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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          EROS STRIKES

        

      

    

    
      Abi

      
      Grey clouds darken to storm as darkness falls. Outside of the shop window, the Christmas lights in Petersfield Town Square blink on, bathing the surrounding shops in a soft, warm glow. Apart from a couple of window shoppers, there’s no one around. I turn the sign to “closed” and switch off the light before making my way to the workroom at the back, navigating the shadows by the fairy lights of the tree in the window display.

      After popping the last of the fresh flowers in the chiller, I wipe down the bench, collecting stray leaves and stems, which I dispose of in the recycling. With nothing left to do, I make my way to the office in the back to sort out the accounts. The numbers blur as I stare at them, but they don’t change—another month in the red. Starting a new business is hard, and my reserves are dwindling fast.

      I glance at the shopfront, but there’s no one there. Come on, Danielle. Where are you? Don’t tell me you’ve gone home. You know how important this is.

      My mobile pings. Danielle? No, it’s Mum.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just a reminder, we’re doing small gifts for everyone this year as we’re all home.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Dammit, what was wrong with a Secret Santa?”

      When I’d suggested the idea, Mum had stared at me as though I was suggesting something completely alien. “That’s for work, not families,” she’d said.

      I’d explained that many families choose this option as their numbers grew, hoping to take some of the cost out of Christmas. Perhaps Mum had realised large-scale present shopping would be tough for me when she polled us all on a Secret Santa or presents with a £20 limit per person. My older brother and sister were both okay with the present options—then again, they both have well-paying jobs.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure, Mum. I’ll be sorted.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Be sorted? You’re cutting it fine!

      

      

      

      

      

      With our accounts are hinting at another month without being able to draw money from Danielle’s and my newly minted business, I’m relying on a cash influx from the Christmas Markets this coming weekend. I cross my fingers.

      
        
          
            
              
        All over it!

      

      

      

      

      

      If we don’t get this bid Danielle’s trying for, then I’ll have time to follow up on outstanding accounts. The proposal for the Franklin-Wall/Tippet wedding sits on the edge of the desk in its folder, all green and festive.

      When we’d received an email asking if we wanted to tender for the Christmas Eve wedding to be held at the Ashleigh Estate, I’d almost jumped for joy. Okay, I had actually danced a happy dance.

      The Franklin-Wall family has turned their ancestral home, the Ashleigh Estate, into a commercial concern, and it has become a go-to venue for events. If we can pull off this last-minute family wedding, we’ll have placed ourselves front and centre as premier florists in event-world, and we won’t have to worry month to month.

      Fingering the edge of the folder, I give in and pull it towards me, flicking it open to review our proposal again. This could be our salvation, but it could also sink us.

      Initially, we hadn’t planned to tender because, like every other florist in the area, I’d heard Tony Frame of Festive Flowers complaints about the Franklin-Wall/Tippet wedding. The bride had changed her mind, but William Franklin-Wall, the groom and wedding planner who Tony had worked with for years, failed to back him up when he refused to change everything last minute. He’d felt he had no choice but to walk away—from the wedding and the relationship he’d built with the estate.

      While everyone sympathised with Tony, there was also a feeding frenzy to pick up his contract. In the end, I’d decided that if we were to make our mark, Danielle and I at least had to put in a proposal. Now, two days later, with Danielle, my business partner, having gone to the first tender review on our behalf—thank goodness she’d been free as I hate public speaking—I’m questioning my decision, and whether I can survive the butterflies dancing in my stomach.

      Nerves win out. I close the file and pace around the workroom, tidying things that are already in their place. Back out in the shop I lean my head against the door, enjoying the view of the gigantic Christmas tree and the Christmas lights decorating the square.

      All the surrounding businesses make an effort to get in on the Christmas spirit too. There are snow-crusted windows with displays of trees, and reindeers ,of and gnomes, lit up at night by fairy lights and snow globes. Even the coffee shop window has a Christmas gingerbread man jumping out a snow-capped coffee. Petersfield really is rather pretty at this time of year.

      Around me, shops are closing as customers leave. Commuters rush past trying to get home before the bite of winter hits the evening air. In half an hour the town square will be deserted, and there’s still no sign of Danielle.

      It’s hard to believe it was only twelve months ago I moved in and began turning the patisserie into a florist shop, and the flat above into my home—turning Danielle’s and my dream into a reality.

      We’d met studying Finance at Portsmouth University, and had bonded instantly with our desire to ultimately work outside the finance world. We’d remained friends when I moved to London and she moved to Petersfield, and she had been my rock when a truck driver fell asleep at the wheel and ploughed into my husband’s car.

      As if called by his memory, a couple walk arm in arm across the square, and my chest tightens as they disappear. Three years since Carsten died. Two and a half years since I’d left my finance job in the city and turned up at Danielle’s house in a state. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I was certain I couldn’t carry on living the life Carsten and I had planned.

      I lean my cheek against the window, wishing Carsten was here to wrap his arms around me and tell me not to worry—to tell me I’m amazing and things will work out the way they’re meant to. A burst of cold air raises goosebumps on my arms.

      “I know that look.” The muffled voice comes from the workroom. I turn around as Danielle moves into the light so I can see her face. “That’s your ‘I wish Carsten was here’ look.”

      Danielle knows me too well.

      “I keep telling you, and he’d tell you too, you can’t keep living in the past.”

      “You only say that so you have an excuse for setting me up with Kylie’s friend.”

      She ignores my jibe and holds up a carryout coffee tray. “I have Christmas spiced hot chocolate, and I’ve ordered a pizza delivery. You can stay here and wallow, or you can come upstairs with me and hear what happened today.”

      “Kylie not in tonight?”

      “Nah, she’s at rugby practice. They’ve their last game before Christmas on Saturday.”

      Danielle often complains about being a rugby widow in the winter, but she secretly loves the sport almost as much as her partner.

      I turn off the lights as I follow Danielle up the stairs. She has a key and lets herself in, revealing the flashing red light that tells me someone has rung the buzzer downstairs. I turn around and head back down to retrieve the pizza, before joining her in the kitchenette.

      She already has plates out, and we help ourselves to slices of our favourite peri-peri chicken and spinach pizza, before taking our drinks and food to the lounge area in front of the windows looking out over the square. Before I sit down, I nip into the bedroom and slip off the headband holding my hair from my face and place my hearing aid in its charger. Ah, the bliss of almost silence.

      Once we’re settled with food, I tap Danielle’s hand and wait until I have her attention before signing, “So what happened? Did they like my designs?”

      We’ve been friends for long enough that Danielle is fully conversant in British Sign Language, and we hold most of our conversations that way when we’re alone, which means I can leave my hearing device off once I leave the shop.

      “Well…” She wants to make me wait, but I can read the excitement in the sparkle of her eyes. She can’t hold it in any longer.

      “We’re through to the next round?”

      I can’t quite believe it. “Really?”

      “We are. In fact, our proposal was so good, we are down to the last two.”

      I allow a small glow of pleasure before dampening it down—it’s too soon to count our chickens.

      “Anton, the assistant manager, said it was your idea of going all out Christmas rather than all wedding that caught their eye.”

      That warms my heart. It had been a gamble to move away from traditional wedding themes and instead suggest a woodland Christmas mood with a touch of whimsical romance. It was a calculated move, though. I knew Tony’s style, and if the bride wasn’t happy with it, doing something different would at least get me noticed.

      “Apparently, it’s all a bit hush-hush, but the wedding theme is a bit more rustic than many of the florists imagined, so your ideas fit in perfectly.”

      “And what about the Christmas-themed chocolate wedding favours?” I ask.

      Her face twists into a grimace. “Wedding favours are sorted.”

      “Damn.” Danielle’s contribution to Truffle and Thyme is the truffles. She also works at a thriving local accountancy firm with her partner Kylie, who’s father started the firm and still occasionally works there, but her dream is to live to make chocolates—or to make chocolates to live. I’d included the party favours in the proposal hoping we could also expand her part of the business, and then she could work more than the two days a week she gives to the shop now.

      Her face breaks into a grin. “However, Anton said if we can work something into the table centrepieces, then having truffles for guests to nibble on would be a great addition.”

      Closing my eyes, I picture the centrepieces I’d designed. “I bought some rustic wooden candy bowls at the local farmer’s market last month. I have about twenty. How many are they catering the wedding for?”

      “They have five tables seating thirty and the wedding party and family, which is twenty-eight.”

      “So, roughly 180 people seated at six trestle-style tables?”

      “I think the families might be at two smaller tables, but yeah, something like that.”

      I close my eyes so I can envision my design. Then I figure where I might intersperse the bowls. Ugh, it’s all uneven! Okay, I think it will work. We could have ten bowls per table for the bigger tables, and four or six for the smaller tables.

      “Can you wrap the truffles in red and green?”

      Danielle nods.

      “We’re going to need 62 bowls. I’ll get onto the guy tomorrow and see if we can get another 40 from him at short notice.”

      “Hold on. We don’t have the contract yet.”

      “I’m just putting out feelers. I’ll need to check all the other suppliers too. I’m assuming they’ll want firm costings for the next step.”

      “Before you ask, in addition to my usual order, I can produce enough chocolates for at least two for each guest, but only if Kylie will cover a few extra days for me. I’ll check with her.”

      “Excellent.” My fingers twitch as if searching for my sketching pencils. I’m energised and already altering the placement of holly and mistletoe in my head to create nests for the bowls.

      Danielle touches my arm. “Abi, before you get too carried away, we should talk about the final selection process.”

      I’d been so lost in my excitement, I’d forgotten we were one of two left in the game, and the concern I find on Danielle’s face has me worried.

      “Go on—hit me.”

      “You have to prepare sample designs for the table centrepieces, the decorations, and the bridal party flowers by Thursday, and be there to present them.”

      “Thursday—are you kidding me? That’s only two days away.”

      “Of course not. You realise if we get this, we’ll only have two and a half weeks until the wedding, so it has to be soon.”

      “But we have to make the wreaths for the Christmas Market this Sunday, and I have to do the ordering for the Business Association presentation bouquets for next Thursday night on top of our normal orders…”

      I switch into planning mode. We normally only have a few orders each week. The rest of our sales are foot traffic, which has increased as Christmas approaches and, given the state of our accounts, we’re not in a position to let that extra business pass us by.

      “And don’t forget about the golf club tender next week.”

      Dammit, I had forgotten about that. We’ve been so quiet all year. Why is everything happening now? “Can Estelle come in and help after school?”

      “I’m sure she’d love the extra cash if she’s not up to anything.”

      Danielle’s niece has been a godsend when we’ve had rush orders for events.

      “And Mum can cover the shop when you’re at the presentation on Thursday.”

      Of course, Thursday is the day Danielle has access to a commercial kitchen to make her amazing truffles. We can’t afford for her to miss that; we are counting on the income from her Christmas orders to pay the bills.

      “Can we afford to pay Estelle and Cathy if we don’t get the gig?”

      Danielle wrinkles her nose. “You’ve seen the accounts, it’ll be tight.”

      This is a lot of time and money to sink into a maybe.

      “Danielle, should we be doing this?”

      “What? Of course we should. At first I wasn’t totally on board with the idea—it is quite risky. But your face when you talked about the wedding; I haven’t seen you so animated in a long time. Besides, we can’t back out now. Think of the damage it would do to our reputation. People will think we can’t handle the big events.”

      Maybe we can’t, the devil inside my head says.

      “We haven’t traded through a Christmas yet, and we might get busy. And the expense of doing the mock-ups, and the time away from other things we know will bring in money…,”

      Danielle takes my hand in hers and I read her lips as she says. “We’ll kick ourselves if we don’t try.”

      “But—” I say, slipping my hand free, ready to tell her all the reasons why we shouldn’t do this.

      Danielle doesn’t let go, and she speaks slowly so I catch every word. “When Carsten died and we decided life was too short to wait to have our dream jobs, we agreed it was only worthwhile doing this if we gave it our best shot.”

      When I’d arrived on Danielle’s doorstep in pieces, she had spent the night with me, talking and reminiscing. Kylie had brought us coffee as the sun came up and told us it was time to stop wallowing and start planning.

      Initially, her words cut deep. But, as I’d sipped my coffee, I’d realised what she’d said was a kindness. I clearly could not go on as before, so what was next for me?

      I’d returned to London, put our flat up for sale and signed up for a floristry course near my parent’s home. Soon after, Kylie had convinced Danielle to go into business with me.

      “Are you going to wait until I die to follow your dreams, Love? You’re only working for my dad because it’s a way for you to be with me and pay your debts. Maybe Carsten’s death isn’t just a wake-up for Abi; maybe it’s a wake-up for you, too. While Abi’s training you could sort out a business plan for the bank and search for premises.”

      Now it’s Danielle’s dream too, and I feel a sense of responsibility…and what if I muck this up?

      “Abi, you should never play poker,” Danielle signs. “We’re in this together, and I trust you.”

      “But you won’t be there, and I hate presenting.” And I do. I’ll be wearing my hearing device, and I hate the way my voice sounds when I speak, and if things are too noisy I might become distracted. Mostly though, I hate the way people respond when they find out I have significant hearing loss. It’s as though being deaf makes me somehow less capable; less able.

      “You’ll do fine. You didn’t have any problems when you worked at the bank.”

      “I worked as an analyst. Most of my conversations happened over email.”

      “You gave presentations. I remember helping you with one.”

      “True, but they were in the boardroom.”

      Danielle already knows what I’m saying. It was a controlled environment. When I’m wearing my hearing aids, background noise can be more than distracting; it can cause headaches and even nausea in extreme circumstances.

      Danielle laughs and begins clearing away the dinner things. “It will only be for an hour tops.”

      “All right.” I’ve accepted I have to do it, but I can’t keep the reluctance from my voice.

      She winks at me. “You’ll enjoy it. William Franklin-Wall is hot.”

      “I thought you met with his assistant manager.”

      She grins. “I did, but William popped in and he’s every bit as scrummy as he is on social media—and really quite charming.”

      “Of course, he’s handsome and charismatic—he’s also marrying one of the most beautiful and talented British actresses to hit Hollywood in a generation.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t flirt a little—after all, you’re only interested in your business, right?”

      “Cheeky moo!”

      “You know the brother’s unattached.” She carries on as if she’s oblivious to my discomfort.

      “Yes, I know, and he’s a twin. I checked out social media. I wouldn’t mind betting the brother’s tied up with Amber’s friend, Chantelle. The four of them are always photographed together.”

      “So, you looked,” Danielle teases. “Did you also notice how there are no photos of just William and Amber?”

      “Aren’t they keeping out of the public eye? The only photographers covering the wedding are from Hello magazine, who have apparently paid a bomb for the rights.”

      Danielle chuckles. “And your interest is purely professional here?”

      “Of course.” That’s not to say I didn’t notice that William and James are both very easy on the eye—although James is a
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