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			Like most little girls raised on a diet of glass slippers and royal weddings, I used to believe that princesses were born, not made.

			I mean, that was the whole point, surely? You either had the tiara-wearing, crowd-charming, prince-captivating, good-deed-doing, swishy hair genes or you didn’t. Even Cinderella—not the greatest prospect, on the face of it—had the Daintiest Feet in the Land as a big flashing sign, just in case we missed the gracious humility and dazzling beauty.

			Personally, I never saw myself as a long-lost princess. I was more interested in the magic beans, for a start. My feet weren’t exactly dainty, and after a hard day’s gardening, you could have put a marrow under my mattress and I’d have snored away quite happily. In fact, the only remotely princess-like trait in my family was a bad habit of making a run for it when things looked like they might go pumpkin-shaped.

			(You could also argue that I had an ugly sister—but then my sister, Kelly, would say the same thing, so that probably doesn’t count.)

			Luckily, I never had to worry about any of this … until I fell in love with a prince.

			Once I’d got over the shock of discovering that princes do exist outside of Disney films, I realized very quickly that a girl isn’t automatically transformed into a princess once he’s wedged on the glass slipper. Oh no. No, that’s just the start of it.

			What marks out a true princess is how she handles the bit that comes after Happy Ever After. And for that you need more than a set of hair extensions and a ballgown that changes color. You need to know exactly who you are, underneath that tiara. And you need to realize that princesses don’t run away. Not even in glass slippers.
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One

			“Imagine I’m Max Barclay,” said Jo. “I’ve just got you a drink. I’m coming over to have an uncomplicated, no-pressure party chat with you.”

			To make it more real, she began to swagger across the balcony toward me as if wearing a pair of invisible leather chaps, a takeaway cup of coffee standing in for the cheap white wine.

			“Well, if it isn’t the lovely Amy Wilde, Chelsea’s very own Queen of Spades,” she drawled in Max’s confident Sloane-y tones. “Hoe’s it hanging, Amy? Ha-ha.”

			Then she did a startling impression of Max’s wink, and paused for me to respond, as rehearsed. Right on cue, my brain emptied of all thoughts, leaving only a faint background buzz of panic, and the sinking knowledge that I was about to say something stupid. I always did. That was why I spent 90 percent of all parties in the kitchen by the sausage rolls.

			I groaned inwardly. I wasn’t even at the party yet. We weren’t even in a room. I couldn’t even claim Jo had Max Barclay’s disconcerting Roman nose to put me off. This party would be the third time Jo had tried to matchmake me with Max, and on both previous occasions the famous Barclay nose had robbed me of all coherent thought; it was supposed to “prove” some familial indiscretion with the Duke of Wellington but all my brain could see was a golden eagle in red trousers. I’d virtually had to hold my jaw shut to stop myself mentioning it, which hadn’t exactly made for sparkling conversation.

			I took a deep breath and made an effort to remember the inoffensive conversational underhand serves we’d been practicing. There were some advantages to sharing a flat with the woman who put the art into party. Jo put lots of other things into parties too, like vodka melon pops and undetectable guest-mingling, but for the last year or so her considerable attentions had been focused on coaching me out of what she called my “party paralysis.”

			“Um …”

			“No!” Jo dropped Max’s swagger and pointed at me. “That’s where you always go wrong. Stop thinking about what you shouldn’t say and let the conversation flow.” She made a graceful gesture with her free hand. “Let the inoffensive small talk about the weather and the shooting and what you got for Christmas ripple forth until you find a mutually interesting topic—”

			“Jo, I keep telling you—I’m from Yorkshire,” I interrupted. “We don’t do small talk in Yorkshire. We don’t do any talk, if we can help it. Our menfolk play cricket, a game conducted in respectful silence by both spectators and players, and our womenfolk hold entire conversations using only their eyebrows and their bosoms. If in doubt, say nowt. It’s practically the county motto.”

			“But how do you meet anyone?” Jo looked bewildered. The concept of not talking for more than ten seconds was something she found incomprehensible; she was constantly yakking away on the phone at home, even while she was in the bath, usually to someone called Tilly, Milly, or Lily. Sometimes Billy.

			“We move to London. Can I have that coffee now, please?” I asked, holding out a hand. I’d been digging flowerbeds over since 9 a.m.; I needed the caffeine.

			Jo lifted it just out of my grasp and raised her eyebrows expectantly, so I sighed, and delivered the line she wanted. “Everything in the garden’s rosy, Max, thanks for asking.”

			She handed over the cappuccino with a proud smile. “See? You’re funny. You just need a prompt.”

			“I have one. It’s called standing in the kitchen asking people what they’d like to drink. It’s been working for me for years.”

			“You are not spending another party lurking around in there with the dishcloths and vol-au-vents. I want you out in the action. Mingling. Meeting people. Showing them the light you keep hiding under that portable bushel of yours.”

			“You want me to show them my bushel now?”

			Jo ignored that, and pounced on another hot topic while I was busy sugaring my coffee. “Now, do you need any help with your costume? The brilliant thing about a heaven and hell theme is that it gives everyone enough scope to come up with something flattering or icebreaking or even—”

			“Yes, I’ve been thinking about that,” I said swiftly. “Why don’t I go as a mime artist? They’re pretty hellish. Or Ted suggested that he and I could go as a pantomime horse; then you wouldn’t have to worry about either of us putting our feet in it. We could just do party chitchat by fluttering our eyelashes. Or nodding our horsey head.”

			Jo leaned back against the balcony (not a safe thing to do, several hundred feet above Chelsea, given the balcony owner’s lackadaisical approach to maintenance), and inhaled deeply through her nose. She did that so she wouldn’t have to pause to take a breath and so allow me to interrupt her.

			“One,” she said, counting off on a gloved finger, “you are the cohost of this party and, as such, you can’t spend it miming ‘Here are the drinks’ and ‘Please don’t be sick on the sofa.’ Two, if you spend the evening in a horse costume with Ted Botham’s nose shoved up in your business, everyone will think you and Ted are a couple, not work partners with a common fear of conversation. Which leads me to three, the whole point of this party is for you to meet at least one of the lovely men I have lined up for you. It’s in your horoscope for this month. You’re irresistible from January the ninth. Just let Max talk about his car. I do. Ask him about fuel consumption and nod every time you hear the word torque, and you’ll be fine.”

			I stared at her. Jo had been going to parties since she was knee-high to a cocktail sausage. She’d probably been matchmaking at them from that age too.

			Before I could protest she slung an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “Amy, you’re far too much fun to waste good mingling time trapped by the fridge with the sobbing drunky girls and the weirdos. You should be out there sparkling. You’re fantastic company. You make me laugh all the time.”

			“That’s because you can’t understand my accent,” I pointed out.

			“Your accent is fine,” she said darkly. “It’s your weird suspicion of an honest compliment that I can’t understand.”

			You wouldn’t take me and Jo for flatmates. When I first met her, she was flicking through a copy of Tatler and sipping a mineral water, and I thought she’d be one of those glossy posh girls who’d never had a job and screamed at the sight of bread—which goes to show how wrong you can be. (The “mineral water” was a vodka and tonic, for a start. And she could demolish a white loaf quicker than you could say “carb hangover.”)

			But the glossiness was real. Jo de Vere had a few princess genes in her, I could tell. Everything about her was glossy, from her long brown hair to her crimson pedicure and her divine pearls-and-Labradors accent. She knew everyone—reliable builders, unreliable baronets, taxidermists, tax accountants, taxi drivers—and she was never, never lost for words, even when everyone else was rigid with embarrassment or shock. She claimed it was down to a combination of her constantly remarrying parents and moving house a lot as a child but she had the happy knack of putting people at ease, and then getting them to do exactly what she 
wanted.

			I, on the other hand, was a newly qualified gardener from one of Yorkshire’s sleepiest villages, with the ragged nails of a serial killer and corkscrew blond hair only a troll could love. I’d been known to deliver a one-liner or two, but usually after I’d rehearsed it for three days while doing someone’s pruning. My sole claim to fame was that my mum had baked the Eccles cake that Princess Anne sampled on her visit to the Great Yorkshire Show (“Deliciously moist, Mrs. Wilde”), and although I had plans to stun London with my wildflower balcony designs, at the moment I was London’s most thorough hedge trimmer and lawn mower.

			What Jo and I did have in common, to begin with at least, was Ted Botham. Ted and I shared a house while I was studying to be a garden designer and he was studying estate management, but mainly spending his days irritating local farmers with his metal detector. He was also one of Jo’s oldest friends from boarding school. The summer we graduated, Ted needed someone to help him with a couple of gardening holiday jobs he’d blagged in London, and I, apparently, was his first choice, thanks to my first-class degree in horticultural design and, coincidentally, my van. I was full of plans for my own business, but I needed work and a place to live. And it just happened that Jo needed a lodger for the spare room in her flat near Buckingham Palace, and really didn’t want that lodger to be Ted, something I could understand after sharing a bathroom with him myself for the previous year.

			Despite Jo’s demure appearance, I had an inkling that she and I might get on when my “interview” consisted of her dragging me and Ted off to her friend’s karaoke bar in Battersea. After our fourth Cher duet in a row, delivered with an impromptu dance routine and genuine tears of emotion, I realized that Jo had somehow managed to get me to sing in public, something that had never happened before, not to mention dance. The interview ended twelve hours later back at her house, with me frying up a full English breakfast for our hangovers, which she said was the best she’d ever had. (True. My fried eggs are my calling card.)

			I’d been there nearly two and a half years now. That added up to about twenty parties, one roomful of “eligible men” in red trousers whom I’d so far failed to click with, dozens of full English breakfasts, and seven houseplants that Jo had killed off with loving neglect.

			“Costume,” she repeated, with the same knee-tap and urgent stare she used on her dilatory workmen. “We need to get it sorted out before Ted borrows that horse costume from whichever idiot friend of his wore it to Hattie’s wedding in Wiltshire last year.”

			“What?” So Ted hadn’t been joking when he suggested it.

			“Never mind. Chop-chop. What’s your idea of heaven? Or hell? I don’t mind which, so long as it can be accessorized with a feather boa.”

			“Hell would be going on Britain’s Got Talent, making a fool of myself in front of millions of people,” I said at once. “So I suppose I could maybe just wear my normal clothes and carry Badger under my arm? There’s always someone with a performing dog.”

			Badger was my dog. Well, sort of my dog—I’d inherited him from my grandmother, so his tricks were limited to sitting for a mint imperial and bringing a remote control. He came to work with me or Ted, depending on which location had the more interesting digging opportunities.

			“Reality shows—good idea!” Jo gave me her best encouraging smile. “But we need to think hot reality shows. We need a costume where we can really trowel on the makeup. Make the most of your beautiful eyes.” She squinched her nose up in thought—not her best look. “What about Strictly Come Dancing?”

			“Yup. That’s hell,” I confirmed. “Fake tan is hell. Low-cut dresses held on with sticky tape are hell. Public voting is hell. People having to do sexy tangos with washed-up soap stars is—”

			“Okay, okay. I’ve got the perfect dress for you,” said Jo.

			“Oh, come on! I’d look ridiculous in one of your dresses.” I laughed without thinking, then realized that hadn’t come out the way I’d meant it to. “Um, not that you wear ridiculous dresses, just that they’re much smaller than … I mean, you’re so much smaller than me, not that your dresses are too small, I mean, they’re very nice, but you do that low-cut thing better than me. …” I starfished my hands in horror as my mouth carried on running long after my brain stopped and sat down.

			This was my problem, basically. Imagine that, at a party. With guys you were trying to impress. That’s what comes of growing up somewhere chat-less.

			Jo opened her eyes so wide I could see where her mascara started. “Amy. Stop thinking so hard. Fill the silence with a choking fit if you have to.”

			“Oi? How long has this tea break been going on?”

			We both swiveled round to see Ted Botham’s broad frame looming tweedily from Grace’s minimalist Scandinavian loft kitchen. He’d managed to trail mud from somewhere, although that could have come from Badger, who galloped across the balcony toward us, a stick in his bearded jaws, and made straight for Jo’s immaculate black pencil skirt.

			“Badger!” squeaked Jo, holding out her arms for him to jump up on her.

			One of the little things that had made me warm to Jo was that despite her meticulous dress sense—today: leopard-skin swing coat, pencil skirt, black patent leather boots for kicking her client’s slow-moving decorators back onto schedule—she could never see a dog without stopping to pat it. When I’d moved in, she’d worried more about where Badger wanted to sleep than whether I had references.

			“Hello, Jo,” said Ted. I guessed he’d been digging borders, because his curly brown hair was even curlier with the damp, and his cheeks were as red as his trousers. I didn’t know what it was with Jo’s male friends and their red trousers. “What is it today?” he added in the gently horrible tone so beloved of old school friends. “Bullying builders, or voice-overs for washing-up liquid?”

			“Builders.” She checked her watch. “In fact, I should be getting back to Callie Hamilton’s—her electricians have been fitting those dimmer switches so long now she should start charging them rent.”

			Although Jo was officially an actress and had appeared in two television ads for washing-up liquid (which was nearly a series, we reckoned), she had a far more lucrative sideline managing building projects for friends of friends who were either too busy or too scared to chivvy workmen along. Between her charming manners and her refusal to hear the word no, Jo saved her clients thousands in overtime.

			“You could start by cracking a whip here,” Ted observed, nodding at my packed lunch, then tapping his watch. “We need to get to Fulham by two.”

			“No, I think you’ll find that’s your job.” I reached into my rucksack for our diary, glad of the chance to steer us away from the rocky subject of the party. I was in charge of bookings, as well as driving, invoicing, design, and plant purchasing. Ted chopped things and mowed things. “You were supposed to be in Fulham this morning.”

			Ted looked sheepish. “I thought we could go together. I’ve, ah, had to move that job in Eltham Avenue. Mrs. Matthews wasn’t ready for me when I called round.”

			“What? Wasn’t she back from the gym?”

			He flushed. “Um, she hadn’t quite … got up.”

			“What on earth do you mean?” I asked, even though I had a good idea what was coming. “Was she ill?”

			“She will be if she thinks a dressing gown like that’s appropriate for January,” he went on. “Seriously, I could see her … She should look into pajamas.”

			“She was in her negligee!” Jo hooted with glee, making Badger wriggle in her lap. “Ted! She wanted you to refresh her beds!”

			“Stop it.”

			“Or was she after some hoeing? Or …” Jo tapped my arm impatiently. “Help me, Amy, I’m running out of double entendres.”

			I put a finger on my chin. “Did she want you to harden off her perennials? Um, something something her ranunculus?”

			Ted gave us a baleful look, and I couldn’t go on. It was like poking fun at a big cow. A big Hereford cow in a sweater.

			A significant number of our clients had seen too many TV adaptations of Lady Chatterley’s Lover and fancied having their own Mellors popping round once a week to trim the borders—it certainly kept our coffers full over the summer. Ted, with his broad shoulders and habit of turning up for work in his old rugby kit, was the perfect garden accessory, especially in hot weather when he liked to work in a white undershirt (he wasn’t the type to work topless, not even in a heat wave, not even with encouragement from his swooning employers).

			“You’ll just have to be less irresistible,” said Jo. “Dig less, talk more. Start giving her your wildflower meadow lecture. God knows I love you both, but if I have to listen to the pair of you droning on about the plight of the honeybee for one more dinner, I’m going to boycott honey altogether.”

			“You won’t be saying that when I’ve put a beehive on the roof of Leominster Place and we’re making our own honey,” I started.

			Ted tossed his head as much as a six-foot bloke could. “If you understood the first thing about the basic biomechanics of—”

			“Buzz off,” said Jo, meaningfully. “With the emphasis on zzzzzz.”

			“So you just came round here to pick up your chaperone for the afternoon job?” I asked. I didn’t want Jo puncturing our business dream for the year, just a few days in.

			“Actually, no,” he retorted airily. “I wanted to see what you’ve been doing with the famous feng shui cottage garden balcony. And, ah, to see if Grace’s famous Dream Seeds are surviving without her while she’s away skiing?”

			I was pretty sure this was a convenient lie—he’d almost certainly come to “bump into” Jo—but I humored him, and pointed to five artisan-crafted terra-cotta pots lined up along the far railing, showing precisely arranged compost and not much else. “They’re probably quite glad of the break. She chants over them, you know.”

			Grace—a twenty-six-year-old Trustafarian who’d spent more time being life-coached than most people did in full-time employment, and one of our most regular clients—had been given the seeds at the end of her latest course, and planting them “with faith and love and self-belief” was supposed to make both the plants and her secret dreams spring forth. She planted and chanted; I tended. And mended.

			Jo looked deeply cynical. “What are they supposed to be bringing her again?”

			“Serenity, prosperity, stability in the foreign bond market, and for Richard to seal the Palace View deal, then propose by Valentine’s Day. With a ring from Asprey.”

			Ted and I also wanted Richard, a property developer, to buy Palace View, a huge development with even huger possibilities for gardening contracts. Not just the hundred or so balconies, but also the land around the site, and the rooftop. I had a bit of a bee in my bonnet—yes, ho ho—about wildflower meadows, the sort that brought butterflies and bees and insects into the heart of the city; it had been my final year project. I had a plan to create localized wildflower meadows and then set up local beehives—but first I needed the space to plant meadows.

			As a side order, some serenity for Grace would be a bonus for me. I’d redesigned her balcony twice in a year already, once for feng shui, once for color therapy.

			Jo and Ted were both staring at the pots, their faces strained with the effort of finding something positive to say.

			“Nothing so far?” asked Jo. “I mean, should there be? I don’t blame the plants for not wanting to get out of bed in this weather.”

			Ted did a deliberate double take, from me to the pots and back again. “Well, duh! They’re probably designed not to sprout so she’ll have to sign up for another session. That’s how these people get gullible women hooked.”

			“You’re so right,” said Jo, deadpan. “Before you know it poor Grace’ll be on the hard stuff, like bulbs. And boracics.”

			“Brassicas.” Ted’s ears went red.

			“Ooh, Ted, no need for that!” She swiped him playfully. “So, when’s Grace back from skiing?”

			“Next week.”

			“Can you speed them up a bit?” She peered into a pot, but there was nothing to see. “Or just put in something that’s actually growing?”

			“Not allowed, apparently. Only her energies will awaken the magic seeds.” I made woo-woo gestures over it.

			Jo put the pot down. “Then she’s doomed. Grace has all the energy of a three-day-old salad.”

			“Ah, now.” I raised a hold-up-a-second finger. “I had a feeling she’d manage to kill them off by feeding them Red Bull or leaving them under her sunbed, so I nicked the rest of the packet while she was planting these pots and took the spare seeds home. I’ve planted my own set. For her, not for me,” I added when they both looked blank. “I haven’t completely lost it.”

			To be honest, I’d felt so sorry for flaky Grace, putting what little self-esteem she had into this latest nonsense, that I’d wanted to make sure she got the boost she was hoping for. Even if she didn’t get the ring from Asprey she might get a buzz from making the seedlings appear. I was just … helping.

			Jo caught on first. “Forward planning—I like it! So, how’s her future looking?”

			“Or should I say ours?” added Ted. “Not that I’m being mercenary here, but we could do with that contract.”

			I thought of the row of pea-green seedlings on the kitchen windowsill. With careful feeding and overnights in the airing cupboard, they weren’t looking too bad. “She’s okay for the bond market, the health, and the proposal, but serenity’s looking dodgy. Still, if you’ve got the first three …”

			“Do we know what they are, these magic seeds?” Ted didn’t normally get too involved in the horticultural side of things, but he could sense a business opportunity when he saw one. “Could we be selling them? To other hippie weirdos who need backups?”

			“No idea.” I’d done a bit of trawling, but so far hadn’t been able to work them out. Not even my dad, a walking plant encyclopedia, had any idea. “They look like some sort of—”

			“Sorry as I am to leave this episode of Gardeners’ Question Time, I should be making tracks.” Jo got up and rearranged her huge scarf. “Callie Hamilton, the world’s neediest client, will be wanting to quiz me about this party, and I’ll have to think of reasons why I can’t invite her.” She pointed at each of us in turn, fixing us with her sharp brown eyes. “Keep thinking about your party outfits. I want glitter and conversation pieces, from both of you. And no pantomime horses.”

			“If I wear those jeweled washing-up gloves you gave me for Christmas, can I stay in the kitchen?” I asked. “Ted can wear his undershirt and bring his best rake—that seems to be most people’s idea of heaven round here.”

			“I’m not wearing an undershirt to a party in January,” said Ted, horrified.

			Jo laughed, a full-bodied cackle that was always a surprise to hear bursting out of her rosebud mouth, and with a final affectionate ear scratch for Badger, she clip-clopped off in her patent leather boots, waving a hand behind her.

			Ted watched her leave with an expression of longing I usually only saw him direct toward takeaway curries. When he turned back and saw me and Badger staring at him, it vanished at once, to be replaced by faint embarrassment. He pinched what was left of my egg sandwich and stuffed it in his mouth before I could stop him.

			“So, what’s the plan with Amazing Grace’s plants? When are you going to swap them over?” he asked through a mouthful of crust.

			“I’ll take these ones home with me tonight, then bring back the five pots I’ve managed to grow when she’s back next week. If I put my plants into her special pots, she’ll think these are the ones she grew herself.”

			“These are special pots?” Ted peered at the handmade terra-cotta containers. “Look pretty bog-standard to me.”

			I sighed. Grace had had them shipped over from Italy specially. “How little you know your female clientele, Ted.”

			“And that’s what I keep you on board for,” he said, stretching out his hand for the last of my crisps.

			I took enormous pleasure in swiping them out of his reach and feeding them to Badger.
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Two

			The airy flat in Leominster Place that I shared with Jo had belonged to her family since 1865.

			Once upon a time, the de Veres owned the whole house, four elegant stories of it, with a squad of servants below stairs and a view, if you leaned out of an attic window, of Buckingham Palace. After the war, it had been divided into apartments and sold off to pay death duties, all except the flat Jo now lived in, which had once been the de Veres living quarters, and a tiny garden flat in the basement where her mother, Marigold, stayed when she needed to escape whatever her domestic crisis was that month. Jo insisted on keeping at least two full floors between them, “for everyone’s sanity.”

			I’d seen prewar photographs of 17 Leominster Place when it was a society-party hot spot, with uniformed staff lined up the sweeping front staircase and potted palms everywhere, but those days were long gone. A mail table full of pizza leaflets and Dickon from upstairs’s mountain bike now stood where housemaids had once bobbed curtsys, and the parquet they’d polished was covered by durable carpet. Not every trace of opulence had vanished, though. Our flat might have been the smallest, but it contained the jewel of the old house: the master bathroom. Faced with the depressing task of dividing his family home up into apartments, Jo’s grandfather drew the line at ripping out the marble-tiled main bathroom, with its magnificent, clunking mahogany loo and Art Nouveau stained-glass window.

			“Showers are for the French. If an Englishman can’t have a decent bath, he might as well give up,” he’d said, and I couldn’t have agreed more. During the border-digging and bulb-planting months, the thought of a long soak in Montgomery de Vere’s rolltop bath, wineglass propped against the metal rack, a sneaky dollop of Jo’s Penhaligon’s bath oil soothing my weary muscles, was the only thing that kept me going through the backbreaking working day.

			I loved living with the ghosts of the old house. From my bed, I could see one half of the plaster ceiling rose that had supported a magnificent brass light fitting, and there were two wrought-iron balconies outside the long French windows in our sitting room, where it didn’t take much to imagine blushing debutantes stepping out to cool their cheeks after a vigorous Viennese waltz with men in starched evening dress.

			That was what I liked to imagine anyway. Jo had a whole array of other, more outrageous stories.

			The balconies made excellent window boxes for the various cuttings and seedlings I always had on the go, and gave Badger somewhere to sunbathe. There wasn’t room for a human to lie down and the rusty ledge didn’t look strong enough to support a modern human being anyway, so I kept them full of blowsy red geraniums and pots of Mediterranean herbs, and on warm summer nights, the soft fragrance of wallflowers drifted through the flat along with the rumble of London traffic.

			This Saturday morning, I was moving all the houseplants, including Grace Wright’s Dream Seeds, onto the balcony, which we’d agreed would remain firmly out of bounds throughout the party. I wedged the seedlings safely behind a window box and sat back on my heels, oddly proud of the seven brave green shoots and the beginnings of tightly furled leaves.

			Even without Grace’s guru business, seeds always felt magical to me. I hadn’t mentioned it to Jo—she had an allergy to anything remotely mystical—but ever since my dad had first helped my fat little fingers to shove a tomato seed into a pot, I’d been spellbound by them. You opened up the packet with impossibly tall and colorful flowers on the front to find these ordinary brown chips of nothing. But then you covered them with a blanket of warm soil, watered them, fed them, and—as if by magic—something woke up inside the seed and it knew when to grow, and where to find the light, and how high to reach. Add in all the amazing natural magic with bees dancing pollen around on their wings, from flower to orchard to flower, and who needed fairy tales?

			Okay, so I’d nicked a couple of Grace’s seeds for my own dreams.

			One for the Palace View contract, so I could unveil my plans for a whole building’s worth of cottage garden balconies, and so Ted could have a really big lawn to mow into the perfect stripes, his goal in life.

			And another to wish for something … new. Didn’t matter what. A surprise. I shivered at the thought of inviting the unknown into my life. As a rule, I didn’t like surprises. I liked to know exactly where I was. But lately, I’d felt ready. I could handle something new.

			Just moving to London had been a massive leap of faith for me, and I’d been incredibly lucky so far. To have found an affordable flat right in the middle of town, and a brilliant flatmate like Jo, and a job straight out of college—sometimes I looked back and couldn’t believe it had slotted into place like that. My sister Kelly had always said (not very nicely) I was one of those lucky people who fell on their feet, but the luckier I felt, the harder I worked to make sure it wasn’t just luck.

			I closed my eyes and let anticipation ripple through me.

			Just not a surprise in red trousers, I added quickly, in case some invisible force was listening in.

			“Are those Grace’s seedlings?” Jo asked, appearing by my side with a clipboard.

			“Yup.” I glanced upward. “We’re going to lock the balcony windows this time. Aren’t we? After what happened at Christmas?”

			We both grimaced.

			At our Christmas party, the fire brigade had come round to rescue a guest clinging to the edge of our balcony by his fingertips. We never found out if he’d been climbing up or had fallen off. He was wearing a Santa hat, so we guessed he’d been planning a big entrance and missed the chimney. He ended up getting a date with one of Jo’s actress friends who’d strapped up his sprained wrist, and Jo had drinks with a fireman, so, as Jo pointed out, it wasn’t entirely for nothing.

			She nodded. “Strictly out of bounds. Much as I’d like a visit from those divine fire brigade men again, I don’t think it’s worth the risk. And I promised Mrs. Mainwaring there would be no danger of inebriated young men trying to climb in through hers by mistake.”

			“Are you sure she wasn’t hoping you’d say exactly the opposite? She was the one trying to get them to unjam her sticky window last time.”

			Irene Mainwaring, and her supercilious tomcat Elvis, had the flat below ours. She was a retired piano teacher with pale blue hair, and although she frequently complained about being “driven to derangement” by Jo’s parties, she nearly always appeared at the end of them herself and could very easily be persuaded to demonstrate variations on the twist. She undermined her outrage by holding a raucous fortnightly date with her bridge club, after which we’d see her staggering out with a clanking recycling box while wearing diamante-studded dark glasses. Elvis made himself scarce for those.

			“Well, I’ve invited her, to be on the safe side. She can’t moan once she’s here. And Dickon from upstairs. The Harrises are on holiday, and Marigold is in the country. Thank God.” Jo looked up from her clipboard. “Hell is a party with your own mother chatting up the handsomest specimens and getting tiddled on cherry brandy cocktails.” She shuddered theatrically.

			“Did you tell Mrs. Mainwaring and Dickon it was a heaven and hell party?” I asked. “Or is Dickon going to come in his usual costume?”

			Dickon in the attic was a portrait painter. Not, as I’d initially thought, a painter and decorator. That had caused an awkward misunderstanding when I’d asked him if he could paint my bedroom, but we were over that now. More or less. He drifted around the house in a series of big shirts and tight jeans, and you’d never guess that his dad was actually a senior policeman from the smells that emerged from his studio.

			Jo sighed. “I think he got the message. It’s so hard to talk to Dickon when you can see him eyeing up your proportions. Anyway, he’s the heaven/hell expert right now. Have you seen his latest work in progress?”

			“How can I miss it? It’s a seven-foot canvas and he leaves it on the landing to dry. Just because he gave the angel green hair doesn’t make it look any less like you in a big pair of wings.”

			“Oh!” Jo looked surprised. “I thought it was you.”

			“Me? Why would I pose for him?” I turned red. “I don’t even like having my passport photos done! And this angel’s … how can I put it? Somewhat challenged in the robe department.”

			Jo squinted at me. Jo’s squints were the sort that cut right through to the heart of the matter. “So what if Dickon’s based this angel on you? It’s not a cardinal sin to acknowledge your own good points,” she informed me. “In fact, it’s a weird form of inverse vanity, pretending you’re some kind of wild-haired yokel when in fact you’re perfectly presentable, bordering on very attractive. And you can’t keep playing the country bumpkin card when you’ve been living here long enough to cut up the black cab drivers round Hyde Park Corner. You’re cute! Men fancy you! Embrace it! Although,” she added, “you might want to clean under your nails first.”

			My cheeks felt hot. “Is this about Max Barclay? Because the thing is, I know he’s your friend, but I honestly don’t have any amusing stories about ski lifts, and he makes me feel—”

			“That’s exactly what I mean.” Jo turned up her palms in despair. “You’re so resistant to being set up. Have you got a secret celebrity boyfriend you’re not telling me about? Are you in love with Ted?”

			“No!” I unbuckled a bit under her gaze. “It’s just …”

			“What?” she implored. “What do I have to do to get you up on the dating horse?”

			“Don’t laugh, but I’ve always thought the right guy will turn up on his own. And I’m not unhappy being single, you know. If I’m not working, I’m asleep.”

			“Sure there’s no handsome farmer back home? No honest-faced country vet drinking tea with your parents and waiting for you to return?”

			Jo read a lot of romantic fiction.

			I nearly choked. “Definitely not. I wouldn’t take any boyfriend home until I’d got a ring on my finger—my dad makes the Spanish Inquisition look like a bunch of kindly aunts. No one’s good enough for his princess.”

			“Dickon’s got a degree from the Royal College of Art.” Jo nodded significantly. “Stick that on your allotment.”

			I allowed myself a tiny glow of pride at the thought of inspiring a real artist to paint, then remembered just how detailed the painting had been, particularly in the décolletage region. My head spun round to Jo. “Did you see where the freckles were on that angel?”

			“That’s it,” said Jo grimly, scribbling on her clipboard. “If you refuse to let me find you a boyfriend, then I will devote tonight to finding Dickon a muse. A really foxy one who doesn’t mind taking her kit off.”

			I’d seen the guest list. Four of Jo’s friends were burlesque dancers and most of the rest could easily be mistaken for one. “That shouldn’t be hard.”

			“I like a party with a purpose.” She jangled my van keys at me. “Are you ready? Lots to do! We need to take Badger to his safe house and go to the supermarket for enough crisps to stuff a donkey, and then I’m going to throw open my wardrobe and transform you into something so gorgeous Mr. Right will gravitate into your orbit from hundreds of miles away, all of his own accord and with no reference to skiing or tennis or any other posh topic that activates your defensive chip.”

			I opened my mouth to disagree, but Jo did her Pointy Finger of Silence and I shut up.

			*

			We’d said eight o’clock on the invites, and at quarter past, Jo and I were sitting in an empty, dust-sheeted flat surrounded by dishes of stuffed olives while Jo had her usual panic that everyone was having the best night of their lives round at some other friend’s flat.

			“I bet it’s that cow Emma Harley-Wright!” She glared at her unusually silent phone. “She’s always throwing guerrilla pop-up parties, just to ruin other people’s nights!”

			Secretly, a tiny part of me was hoping maybe we had chosen the wrong day. I wasn’t totally convinced about my costume, which was making me yearn for a DVD box set and a pizza, rather than a night’s carousing. After some heated discussion about turning me into Eve (Jo’s theater-school body stocking, loose hair, and an apple), we’d compromised on her pink silk pajamas and smudgy eye makeup. I was a heavenly long lie-in. I was worried I looked more like Satan’s unironed laundry basket.

			Jo had opted for heaven too, but she did look heavenly: her neat curves were poured into a gold velvet evening dress, with her granny’s fake diamonds round her neck, gold foil in her hair, and a lavish amount of glittery body lotion on the rest of her. She was, obviously, a glass of champagne.

			“No one’s going to come, and we’ve massively overcatered.” Jo paced up and down, trailing bits of body glitter as she went. “It looks like we’re hosting some sort of snack convention!”

			That was my fault. Whereas Jo’s mum had drilled cocktail recipes into her from an early age, my mum had taught me that it was bad manners to let a guest leave a party without a small rucksack of food for tomorrow’s tea. I think when Mum met Princess Anne, she’d even tried to slip her an Eccles cake for later.

			I eyed the décor. We’d put all the Christmas stars back up and tacked fairy lights round everything. Every spare sheet we owned was covered in gold stars, while the red lightbulbs in the hall and Jo’s bedroom were probably making the flat look highly dubious from the outside.

			“Right.” Jo stopped pacing and fixed me with a look. “It’s time to break open the emergency bottle.”

			Party rules were that if guests hadn’t arrived by half past, we could open the best bottle of wine to cheer ourselves up. Just as I was fiddling with the foil, the doorbell rang, at which point the cork exploded and prosecco gushed all over our makeshift confessional (the sofa).

			“I’ll get it.” Jo dashed out and left me to mop up the wine as best I could with one of the “clouds” (cushion encased in bubble wrap). I wasn’t presenting the best view of myself when Jo reappeared, plus guests.

			“Look who’s here!” she said, shepherding in our first partygoers while doing her “whoa, Nelly!” expression behind their backs. I had to struggle to keep a straight face.

			It was hard to say what Mrs. Mainwaring and Dickon had come as. Her chartreuse evening blouse clashed violently with Dickon’s red velvet jacket. He was looming over her, his hair all wild and artisty. My mind went blank, but Jo was making vigorous “say something” gestures over their heads. Nothing we’d rehearsed had prepared me for this, though.

			“Um … wow!” I blurted out. “Have you come as one of those spooky ventriloquist acts? Ha-ha! Dickon, are you working Mrs. Mainwaring from behind?”

			“No!” they both said, equally horrified. Jo clapped a hand over her eyes. But it was too late; we were all embarrassed.

			“I am His Satanic Majesty,” said Dickon, hurt.

			“And I’m Liza Minnelli,” said Mrs. Mainwaring, as if it were completely obvious from the blouse.

			“Of course! So clever! I should have known from the … false eyelashes? Not false. Okay. Now, listen, Amy has made the most marvelous punch,” said Jo, shoving me toward the kitchen. “Dickon, you must try some. Mrs. Mainwaring? Can we get you a sherry?”

			I felt better once I was safely behind a plate of sausage rolls and Dickon immediately launched into a long story of how he’d been using egg-white paint mix in his quest for artistic authenticity and was, as a result, eating a lot of custard with the leftover yolks. I got about four words in over the course of twenty minutes, but while I was nodding sympathetically I put away about three cups of St. Peter’s Punch, a cocktail Jo had found in a vintage party guide (heavenly ingredient: Benedictine and brandy, plenty of it). I had a very effective Party Listening expression, honed over many years, and before long Dickon was confessing that he’d actually based all the tiny demons in his painting on everyone who’d ever made fun of his name over the years. (There were a lot.)

			Meanwhile, the doorbell buzzed again and again, shrieks of delight heralded each fresh arrival, and gradually Dickon and I were forced farther into the kitchen by the wave of newcomers, all in the weirdest outfits. I’d assumed most guests would just wear normal clothes with horns or a halo, but Jo’s friends never wore normal clothes if they could wear sequined hot pants and a pig mask instead. There was a golfer, a butcher, a man dressed as a pole dancer (I think it was his idea of heaven, but coincidentally a little glimpse of hell for everyone else), three Britney Spearses at various ages, and a Bono.

			At ten, Jo fought her way through the Three Ages of Britney Spears girls clogging the doorway, with a desperate look on her face and her mobile in her hand. I could barely hear her over the noise of pop music and theatrical flirting.

			“I’ve got to nip out,” she yelled, pointing at the phone. “Maternal crisis. Marigold’s saying she thinks she might have left the gas on in the flat downstairs.”

			“What? You’re kidding!” My mouth went dry. “Should we call the—?”

			Jo shook her head. “Don’t panic—probably just one of her ploys to get me to go down there ASAP. You know Marigold. Such a drama farmer. Bet you anything that once I’m in there she’ll suddenly ‘remember’ some handbag she needs couriering to wherever she is this weekend. Listen, I won’t be long. Get out there and do some hosting. Ted’s just arrived. He’s come as a Mafia don or Don Draper from Mad Men, I can’t tell which.”

			I wasn’t sure which was making me feel more panicky—Marigold “probably” turning the house into a giant bomb, or having to take charge of the heaving throng in our sitting room.

			“Is everything okay in there? It sounds quite loud,” I said anxiously.

			“That’s what a great party sounds like, you plank.” Jo flapped her hand. “Get in there and mingle! See if Max’s here yet! That’ll make you look more confident.”

			And she was gone.

			Come on, Amy, I told myself sternly. You’ve met most of these people before. You’re the hostess. You’ve got to get out there, for the sausage rolls’ sake, if nothing else.

			I nudged my way out between Schoolgirl Britney and Saucy Cabin Crew Britney, canapé platter ahead of me like a shield. I’d managed to get rid of three sausage rolls and had sighted Ted by the big window, being chatted up by a miniskirted nun, when there was a loud commotion by the door. My head spun to take it in and I nearly dropped the tray in shock.

			A ridiculously handsome man was striking a magazine pose in the doorway, his hands braced against the doorframe and his head thrown back as if caught in a strong gust of wind, all the better for his mane of brown hair to fall away from his face. I say ridiculously handsome: his face was so tanned and symmetrical and model-perfect that he didn’t look quite real. He was wearing a striped shirt that reminded me of hard candies, and a pair of tight red jeans. Very tight red jeans. Too tight, actually.

			Behind him were three tall blond girls in black bandage dresses who’d clearly come from at least one other party, because when he stopped to pose in the doorway, they carried on marching in their heels and collided into his back in a tipsy jumble of golden limbs.

			“Steady on, ladies!” he drawled—if you can drawl at the top of your voice. “Let’s wait till we get into the party, at least!”

			Everyone’s attention was now trained on the door, and the blood drained from my body.

			A gate-crasher. My worst nightmare. And Jo wasn’t even here to see him off the premises. She was excellent with gate-crashers; she usually ended up going on to a different party with them.

			“Who the hell invited him?” muttered Ted, who had made his way through the throng to my side. He was looking a bit mafioso, if any of them had played cricket for England.

			“I don’t even know who he is,” I squeaked back. “I mean, what’s he come as?”

			It was supposed to be a whisper, but because I’d been holding my breath it came out a bit louder than I’d meant, plus it coincided with an unfortunate break in the music, which one of the blond girls was now fiddling with.

			Everyone turned to look at me and I shrank down behind Ted as far as I could.

			The man didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he descended on me with both hands outstretched, his huge brown eyes fixed on my face as if there were no one else in the room—no small feat, given that the flat was absolutely crammed. The guests parted like the Red Sea as he approached.

			The nearer he got, the more handsome he seemed. The intensity of his gaze beneath his long dark lashes was unsettling, but, I had to admit, also very attractive. I guessed this was how a rabbit felt, shortly before being swallowed whole by a boa constrictor, scared but oddly flattered at the same time.

			“Hey,” he said in a rich, slightly accented voice like dark chocolate. He managed to wring a whole sentence-worth of meaning out of that one syllable.

			My mouth dropped open but nothing emerged.

			Ted nudged me hard in the back and the breath whistled out of me.

			“Hello!” I managed.

			“Good evening, gorgeous lady,” he said, grabbing my hands, and raised one to his lips to kiss it. “Do you need to get aboard the Rolf Express to Partyville? Because it’s heading into the station and I want you riding on it.”

			I had no idea what to say to that. I wasn’t even sure what it meant. But I had to say something. Fast. Before Ted nudged me again or worse, intervened himself.

			“Yes?” I hazarded.

			Rolf—I assumed that was his name—threw back his mane of hair and laughed, and the girls behind him reassembled themselves. One snaked her fingers through his belt loop, and another rested her head on his shoulder, closing her eyes in the sort of pose that made her look like a model. If I’d posed like that, someone would have offered me a bucket and a sit down.

			“I’m Rolf. What’s your name?” he went on, releasing my hand, but not my gaze. “Or can I just call you gorgeous?” He frowned. “No. In the morning. Can I just call you … in the morning? That’s the one.” He cocked an imaginary pistol and fired it at me.

			“I’m Amy.” My throat had gone dry and several really stupid comments were fighting to escape from my mouth. Rolf’s extreme confidence had raised the stakes about a thousand times higher than they were at the best of times, plus everyone was looking at us.

			Where was Jo? I needed her here.

			“Amy! Sweet. And how do you know the lovely Josephine?”

			“I live here?”

			Clearly I was doing so badly Ted felt the need to step in. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked. His solid presence behind me was reassuring, even if he did smell of mothballs. I assumed that was the suit, rather than a new aftershave.

			“Good call. What have you got?” Rolf temporarily turned his charm beam off my face, and I was surprised not to fall to the floor.

			“Beer, wine, some blue cocktail Jo’s made. But”—Ted had done the health and safety course for our business—“I have to warn you that it’s been unsupervised for the last half hour and I can’t guarantee what she put in it to begin with.”

			“Sounds promising.” Rolf’s full lips pouted in thought; then he turned his head, and addressed the nearest blonde. “Mirabelle, go down to the car and get the chiller, will you? Cheers, bambina.”

			He turned back to me while Mirabelle was still processing the instructions; as she swayed off on her heels, he slung an arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the long window where there was a tiny bit of space.

			I sensed Ted’s jaw drop, but something about Rolf seemed to be overriding my brain. It was like being on a hypnotist show. I hoped he wouldn’t ask me to quack like a duck or anything.

			“While we’re waiting for Mirabelle to make with the Moët,” he drawled in my ear, “I want to hear all about you and why it is that you’ve come dressed for bed already.”

			Well, Jo had been right about that. Fancy dress did get people talking with no effort!

			“It’s fancy dress, and I’m not dressed for bed, I’m dressed for a lie-in,” I said. In the reflection of the window I could see girls lining up behind me to talk to Rolf, hovering impatiently. I felt an unexpected frisson of triumph that he was talking to me.

			Rolf raised a well-groomed eyebrow. “Uh-huh. A lie-in. I like lie-ins too. Especially after a late night.”

			“I’ve got bed socks on. Look, cashmere.” I shoved out a foot and nearly trod on a bowl of olives. My gormlessness didn’t seem to put him off though; he leaned back and gave me an appraising look.

			“I like to keep my socks on too,” said Rolf. “Saves time getting dressed after. If you know what I mean. I think you and I could have a lot in common, Amy.”

			He winked—but it was a wink too far, and without meaning to, I made a bleurgh! noise of horror, which I had to wrangle back into a hmm? face.

			Suddenly Rolf placed his hands on my shoulders and gripped, fixing me with another smoldering gaze. He wasn’t that tall. We were roughly the same height. “You stay right there, gorgeous,” he said in the voice of a much taller man. “I need to use your bathroom. Where is it?”

			I nodded across the hall, and he swaggered off, apparently unaware that he had a pair of oyster satin knickers dangling from his back pocket.

			The music and flirting started up again, and I tried to gather myself together. This is okay, I thought, as the last hastily gulped glass of Jo’s punch started to take effect on my balance. I’m hosting, I’ve been chatted up, the gate-crashers seem to know Jo, no one has been sick or called the police. I just need … more food to soak up this booze.

			I swayed off to the kitchen and grabbed two sausage rolls from the giant pile, and since I was there I poured myself another glass of punch. It tasted different from the first three cups I’d had, but after my short ride on the Rolf Express I was feeling reckless. When I tried to leave the packed kitchen, the three Britneys had gone into a tearful group hug, and as I tried to crowbar my way past, the music went off and mass yelling broke out.

			This time it sounded serious.

			My short-lived triumph shriveled. I dropped to my knees and crawled between the Britneys to the sitting room, just in time to see Rolf in the middle of the floor, waving an iPod in one hand and (oh, my God) a green bra in the other, while Ted and a tall blond bloke attempted to grab them off him.

			“If you don’t let me put Abba on the stereo, I’m going to chuck this out of the window!” roared Rolf.

			“You’re not chucking anything anywhere! Not on my watch!” Ted roared back, putting his head down to rugby-tackle him, but Rolf nipped out of his grasp, shimmied over to the long window, and somehow managed to open it.

			Visions of the Christmas balcony drama danced before my eyes. That balcony wasn’t very big. Rolf was moving very fast. Where was Jo?

			“Don’t let him get out there!” I yelled. “It’s not as deep as you’d think! It’s unsafe!”

			The blond man in the white shirt turned to look at me, and my mind went blank, but not for the usual reasons. I couldn’t do anything but look back at him. He had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen—proper deep blue, like cornflowers, with dark lashes—and when our eyes met, I felt like everything had stopped in the room. Just like in a film.

			He stared back at me, and his brow furrowed; then he started smiling in a “hey, it’s you!” way, even though we’d never met. Butterflies fluttered up in my stomach. I hadn’t got a clue who he was, but something about him felt instantly familiar, as if I’d known him for years. Did I know him?

			But in the split second we were staring at each other, Rolf vanished from view; then a very unmanly squeal indicated that the Rolf Express was heading off the tracks very fast.

			Ted leaped forward with more energy than I’d seen him expend at work all year, and grabbed Rolf’s legs just in time. There was a scraping crash, followed by the sound of falling pots. And then, far away, the yowl of a surprised cat.

			I’m not ashamed to say that my first thought wasn’t Oh no, we’ve lost a guest, or even, Oh no, I hope Elvis wasn’t having a tomcat’s night out tonight, but Oh, bollocks, that’ll be Grace Wright’s effing Dream Seeds.
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Three

			Everyone surged forward, and Ted and Rolf reappeared from the scrum of shocked onlookers, as my teeth continued to chatter with delayed shock. It was a long way down from that balcony.

			Rolf, however, was doing a very good impression of someone who nearly falls out of windows at every party. He brushed dead leaves off his shiny shirt as if nothing had happened and made a “drinky drinky?” gesture to a nearby girl, but his blond mate grabbed him by the arm and whispered furiously into his ear. He seemed less than impressed—whether with Rolf for making a show of himself, or with us for having a potentially lethal balcony, I couldn’t make out.

			Meanwhile, a couple of girls rushed over to Ted and patted him like a big hero. He looked startled, then disengaged himself to sort out the iPod, and to my relief, Beyoncé was blaring out of the stereo again before you could say “awkward.”

			Rolf beckoned me over, back on the charm offensive. I went, praying Jo was on her way back up to deliver the telling-off I wasn’t sure I’d be able to summon up. Even though he totally deserved it.

			Or maybe we did. Who was supposed to have locked the doors? Jo … or me?

			“This is all your fault.” Rolf shook his head flirtily. “If you’d been here—”

			“If I’d been here, I’d have told you not to go on the balcony,” I said. “In fact, I was. Couldn’t you hear me yelling?”

			“Have you never seen Romeo and Juliet?” He pouted.

			“That doesn’t work on me,” I said.

			“It will. Give it time. Listen, the Rolex has spoken. I need to move on. Where’s the lovely Josephine?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Rolf’s pout intensified. “Playing hard to get. At her own party. Quel style.” He snapped his fingers, pointing to the door. “Anyhoo, with deep regret, the Rolf Express is departing this station. Are you on board?”

			“This is my party!” I protested. “Of course I’m not on board!”

			“Too bad.” He grabbed my hand, kissed it, then made a clicking noise: two broad-shouldered men I hadn’t seen before materialized and ushered him to the door, making a wall of navy-blue blazer between him and anyone trying to follow. The trio of blondes trailed behind, one of them staggering under the weight of a cooler. Rolf made one last salute at the door, which only about four people caught, then he was off.

			I still had no idea who he was, but I felt as if half the oxygen had just left the room.

			“Don’t think the Rolf Express is taking passengers from this station,” said Ted.

			“The Rolf Express should be canceled,” said Jo, appearing from nowhere with a dark look on her face, despite the glitter. “I’ve a good mind to put a cow on the line. Rolf is such a … a …”

			“Perfect example of someone you’d meet in hell?” suggested Ted. “Maybe even the bloke who’d be in charge of the entertainments?”

			“Where did you spring from?” I demanded. “Did you see all that?”

			“I caught the last bit.” Jo squirmed.

			“Then why didn’t you stop him?” I started to ask, but she’d gone over to the stereo and was starting to whip everyone into joining her doing the “Single Ladies” dance. We’d spent many happy hours dissecting that routine, although only Jo could do it in high heels.

			From the way she was geeing everyone along, I assumed Marigold hadn’t left the gas on downstairs.

			“What’s up with her?” I asked Ted, as Jo did the flippy hand action with surprising attitude for a history of art graduate. “Did she invite him? Does she know him?”

			“Rolf? Oh yeah. I think there’s some history there,” he yelled.

			My eyes popped. “Rolf? And Jo?”

			I couldn’t hear what else Ted said, but his face was really saying it all. He was trying to make his face nonchalant, but failing as only a man allergic to emotional conversations can.

			I would have hung around and been more sympathetic, but unfortunately for Ted, at that point I realized that Rolf’s very handsome blond mate hadn’t left the party but was trying to catch my eye over his shoulder.

			*

			It took all my concentration to walk over to him without treading on any guests or bowls of olives. By the time I finally made it to where he was standing by the door, my mind was completely blank apart from the word gorgeous. Because he was. Absolutely gorgeous.

			Just say hi. Hi is fine. Hello, even.

			Then he smiled at me, a quirky twitch of the lips, accompanied by an apologetic frown, and I lost even gorgeous in a sea of white noise.

			He looked like most of the men Jo invited to her parties—white shirt open at the neck, dark blue jeans, thick blond hair cut in a tously style—but there was an extra sharpness about him, as if he were just a bit more in focus than everyone else. And he was still smiling as though we already knew each other.

			“I didn’t want to go without apologizing,” he shouted in my ear over the sound of wine and crisps being ground rhythmically into our carpet. His breath was warm against my neck, and I felt all the tiny hairs spring to attention. “Don’t worry, Rolf is in a car speeding far, far from your flat.”

			I leaned into his ear and yelled, “Not in the driver’s seat, I hope.”

			Not bad. Where did that come from?

			He laughed, showing square white teeth, and leaned toward my ear again. “I wanted to check that he hadn’t damaged anything on your balcony. If he did, obviously he’s going to want to replace it.”

			I arched my eyebrow. “He is? Or you are?”

			“I am,” he said. “And he’s going to pay me back.”

			I felt the same fluttery excitement that I’d had the first time I’d driven to college on my own after passing my test: as if everything were rushing toward me and I was reacting second by second, not knowing where my reactions were coming from.

			We’d moved closer together as two guests (under)dressed as Botticelli cherubs tried to leave, and now we were nearly nose to nose. He had a straight nose with a few freckles scattered across the bridge, and I had to fight the impulse to tell him how glad I was to meet a fellow freckler. Either Jo’s blue cocktail was kicking in or there really was something in all that claptrap about certain people just being easy to talk to.

			“Shall we have a look?” he suggested.

			“At what?” I squeaked.

			“The damage to the balcony?”

			I nodded dumbly and turned to the window.

			He followed me across the room, and we had to swerve to avoid being whacked in the head by Jo and her line of would-be backup dancers.

			“How do you girls learn that?” he asked, touching my arm to direct my attention to where Jo was strutting in perfect unison with four other girls.

			“It’s just that one dance,” I admitted, aware of how close he was to me. “Jo does it as part of her Edinburgh stand-up act, with different words—she calls it ‘Single Laddies.’ I can do it too.” I demonstrated one quick hand move and smacked a nearby Simon Cowell in the face by mistake. “Oh, my God, sorry, sorry. …”

			Gorgeous Blond Man grinned and made a space for me to get through to the window. As I opened it, I groaned aloud: the heavy window box of geraniums was still there, but the plants I’d wedged behind it had been shoved through the railings and off the balcony. Grace’s precious pots and my precious seedlings would be toast—as would her dreams, and our plans for the rental property contract.

			Not that I believed all that hippie mumbo jumbo.

			Still, I sobered up instantly in the chilly night air. I didn’t normally get so sentimental about plants—some sprouted, some failed, Nature was mean like that—but for some reason this felt symbolic.

			“What?” The man leaned to see what I was looking at.

			“There were seven pots of seedlings and some herbs,” I said. “I don’t even want to think about what they hit on the way down.”

			“Really? Oh no.” His own expression turned serious when he saw my face. “Were they expensive plants? Or valuable pots? Can we replace them?”

			“No. They’re …”

			He looked at me as if he really wanted to know, and the words tumbled out of my mouth before I had time to think about what I was saying.

			“They’re seeds I was growing for a client—hers haven’t sprouted, so I was growing these as backup. I was going to swap these with the ones she’s managed to wipe out before she gets back this week. I’m a gardener,” I added, in case he thought I did this sort of thing for fun. “And they’re not dodgy.”

			“Can’t you just swap them for some different seedlings?”

			I shook my head, already wondering what I could tell Grace. “She got them while she was on some retreat in Thailand. There are photos of the flowers in her meditation pack—she’d know if they suddenly came up as tomatoes.”

			He frowned, then his face cleared into a smile. “Oh, I know the course you mean. Were they Dream Seeds? Lots of nude yoga and talking about your soul’s greenhouse? Each seed represents a wish, et cetera, et cetera?”

			“You know them?” I squinted at him. He didn’t look the sort to go on Grace’s courses. I mean, he looked wealthy, but nowhere near flaky enough. (Also, nude yoga?)

			“Let’s say I know of them,” he replied. “And I know how important the seeds are to the fruitloops who … Oh, God, sorry, the, um …” His eyes were doing the frantic darting thing mine did when I was trying and failing to find the tactful word.

			“You had me at fruitloops,” I said. “In the nicest possible way.”

			We shared a quick, apologetic smile of conspiracy.

			He touched my arm. “In that case, let’s go down and see if they’ve survived the fall. I can’t have someone’s karmic journey on Rolf’s conscience as well as him ruining your party.”

			“Does it look ruined?” I asked. The Beyoncé dancing was reaching a new level of ferocity, and if Mrs. Mainwaring hadn’t been doing some kind of mashed-potato move in the middle of the floor, she’d have been banging on the ceiling with her broom. That didn’t mean her cat was inside. If anything had happened to Elvis, I wanted to find out before she did.

			He glanced over and when he turned back a white-hot shiver rippled through me.

			“No,” he said, keeping his eyes on mine. “Quite the opposite, I’d say.”

			“Okay,” I said, before I said anything more stupid. “Let’s go and have a look for these plants.”

			*

			It was much quieter in the hall, and I suddenly felt conscious of not actually having introduced myself. The fact that he seemed so relaxed with me only made me worry that we had been introduced and I’d forgotten. That had happened before now. Although it wasn’t my fault so many of Jo’s friends had nose jobs without telling anyone.

			“Do I know you from somewhere?” I asked, following him down the stairs.

			It came out less flirty and more accusatory. I scrabbled to salvage it before I made it worse.

			“I mean, I don’t mean that to sound like you’re forgettable, because obviously you’re not, ha-ha, um …”

			He paused by the communal post table and extended a hand, inclining his head in an old-fashioned courtly manner. I hoped he hadn’t noticed the thermal underwear catalogue with my name on it, and I leaned against it, just in case.

			“Leo,” he said. “I was just thinking the same thing. But I’m sure I’d have remembered your name if we’d met.”

			Leo had a good handshake. A tingly sensation spread through me as he gripped my hand and held it just long enough for me to register his smooth skin and the warmth of his grasp.

			“Amy,” I said, and my voice didn’t wobble. “Amy Wilde. I’m from Yorkshire.”

			“Ah. That’s where your accent’s from. Sorry, I’m very bad with accents. It’s unusual. Melodic.”

			I could feel myself blushing. “You’re the first person who’s ever said that. Most people ask me where I’ve parked my tractor.”

			Leo laughed, and if I hesitated for a micromillisecond, just enjoying the feel of his hand in mine, he did too. Just long enough for me to notice. Then he smiled and released it to open the front door.

			“Very pleased to meet you, Amy,” he said, and held the door open for me. “Now, whereabouts do you think these pots fell?”

			“Round here.” I pointed down the narrow passage that led round the back of the house. From the front, No. 17 was elegant white stucco; at the back it was a rat-run of fire escapes, television aerials, and scabby window boxes. The second-floor flat, belonging to the Harrises, who were rarely there, had a bigger balcony than ours, jutting out onto a sort of extension, which they used as a storage space for junk. Currently one sandbox (no idea why, they had no kids) and a very dead Christmas tree.

			It wasn’t a very charming scene, and I made a mental note to offer to replant everyone’s window boxes ASAP. I scanned the yard for smashed pots and a flat cat; then the security lights went on, and I caught sight of something red sticking up out of the sand.

			“Up there!” Relief rushed through me. “Look, in the sandbox!” Then the relief rushed back out. “But they’re away until the middle of next month. That’s one of the reasons we had the party. I won’t be able to get in for ages.”

			“No probs.” Leo stepped back and grabbed hold of the fire escape, testing the brackets for strength. Then he shrugged off his jacket. “Hold this.”

			“What? No, you don’t have to—” I started, but he shushed me good-naturedly and started to climb up the fire escape toward the Harrises’ balcony. He made it look very easy.

			His jacket was light and lined with a beautiful purple satin that gleamed in the streetlight. There was a label in it that I didn’t recognize and it smelled of some expensive cologne that was far more subtle than Rolf’s pungent aftershave, which I could still smell on my own clothes. I glanced up and saw that Leo was concentrating on judging the jump to the balcony from the fire escape, and while his back was turned I took a surreptitious sniff.

			It was one of those colognes that bypasses your brain and goes straight to your hormones. I wasn’t an expert like Jo, who could categorize all men in London by their bathroom shelves, but I could pick out geranium, rose, and something else. Real smells. Flowers and plants and grasses and air and skin—

			“Is this it?”

			I looked up so fast my neck nearly cracked, and saw Leo holding a pot aloft like a trophy. It was one of my seedlings.

			“There’s only one that’s not broken, I’m afraid,” he went on. “Unless you also want some—ew. You don’t want that.” He gave something a discreet kick, and it fell off the balcony out of sight.

			I gave him a goofy double thumbs-up, then wished I hadn’t. “Be careful coming down.”

			“I know. That’s the hard part.”

			He stuffed the pot into his trouser pocket, and I watched him climb down in a series of confident moves. He had obviously climbed before—I could tell by the effortless way he transferred his weight from hand to foot down the scaffolding, keeping himself balanced until he reached the fire escape.

			At the bottom, he jumped down from the fire escape and handed me the plant pot with a flourish.

			“Thank you,” I said. It sounded inadequate, but it was all I had.

			“Happy to be of service.” Leo smiled, the moonlight shading the chiseled contours of his face, and again I had that weird feeling that we’d met before. I felt like I knew him.

			Jo was always telling me how readable my face was. I hoped it was now saying something meaningful and intelligent, but I had the sinking feeling I just looked like the pantomime horse I hadn’t come as. Big-eyed and moony.

			“By the way, I like your costume.” Leo took a step back to admire the bits of silk pajama visible beneath the quilted parka I’d pulled on to come outside. “Don’t tell me—your idea of heaven is … staying in bed all day?”

			“Yes!” I felt stupidly pleased that he’d got it. “Well, no, to be honest, my idea of heaven is a really long bath, so I suggested covering myself in Bubble Wrap, you know, for bubbles? And then when I ran out of conversation, I could just invite people to pop me. Jo wouldn’t let me.”

			“You might attract the wrong sort of poppers,” he said, his eyes serious, although the corner of his mouth twitched.

			“That’s what she said. But everyone likes popping Bubble Wrap. Saves having to make chitchat about villa holidays.”

			“You’re not a fan?”

			“I’ve never been on one.”

			“They’re overrated.” Leo nodded. “No one ever washes up, and there’s always an ‘incident’ with the pool. Give me Bubble Wrap any day.”

			I grinned, savoring the intimacy of his tone, and also the outline of his shoulder muscles through the white shirt.

			“For the record,” he added, “both the long bath and the long lie-in are my idea of heaven too. But to be honest, fancy dress parties are hell. Well, any party where you have to explain your outfit is hell, but fancy dress parties more so.”

			“I couldn’t agree more.”

			The night air was sharp, tinted with distant Saturday-night shouting and the faint waft of steak and smoke and the gray London smell I could never pin down. We stood in the yellowy streetlight, me clutching the one surviving Dream Seedling, and when Leo shivered under his open-necked shirt I remembered I was still holding his jacket.

			“Sorry, you must be freezing,” I said, embarrassed. “Here you go.”

			The jacket started vibrating as I passed it over. He pulled his phone from the pocket and checked it as he slipped the jacket back on, then pulled an expression of what seemed like real regret.

			“Sorry, I’ve got to make a move. Rolf’s crashed another party.”

			“So long as that’s all he’s crashed,” I said. “Wasn’t he in your car?”

			“Don’t remind me.” He nodded at the plant. “Anyway, good luck nursing that back to health after its adventure. Sorry there was only one.”

			“No, thank you. I’m the plant doctor. I’ll just have to get someone to fly more seeds out in the next twenty-four hours.”

			Leo grinned, and there was a pause where I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to make more witty conversation (unlikely) or kiss him good-bye (but how many times? which cheek first?), or shake his hand, or what.

			The moment was stretching out and I was going into one of my silence-filling panics when he touched my arm lightly, leaned forward, and pressed his warm lips against my cheekbone.

			No man that handsome, that charming, or that fragrant had ever been so close to me, and if I could have freeze-framed it, I would have.

			“Will you thank Jo for … well, she didn’t actually invite us. Maybe apologize instead. Apologize for our intrusion.”

			“I’ll thank her for having you,” I said brightly.

			As soon as it came out of my mouth, I thought, That sounded wrong.

			Leo grinned. “That sounds a bit wrong.”

			“It does.” I nodded, grinning and still tingling from where he’d kissed my cheek. I still wasn’t used to all the casual kissing in London. It was something all Jo’s friends did, even if we’d just been introduced, but where I came from you had to know someone for at least ten years or be directly related to them (and maybe not even then) before you went further than a gruff “see ya.” Touching was for family members, and even then only at moments of high emotional tide, like funerals or Rugby World Cup finals.

			Leo gestured toward our flat. “I’d say come with me, but I can’t guarantee it’d be more fun than the party you’ve already got going on in there.”

			“To be totally honest,” I confessed, because something about Leo was making me say things I normally wouldn’t unless I was far drunker than this, “if you offered me a sofa and a film now, I’d bite your hand off.”

			A flicker of amusement lit up his incredible eyes. “What, a whole season of something on DVD? And some nice takeout?”

			“I was thinking maybe a film,” I agreed. “But with the best pizza. And ice cream. And all the controls within reach so you don’t have to get up. Maybe even a Slanket.”

			“A Slanket? I don’t know what that is, but I want one.” Leo looked wistful, and for a split second I thought he was going to suggest we go back in there and kick everyone out so we could watch The Shining and ring Pizza Hut.

			The unspoken invitation hung in the night air between us, and it abruptly occurred to me that good hostesses weren’t supposed to plan secret escapes from their own parties.

			“I mean, I like parties …” I started.

			“But there’s a lot to be said for a relaxing night in.” Leo held my gaze, and I melted inside. “With the right sort of company. And you’re already dressed for it.”

			In an ideal world, I would have come out with a killer line at this point, but I just stared at him and nodded. Which was, I figured, better than saying something I might regret.

			Leo let out a rueful half laugh. “If only I didn’t have to save the next hostess from Rolf, eh? Another time.”

			He bent and kissed my cheek briefly again (again!). And he was gone.

			I sank onto the rusty picnic table left over from the summer, not wanting to go back into the flat just yet. The stars were out over London, and the moon was fat and clear in the blue-black sky. Something about the evening didn’t feel quite real, but in a delicious new way, and I wanted to savor it while it was actually happening. I knew in the morning little details would have already started to flake away in my memory, lost forever, and I closed my eyes to imprint everything as much as I could.

			His smell. The warmth of his breath on my neck. The cool tingle of the night air.

			Then something brushed against my bare ankle and I nearly dropped the plant pot in shock.

			Mrs. Mainwaring’s cat, Elvis, flicked his tail at me. He was covered in gold body glitter and soil, and he didn’t look too pleased about it.
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