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PROLOGUE


Seven years. It’s been seven years since that night on the beach. I had lain on the damp sand with Adam, his thumb stroking mine. Dawn smudged the sky with its pink fingers while the rising sun flung glitter across the sea. We’d faced each other curled onto our sides, our bodies speech marks, unspoken words passing hesitantly between us; an illusory dream. Don’t ever leave me, I had silently asked him. I won’t, his eyes had silently replied.


But he did.


He has.


My memories are both painful and pleasurable to recall. We were blissfully happy until gradually we weren’t. Every cross word, every hard stare, each time we turned our backs on each other in bed gathered like storm clouds hanging over us, ready to burst, drenching us with doubt and uncertainty until we questioned what we once thought was unquestionable.


Can love really be eternal?


I can answer that now because the inequitable truth is that I am hopelessly, irrevocably, lost without him.


But does he feel the same?


I turn over the possibility of life without Adam, but each time I think of myself without him, no longer an us, my heart breaks all over again.


If only we hadn’t…


My chest tightens.


Breathe.


Breathe, Anna. You’re okay.


It’s a lie I tell myself, but gradually the horror of that day begins to dissipate with every slow inhale, with every measured exhale. It takes several minutes to calm myself. My fingers furling and unfurling, my nails biting into the tender skin of my palms until my burning sorrow subsides.


Focus.


I am running out of time. I’ve been trying to write a letter but the words won’t come. My notepaper is still stark white. My pen once again poised, ink waiting to stain the blank page with my tenuous excuses.


My secrets.


But not my lies. There’s been enough of those. Too many.


I am desperate to see him once more and make it right.


All of it.


I wish I knew what he wanted. My eyes flutter closed. I try to conjure his voice, imagining he might tell me what to do. Past conversations echo in my mind as I search for a clue.


If you love someone, set them free, he had once told me, but I brush the thought of this away. I don’t think it can apply to this awful situation we have found ourselves in. Instead I recall the feel of his body spooned around mine, warm breath on the back of my neck, promises drifting into my ear.


Forever.


I cling on to that one word as tightly as I’d once clung on to his hand.


I loved him completely. I still do. Whatever happens now, after, my heart will still belong to him.


Will always belong to him.


I must hurry if I’m going to reach him before it’s too late. There’s a tremble in my fingers as I begin the letter, which will be both an apology and an explanation, but it seems impossible to put it all into words—the story of us. I really don’t have time to think of the life we had—the life we almost had—but I allow myself the indulgence. Memories gather: we’re on the beach, watching the sunrise; I’m introducing him to my mum—his voice shaking with nerves as he says hello; we’re meeting for the first time in that shabby bar. Out of order and back to front and more than anything I wish I could live it all again. Except that day. Never that day.


Again, the vise around my lungs tightens. In my mind I see it all unfold and I feel it. I feel it all: fear, panic, despair.


Breathe, Anna.


In and out. In and out. Until I am here again, pen gripped too tightly in my hand.


Focus.


I made a mistake.


I stare so intently at the words I have written that they jump around on the page. I’m at a loss to know how to carry on, when I remember one of the first things Adam had said to me: “Start at the beginning, Anna.”


And so I do.


Speedily, the nib of my pen scratches over the paper. I let it all pour out.


This is not a typical love story, but it’s our love story.


Mine and Adam’s.


And despite that day, despite everything, I’m not yet ready for it to end.


Is he?












PART ONE


“This will be the adventure of a lifetime.”


NELL STEVENS—ANNA’S BEST FRIEND














CHAPTER ONE


Anna


Seven years before


The date I met Adam is forever etched onto my mind; it should have been my wedding day. I tucked my hair behind my ears; rather than being strewn with confetti, it was greasy and limp. Unwashed and unloved.


The plane taxied down the runway before it rose sharply into the sky, a frothy white tail in its wake. Out of the window was nothing but cloud, as thick and woolly as my thoughts. Each time I remembered the way I’d been dumped, virtually at the altar, my face burned with the shame of it.


Goodbye.


I wasn’t sure if I was saying farewell to England or to the man who had broken my heart.


Fingers threaded through mine and squeezed. Tears threatened to fall as I gazed down at my ringless hand. Ridiculously, one of the things that had excited me most about my honeymoon had been the anticipation of the sun tanning my skin around the plain gold band I’d chosen. Knowing that even if I removed my jewelry to go into the sea, the thin, pale strip of skin circling the second finger of my left hand would act as a clear indicator that I was married.


That I was loved.


“Stop thinking about him.” Nell clicked open her seatbelt as the safety light went out, and signaled to the cabin crew for a drink. I smoothed out the creases in my floaty linen dress and it struck me I was wearing white. Miserably I fiddled with the neckline, not embroidered with tiny pearls that shimmered from cream to lilac to pink under the lights, like the dress I had picked out. It was hard not to cry again remembering the perfectness of that day. Mum covering her mouth with both hands when I glided out of the changing rooms and twirled in front of the many mirrors. Everywhere I looked I had beamed back at myself.


“That’s the one,” Mum had whispered like we were in a church, not a bridal shop, but I didn’t need her to tell me that. I knew it was the one.


It was such a shame he wasn’t the one.


“It won’t always hurt this much,” Nell said; not that she’d know. She was usually the one breaking hearts; hers was still intact. “You’ve had a lucky escape. He wasn’t good enough for you. Besides, twenty-four is too young to be married. This isn’t the 1950s.”


“If it were the 1950s, I’d have been married years ago and popped out a couple of kids by now.” My throat swelled at the thought. I might have been young but I couldn’t wait to be a mother. Would I ever have children? I’d thought my future was mapped out, but now all I had was doubts and fears and a mountain of wedding gifts to return.


“I can’t see you slicking on lipstick and tying a ribbon in your hair five minutes before your husband gets home. And that’s after a day cleaning windows with vinegar and beating carpets.”


“I know who I’d like to beat,” I muttered darkly.


“I’ll drink to that.” She flashed a smile. “And from now on, the only vinegar will be on the chips he told you that you shouldn’t eat.”


“He was worried about my health.”


“Bollocks was he. He was worried you’d realize you’re a normal-sized, goddess of a woman and leave him for somebody who didn’t keep calling you chubby. Anyway, let’s not give him a second thought. I’m ready to get this party started—”


“Nell—”


“I know, I know.” She caught sight of my expression. “This isn’t what you wanted. I’m not the one who should be here and you’ve no chance of joining the mile-high club now—”


“Nell—”


“But. You can either spend the next ten days crying by the pool or try and make the best of it. I know you loved him, Anna—”


“Nell Stevens.” Her concerned eyes met mine and I knew she was worried she’d pushed it too far. “I just want to say… thank you. Not just for persuading me to come but… for all of it.” Nell had dropped everything when I had called her at work, sobbing uncontrollably two weeks before my big day. She had kept me stocked up on vodka and ice cream while she phoned around the guests, explaining it was me who had had a change of heart. It was Nell who had talked me out of confronting Sonia Skelton when the rumors about her and my fiancé surfaced, and her who confiscated my phone at night so I couldn’t drunk-text the cheating scumbag at 3 a.m. She allowed me to retain some dignity, on the outside at least. Humiliation still stung each time I thought of him, and I thought of him often, but oddly my feelings around him were tangled in a mass of embarrassment and regret, underpinned with a slow, simmering anger. I’d wasted three years of my life. Honestly, I wasn’t sure it was him I actually missed or the idea of him. If you have to ask yourself “is it love,” it probably isn’t, is it?


Our foreheads touched and again her fingers entwined with mine. There was no need for words until our drinks were delivered. Nell dived on the miniature bottles with a “woo hoo.”


“You’ve a lot to be grateful for.” She unscrewed the gin and fizzed tonic into my glass.


“Alcohol?”


“That goes without saying. But the travel agent didn’t have to let you change the name on the ticket. Now you’ve got someone to rub sun cream on your back without expecting to get laid, and someone to hold your hair back when too much Sex on the Beach makes you sick.”


“I’m not going to have sex on the beach or anywhere else… Oh.” I realized she was talking about the cocktail.


“You never know. We might meet two nice boys.”


“No boys.” I swigged my drink, bubbles tickling my nose. “No boys ever again.”


I raised my glass, arm hovering in the air until she raised hers.


“This will be the adventure of a lifetime,” she said, and we clinked. She turned out to be right.


But rather than flying away from something, I was flying toward something.


Toward him. To Adam.


I just didn’t know it then.


By the time the coach dropped us off at our hotel on the Spanish island of Alircia, it was nearly midnight but I still called Mum to let her know I’d arrived; she’d only worry otherwise.


“We’re here.” I tried to keep the sadness out of my voice but Mum heard it anyway.


“It’ll get easier, Anna,” she said, but I knew being alone hadn’t got easier for her. “Better with no one than the wrong one.”


“I know.” I did know. I’d accepted his proposal for myriad reasons: because of what I’d been through, was yet to go through, but none of them the right reason. The only reason.


Love.


I told Mum I’d speak to her soon. Nell and me hovered near the pots of exotic plants and flowers, waiting for the driver to empty the luggage hold; Nell plucked a bright pink bougainvillea and tucked it into my hair.


“It’s so beautiful here,” she exclaimed, but I barely registered the fairy lights twisted around the thick trunks of the palm trees that circled the pool. We wheeled our suitcases toward reception to check in. I was hot and exhausted. The gin I’d drunk earlier had left a residue on my tongue. A throbbing in my temples.


“Check this out!” Nell, typically, had abandoned her luggage and was sauntering into the bar. “Nightcap?”


“I’m shattered.” I was struggling with her case and mine. “I just want a shower and my bed.”


“Spoilsport.” She said it lightly but I felt a pang of guilt. I knew she’d used all her annual leave this year and had taken this time off unpaid to support me. The least I could do was let her have a drink.


“I suppose because it’s all-inclusive it would be rude not to,” I said.


I stayed with our things, stifling a yawn and hoping Nell would order us shots as she sashayed to the bar. Instead of something we could knock back quickly, she returned with two glasses brimming with orange liquid and stuffed with pink parasols, cocktail sticks spearing glacé cherries.


“I asked for something fun,” she shouted over Madonna, who was “True Blue.” What was it with Spain and their fascination with English Eighties music?


I took a sip. “Jesus. We’ll sleep well after these.”


“You think? I can only taste the orange. You’re such a lightweight. Hey, one o’clock.”


“God, is it? No wonder I’m so tired.”


“No. Look. At one o’clock.” Nell jerked her head to her left. “He’s checking you out.” I couldn’t help but look and when I did, I felt… I don’t know, a sense of déjà vu. Familiarity. He was tall, dark and awkward, sipping beer from a plastic cup, and alone. He seemed to be alone. He caught my eye and smiled. I turned away.


“No boys, remember?” I said to Nell.


“I’ve you listed as being on your honeymoon?” the young receptionist with jet-black hair and bright white teeth asked.


“Yes.” Nell peered at his name tag. “Miguel.” She draped an arm around my shoulders. “If we could have our key. My wife and I are eager to go to bed.”


Pretending we were married was preferable to going into why I wasn’t and Nell knew I did have that terribly British urge to constantly explain myself, but the emotions that surfaced when I heard myself described as someone’s wife zapped the last of my energy. All of a sudden it all caught up with me. The journey, the alcohol, my lack of sleep. My vision darkened and my ears began to buzz. Wishing I could sit, I rested my head on Nell’s shoulder, lulled by the tap-tap-tap of Miguel’s keyboard as he checked us in, words drifting in and out of reach… breakfast… sun loungers… excursions.


“Let’s go, darling.” Nell dropped a kiss atop of my head. Simultaneously I straightened my neck and wiped my mouth for traces of drool before I thanked Miguel and forced my feet to move. I could feel eyes burning into my back as we headed outside where the air was still warm and chirruping crickets welcomed us to their island.


The music grew fainter as we searched for our accommodation, using the scant light from the screens of our phones to make out the numbers on the whitewashed walls. Inflatable swans and flamingos rested on balconies, a signpost to the apartments with kids in them. Towels and swimwear dangled from retractable washing lines.


Stars speckled the sky and through the blackness, to our right, the sound of the waves lapping against an unseen shore. The warm air smelled of the beach.


“This is us,” Nell said. She unlocked the door and flicked on the lights. “Oh God. I’m sorry, Anna.”


I pushed past her, wanting to see what she saw. A “Just Married” banner was strung across the lounge, rose petals scattered on the floor. On the coffee table, a bottle of champagne and two flutes.


I was a bride without her husband. I began to cry.


“Excuse me,” a voice behind me said and I spun around, wiping my eyes.


It was the boy from the bar.


Adam. It was Adam.












CHAPTER TWO


Adam


It was four days into the holiday and if I’m honest I was feeling pretty lonely. Josh had met a girl on day one and was spending much of his time massaging sun cream into her curves. She had a friend who smiled hopefully each time I caught her eye. She seemed nice enough, but holiday romances weren’t really my bag.


“She’s offering it on a plate,” Josh had said.


But I needed some sort of connection. It all seemed so shallow otherwise.


“Worse than a bloody woman.” Josh checked his pocket for condoms again. As agreed, I vacated the room, heading toward the bar. I’d hardly spent any time with Josh since we arrived—this was supposed to be our last mates’ holiday before I launched myself into my new life—but I didn’t mind. Generally, I liked my own company.


I was bored now though. I took another swig of beer—my fifth pint. It may be free but I had to drink twice as much as I did at home to get a slight buzz. The music was loud but that was okay, I didn’t have anyone to talk to; besides, I was a bit of a sucker for the Eighties—another thing Josh ribbed me about. If we’d met as adults I sometimes wondered if we’d have been friends at all, but Josh had been there for me during that awful time nine years ago and I don’t know who I’d be without him. Where I’d be. Despite his “don’t give a shit” exterior, he was steadfast in his loyalty and like a brother to me, albeit sometimes an annoying brother. I was wondering whether to call it a night, whether he’d finished hogging our apartment, when I saw her.


You know sometimes all the light in a room seems to attach to one person and they shine brighter than anyone else? That was her. Everything blurred into the background. I took in the cascade of thick, dark ringlets falling over her shoulders. Bright pink flower tucked behind her ear. Pale floaty dress skimming her ankles. She looked exactly like Star from The Lost Boys, one of my all-time favorite films.


Star.


And how she shimmered. My chest tightened. I waited to see who she was with, shoulders sagging with relief when I saw it was another girl.


Not that that meant she was necessarily single.


Not that I was looking, after my disastrous relationship with Roxanne had only finished a few months ago.


But still.


She sipped from a glass almost as large as a fish bowl, crammed full of cocktail umbrellas and fruit on sticks. She had a sense of humor then.


I smiled at her. She turned away but that was okay. I still had ten days left to get to know her.


And I somehow I just knew that I would.


The crowd had thinned by the time she left. The entertainment finished. The bar felt even emptier without her. Colder. Scrunching up my plastic cup, I tossed it into the recycling bin as I left. She was standing in reception with her friend, their backs to me, checking in. It suddenly seemed vital that I asked what time I needed to vacate my room in ten days, so I hovered behind her and yeah, I admit it, I breathed in deeply. Even then I was in rapture. Two words pulled me back to reality.


Honeymoon suite?


“If we could have our key. My wife and I are eager to go to bed,” the one with short blonde hair said. Star rested her head on her wife’s shoulder and I felt my own shoulders slump. The flower slid out of her hair, fluttering unnoticed onto the floor and I couldn’t help scooping it up. When she left reception, I watched her go. It felt she was taking a piece of me with her.


Yeah, I know how that sounds. Did I mention that I was an incurable romantic?


I felt Miguel’s eyes on me while I clutched the flower sorrowfully between my fingers.


Or an incurable loser.


I wasn’t exactly following her, I promise. I was many things back then but a stalker wasn’t one of them. As luck would have it, her apartment was pretty much opposite mine and Josh’s. Identical, except ours had the giant pink inflatable flamingo Josh had bought on the first day, almost blocking our front door. I was still holding her flower and I wanted to give it back to her. I knew she had a wife, but I hoped that we could be friends. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was about her I found so interesting but there was… something.


“Excuse me,” I called, approaching her. It wasn’t until she turned that I realized she was crying. My eyes flickered toward the “Just Married” banner hanging in their room, the champagne bottle on the table, before resting back on hers again.


“Sorry…” I was painfully embarrassed I’d interrupted such an emotional moment. What a dick move. The happiest day of her life and some weirdo was holding out a flower while idiotically standing in front of a bush sprouting at least thirty identical magenta blooms. “You dropped this.”


She turned and ran inside while her friend—her wife—gave me a look so withering I expected the plants to shrivel and die. I pretty much wanted to join them.


I sloped back to my own apartment. Inside, a red lacy bra was draped over the sofa and there were noises coming from the bedroom I definitely didn’t want to be hearing. My head was pounding. I swiped a bottle of water from the fridge and headed straight back out. Through the window of Star’s apartment, I could see the girls shadowed in the lamplight, hugging each other tightly. Something tugged at my heart. It wasn’t long ago that I’d held Roxanne in my arms but better empty arms than the wrong person in them. Besides, Roxanne was in somebody else’s arms now. Somebody else’s bed.


Bypassing the beach all the tourists use, I strode purposefully until I reached a tiny cove I’d stumbled across the first evening Josh had been “entertaining.” It wasn’t too far but unreachable by road, and without parking, toilets and refreshments, hardly anyone came here. It was my favorite place.


I settled on the damp sand, the night breeze springing gooseflesh on my arms. I wished I had someone to share warmth with and not in the way Josh was doing back at the apartment.


Something proper.


Instead of a bottle of champagne for two, I sipped from my lonely bottle of Evian for one, gazing at the creamy moon. A shooting star lit up the sky. I made a wish that I could talk properly to the girl who was already occupying too much head space.


Yeah, I was an incurable dreamer.


The next day my wish did come true, but the circumstances were awful.


Bloody awful.












CHAPTER THREE


Anna


On the first day of my honeymoon, I woke to darkness after a fitful sleep. Immediately I remembered that I hadn’t got married yesterday—the pain of being dumped two weeks before my wedding day. That it was Nell lying beside me in the creaky bed that rocked each time once of us moved. It was her floral perfume, rather than the smell of sex, clinging to the stiff, white sheets. Checking my phone screen, I was surprised to see it was gone eight. Automatically I opened Facebook. Wondering if my ex was regretting his decision. It was torturous visiting his profile page, but I couldn’t seem to help it. Multiple times a day.


“Unfriend the tosser,” Nell had said, but it was an addiction. A wound that would never heal because I was always picking at the scab, despite knowing that what lay underneath was raw and painful, and would hurt all over again.


He’d been tagged yesterday by Sonia in a photo of the two of them sprawled out on a picnic blanket. Rather than standing at the altar, ready to love me for better or worse, he’d chosen to sit in a field. Sandwiches and crisps formed an oval around a giant chocolate cake. I wondered how long it would be until he told her she should lay off the sweet stuff. Pinch her waist and sigh she’s getting chubby. I studied the picture. She had to be a size twelve—the same as me. I’d thought after all his barbed comments that it was my body that turned him off; it was almost worse seeing he’d gone for somebody the same shape as me. To know that it wasn’t the outer me he didn’t want, the thing I could change, but the inner me. The essence of who I was wasn’t enough for him. I wasn’t enough for him.


Best day ever!! Sonia had captioned her post. He had liked her comment but hadn’t written a reply. Had it really been his best day ever? Better than the day he proposed? That was over a picnic too. His signature move. Suddenly it all seemed so calculated. A message that I’m easily replaceable. Easily forgettable.


Bastard.


“Charming,” Nell muttered.


“Sorry, I hadn’t realized I’d said that out loud. You’re awake then?”


“God knows why. It’s the middle of the bloody night.”


“It’s quarter past eight.”


“Same thing.”


Bright sunlight burst into the room when I opened the shutters. Nell shrieked and yanked the duvet over her head. I had to blink several times before I could make out the clear blue sky.


“It’s going to be scorching,” I said.


“Too right.” Nell’s words were muffled. “And that’s just me in my bikini.”


The all-inclusive morning buffet was ridiculous. Nell and I had piled our plates with crispy bacon, thick maple syrup, waffles, eggs with runny yolks, crusty bread and sachets of orange marmalade, reassuring each other that we’d swim off the calories. Not that I could swim properly but walking in water was toning. Also there was a gym here. Yoga classes. Beach volleyball. I was going to be all kinds of active.


By midday I’d been star-fished on my towel for two hours. My dog-eared copy of Jane Eyre lay unopened next to me. I’d been intending to reread it this week before my students began it next year, but for once I had switched off from work, from home. From everything. The sand molded to my shape, cradling me in its warmth. The tender skin around my chest was beginning to sting. It took a gargantuan effort to lever myself onto my elbows. Nell was shrieking in the ocean. Jumping over crystal waves. Screeching at a boy named Josh to stop splashing her.


I became aware of eyes on me. Making a pantomime of adjusting my hat, tucking my hair in, I twisted my head left to right until I saw him. It was the boy from the bar. I prickled with embarrassment, recalling how I’d run away in tears last night when he had tried to give me back my flower. Instinctively, I sucked in my stomach while covering my pasty sausage legs with my towel. When I’d first suggested booking Alircia for a honeymoon, the idiot I had almost married told me I needed to lose at least a stone if I wanted to look half decent in the one-piece swimsuits he always said suited me better than bikinis.


I had tried.


Picking at salad while he tucked into steak and chips; sitting in the cinema, my lap empty, while he balanced a giant tub of buttery popcorn, the smell making me salivate. After I’d been dumped though, I’d stuffed myself with ice cream to cool my humiliation and I’d probably put on those few pounds I’d lost, and more. It hadn’t seemed important what I weighed. But now it did. Was the boy from the bar wondering why I was the only girl on the beach in a one-piece? Imagining that my body underneath was covered in boils? From behind the safety of my sunglasses, I stole another glance in his direction. Rather than staring at me with horror or disgust or even amusement, he wore an expression of something else. Admiration? Interest? There was no way I was up for a holiday romance, but still it gave me hope that my bruised and battered self-confidence might one day heal. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had looked at me like that. The last time anyone had looked at me properly at all.


It hit me that my fiancé had long stopped loving me, if he ever had, and for the first time I felt I might have had a lucky escape.


With a start, I realized that I was staring and he knew that I was looking at him. I felt a gentle creep of heat that had nothing to do with the sun. A pull of attraction as he held me in his gaze. Wanting to wash away the sticky sun cream, the sand clinging to my skin, all the feelings I didn’t want to be feeling, I raced into the sea, thundering past Nell until my thighs were covered by the water, my bottom, my hips. The roll around my stomach that never seemed to disappear no matter how many crunches I did. Cringing at the cellulite speckling the back of my legs. Feeling horribly conspicuous in my black swimming costume amongst a plethora of neon bikinis.


Despite its perfect blue, the sea was colder than I had expected. I sucked in my breath, tasting the droplets of salty water that splashed my lips. Counting to three in my head, I plunged under the waves, slicking my hair back over my scalp when I surfaced. Bouncing on my toes, adjusting to my lower body feeling cool, the sun heating my shoulders and face. Around my legs weaved fish, larger than I had ever seen. Their silvery scales catching the light, casting mini rainbows above the waves. I trailed my hands through the water as I walked, smiling with delight as a fish brushed against my fingertips. Tomorrow, I decided I’d buy a snorkel. I could stay in the shallows and feed the fish. Not with bread—I didn’t want to make them ill—but I’d bring some vegetables back from breakfast.


I strode forward. Once. Twice. Stopping to let the ripples around me settle. Watching a shoal of bream pass by, I moved once more. Suddenly there was a tugging sensation, my legs knocked from under me. At first I was confused, thinking it was someone playing a trick on me. I glanced around, realizing how far from the shore I had strayed. Panic rose. I was out of my depth. I tried to step toward the beach, using my hands to scoop back the water and give my legs momentum, but I was marching on the spot. Nell almost a pinprick on her towel. Unable to hear me shouting her name. I flapped my arms in the air. A wave knocked me off my feet. Water flooding my mouth. I was choking. Spluttering. Coming up for air and sinking once more.


“Help!” I screamed now. My voice minute against the vastness of the ocean that held me in its grip.


The current dragged me back once more. I was treading water now. Tiring. My body exhausted with the effort of trying to reach dry land. My eyes stinging with salt. With tears. My throat sore from both screaming and the salt water I had gulped.


It can only have been minutes but it felt like hours, my limbs heavy with exhaustion. The ocean bed sucking me down.


I felt myself slip under. Spiral down. Down. The clear water growing murky. For a split second I let my body go limp. Giving up. My lips parted. Water streamed down my throat. My lungs burning as they gasped for air. Unbidden, my feet gave adrenaline-fueled kicks, my arms windmilling with panic. My head burst out of the water. My whole body thrashing like a fish on a line, panic contracting each and every cell. I’d been swept even further from the beach. Why weren’t there any lifeguards here? Why wasn’t anybody helping me?


I was crying now. Fear causing me to shiver despite the sun. I raised my hand. My body dropping like a stone. My fingers grasping at nothing, fruitlessly trying to find something to grip on to.


But there was nothing to help me.


I plunged beneath the surface once more.


My energy drained, the fight ebbing away from me.












CHAPTER FOUR


Adam


There was something so confident about her. The way she wore a swimming costume rather than a bikini. Not caring about fitting in. Not trying to look like everyone else. Her body was curvy in all the right places. The way she covered up, rather than putting it all out on display, made her appear almost other-worldly. The word “chaste” sprung to mind and I chided myself for my outdated idealism. Romanticizing everything when I got the chance. She determinedly strode into the water, not dipping a toe in and shrieking it was cold like the other girls. Her self-assurance was captivating. It might have been daylight, but she still shone like a star. My mouth couldn’t help smiling along with hers. I couldn’t see what she was watching so intently, probably the fish.


There was a shriek.


The blonde—Star’s wife—frolicking in the waves with Josh. He probably thought she was flirting with him.


Sucker.


My eyes flickered back to Star. She was bobbing up and down. Tiny in the huge expanse of ocean but in no way insignificant.


Josh and the blonde ran out of the sea and flopped down onto towels, deep in conversation. Again, I gazed out to sea, shielding my eyes when I couldn’t immediately see her. She resurfaced. Her hands waved. I thought at first she was beckoning to the blonde, wanting her to go back into the water, but then she slipped underwater again, and I wasn’t so sure. Worry drew me to my feet. Something was wrong. I knew it. She disappeared from view again. Her arms flailing as she fought to break free of the current, which now I realized had her in its grip. It was strong here, I knew from experience, but she should have been able to swim through it.


Why wasn’t she swimming?


The ocean sucked her down once more, her body, her head, her tightly clenched hands. I ripped off my T-shirt, kicked off my flip-flops and pelted into the sea. Once I was knee-deep I threw myself forward, the water slapping against my stomach, my arms slicing through the water. It could only have taken several seconds to reach her but it felt like forever. Her head was barely above water, panic in her eyes.


“Just relax.” I linked my arms around her waist. “I’ve got you.” Her body thrashed wildly, heels jabbing into my shins. She didn’t speak. She was whimpering like a frightened puppy. “Let your body go limp or you’ll drag us both under.” She couldn’t weigh much, but I was struggling to stay afloat. She tried her best to stop moving but her muscles were rigid. It was like trying to save an ironing board, stiff and unyielding. I tried to maneuver her head onto my shoulder. “Relax.” This was nothing like rescuing a mate in a swimming pool for my silver badge. I was sweating despite the water. I began kicking toward the shore, her slumped against my chest, her head leaning back on my shoulder. “I’ve got you,” I said again. It was then I realized I never wanted to let her go.


In the shallows we stumbled to our feet, our arms around each other. I wasn’t sure who was supporting who as we staggered onto dry sand. I was incredulous that conversation still buzzed, children still filled their buckets. Nobody had noticed that someone had almost drowned. My adrenaline was leeching from me, the memory of a few minutes ago hazy. But it had happened.


“Are you okay?”


She nodded but I knew she wasn’t. She was shaking. I was shaking.


“Anna! I’m going to get some drinks with Josh. Be back in a bit,” the blonde called loudly before she turned away.


Anna. She was called Anna. I wanted us to be alone but she needed comfort. Reassurance. I couldn’t give that to her. I couldn’t just watch the blonde leave, like a dick.


“Do you want me to tell your wife what happened?” I asked as her knees buckled and she sank onto her towel, still coughing.


“My wife? Why would you… Oh, last night.” She gave a wry smile. “She’s not my… I’m not…” She coughed again, rubbed her mouth with the back of her hand.


That mouth.


“It’s hard to know how to explain,” she said.


“I find it’s best to start at the beginning, Anna?” I sat cross-legged next to her. “I’m Adam, by the way.”


“I don’t want to go into it all, but Nell’s my best friend. We’re not romantically… I’m not romantically…” She ran her fingers over the face of my watch. “I hope that’s waterproof—it looks old?”


She was changing the subject. I wanted to know why she was on a honeymoon with her friend but I didn’t want to push. She looked so pale and there was still a tremble in her fingers as she lifted them from my wrist.


“It’ll be okay.” I leaned back on my elbows, feeling the rough sand against my feet, the sun warming my skin, and hope. I felt hope.


“You twat,” Josh would have said if he knew what I was thinking.


He wouldn’t be far wrong.


“Thank you,” Anna said quietly. We’d been sitting side by side, gazing out to sea for at least fifteen minutes—it was difficult to gauge the time; my watch wasn’t waterproof and I wasn’t hopeful it would ever work again. We were both lost in our own what-might-have-been thoughts. Our silence companionable rather than awkward. “You saved my life,” she said.


“You’d have been okay.” I sieved sand through my fingers. “How are you feeling?”


“Better. Embarrassed. I’m not a good swimmer.”


“No shit!”


There was a split second when her expression hovered uncertainly before she burst into laughter. I found myself laughing too and when Josh returned with the drinks we were doubled over, my sides aching.


“What’s so funny?” Josh asked, shadowed in the sun, but we couldn’t tell him. Couldn’t explain it. For Anna it was probably the relief of her being alive. For me? It was the same.


“I’m Nell.” The blonde handed Anna a plastic pint glass of beer before she sat, curving her legs under her.


“Adam.” I took a sip from the glass Josh offered me. It was weak and warm.


“Are you as smooth as your friend here, Adam?” Nell asked.


“Sadly not. Josh has all the moves.”


“So he thinks.” Nell grinned.


“I think I might have met my match,” Josh said.


Nell raised her eyebrows. “You think?”


“And you are?” Josh held a hand out to Anna.


“Anna.” She took his hand and he raised hers to his lips, planted a kiss.


“A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”


Nell cupped her hands around her mouth. “Lock up your daughters—Casanova is in town.”


Josh’s eyes were all over Anna, undoubtedly unsavory thoughts running through his mind.


“Oi. Behave.” I threw a kick in his direction. He glanced at me and I gave an almost indiscernible shake of my head and in return he gave an almost imperceptible nod. He turned his attention back to Nell. He may come across as a dick sometimes but, like I said, he was loyal to me. Always had my back.


While he asked Nell if she fancied another swim, I asked Anna if she wanted to go for a walk and I tried not to read too much into it when she said that she did.


We strolled barefoot across the beach, not getting too close to the rolling waves that frothed into foam. Jet Skis zoomed toward the shore and shot out to sea again as though they were attached to elastic. I felt the prickling heat of sunburn on the back of my neck, but I also felt something else. Comfortable. Something I’d never truly felt with Roxanne, with her constant obsession with her appearance. With my appearance. Making me change before a night out if what I was wearing didn’t complement her outfit.


“Shall we head up there?” I pointed to a slope that led off the beach.


In unison, we turned. Our bodies were close as we strolled, arms almost brushing. I could have stretched out my fingers and taken her hand, but I didn’t.


We paused when we reached the path. Brushing the sand from our feet before slipping our flip-flops on. Hers were silver and sparkly. Mine were from Primark, white and plastic. Roxanne would have been horrified.


A row of kiosks selling postcards and buckets and spades provided a strip of shade and we stepped into it thankfully, welcoming the kiss of warmth rather than the beating heat.


A man approached us and thrust a clipboard under Anna’s nose. Pushed a pen into her hand. He tapped twice on the sentence at the top of the form written in broken English. Some sort of petition to keep open a school for deaf children. Anna glanced at the man, confused. He placed his hands over his ears.


“You’re deaf,” Anna said.


He nodded. Moved a hand to cover his mouth.


“You can’t talk?”


He shook his head.


Anna’s expression was one of sadness. “I’m so sorry.” She spoke slowly. Clearly, exaggerating each word with the movement of her lips. “What do you need?”


He twisted his fingers, signing things we didn’t understand.


“I can’t… I don’t know sign language,” Anna said.


The man tapped twice on the sentence again, this time with force. The clipboard bowing in Anna’s hands. He slid his finger down to a blank space before pointing at Anna.


“You want me to sign my name?”


He nodded. His hands making circles as though there was more.


“My address?”


He nodded again. Tapped the paper too hard. He was getting my back up now. He might be deaf but that was no excuse to be rude and intimidating.


“You don’t have to—” I began but Anna had begun scrawling out her details.


Anna Adlington.


“Good luck.” She handed the clipboard back to him with a smile. She began to walk on but he put a hand against her shoulder, stopping her. He rubbed his fingers together, the universal sign for cold hard cash.


“Oh, you want money!” Anna’s cheeks spotted pink. “I’m so sorry, I don’t have my bag. Adam… do you…”


I did have my wallet but I wasn’t giving anything to this tosser with his aggressive attitude. It was probably a scam.


“No, I don’t.” I took Anna’s arm and went to walk away but the man blocked my path.


“Listen, mate.” I straightened my spine. “We’re not giving you any money, understand?”


The man began to shout, angry words, and despite the language barrier I could guess what he was saying.


“Back off.” I held up my palm, shielding Anna with my other arm. We hurried away.


“He lied,” she said quietly. “You really can’t trust anyone.” I could hear the crack in her voice as she spoke and I knew she was thinking of whoever had hurt her, just as I was thinking of Roxanne.


“I’d better get back to Nell.” She wouldn’t meet my eye and began to hurry away.


“Anna.” I hesitated as she paused. Unsure what I wanted to say. That not all men are bastards. That I’d never hurt her. Lie to her. That rejection was raw for me as well, that I understood; finding Roxanne in bed with her boss, her legs wrapped around his waist while a band of pain tightened around my heart. There was so much I wanted to say but I didn’t say any of it. Instead, I asked, “I’d very much like to have dinner later. With you, I mean. You and me having dinner together. What do you think?”


It was crazy to ask. A holiday romance wasn’t on the agenda. A quick fling wasn’t my style and I had plans for after this fortnight. A new life waiting that wouldn’t accommodate a relationship. But still, in that moment we felt all kinds of right for each other. I didn’t know then that we were all kinds of wrong for each other.


I didn’t know, while I waited for her answer, that I should, perhaps, have walked away.












CHAPTER FIVE


Anna


“No, I can’t have dinner with you,” I had said when Adam first asked me out. But as he turned away, I caught both his “sorry” and the sight of the pink tinge of sunburn on the back of his neck and he seemed vulnerable somehow. Not brash like his friend Josh. There was no way I was looking for a holiday romance but I felt mean. Ungrateful. He had, after all, saved my life. Stepped in front of the not-deaf deaf guy when he was beginning to scare me.


“Adam, wait!” I had called. “Yes. Yes, I’ll have dinner with you.”


It was just one meal to say thank you. Nothing more.


We opted to sit on the terrace just in time to see the last glow of sunlight slipping behind the ocean. Fairy lights spiraled around the pergola. Candles flickered on every table. The beach was swallowed by night but we could still hear the gentle lap of waves. Taste the salt carried by the warm breeze. It was relentlessly romantic right down to the musician perched on a high stool, gently strumming on a guitar. Honeymoon-perfect, except a virtual stranger was the one topping up my glass.


Except, despite only knowing him for a few hours, Adam didn’t quite feel like a stranger.


This is not a date.


I had been studying the menu for far too long, my stomach fluttering with nerves. It was natural I’d feel on edge; I’d almost drowned earlier, but each time I raised my eyes and caught sight of Adam I felt… something.


“Are you ready to order?” The waiter hovered around our table for the third time, pad and pen poised.


“I’ll have a crab salad, please.” I can’t remember the last time I ordered anything other than salad on a date.


“You’re getting a bit porky, Anna. Think of our wedding photos.”


Except this… this wasn’t a date and the restaurant smelled so delicious—garlic and oil and herbs. Did I really want a plate of leaves? If I had died today, I wanted to have lived my life. Loved my life. I wanted to be remembered for being kind and happy and fun. Not the girl who never let herself go because she was trying to lose the same ten pounds over and over again.


“Sorry, can I change my mind?” I quickly scanned the menu again. “I’ll have a paella with a side order of tomatoes stuffed with feta and spicy chorizo, and could I please have some bread and olives while I wait?” I lowered the menu, my shoulders stiff with the expectation of disapproval on Adam’s face but instead he smiled.


“That sounds great. I’ll have the same, please.”


We both watched the waiter until he disappeared back inside.


My mouth was dry. I picked up my glass and took a long drink of sangria, watching the other diners. The couple staring so deeply into each other’s eyes that they probably didn’t register the clink of cutlery on china, the low murmur of conversation. The elderly lady eating alone, a paperback propped up against a jug of water, eyes straining to read by candlelight. A widow? A family of at least three generations seated at a long table across the terrace. A “Happy Golden Anniversary” balloon tugging against its string.


What did these people see when they looked at me? A girl whose fiancé hadn’t been able to bear spending another single day with her, let alone a lifetime? A girl having a holiday romance? The start of something?


This is not a date.


“So.” Adam’s voice led me back to the present.


“Sorry, I was miles away.” I took another drink. Put down my glass and fiddled with the edge of my napkin. Why was I so nervous?


“Don’t judge me, Anna, but…” Adam took a deep breath. “I’ve already chosen my dessert.”


I laughed. “Me too. Limoncello and plum tart.”


“Snap. I knew there was a reason why I like you. Not like like,” he added quickly. “Not…” Now he played with his napkin.


“To friendship?” I raised my glass and we toasted, but our eyes met and an unspoken toast passed between us, to the future versions of ourselves and even then, on some level, I knew that in the days to come, weeks, months, years, our lives would be bound together.


“Tell me about yourself, Anna Adlington.”


The arrival of a platter of bread and dips gave me time to think. What did I want him to know? Everything and nothing.


“I’m an English teacher.”


“Primary?”


“Secondary.”


“You like a challenge then?”


I met his gaze. Is that how he saw me? Fearless? Brave?


“I do like a challenge.” Did I? Was I flirting? I carried on. “My dad is a teacher. Was. Was a teacher.”


Adam studied me. He could have assumed my dad had changed professions or retired, but somehow he just knew.


“I’m so sorry, Anna. Do you want to talk about him?”


One thing I’ve learned is that grief makes people uncomfortable. Loss is a subject to be changed, skimmed over in case death is catching. Nobody wants to think about it. Talk about it. Question their own mortality. Yet Adam had covered my hand with his and was unflinching in his gaze. I knew he was seeing more of me than anyone else here could.
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