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Chapter 1




Dawn pushed open the door to The Flower Box, and the bell tinkled gently. Sally, her new boss, came running out of the back with a smile on her face. 

“Thank God you’re early! We’ve got a couple of rush orders on, and I could really do with a hand!”

“No problem, where do I dump my stuff?” Dawn said, dropping her clutch bag onto the counter and shrugging off her blouson jacket.

“Back here…” Sally gestured to the back of the shop, which was distinctly chilly to keep the flowers fresh. Dawn’s eyes ran over the bunches of pale pink roses, white lilies and bright freesias and thought they looked good quality - although the chrysanthemums were looking sad.

“What can I do?” she asked.

“There’s an order for a funeral wreath - could you pull that together?” Sally thrust a slip of paper towards her. “I hate doing funerals, seems such a waste of flowers… but then again, any business is good business at the moment.”

Dawn looked at the slip. It was a typical mix of flowers, all white, with a few roses and some eucalyptus. Shouldn’t take long. As she went to the bench to look for the wreath frame, Sally moved around behind her, gathering flowers from the stock, shuffling orders and clearing the clippings from the floor. She moved at speed, and Dawn felt a pressure to also shift up a gear, but clamped it down. This was her first job, she was fresh out of college and she needed to go into her first order calmly, remembering all she learned and forgetting the airs and graces of London. And make an expert job of it. There had been a lot of competition for this job, even in an insignificant town like Sherton. 

Sally asked if she minded the radio on and Dawn shook her head. Once she was working with the flowers, it would take a bomb to disturb her.

Sally tuned in the radio and it squawked a bit as she did so. 

“Bloody student, messing with my stations,” she muttered under her breath, as she finally found BBC Radio One. A Spandau Ballet track was playing and as she made the wreath, Dawn hummed, absently. She pulled out her precious scissors, the ones her mum had bought her to take to college and snipped the flowers to length. She was worried about the chrysanthemums. They really were past their best. She pulled some of the more browning petals away from the flower heads.

“These aren’t wonderful - do we have any more?” she asked.

Sally sighed.

“My wholesaler went under a week ago and I’m still looking for a good one to replace them. The people who sold me these aren’t brilliant, but they’re the best I could do at short notice. I’ll look for another later this week.”

The news came on the radio and a lugubrious announcer talked about the unemployment figures “at a record high”. Sally tutted and muttered to herself. The change of tone when the DJ came back on was almost ludicrous, thought Dawn. Almost as though the DJ was trying to push back the gloom with a cheery tone and Kajagoogoo. 

Dawn worked quickly and carefully, and in thirty minutes, she finished the wreath. Looking critically at it, she pulled out one of the more disreputable-looking chrysanthemums and replaced it with one which was a little fresher. 

Yes, it was good. 

“Um… how’s this?” she asked Sally.

“Blimey, have you finished already? Let me see…”

Sally looked over her glasses, pushing a strand of permed hair from her face.

“Mmm - yes, that’s very good. Perfect, in fact!” A broad smile spread over her round face and Dawn reflected that when Sally smiled, it was like the sun had come out. She grinned in response.

“OK - next?”

They worked together steadily for the next few hours until Sally looked at her watch and called a halt for lunch.

“Well, that was a bit of a baptism of fire!” she said, as she locked the shop door and turned the sign around to ‘closed’. “But well done on getting through those initial orders - I’d have been pushed to get everything finished otherwise!”

Dawn smiled.

“I think you said you had a microwave when I came for interview… could I use it to heat my lunch?”

“Help yourself!” Sally rummaged around in her tote bag and drew out a plastic container full of salad and watched as Dawn placed her lasagne in the microwave.

“God, that smells wonderful,” she said fervently as the microwave pinged. “But I’m on a diet, hence the rabbit food.”

As Dawn had never dieted in her life, she wasn’t sure what to say to this and thought it might be better to say nothing much, so she murmured in sympathy and fished out a fork from her bag to eat her meal.

“I bet you’ve never been on a diet, have you?”

Her new employer sounded grumpy, so Dawn chose her words with care.

“I was blessed with my dad’s genes - my mum used to call him a dressed-up drink of water… and I’m tall which sort of spreads me out.”

Sally chortled through her mouthful of lettuce, but still eyed Dawn’s lasagne covetously. Dawn decided she’d need to bring different food for future lunches. Sally spoke after a moment.

“You come from Sherton, don’t you?”

“Yes, the first time I left was to go to technical college in Nottingham.”

“How’s it feel, coming back after studying? I was surprised you wanted to come here rather than go to one of the bigger cities, especially since you did your apprenticeship in London.”

Dawn felt her face tighten slightly.

“Dad needs someone near him since mum died.”

“Oh! I didn’t know. She must have been very young…?”

Dawn concentrated on chewing. She’d got hold of her emotions by the time she swallowed.

“She was thirty-nine. She had a heart attack. Nearly a year ago, now.”

Sally paused, mouth agape.

“Wow, I’m so sorry. How dreadful for you and your dad. She must have been very proud of you, going to college and all.”

Dawn nodded.

“And you did so well in your exams - top of your class, you said?”

Dawn nodded again. Sally looked at her with eyes warm with sympathy and Dawn had to force the last of the pasta down her throat, clogged as it was with tears.

“Well, we’ll have to make it so good for you to work here, so don’t want to go anywhere bigger, or more fancy,” Sally said. “Fancy some tea?”








  
  
Chapter 2




Samuel glued a smile on to his face as his future mother-in-law looked him over. He resisted the urge to play with the cuffs of his jacket, rolled as they were to mid-forearm. Julie winked at him and then gave him a brief kiss, smoothing the fine wool across his shoulders. 

“Everything all right?” Sam murmured. Julie gave him a tight smile and rolled her eyes. Sam realised that the shopping hadn’t gone to plan. Bugger.

“Pat,” he said, leaning forward to peck her on the cheek, getting a waft of Opium perfume. He pulled away hastily; he couldn’t bear the smell. Pat Evans didn’t seem to notice. 

“Thank heavens you’re on time. That’s something, at least. Come on then Julie, let’s get this done,” she said in her sharp voice, giving her only daughter a little push towards the flower shop. Sam stifled a sigh and followed. He wasn’t sure why he was there; his views were purely optional to Pat Evans. 

The tinkle of the doorbell echoed through the little shop and Sam, who knew a bit about flowers because of his gardening firm, looked at the stock. He approved - although the chrysanthemums had seen better days, he thought. His musings were interrupted as Mrs Evans slapped the bell on the counter.

“Hello?”

Sam heard some rustling and the most beautiful girl he’d ever laid eyes on came out of the back, a rose in her hand. Her eyes were sherry brown, her face heart-shaped, and she was tall, and very slender from what he could see beneath the shapeless tabard overall. He frowned, memory nagging at him.

“Can I help you?” Her voice was low and soft.

“I have an appointment with Sally Beddowes, the shop owner,” Mrs Evans said. 

The girl put the rose down on the counter and pushed her dark blonde hair behind her ears.

“I’m sorry, she’s had to pop out to see a supplier. But I think you were coming in to talk about wedding flowers?”

Mrs Evans swelled slightly.

“Are you telling me she’s not here?”

“Yes, I just said so.” The calm response made Sam blink. “However, I’m happy to discuss your requirements.”

“But I made an appointment!”

“Yes, but you can speak with me,” the girl repeated. “I’m happy to guide you through all the arrangements and make flower suggestions for the bouquet, I think it was?” She looked at Julie who nodded, her eyes darting nervously towards her mother.  “And bridesmaids? And table arrangements?”

“Just one moment,” Pat Evans said, and Sam could see she was building up a head of steam. “I came to speak to the owner of this establishment, not some assistant.”

The girl’s delicate mouth tightened, and a slight flush coloured her cheeks. Sam had had enough and stepped forward.

“Pat, I only have an hour and I have a new customer to see later this morning, so I’d like to place the order. You can call Sally later if there are things you particularly want her to know.”

Pat’s mouth descended into a thin line.

“I am a qualified florist, and I’ve come here from an apprenticeship in London, so I know all the trends for the coming year,” the girl said, expressionlessly. “Sally told me you wanted something different from the usual for the wedding, and she felt I was best placed to talk about trends in London. But if you’d rather speak to Sally herself, that’s fine. I can get her to call you to sort out another time.”

“Please mum! Let’s get this sorted today, at least!” Julie added her voice, and the girl raised her eyebrows at Pat, waiting. Sam rather liked her haughtiness.

“I suppose it can’t do any harm to see what you have to say,” Pat eventually said, with her usual lack of graciousness. Sam threw a winning smile at the girl, and then as her lips tweaked in response, remembered.

“Wait a second - it’s Dawn, isn’t it? Don’t I know you from school about a million years ago?”

She nodded. 

“Dawn Andrews. And you’re Sam Winterson,” she replied. “I think you were a few years above me at school.”

He grinned at her and held out a hand. He thought he’d seen her pretty face and glossy hair before, and from the look of her, Dawn remembered him too. Her grip was firm, he thought, and her hands smooth and cool. 

“If we could get on?” Pat said, and Dawn turned to her with a smile.

“Yes, of course. Perhaps you’d like to take a seat and I’ll get a notepad.”

Sam watched her walk away, drawn despite himself to the sway of her hips and a firm, pert bottom. Julie’s hand slipped into the crook of his arm and he patted her hand reassuringly, remembering why he was here. He refocused and perched on a chair too small for his frame.

“Can I ask about the dress?” Dawn said a moment later, poised with pen and pad. Julie obliged and spent the next ten minutes describing the antique lace dress and the twelve-foot-long train, six bridesmaids and the Naughton Hall venue. Dawn’s eyes flicked at the train, but she said nothing, just jotted something down on the pad.

“Well, Lady Diana’s look is still popular, but it’s being replaced with slightly less... fulsome styles,” she said.  

She hated it, flashed across Sam’s mind. She’d hated that bloody Royal dress as much as I did. The thought pleased him no end.

“So, if you’re having antique lace, I suggest cream roses and eucalyptus leaves for the bouquet which will be subtle and show off the lace.”

“We were thinking red roses,” Pat said, smiling, and showing all her teeth.

“That might look a little harsh against the dress,” commented Dawn. “In London, the fashion was for the colours to co-ordinate, rather than look like brides had considered them as an afterthought. But obviously it’s your choice. Look, I bought the latest Vogue magazine to show you some celebrity weddings.”

She opened a page, and Julie peered at it.

“Oh! That dress looks similar to mine - Sam, don’t look please! It’s terrible luck!”

Sam obligingly moved away. He thought the dress he’d glimpsed looked like a bundle of old rags, but Julie had liked it and it would doubtless suit her small, willowy frame.

“Well, can you see how the bouquet tones with the dress?” Dawn said gently.

Pat peered at the picture.

“I hate the shape,” she said shortly.

“Do you? If you’re having a long train, I think you might echo that in a teardrop shape. And you might also consider some flowers in your hair, with either ribbons or greenery down your back,” Dawn said thoughtfully, looking at Julie’s dark shoulder-length perm. Julie looked struck.

“No, we haven’t paid a small fortune for the train to have that hidden,” Pat decided. Julie deflated a little. Sam saw Dawn’s eyes flick from mother to daughter and her lips close firmly together, almost as if she was stopping herself from speaking.

“So - do you still want red roses? Or have I persuaded you to cream? Alternatively, if you wanted more colour, you could go for peach roses, together with gypsophila, which can look very dreamy and romantic.” She opened the magazine to another page.

“Oh, that’s lovely!” Julie said. Sam looked and agreed. The flowers trailed down with ivy and gypsophila, the greenery floating in the folds of the dress as the bride stepped forward.

“And what is the colour of your suit?” Dawn asked Sam directly. He stared into her extraordinary eyes and almost forgot to answer.

“Charcoal grey,” he burst out, just as the silence stretched a second too long.

“Red roses will be perfect with the grey,” Pat said firmly.

“But Mum, I like this!” Julie protested, tapping the photo of the peach roses.

“And so do I,” Sam added his voice. There was a silence.

“Well, have that shape if you must, but red roses are the classic symbol for love!” Pat huffed.

Dawn kept quiet.

“We’ll go for the teardrop shape, red roses, but softened by the gyp, and eucalyptus, I think you suggested?” Sam said to her. When she smiled at him, he felt the warmth go to his toes.

“Excellent,” she said to Julie with what Sam thought was a tiny sigh. “I’ll base the table decorations on the same colour scheme, perhaps with old gold ribbon, again to soften it.”

“And I hope you can offer us a decent discount, given the amount of business we’re giving you!” Pat Evans wasn’t finished yet. Sam’s mouth tightened; he knew how hard it was for businesses at the moment. Hell, his own was feeling the recession, with sky-high unemployment, the banks threatening to raise interest rates again, jobs in car manufacturing already gone. 

Dawn smiled, not a bit put out.

“Well, red roses are the most expensive, but as you want those so much... I’m sure we’ll be able to quote you a fair price, and I’ll discuss it with Sally when she comes back. We can send it by post by the end of the day, unless you have a fax machine at home?”

“Post will be fine,” Pat dismissed her, gathering up her clutch bag.

“Do we have a note of your address?”

Sam thrust a card at her.

“Send it to me, and I’m sure the cost will be fine.”

Pat’s mouth tightened, but for once, Sam didn’t care that he’d let slip the arrangement for him to pick up most of the cost of the wedding. He was normally more circumspect, to save Pat’s face.

Dawn looked at him, and once again the world seemed to slip away, leaving just him and her in it. 

“Right,” she said slowly, and he shook himself free of his reverie, and clasped Julie’s small, cool hand.









