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By Cathy Woodman


Family Matters


Our House


The Boy Next Door


Under the Bonnet




A heartwarming, funny and poignant story of how love can blossom when you least expect it…


When childhood sweethearts are reunited after twenty years, will the same sparks fly? Terri Mills is going home to London. With only a battered mini and a bankruptcy order to show for her life in Devon, she’s not feeling particularly proud of herself. At least her nine-year-old daughter Sasha sees their trip as an adventure. Terri’s Gran is keen to lend a hand, and she’s already found Terri a flat and a job, for which Terri’s eternally grateful. If only the job wasn’t at the local flower shop. Growing up, Terri had two passions: flowers, and the boy next door. Martin Blake, son of florists Val and George, was gorgeous. What’s more, he was all hers - until her parents upped and moved to Devon and she never heard from him again. Now she’s about to walk into his florist’s - and straight back into her past…
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Chapter One


How did I let it come to this?


I glance down at the official letter in my hand. It is addressed to me, Terri Mills, ex-proprietor of the florist’s shop known as Flower Power, in Paignton, on the South Devon coast, and now an undischarged bankrupt. I might have excellent flower-wiring skills, and an enthusiasm for scrubbing buckets. I might be highly creative, especially when it comes to updating my CV (the less said about that, the better), but my instinct for colour and design and my individual style of combining flowers and foliage with natural materials, such as weathered driftwood, pebbles and shells swept up onto the beach by the tides, were not enough to keep my business afloat.


I post the keys through the letterbox of the shop door, take one last glance at the flat above which used to be home, and turn back to the mound of black binliners heaped up on the pavement. My nine-year-old daughter, Sasha, is perched on top, wrapped up in fleeces, a lilac raincoat and gloves against the January cold. She pulls her hood down, in order to see me better, and her long dark hair tumbles free.


‘When are we going to get there?’ she calls.


‘We haven’t left yet, Petal.’


Sasha’s lips curve into a smile, and my heart soars. Whatever happens, I am and always will be, Sasha’s mum. All the creditors and County Courts in the world can’t take that away from me.


I place the last bag at the foot of Sasha’s mountain just as a small, rather battered red car pulls into the parking space I have managed to preserve with a couple of traffic cones that I ‘borrowed’ from the roadworks in town.


The driver’s door flies open, and a woman dressed in a long coat, wide-legged trousers and heels, stumbles out.


I was trying to slip away quietly, but with Sharon turning up, there is no chance of that. Sharon, my best friend, doesn’t do quiet.


‘Terri!’ She rushes up and flings her arms around me. Her glasses clash with my shades. ‘I thought I was too late to give you two a lift to the station. One of the twins kept me up for the first half of the night, and the other, for the second. I overslept.’ She takes a step back. Her hair, of an indeterminate colour that is best described as grizzle (she has been dyeing it since I can remember), is out of control. Her lippy is smeared across her teeth.


‘You’re looking great, Terri. When the Official Receiver asked you for a list of your assets, you should have mentioned your figure, your long legs, and the fact that your teeth are all your own.’ Sharon smiles. ‘He might have looked on your petition more favourably.’


I’m tall – over a head taller than Sharon anyway – passably good-looking, and unreasonably slim for someone who lives on a diet of thick and creamy yoghurts and Galaxy bars. I wear contact lenses for distance vision, and I can still read bedtime stories to Sasha without needing glasses, as long as I hold the likes of Roald Dahl and Jacqueline Wilson at arms’ length. I have hazel eyes, freckles and auburn hair which, although short, has a tendency to curl.


‘The only interest the Official Receiver had in me was the fact that I had no money, and very little in the way of seizable property that my creditors hadn’t already seized.’ It was my fault that my business failed. I concentrated on arranging flowers, not my finances.


‘What’s with the sunglasses?’ Sharon enquires. ‘Are you planning to travel to London via the Costa del Sol, or have you been shedding a few more tears?’


I pull the faux-fur-trimmed hood of my jacket down, and slip my shades up onto the top of my head. ‘I’m past crying,’ I tell Sharon. ‘I decided to leave in disguise. Incognito.’


The smell of cold fish and chips wafts from the shop next door, and seagulls cry from the roof of the clubhouse on the playing fields opposite.


‘You could be Dick Whittington in those boots,’ Sharon teases.


‘Mum bought them for fifty pee in the charity-shop sale.’ Sasha’s big brown eyes spark with mirth. ‘I call them her kinky boots.’


‘You should be very proud of your mum, the way she can pick up a bargain.’


‘Let’s just say I’m grateful for boho chic.’


A dustcart comes rumbling down the road between the two rows of parked vehicles and draws up level with Sharon’s car. One of the dustmen walks towards us.


‘We can’t take all of that, my lover,’ he calls out in a rough Devon accent. ‘You’ll have to put some of it out next week.’


‘It isn’t rubbish,’ Sasha calls back. ‘It’s our stuff, and we’re taking it to London.’


I am thirty-nine years young, and all my worldly goods fit into eight binbags and a couple of suitcases. I was so desperate to hang on to Flower Power that I sold the furniture, lamps and toys, and even the rugs from beneath our feet. I scratch my head as the dustcart passes by. ‘It isn’t much, but how am I going to get it onto the train?’


‘You don’t have to.’ Sharon grabs my hand, and presses a set of car keys into my palm. ‘South London is three hours’ drive away. My little old banger doesn’t do much more than sixty with the wind behind it, but it’ll get you and Sasha to your gran’s by teatime. I’ve filled the tank.’


I picture myself trying to heave eight binbags up onto the overhead luggage rails in a crowded carriage on the Paddington Express. Trundling along with them in the back of Sharon’s car would be easier, not to say loads cheaper for Sasha and me.


‘Thanks, Sharon, you’re a pal. I’ll bring it back next weekend.’


‘Only if you can’t find anywhere to park it in Addiscombe. Terri, the car is yours. And before you start arguing about it, Chris agreed that you should have it. He’s bought me a new one.’ Sharon wiggles her bum, and sings a snatch of Groove Armada’s ‘I See You Baby (Shakin’ That Ass)’ from the car ad on TV. ‘Guess which model.’


‘Your husband is very generous, but I can’t accept it.’


‘Chris said that you wouldn’t take it as a gift, so we’ve agreed to sell it to you.’


‘Sharon, you’ve forgotten that Mum hasn’t got any money,’ Sasha observes.


Sharon pulls a purse out of her coat pocket and takes out a coin. ‘Yes, she has. I’m lending her a pound.’ She gazes at me. ‘Take it. You can pay me back when you start work.’


I hold out my hand. Sharon drops the coin into my palm. I hand it back. The deal is done.


‘Come on – I’ll help you load up,’ Sharon says. ‘How many black bags do you think you can get into a Supermini, Sasha?’


My daughter, possessing the optimism of youth, guesses all eight. Sharon says six, while I suggest four. Sharon is right. We squish six bags and the two suitcases into the back, leaving the front seats clear for me and Sasha, then abandon the remaining bags on the pavement for the dustmen’s return. I check them, and they only contain a lumpy duvet and some clothes that have seen better days.


‘We’re just like the Famous Five, setting out on an adventure, Mum, except that there are only two of us – at the moment.’ Sasha sweeps her hair back, twists it into a ponytail then lets it go, so that it bounces back around her shoulders. ‘Have you packed the ginger beer?’


‘Lemon squash and a flask of tea. Will that do?’


‘You’ll be the Terrific Two,’ says Sharon. ‘You are the Terrific Two.’


Sasha climbs into the car, leaving me and Sharon facing each other.


‘I’ll miss you,’ Sharon begins.


Tears prick my eyes and my throat constricts. ‘I feel as if I’m missing you already.’


‘Most people move from the city to the country. Trust you to do it the other way around! Keep in touch.’


‘I promise.’ I am just about to get into the car, when Sharon stalls me.


‘I almost forgot to give you these.’ She hands me a set of pink furry dice. ‘Good luck, and don’t forget to give me plenty of time to choose a hat.’


I tie the dice to the rearview mirror, not wanting to be caught for dangerous driving, and slide into the car where I turn the key in the ignition.


‘There are three and a half million men in London,’ Sharon says above the sound of the engine, which is more tractor than Supermini. ‘Even if you don’t meet Mr Right, you’ll have fun looking.’


‘I’m not looking!’ I shout as she stands and watches us pull away. She simply grins and waves.


‘Are there really that many people in London?’ says Sasha from beside me. ‘It must be very crowded.’


‘They don’t all live in Addiscombe where we’re going. Addiscombe is just a small area of South London,’ I explain. It’s also the place where I grew up. I turn right at the crossroads and Sharon has gone.


‘It would be great if you found yourself a boyfriend,’ Sasha says wistfully as we head for the motorway. ‘As long as he isn’t like the last one, who used to steal my chips,’ she qualifies, ‘or the one before him – Russ. The man who drives the ice-cream van thought he was my brother!’


Okay, the fast-food freak and the toyboy . . . I don’t have much luck with men.


‘I wonder how many ice-cream vans there’ll be in Addiscombe,’ I say, changing the subject. I am not looking for someone special any more. It takes time and emotional energy, and I am determined to concentrate on creating a new life for my daughter, moving into the flat which my grandmother has found for us, settling Sasha into a new school, and starting a new job where I am an employee, not the boss.


Can I get through it? At least the place will be familiar . . . Smiling to myself, I switch on the radio and adjust the tuning. It is a good omen. Gloria Gaynor is singing ‘I Will Survive’.


The tune keeps replaying in my head, falters a little when I have to park the car several roads away from our new address, and fizzles out completely when our landlord shows us around our home.


Pat is in his fifties or early sixties. He is dressed in a blue-and-white striped shirt, and suit trousers held up with red braces (very 1980s), and introduces himself as a property developer and general entrepreneur.


When he unlocks the front door and lets us into the flat, Sasha’s immediate response is, ‘Where is the furniture?’


‘My grandmother said that the flat was furnished,’ I say.


‘Part-furnished,’ Pat corrects me.


‘Which part?’ asks Sasha.


Pat demonstrates the ‘as new’ sofa that he has acquired for the living room, the bare expanse of carpet, and the wastepaper basket strategically placed to hide a cigarette burn. There are no beds. If I wish to purchase a double bed for the tiny, one bedroom in the flat, Pat says, he would be willing to re-hang the door so that it opens outwards into the hallway. I decline, allocating the room to Sasha.


Pat enthuses over the neutral colour of the kitchen units. It isn’t any old beige, apparently – it is ‘Cancun’ beige. Finally, he hands over a bathplug and keys.


When I tell him that I will pay him on receipt of my first wage, he informs me that my fairy godmother i.e. Gran has sent a cheque to cover both the deposit and a month’s rent in advance.


‘You mean Great-Granma hasn’t seen the flat?’ Sasha says later, once Pat has gone.


‘Apparently not.’ However, by the time I have finished cleaning our new residence, using a combination of bleach, vinegar and lemon juice, it looks and smells much better, although it could still do with something else to cheer it up, something that I consider an essential, not a luxury: fresh flowers.


‘It was very kind of Great-Granma to find this place for us, but it isn’t quite how I imagined it,’ I observe later.


‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ Sasha says brightly. ‘We’ll pretend that we’re on holiday.’


On the morning of her first day at school, I find a hand-drawn map in Sasha’s room, entitled Tourist Information for Addiscombe by Sasha Mills.


There are pictures of the red and white trams that run through Addiscombe between East Croydon and Elmers End. A plane with a pilot, resembling Biggles in goggles and a scarf, marks the site of the Croydon Aerodrome, the original London Airport, and the twin towers of IKEA lean precariously towards each other. Three other shops are marked Vinyl Resting Place, Prawnbrokers and Toys ‘R’ Us.


‘We’ll put this up on the wall with your other pictures – if we can find room.’ The bedroom walls are already covered with my budding Gainsborough’s signature landscapes of the English countryside, populated by black-and-white striped cows, and children flying speckled kites.


Sasha is standing beside her new Argos folding bed. Her long dark hair frames her elfin face. Her dressing-gown, open to reveal an uncharacteristically cheerful Eeyore on the front of her pyjamas, barely covers her knees, and her toenails are decorated with scuffed pink polish.


‘What would you like for breakfast? Cornflakes or cornflakes?’ I go out to the tiny kitchen without waiting for Sasha to argue that she would prefer Cheerios, and I take a box of cereal and a bowl from the cupboard beside the window.


I look outside, letting my eye follow the line of the fence which runs away over one hundred feet between two narrow strips of overgrown lawn that are white with frost. Whoever divided this Edwardian terraced house into flats in the first place made an odd decision, dividing the rear garden into two lengthwise plots.


‘What are you doing, Mum?’


I turn away from the worktop to find Sasha in her school uniform, a green jumper and black trousers that fit perfectly. I refuse to become my mother, buying my daughter clothes to allow for growth. I never did grow into the summer dress that Mum bought for me when I started at the very same school Sasha is going to, Havelock Primary.


‘I’m admiring the vista,’ I say.


Sasha frowns.


‘The view,’ I explain.


‘No, you’ve poured orange juice onto my cornflakes, and milk into my mug.’


‘Have I?’ I pick up the mug and examine its contents. Sasha decorated it herself. There is a family holding hands around the circumference; mum, dad and two little girls, beneath a blue sky and yellow sunshine. It’s her dream and, although I’d never tell her in case I should raise false hopes, it has always been mine too.


I throw the cornflakes into the bin under the sink and start again. We are going to be late. I am beginning to regret not asking Gran to take Sasha to school, but I wanted to do it myself on her first day.


‘What is your new boss like, Mum?’


Martin. I can hardly bring myself to say his name aloud. ‘Martin?’ Over twenty years ago, when I left Addiscombe with my parents, for a new life in Devon, he was tall, wide-shouldered and narrow-hipped. His brown hair fell wildly across his forehead in waves, above piercing blue eyes. I recall his playful smile and sexy laugh. Martin was definitely a vista to be admired, but that was way back, and looks aren’t everything. ‘I haven’t seen him for years,’ I say, and clear my throat.


Sasha drips milk across the worktop as she spoons fresh cereal from the bowl into her mouth.


‘Be careful, Sash. I’ve just cleaned everything.’


She giggles. ‘You can hardly tell me off about my table manners when we haven’t got a table, or chairs.’


‘Very funny.’ I plant a kiss on top of her head. ‘Love you.’


‘You too.’ Sasha crunches back her response through a mouthful of cornflakes. ‘Do I have to go to school?’


‘You know the answer to that. You have to learn to read and write.’


‘I can write already. Pneumonia is a very long word, how do you spell it?’


‘Ha ha. I, T.’


‘No.’ She dips her finger into the spilled milk and scrawls the word pneumonia across the worktop. ‘Tricked you!’ She grins, revealing a set of teeth that seem too big and too many for her mouth.


‘Clever clogs.’ I smile back. ‘Now will you hurry up, please.’


‘Can we go by tram?’


We walk. I stroll along, weighed down by Sasha’s backpack because I agreed to carry it on condition that she zipped up her coat and wore her gloves, and Sasha jogs beside me, breaking into hopscotch mode wherever she can find paving stones in the appropriate orientation.


The school – my old school – looks a lot smaller than I remember it. The Junior and Infant sections are on the same site: a collection of buildings, old and new, and prefab; a muddy playing-field and a playground surrounded by a high railing fence. The metal climbing-frame from which I used to dangle upside down by the backs of my knees, with my skirt down around my ears, and my navy-blue knickers exposed to the world, my head a few precarious feet from the tarmac, has been replaced by a wooden fort with chips of bark beneath it.


As we approach the gates, Sasha, who for some months has refused any physical contact between us that might be construed as embarrassing or babyish, slips her hand into mine. The width of her hand is such that I have to spread my own palm to accommodate it, and my throat tightens as I realise how quickly my daughter is growing up.


‘I can’t go to this school,’ she says suddenly. ‘It’s mingin’.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t use that word. I don’t like it.’


Sasha clings more tightly to my fingers when I walk her past the gaggles of mums and their children, through drifts of fresh perfume and fabric conditioner, across the playground. Once inside the school buildings, we track down the secretary who directs us to Sasha’s classroom and introduces us to Miss Hudson, the class teacher, before the bell rings to bring the rest of the children in from the playground.


I’ll bet with her cropped blonde hair, blue eyes and baby-pink lips that Miss Hudson has all the dads queueing up to buy her flowers. However, Sasha doesn’t seem all that impressed.


‘I’m not staying,’ she says firmly, keeping her coat on.


‘You can help me with the register.’ Miss Hudson holds out a pot of pens. Sasha wipes her nose with the back of her hand then pulls out the first pen she touches. ‘You’d better try it, see if it works.’ Miss Hudson hands her a scrap of paper.


‘What shall I write?’ Sasha kneels on a chair and leans across the table closest to her.


‘Whatever you like.’


‘Pneumonia is a very long word,’ Sasha begins, and Miss Hudson shoos me out of the classroom.


How will Sasha settle in? In my experience, it is more difficult to make friends when you arrive at a new school in the middle of an academic year than at the beginning, when friendship groups haven’t yet been established. I can only hope that someone takes her under their wing, like Sharon did to me when I moved to Devon. Yes, I survived, but it was different for me. It was a secondary school, and I was sixteen.


As I walk the ten minutes or so towards the park, I find myself glancing over my shoulder, looking out for potential creditors – force of habit, I suppose. A biting wind chafes through my jeans, and my toes are numb inside my kinky boots, as Sasha describes them, on account of them having tassels and skyscraper heels which wreak havoc on my tendons if I don’t wear them every day.


As I turn the corner, passing the traffic that jerks along bumper to bumper in the rush-hour queue into Central London, the wind drops and sleet-laden clouds part to reveal a weak, wintry sun.


Ahead of me is the Parade, a terrace of three-storey buildings, shopfronts with two levels of living accommodation above. Their red-brick walls seem to glow through layers of grime, and the pavement shines silver from the last shower.


For a moment, I wonder if I have taken a wrong turning, for there is no red-and-white striped awning outside the newsagents where I spent my childhood with my parents. However, there are still newspapers displayed just inside the open door, and posters in the window advertise extra services, including hot sausage rolls, a drycleaning service, and late-night opening.


There’s an electrical shop where the grocer’s used to be: an austere display of equipment behind a pane of smoke-effect glass, instead of crates of veg and apples on the pavement.


I glance at my reflection in the window. The glow in my cheeks makes my freckles appear less distinct, yet my hair is ruffled, making me look slightly wild. I try to smooth it down. I will have to do.


The fourth shop in the Parade is as I remember it – Bickley & Bickley: Funeral Directors & Monumental Masons – but the third stands out like a single bright bloom from an urban jungle of drab foliage. Gold lettering on faded green paint reads Posies: Flower Sellers since 1949, the year in which Martin’s grandfather opened his shop. I never met him. He died suddenly in his forties, and left Posies to Martin’s parents. I try to peer inside, but a screen of condensation trickles down the windows on either side of the door, making it impossible to see anything except indistinct shapes and splashes of colour.


I hesitate, my heart beating in my throat, and the palms of my hands damp with apprehension. Why on earth did I agree to come back? Because I needed a job, because of Gran, because I was tempted by the idea of seeing Martin again . . .


I place my hand on the brass plate on the door and push it open. The bell jangles, making me start. I step inside, and the door swings closed behind me, shutting out all sound apart from my heartbeat. I take a deep breath of the startling heat and stifling humidity, of the sharp scent of leaves and moist peat.


To my left are rows of staging, much of them obscured by flowers: roses massed in porcelain vases; single orchids in elegant glass stems; houseplants in terracotta pots; exotic ferns and yuccas; hyacinths in baskets – all blue.


Beyond these, the shop opens up into a space containing a desk with a till, and a small round table with three chairs. On one wall, painted pale green to show off the plants to their best advantage, is a series of framed certificates and awards. Opposite them are shelves crowded with greetings cards, cute teddies and unicorns, bottles of brandy and champagne, and boxes of Belgian chocolates.


Like Doctor Who stepping out from his Tardis, I have stepped straight into my past.


‘Is anyone there?’ I call softly. I hear footsteps before a figure emerges from the shadows at the rear of the shop. A man. Light slants through the glass behind me so that I can’t see his face, but I recognise him from the width of his shoulders, the slight stoop to one side and the way that he moves, slow and taut like a prowling tiger. I catch my breath. ‘Martin?’


He moves towards me until I can see his face. It shocks me because his brow is deeply lined in a questioning frown, the corners of his eyes are creased and his hair, cropped very short, is flecked with grey.


I almost laugh out loud. What did I expect? That he’d stay young forever like Peter Pan? Martin is two years older than me, which makes him forty-one. He is a middle-aged man, just as I am a rather foolish middle-aged woman, imagining that I could come back to Addiscombe to work for Martin as if nothing had ever happened between us, as if twenty-three years apart was long enough to heal old wounds.


‘Terri?’ Martin says slowly. Although the squareness of his jaw has softened, his voice is the same, like nut cracknell breaking into shards; sweet and hard-edged, sometimes cutting.


‘I’m sorry I’m late.’ I look him up and down, taking in the navy cords and pale blue sweater which complements his tanned skin. He looks me up and down in return, and I wonder what he sees. ‘Sasha – she’s my daughter – didn’t want me to leave her at school. It’s her first day, you see.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ Martin holds my gaze. His eyes are blue, not speedwell or cornflower, but shadowy and changeable like the sky at dusk, and ringed with dark lashes. A shiver runs down my spine. ‘You’ve had your hair cut,’ he observes.


‘Many times since I last saw you.’ I try to make light of his comment, but Martin blushes as if he too recalls the last time that we met. He was eighteen. I was sixteen. We were cuddled up on the bed, listening to music in his room, with a chair propped up against the inside of the door. Martin gave me a ring, a heart-shaped green stone set on a plain gold band. I told him that I loved him. He said that he would love me for ever.


‘I must fly.’ Martin turns away abruptly, and picks up a file and notebook from the counter. ‘I have an appointment up in Town about a commission for an art gallery that’s opening next month. My mother will look after you.’ He calls back into the shadows, ‘Mum, are you there?’ then heads out of the shop as if he cannot get away from me fast enough.


He might well be embarrassed at seeing me again, and it doesn’t surprise me that he is running away. He didn’t have the courage before to meet me, and tell me face to face that our relationship was over. He didn’t bother to write or phone. Why should he have changed?


‘Well, if it isn’t little Miss Chocolate Orange.’ A woman comes bustling towards me, stops and stares.


‘Good morning, Val.’ When I was Sasha’s age, I used to invite myself to play in the shop. I pretended that I was the florist and Val was a customer, and made up bouquets of roses, with spray carnations and gypsophila. I remember Val as being taller than me, but now she is a couple of inches shorter. She must be in her sixties. She has grown heavy and her shoulders are rounded as if she’s borne years of disappointment; her cheeks are flabby and her eyelids hooded. Her hair, dyed a peculiar shade of burgundy, is cut severely around her ears, and left longer on top.


Like a chameleon, Val stands camouflaged against the flowers on the staging in a chintz tabard, rose-print blouse, striped skirt and opaque green tights. ‘To this day, I have been unable to understand how a parent could inflict the name of a piece of confectionery on their child.’


‘You can’t choose your parents,’ I say lightly, wondering whether or not Martin would have opted for Val being his mother, if he had had a choice.


‘Now that you’re here, I suppose that we’d better find you something to wear.’ She looks down at my boots. ‘We like to keep everything very traditional.’


‘Old-fashioned, you mean?’


‘It’s what our customers want.’


‘I don’t think that you’re allowed to tell me what to wear, Val.’


‘Oh Terri,’ she sighs. ‘I think that I can – unless you don’t want to stay for your week’s trial.’


‘Trial?’


‘Your grandmother didn’t mention that, did she?’ Val smiles for the first time. ‘Let’s find you a uniform.’


I follow her out to the back room through the door which has been left propped open with a bucket, following the sound of a radio: Bruce Springsteen sings ‘Dancing in the Dark’, from the year when I last saw Martin.


I remember the table that stands in the centre of the room with its scrubbed pine surface covered with pieces of plastic foam and wire. I remember the flight of stairs that leads directly from the room to the flat above; the double draining-board that is partially obscured by a forest of foliage; the porcelain sink that is filled with pots of scented hyacinths, all blue like the ones on the staging in the front of the shop; the worktop beneath a wall-mounted boiler.


The fridge, the ribbon dispenser on the wall, and A4 files with their spines labelled Inland Revenue, Extortion and VAT on the shelf are more recent additions.


I watch Val step around the buckets of lilies and curling stems of bamboo, carnations and gypsophila, which form a frothing flood of colour across the tiled floor. She reaches for one of the tabards hanging from the door that leads onto the alleyway behind the shops in the Parade.


‘No, you can’t possibly wear this one. It belongs to Letitia.’ Val examines a second tabard. ‘This will do you.’ She hands me the garment, a riot of pink and purple chintz cotton. I slip it on over my head.


‘I can’t wear this,’ I object. ‘I feel like a marquee.’


Val purses her lips and exhales a perfume of coal-tar soap and cold bacon. ‘That, Terri, is one of mine. Keep it on.’ She tips her head to one side and gives me a sly smile. ‘Corporate branding. It’s Letitia’s idea.’


She’s challenging me to ask who Letitia is, but I’m not going to rise to the bait. I already know. Gran might have failed to mention that I had the job at Posies on a probationary basis, but she has told me about Letitia.


‘There’s the broom,’ Val says. ‘You’d better make a start. Martin isn’t paying you to stand around yakking all day.’


‘I’m not a cleaner. I mean, I didn’t think . . .’ My voice trails off.


‘Floristry isn’t all about making up pretty bouquets and chatting up the customers, is it? You should know that by now. And anyway, I can’t do it, not with the state that my poor old knees are in.’


Out of deference to Val’s knees, I start sweeping the floor in the back room, wondering what on earth I have let myself in for. One of my grandmother’s favourite sayings is, beggars can’t be choosers. Neither can bankrupts, it seems.


‘Customer, Terri,’ Val calls from the front of the shop. I pop my head around the door. ‘One hand-tied bouquet; a dozen pink long-stemmed roses, some of those scented lilies that came in fresh today, and plenty of foliage. Five minutes . . . Let’s see what you can do.’


I select a single rose from one of the buckets in the back room, and hold it up to the light that streams through the window. It is the palest pink, unblemished, and the petals are just beginning to unfurl. Perfect. I collect up roses, lilies and foliage and lay them across the table.


I pick up stems of Eucalyptus and Pittosporum, and hold them in my left hand. Turning the growing bunch, I add a rose, a lily and some pink gypsophila, repeating the sequence of foliage, flowers and filler until I run out, creating a spiral arrangement of stems. I bind a piece of string around them to secure them, then trim the stems so that they are all the same length, before taking them through for Val’s scrutiny.


‘Thank you, love.’ Val’s manner is positively tropical compared with the Siberian conditions I experienced on my arrival. She takes the bouquet from me and wraps it in a sheet of clear cellophane printed with a pink and white pattern to coordinate with the flowers. She hands them over to her customer, an elderly man in a trenchcoat and scarf. ‘There you go, Nigel. Tell your ladyfriend that all she has to do is cut the string and pop them in a vase of fresh water with a sachet of flower food.’


‘My Betty swears by lemonade.’


I can hardly see Nigel’s lips moving through a dense moustache which seems incongruous compared with the sparse grey hair on his head.


‘This is Terri, Len and June’s daughter.’ Val casts me a glance. ‘Do you remember the Mills who ran the newsagents next door?’


‘Indeed I do.’ Nigel stares at me. ‘I used to pop in there for my copy of Buses Magazine. What do I owe you, Valerie? I imagine that your George could do with a nice pair of moccasins for when he’s dining at the Captain’s Table. Or perhaps you’d like a summer dress for your round-the-world cruise.’


‘What chance have I of going on that cruise while I’m stuck in here, working my fingers to the bone?’


‘Terri can stand in for Martin’s partner. I expect that she’s just as capable of running the shop as Letitia is.’


‘I shan’t abandon my son and his family until Letitia comes back. I promised her that I’d look after them.’ Val plucks at her sleeve. ‘You couldn’t get me another blouse like this one, could you?’


‘I’m doing a great line in winceyette nightgowns at the moment, but I’ll see what I can do.’ Nigel smiles, and turns to me. ‘I run a stall at the Surrey Street Market, within touching distance of the trams. Come along sometime when you’re in Croydon, and I’ll see if I can do you a deal.’


I thank Nigel for his tip, silently resolving to stay away from his passion-killing sleepwear, and return to my sweeping.


Val interrupts me once Nigel has gone. ‘I wonder how long you’ll stay with us – if you should survive the week.’


‘I haven’t made any definite plans.’


‘I’m sure you’ll soon be off running your own floristry business again, an ambitious woman like you. Do you see what I mean?’


I see exactly what she means: she doesn’t want me here. When my parents and I left Addiscombe, Val put the flags out – literally. She hung a decrepit Union Jack, like the ones you might see in a cathedral, so moth-eaten that it was almost transparent, out of the first-floor window of their flat. George insisted that it was to give us a good send-off, to wish us the best of luck in the future, but Mum was livid.


‘Silly cow,’ she said, as we drove away. ‘How could she do that to us when we’ve been such good neighbours, Len?’


My father silenced my mother with a glower and the grating of a gearchange, as we lurched into our new lives.


Val doesn’t like me, does she? I’m not sure when she turned against me, or why.


‘Perhaps you could get started on making up the rest of the day’s orders. I can’t do any wiring nowadays – my fingers aren’t up to it.’ Val pauses. ‘I hope that your grandmother explained that this job is only temporary. When Letitia comes back, we won’t need you here any more.’


When Letitia comes back, I think as I soak a ring of plastic foam. Gran gave me the impression that Martin’s longterm girlfriend had gone for good. I push single leaves of ivy into the foam, then pin small pieces of moss between them to conceal the gaps before I insert white roses evenly around the ring to form a wreath for a funeral.


Have I really laid all my regrets and resentments to rest? And have I made the right decision, returning to work for Martin Blake, the boy-next-door, my childhood sweetheart – and the man who broke my heart?




[image: image]


Chapter Two


Who cares if I look like a blown rose when I feel like a sixteen-year-old bud of a girl inside? I rub half a tube of revitalising moisturiser into my skin, just in case it should make any difference.


‘Mum.’ Sasha joins me in the bathroom, peering underneath my armpit so that I can see the reflection of her eyes in the mirror. ‘I need a cardboard box, a squeezy bottle and a balloon.’


‘What on earth for?’


‘We’re doing a project in Design and Technology. I’m going to use air pressure to make a rabbit hop into and out of its burrow.’


‘Miss Hudson doesn’t ask for much, does she?’ I head for the kitchen where I unload our eggs into the tray in the fridge and pour the washing-up liquid into a small bowl so that Sasha can have the bottle.


‘She’s going to have a baby in the summer.’ Sasha grabs the bits and pieces and stuffs them into her rucksack without saying thank you.


‘Oh thanks, Mum.’ I’m being sarcastic. ‘I hope that Miss Hudson’s baby grows up with better manners.’


Sasha apologises. I walk over and give her a hug.


‘It’s time for school.’


‘I don’t want to go. The boys call me names like Old MacDonald, because I don’t speak like they do.’


‘You’ll soon be speaking like Ray Winstone – remember Mr Beaver in the film Narnia?’


On the way to school, Sasha and I recite ‘the rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain’ in something resembling a Cockney accent.


When I arrive at the Parade for work, there is a green van with Posies printed in gold lettering along the side, parked on the double red lines outside the shop. A man in his late sixties, a couple of inches shorter than Martin but with the same tilt of the shoulders, is unloading boxes of flowers.


‘Hi, George.’


He stops and stares at me, open-mouthed. He touches his chest with his fingers peeking from the frayed cuff of a forest-green sweatshirt, and whistles through his teeth. ‘You gave me a shock just then – you look so much like your mother. How is she?’


‘She’s fine, thanks.’ At least, I haven’t received any reports to the contrary.


‘I was sorry to hear about your father.’


I nod, because even though fifteen years have passed since he died, I still find it difficult to talk about my dad. I shall always regret that he didn’t live to see his granddaughter. I’ll always miss him.


‘Your mother married a millionaire, so I hear.’ George sighs. ‘I must get a move on. Martin will shoot me if I get another parking ticket.’


‘Can I help you with those boxes?’ I offer.


‘These are the last ones, thanks, love.’


I follow George through the shop to the back room where he places the boxes with the rest on the table.


‘Those roses are gorgeous,’ I observe.


‘Times have changed, Terri, and not for the better. You can buy flowers from Spalding to Bogotá down at New Covent Garden Market now. These foreign roses might look like top-notch blooms, but they have no scent. Give me a traditional English rose any day.’


From the twinkle in his bloodshot eyes, I’m not sure that he is referring to roses of the Genus Rosa. George always had an eye for the women. He is, in spite of the grey moustache, whiskery sideburns and the veins that thread across his nose, still a charismatic man.


‘A year ago, I thought that I had retired for good. Then I returned to work, thinking it would take a couple of months for Val and me to find someone else to run the shop, but six months later I was still here. That’s when Martin said he was coming back from Spain with the kids. I said, “Son, I’ll help you out for as long as you need me. Family’s family”.’


It seems that George hasn’t changed all that much since I last saw him. Once he starts talking, he can’t stop.


‘Actually, it’s a blessing in disguise. Val wants to book us on a world cruise, but I’ve always reckoned that you can learn far more about the world from inside your own local than you can from a deckchair on the high seas. All you’d get to see is water, and dolphins, maybe, and icebergs if your captain wasn’t paying attention to the steering.’ George snorts as he glances at his watch. ‘I’ve been chinwagging for too long. See you soon, I hope, Terri.’


Once George has gone, I turn my attention to the boxes. I assume that all the fresh stock needs conditioning – to prolong the life of the flowers – so I get started. I run cold water into clean buckets, then work through the roses, removing all the lower leaves from the stems so that there is nothing soft to rot under the waterline, and cutting the stems at an angle to allow them to take up as much water as possible.


As I snip and discard, I become aware that I am being watched.


I turn to find a small boy in pyjamas and slippers at the foot of the stairs that lead up from the back room into the flat. He’s about five years old, with thick fair hair that sticks up from his head, and blue eyes that glitter from a grubby face. He waves a light sabre, a small stick of coloured plastic that you might find in a cereal packet.


‘You must be Obi-Wan Kenobi,’ I say politely.


He takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. ‘I am Darth Vader . . .’


‘Is that you, Dad?’ I hear Martin call from upstairs. ‘Come on up!’


‘It’s Princess Leia,’ the boy calls back and ducks behind the banisters.


‘Will you stop messing about, Elliot. I must have told you to get dressed a million times this morning.’


‘Only three times actually, Mr Skywalker.’


‘We’re supposed to be at school by now!’ Do I detect a touch of hysteria in Martin’s voice? ‘Hurry up, Cassie!’


I make my way up to the flat. The third step creaks under my feet, and the seventh and the fourteenth. I used to count them as a child, running up ahead of Val to find Martin. Today, I follow Darth Vader through the small hallway which is still stamped with Val’s taste – or lack of it – in décor; floral wallpaper and a pink carpet pricked out with gold fleur-de-lys.


There are three photographs on the wall. The first one is a giant studio portrait of Martin with his arm around a woman’s waist. It has to be Letitia. Martin is looking down at her face, while she gazes out of the frame. A lump catches in my throat. They make a beautiful couple.


There is a picture of Martin’s family on a sailing boat: two children in sunhats, holding out ice creams; Martin frowning, in Bermuda shorts and sandals; Letitia flashing a length of tanned thigh. The third photo is of Letitia on her own, standing against a backdrop of sea and sky, her breasts thrust out and barely covered by a red bikini, and her legs dusted with sand, like Pamela Anderson on Baywatch.


Why isn’t Letitia here with her kids? What business is so pressing that she can’t keep them with her? I couldn’t contemplate the idea of me and Sasha living apart, no matter how brief the arrangement. As it is, I can hardly bear to let my daughter out of my sight.


I step over a set of handlebars, a pair of wheels with spokes, tyre levers and spanners – parts of a dismembered bicycle, and the tools to reassemble it, I guess – and follow Darth Vader into what I remember, before Val and George gave the property and the business to Martin and moved to nearby Woodside, as a cosy sitting room with a roaring fire.


The boy perches on the arm of a cream leather sofa. He aims the remote control at an enormous widescreen television, and Jerry Springer is in the room with us, mediating in a row between a young woman and a heavily tattooed man. The woman is hysterical and the audience is screaming, Who is the dad?


‘Elliot, will you switch that thing off!’ Martin rushes in.


‘No.’


Martin lunges towards the boy and snatches the remote. Elliot rolls down onto the sofa and bursts into tears.


‘You’ve hurt my hand,’ he wails. ‘You’re the meanest daddy in the whole wide world and I’m going to get you with my light saver.’


‘You’re the stupidest brother in the universe,’ crows a girl whom I assume is Cassie. She stands in front of the bowl of pebbles which flicker rather feebly in the fireplace, with her arms folded tight across her chest. ‘Everyone knows that it’s a light sabre with a B. B, b, b, b!’


Elliot stands up and runs at his sister with his light sabre outstretched in front of him. Martin tackles him just before he can make contact, whisks him up in the air, and drops him on the sofa. ‘You stay there!’


‘But Daddy, I’ve got to get dressed,’ Elliot wheedles.


I don’t think that Martin has noticed me. I clear my throat. Twice.


He turns, eyebrows raised. ‘Terri?’


Some men can’t do rough and ready. Martin is one of those who can. Think Hugh Jackman. There are crescents of shadow under his eyes. One cheek is smooth and streaked with blood where he’s nicked his skin shaving, and the other is dark with stubble. His shirt is spattered with milk, or toothpaste, and unbuttoned down to his navel, revealing the hair on his chest.


‘I thought you might be able to go through today’s orders with me, but I can see that it isn’t a good time.’ I become aware that my fingers are at my throat, stroking the skin exposed above the neckline of my top. Blushing, I let my hands creep slowly down to my sides, and clamp them firmly against my hips.


‘I can’t go to school today.’ It is Cassie who breaks the awkward silence. She must be a couple of inches taller than Sasha. She is wearing a grey skirt, tights and a green jumper. Her shoulder-length brown hair is in tangles.


‘Well, you can’t stay here,’ says Martin. ‘I’ve got four weddings and a funeral on today.’


Tears fill Cassie’s eyes. ‘How can I go when I am so ill?’


‘Where?’ Martin bends slightly. A mistake, I suspect, because Cassie makes a theatrical gesture of rubbing her forehead.


‘I’ve got such a headache.’


‘You sound just like your mother,’ Martin says.


‘Where is Mummy?’ Elliot pipes up.


‘She’s in Spain,’ says Cassie with authority. ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’


‘I want my mummy,’ Elliot says wistfully.


Martin glances at me, his lips curving into the slightest smile. I know what it’s like. You love your children, but sometimes they can drive you mad. Some of the awkwardness of the previous day evaporates. We connect . . . as parents.


‘Who’d be a single parent?’ Martin sighs.


‘Tell me about it.’ I hesitate. ‘Why don’t you stick a syringe of Calpol in Cassie’s lunchbox so that she can take it if she needs it during the day?’


‘No way,’ Martin says sharply.


‘I’ve done it several times, once when Sasha was going down with chicken-pox, and again when she had tonsillitis. When you have masses of work on, and no alternative childcare arrangements, what can you do?’


‘I don’t want some interfering dinnerlady accusing me of planting drugs on my kids.’


At that point, I leave Martin to it, following the sound of the bell downstairs and into the front of the shop. I breathe in the scent of crushed chrysanths and dried lavender, keeping a discreet eye on the customer, a woman of about my age in a long black quilted coat, as she browses along the flowers on the staging.


‘Can I help you at all?’ I ask eventually.


The woman looks up and smiles. ‘It’s so peaceful in here. You must love it.’


‘Yes, I love working with flowers,’ I say, uncertain yet exactly what I think of my position at Posies. ‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’


‘A gift for my aunt. It’s her birthday, and I’m fed up with buying her vouchers.’


‘A bowl of scented hyacinths makes a lovely present. They come in all shades of white, pink and blue.’


‘Pink – it’s her favourite colour.’


I look along the pots on the staging. As I have noticed before, the hyacinths that have burst into flower are all blue, and those that are about to are tinged with a cyanotic hue. ‘I’ll see if we have any pink ones out the back.’


Martin is working in the back room. I can hardly see him for flowers and foliage. His sleeves are rolled up, revealing the sinewy strength of his forearms.


‘Are you looking for something special?’ he asks.


I suppress the urge to say that I thought I had already found it, many years ago, and lost it. ‘Pink hyacinths,’ I say.


‘Oh dear. My dad bought a job lot of bulbs cheap from one of his mates down at the Claret, and they all came up the same colour. What about pink roses or carnations instead?’


‘I’ll ask.’ I send my customer out of the shop with a potted pink orchid, just as Val turns up for work.


‘I notice that you haven’t had time to slip your uniform on yet,’ she says.


‘Er, no.’


‘Go and fetch your tabard then. I’ll look after the till while you give Martin a hand.’ She smiles. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’


I don’t mind at all. It’s what I’ve been waiting for, an opportunity to talk to him, to ask the questions I have been carrying about in my heart and my head for the past twenty-three years, and more besides.


‘What can I do?’ I pull up a chair opposite Martin across the table in the back room. There is no way that I am wearing Val’s tabard – I have my pride.


‘You can wire those roses.’ He waves at a pile of flowers at one end of the table. ‘I’m about halfway through today’s orders. My dad’s taken the first batch – the hatch and despatch. There are just the matches to go – four bridal bouquets, a pedestal, table and some pew-end arrangements.’


I pick up a pair of scissors while Martin continues, ‘I’m sorry if I was snappy with you earlier.’


‘If? You were snappy with me.’ I pick up a rose and snip it off, leaving a small length of stalk. ‘Apology accepted anyway.’ I cut a piece of wire and push one end through the side of the rose’s bowl-shaped base, or to use the technical term, the hypanthium, so that it penetrates the other side. I wrap the wire around the stalk several times, then straighten it and wrap it with green tape to create the illusion of a natural stem. I can wire roses in my sleep.


Martin turns his attention to a pair of metal stands on the table. ‘I was surprised when your gran said that you were planning to come back to Addiscombe after so many years. Would you pass me the glue-gun? It’s beside you.’


‘Not exactly planning.’ I hand over the gun, making sure that our fingers do not touch. ‘She told me about the advert you placed in the Croydon Guardian.’


Martin frowns. ‘Lil happened to mention that you were looking for work up this way, and considering my situation, wondered if I could put a few hours your way.’ He flashes me a brilliant smile. ‘I must have been mistaken. Your gran’s quite a gossip – I can’t always keep up with what she says.’


‘So she’s told you every embarrassing detail of my life?’ I say ruefully, wondering if Martin asked Gran about me from time to time, or whether she volunteered the information. The latter, I assume, considering the way that he treated me – no, ignored me – at the end.


Martin chuckles. ‘There’s no need to look so worried, Terri. I’m sure Lil’s told you just as much about me as she’s told me about you – not that I’ve had such a colourful love-life as you have.’ Abruptly, he falls silent. He runs his hands through his hair. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.’


‘All those stories about my exes?’ I try to laugh it off. ‘It’s the way Gran tells them.’


Martin inserts a skeleton of dark foliage and trailing ivy into the oasis in the top of the stands, then adds heads of ruby-red roses and much larger scarlet Amaryllis flowers which always remind me of the tubas in the brass band in which my father used to play, to flesh it out.


‘This is the second order for wedding flowers that I’ve made up for this lady.’ Martin looks up. ‘She dumped the last groom at the altar. Changed her mind at the last minute in front of her friends and family.’


‘How cruel.’


‘Not exactly. The groom’s wife turned up at the critical, “is there any impediment” part of the ceremony. You see, there are two sides to every story,’ Martin says quietly. ‘Judging from the number of arrangements that she’s ordered this time, the bride-to-be has found herself a groom with deeper pockets.’


‘Talking of money . . .’ A thorn pricks into my finger and embeds itself there. I squeeze it, but it shifts deeper. ‘Is there any chance you could give me some of my pay in advance? I wouldn’t normally ask, but—’


‘You’re bankrupt,’ Martin interrupts. ‘Your gran told me that too. I don’t think that she meant to – it slipped out.’


I can see my face turning the same colour as the roses, in the reflection in the stainless-steel kettle on the draining-board opposite. So Martin knows that I embellished my CV, that ‘running a successful floristry enterprise’ was a cover for ‘my business went belly-up’.


Martin pulls a pen and chequebook out of his trouser pocket, and starts scribbling on a cheque. He tears it off and holds it out to me. ‘Go on, take it.’ He waves it at me, like Chris Tarrant on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire, except that I have no aspirations to be wealthy. All I need is enough of my wage to buy some groceries.


‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but when I said money, I meant hard cash. I haven’t got a bank account at the moment, and anyway,’ I gaze at the figure, ‘it’s far too much.’ What does Martin think he is doing? Trying to make up for what happened between us, all those years ago?


‘I’m not going to apologise this time,’ he says. ‘I know what it’s like to be short. I’ll give you the equivalent when I cash up at the end of the day.’
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