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Chapter One

A warm afternoon breeze ruffled the linen cloths that covered the tables in the garden. The members of the Falcongate Rose Society chattered excitedly and helped themselves to the buffet. It wasn’t every day that Falcongate saw an event as grand as this, and the guests were making the most of it.

As it was her mother George’s party, Jo and her three Kirrin cousins were making themselves useful by being waiters. Jo and Allie were doing their best to keep the glasses topped up and the guests happy. The boys, however, weren’t taking their jobs very seriously at all.

Over at the buffet table, Max straightened his black bow-tie, tucked in his white shirt, brushed his blond fringe out of his eyes and helped himself to a walnut from the nut selection. Dylan picked up a baguette and swung it round like a cricket bat. He pushed his glasses up his nose and narrowed his eyes at his cousin. Or, more specifically, at the walnut.
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Before Max had a chance to pitch the walnut at Dylan, Allie bustled past. Her bow-tie and white shirt were immaculate. Holding a tray of canapés up high, she moved between the guests, straightening the cloths.

“Tsk-tsk,” she said briskly, stopping at a table. “Unfolded napkin.”

She shifted her tray to the other hand and folded the wonky napkin into a swan with a flick of her wrist. Satisfied, she marched on towards one of the Falcongate Rose Society’s well-known members.

“Vol-au-vent, Constable Stubblefield?” she said politely, waving the tray under the nose of Falcongate’s large, romance-novel-loving police constable.

Constable Stubblefield waggled her fingers and started tucking in to the little pastries. Then, when she couldn’t pick up as many as she wanted, the constable took the entire tray out of Allie’s hands. It seemed easier that way.

Looking distracted, George stopped in front of Allie. She had a twig in her hair. Allie’s aunt spent most of her time in her greenhouses with a collection of plants from around the world, so the twig was not unusual.

“When’s your friend Courtney getting here?” George asked her niece.

Allie beamed at the mention of Courtney. “Her flight from LA already landed,” she said. “I hope she gets here before your party’s over. She loves a catered event like I do.”

George gestured round at the party, which was now in full swing. “You kids are doing a wonderful job helping with this,” she said.

Allie laughed. “Are you kidding?” she said, flicking her blond hair back over her shoulders. “This is fun! Tsk, tsk – unfolded napkin …” Zooming over to a nearby table, Allie did her wrist flick again and turned the napkin into another swan.

On the other side of the garden, George’s daughter Jo was grumpily offering canapés, tugging at her bow-tie and looking miserable. Waiting on guests wasn’t Jo’s thing.
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