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Chapter One

This city is not mine by birthright: I was born over three thousand miles away in a sleepy town in the heart of England. But ever since the day I set foot on its sidewalks, I have felt caught up in the biggest, most welcoming embrace by every street, store and tree-lined avenue. I dont know if a city can make a heart decision, but if its possible then New York chose to make me belong. And even though some of my most difficult and painful days have taken place here, somehow this city has always softened the blowsjust like a good friend who sits you down with a cup of tea and tells you to be patient because things will turn out OK in the end. And you know they will. Eventually.

My friend Celia tells me that Im a Frustrating but Adorable Optimist in the Face of Overwhelming Evidence to the Contrary. If you think this looks like a dramatic newspaper headline then youd be on the right track: Celia writes a column for the New York Times and shes lived here all her life. She was one of the first true friends I made in the city and she watches out for me like a slightly neurotic older sister. She wont mind that description of hercome to think of it, thats probably one of hers anyway.

Celias apartment is on the second floor in an elegant Upper West Side brownstone residence just off Riverside Drive on West 91st Street, and every Saturday morning we meet there to put the world to rights over coffee. Sitting at her maple table by the large picture window, I can see out to the street below. Sit for long enough in New York and youll see everyone in the city walk by, Mr Kowalski always used to say. He was the original owner of my florists shop, before he retired to his beloved Warsaw with his daughter Lenka, where he lived until his death, just over five years ago. Mr Kowalski was another of the first true friends I made in my adopted country.

Rosie, you have no idea how blessed you are to have History in England, Celia declared one Saturday morning as she appeared from the kitchen with the coffee and a basket of warm muffins. As usual, we had entered a conversation a little way in from the start and continued as though wed been there from the beginning. I couldnt help but grin at her as she flopped down into the chair beside me.

Ah, history I replied in a learned tone.

I mean, you Brits just dont appreciate the awesome privilege of having kings and queens going back centuries. I cant say that my ancestors were walking in New York in the tenth century. I cant say that my family is born-and-bred American. I mean, heaven only knows where my family came from. Im probably four-sixteenths Ukrainian with a touch of Outer Mongolian thrown in somewhere along the line.

I was about to say that there is actually no such thing as a true English person either, and remark that my family probably came from Moravia or somewhere originally, but I could see this was a serious topic of concern for Celia. So I stayed quiet and poured the coffee instead.

Why are you so hung up about it, mate? I asked.

Celias troubled countenance softened and she reached for a muffin.

Its my column for the Times next week. Im thinking about the importance of history for humans to find their place in the world. The more I consider it, the more I realise its a nonstarter. Most of us dont know our own history heresave for what we learn at school. Were a hotchpotch of immigrants, convicts and dreamers, all clamouring for some damn utopia that doesnt exist. We want to belong, yet we dont know what we want to belong to.

Somehow, I suspected those sentences would appear in her column soon. This is a regular phenomenon; in fact, I think our Saturday morning chats must be the best documented in history. If, in a thousand years time, historians want to know what things twenty-first-century friends were discussing, all they will have to do is to examine the archives of Celias column at the New York Times (which will, by then, be thought-transmitting to its readership, I suppose).

You are such a writer, I smiled. Every word beautifully crafted

Honey, everything is copy. My father always said that. She picked up a teaspoon and frowned at her reflection. And I am starting to look like my mother.

I couldnt help but smile at her. You are not.

It has to be said, Celia is a good-looking lady, immaculately turned out at all times and with one of those complexions that most women would walk over burning coals (or inject odd bits of animal into their skin) to achieve. To look at her, you could never guess her age; despite her strenuous denials of the fact, she can easily pass for an early thirtysomething, when in reality shes nearer the middle of her forties than she would ever admit. She has a style that seems to exude from deep within hera quality my mum would call effortless. Even that morning, when her only appointment was in her own apartment for coffee with me, her jeans and blue linen shirt looked a million times more elegant than they would have done on anyone else.

So, my Authors Meet next Tuesday night she said, discarding the subject and brandishing the next with a warpspeed that would impress even Captain Jean-Luc Picard of the Starship Enterprise, I thought Café Bijou in TriBeCa would be ideal. Its new but worth a risk, so Im told.

Sounds promising, I said, watching sunlit steam rise as I broke open a warm muffin, letting the pieces fall onto my plate. Whos coming?

Henrik Gund is a definite, and Im awaiting replies from Mimi Sutton and Angelika Marshall, though of course Im kinda confident theyll find it hard to resist. In fact, most of New Yorks finest will be there. It has the potential to be amazingof course there are still a few worries to iron out Celia paused, turned squarely to face me and smiled one of those immaculately painted, high-maintenance Jewish smiles of hers that, I have learned, always precede a Celia Reighton Big Favour.

Somewhere, way in the back of my brain, a familiar little voice began screaming, Dont do it! Dont do it!

But it was too late. I had already conceded to the inevitability of surrender. With acting that would have had Spielberg armwrestling Scorsese for my services, I replied as if I hadnt a notion of what was coming, Thats wonderful, Celia. It sounds like everything is going to plan, then.

Wellalmost everything, Rosie, Celia replied slowly.

So, it starts, announced the irritated voice in my head. The smile was widening with every grovelling word Celia spoke. Its a little delicate, but I have to tell youseeing as were such good friendsits just that Ive been let down by Philippe (for your information: incredibly pretentious and over-priced Floral Artiste)you know how whim-driven these people can beAnd I really need some stylish table pieces.

Oh, thats dreadful, mate, I sympathised, mirroring her agonised tone.

You are SO on your own The little voice in my head let out an exasperated sigh, packed its suitcase and caught the first Greyhound for Vegas.

It is so dreadful you wouldnt believe. Desperation was setting in. Honey, you know I only use Philippe because my agent is seeing his brother. His creations often verge on the vulgar, in my opinion. Did I mention how I just adored what you did for Jessica Robards wedding last fall? Celias increasing grip on her coffee mug was threatening to crush it completely and her smile was fast becoming a cheery grimace.

It was time to put my friend out of her agony.

How many pieces do you need and what flowers did you have in mind?

Oh, darling, would you? Celia flung her arms around me, lifting me several inches from my chair and letting out a squeal of delight.

Yes, OK, I give in! You can have my great expertise at extremely short notice and, no doubt, at a sizeable discount. Now, let me go before you kill me!

I was duly released and she fell back into her chair, giggling like a delighted schoolgirl.

Ooh, youre so wonderful, Rosie! I knew you wouldnt let me down! Well, lets seeI need tenno, make it twelvewith gardeniasno, rosesOr maybe both? Ill leave it to you to decideafter all, youre the designer. But Im picturing them hand-tied, of course, with plenty of that straw stuff.

Raffia? I offered.

Celia didnt hear. She was already in full artistic flow, gesturing flamboyantly with each new idea that she stumbled across. Well, absolutely, honey, that too! And basketsooh, yeslittle woven rustic ones like they have in England.

Ah, you mean historical ones

Celia stopped abruptly and chastised me with a mock frown. You see, thats what I was saying, sweetie. You British have so much history that you can afford to throw it away in jest. Pity the poor American here

Once again, the conversation shifted, as New York hurried by on the street below.

Work began on Celias displays the following Monday. The order from Patricks Flower Warehouse was due at 7 a.m. so Marnie, my assistant and Ed, my co-designer, agreed to meet me at the store at 6.45 a.m., on the strict understanding that I would shout them breakfast in return for their loyal service. Once all the boxes were safely inside we locked the store, pulled down the shutters and walked across the street to claim our reward.

There is something ultimately satisifying about walking into a coffee house first thing in the morning. You are invited in by the cosy sofas; then, once over the threshold, wonderfully evocative scents of fresh coffee and warm pastries surround you and draw you in further. Even though the world outside scurries past, inside there is a feeling of unhurried indulgencea chance to sit a while and enjoy the moment.

Or, in our case this morning, wake up and smell the coffee.

So, remind us again why were selflessly crucifying ourselves today? Ed yawned, his humour much sharper than the rest of his body at this hour.

Its a favour. For Celia, I said.

Marnie groaned into her cappuccino.

Ah, Celia, said Ed, raising an eyebrow. Now tell me, would this be the same Celia who got us making forty Christmas garlands for the Times party with only one weeks notice? Or the Celia who simply had to have daffodils in November?

I pretended to hide behind my mug.

Or the Celia who booked our biggest rival for her Valentine Ball but let us provide all the gift roses because we were cheaper? Marnie added.

OK, OK, guilty as charged! I protested.

Ed and Marnie exchanged knowing glances, and then faced me with uniform seriousness.

See, I have this theory about the cause of the worrying symptoms our patient here is displaying, Ed began.

Why, Dr Steinmann, what could it be? asked Marnie with a squeaky Southern-belle accent she could only have picked up from watching too many episodes of Days of Our Lives.

Ed consulted his paper napkin with practised flair and turned to face her. The problem here is very simple, Nurse Andersson. Our patient is a classic sufferer of Malaise Anglais.

Marnie placed a hand to her heart. Oh, Doctor, are you sure?

What exactly are you trying to say? I giggled.

Youre way too British, Rosie, Ed declared with a smile. Youre missing the gene that enables you to say No

It wont allow you to learn from each and every mistake, said Marnie, clearly enjoying this assault on my character, and it unfortunately manifests itself in repeated attacks.

Of course, its the friends of the sufferer that I feel sorry for, continued Ed, with merciless vigour. Because, you see, they are the ones who ultimately face the hard work of providing support to the patient.

But, it needs to be said, there can be benefits for them too, I said.

Such as? asked Ed, his blue eyes sparkling.

Such as, the privilege of enjoying breakfasts at the patients expense.

Marnie smiled and Ed reached across to squeeze my hand.

Absolutely. And it is a privilege. We simply mock because we care, Rosie. When are you going to understand that some people are always out for themselves?

I let out a sigh. We must have had this conversation a thousand times, but Im never successful in getting Marnie and Ed to see the situation from my point of view. Undaunted, I began Attempt Number 1001.

I know it seems like Celias always taking advantage, but she really is a good friend. Shes been there for me every time Ive needed her. I just want to repay her kindness, thats all.

Eds expression softened a little and he shook his head. Rosie Duncan, we love you dearly. And if it makes you happy, well gladly spend the many, many hours required in order for you to repay your friend.

Well, thank you, I said, draining the last of my latte.

Seriously, though, you work too much, Rosie. You need to live a little too. Marnies voice was full of concern. An alarm bell began to jangle in the back of my mind: I knew where this was going. We were approaching forbidden territory. I braced myself and, sure enough: You so need a man she breathed. My heart sank and I immediately cut her off.

I dont, thank you. So, the schedule for today

Marnie wasnt about to be put off so easily. No, I mean it, Rosie! Youre such a lovely personif youd just let a guy get close enough to you, Im sure youd be happy

Feeling cornered, I gave a too-forced laugh and attempted to lighten the atmosphere. Ah-ah, nothat is a non-negotiable subject and, I need to warn you, will result in a breach of the conditions of your contract if you choose to discuss it further.

Ed threw his hands up in surrender. OK, OK, boss, we get it. We hereby pledge to pursue it no longer.

Finally, they understand! I looked heavenwards, hands outstretched in gratitude. I could hardly believe ithad I really averted the inevitable lecture?

Nope.

Suffice to say, that Marnie and I are committed to bugging you on a regular basis about this Ed was stopped mid-sentence, by Marnie, or rather by Marnies hand as it clamped firmly across his mouth.

Quiet, Steinmann, I need this job! she laughed.

After a brief struggle, she let him go and they both collapsed back, smirking like a pair of naughty schoolkids. Despite my recent discomfort, I had to smile at the pair of them. Ed likes to pretend hes the serious, surrogate older brother in this terrible twosome, yet often hes the worse culprit. They are forever swapping jokes, winding each other up or just acting like a couple of big kidsand I love them for it. It makes me feel Im part of something positive and gives a real, beating heart to Kowalskis. Most importantly, I know that, behind the humour, they are fiercely protective of each otherand of me.

Eds eyes twinkled and he flashed a wide grin at me.

Suitably chastened, mlady, he said, giving a little bow as we got up to return to the store. But in the doorway he grabbed my sleeve and pulled me to him. However, this topic wont go away, Rosie Duncan. Its definitely one To Be Continued.





Chapter Two

At the age of twelve and a half I decided I wasnt going to be a florist.

I made this Important Life Decision whilst helping my mum to create buttonholes for a wedding at five oclock one Saturday morning. The brides mother had called our home an hour before in a blind panic, after realising she hadnt ordered enough for the grooms family. I think this was the same day that I made my next Important Life DecisionI was never, ever, ever going to get married. Never. People just seemed to lose all common sense when they were tying the knot.

Mum said that she could separate the soon-to-be-married ladies who visited her shop into four categories: Neurotic, Laid-Back (but usually accompanied by neurotic mothers), Bossy (I-know-exactly-what-I-want so-youd-better-do-what-I-say-or-else), and Nice and Uncomplicated. It seemed to me that the last category was sadly lacking in members. As I grew older and was given a Saturday job in Mums shop, I saw three fistfights, countless heated arguments and one engagement broken, all over the matter of flowers. Totally crazy. What never ceased to amaze me, however, was the way Mum calmly and gently responded to each rude, obnoxious, or just plain psychotic customer, managing to bring them to a satisfactory decision every time.

With a name like mine, the floristry connection was almost impossible to get away from. Mum called me Rose after my grandmother, but its also part of her nameRosemary. My brother, James, often jokes that he should have been called Daisy to make the floristry theme complete. Nevertheless, as soon as I could, I got as far away from floristry as possible. I studied media and communications at university, got a good degree and moved south to work for a London advertising agency. It was a great job and I loved it. I loved the excitement. I revelled in the deadlines, the intense periods of high creativity and the fulfilment of seeing my finished campaigns on giant billboards across the city. Mum was incredibly proud of me and put a display of my adverts in one corner of her shop, just behind the stargazer lilies. The stars are the limit for my little dreamer, she used to tell her customers. But every now and then she would remind me that, in her opinion, my design ability came from my gift for floristry. Youre a natural designer, she would say, and nothing will ever give you a thrill like creating something with living things. I would laugh at this, but Mums calm and knowing smile always left a little discomforting question mark at the back of my mind.

Then, just when I thought my life was complete, I found there was something missing. And one of my Important Life Decisions was put to the ultimate test. I fell in love.

That one, singular happening in my life changed everything. It led me to leave England and a family and career I loved, to move to America and chase my dream.

When my dream died, my other Important Life Decision was reversed and floristry became my saving grace. I rediscovered the joy of creating something with living things; twisting, moulding and combining scents and colours, forms and foliage into something new, something worthwhile. I found that catching the fleeting beauty of flowers seemed to awaken something hidden deep within me: a need to celebrate lifehowever briefafter my own life had been exposed to so much death. As I placed my creations in the hands of my customers, I found my work marking their lives toocelebrations, commemorations, condolencesand the thrill it gave me to be part of their stories far surpassed anything Id felt during my previous job. Just like Mum had told me. And now I cant imagine ever doing anything else.

Celia arrived at noon on the day of her big event to inspect the progress of her order. I was proud to report that we were almost doneonly two more arrangements to complete. She skipped around the workroom like a delirious three-year-old, squealing with delight at the quaintness of the baskets, the gorgeous English scent of the roses and the quality of craftsmanship that Philippe himself could never equal. After several minutes of gushing and promises of many future orders to come, she was gone again, racing off to her next interview.

Ed wiped his brow and flopped down onto a chair.

Rosie, that woman is a human whirlwind. How on earth do you keep up with her?

I giggled. Sometimes, I ask myself the same question. But her hearts in the right place, you know.

Sure, but wheres the rest of her?

Marnie and I finished the final arrangements and stood back to view the wonderful spectacle that is a completed order. Perfect! I said. Were done.

Ed frowned. Waitweve got to have the Kowalski Ceremony before you can say that. He picked up an old, rusty pair of halfmoon spectacles from a shelf, placed them on the end of his nose and adopted a slow, gentle Polish accent. So, I think maybe we are done now, everybody? Good! Lets clear up and deliver!

I smiled at him. Some days I miss Mr Kowalski so much my heart aches.

Can I go for my lunch break? asked Marnie, hopefully.

No problem, I said, checking my watch. Take an hour, mate. Youve worked so hard the last two days. Enjoy yourself.

But before Id finished speaking, Marnie had grabbed her bag and coat and was out of the door, shouting her thanks over her shoulder as she went.

Ed raised an amused eyebrow. Now theres another whirlwind in training, he said. Must be the guy she met last week in drama class.

I smiled as I began to collect the scrap foliage and raffia from the worktables. Ah. Another chapter of Marnies life begins.

Poor Marnie. Her love life reads like a plot of a daytime soap, Ed agreed, and began to carry completed arrangements to the cold store. I was attempting to explain this to my mother the other day. Let me see if I remembered the highlights: there was the med studenthe lasted four months, till he announced he wanted to become a gynaecologist

Always a passion-killer, that one.

Then came the Italian stallion, who said he was on an exchange programme from romantic Sicily, when really he was from romantic Queens.

Hmm, and he only told her that small detail of his life after shed spent most of her money showing him the sights of New York for three weeks.

And, of course, who could forget the guy she fell head over heels with, who turned out to be her long-lost half-brother?

We both grimaced at that one. Ed shook his head and picked up the last two arrangements. Now, you make the coffee and Ill finish up here.

My coffee machine is just about the best thing ever. Its one work requirement that Ive retained from my old days at the advertising agencyI need my coffee in order to be creative. Customers have told me that the comforting scent of coffee mingling with the flowers makes them feel at home when they enter the shop. It seems to encourage them to spend time making their decisions. Nowadays, its strictly decaf after 2 p.m.not least because we all need our sleep at night, but also because Marnie under the influence of too much caffeine is downright scary, and I dont want to frighten the customers away. My coffee machine doesnt look or work like it used to, but its battered appearance and the strange noises it emits are all part of its endearing character. Marnie thinks it should be retired, but Ed agrees with me that it makes the best cup of coffee around, and that makes two votes to one. Motion carried. So Old Faithful (as he is affectionately known) remains an important member of my staff.

When the coffee was ready, after much huffing, puffing and weird clunking from Old F, Ed joined me behind the counter for lunch. Ed always eats the most enormous pastrami sandwiches at lunchtime. He buys them each morning from Schaeffers Deli, a few blocks down from his apartment in the East Village, on his way to work. I asked him once how he manages to eat so much without becoming the size of a small planet, and he informed me that he has an excellent metabolism. I reckon its more to do with the fact that he runs five miles every day, goes to the gym regularly and seems to spend most of his free time running after (or being chased by) the beautiful women of New York.

After several minutes of happy munching, Ed gave the meat monstrosity a time out and shot me one of his serious looks.

So what about your dating history, Rosie?

Uh-oh. This was one road trip I knew all too well:

YOU ARE NOW ENTERING UNCOMFORTABLE
Population: Just Me

I tried a detour. Not much to tell, really.

Of course, this wasnt likely to put him off. In hindsight, it was probably the worst thing I could have said: there is nothing Ed Steinmann likes more than a challenge. I might just as well have slapped him in the face with a gauntlet.

Oh, come on, Rosie, there must have been guys you left back in old Blighty?

Umm

Buzzzz! Hesitation! Only Ed could turn an embarrassing conversation into a quiz show. Travelled across the Pond leaving a string of broken hearts behind you, eh?

I swallowed hard. Something like that.

And then there waswhere was it you came here from? DC? Chicago?

Boston.

Ah, Boston. Soany broken hearts there?

Ino, OK? Can we change the subject, please?

Ed held up his half-eaten sandwich in surrender. Hey, Im just making conversation. Youve been here, what, six years and weve never seen you dating.

I let out a long sigh. I dont have time to date.

Ed took another bite and munched thoughtfully. Thats because you spend half your life chasing the whims of that mad journalist friend of yours.

Ed, thats unfair. Celias a good friend.

So how come shes never set you up on a date then?

Ed!

Im just making an observation. I mean, there must be countless eligible hacks at the Times.

I folded my arms in a vain attempt to feel less vulnerable. Since when was my love life such an area of fascination for you?

Its not just me, its Marnie too. Actually, mainly Marnie, to be honest. She worries about you.

Knowing that my staff were discussing my personal life was more than a little disconcerting. It wasnt that I minded them caring for methats something that Id always found about my team and it was great to know we all looked out for one another. It was more that I didnt want to discuss my love life with anyone, especially not my past in London or Boston. Believe me, I had my reasons.

Well, she shouldnt worry. Im fine. Besides, between the two of you I think we have the eligible contingent of Manhattan pretty much covered, dont you?

He nodded. Good point. So, ask me about my love life then, seeing as you dont have time for one. Ed has this amazing capacity for making you smile when you really should be hitting him hard. It is completely disarming but devastatingly effective.

Fine. Whos the lucky lady tonight, pray tell?

Ed looked like the cat that got the cream, sapphire blue eyes twinkling. Lawyer.

Oh, nice.

Yep, she is.

Name?

Mona. I think shes Italian.

Let me guess: second name Lisa, cant really tell what shes thinking, bit of an oil painting?

Ed was unmoved by my humour. Maybe you should call 911, Rosie. My sides are in the process of splitting. No, shes representing my cousin Klaus.

Whats he up for?

Ed rested his sandwich on the counter and wiped his hands with a paper napkin. How come you instantly assume my family are all crooks?

I looked sheepish. Sorry. It was nice to be in control of the conversation at last.

Hmm. Well, dont do it again, Duncan. No, hes being sued by a former patient who claims Klaus hypnotised him during one session, causing him to make a series of disastrous business decisions, which led to the collapse of his company.

Is your cousin a hypnotherapist?

Nothats the crazy thing. Hes a psychiatrist. All my family are psychiatrists, for pitys sake, apart from me.

Is this client likely to win?

No way. The guys clearly a nut, but hey, this is New York: sneeze in the wrong place and someones going to sue your ass from here to eternity. Mona reckons the judge will take one look at him and throw the case out. But, while were waiting for that to happen, I owe it to my cousin to ensure that his lovely lawyer is as fully briefed as possible.

Knowing you, its probably more a lack of briefs youre interested in?

Hey, so she just couldnt resist me. What can I tell ya?

Yeah, yeah, whatever, I laughed, taking our mugs to Old F for a refill.

See, Rosie? Look at all the fun youre missing out on.

Lawyers arent my type and I dont know any psychiatrists.

Then try a policeman, or a photographeror a taxi driver, even. Heck, anyone would be worth a shot, if only to get you out there again! How about we get Marnie to recommend one of her exes?

Bringing the filled mugs back, I gave one to Ed and sat down. I dont think so, thank you very much. Somehow I dont think any of them will be my type. Now drop it and eat that cow in bread youve got there.

Dont try diversionary tactics. You know they wont work on me. Just be prepared for us to keep bugging you about it, OK?

I ignored a sinking feeling and attempted a breezy smile. I wouldnt expect anything less.

Uh-huh, Ed agreed, resuming his one-man onslaught on the mountain of meat.

I watched him for a while. Ed is one of those people you instantly like. I love his quick wit and cheekiness, despite being on the receiving end of it more often than Id like. Ed can deliver a one-liner faster than a speeding bullet and that always makes me smile. Maybe its this mischievous quality in him that the good ladies of Manhattan find so irresistible. I have to admit, when Steinmann puts his mind to something, its difficult to say no to him. Mind you, if I believe Ed and Marnies theory about me, I seem to have this problem with everybody on account of my Malaise Anglais, so perhaps that doesnt count. Even when hes tired or hungover, the charm is never far away; in fact, it is often particularly endearing when hes looking more dishevelled than usual.

Eds style is what he calls relaxed, but what my mum would term scruffy. His dark brown hair never really looks tamed no matter what he does with it, but this suits his style down to the ground. He does make an effort occasionally and never looks unprofessionally untidy, but most of the time he has the kind of appearance that makes guys want to hang out with him and women want to take care of him. Today he was wearing a slightly crumpled charcoal shirt over a white T-shirt with faded black jeans. When I asked him why hed chosen this sombre colour scheme, he remarked that he thought it would be good for counteracting the Marnie Effect, a phenomenon unique to Kowalskis: my young assistant looks as if she has been bombarded by a spectrum of coloursfrom her hair (this week, vivid orange), to her clashing T-shirt, skirt, tights and bright yellow Doc Marten boots. As for me, I like to think Im a foil to both of them. I like to look smart for work, although comfort is a major consideration. One thing Marnie and I have in common is our love of vintage clothesand in New York were blessed with countless boutiques selling retro clothing and one-off pieces. Living in New York Ive noticed my style has become more relaxedmuch like I have.

Since the day I first met Ed, weve been really close. And even though to the casual observer it can appear that we mock each other constantly, I do actually care what he thinks of me. While events in my life have made me much more wary of letting people close, having Ed and Marnie there to worry about me is strangely comforting. Were an odd concoction of personalities, backgrounds and dress styles, but it seems to work. Welcome to Kowalskiswhere the staff are as varied as the flowers!

At four thirty, I packed Celias arrangements into the delivery van and headed off to Café Bijou. Marnie and Ed had agreed to man the store for the rest of the day so that I could go, after it became clear that Celia was fast losing the plot. Her anxiety attacks had begun at two oclock with a frantic phone call, and I found myself promising faithfully that Id meet her at the venue at five fifteen. Marnie and Eds expressions said it all and, once I got into my van, I noticed Ed had drawn up a doctors prescription and stapled it to the order sheet.

PRESCRIPTION FOR MS ROSIE DUNCAN FOR THE TREATMENT
OF CONFIRMED CONDITION MALAISE ANGLAIS.
THE FOLLOWING SENTENCE TO BE ADMINISTERED LIBERALLY
AND ORALLY BY THE PATIENT, WHENEVER NECESSARY:
NO, I COULDNT POSSIBLY. SORRY.

When I arrived at the restaurant, Celia was already there, clipboard in hand, nervous energy in full flow. I immediately felt sorry for the poor maître d, who was in danger of being totally overwhelmed by her tirade of questions. When he saw me, his face brightened and he rushed over, leaving a frustrated Celia standing mid-sentence, fuming gently.

Oh, Madame, permit me to elp you wiz zese flowers. I will take zem to ze room pour vous, he gushed.

Merci beaucoup, Monsieur.

I approached Celia as he fled.

That man is so exasperating! she exclaimed, tossing her clipboard onto the polished bar. I have so much to organise and its five twenty already. Does Claude have any idea of just how much is left to do?

I smiled and gave her a hug. Now sit down, Celia. Take a deep breath. Count to two thousand

Celia looked up at me like a chastened child. You sound like my mother, she said miserably.

Things are going to be just great, I reassured her, sounding quite a lot like mine. You have plenty of time. Take a moment to come and see the arrangements. The roses smell beautiful and weve added some lavender to calm any nerves that might be fraying.

Celias furrowed brow smoothed out as she followed me into the main restaurant area, where Claude was taking his frustration out on one of his staff.

Wouldya look at da state of da napkins, Joey? he shouted, his French accent sounding decidedly more like the Godfather now. I suppressed a giggle as he spun round and quickly rediscovered his Gallic roots. Ah, Madame Reighton, I trust za room is satisfactory pour vous?

Celia took a deep breath. Cest trés bon, Claude, merci.

Claude smiled briefly and hurried off into the kitchen. I squeezed Celias arm. Well done. For the first time since Id arrived I witnessed the slightest glimpse of a smile appearing on her flushed face.

I dont know what Id do without you, Rosie!

Café Bijou was very new indeedyou could still smell faint traces of fresh paint in the entrance lobby. But it was comfortable and welcoming, approached from the sidewalk via some impressive stone steps that rose elegantly from the tree-lined street. The interior was warm and understated, decked out in dark wood tables and chairs with aubergine velvet seats, subdued lighting, and walls painted in shades of brown, caramel and cream. Each table was covered in crisp white linen, and polished oak floorboards creaked satisfyingly beneath my feet. Though I say it myself, the floral arrangements worked incredibly well in this settingcream and palest pink rosebuds, offset by dark green foliage and small bunches of dried lavender, packed tightly into dark wicker baskets and finished with generous amounts of pale yellow-gold raffia, which trailed out onto the tablecloths.

When all the tables were finished and place cards had been distributed, Celia stood back to view the scene. She let out a sigh. You were right, Rosie, she said, flinging a relieved arm round my shoulders. Everything is just fine.

Now I know that, to many people, Celia appears completely impossible. She even tested my mums famously steady countenance when they first met. But Ive known her long enough to realise that beneath the crazy exterior beats a heart of pure gold. Celia is very New Yorkshe isnt happy unless theres some aspect of the world shes putting to rights. The rents are astronomical, restaurant and hotel prices are ridiculous and have you seen the state of the parks these days? Not to mention the fact that New York simply has not been the same since Giuliani finished as mayor (even though she moaned constantly about him while he was in office). Her column is much loved by New Yorkers for its wry perspective on city life. She writes like they talka mixture of intellect, snobbery and good, old-fashioned complaint, seasoned with inimitable humour and completed with sly observation. Its largely due to Celia that I have grown to understand and love the idiosyncrasies of this city, its unique take on life.

Let me tell you how we met: Celia befriended me at a party I went to, not long after I decided to move from Boston to New York. She was in town visiting her recently relocated mother, and a mutual friend suggested she come along to the event as a celebrity guest. Most of the guests at the party were Harvard graduates who met up once a year for an informal reunion. My friend Ben was one of these illustrious alumni. I met him at university and shared a house with him and five others in the not-so-posh bit of York. After graduation he decided to complete a Masters degree at Harvard and subsequently stayed in Boston to work. I lodged with him there for nearly six months until I left for New York. He introduced me to Celia and we liked each other straight away. She invited me to stay with her and her partner Jerry until I found an apartment of my own.

Its always easier to go to a new city when you know someone, and Celia proved to be a good person to know. She found my apartment for me and, after shed learned I knew about floristry, persuaded me to meet her life-long family friend, Mr Kowalski. He was looking for someone to take on his business when he retired and Celia was certain I was the right person to do it.

I remember the very first time I walked into the shopit felt like I was coming home. The little bell on the door that tinkled when we came in was identical to the one at Mums shop. The flowers in neat little galvanised steel buckets were arranged in a rainbow of coloursgreat swathes of reds, yellows, blues and purples from left to right. And there was that unmistakable smell, which you cant really describe but recognise whenever you walk into a florists shop.

Mr Kowalski told me to call him Franz, but somehow Mr Kowalski seemed more appropriate for a man of his great experience and wisdom. He had, like me, grown up around flowershis family had lived and worked in New Yorks Flower District from the time his parents arrived from Poland in the early 1920s. Although born in New Yorkthe youngest child of sixhe retained a strong Polish accent. He taught me so much when I worked with him during the year before he retired. Celia was overjoyed that she had been right in her judgement, and made sure all her friends came to our shop for their flowers.

Celia may give the impression of being completely selfabsorbed, but deep down I know she worries about how people see her. Its this secret, slightly self-conscious person hidden so well inside the brash, confident exterior that I love and respect so much.

It has been said that a true friend is one who is willing to share the pains and joys of your life in equal measure: well, I can honestly say that Celia has always looked out for me, always championed my cause. She has cried with me when things have gone wrongshe is one of the few people who knows all the details of why I came to the Statesand she has been an amazing source of strength to me at my lowest ebbs. She has celebrated with me when good things have happened too, like the time Kowalskis won a top industry award the first year I was in charge. And when Celia puts her mind to celebrate, she does it with every last drop of her energy.

Celias events are the Golden Fleece in the Upper West Side. She is one of the few people in the country who can gather a stellar group of Americas finest in one room at less than a years notice. Her knack for creating interesting groups of guests is unsurpassed. And she always invites me. Which is the best bit, really. And while I suspect her main motive for including me in the guest list is to introduce me to eligible men, I love her for it. It is always a pleasure to meet the fascinating, creative people at Celias parties and I have made many firm friends that way in the past.

Celias guests began arriving just after eight, and within an hour Café Bijou was filled with the happy hum of conversation. Many of the writers present had not seen one another for some time, kept busy by national tours for their latest works or the ever-fruitful lecturing circuit. Small groups of friends gathered, excitedly inspecting the gift bags that Celia had given to each guestneat little linen carriers filled with selections of the latest books from the authors present. As I navigated the room, checking my creations as I went, drifts of conversation washed over me.

It seems to me that Bernanns critique of Gershwins contribution to the American musical identity simply focuses on one solitary point And you should have seen the hotels my agent found for me in Quebec But I cannot abide the style of modern English favoured by Ivy League departments right now Call me Neanderthal if you wish, but I have yet to find a credible philosopher to match the ancient greats in twenty-first-century America. I know, I know, Im hard to please

One conversation caught my attention particularly. A group of three women and two men were standing by one of the tables, inspecting the basket arrangement closely.

No, I think youll find it is French Lavender, said one woman, positioning her reading glasses on the end of her nose and peering at the flowers.

Well, whats the difference between French and English? asked the younger of the two men.

Easy, I know that one, said the other, with a wide, happy grin. The group looked at him, expectantly, waiting for the answer. One comes from France and the other comes from England! This was received with good-natured groans and the investigation resumed.

If I may join the debate, I ventured, entering their conversation, the difference can be seen in the flower heads. French lavender has a much bigger head, with two or three large petals, while English lavender has a smaller head with tight, compact flowers. The lavender in question is English lavender and we import it especially from a farm on the Isle of Wight.

The group appeared pleased and the lady with the reading glasses extended her hand.

Thank you for your knowledgeable contribution. Im Mimi Sutton.

I returned her warm handshake. Rosie Duncan. Im Celias friend and also her florist.

This information was met with murmurs of approval and congratulations from the others in the group, whom Mimi proceeded to introduce to me. Anya Marsalis, a tall, angular woman with striking black hair and huge green eyes was first. She was new to the literary circuit, having recently retired as an international model and published her first booka travelogue of her time in Milan, Paris and Rome. Next was Brent Jacobs, the man with the wide grin, who had worked for twenty years as a criminal psychologist and now wrote very successful thrillers. His stomach was almost as broad as his smile and his thinning grey-blond hair curled up around his ears. The third woman, diminutive in both stature and personality, was Jane Masterson-Philips, a fortysomething history specialist whose biographies on great Americans had won her much critical acclaim. Her whole appearance seemed to be pulled back and neatly pinned in place, just like her tight chignon.

The final member of the group caught my attention the most. He was younger than the restmy guess was about thirty-two or sowith a laid-back casual air and clothes to match. I was instantly reminded of a phrase Mum often uses to describe my brother, Jameshes always so comfortable in his own skin. Aware I was staring, I checked myself and looked at Mimi. But before she could introduce him, he stepped forward. He effortlessly swung one hand out of his trouser pocket to meet mine in a single movement.

Hi, he smiled, his voice soft and low, Im Nathaniel Amie. Call me Nate.

Nathaniel works for Gray & Connelle Publishing, Mimi informed me. Hes a professional pessimist and the protagonist of many a nightmare for us in the literary fraternity. This description seemed far removed from the apparently warm and easy-going person I had just been introduced to.

Anya guessed my reaction and explained, Nathaniel is the one who decides whether or not our precious works reach print. Thankfully for all of us, he has taken big risks to make sure were published.

And we love him dearly, Jane added, her cheeks reddening as Nate winked playfully and brought an arm round her for a quick squeeze.

I love you all too, he replied, then shook a finger at Jane. But you still have to make those changes we discussed today before Ill let it through.

See what I mean? Mimi confided. Absolute nightmare.

I see youve met my wonderful friend, sang Celia, breezing in. Mimi, you simply must let her create the floral decor for your upcoming Winter Ball. She is a genius!

I winced as I caught Nates amused expression. Genius? he mouthed, his dark chocolate eyes twinkling with fun. I tried to smile and looked at my empty glass to avoid his stare.

Well, sure Mimi said as she consulted her pocketbook and produced a business card. Any recommendation from Celia Reighton is well worth following up. Give me a call next week, Rosie, and well discuss.

Thank you. I replied, taking her card. Celia was beaming so brightly she could have lit up Times Square all by herself.

Do you have a store? asked Brent, taking a small black leather notebook from his jacket pocket and brandishing a pencil. Its my wifes birthday at the end of the month and Id love something special for her.

No problem, I replied, handing him a business card, pleased with these new opportunities. Im on the corner of West 68th and Columbus. The stores called Kowalskis. Come in and well design something original for you.

And youre guaranteed something special. Rosies designs are to die for, Celia emphasised with a manic grin and a flamboyant gesture reminiscent of one of those over-zealous salesmen on cheap TV commercials. Now I wont allow you to hog my florist a moment longer. Im whisking her away! And, grabbing my hand, she was good to her word.

As we left the group and they returned to their conversation, I was aware that Nate Amie didnt move to join them. Celia was already introducing me to someone else, but I could see Nate looking at me across the room. He raised his glass to me and smiled, then turned back to his friends.

Much later, when the food had been enjoyed, the speeches made and the conversations done, Celia was still beaming.

An incredibly successful evening all round, I think, she proclaimed.

Absolutely, I agreed, taking the last arrangement from the table and handing it to her. To the hostess for her latest overwhelming triumph.

Celia clamped an impassioned hand over her heart. A Kowalskis creation, for me? Im so honoured!

I smiled and shook my head. My strange old American friend.

Heyless of the old. Though Im beginning to feel it. She pulled a face and rubbed her neck. Im thinking my entertaining days are numbered.

You? Give up your famous parties? Never! I retorted, pleased to see her face brighten in reply. It was another amazing gathering of people. Once again youve orchestrated orders for my business and allowed me to meet some fascinating individuals. As I said, a triumph!

We finished clearing up, packed my van and then I drove Celia back uptown to her apartment. Though it was late, the lights along Broadway burned brightly as ever as we made our way slowly up through Manhattan to Columbus Circle and on into the Upper West Side.

There is something uniquely magical about driving through New York late at night. Its almost as if you should hold your breath in reverence as you pass through the neighbourhoods, each with its own trademark architecture and atmosphere. All-night diners are packed with customers hunched over their never-ending coffees, whilst brightly lit store windows reveal their treasures even when their doors are locked. The ubiquitous yellow taxis are everywhere, winding in and out of the traffic as if travelling on air. Sometimes it can feel as if the whole city has been put into slow-motion mode; its perennial activity transformed into a deftly choreographed balleta symphony of movement, sound, light and scent. No matter how many times I drive through the City That Never Sleeps, I never cease to be amazed by its majestic beauty and proud self-assuredness. Just like the people who walk its streets, work in its resplendent buildings and call it home, New York knows that it is special and unashamedly declares it to the world.

We arrived on West 91st Street and parked by the steps to Celias apartment block. As she was about to leave, she turned back. Thank you, Rosie. Thank you for putting up with my panics. Thank you for always being there for me. I dont say it often enough, but you are a true friend. See you Saturday?

I smiled. Sure. Good night, Celia.

Good night. Ill call you!

As I began the drive back home, I couldnt help but smile. It had been a surprisingly good evening all round.





Chapter Three

Mimi Sutton called the day after Celias event to invite me to meet her at her offices in SoHo the following day. I arrived a little early, design books in hand, and was shown by an assistant to a waiting area in the atrium of the ultra-modern building. In typical artsy minimalist style, the whole area was filled with clean lines with shiny metal and glass. Cobalt spotlights, discreetly hidden everywherebehind frosted glass screens, in the middle of lush green foliage and inside tall steel and glass pillarsbathed the area in a soothing glow. This was a perfect complement to the white marble floor, which produced a rhythmic percussion as people crisscrossed its wide expanse.

I love arriving somewhere early to get a feel for the place. In this city you never know what to expect when you walk through the door of a building. You can experience classic styling, baroque opulence, bohemian chic or even puritan austerity as you move down a single street. Its nothing short of inspirational. Maybe its my designer instinct, but I have days when everything inspires me. Even the scary kitsch stuff that most people with any remote sense of taste would be appalled at. I love trying to interpret the styles I see with my flowersits a constant challenge I like to set myself to keep my designs fresh and different.

Mimi Sutton is a highly successful writer-turnedliterary agent. She made her name writing blockbuster novels, most of which have, in turn, become blockbuster movies. She is constantly courted by Hollywoods movers and shakers. The film rights for her most recent book had been sold three months before she began work on it, and a gaggle of screenwriters (if that is the correct collective term) had accompanied her for most of the writing period. When I asked Celia why on earth Mimi wanted to be an agent for other people when she had achieved so much success of her own, Celia smiled.

Its all about power, Rosie. And power in Manhattan is something Mimi simply cannot do without.

About fifteen minutes after I had arrived, the elevator doors opened to reveal a familiar face, though I couldnt remember the name or the exact place I knew him from. Thankfully for me, the person fast approaching didnt have the same problem.

Ms Duncan! he exclaimed loudly as he strode briskly across the atrium to where I was. Reaching me, he took my hand between both of his and gave a wide smile. I guess you dont remember me? Brent Jacobsfrom the Authors Meet? Good to see you again. You here to see Mimi?

Yes I am.

He smiled. Excellent. Hey, dont forget you said youd help me with flowers for my wife. Would the last Thursday of the month be convenient?

I checked my diary. Yes, no problem. About eleven?

Wonderful. Good to see you, Rosie. He shook my hand quickly and strode away. I was about to sit down again when the assistant behind the pale green glass reception desk called to me. Ms Sutton will see you now, Ms Duncan.

I took the glass elevator up eleven floors to Mimis office. Another efficient, black Armani-suited assistant took me through two huge pale wood doors into a sumptuous office. Mimi sat at her desk at the far end, the dramatic backdrop of New York skyscrapers adding to her presence. She rose immediately and swept towards me.

Well? she questioned, waving a hand to indicate her surroundings. What do you think?

Very impressive, I affirmed. She led me to three enormous cream leather sofas situated round a frosted glass coffee table on the other side of her office. It was easy to be completely overawed by the sheer luxury of these surroundings, and I was grateful that Celia had phoned with a pep talk earlier that morning so that I was well prepared to meet this character who, I was reliably informed, doesnt do small. And Celia, for once, wasnt exaggerating.

Sit, sit! Mimi beckoned, draping herself magnificently over one sofa, three strings of pearls undulating around her throat as she spoke. Now, let me see your designs. I offered my books, which she eagerly accepted. Im so glad we met, Rosie, she continued, without looking up as she flicked through the pages of photographs. You know, you caused quite a stir at the Meet the other night.

I did?

Sure, honey. The conversation was all about you when you left us. Like, how come youve been right under our noses all this time and weve never seen you? These designs are goodYou know, Philippe is so last year. I love what youve done here. She held up a page with big mounted displays that I did a few years back for an architects ball. This is what I want for the Grand Winter Ball. Its just before Christmas and we intend to make it the social event of the season. So the décor needs to be the best, naturally. I would need, maybe, thirty of these large displays, plus garlands to cover the grand staircase in the ballroom. Could Kowalskis handle it?

I was expecting a large order from this larger-than-life lady, but this took me by surprise. It was huge. I did some mental calculations, and then nodded. Im sure we can. Ill put together some initial sketches with my co-designer and get them back to you with an estimate for your approval, if thats OK?

Mimi snapped the book shut. Fantastic, Rosie. Ill have my planners call you and well go from there. We stood up. Its been a pleasure, she said, smiling broadly but escorting me swiftly to the door. Ill see you soon. Goodbye.

Going down in the glass elevator, I let out a huge sigh as the enormity of the task ahead finally sunk in. I knew that, after the initial shock and protestations, Marnie and Ed would relish the opportunity to work on that scale. But quite how I was going to broach the subject with them, I had no idea.

I was lost in these thoughts as the elevator reached the ground floor and I stepped out. Straight into someone coming the other way. Losing my balance completely, I fell. My books flew out of my hands, opening mid-air before crashing to the ground, sending photographs and business cards sliding, skidding and scuttering across the atrium floor. I landed on the chic polished marble in a decidedly unchic position, surrounded by my belongings, which lay scattered in all directions.

You know how, when something embarrassing happens to you, its like someone hits the Pause button and the world seems to stop and stare? Well, this was one of those moments. All the frantically hurrying people found a good reason to postpone their journeys and a hundred spotlights homed in on me as their eyes surveyed my misfortune. Why had I chosen today to wear a shorter than usual skirt and no tights? Dazed from the ugly tumble, yet alert enough to realise I was in grave danger of revealing my choice of underwear to all assembled, I struggled to my knees in a vain attempt to rescue any remaining scraps of my dignity, scrabbling for my belongings as I did so. Stumbling eventually to my feet, I cursed my flushing cheeks and made a woeful attempt at a smile in the direction of the flash mob gathered around me. Only when I was fully upright did I realise that the someone I had collided with was still there. Laughing. Very loudly.

He stood, bent double, chest convulsing wildly, with one hand wiping tears from his eyes while the other reached out to help me. His laughter seemed to bounce off every hard surface, filling the space with great booming guffaws. I hugged my books to my chest, still aware of all the unwanted attention from the atriums beautiful people.

Imsosorry, the man gasped. I shouldnt laugh, butbut that was just hilarious.

Well, thank you. I could swear I heard a stifled Armaniclad giggle from the green glass reception desk. Great, said the little voice in my head, nice one, Duncan. The someone was still laughing. The beautiful people were still laughing. But I wasnt. Realising my embarrassment, the someone regained his composure and straightened up. I was just about to give him a piece of my mind when our eyes met and, instantly, his expression changed from amusement to sincere shock as he recognised meand I recognised him.

Rosie Duncan? Heck, Im so, so sorry. Are you OK? he stammered, his voice suddenly full of genuine concern that defused my anger.

Im fineumNathaniel?

There was more than a hint of relief in his smile. Yes. Uh, Nate. Call me Nateplease. Are you sure youre OK? He bent down and quickly collected the remaining detritus of my fall, carefully handing them back to me. His warm hand rested on mine for a second. Are you sure youre OK?

Im finereally. Ego a bit dented, thats all, I replied, smiling weakly.

Goodgreat His voice trailed off and his brow furrowed as he struggled for something else to say. He ran a hand through his closely cropped chestnut-brown hair and then a warm, one-sided grin broke across his face. Uhwell, it was good toumbump into you again!

It was a bad joke, but I still found myself laughing. Yeahyou too. We exchanged polite smiles and an uneasy pause. It was obvious this conversation was fast running out of road, so I said goodbye and walked away. I was nearly at the glass entrance doors when I heard Nate call after me.

Rosie! Wheres your store?

At the corner of West 68th and Columbus, I called back. Kowalskis.

Nate bent down to pick up something else from the floor and waved it in the air. Hey, dont worry, its OKIve found your card!

I could feel the hot rush of embarrassment return. As the floor ignored my urgent telepathic request for it to open up and swallow me, I smiled, hastily turned and made a speedy exit.

How many?

Arms folded, Ed and Marnie stood, like a matching pair of incredulous-looking bookends. This was not going well.

Just think of it this way, guys. Youre forever saying we dont get enough exposure for Kowalskiswell, this will get us noticed by really important people. Press people, publishers, celebrities. We can take on extra staff for this job. Corey Mitchell at the Molloy College in Bethpage has offered to lend us some of his floristry students any time we want. You guys can really go to town on the whole design process. Come on, Im confident we can do this.

Marnie took a deep breath and looked at Ed. They then had one of their weird unspoken conversations. They do this all the time. I hear no words, but somehow a decision is made. Eventually Ed nodded at Marnie then looked at me.

OK, OK, lets do it.

I whooped and clapped my hands. Thank you so much. Its going to be so exciting! Time for Kowalskis to take over New York!

Marnie and Ed shot me one of their humour her, shes insane glances and Marnie took her position behind the counter while Ed followed me into the workroom at the back of the shop.

One thing Ed loves to do is psychoanalyse people. He says its because he comes from a long line of psychiatrists and its an inescapable part of his genetic makeup. Eds father has never forgiven him for abandoning what has been the family profession for the past three generations. When Ed began his apprenticeship at Kowalskis he had to regularly defend his decisionand, in turn, his sexualityto his father, who considered men who worked with flowers to be gay by definition. Even when Ed moved from Kowalskis to work at Charters, one of Manhattans most respected florists
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