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  Prologue

  
  




Issie thought she might throw up. All morning, her stomach had rebelled, and now that the time had arrived, it was redoubling its efforts. Even scrolling through images on Instagram didn’t distract her.

Her local bank branch’s lobby could do with sprucing up, she thought, putting her phone away and gazing around the large room. The ceilings were high and could be generously called ‘period features’ if it weren’t for the water stains in the corners and the peeling paint below the architraves. It was the colour too; a lifeless grey. These old stone buildings could take colour, and this one was crying out for a splash of something bright. Even a few large floral arrangements would be an improvement. She made a mental note to suggest it if the meeting went well.

The bank’s atmosphere was subdued, matching her mood, and there were only a handful of customers lined up to see the sole teller partitioned behind the glass-fronted counter.

“Isabella Jenkins, the manager will see you now.”

Issie looked up. The personal banker, wearing a neat navy blue suit, was standing in front of her. She gave Issie an encouraging smile. “It’s okay, Mr. Hobbs doesn’t bite.”

Issie stood and ran her hands down her sides and tried to smile, although she was sure it came out as a grimace. She followed the woman through the open doorway on the lobby’s right-hand side and into a small office.

“Good morning, Ms. Jenkins.” The bank manager came around from behind his desk to shake Issie’s hand and usher her into a chair. “Conrad Hobbs.” The personal banker left the room, closing the office door behind her with a quiet snick.

“Hello,” Issie managed.

The manager was middle-aged, with a wispy comb-over and small round glasses perched on his nose. He too appeared ill at ease, which gave Issie some courage as she lowered herself into the seat he’d indicated. The office was painted the same industrial grey as the rest of the bank. The Venetian blinds covering the only window were tilted downwards, and the single painting hanging on the wall was crooked. A limp fern in a large pot stood forlornly in one corner, and a coat stand opposite held a single brown trench coat. The whole room looked tired, a little like its occupant.

Hobbs returned to his seat behind the desk and picked up a file from a stack of brown manila folders. He removed the application form which Issie had spent several painstaking hours completing.

“A florist?” he said, peering over his glasses at her.

“Yes,” she said. It came out husky. She cleared her throat and continued. “I currently work for one of the large firms who service the hotels, but I’d like to set up on my own.”

“That sounds like a lot for one person,” the manager said, reading her business plan.

“I won’t be competing for the hotel work - I would like to make beautifully arranged fresh flowers affordable for more people,” Issie said. She paused and thought through her rehearsed pitch. “I have well-established contacts with the suppliers at the flower market since I’m there most mornings, and I plan to set up an ordering and payment system online. I will sell directly to a number of stores, and I will initially make the deliveries myself, but you’ll see at phase two of my business plan that I’m looking to contract a delivery driver.”

Hobbs nodded.

Issie took a deep breath. “The loan is to build the website and to cover the fees associated with setting up the payment portal. My plan includes introducing a subscription service, where people can have pre-arranged weekly, fortnightly, or monthly deliveries.”

“Premises? Will you have a shop front?”

“No, I can work from home. My mother recently moved to Spain, so I have the house to myself. I will turn the front room into my studio. I also plan to introduce and run floral art evening classes each week, more often at special times of the year such as Christmas and Mother’s Day.”

Hobbs looked at his watch. “Two thousand pounds, at 5.75% repayable over two years?” he said.

“Yes.”

The manager sat back and smiled at her. “That sounds fine,” he said, before signing the approval box on the application form.

Issie smiled for the first time that morning, already envisaging the floral thank you gift that would brighten up this office. “Thank you so much.”

A muffled thud from out in the lobby made them both jump. Hobbs frowned and leapt up from his desk.

He hurried to the door and eased it open, peering out through the gap between the door and the frame.

The loud crack of a gunshot sounded. There was a moment of silence followed by a woman screaming and a man shouting. Hobbs pushed the door closed and leaned against it, the blood draining from his face.

“What’s going on?” Issie asked, rising to her feet.

Hobbs looked over at her, his face deathly pale, and blinked as though remembering that she was there. “We’re being robbed.”

“What?”

“Get under my desk and hide,” he instructed rushing over and pulling her chair out of the way.

Issie dropped to her knees and crawled under the large wooden table. She grabbed her bag and dragged the chair in front to help conceal her position. The door burst open and a man wearing a balaclava rushed into the room.

“You the manager?” he said.

Hobbs nodded.

“Come with me, unlock the vault and no one needs to get hurt.” His voice was gravelly as though he needed to clear his throat.

Issie watched as the man pivoted and strode from the room, one hand hooked around Hobbs’ arm, the other carrying a semi-automatic rifle that was pointed at the ceiling.

“I said, down on the floor now,” a menacing voice in the lobby demanded.

Issie craned her neck to peek out through the open doorway into the bank. She could see five people dropping to the ground and stretching out on their fronts. An elderly woman was having difficulty getting to her knees when a second gunman approached and clasped her arm. His balaclava was pushed up and his face, contorted in a sneer, was uncovered. Issie gasped, clapping her hand over her mouth to stifle the sound, but the man helped the older woman up and led her to a chair against the wall. The woman sat and looked up at him, an anxious expression on her face. The man remained at her side, the Glock in his hand pointed at the ground. The woman fumbled in her large wheeled shopping bag, pulled out a tissue and dabbed at her eyes. Issie shifted so that she could see the teller’s counter. The frightened woman was emptying her cash drawers into a sports bag provided by a third robber. She had tears streaming down her face.

“Hurry up,” the man said in a rough voice, waving his gun in her direction.

Issie fumbled in her pocket for her mobile as the first gunman strode back into the foyer carrying two large bags. Her view was partly obscured by the manager, who stood wringing his hands outside the office door. The robber dropped one bag with a thud and walked over to the second gunman, who was still standing over the customers. He stopped in front of the scared elderly women for a moment before returning to collect the other bag.

“Let’s go,” he called.

Issie watched Hobbs start to creep back into his office, as though hoping that the thieves wouldn’t remember that he was there. The gunman turned to him and held out his hand, his black jumper riding up and revealing a red and green snake tattoo winding around his forearm vanishing beneath the gloves covering his hand. “Car keys.” Hobbs hesitated for an instant before digging his keys from his pocket and passing them over with shaking hands. The man hoisted the bags and the three bank robbers set off towards the rear of the building as the wail of approaching police sirens sounded from the street outside.

Hobbs slumped in the doorway, sweat sticking his shirt to his back. Issie pushed the chair aside and crawled out from beneath the desk. Hobbs spun around with a terrified expression on his face, but relaxed when he saw her.

“I’d forgotten you were there,” he said. “Are you alright?”

Issie nodded. “You?”

He shook his head. “Not really,” he said. Clasping his trembling hands, he took a shallow, shaky breath and stepped out into the bank foyer where the customers were climbing to their feet.

“Is everyone okay?” he asked.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The bell above the door tinkled, announcing the arrival of more customers. The popular café was sandwiched between a dry cleaner and a hardware store at Fulham Broadway. Its reputation brought customers from all over London, and it was the favourite breakfast and lunch venue for many locals. Bella felt the rush of cold air that accompanied the newcomers, and glanced up, as was her habit, to check who was coming through the door. She let go of the breath she held each time someone new arrived.

Five young men strolled into the busy café, slid into one of the large red faux-leather booths opposite the counter and continued talking over one another.

Bella finished serving a customer at the counter, handing her a bright yellow cardboard flower with the number twelve in its centre. Laughter from the booth drew her attention. She studied the new arrivals for a moment. The shortest and most muscular of the group had tattoos running up both arms and disappearing under the sleeves of his short sleeve t-shirt. His bleached hair was shaved on the sides and styled into a shaggy mohawk. His cheeky, impish grin was directed across the table towards an attractive dark-skinned guy with short dreadlocks who had his head thrown back with laughter. Bella’s gaze moved to the third member of the entourage who was shaking his head in disbelief, his long fringe swaying above a bemused expression. Seated beside him, a guy with a mass of blond curls was studying his phone, but her attention was captured by the fifth man whose long legs, clad in skinny black jeans, stretched out under the table. He was wearing a vintage paisley button-down shirt beneath a tan leather jacket, and his fair hair was cut in long layers. He looked like he stepped straight out of the 1970s.

She wondered who they were; five well-dressed guys not at work at nine o’clock on a Tuesday morning. It wasn’t the first time they’d been in, but they were newish to the café. In the six months that Bella had been working there, she’d gotten to know most of the regulars. She recalled seeing the five guys in pairs or individually over the previous month or so, but never all together. Paisley shirt glanced across at the counter, as if aware of her scrutiny and caught her eye. Bella busied herself, taking the next customer’s coffee order before passing it to the barista.

“Bella, can you go and take their order?” the other waitress asked, passing her with a stack of dirty plates and giving a nod towards the newcomer’s table.

Armed with a notepad, Bella approached the booth. “What can I get you?” she asked.

“Depends what’s on offer,” the short tattooed one asked, flashing her a cheeky grin.

“Whatever’s on the blackboard and nothing more,” she replied in a cool tone.

“Down boy,” the dreadlocked one laughed before adding. “Big Breakfast for
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