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Kor[image: image]ula, Croatia

Gemma

It’s evening when our little boat approaches the island from the mainland, the sun sinking behind the dark huddle of land that gradually takes shape, as we chug nearer, into folded mountains, gently rippling into slopes of vivid green, and, finally, rising out of the twilight as if they’d been hiding from the night, clusters of houses perched precariously on cliff-tops and hillsides and down on the shore. We hold our breath, watching the dusky landscape gradually drawing nearer, the flickering lights of windows and street lamps casting their shimmering reflections on the inky sea.

The boatman steers steadily closer and suddenly a promontory looms proud of the coast, cluttered with a confusion of red-roofed, stone-walled buildings, sheltered by ancient fortified walls and topped by a high-spired church. There’s a cheerful tangle of white masts on the boats bobbing in the harbour beneath the walls.

‘Kor[image: image]ula Town,’ says the boatman. ‘It’s the main town of Kor[image: image]ula island. Your hotel is just outside of it.’

‘Do we have to walk?’ says Andy, looking doubtfully at our two heavy suitcases wedged under the seats of the boat.

‘No. I take you to your hotel.’

‘Do we swim ashore?’ I whisper to Andy as we chug a little further down the coast.

But almost as soon as I’ve spoken, we’re pulling into a little wooden jetty where the boatman jumps out, ties up the boat and heaves our cases out.

‘This way,’ he says, heading off into the gloom with a suitcase under each arm as if they were no heavier than shopping bags.

‘Quick, Gem,’ says Andy, laughing as he helps me out of the boat. ‘I think he’s doing a runner with our luggage!’

‘As long as he leaves my case behind …’ I begin, gasping suddenly and holding on to Andy’s arm as I nearly slip over on the slimy surface of the jetty.

This is a new joke between us. We thought we’d lost one of our cases at Dubrovnik Airport – the one with all my clothes in. After all the things I’ve had to think about for the wedding, during the last few weeks, I completely forgot my usual rule about packing half of our clothes into each case, so that if we lose one, neither of us has to go naked or wear dirty clothes for the entire holiday.

‘You’re supposed to be naked for your honeymoon,’ Andy teased me when I said this to him after we finally found the missing case on the wrong luggage carousel.

‘That’s a male myth,’ I retorted, laughing, ‘like the one about not getting out of bed for the whole two weeks.’

‘You mean that’s not going to happen?’ he said, pretending surprise and disappointment.

‘Well, I suppose it depends on how nice you are to me …’ I amended with a flirty smile. But we both knew quite well that, after all the stresses and strains of the wedding preparations, the journey (including the three-hour coach trip from the airport, plus this short boat ride over to the island) was going to leave us both so shattered that if there was going to be any lying in bed naked tonight, it was more likely to involve a long, long sleep than anything more energetic!

We catch up with the boatman on the shore. In front of us, a flight of shallow steps leads up to a white, balconied building with a steeply sloping roof and large open windows overlooking the sea.

‘This – your hotel,’ he tells us proudly, as if he’d built it himself. ‘You go this way, up steps. Reception is through door at top.’

Andy thanks him and passes him a couple of notes. He takes my arm and we watch the little boat turning and beginning the journey back to Orebi[image: image] on the other side of the channel, then he squares his shoulders, picks up the cases and I follow him up the steps.

The insignificant-looking door at the side of the small hotel opens into a surprisingly spacious foyer with an artistic display of greenery and a couple of comfy-looking sofas – although, to be honest, anything would look comfy after a couple of hours on a plane and three on a coach. We head over to the reception desk where a solemn-looking man with wavy dark hair combed over a balding pate, and wearing a bright red bow-tie, welcomes us to Hotel Angelo and introduces himself as Tomislav, the hotel manager.

‘I do not mind,’ he says rather grandly, ‘if you like to call me Tomi.’ And with a little bow he proceeds to give us quite a lengthy speech, in rather formal English, about how much he hopes we will enjoy our stay. He then relieves us of our passports in return for our room key and calls a porter to take our luggage up to the second floor.

Once inside our room, Andy immediately collapses on the bed with a groan of exhaustion. I head straight for the windows where a French door opens on to the balcony.

‘Look at this,’ I breathe, half to myself – but a minute later Andy’s beside me, leaning on the balcony rail, and together we stare at the view. Back along the coast, the lights of Kor[image: image]ula Town and the little harbour are blinking up at us. In the other direction the mountains of the mainland undulate against the grey horizon. Little boats, tied up in the harbour, bob gently on the shallow waves. Below us a middle-aged couple sit hand-in-hand at the edge of the sun terrace, watching the light fading across the sea.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say, sighing and hugging Andy happily.

‘Perfect,’ he agrees. ‘Absolutely perfect. Well done, Gem.’

Croatia wasn’t Andy’s first choice for the honeymoon. He’d originally wanted us to go back to Egypt. We went there a couple of years ago, to one of the Red Sea resorts, and although we both enjoyed it – the weather, of course, was the main attraction, as well as the superb snorkelling off the coral reefs – I was actually a bit disappointed by Sharm-el-Sheikh. As a teenager, I’d fallen in love with the whole idea of Egypt. I’d seen an advert once – a huge golden sun rising over the desert, with a procession of camels being led by a smiling and very good-looking boy in a white djellabah and sandals. I’d cut it out and put it under my pillow. I’d like to say that to me it represented the Promised Land, but in all honesty I probably just had the hots for the camel boy. Of course, I didn’t think I was going to find him in Sharm-el-Sheikh, any more than I expected to find camels. But long after the page with the advert on had been crumpled up and thrown away, long after I’d finished studying the Nile Delta in geography lessons, my fascination with Egypt had continued, bolstered by library books and TV documentaries about Tutankhamun. But, of course, Sharm-el-Sheikh is a modern resort and it had about as much to do with the history and romance of Ancient Egypt as Milton Keynes does. I didn’t want to go back there for our honeymoon.

‘We could go to a different Red Sea resort this time,’ Andy had suggested when we’d started looking at brochures this year. ‘And a five-star hotel, as it’s our honeymoon. All-inclusive.’

‘I don’t particularly want five-star,’ I protested. ‘Or all-inclusive. I just want to go somewhere … a bit more special.’

‘Florida, then? Or the Caribbean? Australia even?’ He was flicking through the pile of brochures we’d brought home.

‘No. It doesn’t have to be far. It just has to be … special.’

He laughed at me gently, teasing me as usual about being a hopeless romantic.

‘You choose then,’ he said with a shrug. ‘It’ll be special enough for me, Gem, just being with you. Being married to you.’

He’s good at saying the right thing, I’ll give him that. But he does tend to leave the major decisions to me. It was great when it came to furnishing our house.

What colour do you think we should have in the lounge?

I don’t mind. It’s up to you.

Do you like this leather sofa? This cream rug? These brown curtains?

Yes. If you do.

Sometimes I could hope for a bit more enthusiasm. It’s not that I ever wanted to take charge, or be the dominant one in our relationship; just that Andy’s so easy-going, and someone has to get things done! But at least I got to choose the honeymoon. The pile of brochures was doing my head in, but a couple of days later I was thumbing through a copy of Weddings Today, and there in the honeymoon section, under the heading ‘Croatian Island Dreams’, was a feature specifically about the island of Kor[image: image]ula. The picture showed the view of the little town that we just saw from the boat – but in sunshine, with the roofs shining bright red and orange, a pink morning light warming the church spire and the old stone walls, the sea such a bright turquoise it hurt your eyes to look at it. As I read the article, becoming more and more excited by the description of the little harbour, romantic views and steep cobbled streets packed with restaurants, bars and quaint little shops, a reference to the Hotel Angelo – ‘perfect for honeymooners’ – caught my eye. ‘Charming, friendly small hotel in wonderful location on the edge of the bay, all rooms with balconies and lovely sea views.’

‘This is the place,’ I told Andy, with such conviction that he got straight on the internet and found the hotel before he’d even finished reading about it. We booked the same day. And here we are, Mr and Mrs Andrew Collins, married since yesterday, together since we were fourteen and in the same class at school. Happy in love and together forever.

Ruby

‘There’s another new couple arriving,’ I tell Harold, who’s dozing in his chair next to me. It’s getting dark now; we’ve sat here on the sun terrace outside the hotel since dinner, watching the sun go down over the sea, and it’s still so warm I’ve got no desire to go back inside. ‘I wonder if they’re honeymooners too.’

‘Why should they be?’ he says, opening his eyes and following the direction of my gaze.

The young couple are at the bottom of the steps, by the jetty. They turn and watch their boat heading back to the mainland. The girl gives the boatman a friendly wave as her partner picks up the cases and starts to climb the steps.

‘Because the hotel’s been recommended, apparently – in a wedding magazine. The manager – Tomislav – said so. They’ve been flooded out with bookings from British honeymooners. Quite funny, really. He says almost every couple he’s checked in this week has got the free Champagne and flowers in their room.’

‘Good for their business, then. Nice touch, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes. I’m not sure it was a good idea to drink all the Champagne before we had dinner, though! I still feel tipsy, and look at you – you’re half asleep!’

He smiles ruefully and squeezes my hand.

‘Sorry. I’m not very good company, am I?’

‘Don’t be daft. It was such a long journey, wasn’t it? No wonder we’re both tired. We’ll be all right tomorrow,’ I try to reassure him, wondering even as I’m saying it whether in fact he will be all right at all.

He’s made the biggest, most amazing effort to get here in the first place – to please me, to come for our honeymoon to the romantic island I’ve dreamed about visiting ever since I read a novel set here, in the former Yugoslavia before their war. Harold booked the honeymoon to please me. He arranged the flights and the hotel and gave me the confirmation print-outs as a surprise, a couple of weeks before our wedding. I wasn’t expecting a honeymoon, you see: not because we couldn’t afford it, but because Harold had said it wouldn’t seem right in the circumstances. I didn’t argue because I understood. Of course I did. But he must have thought it over, and decided to put his own feelings aside to please me.

‘Isn’t that what it’s all about, Rube?’ he said when I almost cried with surprise and pleasure at his thoughtfulness. Kor[image: image]ula, of all places! How had he even remembered that I wanted to come here? ‘Doing whatever it takes to please each other?’

‘But … will you be OK?’ I asked him doubtfully. ‘Is it really what you want?’

‘I want to marry you, Ruby Atkins. More than anything … it’s what I’ve wanted all these years!’ he said fiercely, holding me in a bear-hug as if he was afraid I was going to run away. As if!

‘I know. But – a honeymoon too? You’re sure you feel up to it?’

‘I’m sure,’ he said, nodding as determinedly as though he’d agreed to take part in the London Marathon.

I think that’s how it feels, actually, to him. I almost feel guilty now for agreeing to this. But when we arrived this afternoon, when we saw this sweet little hotel and the view from our window, when we’d showered and changed and sat on the balcony drinking our Champagne, I thought: You’ve done it, Ruby girl. You’ve not only married the love of your life, you’ve mended his broken heart and made him whole again.

Daft old cow. Been reading too many of those romantic novels again, I suppose. Looking at him now, seeing the tired, sad look back in his eyes again, I’m not so sure. The trouble with those novels and romantic films is that there are places they don’t go, things behind the scenes they don’t show you. You never see the beautiful heroine shaving under her arms or coping with nasty periods. You don’t see the tall dark handsome hero caught out with a bad attack of diarrhoea. Or not being able to get an erection.

‘They look like they might be on their honeymoon,’ I say, watching the young couple again as they disappear round the side of the hotel with their suitcases.

‘How can you tell?’ says Harold with a smile.

‘I don’t know. Body language. She reminded me a bit of my Karen,’ I add wistfully. Same long dark hair, same melodic laugh ringing out in the distance. Same sort of age as Karen when she married Stuart. Except that Karen’s been divorced now for nearly a year. Like mother, like daughter.

‘They looked a bit more cheerful than that last pair anyway,’ says Harold, closing his eyes again. ‘I doubt whether they’re on their honeymoon. She looked totally bloody miserable.’

‘I think she was pregnant.’

Harold’s eyes fly open again.

‘Good God, woman! You don’t miss much, do you? We didn’t get much more than a glimpse of them!’

They arrived earlier, while it was still light. While we were drinking the Champagne on the balcony. We watched the boat tying up at the jetty and the boatman, who seems to be a familiar figure here, helping them out with their luggage. Even from our balcony we could hear the guy calling after the girl as she struggled with a suitcase: ‘Put it down, Jo! For God’s sake! You’ll hurt yourself!’

‘I’m not an invalid!’ she called back irritably. ‘I’m all right, it’s not heavy.’

He took the case from her, nevertheless, as they climbed the steps. She was frowning slightly as they came closer and I saw her pass her hand over her stomach, just once, with the expression of mild surprise I remember so well from when my babies were growing inside me. Swimming around energetically like wriggling little tadpoles, before they got so big that the movements were more restricted, more like being dug on the inside of my belly by sharp little elbows and knees.

‘Are you sure you’re OK, babe?’ I heard him ask her anxiously before they disappeared out of sight round the corner.

‘I reckon she’s about four months. Maybe four and a half. Not big enough to be any further on.’

‘Amazing,’ says Harold, still smiling at me. ‘It must be some sort of female instinct. Something you’re all born with – this innate understanding of pregnancy and childbirth. Jeannie used to talk about it and understand it all, too, even though we never had any …’ He pauses and sighs heavily. ‘Sorry, Rube. Sorry.’

‘It’s OK.’ I reach out and take his hand, holding it loosely in mine. Loosely the way I’ve always tried to hold him – as if I always knew that if I gripped too tightly, I’d squeeze all the hope out of him. ‘We can still talk about her, can’t we, Harold? Let’s never think we have to stop talking about Jeannie.’

He swallows a couple of times, not looking at me, staring out over the darkened bay.

‘Shall we go inside now?’ he says flatly. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling dead beat.’

‘Yes,’ I agree, trying to sound cheerful. ‘It’s been a long old day, hasn’t it?’

‘We’ll be all right in the morning,’ he says again, helping me to my feet.

Well, let’s wait and see. That’s what I’m used to anyway. Waiting and seeing.

Jo

I wish he wouldn’t do this. Fuss, fuss, fuss. I keep telling him: I’m pregnant. Not sick, not dying, for God’s sake. I’m sorry, it’s all just a bit over the top. It’s getting on my nerves.

‘You must be tired, babe,’ he says, almost as soon as we set foot in the room. Our room. Our honeymoon room. Jesus, it does feel weird.

‘I’m OK,’ I say, for the twentieth time since we got off the boat.

‘Have a lie down. Close your eyes. I’ll get you a drink of water …’

‘No, Mark! I said – I’m OK!’ I don’t like the tone of my voice – snappy, irritated. I feel like a bitch. I make an effort, try to smile at him.

‘Look, they’ve left us Champagne. Pour some of that out instead.’

‘You mustn’t drink it,’ he reminds me sternly.

‘I know that.’ I drank orange juice all through my own wedding reception yesterday. Am I likely to have forgotten already? ‘I just want a sip. A tiny, tiny sip – before I forget what it tastes like. I’m not going to hurt the baby with one sip. Trust me. I’ve read all the books, too.’

He’s been getting them out of the library. Healthy Pregnancy; The Expectant Father’s Guide to Life before Birth, and Nine Happy Months. That one reminds me of a title of a film I saw once – I think it was just Nine Months – where a surrogate mother runs away to Australia because she changes her mind about giving the baby up. It was supposed to be a romantic comedy but it made me cry buckets, and that was before I got pregnant. God knows what I’d be like if I watched it now; I cry at the least little thing. Hormones, I suppose.

He opens the Champagne and pours it – a full, fizzing glassful for him; a trickle in the bottom of the glass for me. He looks at me doubtfully as he hands it to me, then changes his expression swiftly as he sees me grit my teeth with exasperation.

‘Sorry, Jo. I’m just trying to be …’

Careful. Protective. Concerned. He doesn’t say any of these – he doesn’t have to. He’s said it all enough times already. I know he means well. He cares about me, cares about the baby – which, really, is more than I could have asked for.

Again, I make the effort to smile. To raise my glass to him. To see the answering smile he gives me as he clinks his glass against mine.

‘Here’s to us,’ he says softly. ‘To our honeymoon.’

‘To our honeymoon,’ I echo, the words feeling strange and foreign on my tongue – as strange and foreign as the taste of the Champagne after months without drinking any alcohol.

I haven’t missed it. Even without Mark’s constant nannying, I would have been determined to keep myself fit and healthy for this baby’s sake. My little boy – the reason I’m living. The only reason I haven’t fallen apart. I’ve only known about his existence for twenty weeks but already he’s changed my life. When I think about it too much, it makes my head spin and my heart race with panic, so that I have to sit down and take deep breaths and Mark goes into an overdrive of concern. I’m only twenty-one. Up till a week or so ago I was a student, taking my final exams, and now I’m a married woman and I’m going to be a mother. It’s ridiculous, impossible. I can’t get my head around it. I’ve promised, in church, to love and cherish this man, in sickness and health, till death do us part, forsaking all others, etc, etc, etc. If I get ideas about walking out on him now, I’ll have the vicar, God and all the angels to reckon with, to say nothing of solicitors. I’d have to give him half my worldly goods, always supposing I had any. What the hell have I done?

I put down my empty glass and go out on to the balcony. The older couple we noticed sitting on the terrace when we arrived are still there. She’s gazing out to sea; he looks like he’s dropped off. Is that what we’ll be like in thirty or forty years’ time – me and Mark? Sitting out our days together, dozing and staring into space? If we’re still together. I put my hands up to my head as I catch myself thinking this, wanting to push the thought back into my brain – push it back and keep it back. I can’t think like this on the day after my wedding, for God’s sake! I’ve done it now. Made the promises. Made up my mind. This is it. Get on with it, girl. Mark’s a lovely guy. He loves me. He’ll look after me. No negative thoughts allowed, not now.

He’s joined me on the balcony, sipping his Champagne, his arm slung loosely across my shoulders as we watch another little boat, like the one that brought us across to the island, chugging up to the jetty. A girl and a guy climb out and follow the boatman, holding hands and laughing together. He’s tall and slightly built, sandy-haired, pale-skinned. She’s dark and pretty – vivacious-looking. Their voices carry clearly in the still twilight air – happy voices, teasing and joking, full of cheerfulness and confidence. Here on their holiday, expecting to have fun, have a great time together. I find myself smiling as I watch them climbing the steps. Mark, watching me, gives me a gentle hug as he sees the smile.

‘Happy?’ he asks quietly.

‘Yes.’

It’s a lie, but I owe him this. I owe it to myself to keep up this effort, keep pretending, keep trying to be happy. To myself, to my baby, to my parents who, despite the shock of my pregnancy and the double shock of the sudden engagement, put aside their worries to give me a beautiful wedding yesterday. But, most of all, I owe it to this man who loves me enough to take me on for life – and not just me, but someone else’s baby too.

I’ve made a choice, and I have to make it work. I’m not the baby around here any more.
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Gemma

Breakfast is being served at tables out on the terrace, overlooking the sea. It’s hot already at only nine o’clock. I’d planned to have a long lie-in this morning, but to my surprise I woke up just after seven, feeling refreshed, as if I hadn’t just had a long journey – to say nothing of the most exhausting day of my life on Saturday!

‘Hello, wifey,’ teased Andy as soon as I opened my eyes. He was propped up on his elbow beside me, looking like he’d been watching me sleep.

I hit him with my pillow.

‘Don’t call me that! Unless, of course, you’re happy to be addressed as hubby!’

‘I’d consider it an honour,’ he said, laughing and ducking as I clobbered him with the pillow again, just for the hell of it.

Within minutes we were rolling around on the bed, play-fighting like we were still a couple of teenagers. I really do wonder sometimes if we’re actually mature enough to be married. I suppose it comes from knowing each other when we were still at school, young and silly. It’s so easy to slip back into that again. So comfortable, knowing everything about each other, having no pasts, no secrets. Like two halves that fit faultlessly, perfectly, together.

The view over the bay this morning is even more stunning than when we arrived last night. The sea is an even deeper shade of blue than it was pictured in the magazine. Lots of little boats are out on the water; people are putting out chairs and sunbeds on the paved area in front of the hotel, and there are already a couple of brave souls swimming off the rocks.

‘Shall we explore the town today?’ suggests Andy, nodding towards the cluster of buildings rising up above the harbour in the distance. We’ve both been to the buffet table and loaded our plates with all kinds of fruit, bread, jam, cheeses and cold meats – enough to feed an army – and we’re gazing at the view while we’re eating.

‘Yes, I’d like that. I wonder how long it takes to walk in?’

‘Ten minutes, love, that’s all,’ says a voice from the next table before Andy has a chance to reply.

‘Sorry?’ I’m a bit put out by the interruption. It’s the middle-aged, rather plump lady who was sitting outside the hotel last night, holding hands with her husband. She’s on her own this morning, at the next table to ours.

‘Don’t go by the road. If you walk along the path here, by the coast, it takes about ten minutes, but the road at the back goes inland and it’s a much longer walk. I went that way yesterday afternoon, soon after we arrived. To stretch my legs a bit – after the journey, you know? Is this your first time here? Is it your honeymoon?’

I don’t know which question to answer first so I just nod mutely at her, hoping this’ll be enough to deter her from talking any more. But, of course, I didn’t reckon with Andy. Here we go, I think to myself with resignation as he turns in his seat, smiles at the lady and introduces himself. Don’t get me wrong – Andy’s the friendliest bloke in the world and I love that about him. It never takes more than five minutes for him to strike up a companionship with someone, and more often than not buy them a beer. That’s fine – in fact, it’s great, normally. We’ve made some good friends in pubs and on plane journeys and even in supermarkets because of his ability to chat to anyone; to charm the birds out of the trees. But right now, this week, just for once – I really wanted it to be just me and him.

‘I’m Ruby,’ the lady at the next table’s saying. ‘Lovely to meet you both. Anything you want to know about Kor[image: image]ula, fire away.’

She sits back, arms folded across her considerable chest, apparently expecting a barrage of questions.

‘I take it you’ve been here before, then?’ I say, to be polite and because it’s obvious now that we’re not going to get a quiet breakfast on our own.

‘No, love. Our first time too. Beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘Yes … but …’ I frown at her, puzzled. ‘Are you an expert on the island or something?’

She laughs loudly at this, tossing back her head of close-cropped strawberry-blonde hair.

‘Not exactly an expert but I’ve read a lot about it. Always fancied coming here, you see, ever since I read about it in a novel, years ago, when it was still Yugoslavia, you know? It was about Marco Polo. He was born in Kocˇula, did you know that? Very romantic story, all about the history of the place – got me interested so I borrowed all the books I could out of the library and read up on it. I wanted to come then but of course there was the war here – ninety-one to ninety-five that was. You probably know that already. But Harold … bless him. That’s my husband Harold, you’ll meet him later, he was too tired to come down for breakfast this morning … he’s such a dear that without even telling me he arranged this trip for our honeymoon …’

‘It’s your honeymoon?’ I say in surprise, having had trouble keeping up with her rapid-fire speech up till now. ‘Oh! It’s ours, too.’

‘Congratulations, love. I thought you might be honeymooners. The hotel’s full of ’em – featured in a magazine apparently. Anyway, it’s easy to tell: you look so happy together. Get married on Saturday, did you?’

‘Yes.’ Andy smiles. ‘You too?’

‘Yep.’ She runs her fingers through her hair and sighs contentedly. ‘A quiet do, it was. Just the basics, in the register office – not a full-blown church do like my previous ones.’

‘Previous ones?’ I blink at her. ‘How many times have you been married, Ruby?’

‘It’s the third time for me, love. Second for Harold.’

‘Blimey!’ says Andy, giving her a look of amused respect. ‘Glutton for punishment, aren’t you?’

‘No, it’s third time lucky for me. The other two were both a disaster, mind you, so I’m due a good one.’ She pauses, nodding to herself thoughtfully. ‘We both are. How about you two? Big wedding with all the trimmings, was it?’

‘A bit too big,’ I tell her, laughing. ‘Started off planning a nice quiet little affair with just the family and a few friends, and suddenly – bang! It kind of grew. It was like a monster … out of our control! Every time I turned around, another half dozen people were added to the guest list …’

‘And another couple of hundred quid on the bill!’ says Andy.

‘Ah, it’s worth it, though. Special day. Once in a lifetime, isn’t it – if you’re lucky in love, and you look like you are. Not like me. Shouldn’t have even bothered the first time – too young. We didn’t want a fuss this time. We’re both past the age for having a lot of fuss made. My kids all came, of course – apart from Trevor, but it’s a long way from Australia, I couldn’t really expect it – and their families, my grandsons and granddaughters. It was lovely to have them all together. I had a wonderful day.’

I smile at her.

‘Good for you. Why not!’

‘That’s what Harold said. He was all for me dressing up and enjoying myself. Even though he didn’t feel much like it himself.’

She pauses, looking down at her breakfast plate, and I feel obliged to ask.

‘Is he not well, then – Harold?’

‘He’s … not ill,’ she replies a bit guardedly. And then, shrugging as if deciding she might as well explain, adds: ‘He’s … been bereaved, you see. Taking quite a while to get over it.’

‘Sorry to hear that,’ says Andy kindly. ‘Was it someone very close to him?’

‘Yes, love. Very close. His wife.’ Andy nearly chokes on his coffee, and Ruby goes on quickly, giving him a fleeting smile: ‘His first wife, you understand.’

‘Of course. I see.’ Andy raises his eyebrows at me and we both have to look away.

I have no idea what to say next, but Ruby continues calmly: ‘Harold is the love of my life, you see. But we couldn’t get married. Not until his wife died.’

I can feel my chin drop. Andy’s eyebrows are up in his hair. He’s sipping his coffee to stop himself from having to look at her.

‘It’s not quite like it sounds,’ Ruby amends quickly. ‘We didn’t push her under a train or anything like that.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ I mutter faintly.

‘She was very ill. Very ill for a very long time.’ Ruby suddenly sits up straight and takes a deep breath as if something’s hurting her. ‘She was in hospital for years. You can’t imagine it. You don’t want to.’

‘Poor thing,’ I say, softly.

‘And poor Harold!’ says Ruby firmly. ‘She – Jeannie – she was out of it in the end. Didn’t know anything about it. Harold looked after her himself for as long as he could. He did his best, but it was too much for him finally. He used to visit her every day, though. Right up to the end.’

‘Even though you two were … together?’

‘Of course. How could he not? She was still his wife. But she’d have wanted him to be happy. She was a lovely girl, was Jeannie. She’d only have wanted the best for Harold.’

‘You knew her too, then? Before she was ill?’ Andy asks.

‘I knew her all her life, dear,’ says Ruby calmly. ‘Of course I did. She was my sister.’

‘She probably had cancer or something horrible. Or one of those what-do-you-call-its … regressive diseases,’ says Andy as we stroll along the path into town a little later.

‘Degenerative?’

‘Yeah. Probably wasted away in hospital while her old man and good old Ruby were consoling each other.’ He pretends to leer disgustingly.

‘That’s sick!’ I protest. ‘I don’t know how she could have … got together with Harold at all. He was her sister’s husband!’

‘I’m surprised she told us,’ says Andy with a shrug. ‘We’d only just met her! What were we supposed to say?’

‘I know – I was horrified. She seems like one of those people who can’t help telling you their life history straight off. And she didn’t seem the least bit embarrassed about it, did she? It sounds gross! I suppose… I suppose it must be legal to marry your brother-in-law, if your sister dies?’

‘It might be legal, but it’s just a bit weird, isn’t it? I can’t help wondering if they did really bump the poor cow off. Poison her or something.’

‘You watch too many rubbish films,’ I tell him, laughing. ‘Oh – don’t! Andy, no – it’s too hot!’ He’s tickling me, trying to make me run away so that he can chase me. ‘Come on. Walk nicely. Look at the pretty little boats.’

‘Walk nicely, look at the pretty boats,’ he mimics teasingly. He stands up straight and walks along in front of me with perfect posture like a mannequin. ‘I suppose, Mrs Collins, now that we’re an old married couple we’re expected to behave with dignity and refinement. Yeah?’

I grab him from behind and we wrestle for a few minutes before I end up out of breath.

‘Nah,’ I tell him cheerfully. ‘Refinement? Dignity? Sod that for a game of cowboys. Plenty of time for dignity when we’re dead.’

‘Try telling that to Harold Whatsisname’s last wife!’

‘Not funny. And can we leave off talking about them now, do you think? I don’t really want to spend the whole of my honeymoon debating other people’s marriages, Andy. I’d rather concentrate on our own, since it’s only two days old.’

‘Me too.’

He slips his arm through mine and we stroll in a companionable silence. Past another, larger hotel; past a couple of little cafés with tables and chairs outside; past a stretch of shingly beach where a handful of people are stretched out on towels facing the sun. It’s not particularly crowded and certainly not over-commercialised. I think I’m going to like it here. I feel a bubble of excitement starting in the pit of my stomach and rising up through my chest. Our honeymoon. The most romantic two weeks of my entire life, stretching out in front of me like a promise. I deserve this, don’t I, after the stress of the wedding? I just know it’s going to be perfect.

Our wedding day wasn’t quite so perfect. Don’t get me wrong, it was lovely: marrying Andy, standing together at the front of the church, smiling at each other as we made our promises – and then dancing together at the reception, celebrating with all our friends, lots of them friends from school who’d known us both for half our lives – that was all perfect.

It’s just … my family.

I feel bad even saying this. I know I should be grateful to my mum. She helped out so much with the wedding preparations and she was in a state of high excitement for the whole year we were planning it. But I had the feeling that the excitement was all about the dresses, and the flowers, and the menu, and her own outfit, of course, and which aunties were coming, and who was sitting on which table … rather than about seeing her eldest daughter getting married. At times, what with my long-lost father taking over the financial side of things by sending his huge guilt-money cheque in the post, and my mother trying to take over practically everything else, I began to wonder whose wedding this actually was. Andy’s response, typically, was to shrug and tell me to let them get on with it. But I had this strange feeling, once or twice during the reception, that I was actually at someone else’s wedding, watching this family celebrating … this family of strangers who had nothing to do with me.

I was an only child until I was sixteen. My earliest memories were of Mum and Dad fighting, so I always assumed that they hated each other too much to have sex any more after I was born. As I got older, Mum used to confide in me about Dad and his affairs. Although it ensured that I fell out of love with my father for ever, in some ways it made me feel grown-up and a bit special – like I was her best friend instead of a kid still at school who shouldn’t really have been concerning herself with her parents’ marital problems.

‘I’m going to leave him,’ she used to tell me, ‘as soon as I’ve got enough money together. We’ll pack up and move to Devon. Just you and me – it’ll be lovely.’

She had an old school friend who lived in a little village in Devon. We’d been down there to stay with her once for a holiday – it was a kind of dummy-run for the Leaving Dad plan. I’d been about eleven and had just started making friends at my new senior school. The idea of the holiday was exciting – especially as Dad wasn’t coming with us – two whole weeks with no arguments. But the reality was totally different. Mum’s friend Sarah was a single mum with two little boys who fought even more than Mum and Dad did. When they weren’t fighting, they were throwing things, breaking things or burying things in the garden. I wanted to murder them both. And, to make matters worse, my mum thought they were ‘sweet’ and lavished loads of time and affection on them, leaving me feeling left out and bored.

There was nothing to do in the village. I wandered around the streets on my own, but after five minutes the streets ran out and there was nothing but fields in every direction. There was one shop, that hardly sold anything, and no park. The local children and teenagers hung around on the village green and whispered about me. After two days I wanted to go home – and this was the wonderful new life my mum had in mind for us both.

‘I don’t want to move to Devon,’ I said the next time the subject came up back home. ‘I don’t like it there. I’d miss my friends.’

‘You’ll make new ones,’ she told me curtly. ‘And try thinking about me, Gemma. Don’t I deserve to start a new life, after all I’ve been through?’

In the event, we didn’t move anyway because my little sister came along – and that was the most astounding and horrifying thing of all.

‘How can you be pregnant?’ I demanded.

Did Mum have boyfriends, like my dad had girlfriends? Was she just as bad as him all along?

‘I’m not too old, Gemma!’ she protested, misunderstanding me.

But why was she having another baby at all? Wasn’t I good enough for her any more? Did she need a new daughter? Or, even worse, was she hoping for a little boy like the horrible ones in Devon she’d seemed so keen on?

‘But you don’t love Dad. You hate him. You wanted to leave him.’

She looked at me serious-faced for a minute, before shaking her head and sighing.

‘You don’t understand,’ she said quietly, and changed the subject.

She was dead right there – I didn’t understand. Not at all. I was quite an immature fifteen-year-old but I believed I knew pretty well all there was to know about sex. I was already going out with Andy. He was my second boyfriend; the first one had been all about experimenting with snogging and, to be honest, I hadn’t even enjoyed it much. But with Andy it was different. I was with him because I liked him so much. Because he got picked on by the bigger, tougher boys and didn’t fight back. Because I saw something in him that they didn’t seem to see. He was nice. He was kind, and gentle, and interested in what I had to say. When he kissed me, I knew it wasn’t about seeing how far I’d let him go. It was about him liking me as much as I liked him.

I asked myself how I’d feel if Andy were as mean to me as my dad was to my mum. Would I still fancy him? Or if he went out with another girl while we were still supposed to be going out – would I still have this tingling, desperate urge to have sex with him? You had to be joking.

I stopped listening to Mum’s problems after that. I didn’t have much sympathy for her any more. If things were really that bad between them, she wouldn’t have got pregnant. And if she really wanted to start a new life – just me and her, the way she’d always said, the way that had always made me feel like we were really close, best friends as much as mother and daughter, sharing a secret together – then she wouldn’t have wanted another child.

My dad left, anyway, before my sister Claire was even born, as if to rub salt in the wound. He’d finally fallen in love with one of his girlfriends, apparently. I looked at my mum with distaste as she dripped tears over the new baby’s head and wondered how she could have been so pathetic, demeaning herself by continuing to want someone who treated her so badly. Looking back now, of course, with the benefit of maturity and hindsight, I can understand the hurt, resentful child that I was back then, but I wish I hadn’t been so contemptuous of my mum. I wanted, so much, to hug her and make things right between us, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. Instead I spent more and more time with Andy and my friends, started my nursing training when I was eighteen and left home as soon as I was qualified. And however much I’d like to have a closer relationship with Mum, I know it’s not going to happen. It’s my own fault for being such a spoilt bitch back then. Claire’s sixteen now, the same age that I was when she was born – and she’s Mum’s golden girl. I can’t compete. I don’t even really belong.

‘What’re you day-dreaming about?’ Andy asks me affectionately, pulling me closer to his side. ‘One of those hunky doctors at work?’

It’s an ongoing joke, and I play along with it. He knows I’m not interested in anyone else – never have been, never will be. I look, sure, and have a giggle with the other girls at work. But I tell you what, even if George Clooney asked me out on a date I’d tell him I needed to get home to Andy.

‘Yeah – the good-looking new paediatric registrar. I wanted to ask him to the wedding but I thought you’d be jealous,’ I tease.

‘No problem. I was too busy looking at the girls on the beach there, in their tiny little bikinis.’

I smack him playfully and we fall together again, laughing. Secure in our love for each other – no handsome doctor or teenager in a bikini is ever going to touch it. We’re indestructible. We’re eternal. And we’re married!

Ruby

These young people. They do make me smile. Everything’s so black and white, isn’t it, when you’re young? They’re either head over heels in love, everything perfect, wonderful, all-singing and dancing – or it’s terrible, the end of the world, you’re miserable and probably going to die.

I know. I’ve been there. More times than they’ve had hot dinners.

I’ve been watching these two young couples. Come on, give me a break: it’s the most fun I get, at my age – watching the world go by, and all the crazy people in it! The ones I was chatting to earlier – Andy and Gemma – are obviously besotted with each other, running along together like a pair of kids: laughing, teasing, playing tag. They look about thirty but they act a lot younger – charming in a way. She’s tall, dark, pretty and happy-looking; he’s very slender, pale and freckly with an open, honest-looking face. I like them.

Now I’m watching the other two – the young pregnant girl and her husband – having their breakfast. They’re in their early-twenties, I’d guess. Round about the same age as my Jodie – my youngest. Think they’re grown up, of course – well, they should be, shouldn’t they? I’d had my first two kids before I was their age. That’s when you really know what being grown-up’s all about, isn’t it? When you’re crying from the sheer bloody exhaustion of getting up in the middle of the night, half a dozen times or more, every single night, because your old man’s too damned lazy to take a turn, but you’ve still got to get up in the morning and make the bottles and change the nappies … no lying in bed all morning getting over hangovers from binge drinking like some of today’s so-called adults, eh? Still, I suppose you can’t blame them. They work hard and earn the money, don’t they? Might as well spend it before the Government takes it off them.

These two look like a miserable pair of buggers, if you ask me. If I hadn’t heard him say something to her about it being their honeymoon, I’d never have believed they were newlyweds. What’s the point? That’s what I ask myself: what’s the point in getting married these days anyway – now they don’t have their parents or the Church breathing down their necks, threatening them with hellfire and damnation for immoral behaviour – unless they’re so happy together they can’t bear not to be married? Baby or no baby, it doesn’t seem to be a necessity any more. My Karen, that’s my elder daughter, she’s a single mum and doing all right, best she can do in the circumstances – not that I’d recommend it as a lifestyle choice, you understand, but it sure as hell beats the alternative of being married to someone you can’t stand.

Looking at this pair, it’s hard to tell whether they’re happy together or not. She looks sad and tired, leaning on the table as if she’s having trouble staying upright. She’s very pale, with long fair hair and delicate features, and she’s nibbling half-heartedly at slices of fruit – juicy mango, knobs of yellow banana, sticks of bright pink papaya – but not in the normal whole-hearted way most people would. She’s taking it from his hand as he offers it to her across the table, feeding her like a sick child as he strokes her arm with his free hand. He’s big and dark and muscly – next to her he looks massive.

‘Come on, babe,’ I hear him say eventually. ‘Just eat a little bit of yoghurt. A couple of spoonfuls. For me.’

She sighs loudly.

‘Mark – give it a rest, OK? I’m not feeling hungry. I’ll eat later. Don’t worry, the baby won’t starve.’

To be honest, I can understand why he seems so concerned. She doesn’t look healthy. Girls these days seem to pay too much attention to so-called healthy eating while they’re pregnant, if you ask me – messing around with lettuce and carrots and wasting away till they look like refugees with baby bumps. She could do with some good solid steak and kidney pie and some apple crumble and custard. Not that she knows how to cook it probably. My daughters are just as bad – ask them about pudding and they get a low-fat yoghurt out of the fridge.

‘All right, then,’ says the husband, finishing his coffee, still stroking her arm with his fingers. ‘As long as you’re going to eat something later.’

‘I will,’ she says, looking irritated. ‘When I’m hungry. I still feel a bit sick from the journey.’

‘Do you?’ Now he looks even more worried. ‘Do you want to go back to the room for a lie down?’

‘No!’ She’s struggling now, I can see it, not to snap his head off. Poor guy – he’s trying his best but he’s getting it so wrong. She closes her eyes for a moment, probably counting to ten, and when she looks back at him she’s managing a forced kind of smile. ‘Please, Mark, don’t keep fussing and worrying about me. If I need you to worry, I’ll tell you, OK?’

‘OK.’ He smiles back at her. He’s got a nice smile. He looks a nice guy – the gentle giant type, probably. I don’t suppose she realises how lucky she is, that he cares about the baby at all. I had two husbands who couldn’t give a damn. ‘Sorry, sweet-heart.’

Sweetheart. It’s an old-fashioned word for such a young man to use. It’s what Harold used to call Jeannie. For a minute, the memories come rushing back at me like the wind, almost making me dizzy. Jeannie at eighteen, my petite and pretty younger sister, her glossy dark hair tied up in a pony-tail, her eyes flashing with excitement as she talked about Harold Dimmock, her boss at the publishing company where she’d just started work. It was one of the many that had sprung up in London in those heady days of the early-70s. Unlike the exhilarating years of the 60s when I was a teenager, with the exciting new culture of youth and pop and cheap fashion, life in 1973 felt somehow more grown-up and serious. We’d had decimal currency for a couple of years and had just joined the European Community and got VAT. In London, the centre of business, there was an air of optimism and new possibilities everywhere. It sounded like my little sister’s head had been turned by it all.

‘I’m in love, Ruby!’ she sang, twirling round on the spot, too full of joy and exhilaration and life to keep still. ‘I’m in love with Harold, and he’s in love with me!’

I couldn’t get much sense out of her, so I talked to my mother about it instead.

‘How much of a boss is he? A manager? Her department head?’

‘His father owns the company, dear. Apparently.’

‘Shit,’ I said. ‘What’s he doing messing around with our Jeannie?’

He was twenty-six, the younger Dimmock of Dimmock & Dimmock Ltd, and his father owned several companies, so despite his relative youth, Harold was Managing Director of the publishing enterprise. Jeannie was a secretary, fresh from school. Livid at the thought of her being taken advantage of by an older, worldlier man, I made a phone call straight away and demanded to meet him. I’d planned to give him a piece of my mind: ‘Stay away from my sister if you know what’s good for you, buster.’ But when I stormed into the restaurant where he’d booked us a table, I took one look at him and melted. He didn’t look like the Managing Director of a company. He looked young, and nice, and normal. His tie was crooked, his shirt looked crumpled, his hair was fashionably long and tousled, and when he smiled at me with those soft brown eyes, I felt like we were sharing a secret.

Harold and I were the same age. Apart from his privileged background and my impoverished one as a mature student with two young children, we had a lot in common. Over dinner, instead of discussing his relationship with Jeannie, we talked about books, and poetry, and films, and music. We liked the same things. We laughed at the same things. We liked each other.

‘I came here today,’ I remembered eventually over coffee, ‘to tell you to leave my sister alone.’

‘I know,’ he said quietly. ‘Go on, then.’

‘Leave my sister alone,’ I repeated. ‘Why are you going out with her anyway? She’s just a baby.’

‘She’s not. She’s a beautiful young woman with a mind of her own. You just think of her as a baby because she’s your little sister and you feel protective …’

‘Of course I do! And how do you think my mum feels about this? She’s worried sick. You’re much too old for Jeannie.’

He sighed.

‘I kept trying to tell myself that, at first. I tried to stay away from her. I tried to resist it, Ruby, but it’s no good …’

‘Please don’t try to tell me you’re in love with her?’

‘Yes. I am.’

For a full minute we sat and stared at each other through the steam from our coffee.

‘Prove it,’ I demanded, childishly.

‘OK, I will. I’ll love her, look after her, protect her, give her everything she wants. And I won’t sleep with her. Whatever you think – I won’t. Even if she begs me!’ His eyes sparkled at me and I looked away, blushing. ‘Not until we’re married.’

‘Married!’ I shouted, almost dropping my cup.

The couple at the next table looked at me and smiled. They probably thought I was being proposed to.

‘Yes. We’re going to get married. I’ve asked Jeannie. She’s accepted.’

‘But …’ How the hell was I going to report this back to Mum? ‘Look, you can’t. She’s only eighteen. She’ll change her mind. She’ll want someone younger!’

‘She won’t,’ he said calmly.

I took a deep breath.

‘Look, Harold – I know what I’m talking about. I got married at seventeen …’

‘You’re married?’ he queried, glancing at my naked ring finger.

‘No. Divorced. My point exactly.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No. No – don’t be sorry! Look, that’s what I’m trying to say – it was a rubbish marriage. We were too young. We didn’t love each other …’

‘But we do. And I’m the same age as you, Ruby. I know what I’m doing.’

‘Maybe – but does Jeannie?’

He sighed and smiled at me sadly.

‘If you love your sister, please give us your blessing.’

‘What if I don’t?’

‘We’re still going to get married. And you’ll risk losing us both.’

He looked at me very pointedly as he said ‘both’. I had to look away. I felt awkward and uncomfortable with him staring at me like that. I knew what he meant. It was only our first meeting but we’d got on so well – I really liked him. I had to admit, I’d be hard placed to find a better man for my sister. If only she was a bit older …

‘OK,’ I said reluctantly. ‘I suppose I’ll have to trust you.’

‘I won’t let you down.’ He was still staring at me. ‘I promise.’

‘I’ll hold you to that,’ I muttered. ‘And you’ve got to meet my mum. And my dad.’

‘Is that a threat?’

He was smiling now.

‘Yes. Be warned! Jeannie’s under twenty-one so you’ll have to ask their permission to marry her. They’ll give you a much harder time…’

I stopped. It was supposed to have been me that gave him the hard time about this. That was why I’d demanded to meet him. What was the matter with me? How had I caved in so spectacularly? Just because someone with beautiful brown eyes sat staring into mine, making me promises I had no idea if he was going to keep?

‘I’ve enjoyed tonight, Ruby,’ said Harold, planting a kiss on my cheek as we left the restaurant. ‘I’m so glad we’re going to be friends.’

‘Family,’ I amended, flustered by the kiss. ‘If this wedding really goes ahead.’

‘Family,’ he agreed, giving me an appraising look. ‘That’s even better, isn’t it?’

I didn’t argue. I already knew I was going to speak in his favour to my parents, and that he was going to be my brother-in-law. And also that I was half in love with him myself.

The young couple have got up from their breakfast table. I ought to go, too. I’ve been sitting here for ages, drinking coffee after coffee, wondering if Harold is going to come down and join me, but now the waiting staff look as though they’re wanting to clear up and go home. As I get to my feet, the young husband nudges me with his elbow, he’s trying so hard to hang on to his pregnant wife as they pass me.

‘Sorry!’ he says, touching my arm briefly and looking genuinely contrite.

‘No problem.’ I give them both a smile. ‘Enjoy your breakfast? It’s your first day, isn’t it? I saw you arrive a couple of hours after us. Is it your first time in Croatia? When’s the baby due?’

Harold’s always telling me I do this – fire too many questions at people at the same time. I always forget, until I see this look of confusion on their faces.

‘My turn to apologise,’ I add quickly. ‘I should have introduced myself first. I’m Ruby.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Ruby,’ he says politely. ‘I’m Mark, and this is my wife Jo.’ It’s the way he says it – wife – the proud smile, the look in his eyes. I was wrong: they are happy together. Well, at least – he’s certainly happy. ‘Yes, we just got here yesterday. We’re on our honeymoon.’

‘I’ve never been to Croatia before but Mark has,’ says Jo quietly. She gives me a quick smile. ‘How could you tell – about the baby? I thought I was hardly showing.’

‘A mother’s intuition,’ I tell her. ‘You’ve definitely got that look about you, but let me try and guess … you’re about four months?’

‘Four and a half. The baby’s due at the end of October – I had my twenty-week scan two days before the wedding! But I haven’t put on much weight because I was really sick for the first three months.’

‘Jo wasn’t too keen on coming away at all at first, were you, babe?’

She shakes her head.

‘I couldn’t imagine flying anywhere. Couldn’t even manage a car journey!’

‘Poor you,’ I sympathise. ‘I was like that with my first one. Never actually sick – just nauseous, morning, noon and night. It wore off, though, after the first three months.’

‘Yes. Luckily mine’s a lot better now, too. And when we saw the article about this hotel in the wedding magazine, well – Mark thought I’d like Croatia. And I decided maybe I did need a break.’

‘That’s right, you must need it. I’m sure it’ll do you good. Build you up,’ I say. I don’t go so far as to say she looks a bit peaky. None of my business, after all.

‘Yes. Well – I think we’re going to sit and relax in the sun for a bit,’ she says. ‘Have a nice day.’

‘You too. Take care.’

I watch them heading out of the dining area, Mark holding her gently beneath the elbow as if she was old and infirm. I smile to myself. It must be frustrating for her, all his fussing and over-the-top concern, but I find it quite endearing, really. Probably because the fathers of my own children weren’t like that at all. But there you go – things were different in those days.

‘I was just thinking about coming to find you,’ says Harold, looking up from his book as I go back into our room. ‘Nice breakfast?’

‘It would have been nicer if you’d been with me,’ I say, putting my arms round him.

‘Sorry, Rube. I just couldn’t face it. I’m not really hungry anyway.’

‘Never mind. Perhaps we’ll have a nice lunch somewhere in the town, later on.’
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