

[image: cover]




To Sham –
at last, a book of mine you haven’t read before!






[image: title]





Prologue



The honeymooners were back in the pool again. The girl was swimming breaststroke, holding her head awkwardly. The boy posed on the tiled edge, his golden torso a few shades darker than the day they’d arrived. He ran a hand through his long dark hair, arched his back and dived into the turquoise water. Loretta watched him critically. Surprisingly well executed. Seven out of ten.


The boy swam up to his new wife, put his hands around her waist, lifted her up out of the water and tossed her up in the air. She flung her arms and legs wide apart as if doing a star jump and landed back in the pool screeching with laughter. He scooped her up and held her close so that her red bikini and his toucan-print shorts were melded together.


Loretta turned away and began rolling the pool towels into neat yellow cylinders. Her diamanté shoe buckles glittered in the sun; how glamorous they looked. Money well spent even though her calves would be aching by lunchtime.


When she looked up, the couple were no longer canoodling. The girl was floating on her back, her neat toenails sticking out of the water. They were painted shell pink, a nice bridal colour. Loretta’s were her usual signature scarlet, shade 26, True Passion, reapplied every three weeks by Flavia at Sempre Bella. Loretta wasn’t going to let standards slip just because she’d turned sixty.


‘You should come in!’ The boy waved an arm at Loretta.


She shook her head.


The boy laughed, as if knowing his suggestion had been absurd. How taken aback he would be if she took up his invitation. She’d step out of her emerald-green chiffon dress and high strappy sandals and execute a near perfect dive – she did not kid herself she could score more than nine these days – into that clear, cool water. She’d hold her breath until she surfaced three-quarters of the way along the pool then power her way to the far steps in a matter of seconds.


Loretta smiled politely. ‘I’m afraid I don’t swim,’ she said. It was what she told all her guests at the Hotel Paradiso. The girl they’d once called il delfino – the dolphin – was long gone. Sometimes she hardly remembered her.





Chapter One



Abi closed the lid of her laptop and rested her elbows on the kitchen island. She couldn’t wait for Chloe to get back from her dad’s so that she could tell her daughter about the trip she’d planned. She had chosen a pretty hotel by the sea with spa treatments and all the activities nearby that a just-about-to-turn thirteen-year-old could dream of. There was even a multiplex cinema and a bowling alley in case the English summer weather let them down, though Abi fervently hoped it wouldn’t.


Chloe would have fun; Abi would make sure of that. They’d have a whole week of mother and daughter bonding. Abi would stop obsessing about her ex-husband Alex and his fiancée Marisa, who was pretty, slim, stylish and six years younger than Abi. There would be no rows, no tears. It would be a new start.


Chloe’s key turned in the lock. Abi scrunched up her pasty wrapper and empty bag of Maltesers and chucked them in the bin. She couldn’t be bothered to cook for herself when Chloe was at her dad’s.


‘Hi, Mum!’


‘Hi, love!’ Abi padded into the hall. Chloe stood stiff-limbed as Abi pulled her into an awkward hug. She could smell garlic and the expensive scented candles that Marisa liked to burn.


‘Did you have a nice time?’ She made an effort to keep her voice light.


‘Yeah.’ Chloe dropped her keys into the blue and white bowl on the console table, marched into the kitchen and tossed a pink plastic bag onto one of the chrome bar stools.


‘Did Marisa take you shopping?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And?’ Abi smiled encouragingly. She hoped Chloe wasn’t going to turn into one of those monosyllabic teens. Or maybe Chloe was just like this with Abi.


‘I got this.’ Chloe opened the bag and pulled out some sort of all-in-one garment covered in a riot of hot pink blooms and turquoise butterflies. ‘What do you think?’


Abi smiled. It would be perfect for the holiday she’d planned. ‘It’s great, darling. Hold it up so I can see it properly.’


‘Marisa helped choose it. She says it makes me look more grown up, but Dad says it looks like a pair of old curtains.’


Abi forced a smile. ‘I know it’s going to look lovely on you. Now, tea? Orange juice?’


‘No thanks. I had a Coke … umm, drink at Dad’s.’


‘So, what did you have for your tea?’


‘Parmigiana di melazane, it’s this auberginey, cheesy, tomatoey sort of thing.’


‘Sounds yum.’


‘It was, but it’s not as good as your sausages and mash, Mum.’


Abi felt a little tension ease from her shoulders. ‘We can eat that tomorrow night if you’d like, love. Why don’t you sit down? I’ve got something to show you. Could you pass me my laptop?’


‘Mu-um?’


‘What?’ There was something in the way that Chloe dragged out her name that put Abi on her guard.


‘Mum,’ Chloe repeated. She looked down at the island unit’s glossy granite top. ‘I need to tell you something … ask you something, I mean.’


‘What does Alex, I mean Dad, want me to agree to now?’


‘Dad and Marisa are going to spend the summer in Italy staying with Marisa’s parents.’ Chloe paused.


‘He told me that a while ago. And?’


‘And they want me to go too.’


‘That’s nice, love, but I can’t see how you can go if they’re staying out there for weeks. I don’t want you coming back on a plane by yourself.’


‘They’ve asked me to stay for the whole school holiday,’ Chloe mumbled.


Abi opened her big pink American fridge and unscrewed the top of a half-drunk bottle of Pinot Grigio. She poured herself a glass of wine and took a big sip. She mustn’t cry. Chloe had seen more than enough tears.


‘But what about seeing your friends? What about Olivia and Precious?’


‘I’m not really friends with Precious anymore.’ The corner of Chloe’s eye twitched. It had done that a lot in the weeks after Alex had left.


‘But what about Olivia, you’re still friends with her, aren’t you?’ Abi said. She was aware that her voice sounded unnaturally bright.


‘I suppose … but she kind of hangs out all the time with Precious these days.’


‘Oh.’ Abi remembered what that felt like. ‘But do you really want to go away for that long? What if you don’t like it?’


‘It’s an Italian island, Mum,’ Chloe said slowly. ‘Marisa’s parents live by the seaside.’


‘If they’re taking Elsa, it won’t be much fun for you.’


‘Duh … of course they’re taking Elsa – she’s their kid.’


Abi winced. Alex’s second child. The child that he and Abi had always wanted but who’d never arrived.


‘What if you don’t like the food? There’ll be a lot of seafood and fish.’ Abi was clutching at straws now. She was glad of the steadying effects of her cold glass of wine.


‘I’ll just have to live on pizza.’ Chloe grinned. ‘Anyhow, Dad says Nonna Flavia is a fabulous cook.’


‘Nonna Flavia?’


‘It means grandma in Italian.’


‘I know what it means.’


‘Marisa says Nonna Flavia and Nonno Enzo can be my new grandparents now that Gramps has gone.’


Her lovely dad, Chloe’s lovely Gramps. She would have hit rock bottom after Alex left if it hadn’t been for him. If only he was still here – he’d know exactly what to say and do. Abi and her late mum had never been that close. It was different with Dad. He’d always understood her. She reached in her pocket for a tissue.


‘Please don’t cry, Mum. I miss Gramps too. But Olivia’s mum says: “substitute grandparents can be valuable role models in a teenager’s life”.’


Abi sighed; maybe she was being selfish. ‘But I thought we might go down to Dorset,’ she said. ‘Not Bournemouth,’ she added quickly. Last year’s visit had been an unmitigated disaster. They’d had a massive row when Chloe wanted to go off to the ice-skating rink by herself. Marisa wouldn’t stop her having fun, Chloe had said. ‘Marisa isn’t your mother!’ Abi had shouted. ‘She doesn’t love you – not the way that I do.’ And Chloe had burst into tears in the street.


Chloe got up from the kitchen stool. She stood up very straight. ‘I want to go to Italy, Mum. You’ve got to let me. It’s the most exciting invitation I’ve had in my whole life!’


A week in Dorset with boring, spoilsport old Mum or a summer of Italian sunshine and fun – it was a contest that Abi couldn’t win.


‘Of course, you can go.’ Abi forced the words out.


Chloe flung her arms around her. ‘I love you, Mum. You’re the best mum in the whole wide world.’


Abi buried her nose into her daughter’s hair. She caught a hint of the sophisticated Chanel perfume Marisa had bought Chloe for her twelfth birthday.


Chloe stepped back. Reluctantly, Abi loosened her grip. ‘Best go up to bed now, Chloe, it’s getting late. If you’re not bored with shopping, we could go to Westfield on Thursday night. We could look for a new swimming costume if you like.’


‘Brill! Oh, Mum, didn’t you want to show me something on your laptop?’


Abi picked up her wine glass. It was empty. ‘It wasn’t anything important,’ she said.


‘Okay then. Night, Mum.’


Chloe was singing to herself as she climbed the stairs.


Abi opened the fridge door and reached for the bottle of wine. Out of nowhere she heard her dad’s voice. ‘The answer’s never at the bottom of the bottle, love.’ She left the Pinot Grigio untouched, put her glass in the dishwasher and went to lock the front door.









Chapter Two



Abi pressed the doorbell. A blur of bright colour appeared behind the stippled-glass panel. Cherry opened the door.


‘Sorry to call round so early,’ Abi said. ‘I should have messaged.’


Cherry touched her red and green headwrap. ‘Lucky I’m up and dressed,’ she laughed.


Abi smiled. There was something about her friend’s laugh that instantly lifted Abi’s spirits. Cherry found joy in everything. It had been the same way ever since school when Cherry didn’t have a lot to laugh about, being the oldest of six with her dad working nights and her mum out of the door by five in the morning.


‘Come on in, I’ll put the kettle on. Tea or coffee?’


‘Coffee please.’ Abi followed Cherry into her sunny kitchen and leant against the old pine table.


Cherry put two orange mugs on the sunflower-printed wipe-clean tablecloth. She lifted the lid of a large Tupperware box. The heady scent of spices and treacle made Abi’s stomach rumble, even though she hadn’t long had breakfast. ‘Ginger cake? Or are you on your way to the gym?’


‘Gym?’ Abi frowned. She glanced down at her grey jogging bottoms. It was too hot for jeans and she couldn’t do the zip up on her cropped chino trousers anymore. ‘Oh, these joggers, I see what you mean. No, I haven’t rejoined.’


‘Me neither. You won’t catch me on one of those running machines.’ Cherry gave her trademark guffaw.


‘Maybe I should give it another go,’ Abi said. ‘Chloe’s nagging me about it. She keeps telling me that Olivia’s mum says, “Exercise produces feel-good endorphins and transforms your energy levels.”’


Cherry snorted. ‘Olivia’s mother? Don’t mention that woman to me! She drove me half demented at the last PTA meeting. You haven’t changed your mind about joining the committee, I suppose?’


Abi bit into a slice of ginger cake. She wasn’t going to join the PTA or a watercolour class or the refreshments rota at Chloe’s badminton club or any of the other innumerable organisations people had urged her to try in the years since Alex had left. She didn’t want to meet new people. And she definitely didn’t want to ‘get back out there’ and meet a new man, even if there was someone searching for a dumpy, divorced single mum of nearly forty.


‘So, how’s Chloe?’ Cherry asked. She cut another slice of cake and slathered over a generous layer of butter.


‘She’s fine … happy.’ Abi took a deep breath. ‘She’s going to Italy with Alex and Marisa to stay with Marisa’s parents. For the whole of the school holidays.’


‘What?’ Cherry shrieked. ‘When did they plan this?’


‘I don’t know. Chloe only told me last night.’


‘Oh, you poor thing.’


Abi looked into her friend’s warm brown eyes. She swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘I want her to have a good time. Of course, I do. But …’


‘You think if she enjoys it too much, she’ll want to go out there every summer?’


‘Alex can work from home now. His office has embraced remote working; he doesn’t even have to stay in England. What if Marisa wants them to move back to Italy with Elsa. They could leave London for good; they could take Chloe …’ Abi made a strange gulping sound. She felt the tears gathering. She swiped her eyes with the back of her hand.


Cherry tore off a piece of kitchen roll.


‘Thanks.’ Abi blew her nose noisily. ‘Sorry.’


‘Sorry? I won’t take any sorry. What are you sorry for? Loving your child? Anyhow, there’s no point fretting, Chloe might hate it. I bet she’ll be on that phone begging to come back after a week. Marisa comes from a small island, doesn’t she? What’s your girl going to do out there compared to all the fun she can have in London?’


Abi pushed Cherry’s phone towards her. ‘Procida. Google it.’


‘How do you spell … No, hang on a minute, I’ve found it.’


Abi waited. An image filled the screen. Sun-drenched pastel-coloured houses cascading down a hillside under a sky so blue it made her blink.


‘Now I see what the problem is,’ Cherry said. ‘Not quite Jamaica, but even so …’


Loretta reached up to the high shelf behind the pool bar and took the sky-blue envelope with the Naples postmark from behind the bottle of Cinzano. She was tempted to pour herself a small glass of the vermouth in a bid to still her rapid heartbeat, but it wasn’t yet six in the evening. The pool was deserted; all her guests were still out for the day. She couldn’t magic up another excuse to avoid opening the letter. Taking a knife from beneath the counter, she slid it under the flap.


Like the first (and perhaps the second, which she’d thrown away unopened), Amadeo D’Acampo’s letter was brief. Loretta scanned the page; there was nothing aggressive or sinister about the politely phrased, neatly typed lines, but her breath was tight in her chest, her throat dry. She forced herself to press her damp palms flat against the smooth white surface of the bar and re-read each word calmly and slowly.


Dear Madam,


I write to you for the third and final time for if I do not hear from you on this occasion, I will accept that you have, for your own reasons, no intention of considering my client’s interest in the Hotel Paradiso and I will not trouble you further. I write now only to reiterate that my client is a man of vision who desires only to enhance the experiences of the guests of any property in which he invests. He is a fair man, who, if choosing your property, would make a more than reasonable offer. It would be a pity if you were unwilling to even consider discussing such a potentially lucrative opportunity.


Yours faithfully,


Amadeo D’Acampo


Loretta wished she had the courage to write back straight away with a brief but polite note: Thank you for your interest, but please advise your client that the Hotel Paradiso is not for sale. At any price. If only that were true.


She opened the leather-bound book she’d taken from the reception desk; she still preferred it to the electronic diary embedded in the hotel’s rarely used computer. The blank days had multiplied, last-minute cancellations occurring with increasing frequency. Loretta had heard rumours of people booking two or even three different holidays and leaving it to the last minute to choose wherever they fancied or whichever desperate hotel was willing to offer the biggest discount.


Loretta hadn’t believed that people would treat a small business like hers in such a way until the day she took a bus to Marina Chiaiolella on the far side of the island and bumped into Signor Martino and his wife, who’d stayed with her the previous three years. They’d cancelled their booking at the last minute, a family matter they said. Loretta didn’t know who was more embarrassed. Signora Martino begged Loretta’s forgiveness with tears in her eyes. Such a special deal, but such a big mistake! Their new hotel was so impersonal. There wasn’t even a human being to welcome them; they had had to check in on an iPad – imagine that! They would never stay in such a place again. Loretta had expected to welcome them back to the Hotel Paradiso this year but they hadn’t returned; perhaps they were too embarrassed.


She knew she might be forced to consider an offer from Amadeo D’Acampo’s mystery client, but how could she give up her business? She wished she had someone with whom she could discuss her dilemma but she didn’t want rumours spreading that the hotel was in trouble; besides, she had got used to keeping things to herself.


The bells of Santa Maria delle Grazie were chiming six o’clock. She checked around the loungers, picking up the last of the towels, making sure no guest had left their sunglasses, book or phone behind. She closed the leather guest book, tucked Signor D’Acampo’s letter inside the drawer under the counter where she kept her personal bits and bobs and locked up the bar.









Chapter Three



The doorbell sounded ten times louder than normal.


‘All right, all right, I’m coming,’ Abi yelled, rubbing her stiff neck. It wasn’t the first time she’d fallen asleep on the sofa since Chloe had gone to Italy. It was so hard to get her seven or eight hours a night; her imagination ran riot in the small hours worrying about what her daughter was doing. She’d tried avoiding blue light and taking long baths; she’d even bought a tin of cocoa to make milky drinks but nothing seemed to work. After a few days she’d taken to coming downstairs at two or three in the morning and reading for a while before going back to bed and trying all over again.


She staggered to the front door. Cherry was standing on the doorstop in a migraine-inducing orange and lime headwrap, skintight cerise leggings and a matching T-shirt with The Bod Squad written across her chest.


‘Well, what do you think?’ Cherry span around. A pair of angel’s wings were printed on her ample backside.


Abi blinked. ‘Great … umm … very you.’


‘Are you ready?’


‘Uh?’ Abi wiped the sleep from her eyes.


‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.’


‘Of course not.’ Abi’s foggy brain began to piece together the conversation they’d had the night before. She’d phoned Cherry, blubbing hysterically about how Chloe didn’t need her anymore. The memory made her cringe.


‘I don’t know why I agreed to a jog; it’ll be more of a waddle,’ Cherry laughed.


‘And I don’t know why I suggested it.’ Abi had enjoyed running a long time ago, pounding the pavements early in the morning when the only people out and about were dog walkers and the brewery men tipping great barrels of beer through the hatch in the pavement outside The Duchess of York. Then she met Alex, who preferred pumping iron in the gym during the week – where he could admire his muscles in the full-length mirrors – and lying in bed on Saturday mornings. And then, after nearly two years of trying, Chloe had come along.


‘Want to come in? I’ll just be two minutes,’ Abi said. At least she wouldn’t have to get changed; she was still wearing the vest top and pink jogging bottoms she’d fallen asleep in. But she desperately needed a glass of water, her head was banging.


‘Sure.’ Cherry followed Abi through to the kitchen and leant against the island.


‘Water?’


‘Thanks.’ Cherry mopped her brow. ‘It’s gonna be hot today.’


Abi held one of Alex’s old pint glasses under the tap. A saucepan edged with congealed baked beans was resting in the sink. The papery skin of last night’s baked potato was still sitting on a plate by the draining board. She quickly scraped it into the bin. She was thankful she hadn’t taken her friend through to the sitting room where empty crisp packets and chocolate wrappers were strewn across the coffee table and the smell of pot noodle hung in the air.


Cherry chugged down the water. ‘Ready?’ She did a little jog on the spot.


Abi scraped her fine, blonde hair into a quick ponytail, stuck her keys, a credit card and some gum in the pocket of her joggers and slammed the door behind them.


‘Can we walk for a bit first?’ Abi said. The sun was shining, the heavy leaves of horse chestnut trees casting some welcome shade over the pavement. She inhaled deeply. Maybe some fresh air, even laced with the traffic fumes of South London, would do her good.


‘You can’t trudge along like that. You’ve got to power walk,’ Cherry said. ‘Come on!’ She raised her elbows to the height of her substantial breasts, bent her arms and pumped them back and forth as she marched off puffing and panting.


Abi copied her friend, knowing she looked ridiculous. People were turning and staring but Abi could feel a smile forming on her lips. She caught up with Cherry in a couple of strides.


‘We’ll keep going until we get to the park,’ Cherry wheezed.


‘Not much further,’ Abi said.


Cherry sat down with a thump on the park’s first wooden bench. A wilting bunch of carnations with a handwritten note was tied to one of the slats. Grandad Bert – never forgotten.


‘Life’s too short, huh … I’m stopping here, got to catch my breath. You jog round, Abi, but just once or twice, it’s been too many years since you’ve run.’


‘And you’ve never run,’ Abi said.


‘Cheeky! Carry on like that and you won’t get any of my roast chicken tonight. You are coming round later – you haven’t forgotten that too?’


‘Of course not,’ Abi said.


‘Off you go then.’ Cherry leant back, arms behind her head.


Abi had no desire to jog but at least she’d look less daft than copying Cherry’s so-called power walking. She set off very gently around the path just inside the black iron railings. It was too late in the morning for any serious runners to be around. A little girl with check dungarees and her hair in bantu knots shot past on her scooter, squealing with delight. Her dad lumbered along behind, a small sleeping child strapped in a sling across his chest. Abi flashed him a sympathetic smile.


Her head was still thumping behind her eyes but as one foot hit the ground then the other, she picked up a little speed. She drew level with the bench where Cherry was sitting. Much to her surprise she wasn’t ready to sit down.


‘You go, girl!’ Cherry shouted.


Abi jogged another lap, the sun warm on her back. It would be hotter than this in Procida right now. She wondered how Chloe was dealing with the heat. When she reached Cherry’s bench again, she flopped down next to her friend.


‘You were pretty fast second time around,’ Cherry said. ‘Carry on training and you’ll beat Dina Asher-Smith.’


‘Very funny,’ Abi said.


‘Don’t know why you ever gave up jogging. Can’t see the appeal myself, but you used to like it, didn’t you?’


‘Not enough time, I guess.’


‘Yeah, tell me about it!’ Cherry yawned.


Abi felt a pang of guilt. Cherry juggled looking after her two kids with working long shifts at the hospital whilst Abi was a stay-at-home mum with all the time in the world. Once Chloe had started school, Abi could have looked for another office job, but she had put it off, waiting for the time when she’d be pregnant with their longed-for second child. But that day never came. And now Alex was gone.


Cherry stood up. ‘Fancy grabbing a drink at that new café round the corner. My treat.’


‘Sure,’ Abi said.


‘They do a great green juice.’


Abi stared at Cherry. The thought of pureed broccoli and seaweed made her feel nauseous.


‘Gotcha!’ Cherry cackled. ‘They do a fab mango milkshake with an ice-cream float.’


‘I’ll stick to Coke,’ Abi said. ‘But don’t let Chloe know you’ve seen me drinking one.’


The café was only two minutes’ walk away and they managed to grab a couple of seats in the shade. It didn’t take long for Abi to finish her drink. She sucked the last of it noisily through the stripy paper straw. ‘I’d best get back home; I left my phone on the hall table and Chloe might call.’


Cherry delved around in the bottom of her tall, fluted glass with a long-handled spoon. ‘Heard anything from her today?’


Two messages – both replies to Abi’s – and one call was all the contact Abi had had with Chloe over the last three days.


‘Not yet, but she looked okay the last time she called.’


‘You mean that Facetime call with Marisa prancing around in the background?’


‘I’d forgotten I’d told you about that,’ Abi said.


‘You sure did. Showing herself off in a string bikini, that Marisa. Shameless, she is.’


‘Hmph,’ Abi grunted. She didn’t want to dwell on the images in that call, especially not the moment when Alex appeared in the corner of the shot, scooped Marisa up in his arms and ran off down to the water’s edge. Alex had been wearing a pair of close-fitting swim shorts that showed off his well-formed legs, a cool pair of sunglasses and an expensive-looking diver’s watch. His wet hair was slicked back showing off his sharp cheekbones. The jolt of lust that ran through Abi told her, that despite the five years that had passed since he’d gone, she wasn’t over him yet.


‘But Chloe seemed happy?’ Cherry thankfully interrupted Abi’s thoughts.


‘She seemed happy, but how can I be sure? What if she’s putting on a happy face? What if she needs me?’ Abi blinked back the tears that were threatening to come.


‘Looks like we need to operate Plan B.’


‘Plan B? What was Plan A?’


‘The jogging of course, getting those “feel-good endorphins” Olivia’s mother promised.’


Abi rubbed her throbbing forehead. ‘I must have been desperate to take that woman’s advice. But I did feel a bit better whilst I was actually running.’


‘Want to go back to the park and go around again?’ Cherry had a glint in her eye.


‘Only if you do,’ Abi chuckled.


‘No way! I’ve done my exercise. That power walking almost killed me. And I’ve had one of my five-a-day.’ Cherry grinned. She used her straw to scoop a minuscule piece of mango out of the remains of her creamy milkshake.


‘So, what’s Plan B?’ Abi asked as they walked back down the street.


‘Going to see my friend Nadia.’


‘Nadia? Not the one who works for a travel agent in Brixton?’


‘You mean the one who’s changed firms and now works in that travel agent’s right over there?’ Cherry pointed to the other side of the street.


‘Oh no!’ Abi said.


‘Oh yes! We’re getting you a flight to Italy. You’re not going to stay at home wondering about Chloe, you’re going out there to find out. You agreed, remember.’


‘I said I’d think about it,’ Abi protested but Cherry had a grip on Abi’s arm and was yanking her across the road as though she were pulling a reluctant dog away from a particularly niffy lamppost.


Cherry flung open the door of Sun and Stars Travel. Nadia looked up from behind her screen. Cherry gave Abi a little push. ‘You can’t run off now, Nadia’s seen us.’


‘Hey, Cherry!’


‘You remember Abi?’


‘Of course I do! Come and sit down, ’scuse the mess.’ Nadia swept a pile of brochures to one side of her L-shaped desk.


Abi sat down on one of the metal-legged chairs. The room smelt of newly laid carpet. She glanced at the clock behind Nadia’s head; it was shaped like a map of Africa.


‘You girls going on holiday?’ Nadia said.


‘I wish.’ Cherry gave a throaty laugh.


‘We were just passing,’ Abi said.


‘Abi’s going on holiday, she wants to go to Italy.’


‘I don’t,’ Abi said but part of her was itching to jump on a plane and check Chloe was okay.


Nadia tweaked the edge of her hijab. ‘Do you two need to take a minute?’


‘I …’ Abi began.


Cherry gave her a look.


Abi shrugged and fell silent. She wasn’t going to sit here and argue in front of Nadia. She’d let Cherry say her piece and had played along but she wasn’t going anywhere. She couldn’t turn up in Procida; Chloe would have a fit.


‘She wants to go to Italy,’ Cherry said.


‘Any particular part?’ Nadia’s hand rested on the computer mouse.


‘One of the islands off Naples – Procida. She wants to go for a fortnight. As soon as possible.’


Abi smiled weakly but she didn’t protest. The sooner she was out of here, the sooner she could go back home and message Chloe. Again.


‘You’re in luck,’ Nadia said. ‘I know just the right place. The Hotel Paradiso. I’m sure you’re going to love it.’ She turned the screen to face the two friends.


‘Wow!’ Abi said before she could stop herself.


‘See, I knew she’d want to go,’ Cherry said.


‘I do and I don’t.’ Something was telling her Chloe wanted her there but was it a mother’s instinct or just wishful thinking? It wouldn’t matter how beautiful the hotel was if Chloe didn’t want to see her. And if she did, Abi would happily pitch a tent on the beach.


‘Take your time,’ Nadia said.


Cherry drummed her fingers on the desk.









Chapter Four



‘Passport, purse, phone?’ Cherry asked for the third time.


Abi patted the pocket of her white denim jacket and peered into her handbag. ‘Yes, yes and yes.’


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you to help you check in?’


‘To make sure I don’t do a runner, you mean?’ Abi wiped her sweaty palms on the front of her hastily purchased linen trousers. ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this.’


‘You’d better believe it!’ Cherry gave a throaty laugh. ‘Come here.’


Abi squeezed Cherry tight, inhaling the familiar scent of her vanilla body lotion. ‘I wish you were coming with me.’


‘Me too, but there’s no way I can rearrange my shifts at such short notice and my Candy’s got her A levels next year. I need to make sure that lazy girl’s doing some studying this summer. Fancies herself as a doctor now – I told her she needs to get off that phone of hers, start looking at some books.’


‘Candy’s a smart girl, but you’re always going to worry like I worry about Chloe. What if she doesn’t want me there …’


‘We’ve been through all this,’ Cherry said gently. ‘If Chloe’s homesick or bored, she’s going to feel much happier having her mum close to hand and Nadia will sort out a ticket and get her on your flight back home. And if she’s having a whale of a time, you’ll see that for yourself and set your mind at ease.’


‘But even if I manage to prise Chloe away from Alex and Marisa for a bit, I’ll be alone most of the time.’


‘Like you are in London.’


‘Hmm … I know you’re right but I just can’t imagine sitting in a restaurant all by myself.’


‘You’d rather be at home with a microwaved meal from Sanjay’s minimart than eating spaghetti and clams with the sea lapping at your toes? Really? I can taste that Italian food now: fluffy mozzarella, pasta and zabaglione, oh my!’


‘Zabagli– what?’


‘Zabaglione – Italian trifle. I had it that time I went to Sorrento with Dwayne years ago and I’m salivating just thinking about it.’ Cherry closed her eyes theatrically. ‘So, you think of me emptying bedpans whilst you’re feeling sorry for yourself lounging around with a fat paperback and a great goldfish bowl of Aperol Spritz.’


‘Ouch!’ Abi said.


‘Got to be cruel to be kind sometimes.’ Cherry shrugged. ‘Now you get that case checked in. I’ve got something for you, but you can’t read it until you’ve gone through and you’re sitting at the gate.’ She handed Abi a small cream envelope and wrapped her in another massive hug.


Abi slipped the envelope into the breast pocket of her jacket. ‘Thanks, Cherry. I’ll message you as soon as I land.’


‘You’d better!’


Abi wheeled her case towards the check-in area, her stomach churning with nerves. She followed the instructions on the screen, half hoping some message would appear telling her the flight was cancelled. She heaved her case up onto the belt and watched it slide away. She wandered aimlessly through Duty Free, spraying on perfume samples for something to do, drank a cup of overly milky tea she didn’t want from a takeaway cup and she was still at the check-in gate far too early.


She perched on an uncomfortable chair, her carry-on bag resting between her feet, and toyed with her phone. A one-line answer from Chloe to her earlier messages: Yeah, everything fine. Did fine mean fine – or was it reverse teen-speak like ‘sick’ for ‘good’? Cherry was right: Abi wouldn’t know for sure how Chloe was if she stayed at home in England. Travelling to Procida might set her mind at rest. She reached in her bag for her book before remembering Cherry’s note.


She ripped open the small cream envelope to find a Good Luck card: a purple cat with a wide grin sitting on a four-leafed clover.


Remember when you last got on a plane, Abi? Been a while, hasn’t it? And now you’re going to Italy by yourself. You’re scared. I know. You’ve half a mind to go back home but your case is on that plane now and you’re going with it. I’ve hidden a present in with your clothes and I want – demand! – a selfie of you wearing it by the pool tomorrow – or else!


At the bottom of the card, an extra line had been added in purple felt-tip pen: I was going to write ‘it’s gonna be OK ’ but it won’t be OK, it’s gonna be blinking BRILLIANT!!!


Abi smiled. She wondered what Cherry had bought her; probably a crazy, colourful kaftan or sarong. Abi could certainly make use of another cover-up. When she’d tried on her old bikini and seen how pale and pasty she looked she’d almost chickened out of the trip. She would have to keep her shorts on to hide her pearl-white thighs. And she’d avoid the beach where lithe, brown bodies like Marisa’s frolicked on the sand. Cherry and Nadia had railroaded her into this holiday, but she’d do it her own way.


She took out her phone and typed: Thanks for your card. You’re the best!


Cherry didn’t take long to reply: I know LOL.


Abi switched off her phone. They were calling her flight.


Loretta tucked the corner of the white sheet under the mattress and placed the neatly folded scallop-edged quilt at the foot of the bed. She straightened up, rubbed the small of her back and wiped her forehead. It was a warm morning, the lack of breeze intensifying the scent from the bunch of freesias that she’d arranged on the bedside table alongside a fabric-covered box of tissues and a pictorial guide to Procida.


She smoothed down her bright red capri pants, stood back and studied the arrangement of scatter cushions in the middle of the bed. The two heart-shaped pink ones would have to go, they were far too bridal. She’d swap them for a couple of rectangular ones with a zingy lemon and lime print. There was nothing like a touch of vibrant colour to raise the spirits.


Loretta didn’t know if Abi Baker needed her spirits raising but she knew from experience that a woman spending a fortnight alone in a strange place was a woman with a story to tell. That story might be one they were desperate to share or one that they tried to bury away, unseen but always felt like the pea beneath the princess’s pile of mattresses. But whatever the reason for Abi’s visit, Loretta was determined to give her a holiday to remember. As soon as the booking had been confirmed, Loretta had juggled things around and upgraded Abi to one of the three garden rooms whose little patios led directly out onto the pool. Now she only needed to fetch those lemon and lime cushions from the spare linen cupboard and the room would be perfect.


She slipped her orange heels back on, straightened up the two small chairs on the patio and went to check on the pool en route. Most of the guests had gone down to the beach but yesterday’s new arrival, Bill, was sitting on one of the loungers tapping away on his laptop.


Hearing the click clack of Loretta’s heels, he looked up and smiled. He had a nice smile and friendly blue eyes but Loretta wished he would close that computer and relax. Wasn’t that what holidays were for? As if reading her mind, he moved the laptop aside and picked up the laminated bar menu. Loretta trotted over.


‘May I get you something?’


The Englishman’s finger rested on the third item on the menu. ‘An Americano with milk please. I guess it’s too early for a beer.’


‘Whatever you like. You’re on holiday, aren’t you?’


‘I suppose I am, but a coffee all the same per favore.’


‘Of course.’


‘Grazie.’


Loretta smiled. Bill’s accent was truly appalling but she appreciated his attempts to try and speak her language.


‘Nothing else?’


‘Not after that wonderful breakfast.’


Loretta vanished behind the counter of the pool bar. She pressed down the freshly ground coffee and twisted the basket into position. She checked her reflection in the side of the coffee machine, tweaked the position of the tortoiseshell combs that helped secure her hair extensions and inhaled the delicious aroma of fresh coffee. Perhaps she’d take ten minutes and have one herself once she’d taken Bill his drink. She needed something to keep her awake; she’d hardly slept last night. The bad dreams had returned, as vivid as before.









Chapter Five



Abi slipped on the white cotton dressing gown left folded on her bedroom chair and opened the sliding door that led to the tiny, paved terrace. The early morning sun was already warm but a gentle breeze lifted the leaves on the lemon trees. The scent of honeysuckle from the trellis that divided Abi’s spot from that belonging to the neighbouring room hung heavy in the air.


A sparrow hopped off the arm of one of the two white metal chairs as Abi approached. She sat down and sipped a thick, sweet peach juice from the bottle she’d found in the mini bar, Cherry’s gift resting on her lap. Unable to contain her curiosity any longer, Abi struggled with the copious amounts of sticky tape that Cherry had used to wrap the parcel. After a few minutes she admitted defeat and ripped straight through the middle of the shiny foil wrap to reveal a layer of yellow tissue paper. Abi smiled; Cherry never did anything by halves.


She slid her finger under the join in the paper. Would she find a sequin-trimmed kaftan or a heavily fringed rainbow-coloured wrap to ring the changes with the glittery purple scarf she’d already borrowed from her friend? She pulled a swimming costume from the crisp tissue paper and held it up. The top half was turquoise, the lower half peach with side panels of deep sage green. Two wide purple straps formed a halter neck. The low scooped back was finished off with a matching purple bow. She was going to look like a court jester in this kaleidoscope of colours.


She folded up the swimsuit and stuffed it back into its wrappings. Cherry must be joking if she thought Abi was going to put on this comical costume and take a selfie by the pool. Abi’s fingers brushed a scrap of paper; she pulled it out but it wasn’t the gift receipt she was expecting, it was another note from her best friend.


You’ve opened this, so Congratulations, you made it to the Hotel Paradiso!!! I searched everywhere for this swimming cossie so I hope you love it. I know you’re thinking, “Whoa it’s bright!” It’s a present from me – what did you expect? – but wait ‘til you put it on. That turquoise is gonna make your blue eyes sparkle and that halter neck shape – wow! You’ll be Italy’s answer to Marilyn Monroe. Send me a pic of you in this NOW, by that pool, not hiding in your room. You go, girl! You’re gonna knock ’em dead! xxx


Abi sighed. Cherry would be so offended if she refused to put this crazy costume on. And there was no point putting it off; she might as well sneak a couple of pictures before breakfast whilst no one else was up and around. She stepped back inside her room, sat on the edge of the white scalloped quilt, wiggled her feet through the leg holes and braced herself for the unedifying struggle she’d experienced the last time she’d tried shopping for swimwear.


The costume slipped on surprisingly easily. She stood up and reached behind her neck to fasten the wide purple straps in a double bow.


She picked up her phone from the top of the heavy wooden chest and leant over to pick her dressing gown up off the bed. She was going to wrap it round her very tightly indeed before she stepped outside. As she did so she caught sight of herself in the mirror on the wardrobe door. Automatically she glanced away but not before she noticed something extraordinary. Abi leant closer and looked again. Cherry was right: the vibrant turquoise made her eyes look even bluer. And the sagegreen panels provided an optical illusion that whittled her waist to a size she hadn’t seen since her wedding day. She could almost have described herself as sleek if it wasn’t for the great big, purple bow on her behind.
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