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The kiss of the sun for pardon,

The song of the birds for mirth.

One is nearer God’s heart in a garden,

Than anywhere else on earth.

- Unknown.


























​CHAPTER 1

“YOU NEED TO bring a new…whatever that tree is. It’s dead.”

Mr. Flatts, the nitpicky office manager at law firm Rockett & Smith, pointed at the perfectly healthy Calathea makoyana on the shelf in front of us.

“The leaves are meant to be that colour—it’s variegated.”

He took a step back and appraised it critically. “No, no, no, Dove.” His second chin wobbled as he shook his head. “I do believe it’s sick.”

My teeth ground together all of their own accord, making my fledgeling headache worse. What did Wes, my boyfriend and business partner, keep telling me? Ah yes. The customer was always right.

Even when they were one hundred percent wrong.

After all, which of us had spent three years studying for a degree in horticulture? A first-class honours degree, no less. I’ll give you a clue—it wasn’t Mr. Flatts.

I tried one more time. “It really is supposed to look like that. I brought it in to add a splash of colour.”

He reached out one pudgy finger and flicked a leaf. “I want a replacement. Wesley guaranteed you’d replace anything we didn’t love.”

Damn Wes and his smooth talking. And to a lawyer as well. Mr. Flatts would probably sue us if a leaf dropped off. I’d overheard one of his lackeys threatening their cleaning firm with court over a dusty computer monitor last time I stopped by to water the plants.

“Then I’ll bring you something new. Do you have any preferences?”

“Something green. Lively. I want vibrant.”

Something vibrant? How about a damn triffid?

Half an hour later, with Mr. Flatts safely shut away on a conference call, I escaped the dingy offices of Rockett & Smith with my messenger bag of gardening tools slung across my body and the offending Calathea tucked under one arm.

“We get to ride on the Tube now, little one. You can suck all those nasty toxins out of the air.”

Yes, I was talking to a plant, okay? Over the last six months, I’d come to understand they made better conversation than Wes. They didn’t spout crackpot ideas for their next get-rich-quick scheme, nor did they ask why they’d run out of clean underpants.

The station attendant hovering at Blackfriars gave me a dirty look as I hurried through the barrier, highlighting another issue Wes hadn’t thought of when he came up with the idea of starting our business to provide and care for office plants. In central London, we needed to carry the pots on the underground system or fork out for a cab. And when I said we, I meant me.

The tsk, tsk, tsk of the attendant followed me as I headed for the escalator. He could tut as much as he wanted—nothing prohibited me from taking a plant on the Tube, except common sense, perhaps, but I’d already proven I didn’t have much of that. I mean, I’d stuck it out with Wes for three and a half years now.

Half an hour later, I shoved my way through the door of our tiny top-floor flat in Whitechapel. We’d chosen it not for its stunning decor or creature comforts, because it didn’t have any, but rather because of the tiny roof terrace accessed by climbing out of the bedroom window.

That’s where the spare plants for our business, Plants 2 U, lived in a makeshift greenhouse I’d knocked together out of wood battens and polythene, only hammering my thumb once in the process. The air-conditioning unit from the office next door vented right next to it, which meant the motley collection stayed warm even in winter. In summer I put my orchids out there to get some sun, but right now, in early January, they were spread along the windowsills in the bedroom and living room, much to Wes’s annoyance. He liked plants when they made him money, but not so much when they graced his home.

My significant other glanced up from his spot on the couch as I walked past, surrounded by the holy trinity of laptop, TV remote, and beer. I noticed he flicked the screen on his computer to a spreadsheet, as he usually did when I came near. What had he been doing before? I’d bet on World of Warcraft, with an outside chance of porn. Sure, it irked me, but I’d got to the point I was past caring.

“Why have you brought that back?”

“Mr. Flatts reckons it’s unhealthy.”

Wes peered at the leaves. “Isn’t it? It’s gone a funny colour.”

“No! It’s supposed to look like this.”

He shrugged. “Whatever. Just chuck it away and take him another one.”

Grrrr! How could he talk about a plant so nastily? It was a living, breathing thing. Well, not breathing, exactly, but it definitely respired. 

“I’ll put it on the terrace.”

“Not much space left out there.”

“You need to find more customers, then.” That was our deal. Wes put his business degree to good use by doing the accounting and marketing, while I did the dirty work.

“Yeah, I will. I’m thinking of branching out. What do you think of dog walking? The hourly rate’s higher.”

“And who would be walking the dogs? Me?”

“You like dogs.”

“I also like lunch, and I didn’t have time to eat any today.”

The roll of his eyes said he thought I was being unreasonable. “Then we’ll hire students or something. People are always looking for jobs.”

And all the low-paid workers we’d employed had proven notoriously unreliable. I’d been through three assistants in four months, and the current girl called in sick every other day. What made Wes think walking dogs would be any different?

Nothing, probably, but as long as I stuck around to bail him out of each mess he got into, he didn’t care.

“I’ll get flyers printed tomorrow,” he said. “You can give them out when you do the plants.”

“I won’t have time.”

“Don’t be silly. Just leave a pile in each office you go to.” He slammed his laptop shut. “I’m hungry. Shall I order a pizza?”

“We can’t afford it.”

“What toppings do you want? Everything?”

It didn’t matter what I said, did it? He already had his phone to his ear and, as usual, he’d do whatever he fancied.

The story of my life.

[image: Image]

“Out of the way, amateur.”

I fell back against the wall outside my first client’s office as a neon-green bicycle sped past pulling a kiddie trailer. Except rather than children, the spiky leaves of a Cordyline poked out of the top. A groan escaped my lips as the slices of last night’s pizza I’d packed in my bag for lunch got squashed between my body and the wall. I’d never been a fan of Hawaiian pizza anyway, and being flattened wouldn’t make it taste any better.

“Hey! Watch out,” I muttered.

Darren, my main rival in the office-plant-care stakes and the self-proclaimed “Queen of Green,” smirked as he parked his bike up.

“Should have looked where you were going, shouldn’t you? Or better still, you could stop trying to steal my customers.”

“I don’t…”

Oh, what was the point? Ever since we’d crossed paths a week into my new job, it had been secateurs at dawn. Darren never passed up an opportunity to bad-mouth me to my clients or anyone else who’d listen, and he didn’t hesitate to insult me to my face either. I tried to block him out, but over the months, he’d worn me down.

“Sure you do. You poached the Scott Agency.”

“They called us. I’d never even spoken to them before that. Anyhow, you’ve been playing dirty tricks yourself.”

Last month, although I couldn’t prove it, I was sure he’d snuck into Marston’s Accountants and sprinkled weed killer on the weeping figs in the lobby.

“Imagination working overtime again?”

“The receptionist saw you do it.”

He’d come in pretending to be lost, and while the receptionist looked up directions on the internet, she’d glanced up and caught him pouring something into the decorative planters.

“No idea what you’re talking about.”

Of course he denied it. Exactly like he denied following me six months ago, then paying a personal visit to all the clients I’d attended that day. He’d undercut us, and we’d lost six contracts. Oh, how I longed to take a pair of shears to his private parts. Jail probably wasn’t much worse than living with Wes, anyway.

Darren flounced off, and I carried on into the building. Streamline Software was the first of ten calls I needed to make that day, and I couldn’t help yawning as I buzzed the door. I’d been awake half the night with my mind churning. Was this how I wanted to live the rest of my life? Dinner and TV with a man I didn’t love, then days of trailing around offices stalked by the Queen?

Back at university, I’d dreamed of working in a huge garden attached to a stately home, carefully matching the flower borders to the setting. A job where I had a team of people I’d be able to call friends. When we moved from Nottingham to London because Wes craved the hustle and bustle of the big city, he’d fitted right in, but I’d never been more lonely in my life.

Now, as I flitted around another office snipping off yellow leaves and adding slow-release plant-food pellets to each pot, I took in the cheerful atmosphere. A couple of girls chatted about their dates for that evening, comparing outfits and destinations. I tried to remember the last time Wes took me out. Ah, yes, right after we arrived in London. We’d spent the evening in a sports bar, and he bought me a basket of chicken wings. Who said romance was dead?

“And how’s the hunt for a new flatmate going?” the blonde asked the brunette.

She made a face. “Six applicants, and the last one turned up without shoes.”

“As in couldn’t afford them, or just didn’t like wearing them?”

“He said having his feet wedged into the carcasses of dead animals made his soul weep.”

The blonde giggled. “What about trainers? You know, made of synthetic stuff?”

“I didn’t get that far. When he asked if I had a problem with nudity—sorry, expressing oneself through bodily freedom—I suggested we perhaps weren’t a great match.”

“Ouch.”

“Who knows, if I get enough freaks applying, maybe my darling boyfriend’ll take the hint and ask me to move in with him?”

They both laughed at that. Tempting though it was to keep listening, if I chopped much more off the bamboo palm it’d be another candidate for the reject pile, and besides, I shouldn’t listen to horror stories about flat-sharing. If I ever got the courage to leave Wes, that could be me stuck with a barefoot freak. I’d never be able to afford a flat on my own at London prices. Unless of course I found a job outside London, but all the positions at the Royal Horticultural Society and the other places I’d love to work had hundreds of applicants. After a year spent watering houseplants, I had little to help me stand out in the job market, my ability to carry two yucca plants and a Dracaena on the Tube without poking my eye out notwithstanding.

At least I didn’t have spiky plants to lug today. The messenger bag slung over my shoulder didn’t slow me down as I scurried out of the station at Lancaster Gate, heading for Hyde Park. I tried to find somewhere green to eat lunch every day, even in bad weather, and I’d scheduled my visit to the Mornington Hotel, just off Bayswater Road and next to the park itself, to end at noon.

“Copy of the City Voice, love?” A man in a red anorak shoved one of the multitude of free newspapers given out in London every day into my hands.

Something else to carry, but I always felt sorry for those guys as they tried to give out their huge stacks of papers and magazines to grumpy people on their daily commute. Few people ever smiled in London, something else I missed about living in a smaller place.

Still, I flicked through the rag as I nibbled on my mushy pizza. The pineapple I hated so much had squeezed its juice everywhere when Darren squashed me, but I didn’t have the time or the money to buy anything else. Without thinking, I turned to the classified adverts at the back. How much would a London flat-share be? Most likely more than I paid at the moment, seeing as Wes had negotiated a good deal on the rent in lieu of the landlord doing any kind of maintenance. On days when the water ran cold in the shower, I cursed them both.

Single bedroom in Walthamstow, shared bathroom, use of kitchen… Ouch! How much? Suddenly, the bad taste in my mouth wasn’t only caused by fruit that had no business being on a pizza. Pizza that tasted like prison food. Because unless I could find a job that, say, doubled my salary, I was stuck with Wes.

Adverts for get-rich-quick schemes filled the employment section. Did I fancy working from home earning sixty pounds an hour, with just a laptop and internet connection needed? Er, only if it didn’t involve taking my clothes off or being a brick in a pyramid scheme. Or how about delivering flyers for seven pounds per thousand?

Then I saw it.

A few lines of text, squashed at the bottom of the page.

Neglected estate seeks capable gardener.

Do you have a love of village life and a flair for the beautiful? Know your peonies from your petunias?

If you’d like to get dirty, call me.

Did I want to get dirty? Well, yes, in a garden. Wait. Was the ad some kind of weird recruitment drive for strippers? Hmm. The first line definitely said they were looking for a gardener. Unless they were talking about lady gardens, and from the state of mine, I sure wasn’t qualified for that job.

But what if it was genuine? A real estate looking for a gardener. That could be my dream job.

Did I dare to call?


























​CHAPTER 2

MY FINGERS HOVERED over the phone as I recited the number over and over in my head. The job probably wasn’t suitable anyway. But I’d never know for sure unless I called, would I? And in ten years’ time when Wes had me watering plants for sixteen hours a day with a pack of dogs in tow, I’d always wonder what if?

I dialled.

The phone rang for so long I thought no one was going to pick up, but just as I was ready to quit, an answer came.

“Good afternoon.” The lady’s accent was American, her voice a breathy whisper that reminded me of Marilyn Monroe.

“Hello, uh…” I really hadn’t thought this through, had I?

“Sorry for the delay. I couldn’t find my phone.”

“That’s no problem. Uh, I’m calling about the advert? In the City Voice? For a gardener?”

Boy, she might have sounded like a lady when she spoke, but her filthy laugh belonged to a lady of the night. “The City Voice?”

“The free paper in London?” Right now, I seemed incapable of speaking in anything but questions. “On page forty-seven?”

“Oh my goodness. Ivy must have placed that the night we drank one too many sherries. What does it say?”

Who was Ivy? I read the copy back to her, cringing when I got to the “if you’d like to get dirty” line.

That laugh came again. “Oh, sweet Norma Jean. That explains the strange calls I’ve been getting this morning. One young lady offered to do something unpleasant with a bunch of tulips.”

“So the advert was a joke? You’re not looking for a gardener?”

She paused for an unbearably long time before she answered. Enough time for me to realise how much I wanted the job to exist. Whatever her answer, I needed to find a way out of my life with Wes. A desire to take the easy path in life had brought me to this point, but every day I spent in that relationship was a day wasted. A day I’d never get back. The time had come for me to woman up and grab what I wanted from life rather than gathering lint in the corner.

Finally, the lady spoke. “I didn’t plan on looking for another month or so, when the tennis court’s finished, but maybe it’s fate. After all, I’m not getting any younger.”

I struggled to picture her in my mind. When she first spoke, I imagined one of those young black-and-white-movie starlets, but now I wasn’t so sure. Her words made her sound older. “If there’s a job available, I’d be interested.”

“Are you an experienced gardener?”

Oh dear. First question, and possibly the last if I didn’t impress her. I really should have put some thought into this. The only job interview I’d ever attended was at the garden centre I worked in during my uni years, when the supervisor simply asked if I wanted the job, I said yes, and that was that.

I doubted this would be so easy.

“I completed my degree in horticulture a year ago, and since then I’ve been caring for plants on behalf of clients in London.”

“Garden plants?”

“More houseplants. But I have a roof terrace at home and my own collection of orchids.”

“Orchids? Such stunning flowers. The first gift my husband ever gave me was an orchid. Pink, like the dress I wore when we met.”

“Was it a Phalaenopsis?” That was the most common variety, the kind supermarkets sold next to the checkout for men to bribe their way out of trouble with.

“Gosh, sweetie, I have no idea. Pretty, that’s all I know. How about landscaping? Have you done landscaping?”

“Only at uni. But I was top of my class, and I also volunteered on a makeover project for the garden at the local hospital.”

It wasn’t much, but would it be enough?

Another pause. “It’s hard to get to know a person over the telephone. Would you like to come and see the place?”

Freaking heck! “Could you tell me a little more about the job?”

“Sure I can. All my life I wanted to live in an old English country house, but my Richard, God rest his soul, he’d never leave Los Angeles. Now he’s passed, so I finally decided to live out my dream before it’s too late. I bought Arndale House a few months back, and it needs a whole heap of work. Nobody’s touched the garden in years.”

“I’m so sorry about Richard. Was he your husband?”

“For forty-five years. But don’t be sad, sweetie. Life’s too short for that. We had a good life together, and everybody has their time to move on.”

Forty-five years? Even if she’d married at eighteen, that meant she was in her sixties at least. For a second, I envied her for finding a man to spend her life with so young, but now she was alone, and no matter what she said, it couldn’t be easy. I struggled to think of something to say, but the lady carried on.

“Anyway, enough about me. What do you think of my little project?”

The chance to put my own stamp on a proper English garden? So tempting, despite the amount of work involved. “I’d very much like to see the place.”

“Excellent! Tomorrow?”

That soon? “Uh, I’m not sure I can get time off work tomorrow. I could come next week?”

“Can you make next Thursday? I have yoga at ten, but I’m free after that.”

I did some rapid calculations. If I shuffled half of my Thursday clients to Wednesday and the rest to Friday and worked from dawn to dusk on both those days, I could free up enough time.

“I can do Thursday.”

“Wonderful. Northbury village is about an hour and a half outside of London.” She rattled off an address. “Just ring the bell and ask for Marlene. What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Dove Hallam.”

“Dove? What an unusual name.”

“My mum was stuck in bed most of the time she was pregnant with me, and there was a pair of white doves nesting in the tree right outside her bedroom window. She said watching them was the only thing that kept her sane, so she decided to name me after them.”

“Such a sweet story. I was named after Marlene Dietrich—not nearly so interesting.”

Really? I disagreed—being named after a film star sounded far more exotic to me. “I look forward to meeting you.”

“Same here, Dove.”

It wasn’t until I hung up that I realised it had started raining. While speaking, I’d blocked out everything but the conversation that could change the rest of my life. I’d done it. I’d really done it, and I couldn’t quite believe it.

Guilt set in as I jogged back to the Tube station. A part of me hated going behind Wes’s back, but then I thought of the way he’d cancelled the trip to Madeira we’d spent two years saving for without telling me, and all because his Sunday League football team got to the next round of the Carlsberg Pub Cup.

I still seethed just thinking about it. Instead of a week in the sun, I’d been dragged to a drizzly football match to hand out energy drinks at half-time. And they bloody lost.

Besides, Marlene probably wouldn’t offer me the job anyway. When she started looking properly, there were sure to be hundreds of applicants more qualified than me. No, I’d treat my trip to Northbury as a pleasant day out, a welcome break from the monotony of trekking around London.

One day to do what I wanted. One day.
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Thursday came far sooner than I was expecting. The days flew by in a blur of repotting plants, being nice to idiots in suits, and walking two pet spaniels, a rottweiler, and a chihuahua. Out of the four, rottie was by far the nicest. He ambled along behind me, sniffing lamppost after lampost, while the spaniels barked at everything that moved and the chihuahua nipped at my ankles. The little sod had already bitten me three times. I needed to invest in chain-mail socks.

Of course, I didn’t get much sympathy from Wes. He’d sprained his ankle at football practice on Monday evening, and since then, he’d been laid out on the sofa with his foot propped up on a cushion. It seemed having an injured leg also stopped him from ordering the groceries online, so I’d had to fit in a trip to Tesco on top of an extra half day of work yesterday, and now, as I sat on the train heading north, I couldn’t stop yawning.

Sixteen stops to go. Did I dare to close my eyes? My body craved sleep, but if I gave in, the chances were I’d miss the tiny station that served the village and carry on to an unknown destination. I pulled out my phone and checked for messages. Eleven o’clock and still nothing. Wes had been asleep when I left, and seeing as he’d hobbled down to the pub last night and stayed there until the early hours, I figured I’d be safe until lunchtime at least.

A cup of overly bitter coffee from the onboard trolley kept me awake until the tiled roof of Northbury Station came into view. Only two other people got off with me. One hopped into a waiting car, and the other walked off up the lane with the air of a man who knew where he was going. I’d hoped to find a taxi, but the place was deserted. Good start.

I called on my old friend Google, who’d already informed me Arndale House lay three miles away. I could walk, but arriving in a sweaty mess would hardly impress a potential employer, would it? A quick search found me the number of what seemed to be the only local cab company, where a lady with the hoarse voice of a heavy smoker informed me Bobby would be with me, “Right after he’s dropped Mr. Milligan off at the doctor, love. His arthritis is playing up again. Must be this damp weather.”

“Uh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Happens to the best of us, duckie.”

Thankfully, when Bobby arrived, he didn’t have the same tendency to overshare. Although he did pique my curiosity.

“Where to, love?”

“Arndale House. It’s—” 

“I know where it is. Can’t hardly miss it, what with all the goings-on up there. Like a bloody circus.”

“What kind of goings-on?”

“Oh, you’ll see soon enough.”

Bobby drove so slowly a hearse overtook us, which meant the short trip to Arndale House took almost fifteen minutes. I used the time to get a good look at the village, not that there was much to see. A tiny high street with a handful of shops, a pub, and a few roads branching off to the side, mostly filled with the type of house that had to be inherited rather than bought. How could anyone afford to pay seven figures for a home?

“What’s that place up on the hill?” I asked, spotting a behemoth of a mansion off in the distance.

“That’s Northbury Hall. Belongs to the Earl of Northbury. The family’s been here for three centuries.”

The flat in London was my ninth home. My parents always thought the grass was greener, and we’d spent my childhood bouncing between terraced houses on the outskirts of London while my father commuted into the City each day to work as an accountant. It was hard to imagine staying in one place for so long.

“Here we are, love.”

Bobby pulled up outside an imposing set of double gates, and I craned my neck to see through them. Wow. Marlene wasn’t kidding about the garden being neglected. An impenetrable wall of green bordered the driveway on both sides until it disappeared around the corner out of sight. I couldn’t help shuddering. The atmosphere was…foreboding.

I handed Bobby a tenner. “Keep the change.”

“Good luck, love.”

Luck? Why did I need luck? It was too late to wonder as I scrambled out of the car, and I’d never felt so nervous as I did when Bobby’s Ford vanished in a cloud of exhaust fumes.

What was waiting for me at Arndale House? I reached up and pressed the buzzer on the intercom, a little nervous to find out.


























​CHAPTER 3

A MAN SPOKE through the intercom as I tapped my foot on the gravel.

“Yes?”

“I’m here for… I mean, I need to see… Uh, is Marlene there?”

“Who’s asking?” His voice was smooth but had a Nordic edge to it.

“My name’s Dove Hallam. It’s about—”

“I know. The garden. Follow the drive, and I’ll meet you at the front door.”

The gates swung open with agonising slowness. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to go through them or not, because once I stepped inside, I’d be trapped. Oh, who was I kidding? I was trapped anyway. If not here, then back in London with Wes and a life I hated.

The driveway had to be half a mile long, and as I trudged through what was almost a tunnel where the trees met overhead, I kept my eyes peeled. Nothing jumped out from the bushes, but I did spot a cluster of Japanese maples coming into leaf and a majestic oak that had to be three hundred years old. I was so busy looking for more treasures among the trees, I barely saw the house until it was right on top of me.

Freaking heck!

Back in my first shared home at uni, when I’d walked in one Saturday night to find my flatmate naked on the living room floor with a guy at each end and another in the middle, I’d been speechless. Now, for the first time since, my tongue was similarly tied, and once again, I didn’t know where to look first.

The massive stone columns flanking the front door?

The cherry-red Rolls Royce parked in the driveway?

Or the amazing ass of the window cleaner halfway up a ladder to my left?

I was still trying to decide as the door swung open, revealing an impeccably dressed man. A butler? Or a model in the middle of a Saville Row photo shoot? His suit certainly looked made to measure. He stepped forwards, holding the door open with one hand and motioning me inside with the other.

“Ms. Hallam?” Yes, he was the Scandinavian on the intercom.

“That’s me.” My words came out as a high-pitched squeak.

“I’m Lars, Mrs. Grande’s butler. She’s asked that you wait in the drawing room.”

Her butler? The only butler I knew was the one out of the Batman films, and Lars most definitely didn’t fit that mould. He couldn’t have been more than thirty, and his pale-blond hair and tanned skin looked out of place in what was practically a medieval castle.

The walk through the house took almost as long as the walk up the drive, and then Lars motioned me into a room bigger than my whole London flat.

“Please, sit down.”

He closed the door behind me as I sank onto a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, set in front of a row of French windows that showcased a stunning view across the valley through a gap in the trees. If some more of that foliage was cleared, then…wow. Spectacular wouldn’t even begin to cover it.

“Some view, huh?”

A woman’s voice behind made me leap to my feet. I spun to find a girl my own age sitting at a table, surrounded by papers and magazines. Her eyes twinkled as she laughed at my reaction.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to make you jump. I’m Amber, the interior designer.” She motioned at the rather bare room. “As you can see, I’ve got my work cut out.”

I took a better look around, seeing more clearly the wallpaper that at first glance looked characterful but on close inspection was more shabby, and the stains on the elderly carpet. Amber followed my gaze.

“Don’t worry, that lot’s going just as soon as Marlene makes a decision on these samples.” She waved a handful of paper swatches at me. “What do you think of this green for the sofas?”

Before I could answer, another voice sounded from the doorway.

“Now, Amber, don’t be putting the poor girl to work when she’s only just got here.”

I swivelled around and tried to stop my eyes from bugging out of my head. When I’d pictured Marlene on the phone, knowing her age, I’d imagined a sweet little old lady with grey curls. Not a blonde Joan Collins in hot-pink yoga pants. This lady couldn’t be in her sixties, surely?

She glided over, and instead of shaking my hand, she pulled me down to her level—all of five feet two at a guess—and kissed me on both cheeks.

“So good to meet you at last, Dove. You’ll have to excuse my attire. My yoga lesson overran again.”

Close up, I took in her face. She had a few fine wrinkles around her eyes, but apart from that, her skin was firmer than mine. She had a better figure, too. I’d gone skinny since I finished university. Back then, my weekend job at the garden centre had kept me fit, but watering office plants didn’t give me much of a workout.

“It’s nice to meet you too.” 

Now what? This whole situation had me feeling off balance, as if I’d wandered through a portal into another world and I didn’t quite understand their rules.

“Take a seat, sweetie. Lars will bring tea.”

I settled back onto the sofa again and tried to wipe my sweaty palms on my trousers without being obvious about it. Even though I’d worn a white blouse and black slacks, I still felt somehow underdressed beside Marlene. Her clothes fit like a second skin, whereas mine were a little on the baggy side.

“So, has anybody shown you the estate?”

“No, but I saw bits of the house and garden as I walked past.”

“You need a proper tour. I’ll show you around, but I need refreshments first. Nobody does proper tea like the British. It’s one of the things I love about this country.”

“Have you lived here for long?”

“Only since I bought this place, so nine months now. But I spent plenty of time over here before that. My Richard was a movie director. Pinewood Studios isn’t so far away, and he must have made a dozen pictures there.”

A movie director? That made sense. Marlene screamed old Hollywood. “Did you work in the entertainment business too?”

She preened and flashed a smile. Her teeth were as perfect as the rest of her. “I started off as an actress, but when I married Richard, I gave that up to travel with him.”

Amber sighed behind us. “That’s so damned romantic.”

“Honey, you’ve got a good man too.” Marlene turned back to me. “Amber’s engaged to a soldier. A hero who fights for Queen and country.” She leaned closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. “And he looks mighty fine in his uniform.”

My eyes widened in shock, and she laughed then patted my arm.

“I may be seventy-one years old, but I still appreciate the finer things in life.” Lars chose that moment to reappear, holding a silver tray aloft. “Like that man. Isn’t he just divine to look at?”

What was I supposed to say to that? I could hardly deny it, but nor did I want to admit to having had a surreptitious ogle myself. “Er, he’s not bad.”

Lars smirked as he poured tea through a strainer with a steady hand. Meanwhile, Marlene’s other words sank in. Seventy-one? My eyes must have given my thoughts away, because she laughed.

“I lived in Hollywood for most of my life. Anyone who’s anyone there has a cosmetic surgeon on speed dial. Mine’s the best, don’t you think?”

“You certainly don’t look your age.”

“Maybe not, but I need to start acting it, and that means having fun in the years I’ve got left. I’ve got no kids, and I can’t take my money with me.” She shrugged. “So I might as well spend it.”

“And that means doing up the gardens here?”

“Gardens and house. The place was a wreck when I first laid eyes on it, but I fell in love for only the second time in my life.”

As I sipped my tea, I figured Marlene had the right idea. I might not be as old as her, but why waste what time I had left? I found myself nodding.

“What’s that look?” she asked.

“I just agree with you, that’s all. About spending your life happy.” I hadn’t mentioned my troubles with Wes to anyone, not even my own mum, but Marlene’s infectious smile loosened my tongue. “That’s why I’m looking for a new job. I’m not enjoying my time in London.”

“You don’t like your job?”

“It’s not just that. I started the business with my boyfriend, but we don’t really see eye to eye on things anymore. Every minute I spend with him seems like a chore nowadays.”

“Then you need to let him go, for both of your sakes. When you find the person you’re meant to be with, it’ll be all pleasure.” She gave me a wink as she sipped her Earl Grey.

The only thing that gave me pleasure at the moment required batteries. But that didn’t matter—I was off men for the foreseeable future, and if I got this job, I’d have my hands full turning the chaos lurking in the grounds of Arndale House into something beautiful. But I didn’t want to disagree with a potential employer, so I smiled and nodded.

Marlene put her cup on a side table and dabbed at her lips with a lace handkerchief. “Shall we go for a jaunt?”

“I’d love that.”

It was an unseasonably warm day—something to do with the jet stream, according to the news anchors on breakfast television who gleefully reported stories of nutters swimming in the Serpentine in Hyde Park wearing only Speedos and a smile. I didn’t even need a coat as we headed outside. I thought we’d walk, but when we got out the front door, Lars was waiting in a golf buggy. Marlene took his arm, and he helped her into the back seat. I slid in beside her.

“We can get a good way around in this, but we’ll need to walk down the terraces at the rear.”

Lars started the engine, and I tried not to get distracted by his well-muscled arms as we set off along the drive. Marlene chattered away, pointing out trees she liked and telling me more about the property.

“Parts of this place date back to the early seventeenth century. Used to belong to Lady Helena Wycombe, though she came to a nasty end. That story would’ve made a good movie.”

“What happened?”

She leaned back in the seat, and her eyes sparkled. I got the feeling she’d told the tale many times before.

“Back in the time of the English Civil War, Lady Helena’s lover, Sir Stanley Spenser, fought on the side of the Roundheads, and after his troops lost a battle, he was forced by the Cavaliers to run for his life. So run he did, right back to Lady Helena.”

“That’s kind of romantic.”

“She hid him for months, in a chapel deep in the woods. Now, that’s true love, sweetie.”

“So they lived happily ever after?”

“No, tragedy struck. Lady Helena took him food every night, but the Cavaliers suspected her of helping him, and one night, they followed her to the chapel. The next morning she found him slain with a sword through his chest.”

I gasped. What a horrible ending!

But Marlene wasn’t finished. “Lady Helena was so devastated by his death, she came back to the house and poisoned herself. They say she makes that final journey every April nineteenth. The old caretaker swore he saw her walking across the lawn in a pale-green dress.” She checked her watch, a fancy gold one with the date on it. “Three months to go. I’m planning a get-together around it.”

“Like a seance?”

Lars sniggered in the front, and Marlene shook her head. “Oh no, sweetie. A party. I just love parties.”

“Truth,” Lars muttered.

Seconds later, Marlene tapped Lars on the shoulder, and the golf buggy drew to a halt next to the Japanese maples I’d spotted earlier.

“I simply adore these trees. Last fall, their leaves turned the prettiest colours. Do you think we could make them a feature?”

I ran through ideas in my mind, pictures I’d seen and gardens I’d visited. “Acers like acidic soil and shade, which is why they’ve done so well in amongst those conifers—their needles are acidic, so when they drop and rot down, they create the perfect conditions as well as blocking the sun. But they could be thinned a little.” I pointed at one straggly-looking specimen near the middle. “That one could go. And playing on the Japanese theme would work. We could create a small clearing behind and put in a pool with a bridge over it. And perhaps a few giant bonsai trees on pillars to add interest in winter.”

Marlene clapped her hands together. “I love it. A themed garden. We’re having a Japanese room in the house, so that would fit right in. Maybe we could reflect some of the other rooms Amber’s designing as well?”

My heart beat faster at the thought of it. What an amazing idea! “What other plans does she have?”

“There’s the ballroom in Art Deco style that opens up onto the terrace. Old English decor in the kitchen. My sunroom’s going to be themed on a temple, and we’re filling the library with items from my travels. African masks, South American statues, little souvenirs from the Middle East.”

“We could bring in plants from those regions. A lot of variants will survive in this climate with a bit of help in winter. Do you have a greenhouse?”

“Yes, but it needs to be renovated. Most of the glass is missing, and the doors don’t open properly. Lars—let’s go!”

As we drove around the estate, my head overflowed with ideas. A trailing mint plant for the wall nook by the old stable block. A reflecting pool in the hollow at the far end of the garden. Little box hedges around the borders in the kitchen garden, reminiscent of a French potager.

“And we’ll need a path to Sir Stanley’s chapel,” Marlene said.

“The chapel still exists?”

Lars spoke up from the front. “The estate agent said so, but I doubt another human’s been there for years.”

Marlene nodded. “The grounds are full of little surprises. The old owner told me there’s an icehouse in the woods out the back somewhere, and a statue modelled on Michelangelo’s David. Now, that I’d like to see.”

The thought had me salivating, and not just over chiselled abs. This place was my dream project. Huge, yes, but the potential was almost limitless. “I wonder if there’s a secret garden? Like in the book?”

Marlene’s eyes took on a wistfulness I’d not seen before. “I loved that story as a child.” She gripped one of my hands between both of hers. “If there is, we’ll find it. When can you start?”

“You’re offering me the job?”

“Of course I am, sweetie. You share the same vision I do.”

“Well, uh, I don’t know what to say.” And I really didn’t. I figured even if I got past the first interview, there’d be a second, and a few weeks in between to weigh up the pros and cons of making such a big change in my life. Now I’d been put on the spot, my stomach clenched in fear.

What should I do?

“Are you worried about that boyfriend of yours?”

I nodded.

“Take a day to think things over. I’d love for you to come here, but you need to do what’s right for you.”

And those words made up my mind for me. Since we’d moved to London, Wes had changed. Back at uni, he’d been kinder, more caring, and that was why I’d compromised and moved to the city with him when I was a country girl at heart. Now, he always put himself first. And I was sick of coming second. Or, in fact, at all, but that was a whole other problem.

“I don’t need to think. I’d love to come and work here.”

Marlene beamed at me, showing off her dental work. “Wonderful! We’re gonna have so much fun with this place.”


























​CHAPTER 4

I FIDGETED IN the front seat as Lars drove us back to the house, barely taking in the scenery as we trundled along. I almost couldn’t believe it—I was moving to Northbury.

“I’ve got so much to do,” I babbled. “Sort things out with Wes, tell my clients, find somewhere to live, pack, move my plants. Do you think there’d be space for some of my pots here? I’ll probably end up renting a room, and I might not have enough space for them all.”

“You bring whatever you want, sweetie,” Marlene said. “But you don’t need to worry about finding a home. You can share the cottage with Amber.”

“Cottage? What cottage?”

She waved a hand towards the back of the property. “The guest cottage behind the stables. It’s a work in progress, but Amber’s done wonders with it. I’ll get her to show you the place before you go.”

A weight lifted from my mind, swiftly replaced by a tightening of my chest. Living here would definitely make life easier, but I’d barely met Amber. Would she mind a virtual stranger moving into her home?

“Are you sure? I could find somewhere in the village.”

“Sure I’m sure. I worry about Amber out there on her own, but there are only two bedrooms finished in the main house right now—mine and Lars’s. We had a problem with damp that took months to get fixed.”

I tried to suppress my shudder at the thought of us being so isolated. I’d only ever lived in a flat or a shared terrace—never a cottage, and certainly not one where ghosts roamed the grounds. But I didn’t have any savings, and if this job came with accommodation, I could hardly afford to pass it up. 

“In that case, I’d love to live in the cottage. I’m sure it’s wonderful.”
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“Welcome to the madhouse,” Amber said cheerfully as she ducked her head under the low front of the porch. A narrow wooden bench ran along the edge with a pair of flowery Wellington boots tucked underneath it.

At five feet four, I had no need to bend. Amber was at least six inches taller than me and seemed to have been born into the supermodel gene pool given her long legs, slim figure, and pretty smile. The front door of the cottage opened directly into the lounge, and I wiped my feet on the mat as I followed her inside.

“Don’t worry about mud. The whole place needs a good clean, and we’re still weeks away from getting the carpets down.”

The old flagstones looked cold, so I was thankful I didn’t have to take my boots off seeing as I’d only worn a thin pair of socks. I followed Amber into the room.

“Well, we’re going for rugs rather than carpet downstairs. I don’t want to cover up these beautiful floors.” She rubbed one with a toe. “Think of how many feet they’ve seen over the years. This cottage is as old as the mansion itself. Two decades ago, it housed the gardener, so I suppose it’s fitting you’ll be living in it.”

“It’s sweet.”

Amber’s laugh was deep and throaty. “Cosy, more like it, at least now that we’ve got the heating installed. People were smaller back when it was built, so the rooms are tiny. And there’s only one bathroom.”

“I promise I won’t take up too much space.”

“Oh, we’ll be living in each other’s pockets in a place this size. How are your cooking skills?”

She led me through to a half-finished kitchen. The units had been installed, but the walls were crying out for a coat of paint and there was a gap where the cooker should be.

“I can make the basics. I cooked most days at uni, but after we moved to London, I got lazy.”

“We can share, then. I know how to make five things.” She counted off on her fingers. “Pasta, jacket spuds, toast, scrambled eggs, and samosas. The cooker’s getting installed the day after tomorrow.”

“Samosas?” That seemed a little out of place.

“When I was little, I had an Indian babysitter. If I behaved for the whole week, she’d make them with me on a Friday afternoon. Once, I used the wrong type of chilli by accident and blew everyone’s heads off.”

She giggled at the memory, and I made a mental note to nibble a small corner first if she made them again.

“I’ve never made samosas, but I can grow all different kinds of chilli. We could put pots on the windowsill.”

“And maybe some herbs? Chives and basil? I like the idea of old country charm. I can paint up a bunch of pots for you if you want?”

“I’d love that.”

“This place’ll look good one day, but it’s taking a while because I spend most of my time over at the main house.” She waved a hand at the empty space next to the back door. “I haven’t even found a table and chairs yet. We’ll have to eat off our laps on the sofa.”

“I’m used to that. Our flat in London doesn’t have room for a dining table.”

Amber flashed me a sudden grin. “We’re gonna get on great. It’ll be nice having a roommate—it gets a bit lonely out here, and most of the other people Marlene hires are male.”

“To do the heavy work?”

“You don’t know Marlene very well yet, do you? No, she says at her age she needs to take pleasure where she can find it, so she employs all the men to give her something to perv over. Got to give the lady credit where it’s due—she’s got good taste. When she does the interviews, she picks out the hottest ones.”

I almost choked. “She hires them based on looks?”

“It can get annoying sometimes, when she passes up on a better-qualified guy in favour of one who can bounce pennies off his ass cheeks, but having a load of pin-up boys to look at is unquestionably a perk of the job.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I just don’t tell my fiancé that.”

“Does he live nearby?”

Her smile dropped. What did I say?

“No. He’s away in Afghanistan at the moment, helping to train the Afghan security forces. He’ll be out there for months yet. That’s why I took this contract—Marlene might be bonkers, but at least she’s around. On my usual jobs, it’s just me in the house all day.”

Friendly company sure sounded like a bonus. In London, I was always the outsider in the offices I went to, the faceless minion to be ignored while the rest of the staff shared gossip and birthday cakes. Since uni, I’d never fitted in. Maybe now I’d have that chance?

“I’ll be in the garden, but perhaps we could have lunch together sometimes?”

Amber’s smile was wide and genuine. “I’d love that.”
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I’d done it. I’d really done it, and I was finally leaving. Funny how I always thought making that decision would be the hardest part, but now, travelling back on the train to London, I realised I’d been kidding myself. Telling Wes—that would be the difficult bit.

Should I speak to him right away? Or try to do some surreptitious packing first?

Marlene had invited me to start as soon as I wanted to, but she was happy for me to tie up loose ends in London first, thank goodness. Wes would undoubtedly take time to hire a new plant girl, and I didn’t want them all to die. The thought of the ferns and trees I’d tended for the last year withering away made my heart sink.

By the time I put the key in the front door, I’d decided to take the coward’s way out—sort out my belongings, clear out what I no longer needed, and repot any plants stuck in too-small containers so they were ready to go. That would take a week, and by then, I’d have worked out what to say.

My mouth was dry after my long train trip. I could have bought a bottle of water, but the train company always overcharged, and money promised to be tight until I got my first pay packet from Marlene.

“Wes, are you home? Do you want a drink?” I cut left into our tiny kitchen.

Of course he was home. Since we moved to London, he’d turned into a vampire, only he drank beer instead of blood. 

“I’d love a cuppa. Can you make one for Magda too?”

Magda was here? My assistant? What about the plants she was supposed to water today? The schedule I’d written for her didn’t allow time for tea with my boyfriend. I walked through to the lounge and found them both on the sofa.

“Magda’s agreed to help with the new dog-walking business. Isn’t that great?”

I narrowed my eyes. Magda might have come over to discuss the dogs, but why were the buttons on her top done up wrong? Halfway down, her blouse gaped, revealing a hint of red lace. Had I intruded on something I shouldn’t? Or was I overreacting?

“Dove? That’s good news, right? You said you couldn’t do it all yourself.”

“Yes, fantastic.”

I thought back over the last few weeks, the weeks I’d spent running around from office to office while Wes lounged around at home, doing “marketing.” And the calls I’d fielded from grumpy clients complaining Magda had missed yet another afternoon appointment.

What if she’d had other things to do? Like Wes?

No. No, that couldn’t be right. Could it? I recalled back to my parents’ anniversary party last year, when I’d caught him kissing my cousin, Laura. He swore he’d been drunk and it was a case of mistaken identity, and I’d given him the benefit of the doubt as Laura and I did have the same colour hair at that time, but should I have been more suspicious? And when had I come home in the middle of the day before? I didn’t know much about Magda, only that she was unreliable and had a penchant for overly tight trousers.
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