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      “Are you ready?”

      The gentle squeeze of my hand brings my attention away from the window. Outside, the scenery rushes past in a blur of azure sky, sparkling sea and golden sand, just visible over the edge of the cliffs.

      I look into my sister’s concerned grey eyes, and for the first time, I feel something inside me waver. With every inch the car advances up the winding hillside road, I’m aware that I’m getting further and further away from the life I used to have.

      Everything’s going to change. I’d thought I was so ready for that; I was too excited, too swept up in it all to stop and think. But now, as I sit between my two favourite people, my oldest friends and confidantes, I half wish I could turn the car around.

      “Of course I am,” my voice sounds overly bright even to my own ears. “This is an adventure! I can’t wait.”

      Even so, I find my fingers clutching more tightly around the bouquet in my lap. A simple posy of almond blossom – all we could manage at such short notice. Even so, Rosie’s done an amazing job; my hyper-organised sister wasn’t about to let anything so inconsequential as mere time constraints get in the way of making this into a ‘proper’ wedding (her words, not mine). In fact, with more almond blossoms dotted in my hair, and the ivory maxi dress I found in a boutique back in Limassol, I almost feel like a bride.

      Rosie opens her mouth to say something more but then closes it again, to my immense relief.

      I know she wishes we’d waited a little longer. I know she has her doubts. But when he swept down onto one knee like that, in the middle of our graduation ceremony… I mean, yes, it was a shock for everyone, not least me. I can still remember it now, so vividly. The nerves as I stood on the steps, waiting my turn to go up and collect my degree certificate. The way the mortarboard wobbled on my head each time I moved – I had visions of it falling off, perhaps hitting the Dean in the eye as I reached forward to shake his hand. Didn’t I hear about someone once who actually managed to knock themselves out with their mortarboard? They threw it up into the air and the sharp point of it hit them on the top of their head, and…

      And then they were calling my name, the sound ricocheting around the cavernous hall.

      “Belle Delphine.”

      Someone nudged me in the back and I lurched forward, into the blazing spotlights which shone mercilessly onto the stage. I could see Ed walking away in front of me, certificate already clutched in his hand. I watched the back of his shoulders, using them as my anchor. And then he turned, and he was … walking back? I froze, my hand halfway extended towards the Dean, who was looking equally perturbed. For a moment I wondered if it was a trick of the light, but no, he was definitely coming back towards me, his gaze fixed on mine as the distance between us lessened with each purposeful stride.

      A murmur rippled through the crowd. I could hear someone behind me in the wings hissing, “He’s going the wrong way. Why is he going the wrong way?”

      And I… I was still frozen. Watching him advance ever closer, unsure if the fluttering feeling in my chest was more horror or anticipation. Because the one thing I’d learned in the short time we’d been together was that with Ed, you never knew what to expect. When I was with him, I felt alive like I never had before. I also felt more anxious than I ever had before. He was dazzling, brilliant… and wholly unpredictable.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded in an undertone once he was within earshot, uncomfortably aware that the sound was probably carrying in the echoing old hall. “Are you crazy? Get off the stage!”

      “I’ve just had a thought,” he said simply. “I thought you might like to hear it.”

      I could feel my face beginning to burn under the avid gaze of so many onlookers. Somewhere, out in the blurred sea of faces, Rosie was sitting. I could practically feel her outrage from here.

      “What… right now?”

      My voice held a distinctly strangled edge but he didn’t appear to notice.

      “Why not? This is the first day of the rest of our lives, isn’t it?” He took my hand, which was still hovering in mid-air, and looked at me with eyes the colour of a twilit sky. “I think we should get married.”

      I stumbled over my own feet, even though I was standing perfectly still. My mortarboard lurched to one side.

      “That’s not funny, Ed,” I gasped.

      “I’m deadly serious. Look.”

      And the next thing I knew, he was down on one knee. There was a collective intake of breath from the crowd. The Dean coughed awkwardly.

      “Marry me, Belle.” Ed flung out his arms, a grin spreading across his boyish face. “Come on, what do you say?”

      I just stared at him speechlessly. My mind seemed to have given up working all together.

      They say that women always know when a proposal is on the way. But I couldn’t have been more stunned if I’d tried. Ed and I… we were so new. A matter of months. Intense, magical, life-changing months, granted, but still…

      I could feel the weight of expectation, like a physical force. The hall had gone utterly silent, everyone leaning forward to hear what I would say. I took a breath, looked into Ed’s blue eyes, and teetered on the brink of my future.

      “Yes.” The word rushed from my lips of its own accord. I certainly didn’t recall deciding to say it. But then I had, and it seemed like it was the right choice because the entire room exploded into a cacophony of cheers. And then Ed was kissing me and the sound became even more deafening.

      “It’s so romantic,” one of the lecturers whispered to the Dean, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

      “It’s all so romantic,” Tess chimes in supportively now, jolting me out of my memories as she smooths over the tense beat of silence which has settled within the car. She’s good at that, Tess; she always knows how to say the right thing. She rearranges one of the blossoms in my hair with artistic precision. “There. You look absolutely stunning, Belle. He’s going to be knocked off his feet when he sees you.”

      The car crunches to a halt at the top of the hill, sending up little clouds of dust from the packed dirt road. As I step out behind Rosie, trying to keep the hem of my dress off the ground, the intensity of the midday sun beats down upon my shoulders. The air is tinted with the heady scent of pine mingled with salt blowing off the ocean below, and as I straighten up to look around me, every single remaining doubt in my mind just melts away.

      This is why I said yes. The whitewashed chapel with its blue domed roof sits perfectly on the crest of the hill, with panoramic views all around. Hot pink bougainvillea clambers across the front of the squat little building, hanging down across the doorway like a curtain.

      It’s perfect, every inch of it. It’s paradise. It’s the sort of thing only he could have come up with. If it had been left to me… well, I don’t know what I’d have done. I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to think about it. But it wouldn’t have been this. I would certainly never have suggested that we didn’t wait, that instead we just jump on a plane to Cyprus. A spontaneous wedding, as spontaneous as he is. The very reason why I love him.

      And suddenly, I really can’t wait to see him. I can already picture him standing at the altar. He’ll be wearing his cornflower-blue suit, the one that brings out the colour of his eyes. It’s pretty much the only suit he possesses, so that’s a fairly safe bet. His dark blond hair will be falling over his forehead as usual. He’ll turn and smile, because he’s not the sort to wait with his back to me while I walk up the aisle. And when he does, that dimple will appear in his cheek, and I’ll fall for him all over again, as I have every single time he’s smiled at me for the past ten months.

      Rosie and Tess link arms with me on either side as we navigate the last few metres of stony ground which lead up to the church. It’s hard going, and not for the first time I begin to wish we’d gone for flat sandals like I’d suggested. But there’s only so much informality my sister can take; I think it would have finished her off altogether if I’d insisted.

      A figure moves out of the deep shadows which encircle the doorway.

      “Leo,” Rosie hisses, as we approach. “What are you doing out here? You’re supposed to be inside with Ed.”

      “Well…” Now we’re closer, I feel a small tremor in my glowing self-confidence of a moment ago. I’ve never seen Leo look worried before. He casts a quick glance in my direction. “There’s been a small delay, that’s all.”

      That’s diplomatic speak for something’s gone wrong, even I know that.

      “You mean he’s not here yet?” Rosie shrieks. Then she glances at the door of the church, which is wide open, and drops her voice. “He’s only staying in the village. It’s a two-minute walk away.”

      She arranged it that way on purpose. She knew he’d be late. He’s always late.

      “Why weren’t you with him?” Rosie’s demanding now. Leo tugs at the neck of his shirt. He must be roasting in that dark navy suit and the full power of Rosie’s ire can’t be helping. Nonetheless, he’s used to it by now. God knows they’ve been together for long enough.

      “He wanted to be by himself for a few moments,” he replies calmly. “He must have just… lost track of time.”

      Tess is nodding vigorously as though she has some inside confirmation that this is exactly what has happened.

      There’s a tense, anxious silence during which they all dart worried looks between each other, apparently under the impression that I won’t notice.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” I burst out, exasperated. “This is ridiculous. I’ll go and look for him.”

      “Oh no you won’t,” Rosie yanks me back with such force she nearly rips my arm out of its socket. “He can’t see you before the wedding.”

      “You know we’ve never cared about any of that, Ro.”

      “I’ll go,” Leo volunteers quickly, after a look at Rosie’s mutinous expression. “I’ll be faster.”

      The wait seems to go on forever, although in reality it can only be about ten minutes or so. The three of us hover around outside under the shade of the pine trees. I wanted to go in to the church, not least because I’d be willing to bet anything that Mum is already subjecting the priest to her unwanted attentions, but Rosie won’t hear of it. And for once, I haven’t got the energy to argue with her.

      Eventually, Leo comes striding back into view. For a heartbeat, I wait to see the familiar dark blond head behind him, the flash of cornflower-blue linen. But it’s not there. Leo’s on his own.

      As he draws closer, I almost do a double take, wondering if the heat’s beginning to affect my vision. I’ve never seen him so lacking in composure. His hair is standing on end, as though he’s been running his hands through it.

      “Belle, he’s not there.”

      Almost of its own accord, my heart begins to thud in my chest, even as I tell myself that there’s a perfectly innocent explanation. I force a laugh.

      “He’ll have gone for a walk or something and got lost. You know what he’s like.”

      He’ll turn up, I reassure myself firmly. Any moment now, he’ll come around the corner with that gorgeous lopsided grin of his, full of apologies for being late. He’s done it so many times before.

      “No, you don’t understand. I mean he’s gone.” Leo looks anguished. “His room’s empty. And the rental car’s gone too. He must have taken it.”

      Suddenly, I’m feeling dizzy. I lean back against the trunk of the pine tree, no longer caring about my dress.

      “That can’t be right,” Rosie insists, although she’s gone uncharacteristically pale. “There must be another⁠—”

      “There isn’t.” With a ragged sigh, Leo turns to me. “Belle, I’m sorry, but I don’t think he’s coming.”

      His words sound as though they’re travelling from far away. It’s so hot; I can feel the heat rushing through my body in waves, shooting up into my head. Black spots are dancing in front of my vision.

      “No.” My voice comes out thickly. “No, he wouldn’t do that.”

      “Belle?” Tess clasps my arm. “Maybe you should sit down.”

      But I shake her off, already moving forwards. My shoes catch on the uneven ground, slowing me down, and I kick them off, gathering my skirt up in my hand so I can break into a run.

      He wouldn’t do this. He wouldn’t do this.

      The words pound in my skull as I pick up momentum going down the steep, twisting hill which leads into the village. Sharp stones stab into my bare soles, but I scarcely notice. My entire focus is on the blue door at the end of the street.

      The village is deserted at this time of day, everyone having retreated inside to escape the searing sun. It radiates off the white painted facades of the buildings, creating a dazzling, disorientating effect which makes my head spin.

      Finally, I reach my target. I grasp the handle; it’s hot, and the metal burns my palm, but I ignore it, flinging open the door. It scrapes across the stone floor within, carving a groove through the rough surface.

      The downstairs of the cottage is shadowed, silent. And empty. My heart leaps into my throat, and I will my nerves into steadiness, turning towards the wooden ladder which leads to the upper floor.

      “Ed?” I poke my head through the gap, horrified at the way my voice shakes. “Are you here?”

      A bare room stares back at me. Leo was right; he really has left nothing behind. No clothes slung across the bed, no toothbrush in the bathroom. The great irony is that he always manages to forget something; he loses things left, right, and centre. And yet, today, of all days… it’s like he was never even here.

      I traipse back through the village in a daze. I’m not even bothering to lift the hem of my dress off the ground anymore; instead, it drags in the dust. I don’t know what to think; it’s like there’s a torrent of emotion, of pain, somewhere beneath the surface, just waiting to be unleashed, and yet…

      He wouldn’t do this. Not to me.

      Everything feels unreal. The blazing sun on my head, the church on the top of the hill, the people gathered in a nervous cluster in front of it. The people I know so well, suddenly looking like strangers. Looking at me like I’m a stranger, like they don’t know how to act, what to say… it’s all too awful.

      “Belle…” Rosie begins.

      I hold up a hand to silence her. My mind is racing, turning over every possibility. I mean, the packing… It doesn’t mean he’s gone, does it? Maybe he’s booked us a honeymoon suite somewhere, and he’s driven off to prepare it for later. Lost track of time, like Leo said.

      The thought sustains me; I cling to it like a life raft. I can’t imagine the worst; I just… can’t. Everyone else has already decided; I can tell it by their faces. And if I allow myself to doubt him, to condemn him… well, what’ll be left?

      “He’ll be here.” I’m amazed at how strong my voice sounds.

      Tess’s eyes widen, then dart across to Rosie for guidance. Ro sighs.

      “Belle, I understand that you don’t want to believe it…”

      Her face is soft, pitying. So unlike my sister, who always says it like it is. I can’t bear it. I look away, not wanting to see.

      “He’ll be here.” Even I can hear the stubborn desperation which tinges my voice. “And I’m not moving until he comes.”

      Selecting a rock, I sit down. It’s not exactly comfortable, but that’s the least of my concerns right now.

      “Belle…” This time it’s Leo’s turn to look uneasy.

      “You can all go if you want.” I prop my chin on my hand, squinting down the road for any signs of a car, the tell-tale puffs of dust rising from the loose surface. “I don’t expect you to stay.”

      They all share a look. I can just about see it out of the corner of my eye. But more than anything, I can sense it. I hold my breath.

      “Of course we’ll stay.” Rosie settles down next to me, not even pausing to survey the rock with distaste as she usually would. “We’ll stay for as long as it takes.”

      I don’t know how long we sit here for but gradually, the sun begins to sink in the sky, making the white walls of the church glow pink and amber. The vicar passes us on his way home with an apologetic look which I do my utmost to ignore. Mum takes Gran back to the hotel, promising to return as soon as they get a call from us. And still I sit there, trying not to think. Just hoping.

      It’s dark by the time Rosie finally touches me on the arm.

      “Enough, Belle. Let’s get you back. You’re freezing.”

      It’s only then that I realise she’s right. I’m shivering violently in my thin dress. I try to speak, then find that I can’t. It’s like all the voice has gone out of me, along with all the light of the day. So I just nod. And in that moment, I release my grip on every dream I had for the future.

      Leo drapes his jacket over my shoulders. Rosie takes one of my arms, Tess the other. And together, we begin the long walk back down the hill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Delphine? Are you with us?”

      Steve’s booming voice, accompanied by the sound of meaty fingers clicking imperiously next to my ear, makes me sit bolt upright. The sight of dazzling sunshine on whitewashed walls dissolves from my mind’s eye, to be replaced with the familiarly dingy outline of the Illuminator newspaper’s office. It’s even worse than usual on a day like this, with the rain lashing down from a mercilessly leaden sky – a typically British May day, the sort that could easily be mistaken for February if one didn’t have the benefit of a calendar to prove otherwise.

      Steve’s still glaring down at me expectantly, hands on hips. His shirt is half untucked, as it permanently seems to be, and his tie – faded pink spots against a brown background, which I suspect came with the shirt – has that same spot of ketchup on it which has been there since the day I first met him six years ago.

      “I was just… thinking about this article I’m writing,” I lie hastily. Luckily, I’ve never been ashamed to bluster my way out of a situation. I’ve had a lot of practice. When I introduce you to my family, you’ll begin to understand why. I frown at my screen in what I hope is an intelligent manner. “There’s a lot of… nuance there. Lots to consider.”

      His gaze flickers disbelievingly to my screen, where the headline, “Streetlamp Timers to be Altered in Bid to Cut Energy Costs” is clearly visible in stark black font.

      All right, so perhaps I misjudged that one. I resist the impulse to shrink down into my chair.

      “It will impact a lot of people, you know,” I add staunchly. “They might fall into potholes, or… or… get attacked by foxes!”

      What am I talking about? Why don’t I just stop before I make it any worse?

      Steve’s heavy eyebrows have been descending further and further down his forehead with every new word out of my mouth. By now, his eyes have almost completely disappeared.

      “You’re a terrible liar, Delphine,” he says flatly. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Not for the first time, I privately wonder if he even knows my first name. I’ve certainly never heard him use it.

      “It has been mentioned on occasion,” I admit dolefully.

      For a moment, I think I see the edges of his lips twitch. But within the space of a blink, his face is as dour as ever once more. I must have imagined it, then.

      “Daydream on your own time in future,” he snaps. “If I catch you again there’ll be hell to pay.”

      He says that every time so I’m not unduly worried. One day, maybe I’ll actually find out what this hell is that I’m expected to pay. Then again, maybe he’ll just keep throwing idle threats about the place.

      “Tut tut,” Darren snipes gleefully from the desk next to mine, as Steve shuffles away out of earshot, presumably to terrorise someone else. “Caught slacking again, Delphine. You don’t do yourself any favours, do you?”

      “Shut up, Darren,” I snap. Usually, I wouldn’t let him get to me, but today I’m feeling flustered. I’m annoyed with myself, not because I lost concentration – I mean, streetlamp timers, for goodness’ sake; that would challenge anyone’s attention – but because of where I found myself. Back in Cyprus, with my white dress fluttering around my ankles and almond blossom in my hair. I hardly ever think about that day anymore. I’ve long since trained myself not to; it belonged to another lifetime. Another person. I’ve become very good at pushing it to the back of my mind.

      But the problem is that today isn’t just any old day, no matter how much I might try to pretend otherwise. Today’s the day. Six years ago, on this very date, my life changed forever. I changed forever.

      And suddenly, it feels like no time has passed at all, like the distance I’ve put between myself and that fateful day is reduced to nothing. Like all of the work I’ve done to move on, to grow into a new person, to build a solid foundation for myself… it’s nothing more than a castle built of sand, swept away by the breeze of past recollection. All of the pain, the old feelings… they’re still there, pulsing vividly in my chest, in my soul.

      It’s nothing I’m not prepared for. It’s the same way every year, even though each time May rolls around again, I pray that it won’t be. That this day will fly by like any other. Sometimes I dream I might even forget about it all together, only realising after it’s already passed. In my darker moments, though, I wonder if that’ll ever really happen. Or if this date will haunt me forever, a ghost I can’t shake.

      The one bright spot of this whole experience is that I know it’s only one day. It doesn’t last. Tomorrow, I’ll wake up and the pain won’t be there anymore. Not in the same way, at least. It’ll have retreated to whichever dark corner it hides in for most of the year, and I’ll feel like myself again. Tired, wrung out, empty, but myself. And I’ll realise that it was all an illusion, that what I’ve built for myself is real, that it means something. That I still mean something, even after everything.

      Knowing that it’s only temporary – even if it feels like the longest day of my life at the time – is what keeps me going. Still, it’s hard. Particularly when I have such bothersome colleagues grating on my already stretched nerves.

      Darren holds up his hands in mock surrender.

      “Touchy. It’s not my fault you got caught out.”

      I suppress a sigh. For reasons which utterly escape me, Darren has convinced himself that we’re in competition somehow. The way he carries on, you’d think we were contestants in the final of some lurid reality TV show, not two lowly junior reporters working for a slightly archaic Edinburgh newspaper.

      I don’t even know why he bothers; it’s not as if there’s a lot of career progression in print journalism these days. And his toadying approach is woefully misguided when it comes to Steve; watching the expression on his face when Darren puts up his hand like he’s in a classroom is the highlight of my day. It’s like he’s discovered an entirely new species of fungus.

      The whole thing would almost be worth it… if the layout of the office didn’t enforce close proximity to Darren, day in, day out. Our desks are so tightly packed together I could practically reach out and touch him, should I be gripped by a sudden desire to do so.

      Needless to say, I never have been to date. I can’t see that changing any time soon.

      The Illuminator offices occupy a deceptively prestigious address just off the Royal Mile, in the heart of Edinburgh’s famous Old Town; alas, once you get inside, the impression doesn’t last for long. We’re on the top floor, for one thing. The seventeenth-century building might boast a historically interesting service lift, but nothing which was designed to carry a fully grown human. Which isn’t to say that it hasn’t been attempted a couple of times during the latter, hazier hours of the office Christmas party, but that doesn’t really count. But anyway, I’m digressing. The point is that every trip to and from my desk involves six flights of narrow, uneven servants’ stairs. Which, admittedly, is excellent for my thighs, but that’s about the only plus side I can think of.

      It’s not even like it improves much once you’re up here. The tiny porthole windows hardly let in any light, casting the place in a perpetual layer of gloom. Which is probably just as well, as what you can see certainly doesn’t invite closer inspection. The decor doesn’t appear to have been changed since the 1950s; there are still cigarette burns on the dark stained mahogany desks, and a smoky atmosphere pervades the air, no matter what anyone does to try and dispel it. It’s like a museum set; the office that time forgot.

      I glance over at Steve, who’s scowling with disproportionate ferocity at a proof copy on his desk. I bet he still wishes it was the 1950s, when the newspapers were experiencing a golden age, and editors could shout and swear and do anything to get the story without fear of such pesky inventions as employee rights and regulating bodies swooping in and spoiling all the fun.

      I mean, don’t get me wrong, he still shouts and swears with reckless impunity, but the rest… well, journalism’s not what it was. The rise of online platforms has changed the face of news, and little publications like us struggle to keep up. As it is, it’s only our age and reputation which keeps us afloat, although we’ve had to adapt over the years. Once a satirical Victorian start-up, we’ve now evolved into more of a niche local opinion piece, commenting on the goings-on in Edinburgh, both colourful and mundane.

      Unfortunately, my role seems to lean heavily towards the more mundane side of things.

      Look, it’s not like I’m bored or anything. I mean, maybe it wasn’t exactly what I’d planned when I left university with my shiny new degree in journalism, but then, to say that life hasn’t always shown the utmost respect for my plans would be a laughable understatement. I’ve had to learn to make do with what’s available to me.

      And the Illuminator is a respectable publication. People are always impressed when I say I write for them; I expect they think it’s all very glamorous, being a journalist. If only they knew.

      Patting a yawn, I half-heartedly type a few more words onto the end of my article. Well, if you could really call it an article. That would be stretching it a tad.

      Okay, so yes, I suppose maybe I am a bit bored. Under-challenged, as my grandmother might say.

      Which, unfortunately, doesn’t tend to bring out the best in me.

      Especially not on a day like today, when I need distraction more than ever. Otherwise, I have to find it in other places.

      Taking aim, I ping a rubber band at the back of Darren’s ear. It misses by a mile.

      Damn.

      I’m just loading up another missile when a familiar voice floats down from above.

      “Working hard as ever, I see.”
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        * * *

      

      I count out five long seconds before I allow myself to look up. My heart’s already skipping in my chest; I can’t help it, even if it is to my intense annoyance.

      Nate D’Angelo is about the most handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on in my life. And I don’t say that lightly; believe me, I’m particular about these things. Hemlines started rising office-wide when he joined the paper three years ago as a senior journalist, and they’ve never gone back down since.

      Combine sun-drenched Italian looks with the softest hint of a Scottish accent, not to mention an easy-going nature and a winning smile… well, even Margaret who does the accounts perked up considerably, and she’d looked pretty much fossilised before.

      “Just… ah… taking a creative break.” I pretend to stretch, wondering what the hell I’m doing. “Getting the juices flowing.”

      Great, now I’m blushing, I think crossly. What am I, a teenager?

      “I see,” he’s nodding intelligently, though his eyes are sparkling with amusement. Why do I always get the feeling he can see right through me?

      “Yes, well,” I blurt out. “Got to… you know, carry on. Articles don’t write themselves.”

      Ugh, now I sound like Steve. Perish the thought.

      I turn back to my screen, trying to ignore the fact that I can feel his gaze on my face.

      The truth is, Nate brings out mixed feelings in me. I mean, yes, he’s gorgeous. Yes, he’s charming. And yes, I’ve always had the sense that there’s something between us, a fluttering attraction which makes every bantering exchange charged with extra meaning. But he’s just a bit… well, maybe I’m jaded and cynical, but those things kind of leave me cold nowadays. He’s just a bit too confident, a bit too smooth. It makes me wary. Because I had someone who was all of those things once before, and all I ended up with was a broken heart and a torn, dusty, white dress.

      I’m not venturing there again. That much I’m adamant about. And I’m really not up for dealing with Nate right now; I’m feeling far too fragile. I just want him to go away.

      Okay, so I’ll just… look efficient. Pretend that I’m so wholeheartedly engrossed in my latest scintillating article on streetlamp timers that I simply have no time to idle away on mindless chitchat. Or flirting.

      Definitely no flirting.

      Briskly, I begin to type on my keyboard in what I hope looks to be a suitably efficient manner, glancing up at him cursorily.

      Which turns out to be a mistake. The moment I look into his warm, brandy-coloured eyes, my fingers crash across the keys, spilling a load of gibberish across my screen. Because, at the end of the day, I’m only human, for God’s sake.

      “Are you all right, Belle?” he enquires mildly.

      I jerk upright from my keyboard. “Yes! Yes! Why wouldn’t I be?” I splutter. At the same time, I feel a flash of irritation. Seriously, is there nowhere else he needs to be right now? Why won’t he go away and leave me in peace? Miserable peace, granted, but still.

      “You just… look a little flustered, that’s all.”

      “It’s the streetlamps, you see,” I hear myself saying, even as I curse myself for doing so. Why do I keep on with these streetlamps? Haven’t I learned that it never ends well? “There’s so much…”

      “Nuance?” He supplies, with a wry smile, as he perches on the edge of my desk.

      Ah, so he heard that, did he?

      “There is,” I say defensively. “Think of the chaos. The whole of Edinburgh plunged into darkness…”

      “Of course,” he says gravely. “People getting eaten by foxes, and such like.”

      “I never said that,” I say hotly, although my lips are turning up at the corners. Oh God, here we go. This is what happens. This is what he does. It’s impossible to stay annoyed with him.

      Immediately, it sets all the alarm bells clanging in my head. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned from bitter experience, it’s that no one should possess both pulchritudinous looks and an engaging disposition. It’s a recipe for disaster. With a face like that, he ought to be withered inside, like Dorian Gray.

      Maybe he is. I kind of hope he is. It would make it all so much easier.

      “So this is how one generates creativity, is it?” He picks up one of the rubber bands between his forefinger and thumb, raising a brow at me.

      I tilt my chin impishly. If he wants to play that game, then fair enough. I can play too.

      “It’s very effective. You should try it.”

      That’ll get rid of him, I think smugly. He’ll never do it. He’s far too responsible, far too⁠—

      “All right.” Before I can blink, he’s stretched the band back and pinged it at Darren.

      I clap a hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp. But the rubber band narrowly misses Darren’s head, landing soundlessly on the floor instead.

      One might even say that it was a perfect miss. Too perfect, I’d say.

      “Spoilsport,” I accuse him, in a hushed voice. “You missed on purpose. You could easily have got him from there.”

      “Of course I did. Can’t have senior journalists injuring the staff, can we? What kind of example would that set?” He leans in across the desk. “But it was fun to watch your face when you thought I’d do it.”

      He’s close. Too close for my liking. And the teasing expression has completely slid from his face. My breath hitches, and I steel myself.

      “Belle,” he begins haltingly, after a couple of seconds. “I was wondering…”

      A heavy file of council minutes crashes onto the edge of the desk, making us both jump.

      “Thank you,” Steve thunders sarcastically. “I’m so glad I’ve finally got your attention.” He allows for a dramatic pause before continuing. “Now, what the hell is going on here?”

      I can’t decide if I want to bow at Steve’s feet or will the floor to open up beneath them. Emotions crash together, turgid and confused. I blink, trying to keep a handle on my thoughts.

      Not that I need to. Nate steps in, ever ready with a smooth answer.

      “Just a bit of research, sir.”

      My head swivels around. Research?

      “Research?” Steve unwittingly echoes my thoughts. He still looks suspicious, but less so. Unlike me, Nate has a spotless reputation.

      “Belle has agreed to help me with a story,” Nate explains easily. I blink. Who knew the man was such a good liar? I’d always had him down as Mr Perfect, the ultimate goody-two-shoes. “I could really use her expertise…” he hesitates deferentially, then adds, “with your permission, of course.”

      I almost choke on air. Expertise? I’m not sure I have any. Not anymore. Maybe once, when I was fresh and young and full of confidence in myself. Now, I’m just pretending. Pretending that Ed didn’t drive away with that all-important piece of me, along with everything else he threw into the boot of that ubiquitous hire car. I wanted to be a fashion journalist before it happened; these days, I can scarcely trust myself to choose the right shade of lipstick or throw an impromptu supper party for my friends. Things which I never would have thought twice about before now seem almost dizzyingly daunting.

      Steve looks as surprised as I do by the suggestion I might actually be of some use to anyone.

      “Well, if you really need her…”

      “I do.” Nate’s eyes meet mine, and an involuntary shiver runs through me. My heart sinks with foreboding.

      “Fair enough,” Steve grumbles, already half turned away. “If you’re willing to put up with her, then by all means. It’s your funeral.”

      Charming. I grit my teeth together and try not to scowl.

      “Brilliant.” Nate pushes himself away from the desk, as though nothing out of the ordinary has occurred. He starts to head back across the room, but stops to throw back over his shoulder. “Oh, and Belle?”

      I sit upright.

      “Yes?”

      He smiles.

      “Try and get some work done today, won’t you?”

      I glower at his retreating back, then forcibly smooth out my features. At this rate, if I’m not careful, I might get stuck like that.
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      There’s a parcel on the mat when I get home; one of the neighbours must have brought it upstairs. Bending down to retrieve it with one hand I somehow manage to juggle my keys in the other and wedge myself backwards through the front door.

      “Belle! You’re home,” Tess’s soft voice floats through from the living room. Rounding the corner, I find her reclining on the kingfisher-blue sofa, a magazine open on her lap. Her naturally blonde hair is gathered up in a loose topknot, with tendrils delicately framing her face. Even in a baggy, off-the-shoulder sweatshirt and fluffy pink socks, she looks amazing. If she wasn’t my oldest friend, I could easily be inclined towards jealousy.

      There’s a generous glass of rosé on the coffee table next to her elbow. Following my gaze, she motions towards the kitchen with her head.

      “The bottle’s open on the counter. I thought you might… you know.”

      She tactfully turns back to her magazine article, and I have to blink against a sudden surge of emotion. Of course she’s remembered what today is. Tess never forgets anything like that.

      “Thanks,” I say brightly, as I set about divesting myself of coat, handbag, and bulky parcel forthwith. Rain droplets are showering off me onto the carpet; I put a tentative hand up to my hair, which I can already feel is plastered to my head.

      The rain didn’t let up all afternoon. By the time I left the office, it was coming down in sheets, the waterlogged streets devoid of all their usual bustle and life as people retreated into hotels and restaurants. The whole place had a dank, oppressive feel to it; on a day like today, it’s easy to remember why they call Edinburgh one of the most haunted cities in the world. It feels like the ghosts have the run of the place.

      “How did you get on today?” I ask cautiously, casting an eye around the flat, which appears unusually tidy. It’s been unusually tidy for so many weeks now that actually, it’s starting to not be so unusual after all.

      In most cases, a tidy home is nothing to complain about, but in this instance it’s beginning to get me concerned. I’ll explain. Tess is an illustrator; she creates these incredibly stylised, willowy fashion drawings in ink and watercolour. They’ve been featured all over the place, in fashion magazines, on book covers. I still get ridiculously excited every time I spot one, even if Tess just rolls her eyes and looks faintly embarrassed. She hates any kind of attention. Anyway, she’s super talented, and when she’s in a good place, perfectly productive. But sometimes, usually when something’s bothering her, she just… dries up. She stops drawing, and that’s when she starts cleaning. Which is fine; in fact, I’ve always thought it rather convenient. It means the flat gets a good once-over a couple of times a year.

      Usually, though, these phases only last for a week or two.

      Tess studiously avoids the question, instead looking at the parcel I’ve set down on the floor.

      “Is that another one for Rosie? I didn’t hear the intercom buzz.”

      “You were probably hoovering,” I reply mildly, trying not to look pointedly around the spotlessly clean apartment.

      My sister appears in the doorway to her bedroom, her arms loaded with bags of what appears to be confetti.

      “Is that for me?”

      “They’re always for you,” I say flatly. As usual, there’s no preamble from her. No polite greeting, or enquiries about my day. Rosie prides herself on ruthless focus on the matter in hand.

      She harrumphs.

      “Well, it’s about time. I’ve been waiting ages for that to arrive.”

      I already know I’m going to regret this next question.

      “What exactly is it, anyway? Surely you can’t need any more wedding stuff.”

      The look she gives me is part censure, part pity.

      “Favours,” she replies grandly, dropping the bags of confetti into a heap in the middle of the floor. Tess looks far from thrilled, but as usual she doesn’t say anything. Tess always opts for the peaceful route in any given situation.

      Rosie, on the other hand… well, you’ll see. She’s a veritable force of nature. Even I scarcely dare to contradict her.

      Nevertheless, sometimes it must be done.

      “Don’t you already have favours?” I venture, hanging my trench coat on the last available hook. It’s half coming off the wall, and you have to get the balance just right, or the coat simply slides right off again. It’s a shame that Tess has no proficiency for DIY, come to think of it. There’s loads of stuff which needs fixing. I could blame it on ours being an all-female household, but in this modern age that’s not really an excuse. “What about all those boxes of sugared almonds you made us hand emboss about a month ago?”

      I will never forget doing that. It took hours. Sometimes I still dream about it, and every time I look over at the pile still left to do, it keeps getting bigger, and…

      I suppress a shudder. Rosie’s wedding day cannot come soon enough. Let’s just say it will be the happiest day of my life for more than one reason. I never want to see another scalloped edge, or pastel hue, or hand-lettered initial, as long as I live on this earth.

      “These are other favours,” Rosie says deliberately, as though I’m a complete simpleton and the whole thing should be transparently obvious. “You know, secondary favours. Give people a bit of variety. It’s in all the magazines.”

      That is not a thing. She’s just made that up. I know, because she’s made me read all of those magazines. Part of my duty as maid of honour, apparently.

      Tess catches my eye with a minute shake of the head. I know what she’s saying. Sometimes, it’s just easier to go along with it once Rosie’s set her mind to something.

      I watch my sister now as she rips into the box with alarmingly careless abandon for someone wielding an enormous pair of scissors, marvelling at how two people who share DNA can be so totally different. I mean, granted, we do look very similar. We’re what’s affectionately known as Irish twins, which means that we were born less than a year apart. We have the same tawny hair, although hers is cut to brush the tops of her shoulders while mine cascades down my back. And we have the same heart-shaped face, with large, wide-set eyes, except that hers are a pale dove grey whilst mine are striking violet blue.

      But apart from that… well, what can I say? Rosie’s just so single minded, so focused. She’s always known exactly what she wants, and she won’t give in until she makes it a reality. She met Leo whilst we were all still at school. Their eyes met across a crowded GCSE English lesson, and that was pretty much that. She decided that he was the one, and she’s never wavered from that conviction since. Neither of them has.

      I’m more emotional than that. I make decisions recklessly, assuring myself that in going with my heart, I must be making the right choice. It hasn’t always worked out quite as I’d hoped. But let’s not go into that right now.

      Tess looks on in dismay as Rosie delves into the box, sending polystyrene nuggets spilling over the side and all over the carpet.

      “Couldn’t you store some of this stuff at Leo’s?” I ask, wearily, picking my way across the sea of chaos towards the kitchen. “We’re beginning to drown under wedding paraphernalia here. And he’s got loads of space at his flat.”

      Oh, yes. That’s another thing. Rosie and Leo have elected not to live together until after they’re married. I suppose it’s rather sweet, really. Rosie claims it will give them something to be excited about after the wedding’s over, and the honeymoon, and everything starts to get back to normal. The novelty of living together for the first time, after almost twelve years as a couple. I suggested that the prospect might be more exciting for her than for Leo. I’m still not sure the poor man knows exactly what he’s letting himself in for.

      Alas, my little jest was not well received.

      But in all seriousness, I’m not really looking forward to the day Rosie moves out, and I know that Tess feels likewise, even if her characteristic reserve means she’s never said it in so many words. I know what she’s thinking. After so many years, we all know what each other is thinking.

      It’s always been the three of us; because Rosie’s birthday falls in September and mine the following July, we ended up in the same school year. After our parents’ divorce, we moved up from Hampshire to Edinburgh to live with my grandmother. At first, we stuck out like sore thumbs at our new school, with our English accents and our mismatching uniforms, because we’d started in the middle of term. But Tess wasn’t bothered by any of that. We became friends in the first week, and by the end of the term, we were practically living in each other’s pockets. The only time we’ve ever really been apart was at university; we all went our separate ways then, me to London to study journalism, Rosie up to St Andrew’s to be with Leo while she did her criminology degree, and Tess to art school in Oxford. I’ve never been so lonely. I missed that love, that closeness, so much that it hurt. Looking back, perhaps that’s why I did what I did. Why I allowed myself to be swept up in something which promised all of those things and more.

      And then, six years ago, when it all blew up in my face and I was desperate for a fresh start, it seemed that moving back to Edinburgh was the best option. Rosie was already here, she and Leo both having found jobs. Tess was so thrilled that she sorted the whole thing out so we could live together. She persuaded her parents to buy her the flat on the grounds that she needed somewhere to pursue her art. How she convinced them that a four-bedroom apartment was required to do so I’ve never been certain, but she managed it. She has a studio set up in the spare bedroom, so technically it wasn’t a lie, I suppose. Not that I think they’d even have the chance to notice; they’ve never visited. They both have high-powered jobs in banking, and have always been chronically unavailable in both a literal and emotional sense. I think I’ve only met them a handful of times. When Tess was growing up, she all but lived with us and they never seemed to object.

      Anyway, it was all worked out and Rosie and I found ourselves a home beyond our wildest expectations. With our salaries, we were staring down the grimy barrel of a studio flat in one of the less salubrious corners of town. Or – and I’m not sure which would have been worse – returning to the house we’d grown up in, where Mum and Gran still live. Well, Mum, Gran, and the latest in the constant stream of Mum’s boyfriends, at any rate.

      I’m shuddering just thinking about it.

      Anyway, the rent we pay here can safely be described as a pittance, and we even had to fight Tess over that. Initially, she didn’t want us to pay her anything; I’ve never seen her get so stubborn over an issue before. In the end, we reached a compromise, although she doesn’t even take the money. It stacks up in an account, where it ends up paying for spa breaks and weekend getaways.

      Which means that the good news is that at least we won’t need to find anyone else to fill Rosie’s room once she’s gone. But that’s small consolation. Rosie might be vexing, and dictatorial, and lacking a certain degree of tact, but it’s going to be very strange without her. Strangely quiet, that’s for sure.

      Rosie, who’s busy producing a set of tiny bottles from amongst the wrapping, doesn’t give any sign that she heard my question.

      “Look! Aren’t they adorable?”

      Adorable indeed. What is happening to my sister? The woman who handles gory evidence for a living and who organises her life with a ruthless efficiency. This wedding is turning her into someone I barely recognise. To be honest, I’m beginning to wonder how I’m going to get through it.

      I can still hear her waxing lyrical about mini bottles of elderflower gin as I reach the relative safety of the kitchen and pour myself a glass of wine. It’s a pale, peachy blush colour and I swirl it around in the glass, watching the way the light catches it as I lean back against the counter.

      The truth is, I’d love to be excited about all of this. The person I once was would have gushed over miniature bottles of gin, would have thrown myself into the parade of pastel with unbridled enthusiasm.

      But I’m too jaded to take joy in that sort of thing anymore; Ed’s actions knocked all that romantic dreaminess out of me. They turned me into someone different, someone I’m not sure I even like that much. Someone I certainly never would have chosen to be.

      I look at my left hand, wrapped around the stem of the wine glass. The bare finger where there ought to be a ring. I can still picture it: the three tanzanites embedded into the band—violet, like my eyes, Ed said, when we bought it together in Limassol, two days before our ill-fated wedding day. I was so happy then, so full of visions for the future. That ring… it symbolised everything I’d hoped for. Me and Ed, both blue-eyed like the stones. Maybe a blue-eyed baby one day to complete the trio.

      I never saw it again after that day. It disappeared along with him.

      They say we block out the worst moments of our lives, but I find I can still recall what happened afterwards with a vividness that almost seems clearer than the present. I wish I could go back and erase it all, just for the next ten days, just until after Rosie’s wedding is over. I wish I could go back to how I was before, open-hearted and reckless, confident that life was always on my side.

      I take a meditative sip of my wine, then another as I realise it’s actually quite good. Rosie must have chosen it; Tess has unfailingly poor taste in wine. Her entire selection system comprises of choosing the one with the prettiest label.

      “Belle!” As though telepathically responding to her name, Rosie hollers from the next room. “What are you doing in there? Come and help us fill confetti cones.”

      I briefly consider stalling, but the guilty thought that I’d be leaving Tess on her own is enough to change my mind. With a sigh, I resign myself to another evening of wedding preparations. At least the sheer monotony of it might keep my mind off the past, if nothing else.
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      “By the way…” Rosie says casually, after about ten minutes of concentrated work rolling up confetti cones and sticking them together. I know what you’re thinking; it doesn’t sound like a task which requires much concentration. But you’d be surprised at how fiddly it is.

      Any hopes that we might finish the job within an hour are fast fading. But then, I shouldn’t be surprised; I’m learning the hard way that most wedding-related things are far more complicated than they first appear. This is why, when I had the choice, I eloped.

      I look up sharply. I know that tone. It too is far more sinister than it first appears. “What?”

      “Mum’s left a message on the answer machine. She wants to speak to us.”

      Somehow, I’ve managed to get my fingers all stuck together with tape. Alas, I’ve never been particularly artistic. I glance enviously over at Tess, who’s assembling a confetti cone with an air of capable serenity, then back at Rosie.

      “Really?”

      I thought we’d agreed not to give Mum the house number, for the sake of our sanity. We’ll have to play our usual game of rock, paper, scissors later to decide whose job it is to call her back. It can go on for a surprising number of rounds.

      Rosie holds up a pristine confetti cone, inspecting it with a critical eye.

      “She obviously has news.”

      My heart sinks a little. The words ‘news
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