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THE PASSENGERS ON THE EARLY evening flight from Athens to London Heathrow Airport were waiting impatiently. The plane, having landed half an hour before, was sitting idle on the tarmac while a delay of some kind kept the cabin doors closed. The sudden flurry of activity brought on by the landing—the unclicking of seatbelts, the retrieval of phones and bags—had subsided, and most of the passengers had now settled into a reluctant stillness, puncturing it only with the occasional sigh. In the middle of the plane, a man stood in the aisle, stooping as he attempted to entertain his restless and exhausted toddler. An older woman stood behind him, smiling at the red-faced child while her husband contorted himself in an effort to rummage through his belongings. The space the older couple took up prevented the woman in the window seat of their row from also standing in the aisle to stretch her legs. She glared ahead with annoyance. In the row behind her, a young couple remained seated, scrolling on their phones. For rows and rows behind them, more people fidgeted or sighed or stretched. The mood was melancholic. Their summer holidays were over and their optimistic, carefree attitudes had expired. The colour the sun had imparted on their faces—ham pink, mostly—now looked peculiar, like a fancy-dress costume worn the day after the party. Frowns tugged at the corners of their mouths at the thought of the responsibilities they’d temporarily escaped, which now awaited them when they unlocked the doors to their flats. At this point, the joyful memories of their holiday were inaccessible. It would only be days later, when a colleague or friend inquired about their trip, that they would begin to recall the holiday in rosy, selective vignettes; a form of voluntary repression that enabled them to silence the creeping, regretful notion that perhaps they should have chosen to spend their yearly summer holiday in Sardinia or Mallorca, instead of an island in Greece.


After forty minutes of waiting, an attendant’s voice crackled over the intercom to announce the names of two passengers and request they report to the officer who was waiting for them after they disembarked. The announcement sent a surge of re-energised murmurs through the cabin.


‘Did they just say a police officer is waiting for them?’


‘I think so.’


‘Well, you don’t hear that every day.’


‘Do you think they’re in trouble?’


‘Could be.’


‘Does sound like it, doesn’t it?’


 ‘I wonder why.’


Heads swivelled to locate which passengers the announcement concerned. Catching the scent of a good story, the older woman turned her attention away from the child and back to her husband, who was patting his pants pocket to confirm the presence of their passports.


‘I wonder what happened,’ she said, unable to conceal the excitement from her whisper.


‘Not a clue,’ he answered, now searching his jacket pocket. ‘But it sure sounds like their holiday didn’t go too well.’










ACT I



‘Marvellous things happen to one in Greece—marvellous good things which can happen to one nowhere else on earth.’


HENRY MILLER,


The Colossus of Maroussi










CHAPTER ONE



Three months earlier


IT WAS THE SOUND OF a child laughing; a sudden peal that pierced through the layers of sleep and delivered Emma back to the surface. She peered into the darkness of the inside of her sun hat and then slowly lifted it from her face, allowing her eyes to adjust to the blast of white sunlight. Julian’s towel was empty next to her, his novel lying splayed and abandoned. She located him in the ocean directly ahead of her, where he floated serenely on his back.


The child squealed again, and Emma turned in the direction of the sound. A family was setting themselves up on two of the deckchairs nearby. The mother had long blonde hair arranged over one shoulder, and she wore an elegant red one-piece bathing suit and a large pair of tortoiseshell sunglasses. A sleeping newborn was slung from a piece of beige fabric fastened around her torso. Emma watched the woman as she moved in a business-like manner, unpacking a tote of toys, snacks and water bottles, before battling with the umbrella to adjust the shade covering the chairs. Meanwhile, the father walked their giggling toddler across the sand, growling theatrically, before grabbing the child and inciting another shriek of laughter. The mother, now spreading towels over the two chairs, had taken her sunglasses off, and even with the distance, Emma could see the deep, dark rings of total exhaustion underneath her eyes.


‘It’s beautiful in there.’ Julian sighed, collecting his book before dropping onto his towel. Emma could feel the lingering cool of the water radiating off him the way heat would. ‘Are you going back in?’


She nodded. ‘I think I’ll have one more dip.’


He located his sunglasses before lying on his back and closing his eyes. The heat was already drying the salty water into chalky lines on his skin.


They’d arrived in Palaiokastritsa, on the island of Corfu, four days before, and already Julian’s brown hair had bleached itself under the sun, resembling the kind of sought-after balayage that would cost hundreds of pounds in a salon back in London. To add insult to injury, he’d also developed a deep, consistent tan, which made him look younger and healthier—carefree, even. Emma’s own pale skin did not take to the sun so willingly; it was provoked and antagonised, and in response, it spread brown freckles across her chest, face and arms as if in defence, the numbers increasing daily. Her cheeks were perpetually florid. She’d taken to applying bright red lipstick when they went out for dinner in the hope that, by comparison, the colour of her cheeks would appear more like an innocent, peachy flush.


On their first day, as they followed the sloping streets down to Agia Triada beach, Emma realised she’d left her hat in the room. The price of that mistake was a burnt scalp that hurt whenever she brushed her hair. It had begun to peel too. Just that morning she’d extracted a disturbingly large scale of skin and held it in between two fingers, staring at the tiny pinpricks through which her hair had once grown. ‘Look at this,’ she’d said to Julian, who was reading an article on his phone in bed. ‘I just pulled this off my scalp.’ She walked over to him and held the piece of skin close to his face. He narrowed his eyes as he looked, and when the realisation dawned, he recoiled. ‘Oh, gross,’ he groaned. She laughed and threw it at him.


The mother called out to her husband in a language that sounded like German, and Emma saw Julian turn to look over at the family. She watched his lips unconsciously pull into a small smile as the father hoisted the child over his shoulder and returned to the deckchairs with his squirming, giggling captive. Emma felt a small, hard rock of dread in her stomach, like the pit of an apricot. The dread wasn’t new; Julian’s smile had just reminded her of its constant presence.


Before they discovered that Emma was pregnant, they’d had no desire to have children of their own, a mutual agreement they’d established early on. The matter was closed and never reopened for discussion, not even as they progressed into the first half of their thirties—Emma trailing two years behind Julian—and watched the couples around them introduce children to the world. Even then, they would smile and embrace these new members of their life, feeling a love for them that was immediate and intense, as if they were simply an extension of the people they loved already.


It was a shock then when the test was positive. Slowly, as they contemplated a new and different future, Emma watched Julian realise that, yes, actually, he did want this for himself. He took charge, walking excitedly ahead into this new territory as Emma apprehensively followed behind, unable to feel the same certainty that they were going in the right direction.


Glancing back now at the family, she saw the woman was breastfeeding the newborn, grimacing as she did so while attempting to entertain the restless toddler who, at that inconvenient moment, was demanding to sit on her lap and was growing increasingly hostile against her redirections. Meanwhile, the father was looking at his phone. Emma stood and walked toward the water, not stopping when she reached it, nor when the cool water hit her knees, and then her thighs, and eventually her stomach. She dived and re-emerged, pushing her hair out of her face and allowing the shock to bring her firmly back into her body. She mimicked Julian and floated on her back for a moment, feeling the strange sensations of muted sound and warm sunlight as the water covered her ears and the sun shone down on her face. She tried to remain firmly present in the corporeal sensations, but in her mind, she saw the hopeful yearning on Julian’s face as he watched the young family.


When, at eleven weeks, Emma had a miscarriage, she and Julian were left adjusting their image of the future back to its original vista. It was then that she realised Julian was struggling to return. Of course she could sympathise with him; it was as if their names had been called out, and they had been ushered into a new room, only to be informed of the mistake and told to return. She suspected that for him, the room they returned to, and had never previously been dissatisfied with, suddenly felt small and stifled, lacking in mystery and in a depth of feeling he’d only glimpsed and yet now missed. From that moment, he understood that he wanted to have children, and he’d simply assumed that Emma felt the same. He seemed to take for granted that they would try again, mentioning it here and there and watching young families with an open longing. Unsure of how to delicately approach this discussion, Emma had passively allowed his belief to grow. Soon, she surprised herself by wondering if having a child with Julian would actually be easier than ripping the root of his hope from the ground.


Seeking some other thread of thought, she opened her eyes and began to tread water, tracing the shelf of land that ran along the left of the Agios Spiridon beach and curved around to shelter it. Where the cliffs met the water, a group of people were taking turns leaping from the edge. Their laughs and shouts were carried to her by the breeze. She watched as the small figures of their bodies dropped into the water, some controlled, others flailing, and all of them, she thought, landing far too close to the rocks below. She recalled the grim story of a boy she’d attended sixth form with who’d gone cliff jumping in Malta. On one descent, he failed to break the water’s surface tension with his feet, landing instead on his coccyx and shattering his spine. His vertebrae, so the story went, had been like a line of fast-moving traffic, and it was as if the car at the front of the line had slammed on the brakes.


Emma watched as one jumper seemed to almost tumble from the cliff, waving their arms and legs as they fell. When they connected with the water, a sharp slapping sound ricocheted around the bay. Emma gasped, unable to stomach the moments before they either did or didn’t surface, and turned away.


Later, when the sun crept lower in the sky, and the bass from the surrounding bars and restaurants began to hum, they packed up their things and followed the dusty path that traced the bends of the road back to the small family-run hotel where they were staying,


To get to their room, they first had to walk up a steep driveway, past the pool and the pool-side bar where Nico, the owner’s son, could often be seen watching something on his phone when he wasn’t being ordered around by the elderly couples who spent all day camped on the pool chairs drinking beer and eating peanuts. They waved to him as they passed, receiving a smile in response.


‘Spiridon today? Or Triada?’ he called out, tapping his phone screen and removing his headphones. They’d asked him for advice on where to swim on the second day, and since then, he’d taken to inquiring about their beach experiences each day.


‘Spiridon,’ Julian replied.


‘Busy?’


‘It was pretty quiet, actually.’


 ‘Good.’ He beamed. ‘Going out for dinner tonight?’


‘We’re going to that taverna you recommended.’


Nico’s phone vibrated in his hands, drawing away his attention. Emma imagined some other Greek teenager sending Nico flirty messages and provocative photos from another island where they would be spending the summer holidays with their own family.


‘Enjoy your dinner,’ he said without taking his eyes from his phone.




Back in their room, they showered together, taking turns holding the shower head up, which was attached to the wall by a rubber cable and had nowhere to be hung from.


After they changed, they returned once more to the driveway and made their way back to the gravel path, tracing through the olive groves toward the beach and restaurants. Emma followed behind Julian as they walked. He wore a white linen shirt and brown pants. His hair, still damp, was slicked back, and his face gleamed. It was now golden hour and the sun’s slow departure had relieved them of the day’s harsh and dry heat, allowing them to float comfortably through the thick air and to admire the soft, pastel colours the sun left in its wake. It seemed to Emma that she and Julian transformed into the best versions of themselves when they were free to swim in the ocean, siesta whenever they desired, and reach for each other’s bodies upon waking in the morning and sometimes again in the afternoon, after the sun had sapped any energy for anxiety and blunted their minds into contentment. She wondered whether it was possible for them to exist like this permanently, or whether the charm of the circumstances only existed because of its novelty.


They found the taverna Nico had recommended: a lively, homely place with paper tablecloths and photos on the walls of smartly dressed people who Emma assumed owned the place. Their arms were over each other’s shoulders in the photos and they were standing in front of the bar at the back of the room. It was a shinier, more vibrant restaurant than the version they sat in now, the passage of time having stripped the space of its youthful glamour but still left it warm and inviting. They ordered octopus, swordfish and some sort of stuffed tomato dish paired with a jug of wine. The wine was called retsina and was infused with a form of pine resin. It was a pale, translucent yellow colour and often tasted as though it could probably be used to remove nail polish, but the ambience of the soft light reflected on shimmering water and the unassertive breeze that surrounded them made enough astringent mouthfuls surmountable until they acclimatised.


The food arrived and Emma squeezed the juice from a lemon wedge over it all. Back in London, she would buy a lemon if a recipe demanded it, only to use a quarter of it before leaving the rest to shrivel in the fridge. She had never truly appreciated the sharp, acidic cut, but now, on the rare occasion a lemon wedge didn’t arrive on the plate, she missed it, each lemon-less mouthful playing out like a song stopped just before its chorus.


 ‘Alistair emailed to explain where the key is,’ Julian said, placing his glass back down on the table. The echo of a grimace caused by the wine was still present on his face. ‘He’s left it with the staff at the pharmacy near the apartment building.’


Alistair was an old friend of theirs. They were leaving Corfu the day after tomorrow and would be housesitting his apartment in Athens for three months while Julian worked on his research paper. Emma had met Alistair a few times when he’d come to stay on the couch of their London flat. He was a short and solid man with wispy, receding dark hair. When Emma thought of him, she remembered his habit of biting his thumbnail when he thought no one was looking or the gesture of him running a finger back and forth over his top lip as he pondered what someone was saying around their dinner table.


He was currently writing a text on Gorgias, the ancient Greek sophist, and had been invited to spend a few months in Lentini, Sicily—the native home of the philosopher—to work on it.


‘Is he excited about Sicily?’


Julian brought his eyebrows together and frowned thoughtfully.


‘He is. It will be good for his work, but he admitted to me that the move was partly motivated because Andre is back in Athens.’


‘Is he the married man Alistair was in love with?’ Emma asked.


‘Yes, well, arguably still in love with.’


Emma pictured Alistair in her mind, he was not a conventionally handsome man, but he had a sort of intellectual energy, a deepness of thought, that Emma could see someone desiring. He was exactly the type of man who was only capable of desiring someone if he could not easily have them.


The waiters began to clear space close to the bar; those seated nearby were politely requested to stand and help move their tables out of the way. The music was turned up and some of the diners began to dance in the space that had been cleared. The two waiters then brought trays covered with small glasses of ouzo around, dispensing them to everyone. Emma and Julian accepted theirs, smiling at each other before tipping the liquor back and wincing as the aniseed taste burned away the taste of the wine.


‘No, no.’ The waiter returned to the table. ‘To drink slowly—to enjoy,’ he explained, pointing to their empty glasses.


‘Oh.’ They laughed. The waiter tutted and served them two more. This time, they sipped them.


More and more patrons were recruited to the floor. An experienced older couple twirled each other around with their eyes trained on each other. Some sort of colourful disco light was set up and the waiters continued to hand out small glasses of ouzo. Emma appreciated the business intelligence of the transformation. Rather than the patrons paying their bills and the restaurant closing its doors until tomorrow night, some would now stay, buying more and more drinks and doubling, even tripling their bill. And the whole scene would entice more people walking by on the street to join in the fun.


Julian looked at Emma with a smile on his face, ‘Want to dance?’


 The second glass of ouzo encouraged her, and she observed the other tourist couples who were laughing as they attempted to join in the dancing. ‘Yes.’ She grinned.


They had no idea what they were doing, but they managed to fall into some sort of stumbling, swaying rhythm, accompanied by the occasional twirl and broken in parts as they laughed into each other’s ears.


After the song finished and another began, a woman approached them. Emma had noticed the woman greeting people to the taverna earlier with the air of welcoming them into her home. Now she stood before them, holding her hand out to Julian and proposing a dance. Julian laughed, suddenly shy, and looked to Emma as if for permission or perhaps rescuing. She nodded to him in encouragement, and after the woman dragged him away, she moved from the dance floor to stand by the bar and watch. The woman, possibly in her fifties, had a thick, strong-looking body. She took hold of Julian, and Emma laughed at the sight of him being led through the dance like an obligated teenager at a wedding. He was blushing, leaning his body away from hers as she pulled him tighter against her. She appeared to know the song well, moving her body expertly in time. Emma almost felt as if she should look away to give them some privacy, but she couldn’t. The woman’s face was calm; a knowing smile was held on her lips, and her eyes were locked on Julian’s. Emma could envision the younger version of the woman, her long dark hair, her handsome features, a beautiful siren luring men to the dance floor, mesmerising them with the control she held over her body and the pleasure she derived from moving it. Rather than feeling jealous of the sight of Julian being flirted with, Emma felt envious of the connection the woman had to her body, of the way she remained so present. It seemed to give her a certain power. The woman moved Julian’s hand, placing it on her lower back and drawing him closer still. It was then that Emma was surprised to find herself slightly aroused. She laughed to hide her embarrassment. If she were not standing in a restaurant filled with people, she felt she would have been free to use herself for the singular and selfish act of her own pleasure. She enjoyed the idea of being present yet invisible. She liked the idea of not being the focus for once.


When the song ended, Julian disentangled himself, thanking the woman and making his way back to Emma.


‘Wow,’ he said, flustered. ‘What just happened?’


Emma laughed and kissed him, his lips still tasting of aniseed.


‘Let’s get the bill,’ she said and pulled him by the hand.




They laughed and leaned into each other as they wound their way back along the side of the road to the hotel. They passed the pool, where the moonlight was casting abstract silver shapes across the dark water. Early the next morning, the older guests would spread their towels over the pool chairs, cordoning them off for the whole day while they roasted their dark red skin in the sun, but for now, the space was quiet and peaceful. Julian took a seat on the edge of a chair, pulling Emma by the hand to sit with him. ‘Let’s stay for a moment,’ he said.


Emma knew what was coming: some form of sentimental, earnest soliloquy about how lucky they were, how they should cherish these moments. It was a habit of Julian’s that Emma found both endearing and exasperating. Sometimes, she wished to just enjoy the moment without acknowledging the grim reality that it would pass by and become a memory that she would long to return to later. It made her feel that without constant conscious appreciation, life was never truly lived, only anticipated and then remembered.


She found some irony in the way Julian wanted to retreat from the moment and view it objectively from a distance in the hope of getting closer to it. She understood that he desired these moments of conscious gratitude because he spent so much of his life yearning: yearning to finish his paper, yearning for an indifferent and distracted world to sit up and pay attention to his ideas, yearning for recognition. Emma believed she inhabited the present more frequently than he did, and so thinking about the present this way—as a transient moment that never really existed before it became the past—made her feel like her whole life was slipping away. It made her chest begin to tighten, and her breath become shallow.


‘Look at this exciting life we live,’ Julian began, placing an arm around her shoulders. ‘We’re so lucky.’


 Emma leaned her head against his shoulder, and they stared beyond the pool at the dark shapes of the hills in the distance and, further still, the stars in the sky above.


‘Yes, very lucky,’ she replied before letting the silence hang so that Julian could enjoy his moment.


When she felt she’d looked at her life for long enough and wished now to return to feeling it, she stood, reaching for his hands and pulling him up off the chair.


She began to dance against him coyly, copying the movements of the woman at the taverna.


‘I much prefer it when you do that.’ He laughed. She smiled at him, swaying her hips and trying to remember how it felt to watch. Then she turned around, pressing her back against his body. As she moved, his energy shifted to something more serious, more hungry. She lifted her arms above her head, slinging them around his neck, and he breathed into her hair.


She turned back around and they kissed. Emma used her body to guide him back to the pool chair and climbed on top of him. She removed his glasses, placing them carefully on the table next to them. The simple act of taking off Julian’s glasses had, through repetition over the years, become an aphrodisiac to them both, and every time she performed this ritual, she moved slowly and theatrically to draw out the effect. They kissed again. Emma desperately wanted Julian to lift her dress and touch her, but he seemed to be awaiting a signal from her. This was a new pattern that had developed over the last couple of months. One that frustrated Emma. It seemed that Julian was overly conscious of some newly formed boundaries, places where he stopped and waited for permission to proceed. He was cautious with her, as if there was something broken within her and he was being careful not to damage her further. She lifted the hem of her dress up to her thighs, taking his hand and placing it on her. With each movement of her body, Emma imagined what they would look like right now: Julian’s loafers still on, his pants now undone and bunched around his ankles. He untied her dress, which wrapped around her body and fastened on the left of her waist, so that it now hung open like a coat, exposing her chest and body to him. It was the thought of what they looked like that led to another, the thought of what Julian would look like with another woman on top of him, and it was that image that sent a tremor of pleasure through Emma. She closed her eyes, imagining the woman from the taverna in her place. Her body moving with the same certainty and control she had on the dance floor. Emma moaned, and when she opened her eyes again, she saw a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye. She turned her head and glimpsed the skinny ankles and scuffed white sneakers of Nico as he quickly stepped out of the light and into the darkness at the top of the stairs.


‘Was that the pool boy?’ Julian asked. They stopped moving.


‘I think so.’


‘He saw us?’


‘I think he did.’


‘Uh-oh.’


 They laughed guiltily and looked at each other for a moment before laughing again.


‘Maybe we should go to our room,’ Julian said. Emma began to tie her dress back up.




Afterward, Emma lay in bed, her mind hovering in the realm just above sleep. There was an enjoyable, peaceful silence in between the sound of the wind passing through the olive trees by the room and waves cresting in the distance. Julian was breathing softly beside her, and though he was silent, she knew he was not yet entirely asleep.


Her body had surprised her this evening. She hadn’t felt that level of intense arousal in a long time; it recalled the visceral, pleading desire that had consumed her when she and Julian had let their urges—over the course of their first four dates—reach boiling point before they finally relented to them.


The genesis had been watching the woman in the taverna dancing with Julian, the inspiration which Emma had taken and fashioned into the idea of another woman being with Julian. Why? She wondered. Or at least, why now? And where did the limits lay? She imagined Julian with an older woman, then with a younger woman, then with a woman she knew—an ex-colleague. She flashed images across her mind: an endless stream of scenarios, women. Her body responded, the urge returning surprisingly quickly and intensely. She reached her hand across the bed and found Julian again, imagining once more that it wasn’t her hand but another woman’s. Julian reacted immediately, crawling under the sheet and pressing his mouth against her wordlessly. When she cried out, she was imagining herself floating above their bed, hovering and watching.










CHAPTER TWO



JULIAN RAN, HIS BREATH MOVING his lungs rhythmically like a pair of bellows. The path was not ideal, loose and dusty. It was mostly downhill as it wound its way to the beach, and the sun, although only just beginning to exert itself, was providing an uncomfortable blanket of warmth. Still, the act of running was doing what Julian had intended it to, and he was happy he’d committed himself to the task. He hadn’t run in over a week, not since they’d arrived in Corfu. This was unusual for him. For years, he’d committed to running in the morning a few times a week; a habit formed during his time at Cambridge years before, where he would trace his way alongside the River Cam, detouring through meadows and commons, as his mind wound its own path through thoughts as green and serene as the meadows themselves. It was a necessary reminder of his physicality, a moment spent in the corporeal realm, which was needed ahead of many hours spent struggling to understand his coursework. He’d since grown to rely on the repetitive nature of running to adjust his measurement of time down from days, weeks and years to minutes and seconds. It was that sudden attention to the minutiae that made him feel as if he had full control over time. If he could be aware of the seconds passing, then he had the opportunity to push every moment to its fullest realisation. In this way, he could believe that life simply came down to a series of micro-decisions, like the decision to not slow down despite the cries of his lungs and legs, and every time he committed to the more difficult path, he felt like he was achieving his full potential. It was ironic, he thought, that when his body moved fast, time slowed down. Whenever he returned to a walking pace, he was usually quickly reminded that life was not so easily simplified. Multiple decisions often swamped any given moment, layering upon one another, entangling their consequences and creating a maelstrom of options so that the correct choice was rarely clear.


His route took him to the beach and then past the row of cafes and restaurants. Workers carried crates of produce into the restaurants, while others enjoyed a cigarette or a coffee on a stone step. Julian enjoyed his inclusion in this quiet moment of preparation. It made him feel like less of a tourist, a detached observer or disruptive force, and more like a thread within the fabric of the moment. When he reached the end of the path, he turned and retraced his steps, faced with the inclines he had enjoyed as descents just minutes before.


At the foot of the steep driveway which led up to the hotel pool, he began to walk. Thoughts made quiet in the noise of his exertion re-emerged, and he regarded with apprehension, as he had come to do frequently, Emma.


Her behaviour had been erratic for months now, culminating with the more recent unceremonious decision to quit her job—a job that Julian had believed she genuinely enjoyed. He could trace the beginning of the shift to the miscarriage, and he felt sure that symptoms of her unresolved grief were breaking through the surface in an unexpected way. He caught her staring blankly at the pan as the eggs she was frying turned into a blackened mess, or stepping out of the shower and leaving the water running, or mixing up dates and days and generally losing her usually tight grip on time. Emma had always been so organised, so reliable. She had two hands on the wheel at all times, but recently, she seemed to have released whatever it was that had, at her core, made her truly care about such details.


He recalled the day before when he’d seen Emma watching the mother seated nearby them at the beach. It had hurt him to glimpse an expression of longing on her face. But every time he’d tried to reach beyond her detached facade, she’d claim she was fine. He felt helpless to ease her suffering.


Emma had always had a habit of falling deeply into thought. He recalled the moment when he first saw her: she was standing in line at a sandwich shop he visited frequently, a cheese and pickle baguette in her hand to match the one he held in his. She wore a knitted beige scarf, and her tawny red hair was gathered and held in a clip. Her face held a vacant expression that implied her attention was fully engaged in some other internal world. Just below her hair and above the scarf, Julian could see a glimpse of her pale, lightly freckled neck. He was compelled by the image of her, by a sudden and inexplicable desire to speak to her. He found himself envious of whatever it was that was arresting her. He wanted to feel what it was like to be the object of her full attention. It was then that he noticed a small sticker, the kind usually attached to the skin of an apple, caught in the fabric of her scarf. He watched and waited as she paid for her sandwich. When she then turned and walked past him toward the door, he said, ‘Excuse me.’ He intended to inform her of the sticker and use that as a segue to begin a conversation. He’d imagined her blushing and lifting the sticker from her scarf. He’d imagined her smiling at him, laughing at the hilarity of their matching sandwiches and growing more interested in him with each second spent in his company. He’d even imagined her boldly asking for his number and suggesting a drink, saving him the guesswork of whether the interest was mutual. What he had not imagined was that she would continue walking, showing no sign that she had heard or even noticed him. In a matter of seconds, she was gone, replaced by a draught of cold air as the door swung shut behind her. He stood dumbfounded for a moment before a smile, partly embarrassed and partly pleased, spread across his face and remained there until he reached the cashier.


In the early days of their relationship, he’d been delighted by Emma’s dry, dark sense of humour. Her existentialism seemed at first intellectual, sexy even. He liked that she was always probing for meaning and maintaining a wide lens on life. It helped him keep perspective when his own goals and challenges threatened to consume him. He loved the way her dark humour often surprised others, inciting eruptions of shocked laughter and having the pleasantly contradictory effect of lightening the mood, which was especially appreciated whenever one of his academic friends became stuck labouring a point. It was only later that he was forced to tend to the roots from which a sense of humour like that could grow. Her bouts of despondency didn’t fit neatly into the idea of depression; she didn’t stay in bed for days, forget to shower, or abandon her work. She appeared to function as normal, responding appropriately to social cues, meeting deadlines and buying groceries. But there were subtler signs that she’d retreated somewhere mentally. He would catch her staring off into space when she thought no one was watching. It was as if she was a computer running in sleep mode, activated only when prompted by someone else. Even though there were no stereotypical lows, there were no highs either. Things she usually enjoyed were not able to move the needle. There was no pulling her out of her mood—Julian had tried. It was easier for him to endure the season than it was for him to attempt to change the weather. He’d come to learn that, after a few weeks, she would complete some necessary internal journey and awaken. Her full presence would return to their conversations, and she would be renewed, appearing to be able to feel her emotions once again.


After the miscarriage, one of these moods had arrived, only this time, it had lingered for longer than ever before. That was until last night when they returned from dinner, and she’d approached him as he sat on the pool lounge. Something had changed; her presence seemed distilled. It had felt to Julian like she was truly, in body and mind, right there in the moment with him. She’d been incredibly responsive to his touch; they’d held eye contact and murmured words to each other throughout. The deep and consistent acknowledgement of his presence and his—specifically his—clear and vital role in her pleasure had made him immeasurably happy. Only now, he wished to know what had brought on this change. He wanted to know how they might experience it again.


When he reached the stone steps that led to their room, he saw her sitting with her legs pulled up to her chest, her hair wet and an open book resting against her knees. She looked small, and as he always did, he felt a duty to protect her. He knew she’d hate to know that he saw her like that: fragile and in need of anything from anyone. ‘That’s sexist and infantilising,’ she’d probably say while pulling a face so serious and so inadvertently petulant that it only served to make her look younger.




Emma glanced up from her novel to see Julian climbing the steps and looking entirely spent from his run. When she had woken to find that he was not in the bed next to her, she assumed he must be out running, and so while he worked through the miles, she showered, dressed and made an instant coffee. She then took her mug of coffee, along with a jar of olives, and sat at the little table by the front door of their room. She drew her knees to her chest and read her book as she ate the olives, tossing their pits into the grove that ran adjacent to the room. Her hair was still damp. Occasionally, it dripped onto her shoulders in a pleasant way. Their room was situated up an incline at the back of the property, a position that allowed a thin view of the ocean and horizon in the distance, as well as a view of every other hotel, road and olive grove that separated them from it. The temperature was rising quickly, and even though it wasn’t yet 9 am, she could see the leathery elderly couples already setting themselves up for a long day by the pool.


When Julian reached Emma, he leaned over and kissed her before dropping into the seat across from her.


‘Good run?’ she asked.


‘A tough one—it’s mostly uphill on the way back.’


‘Do you want some coffee?’


‘Please.’ He pulled his shirt off, sighing as he slouched back in the chair.


Emma returned to their kitchenette and made him a coffee, bringing it back with her to the table and handing it to him. He thanked her before selecting an olive, placing it in his mouth and looking out toward the ocean. A moment passed, a particular kind of silence that Emma was acquainted with, not uncomfortable to bear but still heavy with presentiment. Such moments usually preceded an invitation to join a discussion that was already well underway in Julian’s mind.


‘Last night was fun,’ he said, tossing the olive pit into the grove.


‘It was.’


 ‘You seemed’—he paused as if to locate the right words—‘very present.’


‘I felt very present.’


‘Was it something we did?’ He glanced at her. ‘Something different?’


Emma remained silent. The visceral pleasure she’d felt at the thought of someone else being with Julian couldn’t be easily communicated. She watched as Julian took another olive, placing it in his mouth and once again tossing the pit. She wondered whether the journey of the conversation could be shortened, smoothed of unnecessary obstacles if she simply got straight to the point and said the shocking thing so that they might recover from it faster.


‘How would you feel if I told you I wanted to watch you sleep with someone else?’


Julian raised his eyebrows and laughed in surprise. ‘Is this one of those “If I decided to join a Mars expedition, would you come too?” type of questions?’


Emma observed her feet, the gesture speaking into the silence on her behalf. When she looked back up, the smile had fallen from his face. ‘It’s more like a “If I order dessert, will you share it with me?” type of question.’


Confusion, maybe hurt, flickered across his face. ‘Do you mean that?’


‘I think so.’


‘“I think so” doesn’t sound so sure.’


‘I’m about as sure as I can be until I’m actually in the situation experiencing it.’


 He looked away from her and out into the grove. His forehead creased in demonstration of his incomprehension. ‘Where is this coming from?’ he then asked.


‘Last night, when you were dancing with that woman, I had a sort of reaction to seeing you with someone else. It was like I could imagine you with someone else, and then the thought of that turned me on.’


‘I see.’ He frowned. ‘But wouldn’t it hurt you to see me with someone else? It would hurt me to see you doing that. In fact, I think it would be torture.’


She considered the question, attempting to determine how best to explain the feelings she didn’t even fully understand herself.


‘I think it would shock me initially, but maybe part of me wants to feel that.’ She could see Julian’s confusion plainly on his face and decided to change tack and move forward more cautiously. ‘Mostly, it would turn me on.’


‘How would it turn you on?’


Emma drew a breath.


‘It has something to do with seeing another woman desire you.’ She paused. ‘I think I’d be able to see myself in her position. I don’t know if that makes sense. I could witness, but I wouldn’t have to be involved. I could just observe it entirely for my own pleasure.’


Concern had now arrived on Julian’s face. He deliberated over his next words. She knew immediately what was coming. She wondered how much time would need to pass before her moods and behaviours could be attributed to something else or, ideally, to nothing in particular.


 ‘Has this got something to do with the miscarriage? Do you think maybe it …’


‘No, I don’t think they are related at all.’ Emma knew that if she just admitted to him the startling and intensely guilty sense of relief that had crept upon her in the days following the miscarriage, he was sure to stop thinking that grief was the source of her frequently baffling behaviours. But she didn’t know how to even begin to explain that or how to then admit that, just as the experience had revealed to Julian a newly discovered and emphatic desire to be a father, it had shown her the opposite.


Julian was silent, and she felt that he didn’t believe her.


‘Well, then,’ he began, ‘are you unsatisfied with us? With our—’


‘No, no, of course not.’ She reached under the table and squeezed his leg. ‘It’s not that I’m unsatisfied. I just think—shouldn’t we try to enjoy ourselves? You said that—remember?’


She registered a vague guilt at taking Julian’s words out of context and fashioning them for use against him. ‘When we decided on moving to Athens for the summer, you said we should take this situation’—she hesitated very briefly on the word, wondering if it was too crude—‘and embrace our freedom to explore what brings us pleasure in life. To have fun.’


Julian nodded at her, a mute gesture of burgeoning understanding.


‘I love our life,’ he said. ‘I guess I’m concerned that an experience like that could complicate things. I don’t want anything to ruin what we have right now.’


 ‘I would never let that happen,’ she said, leaning across and taking his hand.


He sighed, retrieving his hand and standing. ‘I’m going to need some time to think about it.’


Emma nodded. ‘Of course.’


Julian walked back inside the room, and Emma remained where she was for a moment, watching as an elderly couple by the pool lovelessly rubbed oil into each other’s backs in brisk, slapping movements.










CHAPTER THREE



EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, THEY checked out of the hotel. Nico refused to meet their eyes as he carried Emma’s backpack down the steep, dusty driveway. When he placed the bag down beside the road, Julian gave him a generous tip, which only seemed to make him more uncomfortable. He murmured a quick thanks and sprinted back up the drive.


A car took them from Palaiokastritsa to a port, where a ferry took them to the mainland, where a bus would finally take them to Athens. When travelling, Julian often preferred to take a bus or train so he could immerse himself in a place, even if it meant a significant increase in the length of the journey. Emma didn’t mind this. She could watch the passing scenery for hours, her eyes panning side to side as her attention seemed to sink deeper and deeper inward. It often felt as if a long road journey allowed her to access some part of her brain, perhaps her subconscious, that remained unreachable otherwise.


 At first, the small houses the bus passed were piled together, but soon, the space between them increased until the houses were spread few and far between the sloping olive groves. Then they were driving through tunnels and freeways that cut right through hills covered with pine and Cyprus trees. Emma spent most of the time listening to an audiobook. She experienced motion sickness whenever she tried to read, and although she’d never before been a fan of listening to a novel, she had found herself appreciating the comfort of someone reading to her. It was suggestive of childhood when someone else was responsible for her well-being, and she had no other responsibility but to exist. Julian stared out of the window for a while before eventually resting his head back against the seat and, despite the jerking, rattling motions effortlessly fell asleep. Emma had always envied this ability of his. During their six-year relationship, she had memories like this from all over the world: Julian asleep on a train, a bus, a plane, while she sat and stared out the window, lingering somewhere between awake and asleep, unable to commit to either.
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