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Chapter One
The squeal of brakes came a millisecond before the force that propelled Leigh forward so hard she smacked her head on the seat in front of her. She just about heard the screech of metal as she was flung back into her seat again.
Heart beating hard, head throbbing, a knot of fear in her stomach, she didn't even have the wits to scream.
“Jesus, you wanker, look where you're going, can't you?”
Without even checking to see if she was alright, the driver climbed out of the cab and started yelling and gesticulating in the middle of the street and Leigh closed her eyes and tried to block it out. This wouldn't have happened, she thought, if she'd bothered to wait for a real London cab, a black cab, rather than stopping the first mini-cab she saw in the street.
She'd just been so anxious to get away.
Her head throbbed again and she felt a pain in her shoulder where the seatbelt had yanked her back. Could this day get any damn worse?
It hadn't started off particularly badly.
THE AIR was crisp and cold, the morning dulled with a smoky fog. Exactly the kind of English morning that she loved. The kind of morning that made her thank her lucky stars that she'd settled here rather than anywhere else in the big world.
Winter was coming, and with it would come cozy sweater weather and reading in front of the fire weather and long nights of warm comfort. Nights when no one would expect her to do anything, when there'd be no neighbors grilling in the yards, no guilt pushing her to go for a run by the riverside.
She sighed with contentment as she locked the front door behind her and started her commute.
A decade she'd been in London and she still felt a quiet excited thrill at the smells and sounds and sights of it, so different from Oregon. Thankfully, beautifully, totally different from Oregon.
She reveled in the fact that no one looked her in the eye as she waited for the tube. No one smiled as she joined the other commuters in the train carriage. No one batted an eye as she walked up the huge escalator at her station.
Not that the English were cold exactly, they just... had a way of pretending that things didn't exist unless they were forced to directly confront them. A fantastic characteristic, in Leigh's opinion. No one interfering or telling her to smile or touching her arm to make a point.
“Morning, Ms. Hudson.”
Leigh nodded at the receptionist as she pushed through the glass and metal doors of Llewellyn & Banks. The same brassy-blonde haired woman had greeted her every day for the last two years and she was damned if she knew the woman's name but she didn't care.
Isolated, some would say, happy in her own company was how Leigh preferred to think of things. Safely wrapped up in her own little world with no need for anyone else to try pulling at the strings or scrabbling at the tape with their grubby fingernails. Independent. Strong.
“Eight?”
The man who strode into the elevator after her smelled of Old Spice and neither smiled nor met her eye.
“Yes.”
Her response was brisk, cool, and factual only. Despite the fact that the two of them must have taken a hundred or more elevator trips together.
Not a single word more was spoken as the elevator glided upwards. Then the doors slid open and Leigh made her way to her office.
“Queen Bee's on the war-path,” Jemima said as Leigh stopped long enough to hang up her coat.
That was the first hint that something was wrong. Not that her boss was on the war-path, that was never news, but that her assistant had greeted her with anything other than the formal 'good morning, Ms. Hudson' that she normally got.
Leigh grunted in reply, displeased at the break in protocol, and went to her desk where the morning's work already awaited her, planned, as usual, the evening before. She pressed the intercom on her phone.
“Coffee,” she barked to Jemima.
Then she opened her computer and began sifting through her mail as it booted up.
She recognized the official logo of the UK Visa and Immigration office in the top corner of an envelope. With a steady hand, she propped the envelope up against the edge of her monitor. She was well aware of the fact that it was only a reminder to extend her visa, the actual expiry date as well as the optimal date to apply for a renewal were already marked in her diary.
Still though, another hint that today wasn't going to be the stellar day she had initially thought.
The third hint came storming through her door about three seconds later.
The Queen Bee, as she was known around the office, was Leigh's direct superior. She took pride in her nickname, knowing what everyone called her, thinking it meant that she was the head of the pack. But Leigh knew, as did everyone else in the place, that Queen Bee was just a way of making Queen Bitch sound slightly more polite. The Bee was less of a buzzing insect bee and more of a letter B. B as in bitch.
“I'm surprised you'd show your sorry face in here this morning,” was the first thing she said.
“I'm sorry?”
“After the complete hash you made of the Harrison case. I spent a shitty breakfast meeting this morning with the main client and frankly, I'd be surprised if you'd done any research at all on the damn negotiation. You left me looking like I was sitting there with my right tit out in the cold.”
Leigh swallowed. The Queen Bee's dirty mouth was legendary and she'd never warmed to the idea of a woman speaking to her that way, a man either for that matter. She thought about the hours of work she'd put into working on the Harrison analysis, the late nights, the early mornings. Her fingers had cramped up at the keyboard one day she'd been typing so much.
“Nothing to say for yourself, eh?” The boss folded her arms. Her dark hair was brushed back in a french twist, her eyes were hazel and ringed with make-up. Once, long ago, Leigh had even thought her attractive. Now she was just a bitch.
“I'm, uh, sorry.”
She knew what Bee wanted, so she gave her as much humility as she could even though she knew she hadn't screwed up the analysis. More likely Bee hadn't even read the carefully put together file in the first place.
“You're skating on thin ice, little Miss,” Bee said, her teeth clenched. “Don't push me. Another fuck up like this and I'll have you out on your arse.”
She turned and left and Leigh knew this wouldn't be the end of it. Bee would hold this over her head for weeks, even though she was sure the file had been correct. She was also sure that as a corporate lawyer her skills were being vastly under-utilized for simply running background checks and going over paperwork and researching companies for negotiations.
“Here you go,” Jemima said, coming in with a coffee. “I waited until she was gone.”
Leigh took the coffee but said nothing. Jemima hesitated, her skirt just a little too short, biting her lip. Then she spoke again.
“I'm sorry. I know you worked hard on that file. You shouldn't let her speak to you that way, you know.”
“Mind your own business,” snapped Leigh.
She saw tears welling in Jemima's eyes and looked away. Really. She felt a spike of guilt at making the girl cry but it was important that she learned her place in the world.
As Jemima stumbled out, Leigh's eye caught the envelope sitting on her desk. Visa. She knew damn well that Bee wanted to fire her, knew that Bee had taken against her for a million reasons. Not least because she never socialized or went on office retreats or drank and bitched with the girls.
What she hadn't connected until just this second was that if she was fired, her work visa would become invalid.
An invalid work visa would mean eventually being deported.
And that would mean running back home to mommy and daddy with her tail between her legs.
Her heart started to thud and she felt a band tightening around her chest. Her breath came faster and her lungs wouldn't fill properly and a dizzying blackness was beginning to creep into the corners of her vision.
Back to Oregon. Back to the commune. Back to...
She could barely breathe now. The walls were moving in on her, the ceiling pushing downwards. With a shaking hand, she grabbed her briefcase. She had to get out of here. Now.
“Dentist,” she managed to gasp to Jemima as she fumbled for her coat getting one arm in and then abandoning the idea and simply wrapping the other half of the garment around her. Outside, fresh air, cold, that was all she could think.
“But—” Jemima started, nose slightly stuffed from stopping her tears.
“Dentist,” Leigh said again with all the force she could muster.
And then she was walking away, banging through the emergency door to the stairs and fleeing the scene.
Fresh air had helped. And then she'd decided that she was owed a day off after all the extra hours she'd put into the Harrison case, and then she'd decided that she wasn't going to walk all the way home in her heels, and then she'd hailed a mini-cab.
And then the cab had crashed.
Her head still throbbed, the driver was still arguing, and Leigh unbuckled her seatbelt. A few yards down the road she could see the familiar swinging sign of a pub.
She didn't bother to glance at her watch, she knew it couldn't be much later than ten thirty. And she didn't care. Suddenly she couldn't face going back to an empty house.
She needed a drink.



Chapter Two
There was something about the city in the early hours of the morning that Rosie loved. She was no sadist. Getting up at three wasn't something she longed to do. The cold of the bare wooden floorboards soaked through her socks and slippers and she shivered her way to the gas stove. Coffee was the only way to get warm.
But the empty streets, the soft grey of dawn, the cheerful smiles of the street cleaners and dustbin men and other early workers were all special. This was a London that no one else knew. This was a happier, friendlier city, one that was safer and softer and more pleasant to be in.
The van cracked as she moved it down a gear.
“Come on, Big Bess,” she cajoled, wiggling the gear shift just a bit.
The van responded with a touch more speed and she grinned. Bess was older than she was, but there was life in the old girl yet. She turned into a narrow street and turned again into an alley, bringing the van as close as she could get to the flower market.
Life as a market gardener wasn't exactly luxurious. She jumped out of the van, jeans caked with dirt at the knees, boots stained, her well-loved jumper unraveling at the cuffs. Up at three, out in the allotment by half past, flowers cut and arranged by four, and off to the market before the sun was even up most days.
That didn't mean she wasn't happy though.
Sometimes, like right now, she inhaled the scent of a million flowers and her eyes stung at the colors and she felt like the luckiest damn girl in the world.
“Over here, Rosie!”
A hulk of a man was waving at her and she jogged over to him carrying her first two crates. “Morning, Joe.”
Joe, affectionately known around the market as 'The Gentle Giant', slapped her on the back and flashed her a grin. “What's new, pussycat?”
“Since this time yesterday?” she said, putting the crates down. “Not a sausage. You?”
“Well, you know, late night. Angelina didn't want to cut the date short and insisted we go to The Ivy for supper and then had to have a ride in the old Ferrari, and after, well... A gentleman doesn't kiss and tell.”
“Angelina?” Rosie said, setting the crates out. “Oh, Jolie.”
“That's her,” said Joe. “I don't know how I'm going to break it to young Kiera that I've fallen for an older woman.”
“Kiera Knightley, I'm assuming?”
“That's the one,” Joe said, shaking his head sadly.
“You're a prat,” Rosie said. “But a lovely one.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. She wouldn't be where she was without Joe. He'd shown her the ropes, protected her stuff, helped her get started. And she loved him like a brother. Quite a bit more than her brother, actually, given that her brother was an arrogant prick. “Let me get the rest of my stuff.”
The morning was cold, the coldest of the year so far. Rosie shivered and pulled her old jacket around her torso. Summer was definitely gone then. She sighed as she went back to Big Bess for another load.
The colder months weren't her favorite. Her business growing and selling English wildflowers was precarious enough in the summer months. In the winter it was practically non-existent. She'd better start looking for some café work to pick up the slack.
She was wondering where to apply as she went back into the big market hall.
“Must have been freezing your bits off in that shed this morning,” Joe said as she came back to her pitch.
“It's not a shed, it's a cabin.”
Joe snorted. “It's a shed, love. You're not on the electric, you're not on the gas, and I don't even want to know where you take care of your bodily needs. A bucket under the bed, I'm thinking. You know that once the council catches on to what you're doing you'll be out on your ear.”
“In which case, I'll go back to sleeping in the back of Big Bess,” Rosie said, stoutly. “And the council haven't caught me for the last year and a bit, so they're not going to be catching me now, are they?”
Joe sighed. “Fine. Bring your washing 'round tomorrow if you want.”
Rosie grinned in thanks. Yes, there were inconveniences to living off grid, but she did her best. A swim and a shower at the local pool once a day, laundry at the laundrette or at Joe's if he was feeling generous, and a chemical camping toilet. No problem was without a solution.
“Uh-oh, here comes trouble,” Joe said.
The market hall was starting to fill up, buyers from florists, hotels, wedding planners and even some normal passers-by were coming in and starting negotiations. Rosie had a small niche, but a few regular clients, some of the hipper boutique hotels that liked to buy English and stuck to more environmentally friendly wildflower options.
She looked through the throngs and frowned, not understanding, until she saw a red head bobbing toward them. Her stomach sank. Cassandra Reed.
“Morning Joe, morning Rosie,” Cassandra said with a sweet smile. “Things are looking lovely over here as usual. It can be easier to work with such a small selection, can't it?”
Rosie gritted her teeth and grunted. Small selection. Given the allotment that she was working with she did the best she could. Mind you, if she had thousands of pounds donated by an over-generous father then maybe she'd have her own damn garden center just like Cassandra did.
“Not got enough to do?” Joe asked.
“The girls know how to take care of things,” Cassandra said with another sweet smile.
“Must be tough having someone else to do everything for you,” sniffed Joe. “Hard to get good help these days, isn't it?”
Cassandra ignored him, turning her eye instead to Rosie's pitch. “Those are some nice red campions you've got there, Rosie. You should think about putting them in your Clover's display.”
Anger boiled tight and hot in Rosie's stomach and she closed her eyes for a second, not even able to bear looking at Cassandra. Clover's Flower Awards were highly sought after, very prestigious, and could make or break a gardening career. They were also, as Cassandra well knew, limited to only professionals, meaning only gardeners who had a corporate identity could enter.
Cassandra with her garden center would be chomping at the bit to get her flowers in for the competition. Rosie could only dream.
“Don't be a bitch, Cassandra, there's a love,” Joe said.
“Oh, right,” said Cassandra, her smile turning saccharine-sweet. “I forgot. You're not eligible, are you? Oh well, maybe next year.”
She waltzed off and Rosie waited until she was out of ear-shot before blowing a loud, rude raspberry at her back.
“Ignore her, Rose, you know she's only trying to wind you up.”
“I know, I know.”
“And she's right about one thing, there's always next year. Who knows, maybe this time next year you'll be in all the magazines and have your own center. Can't predict the future, can you?”
Rosie snorted. “I can. Right now I can't even pay rent on a flat, let alone afford to rent premises and start my own garden center. There's not a chance in hell of that changing in the next twelve months. Not without a miracle.”
“Heavenly miracles exist,” said Joe. “Don't knock 'em. You never know when it's going to be your turn to get blessed by the good luck fairy.”
“Blessed?” Rosie said, shifting a few more crates. “I think she mugged me in a dark alley and stole everything I have. Bloody fairies.”
Joe laughed.
THE MARKET got done early, most punters gone by nine. It took a while to clean up, and Rosie needed to move Big Bess or else get a parking ticket. After that, it was lunch with Joe and then back to the allotment to get to work.
Not that there was much work to be done at this time of year, but she could always find something in the small garden to keep her entertained.
She circled around an accident at one side of the street, an irate taxi driver yelling at another car while broken glass and dented metal sparkled in the morning sunshine. Then she lucked out with a nice parking spot just a few feet later.
It was about half past ten when she walked into the pub on Bridge Road, their usual lunch spot. Early, but the pub was used to early customers coming in from the market. And if you got up at three in the morning, half ten was around about lunch time. Rosie's stomach was growling anyway.
Joe wasn't in yet, and looking around neither was anyone else, so Rosie sat herself down at a table to wait. She noticed the woman at the next table only because she looked so out of place. A smart suit, high heels, short blonde hair sleeked back and expensively cut. What was someone like that doing in a place that had a sticky floor and smelled of last night's beer, she wondered.
There was a snuffling sound.
It was a few seconds before she realized that the blonde woman was crying.



Chapter Three
The tears came out of nowhere. One minute she was just taking a seat and putting her briefcase down, then she noticed that her hand was trembling. Both hands were trembling. Then she felt that tightness in her chest again, but just a little, not as bad as in the office. And then, unbelievably, her eyes felt hot and began to fill with tears.
She could remember the last time she cried. It must be a decade ago now. She'd passed her first set of university exams. She'd read the news on her phone lying on the warm grass of the university quad, sun stroking her face. And she'd known then that she'd done well, that she could continue on this path, that she'd made the right choices and found her place in the world.
She'd known that she'd escaped.
And she'd cried.
That had been different though. These tears now were hot and furious and she didn't know where they were coming from. She sniffed and tried to control herself, smelling stale beer and old smoke.
“Here.”
A glass clinked on the table in front of her. Half full of amber liquid. The sight took her by surprise enough that her tears stopped in their tracks. She turned to see a girl at the next table. Dark hair, long with tendrils curling around her face, that pale pink and white English skin, a strong nose, and the strangest colored eyes Leigh had ever seen, almost indigo.
“Drink up then,” said the girl.
Shocked into obedience, Leigh took a sip then choked at the strength of the alcohol.
“Easy does it,” the girl said. The indigo eyes narrowed. “You're shaking.”
“It's nothing.”
But the girl was already unwinding a long brown scarf from around her neck. It was knitted and scratchy against Leigh's neck as the girl placed it around her. It smelled of wet wool and something flowery.
“So, man problems?” the girl asked.
Leigh snorted. “Not at all.”
“Women problems?”
“Closer, but still no.”
“Hmmm. Um, work problems?”
“Something like that.”
Leigh took another sip of the alcohol and felt it burn all the way down and then steady her nerves. A little of herself came back. “I'm fine, actually. Thank you. No need to bother yourself anymore.”
“You're American,” the girl said with a beaming grin. “I didn't notice before.”
“Well spotted.” Leigh took another drink and began to feel more like herself. She should really get out of here, she shouldn't be sitting in a run-down pub at this time in the morning. She should be at her desk, she should be working. Immediately, her chest tightened again and she gasped, putting her hand on her heart.
“What is it? Are you alright?”
Leigh struggled for a breath then another and another and finally the tightness started to ease a little. “I—I don't know.” It felt odd to admit that, weak somehow but also slightly relieving.
A heart attack, that was her obvious first thought. Chest tightness, pain, trouble breathing. But she was only thirty two, how could she be having a heart attack?
“Why don't you tell me what happened?” The girl shuffled closer, her face curious. “Maybe I can help?”
“Why don't you mind your own damn business?” snapped Leigh.
The girl's eyes opened a little wider but she didn't back off. “Why don't I mind my own business?” she echoed, as though thoroughly confused by the question. “Because... because you're sitting here crying and clutching at your chest and shaking. What kind of person would  it make me if I ignored that?”
“A more English one.”
The girl laughed. “We're not all frigid and cold,” she said. “And anyway, I bought you a drink. Now come on, you said you didn't know if you were alright. Why don't you tell me what happened?”
Leigh sighed. As a kid she'd learned that the easiest way to deal with people like this was to give them what they wanted. Sure, the loss of privacy was a problem, but it was a sacrifice that was necessary unless you wanted to be constantly badgered about your damn feelings.
“A bad day, that's all,” she said. “A fight with my boss, a letter from immigration, and then...” She swallowed at the memory of her chest pain and put her hand to her heart again. “And then I felt this tightness in my chest, I had to get out of the office, it was like the walls were closing in on me. It was... weird.”
The girl raised her eyebrows. “After the argument with your boss?”
Leigh nodded. “She's kind of a bitch. She wants to fire me. Which could mean losing my work permit and my visa and...” She sighed again. Why was she telling a perfect stranger this? This was more detail than she could possibly need.
“Sounds like you had a panic attack,” the girl said. “I've heard they feel like a heart attack. Must be frightening. Maybe you should go down to Casualty, get yourself looked at.”
“No, no, I'm fine,” Leigh said. And she was. Stronger anyway, there were no more tears. Her shaking had stopped, though her hands still trembled a little. “Anyway, I think I've had enough motor transport for the day.”
Again the girl frowned in confusion and then a look of dawning realization came over her face. It was like sunlight slowly moving over her skin and Leigh found herself entranced.
“Was that your cab?”
“Hmm?” Leigh tore her eyes away from the girl's mouth.
“Outside, the cab that crashed. Were you in it? Is that why you're sitting here in a crappy pub looking like a whore at a tea party?”
“A whore at a tea party?” Leigh asked, a smile twitching the corner of her lips against her will.
“You know, like you don't belong.”
“Ah. Yes, I suppose. I mean yes, I was in the taxi.”
“You've probably got shock,” the girl said. “The whisky'll help with that, but still, you should go on down to Casualty.”
“No.”
“It's free, you know,” said the girl helpfully. “It's not like in America, you don't have to pay or anything.”
“I'm well aware of that. I've lived here for years, thank you very much.”
“I'm just saying, there's no need not to go. I'll even go with you if you like.”
There was a long stillness and Leigh could hear someone whistling in the back of the pub, the clink of bottle crates being stacked one on top of another. She wanted to roll her eyes, to say something snide, because honestly what the hell kind of weird-o offers to go to the hospital with a stranger? But she stopped herself. Mostly because the girl seemed absolutely sincere for no reason at all that Leigh could fathom.
“I'm fine,” she said finally. “In fact, I really need to  leave.” She fumbled in her bag until she found her wallet and pulled out the first note she came to. “Here. For the drink,” she said, handing it over before noticing it was a twenty.
The girl stared down at it in surprise and Leigh took the opportunity to put her coat on properly and pick up her briefcase.
“You— I— That's too much,” the girl said.
But Leigh was already standing. She shrugged. It was a small price to pay to walk away from this encounter right now.
“Thank you,” said the girl.
Leigh gave her a short nod and then turned on her heel and left.
THE WALK home wasn't as bad as she'd expected. It was long, her feet ached, but the fresh air was good for her and the journey gave her a chance to think.
Maybe the girl had been right. Maybe she'd had a panic attack, maybe she was in shock. But the best thing to do, in Leigh's opinion, was to put the day away. Just pretend that it had never happened. She was going to go home, get in her pajamas, make some coffee and sit on the couch reading until the light got too dim to see.
Tomorrow she'd go to the office and she'd just have to work harder to impress the Queen Bee. There was little other choice. She could start looking for a new job, but the market wasn't great right now and not many companies were willing to sponsor a visa, she'd lucked out with Llewellyn & Banks.
Of course, the Queen Bee was impossible to impress but that didn't mean she wasn't going to try. She wasn't losing her job or her visa without putting up a fight. And there'd be a plan B somewhere, she'd think of something. She had to.
It wasn't until she closed her front door and was standing in front of the hallway mirror taking off her coat that she realized she was still wearing the long, brown scarf that smelled faintly of roses.



Chapter Four
Rosie watched the woman leave. She was still in half a mind to chase after her, to insist that they both go to the hospital, but she restrained herself. The woman was an adult. She didn't need to look after everyone.
The twenty pound note fluttered in her hand and she folded it up guiltily. It was far more than the drink had cost and she really shouldn't have accepted it except the woman hadn't exactly given her much choice. She pushed it into her pocket just as Joe walked through the door.
“So, what'll it be, little Rosie?”
“Less of the 'little,' please. And lunch is on me,” Rosie said, the twenty pound note burning a hole in her pocket.
“Come into some cash, have we? Dead maiden aunt left you a sizeable inheritance? Won the football pools? Euro-millions?”
Rosie laughed, Joe's fake fantasies could get overwhelming at times but his quirky sense of humor was something that she loved about him. “I'll tell you in a minute,” she said. “Let me get the order in first.”
She went up to the bar and ordered two half pints of beer and two of the lunch specials, a warming cottage pie for the coldest morning of the year so far. Her stomach rumbled again.
“That'll be fourteen-fifty,” the barmaid said with a grin.
Rosie handed over the twenty pound note. “Keep the change.”
The barmaid looked down at the money then back up at Rosie. “You sure, love?”
“Sure,” Rosie said. Holding on to money she didn't deserve sounded like it would be bad luck, better to pay things forward in her opinion.
“Thanks very much then, I'll bring your order over in a minute.” The barmaid was grinning from ear to ear now, her day obviously made, and Rosie felt a warm glow inside.
“So, tell me how you came by your riches then,” Joe said as she settled back at the table, drink in hand.
“Well, there was a woman sitting at the table right there.”
Joe eyed the whiskey glass. “Bit of a drinker, was she?”
“No,” Rosie said. “Just a bit... Odd. I don't know.” Prickly, spiky, kind of rude actually, now that she was thinking about it. Not at all friendly anyway. “She was crying, shaking, so I got her a drink and then, well, she gave me twenty quid for it.”
Joe's eyebrows shot up. “Twenty? For a whiskey?”
“American.”
“Ah,” said Joe, nodding. “And another one to add to your collection of strays?”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“Just that you can't help but help, that's all. It's nice really. You've got a big heart, Rosie. It's a good thing.”
“You say that like there's a 'but' coming along.”
“Well, maybe you need to look after yourself a bit as well, that's all. A real flat would be a good start. Looking after strangers is all very well, but you know some people don't like to be helped. You among them.”
True and a fair point. She hated accepting help. Which was why Joe's complaints about her living situation bugged her so much. The woman at the next table hadn't seemed to like accepting help either.
“What was she crying about then?” Joe asked, wiping beer foam from his upper lip.
Rosie shook her head, trying to displace the memory of the blonde sitting at the next table, bitter tears running down her cheeks. It had been heart-breaking really. And seriously, what kind of person would turn their back on that? Even Joe, as jaded as he could sound at times, would have at least handed her a tissue.
“Uh, fight with her boss, I think,” she said absently as the barmaid came and put plates of savory smelling food in front of them both.
“Huh, makes you glad you don't have one, doesn't it?”
“Too right.” Working for someone else wasn't her thing. She could do it for a couple of months in the winter when she had no choice, but she was always happy when she could go back to being her own boss, making her own choices. “It was more than that though, there was something about losing her visa. She was American, I told you.”
“Right,” said Joe, picking up his knife and fork. “What she needs is one of those green card marriages. Like in that film.”
“What film?”
“Jesus, the one with that fat French fucker and the American with too much curly black hair. You know, sometimes I forget how young you are.”
“We don't have green cards in England,” Rosie pointed  out, shoveling mashed potato onto her fork.
“Yeah, well, still the best way to get your immigration status sorted, isn't it? Get wed and then they can't kick you out. You're safe as houses. That's what I'd do.”
“Is it? And where are you thinking of moving to then?” Rosie teased.
“Oh, I don't know. Quite fancy LA, but I'd probably just end up getting mobbed by starlets and such and I can't be having that.”
Rosie laughed.
The food was good but she'd only cleared half her plate by the time Joe was practically licking his clean.
“That was just what the doctor ordered,” he said, sighing in satisfaction. “A carb-heavy meal for a cold day.”
“Don't remind me,” Rosie said. She put down her knife and fork and passed her plate over. She was done but she knew Joe wouldn't let the food go to waste. “I can't stand this time of year.”
“It's not the best for small gardeners,” Joe agreed, picking up his fork again.
“Not enough work, not enough to keep me outside. I'll be stuck inside a coffee shop smiling and being polite to people for the next few months.” She groaned.
“And then it's Christmas,” Joe pointed out helpfully.
“Don't remind me.”
“You can remind me though,” said Joe. “What exactly is it that you hate about going to spend the holidays in a big house down by the sea where you can be pampered and fed figs and caviar by the servants?”
“There aren't any servants,” said Rosie. “Well, there's a bit of help in the kitchen and a cleaning lady. But that's not the point.” She thought of her parents' house, the red tiles of the roof glowing in the sun, the tangled garden where she'd first learned about flowers.
“What is the point then?”
“Spit and Spot.”
“Come again?”
Rosie sighed. “My sister and brother. Not that they're awful, they're not that bad, I suppose. It's a bit hard to compete with them though.”
Joe grunted. “Yeah, a gardener sitting down to dinner with a doctor and a lawyer does go against the whole Downton Abbey theme you've got going on.”
She tried to laugh but instead felt tears pricking at her eyes. She shouldn't let it bother her. Really shouldn't. She just... never felt good enough. And sitting down to family Christmas dinner always seemed to leave her feeling worse than when she'd started.
“Eh, you can always come to mine instead,” Joe said, noticing her sadness.
“My mum would kill me. Anyway, it's no good avoiding things. What I need is to accomplish something, to come to the table as an equal, to make them see me as an adult instead of just a little kid sister.”
“Maybe you should be the one getting married then,” said Joe, wiping the second plate clean.
“Who the hell am I going to marry?”
“One of the million ex-girlfriends that you keep around and are inexplicably still friends with,” countered Joe.
“There's nothing wrong with amicable break-ups. If anything, that's the grown up and mature thing to do. But they're exes for a reason, so that rules them out of the marriage stakes. And for that matter, you can rule me out of the marriage stakes. I can't get hitched just to prove a point to my idiot brother and sister.”
Joe grinned. “Let me know if you change your mind. I'm quite willing to come down for a little pampering in exchange for being your mysterious new fiancé.”
“That'd be a surprise if nothing else,” Rosie said. “Come on, let's get going. It's not winter yet and I've got work to be doing.”
She stood up and pulled on her jacket and then looked around before dropping to her knees and checking underneath the bench where she'd been sitting.
“What you looking for?”
“Scarf,” she said with a puzzled frown. “I swear I was wearing it this morning.”
“Brown, ratty looking thing?” Joe asked.
“Hey, I made that myself.”
“Well, you were definitely wearing it.”
She stood up again and as she did her eye caught the empty whiskey glass still on the next table and her heart sank. She knew where her scarf was. She'd let the American walk out wearing it. Crap. Now she was going to be cold until she got the money or the time to get a new one.
“Cheer up,” Joe said. “At least you got a free lunch.”
Rosie nodded and followed him out of the pub. But she was still cross with herself about losing her scarf.



Chapter Five
The cart rumbled over the uneven floor of the supermarket and Leigh gritted her teeth in irritation. It had been a long day, a long week, and all she wanted was to restock the refrigerator and spend the evening with a good book.
The people constantly getting in her way as she turned down aisles had other ideas though.
“For fuck's sake.”
She maneuvred the cart around a guy transfixed by the selection of breakfast cereals and managed to sneak an arm past another woman to grab her usual muesli. Friday night was obviously the worst time to shop and she made a mental note not to make the same mistake twice. Next time she had no time during the week she'd get up early on Saturday and do the shop or just have the damn things delivered to her door.
“Hey.”
Her cart screeched to a halt because someone was standing right in front of it. Someone that she almost recognized but not quite. Messy dark hair, long and a little wild, neat little nose, strange colored eyes.
It was all she could do not to gasp as she had the sudden memory of tightness in her chest and the panic attack that had occurred almost three weeks ago now. The feeling hadn't returned, though she'd been nervous the first time she walked back into her office. But seeing this girl, right now, instantly the memory had been there.
“You don't remember me, do you?” the girl said now.
“I do,” said Leigh, carefully. But she didn't know what she was supposed to say. Small talk wasn't her thing. Frankly, she just didn't see the point of it.
“You feeling better then?” asked the girl. “No more panic attacks?”
“No.”
“Good, good.” There was a hesitation then the girl smiled and her face lit up in the fluorescent glow of the supermarket lights. “Bit weird meeting you here, isn't it? I mean of all the people in the whole city to run into.”
“It's my local supermarket,” Leigh said as if she needed to defend being there.
“Mine too.”
“Then it's just a form of the Baader-Meinhof principal,” Leigh said. “Like when you learn a new word and then hear it all the time. We've probably been in here at the same time many times before but we never noticed each other because we weren't acquainted.”
“Right.”
The girl was frowning a little and Leigh realized that she was talking too much and worse, she was being boring. She swallowed. “I, uh, was just finished.”
They both looked down at her cart which, other than the muesli, contained two bottles of white wine, a collection of frozen meals, one bottle of milk, and a bag of apples.
“Oh, good,” the girl said. She held up a bag of bread. “I'm done too. I'll come with you, then I'll follow you home.”
Leigh was nodding before she realized what the girl had actually said. “Wait, what?”
A laugh, tinkling and magical over the tinny supermarket music. “Kidding. I won't follow you. But, uh, okay, this is definitely weird and a bit awkward. Um, do you still have my scarf?”
Shit. She'd been meaning to drop it off at Oxfam at the next opportunity but had completely forgotten and... And now she'd hesitated too long to lie about it and not sound guilty. “Yes.”
“Cool. Uh, it's the only one I have. You said this is your local supermarket, would it be a big deal if I just sort of tagged along with you and came to pick it up? It'll only take a minute.”
Shit, shit, shit. Leigh took a breath. “That sounds like a lot of trouble,” she said. She'd perfected this, the English art of saying no without actually saying no. Generally, it worked out well for her. “Why don't I just pay you for the scarf and we'll call it even?” Okay, that sounded odd. And the girl was already frowning again.
“Actually, I'd really sort of like it back. Sentimental value and all that.”
Leigh waited, letting the glow of the supermarket surround her, a child cried somewhere, the music rang in her ears, there was chattering and the constant beep of the cashiers. She could see no way out of this.
“Fine.”
HER INITIAL plan had been to leave the girl standing on the doorstep while she went in to pick up the scarf. But when they got out of the supermarket, Leigh's bags nowhere near as heavy as they should be, it had started to rain. She sighed. Nothing for it but to get things over with. And she was going to have to come back to the supermarket to finish her shopping. That's what lying got her.
“My name's Rosie, by the way,” the girl said, as they dodged puddles on the wet street.
“Leigh.”
“Nice to meet you.”
Leigh didn't answer. She said little, the rain made them both shrug their shoulders up close to their ears and hurry along and it wasn't long before they were standing by her door as she slid the key into the lock.
“Wow, nice place,” Rosie said as they stepped inside.
Leigh grunted and put down her bags, shedding her coat. “I'll be right back with your scarf.”
But when she came back from the bedroom carrying the brown scarf neatly folded, Rosie was already in the living room.
“Bit minimalist, Spartan even,” Rosie said as she came in.
Leigh looked over the room. Okay, the walls were white, the floor was polished wood, but there was furniture there. A couch, a rug, a coffee table, a small table by the wall where Rosie was standing. Hardly Spartan. But now she was inside properly she could see that Rosie was holding a photo frame.
“Is this your family?”
She took a step closer, carefully removing the picture from the girl's hands. “Sort of,” was all she said. She wasn't about to explain that only two of the people in the picture were her biological family and all the rest were hangers-on. It was none of the girl's damn business.
She put the picture back on the table where it belonged. Her one piece of personal decoration, there only to remind her of what she'd left and what she never wanted to go back to.
“So, I was talking to this friend of mine, Joe, about seeing you in the pub,” the girl was saying now. “And he said that you should just get married.”
“What?”
“That's sort of what I said. But then, I suppose it's a good point. At least then you wouldn't have any visa problems. Unless...” She hesitated and looked around the room. “You're not married already are you?”
“No,” Leigh said slowly wondering just how she'd got into this situation, a stranger wondering about her marital status standing in her private living room.
“Well then, always an option, I suppose,” said Rosie. She turned back and her eyes shone when she saw the scarf. She took it from Leigh's hands. “Thanks so much, I really appreciate you giving it back. Stroke of luck running into you again, huh?”
“Mmm,” said Leigh, non-committally. It couldn't have been a worse stroke of luck in her opinion. She hated having people in her home, hated the invasion of privacy. But now she just wanted to get rid of the girl. “I, uh, have a dinner thing so...”
“Right, right,” said the girl, tearing her attention away from the grand fireplace that dwarfed everything else in the room. “I'll get out of your hair then. Thanks again.”
With a light feeling of relief, Leigh followed the girl back down the narrow hallway to the front door. But the girl stopped when she got to the phone table. She paused for just a second before picking up the pen that lay there and scribbling something on the notepad.
“My phone number,” she said, flashing a smile at Leigh. “Just in case. You know, it's a bit of a coincidence running into each other again like this, and maybe, I don't know...” She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe we're just meant to be together or something.” She laughed again and Leigh felt a strange stirring of warmth inside.
Not like she was going to call the girl. But still. Rosie was obviously one of those sensitive people. The kind that believed in fate and feelings and all of that other non-logical crap. Still, she had been nice in the pub, even Leigh had to admit that.
“Well, thanks and maybe see you again some time,” Rosie said, opening the front door herself. “Or run into you at the supermarket or something.”
She left, turning to wave once when she reached the street, and then Leigh gratefully closed the front door. Fantastic. Now not only did she need to finish her shopping but she also probably needed to find a new place to shop lest she run into Rosie again.
The notepad lay on the table and she went to reach for it, to tear the top piece of paper off as she passed. But then she didn't. She left Rosie's number there for no reason at all that she could think of other than the fact that her handwriting was nice and the small touch of the note made the phone table look a little less... Spartan.



Chapter Six
The cabin door was propped open despite the chill in the air. Rosie loved the smell of outside, loved that she could tell what month it was just from the smell of soil, loved that she could close her eyes and imagine that there was no roof, no walls, just endless garden.
She pottered around, turning on the gas stove, boiling water, mixing up the herbs she wanted for tea, and just as she poured water and stirred, her phone began to ring.
Rolling her shoulders she took time to carry the mug to the crate that acted as both a bedside table and coffee table, and to settle herself on the bed comfortably before she answered.
She could set a clock by the timing of her mother's phone calls they were so precisely planned and regular. And she knew she could be on the phone for a half hour or more, so might as well be comfy.
“Hello, mum.”
“Hello, love.”
With the phone pressed between her ear and shoulder and her hands wrapped around her mug she listened as her mother talked. And talked. And talked. It was less of a phone call and more of a phone lecture.
As she listened, her eyes wandered around the cabin.
It was a cabin. Not a shed, whatever Joe might say.
She'd taken care with it, blocked up stray gaps, hung bright colored cloths to act as decoration. Everything was neat and tidy and in its place. The window was high up on one wall and it let in a misty sunlight. Tools and gardening supplies were stacked close to the front door. The kitchen area with its camping stove took up the other end of the shed. And the bed pushed up against one of the long walls, doubling as a couch when necessary.
With the rates she had to pay to keep the allotment going and growing she could never have afforded a place of her own in London. Probably not even a room share. And whilst living in the back of Big Bess hadn't been the worst, there was definitely more room in the cabin.
“Have you seen anything of Victoria and Tom?” her mother asked down the crackling phone line.
Rosie sighed. Victoria, never Vicky or Vic or anything but her full name, was her sister, a successful city lawyer who did things that Rosie didn't even pretend to understand. Thomas, who happily allowed people to call him Tom, was her arrogant doctor brother. At least she understood what he did. He made sick people better. Mostly. Which she found hard to understand because mostly he just made her feel sicker.
“No, mum,” she said truthfully.
“Honestly,” said her mother. “I don't understand it. The three of you all live up there without me and your father, you're all in the same city, why on earth don't you spend a little time together?”
There were a million reasons for that, Rosie knew. Perhaps it was because her siblings were a solid decade and a half older than she was, there was no doubt that Rosie had been an 'unexpected surprise' as her father said. An unexpected shock in her mother's case, she suspected.
Or maybe it was because Victoria and Tom both had their own families, complete with some sticky children that Rosie desperately wanted to like but honestly just found spoiled and ill-behaved and headache-inducing.
Or perhaps it was something else entirely. Something that she was sure her mother was about to enlighten her to, and something that she was equally sure was about to start an argument. That was how things went with her mother, unless she could head things off at the pass they'd end up cold and brittle on the phone, eventually hanging up until she called again next Sunday as though nothing had happened.
“We just... We don't have much in common, I suppose,” she said, shifting on the bed so that it squeaked.
“Maybe you would if you got yourself a real career like they have,” her mother pointed out.
And there it was. To give her her due though, it had been a solid fifteen minutes before her mother started taking digs at her work. Rosie bit her tongue and refused to be taunted. Her mum didn't understand, never had, why she liked getting her hands dirty, why she didn't want to be stuck in an office all day. Why she'd dropped out of university before the first term was even finished.
“Family is important, you know.”
“I know, mum.” If she took deep breaths she could just pretend that her mother was someone else entirely. Someone who didn't push her buttons like she was holding a manual on how to make her mad and sad and defensive all at once.
“Really, Rosie, you have to make more of an effort. What will happen when your dad and I are gone? You'll only have Victoria and Tom left.”
Rosie shuddered at the thought. She wasn't sure what was worse, the thought of her parents being gone or the thought of being left with her siblings. “I've got plenty of friends.”
“Really? Anyone new?”
Her mother's brightness was nothing to do with making new friends and everything to do with nosiness and wanting to know if Rosie was finally settling down with someone. Which she wasn't. Her mother had a binder full of wedding plans that she was dying to use for her youngest daughter. At least she'd finally reconciled herself to the fact that there'd be two brides and no groom.
“Not really,” Rosie allowed.
Which was both true and not true. She hadn't met anyone new. Not really. Not except for the strange crying-in-the-pub supermarket lady. Leigh, that was her name. And that hadn't really been meeting.
She'd left her phone number, sure, but that had been because she'd had to. Looking around that empty house, knowing the woman was there alone, thinking of her tears, she'd felt a sharp pang of pity and left her number on the spur of the moment.
Leigh hadn't called though, so that was that. Rosie stretched her legs out, examining the hole in the toe of her sock as her mother lectured her on why she really needed to spend more time with family.
She was an odd bird, Leigh. Obviously fiercely independent, it had been clear to Rosie that the woman hadn't wanted to let her into her home. But then, did anyone want strangers in their house? She looked around the cabin again, wondering what Leigh would make of it.
And then just sitting and crying in a pub like that. Alone. She shuddered again. She could think of at least a half dozen people she could call, would call, if she felt like that. Even her brother or sister would help her out in a jam.
Still, she couldn't pick up every bird with a broken wing, as her mother never tired of telling her. She sighed and was answered by another sigh from the other end of the phone.
“Your father wants a word,” her mother said with a hint of irritation in her voice.
“Okay. I'll talk to you next Sunday. Love you, mum.”
There was a softening in her mother's voice when she answered. “I love you too, Rosie. Be careful.”
There was a rustling as the phone was passed to her father and Rosie smiled. Her mum was irritating. But she also cared. Rosie knew that her mother was only looking out for her, only wanted the best for her. It'd just be better if she'd ask Rosie herself what was best for her, rather than assuming.
“Hello, love.”
Her father's voice was gruff. “Hello, dad.”
“Garden growing alright?”
“Yep.”
“Good, good. Need anything?”
“No, dad. Thanks though.” Not other than a new flat and a new van and enough money to start a new garden center. Oh, and a real indoor toilet would be nice as well. Might as well throw in a loving girlfriend too, since she was asking.
“Alright then, love. I'll let you go. Talk to you next week. Love you.”
“Love you, dad.”
She had no idea if he'd hung up before or after she'd said the words, but it didn't matter because she knew that he knew. She grinned to herself. If every phone call could be as efficient as the ones her father conducted the world would be a better place and the phone companies would probably be bankrupt.
Half past four. The weather outside was getting grim, darkness starting to creep in. Time enough, she thought, to throw some netting over the last of the autumn strawberries. Then it would be time to make a sandwich and curl up in bed with extra blankets. Tomorrow was an early start as usual.
As she worked, her fingers cold and numb, she dreamed of everything she wanted. She dreamed of the garden center she wanted one day. A place to grow plants and sell them, but also, she hoped, a place of community. Somewhere people could come to learn about botany, where classes could be held and school trips conducted. A place of happiness and flowers and peace.
A line of pigeons roosted on the edge of her fence. The other allotments were empty at this time of the afternoon, their owners home and warm. It was almost dark and the skyline of the city hunkered down in the distance, threatening and black. She finished up quickly, rinsing her hands in the rain barrel before letting herself back into the cabin.
As though she'd ever have the money to start her own place.
She definitely needed a miracle.
A heavenly miracle, as Joe called it.
She shook her head and smiled sadly before pouring herself another cup of tea.



Chapter Seven
Leigh tapped her fingers on her desk in thought. She'd done her research, but she was no expert in this area of the law. She'd promised herself a plan B when it came to her visa, but she'd had little idea just how difficult it was going to be coming up with one. What she needed, she'd decided, was a little professional help.
And that's where Jim Kline came in.
She had a vague memory of a dark haired man that she'd been introduced to when she first started working at Llewellyn & Banks, but she had to check where his office was in the company directory before steeling herself for a drop-in.
“You!”
She froze in mid-step in the middle of the corridor. Just her damn luck to run into the Queen Bee. “Ma'am?”
“Don't give me that fake American polite bull-crap,” the Bee said. “I want everything you have on the Jannis merger by the end of business today. Make it good. And don't forget that I'll need the background on Woodson-Neil by the end of the week.”
The woman barely even looked at her as she swept past giving orders and then disappeared down the corridor. Leigh bit her lip and took a breath. Another late night at the office then. And another confrontation in the morning, she guessed, when Bee found her work not up to scratch again. Shit. She needed to get out of here.
Eventually, she found Kline's office and tapped on the door before opening it. “Got a minute?”
He frowned as though trying to place her and then grinned. “Sure, Leigh, isn't it? I've been hearing good things about you. Heard that the work you did on the Harrison case sealed the deal.”
Leigh smiled. It would have been nice if Bee had told her that. But she didn't. Obviously. Still, finally knowing that all her hard work had paid off should be some small consolation. Should be. She swallowed and got back to the matter at hand.
“Um, I need some help actually,” she said. “You did a year in immigration, didn't you?” She knew damn well he had since it was listed on his online resume.
“Ah, come looking for some free advice?”
She gave a small smile, hoping that he was teasing, and was rewarded with a booming laugh. She passed over the file she'd put together and sat down.
He took no more than two minutes to flick through everything, then he shook his head a little.
“Not much you can do,” he said. “Stick with what you've got. Two years down the line you should be able to apply for citizenship, if that's what you want. But for now, the work-sponsored visa is as good as it gets.”
She'd thought as much, but she'd had to try. “I've been here for more than a decade though.”
Kline shrugged. “Makes no difference. You should have got better advice, I'm afraid. The problem is that you switched visa categories which essentially set the clock back to zero. No, the best and easiest is keeping your head down, staying out of trouble, and waiting another two years. You should get citizenship after that with no problems.”
She had a flash of the Queen Bee's snide face in the corridor and shivered. Two more years of this. Two more years of putting up with Bee. And that was only if she didn't end up getting fired. There had to be another way.
She'd given little thought to Rosie. No, that wasn't exactly true. She hadn't dwelled on the idea of the strange girl. But something tugged at her every time she walked down the hall to the front door. That rounded, curled handwriting, just her name and a series of numbers. It was stupid keeping the note there, of course, but it was there and she'd made no further effort to throw it away.
So why did Rosie come to mind now?
Her brain clicked and she couldn't believe she was about to ask, but she was here to get advice, to do her due diligence, and any bit of information could help.
“What about getting married?”
Kline lifted an eyebrow and nodded. “Of course, yes, that would change things. You'd get a spousal visa, and those are tough to revoke. You'd get citizenship in around the same amount of time as with your current visa, but in the meantime you'd be in a slightly safer position.” He grinned at her again. “Though I'm sure you're not about to get fired or anything. So, who's the lucky man?”
“Lucky man?” Leigh asked, confused.
“Getting married?”
A flood of understanding. “Ah, no, there's no lucky man. It was just a question. Just for info, that's all.”
His face darkened. “Leigh, I really don't advise that at all. A green card marriage is a dangerous thing. Immigration are highly suspicious of foreigners getting married here for exactly that reason. It's not a case of paying someone to show up at the registry office and getting married just to say goodbye and never see each other again. That just won't work anymore.”
Curious now, Leigh shuffled forward a little. “Really? They're really that hardcore?”
Kline nodded. “Sure they are. They do house visits, they ask for proof of a relationship, like... I don't know, photo albums, proof of vacations together, they talk to your family and friends, you can't just say 'I'm married so you have to let me stay.'”
“Huh.”
She sat back again in the hard chair. Interesting. But not insurmountable. All it would take was someone who she could build that false relationship with. Someone willing to pretend not only to get married, but also to date for a while. That didn't seem so hard. After all, she wasn't exactly on a tight deadline. Getting married would be a last resort, only done when and if everything else failed.
Setting things up now though, starting to build a relationship that would stand up to scrutiny if checked, that would just be smart. The logical thing to do. A very solid plan B.
“Leigh, really, you're not actually considering getting married, are you?”
She snapped back to attention. He was right and she flushed red. “Of course not, I was just curious, that's all.”
Kline nodded but didn't look as though he believed her in the slightest so she forced a wide smile.
“That would be kind of crazy, wouldn't it?” she said. “Getting married just for a visa? I mean, it's not the sort of thing that a sane professional would do.”
“No,” he said. “No, it's not.”
“Right then, I'll be getting out of your hair. Thank you for the advice, it's really appreciated.”
He flashed that grin again. “Not a problem. And hey, if you're free tonight some of us are meeting at the pub next door for a few drinks. You'd be very welcome to join us.”
The invitation was sincere, she could tell. She stood up, heart beating a little harder as it always did when situations like this arose. She didn't want to go. She'd rather be at home with a good book. She didn't want to go because these things always ended the same way.
Her dislike of small talk, her natural coldness, her preference for keeping people at arm's length, they all meant that after an awkward half-hour in her company people gravitated away from her. Which meant social occasions were a nightmare. Entirely her own fault, of course, but she didn't feel the need to let people in, to make friends and go drinking or do any of those other things. She was happier alone. Alone and independent and happy. Well, maybe happy was stretching it.
“Perhaps I'll drop in,” she said, knowing full well she wouldn't.
IT WAS close to ten when she finally made her way home. The work the Queen Bee had wanted had taken longer than she'd planned.
But as the lights glanced by the train windows and the wheels bounced along the track and her head lay against the cool glass she had plenty of time to think.
Yes, getting married was a crazy plan. But she wasn't actually planning on getting married. Not unless it was absolutely necessary. Making preparations though, that was just smart. Wasn't it?
The more she thought about it, the better she thought the idea. She'd certainly feel a lot safer. There was one part of the plan that wasn't clear to her though. This tango was going to take two, and who the hell could she ask?
Not any kind of professional, that would be too easy to track. No, she needed a regular person. Someone who needed something that she had so that they could make a fair deal without the chance of anyone backing out.
And given the pathetically short list of people she actually knew that didn't leave her with many choices.
In fact, there was only one person she could think of.
And it wasn't exactly a person she knew.
But she thought about the unraveling cuffs of Rosie's sweater, about the holes in the front and the battered looking boots and the fact that she bought generic bread from the supermarket and not name brand. From all appearances, Rosie was a girl that needed money. And money was the one thing that was in no short supply.
Leigh closed her eyes as the train slowed down. This was insane. She couldn't actually really be considering this. Could she?



Chapter Eight
The girl behind the counter sniffed and Rosie did her best not to grimace.
“Well, we're fully staffed at the moment. But we'll keep your application on file.”
“Thanks.”
There was something about the girl that made Rosie feel small even though she knew that she really had no reason to feel that way. She tried to walk tall as she left the prissy cafe. But when she got out onto the pavement she slumped.
It had been a good idea, she'd thought. Go for a more upscale scene, more expensive cafes in the nicer parts of town. The wages might be the same, but the tips had to be better in the top end joints. Unfortunately, after her fourth shot it looked like the top end joints weren't hiring and if they were, they weren't hiring girls like her.
Fuck it.
She lengthened her stride. She was running late and Victoria hated tardiness. Actually, Victoria hated most things. But after her conversation with her mother, Rosie had vowed to try and make more of an effort with her siblings. If not for them, then for their kids. Being an auntie was supposed to be fun.
Besides, coming to Victoria's neighborhood had been a good excuse to drop into some of the fancy cafes that so obviously didn't want to hire her.
The bell rang with a healthy ding-dong that sounded like Big Ben chiming through the door. The door was opened by a harassed looking woman that Rosie didn't recognize but assumed was some kind of employee.
“I'm Rosie,” she said smiling.
The woman stared back, her face polite but uncomprehending.
“Victoria's sister?”
And the face dropped just a little. “Please go through, I'll tell Miss. Victoria you're here.”
“Don't worry,” Rosie said, slipping inside. “I'll find her myself.”
Not only was Victoria some kind of hotshot lawyer, not a solicitor as she insisted every time Rosie made the mistake, but her husband, Miles, was a wealthy barrister himself. Which meant their house was bigger than most hotels. Rosie tried not to touch anything as she followed the noise down to the kitchen.
“Ah, you're here,” Victoria said.
The kitchen table was already set with a coffee press and cups. At the far end, a blonde-haired girl sat coloring, a crib was behind her.
“Allegra, say hello to Auntie Rosie,” Victoria instructed.
“'lo,” the girl said without looking up.
“Jasper's still sleeping,” Victoria said, eyeing the crib suspiciously. “So what's all this in aid of then? Not in trouble are you? Need money?”
Rosie kept the smile on her face through pure force of will. “No, not at all. I just happened to be coming up to this end of town and thought it'd be nice to have a chat, that's all.”
Victoria stopped what she was doing, milk jug in hand, her face disbelieving. “You? Coming to this end of town? What on earth for?”
Rosie blew out her breath. “Looking for a job,” she answered truthfully.
Her sister's face lit up. “Really?”
“A barista job,” said Rosie, before Victoria could get too excited.
With a sigh, Victoria continued pouring. “You know, I don't know what went wrong with you, I really don't.”
“What do you mean, 'what went wrong'? Nothing's wrong with me.”
Victoria huffed. “I went to Cambridge, Tom went to Oxford. And you? You did two months of a botany course at Southampton and dropped out. And what have you done since then, hm? You're spoiled, that's the problem. I've always said that. You were the baby, so mum and dad spoiled you.”
“I'm not spoiled. I just...” Rosie shook her head. They'd had this conversation so many times in so many different ways that she didn't know what to say. “I just...”
“You don't know what you want.”
“I do!” Which was true. “I just don't know how to get there, that's all.”
“Hard work, that's how you get there,” Victoria said. “Just like everyone else. You want to open your stupid garden center then do it. Get a job, earn some money, save up and get a loan. Don't just talk about it, actually do it.”
Rosie bit her lip. Victoria could be cruel, but that didn't mean she was wrong. Unfortunately, Rosie had never been able to hold down a job for more than a few weeks. It just wasn't her. She wanted to be outside, wanted to have dirty hands. She supposed she couldn't blame Victoria for being angry. Sure, she didn't particularly admire the trappings of her sister's life, but she couldn't deny that Victoria had worked hard to get what she had. Still worked hard.
There was a squall of screaming from the crib and Victoria rolled her eyes before going to pick up her son. “Here, you take him.”
Rosie took the wriggling infant as Victoria pulled a sippy cup of juice out of the fridge and handed it over.
“Mummy, look at this,” Allegra said, getting up and waving a paper at her mother.
“Show it to Auntie Rosie,” Victoria said, sitting down again.
“Look here,” said Allegra, turning and placing the paper down.
For a minute Rosie juggled the baby and the girl, who launched into a long-winded explanation of the picture that Rosie didn't understand. Jasper fussed and then screamed again as the cup fell out of his hand. And Rosie looked up to see Victoria's eyes gleaming with mischief.
“What?”
“Not as easy as it looks, mothering, is it?” Victoria said. “Zuzana!”
At her shout a young blonde came into the room, obviously an au pair or nanny, relieved Rosie of Jasper, and took Allegra by the hand back to her place at the end of the table.
“Listen, Rosie, I know you think I'm harsh on you.”
“You are harsh on me.”
“Fine, I am. But I'm trying to help. You can't go through life getting up at three in the morning and earning ten pounds a day. It doesn't work like that. You need to make a living, to take care of yourself.”
“I make more than that.” Sometimes. Sometimes she made more than that.
“Mum and dad worry about you,” Victoria said. “Tom and I worry about you.”
That rankled. The thought of her brother and sister having conversations about her. They'd always been together, they'd always been a team, the two of them against her. By the time she was old enough to talk they'd both disappeared off to university and she'd seen them sporadically at best.
“I don't need anyone to worry about me.”
“Too bad. We're family. Like it or not, that's what families do.”
“You just want me to be like you. You're tired of explaining your failure of a kid sister. You want me to be an... an architect or something. Something to fit in.”
“Rosie, I want you to be happy, believe it or not. But you can't go on the way you're going. You're almost thirty. This isn't any kind of life.” There was a pause. “Where are you living now?”
“East London,” Rosie said, evasively.
Victoria sighed. “Okay. And is that in a house? A car? A squat?”
“A house,” said Rosie, which wasn't exactly true or exactly a lie.
“Then maybe we should do this at your place next time,” Victoria said as Jasper started to scream again. “We should stay in touch better. What about next Saturday? I'll come over to yours?”
Rosie didn't know what to say. The baby screamed and Victoria looked at her expectantly and she knew that there was no way in hell she could let her sister see the cabin. Then her mobile rang. Thanking all the Gods there were, Rosie scrambled to get it out of her bag and then practically ran down the hall, gesturing to her sister that she needed to take the call.
“Hello.” She crossed her fingers that it was someone she actually wanted to talk to, but even if it was a telemarketer she was prepared to keep her on the phone for long enough that Victoria forgot all about visiting.
“Hello, is this Rosie?”
Not a telemarketer then. “Speaking.”
“This is Leigh.”
There was a long pause as Rosie tried to figure out who exactly was on the other end of the phone. Then the picture came to her. Tall, lithe, expensively cut suit, sobbing in a pub, scarf-stealing.
“Oh, yeah, sure, right.” What on earth could she want? Almost a month of not calling and then suddenly contact, it was hardly polite.
“I, um, I wondered if you'd like to have a drink with me. There's something that I'd rather like to ask you.”
The American accent was more noticeable on the phone, smoother and sexier. Now what could strange scarf-stealing lady want to ask her, Rosie wondered. She was in half a mind to say no. The fact that Leigh had waited so long to call her pissed her off. Plus, the woman was hardly the best conversationalist in the world. And they had zero in common.
But then, she'd left her number for a reason, hadn't she? Leigh had seemed sad and lonely and maybe it had just taken her this long to screw up her courage enough to call.
“When?” she asked.
There was a silence. “Whenever you'd like. Sooner rather than later.”
From the kitchen came the sounds of screaming as Jasper had another melt down. She could hear her sister yelling at the au pair to take the children outside and then more sobbing as Allegra began to cry. Rosie took a deep breath. “Like... now?”
“Sure. Now would be fine. Do you know the wine bar on the corner of Exeter Road?”
The screams from the kitchen escalated and Rosie closed her eyes. “I'll be there in half an hour.”



Chapter Nine
The wine bar was intimately lit and since the autumn sun had already set it looked cozy and welcoming. Rosie looked down at her battered sneakers. Hardly high fashion. She tended not to think about things like clothes, but every now and again she did wish she had something a little more presentable. But plants tended not to care about designer labels.
She pushed open the heavy door of the bar and scanned her surroundings. She was curious, she could admit that. Whatever it was that Leigh wanted, and she couldn't even begin to imagine what it was, it had to be something small. They'd only met twice, she was hardly in a position to ask for something big.
Maybe she wanted flowers for a dinner party or something. Rosie couldn't even remember if she'd told Leigh what she did for a living. Or perhaps she wanted a knitted scarf like the one she'd tried to steal.
She was still hypothesizing when she saw Leigh sitting at a corner table. Her blonde hair was immaculately slicked back, her suit jacket hung over the back of her chair, her shirt was starched and high-collared.
In the candlelight her cheekbones looked like they could cut glass. She was undoubtedly an attractive woman. Rosie's stomach warmed a little at the thought of what might be under that starched shirt. She took a solid second to dismiss the idea before walking over to Leigh's table.
“Hi.”
Leigh looked up and her eyes were blue-green like the ocean, Rosie couldn't remember having noticed that before. “I hope you don't mind, I ordered a bottle of wine already.”
“Um, that's fine,” Rosie said, grateful that she didn't have to choose. She hated seeing a list of names she didn't understand and always ended up picking the second from the bottom of the list, the next to cheapest.
“Please, sit down. You're probably wondering why I asked you here.”
Christ, this sounded like she was getting fired. Except Leigh wasn't her boss. She pulled out her chair and sat down. “Honestly, I was at my sister's and kind of grateful for the escape,” she said. “But I'm glad you called, really I am.”
It was hard admitting to being lonely, and Leigh had taken a big first step. She had to remember to praise that. Okay, it was a bit weird right now, but maybe Leigh needed a little practice at socializing.
“I did call you for a reason,” Leigh said, carefully pouring them both a glass of wine. “One that's going to sound quite strange. I'd like to ask you to hear me out before you rush to any judgment.”
Rosie frowned. She was starting to get worried now. Maybe this was a Strangers on a Train kind of deal. Maybe Leigh wanted her to kill someone for her. Or maybe... Leigh was still staring at her expectantly. “Sure, I'll hear you out. Of course.”
She could see Leigh taking a deep breath, could almost feel the nerves in the air. And she could never have predicted what came next.
“I'd like to ask you to marry me.”
The words spun around above the table as Rosie examined them every which way and she couldn't make them mean anything other than the obvious. Anything other than a very strange and obviously insane proposal.
“You're crazy.”
Leigh's mouth curled upward in a smile that lit her eyes and made them dance. “You said you'd hear me out.”
“That was before I heard what you were going to say.” Rosie took a tight hold of her wine glass and drained half of it.
“You were the one who left your phone number with me in case we were fated to be together,” Leigh pointed out.
“I didn't mean it like that,” Rosie said. “I just meant... I don't know. You kind of looked like you needed a friend, to be honest.”
“So you felt sorry for me?”
“Well, yes. You were crying in a pub the first time I met you. And then you were shopping for frozen dinners for one the second time. I thought you might need someone.” She shook her head and drank the other half of the wine. She needed the alcohol right now.
“You still haven't heard me out,” Leigh said as she picked up the wine bottle and refilled Rosie's glass. Rosie couldn't tell if she was offended by her pity or not.
“Do I really need to? I hardly think that the two of us should be getting hitched.”
“Just listen,” Leigh said.
She sat back in her chair, crossing her legs and Rosie could see how her shirt was cut so that it curved over her waist. The material looked expensive and she wanted to touch it suddenly. She should probably leave, that much was clear. Leigh was obviously insane or some kind of weird-o. But there were other people in the bar. It wasn't like she was in danger. And the wine was good.
“We might not have to actually get married,” Leigh said. “Here's the deal. I need to secure my visa in this country. There's no way I'm going home. Right now, my visa is tied to my job.”
“And your boss hates you and you might get fired,” Rosie put in, remembering.
“Right. It's not definite, but there's a chance. I need a plan B, a safety net if you will. However, immigration are on high alert for fake marriages. So my idea is that we instead invest in an entire fake relationship. We spend time together, take pictures, go on holidays, whatever seems necessary. If the worst should happen and I get fired then we have all the evidence to back up our relationship and can get married without suspicion.”
“And if you don't get fired?” Rosie asked. The wine really was very good.
“Then we don't need to get married.”
It made a weird kind of sense, she supposed. At least from Leigh's point of view.
She sipped at her wine as she thought. What about from her point of view? Putting aside for a second the fact that this whole conversation was insane. Telling her family she was getting married would give her a certain kind of satisfaction. She could imagine their faces around the Christmas dinner table as she finally told them, as they finally started to see her as a fellow adult and not just the baby.
But she wasn't about to get married just for the sake of pissing off her siblings and making herself look temporarily better. That would be ridiculous. Ridiculous. Her skin tingled at the thought.
“What's in this for me?” she asked, leaning forward a little.
“That's why I asked you here,” Leigh said. “To find out what you need. Obviously, this should be a mutually beneficial relationship. I was thinking about some kind of monthly allowance, perhaps. Although, that might look somewhat suspicious. Is there something that I could do for you? What have you always wanted?”
“A garden center,” Rosie said immediately. The wine was loosening her tongue.
“A garden center? You mean like a nursery?”
“In England a nursery is for children. A garden center's where you buy plants.”
Leigh raised an eyebrow. “Alright.”
“Alright?”
“We'll go into partnership and set up a company so that you can get your garden center. In the meantime, you build a relationship with me with the understanding that should it become necessary we'll get married.”
And Rosie drained a second glass of wine that left her feeling slightly dizzy. “You're insane.” She sat up straighter. “Do you even have the money to do that? What do you do anyway? I know nothing about you.”
“I'm a lawyer. Corporate law which means I know all about making partnerships and starting companies and what-not,” Leigh said. “And yes, I have the money to do that. I have... family money.” The admission seemed to sting her.
“And what happens if we don't end up getting married?” Rosie asked. “What about my garden center?”
“Still yours,” Leigh said. “Like I said, we'll do things properly, we'll set up a partnership and a two year contract of business. By the end of that period the business should be successful and you can pay the bills yourself. If it's not, well, you'll be in the wrong business and should think about closing anyway.”
Rosie sat back again, head muzzy from wine. This... This was all crazy. “You're insane.”
“So you've mentioned,” Leigh said. “I'm also deadly serious. I don't see why we can't both profit from this. And you have little to lose.” She hesitated for a second. “Unless... Are you already married? Or in another relationship that would complicate things? Or maybe you're straight and offended by the very idea of marrying a woman?”
“Um, no, no and definitely no,” Rosie said.
Leigh shrugged. “Then why not do this? Do you have other big plans for your future? Another way to get what you want?”
“I...” Rosie sighed. “I suppose not. But that doesn't stop this whole idea being weird and crazy.”
“Sometimes weird and crazy works.” Leigh took a sip of her own wine before refilling Rosie's glass yet again. “Listen, if you don't want to, I get it. It's fine, really. But you need to say because I'll need to find someone else. This isn't the kind of offer you get every day, I understand that, but, well, it's also not the kind of offer you get every day, if you see what I mean. Yes, it's strange. But it's also a chance to achieve your dream.”
Rosie accepted the wine. She narrowed her eyes and stared at Leigh. “You're dead serious?”
“Dead serious.”
She took a mouthful of wine. What did she have to lose? Maybe it was the wine talking, the wine thinking, but as weird as the proposal was it did make a certain kind of sense. It was definitely tempting. And... Well, Leigh wasn't exactly unattractive. It would be quite satisfying to see Victoria's face when she saw that her baby sister was engaged to another lawyer.
Fuck it.
Sometimes you had to take a risk in life.
“Alright.”
“Alright?”
Rosie lifted her glass. “I accept your proposal.”
Leigh smiled and her shoulders sagged in relief and Rosie actually laughed.



Chapter Ten
“You what?”
Rosie hitched the laundry bag up with one hand and shrugged with the other shoulder. She could feel the flush of embarrassment crawling up her face. “Um, I got engaged. Kind of. In a way. A bit.”
Joe shook his head and then grabbed the bag from her. “You'd better come in.”
She trailed him to the kitchen where he dumped her washing in front of the machine and flicked the kettle on. She pushed her clothes into the washer and turned the dial as he made tea. There was a silent dance here and both knew that nothing of importance would be said until the tea was made.
The washer buzzed and then hissed as it filled with water and Joe put two mugs down on the kitchen table.
“Right, start from the beginning.”
So she did. She told him step by step exactly what had happened with Leigh and his face just grew more incredulous by the second until she had to stop for fear that his eyeballs were going to pop out of his head.
“Jesus, Rosie.”
“I know, I know,” she said miserably. “I think it was the wine that got to me. I did have rather a lot. More than I should have. But I was confused and... And she made it sound like it was such a logical idea.”
Joe rubbed his face and she heard the rasping of his whiskers against his palm. “Well, the way I see it, this could go one of two ways.”
“Yeah?”
“You could be on the receiving end of a massive scam.”
“Yeah, I'd sort of figured that one out for myself.”
And she had. She'd woken up at her regular three in the morning with a dry mouth and the beginnings of a headache and been paralyzed at the thought of what she'd just agreed to. She didn't know Leigh. The woman could be anyone.
“She didn't ask you for money though,” Joe said thoughtfully.
“The opposite. She offered to give me money. So I really don't understand where the scam could be here.”
“Dunno,” Joe said, rubbing at his face again. “But it's hardly normal, is it? You don't just go around asking people to marry you.”
“No,” allowed Rosie. Yet she couldn't shake the feeling that it hadn't been quite as weird as it was sounding now.
“Even if what she says is true, even if she's really thinking about this whole visa thing, well, you wouldn't just ask a stranger, would you? If you were in a jam and you needed to get married for whatever reason, who would you ask?”
“You,” said Rosie immediately.
“Exactly my point,” said Joe. “You wouldn't ask some woman who saw you crying once in a pub.”
Rosie scratched her nose. “Yeah, but... Well, to be honest, I sort of got the impression that there wasn't anyone else. She seems lonely. Sort of... alone. Like really alone. Even her house looks like something out of a catalog, like she just pointed to a picture and said 'do that.' There's no stamp of personality on it.”
“Which does just make her look like a scammer. Like she doesn't want to give anything away, like she's ready to pick up and leave at any moment,” pointed out Joe.
Rosie sighed. Half of her regretted the previous evening. Half of her thought that she was being an idiot and that Joe was right to be protective and that she needed her head examining. The other half though... The other half still thrilled a little in delight at what could be hers, at the look on her family's faces as she walked through the door with a fiancée in tow.
“Stop it.”
“What?”
“Looking like that,” Joe said. “Looking like the cat that got the cream. This is insane.”
“Yep. I did say as much last night. More than once, I think.”
“So you're not going to do it, right? You're not going through with it?”
Rosie wrapped her hands around her mug of tea. Warmth spilled through her palms and she wanted to say no, she wasn't going to do it. She wanted to be the sensible grown up that Joe wanted her to be. She wanted to pass last night off as some crazy story that she'd tell at dinner parties when she got old.
But she couldn't. Not quite. Because something told her that there was excitement there, that there was something there that she couldn't put her finger on. A feeling that without risk, life was nothing, a feeling like if she just opened a door she'd see a clear path to what she wanted. But she was afraid to open the door.
“What's the other outcome?” she asked, looking up at Joe.
“Eh?”
“You said that this could go one of two ways, but you've only given me one ending. What's the other potential way things could go?”
He grinned. “You could fall madly in love with each other and get married out of true love rather than an obligation and a business contract. That's a bit too 'movie happy ending' for me though.”
“Says the man who regales me with stories of his fake dates with Hollywood actresses.”
“You're just like Reese,” Joe said with a sigh.
“Reese?”
“Witherspoon. She's a doubting Thomas as well, never believes me when I say I've got to get up early for work.” He stood and picked up his cup. “More tea?”
She pushed her cup over to him. “So I really shouldn't do this, right?”
“I'm not going to tell you what to do, Rosie. You do what feels right to you. But you definitely need to be careful. You can't deny that all of this sounds kind of fishy.”
She groaned. She wished someone would just tell her what to do and then she could blame them if everything all went wrong. Joe was right. This did all sound fishy. If something sounded too good to be true, then it probably was. She should just call Leigh up and tell her she'd changed her mind.
Joe fiddled with the kettle and she pulled out her phone and checked her email.
“Bugger.”
“What?” asked Joe, not turning around.
“Didn't get the job at The Third Elephant.”
Now he did turn, a frown on his face. “Huh?”
“The coffee shop next to the market,” she said, stomach feeling wobbly with stress. “That was my last application.” She sighed. “I suppose I'll just have to send out more. I feel like I've applied to every damn cafe in London at this point. No one's hiring.”
“You'll find something,” Joe said, going back to the tea.
But what if she didn't? She desperately needed the money. She didn't grow during the winter which meant she couldn't sell. And, alright, she lived somewhat rent-free, but she still needed to pay the allotment fees and eat.
Joe turned back with two new teas. “So, you going to turn her down then?”
“Leigh?” Rosie asked, snapping back to reality. “I suppose.”
She sighed and buried her nose in her cup of sweet-smelling tea. Why did things just never work out?
THE PHONE rang in the chill air. “Hello.”
“Rosie? It's Leigh.”
Rosie stopped walking and stood by the river, leaning on the rail that overlooked the water. She'd been meaning to call Leigh later, but maybe it was better to get things over with. Like ripping off a band-aid.
“I'm glad you called, I need to talk to you about something.”
A minuscule pause. “Fine. You can do your talking tomorrow morning in the car.”
The river glugged past beneath her and Rosie frowned. In the car? Had she drunkenly agreed to something the night before? “Sorry, in the car?”
“Yes. I've found premises that might be suitable. I assumed that you would want to see them for yourself. I'll get a car to take us. Tomorrow at around ten? Would that suit?”
Rosie watched the river flow by, torn by indecision. If she was going to back out she really shouldn't let things go any further. On the other hand... She was dying from curiosity. Leigh was already starting to fulfill her side of the bargain, she'd already found somewhere that might work. And Rosie wanted to see it. Even if she couldn't have it. She just wanted a look.
“Rosie?”
“Um, yeah, I'm still here, sorry. Just, uh... checking my diary. Yes, around ten tomorrow is fine. I'll come up and meet you in front of your house though.” She didn't want to scare Leigh away with the cabin. Most people seemed to think she was mad for living on the allotment.
“Fine. Bye.”
Leigh, it appeared, subscribed to Rosie's dad's school of thought on phone calls, that they should be short and sweet. Rosie laughed as she put her phone away. This was all crazy, she knew that. But she couldn't help herself. She wanted to find out what was going to happen.
She'd be careful, she thought to herself as she continued her walk home. She'd watch out for signs of things not being what they appeared. She wouldn't actually go so far as to get married. But for right now? She wanted to see where this was all going to lead.



Chapter Eleven
Leigh checked her watch and then checked her outfit. She was, she thought, dressed appropriately. She just hoped that Rosie was going to be on time.
Rosie.
She had to get used to saying her name, to thinking it. It had to come naturally to her lips. And it still didn't. It still felt odd. She still had a little shivering feeling in her stomach whenever she thought about it.
She ran her fingers through her hair and then the doorbell rang. Bang on time. Well, there was one thing going for her, Leigh loved punctuality.
“Hi.”
“Hi.”
They stood staring at each other, both obviously feeling awkward. Leigh coughed. “The car is right over here.”
Rosie stood back so that they didn't touch as Leigh came out and locked the door. “You hired a car just for this?”
“Why not? It's better than depending on public transport on a Sunday. And it will make the trip faster and more efficient.”
They walked side by side, still not touching though. “You didn't let the grass grow under your feet, did you?” Rosie said.
Leigh stopped by the dark car she'd hired. “Meaning?”
“Meaning that I agreed to all of this the day before yesterday and you're taking me to see potential business premises today.” Rosie's eyes gleamed in the morning sunlight and they were such a strange color, indigo and bright.
She was suspicious, cautious, Leigh could understand that. “I thought it best to show you that I was serious,” she said, which was true. “And I have a lot of connections through my work, I hear about bankruptcies, closures, property up for sale, that sort of thing. I already knew about the place we're going to see, though I didn't think of it as a nursery. Sorry. Garden center.”
She walked around the car and unlocked the doors, watching Rosie over the roof and seeing her mind working.
“You're not going to murder me and bury me in some wasteland, are you?” Rosie asked.
And Leigh knew that she was only half-teasing. She was getting nervous. Leigh pulled out her phone and sent a quick text and Rosie's phone buzzed in response. “There. You've got the address of the property, so send that to anyone you please so someone knows where you're going. I suggest you also take a picture of the license plate of the car, and one of me if you so choose. Again, send them to someone you trust.”
She climbed into the car and began adjusting the mirrors to her preferred angle.
“You've really got all bases covered, haven't you,” Rosie said, sliding into the car herself. Not before she'd stopped to get a quick shot of the license plate, Leigh noticed.
“I like to be efficient. Logical,” Leigh said. “There's nothing wrong with that, is there?”
“I suppose not,” Rosie said. She buckled her seatbelt.
Leigh could smell her now. It wasn't unpleasant. She smelled of the outdoors, like fresh air and loam, falling leaves. It felt strange to be in the car with her somehow. She pulled away from the curb. “You suppose not?”
Rosie sighed. “I don't know you very well. But, well, you do come off as kind of prickly. I can't be the first person to tell you that.”
“You're not,” Leigh said. “And I'm fine with it. I like to keep people at a distance.”
“Why?”
The simple question threw her so hard she almost stalled the car. She switched her attention to driving for a moment. “That isn't your business,” she said finally.
“Except it kind of is,” said Rosie. “I mean, if you're serious about doing this, about us building this relationship so that it's believable. I should know more about you. We should know more about each other. And that's my first question. Why are you so prickly?”
Leigh sucked in a breath. “Probably because of the way I grew up.”
“Which was how?”
They came to a stop at a traffic light and Leigh looked over at her. Rosie pulled a face.
“Don't blame me. Do you honestly think that immigration won't ask us questions about each other to find out what we know and don't know? This was your idea. You're the one that wants a believable fake marriage.”
The light changed and Leigh was glad that she didn't need to look Rosie in the eye anymore. This was easier without looking at her. She was right, of course. There was an element of this that Leigh hadn't expected or planned on. There needed to be a certain kind of intimacy.
“Fine. I grew up on a kind of commune. In Oregon. That's the north-west coast. There were always a bunch of people around, and people were always way too interested in my feelings. I was different. Different because I was academic, shy, I didn't fit in. I didn't want to go to their group classes, I didn't want my emotions examined in public, I was too private for them. So now I finally have my privacy, I value it more.”
Rosie was quiet for a moment. “Okay, that makes sense,” she said. “But, well, there's something I don't understand.”
“What?”
“You said you had family money. How do you get family money growing up in a commune?”
Leigh bit her tongue. “I can only do so much of this at a time.”
“Fine. Easy stuff then. How old are you?”
“Thirty two.”
“I'm twenty nine. Is that blonde hair natural?”
Despite herself, Leigh laughed. “Yes. All mine. Where did you grow up?”
“Devon.”
And the rest of the journey passed like the snap of fingers.
LEIGH STOOD back, staying close to the unlocked gate. Rosie, on the other hand, strode forward into the open space and twirled around, her arms outstretched, a joyous grin on her face. Her battered red coat floated around her and sunlight picked out strands of her hair.
“This place is amazing!”
Finding the kind of property necessary to run a nursery close to London should have been a nightmare, and Leigh knew that she'd lucked out. She'd worked on a case months ago where a client had died intestate and this was one of many properties that had been snapped up by a holding company. And then sat empty because it was unique enough not to be rentable.
“There's even greenhouses,” Rosie chirped and set off toward them.
Leigh followed her.
She still couldn't quite believe that she was doing this. It was a sensible plan, she knew that at heart. Having a plan B, making sure she was safe, those things were important. It was a sensible plan but it did sound insane.
Rosie was laughing as she pushed into one of the greenhouses. “Jesus, it's hot in here already,” she said, tearing off her coat.
Beneath the coat, she was wearing tight jeans and a t-shirt that just about covered her stomach. A sensible plan, but then there was Rosie.
She shouldn't like the girl, she knew that. Rosie was loud and nosy and everything that Leigh generally disliked in a person. But she was also big-hearted, that was clear. And somehow addictive. She didn't want to see Rosie, but then when she did she found that she missed not seeing her after.
“Hey, look at this, there are still seedlings here!”
Rosie bent over and Leigh felt a physical punch to her stomach. The way those jeans curved over her backside, the way that t-shirt rode up to show a band of smooth, porcelain skin. She swallowed, her heart beating too hard. How long had it been since she'd touched another woman? Since she'd stroked soft, soft skin?
A stupid thought.
She realized that in the car she'd told Rosie more than she'd told anyone about herself since she left home. She hadn't wanted to. But somewhere between the irritation at being questioned and the horror at revealing something personal there'd been something else. A kind of relief maybe.
Growing up she'd always heard that it helped to talk about things but she'd never really believed it. But making that small admission to Rosie had kind of helped, if only because it made Rosie trust her more.
And Rosie was easy to open up to. She'd had zero reaction to the word commune. She'd just accepted it and asked more questions.
For the first time, Leigh wondered if perhaps she'd involved herself with the wrong person. Perhaps Rosie wasn't the person she should be doing this with. Rosie was... dangerous. She felt an over-whelming need to protect herself and she wasn't sure why.
“It's absolutely perfect,” Rosie said, coming a full circle and returning to Leigh's side. “I love it. We'll take it. Let's do whatever we have to do to make this place mine. Ours. Whatever.”
“I can get things started in the morning,” Leigh said, still doubting, still wondering just what was so dangerous about innocent, sweet Rosie.
“Thank you.”
Rosie stood on tiptoes and before Leigh could stop her she was dropping a small kiss onto her cheek. As small as the fluttering of a bird those lips touched Leigh's skin and Leigh suddenly knew just what was so dangerous about Rosie.
She was very, very attractive.



Chapter Twelve
Rosie sat cross-legged on the carpet, her back against the couch and a wine glass in her hand.
“It's an amazing place, Joe. You have to see it. It's exactly what I need, exactly what I always imagined.”
“Okay,” said Joe.
He was being distant, uncomfortable, and Rosie got it, she truly did. He was worried about her. It was sweet in a way. “Leigh's going to get all the paperwork sorted. But she thinks that renting the place shouldn't be a problem, it's been on the market for months. So I should be able to get started anytime in the next couple of weeks.”
“Mm-hmm.”
She hated this. Joe was her best friend and had been for years now. She didn't want him to be mad or different or anything. “Joe, speak up. You're doing my head in with this martyr routine. If you've got something to say, just say it. This is me, Rosie, remember?”
He sighed. “Rosie, I don't want to burst bubbles. You know me. I swim with the current. I don't want to rain on your parade.”
“Or any one of a thousand others clichés,” she said. “You're worried about me.”
“I am.” His eyes looked troubled. “This is all so fast, it's too fast. And too weird. This woman, you know nothing about her.”
“She's nice. You can meet her. You'll like her.” Nice was a bit of an overstatement and to be honest, she was pretty sure Joe would hate Leigh, but she'd do her best to talk things up, to change his attitude so he went in with an open mind at least.
“You know nothing about her,” Joe said again. “She could be anyone. Scam artist. Murderer. Anything.”
“If she's a murderer she missed her best shot yesterday. She could have done me in and buried me in the greenhouse.”
“I'm not kidding, Rosie.”
Rosie sighed. “Listen, Joe. I get that you're worried. But I need you to trust me. I haven't been murdered yet. This is weird, but I think she's on the up and up, I really do. I just think she's lonely and afraid of being sent back to the States and this is her way of protecting herself.”
“But why do you have to be involved?”
She shrugged. “Don't know. Because I was kind. Because I bought her a drink in a pub once. Because I was in the right place at the right time.”
“You're too big hearted is your problem.”
“And you're too suspicious of things,” she said, stretching out her legs. She shouldn't be defending Leigh. Leigh didn't need defending, she was sure of that. It was unlike her to do that, especially in front of Joe. Joe had the right to his own opinions and it was helpful that he thought differently to her. It made him a good sounding board.
“Am not.”
“Are too.” She sipped her wine. “Don't you want more, Joe?”
“More wine? Nah, I'm good.”
“No, more from life. More than just getting up at three in the morning and working in the cold and dark and earning next to nothing and then doing it all again tomorrow.”
Joe looked around at the living room. “I suppose. I don't really think I've thought about it since mum died and left me the house. I've got things sorted here, I've got a place to live, a job I like alright. I'm not dead broke or anything.”
“You could use a girlfriend,” Rosie said.
“Hey, I get on the old Tinder, thank you very much. I just haven't found Ms. Right yet. And neither have you, for that matter.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“You, jumping to Leigh's defense like that. That look in your eye when you talk about her. Don't think I don't know what that means.”
She frowned. “I don't know what that means.”
“Rosie Fulton, I've known you far too long not to know what you're like. Tell me, what does this Leigh look like?”
“Tall, blonde, wears a suit, boyish I suppose, long nose, high cheekbones.”
“Ah, like that, what's her name, the one that was in the lesbian thing you took me to see at the Alexa. Um, Cate Blanchett?”
Joe thought in famous people, always had, but Rosie had to admit he wasn't far off, there was a distinct resemblance there. “I suppose.”
“So, exactly your type then, eh?”
For a second her mouth hung open and then she slammed it shut so fast that her teeth rattled. “What?”
“Rosie, come on. Are you telling me that this woman isn't attractive at all?”
“No, I didn't say that.”
“And would you have agreed to this arrangement if she weren't attractive?”
“I...” She hadn't thought that Leigh's looks had played a part in things, but now she wasn't so sure. Of course she'd looked, of course she knew intellectually that Leigh was a good looking woman. But this was business, surely.
“Right, so maybe we have a little crush?”
Jesus. Hiding things from Joe was a nightmare. And she had to admit now that she was thinking of it she could see that there might be something there. Something that pushed her to follow Leigh home instead of just letting her scarf go. Something that kept her sitting at the table in the wine bar instead of just walking out when Leigh explained her crazy idea.
“Maybe.”
“Right.”
“But it's not important. I'm more than capable of finding someone attractive and still going into business with them. It's not like I'm a teenager with out of control hormones.”
“So this is just a business arrangement? Getting married, building a relationship, just business?”
Rosie put her glass down on the table. “Enough. I get it, you're worried, and I promise that I'll be careful and I'll always come talk to you and keep you in the loop so that you can help keep an eye on things. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“And I want you to come and work with me.”
Now it was Joe's turn to sit with his mouth wide open and Rosie laughed. She'd been thinking about this for a couple of days now, ever since the garden center had started to become a reality in her head.
“I don't want to do this without you,” she said. “You've taught me so much and I think you can teach me more and I want your help with this. I can't think of anyone else I'd rather work with. I need you there, Joe. If you want a title you can be... I don't know, assistant president?”
Joe laughed now. “You're the president, I assume. Oh, Jesus, Rosie, I don't know.”
“It's the real deal. You'll get a salary and a contract and everything.”
“I know that, I trust you, Rosie.”
“And no getting up at three in the morning and some job stability and...well, you'll get to work with me still.”
He scratched his head. “I really don't know.”
She understood his reluctance. He didn't think this was going to work out, he didn't trust Leigh, he thought this was all still a little too strange to be true. Sometimes so did she. “Come check out the place, meet Leigh, look over the paperwork. Hell, get a solicitor to look over all the paperwork if you want. You don't have to agree to anything until you satisfy yourself that this is all for real.”
He was still thinking, eyes half closed, when her phone rang. She answered it immediately, seeing that it was Leigh.
“Can you do a date on Thursday?”
Straight to the point. Of all the people in her life, Rosie thought the only one that might truly get Leigh was her father. She smiled. “Date?”
“That's what we're supposed to be doing, remember? A date. We'll take pictures. A first date. Not too time-consuming.”
“I'm at the market in the morning,” she said.
“Market? Ah, yes, the flower selling thing. Right, so around two then?”
Rosie's stomach was fluttering and she couldn't think of a reason to say no, so she said yes and hung up the phone and then realized that her hand was trembling a little. Fuck. Joe was right. There was definite crush potential here. She was excited, she realized, she had butterflies because she'd been invited on a date. Holy crap.
“I'll do it.”
“Do what?” she asked absently.
“Come work with you,” Joe said. “As long as everything checks out. Why not? I can always go back to the market if things don't work out. Gotta take a few risks every now and again. I think—”
He didn't get to finish his sentence because Rosie was already enveloping him in a tight hug. This was what she needed, Joe on board. Someone sensible, someone who she knew had her best interests at heart, someone to help her protect herself.
Because she'd only just realized that she needed protection. If she really was crushing on Leigh then her heart was going to need all the protection she could find.



Chapter Thirteen
She tapped her foot as she waited. The afternoon was cold, biting at her nose, and the sun would set soon meaning the parks would close. And there were things she wanted to accomplish before the gates locked. She checked her watch again, wanting to be impatient but finding that she couldn't be.
Every time she tried, she thought about Rosie bending over in the greenhouse and all sensible thoughts went out of the window.
It had been a long time since she'd had thoughts like these. Not that sex was a problem, it wasn't. When she felt the need she either took care of matters herself or picked someone up. This was more. This was like the salivating longing she'd felt for cheerleaders in highschool, wanting the unattainable and knowing she would never have it.
Which was ridiculous because she'd only just met Rosie. And double ridiculous because they had an arrangement. And triple ridiculous because... because she was a thirty two year old woman and she didn't have crushes. Regardless of all that, she knew exactly what to do with these feelings. Tap them down hard and bury them as deep as possible.
That way she wouldn't get into trouble.
As cute and sexy and funny as Rosie could be, all those things were secondary to what she actually was, and that was her ticket to stay in the country.
A group of tourists scattered past on the other side of the street and she knew they were Americans just from the way they walked, the clothes they wore. They were a stark reminder of the fact that she never, ever wanted to go back. That she was more comfortable here, more at home here, than she'd ever been before. And that she would never, ever admit any kind of failure to her parents.
“I'm here, I'm here, sorry, I got distracted and missed my tube stop.”
Rosie raced along the sidewalk, her cheeks glowing red with the cold, and then screeched to a halt. Leigh could see the slight hesitation and she wondered whether Rosie was going to touch her, but at the last minute Rosie pulled back. She was still smiling though and those indigo eyes danced.
“What's the plan then?”
“We need to talk business,” Leigh said, starting to walk briskly and just assuming that Rosie was following. “And we need to get some pictures together in the park before the gates close. Feel free to take some with your phone as well, we should both have mementos from our first date.”
Rosie skipped a step to keep up as they entered the park. “Alright, whatever you say, boss.”
“First things first, I've talked with the rental agent and they'd be happy to give us the premises. So I've drawn up a contract of partnership between you and I, as well as a simple business plan and profit projection. Once the contract is signed I'll deposit money into a business account that I'll set up and we'll be ready to go.”
She was about to say something else when she realized that Rosie had stopped. She turned and found the woman grinning like a maniac behind her. Without pausing she took out her phone and snapped a picture before joining her and taking a selfie of the two of them.
“Really?” Rosie said. “It's that easy?”
“No, it's not that easy. I'm a lawyer, I know what I'm doing. You should have someone you trust look over the papers, your own lawyer or solicitor if possible. This actually took a large amount of time, time that I won't be billing you for since we're supposed to be partners.”
She took off walking again and this time Rosie did follow, she seemed less bouncy now, like some of the wind had been taken out of her sails.
“How did you do all that stuff, like business plans, without knowing anything about gardening?”
“I know about business,” Leigh answered. “And they were nothing detailed. Just something to fill the files. It's not like you need to get a loan approved or anything. I'm assuming you know what you're doing with the business. And if you don't, well, it's not really my problem.”
“Because you're not really my partner,” Rosie said. “This is just a way of paying me for my services in a way that won't look suspicious.”
“Exactly.” To give the girl something, she was quick on the uptake.
“Won't that look suspicious though?” asked Rosie, almost trotting to keep up. “You giving me a loan like that?”
“No,” Leigh answered. She turned onto another path that was going to take them closer to the center of the park. Dead leaves crunched underfoot and the air smelled like burning. It was almost cold enough to light a fire tonight and she smiled at the thought of it. Then she thought about sitting with Rosie in front of the fire and her heart sped up and she was angry at herself for not pushing those thoughts down further, to somewhere where they couldn't resurface.
“Really? Because it sounds a bit dodgy to me,” Rosie was saying.
So much for being quick on the uptake. “We begin as a business,” Leigh said. “I've got plenty of money, I can invest it how I wish. I'll just say it was a dream of mine and that I hired you to help run it, since you're a professional. Going into business together means spending time together and over time we became closer and then realized that we were more than business partners.”
“You've really got this all figured out, haven't you?”
“Yes.” It was the honest answer. She rarely did anything without thinking it through completely.
“But what about, I don't know, what about if I just steal all the money from the bank and run away with it?”
Leigh stopped, waited until Rosie was looking up at her, and then snapped another picture. “Are you thinking about doing that?”
“No, but—”
“Shouldn't be a problem then,” Leigh said, walking again. “Besides, you will need both of our signatures before moving large amounts of money in the business account.”
“What about if I decide to set the whole place on fire?”
Leigh rolled her eyes. Okay, Rosie was attractive. She was also apparently a five year old at heart and Leigh's patience were wearing very thin. “You won't.”
“Or if I use the garden center as a cover for importing drugs, I could do that.”
And then she snapped. She stopped dead in the middle of the path and turned. “You won't do any of those things for the same reason that you agreed to get involved in something that by your own admission is crazy. You want your own damn nursery and you're getting it handed to you on a plate. Why the fuck are you trying to sabotage yourself?”
Rosie's cheeks blanched and her gaze dropped to the ground as she shrugged. “Dunno.”
“Then keep in mind the fact that you and I have an arrangement and we're business partners. The garden center might be a cover, but the fact that we have an agreement personally isn't a cover at all. This is important to me, and I won't have you screwing around. Clear?”
“Yes.”
“I assume it's important to you too,” Leigh said, she was calming now, her voice getting softer, the heat fading from her face.
Rosie nodded and she could see that it was important to her, that for whatever reason Rosie had never achieved the dream that she wanted and now that it was in her grasp she didn't really know how to handle it.
She'd learn.
“Good,” said Leigh. “Come on then. A picture by that fountain and we can get out of here, job done, first date accomplished.”
Rosie followed her to the stone fountain that burbled in the middle of the park. Obediently, she sat on the edge of the stonework as Leigh fiddled with her phone to get the angle right.
“What about a kiss this time?” Rosie said.
Leigh turned to her, her eyes were sparkling again. Apparently nothing kept Rosie down for long. “No.”
“Hey, this is supposed to be a first date!”
Leigh rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She held up the phone with one hand and turned her head, preparing to barely graze Rosie's cheek with her lips as she took the picture.
But for once she hadn't thought through the consequences of what she was doing.
In the space of a millisecond, Rosie had also turned, and without any prior planning or even thought their lips were meeting and Leigh was trying to pull back even as her finger automatically hit the shutter button on the camera.
It was like there were magnets drawing her closer. She couldn't help it. Her hand dropped and she just about held onto the phone as Rosie tilted her head and then their lips really met and there was warmth and heat and fire and Jesus her heart was about to thud all the way out of her chest.
Her eyes closed without her telling them too. Her lips parted. Suddenly she was consumed, tasting, smelling, feeling Rosie all at once so that all her senses finally gave up and switched off and left her with only the jolts of electricity running through her stomach.
There was the sound of someone clearing a throat. The ultimate signal of English disapproval. It was enough to wake Leigh, to make her pull back. An old woman was watching them, shaking her head before tottering off on her way.
Leigh took a breath, surprised to find that her lungs still worked. She didn't dare look at Rosie.
“What was that?” Rosie's question was soft and full of wonder.
It took a second to regain herself, a moment to pull herself together, to pull down the blinds and lock the doors and batten the hatches.
“That was absolutely nothing,” Leigh said.
She got up and began striding toward the park gates and Rosie had to run to keep up.



Chapter Fourteen
Rosie was practically skipping as she went into the flower market. It was strange, for once, going in through the main door like a customer. A whole new perspective.
She greeted stall-holders as she walked through to the back of the building and into the offices. All she needed was to give up her stall number, something that should be easy, but that tugged at the strings of her heart.
“Come to sign off on the paperwork,” she said.
Big Jeff looked up from his computer and grinned. “That time already, eh, love? Well, can't say that we won't miss you around here.”
Despite the name, Big Jeff was wiry and skinny and missing one of his front teeth, but his smile was genuine. He'd taken a chance on Rosie when she was new in the game and she'd never forgotten him.
“I won't be gone long, I hope.” Long enough to set up the new place, long enough to get some stock in, and then she'd have a stall on the Saturday market. She'd already decided this and thought it would be a good way to drum up new business and let people know that she was open. Joe had agreed.
“There'll always be a place for you, my girl.” He flicked through a file and pulled out a paper. “Here, just sign your name and you're all done.”
She hesitated for a millisecond before picking up the pen.
Was she really doing the right thing? This seemed like she was signing her old life away and she wasn't entirely sure that she was ready for it.
There was little other option though. The partnership papers were signed, the first rent paid on the premises, she and Joe had been working long nights coming up with stock lists and handling logistics. She was, she knew, ready to take this big new step.
The only thing that really bothered her was Leigh. Her business partner and possibly even more.
Three weeks ago they'd kissed. An accidental kiss to be sure, but Rosie could have sworn that there was something there, some kind of connection, some feeling. And she'd been more than willing to go with it.
She held no stupid ideas about mixing business and pleasure. As far as she was concerned, love came when it came, lust came when it came. She'd also been more than willing to laugh it off as a stupid mistake.
What she hadn't been prepared for was Leigh completely shutting down, walking away, behaving like a robot and never again mentioning what had happened. The four times that they'd met since then had been nothing more than dealing with business issues and it was as though nothing had ever happened.
Which it hadn't. Not really.
Except... There was that lurking feeling of unfinished business and Rosie kept thinking about the kiss, about how she'd felt, about how it had felt, pushing at the emotions like wiggling a loose tooth.
“Forgotten your name, have you, love?” Big Jeff chortled.
She took a breath and signed her name. “Not quite that mental, yet.” Although given the decisions she was making some people, most notably her mother, would think she was crazy. “Here you go.”
She kissed him goodbye and walked back out into the market, weaving through the crowds of shoppers until she was brought to a halt by someone's hand on her sleeve.
“I hear congratulations are in order.”
Crap. She'd recognize Cassandra's drawl anywhere. She painted a smile on her face and turned. “Absolutely,” she said. “You're going to have some competition.”
The red-head laughed and tossed her head like a pony and Rosie wanted to slap her. “Oh, darling, I wouldn't say that, not yet. I mean, it does take a while to set up a business as successful as mine. It's not like you're going to come out and win the Clover's Award this summer, is it?”
Rosie's spine arched and she felt blood rush to her face. “Isn't it?” she said. “Because that's exactly what I plan on happening.”
Cassandra laughed again. “You've a lot to learn about running a business.”
“Maybe I do. Fortunately, my partner doesn't.”
“Joe? He couldn't run a sack-race.”
“No, my business partner. She happens to be excellent at her job.”
A small lie, she had no idea just what exactly Leigh did except that she was a lawyer and appeared to understand business. It was worth it though for the look on Cassandra's face. For the first time that Rosie could remember Cassandra looked taken aback, wrong-footed. It didn't last long, but it warmed Rosie's stomach. Cassandra had always been a bitch to her, had talked down to her, had been unfriendly and snobbish.
Her very first day on the market she'd been dying for a cup of tea and seeing an urn hiding in a corner had assumed that the hot water was for everyone. Cassandra had caught her and shouted at her for stealing in front of everyone. It had been an honest mistake, but Cassandra wouldn't listen and they'd been at odds ever since.
“You really think you're going to waltz in and win the highest professional accolade that there is?” Cassandra said now. She shook her head and laughed a little again. “You really are delusional, you know?”
She walked away and as much as Rosie desperately wanted to follow her and punch the smug look off her face, she didn't. Because she was a grown up and that wasn't how grown ups behaved. Sometimes she really, really wished that she was six again.
THE PHONE rang as she was climbing into Big Bess. She slammed the rattling door closed before she picked up.
“Hi, mum.”
It wasn't Sunday which made the call unexpected but she was trying harder with her mother. She knew that her mother was ambitious and knew that she didn't understand what Rosie did and that wasn't her fault. It wasn't as though Rosie had spent hours trying to explain things to her mother.
Besides, trying to be nicer to her mother made her feel less guilty about not being nice to her sister. Her last visit to Victoria's had been a month ago and she just couldn't find the courage to go again. The thought of screaming children and judgmental lectures didn't really appeal. Her brother at least worked unsocial hours and gave her the excuse of being unreachable most of the time.
“Listen, darling, I'm ordering the turkey. So I just wanted to double check that you will be down for Christmas, won't you?”
That explained that then. “Of course.”
Her stomach wobbled again, a sure sign of nerves. She was going to have to do this, she knew that. Leigh would expect it, that was part of the deal, surely, spending holidays together? And... and it was part of the reason she'd agreed, for God's sake. To show her siblings and her mother that she was grown up and that she could do things and...
But she hadn't said a word so far. Not about the garden center. Not about Leigh. Because as much as she wanted to prove a point she just couldn't quite bring herself to directly lie to her family.
“Perfect, darling, so I'll order the usual turkey then,” her mother was saying.
“Um, actually mum...”
Wobbly tummy. She felt a bit like being sick. She cracked the van window open to let the cold November air in.
“Yes, darling?”
“Um, I, uh...”
Crap. Just spit it out. Her legs were shaking now. She felt like the time she'd been called to the headmaster's office when she was eight because someone had pushed a ruler through the heating vent and it hadn't been her but she had told Callie Mitchell to do it so it kind of was her in a way. Like she hadn't done anything directly wrong but she could still see that she hadn't done anything right either.
“What is it, darling? I'm in rather a hurry.”
She blew out a breath. “I, um, might be bringing someone with me for Christmas is all.”
There was a brief silence on the phone and Rosie prayed that her mother had understood because she didn't think she had the strength to say it again. She closed her eyes and prepared herself for the interrogation that she was sure was coming.
“I'll get a bigger turkey then.”
Her eyes blinked open and she frowned. The cold air from the cracked window was seeping into her bones now. “Er, yeah, I suppose. Probably a good idea.”
“Righty-o then.”
“Is that all?” Rosie couldn't help but ask.
“Yes, that's all I needed to know, darling,” her mother said, voice back to breezy normality. “I'll let you get on with things then. Love you and kisses.”
“Kisses,” said Rosie and her mother hung up.
That had been... far easier than she'd imagined. Leigh at least would be happy, she guessed. As for her, well, she hadn't decided yet exactly how she felt about introducing Leigh to her family. She had a feeling that this meeting really wasn't going to go well at all.
With a sigh, she turned the key and Big Bess rumbled to life. If she tried hard she could concentrate only on the garden center part of the deal and ignore all the rest. But every now and again the other part of the deal reared its head and she felt uncomfortable all over again.



Chapter Fifteen
Leigh pulled on her coat and reached for her scarf, but before she could put it on she heard a snort of derision.
“Do we not give you enough to do?”
The Queen Bee was standing, hands on hips, in the doorway. Leigh leaned a little against Jemima's desk. Her assistant was long gone, clocking off at four as normal. “I'm sorry?”
“Leaving before nine? You don't get made partner that way,” Bee said snidely.
Leigh bit her lip. She'd been in the office every single night that week until close to midnight and had sprung for taxis home because her train was no longer running so late. She worked both days the weekend prior and was planning on doing the same next weekend. Just to keep Queen Bee happy.
No, that wasn't strictly accurate. It was to keep Bee happy, but it was also because she was determined not to be beaten. She kept eye contact with Bee now as she said: “It's a one-off. I'm sorry, I have an... event that I need to attend.”
Bee snorted again. “And I've got children whose names I barely remember.”
Leigh waited, unsure as to what to do. She needed this evening off. It was seven o'clock, late by many people's standards to still be working. Just one evening. She was starting to crumble from all the work, it was chipping away at her energy and her health and she still wasn't quitting. She wasn't going to be driven out.
She didn't think Queen Bee could prevent her from leaving entirely, but she wasn't sure.
Finally, Bee stepped away from the door. She glared at Leigh as she walked past and Leigh felt the eyes on her back all the way down the hallway to the elevator bank.
There was no real reason for Bee to hate her as much as she did, at least in her opinion. Okay, so she wasn't the kind of work hard and play hard girl that Bee seemed to prefer. But she'd shown her worth, had done good work. And had once come up with a plan that had saved a negotiation Bee was working on. It was that, she thought, that had sealed her fate. Bee didn't like someone being better than her. She wanted no competition in the Queen Bee stakes.
Leigh stepped out into the cold evening, pausing only to wrap her scarf around her neck. As she did so she had a faint memory of the smell of roses, the prickly feeling of wool against her skin, and she walked quickly away from the office as though she could shake those memories loose and lose them along the way.
Rosie.
Leigh was nothing if not professional. It was what she excelled at, after all. Compartmentalizing, shutting things away, locking doors and losing the keys.
There was something about Rosie though that made her awfully difficult to lock away. The stupid kiss, which had been nothing other than an accident, was better off forgotten. In fact, Leigh had made a point of never mentioning it again.
But with every single meeting they had, Leigh found that she was having to physically concentrate on staying formal, on being herself, and not being pulled out of her shell by Rosie and her constant questioning.
Her heels tapped on the sidewalk as she rounded the block and saw the restaurant up ahead. Rosie was dangerous, she'd been right about that. But she was, with effort, able to bury the crush she had on her just like she'd been able to bury all the other crushes she'd had.
And after all, it was nothing other than a physical reaction really. Rosie was pretty. When she was showered and cleaned up and not right out of the garden she had glowing skin and wide eyes with long lashes and hair like spun silk and a body... Okay, time to stop. The restaurant was looming above her.
Professional, she told herself. Just keep things distant.
“You're going to be so proud of me,” was the first thing that Rosie said.
Leigh paused to take off her coat and scarf and allow the waiter to take them away. “Proud?”
As far as she was concerned this was a dual purpose meeting. To decide on the final opening date for the garden center and to add another romantic date to their growing list of dates, a restaurant reservation that could easily be tracked down, maybe a picture or two at the end. Leigh was considering setting up a social media account where she could post pictures and updates, but was hesitant to reveal too much of herself.
“I told my mother.”
Leigh was pouring a glass of water from the jug at the table and carefully finished what she'd started before saying: “Your mother? Told her what?”
Rosie rolled her eyes. “Get with the program. I told my mum about you. She phoned me about Christmas, so I said that of course I'd be going down for the holidays and that...that I was bringing someone with me. You.”
“Was that something that we discussed?” Leigh asked.
She kept calm even though she was bubbling inside. The idea of it, a family, people all together, she just couldn't... Her hand was shaking.
“You said we needed to spend holidays together,” Rosie said.
“I meant that we'd go somewhere. I don't know, the Maldives, wherever people go in the winter time.” In truth she hadn't particularly been looking forward to that either, she didn't like holidays, she didn't know what to do with her time when she wasn't working.
“That's ridiculous. That's not what people do at Christmas,” Rosie said. “People visit family.” She hesitated. “We could visit your family, if you prefer?”
“No.”
The word came out faster than Leigh had intended it to and Rosie raised an eyebrow.
“I thought this was what you wanted,” she said. “I thought you wanted a cute story, some nice pictures, a handful of memories that you can hand over to immigration if you need to.”
“I do,” Leigh said.
“But you're building false memories.”
“That's the whole point.”
“That's not what I meant. I mean that you're not building the kind of memories that other people do. You're trying to make this disinfected, stainless steel kind of history for us. Relationships aren't like that, they're messy, unplanned. They also involve other people, like family.”
“Messy.” The word made her teeth hurt.
“I spend the holidays with my family. If you want to spend them with me then you need to come down to Devon as well. That's the bottom line.”
So far Rosie hadn't demanded anything, hadn't put her foot down or made rules. And Leigh supposed that she was making a fair point. She still found it hard to agree though.
“You don't want to come because of your family,” Rosie said, moving forward a little in her seat. “You never talk about them, I know nothing of your background even though we're supposed to be getting to know each other. You're distant and cold and I can only assume that's because you either hate me or you have no idea how to relate to another person. Which makes me think you must have been a very, very unhappy child.”
Leigh had to close her eyes, bite her tongue, Rosie had no idea how right she was but she didn't want to have this discussion.
“You won't even tell me why you have all this family money to throw around,” Rosie went on. “I'm supposed to be your fiancée and I know zero about you. If immigration ever interviews me then we're both busted because I can't fake being in a relationship with someone whose last name I don't even know.”
There was a silence then, a heavy one. Until finally, Rosie pushed back her chair. “I know I'm getting my garden center, but you don't see that you're not getting your side of the deal. Not because of me, I'm trying, but because of you. You once told me that I was trying to sabotage myself, but you're the one sabotaging here.” She took a breath as though she was going to say more but then shook her head and stood up instead. “I'm leaving.”
“Hudson,” Leigh said. She said it in the heat of the moment because she had to stop Rosie walking out. “My last name is Hudson.”
Rosie sat down again. “See, was that so hard? Now tell me more, let me inside, Leigh. Your last name is Hudson and you're from Oregon and how did your family make its fortune?” But even as she was speaking she was slowing down more and more and Leigh knew that she knew, knew that she'd put the pieces together herself as Leigh had known she would once she heard the surname.
“Albert Hudson?” Rosie said. “Lizzie Hudson?”
Leigh nodded.
“You're their daughter?”
Leigh nodded again.
“You're the daughter of two of the most famous modern artists in the world and... and you're a lawyer?”
This time Leigh shrugged. “I'm the black sheep of the family, I suppose. And most famous might be stretching it. They both had a good run in the eighties. Now they mostly run yoga retreats and painting classes on the estate.”
“Thus the commune,” Rosie said.
“Yeah. There were always plenty of people around. I... It sounds strange. I really don't think of them as my parents, I never really knew them. I definitely can't remember ever spending any time alone with them.”
She didn't know why she was telling Rosie this now except that Rosie was a good listener. And because revealing the name of her parents felt kind of like a weight off her shoulders.
“Thank you for telling me,” said Rosie. “I, um, I don't really understand I suppose, but I can get why you might not want to go and visit someone else's family if you weren't especially happy with your own.” She looked down at the table. “If, um, if you want to do something else for Christmas, we can.”
“I don't know,” said Leigh.
Rosie peeked up, eyes shining in the low light of the restaurant. “If it helps, I'm pretty sure that my family is very, very different from yours.”
It did help. As did the fact that Rosie was right that family Christmas pictures would be a strong sign of their relationship. And... and she suddenly wanted to make Rosie happy. Seeing her downcast, seeing her thinking about not spending the holidays with her family had suddenly made Leigh's heart hurt. She didn't like seeing Rosie like that, she realized.
“We'll go to Devon.”
Rosie grinned. “You mean it?”
Leigh nodded. She just hoped that she wasn't going to regret this decision.



Chapter Sixteen
Joe hefted two bags of soil onto the display stand and then reached for two more. “I'm not going to guess, Rosie, so you might as well tell me.”
Rosie continued placing seedling trays into racks. “Seriously? How much of a philistine are you? Hudson. Leigh Hudson. As in Albert and Lizzie Hudson. The artists?”
For a second, Joe paused, then he shook his head and continued loading the soil. “Never heard of them.”
“Says the guy that regularly takes Lady GaGa for rides in his Bentley,” Rosie said. “They're artists. Modern artists, still not ringing any bells?”
Now Joe definitely did stop, his brow wrinkled in thought. “Wait, like that poster with the yellow and red circles? The one that's in every college student's bedroom?”
“That's the one.”
Joe whistled. “She must be loaded then.”
With a sigh, Rosie shook her head. “I don't know. There's definitely money there. But I get the feeling that she's better off away from her family. She had a rough childhood.”
“Didn't everyone?”
“Not me,” Rosie said with a shrug. And it was true, she really hadn't. Sure, her siblings were already off and studying or working, making her for all intents and purposes an only child, but she'd been happy. Going to school, pottering around in the garden of her parents' house, playing and dreaming. Sometimes she worried that the reason she wasn't more successful, as her mother would have liked, was because it was too hard to leave those perfect childhood days behind.
“You're a bit fucked, you know,” Joe said. He finished loading the soil onto the stand and wheeled the trolley out of the way before grabbing the next one.
“I don't want to hear it,” said Rosie. She didn't. She knew that Joe was protecting her, she knew that he had her best interests at heart, but she couldn't hear him try to persuade her yet again that she was crazy. Not now, not when she was surveying the almost-finished garden center. “Just look at this place,” she said to distract him.
Joe straightened up and rubbed at the small of his back and smiled. There were rows of plants, display stands of soil and compost and fertilizer, seedling beds and garden hoses and pots and everything in between. The dusty skylights of the warehouse let streams of winter sunshine in.
Off to one side lay the doors to the greenhouses, where Rosie knew that they'd find rows of colors and scents. Behind her were two large rooms that she'd had painted and furnished simply. Rooms that she hoped would become a kind of gardening community center, a place where people could come for classes or talks or just to hang out and meet other gardeners. She and Joe shared a small office crammed between the two public rooms.
It was perfect.
They didn't need to say anything. The two of them just looked around, beaming with pride. The place was ready. Or close to it. They'd be open after Christmas, just in time for the January shopping rush.
Rosie's phone rang.
“Keep it up,” she told Joe. “I'll be back in a minute.”
She disappeared off into one of the public rooms before she answered the call.
“Hello, mum.” Another unscheduled call, but she'd been kind of expecting this one. There was no way her mother was going to let the news of her daughter finally bringing someone home go.
“Actually, love, it's me.”
Rosie closed her eyes and groaned in her head. Her father. Her mother had got her father to do the dirty work for her, knowing full well that Rosie was more likely to tell her father everything. She sighed. “Hi, dad.” Maybe it was better this way, easier. She needed to spill some of the beans before the holidays.
“Is everything alright? Your mother said I should call.”
“Everything's fine dad.”
“Something about you bringing someone home?”
She perched on the edge of a table. Better to get things over with. There was no reason for them not to know the essential parts of her life, like the garden center and Leigh. She just had to leave out the whole green card marriage bit. Or leave out the marriage bit entirely.
“Well, dad, I was saving it for a surprise, but actually, there's a couple of things going on.”
She just spat it all out and got the impression that she'd left her father reeling. But true to form, all he said was: “That's very nice, love.”
“So it's alright that I'm bringing Leigh?”
“You're mother's over the moon.”
She might not be so excited once she met Leigh, Rosie thought, but she said nothing. “And the garden center, you'll come and see it when it's open?”
“Of course, love. We're very proud of you, you know that.”
She sighed. “No, dad. You're proud of me. Mum, I'm not so sure about.”
There was a pause. “Your mum's proud in her own way,” he said eventually.
She doubted that, but she wasn't about to fight it. She ended the call and made her way back to Joe who was now stacking flower pots.
“You're a bit fucked,” he said again.
“Joe, come on.” She really wasn't in the mood.
He stepped down off the small ladder he was using and pulled over a thermos. “Tea?”
She nodded.
He poured. “I'm not criticizing you,” he said. “I'm just trying to keep your eyes open, that's all. I saw the look on your face when that phone rang. You were hoping it was her, and it's clear from the look on your face now that it wasn't her.”
“Leigh. She has a name.”
“I know. Here.” He passed her a cup of tea. “What's so special about her anyway? Other than all this.” He gestured around at the garden center.
“I don't know.” And she didn't. She'd spent time thinking about. She wanted to know why Leigh made her stomach feel funny, why she wanted to talk to her even though she was rude and cold most of the time. “She's pretty.”
“Right.”
“She's smart.”
“And she's broken,” Joe said, but he said it gently. “Which means you want to help her. Are you sure that you're not confusing feelings of, well, of liking her, for the need to help her or fix her in some way?”
“No, I'm not sure,” Rosie said honestly. “I find her attractive though, that's the bottom line. I've got no idea why other than the fact that she is attractive. I want to know more about her, I feel drawn to her. But in the end none of this matters, does it? Because she doesn't like me.”
“You're playing with fire, Rosie.”
Like she didn't know. Every time she saw Leigh she got a little bit happy inside. Even when Leigh dismissed her or was cold or snappish she couldn't seem to stay hurt or angry for long. She wondered if she should just jump her, have her wicked way with her, and hope that the physical stuff would lessen the emotional feelings she was starting to have.
“What are you doing about Christmas?” Joe asked as though he was reading her mind.
“I'm taking her to my parents.”
Joe raised an eyebrow. “Is that a good idea?”
She shrugged. “Probably not. But we need a record of time we spent together, pictures playing happy families.”
“Except you want those pictures to be real happy families, not just pretending.”
She stood up now, getting angry and brusque. This was none of Joe's business, he was interfering. “That's her part of the deal. I've got my part. All of this, this is all because of her, because of this crazy decision I made. I've got what I wanted with the garden center.”
“Except now you want more,” Joe pushed.
“No!” She was lying.
“Yes, and all you're going to get is a broken heart.”
She stopped herself speaking for a second, let silence descend and cold air whistle through the warehouse. He was right. She was setting herself up to get hurt. Things could end no other way.
“I can't back out now.” She looked around at the garden center yet again. She couldn't give this up, not before she'd even had a chance to make things work.
“Maybe you don't have to. Maybe just her being in a relationship is enough for immigration,” Joe said. “Or maybe with you around to counsel her she won't go bat-shit crazy and get fired, or maybe she'll find a new job that she likes better. You don't have to completely back out. But you can't get married, Rosie. Please. Don't let things get that far.”
She liked Leigh. She didn't deny it. She found her mysterious and interesting and beautiful and she wanted to kiss her again like before and even more. But Leigh didn't like her. This was just a business proposal to Leigh. And that was what she'd agreed to.
She took another cup of tea from Joe, letting the warmth of it seep through her fingers. “Maybe you're right.”
“Maybe you can negotiate a new deal.”
A deal that wouldn't require her to marry someone that she liked too much, which seemed weird to think about. But not as weird as the thought of signing her heart away on a piece of paper to someone who was lying about their own heart. Someone for whom the signature meant nothing more than an excuse to stay in the country.
She hadn't considered things like this before. She was surprised at how much the idea upset her.
“Your sister's a solicitor, isn't she?” Joe said. “Maybe she can help you guys negotiate something.”
Rosie nodded slowly, though she doubted Victoria would help at all and she didn't want to involve her anyway. But maybe she and Leigh could work something out. And maybe they'd never need to get married after all.



Chapter Seventeen
The train clattered along and Leigh felt her head bump against the seat. Rosie was ensconced in her own seat, peering out of the window, and looked perfectly happy. For an instant, Leigh wondered if she ever looked that happy. She certainly wouldn't if she was on her way to spend Christmas with her family.
As though sensing her gaze, Rosie turned around and beamed a smile. A little piece of Leigh's heart pounded to life. Her mouth dried up. This was all so stupid. Try as she might it was getting harder and harder to bury the fact that she had a physical response to Rosie.
She didn't want it, never asked for it, and definitely didn't know what to do about it. But the response was there nevertheless. And she couldn't make it go away.
Maybe this was all stupid. Maybe she should just give up the idea and walk away.
But she found it hard, and not because Rosie already had her share of the deal. Stay with Rosie and she'd have to tackle these feelings at some point or they'd eat her away, but she'd get to stay in the country with absolute certainty. Walk away and she'd never have to see Rosie again and any stray feelings would numb eventually, but then she could get fired tomorrow and be on a plane to the States a week from now.
For the first time in her life she didn't know what to do.
“You okay?”
“Hmm?”
“You've been awfully quiet,” Rosie said. “I was just asking if you were okay, that's all.”
“Fine.”
Why did she do that? She wasn't an idiot, she knew when there were chances to open up a conversation to perhaps even make Rosie interested in her, if not to make Rosie like her, but she never took them. It was such a habit to shut people down immediately that she couldn't help herself.
“Are you nervous about meeting my family?”
She couldn't stop herself shutting people out, but Rosie couldn't help herself pushing just a little harder to get information, to open things up again. It should be a match made in heaven. Leigh smiled at the thought.
“So, not nervous then?” Rosie asked.
“Sorry, uh, yes, I suppose I'm a little nervous. It's a new place, new people. Most people would be anxious.” There, that was a little better, wasn't it?
“Sure,” said Rosie, leaning her head back on the scratchy seat. “But then, most people aren't like you, are they?”
“What does that mean?”
Rosie shrugged. “I mean, most people didn't grow up in a screwed up family which potentially makes meeting someone else's family a trigger, that's all I meant.”
A trigger. That was one way of putting it. “I'm not going to get all psycho on you,” Leigh said. “I'm not going to have a break down or anything. But, yes, I suppose you're right. It could be a difficult situation.”
“I'm taking it you've never been to meet a girl's family before?”
Leigh thought back over the string of one-night stands that had satisfied her body but not her head. “I've never had a real relationship before.” Now where had that come from? She'd had no intention of telling Rosie that at all.
Rosie raised an eyebrow but that was all, no judgment. That, Leigh thought, that's what makes the difference. There was no post mortem of things she said, she said them and Rosie listened. It was nice, different.
“It's going to be fine,” Rosie said now. “My family have their issues, but they're good people. Mostly it'll probably just be annoying, and watch out for the kids they somehow always seem to have sticky fingers.”
Leigh smiled and felt oddly better.
“WELCOME, WELCOME!”
Leigh stepped out of the taxi and a dark-haired woman was already rushing down the steps with her arms wide open. Rosie allowed herself to be hugged while Leigh looked up at the house.
It was pleasant, large, a little ramshackle from what she could tell. The glass in the windows was paned with diamonds and wooden beams stretched across the facade. It was difficult to see in the dark night, but it looked like... a home. Somewhere comfortable, somewhere where you could touch things and not be afraid of leaving fingerprints.
“And you must be Leigh.”
The woman was descending on her and before she knew what was happening, Leigh was being clung to. “Yes,” she managed to squeak out.
“And I'm Andrea, Rosie's mum, but you must call me Andy. And you're an American! How lovely!”
How the hell she'd gotten American from just one word, Leigh had no idea. But she smiled anyway and despite the touching and hugging actually did feel welcome. It was a strange feeling, one she couldn't remember having before.
“Welcome,” said a tall man, extending a hand. “Edward. Teddy if you prefer.”
Rosie's dad. Leigh flashed a look at Rosie and saw that she was smiling sweetly as if to say 'I told you so.' Leigh shook the proffered hand and felt her anxiety start to recede.
“The mob hasn't descended yet,” Andy said as Rosie's dad took the suitcases and paid the taxi driver. “They'll all be here tomorrow. But we really expected you two earlier.”
“Train problems,” Rosie said and they all started going up the stairs to the house.
“You must be exhausted.”
Leigh checked her watch to find that it was ten already and only then felt the weight of tiredness on her. She stepped into the house and smelled furniture polish and bread and something musky and dusty that all old houses had. A nice smell, almost familiar but not quite.
“I'm a bit knackered,” Rosie admitted.
Leigh felt herself being watched so she nodded obediently.
“Well then, you two get upstairs and do your unpacking and I'll bring you a cup of tea to take to bed,” Andy fussed. “You'll want your rest, tomorrow's going to be a long day. And we don't want to monopolize Leigh too early. Let's give her time to get used to the place.”
She chattered away but Leigh didn't mind. She was glad that the focus of the attention wasn't on her. Rosie's dad silently carried the suitcases up and Andy kept talking as the went upstairs and then a creaking door was opened to reveal a large bedroom with a big double bed.
“I've put you two in here,” Andy said. “Your old room's a bit small for two, Rosie.”
Leigh's mouth dried up again. A double bed. There was something she hadn't even considered. Neither, by the look on her face, had Rosie.
“One bed,” Rosie said.
Andy laughed. “Oh, we're not old fuddy-duddies, you're a grown up Rosie. What the two of you do privately is none of our business. Even if we gave you separate rooms you'd both be creeping about in the night and scaring the children. Anyway, we need all the spare rooms we've got with the whole brood coming.”
She was still talking as she went downstairs leaving Rosie and Leigh alone.
“I can sleep on the floor,” Rosie said.
Leigh surveyed the bed. Really, really not in her plan. But honestly, should it make any difference at all? If anything, it was better. If anything, when immigration interviewed Rosie's parents they could both say that they'd shared a room and a bed.
“No, it's fine. The bed's huge. Not a problem.”
Rosie looked like she didn't believe her, but said nothing.
LEIGH STRUGGLED to open her eyes to the watery morning sun.
She'd expected a rough night, had been prepared for no sleep, thought that there'd be awkwardness. In fact, she'd slept like a baby. Rosie had climbed into bed wearing shorts and a billowing t-shirt that was the very opposite of sexy, they'd both said goodnight and switched out the light, and then... And then it was morning. She couldn't remember the last time she'd slept so well. Or, judging by the light streaming in through the window, so late.
She opened her eyes fully and was about to move when it suddenly hit her where she was.
On Rosie's side of the bed.
Her arm extended and neatly wrapped around Rosie's waist.
She froze.
After what seemed like an hour she slowly, slowly slid her arm away and rolled over, careful not to disturb Rosie who seemed very much asleep.
What the hell?
She was shaking at the closeness of it, felt almost sick that she could have given herself away like that. The only good thing was that Rosie was still sleeping.
She crawled out of bed, pulled on some clothes and silently let herself out of the room. She didn't love the idea of being subjected to family life downstairs, but anything was better than staying in bed with Rosie at this point.
As she went downstairs she could hear someone talking.
“...Jasper was up and screaming at three and woke the whole house, so we thought, fuck it. We loaded Allegra into the back seat and got an early start on the drive. Less traffic that way and all around easier.”
“I'm just glad that you're all here,” said a voice that was definitely Rosie's mother's.
The other voice though, she wasn't so sure. It sounded almost like... But no. She tripped on the last stair, clutching at the banister and knocking over a pair of boots. The noise was enough to bring the two women from the kitchen.
“Are you alright?” Andy asked.
But Leigh was busy staring at the other woman. The woman that had to be Rosie's sister, Victoria.
A tightness started in her chest and the world began to close in on her and her breath wouldn't come and the last thing she heard as her eyes closed was Queen Bee saying: “What the fuck?”



Chapter Eighteen
“It's fine, it's fine. She has panic attacks. Just give her some space.”
Leigh blinked open her eyes for the second time that morning and came face to face with Rosie. “I'm okay.”
“Just back off people, let her breathe.”
Leigh twitched a smile. As bad as she felt, the idea of little Rosie defending her was both cute and funny. “I'm alright.” She struggled to sit up and then caught a glance of the Queen Bee again.
Victoria was standing against one of the banisters, she lifted an eyebrow in Leigh's direction and for once Leigh thought that they actually understood each other. Neither of them knew what to do about this, and Leigh for one planned on keeping her mouth shut for the time being.
“I'll get some water,” Victoria said with a nod in Leigh's direction.
“And let me help you to the sofa,” said a large man who Leigh had to assume was Tom, Rosie's brother.
She let herself be taken to the sofa, and let Tom, the doctor of the family, give her the once over. As she obediently opened her mouth and said ah and took deep breaths and all the rest of it she had time to think.
What the fuck was she supposed to do now? Of all the people in all the world Queen Bee had to be Rosie's sister. What even were the chances of that? How was she supposed to handle the situation?
And then it occurred to her that the problem was even bigger than how she was supposed to act this weekend. Because now she was painted into a corner. Whatever happened she now had to marry Rosie, there was no choice. Either Bee fired her and she needed the visa and she had to get married, or she dumped Rosie and Bee fired her anyway out of spite for breaking up with her sister resulting in... having to marry Rosie.
Her chest started tightening again.
“Keep calm,” Tom said. “Take nice, steady, deep breaths.”
His eyes were a shade lighter than Rosie's and he had a kind smile that Leigh hadn't expected. And then Bee, no, Victoria, she had to get the name right here, came back with water and handed the glass over and for a second the tightness came back and then Victoria walked away without saying anything and Leigh relaxed again.
Victoria was just as lost in all of this as she was. It was a relief. Not a relief to be lost, Leigh seldom spent time lost, but a relief to know that her arch-enemy didn't have a cunning plan to be rid of her. At least not yet.
“Is she alright?” Rosie said, peering over the back of the sofa in concern.
“She'll be fine,” Tom said. He looked at Leigh. “You might want to think about some anti-anxiety meds for this, just to take when you're in need. Alternatively, outpatient therapy can be very effective in helping learn how to power through these attacks. Therapy is nothing to be ashamed of, talking about problems—”
“She's fine, she's taking care of things,” Rosie said.
Leigh gave her a grateful smile. Talking about therapy, talking about talking, just gave her flashbacks to the commune and made her feel shaky yet again.
“Well, stay lying down for a while.” Tom turned around. “Mum, can the patient have breakfast in here, please?”
“Oh no, that's really not necessary,” Leigh started to say, embarrassed at the fuss. But it was too late, preparations had already started.
THE TABLE stretched out long with plates arranged down the middle and Leigh hesitated as she walked into the room.
“Oh, just sit wherever you like,” Andy said, carrying in yet another dish. “We'll not stand on ceremony today.”
But still she hesitated. Then Rosie reached out and took her hand. The touch was gentle and ordinarily Leigh would have pulled back but for some reason she didn't. She let herself be guided to a seat.
“No, you can't have a Jaguar without the leather seats,” Tom was saying to his father. “There's just something wrong with that.” He took the chair on the other side of Leigh. “What do you think, Leigh?”
She frowned, she'd never been asked for an opinion on anything even similar. “Um, leather seats sound comfortable?” she hazarded.
“Right,” grinned Tom and he turned back to his father.
“Oh, Leigh, could you grab that dish please,” said Tom's wife with a grin. “Bobby'll pull that thing down before you can say boo.”
She reached out and pushed the dish further onto the table just as their blonde-haired son rocketed past.
“Just in time,” Tom's wife said.
Lunch was chaos, with seven different conversations running simultaneously and plates continuously being passed back and forth and yet... And yet it was never noisy, never unpleasant, the conversations wove in and out of each other as though they'd been designed to do so.
“Leigh, dear, have more of the potatoes, you're thin as a rake,” Rosie's mother said, passing the bowl down.
“How was the train journey?” asked Rosie's dad. “I didn't have the chance to ask.”
Before Leigh could reply a rush of activity sounded behind her and ended with the scream of a child. Without thought she turned and slid from her chair, picking up the little girl as she cried. She patted the child's back.
“That's one of mine.” Victoria pushed back her seat and was about to stand when the child sniffed and stopped crying.
“She's fine,” Leigh said, putting the girl back on the floor and taking her seat again.
“So, what do you do, Leigh?” asked Rosie's mum. “Rosie hasn't told us.”
“I'm a lawyer,” Leigh answered.
“You and Victoria'll have plenty to talk about then,” Tom said.
She locked eyes with Queen Bee across the table and thought she saw the ghost of a smile but then it was gone. “Right,” was all Leigh said.
It all seemed so surreal. Like a sit-com come to life. There were shrieks from the kids, the occasional raised voice, but it all came together, all fit together like a long-choreographed dance or a song they'd all sung a thousand times without her.
“What do you think about the new trade deals with the US then, Leigh, as an American?” Tom asked, turning his attention to her.
And Leigh found herself answering. Not just with a couple of words, but with an actual opinion, with her true thoughts. Tom nodded and pleasantly disagreed with her then pulled his father into the conversation, and Teddy took Leigh's side and before she knew it she had back up and... it was nice.
“Pass the wine down, Leigh,” boomed Miles from the other end of the table. Victoria's husband was a large, florid man and Leigh hadn't spoken a word to him and was surprised he even knew her name but she complied.
“You okay?” Rosie leaned in and was almost whispering.
Leigh felt a shiver run through her as Rosie's breath on her skin brought out goosebumps. Was she alright? Hell, no, her entire life, all her carefully laid plans looked like they were falling apart. Her bitch boss was her fake fiancee's sister, she was sitting surrounded by someone else's family talking and arguing, she was next to a woman that she found unspeakably attractive and yet who was wrong for her in every way but it didn't matter because Rosie had shown no interest in her whatsoever, she'd woken up with her arm around the woman she wanted to throw on the bed and have her wicked way with, and yet...
And yet.
Leigh couldn't remember ever having felt more comfortable.
Her whole life she'd felt like an outsider looking in, an observer of other people, distinct and different and never a part of things.
But not here.
Here she suddenly felt like she might belong. Or that she might be beginning to belong.
And as much as she'd always thought that she'd never want this, she'd never wanted a big family or a house in the country or children or even a real girlfriend, she had the sudden feeling that she might have been wrong all along.
Rosie reached under the table and took her hand and Leigh knew she was trying to comfort her, calm her, but she didn't need it. Rosie's hand in hers felt absolutely right. This all felt absolutely right.
She'd opened up, cracked open the door just a little and let some other people in and it made her feel good, better, bigger than all the other problems she had going on in her life. And she saw now with startling clarity that she needed to open up more.
And with Rosie's hand nestled in her own she knew that there was only one person that she could take that kind of risk with. Only one person that she could allow in, that she could trust not to break her inside. Only one person that she really wanted to let in.
And that was Rosie.
Her chest tightened again.
Rosie squeezed her hand and the tightness immediately went away.



Chapter Nineteen
A freezing wind blew in off the sea as they walked the cliff tops. Rosie let Leigh walk ahead a little. She'd figured that Leigh probably needed the break from family time, she had a fair idea why there'd been a panic attack that morning. Going for a long, cold walk had been the best thing she could think of to do.
Plus, there was the added bonus of privacy. Privacy that they were going to need if she was going to try and negotiate her way out of actually getting married. She was sick at the thought of trying to explain things to Leigh, but how could she say that she'd marry the woman? It was wrong, deceitful and just... Just not right.
She skipped a step and caught up. Leigh strode on, legs long and face forward and obviously deep in thought.
“Penny for them?”
“What?”
“Your thoughts,” Rosie said. “Penny for them.”
“It's nothing,” Leigh said. “I'm fine.”
Which was the problem with Leigh. Getting her to open up was like one of those stupid puzzle boxes. And once open she'd spit out a fact or a feeling and then immediately slam shut again. Rosie knew that there were feelings swimming around in there somewhere, emotions and pain and happiness and all sorts of other things. Getting in to find them was the issue.
She sighed. Maybe she should just come right out and say it. I don't want to marry you. That simple.
Except it wasn't that simple, of course. Because maybe, just maybe she did want to marry Leigh. Not now, not tomorrow, but she could see it somewhere in her mind's eye. The picture made her feel shaky and happy at the same time.
What an idiot. Imagining a wedding to a woman she didn't know, a woman that would never want her, a woman who wouldn't even tell her what was on her mind.
“Actually...” Leigh stopped.
The wind blew around them and Rosie wrapped her scarf closer. She could feel cold biting at her cheeks and nose. “Actually, what?” she said after what felt like an age.
Leigh licked her lips and took a big breath. “Actually, er, actually maybe I'm not.”
“Not what?”
With a small shake of the head, Leigh continued walking. Rosie had to skip a step again to catch up. She caught hold of Leigh's sleeve suddenly realizing what Leigh was trying to say.
“Wait, stop. You mean that actually you're not okay.” It wasn't a question but Leigh nodded anyway. Rosie's nose was numb with cold. “Alright, this must be a really stressful situation for you. Being around family. Lots of triggers. What can I do to help make this better?”
Leigh was standing stock still and Rosie looped her arm through the blonde's, more for warmth than anything else.
“My parents hate that I'm a lawyer,” Leigh said finally.
She gave a tug on Rosie's arm and they started walking again, though Leigh didn't shake her off. Rosie could feel warmth flowing through her body from where they were touching.
“They think I sold out,” Leigh said. “Became part of the system, part of the problem. They always wanted me to be, I don't know, an artist, a massage therapist, a reiki teacher, whatever. Something philosophical or arty or... just not academic.”
“Maybe we should swap parents,” Rosie said without really meaning it. She did love her parents, she really did. But it sounded like Leigh's parents would have more sympathy for her style of life.
“It should have been idealistic, growing up like I did,” Leigh said. “Always people around, wide open spaces to play in, people talking to me, treating me like an adult, no pressure to perform. Maybe for some kids it would have been. But not for me, I was never like that.”
Rosie smiled, she couldn't imagine Leigh with a hair out of place. Unless... unless she was thinking about running her fingers through that slicked back blonde hair and pulling that face in closer for a kiss. Her heart skipped a beat and she tried to forget the mental image.
“I loved school from the second I was allowed to go,” Leigh continued. “Loved it and excelled at it. And when we had our drum circles or group therapy or whatever it was, all I wanted to talk about was school, academics. I was worried, worried that I wouldn't make the grade or that I wouldn't understand something. But that's not what the people I knew wanted to hear. They wanted me to be worried about other things, about capitalism or climate change or... big things. Things I never really understood. Things...”
She trailed off and they stopped, the cliff edge teetering before them, the long, blue vista of the sea stretching out.
“I always felt different, odd, derided for having certain values. Never validated.”
Leigh wasn't looking at her, she was staring out to sea, and Rosie's heart was about to break for a little girl that nobody understood.
“So you stopped talking about things,” Rosie said quietly. “You stopped telling people things. You kept everything to yourself and learned to rely only on yourself.”
“Yes.”
Rosie wished she could do something, say something, but she didn't know what. How hard it must be for Leigh to be pushed into a family. She never should have insisted that they came here. “We can leave,” she said. “I'll make some excuse. We can go back to London.”
And now Leigh did turn. “No, not at all. That's not what I'm saying. I'm... This is different. This, for the first time I'm seeing how I could be a part of things. I'm seeing people welcome me and treat me as an equal, I'm seeing people interested in my opinions and thoughts, I'm seeing how people rely on each other and respect each other.”
Rosie frowned. “So, wait, you like it here? You like my family?”
“Do you know what my normal Christmas is?” Leigh asked.
Rosie shrugged.
“A cold, empty house with a good book and a bottle of wine,” Leigh said. “And now, here, this warmth, this... this family. It's overwhelming and weird and... and maybe I like it.”
“But that's wonderful,” Rosie said with a grin. “You're welcome here, you can see that. I'm glad that you're having a nice time, we can stay as long as you want. But...” Leigh's eyes were clouding and she could swear that the woman was about to cry. “But what's wrong?”
“Nothing,” Leigh turned away.
“Oh no,” Rosie said. “No. You've started this, let's continue it. You can do this Leigh. What's the problem? You can tell me.”
“I don't know how to do this,” Leigh burst out. “I see this, I think I might want to be a part of it, I think that maybe I'm ready for something other than loneliness. But I don't know how to make it happen.”
Rosie took Leigh's hand. Even through two pairs of gloves she could feel the warmth of Leigh. She wanted to take Leigh's face, to pull her in, to kiss the beginnings of tears away but knew that she couldn't. She held that faint memory of their kiss in the park, their accidental kiss, and wished she could go back in time to that moment. But it was gone, and it wasn't going to return.
“It's easy,” she said now. “So easy. All you have to do is open yourself up to people. Drop your guard, open the doors and windows and let someone else in.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” Rosie said. “That's it. And yes, you're going to get hurt sometimes, that's the price you pay for not guarding yourself more carefully. But it's worth it. Every hurt is worth it when you find someone who makes you laugh and cry, someone you can talk to about anything, someone who makes your heart feel complete. I can't promise you that you'll always be happy, but you will be happier.”
“I don't know.”
Rosie squeezed her hand. It was suddenly important to her that Leigh, confident Leigh, understood that she could do this. “Start with one person. Just one.”
Now Leigh looked at her and suddenly she was swimming in blue-green eyes the color of oceans. “Can I start with you?”
Rosie laughed and the wind tore the sound away from her mouth. “Of course you can. You can tell me anything, no judgments. Promise.”
“No judgments,” Leigh said. “I'm not so sure about that.”
“Since when have I ever judged you?” Rosie asked, stung by the implication.
“Never,” Leigh said. “But then, I've never told you that I might have feelings for you before.”
“Oh please, as if...” The words got lost in space as Rosie very slowly heard what Leigh had said. “You... you what?” she managed to stammer.
Leigh swallowed and dropped her gaze. “I have feelings for you.”
She looked up again her eyes stormy and strong as though she was waiting to be slapped for daring to admit how she felt and Rosie's pulse quickened and she forgot everything else. She did the only thing she knew she could do.
She reached up and pulled Leigh toward her, letting their lips meet.
After a minute or an hour or a day, Leigh pulled back a half-smile on her lips. “Does this mean that maybe you have feelings too?”
Rosie was about to roll her eyes, about to say something to the effect of  'no, I kiss strange women on cliffs all the time' when she remembered just who she was talking to. Gently, kindly, honestly, she said instead just “yes.”
There was a pause when even the wind stilled. Then Leigh finally spoke.
“Well, isn't this fucking terrifying?” she said.
Rosie laughed.



Chapter Twenty
It was hard to wrap her head around. She'd gone in one minute from being a fake girlfriend to being... what? Something else. Nothing was defined and yet she felt like Leigh was really trying, that something was really happening and it confused her and thrilled her all at the same time.
She'd known. That first time they'd kissed she'd known there was a connection there, a spark. But she'd never in a million years thought that Leigh would actually let herself take advantage of it. Could people really change that much? She wanted to think so.
She stomped down to the bottom of the garden to check that the rhododendrons had been properly winterized.
This feeling of newness was scary. But nice. And she didn't know where things were going, but she was along for the ride now and... And she was already attached. She and Leigh were business partners. She might as well see what was going to happen. Joe was going to kill her. No, Joe was going to tell her that she was about to get her heart broken. Maybe he was right. But she'd meant what she'd said to Leigh, the pain of heartbreak was worth it when you finally made that connection.
“Hello, love. Checking on the rhododendrons are you?” Her dad appeared, muffled up in his jacket and scarf. “I did what you said, don't worry. They'll survive the winter. Probably warmer than me.”
Rosie smiled and bent to check the packing around the roots anyway, just in case. But her dad was as good as his word. The bushes looked just fine.
“Know what you're doing, do you?”
Rosie laughed and stood up. “I'm a gardener about to open my own center, I should hope I know what I'm doing at this point.”
Her dad nodded quietly. “Not what I meant, really, love. But it's none of my business.”
“What's not?” Her father rarely talked to her about personal things, only ever really about the garden or their shared interests.
“You and Leigh. She's a nice girl. But you'll want to be careful there.”
She smiled. “Since when have you worried about me in matters of the heart?”
“Never, your heart's big enough for ten people. It's not you I worry about at all. It's her. Leigh. She's fragile. You'll want to be careful.”
This... was weird. Her father saying these things. She didn't quite know where he was getting this from. He took her arm and they walked together around the side of the house. The cold was still bitter, but being outside was nice.
“Your mum is proud of you, you know,” he said eventually. “You said before that you didn't think she was, but she is. She'd just never tell you.”
“I wish she would,” Rosie sighed. “It'd make me feel better.”
Her father laughed and shook his head. “There's people like that,” he said. “People who feel things so deeply that it's best not to show those feelings. People who always seem to end up getting hurt so they block themselves off to stop  it. Just think about that. Think about having to wall off all your emotions for fear that you'll show too much of yourself. I can't imagine having to do it.”
Their feet stamped in the grass, the sound brittle.
“Your mother is like that, Rosie. She can't bring herself to show her emotions, not the real ones. She's always been like that.” He laughed. “You know, when I first told her I loved her, you know what she said?  She said: 'That's nice.' She was quite something back then.”
“How do you deal with it?”
“By knowing her, by knowing that a look in her eyes means a million words.” He took her hand and held it like he had when she was a little girl. “I won't lie though, it's hard sometimes, when she won't say what's bothering her, or she'd rather complain about the dishwasher being loaded than tell me she loves me. But I know she does.”
“She does,” Rosie said. It was one thing she'd never doubted. There was something about her parents that reassured her that they adored each other, no matter what wasn't said.
“But people like that, they feel things more. Just because they're not saying anything, doesn't mean they don't hurt.”
Rosie nodded. “I get it, dad.”
“Then be careful with that Leigh of yours. She's fragile, breakable, and you don't want to be the one that breaks her, you'd never forgive yourself.”
She felt protective, like she wanted to hold Leigh close to her, but knew she couldn't. This weird, strange thing was like no other relationship she'd had before, not least because it had begun in such an abnormal way. But did that mean that something couldn't grow from it?
She indisputably had feelings for Leigh. And apparently, Leigh did for her too. Her father was right though. She needed to be careful. She needed to guard both their hearts. It was a big responsibility.
✽✽✽
 
It was like losing ten kilos all of a sudden. The lightness she had felt since she'd told Rosie, since she'd unburdened herself, was immense. Glorious. She kept smiling for no reason at all.
Her whole life she'd been blinded. It was so obvious to her now that she'd been lonely, alone, that she'd missed out on things. She'd never realized just how much. She'd never realized how people, families were supposed to be.
Okay, this was all a risk. A big one. But she could afford to take it. More or less. Burying her feelings about Rosie hadn't worked. No matter how hard she tried, they always floated to the top and sooner or later she would have made a mistake. It was easier this way, better. Maybe they could both have what they wanted.
She could remember being a child, watching some of the other kids set up a huge ramp, skateboards in their hands, preparing to launch themselves. She remembered thinking that they were setting themselves up to be hurt. And sure enough, the first kid up skinned his knees and banged his head. The second though, the second one, he floated up into the air like a bird and twisted and landed so gracefully it was like he'd leaped a thousand times. And Leigh had been jealous of him.
She was building her ramp. All she'd needed was an example, a way through her own mess, a little spark of hope. And Rosie had kissed her.
She held the kiss to herself, wondering at the warmth of it, the need in it.
“There you are.”
Victoria appeared in the doorway of the breakfast room. Without her normal power suit she looked smaller. From deep in the house, Leigh could hear the children screaming and playing. So, it was time to deal with this.
“How do we handle this?” It was the logical question to ask. They were both in this, neither one had told the truth to the rest of the family, it was reasonable, Leigh thought, to assume that they had a temporary alliance.
“I don't mix business with pleasure,” Victoria said.
Which made no sense. “Okay.”
“I have no problem with you being here as long as you're making my sister happy.”
Again. Weird. Not what she would have expected. But then the family were closer than she'd thought and staring at Victoria she did actually think that the woman was telling the truth.
“I can compartmentalize as well as you,” Victoria continued. “And if you are what Rosie wants, then that's fine by me. Although I'm doubting that we're going to be best friends.”
“Never considered it,” Leigh said, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “But you don't mix business with pleasure.”
“That's not going to be a problem for much longer,” Victoria said.
She turned away from the door as though she was walking away and Leigh took a step toward her. “What are you talking about?”
Victoria turned back and smiled her work smile, the shining bitchy one that meant nothing. “Corporate restructuring, darling potential sister-in-law. You and I won't be in business together much longer, meaning all this...” She gestured around at the house. “Won't be a problem. We can be family.”
She grinned a fake smile and walked off leaving Leigh shaking inside.
Corporate restructuring. She was going to be without a job. Which meant that there was no doubt. She absolutely, completely had to get married. That or find another job which was never going to happen in the next few weeks.
She had to marry Rosie.
But... But it felt so wrong now. Now that she'd actually confessed feelings, now that something was growing, she ironically couldn't have wanted to marry Rosie less.
What the fuck was she supposed to do about this?
She could blow the first real shot at a relationship she'd ever had, just send her life back to the way it was before, and marry for the visa and move on with her life.
Or she could give this a real chance and maybe grow something she'd never known she'd wanted and take the risk of being deported.
Blind risk, that's what it was. And she hated blind risk.
“Are you almost ready?” Rosie asked, popping her head around the door. “Dinner will be on the table soon.”
Leigh nodded. And all through the meal she thought about what she could do. And all through the evening. And that night in bed when it was awkward and Rosie laughed and said that they had to take things slow and dropped a kiss on her cheek and held her hand and Leigh had to hold back her physical feelings and restrain herself from doing more, she still thought.
And in the morning after a long night when she could hear Rosie's breathing and she knew that she'd be happy just listening to that calm sound even without anything else, she still hadn't decided. Couldn't decide.
The only thing she could do right now was look for another job. And pray that by some miracle she got one.



Chapter Twenty One
Rosie put the tray of glasses down on one of the tables. The place was buzzing. She'd been so nervous, almost sick at the idea of no one coming to the opening. But here she was, in her own garden center, just like she'd always wanted, and people were here.
“Not bad, eh?” Joe said.
He was wearing something that was close to a suit but that smelled like mothballs and Rosie grinned at the effort. “I can't believe so many people are here,” she said.
“Well, we spammed the flower market pretty hard with invites, and between us we know a bunch of people, and, well, everyone likes free drinks and food, right?”
“I guess,” Rosie said. She looked over the crowd, looking for one person in particular, but not finding her.
“You deserve this, Rosie,” Joe said.
She shook her head. “I'm not so sure I do. I got lucky. I made a deal. This was my pay-off.”
“Where is Leigh?”
She shrugged.
“Did you tell her about calling the wedding off yet?”
She bit her lip.
“Rosie, come on, you said it wasn't what you wanted.”
“But what if it kind of is?” Rosie burst out. What if she kind of did want to walk down the aisle? What if she kind of wanted to hold Leigh's hand?
It had been all of three days since they'd got back from Devon and between the garden center opening and Leigh's work they hadn't spent a minute together. But there had been texts. Quite a lot of them. And they were getting steamier by the second and Rosie could hardly think straight at the idea that she and Leigh might actually...
She took a breath.
“You need to decide what you want, Rosie,” Joe said. “You're playing a dangerous game here, trying to get everything all at once. You can't be the fake bride, the real girlfriend, the successful business owner and general savior of mankind all at once.”
“I know,” she said miserably. “I know.”
Joe rubbed her arm. “Come here, silly.” He pulled her into a hug. “I worry about you. But you know I'd do anything you asked me to, right?”
“I know, thank you.”
He straightened up. “And now, I think I see my date for the evening, if you'll excuse me, Ms. Bullock awaits.”
She watched him walk over to a nice-looking blonde girl who couldn't look anything less like Sandra Bullock and she smiled. Things were kind of a mess, he was right about that. It was about time she started thinking about what she really wanted.
“It looks lovely, love,” her dad appeared and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
Her mother appeared beside him. “Yes, it does.”
Which was compliment enough from her mum, so she smiled and kissed her and still she was looking everywhere.
The place was getting packed, customers and guests mingling in the aisles as drinks and snacks were taken around and she was beginning to think that Leigh wouldn't come. Even though she had an invitation and Rosie had sent texts and...
A tray of drinks went past and Rosie grabbed one. She felt weird in a dress, but Joe had insisted and finally she'd managed to dig one up at the charity shop that fit. Long and deep red it just about zipped up and she had spent most of the evening feeling short of breath.
But when she turned, glass in hand, she learned what short of breath really meant.
Leigh was striding through the entrance like she owned the place, which technically she kind of did. Slim cut trousers encased her long legs, grazing her ankles, leading to black stilettos. A tight cut white shirt looked flawless, and a flowing jacket protected her from the cold. Her hair was slicked back as usual, her features sharp and her cheeks tinged pink from the wind outside and Rosie's heart just about stopped.
Her mouth was dry.
She couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't do anything but stand there as the vision came closer and closer.
“Work was a bitch,” was all Leigh said.
Rosie nodded.
And then, thankfully, her parents swooped in, talking to Leigh and giving her wine and Rosie hoped like hell that her silence had been ignored or dismissed.
She knew. Just like that. Just from the way the whole world had stopped when Leigh walked through the doors that she loved her. Stupidly, far too quickly, without real reason, it didn't matter. It was nothing she'd ever felt before. And Leigh was right about one thing, it was absolutely terrifying.
She ran off, made her escape, started chatting to customers and other guests and hoped that Leigh wouldn't find her, because if she did, she didn't think she could  hide the fact that she'd realized how much she wanted the woman.
“ARE YOU avoiding me?”
Rosie ducked back out from a display of hanging plants. “No,” she lied.
Leigh lifted an eyebrow. “I find that hard to believe. I've been trying to talk to you all evening and every time I spot you you're off like a rabbit. Care to tell me what's going on?”
As a general rule, Rosie wore her heart on her sleeve, but her father had warned her to be careful, warned her that Leigh was fragile. And Leigh wasn't the only one that could keep her feelings to herself. “It's nothing.”
“This is amazing,” Leigh said, looking around. “You worked hard. You've really made the most of this opportunity. I'm... I'm proud of you.”
Rosie gave her a sideways glance, smiling a little because she knew how hard it must be for Leigh to sat something like that. Almost as hard as it was for her mother.
“This opportunity,” she said. “You definitely kept up your end of the deal, I have to say.”
“I did,” Leigh said. “But you're going to make a success of all this. And the deal is what I wanted to talk to you about.” She paused and didn't look at Rosie.
Rosie's heart beat harder. Was it time? Did she actually have to get married? Maybe Leigh had been fired already, she'd said work was tough today.
“You're free to walk away if you want,” Leigh said.
That didn't compute. “Huh?”
“I won't take the center away from you. We can still be business partners, I'll consider it an investment. But I won't hold you to the marriage contract.”
“But...”
“But nothing.” Now Leigh did look at her and her eyes were so blue that Rosie almost fell into them. “Things have changed. We've changed. There is something, um, starting here. I'm not good at speaking about my feelings, Rosie. I know that. But I like you. I think you like me. I don't want to ruin that.”
“What about your visa? Your job?”
Leigh shrugged. “I'll have to find another way. Another job. Something. I don't know. But I've had time to think and I do know that I have to prioritize. I'm discovering something new with you, something that makes me feel... I don't know, better about myself, more whole, more something. That's more important.”
“Leigh...”
“You're more important.”
Leigh's voice was husky and her words stumbled and Rosie couldn't imagine how hard she was trying to put her feelings into words. She didn't know what to say. So she didn't say anything. Instead, she took Leigh's hand and began to pull her through the crowds.
“Where are we going?”
Rosie didn't say anything. She knew that something had to be done. And it had to be done, not said. Words wouldn't help this, feelings wouldn't, she needed to communicate with Leigh on a level that they'd both understand equally.
She opened the door to one of the public rooms, rooms that had been closed off for the night. She pulled Leigh in and closed the door again and they were in darkness. But it didn't matter.
Standing on tiptoes she pulled at the lapels of Leigh's jacket, pulled down and down until Leigh's lips were on hers. And then she crushed that sweet mouth with her own, let her fingers come up and tangle in Leigh's hair and kissed and kissed until she couldn't breathe anymore.
It wasn't enough. She'd known that from the second their lips touched. Her stomach caught fire, her legs trembled, she was empty and aching with emptiness and only one person could fill her.
She pulled away for long enough to mumble: “I'll do whatever you need.”
“What?” Leigh asked.
“Marriage, visa, whatever it is you need. I don't care about that stuff. It's just paper, it's all just paper. I care about you. About this.”
“You care about me?”
She nodded roughly and if it scared Leigh then fuck it, it scared her. She couldn't not do this.
“I want you.”
“You want me?” Leigh echoed.
Rosie laughed. “Are you going to be a parrot all night?” she asked.
She could feel Leigh's heart beating through her shirt she could feel the heat of her, smell the desire on her skin and she wasn't afraid of being turned down. This was one thing Leigh couldn't hide, couldn't bury.
“No,” Leigh said finally. “No, I'm not.”
There was a fumbling and then Rosie gasped as she felt herself pushed against the wall. Then Leigh's lips were on hers again.



Chapter Twenty Two
It was like a flood that couldn't be held back. She'd tried to bury these feelings for so long that now they were bubbling to the surface and refused to be denied. Leigh pushed Rosie back on the wall and Rosie's gasp made her legs tremble.
It was almost dark, but the soft light of the moon poured through the window, enough that Leigh could see Rosie's profile, could see that she was biting her lip. And she could hear ragged breathing. She wasn't sure if it was her own or Rosie's but it didn't really matter.
She should be afraid, she was afraid, this was a big step, taking things all the way with someone that she actually liked. But lust was stronger than fear and her biggest worry was not hurting Rosie. Rosie was fragile, delicate, she didn't want to come on too strong.
“Is this okay?” she asked, suddenly wanting permission, wanting reassurance.
In answer, Rosie's arms snaked around her neck and pulled her in.
For a moment, Leigh held herself back. Then she didn't. She let her body mold itself to Rosie's let their lips meet, let the softness of Rosie's tongue join her own. Her hands snaked down to Rosie's hips, pulling her in, her thumbs stroking over hipbones.
She was wet, she could feel the stickiness between her legs, she wanted this bad, hard, she needed this. She pushed her hips into Rosie's and Rosie slipped a slim thigh between her legs and at the first hint of pressure Leigh almost exploded. She tangled her fingers into Rosie's hair and pulled her in even closer, aware that her breathing was unsteady and that she was being demanding.
Rosie laughed a little into their kiss and Leigh managed a breath.
“Shall we take this home?” Leigh whispered.
“No.”
For a moment, Leigh's heart stopped. Rosie was telling her no. She had to stop. But then Rosie's fingers were scratching at her shirt, were fumbling with buttons and a quiver of energy shot through Leigh's stomach.
“I can't wait that long,” Rosie said.
Leigh felt a sense of urgent need that she hadn't encountered in forever. Without thinking she lifted Rosie up. Rosie's dress fell back and her legs wrapped around Leigh's waist and Leigh could feel the heat pressed against her and she groaned as her mouth watered in desire.
Pressed hard against the wall she kissed Rosie, her heart pounding and blood pumping and all she wanted was this woman right now.
Turning carefully, still carrying Rosie, she saw a table and strode over to it, depositing Rosie on the top. Pulling in a chair she sat, spreading Rosie's legs, lifting her dress high up on her thighs.
It should be better than this, she told herself. It should be softer, more romantic, more perfect. But Rosie was already panting, her hands were already stroking Leigh's hair, pulling her towards her center. She could already smell desire.
This was waiting for nobody, for nothing, not even for perfection. This was happening now.
Her hands strong and confident, she reached for Rosie, grabbing her waist, bringing her to the edge of the table as her breathing grew louder and her need grew stronger.
She stroked upward, hands sure, cupping each breast and then meeting the hardness of very erect nipples. A twinge went through her and for a second she almost groaned out loud.
“Jesus, Rosie.”
Rosie laughed. “I didn't have a strapless bra to go with the dress,” she confided breathlessly.
Leigh ran her thumbs over the nipples, eliciting a contented sigh from Rosie. “Just as well,” she said. “I'd have had to tear it off you anyway.”
Outside, the chatter of the party acted as a soundtrack. Leigh prayed that no one was going to come in, that they'd be uninterrupted, that Rosie had locked the door.
But Rosie didn't care. She was squirming now under Leigh's ministrations. “Please.”
“Please?” Leigh asked.
“Please,” Rosie said with a hiccup of breath. “Please now.”
Leigh smiled and bent her head, inhaling the sweet smell of Rosie, the citrusy tang of her wetness. With one hand she slid a finger under the side of Rosie's underwear and felt the pressure as the material stuck to her wetness before giving way.
“Leigh, please, please, now.”
Rosie's hips were trying to buck, trying to push even closer to the edge of the table and Leigh could see that the desperation was very, very real. She wasn't cruel, she wouldn't make Rosie wait. Not this time, anyway.
And, selfishly, she could feel her own wetness seeping through her lingerie and wanted her own share, could feel the desire building up and up and shivered at the thought of Rosie touching her.
“Please, Leigh,” Rosie said again, voice hoarse.
Bending just slightly, Leigh let her tongue dart across the soft hot skin of Rosie's thighs. But she didn't linger. Couldn't linger. Rosie was right in front of her and it was too tempting to pause. She leaned in even further and with the very tip of her tongue flicked against Rosie's clit.
“Yes,” breathed Rosie, the S echoing out through the room long and languorous.
And that was all Leigh needed. She pushed her face into Rosie, let herself go, let her senses be filled with the taste and smell of her.
While her tongue worked she slowly pushed two fingers up against Rosie's entrance and felt give as Rosie allowed her in. The slick wetness began to run down her wrist and it was all Leigh could do not to touch herself, not to bring her other hand down to give herself the satisfaction that she longed for.
Rosie bucked her hips against Leigh's fingers and Leigh could feel the tension, could taste how close Rosie was. There was no sound except the steady, rhythmic speeding up of Rosie's breath as she pushed herself up on both hands and forced Leigh to wrap one arm around her waist to hold her steady.
And then something broke, something exploded and Rosie was shivering against her tongue and Leigh was holding on tight as Rosie plunged into her climax with the softest of moans. She could feel muscles clenching around her fingers and she stayed still as still until Rosie spent herself.
Only when she was sure Rosie was done did she slide her chair backward.
“That was impressively quiet,” she said.
“There are hundreds of people outside,” Rosie answered, voice still a little shaky.
Leigh's own need was still strong, but this was Rosie's night, she reminded herself. There'd be time for her later. “We should get back to it,” she said.
She was almost disappointed when Rosie agreed. Rosie stood, rearranging her dress and Leigh made her way to the door. Her hand was on the handle when Rosie caught her from behind.
“Do you really think that I'm going to let you run away?”
The whisper sent chills down Leigh's back, made her hair stand on end, made her shiver with desire so strong she could barely stand.
“This is your party.”
“And they'll wait for me,” Rosie said.
She sounded more confident in the dark, and Leigh crumbled under her words. It wasn't like she could have denied her. Rosie's fingers were already deftly flicking open the button of her pants.
“Rosie...” she tried one more time.
But it was too late. Rosie was pushed up against her back, her arm reaching around, grazing a hip bone, as fingers slid into her underwear and made immediately for the place that made Leigh gasp.
“Quiet,” Rosie whispered.
Leigh bit her lip and rested her forehead on the door. There was nothing she could do about this. Rosie's fingers were already circling her swollen wetness, were already honing in and beginning a steady rhythm of up and down strokes that Leigh knew would take her in seconds.
She was ready now, her thigh muscles were already clenching. She wanted Rosie so badly that wetness was spilling from her and she might just climax now. She tightened her hand around the cool of the door handle gaining some kind of control. One breath, two, she forced herself back from the very edge.
But Rosie's fingers just moved faster. And then Rosie's other hand snuck up, tickling at her chest and reaching through the gap in her shirt and finding what they sought.
One set of fingers moved faster and the other set rested lightly on Leigh's nipple, teasing as Leigh drew her breath in. And then Rosie pinched her nipple, rubbing it just right between her finger and thumb, sending an explosion of electricity all the way through her body, making every nerve tingle and finally... finally... pushing her over that edge.
She had to hold her breath as waves of pure pleasure crashed over her, as her hips moved to push against Rosie's hand, as her heart pounded almost through her chest and stars sparkled beneath her eyelids.
She held onto the door handle for dear life until her breath slowly, slowly began to come back to her and she slumped against the door.
Rosie chuckled behind her and removed her hands, carefully re-buttoning Leigh's pants on her way.
“There we go then,” she said. “We can go back to the party now.”
Leigh doubted that her legs would hold her upright. She turned slightly, halfway, just enough that she could see Rosie's profile, that she could reach out and pull her in for a kiss, letting their lips graze against each other.
“That was...” she started.
“Nothing,” said Rosie. “That was nothing. Just wait until we're somewhere private and then I'll show you something.”
Leigh laughed, the lightness inside her immense after so long being alone. She was lucky, she suddenly realized. Lucky that of all the women in the world it was Rosie that had taken pity on her in the pub, Rosie that had run into her in the supermarket, Rosie that had talked about getting married. Maybe it had all been fated after all. It was nothing short of a miracle.
“Is that a threat or a promise?”
Rosie shrugged and grinned. “A little of both?”



Chapter Twenty Three
Leigh looked at the hefty stack of files on her desk and felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. The Queen Bee hadn't once referenced their outside contact, and if anything had become harsher than ever. Which was ridiculous since Leigh now knew that at some point in the coming weeks she was going to be fired.
It hurt her to see work undone, she wasn't that kind of person. On the other hand, she had more important issues to worry about than the pile of files Victoria had handed her before waltzing off.
As far as she could, she was handling things. She'd applied for more jobs than she could count, even hitting up entry level positions, just in case. And then there was plan B.
She smiled to herself as she spun slightly in her chair.
Plan B.
Rosie.
She could still taste her skin, could smell her, could feel her soft movements against her. Rosie was the only bright spot in her life right now. And thank all the Gods that she'd come down on the side of marriage.
Leigh hadn't lied, she'd honestly wanted to give Rosie the chance to back out. She'd still let Rosie back out if that was what she wanted. But so far, plan B was still a go.
And so far, she was going to be late...
She stood up and collected her things, pushing a slim beige file into her briefcase before pulling on her coat. There was a buzzing in her stomach, a fizzing like a shaken can of soda, that she barely recognized as excitement.
She just couldn't wait to see Rosie.
And it wasn't just the physical either. Though she did feel herself flush a little as she stood in the elevator thinking about two nights ago. Thinking about pushing Rosie up against the wall, thinking about grabbing onto that door handle as Rosie stroked her from behind.
Okay, some of the excitement was physical.
But she also just... wanted to see her face. Wanted to hear her voice. She was slowly starting to feel comfortable with Rosie and it was that which was so special to her, so important and different. And tonight, for the first time, she was going to see Rosie's place.
Rosie was hopping from foot to foot in the cold on the train platform when Leigh first saw her. She grinned and felt a little awkward but Rosie was already throwing herself into her arms and Leigh was overtaken by the sweet smell of her hair.
“How was your day?”
Leigh took her arm and they began to walk. “Shit. Too much work and... yeah.”
“Bitch boss again?”
“Maybe,” Leigh said casually. She still hadn't told Rosie about Victoria and she wasn't sure why. Maybe she was afraid of scaring her off, or afraid that Victoria would persuade her sister not to like her, or just fearful. Or maybe she was so used to keeping things to herself that it was habit.
“Right,” Rosie said. She skipped along in silence for a few seconds. “Um, listen, I don't want you to expect too much.”
“Expect too much?” Leigh asked. Rosie had been cagey about her home. And to be honest, had seemed almost as though she hadn't wanted Leigh to visit at all. In fact, Leigh had said as much and it was only then that Rosie had agreed.
“It's... not what you might be expecting,” Rosie said.
Leigh knew that Rosie was far from rich and knew that it was unlikely that she lived in a big, nice house, especially with London prices. But it was important to her now to see where Rosie lived, to get a better sense of her. She wanted to be in Rosie's space. For the first time she didn't feel like an outsider or an invader, and going into Rosie's apartment would be the real test of that.
“I'm sure it's going to be lovely,” Leigh said just as Rosie was pulling her toward a lane of darkness.
“It's fine, I've got a torch,” Rosie said, flicking on the flashlight.
From then on, Leigh just kept her mouth shut, afraid of saying the wrong thing, being taken more and more by surprise as Rosie led her down the lane and into some gardens and then finally to something that she was pretty sure was a garden shed.
“Come on in,” Rosie said.
Lamps were lit and Leigh stepped inside and she bit her lip. She'd had no idea that Rosie lived like this. She didn't know what to say.
“I, uh, it's very cozy.”
“Eh, it gets a bit cold in the winter, but I power through,” Rosie said. “Tea?”
“Sure.”
Leigh sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out her briefcase doing everything she could to ignore the fact that she was actually sitting in a shed. She took out the file she'd bought. “I, um, I brought the forms we talked about. The marriage registration stuff. I've already filled in my parts, so the rest is for you.”
“Oh, great,” said Rosie, fiddling with a kettle and a camping stove. She didn't seem bothered at all.
“Still nothing definite,” Leigh said. “But best to be prepared to go ahead at any moment.”
“Right, right.”
She was so close and so far away and Leigh wanted to take her in her arms but was still so wrong-footed by where she was that she didn't dare.
“Are you alright?” Rosie asked. “I mean after the other night. You want to talk about that, or, I don't know, not talk about it or...”
“I'm fine.” Stock answer. The words spilled out before she could stop them.
Rosie paused in the middle of preparing tea, looking a little upset, but then nodded. “Right, yep, message received.”
“Meaning?”
With a sigh, Rosie came to sit by her. “Meaning it's hard for you to talk about stuff and I'm trying to be understanding, okay?”
“Right.”
“But if this is going to work then we do have to communicate on some level.”
“Agreed.” Leigh looked around herself and then just couldn't help it. “You live in a shed.”
“A cabin.”
“Rosie, I had no idea. I mean, I, uh, there's got to be space at the garden center for an apartment, right?”
“I like it here,” Rosie said. She gave Leigh the side-eye. “And don't worry, I'm not about to be asking to move into your place.”
Leigh's heart beat a little harder. She didn't know whether it was fear or excitement at the non-suggestion. “But...”
“But nothing,” Rosie said. She stood up. “I didn't want to show you this because I thought you wouldn't understand. I get that it's not a palace. And I get that it's not what everyone would choose. But...”
“But where do you shower?” Leigh asked.
“At the  gym.” Rosie's cheeks were starting to flush. “I'm not a hot-shot lawyer, okay? I'm not a doctor or a CEO or anything else. I'm just a gardener trying to make a living and this is what I can afford to do.”
Leigh took a breath, then another, then nodded. “Right, right, I'm sorry. I didn't mean...”
“No, I know,” Rosie said, sitting down. “Things are changing. I'll be out of here soon, I'm sure. But for right now, I'm actually pretty happy in the cabin so...”
“So the rest of it's none of my business.”
Rosie grinned and then leaned over to kiss her cheek and Leigh felt the burning of desire in her belly and then the kettle started whistling and they both ignored it.
“WHAT ARE you thinking about?” Rosie said.
Her head was on Leigh's chest and Leigh could feel her heart beat as they lay back in the half-light of the lamps. “Nothing.”
“Come on, let me inside. Just one thing. How are you feeling right now?”
Leigh swallowed and shifted a little. She hated this, hated being pushed to talk about her feelings. But this was Rosie. “Um, fulfilled,” she said. “Happy I think. Um... good. Yes, I feel good.”
“You feel good,” Rosie said, propping herself up on one elbow and grinning. “Is that the best you can do?”
“Great?” Leigh said. “Fantastic?”
“Better.”
Leigh smiled back and wondered at the perfectness of Rosie's nose and the indigo of her eyes and wished she didn't have to leave. But she did.
She pushed herself up and found her shirt on the floor, sliding her arms into it.
“Toilet's in the corner behind the sheet,” Rosie said, lying back and yawning.
Leigh eyed the corner suspiciously, but said nothing, buttoning up her shirt. Only when she was done did she speak. “It's getting late.”
Now Rosie sat up again. “Wait, you're not staying here?”
Leigh couldn't help but glance around at the shed. Rosie might call it a cabin, but it was indisputably a shed. She couldn't sleep here. Anyway, she had work in the morning, she needed a clean, ironed shirt and a shower for that matter.
“It's not very practical,” she said slowly. She was anxious not to offend and the shed was obviously a sore point with Rosie.
Rosie shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”
Leigh pulled her in for a kiss. “I have to go, Rosie. I have work in the morning and I've got no clean clothes here and I'm just going to call a cab.”
Rosie softened a little in her arms. “Alright. I'll take a look at the wedding paperwork you left.”
Leigh pulled on her shoes. “Next time, you can stay at mine,” she said. It wasn't a throw away sentence. She'd been thinking for the last half an hour about it, wondering if she could stand it, if she could open up enough to let Rosie stay the night.
“Right,” Rosie said. But she didn't sound enthusiastic.
Leigh hesitated a moment, but she wasn't going to leave on a bad note. She leaned in to give Rosie a long, lingering kiss before she left. Maybe Rosie just needed time to get used to the idea of being a grown up with a real job and hopefully, one day, a real apartment.



Chapter Twenty Four
Rosie dragged her feet as she walked along the pavement. It was her only half-day off. At the beginning, she and Joe had each vowed to take one half-day a week away from the garden center. A good plan. But here she was, about to spend her precious half a day with the one person she really didn't want to see.
But her sister had invited her and it was only polite and... And. They were family. Despite the fact that Victoria hadn't even bothered to show up at the garden center opening, even though their parents had come all the way from Devon.
She groaned to herself as she rang the door bell and the Big Ben chimes rang out. At least Victoria opened the door herself this time.
“Come on, in you come.”
Rosie frowned as she was led into the actual sitting room. The house was quiet, too quiet. “What's going on? Are you sick? Are you dying?”
Victoria laughed and it actually sounded genuine. “No. I'm apologizing. Which means you get treated like a real guest for once, and I've even had Zuzana take the kids out for the afternoon so you won't get sticky fingerprints on your trousers.”
Two armchairs sat close to the fire and a tea tray was already prepared. She had no idea what the hell Victoria was apologizing for, but she was willing to take it. “Apologize away then.”
“Where to start? I'm sorry about the garden center opening thing. Allegra had a sore throat and Miles didn't come home when he said, he got caught up in court and, yeah, it was just one of those evenings.”
“It's fine,” Rosie said, accepting the tea. “And that's what all this is in aid of? Seems like a bit of overkill. What would you do if you ran over my foot in that land-rover of yours? Invite the Queen to pour the tea?”
Victoria sat back. “We're not so different you and I.”
Rosie had to laugh. She couldn't think of anyone she was more different to.
“No, really,” Victoria said. “We both want something. I wanted to be a lawyer, nothing else would suffice. You wanted to be a gardener, nothing else would do. And alright, it was easier for me to get what I wanted than you. But we're both stubborn and unwilling to compromise about certain things.” She paused and put her tea down. “And we seem to have a similar taste in partners as well.”
“What? Wait. You think that Leigh and Miles are alike?”
“Both uptight and can't even think about an emotion without feeling nauseous? Yes, I'd say so,” Victoria said. “When I got married, right before the wedding standing in the porch of the church, dad told me to be careful. Said people like Miles were fragile in the end, said that mum was the same way.”
Rosie rolled her eyes. “Seriously? He said the same thing to me about Leigh.”
“Proves me right then,” Victoria said, picking her tea up again. “We haven't always gotten along, Rosie. I suppose I always saw you as the little kid that you used to be. It's hard to remember sometimes that you're all grown up, and that maybe I should treat you like an adult instead of an annoying child.”
“Yeah, that'd be nice,” Rosie said. Miles and Leigh the same? Well, she guessed she could see it.
“Leigh seems... fine,” Victoria said now.
Rosie bristled a little. She didn't need her sister's blessing. On the other hand, she was still kind of pissed off at Leigh. Leigh could have tried harder to pretend to like the cabin, she thought. But in the end, all Leigh had seen was her lack of success, just like everyone else.
“A resounding response,” said Victoria. “Let me guess. She can be cold and snappish and getting information is like getting blood out of a stone.”
Helpless, Rosie nodded. It was true, after all.
“Just like Miles,” said Victoria. “Are you sure about all this? I mean, sure that she's right for you?”
For once her sister sounded honestly interested in her opinion and thoughts, there was sincerity in the question. And Rosie gave her answer true thought.
“I think so,” she said finally. “I mean, yes, she can be cold and unresponsive at times. She's an ice queen. But I understand why, and she's getting better at communicating and we're working at things. I mean, it's all so new, but given the way things started I—”
She stopped herself mid-sentence. Perhaps Victoria hadn't noticed. But she should have known better.
“How things started?” Victoria asked. “How did things start?”
“Oh, just, we, uh, we met in a pub and...”
“Rose Marie Fulton, you're not so old that I can't still tell when you're lying. Your ears go bright red just like they did when you were small.” Victoria leaned forward. “Come on now, I'm your sister. What are sisters for other than sharing confidences? How did you meet?”
Rosie sighed. In broad strokes she told Victoria the truth, or most of it.
“A green card wedding?” Victoria said, eyebrow raised.
“Only because of her bitch boss,” Rosie said hurriedly. “And honestly, Leigh's given me plenty of chances to back out of things and I still can if I want to and we might not even have to get married anyway, depending on whether she gets a new job. And... and maybe it wouldn't matter so much if we did.”
There was a long pause. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why wouldn't it matter so much if you did get married? You know that if you guys get caught trying to defraud immigration then it could mean big trouble for both of you. And frankly, the fact that you accepted money to build a garden center isn't necessarily going to look good.”
Rosie leaned back, stretched out her legs. The conversation was odd, certainly. But for once her sister was treating her like a human being, like a fellow grown up, and that, from the beginning, had been one of the things that she wanted to achieve. She could hardly complain now, could she?
“I've thought about this a lot,” she said. “Really a lot. And yes, you're right, at the beginning everything was happening for the wrong reasons and... and I could probably have made better choices. I saw an opportunity and I took it and maybe I didn't consider the consequences properly. But now, now things have changed.”
“Changed?”
“I like her, Victoria. Really like her. I... I've never felt like this before. Yes, she's cold and hard to talk to, she can literally be like a block of ice. But she's also funny when she wants to be and once you work to get underneath that exterior she's generous and sweet and... and fragile. This is all so new, but even now I know that I want to wake up next to her every morning.”
Victoria looked away and Rosie thought she was laughing.
“Don't you remember?” Rosie said. “Before you got married, before there were kids, before work took over everything?”
She'd been fourteen and home for the summer holidays and her big sister had rolled into town in a fancy car with a fancy boyfriend and Rosie had been too tongue-tied to talk. But then, one afternoon, she'd been running along to the bottom of the garden when she heard voices. Carefully, quietly, she'd peeked through the bushes and she'd seen Victoria and Miles.
She'd been about to run, afraid of getting into trouble for spying. But something had stopped her. Something in the way that he was offering her a daisy he'd picked, something in the way she was accepting it like it was gold, something in the way their hands lightly brushed. Something in her sister's soft smile. And she'd understood then that the fancy boyfriend wasn't just another fancy boyfriend. This was love, this man completed her sister in ways that Rosie really didn't understand.
“I remember,” Victoria said, softly. “I do.”
“Then that's why it doesn't matter if we get married now for some stupid visa or later,” Rosie said simply. “I don't really care when or where or anything else. I just care that we're together.”
“It's early days, Rosie.”
“I know. And I know things can change. But this won't change, I'm sure of it. There's something there. The world brings us together again and again. I had a chance in the pub that first day and I didn't take it, so the world put me in the supermarket to meet her again. This is just the way things are going to be.”
Victoria smiled and it was a sad smile but there was something else there. “We should do this more often. Talk, I mean. It's nice having a sister. Someone who's finally old enough to understand things.”
“I've been old enough for a long time,” Rosie said. “But you and Tom never wanted to see that. You always excluded me.”
“We did,” Victoria said. “But to be fair, you grew up without us, we barely know you.”
“That can change,” Rosie said, suddenly wanting it to.
Victoria eyed her over her teacup. “Yes,” she said thoughtfully. “Anything can change, can't it?”
IT WAS raining by the time she left Victoria's, feeling unexpectedly happy and content. Icy shots of rain dripped down her neck as she made her way to the tube station. Her phone rang just as she got under cover.
“Hello.”
“It's me.” Leigh's voice. “Listen, I wanted to apologize for yesterday. You surprised me and I don't generally do well with surprise and, well, I think I was rude. I'm sorry.”
“The cabin isn't to everyone's taste,” Rosie said, but she was feeling forgiving. Leigh had been a little rude, but Rosie could have warned her better.
“Well, I'm sure I can grow to love it. Which is why I'm calling. I made dinner reservations for us, if that's alright with you?”
“Fine,” Rosie said with a grin. She was starving already.
“I just wanted to know if I should stop at my place and pick up some clothes for the office in the morning, or if you wanted to stay at mine. The choice is absolutely yours.”
It was an olive branch and Rosie smiled to herself. She knew that Leigh was trying to make up for the night before. She also knew that Leigh would be horribly uncomfortable in the cabin overnight. Compromise went both ways.
“Let's do your place tonight,” Rosie said.



Chapter Twenty Five
Rosie swapped two flower pots around and then stood back to take a look. “That's better, no?”
“Looks exactly the same to me,” Joe said. “And anyway, you don't know that the judges are coming today.”
“Which is the point,” Rosie said.
The whole idea of the Clover's Flower Awards was that you didn't have time to do something special. At some point during the month one of several judges would anonymously visit the garden center and make his or her pronouncement. Pictures would be taken, and Rosie would know nothing about it until the awards were announced.
“What?”
“Well, if I don't know that the judge is coming, then I need everything to be perfect all the time.”
Joe rolled his eyes. “Rosie, this is a public space. If you're going for perfection then you might be better off locking the doors.”
“How will the judge get in then?” she asked sweetly.
Each year there were three awards handed out. One was for services to the industry, which she didn't have a hope of winning for at least another twenty years. The other two were for non-florals, so cacti, fruits, vegetables, trees and bushes, and then there was flora. It was the flora award she was hoping to win. And with a whole section of the center devoted to English wildflowers, she thought she was in with a good chance.
“Don't stress too much,” Joe said. “We've been open for a month and a bit. That's really pushing it when it comes to entering a competition, and there's always next year.”
Mailing in the entry to Clover's had been the first thing she'd done when the rental contract for the center had been signed. Something about the thought of the look on stupid Cassandra's face when she saw that Rosie was competing had been enough to drive her to enter even though she knew that Joe was right, that it was too soon to be entering.
“How's Leigh?” He swapped the two flowerpots back to the way they'd been originally.
“Good,” Rosie said.
She hated not talking to him about things, but had found that she was holding back when it came to Leigh. Holding back because she didn't want to hear his lectures about how stupid she was to agree to marriage. Or maybe holding back because he might be right and she was afraid.
Leigh wouldn't break her heart.
She hadn't so far.
So far, Leigh had come through with everything she'd promised and more.
“The real surprise of the week has been Victoria,” she said, wanting to change the subject.
“Yeah?”
“Apparently, she's decided that I'm all grown up and worthy of inviting to tea. In the living room.”
“Not the kitchen? Wow,” Joe whistled. Then he smiled. “I'm glad for you, Rosie. Having a family is important.”
She felt a small stab of guilt. Joe was all alone in the world. “It was actually kind of nice. I hadn't realized how much I missed having another woman around to gossip with.”
“I'm not enough for you?”
She elbowed him in the ribs. “You're more than enough for any woman.”
But Joe's attention was elsewhere. “Speak of the devil,” he muttered.
Rosie followed his eye line and saw a figure in a black coat stalking through the doors. It took a second before she recognized her sister, so out of place was Victoria somewhere like this. Then she smiled to herself. Victoria really was serious about building some kind of relationship. She hurried over.
“Hello, stranger.”
Victoria smiled at her and nodded. “Quite the place,” she said. “I'm on lunch break so I don't have long, but I was in the area and thought I'd stop by for a quick look around. The place looks good. It's bigger than I'd have thought.”
Rosie took her arm, touched that her sister had made the effort. “Thank you for coming. Got time for a cup of tea? Then I'll give you the shortened version of the grand tour.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
THE OFFICE was tiny enough that Victoria stood in the doorway to give Rosie room to make the tea.
“You really have done a remarkable job,” Victoria was saying.
“Well, it was hard work, but I've never been afraid of that.”
“Remarkable enough that I'm surprised Leigh never mentioned it.”
Rosie turned, mug in hand. “What?”
Victoria flushed a little. “I've come with ulterior motives,” she admitted.
“Which are?” Something wasn't right here and her legs felt shaky. She perched on the edge of Joe's desk.
“I've got to be honest with you, Rosie. I really would like us to be closer and I don't want to start off on the wrong foot. You're bound to find out sooner or later and I'd rather just clear the air now.”
“Bound to find out what?” She was honestly at a loss, she had no idea what Victoria was talking about.
“I didn't tell you because... Well, because at first I didn't really know what to say, and then because I didn't think it was my place to say. But then it's obvious that Leigh hasn't told you either, so...”
“Cut the crap, Victoria. What are you talking about?”
Victoria's gaze dropped to the floor and she looked uncharacteristically abashed. “Leigh's bitch boss?”
“Yes?” She has a sudden and horrifying feeling of where this was going.
“It's me.”
Her head swam a little and she was glad she was sitting down. “You're... But why didn't either of you say anything?”
“I can't speak for Leigh. I just, well, we don't get on, Leigh and I don't get on, and you'd already talked about her bitch boss and... It was silly, Rosie. I'm sorry. Honestly, I am.”
Rosie felt a breath stuck in her chest. Why hadn't Leigh said something? Why hadn't she been honest? That panic attack at her parent's house, it must have been because Leigh had seen Victoria for the first time.
She closed her eyes. Leigh was so shut off about everything. Every time she thought she was making headway, thought she was penetrating the barrier, something happened to show her that she was getting nowhere, that she knew nothing about the woman.
Her eyes flashed open again. She'd just had a thought.
“But if you're Leigh's boss,” she said, trying to ignore the fact that no one had told her and that Victoria and Leigh obviously hated each other. “Then you're the reason that she might be thrown out of the country. You're the reason that she might have to get married.”
Victoria nodded. “Don't think I haven't thought about it. But I really can't help you there.”
Rosie stood up now, legs still shaky, but angry enough that she needed to face Victoria on her own level. “Why the fuck not?”
“Language, Rosie.”
That grated. That was Victoria treating her like a kid again.
“I can't help you because Leigh really isn't a good fit for our company,” Victoria said. “And because the decision is out of my hands. We're doing some corporate restructuring, I'm not personally deciding who to hire and fire here.”
And yet you certainly had a hand in the decisions, Rosie thought. She bit her lip, not wanting to lose her temper completely.
Victoria sighed. “Maybe it was a mistake coming here. I just wanted you to know, I thought someone should tell you. I'll show myself out.”
She moved and Rosie almost stopped her but then didn't. She didn't have the energy for this right now, she couldn't add her sister to her heap of problems.
And she definitely had problems.
Leigh had lied to her, or at the very least had deliberately kept things from her. She tried to be understanding, really she did. But she was starting to doubt that she could ever get behind Leigh's tough facade, no matter how much she might want to.
She had feelings for Leigh, perhaps even loved her, but how could she be with a woman who never opened up, who always had to protect the most fragile part of herself? How was a relationship like that supposed to work?
Suddenly, questions and doubts were buzzing around her head and as much as she'd thought that maybe she and Leigh could have a happy ending, maybe they were fated to be together, now she was starting to wonder.
Which was a problem.
A big problem.
Because given what Victoria had just said, Leigh was about to lose her job. And when that happened, Leigh was going to claim her side of their bargain.
And they were going to have to get married.



Chapter Twenty Six
She could see that the living room lights were on, a yellow glow coming through the square panes, and she couldn't stop that gut reaction. Someone's in my home. Adrenaline fired and her muscles twitched, but she forced herself to calm down, to take a breath.
Someone's in my home and it's Rosie, she reminded herself. You invited her in. You gave her a key. A heart-felt apology for dismissing Rosie's cabin so easily. And, if she was completely honest, a way to get Rosie to spend more time at hers so that she didn't need to sleep at the cabin.
She slid the key into the lock. It was strange, having someone in her home. She couldn't say that she liked it, it still made her teeth itch to have someone there, to have someone touching her things, someone inside the defenses. But it was growing on her.
It had to grow on her.
Her job applications had led to exactly two interviews, neither of which she'd got.
She pushed open the front door. “Hi, I'm home.” Just like a fifties sit-com.
“I'm in the living room.”
Leigh dropped her keys on the table, carefully put her shoes into the shoe rack and then popped her head around the door. Rosie was sitting in a chair next to the fire, her hands folded neatly in her lap and something wasn't right.
“Uh, I was just going to take a quick shower.”
“We need to talk,” Rosie said quietly.
If she could, she'd erase that sentence from the vocabulary of everyone on Earth. It made her stomach shake and made her feel sick and... She swallowed. “Shower first?” she ventured. Maybe she could get some time to prepare herself.
“We need to talk, Leigh.”
There was no denying it, that was clear from Rosie's tone. Leigh nodded and laid her jacket over the back of the couch. “What's this about?”
“Sit down, please.”
Not a good sign. Never a good sign. Leigh didn't move. “What's this about?” she said again.
Rosie looked up at her, her eyes darker than Leigh had ever seen them. “It's about my sister being your boss.”
Now Leigh did sit, her leg muscles threatened to give way and she had no choice. Fuck.
Of course she'd known that she'd be found out. It was obvious in a way. Of course she knew that she should have told Rosie from the beginning. But she hadn't and the longer things had gone on the harder it was to say anything and it hadn't seemed all that important. Which was stupid now that she thought about it.
Really stupid.
“I should have told you.”
Should have. But she'd been afraid. Afraid that she'd talked too much about her bitch boss, afraid that perhaps Victoria had talked about her terrible employee, afraid of making more connections, of letting Rosie further into her life. She'd been afraid of telling her the truth.
“You should have.”
Just like when she'd been a kid, sitting in talk therapy or group or drum circle or anything else, knowing from an early age that it was better to lie about her feelings than to tell the truth. Better to lie and keep her real feelings to herself so she wouldn't be mocked for them, so she could at least make an attempt at fitting in.
“What happens now?”
She could apologize, she could get on her knees, but what was done was done. There was no changing it.
“I really don't know.” Rosie looked away, into the fire.
Leigh wanted to say something but didn't know what to say. She wanted to change things but knew that she couldn't. But she had to do something. Suddenly the thought of Rosie not being there was even worse than the thought of her being there. Yes, it was strange and uncomfortable having someone in her house. But it would be monumentally worse to come home and find that Rosie wasn't there at all.
The fire crackled in the grate.
Leigh took a very deep breath and had to close her eyes. And then, for the first time in a very long time she did something that she detested, something she found harder than anything else, something that physically hurt her to do. She told the truth about how she felt.
“I like you.” She swallowed. “No, that's not a hundred percent true. I think I love you. And I'm handling things badly and I know that and I wish that I were better. Not for myself, but for you. You make me want to be better.”
Rosie didn't move but in the firelight Leigh could see a tear begin to fall down her soft cheek.
“I know how I am. I know how I appear. And I know that... that if I can ever expect you to love me back that I have to change. You open yourself so easily to me, you tell me everything and I don't return that and maybe that makes it seem like I don't have feelings for you. But I truly do, Rosie. Rosie, please. Please, look at me.”
Rosie turned and there were tears but not so many of them and she was biting her lip and Leigh's heart just about exploded because she was so sure that Rosie was about to walk away, about to say that she couldn't do this anymore.
“I need you to be honest with me,” Rosie said. “I know that being open is something that you have trouble with, and I hope that I've shown you that I'm here for you, that I'm patient and willing to work through this with you. But this is a question of honesty, not of openness.”
Leigh took a breath. “Understood. I'm not sure if it helps, but it wasn't intended as a lie. I just... I got confused, I was in shock, and then Victoria didn't say anything and... And I sort of thought that it was easier just to let things lie. It was Christmas, after all, and we were at your parent's house. But I let things lie too long.”
“If we're going to do this then we need to be honest with each other. Always.”
Leigh nodded, not daring to look at her. A spark of hope was building. If we're going to do this. Maybe Rosie wasn't leaving. Maybe.
“Victoria came to the center today, she told me everything. I've spent all afternoon thinking about what I should do, what I can live with, what I want in life, from a relationship.” Rosie stood up and crossed the room, coming to the couch and sitting beside her.
“And?” Leigh asked, looking her in the eye, wanting to see the truth but afraid of it.
“And I don't want someone who lies to me,” Rosie said. “But as much as I thought about it, I can't see life without you in it in some way. I need you to try harder.”
A bubble of happiness started to form. “Try harder. Okay. I can do that.”
“Are you sure?” Rosie asked. “Because this is about to get serious.”
Leigh nodded, then frowned. “Serious? We're not already getting serious?”
“More serious,” Rosie said. “Victoria's about to fire you.”
And the bubble of happiness deflated just a little. Calm, deep breaths. “Shit.”
“We need to get married.”
Leigh's insides started to squirm. “You don't have to—” she began.
“I know I don't have to,” Rosie said. “But this was our agreement from the beginning, whatever else happened in the meantime.”
“I told you—”
“No!” Rosie took her hand. “I can't tell the future, I don't know where this is going between you and I. But I do know that it's going somewhere. And if we don't get married we'll never have the chance to see what happens, because two weeks from now you're going to be on a plane out of here. We need to do this.”
Leigh swallowed. “Rosie, this is... This is not how I ever imagined things would be.”
And now Rosie smiled, a wide grin that made her nose wrinkle and dimples appear on her cheeks. “Me either. It's hardly the big white romantic wedding, is it?”
“It's not. And I feel like you deserve that. I feel like... Like maybe you deserve more than me.”
Rosie cupped her face with her hand and Leigh felt the warmth of her. “Don't say that, don't ever say that. You made a mistake, we can fix this. Just promise me that from now on you're going to be honest with me.”
Leigh nodded, intoxicated by Rosie's touch. “Okay.”
“Good, because we need to deal with this fast. Maybe faster than you think.”
“Why's that?”
Rosie looked down. “Because we can get married tomorrow afternoon.”
“What?”
“We can get married tomorrow afternoon. All the paperwork has been filed, it's just a question of going in and signing the actual marriage certificate. I called the registry office and there's a half hour gap tomorrow at four and they're happy for us to go and take care of the formalities then.”
Her heart beat harder and her insides squirmed more and doubt seeped into her soul. Tomorrow. This time tomorrow she could be married. To Rosie. Her hands started to shake.
“So, what do you say?” Rosie said. “Shall we get this stupid wedding out of the way? Are you ready for this?”
And she'd literally just promised to be honest, to tell the truth, but there was nothing she could do now but lie. She was far from ready for this. But it had to happen, she needed the help, Rosie had arranged everything, what else could she do?
“I'm ready,” she said.
But she couldn't look Rosie in the eye.



Chapter Twenty Seven
She kept looking at the clock, she couldn't help herself. Time was ticking down and she still didn't know what the hell she was doing.
This had all been her idea. But now... But now it felt so wrong and yet it was her only choice.
Leigh watched as the tiny clock in the corner of her computer screen clicked over yet another number. There'd been no point in taking time off work. Why? It wasn't like this was a real wedding. A real wedding. She wanted, she realized, a real wedding.
“Calm down,” she whispered to herself. Her chest was starting to feel tight again. “Calm down and do what needs to be done. Make the logical decision.”
All her life she'd been making logical decisions, taking feelings out of the equation and doing what was objectively right. So why the hell was it so damn hard now?
“Ms. Hudson, I've got Ms. Knight on the line.” Jemima's voice crackled through the intercom.
With a heart heavier than her hand she picked up the phone. The Queen Bee didn't greet her. “In my office. Now.”
And this was it. She knew it. She knew that this was the point of no return, the point where decisions couldn't be made and then changed and then remade. She felt strangely calm about it, divorced from the reality of it. The tightness in her chest was gone.
She stood, smoothed down her shirt, pulled on her jacket and ran her fingers through her hair. “I'll be with the Queen Bee is anyone wants me,” she said to Jemima as she passed the assistant's desk.
She didn't bother with knocking. What was the point? Tiny politenesses weren't going to get her anywhere today. Maybe she'd never stood a chance here. But she thought that she was owed a few explanations before she left.
“Ms. Hudson, sit down.” It was an order, not a request.
Victoria sat safe behind her desk, her hair up, her face impassive. Leigh knew she was about to take great pleasure in what was going to happen. And only one thing could happen.
“Ms. Hudson, you've been with Llewellyn & Banks for long enough to prove yourself,” Victoria began. “Unfortunately—”
“Just wait right there.”
Victoria lifted an eyebrow but she stopped. Leigh's pulse quickened and she trembled inside, but she was going to get to the bottom of all this.
“We both know what's about to happen. But before we get to the part where you plunge your dagger into my back, I think we need to clear a few things up, don't you?”
All the woman did was lean back in her chair. Nothing could change the outcome here but Leigh was going to have her say.
“You hated me from the beginning. I was smart, quick on the uptake, and I didn't fawn over you. I wouldn't go out for drinks, I didn't want a social life in the office, and you held everything against me. To the point that you wanted me to fail. You gave me the worst work, the most boring deals, and a million files to read.”
“I was pushing you toward success,” Victoria said, leaning forward. “It's not my fault that you couldn't see that.”
“Pushing me to success?” Leigh started to feel breathless. “Seriously? I'm expected to believe that?”
“I don't particularly care whether you believe it or not,” Victoria said. “You're right that I thought you were smart. You saved my ass more than once. Do you really think that I didn't notice that? So in return, I gave you more work. I gave you the opportunity to be in on deals that the other lawyers would have killed for. I gave you every chance to prove yourself in the hopes that one day you'd be taking over my job.”
“Bullshit.” But something was niggling at her. The thought that maybe, possibly, Victoria might be telling the truth.
“Really? Think about it, Leigh. Did any of your colleagues get the chance to be in on the Harrison deal? No matter how much they wanted to be?”
“No, but...” She swallowed. “But why treat me like shit then?” was what she ended up saying, though she hadn't planned it.
Leigh rolled her eyes. “Like shit? I treat everyone that way. You need to be tough in this business. Really tough. If anything, I took a special interest in you.”
“I—“
“And now it's too late. Believe it or not, Leigh, I fought in your corner. I tried, really tried. But in the end there was nothing I could do for you. Your attitude, your negativity, the fact that you never once made an attempt to fit in with office culture, they all made you an outsider. You were being groomed for greatness because your mind is great. Your attitude, on the other hand, let you down.”
“My attitude?” She couldn't believe this. Couldn't believe that she'd misjudged things so badly. But now, with the truth in front of her, maybe she could. It seemed so obvious.
“Right. I might get shit for being the Queen Bitch, but you're the Ice Queen.”
Leigh flushed. “You know about Queen Bitch?”
“I adore it,” Victoria said. “Because if being a bitch means that I'm tough and I get things done then you're damn right I'm a bitch. But you, you're frozen solid. For fuck's sake, even my sister thinks you're an ice queen.”
“Rosie?”
Victoria snorted. “She told me all about your little deal. The little visa arrangement. You're idiots, both of you, but you in particular. Defrauding the immigration system doesn't exactly make for a trustworthy lawyer. And more than that, she told me that you're no different out of the office than you are here. You're a block of ice, incapable of emotion, incapable of empathy.”
There was more, talk of contract ending and pay-offs and end dates and clearing her desk, but Leigh wasn't listening. Rosie thought that she was an ice queen. Rosie talked to her sister about her. Rosie thought she was frozen.
Rosie was just like everyone else.
She should never have thought Rosie was different. Why had she thought she was different? She'd opened up, she'd tried so hard, she'd cracked the door open and then Rosie just threw it all in her face. Rosie told Victoria everything, passed judgment on her and not even to her face but behind her back.
“I'll be leaving now.”
The voice sounded strange, so unlike her own that she didn't recognize it. But she was standing up, pushing the chair away, ignoring Victoria's words, walking away.
She walked to her own office. It was like looking through a pair of binoculars, she could see only what was directly in front of her.
From her desk she took her personal fountain pen and her mobile. Both went into her briefcase.
She took her coat and put it on.
She leaned over and started to shut down her computer.
The clock in the corner ticked over to three-fifteen.
Forty-five minutes to the wedding. Her wedding. Her brain did the math automatically. She didn't want to think about it.
The computer screen faded to blackness.
She walked out of the office.
“Goodbye, Jemima.”
Her assistant's voice echoed behind her but she ignored it. She pushed the emergency door to get into the stairwell and walked down the stairs rapidly but steadily.
She was trying desperately not to think. It was all too much. Too much information was swimming around, her feelings were too mixed up in everything, she couldn't extract the emotions from what was actually happening.
She had to make a decision, she had to do something.
Rosie thought she was an ice queen. Rosie judged her. Rosie told Victoria about her. Rosie was no different from all the others. Except... except she liked Rosie. And that made the betrayal seem even worse.
It was three-nineteen by the time she was outside on the sidewalk.
She paused, turning neither left nor right.
The logical decision.
That was what she needed to make.
But what was the logical decision?
Three-twenty.
Time seemed to have slowed and she could hear her own heart beat in her head and her world was all crumbling around her and she didn't know what to do about it.
She didn't know what to do.
But she knew what she couldn't do.
She stepped forward and flagged down a taxi. She climbed into the back seat, settled herself in, put her briefcase on the ground, and then leaned forward to talk to the driver.
She gave him her home address.



Chapter Twenty Eight
Jeans and a t-shirt weren't exactly what she'd always imagined wearing to her wedding. But then, she hadn't imagined getting married at four o'clock on a rainy afternoon without her mum or dad or brother or sister or anyone else.
And, if she was being completely honest, she hadn't imagined getting married to someone like Leigh.
It wasn't that Leigh was bad, she wasn't. She was just... so unsuitable. So not what Rosie would have chosen.
“The heart wants what the heart wants,” she told herself.
She shuffled a little on the hard chair, feet in wet sneakers squeaking against the floor. Three forty-five. Leigh should be on her way now. The registry office was quieter than she would have thought, the air musty, the paneled walls cracked and dusty. But in the corner she could see the bright glimpses of pieces of confetti that the cleaners had missed.
Why was she doing this?
It all felt so wrong. She'd been tossing and turning all night, she'd tried to throw herself into work all day, and she couldn't shake the feeling that this was just wrong. She liked Leigh, she really did. Despite all her faults, she truly thought that she was falling in love. As long as Leigh was willing to work at the relationship then so was she. She wanted to.
Which should mean that getting married, even though it was a little pre-emptive, shouldn't be a big deal. And they were only signing papers. She could still have the wedding, they could still have the wedding, later when they decided it was what they really wanted. This was just for practicality's sake.
But it felt weird and wrong and nowhere near as monumental as she thought it should and sitting here in the corridor was giving her way too much time to think about things. Where the hell was Leigh?
✽✽✽
 
She didn't think much as she threw clothes into her case. Two armfuls of sweaters went in, but a whole drawer of t-shirts didn't make the cut for no reason other than Leigh wasn't paying attention. She needed a suitcase full of clothes and that was what she was going to get.
She'd been a fool. She could see that now. For so many reasons. For thinking that she could live the life she wanted, for thinking that she could beat immigration at their own game, for thinking that she'd never need another person, for letting herself grow used to being cold and prickly.
Because Rosie was right about one thing. She was an ice queen. That was just fact.
But Rosie hadn't needed to gossip about her, hadn't needed to talk to Victoria of all people.
“You should never have expected her to be different,” she hissed to herself under her breath as she grabbed underwear from a drawer.
But that was unfair. Rosie was different in so many ways.
She was confused. The inside of her head messed up in ways that she couldn't even explain. There was only one thing clear to her. She couldn't get married.
Not now, not like this, not to Rosie.
She clicked the suitcase shut and rolled it out of the bedroom, switching off the light as she went.
She'd thought she had a plan. She'd chosen what was logical. She'd made what she'd assumed were good decisions.
But, and here was what she'd learned, you could make all the good decisions you wanted and still not get the result you wanted.
It was time to give in. Time to stop fighting all of this. Time to... stop. Just stop.
No more Queen Bee, no more immigration issues, not more anything. No more Rosie. Her indigo eyes, her soft skin, her sweet dimples.
In the end, Leigh honestly didn't know if she was doing this for herself or for Rosie. Her feelings were so mixed up that she couldn't tell. It was like her life had become a runaway train. For a while things had been fine, then the train sped up and she still thought she could handle it, but then it had gotten faster and faster and now everything was out of control and the only thing she knew how to do was jump off.
The suitcase bounced down the front steps.
Leigh turned back, closing the front door, locking it tight.
She didn't say goodbye to the house that had been her home for years. She didn't think about what would happen to it now. Hell, Rosie had a key, she could take it over if she wanted.
She thought about losing the job she'd worked so hard to get, thought about losing the country she'd finally thought she'd found a home in. And she thought about Rosie, her pale, fragile face.
“It's all for the best,” she said. “It's better this way.”
As she dragged her suitcase toward the waiting cab she repeated this to herself over and over. It's all for the best.
✽✽✽
 
She wasn't sitting anymore. She was pacing up and down the corridor, sneakers still squeaking on the linoleum floor. One minute to four. Where the hell was Leigh?
It hadn't occurred to her until now that Leigh wouldn't be there. Why would it? Leigh had planned all this, all of this was for Leigh's benefit. She'd known with unshakable certainty that Leigh would be there beside her.
Except she wasn't.
Four o'clock exactly.
Her hand shaking, Rosie pulled out her phone and tapped in Leigh's contact.
“We're sorry, the number you have dialed is...”
She hung up. The pacing continued.
Why wouldn't Leigh be here? Maybe there'd been an accident. Maybe she was stuck at work. Maybe... She picked up her phone again, let it ring.
“Victoria, it's me. Is Leigh there?”
There was a crackling pause. “Rosie?”
“Yes,” she said impatiently. “Is Leigh there? At the office?”
Another crackling pause, longer this time. “Leigh got fired this afternoon,” Victoria said finally.
Rosie hung up.
Fired. Well, at least she wasn't working. If anything, getting fired should mean that Leigh was more likely to show up.
“Ms. Hudson? Ms. Fulton?” A thin man stepped out of one of the offices and looked Rosie's way.
“Uh, my fiancée is slightly delayed,” she managed to say.
He nodded but looked irked.
“She'll be here soon,” said Rosie, not believing herself.
Why wouldn't Leigh show? Because she'd had second thoughts. That was the only answer. Because after everything, even with her visa and immigration problems, she'd finally decided that she couldn't marry a gardener. Couldn't marry someone like Rosie.
It hurt more than she thought possible.
She reached the end of the corridor and turned, pacing back down again.
Leigh didn't want to marry her.
Still now she was eagle-eyed, expecting Leigh to come stalking around a corner at any minute, expecting the rush of her musky perfume, the calm touch of her hand, the cold bite of her logical words.
But nothing.
Four-ten.
Tears started to prick at her eyes. She sniffed them away. This shouldn't hurt as much as it did. This was a business arrangement, nothing else. This was completely separate from any feelings they might have about each other. This was just the bargain they'd struck.
But as another minute ticked by, then another, then another, it became clear that this was a bargain that Leigh was never going to keep.
✽✽✽
 
Leigh paid the cab driver and lugged her own suitcase out and up onto the sidewalk. People buzzed around her and car doors slammed and a plane screeched up into the sky. She checked the time. She could probably make a flight tonight.
It was easier now that she had a mission. She could concentrate on finding a ticket counter, purchasing a ticket, dealing with currency exchange, all cold, logical things that didn't require her to show emotion. Things that didn't require her to think.
“It's all for the best,” she whispered as she dragged her case through a check-in line, newly purchased ticket in hand.
She only hoped Rosie would see it that way. But then, Rosie didn't want to be married to an ice queen, did she?
No, this had all been a sham. All of it. The attempt to escape her past, her old life, everything, it had all just been one long, idiotic experiment. An experiment that had failed.
“Can I check that bag for you, ma'am?”
Leigh nodded to the check-in attendant and lifted her case onto the belt. Then she handed over her ticket.
All for the best.
“Thank you very much, ma'am. Have a nice flight.”
All for the best.
But Leigh's heart was shattering into tiny pieces inside her chest.



Chapter Twenty Nine
It had taken three weeks to remember that she had the key to Leigh's house. It had taken three minutes to know that she couldn't stay there, couldn't even bear to be in the place. So Rosie was pulling on her clothes in the cabin by the early morning light and shivering a little in the cold.
The same clothes that she'd worn for three days in a row. The same clothes that she'd wear until it occurred to her that she could change them.
Not that she had spiraled too far out of control.
No, not Rosie.
She went to work, she talked to Joe, she saw her sister and once even her brother.
But it was like every day was a little less bright, every sunbeam a little less warm, every breath a little harder than it really should be.
Which was ridiculous because, as she'd told herself a million billion times, it was all for the best.
She picked up her messenger bag and took one last look around the cabin to ensure that she hadn't forgotten anything. The cabin. She knew she should think about moving on. The garden center was doing well. According to Joe, it was doing twenty percent better than any of the business plan projections, not that she really knew what that meant other than the fact that there was money in the bank for once.
So she should get a real place. A room somewhere, a flat even. But she couldn't bring herself to do it. She told herself it was because the cabin was comfortable, that she had that at least to cling on to, that the familiarity of the place was more important right now than the convenience of it.
But every now and again a branch would scrape across the door and she'd think for just a second that Leigh was knocking, that Leigh had come to find her, that Leigh had returned for her.
She let herself out, carefully latching the door and smelling the soft scent of spring in the air. In the allotment, green shoots were poking their heads out. It was a battle, for sure, but spring was slowly pushing the cold darkness of winter away and would win.
Not that Leigh had any reason to return for her. It had become apparent over the last few weeks that Leigh wanted nothing further to do with her. No calls, no texts, no emails, no nothing. Any contact she tried to make was met with silence, whether because Leigh was ignoring her or had blocked her she wasn't sure.
She did know that it hurt. It cut deep with a breath-taking pain that she hadn't imagined could exist. She'd been left before, she'd had break ups before, but this was different. This was like having a limb cut off.
She made it to the train station just in time to jump on her train.
And then there was the garden center. So far money was still in the business account. So far things had been hopping along just fine. But they were dancing on an edge, stuck in a kind of limbo, because Rosie knew that the place didn't belong only to her. And Leigh had left no instruction about what she wanted done.
She stared out of the train window at the houses and gardens passing by in slow motion. Her whole life moved in slow motion these days.
It felt like forever until she got to her stop, and another forever until she got to the center, and another forever until she flopped into her chair at her desk.
“Well, hello there.” Joe looked chipper.
“Good night?”
“You'd have to ask Ms. Johansson that,” Joe said with a wiggle of his eyebrows.
Rosie flashed him a smile but it was automatic and he knew it, she could see his face drop as he realized that she wasn't magically happy again, that she wasn't the old Rosie that he loved, as hard as she was trying.
“Still no word, huh?”
“Nothing,” Rosie said, feeling numb.
He poured her a coffee and sat on the edge of her desk. “Rosie, I know this hurts, but you've got to come up for air.”
“Hurts?” Rosie said. “She left me at the altar!”
“Not exactly.”
“Fine, she left me standing in the middle of a battered corridor at a registry office, better?”
“Not really,” Joe said. “But I don't think you're seeing this in the right way.”
“Then just how am I supposed to see it?” she snapped. She knew she was being touchy, she knew he was trying to help, but she couldn't stop herself.
Joe sighed. “You're conflicted. You didn't want to get married in the first place, you were only doing it for her, and then she stood you up. Not only that, but she disappeared and ghosted you. You have every right to be hurt by that, you were used.”
“No,” Rosie said, more calmly now. “No, it's not that.”
“Then what is it?” Joe asked in exasperation.
“I love her.”
He sighed but said nothing and Rosie couldn't help but see the truth of the words. She didn't want to. For fuck's sake, she wanted nothing more than to forget that Leigh Hudson had ever existed. But it just wasn't happening. How could it? She was sitting at a desk that Leigh's money had paid for, in a building that Leigh's money was still paying for.
She needed to do something about the business, needed to give herself some security. But she couldn't find the energy to do it, or to even start finding out what was necessary.
Joe returned to his own chair and passed over a sheaf of letters. “Mail's in.”
She sorted through it mechanically, flyers, bills, junk mail, until she was holding a thick white envelope in her hands.
“What?” asked Joe, noticing her expression.
Her hands were shaking. It took two tries before she could say: “Clover's.”
His eyebrows shot up. “The award results?”
She nodded.
“Open it then!”
“I—I can't. You do it.” She held the envelope out.
“No, Rosie. This is your deal. You open that envelope. Do it now. It won't get any better with waiting.”
He was standing again, hovering over her shoulder as with clumsy fingers she scratched at the envelope and eventually ripped it open. There was a single piece of paper inside.
Her eyes scanned over it once, twice, and on the third time they lingered on the final award. The floral award. Presented to Ms. Cassandra Reed of Reed's Nurseries.
Cassandra. Of course.
Tears pricked at her eyes and she gently placed the letter on her keyboard and Joe bent over her and wrapped her in his arms and held her tight so that she could smell sweat and soil and love as she started to cry.
“LIFE ISN'T a fairy tale.”
It was later, her nose was stuffed up and her eyes were sore and she was holding a cup of tea with more sugar than she could ever need in it. “What do you mean?”
Joe sighed and propped his feet up on the corner of the desk. “I mean that life isn't a fairy tale. You don't win the award on your first entry, you don't get the perfect girl and the perfect wedding and the perfect relationship just because you're in the right place at the right time, you don't get a million dollar check handed to you just because you're a decent and moral person.”
“Okay.”
“These things take work. All of them. If you want to be successful in any area, you have to work hard. And then when you get the results they're worth so much more.”
“I know that, Joe. I really do. I've worked so hard to be the gardener that I wanted to be.”
He put out a hand to stop her. “I know that. I'm not calling you lazy. I'm just saying that the same lessons hold true for everything in life. If something is worth having then it's worth working for.”
“Says the guys who dates movie stars and pretends to drive fancy cars.”
“No,” Joe said quietly. “Says the guy that puts himself out there at least once a week, the guy that's on Tinder and every other dating site you could imagine, the guy that joins clubs and groups and talks to people and makes friends in the hope that one day he'll have just a fragment of the happiness that he sees other people having all around him.”
“Joe, I didn't mean—”
“No, I know you didn't. You're never anything but kind, Rosie, which is why I love you. But you can, sometimes, be impulsive, indecisive, and just at the moment so buried in yourself that you don't see what's in front of your nose.”
“Which is what, exactly?”
“Which is that if you're so upset about all of this, if you have such strong feelings for Leigh, if you really, truly can't get over her no matter how hard you try, then maybe there's something there.”
“You hated Leigh from the beginning,” Rosie said, cradling her tea. “You thought this whole thing was ridiculous.”
“I did,” Joe said. “But I'm not you. I can be a little more objective than you though, which means I can say that you're the most miserable I've ever seen you. And if what it takes to make you smile again is finding the woman that broke your heart and either kissing her or punching her then you should do it.”
“A kiss or a punch, huh?”
Joe shrugged. “Or both, whatever works for you.”
A small smile played on her face, the first genuine smile she'd had in what felt like weeks. Joe knew how to make her feel better, and it was nice to have someone by her side.
But whatever he said, she couldn't do it. Leigh ignored her every message, she had no idea where to start looking for her, and what was the point really? The woman didn't want her, she should just accept the fact. Just like she had to accept that stupid Cassandra had won the floral award and not her.



Chapter Thirty
For a week, she slept. In a motel a five minute ride from the airport. It was all she could do. Her life had just collapsed around her and she couldn't face the sun each morning.
And when that week was up, she tried to rebuild something, because lying around all day just wasn't the logical thing to do.
However, a British legal degree wasn't exactly in high demand in the States. It took her a few days to get her head around that fact.
“Looks like you're going to be busy.”
The clerk in the bookstore smiled and Leigh sighed. She was so unsure around Americans now, not knowing whether they were being genuine or not. “Busy, yes.”
“Taking the bar exam, huh?”
She looked down at the pile of books, each clearly marked as a bar study guide, then nodded. It was her only hope of working in the States, she needed some kind of US certification. But it all seemed so hopeless. What the hell was she doing? She hadn't taken an exam for years, the thought that she could take another just...
Her chest got tight, her breath came faster, each gulp not satisfying her enough.
“Ma'am? Ma'am? Are you alright, ma'am?”
She ignored the clerk, pushing her way out of the bookstore, sucking in fresh air from the street, praying that she wasn't going to collapse here where everyone could see her. But out on the street no one was looking, she had a chance to regain herself.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw long dark hair and she turned her head automatically even though she knew it couldn't be Rosie. How would Rosie ever find her here? Why would Rosie ever want to find her here?
And when she was steadier on her feet she made her way back to her hotel. A nicer hotel now, because her parental trust fund had to be useful for something and other than investing in the garden center she hadn't touched the money for years.
The garden center.
Rosie.
The problem was that she couldn't get Rosie out of her mind. As much as she'd like to excise that part of her brain, she couldn't. And every time she thought she was moving forward, something happened to set her back again. Like the panic attack in the bookstore.
And every time she told herself that it had all been for the best she believed herself just a little  less.
She'd left Rosie alone, thinking it was the best thing to do. She'd left her life. It had been too tangled and complicated and she'd wanted to run away, she'd had to run away. But what now? That was the problem. Running away was all very well, but you had to run to something, and she'd finally figured out that there was nothing there, she had nothing to run to, no one to run to. Because she'd spent so long shutting herself off from everyone and everything she'd ever known. Rosie included.
SHE SAT on a fat couch, waiting quietly as office life continued around her. It had taken a while to find a lawyer willing to work on a cross-Atlantic case, but she'd found one eventually. She'd been meaning to do this for a while now. It was the only right thing to do.
Perhaps, she thought as she crossed her legs, she'd be able to move on once this was done. It was her last real tie. Perhaps it needed to be severed before she could start again someplace new.
Someplace new.
She had no idea where that should be.
And for once in her life she wished that she had someone to talk things through with. No, scratch that, she wished she had Rosie to talk things through with. Because Rosie was so easy to talk to, Rosie made her open up without it feeling like she was being prised open, it was natural with Rosie.
But she couldn't have Rosie.
Rosie deserved better. That was the bottom line here. Rosie's life would be better and easier without a Leigh in it and Leigh liked her enough, loved her enough even, to give her that. It was the only thing she could give her, or nearly the only thing.
“Ms. Hudson, if you'd come this way, please?”
She followed the young man into an office.
“Ms. Hudson, nice to see you again.” The lawyer held out his hand and she shook it and took a seat. “If you'll just give me a moment, the papers are all prepared and all I need are a few signatures from you.”
He pulled out a file and handed a sheaf of papers marked with yellow bookmarks. Then he proffered her a pen, which she took. Her signature was bold on the first page.
Okay, Rosie had betrayed her trust by passing judgment on her to Victoria. But it would have been unfair to expect anything else. Rosie wasn't equipped to deal with someone cold and shut off, Rosie needed something better. Someone as open and kind as she was.
She turned to the next bookmark and signed her name.
She wondered if Rosie was upset. She assumed so. But it was better to have the hurt now than later, wasn't it? And now they'd both be able to rebuild their lives. Okay, it might not have been the life she planned on having, but something would work out. Probably. Hopefully. Maybe.
She signed the third page.
Rosie's face swam in front of her eyes. The neat nose, the generous mouth, the beautiful eyes. The thought that she'd never see that face again physically hurt her.
Her breath started to come a little faster as she signed yet another page.
Rosie's little cabin.
Her chest tightened and she signed again.
Rosie's sweet smile.
She was struggling to get oxygen in now.
Rosie's soft skin.
Her vision was narrowing, blackening at the edges and she could hear a hissing sound that she barely understood was her own breathing. She signed again.
“Ms. Hudson?”
The lawyer pushed back his chair and she thought of Rosie's smell and the world was turning fuzzy and she brought the pen to the paper but could barely see what she was doing.
“Ms. Hudson?” The lawyer was close now. “Someone call an ambulance!”
Her vision zoomed to the point of the pen. There was no more breathing, everything had stopped. She just managed to scrawl her signature on the last page as she slid from her seat.
Everything went black. But it was okay. Because with that last signature the garden center belonged absolutely and completely to Rosie.
IT WAS the logical decision. That was what had finally persuaded her.
The emergency room doctor had been kind and understanding but obviously overworked. She hadn't had much time. Leigh had accepted her diagnosis of a panic attack, had been ready to tear the sensors and IVs off herself and get out of the place, she hated hospitals. And the physician hadn't objected too strongly.
“You really need to make an appointment with a mental health professional,” the doctor said as Leigh was getting herself together.
“Thank you.” Best not to give too much away.
The doctor spun her stool around and looked at Leigh. “You have no intention of making an appointment, do you?”
Disarmed by the direct question, Leigh had shook her head and the doctor had nodded.
“I understand. I was you. Too strong to ask for help, hating the touchy-feely idea of discussing my emotions. And I'm a doctor, for Christ's sake, I should know better.” She paused as though considering what to share and what not to. “In this job I see some terrible things.”
Leigh tried not to imagine.
“I got the help I needed,” the doctor continued. “Eventually. After trying everything else, after self-medicating and drinking and getting divorced and almost losing my career. Seeing a shrink was my absolute last option, the final thing I tried, and the only thing that worked. And you know why I went?”
“No.”
“Because it was the only logical thing to do.” The doctor laughed. “Silly, isn't it? After all that time finally understanding that if my head was hurting then seeing a doctor might just be the smart thing to do. And I was top of my class at med school. Strange how we can all be so stupid when it comes to ourselves.”
Leigh was ready now, her coat on, her bag over her arm and she was watching the doctor carefully. The words made sense but she wasn't quite ready to take them in.
“Look after yourself, Ms. Hudson,” the doctor said, drawing back the cubicle curtain. “And I mean that most literally.”
Three days later Leigh was standing in front of a building with a gold plaque on the wall and reaching for a doorbell that had the psychologist's name on it and knowing that it was the only thing that she had left to try.
Because Rosie was living in her head. And one way or another, that was going to drive her insane.



Chapter Thirty One
Light flooded through the skylights, illuminating the rows of plants in spotlight beams. Contented customers lingered in aisles and not for the first time, Rosie had to stop herself thinking of what ifs. What if Leigh wanted the money back. What if Leigh didn't renew the lease.
So much work and it could all be for nothing.
“Excuse me, do you have terracotta pots for outside planting?” The woman was smiling as she asked.
“Just over there and around the corner,” Rosie said, pointing the way.
Life wasn't better exactly. It was just... continuing. She was trying to forget, trying to move on, which was kind of fine during the day. But every evening she took a huge step back. Because every evening the first thing she saw when she closed her eyes was Leigh's face. That sharp nose, those sharp cheekbones, eyes the color of the ocean.
They could have made it work. Sure, she'd had her doubts, but didn't everyone? It was only now with the distance of time that she could look at the relationship honestly and say that yes, if they'd both been willing, they could have made it work.
And maybe Leigh hadn't wanted it enough, but then, maybe she hadn't either. Maybe she should have fought that little bit harder to have what she wanted. Maybe she should have realized sooner that whilst the garden center was her life's dream, having someone like Leigh was a bigger dream.
She wandered back to her office to find that the mail was in.
“Those tiny potted carnations are selling like hot cakes,” Joe said as she picked up the mail.
The top envelope was big and brown and looked scarily official. The strange stamps caught her eye and she frowned as she saw it came from America. Her heart was already pounding as she slit the envelope open and didn't cease to thump as she pulled out the sheaf of papers inside.
She stared. And stared some more. And stayed staring until Joe brought her back to life.
“You alright, Rosie?
She was shaking all over.
“Yeah, uh, yeah, I'm fine. I...” She stuttered, trying to think on her feet. “I've, um, gotta go out for a few. Back in an hour or so.”
And she fled.
THE BUILDING towered above her and she stared up at it wondering how anyone could walk  through these doors every damn day. Her sister did. But then, so had Leigh. Surrounded by suits and flawless makeup, Rosie had never felt so out of place.
But she was clutching the brown envelope in her hand and that left her with no choice. So she marched up to the reception desk.
“Victoria Knight, please.”
“One moment, ma'am.”
A young girl was sent to escort her to Victoria's office and Rosie stared around like a country mouse as she was lead into a glass elevator and conveyed upwards and finally led into a corner office with windows that showed the sky.
“Rosie?” Victoria's face was a picture of concern.
Rosie dropped the envelope on her desk. “I couldn't think who else to ask,” she said, shrugging. “I'm sorry. I hope I'm not interrupting anything, I just... I—”
But Victoria was already opening the envelope, already scanning through the paperwork inside, and then was looking up at Rosie with a raised eyebrow.
“You know what this is?”
“I, uh, I think I do,” Rosie said, grasping for a chair and sitting down. “But I wasn't sure, that's why I'm here.”
Victoria glanced down at the papers again and then back at her sister. “Did you marry her?” The question was odd and sounded like an accusation.
Rosie shook her head.
“Well then, it appears that Leigh Hudson has signed over the entire company to you,” Victoria said, sorting through the papers. “The partnership is dissolved, you retain all assets, and... and she's purchased the premises and signed those over to you as well.” She frowned. “This is one hell of an olive branch.”
“Olive branch?” Rosie asked. She was too busy taking this in.
The whole way to the office she'd stopped herself thinking about it, hadn't wanted to hope just in case she hadn't understood. But now the news swooped over her and she couldn't believe it. The center was hers. All of it.
“Rosie, stay with me for a second here. You look like you're drifting off into la-la land.”
Rosie snapped to attention. “Sorry. Uh, olive branch, what do you mean?”
“I mean that since Leigh left you've been walking around in a little cloud of cotton wool. Don't think I haven't noticed, we've all noticed. Even Tom said you weren't your normal cheerful self. So I assume all of this is Leigh's way of trying to woo you back.”
Rosie bristled. “Really? That's all you have to say about this? Maybe Leigh wouldn't need to try and woo me back if you'd not been such a bitch to her.”
There was silence for a minute, then Victoria grinned and not in an angry way, but in a good humored way. “You've got teeth, huh?”
“Just because I never use them doesn't mean I don't.”
Victoria sat back. “I'm a rough personality, I know that,” she said. “Hard to get used to, plenty of sharp edges and the like. It's part of what makes me so successful. But I want you to know, Rosie, that I've never done anything but try to protect you, and frankly, try to protect Leigh as well.”
“Then why did you fire her?”
“Because I had no choice! She had a terrible attitude and she didn't fit in here. Plus, we were restructuring and people needed to go,” Victoria said, leaning forward. “And yes, I know I should have been kinder about it, but that's not me. I don't do touchy feely.”
“I don't need protecting,” Rosie said.
“Fine.”
“Fine? That's it?”
Victoria sighed and turned in her chair a little. “That's it. I forget sometimes how old you are, Rosie. Because you'll always be my little sister. I forget that you don't need me riding in on a white horse to save you. I honestly thought...” Another sigh. “I thought that Leigh was taking advantage of you. Using you to get the visa that she wanted. And it made me angry, because you're so generous and kind and the thought of someone using your heart to achieve their own ends...”
A little prick of love pierced Rosie's heart. She and Victoria had never been that close, had never seen eye to eye, and she'd never in a million years have guessed that her sister was trying to protect  her. But it was obvious that she was sincere.
“We were using each other,” Rosie said now. “At least at first. But then... Then it grew and I don't know how or why, it just did. Until she left. I...” She hiccuped away a sob and tried to control herself. She'd told only Joe about the registry office. “I waited at the registry office for her. She never showed up.”
There was quiet again. Then Victoria spoke.
“Go get her.”
“What?”
“Go get her, Rosie. I was wrong, we were all wrong, ít's so easy to look at someone else's life and judge what's good for them and what's not. But the only person that truly knows is you. And this,” she waved the brown envelope at her. “This means that Leigh wasn't using you, at least not at the end.”
“I don't think she was.”
“Do you think about her every time you close your eyes? Do you feel her touch on your skin even when she's not there? Do you hear echoes of her voice, see faces you think might be hers? Is your world without her just a little dimmer?”
Rosie stared at her sister. “How do you know?”
Victoria laughed. “Believe it or not, I love my husband. And as far as I can see, we've all been sitting around and judging you when the only thing you've done is fall in love with an American. And if that's the way you feel, then you need to find her.”
“Where?” She hadn't meant to ask, the word just slipped out.
“Well, the obvious starting place would be America,” Victoria said. “Hold on, let me talk to HR, maybe they've got info that could help you.”
She picked up the phone and simultaneously started typing on her computer.
She wasn't seriously thinking about going to find Leigh, was she?
But she was. As soon as Victoria had said it, her heart had leaped at the idea. The sun had shone brighter, she'd felt lighter. Maybe this was what she needed to do.
Leigh was rich and successful and attractive and a million other things. But, and here was the kicker, so was she. Okay, not quite rich. But she'd found her place in the world. Finally, after years of trying, years of being just the baby sister, she'd carved herself a niche. Every time she walked into the garden center she felt immediately at home.
But every time she walked into the cabin she no longer felt at home. And there was only one reason for that. Because Leigh wasn't there.
A printer groaned and then chattered behind her. Victoria noted something down on a piece of paper and slid it across the desk. “The US address that Leigh listed on her visa applications,” she said as she got up. “Probably the best place to start.”
Rosie looked down at the New York address. And then Victoria passed her a print out. “What's this?”
“Your ticket,” Victoria said. “Bought and paid for by your evil big sister whose only crime is to want you to be happy.”
And Rosie laughed even though her stomach was shaking with nerves. She was really going to do this.



Chapter Thirty Two
She paid the cab driver and watched as he drove off in the dust. When he was gone, she picked up her bag and started walking. The driveway was long, but she needed the space and the time to think.
Therapy, she'd learned, was a constant process. One she could dip in and out of as needed, and that had consoled her. She wasn't going to be locked up or forced into weeks of group talking or anything else. She could go as it suited her and whilst answers weren't given to her, it was easier to find those answers herself when there was someone else there.
Which was why she was here.
Three appointments with a psychologist and already she was setting foot on her parents' property. That was all it had taken. Okay, they'd been three soul-wrenching appointments, but still. Once she decided to do something she didn't do it by halves. And she'd known going in that the only way a therapist could help her was if she was one hundred percent honest.
So she'd been honest. Both with the therapist and with herself.
And this was where it had led her.
Back to Oregon. Back to the commune. Back to her parents.
Her feet itched to run away, but she kept trudging up toward the house. She had to do this.
She saw now that her past had been chasing her, no matter how hard she tried to run away. For better or for worse she'd formed part of herself here and that self was wanting. And if she wanted to change, if she wanted to be better, then she needed to make peace with her past.
A breeze blew down off the mountains and the freshness of the air took her breath away.
She did want to change. She knew that now. She wanted Rosie. And if she couldn't have Rosie, then at the very least she wanted to be worthy of someone like Rosie.
Maybe her time with Rosie was over, maybe she'd never regain what she'd held for such a short while, but she could be prepared for next time. And there was going to be a next time. She knew what she wanted now.
The house loomed up and already she could see people scattered around. Mobiles hung from one of the large trees in the yard and there was the faint sound of glass jingling against metal.
She hadn't decided yet what she was going to do after. Half of her mind screamed at her to call Rosie, to apologize, to try again. All of her heart told her the same. The other half of her brain though, that said to let things lie. She was fragile now, she was trying to rebuild herself, trying to make herself better. And if Rosie turned her down she thought she might shatter.
Was that a risk she thought she could take? She really didn't know yet.
“Excuse me?”
A dark haired young man looked up from twisting something metal. He wore thick gloves and had a streak of dirt on his cheek. The metal structure was obviously designed to be something, though Leigh didn't know what.
“Yeah?”
“Do you know where Mrs. Hudson is?”
He looked at her blankly.
“Lizzie. Do you know where Lizzie is?”
His face cleared. “Probably up at the house around this time.” He nodded at her, satisfied that he'd done his part, and went back to his work.
Leigh sighed and walked the last couple of hundred feet to the house. She climbed the stairs and then the porch squeaked under her feet. It smelled of home, but a home long forgotten, a home she'd ached to leave.
She knocked on the door.
“HERE YOU go, it's my own mix.”
Leigh took the cup of herbal tea from her mother. She looked both the same and different. Unmistakeably her mom, and yet older, greyer, smaller. It shook her a little just how much her mother had aged. But Lizzie was smiling, her blue eyes cautious.
“I'm sorry your father isn't here to see this. He's in San Francisco right now at the art fair. He'll be home in a few days.”
Leigh nodded, sipping at the tea. Now that she was here, she really didn't know what to say. She felt like a child again. She so obviously didn't belong here.
“I'm glad you came.”
The words struck her. “Are you really?” It surprised her that her mother hadn't been as anxious to get rid of her as she'd been to go. She couldn't have been an easy child.
“I am,” Lizzie said. “I'm glad because you're my child and whatever you may think I always loved you. But I'm also glad because I think there's unfinished business here. I knew it when you left and I always hoped that you'd come back and finish things up. For yourself if no one else.”
Leigh put her mug down now. “What kind of unfinished business?” she asked curiously.
Her mother laughed. “You'd know that better than me, I suppose. But you were never happy here, my love. I know that and you know that. That unhappiness, it gets all stored up somehow, and after a while it starts to sour things, like a bad apple in a barrel. I expect you've found that out by now and you're coming to make peace with things. It's what I'd do if I were you.”
“I wasn't happy,” Leigh said. She watched her mother. She wanted to be angry. God knows, she'd been angry enough as a child and a teen. She wanted to shout and yell and ask why things hadn't been different. But she couldn't now. It was too late for that and besides, what difference would  it make?
“You weren't built for a place like this,” her mother said with a sad smile. “We all knew that. Your father and I used to wonder where you'd come from. You were so unlike the both of us. We tried, my love. We really did. Can you see that now?”
Leigh thought about it and nodded. She could see how the life she'd had would have been perfect for some people, just not for her.
“But we were lost. We had no idea how to handle you. We didn't know how to talk to you or how to challenge you or how to help you find the best of yourself. I'm saying we made mistakes, and you know that as well as I. But you didn't help things, you know.”
“I hated it here,” Leigh said, the words bubbling out of her now. “I hated that everyone judged me all the time, I hated that my emotions and feelings were more important than my achievements, I hated that no one pinned my tests to the refrigerator or took me for ice cream when my report card came in. I hated that it was different here.”
“We could have done those things,” her mother said. “But we didn't. Mostly we didn't think to, we didn't know to, but I'm not so sure we'd have done them even if we had known. It wasn't us, isn't  us. We don't celebrate achievements like that. We celebrate kindness and beauty and all kinds of other things. That's what makes us who we are.” She leaned forward. “And being here made you who you are.”
Leigh snorted. “Which is why I'm here.”
“To change who you are?”
“Yes.”
Lizzie shrugged. “You can try. I'm not sure you'll be terribly successful. I'm not sure you really want to change that way, not who you really are.”
“I'm cold, heartless, frigid, unfeeling,” Leigh spat out. “You think I don't want to change that?”
“I don't think those things are who you really are,” said her mother. “I think those things are your defense mechanisms for when things get hard.” She sighed. “You were always smart, my love. Too smart. The best at everything. Except yourself.”
Leigh shook her head.
“You could never express yourself well and it frustrated you. So you shut yourself off, you refused to do something that you couldn't excel at and I spent so many sleepless nights thinking about you. Wishing that you would talk to me, ask for my help, open up to me. But you shut me out.”
Leigh swallowed. If she was going to change she had to accept that she had responsibility for things too. She couldn't just blame her parents for how she turned out. She didn't want to.
“And if I ask for your help now?” she said.
Lizzie grinned. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than getting to know my daughter. I've missed you.”
Lizzie cupped the tea in her hands and sipped at it, closing her eyes, centering herself. And when she was as relaxed as she could be, she started talking.
She began with Rosie and worked her way backward from there.
When she was done her mother said nothing, not judging, not forcing anything. She had the same look that Leigh recognized from the therapist she'd seen. Lizzie collected the tea cups.
“You'll stay for a few days, I hope?”
Leigh paused. She'd never wanted to come home. She'd done everything possible in her life never to end up back here. But now... She felt... lighter. She nodded. “I'll stay.”



Chapter Thirty Three
She clutched her bag close to her side, paranoid that someone was going to take it from her. She knew that she shouldn't play up to the stereotypes, but New York scared the living hell out of her. It was bigger, louder, brighter than anything she'd ever imagined.
It was also, she was eternally grateful, far easier to navigate than London. Which meant that tracking down Leigh's address had been a matter of minutes, plus a half hour walk.
Finally, she was looking up at a building with the right number and though she couldn't see Leigh's name on the bell board the door was cracked open anyway. So she let herself inside.
Her bag still by her side, the papers inside so important, she banged up the stairs until she came to the right door. And then she paused.
Why the hell was she doing this?
It wasn't the first time she'd asked herself that question. She'd asked herself in the taxi, at Heathrow airport, and about a million times on the long flight. She'd wondered as she got into a cab and wondered as she checked into the cheapest hotel she could find which still cost an absolute fortune.
And the honest answer was she really didn't know.
Perhaps it was closure. Perhaps she just needed to face Leigh, to see her, to get an explanation of why she'd been left waiting at the registry office. Perhaps she needed to slap her. Perhaps she needed to kiss her. Perhaps she needed to hand over the business papers and refuse to take Leigh's gift.
Because she'd promised herself that she would refuse it if she had to.
In her heart of hearts she wanted Leigh to take her in her arms and kiss her and swear to her that this was all a terrible mistake. That was what would make her happy.
But if that wasn't going to happen, and as Joe had told her, life wasn't a fairytale, then she was giving the garden center back. She couldn't just take it. She couldn't build her success on someone else's foundation. It just wasn't right.
If she couldn't have Leigh then she was prepared to give up the garden center.
Hell, if she could have Leigh she'd probably give it up if she had to. If Leigh wanted to run away to Tahiti, well, she'd be the first one on the plane.
Which was something she kind of had a problem with. She loved Leigh. That much was very, very clear to her. It was the why that was the issue. There was no reason at all to love her except... except that she did.
She loved her enough that she was sweating now, standing in front of the apartment door, willing herself to knock.
It was a long minute before she did though.
“What?” The man that opened the door had greasy hair that curled at his neck and wore his shirt undone.
“Uh, I'm looking for Leigh?” She was wrong-footed by this. This couldn't be someone Leigh knew, could it?
“He ain't here.”
The door slammed shut before she could stop it and then she was crumpling. She caught herself on the wall just in time, managing to reach the stairs and perch herself at the top, legs still trembling.
Obviously she'd known this could happen. She just hadn't thought it would happen. Because despite what Joe said, she still believed in fairytale endings.
It was why she could live in her little cabin, which was in all truth just a garden shed. Because she truly believed that her Princess Charming would come, that she'd get everything she'd ever wanted, that her dreams would come true. And then the shed, the old van, the holed jeans, none of it would matter.
Leigh wasn't here. She wasn't here and Rosie had no idea where to start looking for her.
SHE ONLY left the apartment building when she thought she saw a rat. It was enough to get her up on her feet and then she was out on the street and she was walking and she was wondering where to go, what to do. Not just right now, but for the rest of her life. Forever.
Maybe she could just go back and work at the garden center and find herself a flat and never, ever think about Leigh again.
Or maybe not.
She passed a small shop with a little bit of everything in the window. On a whim, she stopped, bought herself a drink, and at the checkout saw a display of pre-paid phones. She grabbed one. It'd be cheaper to text with a twenty dollar phone than try and use her UK phone, she figured. She had no idea if she'd even switched on roaming with her home phone.
Eventually she got back to her hotel. She fiddled with the phone she bought, anxious to put off the moment when she collapsed on the bed and let her life spiral out of control. As soon as the phone beeped, she keyed in Joe's number.
She's not here. Heart-broken.
The text was short and sweet and she hoped that Joe was awake to see it but seconds ticked over and there was no reply.
Finally, in frustration she keyed in a different number.
Where the fuck are you?
Five seconds ticked by, then the phone dinged.
Who's this?
Holy shit. She sat up straight. Of course, the new phone would have a different number. A number that no one knew. She gulped, staring at the words, just two of them, but the most she'd heard for weeks. Her fingers hesitated. Dare she?
Dare she still believe in fairytale endings?
There was no way she couldn't.
She pressed the call icon and let the phone ring.
“Hello?”
The sound of her voice was enough to make her heart throb and her stomach sink and her eyes fill with tears and it took a second before she could say anything. When she did it was only one word. “Hello.”
“Who is this, please?” Leigh's voice was impatient, as sharp as ever and Rosie wasn't going to let it scare her off.
“It's me. Rosie.”
The silence was long and almost tangible and Rosie couldn't cut through it, didn't know how to stop it spreading and smothering her.
“Rosie, I can't do this.”
“Wait!” This was desperate now. “Just tell me you hate me and I'll hang up and go away and never bother you again.”
The silence was shorter this time. “I don't hate you.”
There. That was something. “Where are you?”
“Rosie, I can't do this,” she said again. “I'm not ready for this. I'm not ready for you. I have to fix things, I have to deserve you, I have to change, to be worthy of you. I need to start over, Rosie.”
And with that there was a click and the connection was cut and Leigh's voice was gone. Quickly, Rosie re-dialed. But this time there was no answer. She hadn't really expected one.
The hotel window was blocked in by towering buildings and the room was the size of a shoebox. Rosie could barely breathe inside it. But now a sharp shard of sunlight pierced through the glass and the room lit up like a kaleidoscope.
She'd heard Leigh's voice. She'd heard the truth there. She knew that Leigh was missing her, she knew that Leigh needed her, she knew that Leigh loved her and fairytale endings be damned, she knew that she was going to find her.
Screw waiting around in a garden shed for Princess Charming. It was about time she got herself a damn horse and went rescuing maidens of her own.
The only thing standing in her way was an actual location.
But she had a feeling that she knew now where she would find Leigh.
If Leigh was going back to the start, if Leigh was trying to fix herself, to change things, then there was only one place that she could go. To come face to face with her past.
She logged onto the hotel WiFi. It was the work of seconds to find an address for the Hudsons. And the work of minutes to find herself a flight to Oregon.
Her phone beeped and she picked it up, pulse racing, thinking it might be Leigh. But it was Joe.
I assume this is Rosie? You've got two choices. Come home and let us all help mend you. Or get out there and damn well find the woman. Miracles don't fall from heaven, you've gotta go find them xxx
She laughed.
Heart healing. Don't worry. More news later. Going on a quest xxx
And then she started throwing her clothes back into her bag. She just about had time to make it to the airport for her flight.



Chapter Thirty Four
Mountains towered in the distance and Rosie was fairly sure that she was on a different planet. She looked doubtfully at the taxi driver.
“This is it?”
“Sure is.”
She glanced at the meter and then pulled out a bundle of cash, carefully peeling off the notes. The taxi driver shook his head.
“Honey, you need to be a whole lot more careful flashing that money around. You got a phone?”
She blinked. She was so tired and the flight had been so long. “Uh, yes.”
“Then you take my card and if whatever it is you're looking for isn't up that road then you give me a call and I'll come right back here and pick you up, okay?”
She accepted the card, thanked him, and climbed out into air so fresh it almost burned her skin. This... this was like paradise. She had no idea why anyone would ever leave this behind. A slight chill in the morning air woke her up. The sound of the cab driving away woke her up more.
She was here.
A long, long driveway stretched away, the surface dusty and yellow, a mailbox leaned precariously to one side close to the road. She was here.
The question was, was Leigh here?
She looked at the driveway again, trying to persuade herself to set foot on it, to take a step, the last part of her long journey. But she couldn't. She felt sick and shaky and suddenly completely unequipped to deal with whatever lay at the end of that road.
So she stood right at the end, toes touching the line where the driveway met the main road, and thought that she might just stay there forever, breathing in the clean air, not knowing whether Leigh was there or not, whether Leigh wanted her or not.
A cloud of dust bumped along the driveway. She watched it, listening as an engine hummed nearer. A vehicle materialized out of the dust, a battered pick up truck that had once been white and was now alternately rust and dust colored.
Rosie's breath came faster. She should move. Make a decision one way or another. But she was still frozen when the truck pulled to a halt by the mailbox.
A woman got out, older but still fit enough to jump from the door-sill. Her hands looked worn and tanned. She squeaked open the mailbox, pulled a handful of letters out, then turned to Rosie. Her eyes were the color of the ocean.
“You looking for me?”
Rosie frowned. At a guess, this was Leigh's mother. It had to be. Those eyes were just too similar. She decided to be honest. “I don't know.”
The woman stepped forward, peering at her, and then a light and a smile came over her face. “Rosie?”
Rosie took a step back as though preparing to run, though where she would run to she had no idea. “How do you know my name?”
The woman was closer now and still smiling and then she was pulling Rosie into a hug. A hug that she just let happen. There was the smell of paint, of outside, of leather. Not unpleasant. Finally, the woman let go and stepped back again.
“Lizzie, Lizzie Hudson. Leigh's mom.”
“How do you know my name?” Rosie asked again.
“You think we get a whole bunch of lost looking English girls cluttering up our driveway?” the woman said.
Rosie laughed.
Lizzie nodded as though in approval. “You wanna come up in the truck and I'll drive you to the house?”
“Yes, please.” And she did, very much. Whether Leigh was there or not she was so very tired and wanted so badly just to have a place to sit.
“Well,” Lizzie said as they got settled in the truck. “I'm sure Leigh's told you absolutely nothing about us.”
Rosie watched as open land passed the windows. “Not much,” she admitted. “Just that she grew up on a commune.”
Lizzie laughed and the sound was so pleasant that Rosie grinned. “A commune, huh? We're not really a commune. We're an artist's retreat.”
“There's a difference?”
“I should say.” Lizzie looked straight ahead as she bumped down the driveway. “My husband and I have been lucky. Most artists never get a chance. So when our five minutes of fame came we invested some of the money in this place. Every year we invite a handful of artists here to work. They don't need to worry about rent or food or barista jobs, they just need to create. It's our way of giving back.”
“That's... that's beautiful.” She could see now where Leigh got her generosity from.
“It's important,” Lizzie said as she pulled up in front of a large house with crooked windows and a wrap around porch. “Now you come on in and have a drink and a sit before anything else. You look about dead on your feet.”
And she was too tired to argue, so she followed Lizzie up the creaking steps of the porch and into the airy, cool house. In the living room, a familiar picture hung above the fireplace, all circles, a print she'd seen a million times before. Except this wasn't a print.
“Yes, it's the original,” Lizzie said. She'd disappeared for a minute, but now she was back with a tray carrying tall, sweating glasses. “Come, sit.”
“Is Leigh here?” The words tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them.
“Come, sit,” Lizzie said again.
Rosie did as she was told and Lizzie took a long drink of lemonade and sighed in satisfaction. “We didn't do right by Leigh, Albert and I. We never knew how to deal with her. From the very beginning she was so unlike us or anyone else that we knew. And when we tried to talk to her, tried to help her, she'd always shut herself off. And... well, sometimes that didn't seem like a bad thing. She was so independent, so good at looking after herself, that maybe we didn't try and break through those walls she was building hard enough.”
“She is defensive,” Rosie said, quietly.
“She wanted to go to boarding school, get more academic experience, and I put my foot down and wouldn't let her go. But maybe I should've. All this...” Lizzie waved her hand around. “The artists, the drum circles, the parties, it was all terrible for Leigh. She hated it. She just wanted to be normal. Wanted a suburban house with suburban parents.”
“Which is exactly what a suburban child doesn't want.”
Lizzie smiled again. “Well, we rarely want what we're given, do we? Which is just as well. It makes us work harder to get what we do want.” She sighed. “It was all a long time ago and I think we would all handle things differently now. But in the end, Leigh came back. She is here.”
“And?” Rosie asked, curious as to what Lizzie thought of Leigh now.
“And she's coming to realize, I think, that no one here ever hated her or teased her or thought badly of her. We wanted her to love us, to take part in things with us, and we're proud of how she turned out, regardless of what she might think. I think... I think she's come here to face her memories. And she's found that they're not as bad as she thought they were.”
Rosie nodded. She could see why Leigh had come here, she could understand what Leigh was trying to do, that she was trying to find out why she was the way she was, how she could change herself. Rosie yawned, her eyelids were heavy.
“She loves you.”
Rosie's eyes blinked wide open. “What?”
“I don't know if you know, because she's not the sort to speak words like that. But from the first moment she started talking about you, I could see it on her face. She's here for you. Here because she doesn't think she's good enough and wants to be better. For you.”
“Of course she's good enough—” Rosie began.
“You know that, I know that, it's up to her to figure it out for herself,” said Lizzie. “But she's getting there, I think. I'll go and find her for you, momentarily.”
“I've come a long way,” Rosie said, feeling every mile of the journey in her bones.
“Which tells me that you've worked hard for something and are all the more deserving of it,” Lizzie said.
She got up, put down her lemonade glass.
“You look after my little girl, Rosie. When she's done tearing down these walls she's built she's going to be a whole lot more fragile than you'd believe.”
Rosie's eyes prickled, whether from tears or tiredness she couldn't tell. “I will.”
“Then let me go find her for you.” Rosie struggled to sit up. “No, no, you stay here. You look like you could use a little rest.”
She left the room and Rosie was alone. Dust motes spun in beams of sunshine and the house creaked as it settled and she couldn't remember ever having been in such a beautiful place. And she wasn't worried, not anymore. Leigh was here. Leigh loved her.
All she needed to do was make Leigh see that.
She yawned again and against her will, her eyes started to close.



Chapter Thirty Five
Her profile was outlined in the sun coming from the large windows. Her eyes closed, the long lashes sweeping over her cheeks. As soon as Leigh entered the room her skin prickled, her nose was filled with the scent of Rosie. And seeing her... it was like a bomb dropping and shaking her world. It was like a piece she'd never known was missing dropping out of the sky. It was like everything coming together, the perfect note, the perfect light, the perfect perfection.
She shouldn't do this. She cautioned herself. She should walk away. She wasn't ready for this.
But at the same time, it was like her whole life had just been building to this moment and she couldn't turn away, couldn't tear her eyes off Rosie's sleeping profile.
Far off in the garden a mower started and Rosie stirred, gently shifting as her eyes flickered open. The indigo eyes were bright and shining and her smile was true and wide and it was as though nothing had ever happened.
“Hello.”
“Hi.”
“Have I been sleeping long?”
Leigh shook her head. “You must be exhausted though.”
Rosie grinned, stood up and stretched, and then walked slowly over to her. “No,” she said. “Not now I've seen you.”
Leigh was frozen. Rosie was so close to her. One slow hand reached out and cupped her face and then Rosie was stepping in and her lips were brushing Leigh's and Leigh's heart was stopping and time was stopping and all that was there was sensation and a warm, pulsing need.
“Sorry,” Rosie said, stepping back. “I needed to get that out of the way. Just in case there were any doubts.”
“Were there?”
“Not on my side,” said Rosie. She shrugged. “I've crossed an ocean and a continent to find you. All my doubts got dropped along the way.” She cocked her head, studying Leigh and then said: “Can we go for a walk?”
Leigh felt powerless beside her. Not knowing what to do or say, not knowing where to start and where to end. She nodded and let Rosie take her hand.
Together they walked out into the garden, Rosie picking up her bag as they went.
It took until they reached the edge of the pasture, mountains smoky on the horizon, before Leigh could finally let herself believe that Rosie was here, that she'd come for her, that she needed to untie the knots inside her. And by then, Rosie was already sitting on the grass, pulling her bag toward her and unfastening it.
“For you.”
Leigh crouched down beside her and accepted the brown envelope. She knew exactly what was inside.
“I don't want our deal anymore,” Rosie said. “I don't want any agreement, I want to forget all about it. Do whatever you need to do.”
“You—”
“If giving up the garden center is what I need to do to be with you, then I will,” said Rosie, simply. “We don't need to deal with it now, but you need to know that I'm dead serious.”
“That's unnecessary.”
“As unnecessary as you giving up your chance of a visa for me?” Rosie said, turning so that Leigh could see the brightness of her eyes. “Because that's what you did, isn't it? That's why you didn't show up at the registry office. You couldn't do it, and instead you came home.”
Leigh let out a breath. “Maybe. I don't know. I just... Rosie, I'm not sure I'm ready to handle all of this yet.”
“Okay. Then just answer me one thing for now. Why didn't you show up at the registry office?”
Leigh swallowed. She needed to be honest about this. This was a defining moment.
“I didn't want to marry you.”
Rosie swallowed, but nodded.
“I wasn't good enough for you, Rosie, surely you see that. You...” She took a breath. Her chest tightened a little but she controlled the panic. “You shook me.”
“Me?” asked Rosie, half laughing.
“When all this started I knew everything. I knew myself, I knew where my life was going, I knew who I was. And then I met you, and slowly, over time, I started to realize that nothing was what I thought. It's hard to explain.”
“Take it slowly.” Rosie took her hand.
“I thought I was giving you everything. Money, business, giving you your dream. But then, all of a sudden, it turned out that you were giving me so much more. You showed me that life wasn't how I imagined, that I wasn't how I imagined. All of a sudden, when I was with you, I didn't recognize myself. Working was no longer my priority, getting a visa was no longer the first thing in my head. I was becoming a different person. And I got scared.”
“You gave me so much, Leigh, you can't even know. I was lost, I had no idea how to move forward in life and then you... You made me grow up, as weird as that sounds.”
Leigh laughed a little. “It does sound weird. I guess we both gave each other something then.”
“Isn't that what love is supposed to be all about?”
“Do you love me?” She asked the question without thinking about the consequences.
“I do,” Rosie said. But she didn't ask in return.
Leigh lay back on the prickly grass. “I'm learning that we only see what we want to see,” she said. “We have this image of things, of ourselves, and we see what confirms that image, rather than reality. I've spent years closing myself off because I thought I had such a terrible childhood, but in truth, nothing was that bad. I closed myself off because it was easier. It's something I need to work on.”
“I agree,” Rosie said. She reached out and snapped off a yellow flower hidden deep in the grass. “This is for you,” she said.
Leigh lifted an eyebrow. “I think roses are more traditional than dandelions.
“And that's bullshit. Roses, they need special care to grow, they're like toddlers, the wrong place, a bad day, a little too much rain, the wrong fertilizer and suddenly they won't grow at all. Dandelions though, dandelions will grow anywhere. They'll grow in cracks in city pavements, they'll grow in the sun, in shadow, it just doesn't matter. All they need are the essentials, oxygen and a little water and they'll thrive.”
“Okay,” Leigh said, staring down at the yellow flower and not knowing what to make of it.
“That's how I feel about you. Like you're essential to me. I don't need special treatment. I just need the basics. And you.”
Rosie stood up and brushed off her pants. Leigh watched her and felt her heart fill.
“You've things to do here,” Rosie said. “You need to work on yourself. I get that. But when you're finished, I'd like to start again. You and me. If you think we could. I love you, Leigh. And I'll wait for you until forever.”
She picked up her bag, hitched it over her shoulder and walked away. Leigh watched even as tears collected in her eyes.
✽✽✽
 
Autumn was coming again, the crisp bite of smoke in the air made Rosie shiver as she walked up the lane that led to the allotment. It had been a long day at work, but the garden center was thriving and Joe was closing the shop today, so at least she was getting home an hour earlier than planned.
She pulled her keys out of her pocket just as she heard a shuffling in the dry leaves behind her. Her heart leaped into her throat. Carefully, she positioned her keys between her fingers, a punch like that could do some serious damage. And then she saw a figure standing by the door of the cabin.
“Who is it?” she called out.
“Me.”
There was a moment there when the world stopped spinning. When everything was so still it was frozen and when her heart didn't beat and her blood didn't flow and nothing at all happened. And then she was flinging herself into Leigh's arms, kissing her as their tears mingled.
“I knew you'd come,” she said. “I knew you would.” And she'd never doubted it. From the moment she'd walked away she'd known that Leigh would come when she was ready. When she'd fixed herself. When she could finally handle the relationship that she wanted.
“I love you.”
Rosie pulled herself back. “What?”
Leigh grinned and her ocean-blue eyes crinkled at the edges and her hair was a little longer now and she'd put on a little weight, just enough that she wasn't so angular. “I love you. I couldn't say it before, didn't want to say it until I could do it honestly and openly and here I am. I love you.” She held out her hand.
“I love you too,” Rosie said, taking the small bouquet. She was about to sniff it when her nose crinkled. “Dandelions.”
“The perfect symbol of our love, according to you.”
“Come inside, you must be exhausted.”
It was hard not to touch her. Hard to be even a millimeter apart from her. They crowded through the door together. And once in, Leigh pulled out a brown envelope and threw it onto the crate that acted as a coffee table.
“Your contracts,” she said. “Since you were so against owning your own garden center, I reinstated the partnership. You and I are now in business together. In fact, you and I are in everything together, if you'll have me.”
Rosie looked down at the envelope, then back at Leigh and her body tingled for her touch but she didn't move. There was no hurry now. She knew instinctively that they had all the time in the world. Leigh took something else out of her pocket and threw it onto the table. Her passport.
“And I've got a three month tourist visa, so no hasty weddings,” she said.
Okay, maybe not quite all the time in the world. Rosie let herself move now, let herself slide into Leigh's arms.
“Are you sure that you're ready for this?” she couldn't help but ask.
“Ready for what?” Leigh asked. “I feel like I've loved you my whole life, that I was looking for you my whole life without even knowing it.”
“I'm just a gardener,” whispered Rosie.
Leigh laughed. “I'm unemployed and on a tourist visa,” she said. “So you're higher on the food chain than me.”
“We'll make this work.”
“We can make anything work.”
Then their lips were too busy to do any more talking. Rosie's arms looped around Leigh's neck, Leigh's hands sneaked around Rosie's waist, and the papers and passport slid to the floor as they sank onto the bed.



Epilogue
Two Years Later
“We're so excited to have you here!”
Rosie rolled her eyes as her mother fawned over Lizzie Hudson, but she was smiling. It was the first time the parents had met, what with the distance and all, and her mother was in full-on gush mode. She glanced over at her father.
“Beer?” her father said to Albert Hudson.
Leigh's father nodded and in silence the two men walked toward the bar. Rosie laughed. Her father always made things simple. She was about to cut in and save Lizzie from her mother's constant questioning when Joe appeared at her elbow.
“Hey, you need to come with me, we got a problem.”
Casting a wary eye at her mother, she let him lead her away.
“What is it?”
“Leigh, come on, get a move on.”
Rosie pushed through the guests, not caring that they looked at her strangely. Dammit, she was the bride and if she wanted to run at her own wedding, she was going to. All she cared about right now was getting to Leigh, wherever she was.
“In her room,” Joe supplied, jogging to keep up. “I just went to grab a drink and—”
“Joe, you're supposed to be best man, that means that you need to stick with her. You know what it's like for her having so much family around, you know it's hard.”
“Hey, I've got her back. Seriously. Calm down, Rosie, it can't be that bad.”
But when they reached Leigh's hotel room there was already a fuss in the corridor, bags and people milling around. Rosie's heart sank. She thrust herself into the room, shoving people aside.
“Leigh!”
There was no answer, but she could see Leigh, lying on the bed, a mask over her face, eyes half-closed. She looked so fragile that Rosie wanted to weep.
“You're the blushing bride?”
A tall man, stethoscope in his pocket marking him out as a doctor, was smiling at her. She nodded and swallowed.
“Nothing to worry about, just a small panic attack. I've given her a mild sedative, it'll wear off in an hour or so and then she'll be good to go.”
“Nothing to worry about?” Rosie choked. “We're supposed to be getting married this evening.”
“And she'll be more than ready, I assure you,” he said, laying a hand on her arm. “In fact, a little nap will do her good. Normally in these situations I'd ask what's provoking the stress, but I suppose I can guess the answer to that. Weddings are definitely stressful.”
Except theirs really shouldn't be. That wasn't the way this had been designed at all.
✽✽✽
 
It had happened so gradually. Not the falling in love part, that had been instant. But slowly, slowly, they'd built up a relationship. For the first year they'd had to spend months apart as she'd traveled back to the States to renew her visa. But they'd still spent as much time together as they could. Helped by the fact that Rosie had finally decided to move into the house rather than living in a shed.
And though Leigh had always had an end game in place, she hadn't known how they'd get to that point. But in the end, it had been a collection of happenings, rather than one big moment, that had decided matters.
The first thing that had happened was that Rosie had finally won her award. A mere fifteen months after opening, the garden center, and therefore Rosie, had won the Clover's Flower Award for floral design.
It had been late that night, as Leigh stood watching Rosie tip her head back in laughter at something Joe was saying at the bar that she'd had the first inkling that her life was back on track, that things were finally starting to work out.
The second thing that had happened was that Leigh herself had passed the California bar exam. Only four states in the country allowed the taking of a bar exam without going to law school, and Leigh had set her sights on California for no other reason than that the name would be most familiar outside of the country.
She'd studied her ass off, spending every waking moment in the States working toward the exam. And she'd passed her on her first shot.
And it was when she saw Rosie's face light up with pure joy at the news that she'd had her second, comforting look at just how well things were going.
The third and final piece of the puzzle had come after a bucket-full of job applications. Getting hired as an American with a British legal education had been tough. Getting hired as an American with both a British and American law qualification had been easier. And when, with shaking hands, she'd put down the phone after accepting a job she'd been willing to cut throats for, she'd finally known.
She no longer depended on Rosie for a visa. She could support herself now. Which meant it was time.
A cold, biting wind had been blowing across the cliffs and Leigh's eyes had watered so that she had to sniff. She'd been quiet all morning and she knew it. Fortunately, Rosie and her parents knew her well enough now that they hadn't commented, they'd left her alone. And then she'd asked Rosie to go walking with her.
In her pocket her hand clasped around a box and she could hardly breathe with the thought of what she was going to do. How she was going to do it, she had no idea.
“It's fucking freezing out here today,” Rosie said, with a shiver.
Without thinking, Leigh stopped, pulled off her scarf and wrapped it snugly around Rosie's neck. And then she looked out across the winter sea, the wave-caps white and the tide coming in.
“Leigh? You okay?”
“Marry me.”
It came out, just like that. She couldn't even look Rosie in the eye. Couldn't bear to see what the reaction was going to be. There was silence so long that she was afraid she was never going to move again, that she'd just be forever frozen on the cliff-head.
“Okay.”
And with one simple word, Rosie completed Leigh's world.
✽✽✽
 
“I kept things as simple as I could,” wailed Rosie.
“I know, I know,” Joe said consolingly. He slid a glass in front of her. “Drink that.”
She took a sip of the burning whiskey and choked before continuing. “I knew this would be stressful for her so I kept the guest numbers down, we're not wearing big white dresses, everything's very discrete.”
“To be fair, she seemed just fine when I left her,” Joe said. “In fact, she wanted to come out and have a glass of champagne with the rest of your folks, but she had to finish her vows first.”
Rosie paused, taking this in. “She was writing her vows?”
Joe nodded.
“And that gave her a panic attack?”
Joe nodded again, looking a little paler this time.
“Oh Jesus, Joe. What am I going to do? She doesn't want to marry me at all, does she? Even the thought of it sends her off into an attack.”
Joe pushed the glass toward her again. “Another drink. Else you'll be having a panic attack too.”
Obediently, she drank. But inside she was shaking. Had she pushed things too hard? Was Leigh really regretting her decision? “We should have eloped.”
Joe patted her hand. “Before  you start assigning feelings to her, why don't you wait for her to wake up so that she can speak for herself?”
“I don't need to. I know her better than I know myself. And if she had a panic attack it's because she doesn't want to go through with this, because she can't stand the thought of marrying me. She's going to leave me at the altar, Joe. I can't do that. I can't do it again.”
A heavy hand descended on her shoulder. “You're not getting out of things that easily,” Victoria said. “Joe, you go and deal with the other half of this attempt at a wedding, I'll take care of this half. Off you go.”
Rosie watched as Joe lumbered off. It had been kind of him to offer his best man services. Leigh didn't exactly have many friends, though she was working on it. And she and Joe had become unexpectedly close over the months. They shared a love of terrible eighties films that made Rosie cringe.
“Alright, take a deep breath.”
Victoria sat down and Rosie took the breath as instructed.
“Now, tell me all about it.”
✽✽✽
 
“I can't do it.”
“Then don't.”
Leigh frowned. Joe propped his feet up on the corner of the bed and relaxed back into his armchair.
“Rosie's your best friend and you're sitting here telling me not to marry her?”
“If you destroy her life, I'll destroy you,” Joe said simply.
Ordinarily, Joe was so funny and loving and caring that it was easy to forget that he was a big man. Leigh had a sudden shiver.
“If marrying her means that you're going to destroy her life, then don't do it,” he said.
“That's not it,” Leigh said, looking down.
“Then what is it?” asked Joe. “I can't help you if you don't talk to me.”
With a sigh, Leigh picked up the folded square of paper that was on her nightstand. Even holding it in her hand made her stomach jump and her eyes flicker with anxiety. “It's stupid.”
“Try me.”
“I...” She took a breath and started again. “I'm not sure I can read these.”
“Read what?”
“My vows.”
Joe stared at her for a minute, then nodded. “Alright. So don't.”
“Don't? That easy?”
“That easy. When it gets to that part, just hand 'em over. I'll read 'em for you. No worries.”
And Leigh laughed. It was a light, airy feeling after being so weighed down all morning.
✽✽✽
 
Rosie was taking deep, slow breaths.
“You're going to do great, Rose,” her father said.
They were standing outside the small chapel, the evening breeze blowing in her hair. And she could barely contain herself. All she wanted was to run.
“What if she's not there?”
Her father smiled. “She's there. She'll always be there. That's the thing with people like Leigh, and your mum too. They're loyal. Fiercely loyal. It might take a while to chip away that shell, but once you do, she's yours for life.”
“I love her.”
“I know you do. And I know that this time, you're doing this for all the right reasons. I'm proud of you, little Rosie. Prouder than you'll ever know.”
She could see tears sparkling in his eyes and she squeezed his hands. “Jesus, dad, we'd better get in there or we're both going to be in floods.”
He managed a watery smile and reached to open the door and Rosie's heart sped up and she was more terrified than she'd ever been before in her life.
✽✽✽
 
Leigh straightened out her white suit, making sure the long tails weren't caught in anything, and that her shirt wasn't creased. And silence grew around her. It took her by surprise. She looked up. And saw the most beautiful sight she'd ever seen.
Rosie was on her father's arm. Her dress was long and white cotton, free flowing and relaxed, her feet were bare, despite the chill of the evening, and her hands held a bouquet of wildflowers, liberally sprinkled with dandelions.
And Leigh's whole world stopped as Rosie walked toward her. Her eyes filled with tears that she couldn't shed, her heart creaked as it slowly became complete and then Rosie was smiling up at her and she could barely breathe.
Later she couldn't recount a single second of the first half of the ceremony. She was drunk on Rosie and kept glancing at her as though unsure she was real. It wasn't until Joe coughed and interrupted her thoughts that she came to full attention.
“Vows,” he hissed, pushing a ring into her hand.
She withdrew the folded paper from her pocket and her chest tightened and her breaths were too shallow and Joe reached out to take the paper from her, to read it for her.
But she ignored him.
Deep, full breaths.
Take it slow.
You can do this.
Her hands trembled, setting the paper shaking.
Her mouth was dry, and it took two attempts before she could speak.
But her voice did come. Eventually.
“I love you.”
She took a breath.
“I love the way you make me feel like the world is mine to take. I love the way you make me feel safe and loved. I love the way you make my heart skip every time I see you.”
Another breath. She couldn't look up. Her eyes were glued to the paper in front of her, the words swimming.
“These are my vows to you. I will always care for you. I will always be honest with you. I will always communicate with you. But most of all, I will always love you.”
Her breath hitched.
“I should be better at this, I should have better words, better feelings, better expressions. I should be able to shower you in words the way I want to shower you in love. But that's not me. There are so many things I want to say to you, so many things I want to share with you. But in the end, it all comes down to just three words.”
Now she did look up. She blinked as tears began to roll down her cheeks and Rosie smiled through her own tears and Leigh took her hand.
“I love you.”
✽✽✽
 
Music drifted around the garden and Rosie's feet were tired from dancing. She could see her mother flirting with Leigh's father and it made her smile. Victoria had her feet up, Jasper asleep on her shoulder, talking gently to Miles. A side of her sister that she didn't normally see, a quiet, relaxed side.
“Hey.”
Leigh slid down onto the bench next to her.
“Hey there, wife.”
Leigh smiled and put her arm around Rosie's shoulders. “Feels good to say it, huh?”
Rosie nodded. “It was the vows, wasn't it?”
“What?”
Rosie shook her head at her own stupidity. “All afternoon I was thinking that you didn't want to marry me, that you'd had a panic attack because of all the stress. But it wasn't that at all, was it? It was the vows. You had a panic attack because you had to talk about your feelings in front of everyone we know.”
Leigh shifted uncomfortably, then nodded.
“You did that just for me,” Rosie said. “And you've no idea how proud I am.” She looked out at the dwindling party, empty plates on tables, half-full glasses. “Who would have thought it would all end like this,” she said half to her herself.
“And here was me thinking mixing business and pleasure was a bad thing,” said Leigh. “And yet... I couldn't think of a happier ending.”
They sat together quietly and Rosie felt her body mold to Leigh's, felt the way they fit together perfectly on the small seat.
Leigh picked a flower out of her buttonhole. With long, gentle fingers she tucked the dandelion behind Rosie's ear.
“I can't believe you'd think that I didn't want to marry you,” she said.
Rosie tried to look abashed and failed miserably. “Well, you can't exactly say that it was love at first sight. Or second sight, come to that.”
“You've definitely grown on me,” Leigh said, huskily.
“I don't know, I think you might always have known secretly, deep down. That's why you were so prickly, so defensive.”
“Well, I've vowed to be honest and open about everything,” Leigh said. “So I guess I have to say that I did always find you quite attractive.” She stirred and her fingers stroked Rosie's shoulder. “And while we're on the subject, I should probably tell you something else.”
“Mmm-hmm,” Rosie said, her eyes closing as she felt Leigh's fingers on her.
“I bribed the vicar not to use my real name in the ceremony. She said she had to, and I said that I'd give her a bad Yelp review if she did, so... We might have gotten married under slightly false pretenses.” Leigh was looking at the ground.
“Your real name?” Rosie said, sitting up now. “What on earth are you talking about?”
“Leigh's my middle name. My first name is um... Well, it's Heaven.”
“Heaven?” Rosie could feel the laughter bubbling up inside her and couldn't hold it in. “Heaven? Heaven-Leigh?”
Leigh shook her end, cheeks red. “My parents are hippies, what did I tell you? It's not exactly my fault. I haven't let anyone call me Heaven since I was old enough to stop them.”
But Rosie was still laughing, the giggles exploding out of her as she clutched onto Leigh's arm.
“Come on, it's not that funny.” Leigh reached into her pocket and pulled out a tissue. “Get yourself together.”
“Oh dear,” Rosie said, wiping her eyes. “It turns out Joe was right after all.”
“About what?”
“About me needing to believe in heavenly miracles,” she said.
Leigh raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Her lips were so kissable that Rosie couldn't stop herself. She pulled in and let the warmth flow between them.
“It might be time to get out of here,” Leigh said, voice husky again.
“It might just be,” said Rosie. “My Heaven-Leigh miracle.”
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One For The Road
Chapter One
“I love you.”
Leo sighed and shook her head. “No, you really don't.” She stacked two empty glasses on top of each other and grabbed a cloth from her waistband.
“But I do. Really, you're...” The words slurred slightly and he struggled to grasp hold of what exactly he wanted to say.
“Jack!” Leo called over her shoulder.
“Here when you need me.”
The bar was dim, the neon in the window buzzing. No smoke, not anymore. A few years ago though, there'd have been a smog of tobacco fug floating in the air at this time of night, thick enough that you wouldn't be able to see one end of the bar from the other. Leo wiped down the table as she waited for the punter to collect his thoughts.
“But I love you,” he tried again.
She rolled her eyes. “Drink up now, come on.”
“You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.”
She snorted at this one. “Then you've been walking around with your eyes shut, my love.”
His eyes started to cross and he swayed dangerously before grabbing hold of the edge of the table. “You don't love me,” he slurred back and he was getting to the point where this wasn't fun anymore, where things might take a turn.
“Jack!” she called again.
“Gimme a drink?” suggested the man.
He was a bulky guy, tall, wide. Nice enough. He'd smiled and tipped well at the beginning of the night, and he had a dimple, Leo had noticed. But that had been a handful of shots ago and now he had the blurry look of someone too far gone.
“No more drinks,” she said. “Jack, we've got about sixty seconds and counting before he blows.”
“Coming.” There was the sound of shuffling and a barstool scraped back and she thanked the lord for Jack.
“You don't love me,” the man said again, plaintive this time.
“Oh, I love everyone,” Leo said, grinning at him. And no one, she added silently in her head.
Loving everyone and no one. That was her. Leonora Bonham, the great contradiction.
“Come on, buddy.” Jack had shifted his bulk around the table and had an arm around the man now. He winked at Leo and she smiled, taking a step back. The man had turned the pale shade of white-green that she knew signaled the return of all he'd drunk, and she was damned if she was going to be the one cleaning it up.
“Gimme a drink,” the man said again, but it wasn't a question this time.
“Up we get,” said Jack, heaving him out of his seat. “Let's get some fresh air then we can talk about that drink. How about that, huh?”
The man leaned back, trying to focus his eyes on Jack's grizzled face. He swallowed and swallowed again, then leaned forward confidentially. “You love me?”
Jack boomed with laughter. “I love you all, kiddo,” he said. “Come on, let's keep this nice lady's floor clean. Out we come.”
He managed to half-pull, half-push the man across the bar floor and out the door just in time. Leo heard the unmistakable sounds of noisy vomiting before the front door had a chance to swing shut behind them.
God bless Jack.
She picked up the glasses, deposited them on the end of the bar and switched off the main lights, leaving only the bottle lights on the bar illuminated.
It was a good fifteen minutes before Jack came back in, flicking the lock on the door behind him.
“Keys?” she asked.
Without speaking he pulled out a bunch of car keys and deposited them in a large jar at the corner of the bar.
“Hope he'll remember where he was in the morning so he can come pick those up again,” Leo grunted, pulling a couple of clean glasses out of the rack.
“I put a card in his pocket,” Jack said. “The cab wasn't happy about taking him, but I reckon he'd emptied everything out before he got in, so...” He sniffed and settled himself back on his regular stool. “I turned the hose on the front steps before I came in, so watch yourself, might get slippery out there.”
What would she do without Jack? She shook her head and didn't dare even think about him not being there. He'd always been there. Always on that stool. If someone else sat there they somehow migrated out of the seat the second Jack walked in. “Keep that up and I might have to start paying you a salary.”
“Pay yourself a living wage first, then we'll talk,” he said. He eyed the two glasses in front of her. “But if you were about to offer me one for the road, then I won't say no.”
She poured two long shots of whiskey, sliding one across the bar to him. “Thanks,” she said. “I mean it.”
He shrugged. “No big deal.”
But the way he rolled his shoulders and the twitching of his cheek muscle told her that he was secretly proud to help her out, that he liked being gallant. “You need to get yourself a wife to practice all that chivalry on.”
He laughed and stroked his ratty grey beard. “Already had me three of 'em, and I'll be seventy before I know it, too old for new tricks. Besides, I doubt there's a woman that'd take me now.” He sipped at his whiskey and sighed in satisfaction before turning twinkling blue eyes on her. “Unless you...?”
“Still gay, Jack,” she said, throwing back her shot and topping up her glass as well as his.
“You need a nice wife. Someone waiting for you to warm your bed. Someone to go home to at night. Someone to look after.”
Her eyes flickered out across the bar, looking into the darkness. Nope. That wasn't the deal. No women. Not anymore. No relationships, no giving, no connecting, no intimacy. That's what she'd decided.
It was a lesson hard learned, and one she wasn't going to forget this time. She wasn't built for relationships, there was something off with her, a gene mutation, a character flaw, something. Every woman she loved turned out to be not at all what she was supposed to be, and she'd been hurt too many times.
Sure, she'd patched herself up, bandaged her wounds, but there came a point when even the best doctors had to call it quits. Any more scars and she wouldn't have any heart left. So it was better this way.
Jack was studying her. She'd lost count of the number of drinks he'd had, she only ever bothered to mark half of them on his tab anyway, but the alcohol didn't seem to affect him. Had so much of it he was immune, probably.
“You'll be running on empty soon enough,” he said.
She turned away and started straightening bottles. “And what exactly's that supposed to mean?”
“That if you keep pouring your heart over everyone else, keep loving and giving then eventually you'll run out. Unless you get someone to recharge you every night.” He drank and then snorted a laugh. “Like one of them mobile phones.”
“I've no idea what you're talking about.” She turned a triple sec bottle so that it faced front.
“Damned if you don't,” he said. “You're too big-hearted. Another five minutes and that drunk idiot would have had a bed on your couch for the night, and you know it. You act the shrink for half the damn town. You give too much of yourself. All I'm saying is that one day, you might run out.”
Now she turned. “If I didn't know better, I'd say you'd had too much to drink.”
There was always a dangerous moment when cutting a customer off. A moment when things could go either way, when the nicest guy in the world could turn on you and start spitting insults. But there wasn't a flicker of irritation in Jack's grin.
“Reckon you could be right,” he said, climbing down from his stool. “Be in tomorrow.” He walked across to the door.
“Night, Jack.”
“Night, Leo.”
She watched after him, the bar empty and lonely now, quiet and bigger than it seemed during the day.
She'd been forty for a month to the day. Forty. The big four oh. Not that she'd told anyone or made any kind of fuss about it at all. But it had changed something in her head. Part of it was the vow never to get involved with a woman again. But there was something else. Something that she'd started to wonder every evening as she closed the bar down.
Was this all there was?
The bar, the punters, the empty apartment out back, the runs to the store and the wholesalers. Go to bed and get up in the morning to start the whole thing all over again. Was this really all there was to life?
The door creaked open again and she turned ready to tell whoever it was that she was closed. But Jack's head popped around.
“You know,” he said. “There's one of them big RV things parked out here. Meant to tell you before, but I forgot.”
“Huh. Wonder who that could be?”
“Ain't got no lights on.”
“Guess I'll deal with it in the morning then.”
“Right you are. Night.”
“Night.”
The door closed again and this time she went over and locked it. In the darkness, just in the corner of the parking lot, she could see the shadowy hulk of the RV. She pulled the blind over the window. Maybe it'd be gone when she woke up.



Chapter Two
The sky was starting to dim when the gas gauge blinked red. Sammie's stomach sank. Sure, she'd done this before, but only twice. Maybe, she thought, as she scanned for gas station signs, third time would be the charm. Maybe this time she wouldn't embarrass herself and she'd actually be able to fill the beast up without backing into anything, or nearly tearing off a gas hose, or asking anyone for help.
Her palms were sweating on the steering wheel and for the millionth time she wondered just what the hell she was doing.
“She's a luxury class model,” the RV salesman had said.
That word. Luxury. It made her mouth water. And she knew that he was just trying to make a sale, but even so, she knew in that second that he'd made one.
She'd inspected the place inside and out, searching for ways to make it comfortable, and she'd almost convinced herself that the RV would be just like home.
Because, you know, an RV and a three bedroom condo overlooking the lake with a private dock had so much in common.
A red and yellow sign flashed by on the side of the highway and she prepared to change lanes. She looked, looked again, checked all the mirrors twice and then moved over, her lips moving in silent prayer.
“I wish you and your husband many pleasant trips,” the salesman had said as he handed over the keys.
The word husband had made her legs feel funny. Shaky. Made her mouth dry. “It'll be just me,” she'd said as casually as she could. For a second she saw things from his point of view. A skinny, small blonde dwarfed by a monster of an RV and she'd almost laughed.
“You'll be driving this alone?”
“Sure,” she'd said stoutly, as though this was something she did every day. As though she didn't just drive a sportscar that she was pretty sure would fit in its entirety inside the RV like a snake swallowing a mouse.
The salesman's eyes had narrowed and she'd turned to climb up into the cab and thankfully he'd decided not to believe her confidence. Thankfully, because after two hours driving with him around the parking lot she still felt slightly sick every time she started the engine. And she hadn't backed the RV up since she'd left the dealership.
“For fuck's sake,” she said to herself aloud now. “Get your shit together. What are you? A man  or a mouse?” She giggled to herself at that and tried to feel brave.
The RV pulled smoothly off the highway. She negotiated a sharp turn at the top of the exit ramp. She remembered which side the gas cap was on. And she crossed her fingers as she pulled up at an angle to the pump.
“Please be close enough,” she whispered. “Please.”
She switched off the engine, unbuckled her belt, and jumped down from the vehicle. Her hand was shaking as she pulled out the gas hose. But somehow, miraculously, it stretched far enough. Somehow, miraculously, she'd actually done it. Her face flushed with success and she felt like leaping around and howling in delight.
When the RV was full she went into the gas station, grabbing a diet Coke as she made her way to the cashier. When she saw the final total though, she wished she hadn't. Not that a buck for a Coke would make a huge difference, but still. She gulped and ran her debit card through the machine knowing full well that the transaction put her balance firmly below the thousand dollar mark.
Her last thousand dollars.
“Is there an RV park around here?” she asked the attendant.
“Not as far as I know,” he said, uncaring.
She sucked her teeth and walked out, getting back into the driver's seat before pulling out her phone to check the internet for a park.
Having your own little house on wheels was one thing, taking care of it was another. Sure, she could stop where she felt like it. But at some point she'd need to hit an RV park to accomplish tasks like filling the water tank and emptying... the other kind of tank. Her stomach flipped a little at the thought of it. There was a task she hadn't done yet, and not one she was looking forward to. She'd been deliberately using bathrooms in gas stations to put off the dreaded moment.
She found a park that she figured she could make before nightfall and concentrated hard as she got herself back onto the highway. Only when the beast was gliding along in the middle lane did she think again about her bank balance.
Less than a thousand.
“Everything you have has been given to you,” her father had said.
It had felt like a knife through her chest. Not because it was hurtful, not because her father had been angry, not because it inferred that she was a freeloader. But because it was true.
Somehow, that one sentence had led to all this, to piloting a behemoth down the highway in the rapidly failing light. A behemoth that she'd bought with the proceedings of everything she'd sold.
Not the condo. Nor anything else that could be construed as given to her. She'd sold only what had been actual gifts, or what she'd bought herself with her own money, because she had worked, she wasn't lazy. And when all that was said and done she'd walked away and left everything else behind.
Walked straight into the RV dealership and spent nearly everything all in one shot.
Why?
Excellent question.
One she couldn't answer, not yet. Which was part of the reason she'd blocked off all her social media accounts and wasn't checking her email or picking up her phone. Sooner or later someone was bound to ask her what the hell she was doing and she didn't have an answer.
All of which was beside the point. The pressing issue currently was money. She needed some and she didn't have it. Which meant working, right? For a second she thought about the credit cards she'd left on the bedroom dressing table, fanned out like playing cards.
A job.
The RV bounced over a pot hole and she spent an hour or so in her head thinking about her skills and jobs and how she could earn money.
“Jesus Christ!”
The loud beeping of a car horn broke her out of her thoughts and she saw someone whizz by on the other side of the highway waving at her. It took a minute before she realized what was wrong. Darkness had fallen and she could barely see the road.
Wait.
That wasn't right.
Darkness had fallen and...
“Fuck.” She reached out and switched on the headlights, illuminating the road in front of her.
“Pay attention, Sammie,” she told herself sternly.
She sat up straighter and started to look at road signs but saw nothing that looked familiar from Google Maps. She'd been so lost in space that she'd forgotten about finding the stupid RV park. So lost in space that she could have had an accident, killed herself or someone else. She swallowed away the nausea at the thought.
She was getting tired, that was the problem.
Almost two weeks of this now. Driving around aimlessly, just going where the road took her, not finding answers. Not finding answers because she mostly didn't even know what questions to be asking. Feeling... free but wrong. Like she was missing something, like there was an appointment she'd forgotten about niggling at the back of her mind.
Almost two weeks of not sleeping properly, of driving and thinking and getting slowly sick and tired of herself.
Her eyes ached with exhaustion.
“Screw this.”
She slid over into the next lane and then pulled off at the next exit. She was a danger to herself and to others. She needed to stop.
She didn't notice the name of the town driving in, and didn't really care. She was just looking for a spot big enough to park the RV for the night. A Wal-Mart or grocery store, somewhere large.
When the squat buildings of what looked like a strip mall appeared she pulled in. The parking lot seemed big enough. Neon signs flickered in the window of what she guessed was a bar. The light drew her and she parked close enough that she could see the pink of the neon glittering in the dark living area of the RV.
She didn't bother to make the bed up, just lay on the couch and grabbed herself a blanket and a bottle of water, watching the lights on the ceiling and thinking.
A job. Money. Driving. Answers.
She needed cash. Enough to pay for a spot at an RV park at least. Then maybe she could pick up a temp job and get some money in the bank.
Cash.
She sighed.
She hadn't sold everything, hadn't been able to bring herself to. Just like she couldn't bring herself to look right now. She snuggled down in the blanket and closed her eyes, studiously avoiding looking at the bulk of shadow hanging next to the closet. Next to the closet because it wouldn't fit inside.
Apparently the closets in RVs weren't made to hold wedding dresses.
The dress glowed bright white in its transparent bag.
Fuck it, she thought, turning over and screwing her eyes tight shut in an attempt to force herself to sleep. She could sell the stupid thing in the morning, conscience be damned.



Chapter Three
Leo whistled as she wiped down the tables. The windows were open, the door propped open, and the late autumn sun was unseasonably warm. She finished up with the cleaning and went down the stairs to the basement, dragging up a few cases of bottles.
“Keeps me fit,” she'd told Jack when he'd told her to get help.
And it did. For a woman of forty she was in fine shape. She could see the swell of muscle under her inked skin and it pleased her.
Forty. Who the hell would've thought? It had snuck up on her, scared her for a while there. Still scared her when she was stupid enough to drink whiskey which always made her maudlin, just as it had last night. But, and here was the thing, in the bright light of day, things always looked better.
She put down a crate with a grunt. If that was the case though, then maybe running a bar wasn't the best line of work. Daylight could be hard to come by with her hours, especially in the upcoming winter months.
“You in?”
A voice called from the front and Leo wiped her hands on her jeans and rubbed her sweaty forehead with her arm before kicking the crate into place and sliding behind the bar. “In but not open,” she said.
Matt grinned at her. “Like I've got time for a drink.” He pulled his mail bag around and dipped into it, handing over a pile of letters held tight with an elastic band.
“Not even a water?” she asked, taking the letters.
“Nah, got a big one today,” he said, tugging on the strap of his bag as though to prove his point.
“Get that thing figured out with Sylvia?”
His grin widened. “Did just what you said and listened. Kept my mouth shut and didn't say a word till she was done talking. Should have done it before.”
“Damn straight you should've.” She winked at him. “Glad it's all good though.” The phone rang in the passage.
“Gotta get going,” Matt said. “See you tomorrow.”
“Later.”
“Oh, by the way, there's a huge RV blocking up the parking out front,” he said as he walked out.
Crap. She'd forgotten about that. She ran to get the phone.
She spent five minutes straightening out the order from the brewery over the phone and when she hung up she heard the clatter of bottles from the front. She went back out to see a stack of crates by the door.
“Yo, wassup?” A tall, young man pushed a dolly loaded with more crates through the door.
“Hey Chaz, what's with you?”
He sniffed and carefully stabilized the dolly before lifting off the top crate like it weighed nothing. “Eh, so-so.”
“Wanna talk?”
“Nah.” He picked up another crate. “Just life stuff, you know?”
“Still thinking about studying, huh?”
“Yeah, just... Maybe it's not for a guy like me.”
“Bullshit.”
He rolled his eyes. “I knew you were gonna say that. But...”
“But nothing. Come back later when you're done with your rounds. I'll spot you a beer and you can try to convince me that you're not college material.” He grinned. “Spoiler alert: ain't gonna happen. I'll see you with a degree or I'll be damned.”
“I'll take you up on the beer,” he said. “By the way, there's a huge-ass truck out front that's messing up all the parking.”
Leo was about to respond that getting the RV moved was on her to-do list when a shadow darkened the doorstep.
“Am I interrupting somethin'?”
Chaz took the last case off the dolly as an older woman came in. Her hair shone a bright, fake red that clashed with her wrinkled cheeks. But her smile was genuine and Leo stepped aside to let her further in.
“Not a thing, Peg,” she said. “Usual?”
“Thought you weren't open,” Chaz said.
“I'm not,” said Leo. “At least not to potential college students who've got a job to finish.”
“She's only open to those of us old enough that we might pop our clogs before real opening time,” Peg put in.
Chaz was still laughing as he pushed his dolly out of the bar. Leo went to the back and switched the kettle on. She wasn't open and she wasn't serving alcohol. Having Peg over for morning coffee had somehow turned into a tradition though, and she wasn't so busy that she couldn't spare the time.
“Next door's empty again,” Peg said as Leo came back with the coffee.
“Yeah?” The place had gone through more renters than Leo could remember. It'd been a crystal store when she started working at the bar, and most recently some kind of holistic yoga center.
“Bad for business when there's empty stores,” said Peg, putting her hand around her mug. “Should do something about it.”
“Like what?” asked Leo in amusement. Peg owned and ran a small craft store on the other side of the parking lot and was constantly worried about property prices.
“Like buy it,” Peg said.
Leo laughed. “If I had enough money to buy that place then I'd use it to buy this place first.”
Peg frowned and slurped her coffee. “You still don't own the building, huh? Not after all my advice?”
“Advice is free, Peg. Buildings cost money.” Money that she didn't have.
“Fine. Rent next door then. Knock through. Make more of this place. Get a decent kitchen in, start serving food.”
“All that still takes money, Peg.”
“Huh.” She drank more coffee. “When you came in here we all thought you were gonna shake things up. New blood, young blood. Thought you were gonna redo everything and make all us oldies look bad with our old-fashioned ideas. But you didn't change a thing.”
Leo sighed. Twelve years, that's how long she'd been in the bar. Twelve years, two girlfriends, three pick-up trucks and God knew how many cups of coffee with Peg. And it had all been an accident. A late night drinking in this very bar that somehow ended with her spending the last of the small inheritance her mother had left her to buy the business. But not the premises.
It had seemed a good idea at the time. Strike that. It had been a good idea. She'd had a good time, made plenty of friends, become part of a community. Just...
The thought tiptoed into her head again. Was this all there was? Forty years old with a bar job and no property to speak of, not to mention a bank account that was solidly in the low three digits. Didn't it get better than this? Wasn't there something else?
“So, how's your love life,” Peg said, changing the subject.
“Non-existent,” Leo answered without really thinking. She was looking around the bar, seeing the cracked paint, the tile on the floor that needed fixing, the handful of chairs with their shaky legs.
“Girl as pretty as you?” scoffed Peg. “They should be lining up.”
“Well, they're not.”
“Should get yourself out there. Get on that Tinder,” Peg said. “Or on Grindr.”
“That one's for gay men,” Leo said, biting back a smile. “And what do you know about Tinder?”
“Gotta keep with the times,” Peg said with a grin. “Speaking of time, I'd better be getting back.” She slid off her barstool. “Oh, and you should get that RV moved. It's blocking your signs, won't nobody know you're here.”
“Everyone that wants to know I'm here already knows,” Leo said. But she swilled down the rest of her coffee and followed Peg out anyway. It really was time to deal with the RV issue.
The truck was indeed big. Big enough that Leo felt tiny as she approached it. She gritted her teeth. Please don't let this be trouble, she whispered to herself. Please don't let this start anything. She could take care of herself if she had to, and working late nights in a bar she did sometimes have to, but she preferred to keep things verbal rather than physical. She took a breath then marched up to a door, knocking on it three times. She stepped back and waited. No answer. She banged again, harder this time, using the side of her fist. Still nothing.
Crap.
She took two steps back and looked around. No sign of movement inside. Whoever owned the place obviously wasn't around. Which was a problem. Because the RV needed moving.
She reached for her mobile, sliding it out of her pocket, knowing that she should call the police, get the thing towed. It was on her property. Well, the bar's property.
She marched around the RV, finding the license plate, noting down the number. But as soon as she started to dial her conscience pricked at her.
Maybe there'd been an accident. Maybe there was an emergency. People didn't just park RVs in random parking lots, after all. There must be a reason. Mustn't there? And it had only been a few hours, after all.
She bit her lip. She should get the thing towed, it was blocking the signs to her bar, it was in the way of potential customer parking, it shouldn't be there. But... but she couldn't bring herself to do it. How would she feel if an old couple showed up at lunch looking for their retirement home?
“Hi there, hi, sorry, you're from the bar?”
Leo turned and saw a large man. The same large man that had thrown up on her steps the night before. She raised an eyebrow. “How's the hangover treating you?”
He groaned. “Feel like I'm on my last legs.” He looked down at the ground. “Probably I owe you an apology for last night. I'm sorry, I just... I got out of control.”
She smiled. “It happens. Come on. I've got your car keys inside. If you're lucky, I might have a cup of coffee going as well.”
She followed the man inside, sparing one last glance at the RV. If it wasn't gone by opening time, she'd get someone out to tow it, she promised herself.
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