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Miranda:                         I pitied thee,


Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour


One thing or other. When thou didst not, savage,


Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like


A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes


With words that made them known. But thy vile race,


Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures


Could not abide to be with….





William Shakespeare, The Tempest, I.2, 353-60
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The scuffle was easily broken up, over almost before it had begun. Neither man seemed to have the strength to fight properly. It was a half-hearted attempt. And after they had been pulled apart – nothing. Nothing but the faint, distant hum of the cicadas, the slow, heavy breathing of the onlookers, the jagged, shallow rasping of the combatants. All else was empty. And the emptiness had a different sound, something all its own: a hiss, vaguely ominous, unsettling. That was all there was. Emptiness. Emptiness, breath and the hiss of silence.






















Travelling Companion





It was a very early start: the flight left at five o’clock. So they had to be at the airport by three in the morning, which meant, for Michael, leaving the house at a quarter past one. Almost not worth bothering going to bed at all, with such an early flight. But he did go to bed – not ridiculously early, but early enough and then found, to his irritation, that he could not sleep.


Irritation quickly became despair. He had only fourteen days ahead of him to enjoy, two of which would be disrupted by travel, and if he was exhausted, there was no telling how many precious hours would be ruined. He was unused to sleeplessness. Normally routine-bound, he was usually out by eleven and he always woke seven minutes before his alarm was due to sound. But now his head would not shut down. It whirred with all sorts of silliness. Had he packed the right things? Did he need to bring shampoo, just in case? Would there be any posh evenings? Did he need to bring something smarter? What about women, if they met any women …?


In the end, Michael nodded off at around midnight. The alarm sounded forty minutes later, dragging him unwillingly back to consciousness. Heavy with sleep, he felt only resentment suddenly that he had agreed to this holiday at all. Too many hassles, too much to organise. And Patrick, the bugger, had got away lightly. Yes, he might have booked it and sorted all those details, but Michael had taken responsibility for getting them both up and to the airport in time, even though to do so took him right out of his way.


Patrick lived south of the city and had no car, so Michael had gamely proposed that he collect him. At least that way they could be sure that both were there, and avoid any last-minute panic if one or the other was late. Even though at this hour of the morning the drive was quick, Michael could not help but feel a surge of anger with his friend that he should put him out in this way.


Was Patrick his friend? The notion sounded strange to his ears, but yes, he supposed he was. They were colleagues first and foremost, the only two unmarried men who worked the warehouse floor. By virtue of that status, they had been thrown together in the beginning. The other lads all teased them that they could go out on the pull together, ribbing them that they envied them their freedom. Michael knew that they were lying. They were so pathetically grateful to be married, all of them; grateful to be able to indulge themselves in pure comfort, never having to make an effort, having someone to take care of them. There had been no real pleasure when they had been single, no matter what they said.


At first, Michael had looked on Patrick with cool curiosity. Patrick was small, lean and energetic; he strode across the floor as if he always had somewhere important to get to. For all that the other men teased them, they barely exchanged greetings those first couple of weeks; the odd nod, the occasional ‘how are ya?’ So it was with some surprise that Michael found himself accepting Patrick’s offer of a drink one Friday evening after work.


The local pub had been packed and rowdy, the clientele emphatically declaring that the weekend started here. But they had managed to find themselves a small corner table, squeezed in beside the snug and the ladies’ loos, and there, armed with their pints, they began to talk. Patrick was twenty-seven – older than Michael by four years – though he didn’t look it. Born in the city, he had been living farther afield, with relatives, until very recently. His father had died when Patrick was young and his mother hadn’t been able to cope on her own; hence his being brought up, on and off, by his grandparents. But he had moved back to the city a year ago, and planned to settle there. He liked it, he claimed; he felt he’d finally come home.


Patrick was a man who liked doing; a man of action, he needed to feel in charge. He was ambitious, and saw the job they were both in as a stepping-stone to better things. He planned to set up his own business one day. He had it all worked out: he just needed to get a bit more experience and put by a little bit of cash and ‘the banks’ll do the rest,’ he airily declared.


Michael hadn’t known what to say. He had no expertise in business and no experience of men like Patrick: young, hungry, ambitious. As they talked, or rather, as Patrick talked, Michael felt the heat of embarrassment spreading through him. Michael was a big man, prone to sweating, and he could feel the back of his shirt sticking to him. But Patrick didn’t seem to notice, and nor did he want to turn the conversation onto Michael, which was a relief. By the end of the evening – for it had turned into a full evening – Michael had relaxed a little, and was even able to laugh and attempt to banter (with Patrick taking the lead) with some of the drunker women on their way in and out of the toilets.


For the first time in his life Michael had taken a taxi home, being too drunk to walk, and as he lolled in the back seat, savouring the luxuriousness of it, he had felt a surge of pleasure. Now he understood what the other lads went on and on about, the Friday and Saturday night ‘sessions’ they so looked forward to. It was simple. All you had to do was sit there and drink and natter, or listen to other people natter. There was no secret, no real mystery. Just people getting drunk together. But for Michael it was a revelation.


So he and Patrick became buddies, proper friends, sharing private jokes and tall tales. The men on the warehouse floor teased them, calling them a couple of old fishwives or cronies. They ate their lunches together and went out every Friday night. And now, nearly a year into their friendship, they were going on holiday.


Michael had barely ever left the city, let alone the country. Up until the moment Patrick had proposed their trip, he had never really thought about travelling abroad. His holidays were spent at home in front of the telly. He enjoyed them, but was always ready to go back to work after a week. He had never before taken off two weeks straight, and had never thought to actually go away anywhere. Patrick had laughed at his surprise when he suggested taking a little package trip. He had had to explain that package meant ‘package holiday’, and had tormented him for weeks on end about the misunderstanding.


‘C’mere – Mikey thinks I’ve asked him to drug-smuggle for me!’


Everybody roared. But eventually Michael’s little slip was forgotten in the excitement of planning, organising and fantasising about the trip. They had booked through one of the local travel agents, who, Patrick assured him, would get them the cheapest deal. Together, they chose their destination country, but as part of the terms of their package, their actual accommodation would be told to them only on arrival. All they knew is that they would be self-catering. This small, unknown aspect added to the sense of adventure, although Patrick would occasionally sigh, shaking his head with a weary sense of doubt. ‘You can get landed with a terrible kip, you know.’ Patrick had been on packages before – well, once before, with a girlfriend, to Ibiza. And he’d been to Greece before, too, when he was a teenager; three times to the very island they were going to.


Patrick’s mother had had a Greek boyfriend for a while, though it hadn’t lasted – none of her relationships had. But during the year or so she had been with him, she, Patrick and the boyfriend had all holidayed in the boyfriend’s place on the island. Unfortunately for Patrick, the house had been away from the main towns, and he hadn’t been impressed with the scabby little village and half-dug quarry that was on offer for his entertainment. Driving from the airport to the boyfriend’s place, the teenage Patrick had glimpsed riotous scenes: endless strips of nightclubs and bars, the wild hedonism of young holidaymakers. He had been obsessed with the place ever since, determined to go back and sample its delights as an adult. And though Patrick was full of worries about the possibility of landing in a dump of a hotel, Michael didn’t care. He was nervous, but not because of the accommodation. He had never in his life spent two full weeks in the constant company of someone else.


Patrick was bleary-eyed and snappy when Michael picked him up. They drove quietly to the airport and Michael parked in the long-term car park, shocked to discover how expensive it was going to be to leave the vehicle there for the fortnight. It would have been far cheaper for them to have taken taxis in and out. But Patrick was too irritable to share Michael’s concern, striding off towards the terminal without a backward glance. Michael supposed they would sort it out when they returned, but he wasn’t happy that the trip had started so unpleasantly.


Inside the airport, Michael was staggered by the crowds there at that early hour. People were everywhere, already dressed for scorching heat, stumbling over their enormous suitcases. White flesh was goose-bumped, fake tan streaked, older children were over-excited and hyperactive, younger ones tired and complaining. The fluorescent terminal lights were unforgiving, and Michael suddenly noticed a smear of egg on the front of his shirt, which he had not seen in the gloom of the car. He’d only worn the shirt once, the day before, and had been careful not to dirty it. Ashamed, he put on his sweater.


After the security checks, they made their way to the gate. There was a little café open and a bar, which was packed. At the sight of it, Patrick perked up.


‘Come on, Mikey boy. A little oil to grease the wheels!’


Michael did not want to drink – his stomach was acidic from lack of sleep, but there was no way to deter Patrick. So he sipped his pint slowly, taking everything in, as Patrick knocked back his beer and ordered another, alert now, bright-eyed, wired.


‘We’re gonna have the best fucking trip of our lives, man!’ Patrick told him. ‘I’m telling you, this is gonna be something else.’


Patrick made a great show of flirting with a couple of girls at the bar who were off on their own holiday, and the girls, excited, already a little drunk, flirted back. Patrick nudged Michael. ‘Isn’t this great?’ Michael wasn’t sure. The girls were loud and mouthy, too much for him. He disliked the way a certain type of girl seemed to think she was too good for everything and everyone, bolshie and aggressive in manner, almost rude. What did they have to be so proud of? They were fat and ugly, nothing to write home about. So why shout about themselves so much? Michael couldn’t get into the spirit of it, not at that early hour. He hoped he’d be able to relax a little more once they were properly on holiday.


Within minutes of settling down on the plane, before they even took off, Patrick was asleep. He’d flown before, many times; there was nothing for him to be excited about. Michael had not, and he watched with awe out of the window as the fields next to the runway rushed by, faster and faster, before suddenly they were lifting off. The roar of the engines was so loud, he was amazed that Patrick could sleep through the noise, but there he was, out like a light.


An hour into the trip and Michael had accustomed himself to the view of the clouds outside. It had been truly staggering, watching the sunrise from way up high, but now there was little outside to hold his attention. The plane was full and he looked at the other holidaymakers who were going to Greece. Lots of young families. A few groups of lads. Some girls, mainly travelling in twos and threes. The girls all wore heavy make-up, and chatted as they put on even more make-up, while reading silly magazines with pictures of famous people in bikinis on the front. They passed around the magazines, pointing out bits of gossip about people they had never met and were never likely to meet. Michael couldn’t see the point of it.


Many passengers were asleep. But across the aisle from him, a young couple about his own age, maybe a little older, sat reading quietly. The woman whispered something to her companion and he chuckled. Smiling, she turned back to her book. There was something very calming about her, Michael felt as he watched. She wore a plain loose dress and a cardigan; her hair pulled back, simple, neat. She had on a little make-up, but not the slap that plastered the other young women. She just sat there quietly, reading a book – no stupid magazines for her – as if she hadn’t a care in the world. She looked like the sort of person who went on holiday all the time.


Michael was surprised and a little disappointed to discover that he had nodded off and missed the landing. Patrick was wide-awake and nudged him brusquely: ‘Get up off your arse!’ Groggy, Michael grabbed his hand luggage and they disembarked. The mood had changed. The placidity of the journey had become impatience, and people jostled one another to get a move on.


They had to wait an age for their luggage. Patrick was pissed off because the little shop in the baggage hall wasn’t yet open and he couldn’t get anything to drink. Nor could he smoke, and he was itching for a fag. ‘Fucking shite that you can’t have a smoke any more. Fucking European bollocks.’ But eventually, the bags came; Patrick’s battered and worn, the mark of a well-travelled man; Michael’s shiny and brand new. They made their way to the arrivals hall, where, according to Patrick, they would be met by a holiday rep from their travel agency and taken to their hotel. They pushed their way through the other tourists and found their lady: a plump, middle-aged Englishwoman, tired and harassed. She took their names, checking them off her list. And suddenly looked up.


‘Patrick? Patrick Connor?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Oh dear … oh … look. You’ll have to come with me.’


It all happened so fast. Michael was left standing with the bags as Patrick was taken to one side. The lady seemed very upset, and she was quickly joined by a colleague, a younger woman, who seemed more in control of herself. Then a policeman came up. Patrick did not once glance over, and Michael felt his heart pounding faster and faster. All that joking about a package holiday, Michael’s foolish mistake about drug-smuggling. Had he been right? Patrick couldn’t have been so stupid, could he?


Then suddenly, Patrick was gone, whisked off behind a desk and through a door. Michael looked around him, uncertain. Other holidaymakers, who were waiting for the same rep, were becoming impatient.


‘Where did she bloody disappear to? We’ve not been crossed off the list!’


Flushed and red-eyed, the rep came back to her spot, only to be surrounded by the rest of her charges. ‘It’s Smith … Smith. Four of us – we’re definitely on there.’ As politely as she could, she held them off, and approached Michael, who was rooted to the spot, bewildered.


‘Are you Michael?’


‘Yes.’


‘My dear – would you come with me?’


‘What’s happened? Has something happened?’


The others looked at him curiously. They supposed he was some sort of troublemaker. He could feel the sweat dripping down his back as he obediently followed her, like a naughty schoolboy on his way to the headmaster.


He was taken into a little office behind one of the sales desks. Patrick was sitting in the corner, his head in his hands, and didn’t look up when Michael came in.


‘What’s going on?’


The holiday rep put her hand on his arm to quieten him. He looked at it with surprise.


‘Michael, your friend Patrick here has had some very bad news, I’m afraid. His mother passed away this morning.’


Michael took this in. A policeman came into the room, with a couple more official-looking people. They were going to put Patrick on the next flight home. They were kindly and solicitous, the officials, taking care of things smoothly, sensitive to the situation. Michael didn’t know what to say, to them or to Patrick, who seemed in a state of shock. He hovered, uncertain, scared. The holiday rep took control and with that gentle gesture that had startled him, put her hand on his arm again.


‘I know it’s a terrible situation, dear, but we really can only accommodate poor Patrick’s return trip for the moment. It’s the height of the season you know – everything’s absolutely jammed solid. But never you mind, we’ll keep an eye out and if there’s anything in a couple of days …’


And so it was that Michael was alone for his first ever holiday abroad.




[image: ]





As usual, they had been extremely early arriving at the airport. Georgie was a stickler for punctuality, and invariably made them leave far too soon for their destination. The thought of being late panicked her, and Rob had learned to give in to this necessary assuagement of her anxiety. It was minor in the greater scheme of things, he reasoned, and certainly better than having a row; winding her up and having her sulk for hours after the panic had subsided. He preferred to give in and make her happy. Far easier that way. So after checking in – and they were pretty much the first – they had spent a relaxed hour or so pottering around the airport bookshop, having a coffee and generally amusing themselves. They liked to travel and, far from merely tolerating airports, they genuinely enjoyed them, giving themselves over to the experience of the journey, refusing to fight it as an inconvenience that held them up in getting from one place to another.


Both of them needed this holiday. They had been working flat out for most of the year: Rob on a major project for the pharmaceutical company that employed him as a consultant engineer, Georgie on a deadline for a children’s book she was illustrating. Though their work was very different, there had been, of late, a certain competitiveness between them as to who was busier, the more in demand. They vied for status, good-naturedly enough for the most part, but when they were really stressed, there was an undercurrent of resentment. Though Georgie could not claim that her work saved lives, as Rob just about could (if the vaccine he was developing was successful), she certainly had the high ground when it came to hours spent labouring. For the last six weeks she had toiled late into the night on top of her normal day’s work, crawling into bed and invariably disturbing Rob from sleep. He didn’t mind, though. He slept better when she was with him.


They hadn’t been to Greece before, though this was not their first holiday together. The previous year they had snatched a week in Spain, too brief for total relaxation, and almost instantly forgotten about once they had returned home. But the year before that, they’d had two blissful weeks in Sardinia, lounging by the pool and doing nothing but eating, sleeping, swimming and making love. That Sardinian trip had been their first proper time away as a couple. They hadn’t been together very long when they went, but it was that trip they hoped now to recreate: idleness, peace and quiet, and some good, old-fashioned fun together. They could do with it. They’d hardly spent any proper time together for weeks.


But for all that, for all the minor stresses and strains of their day-to-day lives and work, it was with no little sense of pride that Rob reflected that they did pretty well as a couple. They were still in love, still enjoyed one another’s company, liked their shared routine, for the most part. And if their ardour had cooled somewhat, it was far more to do with the demands of their lives than with any sense of disillusionment or boredom with one another. There was not a great deal they did not know about each other any more – very little mystery left to discover – certainly when it came to matters of taste and preference. In most ways, their individual rhythms and routines had merged so well it was impossible to tell who had compromised where. So yes, granted, the heat of passion was less than it had been at the start, but after nearly three years that was only to be expected, and it wasn’t something that worried Rob unduly. They had to make that bit of extra effort, that was all. Hence the importance of the holiday, of carving out some time together.


Rob had not yet asked Georgie to marry him, though friends and family were gently prompting him to with more regularity now. His hesitation was not to do with the strength of his feelings, or with any private reluctance to commit. The truth was (and it was a truth he had not shared with anyone; indeed, he refused to examine it in too much detail himself): the truth was that Rob was not entirely certain that Georgie wanted to marry him. There was nothing she had said or done that had given him this sense, but it was there: a nagging, underlying feeling that he might somehow be misjudging things by pressing for marriage; that she was happy for the moment, but would make no promises. He reasoned that it was more than likely his own resistance prompting such feelings, but he couldn’t be sure. Not sure enough, anyway. So he hadn’t asked her. Not yet.


Such thoughts, however, were far from his mind as they settled into the flight. They were both armed with holiday reading, and plunged into their respective novels as soon as their seat-belts were fastened. Rob had chosen a thriller, trashy but fun, and was hooked by the end of the first page. Georgie was reading what he could only describe as a ‘woman’s book – chick lit’, even though she chided him for the phrase. It was something about a lost child, not his bag at all – no escapism there. They sat companionably side by side, Georgie reaching for his hand on take-off, an old routine. She was occasionally a nervous flyer, and had become superstitious about holding his hand for take-offs and landings, as if their shared grasp had some sort of power to prevent engine failure or fire or God knew what. Still, they had never (touch wood) been in a plane accident, so perhaps there was some merit to it. And Rob liked it – he liked indulging her – but more than that, he enjoyed the feeling that they had their private ways of doing things. Though both were tired, they were too tired to sleep, so they chatted to one another a little during the flight, spending the rest of the time reading. And, of course, they were excited about their holiday and wanted to save their energy for their arrival. They didn’t want to waste a day.


The only hitch in the journey was an unexpected delay once they arrived. They had got their baggage without too much fuss, and were searching around in the arrivals hall for their holiday rep, but no sooner had they spotted her than she left with one of their fellow passengers, returning only to fetch a second man. There were irritated murmurings from some of the other travellers. Nobody seemed to know what was going on, and as the delay increased, the speculations got wilder. Georgie, normally placid in the face of unexpected hold-ups, was feeling the strain of the early start, and was itching to get to their hotel. She looked around angrily, her exasperation visible. ‘Unbelievably annoying,’ she muttered, to no one in particular.


Finally, after what felt like an age, the holiday rep came back with the second man in tow, who looked shaken and pale. She apologised for the delay but made no attempt to explain it, and began ticking their names off her list, then herding them onto the coach outside. Georgie and Rob, opening their welcome package and listening to the rep blather on at the front of the coach, discovered that they were going to be among the last to be dropped off at the Hotel Bougainvillea. Upon hearing the name, Georgie’s irritation faded and she laughed, singing softly in Rob’s ear: ‘Welcome to the Hotel Bougainvillea! Such a lovely place, such a lovely face …!’


The journey took almost an hour in the coach, through some of the most unprepossessing countryside the island had to offer, but they didn’t mind. The sun shone brightly, and, to them, everything looked beautiful. Rob squeezed Georgie’s hand as they caught their first glimpse of the sea, and raised his eyebrows at her as it promptly disappeared from view, blocked by high-rises. There were several drop-offs along the way – Rob was quietly relieved to note that the very loud Glaswegian family with five young children was not staying in their residence – and eventually, there were only five of them left for Bougainvillea: Rob and Georgie, an older couple, and the solitary man who had been led away and then brought back at the airport.


‘Strange to be travelling alone,’ Georgie whispered, as they pulled up outside the hotel.


Rob shrugged. ‘Maybe he’s joining someone?’


‘No, his friend – I think it was his friend – was with him on the flight. He’s the guy they took away.’


Rob glanced at the man with vague interest. There was nothing special about him, as far as he could tell: nothing to mark him out as an obvious troublemaker. Heavy-set, mid-twenties, maybe, or even younger, bad skin, but he didn’t look like your average lager lout, or at least didn’t give off that vibe.


‘I feel sorry for him,’ Georgie whispered.


‘Yeah, it’s a bit strange’ was Rob’s only pronouncement as they made their way to reception. 
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The hotel was small but pretty, the building laid out as three sides of a rectangle, overlooking a swimming pool in front. True to its name, rich, pink bougainvillea plants cascaded down one side of the whitewashed façade. In fact, it was more of a self-catering affair than a fully functioning hotel, with small self-sufficient apartments rather than rooms. There seemed to be few staff about to help or provide service and there was no restaurant on-site for lunch or dinner. Guests would have to eat out or cook; all the apartments were equipped with a little kitchen unit. Clearly, the residence was used to hosting holidaymakers on a budget. For Michael, it was beyond anything he could have imagined.


There were two single beds in his bedroom. Next door, a small living area with a sofa and table, and a basic galley kitchen. A separate bathroom with a shower he’d never seen the like of before: the plughole was just in the floor, right next to the toilet. No bath. But off the living room-cum-kitchen, a balcony overlooked the swimming pool. Directly opposite was the facing wing of the hotel, and Michael could see into other people’s balconies, strewn with flapping towels and beach gear. Beyond, in the distance, was the sea. It was unlike any view he’d ever seen before, and he stood out there for a long time that first morning, taking it all in.


He had barely had a chance to speak to Patrick before they’d whisked him away. Patrick had been as white as a sheet, and had half-muttered that, if he could, he’d try and get back out, but Michael knew there was no chance of that. Patrick liked to play the hard man, but he had been close to his mother, particularly in recent years, when he’d got to know her as an adult. His devastation was palpable. Michael, stunned by the rapid turn of events, hadn’t known what to say. A mumbled ‘mind yourself’, and a quick pat on the shoulder was all he’d been able to muster.


He supposed he should unpack. He hadn’t expected it to be quite so hot. It was a dry, scorching heat, not like good weather back home, what little of it there was. When he had first stepped off the plane, he’d felt it slam in his face with an unexpected force.


He took off his jeans and put on his shorts. The only shoes he had with him were trainers, which would do, he reckoned, though most of the men down by the pool seemed to be in sandals or flip-flops. Luckily, he’d thought ahead and changed some money at the airport, so he knew he’d be all right for the first day or so, and if he needed to buy some sandals, he could, as long as they weren’t too expensive. There had to be some place to buy shoes on the island.


After hanging up his clothes, Michael thought he’d better get to know the neighbourhood a little, and pick up a few supplies, since there was nothing available at the hotel. The thought of eating alone every night, in restaurants packed with happy families, friends and couples, unnerved him. Inwardly, he cursed Patrick’s mother for having picked such an inconvenient moment to pass on, then immediately felt guilty and apologised to her in his head.


Tucked just behind the little hotel complex was a well-stocked supermarket. Unfortunately, all the labelling was in Greek, and Michael had to select his purchases based on sight alone. For the most part, he could manage, but milk was a problem. He was hesitating over a carton, uncertain as to whether it was normal milk or something strange, when he heard a voice behind him.


‘Hello there!’


He turned, startled, and the carton slipped from his hands, sweaty from the heat. Milk spilled everywhere. Shame-faced, he bent down, at a loss as to how to clean up the mess. The young woman crouched down too; it was she who had spoken to him. He recognised her from the plane: she’d been the one across from him, sitting next to her husband or whomever, reading. The calm one. The one with the loose dress.


‘I shouldn’t worry about it. Someone’ll mop it up.’ She picked up the broken carton briskly and put it to one side. ‘You were on the same flight as us. I think we’re in the same hotel.’


She smiled at him. Up close, he could see that she was a little older than he had thought – late twenties, maybe even thirty. She had circles under her eyes, and there were little lines at their corners, but the eyes themselves were a lovely hazel colour, rich and warm. She thrust out her hand.


‘I’m Georgie.’


Hesitating slightly, still thrown by the unexpected nature of the encounter, Michael finally shook her hand, conscious that his palm was hot and sticky with milk.


‘Michael.’


‘Nice to meet you, Michael. Was it milk you were after? Here, why don’t I give you a hand?’


They picked up the last few bits and pieces they needed and made their way to the checkout. Georgie explained that her boyfriend Rob had fallen asleep back in their room, leaving her to do all the sorting out, the unpacking and the shopping, though she said she didn’t mind, because she liked to get settled quickly. She let Michael go ahead of her at the till, and he waited for her as she paid, confessing that this was his first time abroad.


‘Really? Really and truly? You’ve never been abroad before?’


Michael flushed crimson. She took him by the elbow, steering him gently away from the checkout, where other customers were impatiently jostling for space to pack their bags.


‘And am I right in thinking that your friend – you were travelling with a friend …?’


‘Patrick. His mother died. They told him when we landed and put him straight on the next plane back. There wasn’t room for me.’


‘My God! The poor thing. And poor you – stranded here all alone. Your first time away, too. I can’t imagine how awful that must be.’


Michael shrugged. She still had her hand on his arm, and he was conscious of its pressure, its warmth. It felt comfortable, her hand on him, easy, casual. Not like the lady at the airport, the holiday rep, whose touch had made him jump.


‘Michael, listen.’ She was looking at him seriously. ‘If there’s anything you need – any help, any questions – please don’t hesitate. I’ve been to Greece before. I mean, I’m no expert, but if you need anything. And if you want a bit of company, don’t be shy. We’ll be down at the pool most days anyway. Not planning to go very far.’ She smiled at him, sincere. Michael didn’t know what to say. She squeezed his arm, friendly.


He looked at her. ‘Thank you. You’re very kind.’
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Though mid-afternoon, the sun was still extremely hot. Michael had avoided the midday heat, sitting in the cool of his apartment, eating some bread and cheese. He’d picked up a pair of cheap sunglasses at the supermarket, and when he finished his meal he put them on, wandering out onto his balcony, gazing down at the people below. Most had retreated out of the glare to eat in their apartments. Some were sitting on their balconies, but there were a brave or reckless few who remained by the pool, sunbathing, dozing. A vigorous older gentleman swam laps, taking advantage of the relative peace.


Georgie was down there. Clearly, she didn’t want any lunch. Her skin was milk-white against the black of her bikini, and she lay stretched out, offering her body to the sun. She wore a large straw sunhat, and between that and her sunglasses, Michael could barely make out her face. She was reading, her book held up high so as not to cast a shadow. She seemed oblivious to those around her. Every twenty minutes or so, she would lean forward and check her legs, belly and chest to make sure she wasn’t getting burned, and would reapply a dab or two of sun cream. Her boyfriend was obviously still sleeping. Michael wondered if it wouldn’t be a good idea to go and sit with her, seeing she was on her own, but he didn’t know what on earth he’d talk to her about, and he hadn’t brought a book to hide behind. So he remained on the balcony, watching from behind his sunglasses.


It was nearly four o’clock by the time Georgie’s boyfriend joined her. Rob, that was what she’d said his name was. She looked as though she’d fallen asleep. She had left the poolside only once all afternoon – to her room, Michael presumed – and had come back down alone, clutching a bag of crisps and a drink. But other than that, she had barely stirred, and Michael had had ample opportunity to study her. She lay so still when she was reading, it was as if she were a statue. He noticed that her legs were getting a little red and blotchy, but she seemed unaware of it. She was entirely her own self in her own world, unconcerned (though not unfriendly), utterly self-possessed. Michael had never known anything like it, certainly not from a woman. The girls he knew were what the lads on the floor affectionately termed ‘slappers’: loud, brash and well aware of their charms. He couldn’t imagine any of them stopping to offer a stranger help in a supermarket.


Georgie’s boyfriend was yawning loudly as he approached her, and rather than giving her a kiss or a smile or any other form of greeting, he merely pointed at her legs. Hurriedly, Georgie pulled them up for inspection and seemed annoyed, whether with herself or with him, Michael couldn’t tell. She was about to cover them with a towel when Rob took her by the hand and pulled her to her feet. Michael could hear the half-laugh, half-cry that she let out in protest as she struggled to take off her hat and glasses. But Rob had already tugged her to the edge of the pool and jumped in with barely a backward glance, yanking her behind him, so that she stumbled awkwardly and fell in, ungainly. Michael drew back with distaste. That was not the way to treat a lady.


But then he heard her laughing, and peered back down over the balcony to see her swimming towards Rob, who was lounging nonchalantly against the edge at the deep end. Free of her hat and glasses, Michael could see her face more clearly, and it surprised him a little, being slightly different from the way he had remembered it. She had been so close to him in the supermarket; so close that her features had almost become distorted in his mind as separate entities: her eyes, her skin, her mouth. Seeing them from this distance though, as a whole, he was not disappointed. He studied her closely, even when she reached her partner, and pressed her mouth to his for a kiss.
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Rob had slept exceptionally well: the deep and dreamless sleep of the exhausted. It had taken him a moment or two to remember where he was, but even in his slightly disoriented state, he loved the room he was in. Plain, simple, almost entirely white, with a little wooden table and a small wardrobe. Shutters on the windows, with the sun streaming through them. It was pretty, almost picture perfect. It had been a long time since Rob had felt so peaceful, and when he remembered it was the day of their arrival – that they had the whole holiday stretching out before them – he almost laughed out loud with happiness.


He stood naked for a moment, getting used to his new home, enjoying the luxury of having slept in the middle of the afternoon. Their suitcases were neatly stacked in the corner, the wardrobe full with their clothes. Georgie had unpacked already. Wandering into the little living area, he noted that she had shopped as well. That was Georgie through and through: she could not settle anywhere unless things were secure and organised to her liking. In periods of high stress, her agitation irritated and angered Rob, spilling, as it did, into unnecessary corners of their lives. She could become obsessively insistent about all sorts of trivial things – where they were going, what they were doing, their schedules – and easily threatened by any comment or observation, no matter how innocuous, leading Rob, on a couple of occasions, to call her shrill and shrewish. But now, witness to the small and useful results of her neurosis, Rob simply smiled, savouring the intimacy that enabled him to know her little ways so well.


Outside, the heat was spectacular, but he thrilled to it, feeling every muscle in his body uncoil that first little bit. He knew it would take a good few days before he really began to relax, but he was damned if he wasn’t going to try. Georgie was spread out on a sun lounger and was clearly getting burned. Silly girl, he thought. He’d warned her about it before they’d left. The first four days of their idyllic trip to Sardinia two years ago had been marred by her sunburn: she’d fallen asleep without protection, and her entire left side had been red-raw.


‘Your legs are bad,’ he told her, when he came down.


‘Shit.’ She leaned forward to look, her bikini top slipping slightly. ‘I’ve put loads of cream on. I don’t understand it.’ Her tone was plaintive, piqued.


The paving stones were hot under his feet, and Rob had a sudden impulse to pick up Georgie and hurl her into the pool, book and hat and all. Instead he grabbed her hand.


‘Come on, you.’


‘Rob—’ she protested, but he didn’t give in, pulling her swiftly to the water’s edge. ‘Hang on. My hat!’


The water was shockingly cold, but delicious. Rob surfaced and swam fast and hard to the other end, feeling his blood start to pump, his body beginning to respond to the exercise. Georgie took a moment to get the hair out of her eyes, but then swam gently over to him. He reached out and pulled her close as she approached. She laughed.


‘Isn’t this lovely,’ she said.


He looked around. The pool was quiet. The hotel pretty. The sky bright blue. The water clear.


‘Rob?’ He smiled at her. Good God, apart from her face, the rest of her was very red. He closed his eyes and kissed her.
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Michael ventured downstairs when the little poolside bar reopened for evening drinks. He had eaten another sandwich in his room, having no desire to eat out in a restaurant alone. He had tried to doze, but to no avail; the strangeness of his surroundings and the loneliness of his predicament had prevented sleep. At least he wouldn’t feel so strange and out of place sitting at the bar. People did that – went alone for drinks – either waiting for someone to arrive, or stopping off en route before going somewhere else to meet friends. Solitary drinkers were solitary only for a certain amount of time, it seemed to Michael, except for the sad old men who sat in the pub during the daytime, near where he worked. They really were on their own. No matter, though – he figured he could get away with one or two without appearing too much of a misfit.


After showering, Michael put on a fresh shirt. He had always thought of it as his summer shirt back home, but the cotton seemed too heavy in this heat, even at sunset, and it clung to his skin, almost as if to trap him. He felt silly in his socks and trainers, but what else could he do? He would have to venture out in the morning and see if he could find better footwear. Better summer clothes, for that matter.


A sprightly Greek called Les, according to his name badge, ran the poolside bar. He must have been in his mid-forties, but he was trim and fit in his tight trousers and white shirt. His dark hair glistened – he seemed to use a lot of gel, and the colour was so black it could not possibly be natural. Les was vain about his hair. Michael had noticed him that afternoon on numerous occasions, checking his reflection in a small mirror hung behind the bar. But he was a hard worker; he’d been there all day, serving drinks and snacks, closing only for an hour in the late afternoon, presumably so he could have some dinner, and now he was back, chatting to a couple who, judging by their suntans, had already been on holiday for some time. They were clearly on their way out to dinner; the woman was very dressed up. Les had turned on the fairy lights that were gaily hung around the front of the little building, and the radio blared jaunty Greek pop music from a local station. All in all, there was a certain tatty charm to the place.


‘Aha! You must be one of the new arrivals.’ Les’s English was excellent, although his accent was an odd hybrid of Greek, inner-city London and possibly American. ‘Come, sit – have a drink, my friend.’


Michael pulled up a barstool, nodding politely to the couple at the table, who smiled at him.


‘What’s your poison?’ Les grinned, showing off his fluent vernacular.


‘Oh … just a pint of something, please.’


‘No pints, only bottles. Why you don’t try something local? We have some excellent beers.’


Les handed him an ice-cold bottle before Michael could refuse. ‘Is very good – try. You don’t like it, no problem, I give you another.’


Michael shrugged and took a sip. He wasn’t a discerning drinker and it tasted much like every other beer he had ever had.


‘It’s good, no?’


‘Yes. It’s good.’


Les nodded. The couple stood up to go. ‘We’re heading off now, Les.’


‘Have a good night. Remember to try the calamari salad! Tell Nico not to put too much sauce on it.’


‘We will. Thanks for the tip.’


They nodded their goodbyes, and Michael watched as they made their way around the pool towards the exit, the man’s arm slung causally over his partner’s shoulder.


‘They make a good couple, no?’ Les was leaning over the bar, watching as well.


‘I s’pose.’


‘She has good ass, he has good assets!’ Les burst out laughing at his witty turn of phrase. Michael blushed, a little uncertain. Les reached over and clapped him on the back. ‘Is the only way to get the good ones, no?’ He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together in the universal sign of money. Michael shrugged. Les continued, unperturbed.


‘Is why I work like a donkey – all day, all night. You know, even on my day off, I have another job, in my cousin’s pizzeria. I work like a crazy – mainly it’s for me, but also, I must confess, the women like it. They really like it, you know? A man who works hard, has money – they get hot for that.’


Michael sought refuge in his beer, taking a long sip. Patrick would have known how to banter with the man properly, how to handle his sudden shifts and turns and jokes: the light, the serious, the little dance of male conversation that left Michael at such a loss.


‘You – you look like a man who likes to earn his money. Look at you: young, on holidays. The girls will go crazy for a man like you! You going out tonight?’ Without asking, Les handed him another bottle of beer.


‘I dunno. Maybe. I’m still pretty tired—’


‘You on your own?’


Michael sighed. He supposed he couldn’t avoid having to explain. ‘It wasn’t the plan. I was travelling with a mate, but his mum died while we were flying and he had to go home.’


‘Holy Jesus – goddamn bad luck. But still, at least you’re here. And is a good resort here, lots of clubs and young people. You’ll have fun, plenty of fun, my man!’ He winked, lewd, grinning. ‘Lots of English girls here. They like to have fun. Oh yes, the English girls, they’re the ones to go for, my friend. But I guess you know that already, no?’


Michael coughed and stood up. Clearly hanging out at the bar was not going to be an option for him. ‘Maybe I’ll go and check it out. The town, I mean.’’


Les opened his mouth to protest, to tell him to stay longer, drink his second beer – what was the rush? But Georgie was walking towards them, smiling.


‘Hello, Michael. How are you?’


Les immediately busied himself with cleaning some glasses. A charming smile was fixed on his face, all salaciousness banished.


‘Another new arrival!’ he called. ‘And a very beautiful one at that.’


Georgie smiled but raised her eyebrows sardonically. ‘I’ll have a gin and tonic, please,’ she told Les briskly. Slightly taken aback with her refusal to mess about, Les complied, without further comment. She pulled up a stool and sat next to Michael.


‘How’s the local brew?’ she asked, nodding at his beer.


‘Oh … pretty good.’


‘Maybe I should try one.’ She smiled at him. A small flicker of confidence surged within him. He leaned in a little closer, lowering his voice.


‘Actually, I can’t really tell the difference between this one and any of the others we have back home.’


She too leaned forward. ‘Bet it’s cheaper though!’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t paid for them yet – he’s just been handing them to me.’


Les plonked down the gin and tonic on the bar. Georgie took it with a nod of thanks and raised her glass to Michael.


‘Cheers.’


‘Cheers.’


Now that the sun was setting and the light less glaring, Michael could see how burned Georgie was. Her chest and shoulders were a dark crimson. She didn’t seem to mind, though, and hadn’t covered up anything, wearing a short sundress that skimmed her thighs. It had thin straps and was quite low-cut: it was clear she wasn’t wearing a bra. But she didn’t look sluttish to Michael – far from it. She looked cool and elegant. She wasn’t dressing to show off, Michael thought, though on someone else the dress might have looked tarty.


They drank for a moment in companionable silence. Les broke it. He’d been eyeing Georgie, trying to get the measure of her.


‘I was telling your friend here – this town is great for the nightlife.’


‘I’m sure.’ She was polite, but there was no warmth in her tone.


‘You like drinking and dancing? I can tell you very good places to go—’


‘I’m not much of a clubber really.’


‘You don’t like?’ Les was completely taken aback.


‘No.’


‘So what you like to do?’


‘Oh, you know – long meals, walks, cafés. That sort of thing.’


‘Yeah? I know very good places—’


‘Maybe some other time. My boyfriend’s been here before. I think he knows a couple of nice spots.’


Michael was amazed. The ease with which she’d rid herself of the barman dumbfounded him. Les himself, unused to such brisk dismissal, snorted loudly, making his displeasure clear. He checked his hair, self-conscious in humiliation, and disappeared out the back. Georgie glanced around to make sure he was gone.


‘That’s a bit of a fib,’ she told Michael, smiling, conspiratorial. ‘Rob’s never been here in his life. But that man’s non-stop! Every time I came up for a drink today, he wouldn’t leave off. Real sleazebag.’


‘He’s all right, I reckon. Just … likes the ladies, that’s all.’ Something about her presence emboldened him.


Georgie nodded. ‘What a bore.’ She sipped her drink and grimaced slightly. ‘And he makes a rotten gin and tonic!’


‘Shall I get you another?’


‘God no, not from here! Thanks, though. Anyway, Rob’ll be down any second. I wish he’d hurry up. I’m starving.’


Michael shifted a little in his seat. Georgie glanced over at him. ‘What about you?’


‘Me what?’


‘Where are you going to eat this evening?’


‘Oh, I dunno …’ He could feel the heat rising in his cheeks.


‘Must be pretty awful being stuck on your own, particularly on your first night. And it doesn’t seem very lively in this place, which is good for us – me and Rob, I mean – but maybe not for you.’


Michael shrugged. He’d rather avoid this topic of conversation: his solitary status, the odd-man-out. It made him feel worthless, sad. Pathetic.


She studied him for a moment, thoughtful. ‘Though, if you don’t mind my saying, you don’t strike me as the clubbing sort, either. Correct me if I’m wrong.’


‘I don’t mind ’em. Bars – clubs, I mean. Long as they’re not too loud. Although …’ He hesitated, unsure as to whether or not he should confess. But he had started now; he had to finish. ‘I’ve not been to many really. Just a couple of discos round my way. I prefer the local. The pub. That’s where I normally go.’


She was listening to him attentively and he could feel her eyes on him. He was unused to such thoughtful care when it came to conversation. Most girls turned away from him, or sought to bring other people into their chats. He presumed he bored them.


‘That’s nice,’ she told him. ‘It’s nice to have your one cosy spot. Your local.’


‘Don’t you have one?’


Georgie sighed, fiddling with the napkin underneath her glass. ‘I suppose we do. I mean, there’s a pub around the corner that would be our local, if we ever went. I used to have one when I was a student. There was a bar we’d all go to – dirt cheap – grotty little place really, but we’d all hang out there, nearly every night. It was great. Even if we started the evening somewhere else – just for a change of scene – we’d always end up back there for some reason. I knew every inch of that bar by the end of college. Sometimes I’d go in there in between lectures, not to booze or anything, just for a coffee, do a bit of reading. It was popular with our gang. We were the only youngsters who hung out there. Other than that, there’d just be a handful of old men, if anyone at all. Bit sad, I suppose. I guess we thought we were being cool, a bit retro, going to the old man’s pub.’


‘Sounds good.’


‘Yeah. It was. I think it’s closed now. We were probably the only ones keeping it alive.’ She smiled at him and, almost without thinking, he found himself returning her smile. But her eyes suddenly flickered, distracted by something, and he lost her.


‘Rob!’


‘Sorry I took so long.’


She stood to kiss him. Rob put his arm around her. Michael sat up a little straighter, not sure if he too should get up.


‘Darling, this is Michael – you remember – we met in the supermarket. I told you …’ Clearly Rob knew all about Patrick and his mother, had been told of Michael’s sad predicament.


‘Oh yes – hi there. Good to meet you.’ He thrust out his hand. Michael shook it. Rob’s grip was firm. ‘What a shitty start to your holiday.’


‘It’s okay.’


‘And he’s never been abroad before. It’s dreadful.’ Georgie was looking at her boyfriend earnestly, eyes wide with the drama and the unfairness of the whole situation.


‘God, really? Never been out of the country?’


Michael grunted a reply and knocked back the last of his beer. He had no desire to go through it all again, particularly not with him. Georgie tugged at Rob’s sleeve.


‘Darling, he’s all alone here. Maybe ….’


Michael looked up just in time to see Rob shoot a warning glance at his girlfriend, but, instead of being cowed by it, she simply smiled more broadly. Rob closed his eyes and half-laughed, then leaned in and kissed her lightly on the lips.


‘Michael.’ She turned to him, mock serious, unable to hide her enthusiasm entirely. ‘You must come out for dinner with us. You can’t be abandoned on your first night.’


Michael shook his head. He didn’t want to. What on earth would they talk about? And he sensed that the guy, the boyfriend, wasn’t keen on the idea. ‘No, I’m fine, honestly—’


‘We absolutely insist!’


‘No, please. I’ve already eaten anyway—’


‘I won’t take no for an answer!’ She pretended to stamp her foot, playing out a little tantrum. Rob squeezed her shoulder, a gentle warning. ‘Darling—’


‘Ow! Not too hard. Sunburn.’ She grinned up at Rob, then unexpectedly leaned forward and put her hand on Michael’s arm. ‘Come on. We won’t be late or anything. It’s holidays. You’re supposed to meet new people. Please, Michael. For me!’


Michael gazed at her hand for a moment and felt a sudden lurch in his stomach, as if he had been given a piece of devastating news. He took a deep breath.


‘Okay.’
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Rob was surprised at his lack of irritation. This was so bloody typical of Georgie, picking up a stray, adopting the bloody man. Now of course, they’d be fobbing him off for the rest of the holiday, for Georgie had a way of making people feel more wanted than they actually were. Yet even knowing all this, Rob found himself in a happy state of nonchalance. He couldn’t have cared less that the man – Michael, was it? – was coming to dinner with them, even though it was their first night and everything. There were plenty of other nights and, besides, it was only a meal.


Strolling down the little hill that set the hotel slightly apart from the rest of the town, Rob basked in the sheer pleasure of being away from home, in a beautiful location, enjoying the novelty of the break in routine. If they’d been at home now – but Rob still wouldn’t be home, most likely; stuck in the office, grabbing some crappy pizza or something, texting Georgie when he could. He became aware of her laughter; she and Michael had been chatting almost continuously since they’d left the hotel bar. Rob hadn’t been paying the slightest bit of attention.


‘What’s so funny?’ Rob asked.


‘Oh, nothing, really. Michael was just telling me about some of the initiation rites they put the new boys through at the warehouse where he works.’


‘Oh?’


Michael shrugged. ‘Just messing about.’


Georgie giggled. ‘Apparently, the oldest guy on the floor takes the newcomer aside, before he’s even had his tea or been shown round the place properly, and sends him out on a mission – a very serious mission. He has to go out and purchase a pair of sky hooks. Sky hooks!’


‘I’m not sure I … Oh.’


Georgie turned to him, eyes wide, and lightly punched him, playful. ‘You’d be useless, Robbie-me-lad. You’d actually go out and try to buy the things.’


‘I did,’ Michael told them.


‘No!’


‘I did. I went round to all our suppliers. They shook their heads very seriously and sent me packing. I was all over the place by the end of the morning. It was my first day; I thought the boss would be furious. I didn’t know what to do.’


‘What happened? What did you say when you went back?’


‘I didn’t go back. I spent the whole day trawling round the town, desperately looking for sky hooks. But I was lucky in the end. The final shop I went into knew my boss, like, and rang him. Put me on the phone to him and he told me it was all a joke.’


‘God! I think I’d’ve burst into tears.’


‘Or punched someone,’ Rob said. Georgie glanced at him, smiling. He was only teasing.


‘No. Didn’t do either of those. But I did piss in his coffee next time I made him one.’


Michael’s tone was serious. Georgie glanced at Rob, mouth slightly agape, nonplussed.


‘Well. Remind me never to play a joke on you.’


They had reached the bottom of the hill, and the main drag of the town was bustling. Full of tourists. And English bars: ‘British Bulldog’ pubs and large, tacky nightclubs and fast food restaurants. They stopped for a moment, surveying the scene. A large group of lads in football jerseys wandered by, shouting, laughing, already pissed out of their skulls, though it was barely eight o’clock.


‘It’s a bit like home from home, isn’t it?’ Rob whispered to Georgie, sensing her dismay. She took his hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘We’ll find somewhere lovely,’ she told him. ‘Let’s just get off this main bit.’


‘Michael?’ Rob glanced over at him. He was standing transfixed, gazing at the simmering madness in front of him. ‘We think we might try and head down one of the side streets or something.’


Michael nodded but he couldn’t tear his eyes away. There were so many people – so many young men and women – all in one place. He’d never seen anything like it. He was shocked. It was so unexpected, so busy and loud. Watching the groups of people passing by, he suddenly felt again the weight and burden of his loneliness.


After a good half-hour of wandering they found a quiet little taverna, tucked away in a cobbled street in the older part of the town, a couple of blocks from the beach. It seemed ideal. The clientele appeared to be mainly locals, bar one or two rather elderly Germanic-looking couples sitting in silence, eating methodically. They settled down at a table outside and immediately fresh warm bread and olives were placed before them.


‘This is perfect,’ Georgie beamed, munching happily. ‘I think we might have found our favourite place.’


‘It’s only the first night, sweetheart. There are other places to try.’


‘Yes, but everybody needs a local, don’t they, Michael?’


She smiled at him conspiratorially. Michael half-nodded, but he was too preoccupied with the menu to pay close attention. He hadn’t heard of most of the things on it and wondered what on earth he was going to eat. Rob watched him. There was something stolid and lumpen about the man which was beginning to grate on him. He was being unfair, he knew, but the size of Michael, his heft and weight, his ungainly proportions, made Rob irrationally irritable: an irritability he was beginning to have to work to fight. After all, the guy was perfectly pleasant company, genial, not too pushy, mild-mannered enough. There was no sense of the competitiveness that Rob was used to in his dealings with other men in his life: clients, colleagues, even friends. It surprised Rob, now that he was thinking about it, how an undercurrent of rivalry was so present in his everyday life. Rivalry over nothing in particular – status a little bit, he supposed – but it was more abstract, more amorphous than that. The men he knew were ever on alert, always ready to leap or pounce, to make sure they were top dog, even if it were only in conversation.


Georgie had summoned the waiter for some drinks. ‘I feel like some red – how about you, darling?’


Rob nodded his assent, but also asked for a beer. ‘Red wine do you, Michael?’ he asked him.


‘Oh … yes. Yes, fine.’


He was hesitant, Rob noticed. If he wanted to, he could press him on it, make him squirm a little – the man clearly hadn’t a clue – but he resisted the impulse and instead opened the menu.


‘What are you thinking?’ he asked Georgie, who was in an agony of indecision. She’d already read the menu through at least twice.


‘Salad for me to start, then maybe some mussels … Or the lamb looks good …’


Rob knew Georgie would take a while to decide and probably change her mind at the last minute, depending on what he ordered. They would have to get different things so that she could try some of his. She had a good appetite, and always cleared her plate before him, happy to ‘help’ him finish. Rob looked at her as she studied the menu. He hadn’t really looked at her all evening, not properly. Her hair had come loose a little at the back, and had curled in the heat. Though she was burned, the gentle light spilling out of the restaurant softened the colour to a darkish red, almost bronze, if you didn’t look too closely. Her mascara had smudged a little under her eyes, thanks to the heat, but the effect was charming and louche, rather than messy. Altogether she looked fuss-free and lovely. Just lovely. Rob reached out and put his hand over hers, suddenly longing to be alone with her.


‘All right, darling?’


She barely glanced up. She was hungry. But she smiled that little half-smile that told Rob she was simply, purely happy.
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They woke early, both still in work mode, and decided to take their breakfast down to the pool. They had slept exceptionally well, being full after their meal of the night before; the portions at the little taverna had been enormous. Dinner and the wine had made them drowsy, even though Rob had already slept most of the day away. But they had a lot of missed sleep to catch up on.


The evening had gone well enough. They had managed to sustain polite chitchat throughout dinner, and Michael had raised no objections when they suggested heading straight back to the hotel without a nightcap somewhere else. And once back, having said their polite goodbyes, Rob and Georgie had thrown themselves into bed, discovering that they were not quite as tired as they had thought. Rob smiled at the memory as he stretched out on his sun lounger, basking in the heat.


‘I want to do absolutely nothing today.’


‘Fine by me. I wasn’t planning on anything anyway.’ Georgie was lying rather uncomfortably on her front, determined to even up her skin tone.


‘You sure you’ve put enough cream on?’ he asked, concerned about the tender backs of her thighs.


‘I’m covered in the bloody stuff. No chance of burning – promise.’


He reached out and stroked her arm gently, utterly relaxed. It was so simple, lying under a hot sun. That was all it took. Why didn’t they do this more often?


‘Maybe we’ll go up for a nap later,’ he whispered to her suggestively. She smiled, coy, encouraging. Back home, their love-making had been a bit fraught of late, done more out of a sense of duty than of pleasure. They were both too tired, too stressed out, their heads not really in it. But here, it was different. Here, they really wanted to. He did, anyway. In fact, he’d surprised himself with the heat of his desire the night before; he’d been ready for her again almost as soon as they had finished. Georgie had laughed with delight. It had been a long time since they’d been in that situation, and she welcomed him a second time, with almost as much passion as the first. She’d been the one to call a halt to things in the end, laughing that she was worn out, getting sore. Afterwards, they’d sprawled out together on the bed, tired and spent, but reluctant to fall asleep just yet. That marvellous sense of holiday freedom was growing on them, that sense that they could do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. So they’d stayed up talking, giggling, like two naughty schoolchildren breaking the rules.


‘He’s a funny one, isn’t he?’ Rob had said to her of Michael. ‘Bit of an odd-bod.’


‘I think he’s sweet. Shy. He means well. God, I don’t know what I’d do if I were stuck here alone.’


‘You’d be all right. You’d pick yourself up a toy-boy within minutes. Have a whale of a time!’


‘What – one of the lager louts? Hmmm, now I come to think about it ….’ He’d goosed her and she’d squealed, laughing. ‘I don’t know, though. I don’t know if they could compete with you. Twice in one night! Who’d credit it?’ Now it was her turn to goose him. They’d rolled around, laughing, both wondering in the back of their minds if they could manage a third round, both pulling apart, too tired to muster the energy.


‘You’ve got to feel sorry for him though, Rob. He’s a bit hopeless. Doesn’t know which way is up.’


‘As long as he doesn’t bother us. We didn’t come on holiday to make a new best friend.’


‘Come off it. He’s not going to. He’s scared of his own shadow. And anyway, since when are you so anti making friends? You should be more open to things.’


‘I’ll follow your lead there, shall I, my love?’


She’d laughed. She liked it sometimes when he was dirty, not too often, but in the right mood. ‘Don’t be so bloody cheeky, Robert!’


Georgie had fallen asleep quite quickly after that, but Rob had taken a bit longer to settle. He had been thinking of the last few months, which suddenly, quite miraculously, seemed very far away. The pressures that had so consumed him felt like nothing now, although certain bits and pieces that he’d had to leave unfinished before departing nagged at him. He knew he was liable to get the odd phone call from some of his colleagues in the first couple of days, knew that at any moment he could be dragged back into the grim realities of the daily grind. The thought of having to make the effort, having to switch back into work mode, even temporarily, made him exhausted. He liked his work, for the most part, but lately it had all been a bit too much.


Georgie was sleeping now, by the pool. Sun cream notwithstanding, the backs of her legs were turning red, and Rob covered them gently with her sarong, trying not to disturb her. It was still early enough that the pool was quiet. The older couple who had been on the coach with them were sitting reading in the shade. A young family paddled in the shallow end, both toddlers in armbands. Rob picked up his book. He had been enjoying it on the plane, but now, as he opened it, he couldn’t seem to focus, couldn’t seem to get a handle on the words, the sentences. He wasn’t quite ready to concentrate. Idly, he watched as Les, or whatever his name was (was Les even his real name? It didn’t sound very Greek), opened up the little poolside bar, sticking on the radio. It wasn’t loud, but it was irritating to have bland pop music disturb the silence of the morning. Rob was tempted to go over and say something, but no one else appeared to be bothered, so he held off.


Another young family came out on to one of the balconies. These kids were older than the toddlers in the pool; a boy of around ten and a girl of eight or so, and Rob could just about discern from their quiet chatter that they were English, middle-class, polite. The parents kept them in check, hushing them if they got over-excited, making sure they finished their breakfasts. Rob smiled to himself, remembering being on holidays just like this one when he was the kids’ age, remembering the almost overwhelming excitement of wanting to get down to the pool in the mornings, a need so strong that it almost became anxiety. Hard, as an adult, to recapture the power of that feeling. So easy to forget! Looking up at the children sitting there, squirming with impatience, Rob could see their throbbing anticipation, barely masked by their demure obedience to their parents. Let them enjoy it, he silently urged, let them hurry up and come down. They’ll never feel such unmitigated excitement again.


The children got up from the table, duty done, breakfast eaten. They’d be down any minute. Rob’s eye wandered and, two balconies above the family, he spotted Michael, standing as still as stone, leaning against his balcony rail. But almost the minute Rob laid eyes on him, Michael moved, turning abruptly back into his apartment, as though he’d been caught out at something. As if he had been watching them, him and Georgie. Rob sat up, suddenly on the alert, though a part of him knew he was being ridiculous. It was fair enough that the guy should stand on his balcony of a morning. But how long had he been there? Rob gazed at the empty space intently, willing Michael to come back out, wanting to let him know that he’d got his number, that he’d noticed. A ripple of irritation ran through him. Was this how their kindness of the previous evening was going to be repaid? Was the guy a bit of a creep?


His eyes were still fixed on the balcony, his thoughts mounting in self-righteous anger, when a voice behind him startled him.


‘Rob?’


He moved too quickly, knocking the sun cream and the bottle of water on the little table onto the ground. Michael, sheepish, stooped to pick them up. Georgie stirred a little in her sleep.


‘Sorry, Rob. I didn’t mean to startle you. I wasn’t sure if you were awake or not.’


Rob stood up, flustered, motioning for Michael to step aside, away from Georgie, so as not to disturb her. Michael was dressed in long shorts and a rather garish summer shirt, both still creased from their packaging, evidently new purchases. As was his baseball cap with the word ‘Celebrate!’ printed on it. The price tag hung down on one side. In only his swimming trunks, Rob felt an odd mixture of exposure and pride as he stood in front of Michael; his lean athleticism fully on display, in contrast with Michael’s lumbering, ungainly heft.


‘Sorry!’ Michael whispered, theatrically. ‘I don’t want to disturb you.’


‘What’s up?’ Rob tried to keep his tone light. No point alienating the guy, not so soon. Not unless it was really called for.


‘Here—’ Michael thrust a small package at him. ‘I wanted to thank you for last night. You were very good to invite me.’


Rob hesitated, feeling a twinge of guilt. But he still couldn’t shake off his irritation. He took the package, unwrapping it quickly. Michael, clearly uncomfortable, spoke rapidly, wanting to explain. ‘It’s nothing much, only Georgie mentioned she didn’t know the area, so I just thought this might be of interest …’


It was a guidebook to the region. Rob looked up at Michael. He knew he was supposed to feel touched by the thoughtfulness of the gesture, but he wasn’t. Something felt contrived, whether by accident or design he wasn’t sure, and he couldn’t help but feel a little resentful towards the man. Michael really looked the part – played the part – the harmless, helpless introvert: gauche, unused to social etiquette, making such an effort. Rob knew he ought to feel sympathy, but all he felt was a renewed irritation that he had to struggle to conceal.


‘That’s very thoughtful of you, Michael, but you shouldn’t have.’ When the bill had come the previous evening, Rob had not offered to pay Michael’s share. It wasn’t as if Michael really owed them anything.


Michael shrugged. ‘It’s nothing much, but I didn’t know what else to get.’


Rob nodded. How could he know? How could he possibly have any idea of their tastes or preferences? He supposed he should be grateful that the guy hadn’t presented them with something garish or inappropriate that might be embarrassing. ‘Georgie’ll be pleased. She loves reading up on stuff.’


Michael seemed to brighten. ‘I hope so. She did say she wanted to know about the area.’ He glanced over at her, and Rob followed his gaze to his sleeping girlfriend. ‘She’s out cold.’ Michael almost laughed. ‘Keep her up, did you?’


It was intended as a joke, an attempt at affectionate banter, but something about his tone made Rob resist. He put the book down on the little table.


‘Thanks a million, Michael. I’ll tell her you dropped it over.’


With a self-consciousness that he cursed himself for, Rob settled back down on his sun lounger, picking up his novel, leaving Michael hovering uncertainly to one side. Rob knew he couldn’t leave things like that, and with an effort that seemed entirely at odds with the offhandedness of the remark, he asked Michael what his plans were for the day. Michael shrugged, suddenly vague and distant. He still had some unpacking to do, he said, he might come down to the pool later. And almost as quickly as he’d appeared, he left, loping off to the little stairway entrance, disappearing into the gloom.


Rob watched Michael’s balcony for a moment but he didn’t come out. He knew he was being ridiculous; more than that, very unfair. Had Georgie been awake, she’d never have allowed him to be so terse, so unfriendly to the man. And he knew she would be touched by Michael’s gesture. She’d probably want to do something to reciprocate. What was the big deal? Unable to settle, to shake off the irritation, the bubbling resentment, Rob stood, and without a second thought, dove into the pool, hoping against hope that the short, sharp shock of the water would jolt him out of his pettiness.
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The day had started so well. Although he’d woken very abruptly, a little frightened momentarily by the unfamiliarity of his surroundings, Michael had quickly recognised where he was and was surprised to discover a surge of pleasure that he was here, in his little room in Greece and not at home. He hadn’t expected to feel that way. Indeed, he had gone to bed the previous evening depressed and angry at the turn of events that had left him stranded, marked him as a sad-case, reliant on strangers for any bit of company.


The enjoyment he’d had, eating out with Georgie and Rob, had quickly dissipated when he’d arrived back in his room. They had seemed so eager to be rid of him by the end, walking slowly back up the hill entwined in one another, barely able to sustain polite conversation. He knew what they were so keen to get back for; he wasn’t a fool. The wine had made him heavy-headed and morose. He had never drunk so much wine before, glass after glass, and his nerves had made him greedy for it. That, in combination with the unfamiliar food, which had sat uncomfortably in his stomach, and Rob’s barely concealed tolerance for his presence, had made for an unpleasant walk home. He had come back up to the apartment seized with a determination that he would not stay another night, that the situation was unbearable. He had another nine days ahead of him! How did they think he could manage, stuck here, alone?!


Michael had sat on his balcony for what must have been hours. He’d heard the distant throb of the nightclubs in town starting up at around midnight, and heard them quieten down and tail off, much, much later, when the sky was starting to lighten. He’d watched a couple of people come back into the apartment complex, noticed the light going on in the apartment below him, listened to the hushed tones of their conversation, though he couldn’t make out the words. He didn’t think they were speaking English. The whole world appeared to be paired off, in groups: families, couples, friends. It was a new and strange awareness. He had been alone most of his adult life and it had never really bothered him before. But since Patrick – since their friendship and the shaking up of his old routine, since discovering the horizons that friendship offered, Michael had easily and happily embraced them, and the lack of those horizons now was a bitter pill to swallow. Lonely. He was feeling lonely, and the ache of it almost made him sick.


Eventually he had dragged himself off to bed, in a state of such misery he was convinced he would not sleep. But he had slept; almost instantly it seemed, for he couldn’t recall any tossing and turning or prolonged wakefulness. And though he awoke only three hours later, with the sun streaming in through the window, he felt refreshed and happy. The brief plunge into oblivion had flipped the coin of feelings for him. The pool was empty – it was barely seven in the morning – and Michael sat on his balcony, sipping his tea, aware that everyone around him in the building was asleep. He was still getting used to the strange taste of the tea, the weakness of the brew and the slightly different flavour of the milk. The day before, he’d thought it pretty disgusting, but now he savoured it, enjoying it, feeling more at home.


Gazing out onto the stillness of the morning, he felt as though he were the only man alive. But rather than tormenting him, this sense of isolation now energised him, pleased him. How different everything appeared in daylight. How much simpler, and how full of possibilities. The world was his oyster, there for the taking. He had only to embrace it. So he was stuck on his own – so what? No one could make him feel bad, not for anything. Yet as his thoughts progressed, a sudden pang of guilt gave him pause. Georgie. She’d been so kind to him, and he had spent hours late last night resenting her; her and that boyfriend of hers, after they’d taken him out, kept him company for a while. They had been tired, that was all: tired after a long travel day. Michael had no right to think ill of them because they had wanted to go to bed.


He was resolved. Although he had nothing concrete to reproach himself for, the mere fact that he’d indulged unpleasant thoughts regarding Georgie upset him. Looking back over the evening, it hadn’t been her at all, it had been him, Rob, who’d marched them back off home, him who’d slung his arm around her, pulling her close, determined that she should do as he chose. If anything, she might have wanted to stay out a bit, keep going. She had been laughing a lot at dinner. Michael had made her laugh! The memory of it made him smile. And hadn’t she even suggested going for one more drink? Michael strained to remember. He could hear her speak the words but he didn’t know if he was imagining them or not. No matter. He had been wrong last night, wrong to condemn her. He’d make it up. He’d make it up to her immediately.


It was a great stroke of luck that the supermarket opened so early. It was quite busy when Michael went down, full of locals who were evidently getting their shopping done before starting their day’s work. He felt sorry for these workers, surrounded by happy holidaymakers with nothing but their own pleasure to worry about. He hoped one or two of the soberly dressed men and women, hot in their heavy suits, silently queuing with their purchases, checking their watches, would get a holiday of their own soon.


Michael felt much more confidant going round the shop that second time, now he knew the ropes. He browsed their clothing section fully. It was amazing, really, how much stuff they had for people who were purely on holiday. You didn’t see that at home, but then, he supposed, people didn’t really come for holidays to his part of the world. Certainly not beach holidays, anyway. They’d be hard pressed! But here, you could buy anything: inflatable pool toys, all manner of games, shorts, T-shirts, hats, swimming costumes, even flippers and snorkels if you wanted. He needn’t have troubled bringing any clothes over with him – he could get everything he needed here. In a burst of recklessness, he selected a pair of shorts and a shirt for himself, then a hat and a T-shirt. He still needed sandals or flip-flops at least, but he couldn’t see any for adults and he didn’t want to ask. He was riding high on a wave of self-sufficiency, and didn’t want to risk any possibility of it crashing down.


Then he’d spotted the guidebook. It was the perfect gift for Georgie. He knew she didn’t have one already – hadn’t she said they’d come a bit last minute, made the booking quickly? That they’d been completely unprepared? And even though Rob had been to Greece before, he’d never been to this particular island before. Michael smiled at the memory of Georgie’s fib to Les, sitting at the poolside bar, fobbing him off so easily, so elegantly, but letting him, Michael, in on her lie. A little conspiracy between them. Though it was expensive for such a small book, he didn’t care. She deserved it.


Back in the apartment he changed into his new clothes, delighted that they fitted him so well, since he hadn’t been entirely sure of the sizing in the supermarket. Fully decked out, he waited on his balcony in a fervour of excitement. With any luck, Georgie’s boyfriend would sleep in – hadn’t she said he liked to sleep late? Michael could go down and meet her, hand her the gift, all casual like, maybe offer to buy her a coffee. The older couple who had been on the coach came to the poolside first, carefully pulling their sun-beds into the shade, settling down companionably side by side with their books. Then the young family with the toddlers. They took their time to settle, faffing about with a big umbrella, covering the kids in sun cream. Michael was getting impatient. It was nearly nine o’clock. Where on earth was she?


It felt as though he’d been punched in the stomach when he saw her. It was because she was with him, with Rob. He was up and active, dragging their loungers to get the best spot in the sun, setting up a little table in between. Michael watched them, paralysed. He heard Georgie chuckle at something Rob had said: a low, throaty sound that carried on the breeze tantalisingly, reminding Michael of the way she’d laughed with him the night before. He hadn’t anticipated having to deal with Rob, not remotely. The thought of strolling down, of handing over his prized gift in front of them both – he couldn’t do it. And anyway, it wasn’t for Rob, not really, it was for her – it was something she’d like. Rob would probably laugh at him for it. He watched as Georgie stretched out on her front, her face hidden from him; watched as Rob smeared sun cream sloppily onto her exposed back, watched as he sat upright, glancing around the pool, smug, self-satisfied, for all the world as if he owned the place.


It was a shock when Rob locked eyes with him from down below. Michael had almost forgotten he was visible, so intently had he been staring at them. When Rob saw him, his heart beat faster, so fast, in fact, that he thought he might get faint and he rushed back into the living room, clutching the edge of the table to steady himself. He’d have to go down now. Rob would think him weird if he didn’t make an appearance. Gathering himself as best he could, he’d grabbed the book and left, gone quickly down the stairs, taking the long way through the complex so as to get to the side of the pool closest to Rob. He didn’t want the man staring at him as he walked all the way around.


Georgie was fast asleep, Michael could tell instantly as he approached. She looked so young suddenly – younger than she’d seemed the previous night – lying there so still, her hat perched precariously on the very top of her head, her hair slightly damp with sweat and sun cream. She looked beautifully peaceful, and the mere sight of her up close gave Michael the little surge of confidence he needed.


He didn’t know what he’d been expecting from Rob, if anything at all, but it pained him to hand over his carefully selected gift to someone so unfriendly, so clearly uninterested. He hadn’t been wrong about him the night before: the guy was totally up himself, superior. He reminded Michael of one of the bosses back at work, a man Patrick took the piss out of mercilessly, mocking him for his airs and graces. He thinks he’s above us all, that one, but I can tell you, his shit stinks just like the rest of us!


Rob hadn’t even bothered to flick through the book, hadn’t shown the faintest interest. He’d tossed it down on the table as if he’d always owned it, and Michael had a strong suspicion he would forget to tell Georgie where it had come from – might even claim it as a gift he’d bought himself. What had he done to make the man dislike him so? Who did he think he was, to look at him so dismissively? He was only trying to be friendly, for God’s sake – only trying to do the decent thing. Michael made his excuses as quickly as possible and left, desperate suddenly to be alone.


He couldn’t go back out onto the balcony. Rob’s beady eyes would seek him out, find him, glare him into submission. And, besides, he’d pretended he had unpacking to do. He couldn’t reappear so suddenly. He would have to wait. An overwhelming rush of fatigue overtook Michael and he sat down on his bed, at a loss. She didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve to be with a man like that who was so rude, so arrogant. She must see it – she was so clever, so sharp – of course she saw it! If she could see through Les, she could see through Rob. So it must be something else. Perhaps she was stuck with him for other reasons. Perhaps she had no choice in the matter. Michael had seen it before: young women stuck with men who didn’t deserve them, stuck because they were frightened and unsure and couldn’t see a way out. Or because they’d been bullied into it, physically bullied. Men like that were the worst, using their strength to keep other people down. If that were the case, poor Georgie! She shouldn’t be stuck in a situation like that.


His thoughts tumbled over one another, battling for attention, but to no avail. As he lay back on his pillow, Michael fell deeply asleep.
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‘I’m going to the room.’


Georgie sat up, drowsy, surprised by the annoyance in her boyfriend’s tone. ‘What’s the matter, sweetheart? Is everything okay?’


‘Work. They’ve been texting me nonstop for the past half-hour. I’d better give them a call. I don’t want this to go on all day.’


She couldn’t help herself. She pouted. Which was guaranteed to irritate Rob further. He shot her a glance – a ‘please don’t start with me’ glance – and she rearranged her expression as quickly as she could. She knew he had been expecting the intrusion of work on their first couple of days, and she knew she had no right to be cross with him about it. After all, it was his income that had mostly provided for their holiday. Her work as a freelancer came in fits and starts, and, though she was well paid for the most part, cash flow was frequently an issue. Rob, the regular earner, often took care of their day-to-day expenditure, and on this occasion had been happy to pay the money towards the holiday upfront. Georgie would repay him when the final instalment for her children’s book was due, this fact the stern condition of her acceptance of his outlay.


Until recently, she hadn’t minded the disparity in their financial arrangements, particularly because she’d been on a roll during their first two years together, going from job to job, earning handsomely. But the last year had been more difficult for her. Work had been scarce and the fees much lower. Thus far, she’d just about managed to hold her own, but Rob had been shouldering more of the financial responsibilities of late and it unnerved her somewhat. She had never relied on anyone before in that way: had always, as a single woman, managed to make ends meet, no matter the circumstances. This had been a source of great pride to her: a badge of independence more thrilling than seeing her name in print (however small) on the front covers of books.


But life together brought increased financial demands, particularly now they were an established couple, getting older, with a desire – more on Rob’s part than her own – to live like proper modern adults, with fixtures and fittings. Though she had no wish to live as a student, she couldn’t help but feel a little panicked sometimes at the extent of Rob’s rebranding of them: the espresso machine, the matching dishes, new cushions for the sofas, framed prints on the walls. She struggled to keep up, and resented Rob’s easy attitude regarding the luxury of his regular salary. The imbalance was beginning to grate, and she had initially been reluctant in the face of his insistence that they take this holiday, because she didn’t have the funds for it at the time. ‘You’ll pay me back – stop fussing! If we don’t go now, we won’t get a break this year.’ That was true. Rob’s project would need his undivided attention for the late summer and autumn months, and she had work lined up for winter – nothing exciting, just some bread and butter work she did each year for a greetings card company – but she knew she wouldn’t be able to afford to turn it down. So it had been a question of now or never for their holiday, no matter that she felt she hadn’t truly earned her place on it.


She smiled up at him, willing him to forget her momentary fit of pique. Rob, armed with his phone, went upstairs. She knew she shouldn’t take it so personally, the intrusion of his work on their first morning, but it bothered her: not because of him, but because of her. No one was ringing her, needing her urgent advice. No one sought her out long-distance. The thoughts were petty and childish, and she chastised herself even as she thought them, but they were symptoms of a deeper concern. Georgie was talented, she knew that, but she was getting to the stage in her career where she recognised that her talent was nothing particularly remarkable; at least, nothing especially above the talents of others in her field. She was solid, diligent and imaginative, she was a reliable employee, never missed a deadline, was good at dealing with capricious clients. Publishers liked her and so did authors, who appreciated the care she took when talking to them, discovering what it was they’d visualised as they were writing, before gently offering her own suggestions. So there was a great deal to recommend her. But whatever it was she lacked – whether something temperamental or intrinsically to do with her creativity – it was becoming clear to her that she would never actually do anything extraordinary. Good – really good – was about all she could aim for.


The thought depressed her, and had been depressing her for some months, though she hid it well. She was grateful that it hadn’t turned her against her work – quite the opposite, in fact. If anything, she clung to her projects all the more tenaciously, working harder, actively opposing the voices in her head that whispered of her mediocrity. She knew better than to indulge the dark side, to give too much weight to the inner insecurities. But her new awareness of the limitations of her talent was still something she was having difficulty facing up to. She was turning thirty in three months, and, though the thought of it, in and of itself, meant very little to her, she couldn’t shake a nagging feeling that she had not made the most of her twenties – not pushed hard enough, been bold enough – had spent too much time and energy worrying about what others thought of her. She worried that she’d not even made sure she’d had enough fun.


Of course, Rob hadn’t minded in the slightest when he had crossed the thirty mark a year before. A fresh new decade was a cause for joy in his book: his career going from strength to strength, happily settled in his relationship. What need for mourning? He wasn’t losing anything by leaving his twenties, only gaining. In fact, turning thirty stamped the seal of true adulthood upon him, giving him a greater sense of status. He’d thrown himself an enormous party, with all his friends and colleagues, turning one night’s celebration into a weekend of drunken antics. Georgie had been delighted for him at the time, and privately amazed that he had so many people he could call on to come and join him. She had few friends; or, rather, she had a small, tight circle of close friends, but few acquaintances. Rob was the one who knew everyone.


Georgie could hear Rob speaking on the phone from their apartment above. Cool and efficient, he sounded in complete control. Maturity – Rob’s version of it – suited him. In his eyes, his numerical age had finally caught up with his level of professional competence and success. His voice carried on the breeze, the acoustics of the courtyard being somewhat deceptive, channelling sounds from the apartments down to the poolside. Georgie smiled, suddenly thinking that she’d have to remember to shut the balcony door if they spent an afternoon making love.
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