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      ‘Scarlett!’ I hear a voice that sounds very much like Oscar’s calling my name. But he sounds far away and muffled, like I’m underwater and he’s on dry land.

      ‘Scarlett,’ he calls again. ‘Wake up this instant! This is highly embarrassing.’

      I open my eyes to find my good friend Oscar glaring down at me. I turn my head to the other side to find my other good friend, Maddie, looking at me with concern.

      ‘Oh…’ I say, pushing myself back up in my chair. ‘I must have dropped off.’

      ‘Dropped off!’ Oscar yelps. ‘You were snoring so loudly at one point the bride and groom stopped at the end of the runway and pointed at you. You were the highlight of the two p.m. showcase!’

      I look around me at the empty auditorium where just minutes earlier I’d been watching models parade down the long runway in wedding gowns and designer morning suits. Had I really managed to fall asleep with all that going on?

      ‘Sorry – it’s the jet lag,’ I explain, by way of excuse. ‘It was really late by the time I got home last night.’

      My regular journeys back and forth across the Atlantic between London and New York were usually problem-free, but last night we’d been delayed by some heavy January snowfall arriving into Heathrow Airport. We’d landed on time, but there was such a backlog of planes that we’d had to wait on the tarmac for over two hours for a gate.

      ‘I guess we can let you off this once, then, darling,’ Oscar says with a wink. ‘Heaven knows I wouldn’t want to be stuck on a plane for two extra excruciating hours after a seven-hour flight. I’d be bouncing off the ceiling so hard people would think I’d been fired from an emergency ejector seat!’

      I smile at Oscar; he definitely isn’t at his best when he has to sit still for a long period of time. Oscar is much better ‘uncaged’, I guess you’d call it, so his natural enthusiasm for life can be allowed to burst free.

      ‘The actual delay wasn’t that bad,’ I tell them. ‘I got into conversation with a young man sitting next to me and the time passed quite quickly after that.’

      As so often happens when you’re flying alone, I’d spent the majority of the flight exchanging the odd pleasantry with the passenger in the seat next to me – we briefly spoke when our food was served or I needed to allow him to pass when he wished to visit the lavatory, as he was in the window seat. But all that changed when we became united in our despair at being stranded on the airport tarmac for so long, when all we wanted to do was disembark the plane, go in search of our bags and be on our way home…

       

      ‘I guess we should consider ourselves lucky we were actually allowed to fly,’ my neighbour remarks after we’ve been sitting waiting for about twenty minutes. ‘Lots of flights into Heathrow were cancelled last night due to the weather.’

      ‘Yes,’ I agree, relieved I don’t have to sit in silence any longer. The entertainment system had been switched off when we were preparing to land, and assuming it wouldn’t be long before we left the plane, I’d stowed all my paperwork and my half-read novel in the overhead locker. ‘I wondered if I’d even be getting home today when I saw the forecast on the internet this morning.’

      ‘Where’s home?’ he politely enquires.

      ‘London, Notting Hill.’

      ‘Nice. I have some mates in Notting Hill. How long have you lived there?’

      ‘About two and a half years. I live there with my fiancé, Sean,’ I proudly tell him.

      He nods. ‘Yes, I noticed your ring. Are you getting married soon?’ Then he flushes a little. ‘Sorry, is that too personal?’

      ‘No, it’s fine. We may as well chat – we could be here a while. This year, we hope. I’m supposed to be planning it right now.’

      ‘Supposed to be?’ He raises his dark eyebrows.

      ‘I mean, I am planning it. I’ve just been a bit busy lately – with work.’

      It was the truth. I really couldn’t wait to get married to Sean, and planning our dream wedding was always at the top of my to-do list. But just lately work seemed to be taking over everything and I longed for a thirty-six-hour day to try and fit everything in.

      ‘Yes, I know that feeling well,’ my new companion says. ‘My life is often like that too. What job keeps you so busy?’

      I’m quite surprised at all his questions – we’ve hardly spoken during the flight, he’s kept himself very much to himself reading his fitness and men’s fashion magazines, and when he wasn’t doing that or watching a movie, he’s listened to music through a pair of bright red Beats headphones.

      ‘I own a couple of businesses,’ I reply, trying not to sound too boastful, even though I am immensely proud of both of them. ‘The one based in London I run with my father. We sell popcorn machines.’

      ‘Popcorn machines!’ he exclaims in delight. ‘Cool. What, to individuals or cinemas?’

      ‘Cinemas, mainly. We used to be solely based in the UK, but we’ve recently expanded overseas too.’

      ‘Awesome. And what’s your other business – hot dogs?’ he grins.

      I smile politely at his joke. ‘No, completely different. I run a charitable trust over in New York.’

      ‘Really?’ he says, turning towards me a little. ‘I do a lot of work for charity. Will I have heard of yours?’

      I look at him more closely as I answer. He’s quite a good-looking young chap. His thick black hair is cut into a sharp, angular design, and I suspect his casual but trendy clothes all have designer labels.

      ‘Probably not. It’s called The Dragonfly Trust. We search for missing people: children, parents, whoever needs our help. Our aim is to reunite families. We’re part charity, part private business. The paying clients help fund the charity side.’

      ‘Awesome. Why Dragonfly, if you don’t mind me asking?’ He glances around the cabin. ‘I see our air stewards are up and moving about now, so it doesn’t look like we’ll be going anywhere just yet.’

      ‘Gosh, it’s a very long story,’ I tell him. ‘The short version is, I was over in New York tracing the history of an antique dragonfly brooch when I managed to stumble on my half-brother whom I’d never met before. The trust sprang up as a result of me wanting to help others be reunited with their long-lost relatives like I was with mine.’

      I decide not to mention doing something very similar with my then estranged mother some years ago too. The fact I’d searched for and eventually been reunited with her in a cinema in Notting Hill was another long story I hoped there wouldn’t be time to tell him during our enforced delay.

      ‘Wow, that’s wicked!’ he exclaims. ‘Not just the trust, but finding your half-brother too. And he didn’t know he had a sister?’

      I shake my head. ‘No, Jamie was as much in the dark as me.’

      As I’d just told my new friend, I’d met my half-brother, Jamie, when I visited New York with Oscar. We’d bumped into each other outside Tiffany’s, not knowing who the other was. Although I’d felt a connection to him right away, it took a series of random events for us to find out exactly what we meant to each other.

      ‘And do you get on OK?’ he asks, seeming genuinely interested.

      ‘Oh yes. It was a little awkward at first, but Jamie and I are really close now.’

      ‘Excellent. So this Dragonfly Trust, is it just in the US?’

      ‘Yes, it is right now. Peter – he helps me run the trust – and I have talked about bringing it over to the UK, though.’

      Peter does more than simply help me run the trust. Without him, it would probably never have got off the ground in the first place. Peter is a very well-respected businessman over in the States. We too met on my first trip to New York, and he’s not only become my business partner but my very good friend. Peter introduced me to a children’s home called Sunnyside over in Brooklyn, and it was in part due to this association that The Dragonfly Trust was born.

      I’m about to ask what my travelling companion does for a living when an air stewardess offers us some drinks.

      ‘I’m very sorry but it seems we may be delayed a little longer,’ she explains. ‘Please help yourself to some refreshments.’

      I take a glass of orange juice and stretch out my legs, glad I’m lucky enough to be able to fly premium economy on long-haul flights.

      ‘So what brings you back to London tonight?’ my companion asks, sipping on his own glass of juice. ‘Just catching up with your fiancé?’

      ‘Yes, and my friends. We’re going to a wedding fair tomorrow at Earls Court to get some ideas for the big day. My friend Oscar has had it all planned for ages. He and Maddie, my other friend, are going to be attendants at my wedding.’

      Maddie has been my friend since we were at school together, and I met Oscar when I first came to Notting Hill to house-sit for a month. I’d been so excited that I was going to be staying in the place where one of my all-time favourite movies was filmed, I’d never expected the trip would completely change my life and I’d meet the man I would fall head over heels in love with, Sean.

      ‘I’ve just realised I know all about your friends and family and your work, but I don’t actually know your name!’ my travelling companion says now. ‘How rude of me.’

      I laugh. ‘Don’t worry about it. I do have a tendency to waffle on if given the chance. My name is Scarlett. And you are?’

      ‘Louis,’ he says, holding out his hand for me to shake. ‘We should have started this conversation earlier, Scarlett. I would have enjoyed hearing all about your exciting life during the flight.’

      ‘Oh, it’s not really that exciting,’ I tell him. ‘It has its moments, but I bet yours is much more thrilling. Come on, your turn now – tell me something wonderful that’s happened in your life.’

      Louis smiles. ‘Yes, mine has its moments too. Like the time I won a silver medal at the 2012 London Olympics. That was pretty cool.’

      I feel my mouth drop open…

       

      ‘Scarlett!’ Oscar blinks in astonishment as he and Maddie stare at me open-mouthed. ‘Are you telling me you flew from New York to Heathrow sitting next to the divine Louis Smith and you didn’t realise!’

      ‘You know who he is?’ I ask in just as much amazement. ‘Louis told me all about his gymnastics career, but I didn’t realise he was famous too.’

      Oscar simply shakes his head in disbelief.

      ‘Of course we know him,’ Maddie says gently. ‘But we can’t believe you don’t. Didn’t you watch the Olympics?’

      ‘Yes, of course, as much as I could. I didn’t watch much gymnastics, though. Perhaps I have seen him before.’

      ‘Perhaps!’ Oscar exclaims. ‘What about when he was on Strictly? Oh my, I nearly fainted when he did his show dance with no top on. I think half the nation did, actually!’

      I look at them still none the wiser.

      Oscar pulls out his phone. ‘Look,’ he says, turning it to face me. ‘I had this as my wallpaper for weeks afterwards.’

      I peer at the photo Oscar is showing me. It’s of a very fit man holding a female dancer over his head in a Dirty Dancing-style pose. He has his shirt off, showcasing a very well-defined chest and upper body.

      ‘Yes, that’s him!’ I say, looking at the photo. ‘That’s Louis.’

      ‘We know!’ they both call in unison. ‘We just can’t believe you didn’t!’

      ‘What can I say?’ I hold my hands aloft. ‘I didn’t watch that series of Strictly. I think I was mostly in New York then.’

      ‘My God,’ Oscar says, putting away his phone. ‘If I’d been sitting next to Louis Smith, I’d have had him tangoing me down the aisle by the end of the flight. Actually, no, make that the rhumba!’ He gyrates his hips suggestively.

      ‘That, my dear friend,’ I say, standing up, ‘is why I now fly alone!’ Then I wink at him. ‘Come on, you two, I thought we had a wedding fair to visit today! What are we waiting for?’

      ‘You, Sleeping Beauty!’ Oscar calls as we begin to make our way down some steps and back towards the entrance to the main fair. ‘I seem to remember the gentle snores coming from your delicate lips were our main delay!’

      ‘To be fair to Scarlett, the show was a little dull,’ Maddie suggests. ‘They weren’t the most exciting wedding gowns I’ve ever seen.’

      ‘Exactly!’ I agree. ‘See – I wasn’t the only one snoozing.’

      ‘Well, I thought it was simply marvellous!’ Oscar says, clapping his hands together in joy at the thought of all those outfits. Oscar runs his own vintage boutique on the King’s Road; he adores clothes, and definitely has a unique style when it comes to his own choice of outfits. ‘I wish I was getting married. I’d have a simply splendid time choosing the cake, the venue, the gown…’

      Maddie and I glance at each other.

      ‘And just who will be wearing the gown at your wedding?’ I ask, smiling.

      Oscar flicks his head away. ‘You know what I mean. Just because it’s a gay wedding doesn’t mean it can’t have the full works.’

      ‘If you ever get married, it will certainly have the full works,’ I wink at Maddie, ‘and probably a side order of works thrown in for good measure.’

      ‘It certainly would that,’ Oscar agrees wistfully. ‘I’d make sure of it. Now then, Rip Van Winkle, we’d better get a move on. We’ve got so much more to see at this bridal show, and as your chief bridesmaid, I’m going to make damn sure we make the most of it.’

      ‘Oscar,’ I call, as he skips merrily off in the direction of the door, ‘I haven’t chosen a chief bridesmaid. You and Maddie are just going to be my attendants.’

      Oscar swivels round on the heels of his snakeskin boots and poses with his hands on the hips of his emerald-green trousers. ‘Darling, you’ve known me long enough by now to know if there’s a shimmer of silk or the glimmer of sequins to be had, I’m the perfect man for the job!’
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      ‘Can’t we go home yet?’ I plead, as we trail past yet another stall showing what looks like the same display of long ivory dresses as the last dozen we’ve passed. ‘My legs are really starting to ache.’

      ‘Soon, darling, soon,’ Oscar soothes, taking my hand and pulling me even further into the realms of icing, sequins and confetti.

      The stands at this vast wedding fair in Earls Court are showcasing absolutely everything you could possibly need to create your perfect day – from the usual wedding necessities like invitations, flowers and cakes to more unique wedding trappings like magic shows, instant photo booths and companies that will not only shoot a basic wedding montage for you to remember your special day but also make a full-length music video that features you and your guests singing along to your favourite pop song.

      ‘Oh, darling, you have to get one of those,’ Oscar enthuses when a stallholder thrusts a brochure under our noses as we try to pass. ‘Imagine us all singing along to yours and Seany’s favourite tune.’

      ‘That would be virtually impossible, since most of my favourites are by Robbie Williams and Take That, while Sean’s are Bon Jovi and Coldplay,’ I reply, watching the happy couple miming to ‘Fairytale of New York’ by the Pogues and Kirsty MacColl on the promotional video that’s playing at the back of the stand.

      ‘No, Oscar, it’s not for us.’ I thank the man, hand him back his glossy brochure and walk quickly away to where Maddie is gazing wistfully at a stall showcasing a quite incredible range of wedding cakes covered with intricate ice sculptures.

      ‘Do you remember our wedding cake?’ Maddie asks me quietly as I stand next to her.

      ‘Of course I do! Yours and Felix’s cake was awesome.’

      Maddie and her husband, Felix, had got married at Disneyland Paris almost four years ago now, and I’d been her bridesmaid. The wedding, even though it had had a Disney theme throughout, hadn’t been cheesy at all, and had been a very special day for all of us. Their wedding cake had been decorated to look just like Cinderella’s castle and had been quite spectacular.

      ‘What a shame fairy tales never last,’ Maddie mutters as she wanders off towards a cafeteria selling coffee and sandwiches.

      ‘What’s up with Mads?’ Oscar asks as he catches up with me. He thrusts yet more brochures into one of the free goody bags already hanging over his arm. ‘She’s been quiet all day. Not at all like her usual self.’

      ‘So you’ve noticed it too?’ I ask, looking over to where Maddie is now browsing the cafeteria menu. ‘I wasn’t sure. I thought it might be because I was feeling a bit off with the jet lag that she seemed a bit odd.’

      ‘Right,’ Oscar announces, slipping his arm through mine. ‘I think it’s time we put the world to rights over a coffee! I’m sure we can rustle up some medicinal chocolate cake from somewhere to accompany it.’ He glances at Maddie. ‘I’ve a feeling it’s going to be needed.’

      We buy three large cups of coffee from the vendor, while Oscar persuades us into three huge slabs of some very yummy-looking chocolate fudge cake to go with them. Then we find a quiet table at which to sit down and enjoy our treats.

      ‘So…’ Oscar enquires when we’ve just started to get that warm comfortable feeling that only good chocolate cake can bring, ‘what’s going on with the two of you right now?’

      I look at Maddie. She shrugs and spoons more cake into her mouth.

      ‘Scarlett, we’ll start with you, then,’ Oscar declares like a lawyer about to cross-examine a witness. ‘Why aren’t you leaping around this wedding fair like Darcey Bussell?’ He gestures out into the hall. ‘And don’t give me the jet-lag excuse again. You’re getting married – you should be like the proverbial pig rolling around in all this bridal mud.’

      ‘If I eat much more of this chocolate cake, I’ll look like a pig by the time my wedding comes around,’ I try and joke.

      But Oscar simply lifts his fork and prongs a tiny sliver of chocolate cake from his plate. He slips it calmly into his mouth and chews thoughtfully while he awaits my truthful answer.

      Oscar, for all his flamboyant ways, is incredibly sensitive towards others’ feelings, and he knows me too well for me to pretend there is nothing wrong.

      ‘All right, you win,’ I sigh. ‘I’m just finding it a bit difficult to cope with everything right now, that’s all.’

      Oscar nods silently, waiting for me to continue.

      ‘I’m trying to run the popcorn business here in London, and then I’m always jetting over to New York to deal with The Dragonfly Trust. Don’t get me wrong,’ I say when I see them both frown, ‘I’m not complaining. The trust is growing so fast right now it’s wonderful watching it flourish, and a life that I lead half in London and half in New York is something I could only dream about when I lived with Dad in Stratford.’

      Maddie smiles now. She’s the only one who knew me when I lived a quiet, sheltered life in Stratford-upon-Avon with my father and could only dream of living the exciting jet-set lifestyle I do now. Oscar didn’t know me back then, but even he knows how much I’ve changed for the better over the last few years.

      ‘And I really enjoy running both businesses,’ I continue, ‘but having the wedding to organise now as well, I’m finding it so difficult to cope with everything.’

      ‘Is that why you fell asleep earlier?’ Maddie asks gently. ‘Are you exhausted?’

      ‘Yes, that’s exactly it. I’m incredibly happy and excited by the prospect of all this.’ I gesture back out into the wedding fair. ‘And I can’t wait to marry Sean, you know that, but I’m just too damn tired to enjoy it right now.’

      Maddie puts her hand on mine. ‘Oh, Scarlett.’

      I attempt to raise a smile. I don’t want to let either of them down. I know they’re both as excited as me at the prospect of my big day with Sean. Especially Oscar. Even though he and Sean don’t always see eye to eye, he’s more enthusiastic than any of us when it comes to talking about our wedding plans.

      ‘Don’t look so down, you two,’ I say in a brighter voice than matches my spirit. ‘I’ll get there! You’ve just caught me on a bad day, that’s all. A bit more sleep and I’ll be as right as rain! What you said earlier was true, though, Maddie – that catwalk show was very dull. I’m surprised I was the only one snoozing through it.’

      Maddie smiles. ‘None of those dresses would have suited you anyway, Scarlett. You need something much more special and wonderful to wear when you marry Sean. Don’t you agree, Oscar?’

      ‘Without question, darling.’ Oscar sits to attention. ‘I can’t have my Scarlett wearing any old off-the-peg gown!’

      ‘But it’s just so difficult to find anything I like,’ I say, screwing up my face. ‘They all look the same to me. Everything here is made of ivory satin or cream silk, with a few sequins, beads or a lace frill to try and make them look different. I just want something a little more unusual. At least when you got married, Maddie, you had a theme to work with.’

      ‘Themed weddings aren’t always the best way to ensure a long and happy marriage,’ Maddie says, a pensive expression appearing on her face. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it.’

      Oscar and I exchange concerned looks.

      ‘What’s wrong, Maddie?’ I ask. ‘Are you and Felix having some problems?’

      Maddie’s face tells us everything her reply does not. She pushes the remnants of her cake around her plate with her fork. ‘I’d rather not talk about it right now, if you don’t mind. This is your day, Scarlett, and you don’t want me bemoaning my marriage when you’re just at the joyful beginning of yours.’

      ‘But if you need to talk —’ I begin.

      Maddie cuts me off. ‘Not now,’ she insists. ‘We’ll talk later, Scarlett. Promise.’

      I nod. But I’m worried about my oldest friend.

      ‘Right, then!’ Oscar enthuses, trying to lift our mood. ‘This wedding party needs cheering up. There’s a guy over there doing teeth whitening. What say we all go home with gleaming smiles tonight?’

      ‘Oscar, if your teeth get any whiter, when you go out at night you’ll have aircraft trying to land on them!’ Maddie grins.

      ‘As long as a uniformed pilot is flying the plane,’ Oscar winks, ‘I don’t mind where he parks his aircraft!’
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      ‘So what do you think to your first taste of haggis, Scarlett?’ Sean asks as he tucks into his own plate of haggis, neeps and tatties at the Burns’ Night dinner we’re attending in a pretty London restaurant in Belgravia.

      ‘It’s actually really nice,’ I say, surprising myself by enjoying this traditional Scottish meal.

      We agreed to come to this dinner at the request of Oscar’s boyfriend, Luke. Yes, for all his joking about pilots (and any other uniformed men for that matter) Oscar now has a regular boyfriend.

      Luke is an actor – Scottish by birth, but you’d never know it to listen to him. He has a highly cultured, theatrically trained voice that will completely entrance the audience of a theatre when he’s on stage, or draw them right into the heart of their television screens when he’s appearing in their living room. They met when I put Oscar in touch with a costume designer who had just moved in across the road from Sean and me in Notting Hill. She was working on the period drama that Luke was appearing in, and Oscar had agreed to provide a few items from his vintage clothing shop for her. But when the pair of scarlet knickerbockers Oscar originally provided weren’t big enough for Luke, he’d had to go to the studio to measure him again, and that’s how they met. Oscar still insists the colour of the knickerbockers was a sign of good things to come, and now, over a year into their relationship, I have to agree.

      ‘You’re enjoying your haggis, then, Scarlett?’ Luke calls across the huge table we’re all seated round this evening. There’s a great gang of us here. Sean, Oscar, Luke and I sit at one end with Maddie. (Felix is working late.) Then there’s Ursula, Sean’s sister and Oscar’s close friend, and a few more of Luke and Oscar’s friends, some of whom I’ve met and some I haven’t. They’re a lovely, friendly, at times quite rowdy bunch, and it’s turning into a fun-filled evening.

      When Luke first invited us to this Burns’ Night supper, I was quite sceptical, imagining reams of tartan, sporrans and bagpipes everywhere, with lots of beardy Scotsmen drunk on whisky. But apart from the haggis being piped in earlier by a quite handsome young piper in full Scottish regalia, sporting a very nice pair of legs under his kilt, the night was progressing much like any other meal in a top London restaurant.

      ‘Yes, Luke,’ I call back over the chatter round the table. ‘It’s really tasty. I never thought I’d enjoy turnips and potatoes mashed together as much either!’

      Luke smiles. ‘Ah, neeps and tatties have filled many a Scotsman’s stomach when he’s an important job to do!’ He takes a swig from his glass of whisky. ‘You’re not drinking your whisky, though?’

      The neat malt whisky had for a few seconds taken my breath and my voice away, when, like Sean, I’d tried to down it in one go. Much flapping with my hands had made the others round the table understand that I needed water, and fast. So now I’m sipping slowly, but much more pleasurably, on a nice glass of chardonnay, which is far more to my liking.

      ‘No.’ I lift my glass. ‘This is more up my street.’

      ‘I don’t blame you,’ he smiles. ‘At least you’re not drinking the hideous monstrosities my magnificent partner here is currently downing.’

      We both look at Oscar, who is deep in conversation with Ursula about something; he reaches for his bright blue cocktail. ‘What?’ he asks, seeing us staring at him.

      We smile.

      ‘Nothing,’ Luke says, touching the back of Oscar’s hand gently. ‘You just keep being you, Oscar – never change.’

      They exchange a look that makes my heart ping with joy. It’s been so wonderful to see Oscar so happy over the last year, and Luke is definitely the reason why. Although they are complete opposites, in looks as well as personality – petite Oscar with his flamboyant, outrageous ways, and tall, dark Luke with his calm, considered, almost methodical approach to life – they seem to make a great couple: two sides of the perfect coin.

      Sean squeezes my hand. ‘What are you thinking about?’ he asks.

      ‘Oscar and Luke,’ I reply. ‘They really make a great couple, don’t they?’

      Sean nods. ‘Yes. Don’t quite see what Luke sees in him myself…’ he winks, ‘but I’m glad Oscar’s happy at last.’ He glances at Maddie. ‘Is everything all right? Maddie seems very quiet tonight.’

      I look over at my friend; she’s barely touched her food, but is seemingly doing very well with the alcohol side of things this evening.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ I whisper in Sean’s ear. ‘I think she and Felix are having some problems.’

      ‘Oh no, really?’ Sean looks with concern at Maddie.

      ‘I’m afraid so. I keep trying to get her to talk about it, but she’s being very evasive. I don’t think she wants to bother me with hers and Felix’s troubles because of all our plans.’

      Sean frowns. ‘That’s very generous of Maddie. But everyone goes through sticky patches with their marriage – it’s how you work through your troubles that matters. We’re her friends. She should know we’re there for her if she needs our help.’

      Sean can be so lovely sometimes; I just want to kiss him. So I do.

      ‘What’s that for?’ he asks.

      ‘Just because I love you,’ I say, smiling at him. ‘And because you’re you.’

      Sean looks puzzled yet pleased.

      ‘You’re right, though,’ I continue, ‘about Maddie. I should try a bit harder to get her to talk.’

      ‘The pair of you don’t usually have any difficulty talking.’ Sean grins. ‘It’s all I can do to stop you sometimes!’

      ‘Funny!’ I reply, pretending to give him a scathing look.

      Sean winks. ‘Anyway, talking of our wedding, how’re the plans coming along?’

      ‘Ah… about that,’ I say coyly, picking up my wine glass, sad to see it’s already empty. ‘That’s something I need to talk to you —’

      ‘Ladies and gents!’ Luke suddenly announces, standing up and clinking his glass with a spoon. ‘If I could just have your attention for a few moments…’

      We stop talking and turn to look at Luke; he seems edgy and a bit nervous, which is not like him at all.

      ‘I’m so glad you could come along tonight to help celebrate Burns’ Night with me. I know I don’t sound much like a true Scot, but I can guarantee you I’m one through to my core. In fact, if you’d asked me a number of months ago where my heart would always lie, I’d have answered you Scotland every time.’ There’s banging on the table, and a couple of ‘Hear! Hear!’s from the Scots in our party. ‘But then this beautiful, wonderful man came skipping and twirling into my life –’ Luke turns his gaze towards Oscar, who gazes up at him with just as much, if not more love in his eyes ‘– and I knew that my heart had found a new home.’

      I can feel tears beginning to well up in the corner of my eyes, so I reach down into my lap for my napkin.

      ‘Oscar,’ he says, taking hold of Oscar’s hand, who is for once speechless, ‘I know there are so many ways in which someone can propose. Some set the bar so high –’ he flits a glance towards Sean ‘– that it makes anything us mere mortals do seem dull and without thought. But that doesn’t make our declarations of love any less meaningful. And that’s what this is, my dazzling, wonderful Oscar – it’s my way of declaring my everlasting love for you.’

      Oscar, still bizarrely silent, claps his hand over his mouth in shock.

      ‘Oscar St James,’ Luke says, dropping to one knee, ‘will you do me the greatest of honours by becoming my husband?’

      There’s a collective sharp intake of expectant breath from round the table as we all await Oscar’s answer. I feel Sean’s hand grip mine even tighter.

      Eventually, after what seems like forever, Oscar speaks.

      ‘Of course I’ll marry you, my big Scottish Braveheart. Nothing would make me happier in this world! But I do have one condition.’

      ‘Yes?’ Luke asks, his expression of joy rapidly turning to concern.

      ‘I’m the one who gets to wear the big white dress!’
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      ‘I can’t believe Oscar is getting married,’ I say to Sean, as we’re getting ready for bed that night. ‘We were only joking about it at the wedding fair the other day.’

      Sean climbs into bed, props some pillows up against the headboard, then leans back against them. ‘I know. Can you imagine what an Oscar-inspired wedding is going to be like? There will be more sequins and feathers than a Kylie Minogue concert.’

      I laugh as I rub some cream into my hands. ‘But Luke isn’t like Oscar, is he? Maybe that will tame things a bit.’

      ‘A whole circus of lion tamers wielding whips couldn’t tame Oscar when he’s in full flow.’

      ‘You’re probably right. Blimey, don’t mention whips to him – he might like that!’

      Sean pulls a face. ‘At least you quashed the “let’s have a joint wedding” idea immediately. As much as I can just about tolerate Oscar these days, there is no way I’m sharing our special day with him and Luke.’

      Sean and Oscar’s relationship is a funny one: although they both claim to dislike each other intensely, and often behave accordingly, underneath all the pretence they actually get on very well. There’s a certain mutual respect between the two of them, which is lovely to witness on the odd occasion it’s allowed to find its way to the surface.

      ‘Oh no, as much as I love Oscar, I would never agree to that. I want our wedding to be the most perfect day ever.’

      ‘Me too,’ Sean says, as I climb into our super-king-size bed and snuggle up next to him. ‘How are the plans coming along?’

      ‘Ah, that’s what I’ve been trying to talk to you about… They’re not, exactly.’

      Sean looks down at me. ‘What do you mean?’

      I lift my head off his chest and sit up to face him. ‘I’ve been so busy lately I just haven’t had much time.’

      ‘For what?’ Sean asks, his forehead wrinkling. ‘Sorting out a venue, a dress, flowers, what exactly?’

      I swallow hard. ‘Anything.’

      Sean pulls himself up in the bed so he can turn to face me properly. ‘Anything? But we’re supposed to be getting married at the end of the year. I don’t know much about these things, Scarlett, but I know you have to book certain aspects of a wedding a long way in advance.’

      ‘Well, you haven’t been much help, have you?’ I reply defensively. ‘What have you done towards it?’

      ‘I came with you to look at venues – I thought you were going to choose one of the ones we shortlisted.’

      I shake my head. ‘No, none of them seemed right, and anyway, it’s something we should do together.’

      Sean considers this. ‘True, but it’s a bit difficult to do when you’re hardly ever here.’ He looks at me with a sad face and I know in a moment his pale blue eyes will go all puppy-like. ‘You spend most of your time over in New York these days.’

      ‘No, I don’t,’ I respond firmly. ‘It’s been working out about half and half lately, and you agreed it would be OK for me to work like this. It was your idea to get the apartment in Manhattan instead of me staying in hotels all the time.’

      ‘I know –’ Sean takes hold of my hand ‘– but I didn’t realise quite how often you’d be gone. I miss you so much when you’re away, Red.’

      Uh-oh, he’s using my nickname now. Sean is the only person who calls me Red. It started as a joke when we first met and Sean was teasing me about losing my temper. But now he uses it as a term of endearment.

      ‘And I miss you too – you know that. I’d love it if we could be together all the time. But the trust is going so well now, Sean – I can’t take a step back.’

      ‘And I wouldn’t want you to. You’ve done such great work over there, and I know how much it means to you.’

      Sean is right: The Dragonfly Trust has really spread its wings and soared in the last couple of years. Through fundraising and private income we’ve been able to reunite children with estranged parents, and clients with family members whom they’d given up all hope of ever seeing again. We are like a last resort for people who need our help, and we – my growing team of employees and I – are good at what we do. Our high success rate has been the subject of many media reports over in the States, in newspapers and magazines as well as on TV.

      ‘Yes, it does. And just between you and me, there’s talk of some possible new backers who could make a huge difference to our fundraising in the future. We’ve a big board meeting coming up when I return to the States.’

      Sean leans back against his pillows again and sighs. ‘This is what comes of having two high-flyers in the family, eh?’ he smiles. ‘Who would have thought when I bumped into you in the Travel Bookshop all those years ago that you’d be running two successful businesses now? And on both sides of the Atlantic, too. You make my little empire look insignificant in comparison.’

      ‘Hardly,’ I reassure him. Sean runs a huge and very successful property company. I likened him to Richard Gere in Pretty Woman when we first met. ‘Back then all I was interested in was movies,’ I say, remembering how my passion for the cinema had led me away from Stratford-upon-Avon to London. ‘House-sitting in Notting Hill was the height of excitement for me. Remember how I used to pretend I was in a movie?’ I still do this occasionally, but Sean doesn’t know. ‘If I’d bumped into Hugh Grant or Julia Roberts, I would have thought my life complete!’

      ‘How could I forget?’ Sean winks. ‘But we’ve come a long way since then.’ He links his fingers through mine. ‘Together.’

      ‘We have,’ I agree, smiling up at him, ‘and now we’re finally getting married.’

      Sean nods. ‘Although it doesn’t seem like two minutes since I was proposing.’

      My mind wanders happily back to Sean’s wonderful romantic proposal on top of the Brooklyn Bridge in New York, our friends and family around us.

      ‘I think that’s part of the problem. We thought back then we’d got ages to organise our dream day, but suddenly it’s January in the year we’re supposed to be getting married and we’ve made no plans. We’re both so busy. If we just had a few more hours in every day…!’

      I say this lightly, but Sean releases my hand, folds his arms across his bare chest and proceeds to stare at the wall opposite the bed.

      This means he is thinking. I know him well enough by now to know that when he gets that little crinkle in his forehead between his sandy eyebrows, he usually comes up with a good idea, often one involving me. So I relax back on my pillows and let him think.

      After a few minutes he turns confidently towards me. ‘I’ll do it,’ he says, smiling at me, his eyes shining with enthusiasm.

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘I’ll organise the wedding.’

      It’s just as well I’m in bed or I might have found myself lying horizontal on the floor right now, after fainting in shock.

      ‘You’ll organise the wedding?’ I ask him, aghast. ‘We are still talking about our wedding?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘The wedding where when we added up the guest list, it came to nearly two hundred people, with all our family, friends and your business contacts?’

      Sean flinches slightly. ‘Yes, well, maybe we could cut that list down just a tad… But at least think about it, Scarlett. It would free you up and take some of the pressure off your shoulders. You have seemed a little strained just lately, and you do look exhausted much of the time.’

      ‘Thanks very much! I love you too!’

      ‘You know I didn’t mean it like that,’ Sean says, putting his arm around me. ‘I’m just trying to help.’

      But my brain is already racing. ‘Just say for one moment I did agree to this – tell me what you know about organising a wedding.’

      ‘Right now about as much as you, it would seem.’ Sean raises his eyebrows.

      ‘Funny,’ I reply. ‘No, it’s lovely of you to offer, Sean, and I really appreciate you trying to help, but it’s a silly idea. It just wouldn’t work.’

      ‘Why wouldn’t it?’ Sean asks. ‘Let’s have some reasons.’

      I think quickly – I hate it when Sean does this. This is his practical business head kicking in. Whereas I always jump straight in with my heart on my sleeve and worry about the consequences later, Sean wants to work through any idea, ironing out the pros and cons until we reach an informed and sensible decision.

      ‘Hmm, I know one straight away. If I let you organise the wedding, it will be based on practicalities. You’ll choose flowers that last the longest rather than look the prettiest, a car that does the most miles to the gallon rather than one that looks the most fantastic driving me and Dad to the church, and probably a venue that’s closest to an airport or a major motorway, so it’s more accessible for our guests.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Sean says, considering my last suggestion. Then he shrugs. ‘I may consider things at a more practical level than you would, but that wouldn’t be my only criteria for organising our day. I’d choose what I think we would both enjoy, in all aspects.’

      Hmm… I think again.

      ‘Ooh, I know – what if some big business comes up for sale while you’re in the last stages of planning everything and you have to jet off abroad like you sometimes do to negotiate a deal? Who will take over then – Marjorie?’

      Marjorie is Sean’s PA. She is excellent at her job, and would actually make quite a good addition to a wedding-planning team. But that isn’t the point.

      ‘You’re right,’ Sean says, calmly considering this. ‘Marjorie would simply inform me of anything I needed to know while I was away and would keep me up to speed on any necessary developments.’

      Damn… he’s got an answer to everything. 

      ‘It’s just not the done thing for the groom to organise the wedding,’ I throw in as a last shot.

      ‘But isn’t there a whole television show dedicated to just this same process?’ Sean asks. ‘I’m sure I caught you watching it one day.’

      ‘Oh my God – if my wedding turns out like any of the disasters on that show, I would be the first bride to become a spinster in the same day!’

      When Sean and I first got engaged, I watched every bridal show I could Sky+. I read all the bridal magazines from cover to cover every week, and I even had a go at making a wedding mood board, before the irritation of cutting scraps of fabric and tearing pictures from magazines put me in such a bad mood I gave up and threw them and the board across the room.

      ‘No,’ I insist, ‘you just can’t do it. You’ve already been given one job and you haven’t even done that as far as I’m aware.’

      ‘What’s that?’ Sean asks, puzzling.

      ‘To find a best man.’

      ‘Oh, I have one of those.’

      ‘You have? When did this happen? Who is it?’

      Sean smiles knowingly. ‘You see – I can do things when asked to. I’m not a complete wedding loser.’

      ‘You still haven’t told me who this mystery man is.’

      ‘His name is Alex, and he’s an old friend of mine.’

      ‘You’ve never mentioned an Alex before. How come I haven’t met him?’

      ‘He’s been abroad for the last few years travelling. I’ve known him since university days. Then we shared a flat together in London for a while. We made a sort of pact that we’d be best men at each other’s weddings, should we ever be lucky enough to get married.’

      ‘When was this?’ I’m a bit put out. I thought I knew all about Sean’s past.

      ‘Er…’ Sean thinks. ‘Bit before I met Jen, I think.’

      My stomach twists into a knot at the sound of her name. I have a history with Jen, Sean’s ex-girlfriend. But she is also Oscar’s sister, so occasionally I’m forced to tolerate her.

      ‘So Alex knows Jen?’

      ‘He did, yes. Why? Is that a problem?’

      ‘No, of course not. Does he know Oscar?’

      Sean thinks again. ‘Do you know, I can’t remember if they ever met or not. Oscar and I didn’t really know each other all that well back then. He was more Ursula’s friend. It was when I started dating Jen that I got to know him a little more.’

      It is in part thanks to Ursula, Sean’s lovely sister, that Sean and I are together now.

      ‘Anyway, why is any of this relevant?’

      ‘It’s not, I suppose. I’m just trying to build up a picture of this man who’s going to be an integral part of our wedding yet I’ve never even heard of.’

      ‘Oh, you might have heard of him,’ Sean says mysteriously. ‘And you might have seen him, too.’

      ‘What on earth do you mean? How can I have seen him if I’ve never met him?’

      Sean grins at me.

      ‘Sean!’ I say, rolling on top of him now, so my legs are straddling his bare body. ‘Stop teasing me. Tell!’

      ‘I’m not too sure I want to,’ Sean says, grinning up at me. ‘I quite like teasing you in this position.’

      ‘Tell!’ I say, pinning his hands above his head.

      ‘Even better,’ Sean laughs.

      ‘If you don’t tell me now, Sean, there’ll be no teasing of any part of your anatomy for a very long time! If you get my meaning…’

      ‘You’re so nosy, Red,’ he torments. ‘Can’t bear it when you don’t know everything, can you? OK, OK,’ he relents, when I press even harder on his wrists. ‘Alex is like your brother.’

      ‘Whatever do you mean?’ I puzzle, releasing my grip on his arms slightly. ‘How can he be like Jamie?’

      ‘He’s a news correspondent – well, he was. Foreign affairs. He got sent all over the world for years and he was very good at it – won awards for journalism, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Would I have seen him on anything?’

      ‘You might,’ Sean says, easing his arms entirely from my grip now and placing them on my hips, ‘when you were over in New York. He used to work for American TV – they loved his accent, apparently, that’s what got him the job to begin with. He started with basic reporting, then he was gradually promoted to the more serious stuff. Alex has been to all sorts of war-torn areas. Pretty brave guy. I wouldn’t want to do it.’

      ‘Oh…’ I think about the kind of news programmes I watch when I’m over in New York. They mainly consist of The Today Show on NBC first thing in the morning, an incredibly popular US breakfast-TV programme. But to be honest, I take more interest in Kathie Lee and Hoda, who come on directly afterwards – they are like a sort of US cross between the Loose Women and Holly and Phil from This Morning, full of showbiz gossip and useful tips like summer barbecue recipes or Christmas gifts to buy your nearest and dearest, depending on the season. ‘Maybe I have seen him at some point,’ I say lightly, trying to conceal my lack of knowledge of American news channels. ‘But since I don’t even know what he looks like, I’m hardly likely to know, am I?’

      ‘Oh, you’d know all right if you’d seen him,’ Sean says as he begins to trace his hands gently up and down my back, making my spine tingle with anticipation.

      ‘I would? How?’

      ‘You’ll see when you meet him at the wedding.’

      ‘Our wedding?’

      ‘No, the wedding we’re going to up in Edinburgh in a few weeks. Like me, Alex knows the bridegroom, Callum. Alex is back in Scotland for a while catching up with his family while he’s between jobs.’

      ‘Alex is Scottish?’

      ‘Yup, just like Luke, only his accent is broad – well, as broad as it’s going to be now it’s been ironed out in the States.’

      ‘Well, I look forward to meeting this mystery Scottish friend of yours – he sounds intriguing.’

      ‘Alex, yeah, he’s a good guy.’

      ‘He would have to be if he’s your best man… Although –’ I lean down and kiss Sean, powerless as always to resist the effect his touch is having on my body ‘– I don’t think there’s any better than the one who’s below me right now.’

      ‘Red, you never said a truer word,’ Sean agrees, ‘and I think I should prove that to you again right this very minute…’
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      ‘And the award goes to…’

      This is so exciting, being here tonight among all the celebrities in their finery. We – me, Sean, Oscar and Luke – are at the Stardust TV Awards at the O2 Arena in London, and we’re surrounded by the glitterati of television past and present, who are here to see if they’ve received an award, to present one of the sought-after silver stars or just to lap up the free champagne that’s being handed out on silver trays during the advert breaks by scantily clad waitresses.

      The costume drama on whose set Luke and Oscar met has been nominated for several awards, so when Luke was offered several free tickets to tonight’s event, he invited Sean and me, along with Oscar, to come and enjoy the show.

      Never one to miss an opportunity to celeb-spot, Oscar and I of course jumped at his invitation. Sean was a little harder to persuade, but eventually he agreed, and tonight he looks absolutely gorgeous in his black tuxedo and white shirt. Oscar is wearing one of his usual colourful creations – a purple velvet suit with a red silk shirt, and I’m in my new sky-blue Ted Baker evening dress, which I bought specially for the occasion. I casually name-dropped to the sales assistant exactly which occasion it was going to be worn at, and was pleased when he seemed as enthusiastic as me to talk about the awards.

      The assistant was also quite excited when I mentioned which TV show we were going there to support, and who had got us the tickets. Apparently Luke, in his footman’s uniform, has caused something of a stir in certain communities and has built up a bit of a following.

      ‘Oh, oh, isn’t that Ian Beale?’ I whisper to Oscar, as we peer down from our seats in the front row of the side tiers. Luke is sitting down on the ground floor in front of the stage with his cast members.

      ‘Yes, it is!’ Oscar exclaims. ‘And there’s Max Branning with the rest of the EastEnders cast.’ Oscar and I have nearly fallen over the safety barrier in front of us a couple of times when we’ve been desperately peering down into the audience to try and spot our favourite TV stars.

      ‘Will you two stop it,’ Sean says, calmly flicking through a programme next to us. ‘They’re just people like you and me.’

      ‘I know that,’ I say, sitting back in my chair for a moment, trying to appear cool and composed. ‘We’re just playing a little star-spotting game – a bit like TV bingo.’

      Sean’s lips twitch in amusement. ‘Bingo? What happens when you get a full house? Do you leap in the air and Dermot awards you a cash prize from the stage?’

      Sean was referring to Dermot O’Leary, the presenter of tonight’s awards. Oscar and I both squeaked like demented hamsters when he appeared on stage. I’ve loved Dermot since his Big Brother’s Little Brother days, and Oscar – well, Oscar just fancies the pants off him.

      ‘No,’ I say calmly. ‘It’s simply a bit of fun to pass the time while we wait. We’re only here to support Luke and his show – you know that.’

      Sean lets out a deep belly laugh. ‘Yeah, right. That’s about as likely as me ending up on that stage tonight with one of those silver stars in my hand.’
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