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      You have made my life complete

      And I love you so
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        Cape Town

        14 February

      

      

      The orange tabby cat watched Lucy with judgmental eyes as she wrapped the last bouquet of red roses.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Sir Purrington,” Lucy muttered, tying the ribbon with practiced fingers. “Just because you think Valentine’s Day is ridiculous doesn’t mean the rest of the world agrees.”

      The shop cat merely blinked, then stretched across the counter, almost knocking over the crystal vase she’d just arranged.

      “Careful!” She rescued the vase, then scratched him behind his ears. “Some of us have to work today, even if we’d rather be home with ice cream and sad movies.”

      Sir Purrington purred in response, completely unsympathetic to her Valentine’s Day plight.

      Lucy sighed, checking her delivery schedule. Twenty-three bouquets and only one van. It was going to be a long day.

      Lucy inhaled the mingled scents of roses, carnations, and eucalyptus that permeated the shop. Usually, the perfume of fresh flowers calmed her and reminded her why she enjoyed working here despite everything. Today, though, the cloying sweetness of Valentine’s Day blooms felt suffocating, each fragrance a reminder of promises that wilted faster than cut flowers.

      

      “A-a-a-n-d… It’s Valentine’s Day, folks! What romantic plans have you all cooked up for today in our beautiful Mother City?”

      Lucy took her eyes off the road just long enough to glare at the radio. The second she reached for the dial, a minibus taxi swooped past her, cutting back into her lane with a screech of brakes—stopping inches from her bumper.

      There was nowhere else to go. She jumped on the brakes, hoping she wouldn’t destroy the last order left in the van. Mr Owens was one of her favourite customers. Even after sixty years of marriage, he still sent flowers to his wife. Lucy admired that, despite her cynicism.

      And he believed in Valentine’s Day, which Lucy didn’t. Not anymore.

      She thought about Mrs Owens as she drove. The poor woman wouldn’t even know why she was receiving flowers or even who Mr Owens was anymore.

      Lucy just took his order, indulging the older man in his romantic fantasies instead of pointing out the obvious. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him what she truly believed: that it was all just nonsense. Love didn’t exist. Not true love, anyway.

      Yet, if the older man could still feel like that after sixty years and with a wife with advanced Alzheimer’s, there might be hope for people like her.

      She doubted it, but a girl should cling to that faint hope.

      The DJ over the radio was seriously going to irritate her. Lucy soon realized that when his voice, lovely and perfect for radio as it was, droned out her musings.

      “We have a special surprise for you today, folks. Since it’s Valentine’s Day,” he cackled. Then, lowering his voice, he added, pretending to sound low and gravelly and probably sexy, to continue, “I may give you a hint.”

      He again added, “Since it’s Valentine’s Day,” to Lucy’s frustration.

      “For goodness’ sake, we know that!” she yelled at the radio. “Stop bloody well saying it.”

      A snort next to her reminded Lucy that she was not alone in the van. She briefly glared at the older man sitting next to her, a broad grin almost splitting his face in two.

      She had forgotten that Jonah was in the van, as he had been quiet for most of the trip, delivering Valentine’s Day flowers all over Cape Town’s Southern suburbs since dawn. Usually, Jonah would’ve done these chores on his own, but an eye infection prohibited him from driving. It had been a bummer that he contracted it just when one of their busiest days of the year approached. The sentimental, moneymaking commercial holiday fell on a Friday, making matters worse.

      According to Aunt Maddie, the owner of Flowers & Things in the affluent Cape Town suburb of Constantia, February was always busy. It’s wedding month since the weather in Cape Town was at its most pleasant. Well, it was usually nice. However, this February was unbearably hot, and there was no hope of relief from the raging drought.

      “Why are you so against Valentine’s Day, sweetheart? Did you have a bad experience or something?”

      “Or something,” Lucy snorted. “Today a year ago, to be exact.”

      Jonah frowned. “Your aunt was worried sick when you arrived last February. She said you cried a lot.

      “Crying a lot is to put it mildly,” Lucy muttered. “I wallowed. Ate my weight in chocolates.”

      Jonah smirked. “Sounds like a solid coping strategy to me.”

      She shot him a dry look. “Not when you already look terrible crying. Add some extra weight, and I looked like a cross between a pizza face and the Oros man. Luckily, I didn’t get the fake tan I considered at one stage when I felt bad about myself. Then I really would’ve looked like the Oros man!” Lucy giggled at that ridiculous image, which surprised her. She took a sip from her water bottle, wishing it were a cold Appletiser instead. She didn’t feel much like laughing when she got up this morning.

      “Well, you look beautiful now,” Jonah consoled. “Just like the supermodel you are.”

      Lucy shook her head. “The supermodel I had been. And I must admit, if it wasn’t for Aunt Maddie’s encouragement—or rather quite vicious prodding—that I booked myself into a spa in the Winelands, I probably still would’ve felt sorry for myself.”

      “So are you not going back to modelling?” Jonah asked. “You’ve been so successful.”

      “I don’t know,” Lucy murmured.

      She had enough time while she was at the spa to re-assess her life. Did she want to return to her life in New York, a life BV, as Aunt Maddie called it? BV. Before Vegas. Before she made the terrible mistake of falling in love with the Love Troubadour.

      Love Troubadour? Hah! Casanova, maybe. Snake! Charmer. Bastard. Lucy had a long list of names to call the man who sent her life on a different route.

      Finally the traffic started moving again. The minibus seemed to have uploaded twenty more passengers in the already packed vehicle and departed again at breakneck speed. Lucy didn’t bother to follow him or replicate his driving skills as Jonah muttered, “You need to turn left at the next traffic light. Keep in the left lane when you turn because you have to turn left again onto the next side street.”

      Even though Jonah couldn’t drive, Lucy was grateful that he offered to be her navigator and delivery man this morning. After sixteen years, the older man knew the suburbs like the back of his hand. His navigating skills had been a lifesaver. He knew all the quiet side streets and shortcuts, and by now, the addresses of all their regular customers.

      When Lucy brought the brightly painted van to a standstill in front of the care home, Mr Owens was already waiting rather impatiently, even though Lucy arrived half an hour earlier than promised.

      Aunt Maddie always said that you have less to occupy your mind and body and way more time on your hands than needed when you get older. So it was no wonder more senior people get impatient.

      Yet, there was no trace of impatience as Mr. Owens beamed at Lucy while she stepped out and retrieved the bouquet. There were no frills about it and according to Aunt Maddie, never had been. It was a bunch of twenty-four red, long-stemmed roses tied with a red silk bow, no cellophane to protect it, nor any other frills or laces. Aunt Maddie said he ordered the same bouquet every year on Valentine’s Day since she opened Flowers & Things.

      He ordered pink tiger lilies on his wife’s birthday, with gypsophila tied with a pink bow with white dots. Again, he never deviates from that.

      The nurse accompanying Mr Owens smiled indulgently at him when he sniffed the flowers, then signed the delivery book on his behalf. By that time, the old man had shuffled back to the entrance, the flowers clutched to his chest.

      Lucy watched his departure, suddenly sad about the whole situation.

      Maybe she was so sentimental because it was Valentine’s Day. Or, maybe, it reminded her of things she should rather forget. She shouldn’t think about those dreams anymore. They belong in the past.

      If this day would just end, she could breathe again. Maybe next year, it won’t sting as much. And in fifty years? She’d forget the Love Troubadour had ever existed.

      Outside the van window, the eastern slopes of Table Mountain rose majestically, its imposing silhouette dominating the view. This side of the mountain looked different from the iconic flat-topped postcard image visible from the city center. Here in the Southern Suburbs, Lucy could see the rugged texture of the mountain face, with its rocky outcrops and patches of indigenous fynbos clinging tenaciously to the slopes.

      The February heat shimmered off the pavement, making the mountain appear to waver slightly in the distance. Lucy had forgotten how beautiful her homeland could be, even during the worst drought in years. The contrast between the parched landscape and the vibrant colours of the gardens in Constantia seemed to sum up her life perfectly—pockets of life and beauty surrounded by harsh realities.

      A brief gust of southeaster wind rustled through the trees lining the road, carrying the distinctive scent of fynbos and sun-warmed earth. It reminded Lucy of those childhood visits to Aunt Maddie, when exploring the mountain paths, which had been her refuge from family chaos.
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