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October 2009, London

"Who's the dark-haired girl?"

Gio followed Mike's gaze across the classroom. This workshop in black-and-white photography was one of the most popular at the London School of Art and Design, and the class was packed. 

But one glance and he knew precisely which 'dark-haired' girl his friend was asking about.

"Cute but not my type," he said abruptly, shutting the conversation down. 

Mike laughed, and the dark-haired girl looked up from her desk, her eyes landing on them. Green eyes that narrowed into slits when she found them watching her.

"Every girl with a pulse is your type," Mike said, still laughing.

Gio turned back to his friend with a smirk. "Come on, I'm more discerning than that."

"Than what?" Mike's eyes widened. "You have something against the rock chick look? She's cute. If you're not interested, I'm going to try my chances."

"What have I got to do with it?" Gio shrugged and glanced across the classroom again. Sasha had her back to them now, her head bent over her notebook as she scribbled away in her tiny handwriting. Pages and pages of notes, written in no consistent order. Diagonally, upside down, along the side of the page, and interspersed between the notes were crazy little sketches that made no sense. It was chaos on a page. He knew. He'd spent enough time studying those little notes in his last class with her.

"Please, you smile at a girl, and her panties fall off," Mike said. Gio rolled his eyes and sat, pulling out his notebook and pen. "But if you're not interested, I might stand a chance," Mike added, eyes still fixed on the other side of the room.

"Not with that girl you don't," Gio muttered, but Mike ignored him, making a bee-line across the classroom, headed straight for the angry rock chick. Yeah, she was cute, but you had to dig past the scowl first to find the cute.

Sasha Keane with her soft Irish accent and piercing green eyes. Eyes that held echoes of green cliffs and crashing seas. Who's the romantic now? Gio smirked at himself and his foolish imagination. There was nothing cute, soft, or romantic about Sasha Keane.

She was a pain in his ass. Opinionated, harsh, scathing, sarcastic. He winced remembering their last debate in Art History— she'd torn strips off him, the little witch. That's exactly what she was. An Irish witch straight out of one of those Celtic faerie stories. No way in hell was he going anywhere near her. She was all Mike's.

Or not. 

Glancing up, Gio saw Mike making his way back across the classroom, a slash of red color on his cheeks.

"I tried to warn you," Gio said with a grin.

"Not hard enough, man. Girls like that should come with a warning label."

––––––––
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APRIL 2023, CORK, IRELAND

There were days when Sasha believed that the only good thing to come out of her marriage was her studio Marrying an estate agent had its perks— well, one. She got the first pick of his new listings.

When this property came on the market in 2019, she jumped on it. It was just big enough for her to throw up a stud wall down the middle of the shop to create a workshop in the back and a space for consultations with her clients upfront.

The store front was simple and elegant, painted in neutral cream and duck-egg blue. One wall acted as a gallery where she displayed her work from previous weddings. A desk and filing cabinet sat tucked along the back wall. On the opposite side, beside the large glass window was a two-seater teal blue couch, coffee table, and two matching armchairs.

She'd managed to create a space that was soothing for both her and her customers. The last thing she wanted was to add to a couple's stress. Planning a wedding was a massive undertaking; she was happy if she could make even one part of that better.

Wiping down the layer of dust that always seemed to gather, she paused to wave at her neighbor. Jane was opening up her art gallery next door, but she was attempting to unlock the door while also holding three large yellow folders and a cup of coffee. Just as Sasha was sure everything was about to go splat, Jane wrestled the door open and disappeared inside.

Sasha shook her head in amusement; she'd watched Jane perform that acrobatic feat so many times she didn't bother running out to help anymore. Jane didn't need her help. Jane rocked. Sasha aspired to be more like her friend. Strong. Independent. Alone. She frowned at the last word. Alone was a good thing. Alone didn't mean lonely. Alone was... independent.

It meant she didn't have to compromise anymore...or clean up after someone else...or cook for someone else...or have sex when someone else was in the mood.

But then, had she ever been in the mood with Conor? When she was a horny seventeen-year-old, sure. But later? Stop, stop, stop, Sasha commanded herself. She was not going to spend another minute dissecting her failed marriage.

She had work to do and bills to pay. Sasha winced; yes, she definitely had bills to pay. One crippling mortgage that informed all her decisions. She'd snapped up the mortgage in 2019 when her business was booming, and then came 2020 and then 2021. She'd picked up weddings in between lockdowns and restrictions and limped into 2022, more exhausted than at any other point in her life. But at least the crisis with her business gave her something to focus on when her marriage fell apart.

Sasha thumbed through her diary, double-checking what she had booked in for the day. The chime over the door pinged, and she looked up with a polite smile that quickly slipped into something more sincere when she saw her cousin entering with two cups of coffee.

"I know you said you were giving up coffee," Amanda said, holding up the travel mug. "But I also know you'd end up drinking mine. So say thank you and drink the damn coffee. You need this." Amanda took a large gulp from her own mug. "I need this," she mumbled with the cup against her lips, her eyes closed in rapture.

"I worry about you, Mands. I really do," Sasha said, laughing and taking a sip of her own coffee. Even the smell of the coffee comforted her. Amanda was right; she did need this. "Okay, shop talk for a minute. We have Lucy Collins and her partner Sarah coming in at eleven. It's a preliminary meeting, so I'll let you take this one. I'll be in the back but try not to let them know. I don't want them to think I'm neglecting them, but if I don't get through the stack of work I have back there, we don't get paid."

"You don't get paid, boss." Amanda grinned. "I always get paid— thanks to you." She bowed dramatically, her long black hair brushing against the floor. Sasha stared at her cousin's hair enviously. She might have the same rich black color, but that's where the similarities ended. Anytime Sasha attempted to grow her hair long, it only ended up looking like a limp, scraggly mess. Much better to keep it short and sharp— just like her. Sharp. That's what Conor had always called her. Sharp, cutting, brutal.

Stop.

Sasha shook her head and kicked her ex-husband out of her head. Ex-husband as of yesterday. It was official. At last. After two years of separation and ten months of divorce proceedings, she was finally free. A wide smile spread across her face, and Amanda raised her eyebrows.

"Now I feel guilty. I should thank you more often if it makes you this happy."

"My divorce came through. I received the papers yesterday."

"Oh my god! Why didn't you call me? We could have gone out and celebrated. Tonight. We're going out tonight."

"No, I can't." Sasha grinned, though. "I've got the Mitchells' wedding tomorrow."

Amanda rolled her eyes. "You are all work, missus, no fun at all."

A frown flickered in Sasha's eyes. That was something else Conor used to say to her. Amanda sobered instantly at the look on Sasha's face.

"Stop it. I didn't mean it like that. Of course, you work hard and look at what you've achieved because of it. You're one of the busiest wedding photographers in County Cork."

"Oooh, that's some claim to fame I have there," Sasha said sarcastically, but she softened her words with a smile. One of the busiest wedding photographers in County Cork. Not quite the lofty heights she'd aspired to when she went off to study in London. But Amanda was right; it wasn't international acclaim she'd achieved but a small, thriving business. That was enough— for now. "But listen, about the Collins' wedding –"

Her phone's ring tone stopped her mid-sentence, and the name that flashed on the screen stopped her heart. G. She hadn't heard from Gio in six years. 

Sasha might not have celebrated her divorce last night, but she had finally changed her relationship status on Facebook. Was he calling her to say I told you so? No, Gio wasn't that cruel. He was checking if she was okay. That sounded more like the Gio she remembered, but he was the last person Sasha wanted sympathy from.

She was still staring at the phone when Amanda snatched it off the desk and accepted the call.

"Good morning, this is Weddings by Sasha. Amanda speaking. How can I help you?" There was silence from the other end of the phone and then the rumble of a low voice. "Oh?" Amanda's smile grew wide and mischievous. "Of course, I remember you. I have a poster of you up on my bedroom wall." She flirted shamelessly. "Yes, I do. I made it myself, of course. Do you know how many pictures Sasha has of the famous Gio DeLaurentis? Really, the woman could sell them to the tabloids and make a fortune."

Sasha rolled her eyes and held out her hand for the phone. Amanda was making this so much worse. Gio was going to think she was utterly obsessed with him. Sasha snapped her fingers when Amanda continued to laugh and flirt, but she eventually handed the phone over with a cheeky grin.

"Hello?" Her voice sounded hoarse, and she coughed to clear her throat.

"Amanda hasn't changed a bit." His voice was smooth and easy, with no sign of nerves or embarrassment. Gio laughed, and the sound rumbled down the phone, drowning her in a thousand memories.

"No, Mands won't change."

"She's working for you now? I'm sure her fun personality is good for business." Unlike my sharp one that drives people away. "Sasha? Are you there?" And then she heard it, the hint of nerves beneath the smooth charm.

"I'm here," she said softly, moving away from Amanda toward the large glass window. The view from this window was another reason she'd bought the property. Pressing a single finger to the cool glass, she traced a pattern in the condensation. Beyond the glass, the yachts swayed against the jetty. The Marina was full this time of year, and the yacht club was excited about another sailing season. The clanging of the masts soothed her. There wasn't too much wind today— just enough to set the yachts rocking lightly.

"Are you still there?"

Sasha sucked in a breath and tuned out the view. "Gio. What can I do for you?" She winced at the abrupt tone in her voice. Sharp. There was a time when she knew Gio so well she could have predicted what he would say next. There was also a time when she wouldn't have second-guessed herself when she spoke to him. She second-guessed everything these days. Was she polite enough? Had she smiled enough during the last consultation? Maybe her questions had been too intrusive? Perhaps they'd found her too cold? Maybe. Maybe. Maybe. Sasha hated this new version of herself; she hated that she doubted herself so much. She never used to be like this.

Gio was quiet for the longest time. So long she nearly apologized, but as she was about to, he beat her to it. "I'm sorry it's taken me so long to call."

"Six years."

She heard him sigh, and her heart ached a little bit more. 

"Sasha...are you there? Can you hear me?" Gio's voice snatched her back to the present.

"Sorry, yes. I'm back. Somebody was in the shop," she lied and shot Amanda a grimace when her cousin raised her eyebrows in question. Sasha shook her head quickly and turned back to the window. "What were you saying?" A heavy silence ensued, and Sasha felt her shoulders hunch defensively. "Gio?" she asked tentatively, but when all she heard was a sigh, desperate to fill the silence, she blurted the first thing she could think of. "I hear your brother is getting married. I can't believe Luca's settling down."

Gio's voice sounded strained when he finally spoke. "You know better than to believe everything you read in the tabloids. Luca was always the settling-down type. He was just waiting for Maxine."

"Oh." Sasha didn't know what to say to that. "And Miles Cruz is the photographer on the big day. The hotel looks amazing. Such a lovely venue for a wedding. I'm sure the photos I saw don't do it justice." She was rambling, and each awkward silence tightened her chest a little more. And then Sasha realized how she must sound. "I'm not stalking your brother, I swear." She laughed nervously. "There was an article on the wedding and an interview with Maxine about her new book." 

"Sasha." She heard the amusement in his voice and felt her cheeks warm. "Are you nervous?" he asked gently, but she could still hear the undercurrent of laughter and bristled.

"I am not—"

"I am," he interrupted her. "I was scared you wouldn't take my call."

"Technically, I didn't." The silence lengthened. "Amanda answered," she added limply, wishing she hadn't pointed that out.

"Yes." He sighed again, and she could imagine him tunneling his fingers through his hair. He always did that when he was frustrated. "I'm glad she did answer," he said at last. "And I'm grateful," his voice trailed off uncertainly. "Sasha, I'm sorry about your wedding...everything I said... I'm sorry. I had no right to talk to you like that."

Sasha grimaced at the apology. He'd been right about everything, damn him. It was as good as pouring vinegar into an open cut. This was nothing more than an 'I told you so' masquerading as an apology.

"What can I do for you, Gio?" She cut his apology short. It sounded like he was pacing...or walking. "Is there something you want from me?"

"I need your help, yes." He sounded reluctant, though.

"Gio, I can't help if you won't tell me the problem." Her voice came out sharper than she intended.

"I need your help with Luca's wedding." That was the last thing she expected him to say. "Miles had an accident during a wedding in Kenya."

"What happened?" Sasha didn't know Miles personally, but she knew his work. He was the photographer every celebrity wanted at their wedding.

"A giraffe sat on him."

"I'm sorry. What did you say?"

"You heard me."

"Giovanni DeLaurentis. Tell me, you're not laughing at this."

"I am not laughing." But she could hear amusement in his voice. "It's definitely not funny. It's absurd, ridiculous, frustrating, but you're right; not funny. The bride wanted an African themed wedding and insisted on riding a giraffe to the reception. From what I can gather, the giraffe wasn't too keen on the idea." She could hear him pacing again. "Miles broke his leg and – understandably – is not fit for a four-day wedding next week."

"I'm still unsure what you want from me," she said quietly. His pacing stopped.

"We need a wedding photographer, Sasha."

"Are you looking for a recommendation?"

"No—" He cut her short. "I'm looking for you. I want you to do it. I can't trust this to just anyone. This bloody wedding is happening next week, and it will be perfect." Sasha wasn't sure that the last bit was even directed at her. It almost sounded like he was talking to himself.

"Gio, I can't. I'm not available next week. And definitely not for four days."

"Sasha, please, we're desperate."

"Gio, you're not listening. I'm busy next week. I have a wedding next Saturday and a backlog of work. Not to mention consultations with new clients. I can't drop everything and fly to Italy to photograph Luca DeLaurentis' wedding—"

The phone was whipped out of her hand with surprising force at the same time that she heard her own words. Luca DeLaurentis' wedding. Luca DeLaurentis and Maxine Stapleton.

"Gio, I apologize for interrupting, but I need Sasha for five minutes. Would it be alright if she called you back? This won't take long." Amanda hung up before he had time to respond, and Sasha stared at her friend with wide eyes. "You are not turning this down," Amanda hissed, glaring at her. "Sasha Keane, you stubborn idiotic fool. You cannot turn this job down. Rob and Ciara will tell you the same thing. In fact—"

Amanda was already scrolling through her contact list and dialing Ciara's number. Sasha tuned her cousin out, trying to gather her wits. This was the opportunity of a lifetime, but... she'd be missing Ciara and Rob's wedding.

"Talk to her." Amanda shoved the phone in front of her face. Sasha took it gingerly and lifted it to her ear.

"Ciara." She bit her lip anxiously, guilt spiraling up her spine.

"Sasha, stop it. Amanda's right. You can't turn this down. This is your big break."

"But it's your wedding. I don't want to miss it, and I want you to have the best photographs. And besides—"

"Sasha Keane. You get Gio on the phone and tell him you're doing his brother's wedding. Then you get on the phone with every photographer you know and find me the best replacement you can." She laughed. "Worst case scenario, we'll ask all the guests to take pictures and send them to us."

Sasha winced. "Don't joke about this."

Ciara laughed louder. "Don't worry so much, Sash. You'll make it up to me."

"Anything," Sasha promised. She returned the phone to a triumphant Amanda and started scrolling through her own phone, but she was shaking so hard she couldn't even object when Amanda nudged her into a seat and took the phone from her. Sasha stared at her hands in disbelief, lacing her fingers together to stop the trembling.

A celebrity wedding...how...why...oh my god. Could she even do this?

"Hi, Gio. This is Amanda." Sasha's head flew up at the sound of her cousin's voice. Her tone was professional this time, with not a hint of flirtatiousness. "Yes. She'll do it."

Sasha couldn't hear Gio's side of the conversation, but she watched as Amanda reached for paper and a pen and started taking notes. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to suppress the panic crowding in on her.

A celebrity wedding. If she could pull this off, she'd never again worry about missing her mortgage payments. But, if she messed this up everyone and their dog would know. That was a sobering thought.
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January 2010, London

Sasha pushed through the crowded pub and winced as a stray elbow connected with the back of her head. A crowd like this was not unusual at nine o'clock on a Friday night in rainy London, but still... a little wiggle room would be a fine thing. She tossed her wet hair over her shoulder, and water dripped down her face, but she only laughed it off and grinned at her flatmate, Lizzie, before diving back into the crowd. She was heading for the snug at the back of the pub— a favorite hangout spot for the art students from her college.

From behind her, Sasha heard Lizzie laughing, flirting now with the guys they'd interrupted. Loud laughter followed in their wake, and Sasha found herself grinning again. It felt so good to be away from home. Away from the little town she'd grown up in where everyone knew everything about her. Here, in London, she was just Sasha from Ireland. Not Sasha, daughter of Martin and Niamh Keane. 

You remember Niamh, don't you? Lovely woman. So sad. And Martin, he runs the boat tours in the harbor. Yes, of course, you know him. Sure, he's been running those tours for thirty years now. And Sasha used to work on the boat with him. You would always see her on the weekends clambering all over the boat, a wee little monkey she was. No fear of the water. Everyone told Martin he should find someone to mind that girl on the weekends. But would he listen? The stubborn old git. But, ah, sure, it did her no harm in the end. Lovely girl, Sasha. Her mother would have been so proud, and sure, you know, Martin never stops talking about her. Proud as punch he is that she got into that fancy art college in London.

Sasha grimaced at the voices in her head. Other girls said they had their mother's voice in their heads. Sasha couldn't remember her mother, but she did have the voices of at least a dozen other women in her head. Good women, but still... She shook her head, trying to clear it of the past. This was her time. She was nineteen and free. In London, no one knew her. There was no one to report back to her father. Here she could be anyone she wanted to be. Anyone at all.

Sasha was grinning as she finally pushed through the crowd and burst into the snug. It was packed, of course, but that didn't matter. She knew most of the faces crowded around the booth. Placing her pint on the table, she turned to grin at Lizzie, but her friend was staring at someone behind her. Sasha turned to follow her gaze. 

"No, Lizzie. Not Gio," she said sternly. "He'll rock your world for one night and then break your heart."

Lizzie laughed at that. "I don't have a heart." She wiggled her eyebrows and then shimmied her hips. Predictably, Gio's
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