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  Chapter 1




  It was an idea that never failed to entrance Beth Harper, the notion that a simple object – well, two actually – could be so utterly transformative. Just ask

  Dorothy Gale.




  Positioning a pair of sequined red heels onto the black-and-white-striped-clad ‘legs’ she’d fashioned from a couple of cardboard tubes, Beth stood back and evaluated her

  work.




  The famed ruby-red slippers were of course unmistakable, but perhaps the polystyrene farmhouse looked a little off? No, Beth figured most shoppers would get the theme. The Yellow Brick Road

  (hand-painted at home in her apartment the night before) was a giveaway.




  Anyway, it wasn’t as though she could call on Hollywood resources for her displays – nope, all Beth had at her disposal were basic craft supplies, her own imagination and, of course,

  some of the world’s most beautiful shoes.




  Thankfully she also had her boss’s blessing, especially when the management of Carlisle’s – the popular Lexington Avenue department store in which she worked – realised

  that Beth’s movie-themed shoe displays not only delighted shoppers, but attracted tourists to the shoe room in droves, during the holidays especially. Her in-store displays weren’t

  quite as popular a tourist attraction as Saks’ Christmas windows, but they were getting there.




  For Beth, the opportunity to utilise her greatest passion – the movies – in her day-to-day work was a dream come true, and she loved delighting Carlisle’s customers and staff

  all year long by using beautiful shoes to help recreate some of Hollywood’s greatest movie moments.




  Satisfied that her latest masterpiece was complete, she made a final check that everything was in place in the shoe department, before the store opened its doors to the public that morning.

  December was a time when people from all over flocked to the city for Christmas shopping, Broadway shows, outdoor ice-skating and the many other festive activities that made New York great.




  Irish by birth, Beth had lived in Manhattan for the better part of ten years, and over that time had learned to appreciate the ramped-up energy of the city during the busy holiday season. Even

  though the accompanying chill wind played havoc with her hair . . . That thought made Beth double-check that her medium-length blond ponytail was still in one piece after all her creative

  endeavours. It wouldn’t do for her own appearance to let her down when the whole shop was decked in finery.




  Christmas cheer exploded throughout Carlisle’s, almost as though Santa’s elves had come to do the décor. Delicate tree branches dusted with snow lined the ceiling, and

  fairy-lit pine cone garlands danced around the beams. Elegantly decorated fir trees twinkled on every floor, and beneath them were selections of the best Christmas fare the world’s most

  famous luxury brands had to offer. The holiday merchandising team had even hung random bunches of mistletoe in different spots around the store, encouraging customers to join in the fun.




  But while she loved this time of year in the city, just then Beth couldn’t help but think about warmer climes. She and Danny, her boyfriend of seven years, had planned to leave for a long

  weekend with friends in South Florida today, but due to a pressing work issue on his part, they’d had to make a last-minute cancellation. Which was why Beth found herself on the sales floor

  in the first week of December, busying herself with a festive Wizard of Oz theme, and covering a shift for one of the part-timers in the department.




  The distraction of setting up the new display was working wonders in helping keep her spirits up, but deep down she was a little disappointed. She had really been looking forward to a relaxing

  break away before the Christmas retail rush kicked off in earnest, but more importantly, she’d wanted some time alone with Danny. They lived together – had done so for the past five

  years – but there was something extra romantic about a break away with the one you loved, far from humdrum day-to-day habits and responsibilities.




  Still, she thought, straightening a crystal and satin Kate Spade pump (which worked brilliantly as one of Glinda’s Silver Shoes) on the central display, it was no great hardship to be here

  surrounded by such prettiness.




  While her love affair with the movies had been inspired by her grandmother Bridie – who had introduced Beth to all the Hollywood classics at a young age – she guessed her

  appreciation of shoes had also begun with the first glimpse of her grandmother’s vintage Mary Janes when she was a child.




  She and her mother had found the wedding shoes amongst Nana’s things after she died, and 12-year-old Beth, who had never known Bridie to wear anything other than comfortable lace-up

  brogues, had been entranced by this completely unexpected glimpse into her grandmother’s past.




  White satin, adorned with white fluffy ostrich feathers and tiny jewelled roses on the vamp, and in the low-heeled Mary Jane style that was the fashion of the time, they were impossibly

  glamorous and Beth had fallen in love almost immediately. And she listened captivated as her mother told her what little she knew about her own parents’ wedding day, other than that Bridie

  and James had married just before the Second World War, and James had died in battle a year later while Bridie was pregnant with Beth’s mother.




  There were no photographs of the event, so no clue as to what her grandmother’s wedding dress had been like. Beth’s mum recalled Bridie talking about having to pawn her wedding ring

  to keep them afloat after James died, leaving the shoes as the only memento of that special day.




  From there on in Beth had spent countless hours trying to imagine the wedding and how her grandmother had managed to hold on to those shoes when other, more valuable possessions had been lost.

  They must have been particularly precious to Bridie.




  She realised then that her grandmother’s great passion for 1920s Hollywood glamour wasn’t just restricted to the silver screen, and that the romantic classics so beloved by her

  – and readily shared with Beth – had been an escape of sorts, a vicarious glimpse into the kind of romantic life Bridie had imagined for herself before her marriage was so cruelly cut

  short.




  Beth remembered wonderful nights at home in Galway at her grandmother’s house, tucked up under a blanket on the sofa in the darkness, she and Bridie watching rapt while Humphrey Bogart

  proclaimed his love for Lauren Bacall, and swooning as Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn played out their great passion onscreen.




  Her grandmother had been a huge influence on Beth, but had died when she was twelve, and she guessed evoking the movies was her way of holding on to those memories of her beloved nana so many

  years on, and especially now when she was so far away from home.




  Thankfully, Beth’s mum had let her hold on to Bridie’s shoes, and to this day they remained in her New York wardrobe; in the original worn box, wrapped in the old delicate tissue

  paper. They were about her size, and Beth promised herself that as a tribute to Bridie, when (or if) she ever walked down the aisle to marry the love of her life, she would be wearing her

  grandmother’s beloved Mary Janes.




  Now, standing in front of the display shelves, she gently ran her fingers along the various shoe designs, caressing the soft silky material. As was her habit, she tried to imagine where each

  pair would end up, the kind of women that would wear them and the adventures they might have.




  The sparkling silver and gold sandals were easy to place: these were ideally suited to glamorous, sophisticated events, a night at the opera or a gala ball at the Met. While the easily

  identifiable red-soled slingbacks were sexy and fun, perfect for a cocktail party or a girls’ night out, the glorious satin crystal-encrusted creations were so exquisite that they were surely

  destined for a romantic encounter worthy of one of Bridie’s beloved silver-screen classics.




  Beth looked at her own feet and smiled as she imagined herself as a movie heroine wearing the shoes; her blond curls pulled up in a sophisticated chignon à la Grace Kelly, her petite

  figure dressed in a gorgeous flowing gown (Oscar de la Renta, maybe?) and in Danny’s arms, dancing to Sinatra in some beautifully picturesque location . . . under the Eiffel Tower or at the

  base of the Spanish Steps in Rome, beneath a sky awash with stars.




  Her face broke into a grin as she allowed her imagination free rein, and heard the accompanying film soundtrack swell in a spectacular crescendo in her mind as she pictured Danny wearing a tux,

  his dark hair slicked back Clark Gable-style, and his aquamarine eyes shining as he leaned forward and softly placed his lips on hers . . .




  Her idyllic Hollywood daydream was interrupted when a couple meandered into the department.




  Ah – her first customers of the day.




  Glancing around, the woman immediately made a beeline for Beth’s Wizard of Oz display and, stopping in front of it, she smiled and gleefully clapped her hands. The man pulled her

  close and planted a kiss on her cheek.




  Buoyed by this obvious show of appreciation, Beth smiled and, smoothing down her red knee-length woollen dress, moved to greet the couple. ‘Hello there – is there anything I can help

  you with?’ she asked cheerfully, her green eyes sparkling with warmth.




  The young woman turned her attention to Beth and beamed. ‘I just love the holiday displays in here – this one is so wonderful, and Oz is one of my favourite

  movies!’




  ‘Thank you. I love that movie too.’




  The customer reached out and picked up one of the silver heels. ‘But much as I love them, I don’t think sparkling ruby slippers will quite work for what I need,’ she giggled.

  Her face flushed happily, and she looked ready to burst with excitement.




  Beth recognised that look. ‘Ah, so you’re planning a wedding then?’ she ventured coyly, before the younger woman could say anything more.




  She burst out laughing, and glanced at her companion. ‘Well, yes, I suppose I am – we are. Though I didn’t realise it until a couple of hours ago . . . we’ve

  just got engaged!’ She offered her left hand, which, sure enough, was home to a gorgeous princess-cut diamond.




  ‘How wonderful. Congratulations.’ Beth looked back and forth between them. ‘Nice job on the ring,’ she added, offering the guy a wink. ‘It’s

  beautiful.’




  He ran a hand through his dark hair and a blush crept up his neck, finding a home on his cheeks. ‘Thanks.’




  His fiancée grinned. ‘I still can’t believe it! We just arrived in the city yesterday for some holiday shopping. We were taking a stroll in Central Park this morning, and when

  we reached the Bow Bridge, it started to snow, and then out of the blue, Josh . . .’ she giggled, indicating her companion, ‘got down on one knee, and it was like . . . time just froze.

  It was surreal. I mean, we have been together for ages now – three whole years – and of course we’ve talked about it . . . but I mean, wow. So unexpected. And right

  there, with the snow falling all around us, it was so romantic it almost felt like something out of a—’




  ‘Movie,’ she and Beth finished in unison and they both laughed. The bride-to-be (clearly a kindred spirit) who introduced herself as Katie, was overjoyed and Beth was only too happy

  to be taken up in the excitement. She came across many would-be brides in this line of work, and she loved meeting couples at this newly engaged point, when everything was still fresh and romantic,

  before all the wedding preparations became overwhelming.




  She also knew that such a time was strictly for browsing, with a heavy dose of wish-fulfilment thrown in.




  Well, she could understand that.




  ‘I’m so happy for you both. What a lovely time to get engaged. Have you set a date?’




  ‘We’re thinking this time next year. A Christmas wedding maybe?’




  ‘Perfect. Well once you start planning, and find your dress, I’d be delighted to help you with shoes and accessories, if you want. I see you like those Kate Spades.’




  ‘They’re so beautiful. And thank you; that would be great. I know it’s too early to be looking now. It’s strange, though, because as soon as he asked me, I could almost

  envision the whole day in my head . . . what Josh would look like as I walked down the aisle . . . and I have this vision of me too, of what I will look like on the day, the dress I’ll wear,

  and the shoes on my feet. Especially the shoes. Is that weird?’ She glanced from her fiancé back to Beth.




  Beth threw a quick look of reassurance to the guy, who had a perplexed look on his face. Understandable; everyone knew men didn’t share the shoe – or indeed the ‘Big Day’

  – gene.




  ‘Oh, I’d say that’s pretty normal,’ she said. ‘I think most women, myself included, have a pretty good idea of what they want their day to be like.’




  Katie was shaking her head sagely. ‘Exactly. And did yours turn out the way you envisioned it? Your wedding day, I mean,’ she added when Beth looked blank.




  ‘Oh . . .’ She opened and closed her mouth in quick succession, understanding at once that her words had been taken out of context. ‘Well, I’m not married,

  actually,’ she mumbled pleasantly.




  Katie looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m sorry, it just sounded like you knew so much about what I was talking about . . . I was sure you’d gone through it too.’




  Beth shrugged, keeping a smile on her face. This wasn’t the first time she had gone down the ‘gosh, you’re not married?’ route. At thirty-four years old and possibly a

  good ten years on the girl in front of her, she guessed she should have expected it. ‘No, I’m not married. I mean, not yet, and I’m not sure if we ever will,’ she added,

  laughing a little. ‘My boyfriend and I have been together seven years and—’




  ‘Seven years and no ring?’ Katie gasped, cutting her off. Then spotting Beth’s reaction, she immediately began to backpedal. ‘I mean, sorry. It’s not like

  . . . it’s just . . . I thought three was long to wait . . .’ She trailed off and shook her head. ‘But of course, every couple is different, right? Some people have things figured

  out, without all that stuff. It sounds like you do, anyway. I mean, some people never get married at all.’




  At this point the guy nudged her, as if trying to signal to his beloved to take her foot out of her mouth. Beth remained calm and unaffected. After all, Katie wasn’t insinuating anything;

  she just had a different perspective. Anyway, Beth was sort of used to it. This wasn’t the first time someone had reacted with surprise when they realised just how long Beth and Danny had

  been together, yet seemed to have no intention of tying the knot.




  ‘Anyway, I’m sorry. I’m blabbering now,’ Katie blushed.




  ‘It’s no problem. Like you say, everyone’s different. My boyfriend and I always joke that if we got married, all the romance in our relationship would just wither and

  die,’ Beth chuckled, trying to keep the mood light, before backtracking herself when she spotted the expression on her audience’s faces. ‘I mean, not that the romance is going to

  be dead for you two when you get married.’ She gulped. ‘It’s just a silly in-joke of ours. In any case, best of luck to you both and congratulations again. I’m Beth

  and here’s my card. Feel free to give me a call when you’re back in town and ready to choose your wedding shoes.’ She extracted a card from her pocket and handed it to the girl.

  ‘And Merry Christmas.’




  ‘Thanks, and same to you . . .’ The young couple hurriedly took their leave, the bride-to-be regaining her sunny disposition, and her fiancé looking mildly relieved.




  Beth smiled after them as they walked away and put the conversation out of her mind. It made no sense to think too deeply about it. That sort of exchange had happened before, and just like she

  did at other times when faced with the question of why exactly she and Danny weren’t married, she decided to sidestep the issue in favour of cheerier thoughts.




  ‘Let me guess, yet another bride-to-be salivating over the satin Manolos?’ Beth jumped in surprise as Jodi Cartwright, her longtime co-worker in the shoe rooms, sidled up to her.




  Beth laughed. ‘The Kate Spades, actually. They just got engaged. Down on one knee on the Bow Bridge in the snow. The park is such a perfect backdrop for a marriage proposal at this time of

  year, isn’t it? So romantic.’




  Jodi snorted. Ever cynical, the forty-something divorcee didn’t share Beth’s optimism about love and romance, and least of all about marriage.




  ‘Yeah, it’s romantic until one day you catch him with his mistress in the same place making his own romantic moment. And you know what’s even more full of hearts and roses and

  unicorns that poop rainbows?’ she added archly. ‘Serving him with divorce papers at his mistress’s house after he said he was away at a Vegas cop convention. That’s

  my romantic moment.’




  Beth blanched. She loved Jodi, but guessed she should have remembered who she was talking to. Her friend certainly wasn’t one to be first in line with ticket in hand for the latest

  Nicholas Sparks movie. She should have remembered that Central Park was indeed the place Jodi had caught her now ex-husband Frank with this mistress. A million miles from romantic. She guessed

  Katie’s foot-in-mouth syndrome was catching.




  ‘Sorry, Jodi. I didn’t mean . . .’




  Her friend patted her shoulder. ‘It’s OK, honey. Easy for you to romanticise marriage; you haven’t been there. And I say that not as a criticism but a commendation.

  Don’t go there, Beth. Single life wins out every time.’




  Beth wasn’t completely sold on that, even though she and Danny regularly downplayed any considerations of marriage where their relationship was concerned. But she wasn’t about to

  start another dialogue about the pros and cons.




  ‘Anyway,’ Jodi continued, ‘what are you doing here this morning? I thought you and lover boy were heading south this weekend?’




  Beth picked up some boxes and turned back towards the stockroom. ‘Danny had something come up last minute. He encouraged me to go ahead anyway, maybe meet up with some of the others, but

  it would be no fun without him. I might as well stay here and do something productive.’




  Ever suspicious, Jodi narrowed her eyes. ‘And what came up that he felt you should still go?’




  Beth smiled good-naturedly. As far as Jodi was concerned, there wasn’t a decent man in all of Manhattan – hell, in all of the world. But Beth knew different.




  ‘It’s just a work thing. His firm has a new client starting a big PR campaign in January, and the entire office has been put into lockdown over something last minute. And

  that’s fine by me. Especially since the company has been looking shaky as of late.’ She frowned. ‘He’s had a lot of hours cut recently, so it’s good that things are

  looking better. I don’t want him getting laid off, so he needs to put in the time if they ask him. Simple as that. We can always do the Sunshine State some other time.’




  ‘Hmm.’ Jodi regarded her sceptically.




  Beth swatted at her friend with a playful hand. ‘Oh, stop it. Danny’s a good guy, you know that.’




  Jodi snorted again. ‘Well, I’m glad that while you may be a hopeless romantic and always only a heartbeat away from re-enacting the best of Meg Ryan, at least you aren’t caught

  up in that obsession most women over thirty in this town have about marriage. At least you’re sane in that aspect. Because if you weren’t we just couldn’t be friends,’ she

  added wickedly. ‘I’m going to go put those boxes away, OK? Man the floor and I’ll be back in no time.’




  Jodi disappeared into the stockroom and Beth smiled after her older, cynical friend. It was true that she might be a hopeless romantic, but also that she didn’t obsess about marriage

  – at least, not until faced with the question in the form of a happily engaged couple with a look of pity on their faces, she thought wryly. She and Danny worked well together, and Beth knew

  without a doubt in her mind that he was the one for her. They were in love, and dedicated and committed to each other for the long haul. She didn’t need a white dress, a piece of paper (or

  fairy-tale slippers) to tell her that.




  But still, she couldn’t deny that things had changed since the early days. OK, so she didn’t get as many butterflies in her stomach at the sight of him as she used to, but their

  relationship wasn’t what you would call stale, not by a long shot. It was just different.




  Though maybe that was simply what happened when time passed and familiarity grew. In romantic movies, nobody ever got to see what happened to the hero and heroine after the credits rolled.

  Possibly for good reason, as after happily ever after didn’t necessarily make for an interesting story.




  Still, Beth couldn’t deny that she wished her and Danny’s once-passionate kisses occurred a bit more often, and that these days unexpected romantic moments weren’t so few and

  far between.




  But, she told herself, she still had the memories: the romance that was part of her and Danny’s story over the years. And that was it, Beth thought: it was their story that made them

  special together, that made them dedicated to each other. That was the foundation of their love. She and Danny Bishop had been writing their own particular romantic movie all throughout their

  relationship.




  She remembered a moment, very early in the relationship, long before they had moved in together, before they’d even said, ‘I love you’ (though Beth had known it at the time).

  It was one of her favourite memories.




  It was summertime, and they had just been out for dinner in Little Italy, she was still in her little black dress and Danny had thrown his jacket over her shoulders. They had found themselves at

  the foot of 58th Street, in a spot just overlooking the East River and the Queensboro Bridge, which was lit up with what seemed like a million little sparkling fairy lights.




  And it was there that they’d sat and talked about everything and anything, until eventually the sun had started to peek out over the horizon. Beth remembered just how badly she wanted to

  tell dawn to wait a while longer, that she wasn’t finished with the night yet – that she needed a few more hours of darkness as she learned about this wonderful man who was sitting next

  to her.




  It had been magical. And though Beth didn’t realise it until later, it had also been a scene – quite literally – from out of a movie. Woody Allen and Diane Keaton had filmed a

  famous piece from Manhattan in that exact spot, sitting on the very same bench. But she had never seen the movie until one night months later at her old apartment, when Danny was flipping

  through TV channels, and the iconic clip appeared onscreen.




  As she watched, she felt as if stars had been trickling down upon her from heaven. It was a sign, a sign from the romantic movie gods – or perhaps even her beloved grandmother – that

  she and Danny were meant to be together.




  Instantly hooked, she had insisted on watching Manhattan from the very beginning, and while the more unconventional production wasn’t usually her style, the film immediately took

  on a very special meaning.




  Smiling at the memory, Beth realised that despite Jodi’s misgivings, sometimes romance could indeed be like something from the movies – and in her and Danny’s case it was even

  better.




  





  Chapter 2




  ‘Come on, Beth, you’re really refusing to come out for a drink with me? You’re a shame to your countrymen,’ Jodi added wickedly, as after work the pair

  stepped onto Lexington Avenue and into the prickling cold that was the city in December.




  Fairy-lit trees lining the path along the avenue twinkled in the darkness, and street lamps were adorned with Christmas lights shaped like angels, stars and candy canes. Beth, who never tired of

  the city at this time of year, gave a satisfied sigh at the romance of it all.




  ‘I can’t imagine the North Pole being colder,’ her friend scowled, as a wave of steam from a nearby subway vent enveloped them.




  Beth’s hand went to her neck in an effort to keep it warm in the absence of a scarf. ‘It really is chilly, isn’t it?’ She shivered as goosebumps appeared on the back of

  her neck, realising she had been out of the warmth of Carlisle’s for less than thirty seconds, and was already freezing cold.




  ‘Chilly? Honey, winter in New York is what made that guy coin the phrase “hell freezes over”.’




  ‘Ah, stop with the cynical New Yorker thing, you love this time of year too. Though I’m really regretting not bringing a warmer jacket and scarf. Still, it’s nothing some hot

  chocolate and a toasty fire won’t fix,’ Beth smiled through chattering teeth, and Jodi rolled her eyes.




  ‘The eternal optimist as always. Remind me again why we are actually friends. So act like one and be my wingman tonight? Otherwise I might just have to resort to asking the new guy, and

  cougar I ain’t.’




  Beth laughed. ‘You mean Ryan from the men’s department?’ An attractive guy in his early thirties had started in Carlisle’s the week before, and his movie-star good looks

  were sending much of the female staff weak at the knees.




  Beth had to admit that he was pretty cute too, but agreed that he was perhaps a little on the young side for her friend. ‘OK, OK, if you’re that desperate, lead on. Never let it be

  said that I’m not a good friend – or a proper Irishwoman,’ she joked, succumbing to Jodi’s pleading (as well as the prospect of indoor warmth).




  They ended up staying out much later than Beth had meant to, but that often happened when she agreed to one of Jodi’s happy-hour schemes.




  Eventually bidding her friend goodbye, she hailed a cab to take her downtown, having done her duty. Jodi had attracted quite a few decent-looking men at the bar and, more impressively, had even

  landed an invitation to dinner the following week.




  The cab pulled up in front of Beth’s apartment building on Gold Street in Lower Manhattan. She pulled a twenty out of her wallet and handed it to the driver. Asking for some change and

  then providing him with a tip, she stepped from the car and fished her keys out of her purse.




  She also grabbed her phone and tapped out a quick text message to Jodi, letting her know as promised that she had made it home without problems. At the same time, Beth realised that she had no

  new incoming texts nor had she missed any calls.




  Strange, she thought. She had phoned Danny earlier and ended up leaving a voicemail for him, letting him know of her plans. But there was nothing back. Not a call, a text or a peep of any sort.

  He was usually very good about communicating.




  Things must be seriously busy at work, she thought as she closed the distance between the kerb and the door of her building. Billy, the concierge, spotted her approach and rushed to the entryway

  of the lobby to greet her.




  ‘Welcome home, Beth,’ he said, opening the door. ‘A late one for you tonight? They’re keeping you busy at Carlisle’s,’ he continued in the lovely Scottish

  brogue he had yet to shake off despite over a decade living in Brooklyn. Like her, he’d left his native roots behind for the bright lights of New York City.




  She smiled guiltily. ‘No, I’ve been off for hours. I was actually out playing wingman for Jodi.’




  Billy shook his head; he knew Jodi well and was known to flirt mercilessly with her whenever she visited. Her friend usually reciprocated, easily wooed by the handsome six-footer who was around

  the same age, and from what Beth could tell, also single.




  ‘Ah, I see. Breaks my heart, you know. Breaks my heart. How can the likes of me compete with a Wall Street banker?’ he said morosely, though he had a smile on his face.




  In Beth’s opinion, this lovely, kind-hearted Scotsman had plenty on a Wall Street banker in the scheme of things. Fat bank accounts weren’t the only thing in life, and at least Billy

  had his soul intact.




  ‘Have you seen Danny come in tonight?’ she asked him. ‘I know he was working late.’




  Billy closed the door behind her and nodded an affirmation. ‘That I have. But he went up and was back out again fifteen minutes later. Didn’t get to talk to him, though. I was on the

  phone with Mrs Lovejoy in 15H and you know how she prattles on. But don’t tell her that I said so.’




  Beth smiled. Indeed, it was common knowledge in the building that Doris Lovejoy was a talker. You definitely didn’t want to run into her in the lobby if you were in a rush. But even with

  chatty Doris in mind, Beth was disappointed that her boyfriend wasn’t home. Another late night, obviously.




  Brushing off her concern, she watched as Billy punched the button for the lift.




  ‘I’m sure it’s just something with work,’ she said. ‘We already had to cancel our long weekend away because his firm has a new client. It’s OK, though. I

  suppose we have to pay for this stack of bricks somehow.’




  Their apartment building was far from a ‘stack of bricks’, being recent in its construction, and centred in the heart of the Financial District. Danny had instantly fallen in love

  with its modern design and rare waterside location when they first viewed it a few years back. While the rent was way too expensive for Beth’s taste (and indeed her occupation) Danny had been

  earning a lot more at the time, and had talked her round by offering to pay the bulk of the monthly costs.




  ‘Glad to hear that things are picking up for him. God knows, things are still tough out there at the moment,’ Billy commented. ‘Though he did indeed look a bit stressed today

  when he was leaving.’




  Beth knew that Danny’s marketing job came with considerable pressure – especially during the busy holiday season – and he wasn’t the kind of guy who handled stress well.

  He bottled up all his frustrations and worries, despite her encouraging him to include her and talk it out, as partners should. But she knew that wasn’t his natural inclination. Much like his

  father, Danny Bishop was the type who would shut down his feelings and keep everything in, whereas Beth tended to wear her heart on her sleeve.




  ‘I’m sure it will be fine,’ she stated, more as an affirmation to herself than anything else, before throwing Billy a departing smile as the lift doors opened. She stepped in

  and hit the button for the twenty-eighth floor.




  Solitary inside, Beth leaned against the back wall and closed her eyes briefly. Exhaustion fell across her in waves and suddenly the only thing she wanted was to cuddle her and Danny’s

  little spaniel, Brinkley, named after the cute dog in You’ve Got Mail, and fall into bed.




  The buzz she had from a couple of Baileys coffees earlier was gone, and in its place a headache played at her temples. Rubbing a finger on the side of her head, she visualised the bottle of

  aspirin in her bathroom, and couldn’t wait to meet the sheets of her bed.




  The lift pinged as it reached her floor and Beth opened her eyes and stepped out. Turning left towards her apartment, she rounded a corner and was met with Courtney, her teenage next-door

  neighbour, locking Beth and Danny’s front door.




  Seeing Beth, Courtney jumped as if she had been caught in the act of doing something wrong. Her right hand flew to her chest, and she placed it over her heart. ‘Oh, Beth, you scared me.

  Sorry, I was just checking on Brinkley. I took him out at five o’clock and I just checked on him again, figuring he needed a potty break.’ Courtney knew their work schedule and often

  helped out with the little dog’s care.




  Beth looked at her watch. It was close to nine p.m. ‘Thanks for that. I hope we didn’t keep you up too late?’




  Courtney tightened the band that secured her dark brown ponytail. ‘No prob. Anyway, Danny’s not home yet either. I figured you guys would be, like, out together.’




  ‘Still at work, poor thing.’ Though the realisation of the lateness of the hour made Beth even more aware of how hard Danny was working just now.




  ‘Right. Do you need me to come by tomorrow? I wasn’t sure of your schedule since, like, your Florida thing got cancelled. That sucks, by the way. I read about this badass party Katy

  Perry was supposed to be hosting in Miami this weekend. Too bad you’re gonna miss out.’




  Beth had to smile. Courtney liked to believe she and Danny led a glam life (possibly based on the travel photos that decorated the walls of their apartment) and she didn’t have the heart

  to burst the girl’s bubble and tell her that there wasn’t a chance in hell of them scoring an invitation to a celeb party.




  ‘I’m sure we’ll get there sometime. Thanks again, Courtney.’




  ‘No biggie.’ With a final snap of her gum, the teenager disappeared down the hallway.




  As soon as Beth unlocked the door of her apartment she was greeted with the noisy patter of little paws as Brinkley streaked through the living room. The small spaniel lunged forward, bouncing

  the last few feet to close the distance between him and Beth. Grinning a happy doggy grin, his tongue lolled to one side of his mouth and he placed his front paws as far up as they could stretch on

  Beth’s legs, throwing his ears back and licking the air around her face as she leaned down to greet him.




  ‘Well, hello to you, too,’ she cooed, kissing the dog’s copper-coloured head and scratching behind his long, floppy ears. ‘Did you get to see Danny when he came

  home?’ The dog made some satisfied puppy noises; what they thought of as Brinkley’s ability to answer questions in his own doggy language. ‘Well, that’s good. At least one

  of us did.’




  Beth’s flat-heeled boots clacked against the hardwood floor as she went through to the living room, flicking on lights. And even though it was dark outside and the apartment building was

  lit, she threw open the privacy drapes that covered the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the western-facing side. As she did, she took in what was undoubtedly the biggest selling point of this

  apartment (and the reason for at least fifty per cent of the rental cost); the breathtaking view that welcomed her from the twenty-eighth floor.




  Lower Manhattan was awash in a sea of lights, and in the midst of all of it was the soaring spectacle of hope and optimism that was the Freedom Tower. Beth never tired of this almost celluloid

  view – the cityscape of Manhattan lying quite literally at her feet – and she lingered at the window for a moment, taking it all in.




  Brinkley waited patiently beside her until she snapped out of her reverie and headed towards the kitchen, planning to make a cup of camomile tea and take some aspirin before settling into bed

  for the night. As she placed a mug of water in the microwave, she noticed a piece of paper on the worktop with Danny’s familiar handwriting on it.




  ‘Hi, sorry I didn’t call. Hectic day, and just came home to grab some clothes. Going to pull an all-nighter at the office, so don’t wait up. Need to power through on this

  creative brief for the new campaign. Call you in the morning. D. xoxoxo’




  Beth sighed. Sometimes when the company’s new client campaigns were hot and heavy, Danny did stay overnight at the office, loading up on energy drinks and caffeine before sneaking in a

  couple of hours’ sleep on the couch in the waiting room. No doubt he would end up taking a quick shower in the morning in the gym attached to the company building on 34th Street.




  The microwave beeped and she carefully extracted the mug with her hot water. Slipping in a camomile teabag, she waited for it to steep, when a picture on the wall on the other side of the

  breakfast bar caught her attention. Beth gave the teabag a few more dunks before shuffling out of the kitchen, and heading directly to the picture. The photo, held in an antique-looking gilded

  frame that was in direct contrast to the contemporary feel of their apartment’s décor, had been taken in Venice, Italy, six years ago.




  In it, Beth and Danny had their arms wrapped around each other as they sat in a gondola off the Riva degli Schiavoni. Bright greenish-blue lagoon waters not altogether dissimilar to the colour

  of Danny’s eyes sparkled around them, and the island of San Giorgio Maggiore – which Monet famously portrayed at dusk – was behind them.




  Beth remembered exactly how she’d been feeling right at that moment. She recalled the way the sun had lit up the café-lined street in front as the gondolier snapped their picture.

  She could still see in her mind the magnificent edifices of St Mark’s Basilica and the Doge’s Palace, and taste the freshness of the raspberries in the Bellinis from Harry’s Bar

  on the Grand Canal.




  She looked closely at the picture, as if trying to recommit every detail to memory. Danny’s dark hair was a good deal longer than the shortened crop he sported now, his cheeks seemed

  fuller, and she noticed that his tanned and relaxed visage in the photo was a world apart from his current pale complexion. The outdoors really suited him, and Beth was struck by how the long hours

  at the office of late had clearly taken their toll not only on his demeanour but his appearance too. She was staring at the photo for so long that Brinkley finally placed one paw on her foot, his

  way of saying, ‘Hey, I’m here too, get a move on.’




  Her trance-like state broken, Beth took a tentative sip of her hot tea and looked down at the little pup, who regarded her expectantly. ‘That, little man, was long before your time. But it

  was an incredible trip. A romantic, once-in-a-lifetime trip, in fact,’ she said quietly, feeling a very strong and sudden longing to be back in that gondola right at that moment, with

  Danny’s arms around her. She closed her eyes and could almost smell the sea air rushing off the Adriatic, and couldn’t deny that her heart ached just a little. She loved Danny, and she

  knew that he loved her. But she wished for something else, too: the sweeping moments; huge show-stopping scenes. Those happened so rarely in their relationship these days, but it hadn’t

  always been the case.




  She scooped Brinkley up under one arm and headed to the bedroom. Within moments she was ready for bed, face scrubbed, aspirin taken, pyjama pants and comfy old T-shirt on. Brinkley made a home

  next to her beneath Danny’s pillow, soaking up the temporary luxury of not having to compete with them both for space.




  ‘Don’t get too used to that, buddy,’ Beth warned as she flipped on the TV, hoping she could find something that would lull her to sleep.




  Roman Holiday, one of her favourite movies, was on Turner Classic Movies. Beth sighed contentedly, fixing her gaze on Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck at the Spanish Steps. She

  remembered this being one of the first movies Bridie had introduced her to, and felt a brief pang that her grandmother was no longer here to partake in the enjoyment. That was one of the most

  wonderful things about the movies, Beth thought, sitting quietly in the darkness, the experience was even better shared.




  But then again she did have Brinkley.




  ‘Rome was part of that trip, too. Your daddy and I ate gelato right where they are standing.’ She pointed at the screen as the dog listened, tilting his head as if working to

  decipher her words. Beth smiled at Brinkley’s response, and a feeling of fresh melancholy washed over her as she recalled the details of that incredible trip.




  Venice, Italy – Six Years Earlier




  Beth emerged from Venice’s Santa Lucia train station into the bright sunlight of a September day. Stepping onto the Ponte della Costituzione, she was immediately struck by

  sensory overload.




  The city’s famous Grand Canal greeted her along with the bustle of activity that populated the famous tourist hub. On the other side of the canal, she spied the Palazzo Foscari-Contarini

  and Suore di Maria Bambina, and had a hard time prying her eyes away from the aqua-blue water that glittered like a sea of topaz gems.




  Danny put his arm around her waist and pulled her close. ‘Amazing, isn’t it?’




  Beth turned to him and nodded. This was her first time in Italy and while Danny had been here years ago as a child, she had been excited for weeks at the prospect of sharing this romantic

  experience with him. They’d been going out a few months and she’d been taken aback (but thrilled) when one day he’d spontaneously suggested the trip. From there they were heading

  to Ireland for a couple of days so that Beth could introduce him to her parents in Galway. Things were moving fast but she’d known for a while that he was The One and she couldn’t wait

  for her parents to meet the handsome New Yorker who’d stolen her heart.




  Venice – indeed, Italy – had always seemed impossibly romantic to her, and she couldn’t quite believe that the beauty of the place itself far outshone its celluloid

  depiction.




  ‘It’s just . . . incredible . . .’ she gasped.




  Squeezing her once more, he dropped his arm from around her waist and caught her hand. ‘Come on. Let’s get a taxi.’




  Following his gaze, Beth noticed loading ramps in front of the train station, with great hulking water buses filled with people. She tried to make sense of the chaos at the dock as she followed

  Danny across the piazza and neared the water.




  ‘How do we buy tickets for the water bus? And how do we know where to go? Does it pull up in front of the hotel? Or is it like the subway?’




  Danny shook his head. ‘No, we aren’t taking the vaporetto. We’ll take a water taxi, it’s easier.’




  Only then did Beth notice that there was a taxi stand on the water and a queue of people in line behind it. Aside from the fact that these taxis were glossy, wood-panelled speedboats and not

  yellow cabs, it was much like a taxi stand back home in Manhattan.




  How glamorous . . .




  Suddenly, Beth pictured herself wearing a headscarf, large black oversized sunglasses on her face, laughing into the wind like Carole Lombard or Audrey Hepburn in some fantastic Golden Age

  Hollywood movie. In her mind, she saw Danny at her side, devilishly handsome in an Italian-cut suit and dark sunglasses, channelling Cary Grant or Clark Gable, handing her a glass of prosecco as he

  helped her into the boat. She felt like swooning right at that moment, just like in the movies. Danny would catch her as she fell (elegantly, of course) into his arms, and he would stroke her

  temple and pepper her face with kisses. Until she awoke, thereupon he would spirit her away to their hotel room where they would make passionate love while a gondolier with an operatic baritone

  voice serenaded them, his song echoing up from the Canal below.




  Then Beth’s romantic vision came to a distinct halt as she heard the words, ‘How much?’ and the answer, ‘Ninety euro.’ Well and truly launched back into reality,

  she looked from Danny to the idly smiling water-taxi driver in front of her.




  ‘Ninety euro? But Venice doesn’t look that big,’ she gasped, riffling through her bag for her map. ‘Just how far do you need to take us?’ she questioned the driver,

  after providing the name of their hotel. Truthfully, she could make no sense whatsoever of the Venetian canal layout and wasn’t about to attempt to until she had a chance to explore and

  familiarise herself.




  The driver, a dark swarthy man whose ancestors were likely pirates who had once commanded the waters of the Adriatic, took the proffered map from Beth and gave it a cursory glance. Within

  seconds, he pointed to a spot, his finger on the identifier Ca’ Satriano near the Venice Theatre. Quickly thinking back to the description of the location of the hotel advertised on their

  website, Beth knew he was being truthful.




  ‘And where are we now?’ she asked. The Italian pointed again, indicating the large bulky mass at the top of the map labelled as the Santa Lucia train station. When Beth realised the

  distance between point A and point B, she gulped hard. No way could that add up to ninety euro . . .




  Turning to Danny, she said, ‘No, Danny. Let’s take the water bus, or walk. That’s way too much for such a short trip.’ She knew he wouldn’t have as good a grasp of

  the currency value as she did.




  Danny smiled. While he appreciated Beth’s fiscal mindfulness, right now it was uncalled for. ‘Babe, really, it’s OK. I’ve been on the vaporetto, and I can tell you

  it’s not overly efficient. This will get us there faster, and besides, those shoes you have on are not made for Venice’s cobbled streets. Nor is dragging your suitcase. Spend a day in

  this city and you’ll soon see.’




  Beth bit her lip and tried to ignore the driver’s eye roll. Indeed, her strappy, four-inch Tory Burch pumps were not made for walking, and she had to admit she had enjoyed the first-class

  cabin on the train from Florence to Venice.




  ‘Besides we’re here to celebrate my promotion. We can afford it. And you don’t even take the bus in New York.’




  She sighed and acquiesced. ‘Oh, all right, when you put it like that.’ She smiled at Danny and took his hand again as the water-taxi driver jumped to attention. The man busied

  himself with grabbing their luggage and lugging the cases to a boat standing at the ready in the canal.




  A moment later, Danny helped Beth navigate the steps into the water taxi.




  Noticing the luxurious wooden panelling and white leather seats, she allowed her mind to return to her previous fantasy, and her heart skipped with delight when they settled into the back of the

  boat and the driver produced two glasses of prosecco for their enjoyment.




  Beth sipped the bubbles and felt herself relax. The boat’s engine roared to life and motored into the Canal. A light breeze tickled her face and she breathed in the smells and sounds of

  this amazing water city. A moment later the driver took a turn down Fondamenta Garzotti and she pointed excitedly at the gondolas with which they shared the waterway.




  ‘Oh, Danny, look, look. Gondolas! Oh my goodness, I just can’t believe I am here, that we are here. Can we do that? Can we take a gondola ride?’ She felt ready to burst with

  excitement and turned to face him, her eyes as wide as saucers at the unashamed glamour of it all. Italy was even better than she’d imagined – exactly like it looked in the movies,

  though even more wonderful in reality.




  Danny laughed, throwing his head back in obvious enjoyment. She knew he was perplexed sometimes by her imagination, unbridled optimism and tendency to elevate everyday events to something worthy

  of Hollywood. He was always teasing her about those notions and joking that a constant soundtrack of movie music was playing in her head.




  He pulled her close and placed a kiss on her cheek. ‘Beth, we can do whatever you want. I planned all this just for us.’
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