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Chapter Twenty-Five

The day before David’s wedding, Ed and I packed the delivery
van and drove up to The Hamptons. [ was keen to get as many
of the larger pieces as possible in place by evening and had
taken the unusual step of closing the store for the day, so that
my whole team could pitch in.

As weddings go, the Lithgow nuptials were some of the
most lavish we had ever been asked to provide for. Compared
to the last time George and Phoebe had organised a wedding
for their only son, this was an epic event in every sense of
the word. What the Lithgows were saving on venue costs
they were more than making up for in every other detail:
caterers from a top Manhattan restaurant, ten white peacocks
to roam the lawns, an entire service team brought in from
George’s favourite hotel in Boston and a twenty-piece
orchestra were just a few of the wildly expensive elements
of the day. In terms of the floral displays, David and Rachel
wanted lilies, mmr@;:mmm-wsm gardenias lining the route for the
guests mzmﬁwm&w wfmmﬁw _ from the footpaths leading up to
the house, through each reem towards the orangery mmmr
where the _mnmamﬁrfaoﬁ detailed displays would be. This
meant long garlands made of the theme flowers with length
voon .mm:m&..o,m dark green and white vy, intertwined with
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tiny white fairy lights for the footpaths, countless table pieces,
four arches to surround the doorways leading to the orangery

S L e

and eight huge feature displays around the area where the
guests would sit for the ceremony. It was a lot of work —
even with five pairs of hands.

¢ When wearrived at the house, it was already a hive of activity.

Ed and I left Marnie and the mnm&m with the van as we momma...w.
delivery men, security staff and members of the wedding plan- -

ning team on our way to the front door. . . -

As we passed through rooms _EBE& with workers, Ed Hnﬂ

“out a whistle. “This is crazy! I can’t believe anyone would want
this much stuff at ,m.wm.m. ‘wedding. Whatever happened to the
notion of a wedding being about two people in love?’

I gave him a playful nudge as we ducked under a drooping
banner being hung by two ladies on step ladders at either side
of the deor. ‘You old romantic, you.

‘Ne, I mean it. The whole wedding industry is built on
people being persuaded to pay ridiculous sums of money for
things they don’t need.

‘What, like we do?’ _

Ed stopped to let a delivery guy — who was pushing an
enormous stack of chairs on a trolley — go in front of us.
‘Shame on you, Rosie! What we do is to respond to our
customers’ needs, not sell them unnecessary rubbish. And
may I remind you that you can never have too many flowers
at a wedding?’

‘I think this wedding may disprove the theory, I grinned,
despite my stomach flipping at the prospect of the task ahead.
I checked my watch. ‘Right, we need to find David or Rachel
to OK the schedule as soon as we can. We have a lot to do and
I'd like to be able to let the team get away by six this evening.

F ‘What time are we booked in at the hotel?’
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Ed checked his L%_uoma ‘Any time m.oE five thirty. Dinner’s
at eight, if we want it.

‘And they're cool with us working on the bridal party
flowers?

He nodded. ‘I spoke to the manager yesterday. He’s cleared
their second dining room for us and is providing a coffee machine
too.

‘Nice. I definitely think we’ll need the coffee’

‘Did someone say coffee?” smiled David, appearing from the
orangery, notebook in hand. ‘Tm sending out for Starbucks.
Eoé many in your team?’

Five, including Rosie and me, Ed replied, mr,%Em David’s
hand.

‘Before you go, can you sign this off please?” T handed him
our time schedule, detailing where we would be working
through the day. As I did so, my mind flashed back to us
working together in Boston prior to our own, ill-fated nuptials.
There was always such electricity between mmu even when we
were engaged in mundane tasks. It was still there; only today,
with so much now resolved, it felt good again. 'm finally
moving on, I thought, smiling at him. Everything’s going to
be OK now.

‘That scems fine. If you need a room cleared for your team,
just talk to Jean-Claude, our wedding planner’

Jean-Claude was a consummate professional: flamboyant
and gushingly enthusiastic in front of clients; steel-willed
and regimented towards everyone clse. Like an omnipotent
ringmaster he assumed centre stage wherever he stood,
barking orders like a Gallic sergeant-major, whilst his team
and countless workers scurried, jumped and ran about with
his eve Q command. As we approached, he was in the middie
of a scathing attack on three delivery men, who were gawping
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helplessly at him, a large pallet of tables half-emptied before
them.

“Non, leave zese tables zere for now. You! What are you doing
wiz zese, uh? You are meant to be arranging zem at five fifteen
precisely! You have a watch, uh? Zen use it, imbecile” Turning
to see Ed and me, his countenance made a lightning switch to
one of zealous benevolence. ‘Ah, Mademoiselle Duncan, how
wonderful to see you! Ah trust zat everything is to your satis-
faction?’ -y

“Yes, thank you. We'd like to start with the orangery, if we
may?’

Jean-Claude consulted his file — which was bigger and
grander than anyone else’s for a reason. ‘Good, good. Ah will
make sure you are not disturbed.” He spun round to address
the table guys again. “You ’ear zat, non? Nobody eez to disturb
ze florists!’

Ed and I suppressed our giggles until we were outside.

‘What's so funny?” Marnie asked as we reached the van.

‘Oh, you'il find out; Ed replied, lifting the van’s roller doors
and swinging himself inside. ‘OK, people, let’s get to work.

In the years since Mr Kowalski left us, I often wonder what
he would make of the larger jobs Kowalski’s now handles. His
philosophy was always that smaller was invariably better; the
mainstay of Kowalski’s business being made-to-order bouquets
and arrangements. When I first met him, he had just taken on
the shop’s first large-scale commission — and it scared him half
to death.

‘When you are running this store, ukochana, you may have
more courage to venture into this kind of thing. For me, this
is too heavy on my nerves. I am old already, but this task has

formed more lines on my face than all my sixty years put
together’

(239

[ [ [ [ ( ( __

As for the Lithgow wedding, I think it may well have given
Mr K heart failure. Even with all my team working flat out,
we reached 5 p.m. with the footpath garlands still to assemble.
Working in the wide entrance hall, T could see Marnie and
the grads — balanced at precarious angles on chairs and ladders
— surreptitiously checking their watches when they thought
nobody was looking. I took Ed to one side.

‘We’re not going to finish before seven at this rate. These
guys need to get back.” .

Ed rubbed his forchead and sighed. ‘I agree. Why don’t we
see if the great Jean-Claude can spare a few bodies to help us
fit the footpath flowers?’

‘Good idea.’ As he disappeared to seck an audience with

the man himself, I called Marnie, Jocelyn and Jack over.

~“Right. As soon as these staircase features are set, you can

head back’

‘But what about tie garlands?’ Jocelyn asked.

‘We'll sort those. I’s only a short walk to our hotel, so Ed
and I won’t be chasing the clock. Good work, everyone.

I watched my team make their final adjustments, say their
goodbyes and leave. Their commitment and work ethic filled
me with an immensc sense of pleasure — and it showed in the
completed project. While Ed organised our im promptu ‘garland

squad’ [ took the opportunity to walk slowly through the

house, wrmnﬁzm the placing of each arrangement, meticulous
in my attention to detail. It's something I make an effort to
do for each project Kowalski’s undertakes.

[ was just inspecting the arch over the orangery doorway
when [ felt someone step behind me.

You've surpassed yourself, David breathed, his voice deep
and close to my ear. ‘Everything looks amazing.

[ turned my bead and met his graphite gaze. “Thank you,
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[ replied, feeling incredibly vulnerable all of a sudden. ‘My
team has worked so hard’

‘But it’s your design, your direction’

‘Mine and Ed’s.

‘But you're the boss, Rosie!

“We both are — in most things, anyway. I looked back at the
* arch and replaced one of the peonies whose petals were showing
signs of age. ‘But I agree, the design’s worked well’

“Do you have time for a drink? Before you leave?

‘’m not sure. Ed and I have work to do tonight’

David held his hands out in an honest plea. ‘Come on —
one drink? Surely that won’t take long?’

‘We're done Tmﬂnu Ed reported, arriving at my side. ‘Ready
to go?’ S1s

‘I — I still have some checks to make, I answered, :E_a:m
~ a split-second decision as David smiled. ‘You go; I'll be done
in about half an hour’

He looked at David, then back at me, concern Umma:w
concealed by his Gﬂmmmm_ob. “You sure? You should get some
rest before the work mﬁmnm again,

Tl get some, 1 promise. You know me. I “Fﬁ Emuﬁ to do
my final checks’ - e

" Ed shot a look at David. ‘Ever the @mnmmnﬁonaﬁ Can you
make sure she actually leaves here within the hour?

David grinned. ‘Tll msmﬁm;wmm it P

‘Only when she puts her mind to something, she can lose
track of time, Ed continued, seemingly reluctant to leave. I
noticed David’s left foot tapping gently, a sign of irritation I
remembered from our days in the London agency.

‘Stop worrying, mate. I won’t be long’

Glancing at David once more, Ed nodded at me and walked
out.
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I followed Pavid through a E.Emo of &oo? to a large library

at the rear of the house. He ommumn_ an umn& wooden globe

- drinks cabinet filled with bottles of all shapes and sizes.

Working quickly, he @oc_mm two %.::G and handed one
to me.

“‘Southern Comfort with a splash of Emﬂmv he said with a
wry smile. ‘Just the way you like it, right?’

Butterlies had begun to dance inside me. I couldn’t believe
he would have remembered something like that after seven
years.

“Let’s head to the orangery; he smiled. “Then we can talk as
you check! )

The sctting for tomorrow’s nﬁ.mBOHQ was undeniably
breathtaking. With all the displays, g old chairs and cast-
iron wedding gazebo now 5 place, it was a perfect, if
thoroughly ostentatious; “venue for an ultra-romantic
wedding. 1 moved around continuing my Emwoncom,
constantly aware of him watching me. The scrutiny was so
disconcerting that I felt the need to make polite conversa-
tion as [ worked.

‘So has Rachel seen all this yet?

‘No. She wants it to be a surprise tomorrow.

‘And your parents? Have they been vmbwmwama from their own
home?’ s

‘Staying with friends’

This was hard work. I tried a different ﬁu?ommr. ‘So how
are you feeling?’

He didn’t answer, his eyes still burning into my back.

‘Nervous? Confident? Blasé?’

I felt him move closer. T'm just thinking’

‘Thinking what?’

He was at my side, his face serious when I looked at him. ik
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md&mﬁoca on my behalf — and it made me think what I Ewmmm&
before .
His Soav cut through my mommbmm defences. ‘David . ..
He reached his hand to lightly rest on my arm. Tdon’t mean
what you think. I mean, there was so much about our wedding

that I missed because I was too wrapped up in the logistics of

it to enjoy the emotional stuff. ’'m sorry’- _ it
I relaxed a little. ‘No, ’m sorry. I spent so long casting you
as the ultimate villain that it’s difficult to break the habit
Now. .
‘No need to apologise, Rosie. I more than gave Mom muocmw
reason to think ill of me. So where next?’

‘Over there and then I'm done.

We walked over to the gazebo and I began fiddling with the
strands of fairy lights woven in and out of the exquisite iron--

work.

“This looks wonderful. My father found it after a mammoth
search. Would you believe there’s a company in Maine that
supplies gazebos for weddings all over the world?’

o B ﬂmswrmm. ‘Actually, I would. There are more businesses
founded on the crazy whims of brides than you realise.

~‘And most of them are v.mwﬁm employed here, David admitted,
rubbing the back of his neck.

‘Hmm, I noticed, I grinned, feeling the spark reignite
between us. ‘I mean, peacocks?’

~“Jean-Claude’s idea’ His eyes were alive with mischief as
he adopted a French accent in a perfect mimic of his charis-
matic wedding planner. ““You must "ave peacocks, Monsieur
Leethgow! Ze peacocks weel be somesing nobody could
expect. Ah would not be doing my job if you did not ave
ze peacocks!” And Rachel was all, “Darling, the peacocks
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““You always were a brilliant impressionist.
‘Yeah, but my disappearing act sucked. .
“Yes, it did” It occurred to me as I answered him that only
a few months ago his joke would have crushed me. It felt good
to be able to'laugh abott it.
He looked at me for a while, a strange smile on his face.
‘We're'really OK, aren’t we?’
‘I think we are”
“Can I say something?’
‘Sure, go ahead’
He took a deep breath, his eyes fixed on me, zmg:m you
again — after all this time — it’s been a revelation. 1 always

knew you were special but now — well — you're different .

, >Stronger, 1 guess. And I was a stupid fool not to sce it” He
- reached out and I found myself taking his hand as my heart-
~beat thundered in my cars. ‘I'm so incredibly sorry for

breaking your heart. ' let you down and I can never undo
my stupidity.

« Squeezing his hand, I mroow my _.5:._— ‘David, m:ocmr 1
done and in the past. Let’s keep it there and move on. I forgive
you. And 'm sorry for rmﬁ_:fm%oﬁ I was hurt, but HmE:m the
memory hurt me over and over again was wrong.

“You shouldn’t ,%c_om_mm.

I think I want to.

“You're amazing. Hell, Rosic . . .

Z_m hands were stroking my face as we mﬂooﬁ_ under the
Em&nrﬁ gazebo, his body moving closer, his breath hot and
immediate as his kiss fell urgently on my lips. And the worst
thing was I let him kiss me. For the briefest of moments, I gave
in to a desire long-suppressed and hidden deep within the
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« s> do you think you're doing?’

Aoz

. mwoszm you, David. Everything here i

< v RH g
= S e

- shadows ow :d\ ﬁmmﬁ as EmEoEmm of our life ﬁommSn_ flooded
my mind and my senses. ,
-~ Then, the Hmm:ﬁ% of the Egmzos UH.E_QE me Q%&Em back

g

to the ?‘mvmﬁ and RF?Bb wo%m.?n_ m:oc&._ my body as I

-~ wrenched my lips from his, ﬁ;m_dso him away. ‘What the hell

g

> Shocked, David ﬂm@wmm ﬁoémﬁm me, n_mmtimsob gr %w_nq
his features. ‘I-I thought that’s what you wanted .

‘No. No! It’s the %E Ummoﬁm  your wedding! aﬁ.aﬁ were uoc
thinking?’

‘Rosie, hear me oE. I 3...5 wo<m with you. M.<m been falling

in love with you again since we met in Nates office. T was a

o A

- fool before. I never Hmmrﬁmm what I had. But now youre here
— we’re here. And we have time.

~“Time? We have 1o “time” — and there’s no zwe’ either”

?EooEm my shoulders, Pavid pleaded with me, his eyes
filled with frustrated tears, ‘Resie, I love you. Run away with
me. Tonight. We can Wmdmﬁmﬂmﬁ?.am we should have -had
before. T will be everything I should have been for you. I will
m@msn_ every S&WEQ moment making amends for the love

~ you've been denied so long. Let me love %oc. Woﬂm We still

" have time! Snpe .

Sickened by every word, I backed away from him, grabbing
ny workbag and moving Za%&% towards the door. ‘Look
is waiting for you to marry
Rachel tomorrow. You should be thinking of rma not :;P

-

o

“What if all I can think about is you?’ :
‘Don’t be ridiculous. 55 s 3
T'm not, Rosie. I can’t get %o: out Om my head. I
‘been able to_think of anyone else’
*Stap-ik mmom aﬂ.u.a ﬁmmr c++You = youdon't k

you're m.,..ﬁzm s A

I haven't

7.,

hOS__ Wwlia
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He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I've never been more
certain of anything in my life. You haunt my dreams, Rosie
Duncan. I can’t bear to think you could be anyone else’s but
mine. You were mine, once: you could so easily be mine -
again. I felt : Ermb we kissed — m:m you mo: it too, didn’t
you?’

‘No — I Nl pld o EE

‘Pidn’t you? You nm\z._un‘mmr% it, Rosie. You kissed me back.
Deep down, it was what you wanted! Come on, if nothing
else then admit that to yourself. Nothing’s changed Um?,ﬁn:
us. The old magic’s still there. And this, he indicated all the
pristine wedding flowers mz:ccbm:ba us, ‘this is just soine-

thing that will all be gone in two days. It's meaningless to me.
You're all I want now. You could be mine ﬁoEm.? and this

could all be gone tomorrow’

I stared at him as a terrible, gut-churning thought
screamed out in my head. “This is what rmz_urznm Emﬁ time,
isn’t it? i

He epened his mouth, but there were no words there.

‘T'm right, aren’t 17

‘It — it was nothing, Rosie.

I could feel anger burning through my core, sending quivers
of energy through me. 5&0 was &No».

‘Resie, [—
- ‘Who was she?’

‘No one. Nobody that mattered. .

Well, presumably someone who mattered enough to make
you miss your own ‘wedding?

David groaned and put his head in 1 his hands. ‘Oh, back
here again. So much for the _u_m ! monmin wo: mwomnv Omzn
we move on from this?” ‘ 5

‘Evidently you can’t’ )
u
¢ T\

n) g




H@.@F Rosie, I made a mistake, OK? I panicked. After I left
you that night I went out to a bar, met a woman — heck, I didn’t
even know her name — and woke up at four in the morning in
her bed with a hangover from hell. I freaked. I knew I couldn’t
come back to you after — after what I'd done. So I drove to a
twenty-four-hour diner on the outskirts of the city and called
Asher to meet me there. While I waited in the car lot for him
to arrive, ] wrote you a note on the only piece of paper I had.
And yes, T know it was your note to me but what else could I
do? Asher begged me to reconsider but I refused and drove off
before he could stop me. I was hoping he’d be his honourable
seif and deliver the message anyway. I spent the next three
months just driving. I was a mess. I only called my father when
I ran out of cash. He told me to come home and I did. I found
out he’d settled things with you and that was that. But you have
to believe me, I left because vou didn’t deserve a man like me
in your life]

‘And what about Rachel? What about what she deserves? If
you wake up tomorrow morning in my bed, how much of a
mistake will you have made then?’

He slumped down onto a chair and stared blankly at me,
the fire extinguished from within him, and I saw the fright-

ened child inside the man. Nebody would have blamed me
tor dealing a fatal verbal blow then and there, but, instead of
white-hot anger I now found a well of compassion inside. I
walked back into the room and sat beside him.
‘Look at us, eh? One too scared of commitment, the om:m,
too scarred by it.

He nodded but he was a @Howmb man and his voice belied
the fragility of his state. ‘I'm sorry, Rosie’

‘Do you love Rachel?’

“Yes — yes I do’
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‘Then marry her tomorrow. How strange that the same
S.oam were Hmmmﬁ_zﬁ on the eve of a &mm_.mmﬁ Emg&zm

I mmb&\ patted ?m knee, smiling as Hnm,mamﬂom mménn& on
me. ‘Because of this’ I gestured to the opulent surroundings
of the orangery.

He lifted his eyes to follow the sweep of my hand. ‘I don’t
understand.

‘Because, even after the débacle of our wedding — all the
pain, all the mess — you care mzommw about Rachel to walk the
road again, with her. You said it yourself: you were a wreck
after what happened before. So it would have to take someone
incredibly special to make you want to risk it mm_mwn Don’t
throw away what you have just because you're scared. If you
love her m:ocmr yeu'll be here tomorrow, émium for your
bride. Don’t let her arrive to find you gone. Noebedy deserves
that. _ o

Witheut another word, I rose and walked slowly out.

(]
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Chapter Twenty-Six

e =

I didn’t tell Ed about what wmm_m.m:ma with U.::a he didn’t
needto knowand I %m_: t need to _.m_im it. Ummw:m my mEum:.mE

~when I Hmm the rocmo itwasa %m.ﬁ.ma matter: I shook uncon-
- trollably during the whole of the ten-minute walk to the hotel. -

While I wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened, of one
thing I was convinced: it was something I had to _experience.
Something cathartic had invaded my soul when I moﬁmrﬁ David
off; maybe I needed to prove to myself that I no longer
harboured feelings for him, or perhaps I just needed to find
out what I didn’t want in order to bring mc closer to
discovering what I really needed.

When I arrived back at the hotel, Ed seemed relieved to see
me but didn’t press for further details, which I was immensely
grateful for. We worked till gone midnight creating bouquets
for Rachel and her seven attendants, Ecm twenty buttonholes
and two corsages for David’s Eo%ﬁ. Phoebe, and Rachel’s

ﬂa\;b

Eoﬁrmﬁ mﬁEnm\> few roznm Om snatched m_mmw later, we were

o 3
up again, taking bre: Kfast at six before heading over to the
hiouse for last-minute touches. Eunice met us in the entrance
lobby, all feathers and fluster, fawning over the bridal bouquets

with loud cries of admiration.
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‘How’s Rachel?’ I asked, once she’d sufficiently regained her
faculties 8..?05 a civil conversation.

‘Beautiful. Amazing. Very nervous, but then isn't that the
~ bride’s Hunmwommcdmﬂ

Walking into the ogsamg I saw David, already seated in
his chair. I caught his eye and he smiled: nothing more needed

to be said. Ed and I made our final checks, sprayed the arrange-

_» ments with water to give them a dewy freshness and retreated

quietly as the groomsmen arrived, filling the glasshouse with
their rauceus laughter.
I didn’t see Phoebe or George — something I was glad om I

" would see them later, of course, at the evening reception to

Egnvmzau;mma_rmavmmn8&5:1553&@:::mum:rm:
I would have supportive people round me. As Ed and I walked
back to the hotel once more, the guests were Gnmmun._msm to
arrive, the street filling up with cars.

Ed’s hand brushed lightly against mine. ‘Was it like this . . .

‘At my wedding? No — nowhere near as epic as this. T QOGED t
have had peacocks, that’s for certain’

‘No kidding, he smiled. ‘Does it Mm& weird, seeing it all
“happening again?’

[ thought for a moment. ‘No, mmﬁ:mE\ Not at all’ I was
telling the truth. It felt right. Seven years ago, I thought that
my wedding held the key to my future happiness, and spent
all the succeeding years thinking I'd lost it for ever; now,
conversely, another wedding was where I found it at last.

Later that evening, | stood with my team in the large drawing
room of the house, watching with pleasure as they cclebrated
another successful Kowalski’s design.

Marnie — a vision in a yellow satin prom dress with jade
green sash and matching shoes — gave me a hug.

‘Well, boss, that’s the wedding of the year over, huh?’
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ummmu thank goodness!”

She lowered her voice. ‘And you’re ©OK with it all?’

I patted her arm. ‘Absolutely’

‘Good. It makes you think, though, doesn’t it?” She let out
a long ,ﬂmw and looked around her at the wedding guests.

<<rmﬁ does?’
‘I mean, Ero S mo_:m to be crazy mmecmr to want to marry me?’

‘Plenty of people, mate, 'm sure’

Marnie wasn’t convinced. ‘Name ene!

“That waiter from Ellen’s.

From the way she screwed up her face, I could tell her
opinion of that suggestion. ‘T told you before, he’s too needy.
I mean it, Rosie. Name one person — who I haven't dated
already — who would want me to be his wife’

‘Zac, Ed interjected.

Marnie’s cheeks turned the merest shade pinker. “Zac who?’

‘The Fit Guy from Patrick’s _

She laughed but her eyes remained on Ed and me. ‘He
wouldn’t be interested in me.

Ed groaned. ‘For the love of all things sacred, Marnie, can
vou not tell when somebody likes you?

‘Well, I—

‘Every time that poor guy comes into the store you pretend
like you can’t see him, he continued. ‘Yet he still follows you
around like a sick puppy and pines for you when you aren’t
there. You know you like him!

‘I do, but he...butI... She moEm& her arms and stared
at Ed. ‘Are you telling me z:: all this time I've been calling
him “Zac the Fit Guy” and thinking he doesn’t like me, he’s
felt the same way?’

He turned to me with a helpless shrug. ‘She’s a genius, Rosie,
who knew?’
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‘T need alcehol’ Shaking her head incredulously, Marnie
headed in the direction of the bar.

Ed nudged me and pointed over at the door, where Nate
was standing. He appeared to be looking for someone. I raised
my hand and he approached us.

‘Hey guys, what can I say? This place looks astounding!’

‘Why, thank you, sir; Ed grinned, leaning over and whis-
pering something to Nate, who nodded. ‘Hey, Jocelyn, Jack
— let’s go get some food. _

As they left, Nate slipped an arm round my shoulders. So,
how are you?’ .

T'm good. You?’ ;

‘Avoiding my fiancée. And her mother’

‘They’re here?’

‘Uh-huh. But, look, I want to talk to you, OK?’

‘Of course.”

He looked around him. ‘Not here. Tike a walk with me’

I followed him through the guest-filled rooms, past the
orchestra and out to the front lawns, where the tiny lights
hidden within the garlands lining the footpath gave the whole
area a magical glow. We stepped carefully across the damp
lawn and round to the rear of the house, mo:_ogbm a small,
marble gravel pathway to a darkened summerhouse. Nate
stopped and thrust his hands in his pockets.

‘Rosie, there’s something I need to talk to you about’

I crossed my arms protectively. ‘Nate, I’m not sure we
should be—"

‘It’s about the flowers. he blurted out.

My nerves began to tingle. ‘What flowers?’

‘On Christmas Day?
‘Oh?
“You see, [’
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‘Nathaniel? Are you,out there?” Mimi’s voice cut m:m%:.\

= through the evening air.

Nate tttered a profanity under his breath. Tll be there in a
minute, Mimi.

“We need you now.

He shook his head and gripped my arm. ‘Look, I have to
go. I'll arrange something, ®K?’

‘What do you mean?’ ,

He had already started moving away. ‘A time to talk. I'l] be
in touch, soon’

But—

‘Soon, I prontise.

Alone in the dusky garden, my head was awhir with ques-
tions, unresolved emotion and weariness from a severe lack of
sleep. B

‘Rosie? What are you doing out here?” Ed appeared in the
doorway of the orangery. ‘We're going back now — you coming?’

I shivered and began to pick my way towards the house.

“‘First David, now Nate: every time I turn bd\ back you're
off with another guy; he quipped as I reached him. ‘Il try not
to be offended’

Islipped an arm through his and smiled up at him, pushing
my questions to the back of my mind. Ah yes, but you're the
one I'm going home with tonight’ .

Ed rolled his eyes as we walked back into the house. ‘Together
with Marnie, Jack and Jocelyn, T know.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

A week after David’s wedding, I met up early with my team
to receive the delivery from Patrick’s. As we carried the boxes
into the store; I I couldn’t help noticing the shy siuiles and w_mﬁnc_
banter ywmmmw shared by Marnie and Zac.

Ed nm:mﬁ_ my eyc as we passed each other going in and out
of the shop. ‘Hey, have you noticed . . . ¥ He nodded in the
direction of Marnie and Zac, arms laden with boxes.

‘Hmm, I know. Bit of a turn up for the bo: ._.ﬂw. isn’t it?’

‘A what? ‘ |

I pulled a face at him. ‘Ah, excuse me. mo.nmo.n you don’t
speak English. I mean it’s a bit of a change HOH her. With Zac
the Fit Guy?

The penny n?owmm& ‘Oh, I see. Eﬁ&:ﬁm@

‘Seems like your brotherly advice at David's wedding may
have been heeded, after all.

‘Go mw.mb.o And there was 1 thinking nobody clse appreci-
ated my wisdom, he winked.

When all the boxes were inside and Zac’s dclivery chit was
signed, he and Marnie wandered back outsidc to his van. The
sky had been leaden grey overhead all morning and now it
began to rain, lashes of water pelting down the shop windows
and splashing onto the grey sidewalk. When it rains like this
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in New York it somehow makes every colour brighter and

. shinier: the yellow n@mw and red brake lights of the traffic reflect

ws.&m.mﬁmmmm.ﬂméawmmummom% Emﬁrmévmg S.mnmmoﬂ:ma
by the rain into mﬁwﬁ of charcoal-grey that look an wo:.mrm.@
granite. Everywhere you look in the city you can 1magine a
flm scene being set — and now, as if by magic, Marnie and
Zac became the stars of their very own silent movie, right

outside Kowalski’s windows. -

- "Ed and I had been goofing around as usual, but now our

laughter subsided and a strange silence descended over the
shop’s interior as we watched the scene unfolding outside.

7ac had removed his jacket and given it to Marnie, who =
stood holding it over her head like an awning. By now the rain -

was falling at full pelt, soaking through Zac’s shirt and flat-
tening his usually spiky blonde hair against his face — yet te
look at the oanmmaon he wore, you would think he was basking
in the brightest, warmest summer sunshine. Arms folded across
his body, he gazed at Marnie as if his every dream were
embodied in her: mﬁlwbhh surprised, delighted and elated by
.mﬁ.nu. conversation. As they laughed and joked, we noticed them
moving closer — almost imperceptibly at first, their body
language switching between brave and shy in equal measures.
For Ed and I, watching the very beginning of a relationship
was a strange experience indeed. Not altogether unpleasant, I
sensed both of us caught by its uncertain charms: joy at seeing
Marnie’s obvious delight, wistfulness at the startling simplicity
of the event, maybe even some regret . . . As ever, Ed’s expres-
sion remained steady, but I was innately aware of a range of
other emotions sparring away beneath his care fully constructed
exterior. Was he thinking about his Specific Someone, I
wondered. Was he drawing comparisons between Marnie and
7ac’s conversation and those he was undoubtedly having with
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her, or making notes as he prepared to reveal his feelings? It

- was impossible to tell — and I was in no hurry to explore the

possibilities further in my mind. As for me, well, I have to be
honest: as happy as I was for one of the Kowalski’s family to

be finding love, I couldn’t shake the boulder-heavy feeling that

Marnie, like Ed, was moving on, becoming yet msoﬁrmmﬁm«i%.
paid-up member of the Getting On With My Life Club — a

society whose exclusive membership I feared I would never

join. _ _

The scene on the corner of West 68th and Columbus
continued in its silent splendour as all around them people
hurried past, eyes blinded to the magnificent love scene right
under their noses. _

Finally, Zac reached into the van and produced a single,
vivid orange gerbera; which he presented to Marnie. Then, he
leant forward te plant a kiss on her forehead —and Ed and 1
both instinctively looked away, unwilling to intrude on this
most tender of moments. When we looked back, the van was
leaving as Marnie waved from the sidewalk. The little silver
bell tinkled happily as she walked back into the store, twirling
the flower — the very bloom that she most resembles — in her
fingers with a mmﬂ?m% smile. She passed Ed and me without
a word and disappeared into the workroom.

Ed shook his head, a sly smile easing across his features.
“Wow. Our little Marnie is all grown up and dating Zac the
Fit Guy.

9 know, I smiled, ‘I feel quite emotional’

[ was only half-joking. Would I ever feel that again! 5,

I turned to say something to Ed, but he had disappeared,
leaving me alone in my empty shop, a million questions buzzing
arcund my head. . _
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H&mm a\pmﬁ Qm& Celia dashed in en her Em% to the office. T ;Emw
> wanted to make sure you, were still coming to my dinner

chﬂm@&‘ night, sweetie.
£ g M.H.H,wumm mcnmhp@:. We're still HmnoSu.Em from nrm imm%sm
O mzm I don’t know:how busy we’re _going to get here’ =

O 8w e A1
‘C/a

- =~ My best friend folded her linen-jacketed arms and mt@.m_.wmm@]

z T

/1\...(.0

=

.+ people coming that are — uh — that nomE _um Maﬁoﬁmzﬁ

&3 £ EPL

B S agmm.a_zm ﬁ%m%,, s ) : :
T &@Qﬂbm Tl G%FE later’? smm it 5% _Emmﬁmcow. 9. was

~You're Ecmr_nm_, g

- Tamnot. There have justbeen — uh ~ mmﬁwowgg ts recen &\
% that may— or may not — portend well for the future’

I feigned shock, revelling n_my friend’s uncharacteristic
coyness. ‘Celia WQWEOF are you talking about a man?’
‘Well, T would hardly be talking m@oﬁr a weman, would I’
ﬁ@o is rmnz S s TN
I can’t go 58 this now, Rosie. I've a million mm& one wrﬁmm

5 be &5 5055@ and I'm &Hmm& late. So are you coming

Rosie .
‘Celia. Mwoc know it makes sense. And yeu knew I wen’t
_...mﬁm 1. .. N
~ ‘©K, K. Stewart g;nrmm :
“The guy from the Thanksgiving Dinner last %mm:.w,
Celia Iooked at her watch impatiently. erm
“The one who sent you flowers?’
From your Store— yes, I know, Rosie, so don’t do that shocked

schlock with me, OK? He confessed everything last week so
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“me sternly. ‘Rosie Duncan, I need you at this dinnerl 1§ r&ﬁ:

v s

we're — well, T'm just seeing what happens. The dinner is our
first — you know — official couple event.

I grinned. “Well, I think it’s positively lovely. 2

‘So you're coming now you've thor Oﬁmw:‘ mﬁvmm,wmmm& me?’

sty L

‘Of course. What time?’ _ T ik & :

Lo f\\l.

Celia was mmmw&x wmeEm for the door, finally reprieved

moEE%Wmmmm mmmenm%ﬁﬁ%bsm bring something for the
table — anything you like. Just not lilies.

Marnie appeared at my side as Celq left. ‘Did I hear right?
Has she got a man?’

“You heard right,’ I smiled. g :

Marnie clapped her hands. ‘Ooh, this is mo_mwnm.m: g! Tt seems
like everyone in Zmé York is mn:Em in ~o<m.a:m Emln Celia,
me, Ed.,., :

My head m.ﬁmm.mm& to mmmwﬁob Ed?’

Marnie giggled. ‘Yes, Ed. His Specific moEmo:m I mean. 'm
not totall %Evmnm up in my own life not to notice, you know?

My heart sank to my toes as I Enw& :m the erder Uo.ow.
‘©f course. Ed’s Specific Someone : S 3

“The :Em bell above Em door &:Ena :m@ﬁ% & a ﬂoamm

mocw_m enitered. They were the rmgxmﬂ two people I'd seen in

a long time — even Marnie and Zac paled into insignificance

e Rals

@mm&n them - giggling and so completely engrossed in each
other that) they appeared to be oblivious to everything else.
“Can 1 b&m you? asked Marnie, mﬁmmwﬁm from _umrEn_ mrm
couriter & “mieet them. b o
momm? Hm:ormm the gitl, :mﬂmw ozmn H..Esw her &w_mm b.@S
his. “We need roses. =1 .

i

o @\W Marnie mE:ma mroos:q me a B:& -eyed look. ‘So

S gt \.. .f..\

how many would you like?” -
*Ar :%Lmv ?Snﬁm the mi

w mﬁw ,m Ecaﬁm zum Em:.
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‘And what celour were you thinking?’

Fer a moment, the spell between them was broken as both
turned to look at Marnie. It was clear they hadn’t considered
this. ‘What would you recommend?’ the girl asked.

“Well — what's the occasion?’ S e

The man slipped an arm protectively around the girl’s waist.
‘We're getting married.

“Congratulations! When’s the mHm UB‘,Qv

" “Today. In about three hours to be precise — at City Em:‘
the girl answered, reaching up to brush a strand of hair from
her fiancé’s forehead.

‘Whoa — that’s amazing!” Marnie squeaked, completely
forgetting her professional demeanour — much to the delight
of the young couple, who both began talking animatedly at
once.

‘We met last month .

‘Last month, would you believe it?’

¢ ..and I just knew, you know?’

‘We both rotally knew .

‘. ..so we just said, “What the heck!” ..

‘What the heck — let’s just get married!

‘So — here we are!’

Verbal confetti thus expelled, the couple stood there in the
middle of the floor, his’'n’hers grins proudly displayed for all
to see.

‘OK; said Marnie, gathering herself together. ‘Let’s think this
through. What are you wearing for the ceremony?’

‘Cream jacket and shift dress, the girl replied.

“‘Dark blue suit, said the man, ‘with a cream silk tie that my
grandma gave me’

‘She’s the only one who knows, confided the girl, suddenly
self-conscious.

b}

== EXI T = d O

‘Wait — none of your family know you’re getting married
today?’ :

The girl shook her head. )

‘They don’t get it — any of them, explained the EE,_.._AQ.E%\
Grandma Evie. For years she’s been saying to me, “When you
gonna get married, Jimmy? I'll be dead soon and I want to see
my grandson married before I g go.”” The girl smiled at Jimmy.

‘So when I met Anya, I just knew right away that she was the
one. Grandma Evie would be there if she could, but she’s too
frail. So she gave me this tie and her blessing.

‘And your parents don’t approve?’ ventured Marnie.

‘“They don’t care, Anya answered, her young face vr:&:nm
the pain the situation must hold for them.

Jimmy patted her hand. ‘Both our parents are busy people
with busy lives,” he said. ‘Like everyone in this city — and then
some. They have little time to worry about their kids. He
&ﬁ.:omh& ‘It happens. My folks are lawyers, Anya’s are profes-
sors at Columbia University. They’re v:nmmvv?_ and highly
respected in their chosen fields’

‘And you don’t think they’d want to know that you're getting
married?’

My wmm.mba never married, Anya replied, reaching out to
gently stroke the @mmm_m of a sugar-pink rose nearby. ‘According
to them, marriage is an “outdated institution perpetuated by
conservative Neanderthals in a bid to suppress the masses.
Conformity to traditions like marriage only disappoints them.

‘And iy folks spend so much time dealing with the fall-out
of broken marriages that they’ve forgotten to see the magic in
it, Jimmy added, ‘even with each other’

‘So you could call us traditional radicals, I guess. It’s up to
us to prove them all wrong,’ Anya smiled — her eyes still tellingly
sad. “Though they’re going to go crazy when they find out.

373



[ { b ( | [ ( {

Jimmy smiled. ‘So seeing as we’re unavoidably destined to
disappoint our folks, we might as well do it in style.

‘So what colour roses would you suggest?” Anya asked.

Marnie turned to me, a sudden look of panic on her face.
I smiled back encouragingly, but she shook her head. ‘Rosie,
what do you think?’

Stepping from behind the counter, I took a long moow at the
couple. “Your wedding is a celebration,’ I began, selecting
blooms from the flower buckets as I spoke, ‘of how much you
love each other.Ilooked at Anya’s strawberry-blonde shoulder-
length bob and Jimmy’s blue-black closely cropped hair.

“Yes, it is, said Jimmy, Emﬁanq me with curiosity.

‘And love comes in many colours, T continued, gathering
more flowers whilst resisting the urge to giggle at the sound
of myself — all I needed was a croaky Polish accent and a pair
of ancient half-moon spectacles balanced on the end of my
nose, and my transformation into Mr K would be complete.
‘So how about this?’ = |

I held up the handful of roses I had just selected — a pastel
confection of sugar-sweet hues, like the retro cupcakes that

' M&H Bakers were famous for across the Upper West Side: sugar

pink, primrose yellow, marzipan gold, pale lilac and clotted
cream, all nestled up to one another. ‘Add some magic, I pulled
some stems of gypsophila (Mum calls it ‘baby’s breath, which
somehow makes the tiny white, star-like blooms even more
enchanting) and arranged them around the roses. ‘Et voilal

‘Wow, Anya breathed. ‘It looks like a candy shop with stars!’

‘And finally, we just finish it off with some deep mystery, I
smiled, choosing several glossy dark green banana leaves and
curling them carefully around the rose stems. Holding the
completed bouquet in my hand, I held it out to Anya, who
squealed with sheer delight.
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‘It’s perfect — isn’t it, Jimmy?’
Jimmy’s eyes were mmHﬁEEm as he smiled at his bride-to-be.
‘You're perfect. Heé turned to me. T hank- you so E:mr for this.
~'And you'll need this, Marnie appeared E\ my side and
pinned a buttonhole rose to Jimmy’s lapel.

“This is awesome, guys. Thank you. How much do we owe
you?’

Marnie looked at me, a curious smile Emfzm on her lips.
‘It’s a blessing, right?’

It was absolutely the right thing te say. A shiver of delight
raced through me from head to toe as I recalled the very few™
occasions where Mr K had chosen a young couple to ‘bless’
In the six years since I'd taken over Kowalski’s, I had never
done a ‘blessing’ — but now, looking at this young couple, so
n _od..,ﬂm yet so alone, they seemed to be the perfect candidates
for my very first act of professional kindness. ‘It on the house,
I smiled.

Anya and Jimmy looked at me aghast. ‘No way — seriously,
how much do you need? I mean, there must be sixty dollars
of roses here, at least, Jimmy protested.

I handed the bouquet to Marnie, who hurried off to trim
and bind it. ‘We have an old tradition here at Kowalski’s’

- explained, Mr K’s words ringing in my head and tugging on

my heart as I spoke. ‘When we come across a story that touches
our hearts, we offer a blessing. It’s your wedding day and you
should be sharing your love with the whole world. Seeing as
your families won’t be there to bless you, we will step into the
breach. Oo:mhmﬂ, these flowers a wedding present from
Kowalski’s,

Anya’s blue eyes filled with tears, which began to spill freely
over her pale pink cheeks. “There must be something we can
do to repay your kindness?’
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-y “meant and you know it’ .-

Marnie’ ﬁ.ﬁqm& Um&ﬁ at my side and m?mmﬁm& Anya with
- .y%o bouquet.
“‘Just be happy, [ Hmwrma feeling a thick E@.@ of emotion

e gﬂmmEm in my throat, ‘and tell mmoEm that you know a mno#_
¢ florist. , -
~ ‘Absolutely. Uo %oa have some oma% Fﬁ.ﬁ% 80# a rmsm?w.

from Marnie. “Well — thank you, thank you both so much! &

Marnie and I émﬂormm Jimmy and Anya leave, E&oioc_m\,

7 e

mﬁmmm %wmmaEm across our faces. . o _
- ‘How adorable were they? Marnie mﬂmwmm.. And woé bm@ﬁ%

=0 A

{WWHEH 1 know; 1 Hmm_rm& mro_nwmm to feel a sudden wave of

m.&ﬁmmm washing over me. _ £
*‘One day, Rosie, ﬁrmﬂ will be me mbm %@F = , o &
“What, getting married at QQ Hall? Sorry, r_.o_m, youre not

ﬂ% type.
Marnie gave my arm a playful pun

nr. H,mmmm son ﬁ&ﬂ 1

“Well, maybe for you “and Zac the H: Guy, ¢h? 1 mamaa
mmm perate to deflect attention from me. I It didit work, of course:

ik e

even Marnie in wﬁ newly _oﬁ& -up state, could see what I was

moEm

un\vm woﬁm of us, Rosie. We have to @&w@ﬁ :rm WE& ow ~o<m

“'is possible’ ,
SWedo? s e ,
‘Absolutely. OH else, what is H;ﬁm to wowm for?

55 Por once, I had no clever answer for that.

f»/ \\c ,.‘m\\m\ - B

Life at Kowalski’s @E&&w H.W.Emnmm to normal, albeit E&H = :

Marnie decidedly happier than I'd ever seen her and Ed increas-

ingly tight-lipped about his Specific Someone. L ;
Much to Celia’s relief, I attended her much-publicised
‘coming out’ dinner to officially witness the unveiling of her
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.new REEOE?% She needn’t have worried, of course: everyone

at the paper knew exactly what was moEm 0n — an occupa-
tional hazard of working with journalists, 1 guess. Stewart was
as mﬂzﬁsmq good- Mooqu and utterly besotted with Celia as
the last time T'd seen him, while Celia was surprisingly
Hmmﬂ&zmm peaceful even. It was good, if a little disconcerting,
to see my best friend so in love.

The following week, with almost a whole month until the
next wedding on our books, I allowed myself a rare opportu-
nity to relax, taking a day off midweek — an occurrence akin
to the passing of Halley’s Comet as far as my astounded team
was concerned — in order to catch up on some much-needed
rest. After indulging in the sheer unadulterated luxury of a
Wednesday morning lie-in, T met Celia for lunch at her

favourite restaurant on the sixteenth floor of a building directly

overlooking Central Park.

SRS TS S

‘So, how’s the toyboy?’ I joked, mumm:bm as Celia squirmed

in her chair. ., = .

‘Stewart is just mrs thank you very much, she replied,
blushing slightly behind her foundation. Her coyness didn’t
last long, however: less than twenty seconds later her careful
composure disintegrated and she clamped a hand to her heart

‘like a lovesick sixteen-year-old. ‘Oh Rosie, P’m telling you, that

man is just the sweefest thing! Did you know he’s taking me
to the Orchid Show at thé New York Botanical Gardens next
weekend? I've read about.it every year since they started it but
I've never got round to going. So he’s taking me. He said he
wanted to “surround the most beautiful woman in New York
with her favourite flower”, would you believe it?

‘It’s so good to see you excited about him, I smiled, pushing

ay the sliver of jealousy that was mcﬁmwﬁccﬁq snaking
nmn: around my heart. ‘He’s a lovely young man.
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‘I know! I worry that he’s too young, sometimes.

‘Celia, don’t be ridiculous! He adores you and it’s clear that
you’re very fond of him!

‘It’s more than that, sweetie, I ... ®h, what the heck — 'm
in love with the m&ww_ P’m like a kid again with it. After Jerry
I didrt think there’d be anyone else, so I'm stunned by the
whole thing. I guess I'll just have to get used to being the
older woman, that’s all — although I have absolutely no inten-
tion of becoming the responsible one in our relationship. But
then Stewart is a bit of an old head on young shoulders, so 1
guess it all evens out’

I lifted my wineglass. ‘Here’s to toyboys and growing old
disgracefully!”

+ Tl drink to that!” Celia clinked my glass and took a large
sip of wine as the Queen of the Subject Change geared up for
another handbrake turn. ‘So, your conversation with Nate at
David’s wedding: what exactly did he say about those flowers?’

“That’s just it: he didn’t get the chance to say anything. Mimi
interrupted him just as he was about to tell me’

Celia’s eyes rolled heavenwards. “That woman, she growled,
thumping her hand on the table, ,ﬁmwmiw the neighbouring
diners, ‘she manages to get in the way of everything!’

I sighed and looked out at the spring green of the Park below.
‘I dor’t know, mate. After all the stuff with Pavid the n@n before,
1 don’t think I could have coped with any more revelations’

‘But you like Nate, don’t you?’ =

Yes, of course I do. But he’s engaged to someone else and,
despite his occasional protestations to the contrary, I think he
may actually be in Jove with Caitlin after all”

Celia pulled a face and took a long, thoughtful sip of her
white wine. ‘If he likes you, he should deal with that situation

once and for all. 've never met anyone so laid-back in my life.
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One day, Nate is going to wake up and realise his whole life has

happened already. It's about time he took control. So, she stared

seriously at me, ‘supposing he did let Caitlin go, and supposing
he was free . .. Would you want to be with him?’

T - it's complicated.

Celia let out a cry of frustration. It’s always complicated,
Rosic! Welcome to life in general. You just put that to one side
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and career headlong into the abyss.

‘Oh, well, when you put it like that ... I laughed.

‘Rosie Duncan, you are a cruel, cruel woman.

‘OK, OK, I'm sorry. This whole situation with Nate has been
blowing hot and cold for months. Most of that time, I didn’t
really think about it because I was so against the thought of
someone else in my life. _ |

Her eyes twinkled no:mwmqmno_.m::ﬂ...>:m now?’

‘Now I'm not sure. Nate is wonderful and I like him a lot.
It’s just . .. 1 don’t know if I need someone a little more deci-
sive you know? And then there’s Ed”

1 could tell my friend was confused. “‘What about Ed?

“He’s just been different the past few months. More elusive
than usual’ ,

“The Iceberg Man is more elusive?”

T don’t knew, he says he’s met someone. _

Her eyebrow made a bid for the skies. ‘And that’s a bad
thing?’

‘Tm not sure. No, no, of course it’s not a bad thing. It’s just
that — I guess [ feel like he’s leaving me behind. And Marnie, too.
“elia shook her head. ‘Marnie’s _nmib.mw.

9, not leaving. Moving on — she’s going out with Zac’

‘Wait, Celia’s eyes were mﬁmww_im. “Tell me 1t’s not true: she
finally hooked up with Zac the Fit Guy?’

i grinned. “The very same’

<
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‘When?’ . .

‘About a month ago. Ed and I witnessed the whole thing’

“That is so good. He 'l be good for her’

I nodded, twisting the stem of my Szﬁm_mmm absent-
mindedly. }

Celia caught the hesitation immediately. ‘So what’s the
problem?’

“There’s no problem, honestly. It’s just ... 1 sighed and
looked at my friend. ‘Everyone’s moving on apart from me.
Or at least that’s what it feels like,

Celia’s concerned smile was one m_,:sn:m& per cent genuine.
‘Sweetie, that’s life. We move on, we find love — sometimes we

lose love and have to find it again. It’s all part of life’s rich
tapestry. But as for you, you have to decide what you want,
Rosie. Not what Ed wants, or Nate, or, David — but you. You've
hidden your heart so nmmm?w y for such a long time; it’s only
natural that it’s a little 2:3 But you'll get the hang of it. You
just need a little faith and a huge dose of that hope you're so
famous for. So tell me again: what did Nate say?’

‘He said he'd be in touch.

Celia shrugged. “Then you must wait until he does’

I didn’t have to wait long.

When I arrived home, something was waiting for me by
my front door. Stooping dewn, [ picked up a small woven
basket of flowers and teek it into my apartment. Nestled
amidst the yellow roses was a card:

Meet me for coffee at Kowalski’s, 8 p.m. xx
o
Turning the card over, I saw the shop stamp — Turner’s —
and my heart began turning cartwheels inside me: it was the
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same florists that had created my Christmas arrangement.

It had to be Nate. This was his way of arranging a time for us
to meet — and where better than my beloved shop, scene of so
many of our meetings during the past year? Ed must be opening
the shop for him: maybe this was what they'd been discussing
when they had met up: how Nate felt about me . . . After all, I
reasoned, who knew me better than Ed? Despite my reluctance
to admit it most of the time, Ed knew me in ways other people
could only aspire to. He understood me: sometimes challenging
but mostly accepting who 1 was; always there, always ready to
talk. Even during the past few months, when I'd sensed him
drifting slightly, he’d been as supportive of me as cver, and [
loved that we had that kind of friendship. My mum oflen says
that finding a true friend — one who knows who you are and
leves you anyway — is morc valuable than all the gold in all the

“banks in the world. And she is right. Ed had endured every

rollercoaster twist and turn of niy life along with me in recent
months. And now he was still fighting my corner: making it
possible for Nate te meve closer to m+. Amazing. [ enly ro@na

that, when he finally mustered up the courage te talk to his
Specific Someone, she would realise what a special guy he was.

I can’t remember getting ready that evening. My thoughts
were everywhere and nowhere at once; vying for attention as
I looked on, helpless to stop the tumult inside me. Nate had
seemed so certain that staying with Caitlin was the right thing
before — and I had reconciled myself to the fact that we were
just two people who could have been together if circumstances
were different. Everyone has their ‘What If’ relationships,
where you know someone could be The One if only life had
dealt you a different hand. I'd just assumed that Nate was
mine: we would always remain friends and that undeniable
chemistry would always be there; and maybe, in the qu’

381




secret moments of our lives, we would muse over how things
could have been different, wo ndering how life would have been
had we met each other at the right time.

Even as 1 left my apartment and walked quickly through
the streets of New York, I felt a pull inside me; terror and hope
holding hands to sprint into the bright unknown of my future,
So much had changed recently that 1 simply stopped trying to
understand it and, for the very first time in my life, gave in to
my circumstances and just went with the flow. I was turning
in circles no longer: gone was the perpetual cycle of memo-
ries and hurt. Now, the city smiled at me as [ trod quickly on
its sidewalks, heading for uncertainty with hope fuelling each
step. Mr Kowalski’s words rang out in my head as I walked:
< when that day arrives, Rosie, choese to live’

[ reached Kowalski’s at eight exactly, pausing by the door
to calm my thundering heart. This is it, Rosie Duncan, 1 told
myself. Beyond this point lies the future. Hope coursing like
quicksilver through my veins, I opened the door.

As the silver bell heralded my arrival, 1 caught my breath.
The interior of the store had been transformed by hundreds of
tiny white lights, framing the galvanised steel flower buckets,
windows, couch and ceiling. It was as if a myriad of stars had
falien from the heavens and made their home at Kowalski’s.
Even Old E bubbling happily and warming the entire space with
the aroma of his finest coffee, was resplendent in fairy lights.

Felio?’ I called out, my voice shaking with sheer breathless
emotion.

The workroom door opened and a figure stepped in front
of the counter, his features thrown into shadow by the blanket
of stars behind him.

‘Welcome to Kowalski’s’
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Ed took a step forward, light from the strectlamp outside illu-
minating his {catures. ‘Hi Rosie’

[ froze. ‘Ed? What are you doing here?’

“Waiting for you’

‘Did Nate send you?’

‘In a way, yes.

“Where is he?’

Ed frowned. ‘T have no idea’

I struggled for words. ‘But — the flowers?’

He shrugged self-consciously. ‘Yeah, I'm sorry about that. 1
couldr’t create something myself — you'd have rumbicd me
straight away —so I chose Turner’s. They’re new, so I was preity
certain you wouldn’t have heard of them./At Christmas it was
a kind of a spur-of-the-moment thing, you know? I wanted
to give you something but I didn’t know whether I was ready
for you to know — uh — what was going on.

‘But — but I thought they were—

‘From Nate? Yeah, I realised that the moment you told
Marnie and me about it. That's why he made a reference to
them at the wedding — he was going to explain who sent them.
You have him to thank for my being here, actually. You're ail
we talked about when we met up. He told me he had feclings
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for you, but he said he knew your heart belonged to someone
else. So, we planned all this and he set the wheels in motion
when he spoke to you.

“You did this — to deceive me?’ I could feel my defences
building.

Ed’s face fell. ‘No, Rosie, never to deceive you.

Tears stung my eyes. How dare Ed play games with me, after
everything he’d seen me go through? The last thing I needed
was to be yet another name on his never-ending list of dates
— another fleeting past-time to divert his attention. Incensed,
I turned on my heels and made for the door. ‘Goodbye.

T love you! ,

I didn’t move. I couldn’t. So there I stood, my hand still
gripping the door handle, my heart in my mouth and my
breath coming in short, sharp bursts as I fought back tears.

I love you, Rosie Duncan.’ His voice was soft and low, barely
more than a whisper. T've loved you from the first moment we
met and I haven’t stopped loving you every day since. For so
long I hid it — pretty well, it would seem — and I thought it would
always be that way. But then — then I woke up one morning and
I realised: 1 love you more than I've ever loved anyone before.
And it’s hard for me to admit it, because it means I'm not the
cool, in-control guy I like to think I am. It means I must finally
concede defeat in the self-sufficiency stakes. It means I have to
bare my own heart, and risk it being thrown back in my face.
But there’s one thing 'm certain of: I love you, Rosie, with a love
that sets me on fire each day and keeps me awake at night. So
here I am: a melting iceberg in the middle of Kowalski’s.

Tentatively, I let go of the door handle and faced him. He

was breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling quickly in
the strectlamp spotlight. Moving closer I could see the battle
within him painting his face.
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‘Ed, I had no idea .

‘No, well » you ioi&n t. Iam the master of clever side-steps,
remember?’ A ﬂomm mr.mwwm& in the glow of the fairy lights as
it travelled smoothly over the contours of his face, leaving a
silver streak marking his cheek. He brushed it away with an
irritated swipe of his hand. T'm sorry. Whoever thought the
great Ed Steinmann was such a sap?’

‘So why did you decide to tell me now?’

Sadness coloured his eyes as he smiled. ‘Believe it or not, 1
was following the advice of a good friend.

‘Nate?’

“You.

‘Me?’

“You said it, Rosie: unless I tell her, I'll never find out if she
feels the same way.

‘Then I’'m the Specific Someone?’

“Yes, you are.

And there it was. Such a simple sentence, yet the brevity of
it hit me with hurricane force. For months Ed’s mention of
his Specific Someone had rankled with me inexplicably; I'd
dismissed it as envy at a friend moving on. But the truth was,
I was jealous — not of Ed falling in love, but of the woman
who had stolen his heart. When he appeared to be drifting
from" me, the reasen it hurt so much was that it seemed to
confirm how much he didn’t want me. And even walking here
tonight, when I thought I was thinking about Nate, Ed was
the one who, in fact, claimed most of my thoughts. It was his
opinion of me I cared most for; his support and time I valued
more than anyone’s; his friendship I most no«mmu:.w_w guarded.

It was time to face the truth.

n:um.w ing forward bravely, I reached out my hand and, with

embling fingers, stioked the tears from his cheek. I felt

W
<o
L




_ [ [ ( ( ( r (

arms around me, pulling me closer, felt his breath brushing
my face like a warm summer breeze. ,
T want to love you, Rosie. I want to show you how love

should be and let you melt me completely. And every .r;ﬂ.

every wound your heart has suffered over the years, I want to
heal with my kisses, every day, for ever’

‘OhBd : =

New York froze around us as his lips met mine — a hundred
million questions answered in a single heartbeat. At that
moment, Ed became everything: hands and lips, bodies and
breath, hearts and souls. I lost myself in his embrace, the
warmth of his love enveloping me like a blanket. And I knew.
I knew I was home.

When we finally broke apart, I'gazed into his eyes and I saw
Ed Steinmann for the very first time.

I saw a man who looked like he was in love . . .

This city is not mine by birthright: yet New York chose to
make me belong,. It has soothed my pain, reignited my dreams
and resurrected my hope. Deep within its vibrant heart, I found
my own. And this is where my heart will stay for ever.
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Read on for an exclusive extract from Miranda’s next
novel Welcome To My World coming in 2010.

How It All Began . . .

Right at the start, there are two things you should know about
Harri: one, she doesn’t usually make a habit of locking hersclf
m toilet cubicles during parties; and two, she is normally one
of the most sane, placid individuals you could ever meet.
But tonight is an exception. |
Because this evening — at cxactly 11.37 pm — the world Harri

~ knew ended in one huge, catastrophic event. In the space of

three and a half minutes, everyone she loved collided in an
Armageddon of words, leaving mass carnage in its wake —
sobbing women, shouting men and squashed vol-au-vents as
far as the eye could see. Powerless to stop the devastation, she
resorted to the only sensible option left available to her —
seeking refuge in the greying green vinyl haven that is the
middle cubicle in the Ladies’ loo at Stone Langley Village Hall.

So here she is. Sat on the wobbly toilct, black plastic lid
down, head in hands, life Officially Over. And she has no idea
what to do next.

't was Viv’s idea in the first place. Harri should have said no
straight away but, being Harri, decided to give her first Sunday
school teacher the benefit of the doubt.

Youknow how uscless Alex is at finding suitable girlfriends;
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Viv said, lifting a steaming apple pie from the Aga and inad-
vertently resembling a serene tableau from Country Life as she
did so. ‘He’s hopeless! I mean, twelve girlfriends in the last year
and not two brain cells to rub together between them. Danielle,
Chelsea, Georgia, Saffron, two Marys, three Kirstys, an Iridia
for heaven’s sake — and the last two I can’t even remember . .

Harri smiled into her mug of tea. ‘Lucy the weathergirl and
Sadie the boomerang’ _

Viv looked up from her flour-covered Good Housekeeping
recipe book. “The boomerang?’

Yeah - you know — The one who keeps coming back when
you chuck her; Harri grinned.

“Harriet Langton, you are awfully sharp for someonc so
generally nice. . )

Harri gave a bow. ‘Thank you, Viv.

‘So, anyway, about Alex . . ” Viv smiled — and then presented
Her Big Idea. It was so seeiningly inno¢uous, so subtle in its
mtroduction, that nobody could have predicted the ferocity of
the disaster it was about to cause. It began with a nib fe.ture
in Viv's favourite women’s glossy magazine. In between arti-
cles on the latest handbag that Hollywood starlets were scrap-
ping over and scarily titled features such as ‘Over 50’ and the
Big-O’ was a small column, entitled Free to a Good Home.

‘People write in, Viv explained, ‘and nominate a man they
know, to be recycled’

‘Recycled?” Harti repeated incredulously, ‘Into whar? That
sounds horrific.

‘I’s not like going to the bottle bank, Harri, for crying out
loud. It’s presenting a man who’s been unlucky in love — you
know, divorced, recently separated or just plamn rubbish at
finding the right girl on his own — to a whole new audience’

‘I can’t believe that works, Harri giggled. ‘I mean, who writes
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in to a magazine to ask out a guy they’ve never met who, by
the sound of it, has a very good reason to be single in the first
place?

Viv shot her a Hard Paddington Stare. ‘Plenty of people,
apparently. You would be arnazed at how many responscs this
column gets. Listen to this . .. “Our February Free to a Good
Home candidate, Joshua, received over two thousand letters from
women across the UK, all keen to prove to him that true love is
still very much alive and well. Josh thanks all of you who replied
and is currently whittling the responses down to his top 10, whon
he will contact shortly to arrange dates. Good luck, ladies!” . . .
Well? How about that? What does that tell you, Harri?’

Harri wrinkled her nose. ‘It tells me that there are too many
desperate women out there. Two thousand sad, lonely and
deluded individuals letting their dreams get abused in the name
of journalism.

Viv's enthusiasm was unabated. ‘No it doesn’t. It means that
concerned friends and mothers — like, well, me for example —
can have the opportunity to find someone truly worthy for
the men they care about. After all, we mothers know our sons
better than anyone else, so who better to pick the perfect girl-
friend for them than us?’

“You aren’t thinking about nominating Alex, are you?” Harri’s
eyebrows were raised so high you could almost see them above
her head like a crazed cartoon character. ‘No way, Viv! How
would he fecl if he knew his own mother had put him up for
auction in a meat market like this?’

T'm not suggesting I nominate him, sweetheart, Viv said
with a reproachful motherly smile.

T'm glad to hear it.

T'm suggesting you nominate him, dear’

The suggestion hung in the air between them, sparkling in
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its audacity, unleashed at last on an unsuspecting world. Harri
needed a few moments to take it in.

Sorry?’

‘Well, I mean, you know better than most how woetully
inept my son is at forming meaningful relationships. You've
had the pleasure of living through each disaster with him. I
know he confides in you and values your opinion. He is a
lovely, honest, good-looking young man and he will be a
fantastic catch for the right %oﬂum woman. And you're always
saying his problem is that he goes for the wrong sort ofgirls. .«
Well, this is the perfect opportunity to find the right sort of
girl for him. Don’t you think?’

Viv had definitely missed her true calling, Harri mused. She
would have made a great Prime Minister, or UN Negotiator,
or crazed terrorist . .

She should have refused, point blank. She should have
laughed it off, changed the subject or just grabbed her coat to
leave. But everything Viv said was true Alex was her best friend:
a real gentleman and undeniably attractive but, in truth,
possessed a near legendary bad taste in women. Harri had
shared many a late night heart-to-heart with him about his
latest flame and had helped to pick up the pieces every time
the fire died. And it was true that she believed he deliberately
pursued women he had no intention of settling down with.
Viv was right about it all and in the light of this Harri couldn’t
fault th reasoning behind the Big Idea.

So Harri said yes. And that’s when the trouble started.
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