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Every rose has its thorn . . .


Amy Mackenzie is on the up. Her florist business is thriving, with a roll call of wealthy clients. And none are more glamorous than architect James Elliott and his beautiful wife, Eleanor. But try as she might to become part of their world, Amy is always on the outside looking in.


Hired by the couple to provide the flowers for a lavish party, Amy sees an opportunity to have the kind of lifestyle she’s always dreamed of. But when a guest suffers a violent and shocking death, the finger of blame is soon pointing at Amy. As the florist fights to clear her name, it isn’t long before she uncovers some ugly truths about the Elliotts.


But Amy is hiding an even bigger secret. And by the time she realises the past has finally caught up with her, it might just be too late.
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Now



‘If you could just tell us in your own words what happened at The Sanctuary.’


I place two fingers on the tender spot between my eyebrows. ‘It’s all a bit of a blur, to be honest,’ I say, the words feeling sticky in my mouth. ‘I think I’m still in shock.’


Detective Inspector Kate Kilner’s face fills with sympathy as she leans forward, resting an elbow on the starched white sheet of my hospital bed. ‘You’ve just had a very traumatic experience, it’s perfectly natural to feel a little confused.’


I lie back on the pillows and take a few long, slow breaths. It’s barely twenty-four hours since I regained consciousness and my brain feels sore. There’s a long silence. It stretches out, thinning until it becomes awkward.


‘What if we rewind . . . go right back to the beginning?’ says DI Kilner’s colleague, whose name has momentarily escaped me. He’s a big man; his corpulent bulk fills the room in a way that feels slightly intrusive. ‘How did you first come to meet the Elliott family?’


If only they knew the truth: that this all began way before I ever laid eyes on the Elliotts. Before I even knew they existed.


‘Through work,’ I tell him. ‘Darling Buds has been doing the flowers for James Elliott’s office premises for several years. He’s one of our best customers.’


‘And his wife, Eleanor?’


‘Also a client. We supplied the floral arrangements for a couple of social events at her home.’


DI Kilner steps in. ‘So were you at the Elliotts’ home in a professional capacity on the morning of the twenty-second of September?’


A wave of exhaustion washes over me. The kind of tiredness that creeps up behind you and climbs on your back, its clammy tentacles slithering round your throat. I don’t think I can do this now. I need more time to get the facts straight in my head; iron out any creases.


‘I’m sorry, I know you’re only doing your job, but I don’t think I’m in any fit state to answer questions right now. Perhaps you could come back tomorrow.’


DS Pearce, whose name has just popped into my head, smiles stiffly. ‘Your doctor’s given us clearance to speak to you. It really would be better to get this out of the way now, while events are still fresh in your mind. One person is dead and another is in a critical condition. You’re the only one who can tell us what happened.’


‘Actually, that’s not strictly true,’ Kilner corrects him. ‘We do have another witness.’


A flicker of surprise in the centre of my spine. What does she mean? It was just the three of us in that room.


She pulls out her mobile phone. ‘Here, let me show you.’ She presses a button to adjust the volume, then places the phone on the bed where I can see it.


As I look down at the screen, Kilner’s eyes are on me, alert to the smallest tell. I manage to maintain a neutral expression, but it takes every ounce of energy I can muster.


When the video has finished playing, I shut my eyes. I can feel the throb of a headache starting in my temples. My thoughts are like rats in a burning building, running along one wall after another, desperately looking for the escape route. I’m inclined to take DS Pearce’s advice. Tell them everything.


In light of the surprising new information DI Kilner has just presented me with, what other choice do I have?










Three Months Earlier
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The man on the end of the phone has a guilty conscience. His tone is slightly sheepish and he’s speaking a little more loudly than he needs to, trying to convince himself that this is just another boring business transaction in his oh-so-busy day. One he wishes he could hand off to his PA, except he’s not sure he can trust her to get it right – not when there’s so much at stake.


‘I’m looking for something really special,’ he says. ‘It’s for my wife.’


‘OK, what sort of thing did you have in mind?’


‘I don’t know; I was hoping you could point me in the right direction.’


‘That’s fine. How much did you want to spend?’


‘There’s no upper limit.’


Okaaay. Sounds like this guy’s really in the doghouse.


‘Is it a special occasion?’


‘Not as such.’ He hesitates. ‘It’s more a case that I’ve been taking my wife for granted. I need to show her how much she means to me.’


In other words he cheated and was careless enough to get caught. Pulling on my bottom lip, I run through a few options in my mind. Freesias won’t be enough to get him out of jail, or even a lavish bouquet of floribundas. Nope, I’ll need to bring out the big guns for this one.


‘What’s your wife’s favourite colour?’


‘I haven’t got a clue.’


Seriously?


‘No problem. Let me ask you this then: how would you describe your wife’s personality?’


He heaves a sigh. ‘Is this necessary? I just want some beautiful flowers for my wife; it’s quite simple.’


Except it isn’t; it’s actually very complex, but I wouldn’t expect a man like him – a man who doesn’t even know what his wife’s favourite colour is – to understand that.


‘Just run with it, all right? If your wife isn’t delighted with the end result, I’ll give you your money back, I promise.’


Another sigh. ‘She’s quiet and sensitive; definitely more introvert than extrovert.’ He gives a little snort. ‘Mind you, her inhibitions go out the window when she’s had a few gin and tonics.’


I ignore the barb. ‘Does she prefer the city or the countryside?’


‘The countryside, definitely. She’s been saying we should move out of London for ages.’


I scribble some notes on the pad in front of me; that’s narrowed down the field considerably.


‘What about her taste in interior decor? Traditional? Minimalist? Contemporary?’


‘Erm . . . how about rustic? Will that do?’


‘Rustic will do nicely.’


We proceed in a similar fashion for another minute or two until finally I’m ready to present my recommendation. ‘Based on the information you’ve given me, I suggest one of our handwoven willow baskets, filled with pink and white ranunculus, pastel Himalayan Musk roses – trust me when I say their scent is out of this world – purple delphiniums and pure white baby orchids.’ He won’t get much change out of a hundred and fifty quid for that lot – but hey, forgiveness doesn’t come cheap. ‘How does that sound?’


‘Good,’ he says briskly. ‘When can you deliver?’


I glance at the clock above the door. ‘It’ll be tomorrow morning now.’


‘Oh.’ He sounds disappointed. ‘Is there no way you can get them to her today?’


Poor bastard, he’s scared that by morning his wife could be gone.


‘Just hold the line a second for me, please.’


Pressing the handset to my chest, I turn to my assistant, Claire. The muscles of her jaw are tight as she strips the leaves from dozens of gerbera stems (not one of my favourite flowers, I must admit, but they’re such a crowd-pleaser we’d be stupid not to stock them). Our regular delivery guy’s already clocked off, but the van’s parked up outside and Claire’s job description is pretty loose.


‘How do you fancy a quick run over to Clapham in about half an hour?’ I ask her.


‘Whatever you need, Amy,’ she says, glancing up. ‘Just let me know when the order’s ready.’


I put the phone back to my ear. ‘Yes, Mr Prout, we can deliver this afternoon, but there will be a fifteen-pound surcharge.’


His relief is palpable. ‘That’s great, thank you for being so accommodating.’


I pick up my biro. ‘And what message would you like on the card?’


‘All my love, Antony,’ he says. ‘Without an H.’


My eyebrows knit in a frown. This guy really isn’t doing himself any favours. ‘I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but I wonder if your wife might appreciate a few more words, something a little more . . . meaningful.’


There’s such a long silence I actually think he’s hung up.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says at last and I hear the catch in his voice. ‘You can put that on the card. I’m sorry and I promise faithfully it will never happen again. All my love, Antony.’


Weddings, birthdays, anniversaries, make-up flowers, break-up flowers, flowers to celebrate new life, comfort the sick and honour the dead: my couture creations mark every milestone and human drama you can think of. Behind each and every order lies a story and if you want to get it right, then a grasp of basic psychology is vital. You see, floristry isn’t just about colour combinations and knowing what’s in season; it’s about being able to evoke an emotion and change someone’s mood in an instant. As I often say to people, I don’t just sell flowers; I sell feelings.


When I was younger, I was convinced my future lay in graphic design, but by the end of my first year at art college, I was already having serious doubts. During the summer break I answered an ad for a part-time job in a florist’s shop. And that was it – the beginning of my love affair with flowers. I never went back to art college.


Within six months, I was managing the shop and studying for a floristry qualification in my spare time. Within a year, I’d landed a much better paid job at a self-styled ‘artisan’ florist’s in Shoreditch. I worked there until five years ago, when I spotted a derelict shop on Forest Hill high street, not far from my flat. That was where Darling Buds was born.


Running your own business is hard work, and there were times I wondered whether I’d made the right decision. I plodded along for a couple of years, honing my craft and developing my marketing skills, but the truth was I was barely earning enough to pay the bills.


The turning point came when a boutique hotel in West London commissioned me to create a large and daring floral installation (think Amazon rainforest meets English country garden) for the launch of their new spa. I knew the hotel’s PR through a friend of a friend and agreed to do the job for a fraction of what anyone else would’ve charged, just for the experience.


The installation was a big hit – more popular even than the free hand massages, and I landed several lucrative commissions on the back of the publicity. Things just snowballed from there.


Of course, my bread and butter is still the gifting market, but every now and then I get the chance to do a large-scale project – an extravagant doorway arch for a restaurant opening, or a lavish flower wall for a high-end wedding. That’s when my creativity runs riot and I get the chance to show what I’m really capable of. Which reminds me – as soon as I’ve finished Antony-without-an-H’s order, I must update my Instagram. I post as often as I can. I have to, I can’t risk dropping off the radar, even momentarily, not when so many other florists – younger, hungrier, with perpetually churning Insta feeds and chirpy instructive vlogs – are competing for a limited amount of work.


An hour and a half later, I’m sitting in the studio, sipping a cup of peppermint tea and staring at my laptop screen. Social media has done wonders for Darling Buds. All those likes and shares are worth more than any ad campaign, and best of all, I get to be a whole other Amy Mackenzie – an Amy who’s flamboyant and fun-loving and completely at home in any social milieu. My fifteen-point-seven thousand Instagram followers would probably be horribly disappointed if they ever met me in person. Sometimes I feel as if I have lots of different versions of myself tucked up inside me – a whole cast of understudies, some more likeable than others, all waiting in the wings for their turn on stage.


Today’s photo is a delicate wedding corsage – a frothy confection of roses, snapdragons, sweet peas, pelargonium, phlox and eucalyptus. The bride was a total bitch, a pedantic control freak, who wanted to dictate the minutiae of the flowers a year in advance. I tried to explain to her that thanks to climate change, it was impossible to predict what would be available next spring and that she wouldn’t be able to have peonies for love or money if they finished flowering a month early. Of course, I’m not going to put any of that in my post. This isn’t reality after all; it’s a carefully curated, fragrant fantasy.


On the day of the wedding, I delivered the flowers to the venue – a historic pile in the arse end of nowhere (no pun intended). As I pulled up in the van, I spotted a vintage Norton motorbike, parked in the dappled shade of a cherry tree. I didn’t know who it belonged to and frankly, I didn’t care; I know a photo opportunity when I see one. Moments later, I was laying the posy carefully on the motorcycle’s worn leather saddle, praying that its owner wasn’t about to appear and ask me what the hell I was doing.


Navigating to the photos folder on my laptop, I open the half dozen or so pictures I took. They’re even better than I remember. The bike, with its sinuous curves and gleaming chrome, provides a pleasing contrast to the delicate flowers, while the early morning sunshine lends the scene a soft, almost ethereal glow.


After selecting one of the images, I spend several minutes editing it to perfection. All it needs then is a snappy caption. I think for a few moments and then my fingers return to the keyboard.




Put the petal to the metal! Thank you, Kayla, for being the loveliest bride to work with and for entrusting Darling Buds to inject some floral va-va-voom into your big day.





Perfect, I think to myself as I click Share. If only real life were this straightforward. Everything polished, filtered and posted in a neat little square.
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I hoist the Venetian blinds and throw open the sash window overlooking the garden. The sun is glinting in the sky and I can hear the fluting song of a blackbird. I love the fact I have a private outdoor space; it’s part of the reason I wanted a ground-floor flat. When I bought the property last year, the garden was a complete mess, a sun-scorched patch of grass, surrounded by thuggish clumps of weeds and the odd diseased hosta. But slowly, painstakingly, I brought it back to life and filled it with my favourite flowers – azaleas, hollyhocks, pinks and hypericum. And roses, of course. Lots of them, in just about every shade of pink you can imagine, from the palest blush all the way through to deep raspberry. It’s such a beautiful, tranquil space. There’s something about the colours, the pleasing lack of symmetry that loosens the dark knots inside of me.


Shoving my feet into ballerina slippers, I make my way through to the kitchen. It’s the room where I spend most of my time – not because I do much cooking, but because of its pleasing proportions and the natural light that floods in through the lantern roof. As I move around the room, assembling my breakfast things, I think how nice it is having no one else to look after but myself. I’ve been single for a while now. I was with my last boyfriend, Rob, for six years. There was no big drama surrounding our break-up; it was more of a gradual withdrawal of love. However many times I go over the minutiae of our life together, there was never any satisfactory explanation as to how we had unravelled so spectacularly.


It took me a long while to even realise anything was amiss. After all, the fabric of our relationship was still there – the joint tenancy, the shared record collection, our Maine Coon, Delilah (I didn’t fight Rob for custody – she always preferred him to me). But slowly, drip drip slowly, the sparkle went and everything got just a little bit darker. At first, I pretended not to notice, but eventually it got to the point where I couldn’t ignore the warning signs any longer. Rob, sitting in the living room, a music magazine in his hands, not reading it, just gazing over the top into space. When I’d catch his eye, he’d give me a quick, over-bright smile before returning hastily to the gig guide. There were subtle changes in his appearance too: he lost half a stone and splashed out on some expensive linen shirts for work (this from a man who’d previously been perfectly happy to defile himself with a polyester blend). And then one day, he told me that he’d met someone at work; someone he’d rather be with than me. Some tears were shed, but no insults were hurled, no last-minute plea to stay was made. A civilised ending to a civilised relationship. I wish now I’d put up more of a fight.


After breakfast, I shower and dress, taking a little more care with my outfit than usual. Then I get in the car for the short drive to work.


When I arrive at the shop, Claire’s standing outside, helping a customer choose from the colourful selection in our pavement display. I’m very proud of our frontage. There are no ugly plastic buckets in sight, just an eclectic array of ‘props’ that include a milk churn, some old packing crates, a pair of ornate jardinieres and my personal favourite – a vintage pram. I give Claire a nod of acknowledgement before making my way down the narrow alley at the side of the shop, which leads to my studio. It used to be the storeroom for the greengrocer’s that once occupied the premises, but now it’s where we make up our custom orders. It’s not luxurious, but it has natural light from several large windows and there’s room for a long workbench, big enough for two of us to work side-by-side, as well as a compact kitchen area with a table and chairs.


Inside, I find Ewan tucking into a McDonald’s. Ewan’s our part-time courier. He’s only been with us a couple of months. He’s a nice guy. Late thirties. Fit-looking. Split up with his long-term partner last year and is living with a friend while he looks for a place of his own. He’s certainly a vast improvement on his predecessor – a surly man with a deathly pallor who would furtively sniff-check his armpits when he thought no one was looking.


The minute Ewan sees me, he puts down his food and starts rising to his feet. ‘Sorry, Amy, I was just grabbing a bit of breakfast before I hit the road, but if I’m in your way . . .’


‘It’s fine, Ewan, there’s no rush.’


He sits back down. ‘Busy day ahead?’


‘I’ve got a funeral later.’ I take off my denim jacket and hang it on one of the wall hooks. ‘For a young lady called Iris.’


‘When you say young . . .’


‘Twenty-two.’


‘Shit,’ he says, looking at me aghast. ‘Was she sick?’


I shake my head. ‘Car accident. Her best friend was driving. She took a corner too fast and the car hit a tree head-on.’


‘And the friend?’


‘Survived with barely a scratch.’


Ewan takes a gulp from his cardboard cup, then dabs the corners of his mouth with surprising delicacy. ‘Don’t you find those sorts of jobs a bit depressing?’


I give a one-shouldered shrug. ‘I actually like doing funeral flowers. It feels good knowing I’ve done something – albeit a very small something – to help people who’ve lost a loved one. It’s amazing how flowers can help turn a really ugly occasion into something quite beautiful.’


‘That’s a nice way of looking at it.’


I take down an apron and slip it over my head, looping the strings twice around my waist and tying them in a double knot at the front. ‘Of course, back in the day flowers at funerals weren’t there to make the place look pretty – they served a much more practical purpose.’


‘Oh yeah, what’s that?’


‘To mask the stench emanating from the coffin.’


He makes a gagging noise. ‘That’s gross.’


‘Sorry, am I putting you off your McMuffin?’


He pats his stomach. ‘Don’t worry, it’s already down the hatch.’ He stands up and carries the packaging from his meal over to the swing bin. ‘I’d love to stick around and hear more of your grisly anecdotes, but it’s time for me to hit the road.’


‘Do you have the delivery schedule?’


‘Yep, Claire printed it off for me. I asked her to give me a few business cards as well, just in case any customers ask for one.’


I smile at him appreciatively. I like an employee with initiative.


As I watch him go I find myself wondering – and not for the first time – why someone like Ewan would want to do a monotonous, low-paid job like this one. It was actually one of my interview questions, although I didn’t put it quite so bluntly. He said he’d found his previous job in sales very stressful and wanted to do something less demanding. I got the feeling there was a bit more to it than that. I wondered if perhaps he’d had some sort of breakdown, but that’s not the sort of question one can ask in an interview these days without finding oneself in front of a tribunal. In any case, it’s none of my business. I liked Ewan, his references checked out and he had a clean driving licence which, at the end of the day, is all that really matters.


Brushing the thought aside, I refocus my mind and set to work. First port of call is the metal storage unit that was custom-built to my exacting specifications. Filling an entire wall, it’s loaded with water-filled buckets of blooms in every size, shape and colour. I make my selections quickly, confidently, going back and forth between shelf unit and workbench until I have everything I need. Next, I go to a rack on the wall and remove a handful of tools: knife, stem strippers, spool wire, twine.


I start by preparing my raw materials, carefully stripping excess foliage, removing any damaged petals and trimming the stems to the required length. It’s only then the fun part begins: the construction. My aim is not just to create something beautiful, but to bring out the inner qualities of the flowers, the same way a sculptor brings life to a lump of clay. Although each one of my creations is highly individual, I do have a certain aesthetic and it’s important that everyone who sees the flowers feels welcomed, rather than overwhelmed, by them.


This is the first funeral I’ve done in months. We don’t get as many requests as we used to; a lot of people ask for charity donations in lieu of flowers. That’s their prerogative, of course, but I do think it’s a shame. In my experience, flowers can bring a great deal of comfort to people in times of sorrow or distress.


In my first floristry job, the owner of the shop had put together a ring binder of laminated pages that he would present to the bereaved with a flourish, as if it were a first edition. A dozen or so wreaths, distinguished only by serial numbers – ghastly, formulaic offerings that practically screamed ‘funeral’ and made you depressed just looking at them. No custom alternative was offered; it was that or nothing. Just thinking about it now makes my blood come to a rolling boil. In my opinion, flowers for the dead should be just as unique as flowers for the living. That’s why I always try to meet the bereaved in person, rather than making do with a snatched phone chat or a few lines in an instant message. I’ve found that it’s the best way to gather the information I need to create a fitting floral tribute, one that accurately reflects the deceased’s personality and passions. At the same time, I don’t want my designs to appear trite, or predictable – it’s the reason irises won’t be featuring in today’s funeral.


Unusually, Iris’s parents have given me complete carte blanche. ‘Just make the flowers really special,’ her mother said when she came into the shop. ‘Exactly like my daughter.’ To be honest, I think she was glad to offload the responsibility of choosing the flowers on to someone else. I don’t blame her. A funeral director I work with a lot once told me that the average funeral requires around two thousand decisions. So at a time when your brain and heart feel like they’re being fed through a shredder, you’re expected to organise one of the most important events of your life – and worst of all, you only have a couple of weeks to do it. It’s a huge burden and something a lot of people struggle with. If I can take off some of the pressure, even just a little bit, then I feel as if I’ve done something truly worthwhile.


By the time I’ve completed the order, it’s coming up to eleven, which leaves me with an hour or so to dress the church before the first mourners arrive. While Ewan does the residential deliveries and most of our corporate clients (offices, hotels, restaurants and the like), I take care of our ‘event’ business, where a personal touch is so important. If, like now, Darling Buds’ liveried van isn’t available, then I make use of my spacious SUV.


The church is only a short drive away, and today God must be smiling on me because I manage to bag a parking spot right outside. I know the building’s interior well and it doesn’t take me long to position the arrangements. But every time I step back, I feel the need to make a small adjustment. Shorten the ribbon on a pew end; move a jug by a couple of centimetres; pinch off a disobedient piece of foliage. It’s funny how something can look completely ‘wrong’ and yet the tiniest tweak can render it absolutely perfect, even if one can’t articulate precisely why. Once I’m happy with the close-up views, I start walking backwards down the centre aisle so I can get the full effect. I’m concentrating so hard that I manage to walk straight into someone, who lets out a loud gasp as I catch them with my elbow. Spinning round, I discover to my embarrassment that it’s Iris’s mum, Jill.


‘I’m so sorry, Jill, I didn’t see you there,’ I say, wincing. ‘I didn’t hurt you, did I?’


She smiles weakly. ‘No, I’m fine, honestly.’ Her shoulders are high and tense and dark shadows bloom beneath her eyes. Despite her smart navy dress and matching heels, she looks so defeated, so pitiful, I have to resist the temptation to hold out my arms and give her a hug. ‘I just came to see how you were getting on.’


I move to the side, so she has an unobstructed view of the nave. ‘I’m pretty much there. What do you think?’


She walks forward a few paces, her hand drawn up against her stomach in a protective gesture. She studies the nosegays that hang from the end of every pew – vivid yellow sunflowers jostle for position alongside spiky blue globe thistles, delicate orange nasturtiums and bright pink dahlias – a cacophony of clashing colours and contrasting shapes. As she brushes her hand lightly over the petals, she sighs softly but doesn’t say anything. Her attention moves to the stained-glass windows and the deep stone sills beneath them, now lined with a cornucopia of mismatching milk jugs and teacups, each one exploding with miniature blooms – lobelia, forget-me-nots, fluffy clouds of gypsophila.


When she still doesn’t offer an opinion I start to feel anxious, worried I might’ve overcooked it. Perhaps if I explained my thought process . . .


‘You told me Iris was a free spirit, a true one-off,’ I say. ‘I’ve tried to represent all those wonderful qualities in the flowers – her zest for life, her quirky sense of humour, her eclectic fashion sense. You may not know this, but Iris was the Greek goddess of the rainbow. That’s why I’ve used every single colour imaginable, from the violet of the lavender to the red of the amaryllis.’


Jill looks at me and the tense lines of her face melt as if she’s been caught in a sudden shaft of soft, warm light. ‘Oh, Amy,’ she murmurs as a single fat tear rolls down her cheek. ‘They’re absolutely perfect.’


I give a relieved smile. ‘That’s good to hear. The last thing I wanted to do was to let you – or Iris – down.’ I point to the small wooden table next to the font. On it lies a visitor’s book, and next to it a cream cardboard box. ‘There’s something else I want to show you.’


She follows me over to the table and watches as I ease the lid from the box. Nestling in its tissue paper folds are dozens of fragrant herb sprigs, simply tied with raffia.


‘It’s rosemary, for remembrance,’ I explain. ‘There’s one for every guest. They can wear it as a buttonhole, or take it away as a keepsake. It’s something I do for every funeral I have the privilege of working on; there’s no additional charge.’


Before she can reply, a man appears in the vestibule. He’s tall and bearded and he wears his tailored black suit like a punishment.


‘Amy, I’d like you to meet my husband, Liam,’ Jill says as he comes over to join us.


He shakes my hand – a single dry pump. Not knowing what else to say, I ask him what he thinks of the flowers.


He casts around the nave, his eyebrows shooting up when he notices the teacups.


‘It’s not quite what I was expecting. Isn’t it a bit . . . I don’t know . . . frivolous?’


Jill throws her shoulders back, straightening like a thirsty plant freshly watered. ‘Today isn’t for us, darling, it’s for Iris,’ she reminds him gently. ‘And I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that she would’ve adored Amy’s flowers.’


He takes a deep breath that flutters several of the coarse hairs on his moustache. ‘Of course, my love, you’re absolutely right – as usual.’ He turns to me. ‘I’m sorry, Amy, I didn’t mean to sound unappreciative; I can see you’ve put a great deal of effort into this. I just wish Iris were here to see it for herself.’ His mouth twists into a grimace. ‘But she isn’t; she’s been stolen away from us by that . . . that person who had the nerve to call herself my daughter’s best friend.’


His words stir something in me and my stomach twists with a sensation I can’t quite identify. Feeling uncomfortable, I start moving towards the pew where I dumped all the packaging from the flowers. ‘I’ll just tidy up and then I’ll get going,’ I say, figuring the couple could probably use a few moments alone before their daughter’s nearest and dearest start to arrive.


Before I return to the shop, I have one more delivery to make. Cole & Elliott is a prestigious firm of architects and their office is just a few minutes’ drive from the church. I’ve been doing the flowers for their reception area for years; they were actually Darling Buds’ first ever corporate client. I could easily add their weekly order to Ewan’s roster, but for various reasons I prefer to make the delivery in person.


Today, my least favourite of the two job-share receptionists is on duty – a young woman with too much eye make-up and an irritating drawl. When I enter the building, she barely registers my presence; she’s too busy texting on her mobile phone, her fuchsia shellacs hitting the screen with a flinty click. As I lay the flowers on the horseshoe-shaped desk, she glares at me reproachfully.


‘Thanks,’ she says, sounding as far away from grateful as it’s possible to be.


‘I’ll send the invoice by email as usual,’ I tell her.


‘Great,’ she says with a yawn.


I glance around, reluctant to go just yet. The glass-walled meeting room to my left is occupied by two men engaged in the kind of gesticulation-heavy discussion that characterises serious business. I recognise one of them as Adam Cole. He’s one of the partners and the guy who took a punt on me when I was just starting out. I’ll always be grateful to him for that – and for the glowing testimonial he provided for Darling Buds’ website.


‘Was there anything else?’ the receptionist asks.


‘Er no,’ I reply. ‘I guess I’ll see you next week then.’


Glancing down, I notice that the lace on one of my shoes is about to come undone. Bending down, I start to re-tie it. And then, in a stroke of sublime good fortune, my delaying tactics are rewarded.


‘Is that my favourite florist?’ comes a familiar booming voice.


I stand up quickly as James Elliott comes striding down the hall towards me. James is the other half of the business and, in the interests of full disclosure, I do have the teensiest crush on him. He has strong, even features and bright blue eyes that are the colour of cornflowers. Beneath his fitted white shirt, a ripple of muscle is just visible. Not gym-obsessive muscle, but the understated strength of a man who could, if required, be relied upon to wrestle an unyielding lid from a jar of chutney, or push a broken-down car into the nearest layby.


‘Hi James,’ I say. ‘How are you today?’


‘Looking forward to Friday; it’s been a hell of a week.’


His gaze snags on my shift dress. I’ve had it for years, but it’s one of my favourites; the bold geometric print conveniently distracts the eye from my non-existent bust.


‘I like your outfit,’ he says. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen you in a dress before, have I?’


Heat creeps up my neck. ‘Thanks, I was doing the flowers for a funeral earlier, so I made an effort to look smart.’


He notices the flowers lying on the desk. ‘So what surprises have you got for us this week?’


I peel back the edge of the paper cone that’s shrouding them. ‘Birds of paradise, heliconia, protea and tiger lilies,’ I say, pointing out each one in turn. ‘I’ve tied the stems together, so you just need to pop them in the vase and they’ll pretty much arrange themselves.’ I cut my eyes towards the square glass vessel that bears last week’s offerings. Gratifyingly, they’re barely wilting, although the water is a rather unedifying shade of grey.


‘Would you like me to swap those out for you, while I’m here?’


‘That’s kind of you to offer, but I’m sure Olivia won’t mind doing it, will you, Olivia?’


‘Of course not, Mr Elliott.’ Despite the receptionist’s apparent willingness, her tone has a strained, martyr-like inflection.


James turns back to me. ‘Before you rush off, Amy, I wonder if you have five minutes to spare; there’s something I’d like to discuss with you.’


‘Sure,’ I say, not needing to think about it. James is a highly valued customer – on a personal, as well as a corporate level. He comes into the shop fairly regularly to buy flowers for his wife. Unlike a lot of men, he doesn’t just pick up the first thing he sees; he chooses carefully, thoughtfully – putting as much effort into the choice of wrapping as the flowers themselves. We’ll chat easily as he makes his selections – not just about the flowers, but all sorts of things. I’m sure James isn’t just being polite either; he seems genuinely interested in what’s going on in my life. He can be talking to me about something quite mundane – the weather, the price of petrol, the new vinyl lettering on the shop window – but the way he looks at me when he does it makes me feel as if the rest of the world is spinning and he’s the only fixed point. I don’t have that sort of connection with most people. With anyone, in fact. It’s part of the reason I look forward to seeing him so much.


‘We’ll go in my office; that way we won’t have any interruptions.’ James looks at Olivia. ‘Can you bring us some coffee, please – unless Amy would prefer tea?’


‘Coffee would be great, thanks.’


Olivia hauls her pert backside up off the chair. As she sets off down the hallway in her four-inch heels, I find myself uncharitably wishing she would trip and break her ankle.


I’ve never been in James’s office before. There’s a large pale wood desk and behind it a designer chair that looks comfy enough to sleep in. But the dominant feature of the room is the table at its centre, on which a scale model of a house is displayed. It’s not the sort of home I’d like to live in, all sharp angles and vast floor-to-ceiling windows, but it’s very impressive all the same.


‘Did you make this yourself?’ I ask him.


‘God, no – even if I had the requisite skills, I wouldn’t have the patience. All our models are made by a specialist company. They use a laser-cutting technique that provides exceptional accuracy.’


I cringe inwardly, embarrassed that I even asked. Did I really think a man like James sat up late into the night, fashioning tiny cornices out of balsa wood?


‘It’s my latest project,’ he goes on. ‘All eight thousand square feet of it. The location’s spectacular; the house sits on the edge of a private lake.’


He comes to stand next to me and I catch a faint scent of citrus from his aftershave. I have a sudden urge to step closer in order to get a deeper breath.


He points to a narrow structure on stilts that leads to a little circle of blue Perspex. ‘The house has a raised walkway from the front deck all the way down to the water.’


‘It’s stunning,’ I say, my voice tinged with envy. I can’t even begin to imagine what it must be like to be so rich, so privileged. ‘I bet a house like that doesn’t come cheap.’


He chuckles. ‘You’re not wrong there. Fortunately, my client is a highly successful hedge fund manager with very deep pockets.’


Our conversation is interrupted by the appearance of Olivia. She’s carrying a tray with a cafetière and a plate of biscuits. Not the sort of biscuits we have in the kitchen at Darling Buds – Jaffa Cakes or chocolate digestives – but thick shortbread fingers, studded with chocolate and chunks of stem ginger. She sets the tray down on the desk and goes to pour the coffee. I’m pleased when James waves her away. ‘It’s fine, thanks, we can help ourselves.’


He goes over to the desk and invites me to sit in one of the retro-looking chairs positioned in front of it. ‘Help yourself to a biscuit,’ he says as he starts to pour the coffee.


I hesitate, not wanting to appear greedy. ‘Are you going to have one?’


‘You bet I am; the only time I get to eat them is when I’m in the office.’ He pulls a mock-angry face as he hands me my coffee. ‘Biscuits are banned at home. My wife has a terrible sweet tooth; she says that if we have them in the house, she won’t be able to stop until she’s eaten the whole packet.’


‘I’m the same.’ I pick up a shortbread finger, careful to keep my elbows pinned to my sides, lest James spot the dark flowers of perspiration blossoming at the armholes of my dress. It’s a warm day and being in such close proximity to him is making me nervous.


Resisting the urge to push the shortbread into my mouth like a log into a sawmill, I take a dainty nibble. I notice a photo in a silver frame on James’s desk. It shows an attractive blonde woman, holding a toddler in her arms. ‘Is that Eleanor?’ I say, dredging his wife’s name from the depths of my memory.


‘Yeah.’ He gives a rumpled smile. ‘And that’s our son, Toby; he’s two and a half.


‘Awww, he looks adorable.’ He doesn’t especially; I’m just being polite.


‘He is . . . sometimes,’ says James. ‘And sometimes he’s a little horror. But I can’t complain, I was exactly the same at his age. It’s only now I’m a father myself that I realise what my poor parents had to put up with.’


He leans back in his chair, one hand cupped to the back of his neck, his fingers kneading the tendons there. ‘Do you have kids?’


‘No.’ Feeling the need to justify my childlessness, I add, ‘But it’s down to personal choice rather any biological malfunction – or my inability to find a suitable co-parent.’


He laughs, a deep throaty laugh that sends vibrations up my spine. ‘Good to know. What about a significant other?’


I shake my head. ‘Single and very happy, thank you.’


‘Best way to be,’ he says with a wink. ‘There are times I wish I was still single – not because I don’t love my wife and son, but because being a husband and father can be very hard work at times.’


Our eyes meet and in that moment it seems like something passes between us, although it’s probably just wishful thinking on my part.


‘Actually, it’s my wife I wanted to talk to you about – or rather Eleanor’s sister, Isabel.’ He reaches for his mug and takes a slug of coffee. ‘Izzy’s had a rough time of it lately. She went through a rather nasty divorce at the beginning of the year and then she got made redundant.’


‘Poor thing,’ I murmur sympathetically, wishing he’d cut to the chase as the suspense is killing me.


‘Her fortieth birthday’s coming up and Eleanor and I are throwing a party for her on the August bank holiday. We’re pushing the boat out – marquee, caterers, live band . . . the works.’ He reaches for another piece of shortbread. ‘We’d love it if you could do the flowers, but seeing as it’s a bank holiday, I fully understand if you have other commitments.’


I don’t. The truth is I haven’t had much of a social life since Rob and I split up. It’s not unusual for me to go an entire weekend without speaking to anyone except the postman. I know I should do something about it – join a community choir or enrol in an evening class – but for some reason I can’t quite fathom, I keep putting it off.


‘No, no,’ I say quickly. ‘I’d love to do the flowers for your sister-in-law’s party, and thank you very much for thinking of me. What sort of arrangements did you have in mind?’


‘I’m afraid it’s no good asking me, I’m totally clueless on the subject. It’s probably best if you and Eleanor talk through some ideas together. Nothing’s set in stone at this stage and I’m sure she’d be interested to hear any suggestions you might have.’


‘Great, I’ll give her a call, shall I?’


‘I think she’d rather meet you in person, if that’s OK. I’ve got her calendar on my phone; we can get a date in the diary now if you like. Maybe some time next week, if you’re free?’


‘Sounds good.’


He picks his phone up off the desk. ‘We’re in West Dulwich. Do you normally visit people at home, or would you prefer it if Eleanor came to the shop?’


I hesitate. It would be more convenient if she came to me, but I’m very curious to see where James lives. ‘I’d be happy to pop in and see your wife at home if that’s easier for her.’


He consults the calendar on his phone. ‘How about Thursday – can we say two p.m?’


My eyes crimp into a smile. ‘It’s a date.’


As I leave the offices of Cole & Elliott, I can’t help feeling excited. This could be an amazing opportunity for Darling Buds. It’s clear the Elliotts are wealthy people. It’s woven into the crispness of James’s shirt, the carelessness of his posture, the heavy gold links of the watch band on his wrist. I’ve been thinking for a while now that in order to move the business on, I need access to bigger fish – bankers, lawyers, people with money and taste – the sort of circles that James and Eleanor doubtless move in. It’s all very well flogging mid-priced ‘occasion’ bouquets to commuters and doing the odd smart wedding and corporate installation, but if I want to take Darling Buds to the next level, I need different customers – better connected ones, with more disposable income. The sort of people for whom fresh flowers are a necessity, rather than a luxury. If I do a good job, this party could be a stepping stone to higher-end clients, more lucrative commissions. All I have to do is make sure I don’t screw it up.




OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents Page



		About the Author



		About the Book



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Four Months Later



		Acknowledgements



		Discover more from C. L. Pattison











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327











OEBPS/Images/book.jpg
FLSRTST

C.L. PATTISON





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
FLORIST

C.L. PATTISON





OEBPS/Images/title.png
C.L. PATTISON

THE FLORIST

uuuuuuu





