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For Mom, for telling four-year-old me that I could be anything I wanted to be.
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CHAPTER ONE


The buzzer on Emma’s apartment door rang shortly after six o’clock. She placed the knife next to the onion on the chopping board and padded barefoot through the kitchen to the intercom system.


Who shows up unannounced on a Monday evening? she thought, as she hit the speaker button.


‘Who is it?’


‘It’s me. Who else would it be?’


‘What are you doing here on a Monday night?’


‘I was just passing.’


Emma laughed. ‘Liar. You don’t live anywhere near here.’


‘Okay, so I lied. I wasn’t just passing. Consider this an intervention. Hurry up and let me in. It’s pouring with rain.’


‘Did you bring wine?’


‘Of course I brought wine. When do I ever show up without wine? I brought food, too. I stopped at the new Thai place.’


Emma buzzed her in and unlocked the door to her apartment. She tossed the onion back in the fridge drawer, along with the defrosted salmon fillet, and pulled out a previously chilled bottle of white wine. The bag of spinach leaves would remain unopened in the fridge for another day.


Another bag of spinach brought home to die in the bin, she thought.


Jo burst through the door, rain dripping from her umbrella and from the two plastic carrier bags in her hands.


‘You wouldn’t put a dog out in that tonight. This weather is brutal. Summer in Dublin is a joke.’ She pulled a bottle of wine from her oversized handbag. ‘This isn’t cold. Please tell me you have wine chilled.’


Emma smiled and twisted the corkscrew down into the cork. ‘When do I ever not have wine in the fridge? I was just opening a bottle. And what are you doing bringing Thai food? I’m on a diet for the wedding.’


Jo removed her coat and tossed it in the bathroom, pulled a hair clip from her bag and whipped her fiery red hair into a messy knot on her head. ‘Emma, it’s Thai food. Do you know any fat Thai people? No. And I told them to hold the rice, so it’s practically health food.’ She kicked off her shoes. ‘I’m soaked. Did you just get home?’


‘Yep, ten minutes ago. I thought I’d have to cook.’


‘You cook on Mondays? It’s bad enough having to contend with a Monday in its own right, but having to make my own dinner, too? Not a chance. I have to stare into people’s mouths all day. That’s enough torture in a day.’


‘Yeah, but dentists make a fortune so I’ve no sympathy for you. I, on the other hand, work in a financial planning office and get paid to track and record the savings and investment plans of actual rich people: people on six-figure salaries. Do you have any idea how depressing that is on a daily basis? My salary barely covers my life here in Dublin. I’m not investing anything anytime soon.’


Emma poured the Pinot Grigio into two glasses.


‘What’s that?’ Jo asked.


‘Pinot Grigio,’ Emma replied, confused.


‘No, I’m referring to the amount you just poured into my glass. Top it up, lady. I’m gonna need a heavy pour to loosen the knot in my brain.’


Emma smiled and topped up both glasses while Jo pulled three small and two large plastic containers from the bag.


‘I hate that they use all that plastic. Why hasn’t someone figured out a compostable alternative to plastic takeaway containers?’


Jo picked up her glass. ‘Easy there, Greta, you can put away your placard for the night. We’ll sign a petition tomorrow if it’ll make you feel better. Just be grateful that we don’t have to cook. Cheers.’


‘That’s why I live in a city. Imagine if you had to cook your own dinner every night. No thanks. Cheers.’ She raised her glass to Jo’s. ‘How was work? How’s your new assistant?’


‘About as useful as a chocolate teapot.’ Jo sat down on a kitchen stool. ‘I’m going to have to start interviewing again. There’s no way she’ll stay the course. She told me today that she’s going to need a standing desk and that hot coffee scares her.’ She sighed. ‘I miss the part of the pandemic that made it illegal for people to come anywhere near me. I think I’d do fine as a recluse.’


Emma laughed. ‘You’re the least reclusive person I know. You just hate your job.’


Jo sipped the wine. ‘Correction, I hate my career. And to think that I had the points for law.’ She shook her head. ‘The wine is good, though, and Monday nights are my favourite.’


‘You like Monday nights? What’s wrong with you?’


‘Monday night is the furthest possible point on the calendar from next Monday morning, when another tragic day looms just out of sight over the horizon.’


Emma began to pull the lids off the plastic containers and grabbed two plates. ‘You’re extra dramatic tonight. Is that why you bought all this food? I could call the neighbours in if I liked them, and we’d have enough to go around.’


‘Oh, is the woman next door still a psycho?’


‘Yes.’


‘How exciting; my neighbours are so vanilla by comparison. We should invite her over for a laugh. Talking to her is like turning on a loaded blender without a lid. She’s a mess. And yes, I know that I over-ordered and I’m okay with it. I comfort eat when I’m stressed. Hence the five different dishes. You’re welcome.’


‘Smells amazing,’ Emma said as she pulled the lids off a shrimp green curry and a chicken pad thai. She dipped a spring roll in orange sauce and took a bite. ‘God, these are good. I haven’t had real food in days. I’m sick of salads. What are you stressed over? Anything juicy? A man, maybe?’


‘Oh, God, no, just work drama.’


‘Jo, when was the last time you went on a date?’


Jo hesitated for a moment. ‘The nineties, maybe, and I still have PTSD, so don’t start. Did you know that dentists hold the highest suicide rate among white-collar professionals? Bleak.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s talk about the wedding instead.’


Emma groaned. ‘Do we have to?’


‘Emma! Don’t be so mean. It’s her big day.’


‘I know, I know. I love her to death, but I just can’t cope with all the wedding talk. It’s non-stop, Jo. I mean, I’m sure all brides are the same, but normally you only have to deal with it in the run-up to the wedding. This has been constant for months now.’


‘Well, maybe that’s because those brides aren’t one of your best friends, so you only see them on random occasions. Emma, this is Eve we’re talking about, and the fact that the three of us get together two or three times a week means we’re going to have to listen to the wedding stuff. It’ll all be over in a couple of months and then she’ll go back to normal, sarcastic, mundane conversations. The fairy tale has a limited timeline and she’s just in her bliss phase.’


Emma sat down alongside her and sighed loudly. ‘Yeah, I know. God, I hate even hearing myself talk like this. It’s not her fault. It’s just hard to be all bubbly and happy right now after everything that’s happened.’


‘Well, so, don’t. Who said you have to be bubbly? When were you ever bubbly in the first place?’ Jo teased.


‘I know, I know. I’ve been second guessing the whole trip, to be honest. I’m not trying to be dramatic, but maybe I shouldn’t even go to Italy.’


Jo paused; a spring roll held aloft in the air. ‘Okay, I don’t want to hear another word of you even thinking about not going to Italy. First, that’s simply not an option. This is Eve’s hen party and we are her best friends, so it’s our obligation to go to a gorgeous Italian island and celebrate some of the last few days of single life with her. And second, well,’ Jo let out a slow exaggerated sigh, ‘Emma, it’s Italy! An Italian island.’ She gestured dramatically with both hands. ‘Sunshine, warm water, beaches, boats, Italian food, Italian wine. What’s not to love?’


Emma nodded. ‘I know … You’re right, and of course I’m going to go. I just need to forget about the past few months and put it all behind me.’


‘Yes, you do,’ Jo replied. ‘No offence, but you’ve done the sad self-pity bit for long enough. You’re just wasting time on someone who doesn’t deserve it. Paul’s a cheater. He proved that and you need to let it go.’


Emma grimaced. ‘No, I’ll take it to the grave, thanks. I’m fully qualified at holding massive grudges.’


‘Fair enough. You haven’t heard from him, have you?’


‘No, not a word. He gave up months ago.’


‘Good, well it seems like he’s accepted his fate. You’re well rid of him; he’s a stale ham sandwich of a man, and you need to accept your new reality. Quite frankly, I think you dodged a bullet. You were engaged, not married. Imagine, if you hadn’t found out about him cheating when you did, this could have been a whole lot worse. You’re single, Emma, not dead. Being single isn’t the worst thing in the world.’


Emma sighed. She knew that Jo was right, and she desperately wanted to put the entire debacle behind her and move on. But saying it was one thing, doing it was another. She had reeled from the betrayal and the sense of loss that it had unleashed. The future she had envisioned was no longer possible. It was the loss of the relationship, her partner, the loss of the life she had imagined with him, and a loss of confidence in herself, because how could she have been so blind? How could she have been such a fool, not seen it coming, not read the signs? Surely there were signs; weren’t there always signs in a situation like this? If there had been, she had missed them, and the consequences were abject shock and horror at how it had all gone so horribly wrong.


‘Just because you’ve been single your entire life doesn’t make you an Oprah-grade expert. It’s going to take me some time to get used to this and forget about him for real. It was four years, Jo. We were engaged and talking about moving in together. It’s not like I can just forget about it overnight and move on. I’m trying, but some days are harder than others, that’s all.’


‘Sorry, you’re right. I know. I just hate what he did to you, that’s all. You were in it for real. You gave it four years of your life and he threw it all away.’ Jo leaned across the table and squeezed Emma’s arm. ‘It’ll be okay. Look at it this way: you’re starting over, right? A fresh start, newly single and where are you going at the weekend? To an Italian island! Grab life by the arse, Emma! Pack fabulous dresses and skimpy bikinis and get ready to let loose in Italy.’


Emma sighed. ‘You’re right, you’re right. I’ll get it together.’


She stared out of the window, the rain running in rivulets down the glass. ‘This weather is tragic.’


‘All the more reason to run away from life to a gorgeous Italian island.’


Emma picked up her phone. ‘Is there going to be Wi-Fi in this place? What if we forget something? It’s not like we can just pop out to the shops. I mean, just how small and remote is this island?’


‘Dunno.’ Jo shrugged. ‘And don’t care. I don’t plan on contacting anyone while I’m away, and I’m sure they’ll have all the essentials.’


Emma tucked her blonde hair back behind her ears. She topped up their wine glasses, desperate to change the subject and talk about anything other than Paul. ‘Are we still meeting in Hugo’s for dinner tomorrow night?’


‘Totally. They do the best steak frites in Dublin. We need to talk about our packing lists because Eve is planning to travel like Grace Kelly, and I have no intention of looking like the poor relation. We all need to look fabulous. Channel Amal Clooney. And we need to talk about the itinerary. Eve is freaking out. All she wants is beach and chill.’


Emma frowned as she tossed the plastic lids into the recycling bin. ‘Well, Eve told me to take the lead because she wanted to be surprised, and I’ve spent weeks planning the perfect itinerary for her. So, sorry, but there’s a boat trip and a cooking class in her future. And what does Amal Clooney have to do with anything?’


‘Don’t you remember the week she got married in Venice? All the outfits? I mean, she had Anna Wintour giving sartorial advice and consulting on outfits, but still, she looked amazing. That’s the level of fabulousness I’m striving for here.’


‘Are you being serious right now? I’ve shopped at Penneys and ASOS for this trip, Jo. Don’t give me outfit anxiety as well as everything else.’


Jo laughed. ‘Doesn’t matter what you wear. It’s all about attitude, love. You’ll look fabulous.’


The first bottle of wine disappeared along with the appetisers. As Jo stood to pull a second bottle from the fridge, Emma rooted in her bag for her phone, opened her fitness app and added the calorie count for the spring rolls and first two glasses of wine. The app advised that she had five hundred calories left for the day. She mentally deducted the two hundred and twenty calories for the next two glasses of wine she would have with Jo, which left two hundred and eighty calories for her Thai main course.


‘Bleak,’ she muttered at the phone.


‘Go on, send her a text message. Throw her a bone,’ Jo said, screwing the corkscrew into the cork. ‘She’s all excited about getting together tomorrow night.’


Emma sighed as she opened her iMessages and typed a message to Eve, who was notoriously unpunctual. She turned to Jo. ‘What time are we meeting?’


‘Six.’


Eve was still unaware that both Emma and Jo gave her fake, earlier meet-up times to ensure they wouldn’t have to endure endless waits.


See you at Hugo’s at 5:30. We’ll order without you if you’re late.


Can’t wait! Gonna talk you out of at least half the adventures you’ve planned. This is a HOLIDAY! Beach, food, wine!


She added a smiley emoji and three bride emojis.


Emma stuck her phone back into her bag and turned to Jo. ‘How many years ago did we graduate?’


Jo thought for a moment. ‘Fifteen?’


‘This is the happiest I’ve seen Eve in fifteen years. I’m not sure if all the years of disastrous dates were like a training programme that led her to this happy place, or if suddenly they just don’t count. Either way, I’ve never seen her so happy.’


She pulled the pad thai dish closer to her. ‘Okay, I promise I’ll change my attitude. I’ll be positive and this will be fun. Maybe if I pretend that my life is great, and the bad thing didn’t happen to me at all, I can manifest myself into a better place. What do you think?’


Jo poured the wine. ‘Gotta keep these glasses topped up. I think wine is the adult equivalent of armbands. Like, it’s absolutely an essential survival tool. Seriously, though, I know your personal life sucks right now, but we’re going to Italy, Emma, not jail.’


‘You’re right. I just need to change the conversation in my head. As in right now,’ she agreed as they clinked glasses and toasted their Italian trip.


Jo twirled her chopsticks in the noodles as Emma read out their itinerary, and the carefully laid plans that took them from Dublin to Rome and onwards to the island of Giglio. As the conversation ran to boat trips and beaches, she couldn’t help but feel a little excitement about the promise of a real holiday with the girls and the magical feeling of touching down in Italy for the adventure to unfold.









CHAPTER TWO


The three girls hauled their carry-on cases down the narrow, windowless, interior staircase of the ferry, bumping from one wall to the other as the ship listed and swayed on its approach to the dock. The intercom played a recorded announcement advising in Italian and English that they were arriving at Isola del Giglio. Standing among the throng of people impatiently awaiting their turn to disembark from the sweltering airless hull, the girls were giddy in anticipation of the fresh sea air and afternoon sunshine. As the crowd inched its way along, Emma shuffled behind Jo, her eyes peeled on the narrow metal exit door ahead and her first glimpse of Giglio.


She stepped onto the stone marina and gazed around, taking in the assault of colour and the cacophony of Italian sounds. She tipped her face up to the sun, a smile spreading slowly across her face. Jo had been right. How could she have even for a moment considered missing this? She moved to one side, backing up to the port wall next to Jo as the ferry continued to disgorge its remaining passengers.


‘Sorry, I got stuck in the crowd,’ Eve said, eventually catching up with her two friends. She twisted her long blonde hair into a knot and secured it on the top of her head. ‘I hate being stuck inside like that with no windows. I think I might be a bit claustrophobic.’


‘You’re always a bit something,’ Emma mocked. ‘Today’s malaise is claustrophobia. I’ll add it to the list of things you think you might suffer from.’


‘I’m serious!’ Eve exclaimed. ‘I get the same weird feeling if I’m stuck in a lift for too long. Okay, where do we go now?’


‘Yes, where’s the hotel, Emma?’ Jo asked, turning to look left and right.


‘Why are you asking me? You’re the one who booked it, Jo!’


‘Only because you gave me that job, and that was months ago. I haven’t looked at it since. I haven’t had a minute! I do know my room has a sea view, though.’


Emma rolled her eyes. ‘Helpful. A sea view. Yep, that really narrows the search seeing as we’re practically standing in the bay right now.’


‘Sorry, can’t help,’ Eve added. ‘I’m just here to be surprised and astonished.’


Jo sat her shoulder bag on top of her case. ‘This is why we made you our Chief Planner years ago, Emma. You do such great work! All we’ve gotta do is show up. I can look it up on my phone. What’s it called again?’


Emma lifted her sunglasses off her face. ‘Oh my God, you two are killing me. You don’t even know the name of the place, do you?’ She sighed. ‘The website said it was literally a five-minute walk from the boat towards the end of the marina. It’s called Hotel La Guardia. The address said Giglio Porto. Look! There it is,’ she said, pointing straight ahead. ‘That’s it. I recognise it from the photos I saw online.’


The building, the last on the marina, stood four storeys tall and jutted out over the harbour and the small beach directly below, its open-air deck facing the wider bay beyond.


Emma adjusted her hat on her head. ‘And to think I almost didn’t come.’ She strode off in the direction of the hotel, the other two scrambling to keep pace.


The marina stretched the length of the village, beginning at the central piazza and continuing down as far as Hotel La Guardia. The girls made their way slowly down the crowded, pedestrian street, their cases rattling behind them as they bounced over centuries-old flagstones. On the right, the bay lapped gently against the harbour wall, a smattering of boats tied up at intervals bobbing gently to and fro. On the left was a series of ticket offices, cafés and bars, each of them spilling onto the street with colourful clusters of tables and chairs. Halfway down the street, five restaurants sat on the bay side, their dining areas jutting out over the water, offering prime sea views. Their kitchens, tucked away across the street, were evident only by the waiters who darted in and out of five narrow doorways to retrieve steaming plates of food. Lunch was in full swing, and every table was full.


‘Looks like we’re going to need some reservations,’ Emma said, leading the way through the crowd. ‘These places are all packed.’


‘I’m starving,’ Jo said. ‘How is that even possible? We just had breakfast a couple of hours ago. I think I have CHS.’


‘What’s that?’ Eve asked. ‘I’m hungry, too. Maybe I have the same thing.’


Jo turned to look at Eve. ‘You don’t have it, Eve. I just made it up: Constantly Hungry Syndrome.’


‘Oh, shame. That would have been convenient.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with you, Eve. You just like food. It’s one of life’s terrible travesties.’


‘Anyway, to hell with food, I’m ready for an Aperol Spritz.’


‘Shocker,’ Emma said with a grin.


‘Ooh, I’ve been daydreaming about having an Aperol Spritz on this island since I booked my flight. How do you say Aperol Spritz in Italian?’ Eve asked.


Emma looked sideways at her friend. ‘Seriously? Eve, Italians invented it. It’s Aperol Spritz in Italian.’


‘Really? How come I didn’t know that. That’s easy!’ Eve grinned.


Within minutes the girls arrived at Hotel La Guardia, its presence denoted by a single, simple brass plaque. They stood in the small piazza, catching their breath and taking in their surroundings. A small croissant-shaped beach sat directly in front of the hotel, a collection of locals and tourists sunbathing and swimming in the calm waters of the bay. The simple grey building towered over them, in stark contrast with the surrounding, typically Tuscan, architecture.


Emma pulled open the door to the lobby and stepped into the air-conditioned interior, a welcome respite from the afternoon heat. Poured-concrete floors and unadorned off-white, plastered walls created a contemporary, chic vibe. Staff uniforms were biscuit hued, each perfectly tailored to fit. A greyscale map of Giglio sat in pride of place on the wall behind the long wooden reception desk, upon which a simple wooden box hosted an array of flyers from boat rental companies and local restaurants.


The girls waited as the receptionist finished checking in the people ahead of them, an American couple with two teenage daughters, both of whom slouched against the wall scrolling on their phones as their father peppered the receptionist with questions. Emma dropped her bag to the floor and tore off her top layer.


‘Here are your passports,’ the receptionist said, handing four passports across the desk to the American guests. ‘Your rooms are on the third floor, and they are ready. My colleague will accompany you to your rooms now. You can take the elevator from here.’


‘That’s awesome,’ the American said. He handed the passports to his wife. ‘Thank you so much for your help. We’re gonna need some restaurant reservations too, but I guess I can ask you about that later.’ He turned to acknowledge the three girls. ‘I don’t want to delay these ladies checking in.’


‘Yes, of course. If you want to come back later, I can tell you about the restaurants nearby and I can make some reservations for you. For now, just relax.’


‘Sounds great. Thank you very much.’


He nodded to the three girls and shepherded his wife and daughters towards the lift. ‘Have a nice day, ladies. Okay, guys, let’s go.’


The receptionist tapped at her keyboard for a moment and then turned to welcome them.


‘Buongiorno,’ she said with a warm smile.


‘Buongiorno,’ Emma repeated. ‘We’re checking in. We have three rooms. I’m Emma Brosnan.’


‘Ah, yes, Signora Brosnan. Welcome to Hotel La Guardia. You are here for your wedding party, no?’ she said in a strong Italian accent.


Emma laughed. ‘Oh, no, not me. That’s my friend, Eve.’ She leaned over and caught Eve by the sleeve, pulling her towards the reception desk.


‘Hi, yeah, that’s me,’ Eve said with a grin.


‘Bene, bene. Allora, we have given you an upgrade because you are the bride,’ the receptionist beamed. ‘Let me see … your name is … ?’


‘Eve Coffey.’


Jo looked up from her phone. ‘One of these days I may consider getting married just for the perks,’ she muttered.


‘You’d have to go on a date first,’ Emma said sarcastically.


The receptionist tapped rapidly on her computer keypad. ‘Va bene. How was your travel from Rome? Everything was okay?’


‘Yes, it was easy,’ Eve replied.


‘Good,’ she replied, her eyes scanning the screen. She looked up at Eve. ‘Your room is on the top floor and is ready now, signora. I am sorry, but the check-in is at three o’clock and the other two rooms are not ready yet, but it won’t be long, maybe thirty or forty minutes. For now, you can relax at the bar with a view of the sea. My colleague Stefano is there, and he will prepare a welcome drink for you. I will come to find you as soon as your rooms are ready.’ She printed out a confirmation of each of the reservations. ‘If you can sign here, please. These are the dates, and this is the room rate. You can initial here and here.’


Each of the girls scribbled initials and a signature on the document.


‘Now, can I have your passports please? I will take a copy and when your rooms are ready, I will finish the check-in. For now, you can leave your bags here and my colleague will take them to your rooms as soon as they are ready.’


‘Great, thank you,’ Emma replied.


‘You have already prepaid your rooms so all I need is a credit card for any incidentals. I will just place a hold of two-hundred euro on each card. This is okay?’


The three girls each placed a credit card on the desk in agreement.


‘Where’s the bar?’ Jo asked, looking in the direction of the stairs.


‘The bar is up the stairs on the first floor. There you will also find the restaurant, signora. The restaurant will open at seven p.m. for dinner. In the morning breakfast is served from seven to ten. If you need any recommendations for local restaurants, I will be happy to assist you, but for now I invite you to go to the bar where you will find my colleague Stefano and you can relax after your travel.’


‘Sounds divine,’ Eve said. ‘Can I go to my room first and drop my bags?’


‘Sì, signora.’ She handed Eve her key card, walked to the lift and hit the call button. ‘You can go to the third floor and my colleague will meet you there.’


Eve stepped into the lift, grinning at Emma and Jo. ‘See you in a few minutes at the bar. I’m loving this already!’


Emma and Jo tucked their bags behind the desk at reception and took the stairs to the first floor. They gasped instinctively when they rounded the corner into the vast, open-plan space that morphed from lounge to dining area, the colour scheme replicating the soft tones in reception and providing a perfectly neutral backdrop for the jaw-dropping view. The room was open to the outdoors with breathtaking one-hundred-and-eighty-degree sea views, and only a covered awning separated the space from the bay beneath. The vast seating area was populated with multiple oversized chairs and sofas. Thick glossy picture books were stacked on wooden coffee tables and black-and-white photography adorned the walls.


The bar ran along the length of the back wall, its long wooden structure facing the sea. Jo pulled out a bar stool and turned it sideways as Emma leaned her back against the bar, not taking her eyes off the view. To their right, they could see all the way back down the street with the shops and restaurants they had just passed, and beyond it to the marina. Straight ahead was an unadulterated view of the Tyrrhenian Sea, the odd boat cutting a frothing wake through the otherwise perfectly blue canvas.


‘Buongiorno.’


The voice came from behind them. Emma turned to see a tall, uniformed barman carry a case of wine from a back room into the bar. He placed it on the floor, rubbed his hands down his black apron and smiled.


‘Buongiorno,’ Emma replied. She pulled out the bar stool alongside Jo, the sea view temporarily forgotten.


Jo simply stared, unapologetically.


‘Benvenute a Giglio. I am Stefano. You would like a welcome drink, no? You have just arrived?’


‘Yes, we literally just got here,’ Emma replied as Jo remained mute. ‘I’m Emma, this is Jo.’


‘You would like an Aperol Spritz? Is good for this time of the day.’


‘Sounds great. Oh, can you make it three please? Our friend is just dropping her bags to her room.’


Emma guessed that he was at least six foot tall. The inside of his left wrist had a simple tattoo in a script she didn’t recognise, partially covered by three dark brown leather bracelets. His hair was dark blond and dishevelled, and she couldn’t be sure if that was by design or accident. But it was his eyes that pulled her in. Not the usual deep brown that you would expect of an Italian man, but instead a piercing, limpid blue.


He reached down into a fridge for a bottle of prosecco. ‘Certo. I make three. Is your first time in Giglio?’ he asked.


‘Yes, we love it already. It’s beautiful.’ Emma nudged Jo.


‘Yes, beautiful,’ Jo repeated. She tilted her head in towards Emma. ‘He looks like he should be modelling men’s aftershave or cologne or whatever you call it.’


Emma frowned in confusion. ‘How exactly does someone model aftershave?’


‘Wearing very little,’ Jo whispered loudly. ‘Maybe just those classic Italian tiny little shorts, laying back bare-chested and prone on the bow of some boat, with one arm folded under his head, just lying there gazing sultrily at the camera.’


‘What?’


‘Just sayin’,’ Jo said, not taking her eyes off him.


He placed three glasses on the counter in front of him. ‘Where you are from?’


‘Ireland. Dublin,’ Emma replied. She always felt the need to clarify that she was from Dublin; it was an automatic follow-on comment whenever she said she was from Ireland.


‘Ah, yes, I have been to Ireland,’ the barman exclaimed. ‘I like it very much. Guinness and green fields. Very, very green.’


‘Yeah, lots of fields.’ Emma smiled. ‘But we’re die-hard city girls.’


‘I have been to Dublin and to Galway. I would like to go back one day. The countryside in Ireland is very beautiful.’


‘It is, but there’s not a lot going on in the country. It’s too quiet for us. It’s pretty, but Dublin is where all the action is.’


‘How long you will stay in Giglio?’ He poured the bright orange liquor, unmeasured, over the ice before adding prosecco.


‘Just a few days. Our friend Eve is getting married, and this is her hen party. Do you know what a hen party is?’ Emma asked, unsure if the term made sense to him.


Stefano smiled. ‘Yes, of course. We have these parties every year. Lots of crazy women.’


He cut two slices of orange and stuck them into the top of the glasses. ‘You are very welcome in Giglio. Ecco,’ he said, as he placed both glasses on the bar in front of the girls. ‘Salute. The third, I will wait until your friend arrives. Is better this way.’


‘Is salute cheers in Italian?’ Emma asked, putting the straw to her lips.


‘Yes, salute,’ he repeated.


The girls clinked glasses and repeated it loudly in unison.


‘Salute!’


‘Ooh! Wait for me!’ Eve shrieked as she ran towards them and pulled out a bar stool, pausing as she caught sight of Stefano at the other end of the bar. ‘Holy shit, who’s that?’


Emma grinned. ‘That’s Stefano, the barman.’


‘God, he’s gorgeous. Do you think he was sent here to test me.’


‘Stand down, Bridezilla. It’s over for you,’ Emma said. ‘You, on the other hand, are definitely a candidate for a holiday fling,’ she said, turning to Jo as she circled her straw in her drink.


Jo rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not here for a fling. I’m here for a long weekend with you two. Emma, you’re the one who should be on the lookout. I can’t think of a better way to shed the shackles of break-up sadness than a fling with a hot Italian.’


‘Not a chance, ladies, and don’t go getting any notions about trying to get me to hook up with this barman either. I know what you two are like. Anyway, we don’t know the first thing about him.’


Eve’s eyes followed Stefano as he placed an Aperol Spritz in front of her. She leaned in towards Emma and whispered, ‘I’m not sure what there is to know that could be of any importance right now. He looks like he’s been pulled out of the pages of a magazine.’


‘Aftershave model,’ Jo repeated.


Eve frowned. ‘What’s she talking about?’


‘Don’t listen to her,’ Emma said. ‘Again, thank you both, but no. I’m not ready to be pimped out yet, so you two just worry about yourselves.’


Emma turned to face the bay, the gentle sea breeze wafting through the open space. Here she was in this glorious place, the kind of place most people only dream of visiting, but she couldn’t just give in to it and feel it. A long weekend on a stunning Italian island lay ahead of her, but she still couldn’t shake the faint shroud of sadness that settled around her shoulders. She hadn’t thought about Paul all day, but now here he was, sneaking back into her thoughts again. She hated him for what he had done, to them and to her, and she hated that he still had the power to creep back into her consciousness. She was feeling better than she had in months, but she desperately wanted to get over these feelings of wistful longing. Longing for what, she wasn’t sure. He had taken enough from her in the past few months, and she had wasted four whole years on him.


She sat there watching the ferry they had arrived on reverse out of the port, taking holidaymakers back off the island, their trip over. She decided right then that he had taken enough. She wasn’t going to allow the memory of him to steal even a minute from these few days with her friends on this gorgeous outcrop in the Tyrrhenian Sea. She turned back to the girls with a determined smile, the three of them clinking glasses together.


‘Salute! Here’s to living our best lives for the next few days. This starts now!’









CHAPTER THREE


Two Aperol Spritz and a light lunch at the hotel restaurant later, the girls were back in their rooms to unpack, shower and change for dinner. Emma peeled off her travel clothes and tossed them in a pile at the bottom of the wardrobe. Locating a laundry bag so that they would be freshly laundered for the return journey home was tomorrow’s problem. All she wanted now was to shower and head back downstairs for her first aperitivo. She unzipped her suitcase, stuck her swimsuits and underwear into a drawer and hung up the five dresses she had brought. Her one concession to exercise was a pair of yoga pants and T-shirt, packed to satisfy Jo’s insistence that they partake in the hotel’s free yoga class one morning. It was easier to pack the outfit than convince Jo that the likelihood of any of them making it to a yoga class at 8 a.m. any morning was slim to none.


She checked the time and smiled. It was almost 6 p.m., which made it 5 p.m. in Dublin. People were still at the office back home. She texted her work friend Maeve.


Made it to the island! Fab! Getting ready for aperitivo hour and dinner.


The ellipsis pulsed immediately.


Jealous. Stuck in projections mtng. My ears are bleeding.


Emma smiled. Maeve probably hated her job even more than she herself did, but they did a good job of consoling or distracting each other daily.


Maeve typed again.


Bring me back something nice from Italy … Like a hot Italian guy. Doesn’t have to speak English. I can use my hands to communicate ;)


Emma laughed and tossed the phone on the bed. She turned off the air-conditioning and opened the window. Her room looked directly out over the bay and the crescent-shaped beach below. The small crowd of sunbathers on the beach caught the last of the sun’s rays, each of them already sporting a golden-brown tan. She leaned out, breathing in the sea air, and watched as another ferry reversed slowly out from the port. Further out in the bay, a sailboat traversed towards the open sea, and another hovered at the entrance to the marina, waiting for clear passage once the ferry had departed.


Church bells rang out, the sound echoing across the water signalling six o’clock, the church itself tucked away out of sight. Another followed suit just seconds later, adding a line of harmony in answer from the other side of the hill. Turning back to her room, Emma looked at her reflection in the mirror.


‘You could do with a bit of sun,’ she said to her reflection. ‘Pasty, white, Irish skin.’ She leaned in and looked at her face. She looked tired, with grey shadows under both eyes. She couldn’t remember when she had last had an uninterrupted night’s sleep. She brushed stray strands of hair from her face and peered at her reflection. ‘Charlotte Tilbury to the rescue.’


She pulled on a simple red sundress and beige wedge sandals. The memory hit her like a slap in the face. Boom! A week-long holiday in Tenerife with Paul was the last time she’d worn this dress.


‘Nope,’ she said aloud as she applied a slash of cherry-red lipstick, refusing to let the memory of him dampen her mood. ‘I’m done thinking about you.’ She shook her head, grabbed her purse, room key and wrap, and pulled the door shut behind her. She took the stairs down to the first floor and pulled out a stool at the bar alongside Jo.
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