Prologue

Oxford

The scent of the rain summons the memory. Uninvited. Un-
wanted.

She is in the garden. It is late December, seven months after
Will’s death. She is digging into the frozen ground. There is no
order to the way she tackles the work. All she knows is that she
wants to gouge her pain away.

Rain falls as she scrabbles in the earth. She has become used
to waves of disorientating anger, but this is new. She thinks her
rage will consume her.

When she spots some early snowdrops peeping through a
pile of old leaves, she pulls at them, ripping them from the soil.
The sight of the pure, hopeful flowers is more than she can bear.

As the earth runs to mud and soaks into her frozen skin, she

rocks back and forward on her knees, the tiny flowers crushed

in her hand.

Five months on, the rain on the partly open window is differ-

ent—a May flurry making a blustery fuss before passing on. But
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something in the metallic fragrance lingers, conjuring the past.
Emma looks at the blank laptop screen in front of her and won-
ders why she is finding this so difficult. It should be a simple
enough thing to write: / resign. I quit. I shall be leaving. They are
just words. It shouldn’t be this hard.

There have been times when she has found exactly the right
words. Experienced the satisfaction of hearing a phrase settle
just where it should, like a child posting the right shaped brick
into the exact shaped slot. In the main, she associates these mo-
ments of succinct expression with the clinical environment of
the lab in which she works, where everything is measured and
nothing is left to chance.

But outside of work, in a world untrammeled by lines of
white tiles, she finds her words are more likely to twist out of
shape, like a scarf caught in the wind, swirling midair to wrap
themselves with unintended meaning around the recipient.
Either that, or her words are lost, carried away to be trodden,
unnoticed, underfoot. Fear of saying the wrong thing makes her
falter, and in that hesitation, she feels the substance draining
from her words until all that is left in her mouth is a whisper.
Then the best she can hope for is a pause, and a “Sorry, Emma,
did you say something?”

Still, better that. Better to watch, helpless, as the phrases
flap quietly away, than to be a person who holds words se-
curely between a thumb and forefinger, ready to press them
with precision into the softness of flesh, burying them with a
persistent, thrusting thumb so that they will eventually take
root. Not to grow outward to the sun but to burrow deep into
the heart of you.

Emma wonders why she has started thinking about her
mother—a woman who can plant words in her flesh like a sea-

soned gardener.



THE SECRETS OF FLOWERS

Ten minutes later, Emma looks down at her brief words
of resignation. She knows the time has come. She has just
turned forty, and she wants a change. There will be more re-
search to do on the degenerative condition they are studying,
working with other universities around the world, but they
will have to tackle it without her. She suspects her colleagues
will miss her grasp of languages—she is fluent in Spanish,
Italian, and French—but will they miss ser? She doubts it.
And, apart from the languages, there are others who can take
her place. The team’s PhD student is clearly itching to step
into her shoes, and there is no doubt that he could. Literally.
Emma is exceptionally tall and has always had large feet. She
long ago gave up wondering why such a shy person was given
a body and hair (corkscrew curly and very red) that make
her so glaringly obvious in any crowd. Neither her science
nor her grandmother’s God has ever provided a satisfactory
answer to that one.

She wonders who she will tell about her decision. Her stom-
ach and heart take the plunge down the well-worn track of those
she wants to tell but can't—her husband and her dad—and
there is still, after all this time, the residual surprise that, once,
once, she was happily married. She did find someone. And not
just anyone.

This never fails to amaze her.

Suddenly, there is something she needs to find. She un-
earths it from under the bundle of clean washing that is piled
at the end of the table—the local free paper. The pages are
turned over to the small ads. What she is looking for is ringed
in black.

She frowns as she reads. Her memories of her father are in-
variably linked to his garden. Is this why it had jumped out at
her? Could this be the change she is looking for?
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WANTED:

FLORIST TO WORK PART-TIME IN GARDEN CENTER.
EXPERIENCE USEFUL BUT NOT ESSENTIAL.
TRAINING CAN BE GIVEN.

OWN CAR HELPFUL.

MUST BE FRIENDLY AND GOOD WITH PEOPLE.

Emma rereads the advert.

Well, at least she has her own car.



Chapter 2

Violet

Wildflowers

If she were to tell the story of her life, she would start among the
Sflowers. That is where her memory began—picking wildflowers as
she walked through the pale grasslands of the Argentine Pampas.

She suspects this is not the tale most people want to hear. Most
would clamor to know about that one night, as they strain to imag-
ine the low, grinding sound of ice against metal. She has come to
realize that people want to sail close to the horror, skim the sur-
Jace, feel the splash of icy water on their faces and then race on,
unharmed.

Those who were there understand it cannot be like this. They
know that the horror will reach up and pull you under. Her mother
would tell those trying to sail closer and closer, to stay well away
[from the deep water.

She learnt early on in her life to heed her mother’s advice, and
so she does not look into the cold, black depths if she can help it.
She prefers to remember lives lived and oceans sailed.

The story she would wish to tell is about the small thread that
was her life, and though her thread may have been thin—hold it to
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the light and you can barely make out its color—uwhen it was woven
with other threads it made a cloth that stretched through time.

Somewhere within the weave would be her story of the Titanic,
but she likes to think the cloth she was part of could be flung out
[ull over a table or laid wide and taught across a room. It would
not be a piece of fabric snagged on one single night.

She knows the pattern would be intricate, woven with flowers.
Honeysuckle would be there—her mother would insist on that—
and roses, lily of the valley and, of course, violets. She would like
to stand back and admire how the sun catches the colors and tex-
tures within the cloth and say:

“l was part of that.”





