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  Chapter 1




  Libby




  I stood outside the classroom, took a deep breath and smoothed down my shirt. I’d had no idea what to wear today, so I’d played it safe. Black trousers, white

  shirt, red wedge sandals. The librarian seemed a little taken aback by the bubblegum-pink streaks in my blonde hair, but after the initial wide-eyed stare, she’d given me a warm welcome.




  ‘I’m Maureen Hunter, the librarian here at Monkstown. We’re so delighted that you agreed to give these writing workshops. I’ve read all your books and I’m a huge

  fan. But I have to say, you look a lot different from your photograph.’ She pointed at the poster on the noticeboard behind the desk.




  ‘But that’s not me,’ I stammered. ‘That’s Regina O’Reilly. I’m Elizabeth Adams. Please say you were expecting me.’




  In fact, Elizabeth Adams was my pen name. I was actually Libby Holliday, but my ex-agent said it didn’t have quite the same ring.




  Maureen looked confused. ‘No, I’m afraid we weren’t. I was talking to Regina only two weeks ago and everything seemed fine. I don’t understand.’




  I sighed. Regina was one of Ireland’s most successful novelists; three of her romantic comedies had been made into movies, one into a television show. We shared a publisher and had often

  done readings together. She was a nice woman, but completely scatty.




  ‘Regina was supposed to ring you,’ I said. ‘She’s at a writer’s convention in Miami. It was booked a year ago but she’d forgotten all about it. She asked me

  to fill in for her. I hope it’s OK.’




  ‘Are you a writer?’ Maureen asked, rather anxiously.




  ‘Oh yes. Yes, I am.’ I pulled three books out of my bag and plonked them down on the desk.




  She looked relieved. She picked one up. ‘Elizabeth Adams. Of course – I’ve heard of you. I think we even have a few of your books in the library.’ She flicked her fingers

  over the computer keys and stared at the screen. ‘Actually, not in this library, but we do have a copy of Baby, It’s You in Dalkey.’ She smiled at me brightly. ‘Have

  you taught workshops before?’




  ‘Yes.’ I didn’t add ‘at my mum’s Mother’s Union’. I thought it best to leave it vague. This was a well-paid gig and I needed the money. Things with

  Jeremy, my fiancé, were a mess, and I only had enough in my bank account to see me to the end of the month.




  ‘Excellent. We’re short-staffed today and I don’t like to leave the desk unattended. If you don’t mind introducing yourself to your class, that would be brilliant. And if

  you need anything, just let me know, won’t you? Good luck.’ She pointed at the left-hand wall.




  I walked over. There were two doors, so I presumed she meant the first. I took a deep breath, wiped my sticky palms on my trousers, swung the door open and strode into the room.




  ‘It’s all over in the first few seconds,’ Regina had warned me. ‘They don’t want some nervous loser teaching them. They want someone larger than life, someone

  successful.’




  Channelling ‘successful’, I walked purposefully towards the desk at the top of the room, dumped my bag and spun round. I smiled at the group, scanning the room from left to right.

  Men, all men, apart from one woman with short dark hair and boxy shoulders, but maybe she was a man too. It was hard to tell.




  Strange. Regina said it was usually all women. I perched on the edge of the desk, pulled out my notes and began to read, the sheets shaking in my hands.




  ‘Welcome, everyone. Thank you for coming out this evening. I know that for most of you this is a passion. For some of you it may be your reason for getting up in the morning. For others,

  it may be a way of making sense of your life. But you are all in this room for the same reason – because you have a dream. And I’ll try to tread softly on those dreams, as Yeats would

  say.’




  There were several nervous coughs. The man nearest to me, young, with a shaved head and a Celtic tattoo on his wrist, pushed his chair back.




  ‘Let’s get started,’ I continued, trying to ignore the screech of the chair legs on the tiled floor. ‘First, I want to talk about inspiration and motivation. So, what are

  your favourite books? Anyone?’




  I looked eagerly around the room.




  ‘Books?’ The tattooed man looked confused. ‘Here, I’m in the wrong room. Sorry, miss.’ He stood up, followed by several others.




  Then the door burst open and a very tall man who looked a bit like Jonathan Ross appeared. ‘Sorry I’m late. Is this my digital photography group?’




  Oh, dear God. My face flushed. ‘So sorry.’ I shoved my notes back in my bag and scuttled out of the door. I ran towards the exit without looking back.




  ‘Elizabeth,’ Maureen called after me. ‘Are you all right?’




  ‘Emergency at home,’ I said, without turning round. ‘So sorry.’




  I powered down the road, ducked into someone’s drive and pulled out my mobile. In times of disaster there was only one woman to call.




  ‘Celeste, help!’




  ‘What’s wrong? You sound terrible. Is it Jeremy again?’




  ‘No! I just ran out of the library.’ I explained what had happened. ‘I just panicked. I feel such an idiot. What will I do? I can’t go back in.’




  ‘You can, and you will. Tell them it was unavoidable. Don’t elaborate. And then stun them with your superior knowledge.’




  ‘Stun them?’




  ‘Libby, you’re well able to stun. Remember that reading you gave at that literary festival in Cardiff? When you acted out that seduction scene? You had the audience in your lap.

  Almost literally.’ Celeste laughed. ‘Remember that old lad with the ruddy face who wouldn’t leave you alone during the signing? Kept pawing at your chest.’




  I wished I could remember that particular night. It wasn’t one of my finest hours. ‘I was tipsy, Cel. I should never have had that wine at lunch. Or allowed you to come with

  me. I blame you.’




  She gave a laugh. ‘You can stun with the best of them, that’s all I’m saying. Have a little faith in yourself. You’ve written six books – that’s incredible by

  any standard. Most people never finish one.’




  ‘Five,’ I corrected her. ‘His Girl Friday doesn’t count. It was never published. Alex hated it.’




  ‘Alex Sharpe is an idiot. I mean, really, what does he know? Some agent!’




  ‘You used to think Alex was cute.’




  ‘That was before he dumped you.’




  ‘He didn’t dump me.’




  ‘He didn’t take you with him when he set up on his own, Libs. He left you with that tweedy woman at the Franklin Street agency who smells of cats. What’s her name

  again?’




  ‘Polly Eustace.’




  ‘That’s right. Polly useless, more like. What’s happening with your new one? What’s it called again?’




  ‘Just Like Being in Love.’




  ‘Has she even sent it out to your editor yet?’




  ‘Yes. And Harriet is now my ex-editor. She rejected it – said it wasn’t right for the current market.’




  Silence for a moment. ‘I’m sorry, babes, you should have said. When did this happen?’




  ‘A few weeks ago. I haven’t felt like talking about it, to be honest.’




  ‘Anyway, what does Harriet know? She’s a twinkie. What is she? Twenty-one?’




  ‘Twenty-six.’ Not only had Harriet rejected it, the seven subsequent editors Polly had tried had also said no. It was all utterly depressing.




  A postman walked in through the gates and gave me a funny look. I must have looked a bit suspicious, skulking in the shrubbery. I gave him a smile so he wouldn’t think I was a burglar.




  ‘Look, Cel,’ I continued, ‘this isn’t helping. I’m just not cut out for teaching. It’s far too stressful. All I really want to do is write.’ I gave a

  deep belly sigh.




  Celeste knew better than to give me a motivational lecture. I hadn’t been able to write since the day I’d thrown Jeremy out. It wasn’t writer’s block, exactly, more like

  writer’s anxiety. If I couldn’t make my own relationship work, what right did I have to bang on about romance?




  ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she said gently. ‘Where are you? I’ll come and collect you. Fancy a sneaky Cosmopolitan? My column’s going nowhere. I could do with some

  inspiration. A cocktail might just do the trick.’




  Celeste wrote a weekly column for the Irish Express. It was supposed to focus on popular culture and topical news items, treated with a razor-sharp edge, of course – it was Celeste,

  after all – but sometimes it veered scarily close to what her female friends were currently obsessing about, namely me. Last week’s was on the etiquette of reading one’s nearest

  and dearest’s emails and text messages. Which is how I’d found out about Jeremy’s exploits.




  ‘Why not? It’s not as if there’s anyone waiting for me at home,’ I added glumly.




  She laughed. ‘Join the club, babes.’




  ‘What about your invisible boyfriend?’ I’d never met Celeste’s latest, Ross, yet another photographer. He kept odd hours and they tended to meet late, in Celeste’s

  apartment. It was a strange kind of arrangement, but this was Celeste, who specialized in odd relationships.




  She gave a hollow laugh. ‘Ross is in Croatia. On a sailing holiday with sixteen of his closest friends.’ She paused. ‘I wasn’t invited.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Cel.’




  ‘Don’t be. He’s an asshole. So, what about those cocktails?’




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  Lulabelle




  ‘You have a visitor, Lulabelle – you might want to put some clothes on.’




  Lulabelle Ryan was lying on a chaise longue, posing for a photograph. She’d accessorized her half-moon glasses and black satin French knickers with a hardback copy of James Joyce’s

  Ulysses, which she was clutching against her ample, naked chest.




  She put her hand up to pause the photographer and looked over at Leo, her manager, who had just walked in through the door of her hotel suite. ‘Who is it?’




  ‘Your ghostwriter.’




  ‘Send her in. Nothing she hasn’t seen before.’




  Leo paused. ‘Your new ghostwriter.’




  ‘What the hell happened to Caroline? I thought we had a connection.’




  ‘Decided the project wasn’t for her. She’s gone back to writing Regency sagas.’




  Lulabelle sighed. ‘How unprofessional. Can we sue her?’




  ‘Nope. It was only a trial run, remember? We hadn’t drawn up a contract yet. After you sacked your last ghostwriter—’




  Lulabelle’s back stiffened. ‘Don’t even go there. She was appalling. All that red hair and pickle breath – yuck. She wanted to turn my book into some sort of ghastly

  misery-lit sob-fest. As if!’ She flicked back her glossy chestnut hair. ‘So who’s the new one? She’d better be a damn fine writer. My story deserves the best. You

  understand, don’t you?’




  ‘Of course, Lu. This new writer comes highly recommended. He’s won all kinds of awards—’




  ‘Rewind! Did you say he?’




  ‘Yes, he. Simon Cadden. He’s a crime writer, but he also writes—’




  ‘I specifically asked for a woman – you know that. A man? Ha! That’s outrageous. How can a man understand Chloe’s complex feelings?’




  ‘I presume he’ll make it up,’ Leo said dryly. He was in no mood for Lulabelle’s histrionics.




  ‘Don’t be smart.’ She tossed her hair again, dislodging her glasses and then pushing them back up the bridge of her nose. ‘I’m not working with a man. Send him away

  and find me someone else. A woman. Any woman, but she’d better be bloody good. And this time, she’d better not abandon the project at chapter two. Chloe’s story deserves to be

  told. And we’re way behind schedule.’




  ‘Tell me about it. The editor from New Haven Books is breathing down my neck.’ Lulabelle had already ripped through three ghostwriters – Annie, Pauline and now Caroline. They

  were fast running out of options.




  ‘You’ll sort it all out, won’t you, Leo?’




  Leo closed his eyes for a couple of seconds, hoping she’d just disappear in a puff of smoke. He opened them again. No such luck. Ireland’s reality show darling was still lying on the

  chaise longue, posing for the author photo to grace the back of ‘her’ book, glaring at him through those ridiculous glasses. He noticed her copy of Ulysses was upside down.




  ‘Lu, the book’s—’




  ‘Stop yabbering on and go and find me someone.’




  ‘Fine,’ he muttered under his breath, walking towards the door. ‘Your wish is my command.’




  ‘What was that?’ she asked sharply. He just kept walking.




  

     

  




  Chapter 3




  Libby




  At noon the following day, I opened the door and gave a little squeak. Alex Sharpe was standing on my doorstep in a slick grey suit and open pink shirt, a wide grin on his

  face, his dark blond hair, longer than I remember, touching his square jaw. He looked sickeningly good.




  ‘What do you want?’ I asked darkly, pulling my dressing gown closed and tying the belt.




  ‘Don’t be like that, Libby. You know you’re my favourite little romance writer. And I’m sorry about all that business last year.’




  ‘When you dumped me?’




  He laughed. ‘I didn’t dump you, chick. You know that.’




  ‘Get to the point, Alex. I know you’re here because Antonia is out, you’re a cheap bastard and you want to cadge a cup of coffee.’




  Antonia Diggens, aka ‘Toni Blade’, was a young model turned crime writer who happened to live down the road from me, with her parents. She was perfect for Alex’s new agency:

  just twenty-two, stunning and a horribly talented writer, Antonia had it all. Alex had recently landed Toni a new three-book deal with Griffin House – for half a million euros.

  Depressing.




  He laughed again. ‘That’s why I like you, Libby. Always so sharp. But this time you’re wrong. Toni’s on a book tour in Australia. I’m here to see you.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Let me in and I’ll tell you.’




  ‘I have no biscuits,’ I muttered, standing back. Alex had a fierce sweet tooth.




  ‘Dry coffee is fine.’




  He led me into the kitchen. The place was a state – a frying pan lay soaking in the sink, and this morning’s half-eaten toast and dirty coffee mug were still on the table – but

  I made no apology. My head was throbbing from last night’s cocktails and Alex was the last person I wanted to see right now.




  He made no comment, just sat down at the kitchen table and nodded at the kettle.




  ‘Would you give me a chance?’ I snapped.




  ‘What has happened to sweet little Libby?’ he asked. ‘You used to bring me homemade chocolate brownies when you visited the office. It was adorable.’




  He shifted in his seat.




  ‘If you want to scratch your balls, just go right ahead. What is it with you? You’re always fiddling with your bloody crotch.’




  He looked shocked. ‘Are you all right, Libby? It’s not like you to be so tetchy.’ He cocked his head. ‘And what have you done to your hair? You look like a

  children’s telly presenter.’




  I ignored both his questions. ‘Look, what’s this all about? I’m kind of busy right now.’




  ‘Writing?’ He looked up at me, his eyebrows slightly raised.




  ‘Yes!’




  He crossed his arms. ‘Really? I was talking to Polly yesterday, says she hasn’t been able to place your latest.’




  ‘How dare you? That’s none of your business. Anyway, it’s only been a few weeks. There are loads of people interested.’




  ‘A few weeks is a long time in publishing.’ He sighed. ‘To be honest, it’s unlikely to find a home in the current climate. Market’s just not there for gentle

  romantic comedy. Readers are looking for something with a bit more edge.’




  I groaned. ‘Are you trying to make me suicidal? If that’s the aim, I have to tell you, you’re doing fabulously well, Alex.’




  He gave a short laugh. ‘Course not. In fact, I have a business proposition. I cleared it with Polly. In fact, she’s not sure there’s anything more she can do for you. Says it

  might be time for you to find another agent.’




  A lump formed in my throat, but I was damned if I was going to cry in front of him. ‘Well, that’s just great. Thanks a lot, Alex. And do thank Polly for breaking the news to me

  herself. You obviously talk to her more than I do these days.’




  ‘Don’t be like that, Libby. It’s not all bad news. Do you want to hear my offer or not?’




  I shrugged. ‘Can’t make my day any worse.’




  He smiled. ‘It’s simple. You write a novel for me and I give you a hundred K. Sterling.’




  ‘A hundred thousand?’




  He nodded.




  I narrowed my eyes. ‘OK, where’s the catch?’




  ‘You have two months to write it.’




  ‘And?’ I stared at Alex.




  He blinked quickly, several times. There was something he wasn’t telling me.




  ‘And?’ I demanded again.




  ‘Have you ever heard of Lulabelle Ryan?’




  

     

  




  Chapter 4




  Libby




  ‘I still can’t believe you’re really doing this.’ Celeste stood close beside me at the check-in machine at Dublin airport.




  ‘Like you said, I’m going to reinvent myself. And it’s only for two months.’




  She smiled. ‘A lot can happen in two months.’




  ‘I do hope so!’




  She laughed. ‘I’ll miss you, Libby.’




  ‘I’ll ring and email. Every day.’ I threw my arms around her. ‘Thanks for everything, Cel. You’ve been amazing. I don’t know how to …’ I noticed

  something peeping out of the back pocket of her jeans. ‘Why are you carrying your passport?’




  She pulled away from me, grinning. ‘Surprise! I’m coming to London with you.’




  ‘Are you serious?’




  ‘Deadly. I rang my editor yesterday. He said as long as I file my column every Thursday lunchtime as usual and throw the odd feature his way, he doesn’t care where I am. To be

  honest, work’s boring me at the moment – I could do with a change of scene. And Ross has been doorstepping me, little creep – wants me to get him some work at the Express.

  As if.’




  She broke off and pulled a face. ‘Anyway, what do you think? Maybe you’d prefer not to have me hanging around. It’s your gig, after all. I’ll totally understand

  if—’




  ‘Are you mad? I’m over the moon.’ I beamed at her, tears of joy in my eyes. ‘You know, right at this second, I’m almost glad Jeremy’s gone.’




  ‘That’s the spirit, Libs. Today – London; tomorrow – the world.’




  As I sat on the aeroplane, I thought about what had brought me to this point. Jeremy. Jeremy and his sleazy affair.




  It had all come to a head three months ago. Jeremy’s BlackBerry had pinged in the pocket of his jacket when he was in the shower. Seizing the opportunity (Jeremy was usually surgically

  attached to his BlackBerry), I had pulled it out and read the new message. A disgustingly lurid text. I finally snapped. I threw the BlackBerry in my pocket, ran down the stairs, jumped into my car

  and just drove, not caring where I was going, tears streaming down my cheeks.




  I parked in a random housing estate and began to read all Jeremy’s recent texts and emails, feeling sicker and sicker. But I just couldn’t stop. Some of them were particularly

  interesting; together they provided a map of Jeremy’s year-long affair.




  

    

      To: jeremysmall42@atlasmail.ie




      From: rann@compassdelta.ie




      You should see the bruises on my bum, you bad boy. London was sooooo good. I can’t wait to see you again. Don’t forget the you know what. I loved it.




      I’ll bring a couple of costumes. You can choose.




      Your sex slave, always, R-A


    


  




  

    I wnt u nw, j. Ht, hrd. Im wt thnkng abt u. Cn u gt awy? Nw. Nd u nw. R-A


  




  

    

      To: rann@compassdelta.ie




      From: jeremysmall42@atlasmail.ie




      I’m yours, babe, you know it. I can’t get you out of my head. What have you done to me?




      What about Paris next week, my treat? Jeremy xxx


    




    

      To jeremysmall42@atlasmail.ie




      From: rann@compassdelta.ie




      Paris! Brilliant idea. I’m all yours, literally. Tie me up, tie me down. Beats wet old Brighton any day. I’ll bring the new Agent P stuff, darling. You’ll

      love it. I can’t wait to get my hands on you, all over you.




      And as for your suggestion, let’s just say I’ll think about it. It would depend on the lady in question. From what you’ve told me, I don’t think Libby would be up for

      it, do you? Has she toned up, by the way, or is it still like fucking a whale?




      Sorry, sorry, I’m being naughty again. It just makes me so cross that she doesn’t appreciate you the way I do. How could she not just eat up that delicious lollipop of yours

      every single day? I just don’t know.




      Always, R-A.


    


  




  

    Im in th aprt. C u in r rm I8r. Hve th chmprs rdy. Wnt 2 Ick it off u. Cnt w8 2 c u. R-A


  




  There it was, mapped out in front of me, as clear as day. Jeremy’s affair with R-A, otherwise known as our mutual ‘friend’, Ruth-Ann. I recognized her email

  address instantly.




  Ruth-Ann was an old college friend of Jeremy’s. An accountant with a thing for little Italian suits. Small, dark-haired, slim yet curvy; if it wasn’t for her fake tan addiction,

  she’d have a bit of an Anna Friel look about her.




  We often had her over for dinner and we always invited her to all our parties. She was good fun and I suppose I felt a bit sorry for her; like Celeste, she never seemed to have straightforward

  relationships – there was always some sort of complication. Recently she’d broken up with yet another boyfriend (who turned out to be her boss – married or unmarried I had no

  idea, and didn’t think to ask) and started to ring Jeremy to talk about all her disastrous relationship dramas.




  Now I knew why his BlackBerry never left his side. The thing that got me most was his disloyalty. I couldn’t believe he’d been discussing our sex life with his mistress. It was

  appalling. We’d been together for nearly six years, lived together for three. Of course some of the passion had waned – that was only natural. But we were supposed to be getting married

  on New Year’s Eve. Didn’t that mean anything to him? Clearly not.




  Then, as I sat in the car, miserable and fuming, the bloody thing pinged again.




  

    

      R u thr, j? cn u gt awy?




      Fuck off and die, I texted back.




      Ping.




      Wht? Is tht a jke?




      No. It’s over. I’ve met someone else. Someone younger. Sorry, but your droopy ass just

      doesn’t do it for me any more. See you around.




      Ping.




      U bstrd!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


    


  




  Then the phone rang. I checked the number. It was Ruth-Ann, all right. Then I had a horrible thought. Knowing Ruth-Ann, she was probably jumping into her BMW right now and

  driving up from Wicklow to give Jeremy an earful. I’d better get home and quick.




  I wiped away my tears and checked my face in the mirror, wincing. Red puffy eyes were not a good look. But I didn’t care.




  When I walked in the door, Jeremy looked up from his car magazine and said, ‘Hi. What’s for lunch? Have you seen my BlackBerry?’




  I’d been gone for over an hour. Had he even noticed?




  ‘Don’t you want to know where I was?’ I asked.




  ‘I presumed you were out getting the paper.’




  ‘The paper?’




  ‘I thought you might have a review in it or something. You know what you’re like about your reviews.’




  ‘Jeremy, I haven’t had a book out since last year.’




  His BlackBerry rang in my pocket. I handed it to him, not bothering to explain.




  ‘You found it, thanks.’ He stared at me, as if he couldn’t quite read my expression, then looked down at the screen.




  ‘Aren’t you going to answer it?’ I asked.




  ‘Nah, probably just work.’




  ‘On a Saturday morning?’ I put my hand out. ‘I’ll talk to them. Tell them you’re out.’




  ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t.’




  ‘Really? And why’s that?’




  We looked at each other for a moment. His eyes were flat, resigned. He looked away, rubbed them with his knuckles. The BlackBerry stopped ringing.




  Finally I said, ‘I know you’re having an affair.’




  He gave a wry laugh, but he looked uneasy.




  ‘Where would I find the time?’ he said.




  ‘On one of your trips to London.’




  ‘London?’ He looked at me uncertainly.




  ‘Or Spain, perhaps? Or what about Brighton? Oh, no, sorry, how silly of me. You never made it to Brighton, did you? You were too busy fucking Ruth-Ann in Paris.’




  As soon as I said Ruth-Ann’s name his face dropped.




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘It should never have happened. But you know Ruth-Ann – she’s pretty determined. And you have to admit, she’s a stunner, really

  takes care of herself …’




  As he spoke, I felt exhausted and spaced out, as if this was all happening to someone else. I’d wake up and have my old life back. At the very least, he’d apologize, say it would

  never happen again, and we’d try to go back to ‘normal’, whatever normal meant; these days I wasn’t all that sure.




  Then I tuned back in to what he was saying. ‘Sure I care about her, but it doesn’t really mean anything; it’s just sex.’




  ‘You think that makes it any better?’




  ‘No, but it doesn’t have to affect us, Libs. Do you want me to stop seeing her?’




  I stared at him. Was he suggesting I turn a blind eye? Was he mad?




  ‘Of course you do,’ he said quickly. ‘We’re due to meet tomorrow night. I’ll talk to her then.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’ I whispered.




  He put his hands in the air. ‘Look, do you want me to talk to her now, clear everything up? Just say the word and I’ll ring her right this second.’




  I sat down on the sofa and stared at the carpet, my mind racing. He hadn’t actually said anything about taking me out the following night, but I’d just presumed …




  I lifted my head. ‘Clear everything up? It’s not a GP visit, Jeremy. And I don’t care what you do. Just get out of the house. This ends now.’




  ‘What are you on about, Libby? I keep telling you, it doesn’t mean anything.’




  ‘GET OUT!’ I screamed. ‘Or I won’t be responsible for my actions.’




  ‘Jesus, Libby, calm down! What’s wrong with you?’




  ‘Tomorrow’s our anniversary, you fucking pig. The tenth of March, our first date. Every year we have dinner on the tenth of March to celebrate.’




  ‘Shit, I’m so sorry, Libby. I completely forgot.’




  ‘You always forget. I bet you don’t even know my birthday, do you? Go on, when is it?’




  He ran his hands through his wavy blond hair. ‘Ah, here, I’ve never been very good with dates.’




  ‘No, Jeremy, you’re far too good with dates – of the female variety. I’ve had enough. I want you to get the hell out of my life.’




  He looked genuinely shocked. ‘What about the wedding?’




  ‘A lifetime of wondering where you are every night; waiting by the phone; waiting in bed in my decent underwear just in case you bother your ass coming home before midnight. I’ve put

  up with enough shit over the last few years. There’s no way I’m marrying you.’




  ‘But it’s booked. We’ll lose the hotel deposit.’




  ‘God forbid!’




  ‘You can bloody pay it. And you can explain to your mother why her precious wedding production isn’t going to happen.’




  ‘Leave my mother out of this.’




  ‘Why? Talk about pain in the ass. Fat ass at that.’




  I gasped. ‘Jeremy Small. How dare you? She adores you, poor deluded woman. I can’t believe you just said that.’ I stood up, grabbed a cushion and started battering him over the

  head.




  ‘Libby!’ He wrestled the cushion out of my hands. ‘You want to get a grip. Hitting me with soft furnishings is a bit undignified, even for you.’




  ‘I’ll give you undignified.’ I kicked him in the shins, hard, the toe of my runner impacting with a satisfying crunch.




  He rubbed his shin. ‘Jesus, stop. That hurt.’ He moved away before I could kick him again.




  ‘No, you stop. You said fucking me was like fucking a whale.’




  ‘What?’ His face went pale. ‘You weren’t supposed to read that.’




  ‘And you weren’t supposed to say it or to have an affair with Ruth-Ann. But you did. So I’m asking you to get the hell out before I ring Celeste and get her to deal with

  you.’




  ‘Woo-hoo, Celeste, I’m scared.’ He gave me a snide look. ‘Don’t be so pathetic. And fine, I’ll go. But I’ll be back. And half of this house is mine

  – don’t forget that. More like three-quarters, in fact. When’s the last time you paid the bloody mortgage?’




  He walked into the hall. I followed him and watched as he slammed the door behind him without turning round.




  ‘Bastard!’ I yelled after him.




  Then I crumpled to the floor.




  

     

  




  Chapter 5




  Libby




  An hour later I was still slumped on the hall stairs, staring into space, when someone knocked on the front door.




  I ignored them. Whoever it was, I wasn’t in the mood for company.




  Next thing the letterbox flipped open and a pair of dark blue eyes stared through the slot.




  ‘What are you doing, Libby?’ my dad asked. ‘Are you all right? You haven’t gone and fallen down the stairs, have you, pet?’




  ‘No, Dad, I’m fine. Just thinking. Writer’s stuff.’ Even though I’d tried to convince him otherwise, Dad still thought writing was a mystical thing, ancient muses

  whispering in my ear.




  ‘Are you going to let me in?’




  ‘Oh, yes. Sorry.’ I checked my face in the hall mirror – not a pretty sight – then licked my index finger and tried to wipe away the mascara stains under my eyes.




  Satisfied, I swung the door open.




  Dad smiled at me. ‘Not stopping. Football on the telly. Your mother asked me to give you this.’ He thrust a white paper chemist’s bag at me.




  I took it from him and pulled out a pot of homemade chicken liver pâté and two packets of tablets.




  He said, ‘Your mother’s worried about you; says you have to keep your iron levels up.’




  ‘But this is folic acid, Dad.’




  ‘She says you need to start taking it months before planning a family.’




  ‘I see.’ Normally I’d be furious at her for interfering. But today I didn’t have the energy. Instead, tears welled up in my eyes.




  ‘Will I tell her you said thanks?’ he suggested.




  I nodded. ‘Sure.’




  ‘Are you feeling a little off, Libby?’




  ‘Just writing a sad bit in my novel this morning, Dad. You know how it is.’




  From the confused look on his face, he clearly didn’t. ‘Don’t upset yourself too much, love.’




  After he’d gone, I sat back on the last stair and allowed my tears to roll down my cheeks. My mobile rang and I studied the screen. Celeste. The only person on the planet I could stomach

  talking to right now.




  ‘Hi, Libs. Your dad rang me. Said you sounded a bit down, wondered if I’d give you a call and cheer you up.’




  I smiled through my tears. Dad really was a sweetie. Mum – now that was a different story.




  ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I began. ‘Jeremy’s gone …’ I managed to get some of the story out before my throat constricted so much I couldn’t

  speak.




  ‘I’m on my way,’ she said.




  Instantly I felt a little better.




  Half an hour later, Celeste arrived on the doorstep, a bottle of wine in either hand, held upright like clubs, and a look on her that would kill a T-Rex stone dead.




  ‘Where is he? He’d better not be here or I swear I’ll murder him.’




  ‘He’s not.’




  ‘Good. Now grab some wine glasses and start talking.’




  After I’d told her the whole sorry story, she sat back and blew out her breath.




  ‘I don’t know what to say, Libs. This time he’s excelled himself. Which is saying a lot for Jeremy. And Ruth-Ann? Didn’t she stay with you recently; after one of her many

  break-ups?’




  ‘At Christmas.’ Jesus, I’d forgotten all about that. Ruth-Ann had stayed with us for three days in late December. She’d been on her own and I’d felt sorry for her.

  I’d gone into the sales on the twenty-seventh with Celeste, leaving Jeremy and Ruth-Ann alone in the house. Ruth-Ann had said she was tired; Jeremy had said he needed to work. Liars!




  ‘The wagon.’ She paused and sighed. ‘So what now?’




  I shrugged helplessly, tears flooding my eyes. Celeste held me as I sobbed, stroking the back of my head.




  ‘It’ll be OK,’ she murmured. ‘That’s right, let it all out.’




  After a while the tears stopped and I pulled away, tucking damp wisps of hair behind my ears.




  Celeste gave me a gentle smile. ‘You could start with a great new haircut. And some new clothes. Make him see what he’s missing. Moving on quickly will be the best revenge, Libs.

  He’ll hate that.’




  She thought for a moment. ‘And how about a novel where this cool, amazing heroine wreaks revenge on her scumbag fiancé?’




  ‘Celeste! I couldn’t. Jeremy might sue me.’




  ‘Change the names. Vent all your spleen on the page. Better than giving yourself ulcers.’




  ‘I’ll think about it.’




  I didn’t like to tell her I hadn’t sat down at my desk in weeks, let alone written anything. My motivation was at rock bottom. Besides, after being rejected by Alex, Harriet and

  seven other editors, I didn’t know if it was actually worth my while writing another book. There wasn’t much point if no one was going to publish it.




  I hadn’t even told Jeremy yet. And I certainly wasn’t going to now. I’d have to start looking for other work soon; but I’d been writing full time for so long, I had no

  idea what I’d actually be qualified to do. Type up students’ dissertations? Depressing thought.




  ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Try not to worry too much, OK? It’ll all work out. It’s probably for the best.’




  My eyes filled up again. I tried to talk and then waved my hand in front of my face. ‘Sorry,’ I managed. ‘I’m a mess.’




  Celeste hugged me. ‘Ah, Libby-Lu. I’m the one who’s sorry. You don’t deserve all this.’




  ‘What am I going to do? Who’s going to want me now? I feel so stupid. Everyone’s going to think I’m crap in bed or something.’




  She smiled gently. ‘No they won’t. Because I’ll tell them what a lying, cheating little gnome you were with.’




  ‘Were?’ I wailed again. ‘You think it’s over for good?’




  She stared at me. ‘Libby, this is the third time Jeremy’s been unfaithful. That you know of. You can’t take him back again. You’ve been a nervous wreck for the last two

  years. This has to be the end of it. Please?’




  I nodded. I knew Celeste was right. But even after everything he’d done, I still loved him.




  The first time it had been a four-month fling with a girl in the office. Jeremy ran the legal department in the Dublin office of a big sports and media agency called Sports Management

  International. He used to work for Franklin Street, my literary agency, and we’d met at one of their Christmas parties. Jeremy was charming and very funny; that’s why I’d fallen

  for him in the first place.




  It was the damn phone calls that had given it away. The house phone would ring, and when I answered it, the line would go dead. Happened for weeks until Jeremy suggested we should change the

  number. I made him explain and he came clean. I think he was afraid that his recently dumped girlfriend would arrive on the doorstep one day wielding a bread knife. I believed him when he said he

  was sorry, that it was a stupid mistake, that he’d never do anything to hurt me again; that he loved me. But happen again it did, with another work colleague. I was alerted by an anonymous

  letter. Probably from the bitter ex-girlfriend. When I confronted him, he apologized, said he’d end it immediately, claimed he was a changed man.




  But clearly he’d been lying all along.




  The more I thought about it, the more I realized that yes, this time was different. Celeste was right – enough was enough. This time I was going to make a stand, starting with my hair. Bad

  break-up equals dramatic haircut. You don’t mess with tradition. And I’d always rather fancied pink bits.




  There was no sign of Jeremy on Sunday, so I spent the day lying on the sofa watching bad television.




  At eight o’clock on Monday morning, he arrived with several empty suitcases and began to tip the contents of his drawers and wardrobe into them.




  I sat on the bed, still in yesterday’s clothes, and watched him, distraught, all my resolutions out of the window.




  ‘Where have you been?’ I asked.




  ‘You know where I’ve been. And that’s where you’ll find me if there’s an emergency.’ His voice sounded so harsh, it made me crumble inside.




  ‘You don’t have to do this,’ I whispered. ‘Stay.’ I was instantly disgusted with myself.




  ‘Oh, don’t start now,’ he said without turning round. ‘It’s too late. And Ruth-Ann’s delighted to have me around. She’s not surgically attached to her

  damn laptop like you are. She cooks and everything; makes a change.’




  I jumped up and grabbed his arm. ‘Say you’ll never see her again and we’ll forget all about this.’




  He peeled my hand off and patted it. ‘Libby, you’re embarrassing yourself. And what are you wearing?’ The look on his face said it all. He was utterly disgusted by me.




  I spent the rest of the day sobbing my heart out.




  

     

  




  Chapter 6




  Libby




  ‘This can’t be our room,’ I whispered to Celeste as the porter carried our bags into the hall of the plush hotel suite. ‘There must be some

  mistake.’




  Celeste frowned at me and said in a low voice, ‘Don’t you dare say anything in case it is. It’s gorgeous, and we might just get away with it. We deserve it after that bloody

  nightmare of a trip.’




  Our flight had been delayed and we’d had to camp in the cramped departure lounge for over two hours with a clump of bored Spanish students who spent the whole time poking each other and

  squealing. We were supposed to arrive at Heathrow at seven p.m. It was eight before we even boarded.




  Celeste ran past the porter and into the large sitting room. She whistled. ‘Would you look at that view?’




  I stood beside her, my head on her shoulder as she was a good six inches taller than me, and stared out of the huge, green-tinted plate-glass window. The River Thames stretched out in front of

  us – to the right were the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben. A barge was moored on the river bank, multicoloured lights strung across its deck, and the faint tinkle of cheery piano music

  drifted through the open window.




  Celeste leaned forward and pressed her nose against the thick glass, leaving a greasy make-up smear on its surface. We stood there in silence for a few minutes, drinking in the view.




  The porter coughed behind us. ‘Will that be all?’




  ‘Yes, thanks.’ I handed him five pounds. Probably way too much but I was still awed by the poshness of our room.




  ‘Your champagne is on ice.’ He gestured at the shiny black sideboard. ‘Handmade chocolates. And if you’d like anything else, just let us know.’




  Celeste smiled at him and winked. ‘Oh, we will,’ she growled.




  He practically ran out of the door.




  ‘Celeste! Must you?’




  She laughed. ‘What? I’m sure he’s well used to it. I wasn’t serious – he’s only a pup. Now, let’s pop the bubbly and hit the tiles.’




  An hour later Celeste was fast asleep on the sofa, snoring gently, her legs thrown across my lap, an empty champagne glass still clutched in her hand.




  The following morning I was woken by a rap on the door. I got up groggily and went to open it. Alex was standing in the hallway, looking like he’d just stepped out of a

  fashion shoot. Midnight-blue suit, white shirt with three buttons open, showing off several inches of toned chest.




  His face was suspiciously smooth and even-coloured.




  ‘Alex, are you wearing make-up?’




  ‘Tinted moisturizer. Do you like it?’ He gave me a flirty wink.




  I scowled at him and folded my arms across my chest. I wished I was in anything but my baggy cotton pyjamas. ‘Are you trying to look camp?’




  ‘No. I just thought Lulabelle might appreciate the extra effort.’




  ‘I doubt if she’ll be interested in anyone other than herself.’




  ‘Ouch! Who got out of bed on the wrong side this morning? Off you go and shower. I’ll make some calls in your living room, if you don’t mind.’ He walked past me, looked

  around and whistled. ‘Swish. Hope you appreciate it. Cost me an arm and a leg.’




  ‘Actually, I do mind. Go and make your calls in the lobby. I’d like some privacy while I’m getting dressed.’




  ‘I’ll shut the door behind me. You won’t hear a thing.’ He closed the door of the sitting room in my face.




  The man was incorrigible. I stormed into the bathroom, slammed the door and locked it tightly. We had ages yet – the meeting wasn’t until ten. It was only five to eight, and I was

  damned if I was going to waste the incredible red mosaic bath tub and all the posh smelly things. I leaned over the tub, turned on the taps and – splash – covered myself in water.

  Celeste had obviously had a shower and forgotten to turn the knob back to bath.




  ‘Aagh!’ I screamed, jumping backwards. I grabbed a towel and patted my soaked pyjamas.




  ‘Everything OK in there?’ Alex asked through the door.




  ‘Fine.’ I switched off the water, flicked the knob and started to fill the bath.




  ‘You don’t have time for a bath,’ Alex said. ‘I’ve ordered your make-up girl for eight sharp.’




  I opened the door a crack. ‘What?’




  ‘Hair and make-up. We want to make a good impression. There’s a lot of money at stake, Libby. A hundred and fifty K, to be precise.’




  ‘I thought you said a hundred?’ I narrowed my eyes.




  ‘Fifty is my cut.’




  ‘That’s outrageous! You used to take fifteen per cent. Polly takes fifteen per cent – it’s standard. That’s more like thirty per cent – no agent gets thirty

  per cent.’




  ‘Thirty-three, actually,’ he said mildly. ‘But this is a very special deal. A one-off. Look, we’re wasting time here. Mush-mush, into the shower. And try not to dress too

  arty-farty. Lulabelle is a businesswoman.’




  I raised my eyebrows at him.




  He smiled. ‘Among other things.’




  Celeste walked out of the bedroom, pressing a hooped gold earring through her ear lobe. ‘I wondered what the noise was.’




  Alex stared at her in surprise. ‘What are you doing here?’




  ‘Who were you expecting?’ she said. ‘Kate Moss?’




  ‘Would have been nice.’




  Celeste glared at him. ‘And where did you crawl out from? I didn’t know they did slimy rocks at the Thames Plaza.’




  ‘I’m here to bring Libby to her meeting.’




  ‘Well, you can just skedaddle, boy-o. We’re going to have a civilized breakfast and then I’ve ordered a taxi for nine. Which should give us oodles of time to get to

  Soho.’




  There was a knock on the door.




  ‘Hair and make-up,’ I told Celeste. ‘Alex booked it.’




  Celeste ran her hand through her still-damp dark chestnut bob. ‘Excellent timing. I was about to dry it myself, but this is even better. Sling your hook, Alex. We’re busy. And by the

  way, I think Libby’s a damn fool to work with you again. Just for the record. And we’ll need that cheque up front, by the way. No cheque, no book. Simple as that.’




  Alex smiled. ‘You’d make a good agent, Celeste. And you don’t need make-up – you look great just as you are. In fact you’re looking even better than I

  remember.’




  ‘Liar,’ Celeste said, but I could tell she was trying not to smile.




  ‘Some dames just improve with age,’ he said. ‘Like crocodile-skin bags.’




  Her face dropped. Celeste was touchy about her age.




  ‘Out!’ she snapped. ‘Right now, before I throw you out.’ She swung the door open, right in the face of the rather startled makeup girl.




  ‘And stay out.’




  An hour later we clicked down the white marble floor of the lobby (Alex’s leather-soled Italian boots with metal heel-tips making the most noise of all), and climbed into

  our black London taxi. I walked behind Celeste, admiring her black cigarette pants and pearl-grey top. She’d dressed me in a purple silk jersey-dress. We’d both ignored the fact that it

  clashed with the pink bits in my hair.




  ‘No one will notice,’ she assured me.




  ‘Celeste, you can’t come to the meeting with us, I’m sorry,’ Alex said as the cab pulled out. ‘Libby can meet you for lunch. She’s a big girl, she’ll be

  fine on her own.’
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