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Izzy is in the Caribbean on the honeymoon-that-isn’t after her fiancé broke her heart. She’s not looking for someone new. But when she meets Charles Miller, a successful writer holidaying alone, the electricity is undeniable. And what does she have to lose?


In Ireland, Charles’s ex-wife and agent Ariel flits from party to party, glamorous and poised. She’s in constant contact with Charles. They’re very close. Ariel wonders if they should get back together. She’s an independent woman, but she liked being part of a power couple. And she’s sure she only has to say, and they’ll pick up where they left off.


No matter how in control of life you think you are, it can shock and surprise you. As Izzy, Ariel and Charles are about to find out . . .











I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a
free human being with an independent will,
which I now exert to leave you.


Charlotte Brontë












Chapter 1


Iseult




Tears are words that need to be written.


Paulo Coelho





At the exact moment our plane touches down at the island airport in the Caribbean, my ex-fiancé is posting photos of a drinks reception from an art gallery in Florence. I know this because I turn on my phone and check his social media while I’m standing with Celeste at the carousel waiting for our luggage to arrive.


I hadn’t planned on looking at my phone. In fact, unlike nearly all the other passengers (my cousin included) who were, by now, staring intently at their mobiles, I ignore mine for at least two minutes before fishing it out of my bag and switching it on. It pings with a flurry of notifications, and every one is a post from Steve. I take a deep breath and open Instagram.


Steve is a keen amateur photographer and likes to fill his feed with moody black-and-white pictures – usually of himself looking equally moody and intense. But that’s OK, because he’s the kind of guy who looks good in a moody photograph. In fairness, he looks good in real life too. And it was his ripped body, smouldering dark eyes, and black hair shaved at the sides (but falling over his forehead in a fringe of glossy curls I’d give an arm for myself) that first made my heart do somersaults. It still somersaults every time I see him, although that hasn’t been for some time. In any event, that same heart is now broken into a million pieces.


He hasn’t posted any photos of himself in the Italian art gallery, and I assume that’s because he’s working and not a guest; but if he’s wandering around taking photos of people wearing tuxedos and cocktail dresses, I bet he’s not in his preferred gear of frayed black jeans and black leather biker jacket. Maybe he bought some appropriate designer clothes in Florence. I picture him in a suit walking through the stunning baroque room where the reception is taking place, with its ceiling fresco, tall tables decorated with rose-filled gold vases, and line of gilt framed paintings on the walls. It’s the kind of setting where you’d expect to see James Bond sipping a martini as he waits for an opportunity to drop a witty remark to the latest megalomanic hell-bent on destroying the world. I can easily imagine Steve rocking Dolce & Gabbana there, even if he’s only ever bought one T-shirt by them, and that was in TK Maxx.


He’s used the hashtags #LaDolceVita #PeroniAndProsecco #LoveItaly with his photos.


My broken heart is beating faster just thinking about him, and I have to remind myself that I’m looking at the timeline of my ex. Yet no matter how many times I tell myself this, and despite living my life without him ever since that awful day, I’m still having a hard time believing it.


The carousel judders into life, and Celeste nudges me, because the very first case that appears is the brand-new pink and yellow Samsonite I bought specially for this trip. That was when I thought I was coming to the Caribbean to get married and I was shelling out money on fancy things because, well . . . #GettingMarried.


I drop my phone into my tote and grab the case. There’s a slightly longer wait before Celeste’s blue one arrives, but once we have both of them, we make our way through the customs area and out of the terminal building. A group of tour agents is waiting outside, and I find the one that Steve and I booked with. The agent smiles in greeting and points us to the taxi that’s already beside the kerb. As we set off for the White Sands Resort and Spa (#BarefootElegance), I lean my head against the window and exhale slowly.


‘We’re going to have a great time.’ Celeste squeezes my arm. ‘Girls on tour.’


I don’t say that I was supposed to be woman on honeymoon.


Celeste knows that already.


The drive to the hotel takes less than half an hour, and my spirits are lifted by the blue skies and aquamarine sea and the bright colours of the bougainvillea, hibiscus and other flowering shrubs that border the narrow road. It’s hard not to feel uplifted too by signs with names like Pirates’ Cove or Coconut Bay or Rum Runners’ Beach. Nevertheless, I can’t help thinking how much more exciting all this would have been if Steve was beside me and we were going to get married this week.


I manage another surreptitious look at Instagram when we arrive at the hotel and Celeste takes charge of checking us in. Steve has moved to a restaurant near the gallery for rigatoni pasta and chianti: #Friends #GoodTimes #Colleagues #BestMates #Firenze #Italia #LivingTheDream. I grimace.


‘May I offer you a welcome drink?’ A young waiter smiles at me and tells me that the exotic creations on the tray he’s holding are called White Sands Experiences. They’re mocktails, though, which is disappointing, because right about now I’m aching for a large gin and tonic, heavy on the gin and light on the tonic. But I’m thirsty so I take one anyway, and so does Celeste, who now has the keys to Room 501.


A porter, whose name badge identifies him as Janiel, has already loaded our cases onto a trolley and leads us from the reception area, with its high cathedral ceilings and lazy fans, through expansive gardens filled with highly scented tropical plants. The rooms at the hotel are located in a variety of small buildings, each with a magnificent view of the clear Caribbean Sea. Steve and I chose Room 501 because it was a corner room with its own private jacuzzi. When I wondered aloud if we weren’t being over-extravagant, he told me that his princess deserved the very best for her honeymoon. I know it sounds saccharine sweet, and in all honesty I’m not a princessy sort of person, but it was lovely when he said it. After we split, Celeste insisted on listing all the royal princesses who have had a hard time of it, including Princesses Grace and Charlene of Monaco as well as Princess Diana and Princess Aiko of Japan. Meghan Markle too, if a duchess is also a princess. I’m not up to speed on titles.


‘OK, not the best of circumstances, but – wow!’ exclaims Celeste when we step into the room and Janiel opens the doors to the enormous balcony. ‘This is absolutely stunning. No wonder they call it Paradise Island.’


I say nothing, but fumble the tip. Janiel, a supreme professional, manages to make it less awkward than it could have been. When he’s gone, closing the door silently behind him, I follow Celeste to the balcony. She’s opening the bottle of champagne that’s been left on the small round table along with two glasses and a pretty flower arrangement. I suppose the champagne and flowers are left for everyone, not just wedding couples, though I can’t help feeling that the rose petals that I noticed on the white bed linen (the room has two king-sized beds) are exclusive to honeymooners and have been put there by mistake.


‘Come on, Izzy!’ She hands me a glass. ‘Onwards and upwards. Everything happens for a reason!’


I clink the glass against hers and take a long drink.


I think of the pictures on Steve’s social media.


I finish the rest of the champagne in a single gulp.


Steve Carter became my ex-fiancé the day after I’d paid the balance of the money for our White Sands Five Star Exclusive Wedding Experience. We’d been alternating paying it off in instalments, him making one and me the next, and mine was the final payment. When he detonated his bombshell, he told me that he was happy for me to experience the White Sands by myself, as he planned to be in Florence that day organising the light installation for an art exhibition in a prestigious gallery. His boss had assigned the job to him as soon as he heard that Steve would be available owing to not getting married. It took a while for me to process that Steve’s boss knew about my status as an ex-fiancée before I did.


I listened, speechless, as he told me that ‘gifting’ me the honeymoon that I’d paid half of myself was the least he could do, because he knew that breaking off the engagement would be a big blow. He never wanted to hurt me – he caught me by the hands when he said that, and his dark brown eyes looked soulfully into mine – and said that it wasn’t me, it was him. He loved me but he wasn’t ready for marriage.


‘I’ll always love you, Izzy,’ he said as he traced his finger along my cheek. ‘But it would only hurt you more if I married you at the wrong time. I’m too young,’ he added. ‘Too irresponsible. I’m not good enough for you.’


As break-ups go, it was cinematic. As though he was reading from the script of a romantic drama. Even as my heart shattered into a thousand pieces, I was falling in love with him a little bit more.


‘You’re not too young,’ I said. ‘You’re thirty-two.’


‘But inside – inside I’m reckless, feckless and impulsive. I’m not marriage material. Not yet, anyhow.’


He was certainly impulsive the first time I met him. But so was I.


It was at a summer concert in Dublin’s Fairview Park. The weather was glorious and the park was crowded with concert-goers, all singing and dancing beneath the blue skies. It was the kind of meet-cute moment that sometimes even happens in real life; when two people accidentally bump into each other, gaze into each other’s eyes and fall in love for ever.


When Steve and I first looked at each other, I was smitten.


Then he kissed me and I was in love.


I know, I know. How can you love someone on the basis of a single kiss? When you don’t even know their name?


So maybe I actually fell in love with him later, when he came back to my house because he lived on the other side of town and there wasn’t a taxi to be had, while I live a mere ten minutes away.


‘This is cosy,’ he said when I opened the door. ‘Is it yours?’


I explained, as I made coffee and brought it out to the patio table in the small west-facing garden, that it was our family home but that I was currently living there on my own. My parents had recently headed to New Zealand to see my brother, his wife and their newly arrived twin boys. As my dad was now retired, they planned to stay for a couple of months, although I already had the impression that they wouldn’t mind extending their visit. Cori and Adrian live just outside Napier, and Dad, who’s originally from Wexford, likes both the coastal town and the green spaces. Mum likes them too, but it was the lure of her grandchildren that made me think she was in no rush to come home.


Anyhow, my parents being away gave Steve and me time and space to get to know each other. He moved in, and I can honestly say there was never a moment when I wasn’t ecstatically happy. We got engaged at Halloween – I know it was quick, but I was madly in love; besides, his proposal was romantic and original in equal measure.


I came home to find that he’d added a selection of orange and purple balloons to the rather terrifying decorations we’d put up earlier in the week.


‘What’s all this about?’ I asked as I took off my heavy work jacket and sniffed the aroma of spicy chicken.


‘A gesture,’ he said. ‘So that you know you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.’


‘Oh, Steve. How lovely of you.’


Despite his hard-man exterior, Steve likes cooking, even though most of his sauces (like mine) are from jars. But he pulls it all together better than I ever do.


‘I’d have run you a bath if there was one,’ he said. ‘But maybe you’d like to take a shower and change anyway?’


He’d put spooky candles in the bathroom and had replaced my usual shower foam with a gel that called itself Spectral Slime. Much as I appreciated the nod towards the horror theme, I retrieved my rice milk and cherry blossom Rituals product from the shelf beneath the sink, then showered and came downstairs wearing my blue satin-look pyjamas.


‘Best I could do to keep the Halloween vibe going,’ I told him as I sat at the table.


‘You can be my sultry spectre any time.’ He kissed me and then put a plate of piri piri chicken in front of me. ‘Eat up.’


After the meal, we went into the living room, where even more balloons were bobbing about.


‘This is for you,’ he said, producing a pin.


‘What for?’ I looked at him in surprise.


‘You have to use it. On the balloons.’


‘I hate bursting balloons. It’s proper Halloween horror for me.’


‘Oh, go on,’ he said. ‘This once? I promise you’ll like it.’


I always found it impossible to say no to Steve. So I scrunched up my eyes and jabbed nervously at each balloon. The box with the engagement ring was in the purple one with the witch’s face.


It was the most romantic moment of my life. Spooky, but romantic.


I still relive it.


Celeste was surprised that we’d got engaged so quickly, but even she said that we seemed ideally suited and totally in love.


Mum and Dad thought the same when they came home, sorry to have left their grandchildren but full of excitement at seeing me and meeting my fiancé. They liked Steve’s easy-going nature and his quick humour, although Mum did remark that he was too handsome for his own good. He moved back to his own family home on their return, and I missed having him with me every day. But there wasn’t an affordable rental to be had in Dublin and we were saving up, both for the wedding and to be able to get something suitable after we got married.


However, we were back together again sooner than I expected, as Mum and Dad decided to move to the Dingle Peninsula for the summer, a place we’d often gone to on holidays when Adrian and I were children, and where they’d found a picturesque cottage overlooking the sea. I said I hoped they weren’t doing it on my account. Dad shook his head and said no, that he was taking advantage of his retirement package and they’d be back in Dublin as soon as the days got shorter and the nights longer.


So Steve moved back in and we settled into a happy routine together. With the possibility of both New Zealand and Dingle as potential retirement locations for my parents, I couldn’t help wondering if they’d consider selling the house in Dublin to me and Steve, but it wasn’t a subject I was ready to raise with them. I didn’t want them to feel obliged to say yes. Then news came from Napier that Cori was pregnant again, and that her baby was due in a few weeks’ time. We were all astounded, although apparently not as astounded as Adrian and Cori, who hadn’t realised for ages that she was pregnant. She’d decided not to share the news sooner because she couldn’t quite believe it herself. My parents booked return tickets to New Zealand for the birth, since Cori doesn’t have any close family and Mum thought she might need some support. Adrian agreed.


Baby Azaria was born shortly after they arrived, and Mum fell in love with her straight away. New Zealand was definitely trumping Dingle in the possible retirement stakes for my parents.


Meanwhile, everything was on track for our winter wedding. We’d explained to family and friends that we were trying to save money by having it alone in the White Sands, and even though I know Mum was disappointed that there wasn’t going to be a big day out at home, she was also pleased that she wouldn’t have to leave the twins and Azaria to head to the Caribbean in November.


When Steve delivered his hammer-blow rejection, I completely understood why Cori had kept the news of her pregnancy to herself for so long. It was as though by not saying anything to anyone, it hadn’t really happened. I told Celeste, of course, but begged her not to share it with Aunt Jenni and Uncle Paul until I gave her the go-ahead. I needed to tell my own parents first, but it took me a long time to feel able to break it to them.


Mum was shocked and upset for me, saying that he’d seemed such a nice young man she couldn’t quite believe it. Dad was furious. I had to assure them that there was no need to race back to Ireland to take care of me (or, in Dad’s case, ‘knock that young pup’s block off’). I said it was better that Steve had changed his mind now rather than later, and that although I was upset I’d get over it. I told Mum to concentrate on Cori and the babies and not to worry about me. She said that looking after her only daughter was as important as looking after her grandchildren, but I managed to persuade her that I was absolutely fine and that it was all for the best. I’m not sure how convinced she really was, but in the end she stayed put.


Of course I wasn’t absolutely fine. I hadn’t been from the moment Steve told me it was all off. Right then, all I wanted was to cling to him and say that I still loved him and would always love him and that I wanted to marry him whenever he liked and I’d do anything to make that happen. I thought of all the things I could do to change his mind, starting in the bedroom and ending up . . . well, probably in the bedroom too. But Steve doesn’t respond well to clingy women. So I took off my engagement ring and handed it to him, then told him to get his things and move out. I applauded myself even though it was a struggle to keep the tears from falling.


‘Right now?’ He looked alarmed. ‘I haven’t got my stuff together. I thought we could be grown up about this. I hoped we could be friends. After all, I want you to go to the Caribbean, have a good time, chill out.’


‘We can’t be friends,’ I told him, even though right then I was thinking that perhaps friends with benefits could lead back to what we had before. ‘If you don’t love me any more, you’ve got to leave. And I’d rather it was now.’


‘I see that. I do. But . . . well, I couldn’t start packing before I told you. Look, there’s no need for us to fall out over this. Just because we’re not getting married doesn’t mean we have to hate each other.’


‘Is there someone else?’


I had to ask even though I didn’t know how he’d have time for someone else, because when he went out with the guys it was always to sporting events, and the rest of the time he was working or with me. But men and women have managed to cheat on those closest to them for centuries, and I told myself, no matter how little I wanted to believe it, that Steve was no different.


‘No one else,’ he assured me. ‘Honestly. It’s the whole go to the Caribbean, have an amazing wedding, being married thing . . . it’s all so much and I’m not ready for it.’


‘It’s best you leave now, Steve.’


I didn’t trust myself around him. I didn’t trust myself not to throw myself into his arms and beg him to stay. He went upstairs and came down again ten minutes later, a black bin bag full of clothes in his hand.


‘What about the rest of my stuff?’ he asked.


‘We’ll arrange a time.’


‘OK.’


He left.


I cried.


Inside, I’m still crying.


‘You all right?’ Celeste’s voice, quiet and concerned, brings me back to the present.


I’m suddenly aware that the sun has almost sunk below the horizon and that the lights either side of the pathways from the individual two-storey blocks of the hotel are glowing gently. I can hear the chirp of cicadas above the distant sound of the waves breaking on the shore, and every so often a burst of laughter floats upwards on the evening air.


‘Just thinking,’ I say.


‘Don’t think,’ she tells me. ‘Enjoy yourself.’


‘I was supposed to be getting married this week,’ I remind her. ‘I’m not sure enjoying myself is an option.’


‘You came, didn’t you?’


‘Only because the insurance didn’t cover my fiancé becoming my ex-fiancé,’ I say. ‘I wasn’t going to cut off my nose to spite my face and stay home. Doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it.’


‘If you don’t enjoy it, you’ll definitely be cutting off your nose to spite your face.’ She grins at our use of one of my mother’s favourite sayings. ‘Come on, Izzy. We’re in the Caribbean. It’s warm, summery and lovely. It’s cold, dark and wintry back home. You’ve got to make the most of it.’


‘I’ll do my best.’


But my mind isn’t in wintry Dublin. Or in the eternal summer of the Caribbean. It’s in Florence.


‘Do you want to get something to eat?’ asks Celeste.


I can’t remember the last time I was genuinely hungry, but I nod, and we lock the door behind us before making our way along the curving pathway, past the beach to the main hotel dining room. I’ve done this walk a thousand times on the virtual tour of the White Sands website, so even in darkness, everything seems familiar. The dining room is calm and spacious, divided up by tropical plants and with warm, intimate lighting.


One of the waiters brings us to a table in a corner, and I wonder if he’s been given instructions to tuck us away out of sight, lest anyone realise I’m the woman who’s been dumped. I know this is a ridiculous thought, but I can’t help having it. I pick up the menu and look at it, although I’m really looking at the other diners, thinking that they’re all on their dream holiday while I’m here being miserable.


My phone pings, and I glance at it, hoping for a moment that perhaps it’s a message from Steve to tell me that he’s sorry and that he’s missing me and that he hates Florence and is on the way to the Caribbean right now. I picture him walking up to me and sweeping me into his arms, telling me he can’t live without me and insisting that the wedding must go ahead as we’d planned. Even as those thoughts flicker through my mind, I wonder how I’d react. After all, no matter how badly I might be managing it, I’m trying to get over him. Besides, what would happen to Celeste, who’s sharing the room with me? Where would she go? (Even if I’m hopelessly romantic about some things, I’m also eminently practical. Steve turning up would be a disaster. Though certainly something to write home about!)


The message is actually from my phone provider telling me about the extortionate charges for roaming services, so I switch off my mobile data, although I don’t plan to venture further than the resort with its excellent Wi-Fi.


‘Everything OK?’


I nod, though I’m a bit tired of Celeste asking me that. I know she means well, but I’m on my fecking honeymoon with her, so it’s hardly going to be OK, is it?


‘I think I’ll have the red snapper.’ She closes the menu. ‘What about you?’


‘The Caesar salad.’


‘Why don’t you try something a bit more substantial?’


‘I’m more tired than hungry,’ I tell her. ‘It’s been a long day.’


Which is true. We were up early this morning for our eight-hour flight, and of course we’re now four hours behind GMT, so even though my watch is telling me it’s 7.30, my body thinks it’s half past eleven.


‘I was tired until I started reading the menu.’ Celeste grins. ‘But it’s so exciting!’


Celeste is a chef, and so the White Sands, with its reputation for fine dining and excellent cuisine, is like heaven to her. I know she’s not happy that my engagement was broken off, but she’s ecstatic about being on my honeymoon.


The food arrives, and while she attacks her red snapper with enthusiasm, I pick at the salad and check out our fellow diners. Most of the tables are occupied by couples; the White Sands isn’t a couples-only resort, but with the whole wedding vibe thing it has going, it’s very much geared towards romance rather than families. If you’re having a big wedding, they provide private dining, keeping the public dining rooms from being taken over by groups of revellers. As Steve and I had planned to come here by ourselves, we would have had a room-service dinner on our balcony overlooking the sea, with our very own waiter for the evening. It would have been perfect.


Among the couples sitting in the restaurant, I decide that the youngest two, who only have eyes for each other, are newly-weds. They’re both wearing very shiny wedding bands and her engagement ring is glittering in the light of the table lamp. I’m reckoning some of the older diners might be celebrating anniversaries; they’re not quite as besotted as the newly-weds, but there’s an empathy between them even when they’re sitting in silence. Along with the couples, there are also a few intergenerational families, although no children. At what can only be described as the best table in the room, in a small corner that juts out over the sea, is the only solitary diner, a man who could be anything between forty-five and fifty-five. His face is tanned and his silver-grey hair far thicker and more luxuriant than you’d expect on someone that age. His eyes, behind heavy horn-rimmed glasses, are a surprising arctic blue. His navy linen shirt is open at the neck and the sleeves are rolled up, revealing a slim watch on his left wrist and a selection of leather bands on his right. He looks vaguely familiar, but even after staring at him for longer than is polite, I can’t tell how.


‘Well, I don’t know.’ Celeste shrugs when I wonder aloud where I’ve seen him before. ‘Someone you stopped at the port, perhaps?’


I’m a customs officer, so I stop a lot of people at Dublin Port on a daily basis, usually truck drivers. And it’s not that I can profile someone simply by looking at them, but this man doesn’t look like a truck driver. Besides, I have a good memory for faces, and his isn’t one of my regulars.


‘I wonder why he’s on his own?’ I muse aloud.


‘Maybe whoever he’s with is joining him later,’ said Celeste.


‘Perhaps,’ I agree. ‘Or he could be a widower, returning to a place he and his wife once loved.’


‘That’s a bit sad,’ says Celeste. ‘Though I’m thinking if he’s a widower, he’s far more likely to be here with his new girlfriend than his melancholy thoughts.’


I tell her she has a heart of stone. I’m not sure why I’m so convinced he’s alone, but there’s something about him . . . I flinch as he looks up from the Kindle he’s reading and his eyes meet mine. I don’t shift my gaze, and pretend I’m not looking at him but at the blackness of the sea behind him. Then, thankfully, a waiter appears with more iced water and I turn to him instead.


Celeste has almost finished her red snapper and I’ve eaten more of the salad than I expected, along with one of the small warm bread rolls that accompanied it. When the waiter appears again and asks about dessert, Celeste chooses cheesecake while I opt for some fruit.


‘If nothing else, I’d get into my wedding dress no problem now,’ I observe when she comments on my healthy choices.


‘You never had any problems with your wedding dress,’ she protests. ‘You looked fabulous in it.’


She was with me when I bought it. It’s hanging up in my wardrobe at home. When we get back, I’ll try to sell it online. I remind her it was always a bit tight but that it was very slinky.


She makes a face and scoops up the last of her cheesecake.


I pop a chunk of watermelon in my mouth.


We briefly ponder the possibility of having a nightcap before bed, but I’m suddenly exhausted and can hardly keep my eyes open. Celeste confesses to tiredness too. So we go back to the room.


For the first time in weeks, I fall asleep straight away.









Chapter 2


Ariel




I love deadlines. I love the whooshing sound they make as they go by.


Douglas Adams





I’m watching the logo on my laptop go slowly round and round when the wall of heat hits me. Given that a horrible sleeting rain that really should be snow is hammering against the window, and that the temporary heater in my office has been cranked up to max for the past few hours with little discernible effect, I know the warmth is coming from within. I reach for the box on my desk and take out a tissue, mopping my now sodden brow, then my neck and finally (with an anxious glance out of the patio doors to be sure nobody is outside, although they shouldn’t be, the mews is absolutely private) underneath my arms.


I throw the damp tissue in the waste-paper bin and lean back in my chair, furious with my body for doing its own thing yet again. Why do women have to put up with so much? First it’s periods, which started for me on my thirteenth birthday and continued relentlessly, regular as clockwork, until my forty-fifth last summer. And now it’s the menopause, a descent into the hell of unexpected sweating, brain fog and irritation levels that are off the chart. At least I hope it’s the menopause that makes me feel one step away from exploding with rage at any given moment. Otherwise I’ll really start worrying. Is there ever a time in a woman’s life when she can just get on with it without having to think of how her body might ambush her? Honestly, it’s a bloody minefield (pun not entirely unintended).


I have an appointment with my local doctor next week and I won’t listen to any faff about natural remedies or lifestyle changes from him. I’ll demand the best possible HRT immediately. I don’t have time to be menopausal.


I catch sight of my reflection in the glass of the patio door and get up from my desk to inspect it more closely. My face is flushed, but despite my rosy cheeks and perspiring brow, I actually look reasonably good. Not just ‘for my age’, even if forty-five is the new thirty-five or whatever. I look good because I take care of myself. I’ve always done a good cleanse, tone and moisturise regime. I exfoliate regularly. I have facials every month. I do a thirty-minute yoga session before work every morning, I eat healthy foods whenever I can, though obviously there has to be a bit of leeway from time to time, and I try hard to only drink alcohol at the weekends, or if absolutely necessary for work. I know people will say there’s no absolutely necessary time, but there is, I assure you.


Anyway, I don’t look my age, and when I’m not doing my impression of someone battling Niagara Falls, I appear perfectly normal and well balanced. I pull my hair up from the nape of my neck, twist it and stick a pencil through it to hold it in a precarious bun. I was once a natural coppery brunette, but the greys started to appear long before the hot flushes, and now the colour is out of a bottle and needs regular touching up.


The hot flush ends as abruptly as it began, and I shiver. With impeccable timing, the boiler packed up this morning, which is why I’m using the hopelessly inefficient heater. The plumber I rang in a panic could barely contain his laughter when I asked if he could come out before the afternoon – he told me it’d be three days at the earliest. I tried alternative plumbers from the Local Heroes app, but there’s nobody available to don a superhero outfit and come out any sooner. It seems that Dublin is a cesspit of broken boilers. If this weather keeps up, I’ll be found, a block of ice, sitting frozen in front of my laptop while the intertwined ABA – Ariel Barrett Agency – logo still turns.


I rub my hands together and pull the heater closer to my desk. Then I look at my watch and subtract four hours. Charles will be having lunch now, stickler for routine that he is. I imagine him sitting on his balcony overlooking the sea, drinking a glass of wine – or maybe even a cocktail – his laptop open in front of him as he eats his chicken sandwich. (He’s a stickler for his food routine too. Although the hotel is famed for the quality of its cuisine, I’m betting he’s asking for chicken sandwiches for lunch and steak for dinner.)


I take out my phone.




Hope it’s going OK





It’s a few minutes before it pings in reply.




Wonderfully well


I’m glad to hear that. Do you want to send anything to me?


No


Because the deadline is close


I know when the ****ing deadline is


I’m trying to help, that’s all


Telling me about the deadline isn’t helping


Sorry. I only meant





I stop as I see that he’s continuing to type. I wait for the rest of his message.




It’s pressure I don’t need. You know I don’t work well under pressure


I’m not pressuring you


You damn well are





I hesitate for a while, then send a message that says I’ll leave him to it. But it’s taken me all my willpower not to actually phone him and tell him that he needs to get his arse into gear, and that his ‘writing retreat’ is hardly a retreat if he hasn’t actually put any words on the page.


I grit my teeth, put the phone to one side and tap the computer keyboard. I have other clients and other things to do rather than run around after Charles Miller. But I’ve always run around after Charles. Ever since the first day we met over fifteen years ago.


I was an ambitious young agent at Saxby-Brown, one of the UK’s most prestigious literary agencies. Saxby-Brown has always had lots of big-name authors on its books, and it’s a badge of honour for the agency that quite a number of them have won the Booker, or the Impac, or any one of the many literary prizes that are up for grabs throughout the year.


None of my authors at the time were prizewinners, because I generally looked after non-celebrity writers who sold enough to be profitable but not enough to get their books into the big promotions, the TV book clubs or the radio shows. Nevertheless, they were all wonderful, hard-working people and I was privileged to represent them. I truly hoped one day they’d be top-ten bestsellers and prizewinners too.


When Charles Miller’s manuscript arrived on my desk (well, arrived by email as per our submission instructions, which was a positive start in itself; you wouldn’t believe the number of hopefuls that ignore them), I began to skim through the covering letter, but it was so elegantly written that I started again and read it more slowly.


It was brief and concise, giving relevant information about his book while clearly conveying how much it meant to him. He said that he hoped he’d managed to write something that people would want to read, and added that he’d been writing for years but this was the first time he’d ever reached the end, and that in itself was so exciting he had to send it off to someone. And he’d picked me because he’d done some research and seen that I was looking for new voices and unique books and he hoped he fitted the bill on both counts.


I clicked on the attachment, hoping his novel would flow as fluently as his email. It did. I read all 90,000 words of it that evening.


I wanted to sign him right away.


Apart from the undoubted exquisiteness of his writing, the characters were real and alive. The story tugged at the heartstrings. I was absolutely convinced it would be a hit if it was handled in the right way by the right team. And I knew I was the right agent and Saxby-Brown definitely had the best team to find a publisher who’d support Charles and nurture his career.


Of course, the other part of potential success is the author themselves. If Charles had an engaging personal story, if he was attractive, if he got on well with people and could do a good interview, that would make it easier. The key was to sell him as well as his book. And that it was a poignant romance, skilfully portrayed by a man (fingers crossed, reasonably good-looking, articulate and not psychopathic), made it an excellent selling proposition. As I sat and planned, I realised I was getting too far ahead of myself. Right now, it was only about convincing a publisher that they’d have a bestseller on their hands.


I replied to Charles the next day asking if he could come and meet me at the office. His response was that he could, but not until the following week, as he’d have to take time off from his job as an accounts manager to come to London from Dublin, where he lived. I was surprised at hearing he was in accounts. He had the soul of a poet, not a number-cruncher.


In the days before virtual meetings were a thing, I told him I’d meet him wherever and whenever it suited him, and that if he preferred, I could come to Dublin.


I think I’d like to see your offices, he wrote. Also, I haven’t been to London for ages and I love the idea that I have to visit in order to meet my potential agent.


I told him I was looking forward to meeting him.


When he turned up at the office, I knew I’d made the right call.


Despite my hopes for an interesting backstory (you know, like he’d recovered from a life-threatening illness, or a heart-rending divorce, always good for some column inches), Charles said his life was as dull as his accounting career. But it didn’t matter. Because the only thing that did matter was Charles himself.


The man was a Greek god. The handsomest male author who’d ever walked into the Saxby-Brown office – and we’ve had our fair share. We’ve sold boy-band memoirs and biographies of actors and celebrities who’ve been filtered to within an inch of their lives. But Charles Miller, aged thirty-three and a half, wasn’t a boy. He was a man. And the kind of man to make a woman go weak at the knees.


He had a lion’s mane of thick golden hair, piercing blue eyes, and a jawline that was so square and strong it really did look as though it had been chiselled from granite. He was tall and broad-shouldered and he seemed to fill my small office both physically and with the strength of his character.


As I was a consummate professional, I didn’t allow my knees to weaken. I told him to have a seat and I poured us both some water from the pitcher on my desk. (I needed the water. He was as cool as the proverbial cucumber.) I asked him about his book, what had inspired it, if he’d written it from his own experience, if he’d written anything else. And I asked him why he’d become an accountant.


He frowned slightly and scratched the red-gold stubble on his chin.


‘Accounts manager,’ he said. ‘In a business. Not an actual accountant, though that’s my qualification. I needed a job and I’m good with numbers.’


Most writers are terrible with numbers. I guessed I could spin something about a transition from facts and figures to romantic literature. But it would be nice to have something deeply personal too. I asked again about his inspiration. Had he had his heart broken like the hero of his novel?


‘Not at all. I made it up,’ he replied cheerfully. ‘It came to me one afternoon when I was working on a spreadsheet.’


‘I didn’t realise spreadsheets could be so emotionally gripping.’


‘Neither did I.’ He smiled, and I was glad I was sitting down because my knees definitely would have buckled under his all-round hotness.


‘It’s a fabulous book, and if you allow me to represent you, I’ll do my best to get it the success it deserves.’


‘Wonderful.’


‘But it doesn’t always work,’ I warned. ‘You wouldn’t believe how many books are published every year, and each author wants theirs to be a bestseller. Some very deserving ones end up selling only a few dozen copies. It’s not fair, but it’s the industry.’


‘Life’s not fair.’ Charles shrugged. ‘If it fails, I won’t blame you.’


I couldn’t help thinking that the perfect client had walked into my office. Authors often do blame their agents when things don’t go to plan, so having one say upfront that he wouldn’t was refreshing. One way or another, I was going to try my hardest to make him a success.


Looking at him across the desk, the sunlight glinting off his magnificent hair, he reminded me of a young Hugh Grant without the stuttering awkward Englishness. Charles Miller was attractive, quietly confident and spoke in a smooth baritone that I knew would be ideal for radio. The whole package, of course, would be even better on TV.


But first I had to find him a publisher.


Which wasn’t as easy as I’d expected, given how brilliant I thought his book was. However, the trend at the time was for complicated financial thrillers, and the charts were filled with novels with black-and-red covers and silhouettes of tall office blocks at night. Charles’s was pure romance. If he’d been a female author, I would’ve brought it to a large publisher, suggested a floral cover with a breathlessly frothy blurb on the back, and marketed it as a chick-lit. But for Charles, I wanted to persuade publishers that it was a work of literature that would transcend genres.


Yet despite my relentless plugging, no one was biting. Eventually Graham Weston, the MD of Xerxes, a small independent publishing house, agreed to read it after I’d dropped him home, rather the worse for wear, from a launch party for one of Saxby-Brown’s big-name authors. An author Graham really admired and wanted to poach from his current publisher. Which he ultimately did.


Graham read the manuscript and loved it. The rest, to overuse a cliché, is history.


Winter’s Heartbreak was published in time for the following Christmas, and it took off like Santa’s reindeer on steroids. Readers loved it. Book clubs loved it. And reviewers were very, very generous with their praise. Charles ended up on every possible book programme, talking about it and sharing his insights into men with broken hearts as he wooed his audiences with his husky, mellifluous voice, his cool blue eyes and that amazing lion’s mane of hair.


He knocked the financial thrillers off the charts, we sold the movie rights, he won the Booker, and Graham Weston bought me lunch at the Wolseley.


A couple of years later, no longer an accounts manager who wrote books, but a full-time author who was published in over forty languages, Charles was nominated for the Booker again, this time for My Frozen Heart, another heartbreakingly romantic novel. It didn’t win any prizes, but it topped the bestseller lists for weeks and is currently in production with Netflix.


His life had changed by the time the movie of Winter’s Heartbreak premiered, and so had mine. I’d become an agent that authors wanted to be represented by. My inbox was swamped with manuscripts and my confidence soared along with my career. I did my absolute best for every author I took on. None reached the dizzy heights of Charles Miller, but there were a lot of successes all the same. I celebrate every single publication day and every spot on the bestseller lists with all of them.


But Charles was, and always would be, my number one.


Not only because he was a brilliant writer.


Because he was also the man I was going to marry.









Chapter 3


Iseult




Women want love to be a novel. Men a short story.


Daphne du Maurier





On the morning of what should have been my wedding day, I wake up at six o’clock. I don’t want to be awake this early. I don’t want to be awake at all. The only time I don’t feel that my heart has been ripped out and shredded is when I’m sleeping. But I’m awake now and I know I’m not going to fall asleep again, so I slide out of bed and pull on the light robe that’s lying over the back of a chair.


Celeste is out for the count, her head deep in the pillow, muffling the tiniest gurgle of a snore that emits each time she exhales. I slip on my flip-flops and gently ease the door of the room open.


There’s hardly any difference between the daytime and night-time temperatures on the island. The air is warm and balmy, and heavy with the scent of the flame-coloured Barbados lilies and pure white butterfly jasmine that fill the gardens. I can also sense the tang of the sea, and hear the gentle thud of the waves upon the eponymous white sand.


As I arrive at the wedding gazebo, which is on a promontory and surrounded on three sides by the azure blue of the Caribbean, the sun rises and saturates the sky with golden light. A lone pelican dives, arrow straight, into the shimmering water, emerging a moment later and flying off towards the other side of the bay, his breakfast secure in his enormous beak.


The scent of the flowers and the beat of the waves is calming. Getting married here would have been romantic beyond words. Steve and I made the perfect choice of location. It’s a pity we didn’t make the perfect choice with each other.


I take my phone out of the pocket of the robe. I’d intended to leave it in the room, not wanting the temptation of it with me, but I reasoned that it might ring and wake Celeste, who’d worry about me because I never leave my phone behind. I convinced myself that was why I hadn’t simply switched it to mute and left it under my pillow.


I unlock it and take a few photos, as if to further convince myself that the other reason I brought it was to photograph the sunrise. Then I check Steve’s social media.


He hasn’t posted anything since a photo at Florence airport last night (#HomewardBound #HeartInFlorence #BestTimeOfMyLife). Nothing about today. No pix of a deserted church or my returned engagement ring. No #WeddingDay #BigMistake #ShouldBeInParadise. Not that I expected anything from him to show that he knows what day today is. And not that he’d post anything even if he remembered.


I take a few more photos of the sunrise and post them to my own social media accounts. Steve still follows me, although I don’t know if he looks at my posts. I’m not sure if he simply hasn’t thought to block me from his, or if he wants me to know that he’s having a great time without me.


I know I’m being silly. I know it’s over and I shouldn’t keep thinking about him. But I can’t help it. You don’t simply switch loving somebody off. Even if they’ve broken your heart. You can be furious and devastated at the same time. And you can want never to see them again and follow their socials at the same time too. But the fact that he’s constantly in my mind makes me ask myself if I’m still in love with him despite everything. And if I’d take him back if he asked me.


I can understand why he got cold feet. It had all spiralled out of control a bit in the last few weeks before our split. Our conversations were entirely about weddings and houses – I was worried about where we’d live in the future, he insisted we’d find somewhere; I was juggling the constant emails from the White Sands, he was telling me he couldn’t care less what kind of flowers were on the table; I wondered if we could livestream the wedding . . . actually he was quite into that and took it on himself to liaise with the IT guy at the hotel. Anyhow, there’s no denying that planning the wedding meant romance had flown out the window and we were already bickering like an old married couple.


Maybe we could have fixed it.


Maybe it was never worth fixing.


I wish I knew.


I wonder will he look at my photos (#ParadiseIsland #FeelingBlessed – I know, I know, it’s complete bollocks, I’m feeling stressed more than anything!) and think he made a terrible mistake. I hope so.


I thought I’d be alone at this hour of the morning, but I’m not. I know everyone gets up early here, because Celeste and I have been out of bed by 7.30 every single day, and we’ve never been first down for breakfast. I didn’t realise so many people were already out and about at dawn.


As I walk further through the gardens, with the sea framed by palm trees and hibiscus bushes, I notice a group setting up yoga mats beneath a large fabric sunshade strung between wooden pillars. A tall, very slim woman with cornrows in her hair asks if I’m joining them, and I shake my head.


‘You can drop by any morning,’ she tells me. ‘No need to book at reception.’


‘Sure.’


‘We’ll be happy to have you.’ She flashes a wide smile at me before beginning to stream mellow music through speakers on the pillars.


‘Let’s start with sun salutations,’ she tells the group, and they all raise their arms to the sky.


‘Let’s start with kickboxing,’ I mutter under my breath, knowing that I don’t have the power within me to be still and peaceful because my thoughts are far too turbulent to be cured by a bit of mindful stretching.


I continue along the path, which I discover leads to a small gathering of half a dozen more private villas. Steve and I considered booking a villa because they have spectacular sea views, a private beach and their own infinity pool, but they were very much out of our price range. Being completely frank, the entire hotel was out of our price range. But, you know, #NothingButTheBest #HappiestDayOfOurLives #NoExpenseSpared.


I lean against the picket fence that divides the villas from the rest of the hotel and remind myself that I’m actually very lucky compared to lots of other people in the world. I remember someone once telling me that whenever you have to remind yourself of your good fortune, you should also remind yourself that it’s OK to feel your own unhappiness. But it seems horribly self-indulgent to be unhappy on Paradise Island.


As I contemplate degrees of happiness, a man wearing a pair of brightly coloured floral swimming shorts steps onto the decking outside one of the villas, stands at the edge of the pool for a moment, then dives in and swims the entire length underwater before surfacing again and shaking the droplets from his head. His body is toned and tanned, and it takes a moment before I recognise him as the same man Celeste and I saw on our first night, the one who was sitting alone at the best table in the restaurant and who’s always at that table whenever he’s there. He still looks vaguely familiar, and I rack my brains to try to remember where I’ve seen him before. As I stare at him, he looks directly at me, and even at a distance I blush with embarrassment. I give him a half-hearted nod and almost immediately turn away to walk quickly back to the room, where Celeste is up and dressed in shorts and a halter-neck top. She’s pinned her dark hair up in a messy bun and looks casually stylish.


‘Where were you?’ she asks.


‘Woke up early, went for a walk.’


‘Everything all right?’


‘Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?’


I get dressed myself, then Celeste and I go to the restaurant, which, as always, is busy. I tell her about the enthusiastic guests swimming and doing yoga at 6.30 in the morning. Presumably, I add, they’re the ones who get here first and bag all the good tables, and the sunloungers too. I don’t mention our mystery man.


‘You should’ve bagged a lounger with a towel yourself,’ she says.


The hotel has a no-reservation policy for the abundance of loungers, but it’s a policy that’s ignored by most of the guests. So far each morning, much like the prized tables in the restaurant, the prized sunloungers have always been claimed by someone.


We’re on our second cup of coffee when the man I saw swimming earlier walks in and is immediately brought to the secluded table again. We wondered if it was allocated to the guests at Coco Villa, the most exclusive accommodation in the resort, but now I know that’s not the case and I say so to Celeste.


‘Then how does he keep that table on permanent hold? He must have tipped them a fortune.’


‘Maybe he likes his privacy. And I guess if you can afford to shell out to reserve it, why not?’


From a distance, I can observe him more keenly than before. He’s wearing a cream polo shirt and maroon shorts, and there’s no sign of the paunch that men often develop after the age of forty. He takes off his horn-rimmed sunglasses and props his iPad on the table in front of him.


‘He must be an actor,’ I say. ‘I know I’ve seen him before, and not just here on the island.’


‘Are you certain he’s not a drug smuggler?’


‘Never say never, but . . . never. He’s very attractive, isn’t he?’


‘Too old for us.’ Celeste pushes back her chair. ‘Let’s go. If we’re much later to the beach, none of the sunloungers will be free.’


We find a relatively secluded spot at one of the White Sands’ smaller coves, smother ourselves in Factor 30 and settle down with the books we bought at the airport.


Celeste, who likes to be challenged by her holiday reading, chose a Penguin Classic and is now engrossed in The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James. She tells me I’d like it because it’s feministy. However, I’m happy with the latest Janice Jermyn page-turning crime caper, where every single chapter has both a suspect and a prospective victim. But much as I’m enjoying The Mystery of the Missing Mallet, my mind has wandered back to Steve’s post, and I’m wondering what he meant when he said he’d left his heart in Florence. Did he meet someone there? Is he in love with another woman?


I reach into my tote and take out my phone. Out of the corner of my eye I see Celeste glance at me, but I keep my own gaze firmly on the phone’s screen. It’s none of her business what I’m looking at, and besides, most of the people on the beach are scrolling on their devices.


I open Find My Friends. Steve and I both allowed each other to share locations when he moved in with me, although I usually only used the app to see where he was when we were meeting up and he was late. He’s a terrible timekeeper. I keep expecting him to change his privacy settings, but he hasn’t. And OK, I know I shouldn’t, but today was supposed to be our wedding day and I’d like to know what he’s doing instead of marrying me. As the app zooms in on his location, I see that right now, four hours ahead of us in Ireland, he’s at home at his parents’ house in Templeogue.


It’s kind of nice that he’s stuck at home while I’m sunning myself in the Caribbean.


#StrongWoman #TheBetterBargain, I tell myself, and put the phone away again.









Chapter 4


Ariel




The scariest moment is always just before you start.


Stephen King





An agent and her best client becoming lovers is probably a literary cliché, but it was impossible not to fall in love with Charles Miller. He was kind and thoughtful, clever and sympathetic, as well as being the sexiest man alive. I was astonished that he was still single, although I knew, because I’d quizzed him, that he’d had a couple of longer-term relationships in the past. However, none had become serious enough for him to live with the women involved. My questions about his love life were entirely professional – at least that’s what I told myself – because I was trying to find interesting personal anecdotes that could be used for publicity.


The first time he came back to my apartment was after the Saxby-Brown and Xerxes teams had celebrated his Booker nomination in traditional fashion with champagne and cocktails at a trendy new Soho bar, and he was full of praise for me and all I’d done for him.


‘You’re my client,’ I told him as I handed him the coffee I’d invited him in for (with the purest of motives, honestly; he’d muttered about needing to sober up before going back to his hotel). ‘Of course I’ve done all I can for you.’


‘I might be a client to you, but you’re more than an agent to me.’ His voice was huskier than ever. ‘I mean it, Ariel. I . . . well . . . honestly, I don’t know how I’d manage without you.’


And then we were in each other’s arms and the coffee was forgotten as we stumbled to the bedroom and had hot, steamy sex with the curtains open and the lights of London cheering us on in the background.


It was as though a dam had burst. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Charles was still living in Dublin, but he came to London every second weekend. We had sex in every room of my apartment, in the Saxby-Brown offices (late one evening, when the staff had gone home) and in the various hotels we took off to around the country. We were mad for each other, and it was the best time of my life.


We managed to keep our relationship under wraps for longer than I expected, but were eventually outed when another agent and his wife stayed at the same hotel as us one weekend. By then, though, I didn’t care who knew. I was proud to be Charles’s agent and equally proud to be his lover.


After that, when we were out together, we were the ultimate literary couple. I loved turning up to events with him, knowing I looked good, felt great and was well respected. I glowed from the inside out. My skin was dewy. And because I went to the gym every morning before work, my body was firm and lean.


I said all this, except for my body self-praise, one morning as we lay in bed together, exhausted from the publishing party we’d been to the night before and the great sex we’d had when we woke up.


‘You make it sound as though we’re a commercial arrangement.’ He frowned.


‘I’ve also just said I love you,’ I told him. ‘That’s hardly commercial.’


‘But you said it as though you were telling me to take an offer, not as though you really meant it.’


‘After what we’ve just done, you think I don’t mean it?’ I raised an eyebrow and then burrowed under the light summer duvet, where I began to kiss him slowly.


‘I . . .’ He wasn’t able to say anything else.


I’m even better at sex than at being an agent. After all, if a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well. One of my maternal granny’s favourite clichés and one that I actually live by.


When we’d both regained our breath, he propped himself up on one arm.


‘Move back to Dublin with me.’


I automatically glanced towards the full-length window, where I could see the Thames, busy with boats. I always considered the river to be the spine of the city, a proper working waterway, unlike Dublin’s Liffey, which was under-utilised by comparison.


‘I came to London to build my career,’ I reminded him as I turned to face him again. ‘Dublin’s far too small a pond for me to fish in.’


‘And yet you found me.’


‘You found me.’ I smiled.


‘We found each other,’ he amended. ‘And I don’t want to lose you. But we can’t go on like this, commuting back and forth, seeing each other so infrequently.’


‘We see each other twice a month But perhaps I could come to Dublin the other weekends,’ I suggested.


‘It’s still a peripatetic lifestyle, isn’t it?’


‘I wonder how many people use that word in actual day-to-day living,’ I murmured. ‘We travel back and forth because we want to.’


‘What if I don’t want to any more?’


He hauled himself out of bed and put on his shorts and a T-shirt. Then he opened the patio door and leaned over the glass balcony, staring into the distance.


I was worried now. He said he didn’t want to lose me, but he didn’t want things to go on like this either. We weren’t exactly a long-distance relationship, but there were definitely stresses involved. I thought about this for a while longer before joining him and standing behind him. I slid my arms beneath his T-shirt, my fingers pushing through the hairs on his chest. He was the single most wonderful thing that had happened to me. I didn’t want to lose him. But would I if I didn’t go to Dublin with him?


I could see why he’d suggested it. After all, I’m a Dubliner by birth, although I moved to London after leaving college and rarely went back. There was no need. My parents sold the family home and retired to the island of Mallorca shortly after I landed my first job, thus instantly providing me with an excellent holiday location whenever I needed it. I don’t have any close family in Ireland. So there was nothing to draw me back, although from time to time I missed the lilt of the accent and the easy wit and good humour of the city.


‘I’m a London girl now,’ I said as I rested my head against his back. ‘Why don’t you move here? It’s surely a way more exciting place for a writer to be.’


‘I don’t need excitement,’ he said. ‘I don’t write exciting books.’


‘The literati are always very excited about your books,’ I reminded him. ‘Xerxes has made an excellent offer for the next one.’


‘An entirely different thing,’ he pointed out. ‘As you should know.’


‘I do. What,’ I asked, ‘would you expect me to do in Dublin? The company I work for is here.’


‘There are publishers in Ireland,’ he said. ‘Agents too.’


‘Not a lot,’ I remarked.


‘Of which?’


‘Either, I guess.’ I thought about it for a minute, the idea suddenly taking hold and bubbling up inside me. My long-term ambition had always been to have my own agency. I’d assumed it would be in London. But there was no reason I couldn’t work from Dublin. It was a short flight, after all. Besides, communications were improving all the time. My heart began to beat faster. I could do it, if I wanted. And perhaps there’d be more space for me in Dublin, fewer other agents pitching to authors. Fewer authors too, of course.


‘It’s not like you have to be physically here,’ said Charles, echoing my thoughts. ‘You can Skype and conference-call just as easily as rushing off to someone’s office. In fact, the way technology is going, I bet in a few years everyone will be working from out-of-office locations. Working from home has its advantages.’


‘It’s easy for you,’ I said. ‘Writers don’t exactly need to be in an office environment. But for me it’s important to have face-to-face contact. I had to actually meet Graham Weston to interest him in your book, remember.’


‘You could base yourself in Dublin and come to London every few weeks,’ said Charles. ‘Press the flesh and enjoy the social side of things. It’s eminently doable.’


The more I thought about it, the more I thought he was right. And I loved the sound of the Ariel Barrett Agency – ABA. I’d picked the name years before. I accept it’s not exactly original, but it has impact.


‘Besides . . .’ he turned around to look at me, ‘I’d like the woman I love to share the amazing new house I’ve bought.’


I knew he’d been looking at property as a way to invest his earnings from Winter’s Heartbreak, and he’d shown me images of some of the houses he was interested in. But I hadn’t realised he was looking for a place to live. He always said he was happy in his rented apartment.


‘I can’t believe you’ve bought a house and you want me to live in it with you.’ I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice.


‘You say it as though it’s a bad thing.’


‘Not at all. But it would be a big move for me. And . . . well . . . it’d be your house, not ours.’


‘In the end I had to move quickly on the purchase,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have time to talk it over with you. There was a lot of interest because it’s in a lovely neighbourhood, so I just went for it.’


‘Where is it?’


‘Terenure.’


I nodded. I was probably more familiar with the area than him, having grown up in Ballyboden, a mere 4 kilometres away, whereas his family home was in Waterford, which is about 160 kilometres from Dublin.


‘You’ll love it. Period. Detached. Double-fronted. Five bedrooms. Two reception. Lovely dining room. Massive kitchen.’


‘You sound like an estate agent.’


‘I’m trying to sell it to you,’ he said. ‘I do feel a bit bad about not bringing you to see it first.’


‘You don’t have to consult me about everything,’ I told him. ‘I’m your agent, not your wife.’


He walked back into the apartment. I followed him. He reached into the pocket of the jacket he’d slung over a chair the night before and took out a distinctive blue box, which he handed to me.


I opened it and looked at the Tiffany’s solitaire inside.


‘Ariel Barrett,’ he said. ‘I know you’re a free-spirited, independent, successful woman who doesn’t need a man in her life to be happy. But I’d be honoured if you’d become my wife.’


I was all those things. I was also a woman who hadn’t planned on getting married at all.


But I was in love with Charles, and that changed everything.


So I said yes.


Our engagement was mentioned in the trade papers and briefly in the national media too. Everyone loved the romance of it, the unknown agent who’d turned an unknown author into a mega success and who’d fallen in love in the process. However, when I revealed that I planned to move to Ireland with Charles and open my own agency in Dublin, my closest friends worried that I was sounding the death knell of my career. Over drinks with Ekene, another Saxby-Brown agent, and Maya, one of my favourite book publicists, they outlined their concerns about the plan. But despite my initial reservations, I was excited. I told them times were changing and I didn’t need to be tethered to a desk in London to do the best for my authors. I outlined my plans for the ABA and told Maya that I’d need someone to do PR work for me in London and that I hoped she’d be on board.


‘We’re all strong, confident women,’ I said. ‘We should support each other. Even if we might end up competing with each other sometimes.’ I turned to Ekene.


‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter that we’re working for different agencies, we’ll always be friends. Thankfully the book world isn’t as awful as some other industries when it comes to friendships. If I hear of authors that might suit you better than me, I’ll let you know.’


‘And vice versa,’ I promised her.


So Charles and I got married, I left Saxby-Brown, and I pitched ABA as a home for authors who wrote strong contemporary fiction, romantic fiction and thrillers. I guess I was basically covering almost all types of fiction except sci-fi, horror and erotica, though that didn’t stop them arriving in my inbox anyway.


Some of my Saxby-Brown novelists came with me, others stayed safe in the arms of the bigger company. I understood and I didn’t mind. In a relatively short period of time, ABA had secured a list of excellent writers who hoped I’d work the same magic for them as I had for Charles Miller. I didn’t manage to get an author shortlisted for the Booker, but two of my new clients quickly established themselves as strong sellers. I’d deliberately chosen them because I thought they’d do well commercially. Janice Jermyn wrote cosy crime (a misnomer if ever there was one – anyone who’s been a victim of a crime knows it’s never cosy) and Lucy Conway was the author of glamorous romantic fiction that I reckoned would sell by the shelfload.


I was right in both cases. The high-body-count murders of Janice’s books, which she now produces at the rate of two a year, always make the bestseller lists. And Lucy’s exotic blockbusters are the mainstay of airport bookshops everywhere. I love both women, as much for their friendship as for their brilliant writing and their excellent contribution to the agency’s bottom line. But back then they were only starting out, and my main income was from Charles’s royalties as well as the massive advance I’d managed to secure for his next novel, even though he hadn’t a clue what he was going to write yet.


Charles brought me to visit the Dublin house and I immediately saw why he’d bought it and why it would be perfect for us. Additionally, I thought as we walked around the garden, the mews at the back would make an ideal office for me.


Before I could lay claim to it, however, it became our temporary home, because wonderful though the main house was, it needed a lot of work to make it habitable. The builders had estimated five months for the renovations. It took double that, and as I said to Charles afterwards, the fact that we didn’t kill each other during that time was a miracle. Working and living in the same space together while also trying to oversee the house makeover was harder than I’d anticipated. Charles has a habit of speaking his dialogue out loud, and it didn’t matter to him that I might be on the phone trying to put together a deal as he wandered around the mews loudly quoting from his work in progress. When I’d first met him at Saxby-Brown, I’d thought he was one of the most practical writers I’d ever met, but his practicality extended only to the business part of it, not the actual writing, where his process was chaotic. He would often interrupt me, wanting my opinion on a particularly tricky paragraph, completely oblivious to what I might be doing at the time, arguing with me if I did come up with a suggestion and then arguing with himself about the merits of the entire book.


We were both getting tetchy by the time he decided to take himself off to a tiny cottage on the west coast of Ireland because he needed somewhere away from the sound of jackhammers and cement mixers to write. I was relieved, although it meant that Charles’s interruptions were replaced by even more interruptions from the builders, with their daily questions about knocking down walls and plastering ceilings. However, the builders were easier to deal with than Charles, and as he was getting more writing done at the cottage, it was ultimately a win-win situation overall.


The cottage actually belonged to Charles’s family, having been passed down by his great-grandmother, and the Millers shared time there among themselves. Although I was grateful for his absence during the week, I visited him at weekends, when we’d talk about his book, swim in the Atlantic Ocean and picnic in the cottage garden with its stunning view over Clew Bay. It was almost like our original courtship, when he’d travelled to London every fortnight to see me. Most of our time there was idyllic, the sex was fantastic, and the only fly in the ointment was the occasional weekend when Charles’s mother, Pamela, joined us.


Pamela and I had, as the Irish expression goes, somewhat ‘taken agin’ each other when Charles had first introduced us. Initially I’d thought we might get on, as he’d told me that she was an avid reader and loved books. Also, she was as unlike the traditional trope of a doting Irish mammy as it was possible to be. She was stylish and businesslike, and very much used to getting her own way. I admired her and wasn’t overawed by the force of her personality, which she seemed to take as a personal insult. I was also a little too London for her, too sassy, too metropolitan elite. She actually did use the words ‘metropolitan elite’ when we met. Over the years she would throw in ‘woke’ too, possibly because the agency supports a charity that champions ethnic voices in publishing. She also liked to tell me how I should run my business and how I should promote Charles’s work. At first I gritted my teeth and nodded, but over time I began to point out, probably too sharply, that I knew how to do my own job.


The thing is, Pamela was, and still is, a very successful woman in her own right, and she believed she always had something useful to bring to the table. She was the one who added a proper restaurant to the family pub’s more basic food offering, and when her husband died and Charles’s brother, Nick, took it over, she further augmented the Miller business empire by opening a café a few doors down from it. After Charles’s success with Winter’s Heartbreak, she restyled the café as a literary hang-out, with framed posters of famous Irish authors on the walls. Charles is in pride of place, along with Yeats, Joyce and Beckett. So far, Edna O’Brien is the only female author deemed good enough for Pamela’s gallery. She chairs a book club that regularly meets there, and has been quoted several times in the papers talking about the arts. She’s also been a guest speaker at a number of businesswomen’s functions as well as some literary events. She’s a powerhouse, and not only for her age (she’s nearly eighty). It’s a shame we didn’t hit it off.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		About the Author



		Praise for Sheila O’Flanagan’s novels



		Also by Sheila O’Flanagan



		About the Book



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/fm.jpg
Honcymoon
Affair :

SHEILA
O’FLANAGAN






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SHEILA
O'FLANAGAN

THE NO.|l BESTSELLING AUTHOR

'The
Honeymoon

Affair

EEEEEE





OEBPS/images/9781035402908_FC.jpg
e e
_‘\ =
— -
/"J Ve,
Her heart’s already
been broken.

What does she have to lose? |

The ;
Honeymoon

Affair ==
SHEILA
O’FLANAGAN

THE NO.| BESTSELLING AUTHOR





