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      Driving her rental car away from the airport, Bea Williams wished she wasn’t in a rush to get to Golly’s Santorini villa near Oia. It was midday, and the sun was high in the dense blue sky, coating everything in a luminous glow. Despite summer being over, the bougainvillaea, jasmine, and potted geraniums still pulsated with colour, while the lake-smooth turquoise sea shimmered. The Greek sun created sharp contrasts between light and shadow and accentuated the contours of the cliffs and rocky outcrops of the caldera.

      Mid-October, when many of the accommodation establishments closed their doors and the owners wiped the sweat from their foreheads and checked their bulging bank accounts, was her favourite time to be on the island.

      The sunsets were as vibrant, the sea still warm, but the island, especially the famous, blue-roofed town of Oia, wasn’t a portly man’s vest bursting its buttons. In October, Oia returned to being part of a community, a place where people lived year-round, where you didn’t need to fight your way through the streets because the selfie crowd needed to pose in front of the iconic views of the caldera, or because they had to capture the always amazing sunset.

      Thank God the island was, for Santorini, relatively empty. Bea didn’t know if she could contend with hoards of pushy tourists. The next two weeks were going to be busy. She was organising Golly’s joint retirement and seventieth birthday bash while wrestling with a combination of writer’s block, imposter syndrome and characters who wouldn’t bloody talk to her.

      She’d visited Santorini in every season, sometimes several times a year, sometimes to write, sometimes to relax. This island was her second home, the place where she’d banged out the first book in her Urban Explorers series, where she’d gathered her courage to show Golly her work, praying her acerbic godmother wouldn’t strip ten layers of her skin while she critiqued her work before telling her it was unsaleable.

      It had been unsaleable, back then, but Golly had made a series of suggestions and Bea had rewritten the book three times. A year later, her super-agent godmother sold the first three books in the series. Bea’d submitted book nine of the series a few weeks back and was currently plotting book ten. Lately, she was as insecure as she’d been as a debut author five years ago, jumpy and jittery and second-guessing herself at every turn.

      She couldn’t remember when she’d last lost time in front of the keyboard, stumbling out of the story bleary-eyed with cramping fingers, knowing the letters she tossed onto the screen were pure gold. The voices in her head – snatches of conversation between her characters, some in whispers, some shouted – were silent. She no longer saw short video clips of what they were doing or how they were reacting.

      Writing, her solace, her joy and her escape felt like dragging stone-heavy feet through peanut butter…

      Blup…

      Bea cocked her head and hit the volume button to turn down Shaboozey’s ‘A Bar Song’ blasting from the rental car’s small speakers. She usually caught the bus from the airport to Oia, with just a rucksack on her back, but this trip to Golly’s Folly required a large suitcase and dresses in bags. What was that strange noise? Not recognising it, she shrugged, lifted the volume, tapped her fingers against the steering wheel and wished for her own double shot of whisky.

      As Bea’s professional crisis was ratcheting up, Golly had announced her retirement and told the publishing world she was closing her literary agency. That meant Bea (and the agency’s other clients) needed to find alternative representation. She’d been tossing back antacids like chocolate-covered peanuts since first hearing her godma’s news.

      ‘I’ve got more money than God, Bea-darling, and I want to spend it! I want to spend some time at the Hidden Beach Resort, party at Tomorrowland, and drink Ayahuasca in the Orinoco basin. I want to read for pleasure, Bea-darling; if I find the time between learning Spanish and my Pilates and Bikram yoga classes. I also intend to find a lover.’

      The fact that Bea needed to look up the Hidden Beach Resort – it was a luxurious nudist colony on the Mexican Riviera – and refresh her mind about Ayahuasca – the Amazon version of psychedelic ’shrooms – was a little embarrassing. Golly was extremely eccentric, vivacious and super cool. Everything she was…

      Not.

      Her godmother – actually Golly was her mum’s godmother but, thanks to Bea being dropped on her doorstep every holiday since she was six because her mum couldn’t be arsed to have her during the summer as per her parents’ custodial agreement – lived life at a thousand miles per hour.

      While Bea was still trying to take in the soul-sinking news about her retirement, Golly went on to say that she wanted her seventieth birthday and retirement bash to be on the Greek island of Santorini, at her villa on the outskirts of Oia.

      Golly was a stalwart of the London and New York literary and art scenes and had a vast network of contacts all over the world. She wanted everyone she worked with: editors and authors – friends and foes, Bea-darling! – to attend. It took Bea a week to whittle the thousand-plus guest list down to two fifty, with Golly kicking, shouting and pouting while they argued about whether a lover she’d had in her forties warranted an invitation. Or her beauty therapist or her new hairdresser.

      Golly didn’t see the point of holding a small party. She wanted a crowd, dammit, so she could be the belle of the ball and be painted with adulation, buoyed by blandishments. Bea thought she was being a tad optimistic believing everyone thought she was wonderful. Golly’d had numerous lovers, had broken up a marriage or two – I didn’t cheat, Bea-darling, they did! – and was once a powerful editor in publishing before establishing the G&T Literary Agency, a play on her initials and her favourite drink. It started out small and exclusive, and stayed very exclusive. The agents she employed looked after the interests of many well-known and mid-list authors, but Golly repped a couple of New York Times bestsellers, a Booker Prize winner, and the publicity-shy Parker Kane, an author Library Journal had called ‘an exceptional, exciting talent’.

      Bea tuned back into her music and hit the button to drop the window open and allow the fresh, herb-scented air to stroke her cheeks and mess up her hair. It wasn’t a bad way to spend a Sunday.

      Golly was her anchor, her true north. She was the font of irreverent wisdom, the kick up her butt, the Doric columns holding up her world. The only person she trusted to be there for her. Bea had friends, but she kept them at arm’s length, never allowing them to get too close; and thanks to her mum and her ex hooking up, Bea rarely dated. What was the point when she was terrified of being hurt and being disappointed again? But she’d allowed Golly behind her mile-high wall. Her life would be paint-dryingly boring without that tiny, cigarillo-smoking, alcohol-swilling, filter-lacking loudmouth, the person who invented the concept of giving no fucks, in her life.

      Golly’s house had always been where Bea escaped to when life with her dad became too overwhelming, the only place she could be a kid. Golly had scooped her up after her father died when she was sixteen, becoming her mentor, aunt, grandmother and best friend all rolled into one. And as her literary agent, Golly was the only person (apart from Reena, Golly’s oldest friend) who knew that Bea was Parker Kane, the author of the surprisingly successful Urban Explorers series for pre-teens. Golly – confident, loud, gregarious and generous – was whom Bea strived, with little success, to be.

      When she’d dropped the news of her retirement – without the gravity it deserved – Golly had asked Bea to help with two things: one easy, one bitterly hard.

      ‘I’m combining my seventieth birthday with my retirement, and I need you to organise everything, Bea-darling. I’m saying goodbye to my old life as a literary doyenne, so I want a blowout, raise-the-roof, fuck-with-everyone’s-head party. Can you organise that for me?’

      With the help of an event planner, that part was easy peasy.

      Her second request was more difficult.

      ‘You also need to think about how my retirement affects you, Bea. Currently, I’m the shield between you and the world, and you need to figure out what you are going to do. I’d like you to step out from behind your pseudonym. I can’t force you to do that, but, if you still want to hide, then you need a new agent. How do we get you one without revealing who you are?’

      It was a conundrum and one that made Bea’s head ache. She was no closer to an answer than she was when she’d first heard Golly’s news. What nobody, not even Golly, understood was that she and Parker Kane were two different entities. The Parker Kane who replied to reader’s letters and bantered with her fans on social media was hip and switched-on; a little glam, a lot confident; someone cosmopolitan and creative, who knew how to use words like ‘yeet’ and ‘sus’ and ‘flex’ and didn’t have to look them up on Urban Dictionary. Parker was on the ball, confident, funny, and smart.

      Parker Kane was the protective barrier between Bea and the world, a way to shield herself from the criticisms of reviewers and readers, and the fluctuations of an industry that could, on some occasions, be brutal. Bea, the person she was away from her computer, was plagued by self-doubt, someone who found it difficult to trust herself, someone who occasionally, despite some success, often felt lost, and overwhelmed. She could blame her useless parents for her F’d-up mindset.

      And she did.

      Her parents couldn’t have been more different, and despite racking her brain, Bea failed to comprehend how polar opposites had come together to produce a child. Lou, her mum, was loud, vain, narcissistic, selfish and ambitious. Her dad had been, up until his death fifteen years ago, spineless, ineffectual, a classic victim who believed the world was against him.

      They’d never married, nor lived together, and Bea only saw Lou a few times a year. Her father, a twig on some aristocratic branch, had lived off a family trust and royalties and was, on paper, her primary parent.

      Like Bea, he’d been a children’s author, but also an illustrator. He’d had little time for children, though, and hated being bothered by them. It was lucky for her – was it luck or a means of survival? – that she’d been the adult-iest child ever. Bea couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t feel like he was the child and she the person holding it all together. She always felt grown up, loved being praised for being a mature and responsible child and she withered under criticism.

      At ten, she’d cooked their meals, at twelve she’d paid the household bills and kept an eye on her dad’s finances. And the more she did for him, the more he relied on her. She’d been addicted to his infrequent validation, and all her wheels fell off when he criticised her. To avoid any censure, Bea did everything in her power to avoid making a mistake. Two decades later, she still never went anywhere without doing a week’s worth of research, and never argued a point unless she had salient facts to back her up.

      In her early twenties, Bea had met Gerry, and within weeks she was living with the aspiring musician and immediately became his caregiver and solver of his problems. It took her five years, numerous infidelities on his part, and the threat of physical violence for her to realise she was reliving her childhood, prepared to move mountains because he’d  occasionally, usually when he wanted something, told her he loved her.

      When Golly sold her Urban Explorers series, Bea’s constant second-guessing of herself – oh, and her mum’s public hook-up with Gerry, but that was another story – led her to publish under a pseudonym, hiding her true identity and avoiding the vulnerability of public criticism and scrutiny.

      And yes, she knew she’d recreated her missed childhood through her books, she’d figured that much out! And yes, Parker Kane was her alter-ego, but she was someone who lived outside of her, apart from her. Parker was someone that Bea – who spent far too many hours on her arse mainlining coffee, and the bulk of her time alone, who constantly second-guessed herself – wasn’t.

      Bea rolled her shoulders, frustrated by what she was – scared, uncertain, a little lonely – and what she wasn’t – brave, outspoken, confident.

      She turned up the volume to maximum, hoping to drown out her thoughts. She’d start thinking about herself and her future when her two-week working holiday was over.

      But she’d probs find another excuse not to confront the PK question – revisions, deadlines, plotting her next series – when she got back to London. It wasn’t something she could put off forever.

      Next week. She’d think about her future as Parker Kane, a future without Golly steering her, next week. Or maybe the week after.

      Blup, blup, blup…

      The steering wheel started to vibrate under her hands and Bea noticed the flashing light on the dashboard. She steered the car off the road into a lay-by and switched off the engine, placing her forehead on the steering wheel as spiteful trolls excavated her brain with pickaxes. Since hearing Golly’s retirement news four weeks ago, her headache was her most faithful companion, the result of far too much stress and way too little sleep.

      She’d asked Golly if she’d continue to represent just her, selling it as a way for Golly to keep her hand in, to stay connected to the world of publishing. Golly’d immediately seen through her ruse, told her she was a manipulative baggage, and refused. Golly wanted to be free, to not have to worry about anyone or anything book-related, and that ‘includes, Bea-darling, you!’.

      Golly’d made up her mind and there was no changing it. She was determined to enjoy the golden years of her life, vowing to fly into old age with a huge smile on her face, yelling like a banshee.

      Nuts. She was nuts. Batshit crazy.

      But, God, Bea loved her.

      There’ll be lots of drinking and lots of dancing at my party, Bea-darling! We can let our hair down and have some fun, in bed and out.

      She’d rather not think about Golly’s bed-based antics, and Bea wasn’t a one-night-stand type of girl. Truthfully, she was more of a got-my-heart-smashed-and-now-I’m-done type of girl. She’d only had two lovers before she met Gerry, and, unfortunately, sex with her ex wasn’t anything like romance novels described – it had been messy, quick and a little boring. Genuinely, she did not understand why sex sold. But it did, and many authors made gang cash by writing dark, sexy romances and erotica.

      She pushed her sunglasses up into her thick, dark brown hair—Golly called it walnut brown, Bea called it boring – and opened the door to step out onto the gravel area of the lay-by. To her left was Oia, with its distinct blue-domed churches and blindingly white buildings. She had a one-eighty view of the entire caldera, the lava islands at its centre, the island of Thirasia in the distance and the sea a shade of blue she called Santorini Stunning. On the other side of the island were the famous beaches, Red Beach and Kamari, as well as her favourite, Baxedes Beach, popular amongst locals because of its seclusion, white sand and shallow waters. She hoped to have time to visit them this trip, but she had the next book to plot and a spin-off series to plan. She wanted to get that down before the revisions came in for book nine, but she was expecting, hoping, they would be light.

      She also had to make sure Golly’s party would be a classy success.

      She’d learnt the hard way that if she didn’t keep an eye on her godmother, there was every possibility this coming weekend would turn into a bacchanalian feast.

      Bea placed her hands on her hips and scowled at her car. She couldn’t see any steam or smoke drifting out from underneath the bonnet, so that was a plus. Maybe. She walked around the car, the hem of her brown-and-white patterned dress swirling around her calves. She kicked the back left tyre with the toe of her flat sandal, it looked fine. But the front left tyre was not. It sagged into the gravel, looking sad and sorry for itself. Damn, she’d picked up a puncture…

      And changing a tyre wasn’t a life skill Bea possessed. She was a writer, someone who used words, and her arms were day-old noodles strong. Now Pip, the enterprising and practical twelve-year-old ringleader of the motley bunch of underprivileged miscreants who were the stars of Bea’s books, would whip out tools and would know where to find the spare wheel.

      It’s in the boot, dummy…

      It was the first time she’d heard his voice in a while, and she smiled. Was he back for good? God, she hoped so. ‘Pipe down, squirt.’

      So what was she going to do? There was nobody at the villa who could help her, so she’d have to call the rental company or get a mechanic out from Fira. Bea was about to reach for her phone, when she heard the low-pitched rumble of a deep-throated engine. Over the roof of her car, she watched a roof-and-doorless Jeep pull up to a stop behind her. A big man with aviator glasses and windblown hair sat behind the wheel. A bright blue canoe rested on the passenger seat behind him.

      She watched as he climbed out of the Jeep and her eyebrows shot up when the unfamiliar hum of attraction vibrated up and down her spine. So … wow. He was tall, he had the best part of a foot on her five-four and he was, holy hell, ripped. Instead of helping her to change the flat tyre, Bea was pretty sure he could just pick up her car and walk it to Golly’s villa.

      His loose, long-legged stride quickly covered the space between them. The breeze coming off the ocean played with his wavy hair skimming the collar of his shirt, a deep, rich shade of old gold.

      His nose was long and a little hooked, and his face was all angles and planes.

      Sexy in a diabolical way, the love child of Jimmy Dean and Clint Eastwood. She couldn’t pull her eyes off him, partly because he was how she imagined her fictional Pip would look like when he was all grown up. If this guy had light, silver-blue eyes, like Pip, her knees might buckle. They were halfway to doing that already. She mentally urged him to remove his glasses, but they stayed on his face. Dammit.

      Capable, masculine, a little hard, a lot streetwise. Instinctively she knew he didn’t take crap, not from anyone, anywhere.

      He was dressed in tailored shorts and a linen shirt, sleeves rolled back to reveal his strong forearms. He’d only buttoned three of his four shirt buttons, and, thanks to the wind, she caught glimpses of his Canada-wide chest and ridged stomach. Expensive leather flip flops covered his big, so big, feet.

      Confident, charismatic and oh-so-cool…

      ‘Do you need some help changing your flat?’ he asked in a chocolate-over-rough-stone voice. His accent was American, but fairly generic. It did, however, hold a tiny hint of Southern drawl.

      ‘Uh … that would be amazing,’ she replied, not looking a gift horse, or a knowledgeable guy, in the mouth. ‘What I know about cars is dangerous. I don’t drive that often, I’m a take-the-Tube girl.’

      He lifted his chin, silently acknowledging her babbling reply. ‘I’m London born and bred,’ she continued, wishing she could slap duct tape across her mouth. God, she was so bad at flirting. It was his turn to say something, anything.

      He didn’t.

      ‘Are you on a canoeing holiday?’ she asked, nodding to the canoe in the back of his Jeep. She looked at the lake-flat sea.

      ‘That’s a kayak.’

      Wasn’t that what she said?

      ‘Technically, you kneel in a canoe, and use a one-sided paddle. You sit in a kayak and use a double-sided paddle,’ he explained, catching her confusion.

      ‘Oh, right.’ Both activities sounded tiring and something that required a lot of energy. And upper body strength. She far preferred to lie on the beach reading a book, taking the occasional dip to cool off. She was adventure-averse, but her characters made up for her lack of skills. Pip was incredible on his skateboard and Jemima had amazing parkour skills. Hettie, her big-brained nerd, could pick any lock anywhere, Gus was a street fighter and Bas a fearless hacker. None of her imaginary friends were scared to wade into dangerous situations. Bea wondered how she could get them to use a kayak/canoe in an urban environment. On an underground river, on a lake? On the Serpentine?

      She waited for more and when he didn’t elaborate, she jumped in. Again. ‘Did you hire it in Fira?’

      He didn’t answer her but nodded to her car. ‘Do you want to pop the trunk?’

      Pop the trunk? Right, he was asking her to open the boot. Bea ducked into the car, found the lever and before she could straighten up, or give him a warning, Big and Beautiful lifted the hatchback’s door. Her overly full toiletry bag—only half closed because she’d grabbed the bottle of aspirin from it earlier—tumbled to the ground and burst open. A packet of anti-diarrhoea pills landed on his foot and a couple of tampons escaped their box and hit his bare toes. Cream and applicators to treat thrush completed her trifecta of embarrassment.

      She hurried forward to gather her possessions and yelped as her bunny-ears vibrator fell to the gravelled road. Bea watched in horror as a big, broad hand snatched it out of thin air. Dark eyebrows rose and the side of his sexy, mobile mouth lifted in amusement. She waited for a snarky, sleazy comment, but it didn’t come. Instead, he swiftly gathered her items, shoved them into her toiletry bag and handed it and the vibrator to her, his expression equanimous.

      ‘Thank you,’ Bea mumbled, flames eating her face. And thanks bunches for not being a sleazy prick.

      She pushed everything into the bag so she could close the zip. Her rescuer gestured to her large suitcase and the stuffed-with-dresses clothes bag. ‘I need to move these to get to the spare wheel and the tools.’

      ‘The suitcase can sit on the road, and I’ll put the clothes bag on the back seat,’ Bea said. He lifted her heavy bag like it was full of cotton wool – she’d needed both hands and to bend her knees to lift it into the rental car – and placed it on the road. He draped the clothes bag over her arm and lifted the carpet in the boot. And there sat a lovely, new-looking spare.

      Excellent. She’d be on the road in no time.

      Bea put the clothes and toiletry bag on the back seat and returned to watch her rescuer position a jack under the car. ‘Can I do anything to help?’ she asked.

      He looked up at her, and Bea noticed a few silver hairs at his temples, glinting in the sun. She wished she could see his eyes. ‘Do you know how to change a flat?’ he said.

      ‘That would be a solid no.’

      ‘It’ll probably be quicker if I do it myself.’

      In minutes he had the tyre off, the new tyre on and had tightened the bolts. He put the car back on its four wheels and Bea looked at her watch. OK, she had no idea how long it took to change a tyre, but she sensed he’d made short work of the task. She was impressed.

      Gerry had found it difficult to put fuel in the car. Found it even harder to pay for it.

      The spare went back into the car, along with the cross-like spanner thing and the yellow jack. He replaced the carpet and easily lifted her heavy suitcase back into the boot. ‘There’s space for your toiletry bag and the clothes bag now,’ he told her.

      She shook her head. ‘No, I’ll leave them where they are, I don’t have far to go.’ She held out her hand. ‘I’m so grateful you stopped. I have so much to do today, and you saved me a lot of time.’

      His hand engulfed hers and tingles shot up her arm as baby fireworks erupted on her skin. It had to be because he was so roughly handsome, so big, the most masculine man she’d ever met. And the fact that he could sort out her car with ease added another layer to her attraction. ‘You’re obviously good with your hands.’

      When he grinned, she realised she’d spoken out aloud. ‘So I’ve been told,’ he drawled.

      She blushed, and dropped her eyes, cursing her bright cheeks and the splotches blooming on her chest and neck. Well, obviously. He was in his mid-to-late thirties, gorgeous, and if he hadn’t picked up some bedroom skills, she’d be disappointed. How would his hands feel on her skin? Would he taste as good as he looked, and could his rough-looking stubble be softer than it appeared?

      Right, definitely time to move on. ‘I’d offer to pay you, but I have no cash on me,’ she told him. Why are you reacting like this, Bea? He’s waaaayyyy out of your league!

      ‘I wouldn’t take it, so don’t worry about it,’ he said, shutting the back door to her hatchback. ‘I hope the rest of your trip is drama-free.’

      Since she was dealing with Golly, she had zero chance of that happening, so she smiled and nodded. He strode to his Jeep, climbed in and started it up. After pulling on his seatbelt, he looked at her again, smiled and lifted his hand.

      And with that, he was gone. And she’d never see him again.
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      Gibson Caddell glanced in his rearview mirror, watching as the wind plastered her white and brown patterned dress to her shapely body. Puncture Girl was tiny, five-three or five-four, she didn’t even reach his shoulder, but she was a sexy woman. A casual glance would peg her in her mid-twenties, but the fine laughter lines at the corner of her amazing eyes – were they blue or grey? – made him revise his estimate upward, putting her in her early thirties.

      She disappeared from view as he rounded the corner and Gib shoved his shades into his hair to rub one eye, then the other, trying to ignore the flash of lust, the punch of want. Was that what sexual attraction felt like? It had been so long, he’d forgotten. When was the last time he had sex? Six months ago? He rolled back through his memories and realised it was closer to a year.

      Fuck me.

      Or, to be accurate, no fuck me. And, if anyone needed him to, he could testify that solo sex didn’t make you go blind.

      Dating himself was all he had time for this past year. As the CEO of Caddell International, the production company his father and uncle had established that now included a worldwide talent agency, an event company, a PR consultancy firm and a music label, he had a million balls in the air. He’d just come off a four-day conference on AI and, before that, he’d spent two weeks in company seminars, one in London, one in New York. He was peopled out.

      All he wanted to do for the next two weeks was spend time on the water in the kayak, drink the odd beer and read the odd book. Binge-watch a series. Contemplate his navel.

      What he didn’t want to do was to talk to anybody. About anything.

      As the new face of Caddell International, he’d stood in the limelight for the past year and had batted away questions about his love life, his past, his parents’ deaths when he was sixteen, where he intended to take the company and how far. He happily answered questions about Caddell International, but ignored any about his personal life. His being an orphan (and his guilt), and whether he was in a relationship (not on the cards) had no bearing on how he did his job.

      He was super sensitive – thanks, Mom! – to any invasion of his privacy and personal questions made him feel defensive and uneasy. And after a year of non-stop curiosity about how he lived his life, and who was in it, he was stick-a-fork-in-him done. He badly needed time out, and hiring the cottage on Golly’s Santorini estate was his way to get the quiet he needed.

      He was so burned out that even talking to Puncture Girl had been an effort. The only people he could stand to be around were Navy and Navy’s dad, Hugh. But Navy had his hands full with his agency and his author clients, and Hugh, now Chairman of the Board of Caddell International, was covering for Gib as he took some much-needed time out.

      Life would’ve been easier for him if Navy was still with the company, but both he and Hugh knew Navy would one day jump ship to follow his lifelong dream of working in the publishing industry. While Gib loved the cut and thrust, the high-octane lifestyle of running a massive international company, Navy did not. It was Hugh – smart and supportive – who’d pushed his son into following his dream, who gave Navy permission to walk away from the company that Hugh and his brother, Gib’s father, established and Hugh built and grew.

      Gib’d met Golly at The Ivy in London. He’d been keeping Navy company while he was waiting for Golly to arrive for their lunch meeting. She wore an aqua sheath with an acid-yellow half jacket, biker boots and carried an unlit cigarillo. Her fingers ended in inch-long, vampire-red nails and her accent was Upper West Side arty. Her attitude was pure Brooklyn street fighter.

      After a drink at the bar, a G&T that was heavy on gin and light on tonic, she demanded Gib join her and Navy for lunch. He agreed, and she reminded him they’d met before, when he and his dad had stayed at her villa when he was … what? Eleven? His father’s best friend was a friend of Golly’s, and he and his partner had joined them for a holiday on Santorini, where they’d stayed in the villa’s cottage while Gib and his dad had slept in the main house.

      Memories, warm and comforting, rolled over him. It had been the best summer of his life, the best time of his life, six weeks of pure fun. His mom hadn’t joined them, he couldn’t remember why not, so he’d been free of her never-ending, intrusive conversation and he’d run wild. Without his mom’s scrutiny and intensity, his father relaxed and let him be, and those were his best memories of his dad. The only fly in the ointment of that summer having to share a bedroom with a solemn, far-too-serious kid. A girl.

      After that holiday, his father immersed himself in establishing Caddell and he rarely saw him. When he did, he was exhausted and stressed, and there were many nights when he never made it home at all.

      That meant there had been no one to deflect the spotlight off him.

      During lunch, Golly went on to quiz Navy about his literary agency. During their rapid back and forth, Gib discovered she was retiring and was sussing out literary agents for her special clients. Navy diplomatically asked her whether an author – Patrick, no Parker … Kane? – would consider signing with him when Golly retired.

      ‘I have no idea what she intends to do, the stubborn girl!’ Golly had said. ‘But I have a list of recommendations.’

      ‘Am I on that list?’ Navy asked, far too eagerly. Gib’d wanted to smack the back of his cousin’s head and tell him to play it cool. While Gib had the reputation of being imperturbable and nerveless, unreadable, Navy was an open book.

      Golly’d narrowed her heavy, kohl-lined eyes. ‘Maybe, but you are new to the game. I know the other agents, but I don’t know you.’

      ‘What can I do to change that?’ Navy demanded.

      Golly ummed and ahhed but trying to get an answer out of her was equivalent to stapling slime to a wall. She told Navy she’d consider him, but Gib wasn’t convinced. When they moved on to discussing her retirement bash and her home on Santorini, she invited them to attend. Navy had another commitment, but the thought of a Greek island break appealed to Gib. There was no way he could recapture the halcyon days of his childhood, but if he could sharpen those memories by being back on the island, he’d consider that a win.

      Unfortunately, the only time he could take for a vacation coincided with Golly’s birthday bash, but he had no intention of attending. He did, however, ask for a recommendation on where he should stay on the island. Golly tipped her head to the side, smiled and insisted her cottage was his for however long he wanted it. He countered her offer by offering to hire it, and she’d eventually agreed.

      By the end of that day, he had her bank account number and secured the cottage for two weeks. His paying to hire the place made it a business transaction and he didn’t feel obligated to attend her retirement/birthday bash. It was this coming Saturday, and he already knew wild horses nor gun-toting aliens would drag him there.

      Gib was sorry that Navy couldn’t make Golly’s bash, where he assumed he’d have the opportunity to meet a few of Golly’s author clients. If you come away with nothing else, Gib, make sure you get me an introduction to Parker Kane.

      Navy wanted Parker Kane, and if Gib could give his cousin and best friend what he wanted, he would. Navy had opened his life, home and heart to Gib in those horrible weeks after his folks died. Although Hugh’s house was a five-bedroomed mansion, Navy rearranged his bedroom so that they could fit another double bed into his room, so that Gib wouldn’t be alone at night. Navy quickly became his best friend and brother, and Gib was still grateful he didn’t have any issues about sharing his father, or his extensive group of friends, with him.

      Gib pushed his hand through his hair and checked his satnav, realising he was almost at Golly Trent’s villa. The cottage he’d rented was, according to the pictures Golly sent him, a small, one-bedroomed guesthouse set in the olive grove behind the villa. It looked fine to him, he didn’t need anything luxurious.

      The island wasn’t big, he had this hire car to get to the many beaches so he could kayak and swim, a rare treat. The sun was shining, the air was rich, fragrant and warm, and he was looking forward to his break, to being by himself, desperately needing some time to wind down. The only other thing he’d like was sex…

      But unless he paid for it – something he wasn’t prepared to do – sex required some sort of interaction and he was too, excuse the pun, fucking tired to summon up the energy.

      Gib gripped the wheel and kept his eyes on the road. It had been a while – too long. But as the new CEO of what Fortune called ‘one of the most exciting privately owned companies in the world’ work had been crazy and, after fourteen-hour days, he only had enough energy to go for a run or to the gym, eat and then pass out face down on his California King, whether it was in his apartment in New York, the company flat in London or his home in Nashville.

      They said there was more to life than work. Maybe one day he’d figure out what that was.
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        * * *

      

      As Bea turned off the road to Golly’s Folly, her shoulders dropped and the tension in her neck eased. She’d been coming to this island since she was a little girl, and the air always tasted sweeter here, the load on her back lighter and her lungs looser. It didn’t hurt that the house was surrounded by riotous swathes of multi-coloured bougainvillaea. Golly’s mini-estate, like the island, was a testament to tranquillity, a place where the world slowed down.

      But Bea wouldn’t be able to enjoy the slow pace because she had so much to do to ensure Golly’s party was a success. Yet, now that she was here, the task didn’t seem as overwhelming. She ran through her mental checklist for the next few hours. She had a guy from Fira coming later to string the lights across the courtyard in preparation for the party on Saturday night. Or was that tomorrow? She needed to check. But sitting down with the event planner, Cassie, was imperative because she needed to check whether Golly had sabotaged any of their plans.

      Bea’d come into the party planning process later than she’d liked – deadlines for copy edits for book eight meant she’d missed the first two meetings with Cassie – but listened in horror to Golly’s idea of how to entertain her guests. Because Golly had more money than God and morally dodgy taste, Bea had quickly vetoed her suggestions of nude girls mud wrestling and a pie-eating contest. Bea also nixed the naked trapeze artists and the male strippers. She would not have the weekend marred by tacky decorations, badly behaved guests or less than brilliant service. Golly was over the top and a free spirit, but she still deserved a classy event.

      If Golly wanted to end her fifty-year career with a bang, then it would be a classy bang, dammit!

      ‘Actually, stepping into my new life with a bang would be the perfect transition, Bea-darling.’

      But Golly had managed to talk her into having appropriately clad fire-eaters at the party, as well as belly dancers. Exhausted, Bea had agreed. They’d serve coffee and hot croissants at five in the morning and the party would end, officially, at sunrise. And Golly, and more than a few of her guests, would be there ’til the end. A few of Golly’s close friends would then spend the next week on Santorini recovering, lying on the beach and exploring.

      Bea lifted her water bottle to her lips, gagging at the car-warm temperature of its contents. It was noon, but she had no doubt Golly would be onto her third G&T by now. When in Greece, daytime drinking became morning drinking, and sometimes it was simply carry-on-from-the-night-before drinking. Golly’s liver was indestructible. Bea wondered if they’d had any last-minute RSVPs. And if her mum would rock up. She hadn’t been invited, but Lou wouldn’t let a pesky detail like that stop her. God, Bea hoped her mother had something, or someone, better to do.

      Lou’s hooking up with Gerry after he and Bea had split was, and always would be, unforgivable. Telling the world about it in her wildly popular, frequently salacious, weekly tabloid newspaper column was worse. What on earth had Bea done in her previous life to rate such crappy parents?

      Dropping her window open, Bea waited for her first view of the house, with its many windows and intricate wrought-iron balconies. The style of the house was Spanish-adjacent, with a touch of English Victoriana, and had nothing in common with the blindingly white Cycladic architecture on the rest of the island. The roof of the double-storey mansion was laid with terracotta tiles, perfectly complementing the warm stone building below. A sculpture fountain, a twin to the one in the courtyard, sat in the middle of the circular driveway. Guests were expected to park on the gravel area to the side of the house. Being the first visitor here, she’d nab the spot under the branches of the old olive tree and keep the rental car in the shade. She swung left and frowned when she saw the yellow Jeep parked in her usual spot.

      What the hell was the guy who fixed her puncture doing here? And, more importantly, who was he? The villa only had five bedrooms: Golly had one room, and Reena, Golly’s oldest friend, the other. The Farrow twins, Jack and Jacqui – she rolled her eyes, what were their parents thinking? – were old friends of Golly’s, and her favourite interior decorator and art dealer. They would use bedrooms three and four. The last room was allocated to Cassie and her wife. As event manager and caterer, they needed to be on-site.

      And Bea’d called dibs on the one-bedroom guest cottage. It was where she always stayed when she was on the island, it was her bolthole and her refuge.

      Of course, the kayaker could simply be visiting, but who was he here to see?

      Bea parked, switched off the ignition and released her seatbelt. Leaving her bag and phone behind, she exited the car and slammed the door. Pushing her hand into her hair, she hit a snag. Grimacing, she ducked down to look in the side mirror and sighed. Yep, her hair definitely needed a brush. Admittedly, she looked a lot better than she usually did – she normally had the corpse-at-a-computer look nailed – but she’d never be as glamorous as Golly, as impeccably stylish as her mother or as hipster cool as Gerry. At her best, she was pretty, but more girl-next-door than gorgeous.

      And, damn, she had mascara dots under her eyes, and she desperately needed some lipstick. And how was it that the freckles on her nose and cheeks seemed darker and denser in the few hours since she left London? Did they sense the Greek sun and decide to pop out for some superstrength Vitamin D?

      ‘Bea-darling!’

      Bea stood up so fast she spun around and wobbled. She placed her hand on the roof of her hatchback, resting it there until the ground settled under her feet, and grinned at the sight of Golly and her oldest friend Reena hurrying towards her. Unsurprisingly, Golly had a cigarillo in one hand and a large, icy G&T in the other. Her hair was newly dyed, a shade Bea could only call bordello pink.

      ‘What the hell took you so long, Bea-darling?’ Golly demanded, in her thirty-a-day rasp.

      ‘I’m here! Finally!’

      She flung her arms around Golly, placed her cheek against hers and rocked her from side to side while Golly patted her back with one hand and held her G&T steady with the other. Cigarillo smoke and Chanel No 5; it was the smell of Bea’s childhood, of safety, of home.

      ‘It’s so bloody lovely to see you, Bea-darling.’

      Bea smiled. She’d last seen Golly ten days ago in London and had spoken to her several times a day since, but Golly always greeted her as if they’d been separated for months, if not years. Bea stepped back from her to greet Reena, who’d only tolerate a quick buzz on her wrinkled cheek.

      Reena’s steel-grey eyes were overshadowed by strong, bushy black-and-white eyebrows. Her snow-white hair was cut close to her head, mostly because she couldn’t be arsed to brush her hair every day. She wore her usual outfit of a polo shirt over jodhpurs and riding boots.

      Reena smelt of hay, horse and summer. ‘Have you just come in from a ride?’ Bea asked.

      ‘I went to a neighbouring farm and exercised their nags for them. There’s no one to ride them and they are getting fat and lazy.’

      Bea helped herself to a sip of Golly’s G&T, her eyes widening. There couldn’t be more than a splash of tonic in her glass. ‘Has the electrician arrived?’ she asked, darting another look at the Jeep.

      Reena answered her. ‘It’s Sunday, Bea. He said he’d be here either Wednesday or Thursday.’

      That wasn’t an issue because the lights only needed to be up by the next weekend. They had plenty of time. ‘OK, not a problem.’

      Golly looked at Reena, who shook her head, seemingly unmoved by her beseeching expression. ‘No, you invited them, I had nothing to do with it. If you want lights, you tell her.’

      Invited who? Tell her what? ‘What have you done?’ Bea asked Golly, narrowing her eyes.

      Golly’s eyes slithered away, a sure sign that she knew she was skating on thin ice. Then she attempted to look innocent, and Bea winced. Oh, this was going to be bad. ‘I’ve invited some people around for a cocktail party Tuesday night … you know, just the early arrivals. I would like the lights up before then.’

      Bea looked at Reena, who lifted her hands in resignation. ‘Not my idea.’

      Bea’d hoped for a few quiet nights to gather her energy, to soak in the calming atmosphere of the island, to pull herself towards herself. ‘How many people did you invite?’ she asked through gritted teeth.

      Golly hummed, a sure sign she was about to lie. ‘I’m not quite sure… Ten? Twenty?’

      Bea knew her well enough to know the number would be, at least, double that. ‘Be a dear and organise some more champagne and canapés, Bea-darling.’ Golly’s request was accompanied by a charming smile. ‘I want to have it on the esplanade, but it would be lovely to have the lights up in the courtyard.’

      Sure. Now where did she leave her wand? She could argue, but nothing she said would change Golly’s mind. Bea bit the inside of her lip, thinking hard. What Golly called the esplanade was a long, open, level area a little way from the house, overlooking Oia and the caldera. A waist-high low concrete wall stopped guests from tumbling down the hill, and a vine-covered pergola stood over the outside bar, pizza oven and outdoor kitchen. The ‘esplanade’ had the best views of the caldera on the property. It was the perfect place for a cocktail party on a warm summer or still warm autumn evening.

      Champagne was easy enough to source, but getting someone to provide canapés for forty would be tricky. Did Golly think she was a miracle worker? Honestly, she was impossible!

      ‘I need to speak to Cass,’ Bea said, pushing her hair behind her ears. She could walk to the villa and find her, but calling her was quicker. While she waited for Cass to answer, she poked two fingers at her eyes, and then pointed them at her godmother. Golly just grinned, unrepentant.

      She darted a glance at the Jeep, her curiosity growing. Who was he and what was he doing here?

      Cass answered and, because this wasn’t the first time they’d spoken today, didn’t bother with a greeting.

      ‘What does Golly want this time?’ she asked, in her always cheerful tone. Cass was a ‘can do’ person, and very little fazed her. Thank God, because Golly changed her mind often, and arranging her birthday/retirement weekend was like trying to wrestle a twelve-legged octopus. ‘A merry-go-round? A Mexican death ritual? The merry-go-round might be a possibility, the death ritual difficult.’

      Bea laughed. ‘Neither. She’s hosting a cocktail party and wants champagne and canapés on the esplanade at sunset.’

      ‘Tonight?’ Cass squeaked.

      ‘No, Tuesday night,’ Bea hastily assured her.

      ‘Oh, that’s doable,’ Cass replied, sounding relieved. ‘But I saw her an hour ago, why didn’t she ask me then?’

      Bea relayed the question to Golly.

      Golly shrugged. ‘I only started making calls about twenty minutes ago.’

      Good God. ‘Number of guests, Bea?’ Cass asked, ridiculously calm.

      ‘No idea. She mentioned twenty, but it could be a lot more.’

      Cass was silent for a minute. ‘Nadia can whip up a selection of simple canapés. I ordered tons of champagne
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