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  Is there really such a thing as a perfect proposal?


  ‘Over the next hundred days I intend to find out. I will find one hundred ways to propose to our Chief Proposer Suzie McKenzie and post the results here for your enjoyment. One thing’s for sure, not one of my proposals will be on top of the Eiffel Tower with a dozen red roses.’


  Best friends Suzie and Harry are partners in romance. That is, they run the.PerfectProposal.com, coming to the aid of would-be grooms to create the ultimate marriage proposal.


  But when Harry decides to catapult the business into the big leagues with a PR stunt all Suzie can see is a hundred days of heartbreak stretching ahead of her. But however exotic the location, or breath-takingly romantic the setting, Suzie has to keep remembering that ‘Marry Me?’ is the one question she can’t say yes to.


  This business proposal should come with one hundred broken heart warnings... One hundred proposals, one hundred chances to say yes.


  Also by Holly Martin
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  I live in sunny Bedfordshire in a house with round windows. I studied media at university, which led to a very glitzy career as a hotel receptionist, followed by an even more glamorous two years working in a bank. The moment that one of my colleagues received the much-coveted carriage clock for fifteen years’ service was the moment when I knew I had to escape. I quit my job and returned to university to train to be a teacher. Three years later, I emerged wide-eyed and terrified that I now had responsibility for the development of thirty young minds. I taught for four years before History Off The Page came to my school to do a Tudor day. I now drive round the country in my little white van, dressing up as a Viking one day and an Egyptian High Priestess the next.


  I love to write. The characters do exactly what I want them to do, most of the time. Sometimes they do seem to go off and do their own thing without my permission. It is complete escapism into a world where I have full control.


  I’ve been writing for four years now – every spare second I have, I’m scribbling ideas in a notebook or typing a scene on my laptop. I have written three romantic fiction books. Changing Casanova and The Chainsaw Masquerade were shortlisted for the Festival of Romance New Talent Award in 2012


  My short story won the Belinda Jones Travel Club short story competition and was published in the Sunlounger anthology, alongside some of my favourite authors – Belinda Jones, Miranda Dickinson and Rosie Blake.


  I won the Carina Valentine’s Competition at the Festival of Romance in 2013 and my first novel The Guestbook was published on Valentine’s Day.


  You can follow me at http://hollymartinwriter.wordpress.com and on Twitter @hollymartin00


  Huge thanks to my lovely friend Belinda Jones and my agent Madeleine Milburn who encouraged me to write this story, it quite simply wouldn’t have existed if it wasn’t for you. You both have been my rock through all of this and I feel very fortunate to have you both fighting my corner.


  To Kirsty Maclennan and Verity Forbes who read the first half of the book when I was losing faith in it and demanded that I finish it.


  For my mom, my biggest fan, who reads every word I have written a hundred times over and loves it every single time.


  To my family, my dad, my brother Lee and my sister-in-law Julie, for your support, love, encouragement and endless excitement for my stories.
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  The other half of the Gosling Girls, Megan Wood and Laura Lovelock. I love my Gosling Girls so much and I couldn’t do it without you all. For the endless promotion, tweets, the blog tour, the videos, the excitement, the gushing and the love. You are amazing.


  For my twinnie, the gorgeous Aven Ellis for just being my wonderful friend, for your support, for cheering me on and for keeping me entertained with wonderful stories and pictures of hot men. Thank you for lending me the beautiful Harrison Flynn for my Ice Hockey game in Toronto.


  For Sharon Sant for listening to me moan and stress and panic with endless patience and for all your support and friendship.
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  To the wonderful supportive HQ Digital authors, you guys are the very best.


  And finally to all at HQ Digital who have helped to bring this book to publication, my wonderful editor Lucy Gilmour, for making the book so much better, the digital team, Anna and the design team for this incredible cover and anyone else there who has helped to make this book a reality.
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  Prologue


  ‘Ok, you can open your eyes now,’ Harry said.


  I blinked in the gloom of the cave. Moonlight tumbled through the opening above us, reflecting off the waterfall as it cascaded into the pool below. We had been in Australia for just a few days but I knew it would never cease to amaze me. Dancing in the pockets of the cave walls were hundreds of fireflies, sparkling like fairy lights.


  Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next.


  The fireflies started to gather together and slowly a shape was formed. I frowned in confusion and then within seconds the words, ‘Suzie, Marry Me,’ stood proud against the cave walls, written by the fireflies.


  I whirled round to face Harry in shock. ‘How did you do that?’ I looked back at the fireflies, not wanting to miss anything. Would they perhaps move to form the lyrics of my favourite song? Were they super trained fireflies and in a minute they’d all whip out their mini cheerleader pom-poms and start some kind of dance where they would balance precariously on each other’s backs?


  ‘It’s some kind of fruit juice, they love it.’


  I fumbled in my bag for my camera. ‘We have to get a picture for the website.’


  I fired off a couple of shots and I could see a few other tourists had entered the cave and were clearly waiting for my answer. They’d be waiting for a long time.


  ‘So what do you think?’ Harry said. ‘Is this the perfect proposal?’


  ‘It’s definitely one of your best, very romantic.’ I focused my attention on the photos I was taking. They were going to look fantastic with the waterfall in soft focus in the background and the fireflies in sharp detail set against the inky blue light of the moon.


  ‘But still not the perfect proposal?’


  ‘Not for me, but someone else would love it.’ I watched the faces of the other tourists fall at my callous response. ‘We’re not together, we just work with each other.’ One couple looked at me dubiously, so I pressed on. ‘Our company creates the perfect proposal, this kind of thing is our bread and butter.’


  I resisted the sudden urge to rush over to them and start handing out business cards. As if reading my mind, Harry slung an arm round my shoulder, restraining me with his hand.


  I looked up at him innocently but he didn’t seem convinced.


  The tourists moved further down the cave, leaving us alone.


  ‘You always do that,’ Harry said.


  ‘What, promote our business? I know, I can’t help it. I’m just so proud of what we’ve achieved that I want to tell anyone that listens and anyone that doesn’t.’


  ‘No, not that. You always say our company, our business. It’s yours, you started it. I’m just the tech guy.’


  It was just me to start with. I created the.PerfectProposal.com over two years ago when my boyfriend at the time proposed drunkenly to me over a greasy kebab. It struck me that maybe the menfolk of this world might need a little helping hand to create a proposal their girlfriends would remember forever. Although the greasy kebab is not one I’m likely to forget.


  Harry was my web designer. When the business first started he would come by my office, the back bedroom in my home, every day to help update the website with my new ideas, photos and special offers. In the end it made sense to make him a permanent feature. Our website looked fantastic and as an online company this was integral to our success.


  But Harry wasn’t just the geeky IT guy, far from it. He was the biggest man I had ever seen in my life, with large thighs and big feet. He had stubbly, dark hair and chocolate eyes. But he also had a vivid imagination – where I was organising the logistics for a champagne helicopter trip, he would be the one that would come up with something completely unique like using fireflies.


  ‘And you always put yourself down. We’re equal partners now, you helped to make the company a success too,’ I said.


  He shrugged, never keen to accept that he played such an important part in it. He gestured to the fireflies that were starting to break formation now. ‘Is it too sickly?’


  I let my camera hang round my neck and leaned into him, I loved the way I fitted against him. ‘I love it, I really do, it’s… magical. But there’s still something missing.’


  Was there really such a thing as a perfect proposal? Three months ago, just before Valentine’s Day, Harry had made it his mission to provide me with one. But deep down I knew what I wanted and I doubted Harry would be able to deliver it. I should have told him that when he first started this wild goose chase. It would have saved me a lot of heartache.


  Chapter One


  Three Months Before


  I put the phone down on another excited client and sighed. It was February 11th and we’d had a surge of customers all desperately wanting to propose on top of the Eiffel Tower on Valentine’s Day. I felt like screaming. It was only by careful planning that I’d arranged that my customers weren’t going to be there at the same time. That’s just what a girl wants to feel special, to see other girls being proposed to at the same place and time that she was. Was there no originality anymore? Harry was brilliant at coming up with unique proposals, but no matter how many times I had tried to sell Harry’s ideas to them, they wanted the traditional and that was that.


  ‘Another Eiffel Tower?’ asked Harry as he absentmindedly uploaded photos to our rolling gallery.


  ‘He wants a dozen red roses delivered to the observation deck at eight.’ I rubbed my head in defeat. ‘What about something different, going to the ballet or proposing over a bag of chips at the end of Brighton Pier?’


  He swivelled in his chair. ‘What would be your perfect proposal?’


  I looked at him and had a sudden flash of him holding me in his arms and asking me to marry him.


  ‘I don’t know, the perfect guy would definitely be a bonus.’


  ‘Ok so you have your perfect guy and it’s not greasy kebab boy –’


  ‘Let’s be clear, it was the kebab that was greasy not the man.’


  He waved away the details. ‘So Orlando Bloom or some other non-greasy hunk is asking you to marry him, how would he do it?’


  I took a sip of tea whilst I pondered this. If one of my customers phoned up at a loss for inspiration I had a hundred ideas. But for me, my mind was blank.


  ‘I have an idea.’ Harry’s eyes were suddenly bright with excitement. He whirled round on his chair and started tapping away furiously on his computer. I peered over his shoulder at our website.

  



  Proposer’s Blog


  How Do You Propose to a Proposer?


  Over the next hundred days I intend to find out. I will find one hundred ways to propose to our Chief Proposer Suzie McKenzie, and post the results here for your enjoyment. One thing’s for sure, not one of my proposals will be on top of the Eiffel Tower with a dozen red roses.

  



  ‘You can’t put that, we’ve had fifteen customers who want to propose like that over the last week,’ I said, ignoring the sudden thundering of my heart that Harry was going to propose to me.


  ‘Then maybe they’ll have a rethink.’ Harry was already uploading a picture of a diamond ring onto the blog.


  ‘Or ask for their money back.’


  But Harry was still writing.

  



  Day 1: The Traditional Proposal. Location: Our office.

  



  He stood up and got down on one knee – yanking the snake ring off his thumb, he held it aloft to my shocked face.


  ‘Suzie McKenzie, you are my best friend and I cannot imagine finding anyone I would rather spend the rest of my life with. Marry me.’


  The world stopped. My mouth was dry. How unfair was it that the one thing I wanted most in the world was happening right in front of me and it was as real as a pair of breasts on Sunset Boulevard.


  I wanted to snatch the ring off him, stuff it on my finger and march him down to the nearest registry office. But I didn’t.


  I cleared my throat of the huge lump. ‘Too clichéd, wrong location, wrong ring.’


  He grinned as he appraised his ring and stood up, clearly not fussed by this rejection. He started typing.

  



  Crashed and Burned. Apparently a snake ring with evil red eyes and the beige walls of our cramped office isn’t good enough for her. I’ll try again tomorrow.

  



  Surely not. A hundred days of this torment? I didn’t think I could bear it.


  He looked at his watch. ‘Oh, I’ve got to go, hot date with Sexy Samantha again tonight.’


  Samantha was his first girlfriend in nearly a year. When I first met him he seemed to go through a different girl each week, so I wasn’t sure why he’d gone through the sudden dry patch. But Samantha was definitely the type to tempt him out of it.


  I’d had the pleasure of meeting Sexy Samantha the night before. Suspicious of Harry’s relationship with his best friend, she’d barrelled into my home and demanded that Harry introduce me. I came downstairs in leggings and an oversized black hoodie – I knew I was hardly dressed to impress. And impress her I didn’t. The look of relief when Samantha saw me was palpable. She, on the other hand, was a vision of heavenly loveliness. She was almost as tall as Harry, with long blonde hair and curves everywhere. My eyes were immediately drawn to a big pair of breasts, squeezed between an overly tight top. Harry was definitely a breast man. All of his girlfriends were very well-endowed in the breast department. Some of the breasts, I suspected, weren’t even real – though Harry didn’t seem to mind. I was more in the straight up, straight down department, definitely no curves and not really any breasts to speak of.


  I watched Harry log off his computer with haste and obvious excitement about what Sexy Samantha had in store for him that night.


  ‘I have a hot date too,’ I blurted out, watching for any flicker of jealousy. Of course there was none.


  ‘That’s great Suze.’ He looked genuinely pleased. ‘You haven’t seen anyone since Jack…’ He trailed off. My life was defined into two segments. Before Jack and After Jack. I wondered if Jules felt the same. He grabbed his jacket, averting his eyes from me, perhaps knowing that he had said something he shouldn’t. ‘It’s about time you got back on the horse again. We can swap notes tomorrow.’


  ‘Or not.’ I couldn’t bear thinking about that conversation. The literal ins and outs of Harry’s date would be something I really didn’t want to hear. I’d changed the subject twice that morning already when he started giving me explicit details that would be right at home on the pages of an erotic fiction novel. Sexy Samantha was far kinkier than those baby blue eyes might suggest. Besides, what did I have to contribute to that conversation? My hot date consisted of a tub of Ben and Jerry’s and a night in with the beautiful Brad Pitt. I logged off my own computer, keen to show him I also had something exciting to run off to.


  ‘Where did you meet him?’


  I racked my brain as I fluffed out my hair in the reflection of a photo showing me and Harry covered in snow and grinning ear to ear after sledging at the indoor Snow Zone. Before Jack.


  ‘Skiing,’ I said, then wished I hadn’t.


  He stopped in his hasty exit. ‘Skiing? When have you been skiing?’


  ‘I go every Sunday, skiing lessons, he’s my ski instructor.’ I was making it worse.


  ‘You hate skiing.’


  I had said that hadn’t I. Because this photo was taken when we had our first and last skiing lesson a year before. I had spent forty minutes falling on my bum – as kids as young as five glided effortlessly past me – and the last twenty minutes of the lesson, after Harry had been upgraded to the adult slopes, trying to get up and rolling around on the floor with my skis in the air, looking like an oversized beetle stranded on its back. Harry had felt sorry for me that I had failed so spectacularly and had taken me sledging instead. Much more up my street. There was no skill at all involved in sliding down a slope in a red plastic sledge.


  ‘I like it now. I’m very proficient. Obviously just needed the right instructor.’


  ‘Well that’s great, maybe we can go together sometime.’


  I fixed a smile onto my face. ‘Maybe.’


  ‘What’s his name?’


  I cast around for a suitable name and a suitable adjective to describe him, something comparable to Sexy Samantha. I had nothing, no names in my head at all. The only name in my head was Harry and that would be too weird. He was staring at me, waiting for me to come up with a name, the silence stretched on. I had to say something.


  ‘Tim.’ I almost shouted out with relief. ‘Tiny Tim.’


  Great. Just great.


  Harry’s face fell. ‘Tiny Tim?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘As in…’ he waggled his little finger at me.


  ‘No, no, of course not, he’s very big in that department. Big all over in fact. Huge. It’s kind of an ironic name.’


  ‘Big like me?’


  ‘Well I have no idea how big you are in that department.’ My eyes cast down to the sizeable bulge in his jeans and I felt my cheeks burn as he clearly saw me checking him out.


  ‘I meant in height,’ Harry said. I’m sure I saw his mouth twitch as he suppressed a smile.


  ‘Oh yes, he’s very tall.’


  ‘Good. That’s good. I have a friend who’s a ski instructor at the Snow Zone, he might know your Tim. What’s his surname?’


  ‘Timmings.’


  I was a terrible liar.


  ‘Tim Timmings?’


  ‘That’s right.’


  A horn tooted outside and Harry peeled back the net curtain to wave at Sexy Samantha as she leaned on the bonnet of her sexy red convertible. I didn’t think I’d ever be so relieved to see her again.


  ‘Well have fun.’ Harry threw me a cursory wave as he thundered down the stairs. A second later I heard the front door slam.


  I peered out the window, hoping not to be noticed as Harry swept Sexy Samantha into his arms and swung her round as if he hadn’t seen her in months. As he deposited her on the floor she waved up at me and I was forced to wave politely back.


  With a wheel spin and the stereo blaring out something young and hip, the red convertible roared up the road, taking my heart with it.


  I’d been in love with Harry for two long, painful years and we were further away today from getting together than we had been when we first met. We were now firmly in the friend zone and there was never any coming back from that.


  Two years was way too long for unrequited love. It was time I moved on with someone else. I would just fall out of love with him, simple as that.


  I sighed as I walked into my bedroom and got changed into my cow print onesie. I flicked through some songs on my iPod until I found something suitably rousing and as Gloria Gaynor started belting out ‘I am what I am’, I turned up the volume, leapt up onto the bed and danced and wiggled my bum in time with the lyrics. I was highly skilled in the playing of air drums and as Gloria reached a crescendo so did my frenetic drum playing. As the instrumental kicked in I leapt off the bed, doing the splits mid-air. I pulled a muscle in my groin and as I flicked my hair theatrically out of my face I saw Harry’s eyes widen in horror as I landed on top of him, one leg somehow hooked over his shoulder as my other foot kicked him square in his crotch.


  He screamed in pain. I screamed with embarrassment as he staggered back and landed hard on his bum, my leg still wrapped round his neck.


  Gloria was still singing loudly in the background as we stared at each other. Finally I managed to speak.


  ‘What are you doing here?’


  ‘Currently, wondering if I’ll ever be able to have sex again. Can you please get off my lap?’


  I quickly climbed off him, kneeing him in the face as I tried to stand up. He slowly staggered to his feet, doubled over in obvious pain.


  ‘I forgot my wallet,’ he said, by way of explanation.


  I swallowed. ‘You saw me dance?’


  He lifted his head and this time there was no mistaking the grin. ‘From the very beginning to the dramatic finale.’


  I groaned.


  ‘I better go, Samantha will be wondering where I am. Nice onesie by the way. Does Tiny Tim have one too? A horse or a pig perhaps?’


  I stared down at myself, at the pink udders hanging limply from my stomach, and wanted the ground to swallow me up. ‘He’s not coming round till later.’


  ‘Of course not. And I imagine he thinks you look quite cute in it.’


  Cute? Puppies were cute. Is that how he thought of me, as a cute little puppy?


  He moved to the top of the stairs and I followed him.


  ‘Do you think I look cute in it?’


  He turned and walked back up a few stairs, kneeling on the stair below me so we were eye to eye. ‘Yes.’


  My heart dropped. I was so far in the friend zone I was now categorised as cute. He’d be patting me on the back next and telling me he saw me like a sister.


  ‘Sexy cute?’


  ‘No.’


  My heart sank into my feet.


  ‘I bet Samantha would look sexy in it?’


  ‘I doubt it. I don’t think it’s possible for anyone to look sexy in it.’


  I felt slightly better at this.


  ‘And don’t underestimate the value of cute, it’s a great quality to have.’ He leaned forward and kissed me on the nose. ‘And don’t stay up too late, I have a big day planned for you tomorrow.’


  He ran down the stairs and was gone a second later.


  I touched my nose, still feeling the softness of his lips. He thought I was cute. I smiled as I fell in love with him all over again.


  Chapter Two


  I woke the next day with a start, being quite simply torn from a dream about Jack – a memory of playing with him on the beach as he tried to put wet seaweed down my back. As I became more conscious, the loss of losing him hit me all over again.


  I knew immediately that someone was in the room with me. I was face down on my pillow and I leaned up and swept my curtain of tangled brown hair off my face. Harry was sitting next to me on the bed, sipping his coffee and reading my very dog-eared copy of The Hobbit.


  I scowled at him. I wasn’t a morning person.


  ‘Do you not knock?’


  Harry’s attention didn’t even waver from the page he was reading. ‘You gave me a key.’


  ‘I could have been naked.’


  He put his book down and looked at me. ‘All the more reason for me not to knock.’


  I blushed and climbed off the bed.


  Most mornings I woke to this. I must admit, it was a lovely way to wake up. One night, after these early morning visits had become more regular, I went to bed in my sexiest lingerie in the hope that the following morning he would come in and be so turned on that he might immediately ravish me. But not only did he not even bat an eyelid when he saw me in my black, satin nightie, he was more excited about his McDonalds breakfast and the free hash brown he had been given by the girl flirting with him behind the counter than what I had to offer. To add insult to injury, as I tried to arrange myself subtly into a sexy pose on the bed next to him as he chomped through his Bacon and Egg McMuffin, I had simply slithered off the bed into a crumpled heap on the floor. Nowadays it seemed much easier and more comfortable to sleep in my regular pyjamas.


  Harry handed me a coffee fresh from the café round the corner. I took a sip – it was made exactly how I liked it, with three sugars and a dash of hazelnut syrup. As I went to take another sip, I realised that a small heart had been drawn in the froth on the top. I smiled and hovered near his side, peering round him to the brown paper bag I could see tucked by his hip.


  He was busy reading so I coughed loudly to gain his attention. When he glanced up, I looked deliberately at the bag.


  ‘How do you know this is for you?’


  ‘Because you always bring me nice things from the café. What is it this morning, an apricot Danish, ooh a walnut plait or…’


  He whisked it out the bag and showed it to me, and the words dried in my throat. Iced into the top of my favourite cinnamon swirl were the words ‘Marry Me.’


  I had almost forgotten about this silly hundred proposals thing. I’d hoped he’d forgotten as well. But now it looked like he really did mean to torture me. One hundred days. One hundred different ways to break my heart.


  I looked at him and he was watching me hopefully.


  ‘It’s certainly unique.’ I took the bun from him, and picked a currant out of it, averting my gaze from his. I forced my voice to sound normal before I spoke again. ‘If I bite into this am I at risk of swallowing a diamond ring?’


  He shook his head. ‘No ring. You said a ring was clichéd. Besides, why propose with diamonds when you can propose with cinnamon and coffee?’


  ‘You should take a picture of it before I eat it. Put it on the blog.’ I had a huge lump in my throat.


  ‘Good idea.’ He whipped out his phone, pressed a few buttons and pointed it in my direction. I held it out for him to get a good angle and realised my hands were shaking. Harry realised it too. To my shame, tears swam in my eyes.


  Harry was off the bed in a second. ‘What’s wrong, what’s happened?’


  ‘Nothing, I’m fine. Just tired.’ I stepped away from him but he pulled me back, holding me tight and squashing the bun between us. I breathed him in, his wonderful earthy smell as he started to stroke my back.


  ‘Did something happen with Tiny Tim?’


  I couldn’t keep up with the lie any longer and it had achieved nothing anyway.


  ‘We broke up,’ I said into his chest, hoping that would explain why I was soaking his shirt with my tears.


  ‘Oh honey, I’m sorry.’ His hand moved to my hair and my breath caught in my throat. ‘Had you been seeing him long?’


  Oh what a tangled web we weave.


  ‘A few weeks. It wasn’t serious, but I really liked him. But obviously I liked him more than he liked me.’


  ‘Well then the man’s an idiot. Who wouldn’t love a girl in a cow print onesie?’


  I giggled.


  He tilted my face up to look at him.


  ‘Right, enough tears. Any man who makes you cry is not worth it.’


  If only he knew.


  ‘Anyway, I have a day out planned for you today, so stop moping around and get yourself showered and dressed.’


  He released me and we both looked at the squashed bun. Although it looked a bit worse for wear, the words ‘Marry Me’ were still very obvious on the top. Harry took a photo and I quickly ate it so I wouldn’t have to stare at the empty words any longer. It tasted good, despite the fact that with every mouthful my heart broke a little bit more.


  ‘So, as proposals go, is this what you imagined for yourself?’ Harry asked, when it was gone.


  ‘Undoubtedly. The perfect proposal. So you don’t have to bother with the other ninety-eight different ways now. Write on the blog that you bought me a cinnamon swirl and I caved. I’m a cheap date, easily pleased.’


  Harry pulled a face. ‘It was a bit cheap and naff, wasn’t it? Ok, for my next one it will be something huge.’


  ‘Really, the cinnamon swirl was cute… and don’t underestimate the value of cute.’


  But Harry was already walking away into the office, scrolling through his phone as he went.


  ‘Harry, are you listening? Nothing says ‘I love you’ like a personalised cinnamon swirl.’


  ‘Get in the shower, woman, I need to make some calls.’


  I sighed. I had to sway him from this path. Ninety-eight heart-breaking days stretched ahead of me like an endless desert, with no respite from the sun.


  I got in the shower and stuck my head under the stream.


  No, I could do this. Proposals were my entire waking life. My dreams were plagued by them too. Something like this could only be good for business. I just had to become immune to the words. They were empty and meaningless. And now I knew that I was to expect it every day, I could prepare myself for it, pretend in my head the words meant something else.


  I got dressed quickly and walked into the office.


  ‘Hey.’ Harry was busy typing. ‘Our blog has nineteen followers already.’


  ‘Our Proposer’s Blog? This hundred proposals malarkey?’


  ‘Malarkey? I’m offended.’ He smiled up at me briefly before returning his attention to the screen. ‘Yes, I guess they want to see what I come up with next.’


  I leaned over him to see what he had written and caught a whiff of his wonderful clean earthy smell. There was the close-up picture of my squashed bun, and another picture I hadn’t realised he had taken – of me eating it, my hair a full bird’s nest, my face red and blotchy from the tears, dressed in my rather unflattering cow print onesie. Great!


  Under the picture was Harry’s blog.

  



  Proposer’s Blog

  



  Day 2: The Cinnamon Swirl Proposal. Location: Suzie’s bedroom (I assure you, nothing saucy going on here).

  



  Is the way to a woman’s heart through her stomach?


  Our Suzie McKenzie has a very sweet tooth and so I thought to charm her with a sweet proposal of her own. Nadia’s Bakery, St Patrick’s Road makes the best Cinnamon Swirls in the world and it’s one of Suzie’s all-time favourite things to eat for breakfast. So when I explained the situation to the lovely Nadia this morning she was more than happy to provide me with a personalised one along with a heart-topped latte.


  So what was Suzie’s reaction? She seemed a bit blasé about it actually. Wolfed it down and barely registered the words.

  



  That wasn’t true of course, but it was better he wrote that than writing that I burst into tears.

  



  I always thought those proposers that pop the question with a ring at the bottom of the champagne glass were silly – who wants to fish the diamond ring out of the toilet a few days later? Though now Suzie’s eaten my proposal, there’s nothing left of it apart from the icing on her lips.

  



  I immediately checked my lips and I saw Harry smirk out of the corner of my eye.

  



  Next time, I will do something grand. Something she can’t possibly miss. Plus, who would really say yes over a 59p Cinnamon Swirl?

  



  ‘That makes me sound shallow,’ I said, squeezing past him to log on to my own computer.


  ‘Not shallow, just greedy. And don’t bother logging on, we’re going out.’


  ‘I can’t, it’s our busiest time of the year, you know that. Three days before Valentine’s Day, all those last minute Larrys will be phoning us up for support.’


  ‘I’ve already diverted the calls to your mobile and you can still pick up your emails, besides today is completely work orientated – we’re sourcing new locations, so stop making excuses and get your boots on.’


  When I hesitated, he grabbed my hand and pulled me out the office.


  I laughed. ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘First stop, we’re going to buy you some decent pyjamas, so the next boyfriend won’t be scared off by seeing you in that onesie.’


  I stopped dead and when he turned to look at me, his eyes were kind.


  ‘Jack bought it for me,’ I said, quietly.


  ‘I know.’


  ‘I’m not getting rid of it.’


  ‘I’m not saying throw it out. But I know Jack, he had a wicked sense of humour and you know as well as I do that he bought it for you as a joke because you used to take the piss out of onesies and people that wore them. You know that he never intended for you to wear it at all let alone every day since his death. If you want to keep it, keep it. All I’m talking about is options. Something else you could wear that would show off that fabulous figure of yours.’


  I opened my mouth to protest as the last words he said slammed into my brain. Fabulous figure?


  He moved his hands to my shoulders and when he spoke his voice was soft.


  ‘I know you’re trying to keep your brother alive, keep him close, but he would be cringing if he could see you wearing that thing and you know that. Keep him close with your memories of him, not by compromising who you are.’


  I blinked. That was very profound for half nine on a Thursday morning.


  ‘I’m just saying, the Suzie McKenzie I know and love wouldn’t be caught dead in something like that.’


  ‘I think it’s funny.’ I knew I sounded like a petulant child.


  ‘Yes, for about five minutes after you opened your present – it’s not quite so funny eight months later.’


  He had a point. I’d washed it so many times that the white patches were now grey and the udders were looking decidedly limp.


  ‘And while we’re on the subject. You can stop wearing black as well. We’re not in the Victorian times anymore.’


  He pulled me into the bedroom and I followed, still in shock over his brutal honesty. He opened my wardrobe and pulled out my favourite scarlet jumper dress. ‘You can wear this today with those purple leggings.’


  They would clash horribly. I smiled


  ‘And you can wear them with those Barbie pink boots you love so much and…’ He rooted around in one of my drawers, finally found what he had been looking for, pulled it out and thrust it into my face. ‘This. You’ll wear this.’


  ‘But –’


  ‘No buts. Get changed. You have five minutes.’


  I stared after his retreating back and then down at the black shirt and black trousers I had put on out of habit. In the months after Jack’s death my taste in bright and garish clothes had seemed disrespectful somehow. Was one month too soon to return back to my colourful spots, stripes and swirls? Was two months? But now it had been eight months and I had seemingly been wearing black ever since. My bright clothes even seemed to have a thin layer of dust on them as they hung forgotten in my wardrobe. Harry had a point. Again.


  I came downstairs a few minutes later, dressed in my purple leggings, scarlet jumper, pink boots and my red and gold spotted sequinned beret that I adored and Jack hated because he said I looked like a toadstool. I felt lighter already.


  Harry grinned when he saw me. ‘You look beautiful.’ He offered me his arm. ‘Now let’s go.’


  I leaned into him and walked out into the early morning sunshine.


  *


  ‘No way. I’m not doing that,’ I said, staring at the scene before me in horror. ‘There’s nothing romantic about that.’


  ‘Who says proposals have to be romantic?’ Harry said as he bent down to forcefully remove my boots.


  ‘It’s the rules. Flowers, fireworks, chocolates. A stuffed teddy with the words emblazoned across a red heart. Not this. Never this.’


  ‘I disagree.’


  ‘You would,’ I said as Harry pushed me gently but forcibly forwards in the queue.


  ‘I think proposals can be weird, funny or in the case of this little adventure, adrenaline filled.’


  I was next.


  ‘If I die –’


  ‘I’ll wear a cow print onesie to your funeral. Now get up there.’


  My phone rang in my pocket.


  ‘Oh I have to get that, shame I’ll miss my turn.’


  But to my annoyance, Harry had already wrestled my phone from my pocket and had answered it. He was more than capable of dealing with our customers and he knew I knew that.


  ‘Are you going or what, love?’ asked a big gruff man whose face looked like it had been punched several times. His nose was bent in two places and he had a huge scar across his forehead. Had he sustained these injuries doing this? I shrunk back but Harry pushed me forward.


  ‘Yes she is, and send her as high as you can.’


  The man nodded, somewhat evilly I thought.


  I climbed the steps to my doom and they attached thin rubber cables to my harness. I kept my eyes on Harry as the man bounced behind me for a few seconds, causing me to bounce as well. A moment later I was propelled some ten feet into the air, a scream tearing from my throat. I fell back to the earth but no sooner had I touched the ground than I was sent back into the air again, this time even higher than the last.


  We had been walking along the Thames when the sounds of screams had attracted us. As we rounded the corner, we saw the bungee trampolines and watched with amusement as we saw people screaming, being bounced higher and higher in the air. My amusement had quickly turned to horror when I realised Harry had paid for me to have a go, and that we had come here deliberately for this reason.


  I screamed again as I flailed in the air, kicking my legs helplessly in the hope that it would slow my descent. Each time I thought I was going to crash into the ground, I came to a slow stop, bounced gracefully off the trampoline and was propelled back into the air again. As I was thrust into the air for the fifth time, a bubble of laughter escaped my throat. It was a rush – a terrifying, brilliant rush. The man bounced with me, sending me higher, and I roared with joy.


  All too soon the experience was over, and the man slowed me down and stopped me. He unhooked me and I quickly clambered down the steps and ran straight into Harry’s arms, still laughing uncontrollably.


  Finally my laughter subsided.


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘You’re very welcome,’ he said, into my forehead. ‘You see, at this point, while your heart is still pounding furiously and with the grin plastered on your face, I would propose.’


  ‘And I would say yes.’


  I felt him smile into my hair.


  ‘So one we can definitely add to our repertoire?’


  ‘Yes, I take it all back. I love it.’


  ‘They’re not here all the time, but the guy is going to give me his card as they go all round the UK. We can phone them up if need be and find out where they are.’


  ‘Excellent, it’s great to get contacts like this.’


  ‘Are you ready for the next part of our day?’


  I pulled back, intrigued. ‘There’s more?’


  ‘Yes.’ He chivalrously picked up the bag containing the pyjamas he had bought me earlier. Very simple, very elegant satin pyjamas. I’d liked the black but Harry put his foot down and we’d eventually agreed on a dusty rose.


  ‘Was the phone call anything good?’


  ‘I’ve emailed over to him our basic package.’


  I sighed. ‘That’s the fourth today.’


  ‘Hey, the basic package is a good little money earner. You know – on average – half the customers that buy the twenty pound package from us, come back and spend ten times that on a big extravagant proposal.’


  ‘I know, but at this time of year I kind of expect to get more big proposals rather than so many basic packages.’


  Harry was right, we earned quite a bit from our basic package. For twenty pounds, we sent our customers a brochure of our top fifty proposals. Ideas ranging from the romantic to the ridiculous, top class restaurants to tiny little tucked away cafés strewn with fairy lights. We included days out, fun experiences and romantic getaways. We also included vouchers for discounts and special offers at these hotels and restaurants and if our customers went there, we also got ten percent of their final bill from the companies for introducing our customers to them in the first place. It also gave brief details of more elaborate proposals, something only we could organise, with the promise of a refund of the twenty pounds if they were to book one of the grander proposals with us.


  ‘Romance isn’t always about big gestures though,’ Harry said. ‘Sometimes it’s the words the man finds or the effort that he has gone to. It doesn’t have to be something expensive.’


  ‘I know that, the smaller gestures are sometimes the best, a message written in the sand on a favourite beach or a personalised cinnamon swirl.’ I nudged him as we walked along the road and he smiled. ‘But from a business point of view I’m not sure people paying us twenty pounds to send them to propose elsewhere is the best idea. They could spend a hundred pounds or more at these posh places. That’s a hundred pounds they could have spent with us.’


  Harry switched sides with me and I wondered why as he put himself between me and two men who were arguing, placing his hand on the small of my back as he nudged me round them. I felt embarrassed by the goose bumps that suddenly exploded over my body at his touch.


  Harry continued on as if he hadn’t noticed my heart leap out of my chest. ‘Most people have in their mind what kind of proposal they want to do before they contact us. For most of them it would involve some kind of romantic meal, so they’re not likely to spend their money with us anyway. By providing them with a list of romantic places to eat, not only do we get the twenty pounds but also any kickbacks from the restaurants too. We’ve probably earned more money from the basic package than we have from the big proposals – so I wouldn’t knock the smaller gestures if I were you. Come on, through here.’


  Harry ducked into a tiny alleyway that wound round the corner out of sight. He knew London like the back of his hand and very rarely went on the underground. There was always so much more to see when on foot. I followed him, his hulking frame almost filling the alley wall to wall. The walls were covered in graffiti and chewing gum, but some of the pictures sprayed on the bricks were very skilful. As we came to an old boarded-up window, he stopped and as I drew near he pulled me to his side, with his hand at my waist, sending delicious shivers down my spine.


  ‘There’s a place called Bubblegum Alley in California, and a Chewing Gum Wall in Seattle, where millions of pieces of gum have been stuck on the walls. It’s so bright and colourful that what started as something gross has now been declared an official tourist attraction. People travel from miles around to see it and to add their own gum to it. Some have even created little works of art amongst the thousands of globules.’


  He stood back a bit and pointed to the wall. There in a heart made from pink chewing gum were the words ‘Annie, marry me
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