. She returned to scrolling on her phone and watched a reel of an influencer spending a day in Amsterdam. Something about the city had always appealed to her. Not least because her mum had always wanted to visit the floating flower market but had never had the chance. As a botanist, she’d loved everything to do with flowers and plants, taking Rosie and her sister to Kew Gardens more weekends than she could count. She’d always shared pictures of the floating flower market, describing the tulips. Flowers that meant perfect or deep love. It had made her feel warm and snuggly, sat on her mum’s lap, hearing her talk about it.

Nature had been her mum’s passion, and it had always been Rosie’s too, though after her mum had died, she hadn’t allowed herself to indulge in it until recently. She’d been too scared of the feelings of loss it would bring up, and though it had stirred her grief, the floristry course had also made her happy in a way she hadn’t been before.

Rosie watched as the video played on a continuous loop: people riding bikes, the famous canals. The city looked spectacular, green and vibrant, the colourful houses lining the streets, the houseboats moored and rocking gently on the tide. The food looked amazing too. Perhaps she should book a trip there? The bad thing about changing jobs so often was that she hadn’t made many friends. London could be a lonely place at times, but with her family nearby and an ever-positive attitude, Rosie had never let it affect her too much. The good thing about not going out much was that she had a little money put by. She could afford it.

‘Hey, you.’ The bench shifted as Rosie’s sister sat down.

Rosie looked over and smiled. ‘Hey, Melody.’

Her sister’s singsong voice perfectly suited her name. While her mum had been a botanist and insisted one of their daughters be called Rosie, after her favourite flower, their dad was a devout music fan, and Melody had been the compromise for their second child. They’d both hated their names growing up, only beginning to love them after their mum had died.

‘You okay?’ her sister asked.

The sentence was left unfinished, neither saying the words that still, even after all these years, hurt. The anniversary of their mum’s death stabbed at both their hearts. Rosie had ignored it through the day, packaging it off into the little box of worry she tried not to pry into too often. It had been almost twenty years and though the pain wasn’t as strong as it had been at the start, it still felt like there was a hole somewhere inside her. A dark, empty space that would never again be filled. She’d never quite identified where exactly it was, or how to fix it, and she lived in hope that it would simply shrink as the years passed. It never did.

‘Getting there. You?’ Rosie felt the hitch in her voice.

Melody looked over, her light blonde hair, the same shade as their mum’s had been, escaped from the band it had been pulled back into. Her hands looked red and raw, made sore from where, as a nurse, she’d had to wash them repeatedly through her long, tiring shift. ‘I’ve been on all day so I haven’t thought about it. Well, I’ve tried not to think about it. Haven’t been one hundred per cent successful. Have you called Dad?’

‘I spoke to him this morning, and we’ll see him this evening for dinner. Sometimes I think he copes better with it than we do.’

He always tried to be cheerful but had spoken openly about how much he missed his wife. He’d always been like that. His honesty about his feelings, letting them know it was okay to be sad, had helped them adjust to the silent space her mum used to fill. Rosie didn’t know how he did it. She’d always struggled to speak of her mum, even now, especially to people who’d known her.

They sat in silence until her sister spoke.

‘She loved life so much, didn’t she? Making the most of every single day.’ She shifted her body, turning to face her. ‘Do you remember that day it was raining and everyone else was staying in, so Mum got us dressed in raincoats and boots and we went stomping through the streets, splashing in the puddles? How old were we then? Eight? Nine?’

Rosie smiled at the memory, the bittersweetness of having loved and lost mixing like oil and water in her veins. ‘Something like that.’

Melody pressed her water bottle to her lips as Rosie looked at her phone. Her algorithm had paused on an image of the flower market and, suddenly, an idea struck her as though she’d been hit by lightning. She was done living life on a treadmill, every day the same, boring chores, the same dire job she didn’t like, let alone love. She was done with it all. What she needed was something new. Something to get her teeth into. Something that spoke to the thing she was passionate about. And now, she knew what that should be.

‘I’m going to move to Amsterdam,’ she declared loudly as though voicing her thoughts meant she was affirming them to the world, and she couldn’t back out.

Melody’s water sprayed out of her mouth onto the path in front of them, narrowly missing a suited and booted man on his way home from work.

‘Watch out!’ He sidestepped and Rosie repressed a giggle as her sister spluttered and coughed.

‘Sorry!’ she replied. ‘My bad. She wasn’t expecting me to say what I just said.’

The man glanced back over his shoulder like she was mad. Maybe she was.

Melody wiped furiously at the dribbles coating her chin. ‘No, I blimmin’ well wasn’t expecting you to say that!’

‘It makes sense, Mels. Trust me. I’m going to move to Amsterdam and open a flower shop on the Bloemenmarkt.’

‘The what what?’ Mostly recovered, Melody coughed again and tried once more to have a drink.

‘It’s the Dutch name for the floating flower market in Amsterdam. It’s the only one in the world. It’ll be amazing. I can just see it now, exactly how it will be.’ She closed her eyes, picturing the brightly coloured flowers like they were an Instagram photo. She’d live on a houseboat, or in a flat in one of the houses overlooking a canal. She’d have friends and a social life and every day she’d work with flowers and plants. Opening her eyes again, she sighed. ‘I’m so sick of letting life pass me by and I hate my job. Like . . . really hate it.’

‘More than waitressing at that Halloween-themed restaurant?’

‘Definitely. That fake blood got everywhere. Bits of me were stained pink for days. I’m not sure proper fake blood is supposed to do that.’

‘It’s not.’

‘I’m going to do it, Mels. I’m going to move and make something of myself. I’m nearly thirty – it’s about time I started thriving rather than just surviving.’

Melody’s perfectly arched eyebrows pulled together. ‘Have you been watching life coaches on Insta again?’

‘No,’ Rosie replied defensively, then paused and added: ‘Okay, maybe. But that doesn’t mean they’re wrong.’

‘Listen, I love you – you know I do – but this isn’t the first time you’ve come up with some kind of crazy scheme to change your life. You can be a little . . .’

‘Optimistic? Hopeful? Go-get-’em?’ She gave a jaunty pantomime air punch.

‘Impulsive. You don’t look before you leap and this is a big move, Rosie. It’s not switching jobs or changing flats; it’s moving to a new country, giving up the security you have here on a whim. And you don’t have a job to go to.’

‘Sometimes it’s good to follow your heart.’

Melody sighed. ‘You can’t make this sort of decision in five minutes, Rosie. You need to sort out a job first.’

‘I will. I’ll find one, and Amsterdam’s only a few hours away on the Eurostar. That’s less than travelling to . . . I don’t know . . . Scotland.’

‘What’s Scotland got to do with anything?’ Melody shook her head at the unexpected tangent. ‘Speaking of which, do you remember when you wanted to move to the Highlands and start a reindeer farm?’

‘Okay, that wasn’t one of my best ideas – I’ll admit it.’

‘You’d never even seen a reindeer in real life! And when I made you go and actually face one, you screamed as soon as it opened its mouth and you ran away! You have to think these things through, Rosie. You can’t just up and move countries.’

‘Why not? We can do anything if we put our minds to it.’

‘No, we can’t!’ She was getting cross now. Her voice was taking on that bossy nurse tone she used at work. ‘We – you – need money, somewhere to live, a job—’

‘Mum wanted us to be happy,’ Rosie countered cheerily. She wasn’t going to be daunted because, unlike some of her other dubious life decisions, this felt right somehow. ‘And I’m not happy – not here. Not in the dead-end jobs I’ve been doing. The only thing that’s made me happy was my floristry course and that’s finished now—’

‘But will Amsterdam make you happy?’ Melody pointed to the phone screen. ‘Moving away from everyone who knows and loves you.’

‘I’ll make new friends,’ she replied. ‘Everyone I know is married with kids and we hardly see each other. I don’t blame them; life moves on, but the few friends I have – or rather had – aren’t a reason to stay. And like I said, I not that far away from you and Dad. I’m not emigrating to Australia.’ Rosie turned to her sister, almost pleading. ‘I can’t explain it, Mels, but every time I look at that picture, I get this feeling in my bones – in my gut – that this is where I’m meant to be. I need to make a change, and this is as good as any. Better, in fact, because I love flowers. I want to open a flower shop and where better than the only place in the world with a floating flower market? A floating. Flower. Market.’

‘What did you have for lunch? That feeling in your gut could just be indigestion.’

Rosie smiled indulgently. ‘Falafel, but it isn’t repeating on me. What I’m feeling is happy, excited, hopeful!’ She grabbed her sister’s arm with both hands. ‘Honestly, I can see it all now. Biking through the city, wandering the canals, eating stroopwafels and bitterballen.’

‘Bitter what?’

‘Bitterballen. Deep-fried, crispy snack balls.’

‘Snack balls . . . ?’ She pinched the bridge of her nose. Clearly it was all too much, today of all days. ‘Just think about it, Rosie-Roo, please?’

The use of her childhood nickname grounded her a little, but the idea had taken root. Somehow, she just knew she had to take this chance. She knew she had to do something other than work in passionless jobs, and scurry back to her flat above a shop.

Melody took Rosie’s silence as her signal to continue. ‘Sometimes you do things, and you can’t go back.’

Rosie turned once more to her sister. ‘Why would I want to?’

‘You do remember that time you moved to Yorkshire when you were in your Wuthering Heights era? You lasted three days.’

‘That’s because my cottage was a leaky old shack on the Yorkshire Moors. And it was haunted.’

‘Rosie—’

‘I’m doing this, Melody,’ she said a little more firmly. It was a tone of voice she didn’t use all that often with her sister, and Melody pulled back a little in surprise. ‘And it’s going to be great. Trust me. There has to be more out there and, if there is, I’m determined to find it.’




Chapter 1

ONE MONTH LATER

Rosie took a moment to stare at the buildings around her, taking in the architecture she’d spent so long looking at in photos and videos since making her decision to move. The sloping gambrel roofs with curving eaves, the equally portioned windows, the houses bunched together like they were squidged in shoulder to shoulder. No wonder the canal belt was a UNESCO world heritage site. It was breathtaking, screaming its history but also relaxed and calm.

The air smelt different in Amsterdam too. Rosie couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was, but there was definitely something. Maybe it was the lack of pollution: the absence of dense petrol fumes that filled the city, contaminating your lungs, sitting on your skin and hair. Perhaps it was the canals. Or perhaps it was simply the freedom? Paused halfway along a bridge built of red brick with dark iron railings and old-fashioned Victorian-style street lamps, the water rushing beneath her feet, Rosie wrinkled her nose, breathing deeper. Whatever it was, she liked it.

She took another big breath and let her shoulders drop. She was here. She’d made it. Despite her sister’s (albeit potentially justified) worries, she had done it and, right now, she wasn’t regretting a single thing. Her worldly essentials were crammed into a large suitcase that she dragged along behind her. For some, the racket would have been annoying, but for Rosie it was like a soundtrack to a new life. Here she was, walking the Amsterdam streets with her case, not having to sidestep commuters and tourists as she would in London.

As Rosie had packed, she’d realised how few possessions she actually owned. Yes, there was the coffee machine that ground the beans and steamed the milk, and there were other utensils that kitted out her flat. But there were only a few things that actually mattered; like her jewellery, some of which came from her mum, and her photos, all of which fitted into the suitcase with her clothes. It reinforced her new-found belief that she didn’t need to fill her life with needless possessions in place of actually searching out and pursuing her passion. But at least she’d identified it now and was doing everything she could to make it real.

Rosie walked along the canal side, looking for the houseboat she’d rented. It was called the Forget-Me-Knot and she had to admit, she’d chosen it mainly for the name. Most had been called things like Alternative Girlfriend and Captain Boaty as well as the run-of-the-mill names of people the owners knew and loved. Not only had most of them been out of her price range, but she’d also felt an instant connection to the small boat with a flowery name. It had seemed like a good omen – a sign from above, maybe from her mum – that this was definitely the right thing to do and where she was meant to be.

The tree-lined street was quintessentially Dutch, with the relaxed vibes of a city everyone loved, while also showcasing the slight edginess of Amsterdam. As Rosie walked along, her case still making a racket behind her, she had no doubt she’d be happy here. The bright summer sun glittered off the water and dappled through the bushy branches, sending shadows dancing over the street. Ducks paddled and she even caught sight of a swan, but before she could take a photo it had passed under a bridge and out of sight. When she passed through the shadows, walking beside the bikes tied to the railings that lined the bank, the coolness swept her skin, providing a welcome break from the heat of the mid-afternoon sun. She’d worn shorts and a T-shirt, her feet clad in her most comfortable trainers. She was embracing not having to wear unflattering suits, or worse, a uniform. Some of the waitressing ones she’d had were truly awful, all itchy polyester and far too tight over her hips.

Rosie checked her phone. It was nearing three o’clock which was when she’d arranged to meet her new landlord, Piet, the man she was renting the houseboat from. She quickened her pace. Hope grew with each step as she passed gorgeous houseboats painted in all manner of colours, their decks decorated with tables and chairs and vibrant flower pots, the colourful blooms looking even more beautiful when contrasted against the dark wood. Some looked so incredibly luxurious with leather sofas and large living areas that she wondered if celebrities lived there. Rosie’s list of possible new homes had been pretty small to start with, but she’d decided to go for something traditional-looking, rather than a white, shiny new boat. It had just seemed more . . . authentic, somehow – and, if she was honest, everything else was out of her price range, so she’d thought herself lucky when she’d secured a houseboat in a city known for its canals.

‘Hello there!’ called a man with bushy dark hair and angular features. He smiled and waved. ‘You’re Rosie, aren’t you?’

Gosh, did she look so out of place he could tell she was a tourist already? She had hoped she’d fit in, though the giant suitcase was probably a giveaway that she was indeed the woman from England he was waiting for.

‘Hello!’ she called back. ‘Begroeting!’ She’d been practising with Duolingo ever since she’d decided to move, but must have got something wrong with her pronunciation as the man frowned and looked decidedly confused. ‘Did I get that wrong?’ she asked, coming to a stop in front of him, sweat prickling the skin at her hairline in the fierce summer sun.

‘Not at all,’ he replied, the smile returning. ‘But we don’t really say that anymore. It’s quite formal. We normally just say hallo.’

He’d pronounced it with an ‘a’ sound rather than an ‘e’, and she made a mental note to copy him the next time she said it.

‘Right. I’ll remember that. So this is the Forget-Me-Knot, is it?’ She turned to look at the boat, and for a moment was sure the utter disappointment that flooded her system was evident on her face. Her throat tightened and her mouth went dry.

The boat still technically looked like the picture. Only now she was certain some liberties had been taken with Photoshop or one of those hide-your-flaws filters. It had the dark wood she loved, but it looked more like a garden shed, and the paint was peeling on the housey bit. (It probably had a special name but she hadn’t learned that yet. She really was going to have to brush up on her nautical lingo.) The windows had condensation pooling between their double-glazed panes, which spoke to broken seals, and the little fence-type thing that ran all the way around as some kind of safety measure (a pretty useless safety measure at that) was broken in more than one place. She quickly schooled her features, though her heart sank.

‘This is it,’ Piet replied, gesturing like this was Buckingham Palace or The Ritz and she should be gasping in shock and awe. ‘One of my favourite rentals. It’s always popular. You’re lucky I was able to give it to you as a longer let.’

She wasn’t entirely sure about that. It was true she’d had difficulty finding others with such availability, but by the look of the Forget-Me-Knot, it was more likely that no one wanted this place. Rosie banished the thought as soon as it arrived. She would stay positive. For all she knew, the inside was beautiful and cosy, and she could fix up the outside. Surely it wouldn’t take too long.

‘Now, here are the keys,’ said Piet, forcing them into her hand with such speed her fingers had no choice but to take them. ‘Enjoy your stay, goodbye!’

And with that he was off, waving as he went but walking so quickly Rosie had the distinct impression something was wrong. Panic began to rise up and she forced herself to take a breath of the fresh Amsterdam air.

‘Well, that was a suspiciously quick getaway,’ she said, realising she’d spoken out loud.

That was the problem with living alone: she’d been talking to herself for years and didn’t always realise when she did it in public. Was that the sign of a problem? Possibly. She clamped her lips shut, shook the thought away and plastered on a smile. This was a momentous occasion, and it was one that she planned to enjoy. With the keys grasped in one hand, she stepped off the safety of the pavement and onto the deck. The boat rocked with her and she let out a little squeal: a mix of pure joy and excitement. Yanking the heavy suitcase across the gap, she almost lost it between the boat and the bank, but managed to lug it across in time. ‘Phew!’

She heard a low grumble from the boat next to her, called The Rembrandt, and peered around but couldn’t see anyone. All she saw was a net curtain flying back into place. It would have been nice if they’d popped out and said hello. She gave them a moment, and when they still didn’t, she decided to do it herself. There was no time like the present, and so, she left her case, and hopped back onto the pavement and around onto her neighbour’s boat.

This boat was in much better condition than her own with shining, well-varnished wood and paint pots dotted around. She even spied a dog bed outside. She loved dogs and being a pet owner was always the sign of a nice person, wasn’t it?

She knocked and waited for the curtain twitcher to open up but they didn’t. She knocked again.

‘Hello! I just popped over to introduce myself.’

A dog barked from inside, and it was told gruffly to be quiet, so there was definitely someone in there.

‘Hello?’ she said again, her voice uncertain. Was she living next door to some kind of weirdo shut-in?

A man’s deep voice answered. ‘I’m busy. You’ll have to go away.’

‘Oh, okay. Sorry.’ Now that was incredibly rude. Or were the Dutch just a bit more blunt than Brits? She crossed her arms over her chest and made her way back to the Forget-Me-Knot. Well, whoever was in there was going to have to get used to her, weren’t they?

It was time to explore her new home. She propped her case against the wall and stood up some of the overturned flower pots. The plants were dead. She couldn’t even tell what they’d been once upon a time. Poor things. Standing, she moved to the other end of the boat (was this the bow or the stern? she wondered) and opened the door. The keys fitted easily into the locks but as she pushed nothing moved. She tried again, a little more forcefully this time and the door moved a little, protesting as it went. The wood had clearly warped over the years and she had to throw her shoulder into it to get it to move. With another go, and a hefty thwack, it finally budged and the smell of damp and mould with an undertone of uncleaned toilet that met her made her gag.

‘Urgh,’ she cried, covering her nose. She heard a grumble from the boat behind but ignored it. ‘Oh, that is gross.’ Rosie’s cheerfulness began to fade as the thought that she’d made an awful, terrible mistake began to creep in. But then she took in the layout and decided it had potential, and some of her fears vanished.

In front of her lay her new, compact home. To her right was a small kitchen area with a tiny hob and even smaller oven. Opposite it was a Barbie-doll-sized sink covered in limescale and with grimy taps. Next was the living area: a semicircular seat with a small table on one side, and on the other a built-in bench with a decent-looking seat cushion. Finally, at the end was the bed: a small double, but that was still plenty of room for her, and as she had no plans to be sharing with anyone while she concentrated on sorting her life out and making something of herself, it would be perfect. The smell would not put her off.

‘No way,’ she said to herself, rolling her shoulders back and removing her hand from her face. ‘All it needs is a good clean and an airing. Don’t be a wimp.’

The sound of something falling behind her made her spin and she saw the net curtain next door twitch again, but couldn’t make out the person behind it. So they were happy to spy on her but not to actually say hello. She hoped most Amsterdammers were a lot more friendly than this one. She resisted the urge to stick her tongue out in case they were still there and stepped inside. The smell grew even more overwhelming. Rosie hurried around, casting all the windows open, and as the fresh air seeped in, she began to relax.

All the place needed was some TLC and she was more than happy to put in the work. Rosie walked through the galley (she’d picked that word up while looking through a million houseboat rentals), admiring the light pouring in through the windows. She perched on the small sofa, watching the birds that had landed on the canal float by. As if to remind her there was no time to waste, creeping damp began to edge into her shorts. She felt the cushion and realised it was cold to the touch, even a little damp. Nearly everything needed cleaning and replacing. Glancing at her bed, she decided she wasn’t going to even sit on it until she’d changed all the sheets and bought a new duvet and pillows. While the houseboat wasn’t as nice as she’d been hoping for (or as nice as it’d looked in the pictures) she was here and the chances of finding anywhere else within her budget were non-existent. She was going to have to make the most of it and there was only one way to do that: to clean, tidy and polish, and decorate with cushions, throws, rugs and plants until it looked and felt like a home.

After pulling her suitcase inside, she didn’t bother unpacking and instead went in search of a supermarket.

The streets of Amsterdam were at least as beautiful as any other European city Rosie had ever visited. The sun bounced off the numerous windows of the buildings that towered above her on either side. But where London buildings seemed to loom over the busy streets, here it was more like a friendly giant leaning over to greet her. Flower baskets attached to the railings overflowed with bright blooms and ivy, and dense green foliage clung to walls, arched over windows and bounded from the pots and planters lining the pavement. Bikes were everywhere, as she’d expected, and the sound of people talking and chattering was punctuated now and then by the tinkling of bells as riders asked others to make way. The smell of coffee from the cafés filled her nostrils and was so strong she could almost taste it. She paused at a window, marvelling at the array of cream-filled pastries lining the display. Her stomach rumbled, and as the owner smiled and waved a greeting as they placed even more goodies into the window, Rosie’s feet took her inside before she could stop herself.

‘Hallo,’ she said, pausing at the counter.

‘Hallo,’ the woman replied. She said something in Dutch and the panic must have shown on Rosie’s face as the woman immediately laughed and reverted to English. ‘I said you look hungry.’

‘I am. Actually I’m ravenous.’

‘What would you like?’

She wasn’t at all sure, but her stomach gurgled again as if asking her to make up her mind quickly. She placed her hand over it, hoping the woman hadn’t heard. ‘What would you recommend?’

‘Hmm.’ After assessing all the baked goods in the window, she turned back to Rosie. ‘This is your first time in Amsterdam?’

‘Yes, but it’s my home now. I’ve moved here. In fact, I’ve only just arrived.’

The woman’s eyes widened, impressed. ‘In that case, I’d recommend a local delicacy, a tompouce. They’re filled with cream and very, very delicious. Perfect to celebrate your first day in your new city.’ She pointed to a row of pink-iced oblong pastries filled with cream.

‘They look delicious.’

The woman placed one in a box and Rosie paid.

‘You might want to eat that in here,’ the woman said. ‘They’re quite messy.’

‘Oh, thank you, but I really need to get going. I’ve got a lot of cleaning to do on the houseboat I’ve rented and I better get started. I think it’s going to take me a few days to get everything spick and span.’ Rosie realised that was far more information than needed and cursed herself for being a chronic over-sharer.

She smiled and left. A little further down the street, Rosie took the pastry from the small box, eager to eat. It was hard to handle with so much cream in the centre, but she couldn’t go back; she’d feel foolish. She picked it up and bit down on the corner. The two slices of pastry sunk together and a large dollop of cream escaped from the side and rolled down her chin, directly onto her T-shirt. She tried scooping it off but all that was left was a smear of pink icing she hadn’t realised was stuck to her finger.

‘Damn it!’

Well this was hopeless, but extremely delicious so it was worth it. She licked her finger and scraped off as much as she could from her T-shirt, not letting it go to waste. As she looked up, a man walked past her. He had long, strawberry-blond hair that curled slightly and ended on his shoulders, and a neatly trimmed beard. He scowled at her and embarrassment heated her cheeks. When their eyes met, he dropped his away and Rosie decided to admit defeat and find a park bench. She flopped down and with her back to the road, unceremoniously stuffed the rest of the tompouce into her mouth, enjoying every single delectable bite.

Belly full and her spirits restored, it was time to buy some cleaning products and get started on making the Forget-Me-Knot habitable.

After locating a shop, she managed to find all of the cleaning supplies she needed and something for dinner, including a bottle of wine for later, and paid at the till. She’d opted for one manned by a person rather than a self-service, too afraid of not understanding what it was saying. Before long, she was back at the Forget-Me-Knot, ready to get to work.

Later that evening, by the time she’d finished scrubbing, airing, plumping cushions and washing everything in sight while her favourite playlist rang through the tinny speakers on her phone and she sang to her heart’s content, the houseboat smelled like lavender, the seats were covered in an assortment of dry, fluffy cushions and the bed was an inviting space she couldn’t wait to crawl into. Her body ached from the manual work, her lower back tight and her shoulders stiff, but there was still one more thing to do before the day ended. She called her dad.

‘Hey, Rosie-Roo,’ he said, his usual chipper voice filling the boat as she’d put him on speaker. She could hear him pottering around in his kitchen and glanced at the new bright green clock she’d bought and hung in place of a rather dingy landscape the size of a postcard. She hadn’t realised it was so late.

‘Hey, Dad, how was your day?’

‘Good. How’s Amsterdam?’

She leaned back against the cushions, her stomach muscles protesting at the cleaning she’d done, but she couldn’t stop the smile spreading over her face. ‘It’s wonderful, Dad. It’s just the most beautiful city and the food is incredible.’

He laughed. ‘I should’ve known you’d go straight for the food. Your mum was the same.’ There was a second’s silence, and then he quickly recovered. ‘She would have been so proud of you. Me and Melody are too.’

‘Really? I know she’s still not quite used to the idea of me doing this.’

Though her sister had been somewhat supportive, a part of her had been held back, too anxious Rosie was making a mistake.

‘She just worries about you, that’s all. But what’s the worst that can happen? You can always come home – you know that.’

‘I know, Dad, and I appreciate it. But I want to make this a success. This place—’ She looked around, admiring the difference a few hours of effort had taken. ‘It’s already feeling like home, you know? There’s just something about this city and I haven’t even explored half of it – a quarter of it – yet!’

‘It’s good to hear you sounding so excited. So what’s the plan for the rest of the evening?’

‘I don’t know really. I might take a walk. I definitely need a shower after all the cleaning I’ve done. I might just snuggle up with a good book. I’ve got a big day tomorrow.’

‘Is that the Bloom-thingy?’

‘The Bloemenmarkt? It sure is. I’m excited. I can’t wait to start making displays and bouquets. I love seeing the look on someone’s face when you hand them flowers. It’s such a special gift.’

‘You sound just like your mum. You know she loved talking about flowers and plants and how they helped people.’ She could hear the smile in his voice.

‘What are you doing tonight?’

‘I don’t know. I might play guitar and watch TV.’

‘You should join a band,’ she declared, the idea coming so clearly, she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before. She knew he was sometimes lonely and refused to admit it to either of his daughters. He needed to do something that took him out into the wide world and she couldn’t deny she felt guilty leaving him behind.

‘I don’t know about that, sweetheart. Maybe I’m a bit old for that sort of thing.’

‘Rubbish. You should do it. It’d be good for you.’

‘We’ll see, we’ll see.’ A faint beep sounded down the line and she knew the timer on his oven was going off. ‘I better get my dinner. Night night, sweetheart. Sleep tight.’

‘You too, Dad. Love you.’

‘Love you too.’

They hung up, and she let her phone sit on the small table, the screen turning black. For the first time she felt intimidated by the silence that surrounded her. She’d lived on her own for years but never in a new country, and suddenly the city seemed enormous and too big for her. Would she make friends? Would she need to find something to do outside of work, so she met people? For the first time, as tiredness overtook excitement, she understood her sister’s concerns. This was a huge change. Something most people never did. She’d sorted out a residence and work visa, found somewhere to live, and tomorrow she’d sort out a stall at the flower market, or a job somewhere, but it was only now that the emotional impact of moving to a new country began to hit. To distract herself from sinking into fear and gloom, she peered around her new home.

Speaking out loud (after deciding it wasn’t a problem; it was perfectly normal) she said to herself, ‘I’m going to put a bookshelf there—’ She pointed to a cosy corner. It was tight so she might have to make it herself, but she quite fancied a little reading nook. ‘And I’m going to have a whole shelf of pot plants there.’ This time, she nodded at a shelf that had previously been covered in nothing but dust. A smile lifted her cheeks and excitement began to fill her body once more. Tiredness always led to negativity, in her opinion. She’d feel back to normal after an easy dinner and a good night’s sleep. She wouldn’t let it win.

‘Eeeeee!’ she cried, kicking her legs in the air as a surge of pride took over.

Through the window she saw the curtain twitch once more as though angrily flung back into place. Whoever her grumpy neighbour was they better get used to her talking to herself because they were going to have to get used to a lot worse. She’d spent the day singing along to Beyoncé but she hadn’t even started her Eighties ballads playlist yet. Grumpy neighbour was in for a real treat when that one began.




Chapter 2

Rosie awoke to the sun streaming in through the sparkling, newly cleaned windows of the lounge and the sound of water dripping from the tap over the tiny sink. Last night, as soon as she’d turned the light off and tried to sleep, in the quiet of the boat, she’d heard it drip, drip, dripping away and after that it was all she could hear. At about midnight, she’d got up and turned the tap as tightly as it would go and even yelled at it to stop, but after hearing a muffled shout from the boat next door, she’d given up, not wanting to disturb her clearly miserable neighbour further. She’d have to get a plumber to fix it, but the prospect of dealing with that, in Dutch, when she didn’t speak a word of it yet terrified her. Perhaps a YouTube video would help. There was always advice on there.

For a second, Rosie lay in bed, appreciating the way the sun’s rays shone onto her new rug through a gap in the curtains and a few dust motes danced in the light. She enjoyed the gentle sway of the boat on the water and smiled. She’d chosen this – this new life, this new adventure. And a slightly drippy tap wasn’t that big a problem in the grand scheme of things. Today she had to go and try her best to land a spot at the floating flower market and that was exactly what she intended to do. If she didn’t, she’d have to take whatever job she could get to pay the rent, and she hadn’t come all this way to wait tables or work in a dingy office like she’d been doing back home.

Stretching luxuriously, like a cat after a particularly nice nap, she jumped out of bed and opened the curtains next to her bed, letting even more of the already warm sunshine flood into the galley. She dressed in her favourite denim shorts and T-shirt and threw on her old trainers. She’d never been one for much make-up so after applying the bare minimum and brushing her teeth, she was ready to grab a coffee and be at the Bloemenmarkt as early as possible. Obviously, the vendors would all be there. Florists always started early, taking their deliveries while the sky was still dark or the sun just beginning to peek over the horizon. It was one of the things she was looking forward to with her new job. She’d always loved that feeling of being awake when the rest of the world was still asleep.

Grabbing her handbag, she left the boat, enjoying the warmth on her face. As she strode through the city, smiling at the cyclists who, she was surprised to see, returned her smiles, unlike their moody London counterparts, she marvelled at the lack of traffic. Of course there were cars on some of the roads, but it was wonderful being in such a pedestrianised city after the hustle and bustle of London. People just seemed so much more content.

Rosie stared at the historic buildings in the typical style she’d come to associate with Amsterdam: five storeys tall, slim but with a facade full of windows, the old merchant-house styles that tilted at impossible angles. Down a narrow alley she saw a sofa being winched into one of the narrow houses and smiled. The modern houses didn’t have that issue, but even they seemed to fit this beautiful city.

Desperate for a caffeine fix (and not the boring instant coffee she’d bought) Rosie stopped at a beautiful café on the corner of a busy street that ran alongside one of the canals. Inside, she could already smell apples and cinnamon from the famous Dutch pancakes and the deep, aromatic bitterness of coffee. Whilst she’d been busy cleaning yesterday, she hadn’t yet made a shopping list of food she needed. She’d have to do that this afternoon and stock up the kitchen cupboards. Not that she could buy much given the lack of space in the houseboat, but she considered that a good thing. She’d buy fresh food and eat seasonally, support as many local business as she could find, rather than supermarkets. She sat at a table watching the boats moored in the canal and assessing the plants hanging from the baskets attached to the railings. She spotted petunias in blues, pinks and purples, the gorgeous clumps flowing over the railings in dots of colour, their sweet smell chasing away any hint of canal water.

A young waiter, about the same age as her, appeared, his blond hair tied back into a man-bun. She’d never really liked man-buns but this man wore it well. Perhaps it was his chiselled jaw and Roman nose that made it work. Rosie smiled. If this was what Amsterdam had to offer she would definitely enjoy it here. She’d been on quite a few dates in her time but hadn’t ever really clicked with anyone enough to make it a long-term relationship. Perhaps that would change too now she was building a new life. Her small bed would be a squeeze but . . . it could also be fun. When talking about her dad, her mum had always said she’d met ‘the one’ when she’d least expected it. The memory of her smiling face leapt into Rosie’s mind and she was grateful for the waiter interrupting her thoughts before the pain that always followed these memories surfaced.

Rosie smiled again, and tried once more with some of the Dutch she’d been learning on Duolingo. ‘Umm . . . hallo! Kan ik umm . . . order the Dutch pannen – pannenkoeken and umm . . . a latte . . . please?’

He smiled and spoke in perfect English, his white teeth visible as he grinned. ‘Dutch pancakes and a latte?’

Rosie beamed with pride that though her pronunciation
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