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PROLOGUE

‘You did the right thing, love,’ said Irene, placing her hand on Jennie’s back. Even through the layers of thick clothing and her yellow waterproof coat, Jennie could still feel her touch, full of support, full of love, full of Mum.

‘I hope so,’ said Jennie, her voice as brittle as the twigs that snapped under her wellies. She couldn’t tell if she felt frail because of shock or hurt or confusion, or a combination of all three, but she did know it felt better to be out in the woods of the Brompton Manor estate. The first bursts of spring were pushing through the undergrowth, fighting for life.

‘If you ask me, you’re better rid of him,’ said her dad, Tony, bringing up the rear in his navy anorak and Dunlop wellies.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she replied, her voice catching. Out of everyone, her dad was the one she felt worst for. He was the one who’d gone to the church to tell everyone the wedding was off, he was the one left out of pocket.

‘I still can’t get my head around it fully, if I’m honest,’ said Irene, watching Bruno, their family’s black Labrador, rooting around in the ferns up ahead.

Even Bruno’s been out of sorts the last twenty-four hours, thought Jennie.

With all the comings and goings – Jennie and her sister, Claire, in the house; Jennie’s boss, Dorothy, dropping off the bouquets and corsages; all the outfits hanging about the place – Bruno had been banished to the kitchen. And then there was the feeling of desolation in the house when she’d called the wedding off. All the phone calls that had to be made. Everyone’s heads full of thoughts but barely anyone saying a word. Bruno hadn’t been fed until long past 9 p.m., everyone too befuddled to remember him.

‘I should have made the decision months ago,’ said Jennie, taking the left fork in the path, as she’d done so many times over the years – family outings on Christmas Day to walk off lunch, leisurely New Year’s strolls while making resolutions with Claire, Easter egg hunts arranged by the family who owned the estate, summer fetes, and Halloween ghost trails. She knew the estate as well as her parents’ back garden: it was like an old family friend who she knew would always be there for her, in good times and bad.

‘Why didn’t you, love?’ Irene asked, her grey-blue eyes searching her daughter’s. Jennie could see the hurt caused by keeping her feelings from her mum, in a way she never usually did. It was as if that betrayal hurt Irene more than Jennie calling off the wedding.

Tears pooled in Jennie’s eyes, and though she tried to hold them back with a finger, they splashed out like heavy raindrops and flooded down her cheeks.

‘I thought he was feeling nervous, you know? When I first applied for the apprenticeship, he told me then that we’d be over if I got it, but I thought he was just worrying about the prospect of me going to London. And I never thought for a moment that I’d get it, that I’d actually have to tell him I was going,’ she said, recalling how she’d dreamt of the Sarah Cunningham apprenticeship for years, but had only recently found the confidence to apply. ‘I figured they’d choose someone else, and Stephen and I would go back to normal. We’d get married. I’d keep working at Dorothy’s. Maybe along the way we’d have kids,’ said Jennie, though expressing those thoughts out loud made them seem preposterous now. Laughable, really. What is it they say . . .? she thought. What a difference a day makes . . .

‘When I told him I’d been accepted, he said I had to choose – the apprenticeship or him – and I just knew,’ she continued, replaying the moment in her head when she’d naively snuck round, the night before the wedding, to tell him she’d got the position, and how his heart-shaped face and round dark eyes had sharpened when she’d told him. It was the same look he’d get whenever he was in a mood and likely to fly off the handle, and she’d always modified her behaviour to bring him round. But the night before the wedding she didn’t. That night she held her ground. ‘It was clearer than anything has ever been. How could I possibly spend my life with someone who didn’t support me in the one thing I love most?’

‘You’ve wanted to be a florist since you were knee high to a grasshopper,’ said Tony, and Irene laughed, lines crinkling round her eyes.

‘Do you remember the endless daisy chains, the pressing of pansies, the countless Flower Fairies books? You’ve always been flower daft,’ said Irene. And Jennie thought of the little Ragged Robin flower fairy, and how her mum’s slight face and short hair weren’t so dissimilar.

‘And Stephen never understood that fascination,’ replied Jennie, a knot of guilt in her stomach at not telling them about his ultimatum, the threat that came when she wouldn’t relent: ‘I’ll make sure you never make a success of yourself,’ he’d said, looming over her with a look in his eyes that suggested he was conjuring up all the ways he might bring her down. It took Jennie back to early on in their relationship when he’d told her he wouldn’t take her out if she didn’t change her dress, and she’d thought it was just a bit of healthy possessiveness. And then a couple of years later, when she’d mentioned wanting to set up her own business, he’d encouraged her into buying the house instead, bamboozling her with facts and figures about ‘growth and investment’, and how it was definitely in both their ‘best interests’ to buy. She felt so foolish that it was only when one hundred and fifty people were preparing to attend their wedding that she figured out she couldn’t possibly spend the rest of her life with him.

‘Better to realise now than five years down the line,’ said Irene, and again that twist of guilt for not telling her parents the whole truth, the way she had throughout her life, even when it was raw or embarrassing, like teenage crushes gone wrong, or having to tell her dad about her first period when her mum was at work. But with this, with Stephen’s threat, she wanted to protect them. It’s the last thing they need on top of everything else, she thought – all the cancellations, the deposits lost, the endless questions from guests. I owe them that.

‘You move to London and make a name for yourself, show him what he’s missing,’ said Tony, still bristling with pride about his daughter’s plans, despite the cancelled wedding.

‘It’s just an apprenticeship, Dad. I’m not going off to be the Queen’s florist,’ she said, secretly thrilled that he was as pleased as she was, maybe more so.

‘Your dad’s proud of you, love. He’s been googling Sarah Cunningham Flowers night and day since you applied. He can’t believe his daughter’s been selected by such a prestigious florist.’

‘I can’t believe the scale of some of those events. What sort of money must people have?’ he whistled, genuinely awestruck, blissfully unaware of life beyond Gloucestershire and Brompton Marsh, where he’d lived all his life.

‘A lot. More than we will ever know, that’s for sure,’ laughed Jennie, loving that her dad had somehow managed to retain such innocence despite being in his fifties.

‘If you do well, Jennie, you’ll be set for life.’

‘I’ll be happy being set for the next four weeks. I still need to figure out where to live until the apprenticeship begins,’ she said, knowing there was no way she could return to the house she’d shared with Stephen.

‘Stop with us, love. Your dad and I already talked about it. We’ll be glad to have you back home.’

‘Are you sure?’ she asked, dreading even having to pop by the house to collect her things, not that there was much; the place always had felt more Stephen’s than hers. They’d bought it a couple of years ago, a new build on the edge of the village. Stephen had insisted on something secure, even though Jennie had fallen for a pretty little flat in the centre of town with a tiny shop below and an outbuilding that would have been perfect for a flower business. But Tony had backed Stephen up, both man-splaining that a new build would be, ‘low maintenance’ with ‘low bills’ and ‘low risk’, so Jennie had gone along with it, even though it was more expensive, and all her savings were required to secure it.

‘Of course we’re sure,’ said Irene, as the path changed from the mulch of the forest floor to the gravel paths of the estate.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Jennie, opening the gate to the walled garden where her parents peeled off to look at the hellebores. Jennie followed Bruno, who’d trotted up ahead towards her favourite sight, the gardener’s cottage, with its symmetrical twelve-pane windows, the white paint peeling to expose the weathered wood. Jennie had lost count of how many times she’d sat in the garden, drinking in the scent of the rambling roses and honeysuckle. And each year she watched as another pane was lost in the enormous glass house that lined the wall opposite the cottage, and the roses grew woodier, and the brambles more invasive. And she’d lost count too of how many times she’d dreamt of owning the cottage, of restoring it to its former glory and running her own business, Jennie Treloar Flowers, from the garden. In more fanciful moments she’d even designed the branding, imagined a little vintage van emblazoned with her logo and pictured herself driving it through the countryside. But she knew it was nothing more than a fantasy, something she’d never be able to afford, even if she did acquire the skills at Sarah Cunningham’s. The dream of an apprenticeship with Sarah was enough for her.

Jennie came round from her reverie when she noticed Bruno being joined by a greying border terrier, and not far behind him an elderly woman, tiny in stature, in a tatty work jacket, large enough for a man.

‘Hello,’ said Jennie, as the woman passed.

‘Lovely day,’ she replied, stopping, her hands crossed behind her back pensively.

‘It won’t be long until the daffodils are in bloom,’ said Jennie, noticing the grey roots of the woman’s straggly short hair. ‘There’s always such a lovely show this time of year.’

‘The snowdrops have been glorious,’ replied the woman, her gaze cast down.

‘Always a treat,’ Jennie smiled, wondering how frequent a visitor the woman was to the garden. ‘It looks as if the groundsmen are busy,’ she added, nodding to a man in the far corner of the garden lugging huge bags full of garden waste out of the gate.

‘It’s a full-time job.’

‘Must be,’ she agreed. ‘I fantasise of something similar one day – tending to roses, growing my own blooms for bouquets.’

The woman smiled at her, a smile that Jennie couldn’t quite decipher – either wistful or faintly humorous, as if she were being a little too fanciful for her liking.

‘Anything is possible, with hard work and a little luck on your side,’ she smiled, before bowing her head, her hands still clutched behind her back, and walking away. And even after she was far out of sight, there was something about her presence, something almost magical, that left Jennie wondering if a little luck of her own was about to come her way.
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Jennie rang the round, pewter doorbell of Sarah Cunningham Flowers and waited, drumming her fingers nervously on her denim skirt. Her nerves had begun around 5 a.m. when she was awoken by the rumble of an early morning tube train, and it had taken her a moment to establish what the noise was and why her stomach was doing somersaults. And then it came back to her: her move the previous day from her mum and dad’s to a bedsit in Primrose Hill for the three-month apprenticeship, starting today.

When no one answered, she cupped her hands and peered through the glass door to see if anyone was there, but the shop was empty. She was about to ring the bell again when a middle-aged woman came through from the back. Tidying her loose blond curls, Jennie pressed her delicate pink lips together, and stood a little taller as the woman reached up to unbolt the door.

‘Jennie?’ asked the chestnut-haired woman, opening the door then wiping her hands on her black apron.

‘Yes.’ She reached out and shook the woman’s warm hand.

‘I’m Sarah.’

Jennie hesitated for a moment, waiting for her to elaborate, ‘Sarah, the shop manager,’ or ‘Sarah, I clean out the buckets and strip the stems,’ but when more wasn’t forthcoming, Jennie asked, ‘Sarah Cunningham?’

‘Of course!’ she laughed heartily, welcoming Jennie into the shop. Its slate floor felt solid beneath Jennie’s rose-pink Converse trainers, and the scent from the flowers took Jennie’s breath away. ‘Who were you expecting?’

An entire rank of underlings, thought Jennie, looking around in awe. It was too early for the flower van to have arrived but still, on two sides of the shop, there was an impressive array of blooms, sitting on elegant black dressers. Jennie noticed that the flowers were grouped by colour, not type, which highlighted tone and texture.

‘I wasn’t expecting you to be on the shop floor,’ said Jennie, catching sight of her wide blue eyes in the dresser mirror.

‘Best place for me,’ said Sarah, going behind the long, black wooden counter on the left-hand side of the shop and picking up a couple of pewter buckets, which matched the doorbell. Jennie noted that detail was clearly paramount to Sarah. ‘Grab that one for me, will you?’

Jennie took the bucket and followed Sarah through to the back of the shop and into the workroom.

‘This is where all the real work happens,’ said Sarah, putting down the buckets and gesticulating at the large room, its whitewashed brick walls diametrically opposed to the shop in every way. Four large workbenches filled the centre, a row of Victorian scullery sinks sat against the left wall, at the back an open door led to the office, and the remaining two walls were lined with shelves and stashed full of everything from oasis to stem strippers.

‘You’ll start out front in the shop, doing hand-ties and arrangements for local footfall. Once you’ve proved yourself there, you can start back here, helping with the events.’

Jennie’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of events. For years she’d been following Sarah on Instagram, gasping daily over breathtaking images taken at events ranging from corporate entertainment to celebrity bashes, and even a minor royal wedding – the type of occasions that left her dad speechless. With over 200,000 well-heeled followers, it seemed anyone who was anyone in London wanted Sarah Cunningham flower designs at their event.

‘So,’ said Sarah, washing out a bucket at the scullery sinks. ‘It’s clear from your application that you’ve got the skills.’ Jennie recalled the process of applying for the position – forms to fill in, two references, a portfolio of her work, and a short statement on what she felt she could bring to Sarah Cunningham Flowers, something she’d agonised over for weeks during her lunch breaks, so that neither her old boss, Dorothy, nor Stephen would find out. ‘But what the apprenticeship is really about is whether or not you have creativity and individuality. We’re always looking to develop our brand, so a copycat isn’t what I’m looking for.’

‘I hope I’ll be able to demonstrate both those things,’ said Jennie, aware that she sounded horribly wooden and formal. She hoped Sarah wouldn’t think her designs would turn out to be as rigid.

Sarah took down an apron from a peg by the sinks and handed it to Jennie. ‘I’m sure you will,’ she said kindly. ‘And don’t worry, there will be plenty of help along the way.’

‘I’ll do my very best,’ Jennie said, putting the apron over her cropped sweater and tying a knot at the front of her slim waist. Her eyes fell on the embroidery. Sarah Cunningham Flowers was stitched on the black fabric in pewter thread, and a flutter of delight danced inside her as the realisation of her dream hit home.

‘I expect nothing less,’ said Sarah. ‘Have you settled into the apartment?’

It had been less than twenty-four hours since Jennie had arrived in the city. The flat was tiny with a small wet room in one corner, and a kitchen in the opposite corner which was just big enough to accommodate a cooker and sink with a cupboard below, and two units above. There was no work surface, so anything she wanted to prepare had to be done on a tray on her knee or on the small coffee table next to the two-seater sofa bed. It was a far cry from the familiarity and cosiness of her family home.

‘Just about. I brought some things from home to make it feel more like mine,’ said Jennie, who’d Facetimed her mum as soon as she’d arrived and laughed about how miniscule it was. It made their home on the cul-de-sac look positively palatial.

‘It’s small, so it doesn’t take much to cheer it up.’

‘Exactly!’ Jennie knew the flat would soon feel like home – all her bits and bobs, things that hadn’t fitted in to Stephen’s ‘minimalist’ aesthetic, had been packed away in her old bedroom and were already doing the trick – even if she was feeling a bit lost in London. The city felt a long way from Brompton Marsh, where everyone spoke to everyone whether they knew you or not.

But then again, thought Jennie, sometimes everyone speaking to everyone isn’t such a good thing. Jennie had learnt from experience that the local grapevine meant everyone knowing your business, and when you were the subject of gossip, as Jennie had been after ditching Stephen at the altar, village life could feel pretty claustrophobic. Perhaps being in the city isn’t such a bad thing after all, even if it does feel a bit lonely and overwhelming at the moment.

‘So,’ said Sarah, going back through to the shop with Jennie, where she presented her with a broom and changed the Closed sign to Open, ‘we have three rules when serving customers: one, always learn their name; two, treat each person as if they’re about to spend ten thousand pounds, even if they only spend ten; three, the customer is always right.’

‘Got it,’ said Jennie, who, wanting to show willing, began sweeping up the remains of yesterday’s stems.

‘And here’s your first of the day,’ said Sarah, opening the door with a smile. ‘Good morning, Kat. How are you?’

‘I’m well, thank you, Sarah,’ said Kat, a girl around Jennie’s age, early thirties, with jet-black hair in a short, sharp asymmetric cut, one side long and angled across her face, the other side shaven.

‘Kat, this is Jennie.’

‘Hi,’ said Jennie, putting aside the broom.

‘Is it your usual?’ Sarah was already pulling out dark anemones in purple and red.

‘Yes, please.’ Kat’s hair fell over one eye, which was painted with thick, black liner.

‘Jennie, why don’t you choose something for Kat that will complement her selection.’

Jennie, recognising that this was her first test, came out from behind the counter to assess Kat, not so much that Kat would notice, but enough that Jennie might pick up on her character and taste. She wore black skinny jeans and a black T-shirt with rolled-up sleeves, which exposed her brightly coloured tattoos of skulls, serpents and lilies. She held her chin down, but whilst her body language was guarded, and her clothing gender-neutral, there was something about her that was innately warm and feminine, much like her choice of anemone.

‘I think the black calla lily,’ said Jennie, taking three stems from the bucket on the dresser. Sarah passed the anemones to Jennie to group together, who formed them effortlessly into a posy, even though her fingers were trembling.

‘What do you think?’ Sarah asked Kat.

‘I like it,’ she replied with a shy smile.

‘I do too,’ said Sarah, indicating to Jennie that she might wrap them, before saying goodbye to Kat and heading out back.

‘Is today your first day?’ Kat asked quietly, as Jennie meticulously tied and trimmed the posy, and wrapped it in Sarah’s elegant, matte black paper. She’d hoped her shaking hands weren’t visible to Kat.

‘Is it that obvious?’ laughed Jennie. She finished the arrangement with pewter ribbon. The bow was puffier than she’d usually make but she knew that was down to nerves, and she had a feeling Kat wouldn’t mind.

‘No, no,’ said Kat in a way that suggested she’d like to retract the comment, anxious not to have offended Jennie. ‘It’s just, I haven’t seen you before.’

‘Are you a regular?’

‘I come in when I can. Flowers are a treat, not a necessity, not like for some around here.’ She rubbed her knuckles over her dark, red lips, and looked out the window to the passing residents of Primrose Hill.

‘You don’t live locally?’

‘Kind of,’ she said, trying to remove cash from her back pocket. ‘On the other side of the hill, the estate – the poor man’s Primrose Hill.’

Jennie smiled at Kat’s self-deprecation and wondered if the ‘poor man’s Primrose Hill’ just meant another extremely expensive London neighbourhood. ‘I’m not from round here.’

‘I can tell,’ giggled Kat, placing her money on the counter. ‘You ask too many questions!’

‘Sorry,’ said Jennie, blushing and feeling suddenly conscious of her country ways.

‘Don’t apologise, it’s sweet. Makes a change. When did you arrive?’

‘Yesterday,’ she said, handing Kat the posy and processing the transaction on the till.

‘Wow, you are new!’ She took the posy and hesitated before asking, ‘Would you like me to show you the sights? I wouldn’t mind, it’s not often I get a chance to do the tourist stuff.’

‘That would be great,’ said Jennie, delighted by the offer, and hoping everyone she’d meet at Sarah Cunningham Flowers would turn out to be so nice.

*

‘Jennie, can you come through to the office?’ asked Sarah, on Friday afternoon.

‘Sure,’ said Jennie, happy to have the opportunity to sit down for five minutes after an exceptionally busy first few days.

The shop had rarely been empty all week, and, at the times when it had been, there was tidying and cleaning to attend to or the phone to answer. Sarah had watched intermittently but for the most part Jennie was left to her own devices, to create hand-ties and arrangements with flowers she’d never used before, flowers that didn’t fall within her previous boss’s standard weekly order. Dorothy, the owner of Brompton Floristry, where Jennie had worked since leaving college, had been stuck in the 1980s with pink carnations, white chrysanthemums and red roses. Now Jennie had at her fingertips stems of orchids, delphiniums, hydrangeas and bells of Ireland, to name but a few; in short, everything she’d ever wanted.

‘Fiona, cover the shop, will you?’ asked Sarah.

‘On it,’ answered Fiona, Sarah’s student ‘shop girl’ who worked the busy days, sweeping the floor, cleaning buckets and doing the lunch run. And all while looking effortlessly cool in her high-waisted jeans, granny cardigans and big wire-rimmed glasses.

‘Take a seat,’ said Sarah, as she poured Jennie a coffee from the filter machine in the corner of her office, which was almost the only thing not buried in a mountain of paperwork. It amazed Jennie that Sarah could run a successful business in such a disorganised fashion.

‘Customer feedback is good,’ she said, handing Jennie a coffee. ‘And passing trade has been higher than usual this week. I think word is spreading that there’s someone new in town.’

Jennie smiled modestly, believing Sarah probably said the same to all her apprentices at the end of their first week.

‘Your skills are excellent, and I can see that you have creative flair,’ she said, trying to find a space for her mug amongst the mess on her desk. ‘I’m very pleased.’

Jennie watched as Sarah rummaged for something, lifting pieces of paper and empty coffee cups. ‘I don’t usually ask apprentices to get involved with events so early on but, for you,’ she said, finding what she was looking for, ‘I’m going to make an exception.’

Feeling a surge of excitement, Jennie placed her hands under her thighs to stop them from shaking. She’d dreamt of this moment for years – helping create a Sarah Cunningham event – and now, here she was, her dream playing out in real life. Sarah pulled her glasses down from the top of her head, where they’d been acting as a hairband, and read the hand-written note in front of her.

‘The Arbuthnotts,’ she read. ‘Dinner party for twenty, a week tomorrow.’ She looked up expectantly. Jennie hoped Sarah didn’t expect her to know who the Arbuthnotts were; she smiled and nodded in an ambiguous manner that might pass as impressed or excited. ‘I’d like you to work on this. They’re extremely important clients, very influential.’

‘I’d love to,’ said Jennie, thrilled at the opportunity to assist Sarah. She hoped if she did well that it might not be too long until she had the chance to do an event all on her own rather than just assisting, though she knew she had many more skills to learn before she could be trusted with that level of responsibility.

‘The Arbuthnotts, and their contacts, account for a large percentage of the business, so it’s important we get this right.’

Sarah went on to list exactly what the Arbuthnotts required for their dinner party: a centrepiece running the length of the table, napkin rings, two standing arrangements, two smaller arrangements, a large arrangement for the entrance hall, and five vases for the living room.

‘That’s a lot for a dinner,’ said Jennie, thinking she’d done weddings back home with less.

Sarah returned to her notes saying nonchalantly, ‘Quite simple by their standards.’

There had been moments like this throughout the week when Jennie had had to pinch herself, to remind herself that she really was working for one of the most distinguished florists in the country, and prestige brought wealth. There was the middle-aged American woman who came in and spent over a thousand pounds on a whim because ‘I need cheering up’, the elderly English gent who asked that a member of staff be dispatched to his house twice a week to refresh the arrangements, and the wife of a diplomat who required a different arrangement in their entrance hall every evening. It was a world away from Dorothy and Brompton Floristry, where the most they did was drop bouquets at people’s front doors, or position flowers at weddings. And here, in Sarah’s office, was another pinch-herself moment, a dinner party for which the flowers alone would cost more than Jennie used to earn in a month, and certainly far more than the tiny hourly rate she was receiving for the apprenticeship.

‘The house is on Cornwall Terrace, overlooking the park – the usual decor: marble floors, taupe walls and a stash of modern art.’

‘Ah-huh,’ said Jennie, nervous excitement bubbling in her stomach.

‘The dinner is informal, the caterer is doing a seasonal spring menu, quite light, so you need to keep that in mind when you’re designing the arrangements. The flowers need to be there by 10 a.m. sharp, so let’s make sure everything is ready by 9.’

Jennie furrowed her brow and waited for Sarah to correct herself – surely she meant to say ‘when we’re thinking about the arrangements’ – but she didn’t.

She can’t be suggesting I’m to create and develop the designs myself.

Sarah, noticing Jennie’s pensiveness, glanced up from her paperwork. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Y-yes,’ she stammered, trying to remain composed, trying not to burst with fear and excitement at the prospect of doing her own Sarah Cunningham event. ‘You’d like me to work on this alone?’ she asked, hoping she hadn’t misunderstood but also worrying that she wasn’t really up to the challenge so soon.

‘You don’t feel I’m asking too much of you, do you?’

‘No!’ said Jennie quickly, hoping very much that Sarah hadn’t noticed the change of pitch in her voice, which would almost certainly give away her concerns.
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