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Contentment it’s said is a pearl of great price, but contentment is something that Lee is far from feeling on this particular Saturday morning in hot July.
Hurling up the shutters I unlocked the shop door, quickly disabling the alarm and stepping thankfully into the cool interior. It was only eight a.m. but already the sun was giving out a generous amount of heat, as was my backside, both sources of heat seeming to lend credence to the pessimists’ proclamations about global warming. The cause of my own particular global warming peeped the horn of his car as he prepared to drive home. I pointedly refused to turn around and raise a hand in farewell. The only thing I felt like raising was a middle finger, and I knew that would not be well received, just as my announcement at breakfast had not been well received.
Firmly closing the door behind me I made my way to the rear of my florist shop to begin work on the day’s orders. Four weddings, two funerals, several birthdays, a lone anniversary, plus a few miscellaneous were on the agenda for this July Saturday. Summer of course was popular for weddings though I have never personally understood why. What sane person would voluntarily opt to drag through a hot day in heavy restrictive layers of silk, velvet and voile, or their synthetic equivalents, according to the budget of the couple in question? Still, I plugged in the kettle to make tea. It was my job to produce the floral trimmings, not meditate on the wisdom of getting formally hitched in the height of summer.
As I waited for the kettle to boil I meditated instead on the discipline that Tony had meted out not an hour since. It had been harsh, or maybe the fact it was the first time in a while made it seem so. I was right off Tony if truth were told. I really didn’t see why he should have disciplined me so severely for doing something that was entirely my business and nobody else’s. Just as I didn’t see why he’d taken away my car keys the previous week, making me necessarily more dependent on him. To my mind he was being dictatorial just for the sake of it and I was sick of it, and sick of him.
The kettle boiled with a rush of steam and I poured water onto the bags and put the teapot lid back on, reaching back to massage my tender buttocks as I waited for the tea to brew. Thanks to Tony I’d be in discomfort for much of the day. I was damn well going to put that wicked wooden hairbrush in the very next charity bag that landed on the doormat.
Making a deliberate effort I turned my mind from personal woes to work. My first job was to finish the large coffin cross I’d begun working on the evening before. I’d prepared the frame and pleated and pinned the ribbon edging in place. I now needed to soak the foam and cut and insert the flowers. It was not my favourite form of floral tribute, but it always looked very impressive. In this case the main flowers were white chrysanthemums with a cluster of deep red roses and rich green ivy in the centre. I gave a small smile as I read the card the deceased’s husband had written to accompany the tribute, ‘see you up there in the great celestial Pally, girl, save the last dance for me, all my love, John x.’ I gently tucked the card into the centrepiece of roses. There was a sad day ahead for John and family.
At nine Janet, my counter assistant, arrived, predictably just as I stirred a spoon around the contents of the teapot for the second brew of the morning. She had an unerring knack for sensing when a cup of tea was imminent. I reached for another mug, and the day got properly underway.
Joe the van driver clattered in and made a ribald remark to Janet who majestically ignored him. He had a mug of over sweet over stewed tea and then loaded the cross into the van to take it to the funeral directors. There were also two wreaths from other family members, but these would go straight to the family home to be admired by the assembled mourners. The hearse carrying the deceased’s coffin, adorned with the floral cross, would then arrive to collect the tributes and the bereaved for the final stage in the death ritual. No doubt several of my colleagues, or rivals, depending on how you viewed it, would also be at work this morning, preparing sprays and wreaths to be delivered to this same address from various friends and well wishers. During the course of a normal working day florists touch base with a full spectrum of human experiences, births, marriages and death.
Standing in the cool, stone flagged workroom amidst snippings of fern, coloured polypropylene ribbon and other florist paraphernalia, I deftly fashioned a bridal bouquet. It was a favourite design with brides and I could create it with my eyes closed, working and wiring baby pink roses into an intricate design along with trails of silver leaf ivy and frosted spear grass. It needed to be ready for Joe to deliver at ten-thirty sharp that morning. The bridesmaid posies to accompany this particular order, along with a dozen assorted buttonholes were already done, prepared the evening before. I was well ahead with my work schedule, but getting anxious about the non-appearance of the gardenias I needed for the next wedding order. I was also low on French fern and the ubiquitous gypsophila (or baby’s breath as I preferred not to call it because of its disturbing connotations) that found its way into a fair proportion of arrangements. My business partner Cathy was no doubt bartering with the wholesalers over price, quantity and quality while taking no note of time and my needs. She was better at that aspect of the business than I could ever be, so I’d give her a few more minutes and then call her for a quiet nag.
Turning on the radio, music always helped me concentrate better, I consulted the order book and began to put together a funeral spray in requested tones of orange and yellow. In the front shop the phone rang. Janet picked it up and I half listened, noting with amusement her slow, breathy tones as she spoke into the receiver. Cathy reckoned she had previously worked on a phone sex chat line, hoarsely taking callers through a myriad of sexual fantasies. As Janet was sixty and built like a small cuddly Ewok this seemed highly unlikely to me, but you never know. Fact can be stranger than fiction and she was coy about her work history.
“I didn’t say you would.” Janet clattered into the workroom, her high heels clicking a defensive note on the stone floor. “I didn’t promise anything. I told him you were busy, that you might not be able to oblige. He was a bit pushy for my tastes to be honest, I could barely get a word in edgeways.”
I gave her a small wink, “who was pushy, and why, and what didn’t you promise?”
She plonked a slip of paper down on the workbench in front of me. “Rush job. Bloke wants an arrangement pronto, done and delivered to his boyfriend ASAP. He was very specific about what he wants too.”
Such requests were not unusual. It was one of the ways that we set ourselves apart from our competitors, openly advertising ourselves as specialists at serving the gay community. Everyone assumed that male florists were gay anyway. In my case I actively confirmed it and also strove to take advantage of it.
I picked up the slip of paper that she’d scribbled the request on. It was precise. A dozen long stemmed white roses, arranged with blue irises and white lilies, hand tied with satin ribbon to match the colour of the irises. I raised an eyebrow at Janet, “elegant, and expensive, yum, just my kind of order.” I frowned, mentally going through the stock we had in the shop and in the cooler. Irises I had in plenty, including some rather beautiful azure ones. Madonna Lilies too, in anticipation for both funeral and wedding orders, they suited all clerical attended moments did white lilies. However, I didn’t have any white roses, every other colour, but not white. I spoke the colours aloud, “red, pink, yellow, those lilac specimens, but no white.”
“Shall I call him back, Lee, say you can’t manage it, or ask if he’ll change his mind on the colour of the roses?”
I shook my head thoughtfully, “hold your horses a min, Jan, no point letting a good order go if we can help it.” I picked up my mobile. “Let me see if I can track Cathy down at the wholesalers. Knowing her she’s still loitering there, she’s got her eye on that cactus specialist. I’ll see if she can lay hands on some white roses.”
The shop door jangled and a hub of voices indicated that several potential customers had entered and Janet hurried off to attend to them. I was in luck. Cathy was still at the wholesalers, albeit in the car park stacking boxes into her van. She happily agreed to pick up some white roses, adding that she’d managed to pick up the cactus specialist at last and had a date with him that very evening. I was much relieved, maybe now she’d stop bulk-buying cacti in order to have an excuse to talk with him. Cacti did not sell particularly well, but fortunately they had a long shelf life.
I put my phone down giving a sigh of satisfaction about the roses. I got a genuine kick from thinking I was going to help make someone’s day brighter.
A song called ‘Dry Your Eyes’ suddenly sang forth from the workroom radio and I turned the dial up a touch higher. The quirky yet poignant lyrics, partially spoken, partially sung, by a heavily accented lone bloke who called himself ‘The Streets’ held a certain appeal, though I wasn’t normally a fan of hip hop style music. Singing along to it I scanned the slip of paper that Janet had left, looking for a name and phone number to call the customer back and confirm we could do the order. I flipped it over and there it was. I stared at it, my heart jumping. The Streets sang on without me, telling a tale about a man trying to convince himself to walk away after being dumped by his girlfriend. I knew the phone number, even without the name written beside it. I knew it by heart, every damn digit, area code and all. Of all the florists in all the world, why did he have to phone an order into mine? Seven years, it had been seven years since last I saw him or heard his voice.
The heat of a July day was suddenly cooled by a breath of winter as I recalled details of our affair.
Under skies of creamy winter pink I had travelled to be with him every weekend. Encased within a framework of metal and glass my excitement mounting as the train wheels ate metal miles. They sped me past frost-touched fields where sheep in heavy winter fleece stood as still as paint on an artist’s canvas. My heart rate climbed as countryside gave way to town, and then at last the train station. There he’d be waiting for me on the platform, Adrian. With our breath hanging on frosty air, and oblivious to any looks, we’d walk hand in hand to his car under late afternoon skies streaked with shades of the waning sun.
Too short a time later we’d be back at the station waiting for the train that would take me away from him again. I always cried on parting. The months passed. Through the train windows winter pink skies gave way to summer blue. Remembrance red poppies dotted cornfields and verges, while the train wheels continued turning, eating those metal miles and taking me closer to my lover.
The Streets cut back into my tumbling thoughts singing a lament about how your whole life could change in a single moment. My particular single moment had come later that summer, when the sun shone high in the sky and he phoned midweek, after we’d spent a wonderful few days together, days in which he told me he loved me, to tell me that sorry, he didn’t love me after all. He liked me apparently. I was a nice person…BUT!
Funny how a single word can take all heat from the sun and turn the world to frost and ice. He knew, Mike Skinner, aka The Streets. He had experienced it, written it and now he sang about it from the radio in his inimitable accent. I could feel his pain as he described life crashing before his eyes and how he felt he had nothing left. I understood what he meant because it was exactly how I felt when Adrian said he didn’t want to see me again. Summer receded and I had never been so cold in my life. I had nothing, except as the days and weeks painfully passed, a sick suspicion that he had never actually loved me at all, not in any true sense. I had been a game to him, one he simply got bored of playing.
I heard later, as one always does, that he made a habit of that kind of thing. He was all green lights go for a while and then came the red stop light and usually without any warning amber to give the clue that the game was nearing conclusion on his part. I had walked away from my personal let down…well, not so much walked as limped. There was nothing else I could do. In time I got over it, got over him, or so I thought. I stared at the phone number that was forever etched on my memory. Seeing it in black and white again had awakened emotions I thought I had dealt with. I felt as if life was again crashing before my eyes and I was hurting as acutely as I had hurt then.
“Lee?”
I jumped slightly as a hand touched my shoulder.
“Lee, are you all right love, you look like you’ve seen a ghost?”
Janet, her husky voice warm with concern, guided me onto a stool. She snapped the radio off. “Bloody daft song, no wonder you’re upset. Listening to musical misery while working on funeral bouquets is enough to upset anyone.”
The phone in the shop rang again and she muttered a mild expletive under her breath, “I’ll only be a minute, don’t you move, I’ll make you some tea.” She hurried off.
So, I stared at the phone number. He had a new toy to play with. I wondered how many broken toys lay scattered between this current one and me? Jealousy inserted a poisonous thought into my mind. Maybe this was the real thing for him. Maybe he’d gotten over his fear of commitment. He had never sent me flowers, though to be fair, perhaps he thought someone studying horticulture and floristry wouldn’t appreciate flowers after being surrounded by them all day.
“Sorry, love,” Janet bustled back through. “It’s him again, Mr pushy and self-important. He wants to know whether we can oblige.”
I took a deep breath, “tell him yes. We’ll be delighted, but it’ll be expensive. Get the name and address of the recipient, and any message, and of course his credit card details.”
I did a few sums and gave Janet a price for the bouquet that made her eyes go round. He could afford it, I knew that much. Call it some small compensation for the money it had taken out of my college grant travelling to spend time with him every weekend and holiday. I had neglected my friends and family, almost crashing my course, spending what should have been study time thinking about him and making the journey to be with him. One positive aspect of him dumping me had been that I’d thrown myself back into my studies, redeeming my poor first year results and cancelling the threat of being thrown out of college.
“He never blinked, well, not that I could see over the phone.” Janet grinned as she put the kettle on. “His credit is good too, especially as far as the takings for today are concerned.” She glanced at me anxiously, “are you sure you’re all right, Lee, you’re not worrying about that scan on Monday are you?”
The mention of the scan brought a touch of colour to my face, but I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’m fine, honestly, Janet. I’m just feeling a bit off balance today. The pills don’t always stop the dizziness completely.”
She set a mug of sweet tea in front of me. “That scan will get to the bottom of it and you mark my words it will be something simple. You said yourself that the consultant didn’t seem too concerned and the scan was just to rule things out and set your mind at peace. God knows if they’d been really worried they would have rushed the appointment through much faster and not made you wait six months.” She suddenly gave me a motherly hug, “shall I call Tony for you, pet? Maybe you need to go home and rest. Cath might be able to cover for you here.”
The last person in the world I wanted to see was Tony. “Don’t you dare call him, he’ll be busy and I’m fine.” I returned the hug, feeling uncomfortably undeserving of her concern. The shop door jangled again and she hurried off. How she kept her plump figure with all the dashing about she did was beyond me. Picking up the mug of tea I took a large draught, shuddering at its cloying sweetness. Quickly sluicing it down the sink I then took a steadying breath and got on with the day’s orders.
I completed the funeral spray, slipping a cellophane sheath over it and tying it with sombre purple ribbon. It needed to go out in the van with the bridal order. Clipping the condolence message to the wrapper I set it aside before reaching for a Perspex tube, a single red rose and some pearlised beading to make up a romantic first anniversary package for Linda from Steve. A standard bouquet to wish someone all the best as they left work for their maternity leave followed.
I worked automatically, choosing flowers, clipping, arranging, while all the time the refrain from that damn Streets song floated around in my mind. Only in my head I’d changed the gender from her to him and the ‘him’ concerned wasn’t the man I’d lived with for over four years. I was shocked by how raw I felt. I wanted to put my head in my hands and weep out pain I thought I’d been cured of a long time ago. Janet forced my return to present time by calling me into the shop to ask if I could oblige a customer’s request.
The request came from an exhausted, but happy looking man. He was considering buying one of our flowers holders, in the shape of a ceramic pink perambulator and wanted me to set an arrangement of fresh flowers into it. It was a gift for the wife he’d been with all night, as she gave birth a little prematurely to their first child, a daughter. I offered my congratulations and said I would be more than happy to oblige. I meant it too. I love the social aspect of my job, contributing something to mark events important to different individuals. He went to have a drink at the teashop across the road and I took the ornament into the workroom and began selecting flowers with which to fill it.
“Right, what needs delivering first and where?” Joe clumped back into the workroom in his usual brash manner.
“Consult your work list and you’ll find out,” I said tartly, setting aside the completed pink pram and beginning the challenge of attractively packaging a rubber plant for uncle Bill from his great niece Edna, on the occasion of his eightieth birthday. “Janet doesn’t write it out just for bloody fun.”
“Oooh,” Joe pulled a face. “Aren’t we Mr hoity toity today.” He fished his crumpled delivery address list out of his jacket pocket, “has the little princess had another row with his fairy queen then?”
“Piss off, Joe.” I glared at him, “delivery men are a dime a dozen you know.”
He winked cheekily, undaunted by my tone, “aye, but none of them have my charm though. Here,” he held out a white bag, “have a dolly mixture, sweeten your disposition.”
I shook my head and he shrugged, shoving the bag back into his pocket.
Turning to the task in hand he picked up the funeral spray in order to place it on top of the box of bridal flowers, ready to carry out to the van. He hesitated, “I can’t deliver this Lee. I don’t think the family will be too impressed.”
I narrowed my eyes, snapping nastily, “and since when has a retired gas fitter with bad taste in ties been an authority on what constitutes an acceptable bouquet for a funeral?”
He pointed silently at the card fastened to the wrapping. I leaned forward to read it, and flushed deeply. “Thanks, that could have been unpleasant.” I removed the card that read, ‘best wishes for the impending birth of your baby,’ and put it on the appropriate bouquet, removing the ‘sorry for your loss card,’ from the mother to be’s arrangement. I needed to pull myself together and take more notice of the hand written cards that were paper clipped to the order pad. I checked all the other cards, making sure they were attached to the correct orders.
“Easy done, lad.” Joe heaved the box off the worktop and headed out to the van.
I humbly followed carrying the rubber plant and the single rose. “I’m sorry for snapping, Joe.” I tried to make amends for my bitchiness, “me and his lordship have had a disagreement.”
“Thought so.” Joe ruffled my hair in that bloody irritating way of his. “You’ll get over it, disagreements are a healthy part of close relationships. Look at your mum and me, always having disagreements we are, but we’ve never been happier. Why don’t you and Tony join us for dinner tonight? My treat.” He patted his stomach, “I’m looking forward to a break from the ruddy rabbit rations your mum has had me on lately.”
I shook my head at once, “no thanks, Joe.”
“Offer’s there if you change your mind. It would make your mother’s day.” He slammed the van doors shut. “I’ll see you for the next batch.”
I watched the van drive out of sight and then spent a few minutes rearranging and tidying the display of flowers outside the shop. We’d just about sold all the posies of pinks I’d made up, but some of the freesias were looking a bit sad. I’d instruct Janet to take out the most faded and put a three bunches for a pound sign up, that should clear them, as they certainly wouldn’t survive until Monday.
Janet opened the shop door. She looked pained. “Darren’s on the phone. Come and talk to him, Lee, please. He’s having hysterics about the whereabouts of Cathy with the fresh stock.”
Hurrying to the phone I picked up the receiver, speaking soothingly, “yes, Darren, I’m well aware that a florists is supposed to stock flowers… and yes, I do realise that even an artist as brilliant as yourself,” I rolled my eyes at Janet who grinned, “can’t produce miracles from fresh air and mangy carnations. You must have some stuff you can work with and if you haven’t then it’s poor organisation on your part and that’s something you’re going to have to learn to correct. Cathy is on her way. Go and have a cup of camomile tea or something, calm down.”
Speak of the devil. The shop door flew open.
“Don’t all bloody rush to help at once.” Cathy, using her backside as a battering ram, fell into the shop with a stack of boxes in her arms.
Janet hurried to unburden her of some of the boxes, while I held the door open with one hand and the phone away from my ear with the other, as the voice at the other end let forth a shriek of fury that Cathy had come to me first.
“I needed some roses for a rush job, Darren, so stop yelling. She’ll be with you soon.” I added a sweetener; “she’s got a date, with that cactus specialist she’s been eyeing up. She’ll probably tell you all about it if you’re nice to her.” It had the desired effect and he stopped creating a fuss at once. Darren adored gossip, especially about other people’s love life and relationships. I put the phone down. “Better get up there fast, Cath. He’s in a state.”
She groaned, “bloody hell, he’s been in one all week. He still hasn’t got over his pedestal design coming fourth in the Brocklington and District Cup.”
I pulled a face. “Don’t remind me of that debacle. I wish we’d listened to Tony and not allowed him to enter. I keep telling him that to come fourth in a competition of that size, at his age and with his level of experience is actually a huge achievement, but he won’t have it.”
“Wants to run before he can walk, that’s Darren’s trouble.” Cathy sighed, “and I don’t know why he’s panicking. I did the bulk of the orders last night. I made sure he had what he needed to finish off the rest. I bet he’s rushed at them and wasted materials again, and I’ll lay odds that he’s scaring the shit out of the poor Saturday girl. She’s only been with us for two weeks. I just hope she lasts out the day. We need her, especially while I’m lumbered with doing the deliveries. Honestly, Lee,” she gave me a worried look, “the staff turnover in that shop is getting ridiculous. Did I tell you that Sue attacked him with a bunch of sunflowers before she left on Tuesday? Petals and pollen everywhere there was, and then he chucked a bucket of pinks after her, as she stormed down the High street. It made a right mess. I thought the Bakers next door were going to call the police. It was more like a battlefield than a florists.”
“Has Sue made a decision about coming back to work yet?”
“Not yet. She’s really upset. She won’t even tell me what the row was about, and Darren’s saying nothing, other than it was her fault of course.”
I patted her shoulder. “I’ll call her over the weekend and have a talk with her. Listen, Cath, if Darren gets too much to cope with today call Tony. He’ll sort him out. I mean it, don’t put up with his theatrical tantrums. Do you want a coffee, or are you going to dash straight off?”
She gave me a peck on the cheek, “better bomb up the A19 before Mr Prima Donna starts hurling carnations around and sobbing into the pot pourri. By the way,” she indicated a bag she’d dumped on the counter top, “have a look at those. I got some for both shops. We’ll talk about mark up later.”
She scooted quickly outside as I snatched up the bag to look inside. Carved wooden fruit! I was going to kill her. We’d never sell it, certainly not in high summer with no Christmas panic buyers in sight. I could only hope they were on sale or return. I ran to the door. “Good luck with the cactus man tonight,” I called after her, waiting until she was almost in her van before adding maliciously, “be careful with his little pricks, won’t you, dear.” I waved the bag at her, “we don’t want you picking up any more nasties!” She mouthed something obscene at me and I grinned, closing the shop door.
Cath had excelled with regard to the roses and I almost forgave her for buying the ornamental fruit. They were lovely. A variety called Winter Pink with long straight stems and plump creamy pink buds that would open out into pure white fragrant blooms. The sick feeling in my stomach intensified again. I laid the flowers on the worktop. Steeling myself I picked up the gift card on which Janet had copied the recipients details and message. It didn’t help that it was one of the cards that Tony and I had had commissioned as suitable for both our businesses, depicting a single red rose and a string of pearls. The message from the sender was simple: Michael, thanks for last night. I love you, Adrian. xx.
He had said he loved me once. I felt an old remembered anger…the lying bastard! I’d loved him though. It was the first real relationship I’d had, and I had never felt for anyone, not even Tony, what I had felt for Adrian. I had idolised him. I’d been convinced it was the real thing and that he’d ask me to move in with him once my time at college was over. We’d live happily ever after in a lovely house with fresh flowers in every room. I gave a small self-deprecating laugh; instead he’d cast me aside as easily as a sweet wrapper or a bunch of faded flowers. He was a consumer was Adrian, and like all consumers he needed a constant turnover of new products to feed his appetite and maintain his interest.
Janet interrupted my thoughts. “Lee, Tony is on the phone. He’ll be about ten minutes late picking you up for lunch. He’s got an errand to do. Do you want to have a word with him?”
I shook my head, “tell him not to come at all, Jan. I’m too busy for lunch today. Tell him I’m in the middle of an order. I’ll see him tonight.”
She hesitated for a moment, but then walked back into the shop. I heard her voice and then the sound of the receiver being put down. Seconds later my mobile rang. I turned it off without answering it. Barely a minute passed before the phone in the shop let forth another shrill cry. I knew who it would be.
“Lee,” Janet sounded and looked uncomfortable, as she poked her head around the workroom door. “It’s Tony again, he wants to speak to you.”
“Tell him….”
“No, I’m sorry, Lee” she held up a hand. “Being a go between is not within my terms of employment. If you want him to know something, you’re going to have to tell him yourself, so there are no misunderstandings.”
She went back into the shop and began discreetly dusting the shelf that housed a selection of strongly scented Yankee candles while I picked up the phone. Tony didn’t say much, six words in fact before he hung up: lunch one-fifteen I’ll collect you.
Putting the receiver down I returned to the workroom, closing the door firmly behind me and scowling. It appeared that I didn’t even have a lunch hour to call my own and do with as I pleased. It was yet another example of his irritating bossiness and determination to run my life. I was fed up with it. I turned my attentions back to the order that had so rocked my day.
Once finished, the arrangement, if I did say so myself, was beautiful. It was cool, elegant and altogether classy. In fact, I studied it thoughtfully. It might be worth adding to the designs on offer in my photo collection. I could see it being popular. Reaching for the gift card that Janet had written out on behalf of the phone caller I clipped it to the wrapping, experiencing such a wave of emotion as I did so that I immediately dismissed the idea it would be anything but a one off.
Suddenly I was crying. It was ridiculous. What the hell was wrong with me? What did it all mean, was I still in love with Adrian? Had I never actually gotten over him? If not, then where did that leave Tony and I? I couldn’t deny that I was feeling less than enamoured with him lately. I wiped my eyes on my t-shirt feeling thoroughly confused.
A knock on the door made me attempt to pull myself together a little. It was Janet.
“Sorry, Lee, just it’s lunchtime. I need to pick up a prescription from the chemist, but I can come straight back. I’ll buy some sandwiches.”
“No,” I shook my head firmly. It would have been nice in a perverse way to hide in the workroom dwelling on things, but a lesson I’d learned early in my career was not to exploit the goodwill of staff. “You’re entitled to an hour’s break and you need it. I’ll cover here. I’ll be fine.” I smiled at her, “go forth, be free, be wild, buy much from the market and bring me back some bargain chocolate from Barry’s confectionary stall.”
She laughed. “All right. I’ll be back at one sharp, oh,” she caught sight of the bouquet. “That is STUNNING. You’ll have to photograph it for the shop brochure. You could call it something like pearls and sapphires, or,” she winked cheekily, “pearls of great price, seeing as how much it cost. He’s a lucky boy, getting sent something like that. I bet he’ll be thrilled.”
I felt another pang of jealousy at her words, wondering what he was like…this Michael that Adrian had declared his love for in floral splendour. He must be something special. I’d lay a pound to a penny he was inexperienced, someone uncertain and perhaps not fully comfortable with his sexuality. Adrian had always had an instinct for picking up on that sort of thing, seeing himself as a kind of love guru, a collector of male virgin cherries.
Customers came into the shop and I went to attend to them, being kept busy for the next half hour.
At ten to one Joe clattered through the back door looking pleased with himself. “Got a nice kiss from that lass I delivered the rose to, pleased as punch she was, but the old guy hated the rubber plant. He reckons his flat is starting to look like a jungle and says his great niece is trying to kill him by sending him so many plants that they’ll suck all the oxygen out of the air and suffocate him while he sleeps.”
“Give me your keys!” Ignoring his banter I held out my hand.
“What?”
“Keys, van keys, I want them, hurry up.”
“Why?”
“I want to make a personal delivery.”
Joe looked hopeful, “it wouldn’t be to your mum’s address now would it?”
“No it wouldn’t. It’s for a customer.”
Joes shook his head sadly. “You’ll maybe grow up one of these days, Lee Carr, and I can deliver whatever needs delivering, you’re not supposed to…”
I didn’t let him finish, time was moving on, “just hand the damn keys over, Joe, or I’ll phone and tell mum that you go round eating sweets and snogging all the lady customers you deliver to. I doubt you’ll be supping champagne tonight after that.”
He thumped the van keys onto the workbench. “Where’s Janet?”
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