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      Kate Carter picked up the bottle of Veuve Clicquot and refilled her glass. She pulled down the cuffs of her egg-white shirt, flexed her calf muscles under her black trousers and waited for the laughter to die down. She’d been at her company’s awards ceremony for over an hour now and the woman hosting wasn’t quite as funny as she thought she was.

      The team from Kate’s magazine — Female Health & Fitness — were sitting at a round table in a swish Mayfair hotel, surrounded by at least another 50 tables, all filled with an excitable media crowd and an endless supply of Bordeaux, Chablis and Champagne. It was August, and the room was awash with summer excitement, along with a healthy dose of anticipation and sparkle.

      Kate didn’t do dresses, so she’d opted for a black tuxedo, the first time she’d ever done so. It sat well on her tall, slim frame — she should have done it years ago. She leaned back in her chair and rolled her ankle, the light catching on her black patent brogues. More dazzle.

      “Kate. Kate!” Her colleague Henry was not doing a good job of keeping his voice down, such was his eagerness for more booze. “Kate! Psst! Pass me the bottle!”

      Henry held out his hand, his cheeks already alight with Champagne splotch, his pupils periodically sparking then slumping. Kate could tell that Henry’s lovingly conditioned hipster beard was going to be hiding some food by the end of the night, and if he didn’t lose his phone as he did on most of these occasions, she would eat her bow tie. But she passed him the bottle anyway — Kate wasn’t a killjoy.

      On stage, music blared as the winner of Feature of the Year trotted up to collect her gong. Kate had seen her walking the corridors in their building and she wasn’t a fan. The woman never held the door open if you were behind her, and Kate had witnessed her being rude to staff in the canteen on numerous occasions. Never trust people who are rude to serving staff, life lesson number one.

      True to form, the woman shook out a speech with almost as many words as her lemon dress had sparkles, and Kate let her eyelids flutter shut. She didn’t mind these occasions, but the speeches could be a bit of a bore.

      Kate opened her eyes again when she got an elbow in her ribs.

      “Are we next? I thought they said we were first half?” Magazine editor Dawn was chewing the side of her cheek and fidgeting with her red napkin. In recent years Dawn had never come to one of these ceremonies and not won anything, so Kate hoped she wasn’t let down today. The March issue of Female Health & Fitness was up for Cover Of The Year and they all thought it stood a fighting chance, adorned as it was with a Hollywood actress, a UK sprint sensation and the promise of a new you for summer. Something for everyone, as Dawn had rightly opined at the time.

      Kate nodded. “I think so. Do you think if we win, management will spring for us to go abroad for a week?” She fixed her gaze on the air above her, painting the picture with her hand. “Sun, sea and sangria on them? What do you reckon?”

      Dawn spluttered. “I’m sure it’d be no problem at all.”

      Their conversation was interrupted as the winner on stage got a huge cheer for something she’d said. The woman grinned and waved at the crowd.

      “And finally, thanks to my darling fiancée Hugo — you’re the best and I can’t wait to marry you next year!” To a cacophony of cheers and whistles, the previous winner tottered off the stage in heels the height of goal posts and the next award flashed up on the screens — Cover Of The Year.

      “This is it!” Dawn dug her fingers into Kate’s arm in excitement.

      Kate watched as the company’s art supremo, Simon, was called to the stage to present the winner. In all her years working as a designer, Kate had never won Cover Of The Year. It was something she was desperate to remedy, even if she was trying to underplay it tonight. She bit her lip and ran her hands through her platinum-blonde hair as Simon began to speak.

      “It’s true what they say — people judge a magazine by its cover. If the image, coverlines and overall ethos don’t appeal to them, they’ll move on and you’ll lose a sale. The magazine market is a cut-throat, fickle business, so snagging consumers is all important in the battle to stay alive.”

      Dawn turned to give Kate her best knowing nod, combining it with the raising of both eyebrows.

      On stage, Simon continued: “All of these next five covers fulfilled that brief in terms of having vibrant imagery, must-do coverlines and engaging the reader, and thus improving sales. Let’s take a look.”

      He stood back in his Armani suit as the covers flashed up one after the other on the giant screen, receiving rounds of applause and whoops from the appropriate tables. When it was the turn of Female Health & Fitness, their table lit up, glasses clinking, whistling and applauding.

      A minute later, the screams had died down and the tension settled once again on the room.

      On-stage, the envelope was ripped and Simon smiled, moving his mouth closer to the microphone. “And the winner is truly well deserved and a personal favourite of mine… Well done to Female Health & Fitness magazine for its March cover!”

      Kate’s heart rate soared and her mouth dropped open — they’d only gone and done it.

      Dawn flung herself at Kate. “I can’t believe it — we bloody won!” When Dawn released her, Kate looked around the table at her team, arms raised in the air, volume ratcheted to the max as they celebrated in unison.

      On stage, Simon was speaking into the mic. “Come on up, art editor Kate Carter and editor Dawn West!”

      Hearing her name called, Kate finished high-fiving her co-workers but found her grin was stuck solid to her face. She shrugged on her jacket and straightened her bow tie, before taking Dawn’s hand and pulling her up towards the stage.

      Dawn brushed imaginary crumbs from her blue sparkly dress as she followed Kate, tottering like a pro on her high heels through the sea of applause. “Have you prepared a speech?” she muttered in Kate’s ear.

      Kate turned and shook her head. “Thought it might jinx it.”

      They were at the stairs leading up to the stage now and Kate had goosebumps all over.

      “How’s my hair?”

      “Gorgeous and ultra lesbian.” Dawn kissed Kate on the cheek. “If you don’t pull tonight in that tux and with this award in the bag, the world’s gone mad.” Dawn gave Kate a wink, then she was up the stairs, taking Kate with her.

      They reached the debonair Simon, who was holding the glass trophy in one hand. He went to give it to Dawn, but she shook her head and gently pushed Kate forward.

      Kate bashfully accepted the award and Simon kissed her on both cheeks. Then he stood back and applauded, while Dawn got on the mic.

      “Thanks, you lovely people!” Dawn had never been shy of public speaking and she wasn’t about to start being shy now. “I’d like to say a massive thank you to my whole team, who are all brilliant, but mostly thanks to the brains behind this cover, my dear friend, Kate Carter.”

      Dawn turned her clapping in Kate’s direction, before darting back to the mic. “Oh, and even though he’s not here, thanks to my husband Nick for being a saint and putting up with me!” With that, Dawn backed away.

      Kate replaced Dawn at the mic and held the trophy aloft — the crowd applauded, and through the dim lighting, she saw Henry and features editor Hannah clapping madly, arms above their heads.

      “Like Dawn said, this is a team effort, but thanks again for the award — it means a lot.” Kate was shaking slightly, and she felt Dawn’s soothing hand on her back. “I’d like to thank my editor Dawn, my deputy art editor Henry and everyone on the magazine!”

      Kate felt the love in the room embrace her as she held the trophy aloft again. But then it hit her, as she looked out across the room and the smiling swathe of people, most of whom had somebody to go home to, to celebrate with. For Kate, that was not the case. Sure, she had her editor and her team to toast with tonight. But there was no girlfriend or wife who she could dart back to the microphone and thank as the previous two speakers had. Being single didn’t ordinarily bother her, but at this moment she could feel it clogging her arteries and slowing her breathing. In this lifetime, right now, Kate was flying solo.

      But, ever the professional, she styled it out, never losing her grin, glossing over the fact she had nobody to say she loved as a footnote on such a grand night. Instead, she made an ‘after you’ gesture to Dawn, who took her hand and held it aloft as they made their way down the stairs and back to their team, placing the trophy in the middle of the table as they both sat down.

      “Incredible — I still can’t believe we won!” Dawn simply couldn’t wipe the smile off her face.

      “I can — it was a brilliant cover,” Henry said. “Made all the more brilliant by my addition of the gloss to the headline, didn’t you think?” Henry had his serious face on, which made Kate burst out laughing.

      “It was all about you, Henry,” she said, patting his shoulder.

      Pulling her chair up to the table and rubbing her hands together, Dawn smiled round at her team, the adrenaline clearly still sparking in her veins. “Right, now that’s over with, let’s have a great night! Nobody has to be in tomorrow till lunchtime at the earliest.” She paused and pulled the Champagne from the bucket, then frowned in Henry’s direction when she saw it was empty. Dawn looked around and accosted a nearby waiter.

      “Two more bottles when you’re ready, please.”
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      Mr Davis clicked his fingers together as he stood at the counter of Fabulous Flowers and pointed at Meg. He looked very pleased with himself. “A young Sharon Stone — that’s who you look like! Was she the bunny boiler in that film?”

      “I don’t think she boiled any bunnies, but she was definitely a bit unhinged.” Meg gave him a thin-lipped smile.

      “That’s it, then.” He paused. “Not that you look like you’d boil any rabbits soon either, but you get what I mean.” He looked Meg straight in the eye. “It’s a compliment, by the way. Sharon Stone — she was a looker in her day. Not so bad now, either.”

      “I’ll take it as a compliment, then.” Meg smiled and willed her mum to come out of the back of the shop, where she was just putting the finishing touches to Mr Davis’s flowers.

      Mr Davis was a terrible flirt who came into the florist every Saturday, rain or shine, to pick up flowers for his wife. Every week, he told Meg she looked like someone new. Last week it had been Cameron Diaz. The week before, Marilyn Monroe. Meg was always amazed he knew who all these actresses were as they spanned many different eras, but Mr Davis was something of a film buff. Plus, being newly retired, he had a lot of time on his hands.

      As far as Meg could see, the only similarity she had with any of these people was she was female and had blonde hair — but she didn’t like to point this out to Mr Davis. Meg knew his first name was Clive, but neither she nor her mum had ever called him that. Always the formality of Mr Davis.

      Just in the nick of time, her mum, Olivia, appeared with his flowers.

      “Here you go, Mr Davis,” she said, handing him a fat bouquet dressed with silver ribbons. “Seasonally bright and gorgeous. Sheila’s going to love them.”

      “Perfect — they look beautiful, just like the two of you.”

      Meg could never quite work out who Mr Davis flirted with more — her or her mum. She hoped it was her mum but she could never be sure.

      Olivia waved his comment away, smiling. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

      He bid them both farewell and left the shop, the bell over the door ringing as he did so.

      “I swear he gets more flirtatious by the week,” Meg said.

      “He’s a solid, regular customer, so he can flirt all he wants,” Olivia replied. She disappeared into the back of the shop and came back with a cup of coffee for both of them: hers white, one sugar, Meg’s pitch black. Meg liked her coffee like she liked her martinis - straight up and minus the olives.

      “I might shoot off after this.” Meg blew on her coffee and took a sip.

      “Sure — you doing anything special? Moving perhaps? Getting rid of that good-for-nothing ex of yours?”

      “Mum…” Meg shot her mum a warning glance, but Olivia chose to ignore it.

      “Wasn’t that your birthday resolution in June? Turn 32, sell the house and move on? Only, now it appears to be September and you still haven’t even got the house on the market. And don’t get me started on you going back on the dating scene and meeting someone new.”

      Olivia held Meg’s gaze, but Meg couldn’t take it and looked away.

      Meg knew the drill, she’d heard it many times before.

      “And don’t give me that look. After the year I’ve had — surely that should be a warning to you. Live life now. Live it to the max. Get rid of the dead wood.”

      Meg smiled. “Mum, I know. I know I have to change things, but you’re beginning to sound like a never-ending stream of those terrible positive-thinking slogans people frame and put on their walls.”

      They both laughed at that.

      “Actually, I’ve got to catch up on the accounts, so I thought as you said Anya was available this afternoon, I’d do that at home.” Meg paused. “She is still coming?” Anya was their part-time help in the florist.

      Her mum nodded. “As far as I’m aware.”

      “Good.”

      Olivia took a sip of her coffee and stared at Meg once more. “But you will think about what I said?”

      Meg nodded, looking down into her coffee as if it might hold the answers. “I think of nothing else every minute of every day, believe me.”

      “Good.” Olivia paused, before putting an arm around Meg’s shoulders and giving her a squeeze. “I’m your mum, it’s my job to worry. And I want my only daughter to be happy. Is that such a crime?”
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      It had been a month since the awards, and this week had been a time for the Female Health & Fitness magazine team to put their autumn and end-of-year-plan into action. There was going to be a whole slew of new features and impressive cover gifts in the run-up to Christmas, all leading to a full-scale redesign of the magazine in the New Year.

      The day had been a non-stop whirlwind of meetings for Dawn and Kate as they’d explained their plans to all their connected departments, telling them how they expected the various teams to run with them. Kate was pretty sure they were all on-board so far — now they just had to deliver on the editorial and the rest would fall into place.

      Kate had arrived home to her first floor converted flat in central London’s Old Street around an hour earlier. The balmy September air was seeping in through the windows along with traffic fumes, car horns and the low hum of commuter chatter.

      Kate’s commute was a short one — Southwark to Old Street taking just 15 minutes tonight on her trusty bike, Beryl — and for once, she hadn’t been nearly mown down by a lorry or an impatient driver. Her bike was now safely stowed in the hallway downstairs as she relaxed into her distressed leather sofa, admiring her newly installed light fitting crafted from reclaimed metalwork and jam jars. Fresh-cut tulips sat in a blue glass vase on the coffee table, while on the TV, Kate was watching an American cookery show where a man was paid to visit a slick succession of diners and eat as much meat as possible. Every time she watched it, Kate thought it was a job she could well handle.

      Her phone ringing broke the silence. Kate picked it up and stared at the glowing screen — it was her mum. Kate sighed. Her batteries were drained after her busy day and while she loved her mum, the only reason she’d be calling was if she wanted something. Mums normally did.

      Her flatmate and sister-in-law Jess poked her head into the lounge and gave Kate a quizzical look. Jess had been for a hair cut today and it looked particularly lesbionic — short, jaunty, brown. Kate wouldn’t tell Jess, but her cut was straying worryingly close to looking identikit to her girlfriend, Lucy. She’d have a word with Jess about her and Lucy merging into dyke-alikes later.

      “Your phone’s ringing,” Jess said.

      “I know. It’s my mum.” The phone’s cry was still piercing the lounge air.

      Jess raised an eyebrow.

      Kate sighed. She’d have to answer it now. She picked up her Samsung and swiped her finger across the screen.

      “Hi, Mum.”

      “Hi, love,” her mum replied.

      Kate’s breathing stilled. “What’s wrong?” She remembered the same tone from when her mum had called nearly five years ago, to tell her Dad had died in a car crash. Sometimes, that day five years ago seemed like it happened to someone else entirely. But sometimes, like now, it seemed like yesterday. Kate sat forward and dropped her head between her knees. If her mum had some terminal illness, she might vomit onto her grey carpet.

      “It’s Uncle Mike,” her mum said. “He’s… He’s dead.”

      Uncle Mike. Kate knew it was wrong, but relief flooded her body. Her mum and sister were fine. But Uncle Mike was not. Kate tried to remember what Uncle Mike looked like, but the image was hazy. His smell wasn’t, though — tobacco and motor oil. Uncle Mike liked smoking and cars. Well, he used to, anyway.

      “God, that’s awful. How?”

      “Heart attack. At work today.” Her mum let out a small sob. “It’s so awful. Can you come over?”

      Kate was already on her feet. “Course. Let me get changed and I’ll jump on my bike.”

      Her mum sucked in a breath. “Can’t you get the tube? You know I don’t like you riding your bike in the dark.”

      Kate smiled. “It’s fine, Mum — I have lights and everything.”

      “Just for me, not tonight.”

      Kate relented. “Okay. Have you eaten?”

      “No.”

      “We’ll get something from that nice Indian you like. I’ll pick up some wine and we’ll toast Uncle Mike. Should be there by 8pm.” Kate paused. “Have you told Vicky yet?”

      “She’s going to answerphone.”

      A likely story. “I’ll call her on the way. See you in a bit — go make a cup of tea.”

      “Okay, love. See you soon.”

      Kate hung up and marched down the hallway, pausing in the kitchen doorway. She pulled at the bottom of her black denim shirt and leaned her head against the white door frame.

      Jess was making ribs for dinner and the flat was filled with the smells of roasted meat and sharp, smoky spices. She was wearing a blue apron with white pinstripes — a classic, cheffy look. Before Jess had begun working in a café over a year ago, she’d been allergic to cooking. Now, you couldn’t get her out of the kitchen. Not that Kate was complaining.

      “Everything okay?” Jess slotted an earthenware dish into the hot oven and shut the door, before casting a wary glance towards Kate.

      Kate shook her head. “I’m going to have to bail on dinner — my uncle just died, so I’m going over to Mum’s.”

      Jess covered her mouth. “Shit — how’s Maureen?”

      Kate shrugged. “A bit shaken.”

      Jess cocked her head. “Hang on, you’ve got an uncle? I met your Aunty Viv at the wedding, but I never knew there was an uncle.”

      Jess’s brother Jack had married Kate’s sister Vicky nearly six years ago, so Jess had met most of Kate’s extended family at big occasions and summer barbecues.

      Kate smiled. “That’s because he wasn’t at the wedding. Or at the christenings of our two gorgeous nephews. Let’s just say Mike wasn’t really a family man. For all I know, he could be gay or have a few love children scattered around the country. But he was still my mum’s big brother.”

      Jess leaned against the counter-top, wiping her hands on a tea towel. “So duty calls,” she said. “Shame, as these ribs are looking delicious.”

      “They don’t smell too bad either.” Kate pushed herself off the kitchen door frame. “Maybe you should call Lucy and tell her you’ve cooked her a special treat.”

      Jess shook her head and folded her arms across her chest. “My gorgeous girlfriend is out on the tiles tonight, so this is just for me. I’ll save you some for tomorrow night.”

      “It’s a date.” Kate kissed Jess’s cheek before heading to her bedroom to grab her jacket.

      “Give Maureen a hug from me!” Jess shouted after her.
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      Two hours later, Kate was sitting on the sofa at her mum’s house in Finchley, chicken bhuna eaten, glass of Malbec in hand.

      “It’s weird to think you can just drop dead at any minute, isn’t it?”

      “I’m hoping you won’t,” Maureen replied. Her mum was normally a ball of energy, but she was understandably subdued tonight.

      Kate smiled and ran her hand through her short, platinum-blonde hair. “You know what I mean. One minute you’re here, the next minute you’re not.”

      Her mum nodded. “I think we learned that the hard way five years ago, didn’t we?” She paused. “I wish I’d seen your uncle more, but you know what he was like.” Maureen twisted her wedding ring as she always did at times of stress. “Anyway, will you be able to help with some of the arrangements? Viv’s coming tomorrow to sort the funeral, but could you sort the flowers? There’s a place down the road that’s reasonable.”

      “Sure — just give me the details.”

      “Thanks, love.”

      The doorbell interrupted their conversation and Kate got up. She opened the front door to her sister Vicky, car keys dangling off her right index finger, her face drawn with tiredness. She stepped into the house and gave Kate a hug.

      “How is she?” Vicky shrugged off her blazer and threw it down on the bottom of the stairs.

      “She’s okay — I’ve calmed her down with wine.”

      “Good plan.”

      They walked back through to the lounge, before Kate disappeared to the kitchen to make Vicky a cup of tea. When they were all resettled, the memories of being in exactly the same position five years previously came flooding back.

      “It’s strange how it never leaves you, never goes away,” Maureen said. Despite the food and wine, she was still pale and drawn. “You’re doing okay, but then something like this happens and it knocks you back.”

      Vicky leaned over and hugged their mum, while Kate took a sip of her wine.

      “But you haven’t gone back, Mum,” Kate said. “You’ve got on with your life, and you’re doing really well. And we’ll deal with this together, as a family, just like before. Right?” Kate directed the last bit at Vicky, who nodded.

      “Absolutely. All of us together — the intrepid threesome. Just let me know what I can do and I’ll do it.” Vicky nodded her head again with defiance.

      Maureen took each of her daughter’s hands in hers and squeezed tight. “I don’t know what I’d do without my lovely girls, I really don’t.” She shook her head and her lip trembled.

      Kate and Vicky squeezed right back.
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      The next day Kate was late into work, but she knew it wouldn’t be a big deal. The magazine was in the first week of its four-week schedule, which meant her day would be light on work, heavy on personal chores — which now included funeral flower arrangements. Kate had no idea what that might involve, but she wasn’t looking forward to it — visions of Six Feet Under floated through her mind.

      She sat down at her desk near a window overlooking the Thames, taking in the open-plan floor which housed six magazines in total. Laughter floated through the rows of desks and occasional pot plant, and someone was playing old-school Eurythmics. The mood was light this morning, with the September sunshine ensuring everyone was embracing the last dregs of summer.

      Kate had worked in magazines for the past eight years and she loved her job. She’d previously worked on titles involving food, horses and cars, before moving onto Female Health & Fitness a year ago, following Dawn from their previous foodie magazine, Scrumptious.  When Dawn had announced she was leaving to launch a fitness magazine, she’d convinced Kate to come with her — and Kate was glad she had. Their publisher Ben called them the dream team, which they both loved.

      Kate had learned a whole lot about how to stay fit and healthy during her time on the magazine, and she tried to follow its advice as much as she could. The women she stared at on its pages seemed to glow with health and vitality, probably through eating salmon and blueberries all day, and drinking only spring water. Well, that and the aid of Photoshop — it was amazing what their touch-up artists could do these days.

      “Morning, sunshine.” Her editor Dawn sat on the edge of Kate’s desk and grinned at her. Dawn was dressed for the season in a yellow sundress and thin cardigan.

      “Morning — how are you?” Kate stretched her arms over her head and let out an audible yawn.

      Where Kate was blonde, tall and lithe, Dawn was dark-haired and pint-sized, but still slim. Kate doubted Dawn would have got the job if she was overweight — the magazine had an image to keep up, after all. But what the readers didn’t know was that while Dawn looked virtuously healthy, she actually survived on a diet of Kit Kats, coffee and the occasional sausage baguette with extra ketchup.

      “I’m good — very good in fact. I was ovulating last night, so it was a long night for Nick and I, if you catch my drift.” Dawn winked at Kate.

      Kate stuck her tongue out and made a gagging sound. “Not before I’ve had my first coffee, please.”

      Dawn shook her head. “You’re so heterophobic.”

      “Before my first coffee, I’m everyone-phobic.”

      Kate got up and walked towards the kitchen, with Dawn following close behind. She pressed the cappuccino button on the enormous coffee machine and watched a plastic cup the colour of tan tights fall into place.

      “How about you — how was your night? Wasn’t Jess cooking up some fabulous meal?”

      Kate shook her head. “That was the plan. But then my uncle dropped dead, so I had to go round to my mum’s instead.” The coffee machine stopped whirring and Kate took a sip. She recoiled as the liquid burned her tongue, a daily routine.

      “I’m so sorry!” Dawn’s face creased with concern. “Were you close?”

      Kate waved a dismissive hand. “Last time I saw him was about ten years ago, so not really. But I might have to leave early to arrange flowers, just to warn you.”

      Dawn nodded. “Of course, whatever you need. Is your mum okay?”

      “She’s coping. Her sister’s there today so they’re doing the coffin, funeral and all of that.” Kate paused. “So well done you, having a night of sex.” She pointed her finger at Dawn. “We could all die any time, you know.”

      Dawn smiled. “That’s what I like about you — your cheery disposition.” She wagged a finger back in Kate’s direction. “We’ve got to get you a night of sex before you die too, that’s my mission.”

      Kate nearly spat out her mouthful of still-too-hot coffee as they walked back to their desks. “I hope I have sex again before I die. It’s been nine months already and that seems like a lifetime.”

      Dawn grinned as she sat in her seat and pulled out her desk drawer. Inside were four two-finger Kit Kats and a Penguin. She selected a Kit Kat and picked up her tea.

      “I’m going to take a picture and tweet you having breakfast one of these days.” Kate swung round in her chair.

      Dawn grinned. “I’d just say it was for a dare, then send a follow-up tweet of me holding a banana and a stick of celery.” She paused. “Are we having a meeting this morning?” Dawn looked around the office but only half the staff were in — features editor Hannah and deputy art editor Henry were missing in action.

      “Henry’s at the dentist. Root canal,” Kate said, pre-empting Dawn’s question.

      “And Hannah?”

      Kate gave Dawn a wide grin. “She had a date last night, so I couldn’t possibly say.”

      Dawn rolled her eyes. “What it is to be young and free.”
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        * * *

      

      That morning, Kate’s mum called with the details of her favoured florist — Maureen was insistent because Barbara down the road had used them for her husband’s funeral and the flowers had been beautiful. Neither of them mentioned they could have just used the florist they used for Dad, but Kate imagined Mum didn’t want to be reminded of that dreadful day.

      Kate clicked on the Fabulous Flowers website — tastefully done, with pastel colours and flowing fonts. Whoever was in charge of this particular florist knew about design. It was one of Kate’s bugbears — bad colours and fonts, especially on the web. Having been trained in print design, seeing so many rules flaunted online broke her heart daily.

      She checked their opening hours — till 7pm. It was 2pm now, but the art department had nothing in their in-tray and her deputy Henry had his legs propped up on his desk, reading a copy of their sister magazine, Male Health & Fitness. Kate tapped the top of the magazine.

      Henry duly lowered it. “Yes?” His dark beard was a little out of control, but Henry also possessed killer green eyes which made women swoon.

      “I’m going to bugger off early — you think you can handle the rush?”

      Henry swept his eyes around the half-empty office and nodded slowly. “I think so, although keep your phone on and I’ll call if there’s an emergency.” He paused, before raising his voice. “Like if Daisy gets the letters page over to me that was due this morning.”

      Across the office, staff writer Daisy didn’t even raise her head, but simply extended a middle finger in Henry’s direction.

      “Great.” Kate patted Henry’s leg, shrugged on her jacket and slotted her phone and wallet into her grey canvas bag. “Can you tell Dawn I’ve gone when she gets back too?”

      Henry saluted her. “Consider it done.”
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      Kate arrived in front of Fabulous Flowers just after 4pm. Like their website, the shop was tastefully designed with impressively modern signage in soothing green and an inviting window display. Maureen had just called to ask if Kate had organised the flowers yet, and Kate had told her she was on her way. She forgave her mum for being a little overbearing seeing as she was dealing with a family death — but seriously, she’d agreed to do this less than 24 hours ago.

      Kate pushed the door and heard the bell as her senses were overwhelmed by a wave of fresh floral scents. Colours and vibrancy jumped out at her from every angle, with familiar flowers and the more exotic jostling for attention. The floor on either side was taken up with chrome buckets stuffed with blooms, and every other available surface — wooden crates, stands and boxes — was overtaken too. Far from being chaotic, though, the overall effect was an artful, sensory overload.

      On a wooden stand against the wall to her left were sheets of tissue paper in cool shades, and the large, retro counter straight ahead held multi-coloured ribbon and string, along with a cash register, phone and thick appointment book.

      Even though she was a graphic designer, Kate had never really been drawn to flowers as an art form. However, this shop showed it could be done and she was impressed.

      “Mum, I know that wasn’t how you did it back in the day, but this is how I do it now, so you’re going to have to trust me.”

      The conversation was out of sight but Kate could hear every word. Rich, smooth voice and the unmistakable hint of an adult child being peeved with her parent. Kate could well sympathise.

      “Yes they wanted them for every table.” Pause. “I know, but it’s their wedding. Look, I have to go, someone’s in the shop. Let’s talk about this tomorrow.” Pause. “Yes I know, we’ll talk tomorrow. Bye.”

      Kate turned briskly and focused her attention on a bucket of delicate pink flowers. She had no idea what they were, but she was certain they’d be a winning choice if your favourite colour was shocking pink. Which hers wasn’t. But Barbie would love them.

      Kate heard footsteps come into the shop, a sigh and she looked up. But she was not prepared for the sight that greeted her. Standing behind the counter was a woman around her age with short hair the colour of sunshine, deep, greenish-blue eyes and miles of tanned skin running down her neck. She gave Kate a grandstand smile as their eyes met, and Kate stopped breathing for a second. Perhaps two. How had she never stepped into this florist before today? She’d passed by it often enough on the way to her mum’s house.

      “Hi,” Kate managed. She was impressed her words sounded level, normal. Her words did not give away the fact her heart was thumping, her ears flushed, her buttocks clenched. No, Kate was fairly sure these were facts only she knew. Her brain instructed her legs to move forward and thankfully, her legs obliged.

      “How can I help?”

      Kate’s mind was blank. The only thoughts whizzing round her head had nothing to do with her uncle’s funeral. Kate forced herself to focus.

      “It’s my uncle — he died.” Kate winced. That was not a slick opening sentence.

      “Oh my goodness,” the woman said. “I’m so sorry. Would you like a seat? A cup of tea?”

      “I’m fine, really.” Kate batted the offer away with her hand. “We weren’t close.” Did that sound like she was a heartless wench? She ploughed on.

      “But my mum’s asked me to organise the flowers, so here I am.” Kate paused. Her throat was dry. She needed liquid. “But now I come to think about it, that’s all the instructions she gave me. Do you have a set thing you do for funerals?” Kate looked at the florist, baffled. “Because the only other person who’s died in my life is my dad and I didn’t do his flowers. My sister did. She did all the arranging really, she was great. Just took charge. I was a bit shell-shocked, like my mum.” Oh. My. God. Why couldn’t she shut up?

      Kate wished she’d remembered to take her cool pills this morning.

      Clearly though, the florist was used to it — she didn’t look alarmed. “I can well imagine.” Her eyes radiated kindness and sympathy. “Wait there,” she said, and disappeared into the back of the shop.

      Did Kate have time to check her appearance in her phone camera? She put her hand in her bag, but before she could grab her phone, the florist reappeared, this time carrying two chairs. She arranged them around the corner of the counter and motioned for Kate to sit down.

      “Please.” She flashed Kate her grandstand smile again which flooded her eyes, and Kate could do nothing else but comply, her heartbeat pulsing in her ears.

      The florist sat in the other chair and pulled across a couple of books from the end of the counter.

      “First things first — I’m Meg.” She held out a hand to Kate.

      Kate took the hand in hers, trying not to dwell too much on the long, slender fingers. She shook Meg’s hand slowly and brought her eyes up to meet Meg’s again.

      Was Meg looking at her fingers too? Of course she wasn’t. Honestly, no wonder Kate’s mum thought she needed checking up on. Here she was, tasked with sorting out her uncle’s flowers and she was trying to hit on the undoubtedly straight florist. Focus.

      “Kate,” she replied, still holding onto Meg’s hand. “And I’m sorry I just blurted out half my life story to you. It’s just a weird situation, ordering flowers for a funeral.” Kate wasn’t sure she’d made it any better.

      Meg smiled back. “Believe me, you did not blurt out your life story.” She fixed Kate with her gaze. “Besides, us florists are like therapists — confidentiality is key. What goes on in Fabulous Flowers, stays in Fabulous Flowers.” Meg let out a low chuckle that reverberated all the way down Kate’s body.

      Suddenly, Kate had a new plan of action: the quicker she could get this over with, the better.

      Meg, however, had other ideas, getting to her feet and licking her lips. “So how about that tea, now you know you can trust me. Or I have coffee if you prefer?” She smiled at Kate as she waited for an answer.

      Kate was still focused on Meg’s lips. “Coffee would be great.”

      “Gimme two ticks.”

      Kate watched Meg’s trim form disappear — she was tall, perhaps taller than her, and Kate was no slouch in the height department. Kate’s cheeks reddened and her eyes darted around the shop — she needed a distraction. Lilies. Were they appropriate funeral flowers? Kate thought she’d read it somewhere. There were some intriguing black flowers on the far side of the shop, but she could just imagine her mum’s face if she ordered those. Maureen would not be amused.

      Meg came back a few seconds later with two white mugs of coffee. She put them down on the counter, then disappeared again, coming back seconds later with a two-pint carton of milk in one hand, her phone in the other.

      “Wasn’t sure if you took milk.” She handed the milk to Kate. With her other hand, she fiddled with her phone, frowned, then put it back in her pocket.

      “Everything okay with you?” Kate was glad to have a moment where she was the one who looked in control.

      Meg smiled, but her face didn’t light up this time. “Fine — just dealing with my mum. We run the florist together and we’re having a difference of opinion.” She shrugged and held up both palms. “But anyway, back to you and your uncle’s funeral. Do you want to have a look at some popular funeral choices?”

      Kate nodded and Meg pulled open a couple of books to show her. Meg spoke about arrangements, seasonal flowers, popular choices and budgets. But all Kate registered was a silky voice, a musky perfume, professional confidence and strong arms. Really strong arms. Kate was thrown. Was Meg single? Was she a lesbian? But then, whoever heard of a lesbian florist? Besides, Kate’s gaydar was not going off, so she should just back away.

      Then again, Meg did have short fingernails.

      Meg shut the books with a flourish, then stood up and put them back under the counter. “I’ll mail you with all the details — options, prices, the flowers we talked about. You can check the website, too — everything’s on there.”

      Kate’s chair
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