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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          EROS STRIKES

        

      

    

    
      Abi

      

      Grey clouds darken to storm as darkness falls. Outside of the shop window, the Christmas lights in Petersfield Town Square blink on, bathing the surrounding shops in a soft, warm glow. Apart from a couple of window shoppers, there’s no one around. I turn the sign to “closed” and switch off the light before making my way to the workroom at the back, navigating the shadows by the fairy lights of the tree in the window display.

      After popping the last of the fresh flowers in the chiller, I wipe down the bench, collecting stray leaves and stems, which I dispose of in the recycling. With nothing left to do, I make my way to the office in the back to sort out the accounts. The numbers blur as I stare at them, but they don’t change—another month in the red. Starting a new business is hard, and my reserves are dwindling fast.

      I glance at the shopfront, but there’s no one there. Come on, Danielle. Where are you? Don’t tell me you’ve gone home. You know how important this is.

      My mobile pings. Danielle? No, it’s Mum.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just a reminder, we’re doing small gifts for everyone this year as we’re all home.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Dammit, what was wrong with a Secret Santa?”

      When I’d suggested the idea, Mum had stared at me as though I was suggesting something completely alien. “That’s for work, not families,” she’d said.

      I’d explained that many families choose this option as their numbers grew, hoping to take some of the cost out of Christmas. Perhaps Mum had realised large-scale present shopping would be tough for me when she polled us all on a Secret Santa or presents with a £20 limit per person. My older brother and sister were both okay with the present options—then again, they both have well-paying jobs.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure, Mum. I’ll be sorted.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Be sorted? You’re cutting it fine!

      

      

      

      

      

      With our accounts are hinting at another month without being able to draw money from Danielle’s and my newly minted business, I’m relying on a cash influx from the Christmas Markets this coming weekend. I cross my fingers.

      
        
          
            
              
        All over it!

      

      

      

      

      

      If we don’t get this bid Danielle’s trying for, then I’ll have time to follow up on outstanding accounts. The proposal for the Franklin-Wall/Tippet wedding sits on the edge of the desk in its folder, all green and festive.

      When we’d received an email asking if we wanted to tender for the Christmas Eve wedding to be held at the Ashleigh Estate, I’d almost jumped for joy. Okay, I had actually danced a happy dance.

      The Franklin-Wall family has turned their ancestral home, the Ashleigh Estate, into a commercial concern, and it has become a go-to venue for events. If we can pull off this last-minute family wedding, we’ll have placed ourselves front and centre as premier florists in event-world, and we won’t have to worry month to month.

      Fingering the edge of the folder, I give in and pull it towards me, flicking it open to review our proposal again. This could be our salvation, but it could also sink us.

      Initially, we hadn’t planned to tender because, like every other florist in the area, I’d heard Tony Frame of Festive Flowers complaints about the Franklin-Wall/Tippet wedding. The bride had changed her mind, but William Franklin-Wall, the groom and wedding planner who Tony had worked with for years, failed to back him up when he refused to change everything last minute. He’d felt he had no choice but to walk away—from the wedding and the relationship he’d built with the estate.

      While everyone sympathised with Tony, there was also a feeding frenzy to pick up his contract. In the end, I’d decided that if we were to make our mark, Danielle and I at least had to put in a proposal. Now, two days later, with Danielle, my business partner, having gone to the first tender review on our behalf—thank goodness she’d been free as I hate public speaking—I’m questioning my decision, and whether I can survive the butterflies dancing in my stomach.

      Nerves win out. I close the file and pace around the workroom, tidying things that are already in their place. Back out in the shop I lean my head against the door, enjoying the view of the gigantic Christmas tree and the Christmas lights decorating the square.

      All the surrounding businesses make an effort to get in on the Christmas spirit too. There are snow-crusted windows with displays of trees, and reindeers ,of and gnomes, lit up at night by fairy lights and snow globes. Even the coffee shop window has a Christmas gingerbread man jumping out a snow-capped coffee. Petersfield really is rather pretty at this time of year.

      Around me, shops are closing as customers leave. Commuters rush past trying to get home before the bite of winter hits the evening air. In half an hour the town square will be deserted, and there’s still no sign of Danielle.

      It’s hard to believe it was only twelve months ago I moved in and began turning the patisserie into a florist shop, and the flat above into my home—turning Danielle’s and my dream into a reality.

      We’d met studying Finance at Portsmouth University, and had bonded instantly with our desire to ultimately work outside the finance world. We’d remained friends when I moved to London and she moved to Petersfield, and she had been my rock when a truck driver fell asleep at the wheel and ploughed into my husband’s car.

      As if called by his memory, a couple walk arm in arm across the square, and my chest tightens as they disappear. Three years since Carsten died. Two and a half years since I’d left my finance job in the city and turned up at Danielle’s house in a state. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I was certain I couldn’t carry on living the life Carsten and I had planned.

      I lean my cheek against the window, wishing Carsten was here to wrap his arms around me and tell me not to worry—to tell me I’m amazing and things will work out the way they’re meant to. A burst of cold air raises goosebumps on my arms.

      “I know that look.” The muffled voice comes from the workroom. I turn around as Danielle moves into the light so I can see her face. “That’s your ‘I wish Carsten was here’ look.”

      Danielle knows me too well.

      “I keep telling you, and he’d tell you too, you can’t keep living in the past.”

      “You only say that so you have an excuse for setting me up with Kylie’s friend.”

      She ignores my jibe and holds up a carryout coffee tray. “I have Christmas spiced hot chocolate, and I’ve ordered a pizza delivery. You can stay here and wallow, or you can come upstairs with me and hear what happened today.”

      “Kylie not in tonight?”

      “Nah, she’s at rugby practice. They’ve their last game before Christmas on Saturday.”

      Danielle often complains about being a rugby widow in the winter, but she secretly loves the sport almost as much as her partner.

      I turn off the lights as I follow Danielle up the stairs. She has a key and lets herself in, revealing the flashing red light that tells me someone has rung the buzzer downstairs. I turn around and head back down to retrieve the pizza, before joining her in the kitchenette.

      She already has plates out, and we help ourselves to slices of our favourite peri-peri chicken and spinach pizza, before taking our drinks and food to the lounge area in front of the windows looking out over the square. Before I sit down, I nip into the bedroom and slip off the headband holding my hair from my face and place my hearing aid in its charger. Ah, the bliss of almost silence.

      Once we’re settled with food, I tap Danielle’s hand and wait until I have her attention before signing, “So what happened? Did they like my designs?”

      We’ve been friends for long enough that Danielle is fully conversant in British Sign Language, and we hold most of our conversations that way when we’re alone, which means I can leave my hearing device off once I leave the shop.

      “Well…” She wants to make me wait, but I can read the excitement in the sparkle of her eyes. She can’t hold it in any longer.

      “We’re through to the next round?”

      I can’t quite believe it. “Really?”

      “We are. In fact, our proposal was so good, we are down to the last two.”

      I allow a small glow of pleasure before dampening it down—it’s too soon to count our chickens.

      “Anton, the assistant manager, said it was your idea of going all out Christmas rather than all wedding that caught their eye.”

      That warms my heart. It had been a gamble to move away from traditional wedding themes and instead suggest a woodland Christmas mood with a touch of whimsical romance. It was a calculated move, though. I knew Tony’s style, and if the bride wasn’t happy with it, doing something different would at least get me noticed.

      “Apparently, it’s all a bit hush-hush, but the wedding theme is a bit more rustic than many of the florists imagined, so your ideas fit in perfectly.”

      “And what about the Christmas-themed chocolate wedding favours?” I ask.

      Her face twists into a grimace. “Wedding favours are sorted.”

      “Damn.” Danielle’s contribution to Truffle and Thyme is the truffles. She also works at a thriving local accountancy firm with her partner Kylie, who’s father started the firm and still occasionally works there, but her dream is to live to make chocolates—or to make chocolates to live. I’d included the party favours in the proposal hoping we could also expand her part of the business, and then she could work more than the two days a week she gives to the shop now.

      Her face breaks into a grin. “However, Anton said if we can work something into the table centrepieces, then having truffles for guests to nibble on would be a great addition.”

      Closing my eyes, I picture the centrepieces I’d designed. “I bought some rustic wooden candy bowls at the local farmer’s market last month. I have about twenty. How many are they catering the wedding for?”

      “They have five tables seating thirty and the wedding party and family, which is twenty-eight.”

      “So, roughly 180 people seated at six trestle-style tables?”

      “I think the families might be at two smaller tables, but yeah, something like that.”

      I close my eyes so I can envision my design. Then I figure where I might intersperse the bowls. Ugh, it’s all uneven! Okay, I think it will work. We could have ten bowls per table for the bigger tables, and four or six for the smaller tables.

      “Can you wrap the truffles in red and green?”

      Danielle nods.

      “We’re going to need 62 bowls. I’ll get onto the guy tomorrow and see if we can get another 40 from him at short notice.”

      “Hold on. We don’t have the contract yet.”

      “I’m just putting out feelers. I’ll need to check all the other suppliers too. I’m assuming they’ll want firm costings for the next step.”

      “Before you ask, in addition to my usual order, I can produce enough chocolates for at least two for each guest, but only if Kylie will cover a few extra days for me. I’ll check with her.”

      “Excellent.” My fingers twitch as if searching for my sketching pencils. I’m energised and already altering the placement of holly and mistletoe in my head to create nests for the bowls.

      Danielle touches my arm. “Abi, before you get too carried away, we should talk about the final selection process.”

      I’d been so lost in my excitement, I’d forgotten we were one of two left in the game, and the concern I find on Danielle’s face has me worried.

      “Go on—hit me.”

      “You have to prepare sample designs for the table centrepieces, the decorations, and the bridal party flowers by Thursday, and be there to present them.”

      “Thursday—are you kidding me? That’s only two days away.”

      “Of course not. You realise if we get this, we’ll only have two and a half weeks until the wedding, so it has to be soon.”

      “But we have to make the wreaths for the Christmas Market this Sunday, and I have to do the ordering for the Business Association presentation bouquets for next Thursday night on top of our normal orders…”

      I switch into planning mode. We normally only have a few orders each week. The rest of our sales are foot traffic, which has increased as Christmas approaches and, given the state of our accounts, we’re not in a position to let that extra business pass us by.

      “And don’t forget about the golf club tender next week.”

      Dammit, I had forgotten about that. We’ve been so quiet all year. Why is everything happening now? “Can Estelle come in and help after school?”

      “I’m sure she’d love the extra cash if she’s not up to anything.”

      Danielle’s niece has been a godsend when we’ve had rush orders for events.

      “And Mum can cover the shop when you’re at the presentation on Thursday.”

      Of course, Thursday is the day Danielle has access to a commercial kitchen to make her amazing truffles. We can’t afford for her to miss that; we are counting on the income from her Christmas orders to pay the bills.

      “Can we afford to pay Estelle and Cathy if we don’t get the gig?”

      Danielle wrinkles her nose. “You’ve seen the accounts, it’ll be tight.”

      This is a lot of time and money to sink into a maybe.

      “Danielle, should we be doing this?”

      “What? Of course we should. At first I wasn’t totally on board with the idea—it is quite risky. But your face when you talked about the wedding; I haven’t seen you so animated in a long time. Besides, we can’t back out now. Think of the damage it would do to our reputation. People will think we can’t handle the big events.”

      Maybe we can’t, the devil inside my head says.

      “We haven’t traded through a Christmas yet, and we might get busy. And the expense of doing the mock-ups, and the time away from other things we know will bring in money…,”

      Danielle takes my hand in hers and I read her lips as she says. “We’ll kick ourselves if we don’t try.”

      “But—” I say, slipping my hand free, ready to tell her all the reasons why we shouldn’t do this.

      Danielle doesn’t let go, and she speaks slowly so I catch every word. “When Carsten died and we decided life was too short to wait to have our dream jobs, we agreed it was only worthwhile doing this if we gave it our best shot.”

      When I’d arrived on Danielle’s doorstep in pieces, she had spent the night with me, talking and reminiscing. Kylie had brought us coffee as the sun came up and told us it was time to stop wallowing and start planning.

      Initially, her words cut deep. But, as I’d sipped my coffee, I’d realised what she’d said was a kindness. I clearly could not go on as before, so what was next for me?

      I’d returned to London, put our flat up for sale and signed up for a floristry course near my parent’s home. Soon after, Kylie had convinced Danielle to go into business with me.

      “Are you going to wait until I die to follow your dreams, Love? You’re only working for my dad because it’s a way for you to be with me and pay your debts. Maybe Carsten’s death isn’t just a wake-up for Abi; maybe it’s a wake-up for you, too. While Abi’s training you could sort out a business plan for the bank and search for premises.”

      Now it’s Danielle’s dream too, and I feel a sense of responsibility…and what if I muck this up?

      “Abi, you should never play poker,” Danielle signs. “We’re in this together, and I trust you.”

      “But you won’t be there, and I hate presenting.” And I do. I’ll be wearing my hearing device, and I hate the way my voice sounds when I speak, and if things are too noisy I might become distracted. Mostly though, I hate the way people respond when they find out I have significant hearing loss. It’s as though being deaf makes me somehow less capable; less able.

      “You’ll do fine. You didn’t have any problems when you worked at the bank.”

      “I worked as an analyst. Most of my conversations happened over email.”

      “You gave presentations. I remember helping you with one.”

      “True, but they were in the boardroom.”

      Danielle already knows what I’m saying. It was a controlled environment. When I’m wearing my hearing aids, background noise can be more than distracting; it can cause headaches and even nausea in extreme circumstances.

      Danielle laughs and begins clearing away the dinner things. “It will only be for an hour tops.”

      “All right.” I’ve accepted I have to do it, but I can’t keep the reluctance from my voice.

      She winks at me. “You’ll enjoy it. William Franklin-Wall is hot.”

      “I thought you met with his assistant manager.”

      She grins. “I did, but William popped in and he’s every bit as scrummy as he is on social media—and really quite charming.”

      “Of course, he’s handsome and charismatic—he’s also marrying one of the most beautiful and talented British actresses to hit Hollywood in a generation.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t flirt a little—after all, you’re only interested in your business, right?”

      “Cheeky moo!”

      “You know the brother’s unattached.” She carries on as if she’s oblivious to my discomfort.

      “Yes, I know, and he’s a twin. I checked out social media. I wouldn’t mind betting the brother’s tied up with Amber’s friend, Chantelle. The four of them are always photographed together.”

      “So, you looked,” Danielle teases. “Did you also notice how there are no photos of just William and Amber?”

      “Aren’t they keeping out of the public eye? The only photographers covering the wedding are from Hello magazine, who have apparently paid a bomb for the rights.”

      Danielle chuckles. “And your interest is purely professional here?”

      “Of course.” That’s not to say I didn’t notice that William and James are both very easy on the eye—although James is a little too polished and public school looking for my tastes. When I read a recent article on the two brothers, I couldn’t help but admire how William had turned the family estate around while his brother James raised funds and managed marketing their venture from London. In only five years they’d turned their home from a financial disaster into one of the few country seats able to support itself without British Heritage input.

      Okay, I’d even thought it a shame it was William rather than James marrying Amber Anderson. I admired his approach to turning the estate into something profitable but also environmentally friendly. James is also cute, but his London base puts me off—not that I’m interested in either of them in that way. They’d never look twice at me, and I’m only interested in making my business work.

      Danielle taps my hand, bringing me back from my reverie. “Are you good about Thursday?”

      I nod.

      “Okay. And you haven’t forgotten you said you would partner Kylie’s friend Leo to the rugby club Christmas Ball next Saturday?”

      “No.”

      “You won’t pull out even if we get this contract?”

      Part of me wants to say, “I don’t know”, but I don’t.

      It’s time I started going out socially again, and going to a ball is a low-risk place to start.

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Good, now I must go. Kylie’ll be home soon, and you need to get to bed so you can get to the flower markets nice and early tomorrow.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Will

      

      Staring at the spreadsheet on the screen, I attempt to make sense of the numbers. No, it’s not working. I close my eyes and lean back in the chair. Wedging choosing a new florist between everything else today has pushed me to the brink, and there’s nothing left in the tank. Still, it couldn’t be helped.

      Stretching out, I can almost reach the folder I need from Anton’s desk on my left, but not quite. I push off and roll over to the desk, pick up the folder and shuffle-roll back. Opening it up, I find the contract information I need to add on top. I blow out a sigh. It’s at least ten percent more than budget. Will nothing go right today?

      “Burning the midnight oil, bro.” James flops into the seat beside my desk, pulling it forward so he can see past the computer screen.

      “Just rejigging the wedding budget and plans.” I turn my chair to face him. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be picking up the bride?”

      Amber had left for the States right after our regular event florist refused to work with her on the wedding and she’d fired him. He’d taken that to mean we’d terminated all our business with him and considering what he’d called Amber, I couldn’t have worked with him again. So, I was happy to let him believe that.

      “They left LA late. Besides, it’s a private jet. They have their own parking, so I don’t have to navigate Heathrow proper.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I rub my eyes and lean back in my chair.

      “You all right?” James asks.

      “Just tired. Hey, promise me you’ll stick to our deal, and you’ll talk to Amber about running all wedding stuff through me first before going to the suppliers? We can’t take another cancellation this close to the date.”

      James blows out a breath. “You know her, Will—she is a force of nature. Besides, that guy wasn’t listening to her, so you can’t blame her for getting upset.”

      “True, but that force of nature won’t have a wedding if anyone else walks out.”

      James’s shoulders slump, and I feel a little guilty for bringing this up. “Tony is the only supplier who’s complained about this not being a Hollywood extravaganza. And Amber should get the wedding she wants.”

      He’s right. Everyone sees the media version of Amber and, don’t get me wrong, she can play the star card, but at heart she’s just a girl from Edinburgh. Her wedding will not be a Hollywood star-studded event. Apart from one of her co-star and an agent, her guests are family and friends from the UK. Most of the ‘big name’ attendees are James’s and my friends and family.

      James leans forward, resting his forearms on his legs. “You sorry you took this on?”

      “I am annoyed with Amber for losing her cool, but otherwise I’m fine, although maybe it’s best to keep her away from me for a few days.” I flash him a wink so he knows I’m joking.

      “Wedding’s in a couple of weeks. You want her away from you that whole time?”

      “Longer!”

      “You have to be at the actual wedding; you’re my best man.”

      “Okay, you win. But you’ll talk to Amber? Tony was being a Class A jerk, and she was totally right to call him out, but….”

      “You’re not sorry you offered to plan my wedding?”

      I bark out a laugh. “Yes, I’m sorry I offered, but I also wouldn’t let anyone else organise my big brother’s big day.”

      James is silent for a while. “You know we really appreciate it, man. Not just the planning, but the other thing too.”

      “Yeah, well that’s been a bigger pain in the arse than the wedding.”

      James has always been the face of the business, while I’ve stayed close to the estate and managed the event and rental side of things. He’s also the one who’ll inherit the title when Dad dies. Both things make him fodder for the press.

      When he met Amber and they were about to make their relationship public, a mix-up with the plan meant the press thought Amber and I were dating. James had recently been involved in a very public, very messy break-up, and he had been worried that would blow back on Amber and tarnish her relationship with the public. So we agreed for a time I would play along and pretend to be Amber’s boyfriend.

      Here, on the estate, it’s not been a problem, but Amber and James enjoy the London social scene, which has meant me spending more time up there than I usually would. We’d make a four-some, with Amber, James, and her friend Chantelle. We’d drop Chantelle off after parties and events, then head back to James’s flat.

      Everyone assumed Amber spent the night with me, and so when I went out to pick up coffee and croissants in the morning, the press would follow me. There’d be no one around when James’s car left ten minutes later, speeding him and Amber off to spend the day together somewhere.

      Months later, when Father announced James’s engagement to Amber, everyone assumed it was a slip-up on his part because of his dementia, and the press substituted my name for James’s. I’d agreed to carry on the ruse until the wedding if we could, even going to the extent of simply inviting people to the Franklin-Wall/Tippett wedding. Only a few people are in on the secret, although that will change in less than two weeks and, quite frankly, I can’t wait.

      James play-punches my arm. “Good thing you haven’t had a girlfriend in years, otherwise the last six months would have been difficult.”

      “Great, we’re celebrating my dry spell, are we?” I ask tartly, and the smile disappears from James’s face.

      “Oh, Will, I didn’t think….”

      “Don’t sweat it, James. I’ve been so busy, I haven’t met anyone I’m even remotely interested in for ages.” In my early twenties when I found out the girls from our set weren’t interested in a quiet country life with the second son. We may be living in a modern age, but some things haven’t changed in centuries.

      “At one stage Amber and I had thought you and Chantelle…, what?”

      I’m laughing so much I can’t answer. “Oh, James, really?” I finally manage. “Chantelle? I don’t know if I’ve ever had a real conversation with her.”

      “She’s a lovely woman. Very sweet and⁠—”

      “She may be hot, but she’s so not my type.”

      “Will!”

      “She’s an influencer who shills clothing and cosmetics for a living. Her whole world is based on being seen. You can’t honestly say you thought she and I would get on.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Opposites sometimes attract.”

      I shake my head; my brother clearly has not thought this through. “James, I only ever go out in London when you invite me, and even then, it’s with a great deal of reluctance. I would be just as happy wandering the South Downs, watching a good movie, or reading a book. What makes you think Chantelle would give up her partying lifestyle for that, or that I would give it up to party every weekend?”

      James’s face shows genuine consternation. “You can’t stay hidden away here forever.”

      “How many times must I say this before you believe me? I’m happy to move into the gatehouse grandmother left me after you and Amber return from your honeymoon, and carry on as estate manager.”

      “Oh Will, one of us should escape sacrificing our lives to our legacy. You should use what’s left of your trust fund to buy a flat in London like I did. Put yourself out there and find someone to spend your life with.”

      “James, I love Ashfield. I love the lifestyle. And I love what the two of us have built since Dad stopped running the estate. Besides, when I want to escape, I have my house project in Petersfield.”

      “But you love going to the theatre, and you do like weekend parties with our friends.”

      It’s my turn to sigh. “Yes, but they are very different things to clubbing, the party scene and the round of society social events. Besides, I was already living and working down here when Dad deteriorated. This wasn’t a complete change of direction for me—just a minor detour.”

      “Okay, but you may want something different later.”

      Will I? I don’t think so. James has been smart, and very fair. He set up Ashfield Enterprises as a partnership, and that partnership rents unfarmed land and parts of the house from the estate. We have grown the business and are going to renovate some of the more dilapidated farm buildings for holiday rentals, and we’re searching for land close by to build some more.

      We both have what we want: partnership and the independence to live the lives we enjoy. Why would I want that to change?

      “William?”

      “Yeah, sorry, what?”

      “I do appreciate that you’ve put your life on hold for us, and I’ll find some way to make it up to you, I promise.”

      “I know,” I tell him. “Just hurry and get married so we can stop this charade.”

      “And you concentrate on making it Amber’s dream day, then we’ll be out of your hair.”

      I flick a hand at him. “Go, or you’ll be late, then the press might get wind of the fact it’s you, not me, in the Range Rover. Then this subterfuge will be for nothing.”

      When I am alone, I move my mouse over the screen, and the spreadsheet reappears. I check the formulas, then double-check. Holy hell! This wedding is costing a bomb.

      “Oh, how the other half live.”

      “What’s that, Will?” Anton’s voice comes from the hallway.

      “I was just musing over how much this wedding is costing,” I say as my assistant manager looms in the doorway.

      “Your brother has always been a marvel with money. And if the papers are to be believed, his wife-to-be isn’t short of a bob or two.”

      “Mmm, no doubt.”

      “And think about how they’re boosting the local economy.”

      “True. Anyway, what are you still doing here? I thought you went home hours ago.”

      Anton grins. “Debbie and I were heading to the Fox and Hound for a late dinner, and we called in so I could pick up some papers for the New Year’s party.” He grabs a folder from his desk.

      “See you tomorrow, mate.”

      As he leaves, my stomach grumbles. Guess it’s time for me to eat too, although it won’t be bangers and mash at the Fox and Hound, more like a microwave meal from the fridge.

      I turn off the computer, grab my jumper from the back of the chair and follow Anton out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Abi

      

      Ashleigh House is massive—on a scale you only see in period dramas. The stone floors, wooden balustrades, and antique carpets have hosted generations of visitors. It’s a far cry from the three-bed semi-detached I grew up in in Portsmouth and I try not to let it intimidate me as I wait in the hallway for my turn to present to the younger son of the house, William Franklin-Wall.

      The man with twinkling blue eyes who had shown me in, emerges from the set of double doors leading through to what he called the Orangery when I arrived.

      “The other applicant is packing up. My apologies for the over-run,” Anton says as he checks his iPad, “it’s totally my fault. I clearly didn’t allow enough time for setup and cleardown in my schedule.”

      They’re over by thirty minutes. Does that mean I’ll have less time to set up? The thought sends the butterflies in my stomach into a fury of flutters.

      “No worries,” I force myself to say.

      Anton makes as if to leave, then turns back. “Um, I…, ah…, notice you have a hearing device. If there is anything we can do to make today easier for you—we have a hearing loop, but, of course, it’s not much good in these situations.” His smile is warm, and he is completely unaware of how much he has thrown me off balance.

      My hands tremble a little as I attempt to deal with the fact that they’re already thinking they have to make adjustments for the disabled applicant. I hate it. At the bank, so many of my colleagues assumed the only reason I had my job was because I was the disability hire. They couldn’t look past the hearing aid to the fact I’d graduated from university with a first-class degree in business.

      Anton suddenly looks concerned. I’ve clearly lost the ability to hide my irritation when people make allowances I don’t ask for.

      “Oh no, have I said something wrong? My wife has mobility issues, and she often reminds me it’s a fine line between offering assistance and being patronising. I hope I haven’t over-stepped into the realm of the latter.”

      He is clearly trying to do the right thing, so I bite back my frustration and say, “I should be fine, thank you, so long as there isn’t too much background noise.”

      His dark brows drop into a frown. “Workmen are putting up the marquee and covered walkway just outside the Orangery, and they’re causing quite the disruption.”

      The butterflies are now dancing a tarantella, and I think I might throw up. I must now choose between not hearing William, or trying to make out what he is saying amongst the background noise. Because I don’t use my aids every day, I’ve become unused to blocking out distracting sounds. I’m frozen with indecision.

      “Tell me how I can help,” Anton says.

      I explain the problem, and he rubs his chin, perhaps considering his options. “We have given you an hour to set up your display. How about we leave you to do that in peace, and you can turn your hearing aid off. When you are done, we can see how the noise is and decide how to proceed from there.” I notice he is now facing me when he talks. “William loved your ideas, and I know he’s excited to see what you’ve produced. All I want is to make sure you have the best environment to shine.”

      Anton is so lovely, I begin to feel at ease. That lasts for as long as it takes him to lead my competition out and return to escort me into the wedding space.

      The Orangery is an oval room with almost floor to ceiling windows. I’d expected a small conservatory at the back of the house, but this one is huge. It could easily seat the wedding party and some. The plans I’ve been given show this space will be used for the wedding ceremony, then it will be turned into a bar and lounge area.

      I hesitate in the doorway, staring across the parquet floor to a mirror set of double doors that would normally lead outside, but currently open into a chaos of workmen putting up a marquee that will hold the wedding breakfast and a dance floor.

      Currently the Orangery is empty except for two trestle tables and a stack of five cardboard boxes at one end of the room, and our footsteps echo in the open space as Anton leads me towards them.

      “You can use one of these tables to set up your design boards, and the other to set up your mock up of how the tables will look. Good—I see someone brought in your crates from the van.”

      I lean my portfolio against one table, and check the boxes containing my pre-made centre pieces, candles, and bowls to make sure nothing has been damaged in transit.

      “I’m good to go,” I say.

      Anton smiles. “I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

      Phew, I don’t have to rush.

      After he leaves, I turn off my aid and get to work, letting the silence calm me. I start by spreading an antique white tablecloth over one of the tables. The brief says they will use their own, but this helps create the atmosphere I want them to experience. I follow this with three different height glass candle holders with pillar candles inside, then place the wooden bonbon bowls. Then I add the piece-de-resistance—a weaving of holly, and mistletoe, interspersed with white Calla Lilies.

      Danielle and I discussed how to present the next part of the decorations. I had planned on hanging boards over each table with more holly, mistletoe, burgundy Amarantha, and fairy lights in glass baubles. There is nowhere to hang the boards I have made, as we suspected, so I put together the makeshift metal contraption I bought yesterday. It clips onto the table edges and has two upward poles that are joined by a third pole over the top. I then tie on the pre-made board. It’s not great, but it’s the best I can do to show the mood lighting. Some of Danielle’s sample chocolates go in the bowls to finish off the display.

      I’m arranging the design boards I’d created last night on easels on the other table when I sense I’m not alone. I turn to find a petite woman studying the table, a slight smile on her lips and I completely freeze—oh my god, it’s Amber Anderson! It is her wedding, and on some level I should have expected her to be here, but I’m completely thrown.

      My first thought is she may be more stunning in real life than in the movies. My second is perhaps she’s a little crazy as she appears to be talking to herself. Suddenly I realise she’s talking to me.

      A frown draws her delicate brows downward, then I remember, my hearing aid is off.

      I turn it back on and say, “I’m sorry. I thought I was meeting with the groom.”

      Her lips quirk into a smile. “William is on his way. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought I’d sneak in and see what’s on offer.”

      “You’re the bride. Of course I don’t mind.”

      “You know, I was just thinking that this would be perfect with some pinecones.”

      “Dammit.” I pick my bag up off the floor and pull out the cones I’d collected on the way here. “I forgot about these.”

      Amber Anderson is ignoring me, her attention now on the other designs. “You’re using calla lilies, Amarantha, and⁠—”

      A crash of metal from the marquee drowns out her last words. I close my eyes and try to concentrate on what she is saying when there is another disruption.

      “Amber, you promised!”

      The bride swings around, deftly hiding her irritation with a bland smile as she takes a step towards the tall, dark-haired man walking towards us. He, on the other hand, is making no effort to mask his anger.

      “After last time you swore you would leave this to me.”

      With her back to me and an increase in bangs and crashes coming from the marquee, I only catch the odd word of her response.

      “Just what…, with a few small, it’s my…,”

      William Franklin-Wall is facing me, and I can read every word he says as each one leaves his lips. “I invited her here precisely because her designs were exactly what you said you wanted. Please, Amber, you need to trust me.”

      I can’t hear the tone of his voice, but his eyes are pleading with her.

      “If we have one more supplier quit, the wedding will be a disaster,” he says.

      My butterflies stir; perhaps she is the bridezilla Tony told everyone she was. I’d hoped he’d only said that to screw with us.

      “Don’t get…, not a Hollywood….”

      William Franklin-Wall chooses that moment to glance my way, catching me watching them. His smile is electric and sends jolts through my body. I had wondered what a movie star saw in a quiet country gentleman, but in that moment, as the force of his charisma hits me, I completely understand.

      “I’ll be with you in a moment, Ms Wheaten.”

      As I turn to finish placing the pinecones, I catch sight of Anton entering with a slightly shorter, slightly broader version of William—James Franklin-Wall I assume. I sneak a sidelong glance at the man, who takes Amber’s elbow as if to lead her away.

      The twin brothers are alike, but not identical. It’s more than James being slightly more polished and a little shorter. William’s hair is darker and longer and starting to form curls, James’s is cut close to his head. James has the body of someone who spends time lifting weights, whereas William’s frame holds the lithe muscle of a person into more athletic pursuits. Although their grey eyes have the same intensity, James’s are more blue than William’s dark grey. But it is their smile that makes the difference. When James smiles, it lights up his face, and the lines around his eyes show he smiles often. I’ve yet to see William smile at all.

      As James reaches Amber I hear him say, “There you are—I’ve been looking for you. I thought you and I were supposed to be testing cakes this afternoon. William informs me if you don’t decide today there won’t be a cake at the wedding.”

      “In a minute, James. After William talked up Truffle and Thyme, I wanted to see if they met expectations. And I’d rather be trying one of their truffles than a hundred different chocolate cakes.”

      I’m with her, especially if it’s one of Danielle’s white chocolate, pistachio, and cardamom truffles, which is what I’d put in the bowls earlier. I place the last of the pinecones and move to finish setting up the display boards and stumble as my foot catches on an uneven flagstone.

      As I begin to topple, my hands automatically reach out to break my fall, only to hit a firm, wool-covered chest. Strong hands grasp my elbows, keeping me upright.

      “I really should get that fixed before the wedding.” The voice rumbles under my palms and I raise my head to stare into concerned grey eyes. “Are you all right?”

      More than all right.

      In an effort to gain control of my brain, I force my gaze from those mesmerising eyes, only to be distracted by the lips below quirking into a grin, as though William Franklin-Wall senses my reaction to him, senses that I’m wondering what it would be like to have those lips pressed to mine.

      Stop it, Abi. You can’t think that about a soon to be married man! And in front of his fiancée!

      “Truffles please, William.” A voice from behind rings out in the now quiet room. “And I promise I’ll sort the cake.

      I push myself upright and take a step back, and before the blood rushing to my cheeks is on full display, I turn to the table pick up the bowl and offer it to the man who moments ago I’d imagined kissing.

      He passes the truffles to James, who says, “We’ll leave you to it.”.

      I barely notice Amber and James leave as I try to regain some professional composure—I can’t afford to lose this opportunity because my hormones have decided now’s a good time to kick in.

      “I guess introductions are a little moot,” Anton says from my other side. “However, one must always be polite. Abigail Wheaten from Truffles and Thyme, this is William Franklin-Wall, the Event Planner here at Ashleigh House, and also the groom.”

      Odd way to introduce the groom. The thought flashes into my mind then out again, along with everything else as William Franklin-Wall takes my outstretched hand.
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        * * *

      

      Will

      

      Why is it that every time I touch this woman, all I can think of is wrapping my arms around her and⁠—

      Knock it off! This is a business meeting!

      I drop Abigail’s hand and move to study her display. If I don’t put some distance between us, I won’t be able to concentrate on this meeting. Maybe I could leave this up to Anton? No, Amber will never forgive me if this goes wrong.

      Truffles and Thyme were her choice from the second round of tenders, and I could tell she was pleased with what she saw moments ago. Surely I can keep myself under control for thirty minutes.

      “Ah, Ms Wheaten, I’m pleased to meet you. I hope you’re okay meeting in here. I’ve put on some afternoon tea for the guys next door, so we shouldn’t have to deal with their noise for the next half an hour.”

      Abigail flinches, and I wonder if I’ve said something wrong. Anton clears his throat, and I remember him advising me to play down our efforts to lessen the noise in the room as it might make her uncomfortable.

      “Thank you,” she finally says. “It will be a big help.”

      The clatter of the tea trolley arriving next door momentarily distracts us, but I wait until the last clatter of tools being put down subsides before asking, “Shall we start with the table displays?”

      With the change of focus, her shoulders relax as she explains the set-up and how it will be replicated on the tables, and how the bridal and bridesmaids’ bouquets will complete the design of the top table when the wedding party arrives.

      As she presents her ideas, I find it difficult not to stare. She lights up when she talks about why she has chosen her theme. As she moves around the table to point out each element, my eyes follow the curve of her hips, moving up her body to the cascade of dark curls held back with a red and green patterned scarf that frames her face and sets off the green in her hazel eyes.

      “Can I help you with something?” Her tone is tart. “Is this what you want to see?”

      She lifts her scarf to reveal a small device behind her ear.

      “I…, um..,” I can’t find my words. She thinks I was trying to find her hearing aid? What a dumbass I am. Now I have to come up with a reason why I’m staring at her instead of the presentation that isn’t, ‘I find you incredibly attractive.’

      She rounds on me now, her dark eyes almost black with anger. “If I’m only here to meet your disability quota, then tell me now. I have wasted time and money on this presentation, but I won’t waste any more if that’s the case.”

      She turns away and starts removing designs from the easels.

      While I try to find something plausible to say, Anton clears his throat and nods in Abigail’s direction. His intervention loosens my tongue.

      “Ms Wheaten, Abigail, please accept my sincere apology. I meant no disrespect. Let me assure you, the only reason you are here is because Amber and I liked your proposal.”

      She pauses, as if she’s deciding whether or not to accept my words at face value. After placing the designs on the table, she turns slowly. “If that’s why I am here, why were you staring at me, not my presentation?”

      Okay, I’m fully embarrassed now, but she deserves an explanation, and I’m not sure telling her I can’t take my eyes off her is appropriate. I’m going to have to go with a half-truth.

      “You speak so clearly, I was wondering if Anton was pulling my leg about your hearing impairment. I thought I was discreetly trying to confirm what he saw, but clearly I wasn’t. Please accept my apology for being so disrespectful.”

      Anton’s mouth drops open, then he says, “I would never⁠—”

      “You thought it was a joke?” She turns from me to Anton, and I’m intensely aware I suddenly feel like a naughty schoolboy in front of a Headmistress.

      “I assure you, Ms Wheaten, I would never joke about something like that.” Anton sends side-eyed daggers my way.
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