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CHAPTER ONE


Sam


NEW YORK


‘He’s not going to fire you.’


‘He might.’


‘He won’t, Sam. You’re basically his protégé. And also one of, like, three straight men in publishing. They need to keep numbers up.’


‘Funny.’


I switch my phone to the other ear as I accept my coffee from the already exhausted-looking barista. It’s not even eight a.m., and the Monday morning rush is in full swing. Behind me, a pack of finance bros in crisp white shirts and open spread collars read their emails as they wait to order, and for once I don’t look completely out of place next to them. Granted, my shirt is neither as crisp nor as white as theirs, but I wanted to make an effort this morning. As if forgoing my usual uniform of dark jeans and the first sweater I find will make my boss go, Here’s a man I need on my team. Or, at the very least, Here’s a man who owns an iron.


I mean, it can’t hurt.


‘Plus, he asked you to come in early,’ Lizzie continues as though reading my mind. ‘If he wanted to fire you, he’d ask you to stay late.’


‘How do you figure that?’


‘Because that’s what I’d do.’


‘But you don’t have a job.’


‘Excuse me?’ My sister’s tone sharpens. ‘You think looking after three boys under five isn’t a job?’


‘An office job,’ I correct, clutching my laptop bag to my chest as I squeeze past the line. ‘Like the one I’m about to lose.’


‘Could you stop sounding so defeatist? At least save some of that self-pity for when it happens.’


‘When it—’


‘If,’ she hurries on. ‘If it happens.’


‘You’re bad at pep talks.’


‘I know.’ Her voice grows faint next to the roar of traffic as I step outside, and I turn up the volume on my phone.


‘Do you want to say good morning to Oliver before we hang up?’ Lizzie asks.


‘He’s three months old.’


‘Exactly. He’s developing. He should learn his uncle’s voice.’


‘How about this: when I’m unemployed, I’ll spend the whole day with him. The whole week.’


‘You’ll be fine.’ The words sound sympathetic enough that I don’t believe her. ‘And anyway, would it be such a bad thing?’


‘Would losing my job be a bad thing?’


‘I just mean that you’ve been working so hard and—’


‘I like my job, Liz!’


‘Okay. Sorry. Just let me know how it goes, all right? And don’t make any stupid decisions in the meantime.’


‘I make no promises,’ I say, and we hang up as I scan the five-word email I’ve read a hundred times since I got it last night.


See me in the morning.


Seriously? That could mean anything from I’m giving you a promotion to pack up your stuff. And this is what Lizzie doesn’t understand. It doesn’t matter how well I’m doing. Cutbacks are happening everywhere in the industry. Two of my friends were let go in the past month alone. That’s the state of publishing right now. More books. Fewer staff. And those of us who remain have to pick up the slack. I can’t count the number of all-nighters I’ve pulled recently. All the weekend work and reading on the commute. And okay, maybe it was getting to the point where I was starting to envisage a world where my entire social life didn’t hinge on whether or not my authors got their drafts in on time. But I thought about it in the way someone thinks about shaving their head, or selling all their possessions to travel the world. Not seriously.


And definitely not right now.


I take a sip of coffee, dread pooling in my stomach as I force myself through the revolving doors of our building and into the elevator.


Richardson Books takes up two floors of an office in Midtown and is almost empty when I stride inside. We have flexible hours, but there are only a few early birds at their desks, and they don’t give me a second glance until Amy, one of our assistants, takes one look at me and bursts out laughing.


‘Oh, Sam,’ she says, pretending to wipe away a tear. ‘Sammy Sam Sam. Samothy.’


‘What?’


‘Nice shirt, boss.’


‘I have a meeting today and—Shit.’ I glance down, finally clocking what she means as I see the large brown stain spreading down my front.


‘I think you pull it off,’ she says as I set the coffee down.


‘How the hell did that happen?’


‘It’s because your cup is leaking,’ Deborah says, barely lifting her eyes from her computer. She works across from me, and I like to think she secretly enjoys my company even though she makes it very clear every day that she doesn’t. ‘You should have double-checked the lid.’


‘Didn’t you feel it?’ Amy asks, pointing her phone my way.


‘Obviously not.’


‘I would have felt it.’


‘This is why I don’t drink coffee,’ Deborah adds.


Amy grins. ‘You are peak Monday morning right now,’ she tells me. ‘If you were wearing heels, they’d be broken.’


‘Then thank God I’m not,’ I mutter, undoing the buttons only to realise the coffee’s leaked through to my undershirt. That sends Amy cackling again, and it’s at that moment that my fellow editorial director, Laura, walks into the office, sipping from an extra-large, not-leaking iced latte.


‘Why is Sam stripping?’


‘We’re starting a romance imprint,’ Amy quips as I shrug the first layer off.


‘I’m sure romance readers have better taste than that,’ Laura says, ignoring my ouch look as she tosses me one of the many blankets she keeps under her desk.


‘Don’t listen to her,’ Amy says. ‘You’re extremely hot. If I were poly—’


‘This is a professional environment,’ Deborah interrupts.


Laura kicks Amy’s chair. ‘Are you taking pictures?’


‘Just of his arms.’


‘Delete,’ Laura warns. ‘Now.’


‘But he needs them to reel in women online.’


‘No, he doesn’t.’


Amy waits until her back is turned before gesturing me over, and I pause at the not-terrible photo of me on her screen.


She’s right. I do need to reel. ‘Send that one to me first.’


She nods, completely serious. ‘If you pretend to take your shirt off again, I can get a great shot of your—’


‘Samuel.’


As one, we turn to where my name was yelled from the next room.


Right. That.


Amy snorts as I wrap the blanket around my shoulders, trying to cover myself.


‘You’ve been summoned,’ Deborah says.


‘And you’re telling me no one has any spare T-shirts? I helped pack three boxes of blogger swag-bags last week, and there’s not a single branded T-shirt left?’


Amy bats her lashes. ‘I have a little black dress in my drawer.’


‘I’m giving you three hours of printing today,’ I tell her, and turn with as much dignity as I can muster towards the small side office.


Laura catches up with me before I’m even halfway there. ‘You’re in early,’ she says, sounding so casual that I laugh.


‘He wants a meeting.’


‘What kind of meeting?’


‘Don’t know yet.’ I stop, turning to face her. ‘Why are you in early?’


‘Because I’m a go-getter,’ she says, innocent as ever. ‘You want me to sit in?’


‘Nope.’


We stare at each other as she takes a slow sip of her latte.


Laura is my work nemesis. In the purely professional sense. She joined the company a few years ago, leapfrogged a whole job level and now we work side by side overseeing the editorial department. She’s really good at what she does, which is great for Richardson Books and terrible for me, because I am also really good at what she does and that’s been fine until now. Until the point where we’re both vying for the same promotion.


All the more reason to get rid of one of us.


‘It creeps me out when you do that non-blinking thing,’ I say when she doesn’t move.


‘I know.’


‘Samuel!’


Shit. I tug the blanket tighter. ‘Your paranoia is making me late.’


‘All part of the plan,’ she stage-whispers, and backs away as I poke my head through the doorway to find my boss at his desk.


Casey Richardson is a self-described relic of the publishing industry. He rose through the ranks long before I was even born, and his eye for spotting talent is the stuff of legends. His authors love him. His staff do too, which is why many of them followed him when he set up his own publishing house thirty years ago, dedicated to bringing the best sci-fi and fantasy fiction to shelves around the world. Even now, at seventy-three, he shows no signs of slowing down. He still reads more than anyone I know. Still comes to the office every day and is usually first in and last out. He hired me as an editorial assistant ten years ago, and I can’t imagine working anywhere else. I don’t want to.


‘You rang?’ I ask, knocking on the doorframe.


‘That was me shouting, actually.’ He looks up from his phone, peering at me over his thin-rimmed glasses. ‘You’re not wearing a shirt.’


‘No.’


‘All right. Close the door.’


I hesitate, but he doesn’t miss a beat.


‘You’re not being fired.’


Well, that’s a relief. ‘You could have mentioned that in your email.’


‘My apologies.’


He gestures to the armchair in front of his desk, and I swing the door shut before gently nudging Melville out of the way. Casey’s cat doesn’t like me, but he doesn’t like anyone (the Deborah of the cat world, if you will), so I don’t take offence when he hisses at me.


‘What’s up?’ I ask, more relaxed now we’re not at doomsday scenario.


Casey puts his phone down and leans forward, steepling his fingers together. ‘Ciara Sheridan.’


I wait a long moment. He doesn’t go on. ‘What about her?’


‘What do you know of her?’


‘Frank Sheridan’s daughter? I know that she’s Frank Sheridan’s daughter.’


Casey gives me a look. ‘You don’t have to pretend in here, Sam. I know you’re a fan. It’s why I hired you.’


Right. Ciara Sheridan. ‘She’s an only child,’ I offer. ‘Somewhere near thirty. Her favourite colour is blue.’


Casey’s eyebrows rise.


‘He mentioned it in a New Yorker interview.’


‘I see,’ he says. ‘I meant professionally.’


Yeah, that makes more sense. ‘Crime author. Or at least she used to be. She had a series under a pseudonym.’


‘She did. Three books. Three good books, as a matter of fact. But she got stage fright when her real name was revealed and didn’t publish again.’


‘I heard she moved to France.’


‘Did you? And where did you hear that?’


Reddit. ‘Around.’


‘It was London,’ he says, readjusting his glasses as he turns to his computer. ‘But she moved back to Ireland just before Frank died. She lives there now.’


‘In his house?’


‘In his house.’


I let out a low whistle. Frank’s house is famous. Almost as famous as his books. He bought it after he sold his first million copies, and it became this mythical pilgrimage site for his readers. He lived in the middle of nowhere, and locals kept tight-lipped, but it didn’t stop people from travelling halfway around the world to try to find it. I’d thought about making the trip myself after college, but when I got the job here I’d figured the whole ‘stalking one of our authors’ vibe might be frowned upon. Especially someone like him.


Even after his death, Frank Sheridan is still our biggest name. His Ravian books, a nine-volume epic fantasy series, have sold in the tens of millions, aided by a wildly successful movie trilogy. Everything remotely to do with him turns to gold, so if Casey is bringing up his daughter . . .


‘Is she writing something else? Under her own name?’ Just the thought has me sitting straighter. The marketing plan writes itself.


But Casey’s being coy.


‘She is.’


‘Fantasy?’


‘That’s the plan.’


‘Finally walking in her father’s footsteps.’


‘You could say that. She’s writing The Last Mountain.’


I laugh, as anyone would when their boss tells a joke. But Casey doesn’t say anything more. He just continues to tap away with slow, deliberate prods of the keyboard, waiting for me to catch up.


It takes me a minute. ‘The Last Mountain.’


‘Yes.’


‘As in . . . ’


‘Yes.’


‘Ciara Sheridan is writing The Last Mountain?’


Casey’s eyes shoot to the door and I press my lips together. ‘Sorry,’ I say, lowering my voice. ‘But . . . what?’


The Ravian series wasn’t supposed to be nine books; it was supposed to be ten. And, for years, The Last Mountain had been the promised culmination of nearly two decades of storytelling. The ending to it all. Like everyone else, when Frank died I’d resigned myself to never knowing what was supposed to happen to the characters I’d grown up with, to this world I’d loved. So . . . what?


‘He kept copious notes,’ Casey continues.


‘He said he didn’t want anyone else to write it.’


‘Anyone but her, though he didn’t say that in public. He knew the pressure she’d face.’


‘But she’s writing it now?’


‘Yes.’


‘But she’s . . . ’ I shake my head. ‘But he didn’t . . . ’


‘Sam?’


‘I think I need to sit down.’


‘You are sitting down.’


Oh.


Casey pushes a glass of water towards me.


‘Frank got in touch with me a few years ago,’ he explains as I take a gulp. ‘He said he’d started writing it, but I never thought he’d finish. I knew he was unwell and assumed he was just growing sentimental. But after his death his estate sent some final letters and things he wanted me to have. Among them were explicit instructions regarding his final manuscript. Chiefly, that he wanted Ciara to finish it. I waited a few months to give her space and then reached out. When I asked her if she would write it, she said yes.’


She said yes.


Ciara Sheridan said yes.


The team are going to lose their minds.


Not that we’ll need to work that hard. We could charge fifty dollars a copy and people would still buy it. Hardback. Paperback. Special edition. Exclusive edition. Bonus material. Complete box set. We could repackage the whole series. No more talks about cutbacks. We’d probably have to double our staff just to keep up with it all.


My heart starts to race just thinking about it. Frank Sheridan’s final book. Frank Sheridan’s final book. This is it. This is the moment that makes up for every late night and every long email. This is the moment that—


Casey shuffles some papers. ‘I don’t think she’ll be able to do it.’


And I swear there’s a goddamn record-scratch in my brain.


‘What do you mean?’


‘The first few chapters were good,’ he says. ‘So good that I thought about telling you all weeks ago, but I wanted the book on my desk before we announced it. We can’t afford to make any mistakes.’


‘Understood,’ I say slowly. ‘So what’s the problem?’


‘She hasn’t written any more. She hasn’t sent me anything in five weeks. And she’s barely responded to my emails in the past two.’


‘Maybe she’s just putting her head down,’ I point out. ‘Doing the work.’


‘Maybe,’ he agrees. ‘But maybe not.’


‘You think she’s bailing?’


‘I think she’s struggling. In fact, she told me as much in her last message.’


I sit back, confused. ‘So we’ll get a ghostwriter. Put her name on the cover. The important thing is that we get the story right.’


Casey frowns, but I don’t see the issue.


‘Or we say she was a contributing writer,’ I insist. ‘She did some Zoom calls. Came up with the character names. It’s not like every random celebrity doesn’t do the same thing.’


‘But this is not a random book. And Frank was clear that he wanted her and only her to write it, or no one at all. When she agreed so quickly, I hoped she was up for it, but I think we’ll need to do some hand-holding.’


‘You want her to come to New York?’


‘I proposed that, but she refused. Says she has too much to do at home.’


‘What, then?’


‘That’s why I wanted to speak to you,’ he says as Melville hops from one stack of papers to another. ‘I was hoping you’d go to Ireland for me.’


‘To—’ I break off with a wince as the cat lands directly on my lap, digging his claws into my thighs. ‘Excuse me?’


‘Ireland,’ he repeats as I encourage Melville off.


‘And do what?’


‘Something on this scale can’t be worked out over a few emails. I want you to sit with her and go through Frank’s notes. I don’t expect her to piece it together by herself, and no one here knows these characters better than you do.’


‘Is that your way of saying I’m a giant nerd?’


‘It’s my way of saying that this is my solution to publishing the biggest book I’ll ever work on.’


‘Paul is supposed to send his draft back in a few days,’ I remind him. He’s my most difficult author, but he writes extremely sellable books. When he wants to, that is.


‘We can move things around. I’m sure Amy will be eager for the opportunity to take on some titles.’


‘And she deserves it, but—’


‘Sam,’ he interrupts, and I shut up. ‘I’m asking if you would like to edit the final book in one of the most popular series of all time. One that you grew up reading and that, if published right, will probably define your career. Is that something you’re interested in?’


‘It’s only my greatest dream,’ I admit, and I swear his lips twitch.


‘Then it’s decided. Your passport’s up to date?’


‘I think so.’ I shift in my seat as Melville stretches and settles on the windowsill. ‘Does anyone else know?’


‘No one. We’re keeping it quiet at Ciara’s request. She doesn’t like publicity.’


‘Please tell me she’s not a recluse.’ Visions of a peephole-peering, get-off-my-property figure come to mind, but Casey shakes his head.


‘She just doesn’t want the pressure of too much attention.’


‘Then she’s writing the wrong book,’ I mutter.


He gives me a knowing look. ‘I can ask Laura to take over if you don’t—’


‘No,’ I say quickly. ‘Sorry. It’s just a lot to wrap my head around.’


‘I know. And I know it’s a big change to the schedule, but I want you on this, Sam. I’m trusting you to get this done.’


‘But how will I—’


‘I’ll send you an email with the details.’


That’s Casey-speak for get to work.


‘Okay, then,’ I say as his phone starts ringing. ‘I guess I’ll start on my handover.’


‘Wonderful. And Sam?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Find a shirt, would you?’









CHAPTER TWO


Ciara


COUNTY KERRY, IRELAND


Three weeks later


The beach is busy today. I guess it’s been busy since early April, when the weather first changed, but it’s especially busy today. They must have let the schools out early. Or maybe everyone’s just playing hooky.


I can’t blame them if so. My father used to say that nowhere is more beautiful than Ireland in the sunshine. Probably because we never get that much of it. Especially on the west coast, where it rains fifty per cent of the year. We’re used to clouds here. To dull, drab grey permeating our world. And so, when they part, when that big ball of fire shines down on us, it’s a little like Dorothy stepping into Oz. The grass looks greener, the rivers sparkle and everyone walks around with bemused looks as they inform each other that for two hours the other day we were hotter than Seville.


There now, they say triumphantly. Where else would you get it? Beautiful. For a week or two anyway. Because the thing is, when you’re not used to much more than that, when your buildings are designed to keep in the heat and your entire humid-loving ecosystem has developed around the rain you so often complain about, you start to long for a breeze. For an item of clothing you haven’t sweated through. And as I stand manning the tiny smoothie truck on this sweltering May afternoon, watching a mother diligently cover her toddler head to toe in sunscreen, I wonder how much longer my people, my temperate, let-me-just-grab-a-jacket people, can pretend to enjoy this.


‘What the hell are you doing?’


Maddie’s voice whips through the cramped space of the truck, sounding so furious that I look down to make sure I’m still peeling bananas and not, you know, murdering a small child.


‘Ciara.’


‘What!’ I exclaim as she stomps inside. ‘Stop yelling at me. I’m on my period.’


‘No, you’re not; we’re synced. Where’s Natalie?’


‘I let her go early.’


‘You can’t do that. You don’t work here.’


‘And apparently she doesn’t know that.’


Maddie plucks the banana skin from my hands, dumping it into a bin bag before pinning her glare on me. ‘You’re supposed to be at home. Writing.’


‘I’m taking a break.’


‘You’re procrastinating.’


‘And providing you with free labour in the process. I’m making smoothies,’ I add when she goes to argue. ‘I’m not heading down the mines for the day. Plus, you have air-conditioning.’ I grab the small portable fan from the shelf, holding it up to my face. ‘We’re in the middle of a heatwave.’


‘It’s going to be in the late twenties for a couple of days. That’s barely a heatwave.’


‘They say it’s going to be like this for the whole summer. The shops have run out of factor 50.’


‘No, they haven’t.’


‘The tar is melting on the roads.’


‘Get out of my truck.’


‘Right after I help this gentleman.’


I nudge her out of the way, beaming at the man approaching the counter. He’s cute. Got the whole surfer-boy vibe going for him. Probably a tourist. You can tell because he’s one of the few people here who doesn’t look as if they’re dying from sunstroke.


‘Hello there,’ he says, smiling up at me. ‘And how’s your afternoon going so far?’


‘Oh, I’ve had worse. What can I get you?’


He barely glances at the menu before picking the first thing. ‘I’ll take a banana crush.’


‘Fabulous choice. Lucky I prepped ahead of time, huh?’ I add to Maddie, who huffs as she starts scooping ice. ‘Would you like some honey with that?’


‘I’d love some . . . ’ He peers at my nametag. ‘Sierra.’


‘Keer-ah,’ I correct. ‘It’s a hard C.’


‘It’s cute.’


‘It’s four-fifty.’ Maddie leans past me, card machine in hand, and the man’s attention flicks to her. His smile stays right where it is.


‘And what’s your—’


‘No. Pay. Thank you.’


Oh, she is not in a good mood. It’s not you, I want to tell Mr Flirty, but then I catch him checking out my boobs, so I don’t.


‘It’s really your people skills that make this business such a success,’ I say when he’s gone.


She ignores me. ‘Did you sleep okay last night?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I don’t know, Mads. I was asleep, wasn’t I?’


For an hour or two, anyway.


I woke up this morning with a ball of anxiety in my stomach so tight that all I could do was lie there until I needed to pee badly enough that I got up. And I tried after that. I did. I showered and dressed and turned on my computer and opened up all the things I needed to, but the room was too warm and my mind was too empty and when I went down to the kitchen it was to find the sink leaking and the freezer not freezing and one of the pictures I’d hung last week fallen to the floor and smashed, scattering glass all over the tiles. On top of that, John, my postman, rocked up to the house with the usual bundle of seven fan letters addressed to my father, and I had to find a new box for them because the others were already full.


I like John, but he always brings me seven letters, a number so exact that I’m starting to think he’s lying to me about them. As if he’s hoarding a lot more but thinks seven’s enough. She’ll be able to handle seven.


Well, joke’s on him.


I can’t handle anything.


And the way Maddie’s looking at me right now, I think she knows it.


‘I didn’t send Natalie home,’ I say. ‘She’s taking a break. She’ll be back in five.’


Maddie just shakes her head.


She does that a lot these days, but I understand why. Her frustration comes from worry, which comes from love because she’s been my best friend since we were kids, which means she’s stuck with me. And ever since I moved back to look after Dad, she stops by the house every other day to pop in and check up. Real I was just in the neighbourhood vibes for someone who lives an hour in the other direction. But she continues to do it anyway. Because that’s what she does. She was there throughout my father’s sickness and then his funeral. She let me mourn and grieve and stay in bed for days on end, and now, slowly but surely, she’s doing her best to make sure I don’t stay that way forever.


Which is why I’m not entirely unconvinced I won’t wake up chained to my laptop one of these days.


‘Where were you anyway?’ I ask. ‘I’ve been here unsupervised for a whole twenty minutes.’


‘I went to see the café,’ she says, checking her stock of strawberries. ‘One of the boards across the window came loose and I found I can see inside if I squint hard enough.’


‘That is . . . ’ I shake my head. ‘You have a problem, you know that?’


Her expression turns wistful. ‘I know.’


Maddie is the proud owner of this smoothie truck, but it’s not exactly her dream. That would be the long-abandoned, dilapidated unit ten minutes up the road. She wants to open a café there some day, but that involves a lot of money she doesn’t have, and the banks aren’t exactly lining up to hand out loans to seasonal businesses that are shutting up shop everywhere else.


Still, she works and she saves and she keeps that dream alive, so really she should be accepting all the free help she can get.


I give her a hopeful smile. ‘Do you want me to man the ice-cream machine?’


‘I want you to go home and write,’ she says. ‘Or at least get some sleep. You look exhausted.’


‘Rude.’


‘But true. Did you read that article about insomnia I sent you?’ Last time I checked, there were a thousand and twelve unread emails in my inbox, so . . . no.


‘I’ll be grand,’ I tell her as I try to catch the eye of two teenage girls walking past. They’re in a fast-food mood, though, and head straight for the burger joint parked next to us. Our neighbours are a bit of sore spot for Maddie, seeing as how she was supposed to be the only food truck this summer, and sure enough, she follows my gaze with a scowl as they join the queue.


‘I keep getting his deliveries.’


‘Whose?’


‘Shane’s,’ she says, as though his mere name is enough to put her in a bad mood.


‘Burger Boy’s?’


‘They never put his name on the order form, so they give everything to me because I’m the only one here in the mornings. Which means I have to sort through it all and deliver it myself.’


‘Travelling a whole three metres to the left.’


‘It’s the principle of the thing,’ she mutters, holding a chilled water bottle to her cheek.


‘Just go and talk to him. Tell him you’re going to stop minding his stuff.’


‘I’ve tried! He’s never there, is he? He probably manages the whole thing from some penthouse apartment. I bet you he has a business on every beach in the country.’


I nod, though I’ve listened to the same spiel from her a hundred times already. I get it. She’s worried about the competition. But it’s not as though she’ll be short on customers for the next few months.


That sun isn’t going anywhere.


‘Maybe we should start table service,’ I say. ‘We could make up a batch of juices.’


‘Didn’t I tell you to leave?’


‘And I’ll find a tray to—’


‘Ciara.’ Maddie’s hands land on my shoulders, her eye contact almost unnerving in its directness. ‘You are the most beautiful, talented, wonderful friend I could possibly have, I love you with my whole heart and thank the universe every day that we grew up in the same place at the same time, but if you don’t go home in the next five minutes and write your book, I will, without hesitation, dump a carton of yoghurt all over your head.’


‘That’s food waste.’


‘Get out of my truck.’


And, with a firm hold on my elbow, she escorts me out.


Thirty minutes later, I turn off the radio and pull up outside my house, already missing the distraction of other people. The air-conditioning in my car is weak at best, and I can feel a headache coming on, a dull pounding at the base of my neck that’s been threatening me all day. I always seem to have a headache these days, but I guess only getting three or four hours of sleep a night will do that to a person. I don’t need a doctor to tell me that.


This one feels especially dramatic, though, so I grab my bag from the passenger seat and root around for a painkiller as my phone lights up with a text from Maddie.


I probably shouldn’t have told her about the publisher’s offer to write The Last Mountain. If I’m honest, I’d hoped she’d talk me out of it. But no. She thought the book was a great idea. That writing it would take me on some magical journey through grief and out the other side. Now, I realise I should have kept it from her as I’m doing with everyone else; but I tell Maddie everything, and so here we are.


With a link to yet another article.




I think you should look at this one. It’s on writer’s block.





At that, I scoff.


Writer’s block.


I don’t have writer’s block. I have a dead father and a mountain of bills to pay. I have life block.


Besides, Dad would never dream of having something like that. He always said he didn’t have time to. One look at his bibliography and you can see why. He wrote twenty-four novels in his lifetime. Twenty-four novels, eleven short stories and a library of scribbles and notes and thoughts. He spent years working as a teacher during the day and telling stories at night – raising me as a single parent all the while. And if he hadn’t come up with the world of Ravian, that’s how it might have stayed.


I was seven when it happened. When his dream became a reality. The first book in a new series was published to small but overwhelming praise. Most fantasy books weren’t mainstream back then. They were at the back of the bookshop, hidden away. But this one kept going, the word of mouth strong and passionate, and by the time the second one came out eighteen months later it was tipped as the most anticipated novel of the decade.


And then he did a magical thing.


He did it again.


And again and again and again.


I didn’t get it at first. I was used to seeing his face in the local paper.


I understood it. We were from a small town. Of course everyone knew my dad. Everyone knew everyone.


It was only when I got older, when I started travelling, that I got a real sense of it. Germany on a school trip. France on a summer exchange. Translated versions with unfamiliar covers on Spanish bus stops. A woman reading one on the plane with a spine so creased I was surprised it didn’t fall apart when she turned the page.


But despite his newfound fame, our lives didn’t change. Dad didn’t have much use for money. In fact, he spent most of his career giving it away. Scholarships, grants, prizes. There isn’t a university in Ireland that doesn’t have a plaque with his name on it. And it wasn’t just the literary world. Dog shelters, cat shelters. A stranger needing medical care. He sponsored shirts for the local football team. He bought a school bus for the village down the road. Money was for spending, and life was for living. He wasn’t irresponsible. He just didn’t believe in keeping it for himself.


But he did make one purchase just for us. One very large, ill-advised purchase, the kind that everyone should make at least once when their life and fortune changes so dramatically for the better.


He bought the house I’m sitting in front of right now.


Four acres, three floors, two rooms hidden behind bookcases, and no architectural style to speak of.


He was obsessed with it. His readers were, too. Maybe because he only ever showed them hints of it. Snaps in the background of author photos. Brief descriptions in articles he wrote.


I think he loved it even more than his books.


And when he died, he left it to me.


And now it’s ruining my life.


The thing about big houses is that you need an equally big fund to maintain them. Especially if they’re falling down. And even if they’re not falling down, there’s still property tax and land tax and a million different ways to take money that I don’t have.


I know what the smart thing to do is. The simplest thing. Sell it on for a small fortune and set myself free. It’s not as if there wouldn’t be any takers.


But I can’t sell it.


I won’t.


Dad wanted me to have this house because it was his favourite place in the world. He didn’t want it to go to anyone else. And privately, selfishly, I know that to give it up would be like saying a final goodbye to him. And I’m not ready to do that yet.


So when, a few months ago, I got an email from his old editor, I sent a reply. And after a few days of talking, when Casey Richardson offered me enough money to solve all my problems, I said yes.


All I had to do was the impossible. Write Ravian’s final book. At the time, I figured, why not? I’ve written books before. And what Casey said to me in that first email was true. No one knows that world better than me. They couldn’t, even if they tried. Even if they read all the books a hundred times over. Even if they debated on forums and wrote fan fiction and spent their whole lives growing up loving it. They didn’t have an ounce of the information I have access to. The notebooks filled with my dad’s neat handwriting. The rough maps scrawled on napkins. All the snippets of all the stories he never had the chance to explore.


I did my research and wrote the first few chapters in a daze, focused on the money and nothing else. But as soon as Casey gave me the thumbsup, as soon as this became reality, it was as though a curtain came down over my brain, stopping everything in its tracks.


I’ve been stuck ever since.


Another text arrives from Maddie, another link to another article, and I pop the headache pills into my mouth, swallowing them dry as I tilt my seat back.


As though I’ve just given my body permission, exhaustion hits me, and I reach out blindly, turning on the radio and letting the quiet voices discussing the hot weather tune out everything else.


Rest.


Just for a few minutes, anyway.


Just a few minutes and then I’ll fix it all.









CHAPTER THREE


Sam


There are times in your life when you know the choices you make will change your trajectory forever. Pick a college. Choose a career. Swipe right.


But what these choices can’t predict, what you’ll never foresee, are all the little moments that occur because of them. Learning you’re allergic to hamsters because your roommate insists on keeping one. Almost getting frostbite sleeping out for concert tickets because you’re twenty-one and an idiot.


Or finding yourself three thousand miles from home, trying to get more than one bar of signal, because at thirteen you read a certain book and never looked back.


‘Hold on,’ I say as Amy’s voice drops in and out. It’s just gone ten a.m. in New York and she’s already tried to call me twice. ‘I can’t hear you.’


I give up on the closed storefront I’d been trying to peer into and jog across the road to a pub, stopping beneath a sign that says Guinness is good for you.


‘What did you say?’ I ask as her voice crackles in my ear.


‘I said, do you remember in my job interview when I told you it was my dream to become an editor?’


‘I do.’


‘Well, I take it back,’ she says abruptly. ‘I don’t want to be an editor.


I want to work in production with the cool kids.’


I swat a fly from my face and lean back against the wall. I’d dressed for mixed weather as the guidebook said, but the sun is beating down today, and I’m already sweating from the heat of it.


‘Has the sheen finally worn off? What’s it been – two days without me?’


‘I’m not built to work with authors.’


‘You asked to work on Paul’s book.’


‘I reached too high, Sam. I don’t know what to tell you. I am Icarus and Paul is the sun and my wings are my ambition, fraying into nothing. It’s a real bonus trait of mine that I can admit when I’m wrong. So here I am, admitting that I’m not ready to step up. I would like a demotion, please.’


‘Just email the—’


‘I did!’ she exclaims, and I crack a smile. Amy’s good at her job.


She’s just very theatrical about it. ‘I emailed him with my friendliest of tones, and when he didn’t reply I emailed his agent, and his agent replied and said he’d get on it, but he did not, Sam. He did not get on it. That man is now a month late sending in the draft, and I’m this close to losing it.’


‘Be nice,’ I warn her. ‘We have to stay on their good side.’


‘Do we? Or can we send them both into the jungle?’


‘Email again and cc me,’ I tell her. ‘That’s all we can do. If they complain down the line when we have to change the publication schedule, then we’ll have the receipts.’


‘I’m not paid enough for this. I want to work on estate stuff like you.’


‘Oh, yeah, I’m having a whale of a time.’


My cover story for the rest of the office is Casey’s idea. Apparently I’m here to rustle up some bonus material we can use in future editions. He didn’t exactly give me a choice in the matter, but it still makes me uneasy to lie to my team. Especially since Laura looked suspicious as hell when she heard the news.


‘At least you get to travel,’ Amy continues now, just short of grumbling.


‘It’s not exactly Paris.’ I glance around for some sign of life, wondering what I’m supposed to do. I booked what looked like the only inn around the village, but I’m starting to think I got scammed. The street I’m on is completely deserted. I only know I’m in the right place because of the sign I passed saying Carrigwest, but otherwise, it’s as if I’ve stumbled on to an abandoned movie set. Casey had warned me I’d be isolated out here, but, beyond a few houses and one tiny convenience store with a faded Closed for Lunch sign, this truly is the middle of nowhere.


‘What if I show up at his house?’


‘Huh?’ I turn around, distracted, as I hear the faint sound of an engine.


‘What if I just show up at Paul’s house like Hey, where’s that book we paid you six figures for?’ She sounds worryingly serious. ‘I’d be polite about it.’


‘I’m sure,’ I say as a beat-up Ford comes rumbling around the corner. ‘But also, no. Don’t do that.’


‘But—’


‘Look, I’ve got to go. Signal’s pretty bad out here. We’ll probably get cut off.’


‘Don’t you da—’


I hang up as the car wheezes to a stop beside me and a man steps out. He looks to be in his late fifties, thin and balding with an easy smile on his face.


‘You’re the lad taking the room, then?’ His accent is so thick it takes me a moment to parse through it.


‘That’s me. Sam Avery.’


‘Ronan Delaney.’ His hands go to his hips as he looks me up and down. ‘There’s no smoking, now. Or drugs.’


‘No problem.’


‘Or pets.’


‘It’s just me.’


‘Or cheese.’


‘I . . . excuse me?’


‘We had an incident a few years ago.’


Right. ‘No cheese. Got it.’


‘Great! Well, let’s get you settled.’ He takes my case and gestures at the building beside us. ‘You’re above the pub here. Don’t worry,’ he adds, catching my expression. ‘It’s not a rowdy crowd. But you should pop in later. Meet the locals. New York, is it? I had a brother working in construction there back in the day. Might have outstayed the old visa but he’s a good lad. He’s in Brisbane now with the wife. Have you ever been to Brisbane?’


‘No. I—’


‘Never been myself. A bit too far, but he likes it well enough.


They have sharks in the water there, apparently. You ever seen a shark?’


I shake my head as Ronan leads me around the side of the building, where right beside the dumpsters is a flimsy-looking door that I hope we’re going to walk past, but no.


‘It’s nothing special,’ he warns as he opens it. ‘But we haven’t had any complaints.’


That I find hard to believe. It’s not that I was expecting the Ritz, but . . .


Huh.


Behind another door at the top of a narrow staircase is a small room that is as bare as bare can be. A single bed made up with a thin floral sheet, a dresser with a mirror, and . . . that’s it. Besides the curtains hanging limply on either side of the window. And, I guess, the faded picture of John F. Kennedy next to one of the popes with a random dog. The walls are white. The furniture is pine. It smells overwhelmingly of chemical air-freshener.


‘Here,’ Ronan says, passing me a small scrap of paper. ‘For the wifi. Do you want a chair?’


I hesitate. There’s no desk or anything that needs a chair, so . . . ‘That’s okay.’


‘Are you sure? I can bring one up from downstairs.’


‘Positive. Thank you.’


He spends another minute showing me around. How to open the window (with effort). How to lock the door (also with effort). I’m told that parking outside is free and that the shower in the minuscule ensuite is new and instant, and then he hands me the keys, shakes my hand and off he goes.


It doesn’t take long to unpack. I dump my clothes in the dresser, set my laptop on top and shove my suitcase under the bed. The bed that I then check for bugs, Googling for the telltale signs. I find nothing: the room is bad, but clean. So, with nowhere else to stay in this town, I take some pictures because no one back home will believe me, and call my sister because I promised her I would.


She picks up after only a few seconds and switches to a video call, where I get a close-up shot of her nostrils.


‘Hi. Hold on.’


‘Who’s that?’ one of my nephews screeches.


‘Santa Claus,’ Lizzie says. ‘He wants to discuss the bad word you said yesterday.’


‘Billy told me to—’


The door clicks shut behind her, cutting off his outrage. ‘Hey,’ she says to me. ‘Guess who figured out the child locks on the kitchen cabinets?’


‘Oh, no.’


‘Oh, yes. So that’s been fun.’


She finally brings the phone to her face, and I blink at the sight that greets me. ‘What are you wearing?’


‘It’s a face mask. My skin needs moisture.’


‘Then drink some water.’


‘Never. Are you there? Are you alive?’


‘I’m here and alive. My knee hurts, though.’


‘Because you’re old. And cheap. I thought work trips were supposed to shell out for business class?’


‘I work in the arts,’ I say, rotating to show her the room. ‘This is about as fancy as they can manage.’


‘As if you care,’ she says with a snort. ‘They’d put you in a tent and you’d still fall to your knees thanking them. You’re editing Frank Sheridan’s book.’


‘That’s not what I sound like.’


‘That’s exactly what you sound like. Don’t act as if this isn’t the greatest thing that will ever happen to you.’


‘I feel like you could have phrased that differently.’ I sit on the bed, wincing as the springs dig into me. ‘How are you?’


‘I bought yoga pants online, and they accidentally delivered two pairs. It’s literally made my week. What’s Ireland like? Green?’


‘Not really,’ I say, glancing outside. ‘Kind of brown. They’re going through a heatwave.’


‘I’m still jealous. Invite me over.’


‘I’m working.’


‘With the mysterious author,’ she taunts.


‘She’s not mysterious.’


‘She’s very mysterious. I looked her up and couldn’t find anything.


It’s like she disappeared off the face of the planet. Have you met her yet?’


‘No.’


‘Are you going to?’


The questions come at me rapidly, but I’m used to it. Lizzie loves raising her boys full-time, but I know she gets desperate for adult conversation.


‘Are you going to meet her now?’ she continues as I hear the faint yells of a tantrum in the background.


‘Maybe,’ I say, checking the time. Past three p.m. ‘She hasn’t responded to my email, but Casey said he sent over the introductions.’


‘She hasn’t responded because she’s mysterious.’ Something crashes at her end, and I fight a yawn as she yells at one of my nephews. ‘Just remember, you need to eventually befriend her so I can befriend her, and then I can know a famous person. So be cool, okay? Don’t be you.’


I let the phone fall to the side as I lie back on the bed with a thump. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I think you know,’ she says as I rub my eyes. And then, ‘Is that a picture of the Pope with a dog?’


*


An hour later, when I’ve had a shower and an ill-advised nap, I push open the door of the pub below, a piece of paper clenched in my hand. Casey sent me an email with all the details I’d need, but the address is confusingly simple.


Ciara Sheridan, Carrigwest.


Helpful.


The pub itself is like something on a postcard. Painted a deep red with a green sign saying Delaney’s over the entrance, it has barrels of wilted flowers outside and old-fashioned lampposts bracketing the door. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the gloomy interior, but, when they do, I find the place cosy but empty, except for Ronan, who stands behind the bar doing a stock-check.


‘How are you getting on?’ he asks when he sees me. ‘Thirsty?’


‘Parched. A Diet Coke if you have it.’ I perch on one of the stools, feeling too warm in my fresh shirt. ‘Do you think you could help me with some directions?’


‘I’ll do my best,’ he says, passing me a small glass bottle followed by a card machine. ‘Researching your family, is it?’


‘No. I’m looking for Ciara Sheridan’s place?’


The way his smile drops, you’d swear I’d added so I can egg it.


The mood in the pub changes instantly, all of Ronan’s previous friendliness vanishing.


‘I’m here to help with her father’s estate,’ I continue after a lengthy silence. ‘She knows I’m coming.’


‘Is that right?’ he asks slowly. ‘But you don’t have her address.’


‘I do, but it’s not . . . ’ I trail off as his eyes narrow. ‘She’s not responding to her emails,’ I finish lamely.


‘I can’t be giving out private information, now. We get all sorts around here, you understand?’


I don’t. But, knowing that’s probably as much as I’ll get out of the suddenly suspicious bartender, I drink the most awkward soda of my life and head back outside.


She’s got to live around here somewhere. Carrigwest only takes up a few miles and I’ve seen . . . five, maybe six houses so far? Granted, none are anywhere near as impressive as what Frank’s place is supposed to look like, but it shouldn’t be that hard to find if I drive around.


In the end, that’s exactly what I do. With the windows down and my GPS on, I travel slowly through the one-street town and out the other side, moving through woodlands and back out to open fields. The roads are narrower here and lined with grey stone walls, but besides a few tourist coaches that I manage not to crash into, I meet little traffic on the way.


I also find nothing. Every side road I come across leads only to small bungalows or old cottages, and I’m weighing up the option of calling Casey and asking him why he hates me when I spy a man resting against a gate up ahead, a sheepdog sitting next to him. When I slow down, he raises his walking stick in acknowledgment.


‘Lost, are you?’ He has to be nearing ninety but is steady on his feet as he shuffles over to me.


‘Only by a lot,’ I say as he nears. ‘I’m looking for Ciara Sheridan. Am I in the right area?’


‘Ciara?’ His smile falls momentarily, and with it my hope, before a sly look passes over his face. ‘Are you the new boyfriend, then?’


I don’t pause. I don’t even think. I’m tired and I’m hungry and I keep almost driving on the wrong side of the road. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, I am.’


And I feel no guilt when he laughs, looking delighted. ‘It’s about time you showed your face around here,’ he says, pointing a gnarled finger back the way I came. ‘You’re not far now, but I wouldn’t be starting from where we are if I were you. I would have come from the main road, but I’ll see you right.’


And he does, in his own way at least, directing me back to the woods I’d passed through earlier.


‘If you hit the red house, you’ve gone too far. But if you see a horse, you haven’t gone far enough. You understand?’


Again, not really. But I smile anyway. He makes me repeat it back to him before he’s happy, and then he slaps the car roof and waves me goodbye.


But while his instructions may be unorthodox, they also work, and fifteen minutes later I pull up to an unmarked dirt road surrounded by thick trees. I missed it completely when I passed earlier, but now I know what I’m looking for, it seems obvious.


It isn’t until I turn up it that I start to get nervous, anticipation making me slow to a crawl. Ever since Casey told me about the book, I’ve been so focused on getting here and meeting Ciara that I haven’t even considered the fact that I’d be seeing her house as well. Frank’s house.


The house.


Just the thought of it has me pulling over, and I get out and walk a few steps to shake off the excess energy. I consider myself a grown man and I’m here to do an important job, but I think even Casey would understand my spark of excitement as I realise I’m about to see what so many of Frank’s readers dream of. I mean, I’ve got to take some pictures. For Lizzie, at least. And my old college roommate who was as obsessed with the books as I was. Plus, a couple of my friends who—
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