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To my wonderful mum, for everything






PROLOGUE


A heavy storm rolled in last night – a month’s worth of rain in two hours, unheard of outside of the rainy season. The soaking wet steps leading down from the remote viewing platform would have been lethal.


The sudden change in weather caught everyone off guard, including the man whose body now lies at the foot of the rough concrete steps – splayed out on his back, body twisted to the ground, as if he had plummeted from the raised structure. His gaping mouth is crusted with dried blood; his slackened, tanned skin already slowly mottling in the morning heat appears more severe due to the spread of bluish-purple bruises.


He probably came here for the view. After all, the Indian Ocean is just metres away, over the edge of the limestone cliffs. But, this high up, the sea breeze does little to slow the pace of decomposition. The body is already rotting under the glare of the bright sun.


Hundreds of tiny leaves and colourful petals from overhanging trees have been blown across the corpse by the warm wind, but the floral confetti crown does little to soften the man’s haunting expression.


Then, you take a step closer.


The fresh grazes on his thick knuckles. The marbled bruises spread across his exposed forearms. The muddy brown half-moons of dirt in his nails, evidence of a desperate grapple to stop him hurtling towards death.


A fresh gust of salty sea air is all it takes to reveal the truth, the petals covering his neck now dancing away in the breeze.


Suddenly, everything is a little clearer.


This is no accident.
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Erin


Monday 12 September


As soon as I see her, I know that we will never be friends. Not back in normal life. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. But fate is clearly about to bring us together – so who am I to complain?


I try not to make it too obvious that I’m looking as she pads over in her Chloé sliders, the rose gold lettering sparkling in the sun. Her blonde hair is pulled up into a neat topknot. She seems like someone who invests in herself and takes care of things. Nothing like me.


‘Is this bed taken?’ she asks. She has the voice of a radio presenter, full of energy and warmth. I detect a London accent.


I pretend to look up. ‘Sorry?’


She points to the sun lounger next to me, her nails a pretty pale pink. That’s when I see the ring. It catches the light and makes me blink, despite the very large black sunglasses I’m wearing. It completely overshadows my single stone solitaire.


‘No, it’s all yours,’ I say, as casually as I can. ‘My husband is having a siesta.’


The novelty of calling him my husband hasn’t worn off; I don’t think it ever will. I picture Jamie spread naked across the bed under the chill of the air-conditioning, on top of sheets that still hold the scent of our lovemaking from this morning.


‘Well, it’s hard work, relaxing in paradise.’ She smiles and sinks on to the thick, squishy pad.


Within seconds a member of staff is by her side. ‘Would you like a drink, Mrs Spencer?’


‘No, thank you, Ketut.’ She smiles, shielding her eyes with the side of her hand.


I see a name badge pinned to his pressed linen uniform. Ketut clasps his palms and bows his head; he vanishes as quickly as he appeared.


‘Hot, isn’t it?’ She removes her thin ombré-shaded sundress in one seamless movement, exposing a slender, tanned figure that immediately makes me wish she’d sat anywhere but next to me. ‘They’re saying there’s going to be a thunderstorm later. It makes sense. Something needs to clear the air.’ She fans her face. ‘I like it hot, but not this hot.’


‘They’re supposed to be pretty epic out here,’ I say, then cringe. Who uses the word epic at my age? ‘You here on your honeymoon?’ I nod to her left hand, the glinting engagement ring nestled next to a thick gold band. It’s amazing she’s able to lift her arm with the weight of all that diamond and metal. It clearly cost an absolute fortune.


‘Guilty.’ She laughs. She has this charming, husky chuckle. My own laugh is too loud. It makes people in the street turn in a start when they hear it.


‘Snap,’ I say, but keep my hand by the side of my thigh. I wouldn’t say I was embarrassed by my rings, just that they aren’t quite to my taste. Both my wedding and engagement rings used to belong to Jamie’s grandmother, and I love the sentimentality, but they’re not what I would have chosen. Not that I could ever dare say this aloud to anyone. I’m still getting used to wearing them; perhaps they’ll grow on me.


‘I’m Sophia, by the way,’ she says.


‘Erin.’


Sophia. I couldn’t picture a more perfect name. The way the final syllable rolls off the tongue like slipping into a warm bath on a cold evening. She reclines on the lounger and stretches out her long, slim legs. Of course, she must be thinking what I’m thinking, comparing our bodies, my burnt skin next to her olive tones. I self-consciously rearrange my faded black T-shirt that covers my plain and slightly too snug swimming costume. Chilled beach club music carries across from the infinity pool, all plinky repetitive beats and soulful vocals coming from the DJ booth in a bamboo cabana.


‘Where’s your husband?’ I ask.


‘Mark? Oh, he’s gone to the local market, but I wanted to have a lazy day before we fly home. We’ve been doing all sorts of activities all week, but today is our last full day. I couldn’t face trawling around packed stalls, not in this heat.’


The hotel is up on the cliffs but today the air is unbearably close. Cloying. Without a fresh breeze wafting through the rattan parasol every so often, the heat feels suffocating. My pale English skin has protested enough during this honeymoon, hence the T-shirt cover-up.


‘We’re leaving tomorrow too. First thing.’


‘Ah, we’re tomorrow evening.’ She lets out a heavy sigh. ‘God, I really don’t want to go.’


I nod in agreement, but I don’t mean it – this tropical heat is wearing me out.


Sophia rummages in the woven beach bag resting by her bare feet. Her neat toes are the same colour as her fingernails. She pulls out some sun cream and squeezes a dollop on to her hand and starts massaging it into her shoulders. Her arm twists into a funny angle as she tries to get to the part in between her shoulderblades.


‘Do you want me to do it?’ I offer.


‘Oh. Thanks. I just can’t get this bit here. I don’t know why they haven’t invented anything that lets you put it on without needing help.’ She laughs again and I notice the awkwardness in her voice.


I take the sun cream. The heavy scent of coconut rushes up my nose. It’s not the type I use – you can tell straight away that it’s expensive: it doesn’t drip like the cheap one I picked up in Boots. This feels more like a luxurious body soufflé. She flinches at the coolness of the cream against her warm skin that heats my palms.


I make sure to be as gentle as I can.


 


The next few hours pass by quickly. I’m taken aback by how effortless the conversation is considering we are two complete strangers. It’s not deep and meaningful by any means, we mostly chat about our weddings, but she doesn’t make any excuse to leave.


‘I mean, I would give anything to relive it all but this time really enjoy it. Less stress, you know? I know everyone says planning a wedding is stressful but I had no idea how exhausting it would be!’


I gather that they had a big day, lots of guests, a detailed schedule, a seating plan military leaders would be proud of, made up of hundreds of tiny decisions which all fell to her. ‘I can’t believe I got so worked up over such small things. Seems a bit silly now. I just wanted it all to be perfect.’


I nod in agreement but, in all honesty, I never cared about the pointless details of the day itself. No wonder she has so much tension in her back.


‘What is it you do?’ I ask, expecting her to say she works in fashion or PR.


‘I’m sort of in between jobs at the moment. I worked in the City but the long hours got too much,’ she says, adjusting her bikini straps. ‘Mark works as a mortgage adviser. What about you?’


‘Jamie owns his own security system business and I used to be at Red Bees, it’s this sort of youth facility which takes care of challenging teenagers – the ones that no one else wants to deal with.’


‘Wow, stressful but rewarding, I bet?’


‘Just like planning a wedding.’ I swat a buzzing insect away.


She laughs. ‘Exactly!’


I flush; not many people think I’m particularly funny.


At one point she goes for a swim, does several powerful lengths then rejoins me. There is still no sign of Jamie, or of her husband, Mark.


‘So, what are you doing for your last night? Anything nice planned?’ she asks, sliding off her hair elastic and combing her fingers through her wet hair.


‘We’ve got a table booked at the Blue Fin.’


Her eyes widen, as I knew they would. We were lucky to get in; Jamie booked it ages ago as a treat for our final night.


‘Oh, wow. I’ve heard amazing things about that place.’


‘You should come!’


The offer spills out of my mouth. I expect her to turn it down immediately but she pauses. Her green eyes crinkle.


‘Really?’


‘Yeah.’ I waft a hand to pretend it’s no big deal. As though we go to places like the Blue Fin all the time, which is a lie. I’ve looked up images online; even our wedding venue wasn’t as fancy as this place. It’s a little further along the cliffs, nestled against the limestone rocks, with its own viewing platform suspended over the vast ocean. The kitchen staff actually go down to one of the sandy coves and fish while you wait.


‘No.’ She shakes her head. Droplets of water sprinkle on her flat stomach as she does. ‘Thank you, but I don’t want to intrude on your last night.’


‘You wouldn’t be, honestly. It’d be nice to have some company. I’ve had ten full days, twenty-four seven, with Jamie, I think we’ve almost run out of things to say to one another!’


I don’t know why I say that. It’s supposed to be a joke but she doesn’t laugh. Instead, she chews her bottom lip. ‘Are you sure? Really?’


I nod, and push my feet into my flip-flops. ‘I’ll go and ask reception to call and add two more chairs. I’m sure it’ll be no problem.’


‘Don’t you want to check with your husband first?’


‘Jamie’s so laid-back about things like this.’ I swipe my hand and dash off, buoyed by my sudden spontaneity.


 


Despite him telling me it’s fine, I can tell that Jamie isn’t enchanted by the idea. I probably shouldn’t have woken him from his siesta, but he must see how excited I am. So, to keep his new wife happy, he doesn’t dampen my spirits and tell me it’s ridiculous having dinner with a couple we’ve only just met. I feel a thrill when asking the receptionist to amend our reservation, telling her that it’s now a table of four, not two.
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Sophia


‘Don’t you think it’s weird to make friends on our honeymoon?’ Mark asks as we walk into the clifftop restaurant.


‘I already tried to get us in here and there was a waiting list,’ I say, shifting in my silk jumpsuit, hoping it’s smart enough for a place like this. Up close, the Blue Fin looks even better than it did online. A petite waitress leads us past a DJ playing ambient house music, his decks under low-hanging chandeliers made from driftwood that sway in the air-conditioned breeze. Sun-bleached drapes hang on either side of the doors, framing the view. Flickering candles in glass lanterns light our way across the large terrace that juts out across the Indian Ocean.


Mark flashes a winning smile and shakes his head. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.’


‘Well, there’s still time to turn around.’


‘It’s fine. Let’s just hope they’re a nice couple.’


‘If not, the food will make up for it,’ I say behind my hand, spotting Erin waving at us. They are sitting side by side, waiting for us to take our positions. A spectacular spray of delicate white orchids and vibrant lotus flowers takes up the centre of the table.


‘Sorry we’re late!’ I give an awkward wave, unsure whether to kiss her hello or not.


Erin is wearing a sleeveless dress covered in wide, dark green palm leaves. She flicks her hair back and I try not to wince at how sore her burnt shoulders look.


‘I’m Sophia, and this is my husband, Mark.’


‘Hey! I’m Jamie.’ The men shake hands across the table. I guess they’re around the same age as us – early thirties.


Jamie is one of those people who smile with their whole face. He welcomes us and gestures for us to sit down. A waft of expensive oaky aftershave fills my nose as he goes to sit back in his chair. He looks nothing like I imagined. Dark wavy hair, a hint of stubble across his tanned jaw, and the most piercing blue-green eyes. I’m ashamed to say I’m surprised – Erin is so . . . plain.


‘I still find it strange introducing you as my husband,’ I say to Mark, laughing, feeling flushed. ‘Wow, this place! Thank you so much for inviting us,’ I continue, pressing my hands to my cheeks.


‘No problem,’ Jamie says warmly.


‘Our pleasure!’ Erin grins.


Just then a waitress appears and hands out drinks menus. I focus on the extensive list of fresh fruit cocktails and try to get a grip. Of course Mark is handsome too, in a cuddly, honest, salt-of-the-earth kind of way. When you’ve been together for as long as we have, it’s easy to overlook this. I give his thigh a stroke under the tablecloth, grateful that he can’t read my thoughts.


I choose a lemongrass-infused mojito. The men have gone for spiced rum cocktails.


‘Oh, hang on,’ Erin says, as the waitress is about to leave. ‘Please can I change my order? I’d like the same as Sophia.’ She gives me a wink.


‘So, whereabouts do you live in England?’ Jamie asks.


‘London. How about you?’ I say, picking up a complimentary spiced rice cracker.


‘Same, well, I used to live in Battersea but recently moved out to the country,’ Jamie says.


‘I was so used to living in small flats, I couldn’t believe it when we first went to see the house in Sussex,’ Erin adds.


‘Sussex? My sister is over in Harrow End,’ Mark says.


‘Really? We’re in East Fern. We only just moved there, literally a week or so before the wedding.’ Erin smiles.


I sit back. ‘You moved house, got married and planned a honeymoon? Wow.’


‘Makes sense to get the stresses in life out of the way in one go,’ Jamie says casually, shrugging. I imagine he’s downplaying how hard it’s been.


‘If you’re ever nearby then let us know,’ Erin says. ‘The house has plenty of room for guests.’


At first, when Erin invited us tonight, I was only thinking about being able to say we’ve dined at the Blue Fin. Now I feel mean for taking this couple’s hospitality for granted. They’re clearly just very generous and friendly people.


‘Sophia told us you went to the market today?’ Erin asks Mark, fanning her face with the menu. ‘Was it full on? I don’t know how you coped in this heat.’


‘Yeah, it wasn’t too bad.’


‘I’ve never been a fan of markets,’ she says. ‘All the pressure of haggling and having to make decisions on the spot. I get all flustered. Then add in the heat. God, I would have been useless!’


Jamie lets out a warm laugh. ‘You’re not that bad.’


‘You just have a much better poker face than I do,’ she says to Jamie, who pours cucumber-infused ice-cold water into our glasses as we wait for our cocktails.


‘The moment you hesitate, that’s when you’ve lost. You can’t let them see any sign of weakness, right, Mark?’ Jamie replies.


‘Exactly, mate.’ Mark nods in agreement. ‘Nerves of steel is what you need. It’s all about willpower, really.’


‘Willpower? That’s never been my strong suit.’ Erin pats her round stomach and laughs a little self-consciously. I watch as Jamie leans across and plants a kiss on her forehead.


‘Well, clearly I could do with some advice from you, Jamie, as I didn’t get any bargains,’ Mark says with a smile.


He had returned from the market in a mood, annoyed at himself for getting confused or misunderstanding the price or something and ending up spending more than he wanted to. I told him not to beat himself up: it’s easy to do. The Indonesian rupiah has felt like Monopoly money, especially as neither of us ever carries much cash back home. Thankfully it wasn’t a vast sum and, apart from hurting his pride, it could have been a lot worse.


I sit back in my wicker chair as the waitress brings over our elaborately decorated cocktails.


With the sea air, the relaxing music and the scent of the tropical flowers, I can’t help but sigh with happiness, but it’s not long before thoughts of returning to drizzly grey England overtake this moment of gratitude. It’s more than just holiday blues kicking in early. Much more. Being thousands of miles away from our lives and our problems is about to come to an end. I try to blink the anxious thoughts away. I can’t change anything – tomorrow is happening whether I like it or not, so I just need to concentrate on enjoying this last night.


Erin is gesticulating wildly; I try to tune back in to whatever story she’s telling.


In an instant, a gust of salty wind snuffs out the candle in the centre of our table. The terrace lights flicker. There’s a ripple of awkward laughter across the busy restaurant. The storm is on its way. All of a sudden, the restaurant lights cut out completely, plunging us into near darkness. Panic unfurls in my chest. There’s no time to say a word. My mind is trying to work out what’s happening when I hear a sound that makes my back prickle with fear. I sit bolt upright as my ears ring with an ear-piercing scream.
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Sophia


A woman at the next table is giggling at her over-the-top reaction to the power cut, while her friends tease her for being so dramatic. In a matter of seconds, the lights come back on and normal chatter resumes.


‘I guess this storm is going to cause a few problems. You OK, Sophia?’ Jamie asks, his piercing eyes fixed in a look of concern.


My heart is still racing at the interruption. I pick up a napkin and dab it against my forehead, my breath shaky. ‘Fine, yeah. It just made me jump.’ I try to let out a light laugh but even I can hear it’s forced. ‘Let’s hope our flights are all delayed and we get to stay.’


Erin smiles and looks down at her menu, but it takes Jamie a second or two before he takes his eyes off me. ‘Sure,’ he says. ‘An extra few days would be ideal!’


‘Hard agree,’ Mark says, clinking his glass with Jamie’s.


I shift in my seat. I’ve never liked storms. The change in the weather just adds to the nerves about going back home. A smiling waitress rushes over to relight the candles on our table.


‘So, Mark.’ Jamie clears his throat after we order. ‘Erin tells me you’re a mortgage adviser?’


‘Yeah,’ Mark says with a tight smile. He hates his job. It was only supposed to be a temporary thing but somehow, ten years later, he’s still there, trapped by the perks of a decent pension and sick pay – the sexy things in life.


Erin nods politely. ‘That sounds interesting.’


‘Nah, it’s pretty boring really. What about you two?’


‘I’m about to start project-managing our house renovation and Jamie has his own security business, installing residential and commercial alarm systems,’ Erin says.


‘See, now that sounds boring!’ Jamie lets out a warm laugh, leaning back in his chair. ‘Basically, my company fits and monitors smart alarms, app-based stuff.’


‘But soon they’ll be launching a brand new model to the market. They’ve just got the final investor on board!’ Erin adds, rubbing Jamie’s arm proudly.


I know this will get Mark interested. He’s obsessed with gadgets. As predicted, he sits forward and taps his phone, which is on the table in front of him.


‘Well, you can monitor your surroundings so much more easily nowadays.’


‘You’ve got one fitted, have you, mate?’ Jamie asks.


‘Yeah, monitoring only. I wanted the bells and whistles but . . .’ Mark rubs his forefingers together.


Erin looks at me and I raise a smile but I hate it. I never wanted to live in a place where I was being watched, yet needs must. Mark told me he hasn’t been checking the live feed while we’ve been away but I wouldn’t be surprised if he has.


‘I mean, the image quality’s a little grainy, but the main reason we wanted it was as a deterrent.’


Mark shrugs, and Jamie nods. ‘Sometimes the grander the system, the more it’s like pointing a flashing neon sign alerting criminals that there’s something valuable worth robbing. What I’ve been working on with my team is far more covert: cameras the size of pinheads, that sort of thing.’


Erin beams at him as he speaks. I wonder how long they’ve been together – they look very much in the first flush of love.


‘Excuse me.’ A waitress appears by the side of our table holding a tray full of dishes. A waft of aromatic spices fills the air and soon the table is heaving. Seared, blackened tuna and scallops with a hot chilli paste, plump chicken skewers with lemongrass, grilled prawns in a rich coconut broth, beer-battered shrimp with green papaya slaw, and smaller bowls of rice and carved vegetables seem to fill every inch of space.


‘Wow.’ I shake my head, overwhelmed. ‘I hope you’re hungry!’


‘I know, right? We have to take a photo,’ Erin says, nudging Jamie. ‘Can you do it? I left my phone charging in the room.’


‘Hang on.’ Jamie pulls his out of his pocket and pulls a face. ‘Ah, sorry. Mine’s dead.’


‘Let me get one.’ I angle my phone high above the food and take a snap. My mouth is watering at the smells filling my nose. ‘Now one of you two?’ I offer.


Erin lets out a small protest, saying something about not being photogenic, but they move closer together and smile for the camera. It’s suddenly a lot busier on the terrace, bodies jostling about in the space, spilling over from the bar area.


‘Say cheese!’


‘Oh! I wasn’t ready! Can you do one more? Hang on, let me . . .’ Erin lifts her arm to place it around Jamie, at the exact same time that a man walks behind her carrying a pint of lager. Her arm knocks into his drink and frothy golden liquid spills over both of them.


‘Oh, my God! I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you!’ Erin squeals.


His pale blue short-sleeved shirt is drenched. ‘Bloody hell!’ he barks, creasing his sweaty brow.


‘I’m so sorry, I honestly didn’t know you were there. It was an accident,’ Erin says, quickly dabbing her dress with a napkin. Liquid glistens on her burnt cleavage.


‘An accident?’


You can tell he’s had a drink. His narrowed bloodshot eyes scan our table. I sense his gaze resting on me for a fraction too long. Mark’s whole body has gone rigid beside me; he hates any sort of confrontation.


‘Mate, she said sorry. Let us buy you another drink.’ Jamie tries to call for a waitress but it’s too busy to find one. ‘Here.’ He passes a business card and the man takes it sharply. ‘Just get in touch and we’ll sort the dry cleaning out too.’


‘You better believe I’ll be in touch. Do you know how much this cost?’


The many greys in his short back and sides put him around my dad’s age – possibly early sixties – but it’s hard to age him because of the heavy tan. His thin mouth is pinched in a line surrounded by a neat goatee.


Erin is fanning her cheeks. She looks as if she wants to cry.


‘Listen, we’re sorry, but don’t let it ruin the night, yeah?’ You can tell Jamie’s sympathy is waning. The man still isn’t leaving.


He glances at the table full of food then at Erin, pointedly. ‘You sure you should be eating all that?’


‘What?’ Jamie slowly stands up. The tendons in his neck taut. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Jamie, please, ignore him.’ Erin looks mortified. I have this awful vision of him throwing a punch to defend her honour.


Mark has gone mute, as expected. The man still won’t leave.


‘They’ve said sorry. It was an accident. You don’t need to be rude. Now please leave us alone,’ I say sharply, catching Erin’s eyes widening.


The man glances my way. There is a flicker of something unreadable on his face. ‘All right, sweetheart,’ he says. Then winks.


Before I can say anything else he flashes a wry smile, turns and is soon lost in the crowd.


I let out a ripple of awkward laughter. ‘Jesus.’


‘Excuse me.’ Erin gets to her feet, pushing past people to rush towards the bathroom.


‘You OK?’ I ask Mark, who’s gone pale.


He nods and picks up his cutlery. ‘Yeah, er, this is going cold. We should probably get stuck in.’


‘So sorry about that, guys. Some people really can’t handle their drink,’ Jamie says with forced brightness. His cheeks are flushed with colour but I notice his jaw is still taut with tension. I’m surprised by a sudden tug of envy: Mark would never be as protective over me.


‘It’s fine,’ I say, picking up my drink and finishing it in one.


I’m about to ask Jamie if I should go and check on Erin when she reappears, her mascara smudged as if she’s been crying. Before I can ask if she’s OK, a flustered waiter rushes over, apologising for the interruption to our meal. We’re all given a drink on the house to make up for it, but the mood’s changed and we struggle to pick the conversation back up.


It’s no one’s fault, but the incident has put a real dampener on things. Erin seems to retreat into her shell and picks at her food. I want to tell her she shouldn’t listen to what that drunk man said, but I don’t want to bring it all back up again. I’m beyond grateful when Mark complains of a ‘blinding headache’ as soon as our plates are taken away, giving us an excuse to leave early.
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Erin


‘Are you OK, babe?’ Jamie asks, finishing his drink.


I nod, too upset to speak. The night wasn’t supposed to end like this. It was no surprise how quickly Mark’s mystery headache came on. Sophia fussed over him, telling him he should probably head back to the hotel. At first I thought she meant for him to go alone, but they both stood up and said their goodbyes. I can still taste her heavy night-time perfume at the back of my throat from her kiss goodbye. They put down some notes for their half of the meal and rushed out of the restaurant, whispering to one another.


We’d got there a little early. I had wanted to make sure everything was OK with the last-minute additions. From the moment they’d arrived, Sophia had commanded the attention of the terrace and she didn’t even seem to notice. Mark is nowhere near as good-looking as she is, I noticed smugly – he’s certainly not as handsome, as tall and muscular, as my Jamie. In fact, it’s a bit of a strange match.


Despite us not knowing each other, I had thought it was going well. I wanted to ask why they needed a house alarm – from what Jamie tells me about his clients, people only install one because something has happened, but I didn’t want to pry so soon.


I probably shouldn’t have invited them to pop in if they were ever nearby. Of course we’re never going to see them again. Our lives are too different. As soon as I suggested it, I saw the look on Sophia’s face. I had braced myself for a quick but polite excuse, but it never came.


‘Erin?’ Jamie says, breaking my train of thought. ‘Do you want dessert?’


I shake my head. I’ve completely lost my appetite.


‘It’s a shame they don’t live closer – you and Sophia could be friends.’


I nod. Sophia is far too glamorous to hang out with someone like me, but I appreciate him trying to cheer me up.


A waiter brings over the bill and four shot glasses of clear liquid on a small tray. Jamie slowly runs his finger down the piece of paper. I know I shouldn’t, but I find this irritating. I neck the shot of fermented rice wine that’s in front of me, tempted to ask for another, before he drops his debit card on the table and swipes the notes that Sophia and Mark left behind, tucking them into his wallet.


Now we’ve left the busy restaurant I can feel the storm growing closer. A strong wind has picked up, sending litter and leaves skittering across the road. A bird squawks from high in the dancing palms.


‘Let’s go for a walk first.’ Jamie places his arms around my waist as I head in the direction of our hotel.


‘Really? I’m not sure . . .’ I stop and nod at the threatening clouds. Other restaurants along the small strip are pulling down their wooden shutters, preparing for the rain to hit. We’re on borrowed time. I want to get back before the rain starts, take off my ruined dress and try to forget how the meal ended.


‘Come on. It’s our last night!’


I guess he’s right. Soon I’ll be wrapped up in jumpers and jeans complaining of how cold autumn is in England. So, we walk away from the line of tuk-tuks and taxis, away from the house music coming from the Blue Fin, and down through a tree-lined path, his hand laced through mine. Perhaps a walk will help me get over the disappointment of the evening, but with every step I can smell that man’s yeasty beer rising off my dress.


‘Do you know where you’re going?’ I ask.


‘Trust me.’


I hold his hand tight as the light from the streetlights ends and we move forward in the growing darkness. Without our phones, we haven’t got a way to illuminate our path. I don’t know how close to the edge we are, but I hear the roar of the ocean and feel the salty sea-spray on my face. I’m about to tell Jamie to turn back, that it’s too dark, we might have an accident, when he pushes away low-hanging branches and wide palms and I gasp. We’ve found ourselves in a secret viewing spot, looking out on to the edge of the world. The ocean stretches out before us, lit by the bright glow of the moon.


I peer over the edge at the swell of the agitated waves, the white tide marks rolling in and out, crashing on the rocks down below. A sudden rush of vertigo makes my leg shake.


Behind us, facing the ocean, is a whitewashed stone structure that has long been left to the elements. This shell of a building offers the most amazing vantage point. Jamie takes my hand and leads me towards it.


‘Are you sure?’ I pull back slightly, my eyes still adjusting to the gloomy light.


‘Come on, I’m here. Nothing will go wrong.’


A cool wind rustles through the leaves as we move past. He leads us up the exposed stone steps that cling to the exterior walls. The breeze brings with it a gorgeous heady scent from the flower offerings that I’ve seen everywhere during this trip: square baskets made from braided palm leaves containing dried petals doused in holy water, fresh flowers, rice and incense sticks. A gift for the gods left by locals outside temples, hotels, shops, you name it, to signify respect and ward off demons. A couple of these gifts have been left on the steps here too.


From the stone platform, the lights from the Blue Fin terrace are just visible lower down the cliffs. I stand still, close my eyes and take in deep lungfuls of fresh air, grateful for the heightened breeze. Jamie comes up and leans against me. I relax into him.


‘Pretty cool, hey?’ he whispers in my ear.


‘Very.’ I kiss him on the cheek, inhaling his aftershave. ‘But look at those clouds.’ The sky has changed to a sort of violet hue – it’s beautiful but ominous, with heavy blackened clouds gathering pace.


He steps in front of me. ‘Stop worrying. We wanted to have an adventure!’


He trails his fingers up my bare arms then slides them under the straps of my dress. My body reacts instinctively – the familiar pull of desire to make love to my handsome husband. I feel him harden as he presses against my thighs.


‘People might see,’ I whisper.


‘Babe, there’s no one around.’ He tips my chin up and kisses me hard on the lips, then he takes my hand and leads me to one of the stone benches in the centre of the raised platform.


We’ve never had sex outdoors before. I would never do this back home. I don’t know whether it’s the alcohol, the tropical heat or the fact that we’re still in a sort of altered reality on our honeymoon, but I don’t stop him. I’m flushed with the excitement at the person I’m becoming. Is this who I am now that I’m married?


He tastes of alcohol, the warmth of the liquor still on his tongue as he roams my mouth. He hitches up my dress. His fingers curl under the edge of my knickers, the elastic resisting for a second. I pull at the button of his dark jeans, the fabric too tough to do with one hand. He helps as I fumble with the button and guides me on to his lap on the bench.


There is a low rumble of thunder from further down the cliff; I pull myself closer towards him, holding on to his firm arms and kissing him with renewed passion. This feels incredible. I forget the angry red mosquito bites and my obvious pink sunburn lines. I even forget what that horrible man said in the restaurant. My body is strong and powerful. I don’t know if it’s the wild roar of the ocean, the hungry yearning for one another or the thrill that anyone could spot us, but I blank everything else out and lose myself in the moment. My breathing is getting faster and faster, I’m getting so close. It’s as if I can see dancing lights in my vision.


Then he stops.


I feel Jamie’s whole body change before I see what’s caused this interruption. He pulls away from me and zips his jeans quickly, shoulders tense.


There’s a flash of light across the stone floor. I blink but I wasn’t imagining it. Someone else is here.


I tug at the hem of my dress and let out an awkward laugh. All my bravado has vanished. Jamie turns away from me, blocking me from seeing who it is.


I pull his arm to try and see where the torchlight is coming from. As I do, my heart skips a beat.


It’s the man from the restaurant. The one I accidentally spilt a drink over, his pale shirt now dry. He starts laughing as he sees us – the harsh, raspy laugh of a smoker. It sends a chill down my spine. Why is he here? Has he come to find us on purpose, for some sort of revenge? Did he see us making love?


Funny the things that will later seem so insignificant.
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Erin


I don’t know how long he’s been standing there, watching us. Nausea rises from my stomach. I grab Jamie’s hand, wanting to lead him away, when the unwanted stranger lurches closer, bringing with him an offensive blast of fresh alcohol.


‘You know sex in public is illegal over here, right?’ he drawls. I’m too distracted by the bright light moving across the concrete slabs. It’s coming from his phone, which he’s holding at a funny angle.


A splitting headache claws underneath my skull, the pressure of the brooding sky making it hard to concentrate. A loud rumble of thunder comes from nowhere, as if the heavens are being flattened. The approaching storm doesn’t scare me as much as what I can see on his phone screen. My mouth rushes with saliva.


‘Don’t let me spoil the show,’ he sneers, tapping at his phone.


‘Come on, let’s go.’ Jamie ignores him, taking my hand and leading us away.


He hasn’t realised our al fresco session has been recorded.


A dart of lightning flashes across the sky, making me jump. ‘I think he’s been filming us . . .’ I hiss.


Jamie’s eyes darken as they lock with mine. I don’t need to say any more. He turns to the drunk. ‘Give me your phone, mate.’


‘What?’ the man scoffs. I blink as he waves his arms dramatically. ‘You want this?’


‘I said give me your fucking phone!’


‘Now, now, calm down, don’t want the wife to get worked up. It’s not good for someone her siz—’ He doesn’t finish his sentence, as the next thing I know, Jamie punches him.


His neck snaps back with the force of it.


‘Jamie!’ I scream, tugging his arm, shocked by the sudden escalation. He’s like a caged animal, his chest vibrating with tension, every inch of him alive.


The man is holding his face with his left hand, blood trickling through his fingers. A splash of crimson blooms under his nose. Perhaps it’s the adrenaline but he lets out a brittle laugh. The pain hasn’t registered yet. It’s going to sting in the morning.


Jamie shrugs me off and spits on the ground just as the rain starts to fall. Warm, fat, cleansing drops that feel a relief to begin with, but, in a matter of seconds, it really begins to pour.


‘You want my phone? It’s yours.’


I let out a breath but the relief is short-lived.


‘For a price,’ he taunts. ‘Yeah, I googled you.’


I try to keep up with what he’s saying. The business card. The offer to pay for his dry cleaning.


‘I bet plenty of people would love to see this.’


‘What the – are you bribing us?’ Jamie snaps.


‘What’s your price? Everyone’s got one.’ A bloody trail of saliva drips from his busted lips, staining his grey goatee as he speaks.


‘Jamie?’ I’m gripping his shirt.


I barely register the rain falling on my face. I think of what he’s caught on camera. Illegal. What if he’s right? What if he takes that to the police? I’ve seen documentaries of the terrifying-looking prisons over here. My stomach flips. The footage could end up online; there’s no control over a leaked sex tape on the internet.


‘We have to pay him. If this gets out, your business, the investors . . .’ I’m trying to work out how much cash we have left. It’s mostly small change at this point of the holiday.


Jamie doesn’t let me finish. ‘Fuck this. Give me the phone. Now!’


I jump as he bellows. Finally, Jamie’s tone registers on the man’s face. We’re not here to barter. He turns and staggers towards the steps down to the ground, trying to run away, the phone still in his hand. We need to get it back. Both Jamie and I move towards him.


‘Stop! I’ll pay!’ I yell.


Instinctively he turns at my shout. That’s when I realise how precarious and slick the concrete steps have become in the rain. Glassy puddles like polished mirrors fill the many gaps in the uneven concrete. This sudden twist sends him off balance. His ankles sway and his portly stomach tilts forward. His arms dart to one side like a startled newborn.


There’s a moment, a brief second, where I expect him to right himself and grab hold of the handrail, but the metal’s slippery – it’s too wet. He pitches forward, moving too fast to get a proper grip. The rail glides between his fingertips as if it’s wrapped in silk. He seems to move in slow motion. With nothing to grab hold of, he drops towards the ground.


This can’t be happening. Everything tenses inside me, as if I’m the one falling. He keeps tumbling. The steps seem never-ending. All I can do is stare in helpless horror as his limbs slam against the concrete. If I make a sound, I’m not aware of it; even the crashing waves being whipped by the storm are immediately drowned out, as my racing heartbeat fills my ears. I hold my breath, bracing myself for the inevitable impact.


I don’t want to watch. I want to pull myself away but there’s no time. Before I can close my eyes, there’s an ear-splitting crack, followed by a heavy exhale of breath that’s not quite a scream but not far from it. The sudden silence is unbearable. A rush of vertigo forces me to steady myself. My trembling hand grasps the dripping wet rail as if my life depends on it.


‘Shit!’ I feel Jamie move past me, swearing as he tears down the steps to the still figure at the bottom. I desperately want to warn him to take care, but any sound is lodged in my throat.


I try to swallow, remembering to breathe again.


What the fuck just happened?


‘Is he OK?’ I shout over the wind, still gripping the rail, frozen with shock.


Jamie looks up at me from the crumpled body at the foot of the stairs – a look that I won’t ever forget for as long as I live, his eyes wide with fear.


‘Erin, I think he’s . . . dead.’
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Sophia


At first I thought Mark was making up the migraine as an excuse to leave – he never used to get such bad headaches. But, as we quickly walk from the Blue Fin back to the hotel, I can see how pale and quiet he is.


‘Poor Erin. It really was just an accident with that guy’s drink. I thought at one point Jamie might actually swing for him,’ I say, filling the silence.


‘I’d have done the same for you, babe,’ Mark says in a quiet voice.


‘Really?’ I pull a face. ‘You hate confrontation.’


‘Well . . . sometimes doing nothing is the best thing.’


He must sense this has hit a nerve. We had so many arguments during the week from hell because I expected him to stand up for me more, to have the courage to fight back at the men who made our lives miserable.


‘Sorry, Soph. Ignore me. My head is pounding, I’m just going to take some sleeping pills and crash out.’


I’m surprised he still has them; I thought he’d left them at home. I glance at my watch. It’s not even eleven o’clock; it’s too early to be going to bed on our last night, but I say nothing.


‘You stay out, though?’ Mark suggests.


‘No, I can’t just leave you like this.’


‘It’s fine. Don’t worry. I probably just need a good sleep. Anyway, I’ll be dead to the world soon.’ He dips his head to give me a firm kiss goodnight. ‘Love you.’


‘Love you too.’


There’s a pang of uncertainty as I watch him head towards the lifts in the hotel lobby. Perhaps I should call it a night too, but I’m not the least bit tired and he needs to lie still in a dark room without me tossing and turning beside him. He’ll be fine. I’m sure it’s the pressure in the sky. The air is fizzing with tension, needing to crack and allow us all to breathe a bit more easily.


 


‘Another drink, please, sir. Same again,’ Leroy, another hotel guest who is here with his wife, Angie, asks the barman in his strong Mancunian accent. We met a few days ago. They’re in their sixties, recently retired secondary school teachers, originally from Jamaica but they’ve lived in Trafford for most of their lives. They are here to celebrate their silver wedding anniversary.


Ketut, the friendly barman, winks and flamboyantly pours tequila into a silver cocktail shaker. There’s a soft glow from the strings of colourful bulbs wrapped around palm trees. Faint reggae beats play from hidden speakers. Finally I feel as if I can breathe, away from the cramped, noisy terrace of the Blue Fin. Here, there’s only a handful of guests at the bar, the brooding storm discouraging others from coming for a drink.


‘What are you having, Sophia?’ Leroy asks, running a hand over his short greying afro.


‘I should probably call it a night soon,’ I reply.


‘Go on. One more won’t hurt.’ Angie places a warm arm across my shoulder. She’s wearing a busy floral-print dress. Chains of multicoloured necklaces sit crumpled in the wrinkles across her chest. ‘Come and join us! How come you’re all alone?’


‘We were having dinner with another couple who are staying here, but we had to leave early – Mark wasn’t feeling so well.’


‘Too much sun?’ she asks.


‘Something like that.’


Maybe I should check he’s OK, but I’m not finished drinking yet. I’m still not ready to face up to the fact that we’re leaving tomorrow. Going back home means going back to a reality I’m not ready to be part of. I know I’m safe here. It’s a silly reason to stay away, but it’s true.


All of a sudden there’s an almighty roar of thunder. I flinch.


‘Someone’s jumpy!’ Leroy says.


I try to smile as I unclench my hands and take a big gulp of my drink. ‘I’m not a big fan of storms. It’s a childhood fear that I’ve not managed to outgrow.’


‘Aww. A bit of thunder can’t hurt you, darling,’ Angie says.


There’s a flash of brilliant white lighting. Someone makes an oohing noise. Angie gets up to go to the bathroom, stumbling a little.


Leroy places his arms across his broad stomach, tight in his United football shirt, and chuckles. ‘This is going to be quite the show!’ He offers me a rice cracker from the glass bowl in front of him. I shake my head.


I wish I were as relaxed as him. Instead, my eyes roam the flimsy structure we’re sitting under. My hand begins to feel clammy under my bouncing knee. I cross my legs and try to wipe my palms on my dress under the table.


‘So, Sophia . . .’


I’m struggling to listen to what he’s saying. There is a painful screech from beside us as a member of staff drags the empty chairs across the floor to a store cupboard. The sound is like nails down a blackboard. I glance round, expecting to see Ketut, but he’s nowhere to be seen.


‘S-sorry?’ My mouth has run dry.


Other guests get up and say goodnight. I want to do the same but I’m pinned to the chair.


‘I was just saying that . . . whoa! Did you see that one?’ Leroy laughs again as another dart shoots across our heads. He picks up his phone and starts filming, tilting the camera towards the brooding grey sky.


Then, the first drops of warm rain fall. Within seconds it grows heavier, bringing a chill that hasn’t been there all holiday.


‘I bet Angie’s fallen asleep.’ Leroy laughs.


‘Y-yeah, I’m going to finish this and head to bed myself.’


He starts to say something.


‘Sorry?’ I have to strain to hear what he’s saying over the sound of the rain.


‘I was asking if you like photography? I’ve just got into it, “learning as I go”-type thing. I don’t want to beat my own drum but I’ve taken some pretty great shots since we’ve been here. Mostly scenery and the odd close-up of a monkey when we visited Uluwatu Temple. Cheeky buggers, they are!’ He’s scrolling through the colourful images in his phone’s photo album. ‘I mean, you wouldn’t think you could get such cracking shots with just a phone camera, would you?’


‘Oh. Er . . . yeah, they’re lovely.’


Another beat of thunder. My jaw tightens. ‘I’m actually going to call it a night,’ I say decisively.


‘Oh?’ He finally glances up from his phone as I scrape my chair back. ‘All right, then, love. I think I’ll go for a wander, see if I can capture this storm.’ He shakes his phone at me.


‘You’re going out in this weather to take photos? You’ll get soaked!’


‘It’s only a light shower, it’ll pass soon.’ He gives a shrug. ‘If Angie has fallen asleep then it’ll be nice to show her some pics of what she’s missed.’


‘Well, please be careful,’ I say, finishing my drink, knocking the table and jostling empty glasses as I walk away.
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Erin


It’s as if the world has stopped spinning.


‘We need to get help!’ I pant, moving closer to the lifeless man. Blood is oozing from his head on to the wet steps beside us, trickling closer to my toes.


‘Erin, no, it’s too late . . . he’s dead.’ Jamie has dropped to his haunches, his head in his hands. ‘Fuck! What do we do now?’


‘No. He can’t be . . .’


I reach out a trembling hand to his neck the way they do in films, pretending I have a clue what I’m doing, needing to search for a pulse. His skin is rough where he shaved this morning.


I can’t feel a heartbeat.


Jamie shoots his head up and steps in front of me. His heart thumps in his chest, pressed against mine. Sweat clings to his skin. ‘Don’t touch him.’


‘P-p-perhaps he’s just passed out!’ Even as I’m saying it, I know I’m clutching at straws.


My breath is coming out too fast. A strong gust of wind sends a sickly-sweet scent up my nose. He must have knocked one of the flower offerings as he fell – dried petals and grains of rice are scattered like confetti around us. The rain is driving down now, dripping in my eyes and mixing with the mascara I applied earlier, stinging my burnt shoulders like needles through my skin.


‘Oh, my God. Oh, my God.’ I can’t think straight. I gulp and press my trembling fingers to my temples.


Jamie is saying something to me but I can’t hear over the sound of the rain and the pulse in my ears. He has his arm outstretched. I follow where he’s pointing.


The man’s phone lies on the hard ground. The camera is still on, the flashlight pointing up at the dark sky, the cracked screen glistening with raindrops. Just seconds ago, he was taunting us with it. Now, the stillness is terrifying.


Jamie turns the phone over in his shaking hands. I don’t know how he doesn’t drop it.


‘He was filming us. You were right. Fuck. Imagine if this had got out!’


Without hesitation, he casts his arm back and launches the phone as far as it will go over the cliff edge into the dark ocean. The sight sends my head into a spin. I can’t hold it together for much longer. I dash away towards a cluster of trees and vomit. Uncontrollable waves of nausea roll across my body, adrenaline the only thing keeping me upright. The rain has almost stopped. Heavy drips fall off the glossy palms and on to my head.


He’s dead. He’s dead. He’s dead.


Maybe Jamie got it wrong – perhaps he’s still alive, and we can still save him.


I wipe my mouth and walk back towards the lifeless body, swallowing deeply as I move closer. His left foot is bent into an eye-wateringly unnatural position. Jamie has his back to the man, facing the ocean with his eyes closed. I can see him trying to slow his breathing; he looks as if he’s dry-heaving.


‘We need to call for help,’ I pant.


‘How? Your phone’s at the hotel and mine’s run out of battery.’


We’re both thinking the same thing, wishing he hadn’t impulsively thrown the man’s phone away. The terrifying darkness presses against us. Without the light from his camera, we’re dependent on the moonlight.


‘Then we need to go and tell someone, ask someone to help, get them to call an ambulance!’ My voice is high and shrill. I blindly twist my wedding ring around my finger.


‘No, Erin.’ He quickly shakes his head, drops of water flicking in the air. ‘We need to get as far away as possible.’


‘What?’ Despite myself, I turn to look at the bloodied body. I keep expecting him to get up, to shout and swear at us. ‘But—’


‘Erin, we can’t help him. It’s too late.’


Both of us are shaking like frightened animals.


‘He’s dead.’ Jamie’s voice cracks, as he pulls me close. ‘I’m sure of it.’


He’ll never move again. My stomach clenches with the finality of it all.


Fuck.


‘What do we do now?’ My voice is a whisper against his racing chest. I’m horribly aware of how loud we were. The shouting, crying. Did I scream? Did he? I try to speak. ‘The police . . .’


‘If we call the police then we’ll both be arrested. Haven’t you seen what Indonesian prisons are like? Cockroach-infested cells, or worse – face a firing squad. They still have the death penalty here.’


‘B-b-but it was an accident. A silly fight. The rain, the steps were wet . . .’ My voice is wavering. Uncertainty dances on every syllable. ‘It wasn’t anyone’s fault, just an accident.’


‘I know. But who’s going to believe us? We’re standing next to a body with blood on our hands. They would have seen the commotion in the restaurant, knowing you tipped a drink over him. People could easily recognise us from the Blue Fin.’ He lets out a shaky breath and looks around. ‘Here there’s no witnesses. No CCTV. We’re leaving tomorrow morning, in a matter of hours. There’s nothing we can do—’


He stops suddenly, freezing mid-sentence. I stop breathing.


‘Do you hear that?’ He narrows his gaze, trying to make the sound out.


‘What? What is it?’


Jamie darts his head to the side and drops his voice to a hiss. ‘I thought I heard something . . . We have to get out of here.’


‘What!’ I gasp, light-headed with fear.


‘It sounded like footsteps . . .’


I strain, trying to hear what Jamie thinks he’s heard. My eyes are unable to focus in the gloom, grisly shapes playing tricks on me.


‘I-it must be the rain.’ There are no lights or voices coming towards us.


He frowns and swiftly shakes his head. ‘Maybe I imagined it.’


He’s taking me by the hand and tugging me away. It’s as though I’m hovering above my body, watching this all play out. Surely this isn’t happening? I resist. I need a moment to think but there’s no time. I glance back at the man we’ve left behind, my whole body trembling with shock.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
It was a trip
of a lifetime. ..

until they found
the body





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
HONEYMOON

KATE GRAY





