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Dear Readers,
This novella is a little thank-you for all your support, lovely letters, e-mails, kind tweets and facebook messages and is dedicated to you.
As you may already know, I treated myself to my first cruise as a fortieth birthday treat and spent the weeks before leaving in a state of panic that I’d totally done the wrong thing and that my children would be swept overboard and eaten by sharks and I would be bored rigid. That, thankfully, didn’t happen. I fell in love with that way of holidaying so much that I wanted everyone else to as well. I wrote Here Come the Girls after a wonderful cruise during which I saw my first sights of Venice, Dubrovnik and the beautiful Korčula. It’s one of my most popular books and features some of my favourite characters. Doreen and Vernon were minor characters in that book but I couldn’t let go of them and so they keep turning up in other books – like this one.
The idea for this story came from something that actually happened during the summer of 2012. ‘How can you miss a ship?’ I’ve said a few times over the years, when passengers are stranded ashore. Then I missed the ship, with my two sons in tow. A lot of Angie’s and Selina’s experiences were ours too. We encountered the Chinese knicker saleswoman, the hairy salad, and had to make a mad dash across several countries to catch up with the ship in Korčula three days later. The full account of this misadventure can be found on my website: www.millyjohnson.co.uk. As an author, of course, nothing is wasted and I had to write about it, partly as therapy.
The port representatives really were as lovely as I’ve portrayed them in this book too. I was truly humbled by the kindness shown to us by strangers.
I would like to thank a few people in the cruising family I have acquired over the years: P&O Cruises have been absolutely brilliant with their support – the wonderful Michele Andjel has become one of my dearest friends.
Thanks also to the marvellous Michael Gallagher of Cunard and David Dingle who made it possible for me to have the best day out in Venice it is possible to have. To Keith ‘Father Christmas’ Hamilton, one of my favourite travelling companions, Captain Paul Brown and Cruise Director Neil Oliver who had faith in me to get back on the ship and welcomed me with open arms when I made it.
And thank you to the lovely Irene Miriam Muzas Calpe who corrected all my Spanish!
I’ve made so many happy memories on board, I’ve met some fantastic fellow travellers, and seen some wonderful places. If you’re in any doubt as to whether you’d enjoy a holiday on a ship, let me tell you – you will. Heaven for me would be an eternal cruise.
Now… hope you enjoy Here Come the Boys!
Milly Johnson, 2014




‘There are good ships, and there are wood ships, the ships that sail the sea. But the best ships are friendships, and may they always be.’
 
Edward ‘Ted’ Kennedy
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DAY ONE




Chapter 1
‘Ladies and gentlemen, we will be stopping for an hour in ten minutes for me to have some dinner as I won’t be getting fillet steak and lobster like you will tonight. They do a really nice pie and chips and peas here though if anyone is interested; best gravy outside my mam’s house. You won’t be eating until about half-past six so it might be a good idea to have a likkle snack now. Or a big one if you haven’t had any breakfast. If we can all be back on the bus in one hour – it’s twelve zero zero hours now, so we’re talking one zero zero hour. Fank you.’
Angie Silverton looked at her husband and raised her eyebrows to their limit. ‘Thank God for that. One hour without hearing his bloody voice. He hasn’t stopped talking since we left Barnsley bus station this morning.’
Her husband of ten years, Gil, smiled. ‘Oh be fair, love. He did shut up for ten minutes after we left Woodall services.’
‘And what a blissful ten minutes it was. I know his mother and father’s names, ages and occupations, what he’s eaten for the past fortnight and how many times he’s washed this bus. I can’t wait to get off and buy some ear plugs.’
Angie calculated there was at least another couple of hours before they reached the docks at Southampton. That was enough time for Jed the bus driver to fit in quite a few more of his monologues.
An elderly lady walked past Angie down the middle of the bus. She had to turn sideways to squeeze between the seats.
‘Come on, Vernon,’ she said, turning to the man behind her. ‘If I don’t get a wee in the next five minutes, I’m likely to flood the place.’
‘Sic transit Gloria mundi, Doreen, my love,’ he replied. ‘More haste, less speed.’
‘There’s not a lot of room,’ said the elderly lady bumping her rather large bottom on the side of every seat she passed. ‘You’d think with the size of the bus drivers that they’d have designed their vehicles with wider aisles.’
Gil stifled a giggle.
‘I knew we should have gone to Spain as usual,’ sighed Angie.
‘Oh, give over,’ replied Gil, digging his wife in the rib. ‘We’re going to have a great time.’
Angie had always thought that cruises were for the rich and retired and then three years ago their friends Sue and Dave went on one as a fifteenth anniversary treat. They’d returned full of cruise beans – they’d even booked another one whilst still on board. They’d convinced their other friends Mark and Pam to take one to the Caribbean and they, in turn, had influenced Rob and Kate’s holiday choice. They had really pushed the boat out and gone whale-watching on an Alaskan cruise. In short, every one of their coupley friends had now been on a cruise apart from them. They’d never been able to afford one before, and anyway, Angie had been quite happy with a fortnight in Spain. Gil, however, had been swayed by their friends’ reports and was eager to see what all the fuss was about. So, just after they closed the deal on the massive order that would change their fortunes, Gil was down at the travel agents so fast there was smoke coming from his heels. Their business had not only ridden the recession but battled it and battered it into submission. Silverton School Supplies was no longer a two-man concern, but a thriving business employing thirty people. After years of hard work, they were now reaping some well-deserved rewards. A cruise for Gil’s fortieth birthday treat being one of them.
‘Come on, I’ll buy you a pie and chips,’ said Gil, standing up. ‘And some of that superb gravy on Jed’s recommendation.’
‘You will not. I’ve dieted like mad to get into those size twelve frocks.’
Angie had invested in a whole new wardrobe since hitting her target weight. She hadn’t been a size twelve since she was twenty-one. Now her old size sixteen clothes were either in charity shops or on the landfill site. Gil had insisted she go mad in Meadowhall and buy some dresses with sequins on. For once they could afford it, so he made her go for it. She hadn’t fought against him too hard.
Gil had a burger in the service station and Angie had an egg mayo sandwich, though she couldn’t resist nicking a few of his chips. Her friends had warned her she would put on a few pounds on this holiday, but she would attempt to take things steady. Angie was only five foot two and every additional pound showed in her curves, whereas Gil, who was six foot four, and ran three miles every day, could afford to be more lax.
Gil couldn’t stop grinning.
‘You’re like a kid at Christmas, do you know that?’ said Angie.
‘I’m worse,’ giggled Gil. ‘I am so excited. There are some great ports on this cruise. Dave said that Korčula is a real hidden gem.’
Angie wrinkled up her nose. ‘I think I’ll be looking forward to Dubrovnik and Venice a bit more than a tiny island like Korčula.’ She’d given the place a passing glance when she was studying the itinerary. It hadn’t exactly floated her boat.
Gil offered her the last of his chips. ‘Sometimes there can be too much to do. I expect it will be bonkers busy in Venice and Dubrovnik so won’t it be nice to visit somewhere small and quiet where we can have lunch and chill in the sun?’
‘Chill in the sun?’ Angie chuckled, stuffing the chip in her mouth before he changed his mind.
‘Oh, you know what I mean.’
That did sound inviting actually. Still, she was looking forward to bonkers busy Venice much more than peaceful Korčula, however quaint Dave might have painted it.
 
There wasn’t much to do in the service station once they had been fed and watered, and all the passengers were restless to get on the road and on to the ship. Angie and Gil walked back to the bus with a young couple carrying a baby.
‘Been cruising before?’ asked the man in a strong Brummy accent.
‘First time,’ replied Gil.
‘You’ll love it,’ said the young mum, a Yorkshire woman. ‘This is our favourite itinerary and the nicest ship. We’ve both been cruising since we were little. We actually met on board at one of the kids’ clubs twelve years ago.’ They were both wearing the same giddy grin that Gil was. Angie wished she could catch their enthusiasm. She was so worried that she’d hate it and be bored rigid. Or worse – be sick for the entire seventeen days.
They joined the queue of people standing outside Jed’s locked bus, waiting for him to return.
‘Bit of a nip in the air,’ said an elderly man in front of them.
‘I’m hoping this is the last I’ll be wearing my cardigan,’ said his wife. Both of them had holiday smiles too.
‘And me,’ Gil nodded enthusiastically.
What if I loathe being on a ship and Gil loves it? What happens then? Angie started to worry before being snapped out of it by someone at the back of the queue shouting. ‘He’s here,’ and a hurrah rose up. Jed did his fastest walk to the bus door.
‘Sorry everyone. Toilet was full.’
‘Too much information,’ Angie whispered to Gil.
As the bus loaded, Angie amused herself by looking out of the window at the people crossing from their cars to the service station and vice versa, and she wondered what their stories were. There was a woman in a long hippy dress with two curtains of grey hair framing her face, linking arms with a long-bearded man as they walked towards a vintage camper van painted with flowers. They were wearing holiday faces too. There was a woman leading a crocodile of six skipping children from her people carrier, and coming out of a flash black Jaguar was a slim, preened lady with white-blonde hair pinned up into an immaculate French pleat who looked like an elderly version of Sharon Stone. That’s what she would age like, Angie thought. Selina Bloody Molloy. She wondered if she and Zander Goldman were still together twenty years on. Yes, of course they were – who would let him escape once they were bound by marriage vows? The sudden picture flashing up in her brain of her one-time best friend always had the power to make every nerve in Angie’s body hiss.
The bus juddered into life and so did another Jed monologue.
‘Hope you all enjoyed that break, ladies and genklemen. That was the last one before we get to Southampton docks so if you need a tinkle, you’ll have to use the toilet at the back of the bus. If you need anything else though, it might be best to hang on.’
‘Dear God,’ said the elderly woman with the big hips non too quietly. ‘He’s telling us now what we can and can’t do down the pan.’ There was a titter of laughter amongst the naughty children at the back of the bus, Gil and Angie included.
Gil’s lips could barely contain the length of his grin when they saw the sign for Southampton, then arrows directing traffic to the docks. Angie smiled at his child-like enthusiasm. He hadn’t had a day off in months; he needed a break more than she did. He worked so hard but was never crabby with anyone, however exhausted he was. She was a lucky woman having a husband like Gil Silverton.
They’d met at a mutual friend’s wedding after Angie’s heart had been broken yet again (her sister said that if there was ever an Oscar for picking rubbish men, Angie would wipe the floor with the competition). Physically Gil wasn’t her type – far too tall, ginger-haired and he had long arms that he waved around like windmills when he got excited. He had worn her down with persistence and a charm offensive and though she hadn’t been expecting that much from their first date, he had totally won her over with his courteous manners and witty conversation. And now, ten years later, he was still as sweet and funny as he was on the day when their paths crossed.
But her first love, sodding Zander Goldman, had cast a very long shadow and none of the men she had been out with since had managed to bring enough sunshine to blast it away. Including, to her shame, her husband. That was Angie’s secret.
She had admired Zander from afar for two years, watching him pair up with and split from various other girls, first at school, then at sixth form college, always hoping that he would notice her, but he never did. He was a raven-haired god in her teenage world and it was his name that covered her jotters, his blurry photo, snipped from the local newspaper when his football team won the league, that occupied the heart-decorated photo frame next to her bed. Then one joyous fabulous day, his radar picked her up and his attention turned towards her and when he asked her out, she thought her heart would burst with joy. Obviously the first thing she did was share the news with her best friend, the girl who was closer to her then than her own sister, Selina Molloy. She recalled how they had danced around the room like a pair of spring lambs, drunk with elation.
Angie knew that she would never find a lovelier, gentler, kinder, funnier, more hard-working man than Gil but – and she hated admitting this even to herself – if Zander Goldman appeared back on the horizon declaring that dumping her had been the biggest mistake of his life, she might not be able to resist dropping everything and going back to him. With every year that passed, Zander Goldman acquired more of shimmering glow and her mind’s eye viewed him with an ever-increasing rose tint. He was perfect in her head – more handsome, more desirable, more everything than he had ever been in real life. In the shrine dedicated to him in her brain, Zander Goldman made Hugh Jackman look like Quasimodo.
‘Look at the size of that,’ gasped Gil as the bus turned a corner and there, moored in the water, was the Mermaidia.
‘There she is, ladies and genklemen,’ said Jed through his microphone. ‘That’s where you’re going to be spending your next seventeen days. Think of me washing my bus tomorrow when you’re sailing past France.
‘When we stop, if you could just stay on the bus until we get the cases out please, ladies and genklemen. Five minutes at the most. I know you’re keen to get on the ship, but if you’ll just be patient. Thank you. And if anyone has packed their passports in their suitcase, now is the time to shout up because the next time you’ll see your cases after this will be outside your cabins, but you won’t see them if you haven’t got your passport on you now because you won’t be able to get on the ship.’
Angie didn’t need to check. She never got details like that wrong. She was organisation personified.
The closer they got to the dockside, the louder Gil’s gasps of delight became. He was beginning to sound like a chronic asthmatic.
‘That can’t possibly float,’ he said, puffing out his cheeks. ‘It’s massive.’
‘You’re scaring me, Gil, shut up,’ said Angie, looking at the side of the ship. It went up and up and up. She stopped counting at sixteen decks.
The bus stopped and let out a farty brake noise.
‘If you could just hold on as I said,’ called Jed as people started to get up and totally ignore him. The elderly couple, Vernon and Doreen, couldn’t wait to get off the bus. Judging from the conversation she had overheard, Angie guessed they were seasoned cruisers.
‘Plan of action: straight up to The Buttery for a scone and a champagne cocktail,’ Doreen commanded.
‘As you wish, my love,’ replied Vernon. ‘I’m slightly peckish myself.’
‘That sounds good,’ said Gil to Angie. ‘Though, I suppose you want to unpack first.’
‘You know how I like to be organised.’
Gil nodded and gave her one of his patient lop-sided smiles. ‘Yes, I know.’
The bus doors had opened and people started moving out and into the terminal. Gil and Angie joined a long snaking line of holidaymakers. Doreen and Vernon were in a different queue, marked by a sign which declared: ELITE MEMBERS.
‘That will be us in a few years,’ said Gil, leaning to whisper in Angie’s ear.
‘We’ll see,’ she replied, moving forwards.
There were loads of check-in desks, so the queue was going down very quickly and within a few minutes they were presenting their passports, visas and booking reference numbers and signing a form to confirm that neither of them had a diarrhoea-type bug. Then they had their photos taken with a camera shaped like a large eyeball and were presented with a card that acted both as their door key and method of payment on board.
They passed through security and then were on the walkway that led them from the terminal towards the ship.
‘Good grief,’ gasped Angie as she took her first steps on board the Mermaidia. She hadn’t expected to be that impressed. The reception area was a massive atrium open to five storeys with walls opulently decorated with glass mosaics of mermaids. A magnificent statue of a mermaid stood at least twenty foot high. Two glass elevators, full of people, were moving upwards.
A breathy ‘wow’ escaped from her and Gil smiled. ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself,’ he said. ‘Wow indeed.’
An Indian officer in immaculate whites asked Gil for their room number and then directed them where to find it.
‘Rather nice, isn’t it?’ Gil said to a gob-smacked Angie as they turned down a passageway to the Aft staircase and up two flights to their cabin.
To Angie, the word ‘cabin’ had conjured up a picture of basic facilities and a small porthole to see out of but their room was as spacious and comfortable as one in a very nice hotel. It had a decent-sized bathroom, loads of wardrobe space, two TVs, a fridge, lovely pictures on the walls, plenty of drawers for all her new clothes and a huge glass door that led out onto a balcony.
‘There’s a Raul Cruz restaurant on board. We’ll have to go to that,’ said Gil excitedly as he read the welcome letter on the dressing table.
‘Sounds good. Will it be expensive, do you think?’
‘I don’t care,’ said Gil, putting his arms around his wife’s shoulders and bending down to give her a kiss. Then he grabbed her hand. ‘Come on. Let’s explore.’
There seemed to be bars and restaurants everywhere. There was also a spa, a casino, a gym, and a lovely little coffee bar called The Samovar which had some delicious-looking cakes in glass cabinets. They each had a caramel latte in there and Gil had a slice of carrot cake, although Angie stole half of it.
They were more than happy to sit and people-watch for half an hour, surprised at the mix on board – young people, children, couples with babies, elderly people, groups. Despite what their friends had told them, Angie had still been convinced that ninety-nine per cent of people on board would be retired admirals married to posh ladies dripping in diamonds.
‘Do we dress up for dinner tonight?’ she asked.
‘Dave said no. Everyone is very casual on the first night,’ Gil answered. Their friend Dave had been the loudest advocate of cruise holidays and he’d given Gil quite a few pointers.
After they had finished their drinks, they returned to their cabin to find their suitcases waiting for them so Angie proceeded to unpack. She had just finished when there was a knock at the door and in came a pretty young Filipina woman. She introduced herself as Melissa, their steward, and pointed out some cabin features and how to alter the air-conditioning and then informed them that they had to attend a life-jacket drill in an hour. She showed them where their life jackets were and then left to move on and introduce herself to the people in the next cabin.
‘That’s comforting,’ said Angie. ‘Welcome to the ship and oh, you need to go to a meeting to show you what to do when the ship starts to sink.’
‘“In the unlikely event of the ship sinking…”, it says here,’ said Gil, reading the notice on the back of the door informing them where their muster station was. ‘It won’t sink. The Med is baking hot, that means the sea conditions will be mill-pond-like.’
They attended the meeting with their orange life-jackets and then returned them to their cabin because everyone was starting to gather on deck for the grand sail-away party. Gil and Angie joined them. Waiters were weaving through the crowds with trays of champagne and, on the quayside, a brass band was playing. Gil ordered two glasses of fizz, signed for them, and chinked his against his wife’s.
‘I could get used to this system,’ he said. ‘It’s like having things for free.’
‘Dangerous,’ said Angie. They’d spent years scrimping and saving and she wasn’t comfortable about being indulgent.
‘Cheers, darling. Here’s to a very merry trip.’
‘Yes, bon voyage,’ Angie replied.
The ship’s horn sounded, the waters began to churn and soon they were gliding away from the dockside. Seventeen nights touring the East Mediterranean on a luxury cruise ship in a room with a balcony. Suck on that, Selina Molloy.
‘We’re moving,’ Gil said. ‘Either that or the band have shrunk a bit.’
‘Yes, we are,’ Angie replied, wishing she could grin like a Cheshire cat on Prozac too.
‘I’m getting hungry. It must be this sea air.’
‘Sea air? We’ve only been near the sea since half-past two.’
‘Thank goodness there’s only an hour until dinner. ’
Gil was already bedded into life on the waves.
Oh, please don’t let me be bored, said Angie to herself.
And the gods, it appeared, were listening.




Chapter 2
Gil and Angie found themselves on a dining table for eight. Seated with them were a couple their age, Ken and Cynthia from Devon, a couple in their late fifties, Jerry and Yvonne from Northallerton, and the old couple on the bus, Vernon and Doreen. Angie’s first impressions of the strangers weren’t that great. Ken and Cynthia looked very quiet and boring. Cynthia had frumpy grey curls and wore huge glasses like Deirdre Barlow in the eighties, and Ken had mad brown hair and was very red-faced. He was either a farmer, a chronic alcoholic or really bashful, Angie decided.
Jerry and Yvonne were far from backward about coming forward though. They’d only been sitting at the table for five minutes and everyone had already learned that they were on their twentieth cruise, that they were off again on the Queen Mary in three months and they had one of the large suites on B deck. Jerry and Yvonne presumed that Vernon and Doreen were new to cruising as the elderly lady had dressed up in a long sequinned black frock and very sparkly jewellery and Vernon was sporting a tuxedo and bow tie. They didn’t know about the first-night dress code evidently, a point which Jerry felt duty bound to bring up over their starter.
‘People don’t tend to change for dinner on the first night, you know,’ he said to Doreen. ‘Too much hassle.’
‘Not for us,’ Doreen answered, not missing a beat. ‘Our butler unpacked all our clothes and ran an iron over them. We shall be dressing up every night, whatever the dress code tries to dictate. It’s part of our holiday getting our glad rags on.’
Gil gave Angie a little conspiratorial kick under the table that she translated as, that shut him up.
It didn’t though. Jerry seemed extra keen now to drop in some serious bragging to try and outdo the elderly couple.
‘We had a butler once but we preferred our privacy, didn’t we, Yvonne?’
Yvonne, casual in a tailored Joseph suit, nodded heartily by way of agreement. ‘Absolutely.’
‘What about you then, Cyn? You been on a cruise before?’
Cynthia cleared her mouth of her prawn cocktail before speaking in a broad country Devonian accent. ‘No. It was always hard for us to get away from the farm to take many holidays.’
Ah, Ken is a farmer then, thought Angie. Not a chronic alcoholic or extra shy, after all.
‘Got an arable farm, or is it quite nice?’ Jerry burst out laughing at his own joke. It was to be the first of many ‘jokes’ he cracked at the table and Angie found her patience wearing thin by dessert. Jerry was fond of his own voice, but no one else was. Thankfully he didn’t want to stay at the table for coffee as he and Yvonne preferred to dash off to the theatre and bag the front seats.
‘Thank God for that,’ said Doreen to Jerry’s retreating back. ‘There’s a man who could match the bus driver for talking bollocks.’
Angie stifled a giggle. She noticed that Cyn and Ken were chuckling too.
‘We can all get a word in now,’ said Vernon, who appeared to be very comfortable in his smart clothes.
The atmosphere around the table seemed to warm by degrees with the absence of the dreadful Yvonne and Jerry.
‘If I hear one more word about how talented her grandchildren are, I shall scream,’ said Doreen, launching into an impression of Yvonne by delicately patting her hair as she spoke. ‘Our Pia has just done grade fourteen on the piano. She’s applied for the Royal Academy of Music. Her brother Sebastian is a flautist. He takes after his father who played in front of the Queen after single-handedly bringing down Osama Bin Laden’s regime. He was made Field Marshal at nineteen, don’t you know.’
Cynthia was almost bent double with laughter at Doreen’s dry delivery. Gil had to wipe his eyes on the serviette.
The wine waiter appeared with a tray of after-dinner liqueurs.
‘Let’s have one,’ said Vernon. ‘To celebrate our first night aboard. It’s on me.’
‘Sounds lovely,’ said Ken. ‘Thank you.’
‘We always have a Tia Maria in the evenings,’ said Cyn in her quiet country burr. ‘It used to be our treat after work, sitting down with the telly and one of these.’
They all held up their liqueur glasses and toasted the start of their holiday.
‘And may Yvonne and Jerry sod off early every night to the theatre and leave us to our coffees in peace,’ added Vernon.
Everyone was in full agreement about that one.




Chapter 3
Angie and Gil walked with the others to the theatre and sat with them to watch a wonderful musical tribute to Queen. Halfway through ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’, Gil nudged Angie to alert her to the sight of Ken, head lolled, fast asleep.
‘We’ve been up since the crack of dawn,’ explained Cyn with some embarrassment. ‘I best wake him up and get him to the cabin.’
‘Oh, leave him,’ said Gil. ‘He’s not the only one, look.’ He pointed to an elderly couple a few rows down on the right, both zonked out and holding hands. ‘The show will be over in ten minutes. Wake him then. He’s far too comfortable to move.’
Cyn was enjoying herself and took Gil’s advice. When the performance ended and the clapping started, Ken shuddered awake and began to applaud with gusto.
‘Enjoy that, Ken?’ Gil grinned.
‘Marvellous it was,’ replied Ken.
Gil yawned. ‘Well, that’s me tired out.’ He looked at Angie to see what she wanted to do now.
‘Bed?’ she suggested.
‘Us as well,’ said Ken.
‘Not joining us for a spot of disco-dancing then? I don’t know, the youth of today, no stamina,’ grinned Vernon. ‘Come on then, my love, ad nauseam. To the nightclub.’ And off they went in search of seventies music.
Gil and Angie wended their way arm in arm back to their cabin.
‘Shall we put on the news?’ asked Angie, picking up the remote control for one of the TVs.
‘I don’t care what’s happening back home,’ said Gil.
‘Actually, neither do I,’ replied Angie, kicking off her shoes. She could feel the motion of the ship and wondered if she would be able to sleep.
The bed was cosy with crisp white linen sheets, which Melissa had turned down for them, and they were both in the land of nod within minutes of their heads touching the pillows.




DAY TWO




Chapter 4
Angie was awoken by the sound of a ringing bell and an announcement. She looked at her travel alarm clock and her eyes sprang to their fullest width.
‘It’s midday!’ she exclaimed. ‘We’ve slept for thirteen hours.’
Gil opened one eye and then closed it again.
‘I’m going to sleep for the next thirteen as well. Wake me up when we get into Malaga.’
But when Angie emerged from putting her face on in the bathroom, Gil was standing on the balcony, dressed, looking out to sea.
‘Big, isn’t it,’ he said, sensing her behind him. ‘The sea, I mean. It’s huge.’
Angie knew what he meant. The sea looked very big and very frightening for a moment. Angie had a sudden vision of herself thrashing in the water, shooing away an approaching shark after the ship had capsized.
The sun wasn’t out today. The sky was grey and grumpy though a heat wave had been forecast for the week in Britain. Just our luck, thought Angie. We come to the Med to freeze and everyone back home will be baking in the sun.
They walked around the shops, managing to avoid Jerry and Yvonne who were looking at jewellery, had a coffee in The Samovar and a snack in the self-service restaurant, The Buttery, and sat at the table long after their plates had been removed, staring out to sea at other boats in the water between them and the far coastline.
‘Mind if we join you?’ asked a familiar voice. It was Vernon. ‘We can’t find a free table.’
‘Of course not,’ smiled Gil, patting the seat at the side of him.
Vernon waved over to Doreen. She had chips and curry and three different cakes on her tray.
‘Sleep well?’ asked Vernon.
‘Too well,’ Angie answered. ‘We’ve only been up an hour and a half.’
‘We like to stock up on food on the second day,’ said Vernon, explaining the large lunch he and Doreen were having. ‘Bay of Biscay can be a bugger. Best to have a full stomach, we find. Don’t ever make the mistake of trying to starve seasickness. It’ll only try and eat your stomach if you do.’
The sea was growing choppier by degrees, Angie had noticed. This morning there had been few large waves in the water, now there were plenty of rearing white horses.
‘Have you seen the menu for tonight?’ asked Doreen, through a mouthful of chips. ‘I do love lobster.’
‘No, don’t tell me,’ replied Angie, putting her hands over her ears.
‘She likes to wait until we’re at the table to see the menu,’ explained Gil. ‘She’s always been the same.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry, love,’ Doreen apologised.
‘It’s fine,’ smiled Angie. ‘You weren’t to know.’
‘We get a bit excited about fish,’ Doreen explained. ‘Vernon was a fish and chip shop magnate. He made his fortune and then passed it onto our son who runs the empire now. It’s been the making of him.’ She beamed proudly. ‘Fish has been very lucky for all of us.’
‘He’s a good lad, David,’ said Vernon. ‘And he’ll be able to pass it on to his son now.’
He and Doreen looked at each other with Mills and Boon-type soppiness.
‘Our first grandson is due in September,’ said Doreen, turning from Vernon to Angie. ‘That’s why we’re only having five cruises this year. They’ll need us around.’
Angie felt Gil kick her under the table again.
‘That’ll be lovely for you,’ smiled Angie.
‘You two got any children?’ Doreen speared a chunk of chicken madras.
‘We… er… have been building up a business for a few years. We haven’t had time,’ replied Angie.
‘Take my advice and get on with it.’ Vernon wagged his fork at Angie. ‘You’re still young enough. Don’t miss out.’
Gil yawned and then immediately apologised in case the older couple thought that was a reflection of the quality of conversation.
‘Sorry. I’m absolutely tired out.’
‘It’s natural, lad,’ said Vernon. ‘Don’t you worry.’
‘I think I might have another nap,’ Gil said. ‘Coming, Ange?’
Angie stood to go. ‘See you two later?’
‘Formal night,’ winked Vernon. ‘Best bib and tucker on, don’t forget.’
Angie and Gil left them to their lunch and walked onto the deck. The pool attendants were putting a tarpaulin over the water which was splashing up and over the sides. There would be no swimming today.
‘I wasn’t joking, I really do need a nap,’ said Gil. ‘This sea air is killing me already.’
Poor Gil, thought Angie. He worked too hard and his body was taking the chance to grab some rest. As soon as they were in the cabin, Gil fell onto the bed fully clothed and was asleep soon after.
Angie took her book onto the balcony to read. When the sun slipped out from behind the clouds, it was lovely and warm. She suddenly felt very grown-up, aware that she was on a cruise ship, fine-dining, drinking cocktails with a cabin steward to make up her bed and wipe down the bath after her. She wondered if Selina had ever taken a cruise. She probably had her own yacht. It would be called Selder or Zanina – a hybrid of her name and Zander’s. Angie wondered if she worked and if so, what at. She would be either an Olympic show-jumper or one of those bitchy-boss women heading up a multi-national company, Angie decided. Selina would be up at the top of her tree, whatever she did for a living. She was that sort. The ‘fall into a bucket of crap and come out smelling of roses’ type. She would be willowy, toned and golden. She wouldn’t have had a spot since 1989. She’d have children called wild rock-star names like Fruit-Basket and Revelation and drive a gold Porsche . She wouldn’t have had to battle the bulge or work her backside off to get orders checked in or out to build up a business selling school uniforms. Bloody Selina bloody golden bloody Molloy bloody Goldman.
Angie tried to exorcise Selina from her head and fill the space with The Other Boleyn Girl. But then she realised that Mary and Anne weren’t dissimilar to herself and Selina. Obviously Angie would be nice Mary, who ended up being dumped by handsome Henry-Zander after being seduced by nasty Anne-Selina. Then she imagined Selina going to the chopping block to have her head cut off and realised she was getting too carried away. She put her book down and decided to go for a stroll around the promenade deck to work off her lunch. When she passed the main staircase she noticed that some bags had been attached to the handrail for people who might feel queasy. That didn’t bode too well. She remembered what Vernon had said about the Bay of Biscay and hoped they were in for a smooth passage. She couldn’t imagine what seasickness was like, nor did she want to.
Gil had bought a black tuxedo for the cruise. He put it on for dinner that evening and Angie wolf-whistled when he stood back to check his reflection in the mirror.
‘You look as gorgeous as always, but do I scrub up okay?’ he asked.
‘Absolutely,’ she replied, even though he looked as uncomfortable as hell. ‘Stop pulling at your collar.’
A picture flashed across her mind of how Zander would carry a suit. As easily as James Bond. Gil was not as naturally suave and sophisticated as her first love had been.
He shouldn’t even be crossing your mind after all these years, said an annoyed voice in her head. A voice that knew and appreciated the lovely man to whom she was married.
Over the years, she had thought about Zander Goldman far more than she would have dared to admit, even to herself. She had loved him so much and he had smashed her young heart into so many pieces, it had never properly healed. How could Selina have stolen her man from under her nose, as if she didn’t have enough good things in her life? Selina had lived in a huge house, her parents were filthy rich and very very posh. Selina had long golden hair and the teachers loved her – especially Mrs Weaver, who picked her to be captain of the hockey team, even though Angie was a far better player. Selina was an only child and didn’t have to share her bedroom with a mad sister. And she had the one thing Angie would have killed for – a pony. His name was Benji and he was the sweetest boy ever, but he was traded in for an Arab-cross without a second thought. That should have given Angie a big clue that Selina was heartless. Angie would never have let Benji go had he been hers.
She wouldn’t have traded Zander Goldman in for a better model – because there wasn’t one. He was the equivalent of a stallion – slick, stylish, sophisticated and stunning. He was the boy every girl sighed over, wanted to notice her. And Angie had been the girl he noticed and sighed over – then Selina moved in and stole him.
Angie watched darling Gil putting on his swanky new polished shoes. She did love him. Everyone loved Gil Silverton. But the clue was in the names – he was the silver prize… and Zander was the gold. It wasn’t in Gil’s nature to be the masterful, dashing hero that Angie’s heart yearned for. And she hated herself for feeling like that and wouldn’t have told a soul because she was so ashamed of it. He deserved better.
The party that evening was upstairs in the Vista bar. There was a slow-moving queue to get in and Angie and Gil gravitated to the back of it. They were joined a few moments later by Doreen and Vernon. Doreen was wearing a flamingo-pink gown covered in small beads, and resting on her coiffured puff of white hair was a sparkly tiara. Vernon looked smart in a tail coat and a white bow tie with small orange goldfish printed on it.
‘This queue is for photos with the captain,’ advised Doreen. ‘If you wanted to avoid it and get straight to the booze, use the other entrance. We thought we ought to tell you.’
‘Ooh, thanks for that,’ said Gil, turning to his wife. ‘I’m not bothered about photos, are you?’
He hated getting his picture taken; he said his nose always looked huge.
‘Fine by me,’ replied Angie, following the older couple to the second door.
‘Jerry and Yvonne at three o’clock,’ muttered Vernon out of one side of his mouth, stopping a waiter with a tray full of drinks. ‘Queuing for pics with Jean-Luc.’
‘Jean-Luc?’ asked Angie.
‘Captain Dupont,’ Vernon clarified. ‘Very nice fellow. Cheers.’ He lifted his glass.
‘I preferred Captain O’Shaughnessy,’ sniffed Doreen. ‘Fabulously handsome. But he’s moved onto the new swanky flagship, the Heliana. ’
Angie waved over to Cyn. She had on the most beautiful long red gown but was wearing it as awkwardly as if she had stolen it out of her mother’s wardrobe and was expecting to be caught at any moment. Beside her, sweeping his eyes across the room, was her ruddy-faced husband. He looked out of place in his tuxedo, with his hair still resembling an exploded sofa.
Doreen swiped another gin and tonic from a passing waiter.
‘All this socialising really builds up a thirst,’ she said.
‘You’re quiet,’ Angie said, turning to Gil who had barely touched his drink. ‘You okay?’
Gil released a discreet burp. ‘Yep, fine and dandy,’ he replied, not sounding at all convincing.
‘Ah, good evening.’ Jerry and Yvonne swooped on the party from left field. There was no chance of escape. ‘Just been speaking to the Cap. Catching up on gossip. Having yet another pic taken with him.’ He tutted, pretending it was an ordeal, but fooling no one. The ship seemed to lift and drop and a few people made ‘Oh’ sounds. ‘We’re in for a rough one tonight,’ chuckled Jerry.
Yvonne was wearing a dress that probably cost more than Angie’s house, but despite all the fancy stitching and attention to detail, it didn’t suit her at all. The washed-out shade of grey drained all the colour from her face and the drop-waisted cut made her body appear disproportionally long to her legs. At her throat was a glitzy necklace which captured every bit of available light in a bid to show itself off.
‘What a lovely dress, Yvonne,’ said Angie, being polite.
‘Thank you,’ Yvonne answered her, sweeping her eyes over Angie’s lovely duck-egg blue gown but choosing not to bat back a compliment. Rude cow, thought Angie.
The Captain made a welcoming speech, drew a raffle, and then, after wishing everyone a fabulous holiday, he started walking towards the group.
Jerry, presuming that he was the reason why the Captain was approaching them, beamed. His smile slipped when Jean-Luc Dupont opened his arms and Doreen moved into them.
‘Dreen,’ he said, in the sexiest French accent Angie had heard outside Jean-Christophe Novelli’s gob. ‘’Ow are you? And Ver-non? Mon ami.’ He kissed Vernon on both cheeks. ‘You look so well, the both of you. It is wonderful to see you again.’
‘Very nice to see you too, Jean-Luc,’ said Vernon.
‘I was just saying, Cap, that we’re in for a rough one tonight,’ Jerry butted in. For all his bragging that he was on special terms with the Captain, it was quite obvious that Jean-Luc Dupont didn’t know him from Adam.
‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘You must all take care when walking around ze ship.’
He turned his attentions back to Doreen and Vernon, obviously delighted to see them.
‘So, you are not renewing your vows this year?’ he said. ‘I was looking forward to the pleasure of conducting ze ceremony. I will never forget the sight of the little fish on your dress that lit up, Dreen.’
‘Not this year,’ said Vernon. ‘Maybe next. Takes time to plan these things, Jean-Luc.’
‘Listen, my friends, I will have to circulate, but it ’as been wonderful to see you. We must have cocktails togezer before you go. Come up to the Bridge and watch the dolphins at Gibraltar.’
‘Oh, that will be nice,’ said Jerry, bobbing his head forward as if the invitation extended to him also.
Doreen looked at him as if she had just found him on her shoe and couldn’t scrape him off.
‘Ầ bientôt.’
‘Abiendo,’ echoed Jerry, wrongly.
What an arsehole, thought Angie, grinning inwardly. Jerry would have hated that Doreen and Vernon were the main objects of the Captain’s attention.
‘Offerings look very good tonight,’ said Jerry, as they waited for the next lift down to the restaurant.
‘Don’t tell me,’ said Angie. ‘I don’t want to know what’s on the menu until I sit at the table.’
‘You’ll be picking the lobster, I guarantee,’ said Jerry. ‘Unless you prefer the steak au poivre or the… what else is there… the cod in a prawn sauce.’
Angie snarled inwardly. Well that had ruined that then. Gil could tell she was cross.
‘I’ll find a way to kick him for you,’ he whispered as they walked into the lift.
‘I recommend the mushroom and brandy pâté for starter if you decide on the pork loin main,’ said Jerry, non-too quietly.
He’s doing it deliberately, thought Angie. And now that he knew it needled her, he would probably continue to do it all holiday. God, she hated that type of person who couldn’t tell the difference between being amusing and acting like a total a prat.
The motion of the ocean could be felt quite considerably in the lift. The sea was quite rocky tonight. Angie found that she didn’t mind it but she suspected Gil might. He was looking quite pale.
Ken and Cyn were already at the table. Angie made a beeline for the seat next to the lady in red.
‘You look lovely,’ Angie said and meaning it. Cyn had obviously been to an onboard hairdresser who had tamed her curls into a flattering soft style. And her dress, simple in design as it was, suited her perfectly. Cyn flapped the compliment away shyly.
Angie decided she had been wrong in her first impressions of the couple. They were sweet, gentle people - after all, quiet didn’t necessarily equate to boring.
The ship jolted and again a few ‘Ohs’ rippled around the room.
‘We’re in for a bumpy night,’ said Jerry taking a sheet of paper out of his pocket and proceeded to read from it, ‘so to keep our minds off the waves I’ve brought some jokes. What lies on the bottom of the sea and shivers?’ He waited for the others to work it out but no one did. ‘A nervous wreck. Why was the sand wet?’
‘Jesus Christ,’ said Doreen under her breath, spotting that there wasn’t just one sheet of paper in his hand, but three or four. She turned to the menu and ignored Jerry until he nudged her to join in.
‘Come on, Doreen. Why do crabs walk sideways?’
‘Has anyone ever told you your jokes are funny and actually meant it?’ she replied with a dead-pan expression on her face.
‘Very good, very good,’ grinned Jerry, wagging his finger at her. ‘You’re after my comedy crown, I can see that.’
The waiter rescued them by arriving to take their order.
‘I think I’ll pass,’ said Gil, rubbing his stomach. ‘Feeling a bit gippy.’ He rose to his feet and when Angie stood too, he gently pushed her shoulder down.
‘You stay, darling. You love lobster. I’ll be okay. I insist. I’d feel worse if you missed dinner because of me.’
‘Gil…’
‘No. I’m going to go and have a lie down, so you won’t be able to do anything for me. Please stay here, darling. Please.’ He addressed the others. ‘Sorry folks. Have a good one.’
Jerry hilariously said a goodbye whilst pretending to vomit. Then he tormented the others with more jokes in-between courses. As delicious as the lobster was, Angie didn’t enjoy the experience at the dinner table. Vernon and Doreen were quietly seething, Cyn and Ken were subdued, Jerry wouldn’t shut up and Gil wasn’t there. She escaped after the main course and found him fast asleep in bed. She read for a while and was in bed for ten. The sea was buffeting the ship a lot. She didn’t sleep well at all, but still got more rest than Gil who spent quite a lot of the night with his head over the toilet pan.




DAY THREE




Chapter 5
By the morning, Gil was exhausted. The ship was lifting and dropping like a fairground ride. The captain gave out a message that there was a freak force-ten gale and though the ship’s stabilisers were fully on, a crosswind was throwing an extra spanner in the works. Angie went up to The Buttery to bring some breakfast back for Gil. It wasn’t busy at all; it appeared many people didn’t have food on their minds.
‘Helloooo.’ Angie heard Doreen’s shrill voice call her. ‘Come and join me for a coffee. Vernon’s in the cabin. He’s glued to the toilet.’
Angie saw the people on the next table pick up their trays quickly and move away.
‘You can’t catch it, he hasn’t got a bug,’ Doreen shouted after them. ‘He had too many Baileys last night. It always helps him get to sleep but it does give him the most terrible trots in the morning.’
Angie snorted a giggle back and brought over two coffees from the machine. The scenery through the windows was quite spectacular today: grey grumbling skies and furious waves tumbling over each other. Though not especially ideal for a sunny Mediterranean holiday.
‘Isn’t it marvellous,’ said Doreen. ‘Look at it. Mad and dangerous. It could kill us at any minute.’
‘Yeah, great,’ said Angie, raising her eyebrows in disturbed agreement.
‘I can’t wait to bring my little grandson on a ship with us.’ She sighed with the pleasure to come. ‘We’ve been waiting too long for an heir.’
‘Oh,’ said Angie, not daring to ask why that was, but Doreen enlightened her anyway.
‘It’s our David’s second wife, you see, who’s having the baby. My, she’s knocked him into shape. He’s like a different fellow.’ She laughed. ‘His first wife was a lovely little thing. Meek as a mouse though. They didn’t have any children together. Dolly’s a different kettle of fish. A right old Amazon.’ She sighed. ‘I wasn’t that nice to his first wife. I’ve felt rotten about it since she left. I was a bitter twisted woman for many years. Vernon and I were childhood sweethearts but I married someone else and I wasn’t happy until my one true love came back into my life. Vernon brings out the best in me. I’m reborn with him – happy, satisfied, content. Just like my son is with Dolly.’
Angie wondered what she would have been like if she had married Zander. Would she be different? She’d be richer, that was for sure. So she’d be content because she wouldn’t have any money troubles and would sleep better, so she’d have less worry lines. It all had a knock-on effect.
‘How’s Gil?’ Doreen asked.
‘Rough.’
‘I hope he’s better for Malaga tomorrow. The weather forecast is much better.’
‘So do I,’ replied Angie. ‘I came up to get him some breakfast.’
‘Ginger biscuits are what he needs,’ said Doreen firmly. ‘But the shop will have sold out of them by now. He can go and get a jab in the medical bay. Tablets won’t be much good because he’d just chuck them back up. You have to take them before you get the sickness.’
Gil hated needles. Angie knew that there was no way he’d queue up to get an injection. He’d suffer on and try to ride through it.
‘Did I miss anything at dessert last night?’ asked Angie.
‘Only that pillock with his joke sheet,’ said Doreen, picking a bit of croissant out of her teeth. ‘Yvonne started bragging about her grandchildren so I told them that I had a granddaughter called Chlamydia who was the official florist for Elton John. That shut her up for a bit. Nice little couple from Devon, aren’t they? I wish he’d brought one of his cows to flatten Jerry and Yvonne, the boring bastards.’
Angie giggled.
‘Crackers and dry biscuits will be best for Gil,’ said Doreen, making a move to get up. ‘I’m going for a rub down with a bamboo stick in the spa. There’s a Romanian girl in there called Aleka. She’s more brutal than Stalin but by ’eck, she’s good. You should give her a try.’
And with that Doreen tootled off.
Angie gathered a plate of biscuits and bread and wrapped them up in a serviette. Everyone looked drunk as they walked, trying to keep their balance as the ship swayed. Poor Gil couldn’t eat a thing though and merely wanted to sleep. Angie stayed with him reading until it was time for dinner when Gil roused himself and made the effort to go down to the restaurant as he was ravenously hungry. Luckily the dress code was casual. His blue polo shirt complimented his ashen complexion beautifully.
‘Hello there, Gil; bleurgh bleurgh,’ greeted Jerry, doing another vomiting impression. No one laughed, but he didn’t seem to notice. Doreen was resplendent in a lime green gown today and a different tiara in a style reminiscent of a Romanov grand duchess.
Ken looked infinitely more comfortable in a jumper. Cyn wore a matching one in a smaller size.
‘Malaga tomorrow,’ announced Jerry. ‘So I’ve brought some Spanish jokes.’ He took a sheet of paper out of his trouser pocket. ‘What do you call a pair of Spanish firefighters?’
Everyone else, bar Yvonne who was his only captive audience, took refuge in the menu.
‘Jose A and Jose B,’ Jeffy guffawed.
‘What is a pithivier?’ asked Ken in his soft slow voice. He pronounced it ‘pithi-veer’ ‘A sort of pie,’ explained Vernon.
‘Good country fare,’ added Jerry. ‘You look like proper pair of farmers tonight in those knits.’
Angie’s eyes sprang open in horror. God he was so rude.
‘Well, that’s because we are,’ replied Ken with a smile.
‘At least we were,’ added Cyn, smiling at her husband.
‘Were? Were?’ said Jerry. ‘Cows get foot and mouth and you had to close up shop?’
He chuckled again as if he’d made the funniest joke of the night.
‘Well, I mean, before we won the lottery and sold up.’ Ken’s quiet voice silenced them all.
‘You won the lottery?’ Yvonne’s tone suggested she didn’t believe that anyone who came down to dinner in his and hers market-quality jumpers could possibly be telling the truth about being rich.
‘Yep. Twenty-five million,’ said Ken in his gentle burr, eyes on the menu. ‘I think I’ll try that pithi— pie thing. That sounds just up my street, that does.’
Oh please make him be telling the truth, willed Angie, watching the colour drain from Yvonne and Jerry’s faces. Jerry even dropped his joke sheet on the floor with shock.
‘Congratulations. And how are you enjoying your newfound wealth?’ asked Vernon with genuine admiration.
‘Not bad,’ replied Cyn. ‘I still can’t sleep past five in the morning though. I think we’ll end up buying a couple of cows as pets. I miss ’em.’
Funnily enough after that, Jerry and Yvonne’s attitude changed considerably towards the ex-farming couple. They were sucking up to them like a turbo-vacuum. Yvonne even complimented them both on the pattern of their knitwear, suddenly impressed by Fair Isle.
Gil managed some soup, a bread roll and a couple of mouthfuls of roast chicken before giving eating up as a bad job. Despite his protestations, Angie accompanied him back to the room. The sea was still rolling but it had calmed since the previous day at least.
‘Darling, I am so sorry,’ replied Gil, climbing into bed. ‘Go and watch a show. Please. Don’t babysit me.’
Only because she didn’t want him to feel bad, Angie agreed and went off to find a seat in the theatre where a comedian was going to perform. He certainly tickled the audience but Angie felt guilty about being there when Gil wasn’t well. Then again, he would have felt guilty if she wasn’t there. She really was between a rock and a hard place.
She wasn’t tired at the end of the performance so she decided to have a nightcap in one of the bars. Corniche was in a quiet corner on the eighth floor. The galleried landing afforded a view over an open area currently being used for ballroom purposes. Angie ordered a double Armagnac and sat watching the dancers below. There was a tall elegant lady in a sparkling black dress dancing with an elderly man. She looked like the older-version-of-Sharon-Stone woman whom Angie had seen in the service station car park. The one who reminded her of Selina.
Angie’s thoughts once again drifted to her school days. The gym. Selina pretending she had hurt her ankle so she wouldn’t have to do country dancing. She’d hated it. She would rather have stuck hatpins up her nose than jig a Roger de Coverley or a Birds and the Bees. Selina wouldn’t even dance in discos. She thought it was the most pathetic thing in the world for someone to gyrate to music in a crowd. It was apparently whilst Angie was happily strutting her stuff to Peter Andre at the last sixth-form disco that Selina moved in on Zander standing at the side.
Angie went back to the cabin and slipped into bed beside Gil. He was sleeping soundly and tonight would stay that way all night. Angie dreamed that she was eighteen and she was dancing. She looked over to see Zander and Selina staring into each other’s eyes and she couldn’t push through the crowds to stop them. She awoke in the middle of the night with old feelings of hurt and longing once again uncovered, raw and stinging.




DAY FOUR




Chapter 6
When Angie peeped through the curtains the next morning, it was to find the ship drifting into a sun-filled harbour. This must be Malaga. Angie needed to go ashore and shop, hopefully to find something special for Gil’s upcoming birthday. They were at sea for another two full days after that and she’d never been to Malaga before. She’d heard it was lovely.
Gil struggled into his shorts but it was quite obvious that walking around in the sunshine was something he really didn’t want to do. They went to The Buttery for breakfast, but Gil couldn’t eat more than a couple of spoonfuls of Rice Krispies – and normally he could eat half a box of them. He joined the long line of passengers waiting to get off the ship though, not moaning at all, not wanting to spoil it for his wife. Angie pulled him out of the queue just before they presented their cruise cards to log them off board.
‘I’m not bothered about going into Malaga,’ she said. ‘Let’s just go and read or something.’
Gil shook his head. ‘You are a rubbish liar,’ he said with a fond smile. ‘I’m okay.’
‘Yeah, and I’m Kelly Brook.’
‘Why don’t you go and have a look around without me?’
Angie gasped open-mouthed at his suggestion. ‘You’re joking.’
‘No, I’m not. You were so looking forward to it.’
‘Holding up the queue, are we?’ Vernon’s head butted between them.
‘Vernon, please tell my wife to go into Malaga without me,’ pleaded Gil. ‘There’s a shuttle bus to take you into the main part of town. You jump back on it at the point where you get off, it couldn’t be simpler. Just have an hour or so to say you’ve been there.’
‘Come with us,’ said Doreen, threading her arm through Angie’s. ‘We’ll show you around.’
And with that Angie found herself being swept forward in the queue away from Gil.




Chapter 7
The shuttle bus dropped the passengers off at the edge of the city.
‘Want to come and look at churches with us?’ asked Vernon.
‘Thanks,’ smiled Angie. ‘But I think I’ll hit the shops.’
‘Thought so,’ replied Vernon and pointed across the road. ‘You need to head in that direction, where all the other people are going. The shuttle buses leave from here and are pretty frequent.’
‘We don’t usually come into this part of the harbour, do we Vernon?’ asked Doreen, looking around with some confusion.
‘No, my love, we don’t.’ He pointed into the distance. ‘That’s where we’ve always docked before.’
‘I thought so.’
‘I must say I do like to have a full day in Malaga,’ replied Vernon with a small sigh. ‘Anyway, ecce agnus Dei, as the Romans say. Enjoy your day.’
A full day. Well, Angie didn’t intend to stay that long. She’d head back about two o’clock. She followed other passengers into town and wished she hadn’t worn trousers. Thin as they were, her legs were baking in them. And a shirt with no sleeves would have been a better idea too. It was a little after ten o’clock and the sun was already volcano-hot. She ought to have brought a hat as well. She could have fried eggs on the back of her neck.
She found a beautiful shop selling watches. It took her half an hour to pick one which she thought Gil would love as a fortieth birthday present, but the shop assistant wouldn’t take her credit card without evidence of a passport, which Angie had left in the safe on the ship. Her cruise card acted as her passport to get her back on board, so she hadn’t taken it out with her in case it got lost or stolen. Angie didn’t have enough euros on her so she left the shop to search for a hole in the wall. A cash advance on the visa wasn’t the wisest thing to do, but she knew Gil would love that watch. She walked back to the shop and bought it and then found a café to sit in and have a cold drink as it was getting too hot to walk about the streets. She decided to have a toasted sandwich too but wished she hadn’t as it took ages to arrive and was undercooked and soggy when it did. She sat in the shade and people-watched for a while then she slowly meandered back to the shuttle bus, taking photos and calling in at shops en route to see what souvenirs they had for sale. She bought an apron for her sister which looked like the front of a Flamenco dancer’s dress and a hat for herself which was white with a pink swirly pattern on it.
There was no queue at the place where Angie was to pick up the shuttle bus but she was definitely in the right spot because she could see the Mermaidia in the distance on the water with her yellow distinctive funnel. Ten minutes later, Angie was still standing there alone. She checked her watch to find it was two o’clock, still early. She thought she better start walking though. She reckoned it would take her about fifteen minutes to reach the ship if she fast-paced.
She had covered less than twenty metres when the Mermaidia blasted its horn and Angie felt a prickle of apprehension, which quickly grew to a full painful stab of panic as she saw the ship turn in the water and then set off towards the open sea.




Chapter 8
A few things happened all at once: Angie froze, her stomach cramped, her hands crackled with pins and needles and a whirl of mad thoughts took over her head: What do I do? I have to get back on the ship. I have no clean pants. What must Gil be thinking? Strangely, the fact that she didn’t have her passport on her didn’t feature in those immediate priorities. Or a mobile phone. She watched the ship growing smaller and mistier as it set off for the Croatian island of Korčula and she felt dumbstruck and very very numb.
But then her survival instinct reared up and assumed immediate command.
Head to the port. There is another tourist ship there. With any luck they might be going the same way and give you a lift, it suggested. She caught up with an elderly couple walking towards the port eating ice creams.
‘Excuse me, are you on that Regal Island ship?’ she asked.
‘Yes, we are. Can we help you?’ They were American.
‘Where’s it going next?’
‘Lisbon.’
‘Ah, thank you.’
Shit shit shit shit shit shit.
Angie overtook them, ran into the port building and over to one of the officials.
‘Excusez-moi,’ she began. Damn. Where was all that schoolgirl Spanish when you needed it? ‘Senor. Hablas espanol?’
‘Si, senora.’
Bloody hell. Of course he spoke Spanish, he was Spanish. ‘Sorry. Hablas ingles?’
‘Non.’
Shit shit shit shit shit.
‘Senor. Estoy… en el barco Mermaidia.’
‘El barco ha zarpado,’ he replied, gesturing outwards with his hand. The ship had sailed, that must mean.
‘Si. Estoy …stuck. Help. Por favor. Socorro.’ Estoy up el creeko de shit sin paddelo.
Although the official hadn’t a clue what Angie’s words meant, he could guess. ‘Un momento.’ He lifted his mobile phone out of his pocket and pointed her towards a row of seats. Angie made a heavy walk towards them and sank down on the end one. This was a nightmare. How could she have missed the bloody ship? Didn’t Vernon say they’d be in Malaga all day? Did he actually say that or had she presumed it was? Why hadn’t she checked? Who didn’t confirm what time you had to be back on board? The official walked over and handed his phone to Angie.
‘Hello,’ said a Spanish-tinged calm male voice. ‘I understand you have missed the Mermaidia.’
‘Yes,’ said Angie, trying to keep a little-girl sob out of her voice.
‘Right. So we need to reunite you with it. My name is Manuel and I am the Malaga port representative for Figurehead cruises.’
He sounded kind and nice and not cross.
‘The ship sails into Korčula in three days’ time. You need to get to the airport and book flights to Dubrovnik. You have a credit card?’
‘Yes. I’ve got a credit card.’ Oh, it was easy after all. Angie could have laughed with relief.
‘And your passport.’
‘Well, I’ve got my cruise card. My passport is on board.’
‘Oh dear.’
Suddenly it wasn’t easy again. Angie felt tremors seize her limbs. How the hell had she managed to get herself in this position? She felt as if she was going to be sick as passengers queueing up to get back on the Regal Island filed past her and turned to stare. She wondered if the words I’ve missed my ship were scribbled all over her face in black ink .
‘What do I do?’ A tear plopped out of her eye and she wiped it quickly away.
‘Well,’ began Manuel, ‘you need to buy an emergency passport from the consulate. I will ring them, but they are shut for today so you will need to do this in the morning at nine o’clock when they open. You will not be able to book a flight until you have this document. I will arrange a hotel for tonight. It’s a good hotel. Not too expensive. Maybe it will be a good idea if you share with the other lady. A taxi is on its way for her also.’
Angie’s eyebrows dipped in confusion. ‘Other lady?’
‘Yes,’ said Manuel. ‘The other lady who has also missed the ship and does not have a passport with her either. You can share a room and halve the cost.’
‘Someone else has missed the ship?’
‘Unfortunately yes. Can you hand the phone back please?’
Angie felt a weird sort of comfort that she wasn’t the only daft cow who was in this position. Safety in numbers. She handed the phone back to the official who spoke to Manuel in rapid Spanish before clicking it off and putting it back in his pocket. He gestured that Angie follow him and walked outside to a bench around the corner where the other woman was sitting and waiting, twiddling with a silver cross around her neck.
The woman turned to her and Angie’s legs nearly gave way beneath her. Her fellow ‘daft cow’ was none other than Selina Molloy.




Chapter 9
‘Ange?’
‘Sel?’
Seeing the ship sail away was a mindblower, but this was far worse.
‘You missed the ship as well?’ said Selina.
‘You were on the same ship as me?’ said Ange at the same time.
They both answered yes together, but neither acknowledged that with a smile.
‘Well. This is a shock,’ said Selina, puffing out her cheeks.
‘You’re telling me.’
Selina had aged even better than Angie had imagined. She could indeed have been Sharon Stone’s younger sister, not quite as Hollywood-stunning as the actress but slim and golden and carrying an air of earthy sensuality. Angie did think there was some evidence of medical enhancement on her face though. Her forehead was as smooth as a baby’s bum and her perfect eyebrows didn’t look very mobile.
Angie sat down on the bench, not too close to Selina.
‘A taxi is coming to take me to a hotel,’ said Selina. ‘I presume it’s picking you up too?’
Angie nodded once. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
‘Have you got a phone?’ asked Selina.
‘No,’ replied Angie, flatly. Even if she had, she wouldn’t lend it to her.
‘You can borrow mine if you like, if there’s anyone you’d like to ring.’
Under normal circumstances, Angie would have told Selina to stick her phone up her arse. But these were not normal circumstances and she was desperate to speak to Gil.
‘Thank you,’ she replied stiffly, taking the phone from Selina’s perfectly manicured hand. ‘My husband’s on board.’
Gil answered after a single ring. He was beside himself.
‘Darling, are you okay? I presumed you were back on board until I went down to the reception desk after hearing them tannoy your name.’ Gil’s voice was weak and cracked. ‘They’d already set sail when I asked if they’d let me get off. Where are you?’
‘I’m at the port. I’m fine, don’t worry,’ said Angie, trying to sound braver than she felt. ‘There’s another… lady –’ ha, lady! ‘– here with me who’s done the same thing so I’m not alone.’
‘Oh Angie, I’m worried sick…’
‘Don’t be,’ she fought to keep the shake out of her words. ‘The Figurehead port rep has fixed up a hotel for us to stay in and I’m going to pick up an emergency passport in the morning and then fly to Dubrovnik to catch up with the ship when it lands in Korčula.’
‘How will you get from Dubrovnik to Korčula?’
Angie hadn’t a clue. ‘Well, they’ll tell us, I’m sure. It’ll be okay.’
‘Did your watch stop? Didn’t you realise that you had to be back on board for one thirty? Did you forget to turn it an hour forward? What happened?’ Gil sounded as tearful as she felt.
‘It wasn’t my watch that was the problem,’ said Angie. It would have been the perfect excuse, but she wasn’t very good at lying. ‘I misunderstood. I thought we were here for the full day.’
‘Oh heck.’ He sounded really weak. Angie felt bad for making him worry about her in his far from perfect present state of health.
‘I’m sorry, Gil. I promise I will see you in a couple of days and then we can put all this behind us.’
‘Just tell me what you need,’ said Gil. ‘I’ll book your flights…’ beep beep beep
‘Gil? Hello…’
The reception had failed.
‘No signal at sea,’ said Selina, accepting the phone back. ‘Bloody ships.’
‘How come you missed getting back on then?’ asked Angie.
‘Sheer stupidity on my part. I’ve been here so many times that I automatically walked back to the other part of the harbour where the ship usually docks. Realised my mistake too late. I overheard why you didn’t make it back. That really surprised me. I always remember you as being Miss Super-organised.’
‘I still am,’ replied Angie, not happy that she was being dragged into a conversation with this woman. Of all the people in the world to be stuck with, why did it have to be her? She couldn’t have made it up.
‘Yeah. That’s how you’re here on this bench with me. So why are you by yourself?’ asked Selina.
‘My husband’s had bad seasickness for a couple of days and didn’t feel fit enough to walk around,’ Angie explained, then added quickly, ‘I only intended to get off for a couple of hours to buy his birthday present,’ just in case Selina thought she was a rotten wife who would abandon an ailing husband.
So why was Selina here alone then? Angie was about to ask when a taxi approached.
‘I think this is for us,’ said Selina. She looped her small bag over her shoulder, as the taxi drew up in front of them and they got in.
‘I take you to Hotel Bella,’ said the driver. ‘It is not far.’
The hotel was a ten-euro trip away. Selina paid, but Angie insisted on giving her half. She didn’t want any charity from Selina Molloy. From the outside, the hotel looked small and tidy and functional. The air-conditioning hit them like an angel’s breath when they opened the door to the reception area.
The man behind the desk didn’t speak much English but he did manage to communicate that he needed to swipe their credit cards. Selina scrabbled around in her purse but couldn’t find hers. She clapped her hand to her head remembering why.
‘I left it in the room safe with my passport so I wouldn’t be tempted to spend any more than I had in my purse,’ she replied.
Well, you’re stuffed then, aren’t you? Angie wanted to say. But she couldn’t.
‘I’ll pay you back,’ said Selina gratefully as Angie produced her card. ‘At least you know I’m good for the money.’ Her phone beeped in her bag warning her that it was low on battery. ‘Don’t suppose you have a phone charger?’ she asked the receptionist. He tilted his head at her. Selina pulled the phone out of her bag and pointed to the charge socket. Then she did a very good mime of a long wire and slotting a plug into a wall.
‘Ah, si.’ The receptionist bent down and pulled out a box from underneath his counter full to the brim with chargers, left by guests, Angie presumed. As luck would have it, the first one that Selina tried, fitted as true as Cinderella’s slipper. But then Selina always was a jammy git, thought Angie. She expected nothing less.
‘Very busy,’ said the receptionist, holding up one key on the world’s biggest fob bearing the number twenty-one. ‘Holiday. Just one room.’ He wiggled his finger between the women.
‘I think we’re sharing,’ said Selina.
‘I don’t think we are,’ replied Angie. ‘Two rooms. Dos chambres? Oh God, what’s Spanish for room?’
‘Dormitorino?’ suggested Selina.
‘That’s a made-up word surely?’
‘Lo siento.’ The reception guy lifted his shoulders with regret. He ran his hands over the key hooks at the back of him. ‘No nos quedan habitaciones libres.’
‘They don’t have any free rooms, I guess that means,’ said Selina. ‘We’re stuck with each other.’
As if today couldn’t get any worse, thought Angie.
Room twenty-one was three floors up. It was simply decorated and beautifully cool. It had a TV, an en suite – and one double bed.
Great, thought Angie. She wanted a shower, but she had no clean clothes to change into. There were three days before they caught up with the ship. She needed new pants more than she needed food – and she really needed some food.
‘I’m starving and I need some clean knickers,’ said Selina, as if picking up Angie’s thoughts. Spookily she always had. Sometimes they used to finish off each other’s sentences at school – they had been that close.
‘Me too,’ replied Angie.
‘We might as well go out together and search for shops.’
‘Especially if you’ve got no visa card,’ huffed Angie.
‘I have cash,’ replied Selina with a sniff. ‘I’m sure I’ve got enough for a couple of pairs of drawers.’
‘Look, you just do your thing and I’ll do mine,’ snapped Angie.
Selina shrugged her shoulders. ‘Fine. I’ll see you later then. Please leave the key on reception.’ And she grabbed her shoulder bag and trounced out of the door.
Angie gave it a few minutes before she locked up the room. She didn’t want to spend any more time with Selina than was necessary. There was no sign of her outside, thank goodness. Angie crossed the road to what looked like a shopping mall. It was actually a train station which was full of shops but all of them were either closed or in the process of closing.
Angie walked on and found a few stalls on the pavement selling T-shirts. The only one in her size had a huge Whitesnake emblem on the front and cost thirty euros. She was about to buy one when she turned it around and saw that on the back were the words ‘Make Some Fuckin’ Noise.’ That would have gone down well at the consulate.
Empty-handed, she was returning to the hotel when she spotted Selina, carrying a large canvas bag. Selina waved over and then started drawing what appeared to be a pair of pants in the air with her finger. Angie really was desperate for knickers, so she crossed the road to find out what she was trying to tell her.
‘I’ve just found this place,’ said Selina, thumbing behind her. ‘They sell everything. And I mean everything. You can buy anything from a toothbrush to an inflatable giant penis.’
The shop looked tiny from the outside, inside it extended like a TARDIS. There were racks of clothes, toiletries, toys, shoes, stacked floor to ceiling. Behind the counter was the smallest Chinese woman Angie had ever seen in her life grinning and nodding a welcome.
‘Oh my God, pants.’ Angie dived into the underwear area where knickers were hanging up on coat hangers. She chose four pairs which appeared to be the right size, before she looked for anything else. Her trousers were damp with perspiration and clinging to her legs so she hunted through the racks of clothes and found a one-size floaty dress that would have stretched to fit Augustus Gloop’s mother. Then she bought some flip-flops and a toothbrush.
‘I’ve bought toothpaste. You’re welcome to share.’
‘Thank you,’ replied Angie, not comfortable with the idea of sharing anything with Selina again, but feeling she should show some gratitude. ‘Have you bought any antiperspirant?’
‘Damn, I forgot.’
‘I’ll buy that then.’
‘Senorita,’ Selina addressed the small Chinese woman who must have been seventy at least, ‘do you have…’ She began to mime squirting an aerosol under her arm complete with hissing sound accompaniment.
Amazingly the accurate depiction fell on stony ground.
‘Antiperspirante,’ Selina blurted out, not sure if she had remembered the word or made it up.
‘Ah.’ The Chinese woman pointed to a shelf on the far wall. The antiperspirants shared position with some children’s colouring books and bags of crisps.
‘Not exactly what you’d call an organised display,’ said Angie.
‘The madness suits the flavour of the day,’ smiled Selina.
With a canvas bag full of emergency clothes and basic toiletries costing thirty-five euros in total, they left the shop in search of food. It was still very hot, considering it was now six o’clock. Angie spotted a bar on the corner and they headed towards it.
The menu was basic. They each ordered a cheese baguette, chips and a San Miguel which arrived immediately and slipped down their throats like nectar.
‘I can’t remember the last time I had a cold beer.’ Selina sighed with pleasure.
‘You’re too used to champagne,’ said Angie, with no humour whatsoever.
‘Absolutely,’ Selina batted back. ‘Not as refreshing as this in the sun though. Gets warm far too quickly.’
They sat in silence waiting for the baguettes to arrive. Angie could not think of a single thing to say to Selina that didn’t involve a shouty, sweary word.
‘I need a shower,’ said Selina, seconds after Angie thought the same thing. Even that made her cross, as if Selina were stealing her ideas.
The baguettes came with fat chips and a complimentary dish of olives. Angie remembered trying her first olive at Selina’s house and spitting it out into her hand, judging it the most disgusting thing she had ever attempted to eat in her life. Now she loved them. How her tastes had changed over the years, she mused.
‘You used to hate olives. Remember you had your first one ever in our house?’ said Selina.
Angie growled inwardly. Was this Selina Molloy or Psychic bloody Sally?
‘No, I don’t remember that,’ she lied, chomping down on the fat black olive after she had nibbled out the stone first. She much preferred them pre-pitted, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The chips were hot and salty but quite hard. The salad on the side of the plate had a long black hair on it. Angie gathered the lettuce, tomato and unexpected accompaniment up into a serviette and tried not to think about it as she bit into her sandwich.
Angie was curious to know why Selina had been in Malaga by herself. Had she travelled alone? Had she and Zander split up? But she couldn’t quite bring herself to ask. She didn’t want to talk about him with her. It might have all happened twenty years ago but she had never quite healed from their joint deception – the two people she had loved most in the world: her first love and her first friend.
They split the bill and set off back to the hotel. A fax was waiting for them from Manuel. A taxi had been ordered to pick them up at nine a.m. from the hotel to take them to the consulate in Malaga. They would be issued with emergency passports after the ship had faxed over copies of their British passports, then they could book their flights out. Manuel said he had been in touch with a Mr Gilbert Silverton on board who had sent details of possible flights they could take. The nine p.m. one to Barcelona looked the best option. From there a plane would take them to Dubrovnik the following morning. The Figurehead rep would be in touch with them there and tell them what to do next. There was a number to call when they landed.
Neither of the women was tired. Angie had a bath to try and knock herself out but it only served to make her feel hot and sticky and so she emptied the water out and had a shower. The nightdress she had bought in the Chinese shop was frumpiness itself though she consoled herself that at least Selina’s was worse. It was huge and hung down to the floor and beyond. She would need a pair of bridesmaids to lift it for her.
‘Don’t we look a pair of berks,’ said Selina with her perfect cut-glass accent, honed through years of elocution lessons. Angie almost giggled but stifled it. She switched on the TV but there was only news, sports and a film showing, all in Spanish. There was, however, an English gardening programme with Alan Titchmarsh. His voice had been dubbed over with a very macho kick-ass Latino replacement. He sounded like Steven Seagal crossed with Julio Iglesias. Angie clicked the TV back off and climbed into the double bed, as near to the edge as she could comfortably fit. There was nothing else to do but sleep.
‘Nothing else to do but sleep is there?’ said Selina, clicking off the light.




Chapter 10
At two o’clock, Angie awoke with a migraine screwing into her left temple. She felt her way into the bathroom, soaked the edge of a towel in cold water and pressed it onto the point of pain. It did very little to relieve it.
‘You okay?’ called Selina.
‘Yep,’ replied Angie, her voice carrying an echo as her head was now over the toilet bowl. The contents of her stomach were rising. And the more she thought about that hair on her salad, the quicker they made a bid for freedom.
Angie’s stomach muscles were aching by the time she had thrown up until she could do so no more. She felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to see Selina there with two tablets and a bottle of water in her hand.
‘I went down to reception. I don’t know what these are but I did a really good impression of a vomiting human being with a sore head so I don’t think they’re laxatives.’
‘You went down in that?’ replied Angie nodding at the nightie.
‘Don’t be silly,’ replied Selina, sounding exactly like Margo from The Good Life. ‘I slipped my new dress on.’
Angie reached for the tablets and the water.
‘Still get migraines then?’ Selina said, handing them over.
You should have been in my head the day I heard about you and Zander snogging. The one I had then was an absolute belter.
‘Yes.’
Selina held her arm out to help Angie up. Angie ignored it.
‘Suit yourself,’ sniffed Selina, obviously insulted. ‘Only trying to help. Hope you sleep okay.’
She had her back turned when Angie climbed into bed, her head throbbing as if there was someone in there trying to chip his way out with a pickaxe. She closed her eyes and waited for the thrum to subside, it usually did when she had vomited. Classic migraines. No dramatic flashing lights, just pain and sickness. And sometimes a very strange euphoria that visited the morning after, though Angie doubted she would be feeling that.




DAY FIVE




Chapter 11
Angie awoke to the sound of the toilet flushing. She opened her eyes slowly, expecting the headache to realise she was awake and the pain to pounce on her, but it didn’t. Amazingly there wasn’t even a niggle in her temple. Whatever those tablets were, they’d done the trick. She couldn’t even remember saying thank you to Selina for them either. Not that they made up for nicking the love of her life.
Selina’s new dress was hideous. It was as voluminous as a circus tent and made of a fabric with a bright yellow flower print.
‘I know what you’re going to say, but this is possibly the most comfortable thing I have ever worn.’ She twirled around and the dress lifted into a full circle and showed off her new equally horrible big pants. ‘I’d best not do any pirouettes or stand above an air grate,’ she said, studying her reflection in the mirror. ‘God, I look awful without make-up. I wish I’d bought some from the Chinese Tardis. Do you have any? And a brush?’
Angie pulled her handbag towards her. ‘All I’ve got is this.’ She handed over her lipstick.
‘It’ll do,’ said Selina making a grab for it. She painted it on and stood back. ‘Christ, it’s dark. I look like I’ve had a heart attack.’
‘It doesn’t come off either. You’re stuck with it,’ said Angie, stifling a giggle. That colour did not suit Selina at all.
‘Selina took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. ‘Oh well,’ she said. ‘Talking of well, do you feel better?’
‘Yes, thank you.’ It came out more stiffly than Angie intended, but she didn’t see the need to apologise for that.
‘Well, we have an hour until the taxi arrives. I’m going for some breakfast. I’ll meet you down there, shall I?’ said Selina.
Could she tell that I don’t want her to wait for me? thought Angie. Probably. And she didn’t care if it was obvious.
‘Yes, I’ll be there in a bit.’
‘Okay.’ And with that Selina was out of the door.
Angie washed her face and sprayed herself with the antiperspirant, then went into an immediate coughing fit. What the hell sort of scent was that? Mustard gas? She too wished she had bought some make-up but her eyelashes were naturally thick and lush and her dark colouring and generous lips suited the purple-red lipstick which looked such a bugger on blonde Selina. She picked up a pair of pants and her eyes sprang open in surprise. They were tiny. They belonged on a Mothercare shelf. No WAY would they fit her. How had that happened? They had looked the right size on the hanger. She attempted to put them on anyway and found they were incredibly stretchy. In fact, at full extension they could have fitted yesterday’s portly taxi driver. She slid her leg into the holes and pulled them up and carried on yanking them up until they reached her neck. She didn’t know what the material was but boy, she wished her skin was made of it. Elasticity that good would have been a fabulous asset.
Her new blue dress was also too baggy but it was very cool and comfortable and what she was going to need if the weather was as hot today as it had been yesterday. She used her fingers as a comb through her hair and fastened it back with her bobble then went down to where she supposed the breakfast hall was. She had nothing in her stomach and was craving carbs.
Selina had helped herself to toast, buns, orange juice and coffee from the buffet table.
‘I’ve tried to ring Zan— the ship, but there’s no signal,’ said Selina. ‘They’ll be too far out at sea.’
So they are still together, thought Angie, but she’s embarrassed to say his name. She must still feel bad about stealing him away. Good.
‘Why were you in Malaga by yourself?’ she dared to ask.
‘We’ve been there loads of times,’ Selina explained, her eyes down whilst she buttered her toast. ‘Zander’s bored by it. I thought I’d get off and give my legs a good stretch. More fool me.’
‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ said Angie, suddenly gripped by panic as a picture of the ship sailing away from the dock flashed again into her mind. She didn’t want to cry in front of Selina but she felt her eyes welling up with water.
‘We have to keep calm,’ replied Selina, raising her palms, fingers spread.
‘You’ve changed,’ humphed Angie. The old Selina was hyper and always running about shrieking.
‘I’m asthmatic these days and I haven’t got any medication on me,’ replied Selina. ‘I have to stay relaxed or I’ll be in trouble.’ She bit into her toast and chewed.
Angie didn’t know what to say to that so she went over to the buffet table and filled a plate up with bread, butter and honey and took it back to the table to devour. She had just popped the last mouthful in when the lady receptionist on duty this morning waved to them from the doorway.
‘The taxi is here for you,’ she said in near-perfect English.
‘He’s early,’ said Selina, grabbing a couple of sealed packets of biscuits and stuffing them in her handbag.
Quickly they went back up to the room to pack their few things and give their teeth a quick brush. Selina returned the phone charger, Angie paid the bill on her visa – ninety euros – and Selina paid the taxi to the consulate – eight euros. If the new Selina was like the old one, Angie had no worries about getting recompensed. Selina would have given money away rather than take it. Just a pity she wasn’t the same with boyfriends.
They were about to get out of the taxi when Selina’s mobile rang. It was Manuel. Selina put it on speaker so Angie could hear what he was saying.
‘I wanted to wish you well,’ he said. ‘I have forwarded you the email address of the ship. Please liaise with them so they know what is happening. I have given the consulate my details and between us we will get you to Dubrovnik.’
‘Thank you,’ said Selina. Her voice was quiet and sounded full of gratitude.
Angie felt equally humbled by his kindness. ‘Thanks for not calling me a silly sod,’ she said. ‘Even though I am one. You’ve been very kind.’
Manuel laughed. ‘I think that if it were my wife in your position, I would like her to be treated properly.’
Angie gulped down a throatful of emotion. ‘Thank you,’ she said again. ‘We’ve just arrived at the consulate.’
‘Feliz viaje.’
The two women walked up the stairs and were met by a Spanish security guard.
‘Pasaportes emergencia?’ asked Angie.
‘Si.’
Well, at least they were in the right place.
They had to surrender their phones and walk through a metal detector frame then the guard directed them into a room filled with chairs. They approached the long glass-enclosed counter where a pretty young lady with dark curly hair smiled at them. There was a plaque at the window bearing her name – Luisa Diaz.
‘Do you speak Eeenglish?’ asked Selina.
‘Yeees,’ replied Luisa. ‘I’m from Rotherham.’
‘Well, that’s a matter of opinion then,’ muttered Angie under her breath.
Selina ignored her. ‘I don’t believe it. We’re from South Yorkshire too.’
It turned out that Luisa had taken a summer job five years ago, met and married a Spaniard and now worked here helping out stranded people.
Manuel had sent over copies of the passports forwarded from the ship. There were some forms to fill in and then they had to go back outside the room where the security guard took a photo of them. Then they had to hand over nearly two hundred euros.
‘Jeez,’ said Angie, taking out her visa. ‘I’ll get this. You keep hold of your cash, just in case my card stops working.’
‘Thanks,’ said Selina. ‘I’ll pay you b—’
‘It’s fine,’ Angie interrupted her. ‘I know.’
‘That is too hideous for words,’ said Selina, shaking her head in disgust at her new photo. With her blonde hair fluffed up, tired eyes, sullen unsmiling expression and too dark lipstick she looked not unlike Myra Hindley.
‘Now the thing is, we can’t issue the passports until you have a flight,’ explained Luisa.
‘I thought we needed a passport before we could book a flight,’ replied Angie.
‘Yeah, that’s sort of true,’ nodded Luisa.
Angie and Selina looked at each other in confusion.
‘Have you any idea of possible flights you could take?’ asked Luisa.
Angie pulled the faxed sheet out of her handbag. ‘There’s a nine o’clock from here to Barcelona. We could get that. Will the passports be ready?’
Luisa checked out the sheet. ‘Yes, they’ll be ready about half-past twelve. I advise you to book that flight, but we need to see the confirmation. The passport will cover you for a single journey to Korčula only. Don’t be late back if you go out to the shops. The consulate closes for the afternoon.’
They left the room to email the ship on Selina’s mobile. It took twenty nail-biting minutes for the reply to reach them as the internet connection was impossibly sluggish. Mr Silverton was going to book flights for both of them and the ship would contact the consulate directly to confirm it. Angie wondered what would be going through Zander’s head when he realised who his wife was trapped with. Would his heart start to speed up with excitement?
‘I’m not leaving here until I know that the consulate have confirmation that those flights are booked,’ said Angie. She sat in the corner with the other people in there: a family of four whose passports had been stolen, an elderly couple whose passports had fallen into the harbour, a single man whose passport had been lost. There were no other numpties whose passports were sitting on a ship which they had missed getting on.
Another tense but tedious half-hour passed before Luisa summoned them over to the window.
‘The flights are booked, we have just had confirmation. Come back at twelve thirty. There are shops and restaurants across the road if you want to kill some time.’
Angie and Selina let out a synchronised sigh.
‘We might as well,’ Selina said. ‘I need to buy a hairbrush.’
‘Okay,’ agreed Angie. She was bored out of her skull sitting in that room.
After Selina had bought a brush and a pack of make-up remover tissues, they went for a coffee. Neither of them particularly wanted to walk around the shops dressed like a pair of Demis Roussoses. Selina scrubbed off the gothy lipstick and dragged the brush through her hair. It felt good.
‘I owe your husband a big thanks,’ said Selina.
‘Well it was easier than him booking my flight and Zan— your husband booking yours.’
‘Still, it was kind of him…’
Suddenly infuriated by her friendly tone, Angie slammed her coffee beaker down on the table.
‘Look, Selina, forget the nicey nicey act. “Oh, you and your husband are so good. Do thank him. And I got you some tablets for your headache.” I’m not here because I want to spend time with you. I just want to do what I have to to get back on the ship and then we can carry on with our separate lives as we have done for the past twenty years. Okay?’
‘You can’t still be this mad at me after twenty years, Angie.’
‘Yes, I bloody well can,’ came the hissed reply.
‘I genuinely am grateful you know…’
‘Stuff your gratefulness, Sel. After what you did to me. And our friendship. I hope it was all worth it.’
Selina reared. ‘Actually, seeing as you mention it, yes it was. You could never have made him happy. We are a fabulous couple; he’s the most wonderful husband in the world, kind, attentive, gorgeous and fantastic in bed.’
She said that too loudly. Some English-speakers on adjacent tables were trying not to giggle. Selina reined herself in and salvaged her composure by drinking her coffee very regally.
Angie gulped down her coffee, hoping it would drown out the pictures of Zander’s prowess in bed. She had no doubt he would be a fantastic lover, although she had never got the chance to find out. He had been a great kisser, that much she did remember. He had a beautiful soft mouth.
‘Do you want to borrow my new brush or not?’ snapped Selina.
‘Yes,’ spat Angie.
Selina pulled it out of her bag and slammed it down on the table.
‘Thank you,’ growled Angie and pulled her hair out of its bobble. She brushed then handed it back with another clipped thank-you and then they sat in hostile silence for another quarter of an hour.
‘I think we should head over to the consulate,’ said Selina, eventually. ‘I’m convinced that our watches will both stop and we’ll go back to find it closed.’
‘That’s just ridiculous,’ said Angie, not admitting the same thought had crossed her mind. ‘Thanks for buying the coffee.’
‘A great pleasure,’ replied Selina with the world’s most fake smile.




Chapter 12
At half-past twelve exactly Luisa handed over two pale very thin yellow passports.
‘There’s a taxi rank across the road. Good luck. Give my love to Rotherham.’
‘Thank you,’ said Selina, wishing she had a pound for every time she had said or heard those two words in the last twenty-four hours. Everyone was being so nice. Everyone except Angie, that was.
Sitting in the taxi, armed with their passports and details of their flight, Selina thought back to the port and the shock at seeing Angie for the first time in twenty years. She had wanted to leap up and throw her arms around her old friend, but Angie was projecting out a force field with her hostile brown eyes. Then again, could she really blame her? She had smashed up their friendship with a hammer and all for a man. Thirteen years of secrets and confessions and laughter cancelled out because of her desire for the very gorgeous Alexander Goldman.
There was a lot of time to kill at Malaga Airport and nothing to do but sit and drink coffee.
‘We could go for a burger and eat it very slowly,’ suggested Selina.
‘Why not,’ said Angie. This was no time to stick to her diet.
They sat in the burger bar with their cheese quarter-pounders, chips and Coke lights.
‘I haven’t had fast food in months,’ said Angie, momentarily forgetting that she didn’t want to indulge in friendly conversation.
‘Oh? Why’s that?’
‘Dieting. I was getting a bit porky.’
Selina smiled. ‘Can’t imagine you fat. You were always such a string bean.’
‘Well, I played a lot of hockey then, didn’t I? I was always running up and down a field.’
‘I hated hockey,’ said Selina, through a mouthful of burger.
‘Mrs Weaver made you the bloody captain,’ Angie exclaimed.
‘She was sucking up to me because she was knocking my dad off,’ said Selina.
‘Wha-at?’ Angie stopped chewing.
‘You heard.’
‘Your dad? And Mrs Weaver?’
That couldn’t have been right. Selina’s dad was tall and handsome with great big Superman shoulders. Mrs Weaver was small and plain with thin lips and massive knockers.
‘Don’t you remember her leaving halfway through the fifth year?’
Angie cast her mind back. ‘Yes, actually, I think I do.’
‘That’s because my mother found out about it and went into school threatening the head that if he didn’t sack Weaver, she was going to the newspapers. They’d already had the scandal about Mr Timpson feeling up that first year so he did what she asked.’
‘Blimey,’ said Angie. She still couldn’t picture Mrs Weaver in a passionate clinch with Dr Molloy.
‘The woman he eventually left my poor flat-chested mother for had knockers so big that she had to have a twenty-kilo weight down the back of her knickers just to help her to stand up straight. You can guess what my dad found most attractive in the fairer sex.’
Angie let loose a giggle then clapped her hand over her mouth realising she shouldn’t really be laughing at this.
‘They live in Canada. He rings on my birthday. Mum remarried too. She used to ring me on my birthday.’ Selina shrugged.
‘Don’t you ever see them?’
‘Haven’t seen Dad for seven years. Mum and I fell out because her husband is a creep. He tried it on with me and I told her about it. She chose to believe his version of events in which I came onto him. I don’t care though.’
Selina sounded like a young girl again. Benji’s been sold. I don’t care though.
Silence fell whilst they ate their fries, then Selina asked, ‘So what’s he like, then? Your husband? Anyone I know?’
‘I doubt it,’ replied Angie, washing down the salty fries with a long drink of Coke. ‘He’s a Leeds boy.’
‘What does he do?’
‘We have a company selling school uniforms.’
Selina lifted up her eyebrows, as far as she could anyway. ‘What happened to the journalistic ambitions?’
‘Tried it, hated it. Ended up working in a school uniform shop as a filler job and it was so badly run, I thought I could do better myself.’
‘So how did you meet… what’s his name?’
‘Gil Silverton,’ said Angie. ‘He was on a filler job too – as a rep. We went out on a couple of dates and starting talking about school uniforms.’ Angie saw a mischievous sparkle in Selina’s eye. ‘Don’t be so dirty-minded.’
‘As if,’ grinned Selina. ‘Anyway, carry on.’
‘He wanted more out of his life, to be his own boss and generate his own income, and so did I. We set up business together, then we set up home together. It’s taken us a few years to get the company off the ground but we’re doing well now.’
‘And what does he look like, your Mr Silverton?’
‘He’s ginger—’
‘Ginger?’ shrieked Selina. ‘You always said that if the last man on earth happened to be ginger, you wouldn’t go there.’
‘Yes, well, we say and do a lot of daft things when we’re young,’ sniffed Angie. ‘He’s ginger, tall, long legs, kind, generous, funny, loving…’ She gulped. She felt as if she had been away from him for ages. He would have the biggest hug waiting for her.
‘He sounds lovely,’ said Selina, wiping her mouth on a serviette.
‘He is.’
‘Any kids?’
‘We’ve been working too hard to even think about them. You?’
‘Can’t have them.’
She said it so casually that it took a few moments for Angie to register any emotion.
‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she replied eventually. And she was. There was one thing not having them out of choice, another not having them because you couldn’t.
‘Well, hey-ho,’ smiled Selina, but there was no humour in the stretch of her lips. ‘Some might say it was a punishment.’
‘I hope you don’t mean me,’ bristled Angie. ‘I wouldn’t be that bloody awful.’
‘You’re still angry with me twenty years on, though. So please don’t tell me you’re not a grudge-bearer.’ Selina’s blue eyes were showing no amusement.
‘Yes, I am still angry actually,’ Angie admitted and she stood up. ‘I’m going to the loo because I don’t want a row. I just want to get on the plane and back to my husband. The same as you do, no doubt.’
Angie strode off in the direction of the toilet. She and Selina had never argued when they were younger. They were glued at the hip, liked the same pop stars, shops, films, men… Even when Angie had found out through gossiping mutual friends that Zander and Selina had been spotted snogging, she had never confronted her friend about it – she’d just ignored her totally for the remaining week of the very last term waiting for Selina to offer her an explanation, beg for forgiveness, but she hadn’t. And Zander had never officially ended it with her and given her closure. He merely cut off all contact and didn’t ring her again. Angie had put a brave face on but she felt as if all her skin had been ripped off. She hurt and hurt and that pain had never quite gone away.
They poked around the chemist shop. Angie bought a comb out of sheer boredom for something to do. They found a discarded English newspaper and split it between them to read whilst drinking yet another coffee. Eventually the hands of the clock crawled around to check-in time. They joined a long queue of people, presented their documents, dropped off their joint canvas bag of luggage, passed through to security and found a seat.
‘What happened to that psychotic sister of yours?’ asked Selina.
‘She became a nun,’ replied Angie.
Selina burst out laughing. ‘No really. What happened to her?’
‘I’m not joking. Mandy became a nun. She teaches kids at the base of Everest.’
‘Get stuffed.’
‘I’m really not joking. If I had my phone, I’d have shown you some pics. She’s as happy as Larry.’
‘Lord above,’ gasped Selina. ‘I’d never have guessed that one.’
‘You and me both. Mum and Dad were a bit worried at first, but she’s really happy. They’ve been over to see her and she’s been back to visit us.’ No one had seen that coming. Angie was convinced her sister would end up as either as a hit man or a wrestler.
‘Mum and Dad okay?’ asked Selina, tinkering with the silver cross she wore at her neck again.
‘Yep, doing well,’ nodded Angie. ‘Dad had a bit of a heart scare last year, but it was something and nothing.’
Angie noticed that Selina was smiling and lost in a bubble of thought. She knew she was thinking about Angie’s parents. They had loved Selina. She had always been welcome in their house. They couldn’t believe what she’d done and even years later her mother was asking her if they’d made friends again and hoping they had.
The gate number for their flight flashed up. Soon they were on the plane and fastened in. As they began to taxi to the runway, Selina grabbed Angie’s hand.
‘I’m really nervous about flying,’ she said. ‘That’s why we cruise.’
By the time they were in the air, Angie’s hand was scarred with nail crescents.
‘Sorry,’ said Selina. ‘Haven’t flown for years. Actually take-off wasn’t as bad as I remember. I think I’ll have a gin and tonic when the trolley comes past though. Purely medicinal, of course.’
Selina bought them a double each with cash. Five minutes after downing them, they were both asleep, as most of the passengers on the plane seemed to be. It only felt like minutes later when Angie was awoken by a bing-bong and an announcement alerting travellers to buckle up for descent.
‘We’re nearly in Barcelona,’ Angie nudged Selina awake. ‘There are stacks of shops in the airport so at least we won’t be bored.’
There were loads and loads of fabulous stores in the airport, just as Angie said. And every one of them was shut. Only a couple of cafés were open. They picked the one with the comfiest seats and bought two croissants and coffees. They were both exhausted and it was a massive effort to keep their eyes open, even though caffeine was flooding their systems. Their flight into Dubrovnik left at six a.m and they had six hours to kill until then. Angie’s head fell forwards onto the table and she was asleep before the clunk. Selina curled into the corner of the sofa seat and closed her eyes. She dreamed of Benji and awoke at three a.m. with tears in her eyes. She didn’t get back to sleep again after that.
When Angie woke up, Selina was nowhere to be seen. Then Angie spotted her buying something in the café. Selina returned to the table with two coffees and two chocolate-coated croissants on a tray.
‘I was just about to surprise you with breakfast,’ smiled Selina.
‘I’m sick of the sight of coffee,’ said Angie, then realised immediately how ungrateful that sounded, so she added, ‘but I think we need them to give us some energy. Thank you.’
‘Yeah, no worries.’
‘We’ll check-in after this,’ replied Angie, glancing at her watch. ‘Have you had any more emails?’
Selina switched on her phone. She’d kept it turned off to save the battery.
‘Yep. There’s one from Marijuana…sorry, Marijana. She’s the port rep at Dubrovnik. We need to catch the three o’clock bus to Korčula then the rep there, Emerick, will meet us at the bus stop. She’s sent me her mobile number and his. I’ve hardly got any battery left at all so I better write them down.’ By the time she had fished a pen out of her bag, the phone screen had gone black.
‘Well, that’s that then,’ said Angie as they both looked transfixed at the dead mobile.
‘Trust in the system, that’s all we can do,’ said Selina. ‘Emerick is going to presume that we catch that bus so he will be there to meet us. Think positive.’
‘The ship calls in at Venice the day after Korčula. It would have been far easier to catch up with the ship there,’ Angie commented.
Selina turned to her. ‘Do you really want to stay in my company any longer than you have to?’
‘Fair point,’ said Angie, taking her yellow passport out of her bag.
‘And you wouldn’t want to miss Korčula, Ange. It’s beautiful. Romantic.’
Angie sniffed. She wasn’t to know that every time Selina had been there, she had ended up walking around it alone.




DAY SIX




Chapter 13
The plane zoomed smoothly upwards into a beautiful clear dark sky. The sun was peeping over the lip of the horizon and was preparing to blast Croatia with some serious rays. Selina found she didn’t need to grip onto Angie’s arm this time. She felt delighted to have rediscovered her flying mojo. Again they slept for most of the journey. Angie dreamed of having an ice-cold shower and using up a whole bottle of zingy lemon shower gel. She would have killed to be able to wash her lank, sun-wilted hair.
They landed at Dubrovnik just after eight a.m. There was an interminable time before the bus journey to Korčula and it was super-hot when they left the airport building.
‘I would love a shower,’ said Selina, raking her hair back from her face.
Angie gave her armpit a surreptitious sniff. The antiperspirant was working but it smelled awful. It was supposed to represent the scent of spring flowers, if the picture on the canister was anything to go by. It should have had an illustration of a tom cat spraying.
They hopped in a taxi to the city. The driver was young and drop-dead gorgeous. He drove with one hand dangling out of the window holding a cigarette.
Angie could not have imagined that Dubrovnik could be so beautiful. The city was surrounded by walls and there were hundreds of tiny back streets leading off the main central thoroughfare. The buildings were sandy-coloured with orange roofs and it all had a very ancient feel to it. The shops were pulling up their shutters to start trading. Selina opened up her mouth to speak but Angie butted in.
‘Please do not ask me if I want to go for a coffee.’
Selina closed her mouth again.
They wandered along the streets but within a short time they were forced to take refuge in a café from the heat. It was getting very busy too. Five cruise-ships-worth of visitors had been tipped into the city, or so someone on the next table was reporting to his companion. Soon the centre of Dubrovnik was full of fast-talking Italians, photo-snapping Japanese and ice-cream-eating Americans.
Selina started to salivate as a young child passed her with a three-scoop cornet. She picked up the menu on the table. ‘I’m going to have an ice cream for breakfast,’ she declared. ‘Want one?’
Angie looked at her as if she was mad. ‘Don’t be daft.’
Selina called over the waitress. ‘Could I have a banana, toffee and chocolate sundae, please.’
‘Make that two,’ added Angie.
‘What happened to “don’t be daft”?’ said Selina, leaning back in her chair.
‘I’m only having it to pass the time,’ she replied. ‘I have never been so fed up, sticky, sweaty and smelly in my life. Some holiday this is turning out to be.’
‘Well, we only have another four and a half hours to fill,’ replied Selina, looking at her watch. ‘Or eight coffees.’
‘Kill me now,’ said Angie burying her face in her hands.
‘Tomorrow all this will be a bad dream and we will be back on the ship.’
‘We have this bloke on our dinner table in the evening,’ said Angie. ‘He brings down sheets of jokes to tell us. He’s the most boring person on the planet but I’m even looking forward to seeing him again, that’s how bad things are.’
‘We’re on a table for two,’ said Selina. ‘Just Zander and I staring into each other’s eyes over our haddock en papillote.’
Angie picked up a tone in her voice that shouldn’t have been there. A cold brittle one.
‘He must be missing you,’ she said.
‘Madly,’ replied Selina. ‘But it won’t be long now until I see him on the shore of Korčula holding out his arms for me to run into.’
‘Quite.’ Angie tried to picture what Zander would look like now. A slight peppering of grey at his temples, a few George Clooney-type craggy lines around his eyes. He would suit ageing, she decided. A man like Zander Goldman would be in his prime approaching forty.
‘What does he do? For a job,’ she asked.
‘He’s the MD of an IT firm. Spends a lot of time in our flat in London.’
No surprise that they had a swanky pied-à-terre, thought Angie. ‘And you?’
‘I teach adults how to read.’
Blimey, that was a shocker.
‘Go on, say it,’ said Selina with a resigned sigh. ‘How can someone as selfish as me do something which involves helping people?’
‘I wasn’t going to say anything of the sort.’ Angie huffed with indignation.
‘Liar. The irony isn’t lost on me that I hated teachers and now I is one.’
Angie chuckled, against her will. Selina always had a great wit at school. It was one of the huge things she missed when their friendship split – laughing together.
The ice creams arrived and were enormous.
‘Okay, I have to admit that I thought you’d do something like… own a business selling really posh furniture or… breed horses,’ said Angie.
Selina dipped her spoon in the fast-melting sundae. ‘Haven’t ridden for years. I couldn’t get over losing Benji. Do you remember that sweet little pony I had?’
‘Yeah, course I do,’ said Angie. The one you didn’t give a toss about.
‘Came home from school one day to find that Mum had sold him and there in his stable was his replacement. The Antichrist of the horse world.’
Angie noticed that Selina’s head was turned down and her eyes were glistening.
‘My mother went ballistic because I wasn’t grateful. “Horses are like cars, Selina, not pets,” she said. I thought if I told myself enough times that I wasn’t bothered about him being sold, I’d begin to believe it, but I never did. I cried for weeks. And I hated that new horse. And he hated me. He’d throw me off at every available opportunity; completely made me lose my nerve. But he was something to brag about to Mother’s friends, so he stayed.’
‘Jeez,’ said Angie, feeling a twinge of guilt that she hadn’t spotted how upset Selina had been at the time. She hadn’t even considered she might be. Angie had been too wrapped up in childish jealousy that the Molloys were rich enough to buy their daughter a horse and she didn’t even seem to appreciate it.
Selina gave her eyes a secret dab. ‘Ice cream is lovely, isn’t it?’ She was forcing a smile out, Angie could see.
‘I’ll be as fat as a pig by the time I get back on the ship,’ said Angie. ‘I bet you haven’t been a yo-yo dieter.’
‘I work a lot of frustration out in the gym,’ replied Selina. ‘I’m alone a lot in the evenings so Pilates and Zumba classes fill the time.’
‘Where do you live now?’
‘Harrogate. Large posh house, as you might imagine. Tennis court, swimming pool, landscaped gardens – everything that you’d probably expect me to have.’
She doesn’t sound very happy about it, thought Angie, chewing on the cherry garnish. But how could you not be happy about having your own swimming pool?
‘There’s a Japanese man over there taking photos of us,’ whispered Selina. ‘Look to your left. No, that’s right, left you drip. Can you see him?’
‘He’s probably paparazzi,’ said Angie, leaning close to Selina. ‘Big story. I can see the headline now: Pair of female chumps miss ship. We’ll be famous.’
‘Not sure Zander will welcome that in the papers.’ Selina sneered. ‘He won’t be happy I’m drawing any attention to him by my antics.’
‘He will be happy to see you back safe and sound though, surely?’
Angie saw a dark cloud of sadness pass across Selina’s face as she opened her mouth to speak.
‘He won’t be able to contain himself when he sees me.’
The waitress bringing the bill to the table cut off the conversation. Selina whisked it up and studied it intently as if she needed something to concentrate on. ‘Just remembered, we need some kuna. I’ll go and change some euros at a bank.’
‘I haven’t a clue where we are with money, have you?’ said Angie.
‘I’ve only bought bits of things with cash, you’ve paid the bulk of everything with your card. Just halve those expenses and I’ll write you a cheque when I get back on board.’
‘You’ve bought the equivalent of the flights in coffee and rubbish food,’ said Angie. She chuckled. ‘Why am I laughing? This will end up costing us about a thousand quid each.’
A loud giggle burst out of Selina. ‘It’s cost us a fortune.’
‘And look at us. People must think we’re a pair of tramps.’ Angie’s eyes started to water with laughter.
‘And we stink.’
They were both trapped in a loop of hysteria. Their ribs ached, their faces were wet with tears and they couldn’t speak. People on the next tables were staring, but Angie and Selina couldn’t stop.
‘Lord above,’ said Selina, drying her eyes on a serviette. ‘I haven’t laughed like that for years. Thank God I haven’t got any mascara on. It would have been down to my knees by now.’
Angie snapped a serviette out of the dispenser box on the table too. ‘Ridiculous,’ she said. ‘And we’ve still got hours to kill.’
Selina burst out laughing again. ‘Zander is going to be furious. I might stay here.’
‘I can’t wait to get back to Gil,’ said Angie, knowing that however much of a silly cow she had been, he would be there with a big smile, eager as a puppy to see her again.
They walked around a very busy and very hot Dubrovnik for what felt like forever before deciding to get a taxi to the bus station. They hailed one on the top road and climbed in and suffered a ride from a driver who had probably learned his skill from Grand Theft Auto. He had a cigarette in one hand, a mobile phone in the other and yet amazingly he still managed to sound his horn at everything on the road. Angie could feel the stirrings of another migraine by the time they alighted.
‘Forget aeroplanes; I can do them now. I have switched my fear to taxis,’ said Selina, as the car sped off and almost into the back of a bus. ‘What was he using to beep the horn?’
‘Don’t ask,’ said Angie, pressing her head.
They bought two tickets for the bus to Korčula. Their seats were allocated together. Apparently they would arrive on the island at quarter-past six.
‘That’s over three hours away,’ said Angie.
‘I see that maths class wasn’t wasted,’ smiled Selina.
‘Er, isn’t Korčula an island?’ Angie suddenly realised. ‘The bus can’t drive on water.’
‘There must be a bridge, surely,’ said Selina. ‘I’ll check.’
She went back into the bus station to ask and came back minutes later with a relieved look on her face. ‘Apparently the bus drives onto a ferry and takes us across the water. There’s a bar over there. Fancy a coff— beer?’ Selina mopped the sweat from her brow.
‘Might as well, there’s bugger all else to do.’
They ordered two very cold local beers and sat at one of the roadside tables under the shade of the striped canopy above their heads. The other seats were occupied by local men drinking, smoking pipes or cigarettes and reading newspapers.
‘That’s a pretty cross that you keep fiddling with,’ noted Angie, pointing to Selina’s neck.
‘I don’t even realise I’m doing it.’
‘Present?’ From the devoted husband? Then again, no. He’d buy gold, not silver.
‘Bought it for myself when I was thirty,’ said Selina.
‘White gold?’
‘Silver,’ replied Selina. ‘Always preferred it. It’s much rarer, you know. There’s a lot less of it about than gold.’
‘Never.’
‘It’s true. Silver is grossly undervalued. It’s a much better investment. Look it up.’
‘I suppose I should trust your word if you’re a teacher,’ smiled Angie.
‘You should.’ Selina smiled back and took a long sip from her glass.
‘So, do you enjoy teaching adults to read then?’ asked Angie. ‘Who do you work for?’
‘I work for myself,’ Selina returned. ‘It’s a small private school. We have contracts with local authorities and businesses as well as individual clients. We have very good and quick results. I developed my own system for teaching letter reading and it’s being used with a lot of dyslexic children. And yes, I love it.’
‘Wow,’ said Angie, impressed.
‘We have recently branched out into typing skills and shorthand and the Classics. The Latin has had an amazing response, and modern languages too: French, German, Italian and Spanish.’
‘Please don’t tell me you’re teaching Spanish,’ said Angie.
Selina’s lips curved into an amused arc. ‘No, but I might enrol in some classes when I get back.’
‘Sounds great.’
‘I’ve got a small flat above the school. I spend a lot of time there. It’s my favourite place to be,’ Selina said, pushing her hand through her golden waves of hair. ‘The school itself is about the size of Miss Dickson’s house, but it’s set in the prettiest garden.’
Miss Dickson was their old headmistress. She lived in a beautiful double-fronted Georgian villa next door to their old school. It had huge bay windows and ivy clinging to the stone walls. Angie had always thought it was the epitome of tranquillity. It was the sort of house she had always wanted. She could afford one now. That was a nice thought.
She wondered why a small flat above a school would be nicer to live in than a house with a swimming pool, but didn’t ask. Maybe when the fabulous Zander was in London, a big swanky house felt too lonely. That would be the obvious deduction.
They sat in companionable silence watching mad taxi drivers haring down the road, people boarding buses, the bar waiter zipping back and forwards delivering orders. It wasn’t very exciting viewing but it was easy on the eye and undemanding on the brain.
‘I think that may be ours,’ said Angie as a bus pulled into the station.
‘Last leg of the journey,’ said Selina standing up. ‘Come on, let’s bag a good seat.’
They were first on the bus but it was soon full to capacity. The air-conditioning was fierce to the extent that Angie had to take her grubby T-shirt out of her bag to wrap around her shoulders.
‘Chuffing hell, I’m frozen,’ she said. ‘I wish I’d stayed fat now. I wouldn’t be shivering as much.’
‘It is a bit nippy,’ Selina agreed.
Then they heard a very loud English male voice from the near front of the bus.
‘DRIVER. IT’S VERY COLD. AIR-CON-DISH-I-ONING. CAN YOU TURN IT DOWN? COLD. AIR-CON-DISH-I-ONING. BRRRR.’
The driver nodded and muttered something fast and unintelligible in return but he must have understood because the bus started to warm up.
‘God bless the British,’ said Angie, her eyes shuttering down.
Selina stayed awake to watch the beautiful scenery through the bus windows. She’d never seen this part of Croatia before. She woke up Angie when they pulled into a café overlooking the most gorgeous lake. The heat was furious when they left the tempered air of the bus. They had an ice-cold cola and sat in the sunshine, heads tilted to the sun.
‘Gorgeous here, isn’t it?’ said Selina, looking across at the blue-tinted mountains.
‘As gorgeous as Korčula?’ asked Angie.
‘Korčula is a jewel,’ smiled Selina. ‘I always wanted to stay overnight there.’
‘And your wish is about to be granted. Bagsy first in the shower,’ said Angie, downing the last of her pop as people started to file back onto the bus.
‘I shall enjoy it all the more for the wait,’ smiled Selina. ‘You take the window for the last part of the journey. Try to stay awake, the views are spectacular.’
The bus drove on to Orebic where it joined a line of traffic destined for the ferry. The passengers were allowed to get off the bus and stretch their legs. There was a bar in the heart of the boat and plenty of seats on deck. The journey across the water took twenty lovely calm minutes. Then Angie and Selina were at last on Korčula Island.
They boarded the bus for the last part of their journey. Just before half-past six, they arrived at Korčula station and there was a tall grey-haired man waiting.
‘Oh, please be Emerick,’ said Angie.
He was.
He greeted them as if they were long lost cousins of the monarchy rather than two daft women who needed a bath.
‘Korčula is very busy. There are no hotel rooms spare at all,’ Emerick told them.
Angie imagined his next words:
So you will have to sleep on the roadside.
But instead, Emerick said, ‘I have a small flat, for four hundred kuna or fifty euros, if that is easier. I think it will suit you. Follow me, please.’
He grabbed their canvas bag and paced off with electric-powered legs up a hill whilst a wilting Angie and Selina tried to keep up. At the crest, he turned left down a narrow path and opened the gate of the third house, a white building with views directly over a boat-filled harbour. There were green wooden shutters at the windows and purple flowers in bloom everywhere they looked. He fitted a key in the lock and pushed the door open. The flat had two simply decorated small bedrooms, a bathroom and a kitchen with a sofa in it and a huge wooden display cabinet filled with ornate plates and crockery.
‘Is this okay?’ asked Emerick.
Angie had spotted the shower. Nothing else mattered. That alone rendered this place perfect.
‘It’s fantastic,’ said Selina, and she wasn’t exaggerating because she had also seen the shower, and lots of bottles of shampoo. ‘Shall we pay you now?’
‘No, it is fine. Tomorrow. I shall meet you here at ten o’clock. You cannot go straight back onto the ship. I will have to take you to the police station and then to customs before you get on the tender boat.’
‘Thank you,’ said Angie with weary gratitude. ‘Everyone has been so kind to us.’
Emerick smiled. ‘You can relax now. Go and have a nice meal and some of the local wine. Tomorrow you will be back on the ship.’
He shooed out a large ginger cat sporting a blue collar which had followed him into the house and was rubbing his cheeks persistently against his legs.
‘It’s my cat. King,’ he explained. ‘He is a very spoiled boy.’
‘He’s lovely,’ said Selina, bending to stroke him. He lifted a blissed-out face to her as she scratched behind his ears.
‘If you go back to the hill and turn left, that is the main part of Korčula. There are some nice restaurants there,’ said Emerick. ‘Is there anything else you need?’
‘Nope, I think that’s it,’ smiled Angie.
‘Then I will see you in the morning,’ said Emerick, lifting up the cat and kissing its head. ‘I expect you will sleep very well tonight.’




Chapter 14
No sooner were Emerick and King out of the front door than Angie started to strip off for a shower. The water was a bit of a dribble and the towels could have been softer, but the water and soap on her skin felt like velvet. She gave her hair three shampoos. There was no conditioner supplied, but that didn’t matter. Selina dived into the bathroom as soon as Angie had vacated it and as the water tumbled down onto her, she shrieked with ecstasy.
‘There’s no hairdryer,’ Angie announced, when Selina emerged from the bathroom wrapped up in a towel.
‘Don’t care,’ Selina returned. ‘My hair can dry in the breeze. That has to be the best shower I have ever had in my life. My skin is purring.’
‘I’m peckish,’ said Angie. ‘Shall we find a restaurant?’
‘I’ll be ready in five minutes,’ replied Selina. ‘Me and my Demis Roussos frock.’
Clad in their last pair of clean knickers and their floaty dresses, the two of them set off up the hill and down into Korčula town. It was buzzing. Market stalls were busy with bartering holidaymakers, the restaurants were full of diners, souvenir hunters filled the tiny shops.
‘I’ve been there for lunch before,’ said Selina, pointing over to a restaurant which had tables either side of the road. ‘Simple food but very good.’
‘Looks lovely,’ nodded Angie. ‘Let’s go there then.’
They found an empty table overlooking the pretty harbour with its dark sparkling sea. The table wore a jolly red gingham cloth and there was a candle set in the middle of it, the warm wind tickling the flame with its breath and making it dance.
‘It’s perfect,’ said Angie, hardly able to believe she had made it here and was hours away from seeing her wonderful Gil again.
‘Glad you approve.’
A waitress walked past with two huge bowls of spaghetti Bolognese.
‘That looks tasty,’ said Angie.
‘It’s what I’m having. And some white wine.’
They ordered two spag bols, a bowl of chips and a carafe of the coldest white wine they had in the house.
‘This looks fantastic,’ said Angie, gripped with a sudden euphoria. They’d got here. They’d fought migraines and hairy salads and coffee overload and it had cost them a fortune, but they were here. And Dave was right – it was a gem of a place.
They tucked into their food heartily, eating everything on their plates and the complimentary local bread too, and washed it down with glasses of white wine that tasted like heaven on the back of their throats. Neither of them would have swapped that meal for four courses with all the trimmings at The Ivy.
Selina leaned over for a fresh serviette and knocked Angie’s glass over onto the tablecloth.
‘I’m sorry, Ange,’ she said.
‘It’s okay. There was only a little bit left. It’ll give me an excuse to fill up my glass.’ She grinned and reached for the carafe.
‘No, I mean I’m sorry, Ange,’ said Selina. ‘I’m sorry for what I did to you.’
There it was, the apology Angie had been waiting for for twenty years. Angie stopped pouring and put the carafe back down. This was the moment she had imagined for so long – Selina saying sorry. Now she would give Selina both barrels as she had always planned. But Angie was more than surprised to find that she no longer wanted to.
Instead, she asked calmly: ‘Why did you do it? You were my best friend, Sel.’
Selina dropped her eyes onto her fingers which were threading nervously around each other.
Angie pushed for an answer. ‘You know how much I liked him… loved him. You had everything, Sel. Why did you have to take him as well?’
Selina’s head sprang up. ‘Me?’ she said. ‘I had everything?’
‘You were captain of the hockey team, you had a horse, a massive house, everything you wanted, everyone wanted to be your friend—’
‘I had a horse I couldn’t ride,’ Selina interrupted her, ‘a house I rattled around in because no one had any time for me, I had ―things‖ bought for me because it was easier to do that than to give me any attention. And no one really wanted to be my friend, Ange. They were just sucking up because we were loaded or they wanted to ride on my horse or their parents wanted to be ―in‖ with mine. The only real thing of value in my life was you. You were the one with everything. Those lovely parents of yours, that cosy house, your old dog that farted, brains, talent. You should have been captain of the hockey team, everyone knew it. Even Mrs Weaver knew it. But now you know why she gave me the shiny captain badge to wear.’
‘What?’
That wasn’t what Angie expected to hear.
And in Selina’s mind, the cogs were turning furiously.
‘Oh God, Angie, please tell me you aren’t still in love with him,’ she gasped. ‘Is that why you’ve been so super-hostile to me?’
Selina looked into Angie’s eyes and she knew she had guessed right.
‘I don’t believe it,’ Selina sighed, then she laughed. ‘You bloody fool.’
‘What do you mean?’ said Angie, a snap in her voice.
‘You didn’t know him long enough to find out what he was really like under that shiny veneer, Ange,’ said Selina, shaking her head slowly from side to side. ‘ I saved you from a fate worse than death by stealing him from you. Zander Goldman is a …selfish, narcissistic, emotionally retarded, adulterous, boring bastard, and those are his good points. Oh, he looks the part. He’s groomed, he’s successful, he’s charming… but as a husband he stinks. I can’t have children, but he can. He has two. To different women, obviously. He’s very cross that he has to pay out maintenance because he doesn’t want anything to do with them.’
‘Pardon?’ said Ange, trying to gulp down the lump which had suddenly risen to her throat.
Selina lifted the carafe and poured them both a glass of wine, then she called over the waitress and asked for a replacement.
‘No one sticks with a man for twenty years if he’s that bad,’ said Angie.
‘Yes they do,’ replied Selina, her voice calm and wise. ‘Hundreds, thousands of women stay in relationships just like mine. Women who have had all the self-belief and confidence crushed out of them.’
Now Angie knew she wasn’t serious. How could Selina not have confidence? She was slim and golden and gorgeous, rich and successful.
Then she remembered going out with Baz Cook when she was twenty. He was funny and sweet in the beginning – like Zander. Within two months he’d turned into a monster. She’d stood too much of his verbal abuse before her sister told him to piss off and leave her alone, because Angie was afraid to tell him herself. He’d reduced her to rubble in that short time. What if she hadn’t had a sister to help out and had stayed in that relationship?
But Zander Goldman was no Baz Cook. Was he? Angie couldn’t take it in. Then again, she had mooned over him for years but only actually gone out with him for less than a month. No no no no no no. All those years she’d pined for him, dreamed about him, fantasised about him, kept a secret part of her heart for him that should have, by rights, belonged to Gil. It couldn’t be that the man she had obsessed about didn’t exist, had never existed and was merely a product of an over-romantic imagination.
He didn’t even have the guts to tell you he’d dumped you, said a voice in her head. Some knight in shining armour!
He was enchanted away by Selina, countered another voice. She would have told him not to contact you. Everything was her fault, none of it was his.
Oh grow up, Angie. The first voice was stronger. And she knew it was telling her a truth she had battled against hearing for twenty years.
The shrine in her head dedicated to the tall, dark, handsome Zander Goldman crumbled as surely as if it had been hit by a thousand-pound wrecking ball.
‘I think I’ve killed something inside you,’ said Selina, watching Angie’s eyes flicker.
‘But surely if you’re that unhappy, you could leave him. You’ve got somewhere to go. And you can’t be short for money. That’s what keeps most people in unhappy marriages, and staying together for the sake of chil…’ Angie cut off her sentence. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to say…’
‘Don’t worry. Money doesn’t make you happy, Ange – that much I do know. It might impress some people to brag about having a flat in London, but to me it’s merely the place where Zander shags his interns.’
Angie felt as if her whole life had been shaken up, like a snow globe.
‘He must love you though, surely, Sel. You’ve been together for twenty years.’
‘Zander doesn’t love anyone but himself and never has,’ was Selina’s reply. ‘Other people exist only to serve his needs. Zander can be the most charming man in the world and make you forgive him for all the horrible names he’s called you and the detestable things he’s done to you. Oh, Angie, the amount of times I’ve been about to leave him and he’s promised and cajoled and persuaded me that things will change. And for a while they do. Then suddenly we are back to hell and I threaten to leave and on and on that cycle goes… and has been turning for twenty years. Every time I get a little bit closer to going for good, but I never quite make it.
‘That’s why we are on a cruise together. Yet another “new footing” after a sobbing young lady turned up at the house to tell me what my husband had been doing to her behind my back. Zander doesn’t want me to divorce him. Not until I’ve inherited what my parents decide to leave me in their wills, anyway. Oh yes, this holiday was going to wipe the slate completely clean. Alas, the ship had barely left Southampton when we had our first argument and that is why I was in Malaga by myself, to get away from him. He hasn’t spoken one word to me since the sail-away party, unless you count the voicemail message he left on my mobile when he realised I’d missed the ship. He said he hoped that I never got back on it.’
Angie found tears seeping from the corners of her eyes and she didn’t know whether it was because of her own shattered fantasies or her old friend’s suffering.
Selina smiled, leaned over the table and squeezed Angie’s hand. ‘You have to be careful what you wish for sometimes. I hoped, on this holiday, to find something that gave me a great big kick up the bottom so I could finally say those words, “I’m leaving you, Zander” and mean them.’
Angie wiped at her eyes with a serviette. Who would ever have thought the feisty, beautiful, perfect Selina would have this sort of life.
‘Do you think you will?’
‘Oh, absolutely, without a doubt. You have no idea what verbal abuse I have in store for him when I get back on the ship. He won’t be there to greet me, he will be in our suite glowering, his whole being full of festering fury waiting to vent in my direction. He’ll expect me to take it silently as usual. But this time, I won’t.’ Selina’s eyes began to sparkle. ‘Seeing you again has made me think a lot about the girl I was. She didn’t grow up into the woman she should have been, like you did: smart, savvy, living with a man who obviously adores you. You look like a happy woman, Ange.’
‘Do I?’
‘Yes, you do. And these past couple of days, horrific as they’ve been, have put a pair of jump leads on my spirit. I’m ready to change things.’
‘It’s been a bit mad, hasn’t it?’ grinned Angie, dabbing at the ever-increasing flow from her eyes.
‘Crazy. But this,’ she spread her arms towards the table, the sky, the sea, the whole island, ‘money couldn’t buy the serenity I feel at this moment. It’s like a taste of the freedom I could have if I walked out of my marriage.’
‘I’m glad. I want you to be happy,’ said Angie, smiling through her tears. ‘Even if you have been a thorn in my brain for twenty years.’
‘I acted like a cow, I know I did. I think I felt I deserved to be punished for it.’
‘Oh Sel, no,’ Angie shook her head wildly. ‘Well, you can stop now.’
‘Ange, you don’t know how many times over the years I’ve wanted to find you and turn up on your doorstep and say hi. But I was totally convinced that you would tell me to piss off.’
‘I would have done.’
They grinned at each other.
‘Let’s have dessert. There’s still plenty of room left in my dress. I’ve got just enough money left to buy us cake, coffee and another carafe of wine,’ said Selina.
‘Please no coffee, just cake and wine.’
So they ordered two desserts and another carafe of the icy cold house white and talked about old friends from school and teachers and laughed like the girls they once were.
‘Remember that awful square dancing we had to do?’ giggled Angie. ’You used to pretend every week to have hurt your ankle in hockey so you could sit at the side. Now I know why Mrs Weaver let you get away with that one so much.’
‘I love dancing now,’ replied Selina, making Angie’s eyebrows rise.
‘Rubbish. You would rather follow my sister into a convent than dance.’
‘It’s true. A few years ago we were on the Mermaidia and, as usual, Zander and I weren’t talking, so I went to see a show by myself and then had a drink and ended up sitting on the top deck by myself until very late. I was just about to go back to the cabin and I looked down and saw this lovely old couple dancing together on the deck, totally lost in each other. Quite adorable. They inspired me. I took myself off for some dancing lessons and I loved them. I’m good enough to be on Strictly. You were always very good at stripping the willow, I seem to remember,’ she said with a grin. ‘Does Gil dance?’
Angie raised her eyebrows. ‘To a fashion. We had some lessons a few years back too. He was very keen, but he’s not exactly a natural. We look a bit weird on a dance floor with him being two feet taller than me, but he doesn’t care.’ A picture of Gil cha-cha-cha-ing sprang into her mind and with it a huge surge of affection for the dear, sweet man. She’d dance with him in the middle of the atrium and not give a stuff how funny they looked at the first available opportunity. She couldn’t wait to see him and his lop-sided happy grin. She couldn’t wait for his long arms to fold around her.
‘I suppose we better get some sleep. Big day tomorrow. Especially for me,’ said Selina.
They paid the bill and walked slowly up the hill, arm in arm for support as they’d had a lot of wine. King was asleep on the patio chair outside the front door like a large ginger sentry. Emerick’s flat was cosy and inviting, the beds were soft and clean, a breeze stirred through the wooden slats of the window shutters. They both slept like logs.




DAY SEVEN




Chapter 15
They drifted awake within minutes of each other to the sounds of a town rousing, and rooms filled with slices of bright sunshine.
There was only an hour before Emerick collected them so they sat on the patio and waited, King hopping from one knee to another in a bid to test who was the most comfortable. They lifted their faces and felt the sun’s warmth caress their skin. An evening in Korčula, though not quite the one Selina had planned in her head, had been every bit as lovely as she had imagined. It would always stay in the box in her heart where all her most special memories were kept. And she was determined to have more to add to them now.
‘I will see you on board, won’t I?’ asked Angie.
‘Aren’t you afraid I’ll run off with Gil?’ Selina turned to Angie, shielding her eyes.
‘Don’t be daft.’
‘I’d love to meet him.’
‘You will. Don’t ever lose contact with me again.’
‘I promise. I could do with a friend, Ange.’ Selina’s smile began to waver. ‘I’m a bit scared.
‘I’m here,’ smiled Angie.
Emerick arrived early.
‘Ah, look at my boy, King. He has found two queens,’ he said, giving the cat a scrub on his head.
‘Emerick, here is your money and there’s some extra for you to buy yourself a very nice bottle of wine,’ said Selina, handing over a roll of euros.
‘Thank you, that is so kind. Has everything been all right for you?’ he asked.
‘Wonderful,’ replied Angie. ‘Just wonderful.’
‘Come on then, my queens, we will get you back onto your ship. It is in the harbour waiting for you.’
As they crested the hill, they could see the huge white ship floating leisurely on the sun-speckled water. It was at anchor and small chirpy orange and white tender boats were ferrying passengers to and from the island. But first they had to call in at the police station where Emerick spoke in rapid Croatian to two policemen.
‘It’s all right. We can go next door now,’ said Emerick and led them to the customs building where more energetic conversation took place. A woman in uniform gave their dresses a hearty study as if they could have been smuggling kilos of cocaine around their middles. Then she smiled and said, ‘Enjoy the rest of your holiday.’
‘And that is it,’ said Emerick, opening the door for them. ‘I will escort you to the boat and you can go back on the ship.’
Angie felt excitement course through her whole body at the thought of seeing her beloved Gil again. She couldn’t wait to get back on board and see Vernon and Doreen and Ken and Cyn at dinner and then fall to sleep in her comfy cabin bed with her lovely lanky husband. She was such a lucky woman having a man who valued her, who complimented her, who respected her, who loved her. No woman deserved less.
They walked across to the tender stop where a ship’s officer was grinning.
‘Hello, you two, nice to have you back,’ he said as they presented their cruise cards to him. ‘Your husbands are around somewhere. They’ve been waiting for you.’
Selina’s eyes widened. Angie smiled at her. ‘See. Maybe this has changed him too.’ Emerick, his duty done, waved, called ‘Good Luck’ to them and stood down until some other poor sod needed his help.
‘Here come the boys,’ said the officer, pointing towards the hill. Angie whirled around to see the bright ginger hair of her husband bobbing up and down as he ran. Behind him, at a much slower pace, was not Zander, but Vernon.
Gil’s long legs would have given Usain Bolt a run for his money as he tore towards Angie. His arms were extended yards before they closed around her and he lifted her up and kissed her face until she was dizzy. Then, as suddenly, he set her down and pulled her at arm’s length and studied her.
‘Are you all right, my love? God, is that what you look like without make-up on?’
Angie let loose a hoot of laughter. ‘I am fine, we are fine.’ She beckoned Selina over. ‘Gil, this is my friend, Selina,’ she said.
Gil, took her hand gently and planted a kiss on her cheek.
‘I’m sorry, I don’t know where your husband is… I’m sure he’s around somewhere,’ Gil stammered, obviously embarrassed. He was a rubbish liar. Selina had been right after all, Zander hadn’t turned up to greet her. He really was a thoughtless, selfish, uncaring, cold bastard after all.
‘Don’t you worry. And thank you, Gil, for arranging my flights,’ said Selina. Angie thought she just might be glad that Zander wasn’t there for her. His absence made the next steps she was about to take that much easier.
‘Hurrah, she’s back,’ said Vernon eventually reaching them and giving Angie a huge hug.
‘Vernon insisted on being part of the welcoming party,’ explained Gil. ‘So did Ken but alas Doreen got him ratted on Tia Maria last night. You should have seen him on the dance floor – he was like John Travolta. He’s having his very first ever hangover ever this morning.’
‘Aw, bless,’ smiled Angie.
‘Everyone’s been brilliant,’ said Gil, giving Vernon a squeeze on his shoulder. ‘He and Ken offered to pay for the flights for you… both obviously. Vernon has been camped outside Reception bullying them for updates, Doreen has been plying me with Baileys…’
‘Oh, how you’ve suffered, darling.’
‘I have,’ Gil nodded, his eyes twinkling.
‘You’re all so kind,’ Selina said with quiet gratitude. Angie felt for her. Total strangers who hadn’t even met her had treated her better than her own husband. Her soon-to-be-ex-husband. Good.
‘And I’m happy to announce that I’m fit and well and will make up for lost meals now that you’re back,’ said Gil, rubbing his stomach.
‘And how are…’ Angie formed her fingers into a crucifix, ‘… Jerry and Yvonne?’
‘Not on our table anymore,’ said Vernon. ‘Isn’t that a lovely surprise to come back to? Gil here, saw him off like a pit-bull terrier.’
‘No,’ gasped Angie. Gil was about as much a pit-bull as Alan Carr.
‘I didn’t think he had it in him,’ said Vernon.
‘Neither did I,’ Gil exclaimed.
‘Jerry brought down a sheet of jokes down about silly women. My
Doreen told them to stick them up his arse,’ Vernon beamed proudly. ‘Obviously he didn’t realise she was serious, so Gil made him see that she was. He was like an orator in the senate – a great person – a persona non grata. Jerry and Yvonne decided they’d be happier on a table where their humour would be better appreciated. They won’t find one. Gil was our hero that night.’
Angie looked at her husband with his beaming face and eyes full of love. There was no reserved place in her heart for Zander Goldman anymore. It all belonged to Gil. He was the only hero she wanted.
She turned to Selina. ‘Looks like we’ve got a spare place on the table if you want to join us.’
‘I’d like that,’ she replied. ‘It would be good to start my new life with some lovely company.’
‘Come on, girls,’ said Vernon. ‘Doreen has a bottle of ice wine with your name on it waiting for you in the Crystal House bar. If we don’t get back soon, she’ll have drunk the lot.’
‘I’ll have to change first,’ said Angie.
‘Shame. I rather like that dress,,’ said Gil. ‘Are you smuggling any other people aboard inside it? Darling, why are you putting your sunglasses on now?’
‘I don’t want anyone to recognise me as that stupid woman who missed the ship,’ she said.
‘Oh, everyone knows who you are,’ laughed Vernon. ‘You two will be quite the celebrities on board. Be prepared to take a lot of ribbing. You and your husbands. I hope your man has a sense of humour, Selina. He’s not going to know what’s hit him, I think.’
‘How right you are,’ grinned Selina as they set off down the jetty together towards the bobbing tender boat.
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Chapter 1
‘Man, cl-that is born of a woman, hath-cl but a short time to live, and is-cl full of misery. He cometh up, and is cl-cut down, like a flower; he fleeth-cl as it were a cl-shadow, and never continueth in one cl-stay.’ The Reverend Duckworth relished the grave drama of his monologue as he sprayed the principle mourners on the front row with a light shower of saliva.
Behind Carla, her eighty-three-year-old neighbour Mavis Marple muttered under her breath to whoever was sitting next to her. ‘He sounds like Louie Spence.’
Mavis Marple didn’t do discreet very well. Still, she did love a good funeral, and a wedding. She’d attend anyone’s in the hope of getting invited to the post-event buffet.
‘They should have umbrellas on the front row.’
‘Shhh,’ someone else attempted to whisper, although the angry-python hiss echoed just as loudly around the church.
‘Well he does,’ went on Mavis. ‘All those cl-sth sounds.’
‘Thou knowest-cl, Lord, the cl-secrets of our hearts-cl,’ the Reverend Duckworth went on, raising his left hand heavenward in a grand sweep. In his own head he was Laurence Olivier holding up Yorick’s skull.
But the words were mere white noise to Carla, whose sad dark brown eyes were fixed on the coffin behind him. She couldn’t believe that Martin, her husband of ten years, was in there. In a wide wooden box. She had the mad urge to run up to it and prise off the lid with her fingernails to see him again, just one last time, to touch his face and tell him that she loved him. He had been torn from her too quickly. One minute he was eating a pork pie and mint sauce in the kitchen, the next he was dead on the garage floor. She wanted to see in his eyes that he knew how much she loved him and how much of a hole he had left in her heart.
‘Arshes to arshes, dust to dust.’
‘Did he just say “arses to arses”?’ Mavis Marple asked no one in particular and set off a ripple of involuntary giggling. Carla wasn’t angry though. Funerals were a powder keg of pressure. Had she been watching all this on a sitcom, she would probably have giggled too. The pantomime effect wasn’t lost on her: old Reverend Duckworth in his thick brown wig attempting a National Theatre delivery, doing his best to enunciate all those elusive pure ‘s’ sounds. But this wasn’t a sitcom, it was real life. This time last week she had been a loving wife to Martin, washing his socks, waiting for him to come home to her on Friday nights after a hard week working all around the country; and now she was a widow, holding a fat red rose that she would place on his coffin which would soon be incinerated in a giant oven with him.
Someone’s stomach made a loud gurgling noise as if water was rushing down a plughole.
‘Sorry,’ said the stomach’s owner.
At the back of the church the huge heavy door creaked open and banged shut again, making a sound that wouldn’t have been out of place on a Hammer Horror film. Pronounced tappy footsteps followed. Carla sensed people shifting in their seats to turn and see who the latecomer was, but she didn’t join them. It couldn’t be anyone important. There was no one here who meant anything much to Martin. There were a few neighbours, including Mavis Marple, who might have been inappropriately loud, but was also a good woman and was kindness itself. There was Martin’s cousin Andrew over from Bridlington, whom they hadn’t set eyes on since their wedding; a few people that Carla didn’t recognise, some probably men from the local club where Martin used periodically to play darts; and someone who looked suspiciously like a tramp who had come in for the warmth. Martin didn’t have friends and there was no one from his workplace, at which Carla’s disappointment edged towards disgust. Her husband had given Sugg’s Office Equipment a lot of hard-working years and yet when Carla rang them up to inform them of his passing, the woman on the switchboard didn’t even seem to have recognised his name. She’d said she’d email the head of sales, and took Carla’s number, but no one rang her back.
Carla mouthed a silent message to her friend Theresa. Oh, I wish you were here. Theresa was in New Zealand with her husband Jonty, visiting their son. How could she have rung them with her news and spoilt their holiday? Even though a little part of her wanted to spoil it, wanted to smash up their holiday with a hammer because she suspected they were going on a fact-finding mission, to learn if they could live over there. Their daughter-in-law was pregnant with her first child, in a part of the country that had all-year sunshine, so who could blame them? Selfish as it made her, Carla wished she could teleport her friend over to sit at her side today, instead of Andrew and his overpowering odour of sweaty feet.
Forty-eight was no age at all to die. Carla and Martin had been robbed of many happy years together. Carla had been saving up to take him on a cruise for his fiftieth birthday, at least until she’d been made redundant last month. It was so unfair. Martin had worked too hard – all that driving every day, constant stress to sell to clients and meet targets – no wonder he’d had a massive heart attack. Carla dabbed at her tears with her black gloves. Her foundation stained the material. She didn’t care. She didn’t care about the swish of whispers that was rising behind her like a tidal wave. She didn’t care about anything at that moment in time. Martin had gone out to the garage alive and well to carry in the dressing table which Carla had finished stripping down and hand-painting. Wait for me, it’s too heavy, Carla had called after him. Just let me finish basting this chicken. But he hadn’t waited. He had lifted it single-handedly then collapsed and died on the spot. Their marriage, snuffed out, just like the candle on a birthday cake.
‘The Lord bless-cl Martin Pride, the Lord maketh-cl his face to cl-shine upon him and give him peace-cl. Amen.’
There was an echoed chorus of Amens.
‘I now invite Carla to lead you to cl-say your goodbyes-cl to Martin before he leaves-cl us to join his Lord in eternal peace-cl,’ said the Reverend Duckworth, holding out his arm towards her to head up the final acknowledgement.
Carla pulled herself wearily up from the pew. She was totally distraught and felt twice as old as her thirty-four years. She was clinging on to her long-stemmed red rose as if it was the only thing keeping her on her feet. She walked slowly over to the coffin and laid the rose gently on top of it.
‘Goodbye, Martin. Goodbye, my love.’
Then it all happened so quickly. Before anyone else could stand, a tall, grim-faced woman in a black coat and high red heels flounced forwards, picked up Carla’s rose, threw it on the floor and placed her own red rose on the coffin instead. It had a head the size of a football. There was a churchful of gasps as Carla turned to her with shocked confusion and both women locked eyes.
‘What do you think you’re doing? Who are you?’ Carla asked.
‘I’m Martin’s wife,’ the woman in the red shoes replied. ‘Or should I say “widow” now.’




Chapter 2
‘Mrs Williams, I am on my knees. Just one more week, please. I am begging you.’
Will Linton was indeed on his knees as he pleaded with Mrs Cecilia Williams from the West Yorkshire Bank. He was desperately playing for time, even though he suspected an extra week wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference. He had exhausted every avenue which might have saved his company from closing and his workforce from the dole. The bank had been more than fair, really. They’d given him two extensions already and no miracle had occurred to save him, however hard he had prayed for one. His accountant had warned him that they wouldn’t listen and it was time to give up and throw in the towel, but Will felt duty-bound to try to give it everything he had.
‘I’m sorry, Mr Linton,’ said Mrs Williams, her voice firm but not unkind. ‘We can’t.’
She was probably a nice woman who was kind to animals, a mother, a wife, a convivial host at dinner parties, but at work her job was to know when to say, ‘No. It’s the end.’
Will opened his mouth to remonstrate, but he knew it was over. He could hear faint strains of Simon and Garfunkel in the back of his mind. Cecilia, you’re breaking my heart. This Cecilia had also broken his balls. But he didn’t blame her – the fault was entirely his.
The massive Phillips and Son Developments had gone into receivership and in turn had taken down Yorkshire Stone Homes who, in turn, had taken down Linton Roofing, whose director had been idiot enough to put all his eggs in the Yorkshire Stone Homes basket. A chain of businesses had toppled like dominos, but this was no innocent child’s game. Men were going to be out of work – good men with families and mortgages. He’d intended to retire in ten years max, when he was forty-eight. Throwing his all in with Yorkshire Stone Homes should have set him up for life. It was a no-brainer whether or not to trust them – they had been a rock solid and highly profitable business for over fifty years. Oh, the irony.
‘Thank you, Mrs Williams, for all you’ve done. I appreciate it,’ he said, his throat as dry as one of the bags of cement in his builders’ yard.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said again, and sounded it. ‘I’ll send you a letter confirming our conversation and advising of the next steps to be taken.’
He didn’t say any more before putting the phone back on the cradle. He didn’t know what those next steps would consist of. He couldn’t handle even thinking about them just yet. He had a big wall inside his head, holding back the questions, the fears, the confusion, the shame. It was going to crumble at any moment, but until it did, he would savour the blankness.
He heard the front door open and close and smelt his wife Nicole before he saw her as she swept in on a wave of her perfume, something sickly and sweet and reminiscent of chocolate limes, which she used as liberally as if she were crop-spraying. He hated that smell, not that he had ever told her that.
She had shopping bags in her hand, of course. He wouldn’t have recognised her had she not had bags in her hands. And all the bags had names on them: Bibi, Karen Millen, Chanel. Actually, he didn’t recognise her at all for a moment – the last time he had seen her she’d had short blonde hair, now she looked like bleedin’ Rapunzel.
‘So, what did they say?’ she asked. There was no softness in her voice. ‘I’m gathering by you kneeling on the floor that it isn’t good news.’
Nicole had dropped the bags now and was standing with her arms crossed, her artificially inflated lips attempting to pucker.
‘It’s the end,’ he said, turning his face towards her. He wanted her to stride up to him, put her arms around him, tell him that it was all right and they’d weather it. Instead she said, ‘Fuck.’ And looked furious.
‘We’ve lost the lot, love.’ He shrugged and gave a humourless dry chuckle.
Nicole’s head jerked. ‘Don’t “love” me.’
She’d had hair extensions put in and had been in the hairdressers’ all day. It was two hundred pounds a pop to have a squirt of shampoo at Mr Corleone’s in Sheffield – especially as Nicole always had the head stylist, the don himself: so with that in mind, what had those extensions cost? And God knows how much she’d spent shopping. Then again, daddy cleared her Visa bill every month. She was a married woman of thirty-two and yet daddy still gave her pocket money, although Nicole didn’t know that Will knew that.
‘I’ll get it back. Everything,’ said Will. ‘I might have lost it now, but I’ll bounce back stronger than ever. If I let them take the lot – the house, the car, the company, clear the accounts, I can avoid bankruptcy. I can start again.’
Nicole didn’t say a thing in response. She just flicked her new hair over her shoulder. The irony didn’t bypass Will that at least one of them had been successful in getting some extensions today.
‘You’ll be living in a mansion this time next year,’ he said, trying to coax a smile out of her. ‘It’ll make this place look like a pig-sty.’
Her expression didn’t falter.
‘It’s the end of Linton Roofing. There’s nothing I can do.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. There has to be something.’
Ridiculous? She didn’t know the meaning of the word. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept properly, without waking up in a sweat of panic. Or eaten a meal that he didn’t want to throw up again. His anxiety levels were off the scale: he’d lost two stone in weight, he got dizzy if he climbed past the fifth rung of a ladder, and yet his darling missus was always out sitting under a dryer, shopping in House of bloody Fraser, having someone put false nails on the tips of her fingers or being wrapped in seaweed as if she hadn’t a care in the world. That was ridiculous.
‘I’ve tried everything, darling,’ he said, which was a slight lie, as there was one thing he hadn’t attempted and that was asking Nicole’s father for a loan. But his pride was saved from going down that route because he knew that Barnaby Whitlaw would have burnt his money note by note in a barbecue before he lent it to a nouveau-riche vulgar type like his son-in-law.
‘I’ll get it all back, love, I promise,’ he said again.
Nicole didn’t gratify him with a reply. She merely snatched up her carrier bags and teetered upstairs to her dressing room on her red-soled Christian Louboutins.




Chapter 3
The Reverend Duckworth closed the vestry door behind him, leaving the two women in there as he went back into the church to ask the congregation to bear with them. In his forty years as a reverend, he had come across some bizarre things; but this was a first, even for him. He’d had ex-partners burst in on weddings intent on revenge, even a scrap at a christening over the potential paternity of a child, but never a double wife showdown at a funeral.
Inside the vestry, Carla could only think: ‘People will be waiting for the buffet.’ Her mind could deal with that sort of problem. It couldn’t deal with this woman standing in front of her with her big black buttoned-up swing coat and her enormous brimmed hat. She was older than Carla, she guessed, by about ten years, and her clothes would have cost Carla six months wages at least; but they did little to disguise a brassiness that manifested itself in the woman’s hard face and her fag-ravaged voice.
‘I’m gathering you didn’t know anything about me then,’ the woman said, pulling off her black shiny gloves one long finger at a time, a ladylike, delicate gesture which contrasted with her aggressive cocky stance.
Carla opened her mouth to say that no, she hadn’t a clue, but nothing came out. She wanted to cry but her eyes were as dry as her throat, tears frozen by shock.
‘Allow me to introduce myself then. I’m Julie. Julie Pride. And I have been for thirty years. Mrs Martin Pride, to be exact.’
Carla’s legs started to tremble as if someone had replaced her usually sturdy pins with Bambi’s new-born fawn ones. She let herself fall onto a chair next to the large rectangular wooden table that formed the centrepiece of the room. Could this day become any more of a pantomime? Was Widow Twanky going to turn up in a minute and join the two Widow Prides?
‘I don’t understand any of this,’ said Carla. She wasn’t so much gobsmacked as felled. ‘You can’t be married to Martin. I would have known. I’ve been married to him—’ she stalled momentarily, to remember the church ceremony in which she had married him in a white dress in front of the very altar where his coffin now stood. A legal ceremony, with all the ‘i’s dotted and the ‘t’s crossed: register signed, vows recited, no just impediments exposed . . . She took a deep breath and continued, ‘—married to him for ten years.’
‘No you haven’t,’ snapped Julie, rolling up the gloves and stuffing them in the stiff black handbag she was carrying. It had a flashy gold double-C Chanel logo on the front. ‘You only think you have. We split up soon after we were married; but we never divorced. Didn’t have the money at the time, then I suppose we both just forgot.’
Forgot? thought Carla. You forgot to post a letter, you forgot to buy milk at the shop – you didn’t forget to divorce.
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ sniffed Julie, snapping the clasp shut on her bag. ‘Forgetting to divorce is an odd one. I don’t think either of us could be arsed, if I’m being honest. He slipped from my mind until I saw him a year ago in Leeds. Could have knocked me down with a feather. It was like a thunderbolt hitting us both from above. You read about these things happening in women’s mags, but you never believe they could happen to you. Until it did. We went for a coffee and found the old spark reignited. Who would have thought?’ And she laughed to herself as if the memory had tickled her.
Carla shook her head. Was she hearing all this correctly? Her husband had been carrying on with another woman . . . his real wife . . . for a year behind her back? When the hell did he have the time? Or the ability? He’d puffed when he got the milk out of the fridge.
‘I don’t understand,’ said Carla, her head full of so many questions that were going to burst out of her eardrums any minute, fly across the room and shatter the stained glass window picture of Jesus having his feet washed. ‘When did he see you?’
‘He spent every weekday with me, of course,’ said Julie, patting the back of her heavily lacquered yellow hair. ‘I was frankly glad to have a rest at the weekends.’
‘A rest?’
‘From the sex.’
‘The sex?’
Carla was totally bewildered now. They could not be talking about the same man. Martin was always too tired. She could count on the fingers of one hand, minus the thumb, the number of times that she and Martin had had sex in the last year or so.
‘I’m not daft,’ said Julie, inspecting her tart-red nail varnish. ‘He promised me he wouldn’t have sex with you after we became a couple again but I know what he was like. Very healthy appetite in that area, so I promised myself I wouldn’t get upset about it. He was a bloke with needs after all.’ She pulled her lips back from her teeth and Carla saw how white and perfect they were. Thousands of pounds worth of cosmetic dentistry of which any Osmond would have been proud.
‘Are you sure you have the right Martin Pride?’ said Carla. ‘I don’t recognise this man you’re talking about.’
‘Martin Ronald Pride. Birthday: thirteenth of January.’
‘Works as a sales rep for—’
‘He didn’t work,’ Julie interrupted. ‘At least he didn’t after the lottery win.’
Carla’s brain went into spasm. ‘Wha-at?’
Julie’s black-tattooed eyebrows rose and a slow smirk spread across her lips. ‘Oh, he didn’t tell you about that either?’
Carla’s head fell into her hands. She was surprised she had a head left as it felt in danger of exploding at any moment.
‘Me and Martin won just short of a million on the lottery nine months ago,’ said Julie with smarmy satisfaction. ‘He told Suggs to stick their job up their arse on the same day.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t get any ideas. It’s all in my name.’
Carla’s head snapped up.
‘But he went off to work every Monday and rang me every night from a hotel.’
Julie laughed. ‘He might have left you on a Monday morning, love, but he certainly didn’t ring you from any hotel.’
Carla covered her eyes with her hands to shut out the light, shut out everything around her whilst she tried to make sense of this. Martin wasn’t that duplicitous. Living that sort of double life took a level of cunning and cleverness that Martin couldn’t have aspired to: he was far too simple a creature. Every Monday morning, Martin had set off with his suitcase of cleaned and pressed clothes for the week. Every night he rang from Exeter or Aberdeen or wherever Suggs had sent him to sell paper. Every night he said the hotel was okay, nothing brilliant, but he was going to get something to eat and then have a good night’s sleep. She’d never questioned it, she’d never had grounds to. And every Friday, when he got home, he’d given her a measly sum of housekeeping money. There was never anything left over to bank. There was a freeze on wage increases, he’d said. And all the time he’d been sitting on his share of a million pounds?
Naw. She didn’t believe it. Martin would have gone out and bought himself the new iPhone if he’d had any money at all, that much she did know. She’d found his mobile in his pocket after his death and it was one which cost him ten pounds from Asda. There were few contacts on it when she’d checked it: Domino’s Pizzas, The Happy Duck Chinese takeaway, Andrew, work, herself, but no record of Julie, nor any texts.
‘Obviously, I’ll give you some time to get your things together before you leave the house. You can have the furniture,’ said Julie. ‘A month okay with you?’
‘What?’ said Carla.
‘The house. Obviously it’s mine now.’
‘My house is yours?’ Now it was Carla’s turn to laugh, but Julie wasn’t smiling. Her granite features were set in a very serious expression.
‘Martin’s house. It’s in his name, I do believe. My husband’s name.’
Martin’s house was indeed in his sole name. He had inherited it from his mother the year that Carla had met him and they’d never bothered to change the name on the deeds, or write wills. After all, they had no children and what was his was hers as a married couple . . . except that she was now finding out that it wasn’t.
Then Julie said a sentence that made Carla’s stomach lurch.
‘That house is our son’s rightful inheritance.’
Son. Our son.
‘Do you have a child?’ Carla stammered. ‘With Martin?’
‘What do you think this is – wind?’ said Julie, flicking open the two buttons on her coat and sticking out a surprisingly prominent stomach. ‘I’m five months gone. And yes he’s Martin’s. And they’ll never see each other because of you and your fucking dressing table.’
Carla’s Martin had said he didn’t want children. And because she loved him, she had sacrificed her desire to be a parent for his wish not to be.
Through her tears, Carla could see that Julie was savouring each twist of the knife. It was sick, cruel.
‘You’re enjoying this aren’t you? How can you? I didn’t know any of it.’
Julie’s small sharp eyes hardened.
‘Because he should have died with me, not you. Because if he hadn’t been heavy-lifting your tatty furniture, he wouldn’t have had a fucking heart attack and left me. Because you arranged his funeral and not me. Because I had to find out about my husband’s death from a story in yesterday’s bleeding newspaper.’ She opened her bag again, pulled out a page torn from the Daily Trumpet and proceeded to read it.
‘“Paper salesman dies suddenly trying to shift wife’s hand-painted furniture from garage into house”. How’s that for a snappy headline?’
Carla gasped. ‘I didn’t even know it was in the newspaper.’
‘They reported the wrong funeral time and the wrong church. And they said that Martin was seventy-four. And that his grieving widow was called Karen. I’ve been ringing no end of churches and funeral parlours this morning trying to find out what’s bloody happening.’
She wiped a tear that fell from the corner of her left eye and despite everything, Carla felt a too-kind surge of sympathy welling up within her for the older woman. If what she was saying was true then what a terrible shock she must have had too.
‘Julie . . .’
Julie snarled at the pity in her voice and stabbed her finger at Carla. Her momentary lapse in composure was over. ‘Don’t you dare feel sorry for me. And don’t you think you’re going to take his ashes. They’re mine. He was my husband and I fucking want them. Every single one of them.’
And with that, Julie Pride and her posh black handbag, her swingy coat and brazen red shoes clipped out of the vestry and boldly walked down the aisle. Carla listened to the sound diminishing, heard the heavy church door crash shut and then realised that her body didn’t have a single clue how to react.




Chapter 4
As Shaun McCarthy drained the last of the coffee from his cup, he watched the woman with the spiky dark brown hair tip her watering can over the brightly coloured flowers sprouting from the boxes in front of the teashop windows and thought of the cover of an old Enid Blyton book he had once had, with an elf on it. That’s what she reminded him of: a fragile little creature with wings hidden under her bright blue pinafore dress. He was too far away to hear, but he bet she was humming as she watered the plants. And smiling. She was always smiling, as if she had been born with a natural upturn to her lips. Ms Leonora Merryman. One of those infuriating people for whom life was filled with confetti, sparkles and fairies, no doubt. Her glass wasn’t just constantly half-full but fizzed out coloured sprinkles as well. He suspected that despite being around the mid-thirties mark, she would have a collection of My Little Ponies in cabinets at home.
Still, it didn’t matter. As long as she paid her rent for the shop on time, he’d be equally happy as she was, if not as outwardly smiley; and there was no reason other than business for their paths to cross. She was initially on a six month lease, although he had given her one month gratis in exchange for decorating the place, because she had wanted to do it herself and at her own expense. He suspected that she would terminate the lease at the end of the period rather than renew it. He’d hardly seen any customers in there since it opened a month ago and surely she needed footfall through the door to make a living? Any idiot knew that. Still, he’d been fair on the rent seeing as she was the first of the businesses in this quadrangle of shops to open up: Spring Hill Square. The second unit was finished – although the least said about that, the better – and they had now started on the third. The other four units weren’t finished but there had been a few enquiries about them. He’d said no to the couple who wanted to open a sex shop. He was, after all, a good Irish Catholic boy with guilt and honour issues, as well as being a savvy businessman.
The Teashop on the Corner. ‘It’s a sort of literary café,’ she had told him. No doubt Leonora (‘Oh do call me Leni’) thought she was in Oxford or St Andrews, and the erudite and scholarly types would be queuing up at her door every morning demanding their skinny lattes. He wondered if he should be the one to inform her that they were actually in a small backwater outside Barnsley on land which had been a real shit tip until Shaun had bought it to turn into his empire. He’d had to demolish an old wire factory and level the ground, which had cost a small fortune; but he hoped it would be worth it, cashing in on the increased trade which passed by en route to Winterworld, a Christmas theme park only a few miles down the road.
Ms Merryman had had a lot of furniture delivered. He kept seeing the vans turning up and men carrying it in. He’d peered through the window a few times when she’d gone home. The walls were now delicate shades of cream and shell pink and around three edges of the room were runs of glass cabinets full, from what he could tell at first glance, of paper and pens and other items of stationery. The central space was taken up with six round tables, cream-painted ironwork with heart-shaped backs, three with four chairs around them, three with two. It was all very pretty and girly and French-chic. He gave it another two months before she did a moonlight flit and he turned up on site to find her and her fancy furniture all gone.
She was smiling. Again. He could see her lips curved upwards as she turned to one side. That sort of constant chirpiness irritated him. What the hell was there to be so cheerful about, anyway? Everyone he knew was complaining about it being the crappiest spring in history. Sub-zero temperatures without let-up ever since November, even snow on May Day Bank Holiday. Only now, in mid-May, was the sun attempting to blast through the clouds with its rays; but bright as its beams were, they were half chilly too.
Leni turned without warning and caught him staring at her. ‘Mr McCarthy!’ She waved. ‘Hello there. Have you got a moment?’
Shaun cursed himself for not averting his eyes quickly enough. ‘Sure,’ he said, grumbling under his breath. He strode over to the pretty teashop and nodded a man-greeting.
‘Good morning, Mr McCarthy. The square is really coming together now, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, it is,’ he said, thinking, Did she ask me over just to ask me that? He had neither the time nor the inclination for idle chit-chat.
‘I hope you don’t mind me mentioning that the tap in the teashop sink has a leak. It’s just a small one but I don’t want it to get any bigger.’
‘I’ll get my tool-bag and come back in a couple of minutes.’
‘Thank you.’
The tearoom was invitingly warm and smelt delicious when he walked in.
‘I’ve just made a jug of vanilla hot chocolate. Would you like one?’ Leni smiled at him.
Shaun hadn’t had time to stop for lunch and was both hungry and thirsty in equal measures. ‘Thank you,’ he said.
‘Cake?’ She pointed to two glass domes on the counter. A dark brown cake sat under one, a lemon cake under the other. They looked good but he passed. He’d mend the leak and then get quickly off before she started talking girly things to him. Rainbows and teddy bears and how to make cupcakes.
She poured him a mug of chocolate with a swirl of cream on the top and stuck a flake in it.
‘New recipe,’ she said. ‘For when all the crowds come.’ Her eyes were sparkling with mirth.
He humphed inwardly.
‘Do you think they will?’
‘Of course,’ she smiled. She had white, even teeth, he noticed. ‘I’ve had someone in who has been back three times so far for lunch. A Sikh gentleman. He’s bought two pens from me as well.’
Wow, you’re just months away from retiring on the profits, thought Shaun, digging his wrench out of his bag whilst taking a swig of chocolate. The cup had a large ginger cat on it.
‘Miaow.’
For a moment, Shaun thought the cup had made the noise.
‘Now Mr Bingley, you get back to your bed and stop being nosey,’ said Leni, bending down to a huge ginger cat who had wandered over and was sniffing around Shaun’s bag. She lifted him up, turned him around and he toddled off to where he had come from.
‘Are you allowed that thing in a café?’ asked Shaun, wrinkling up his nose.
‘I don’t know,’ said Leni. ‘But he’s staying. Chocolate okay?’
‘Er, yeah,’ said Shaun. Environmental health would be swooping down on her very soon, he reckoned. Surely cats and cafés didn’t mix?
‘Is it too thick? Does it need more milk in it, do you think?’
Dear God, thought Shaun. It was a cup of hot chocolate, not an entrant for Masterchef.
‘It’s fine,’ he said, tinkering with the tap. He noticed her apron was patterned with covers of old Penguin books but the pocket at the front was an orange sleeping cat. She’s added that herself, he thought. And made a good job of it. She looked the arts and crafty type. He could imagine her making her own rugs at night in a house full of shelves of books.
Shaun liked books and read a lot at home in the quiet evenings. He didn’t like cats particularly, but then he had never had much contact with pets. He didn’t do emotional ties.
‘What happens to the cakes that you don’t sell?’ he asked, bending to check the cupboard underneath the sink for leaks.
‘I drop them off at the homeless shelter,’ replied Leni. ‘But soon there won’t be any left to take. I have every confidence this little place will be booming. Anyway, selling tea is just my folly. The shop is the real business of course.’
And that’s just as heaving, Shaun muttered to himself.
‘Most of my orders come from the internet,’ Leni expanded, as if hearing his thoughts. ‘I’m very busy ordering and packing up what I’ve sold during the day when the teashop is empty. So you don’t need to worry about your rent, Mr McCarthy.’
And she laughed and he thought that the sound it made was like that of a tinkly bell.
‘There, it’s done,’ he said, throwing the wrench back into his bag. He drained the cup of the last dregs of chocolate. It tasted like melted-down biscuits and would keep him going for another hour or so before he stopped for a sandwich. He could have done with another, if the truth be told. He had no doubt that if he asked for a fill-up, she would have obliged – with another smile – but that would mean more small talk and Shaun McCarthy wasn’t in the mood.
‘Thank you,’ said Leni Merryman. ‘Do I owe you anything?’
‘No,’ he said, waving the suggestion away. ‘All in with the rent.’
‘Well, you know where I am if you want to give me some custom,’ Leni tilted her head as she spoke.
‘I’m not a visiting-coffee-shops sort of person,’ said Shaun. ‘Too busy. I only build them.’
She chuckled as if his gruffness amused her. ‘Well, thank you anyway.’
Shaun lifted up his bag and walked back through the teashop. It was a shame it was always empty of customers because she’d done it up really well. He dragged his eyes along the glass cabinets as he passed them. They were filled with gifts – quality gifts – cufflinks made from old typewriter keys, tiny silver charms in the shape of books, gift tags made from book pages: romantic books, he presumed, seeing as the word ‘Darcy’ was ringed in red. All quirky, fancy things that literary types would go gaga over – himself excepted, of course. He might enjoy reading books, but he had no use for a tie-pin silhouette of Edgar Allan Poe.
Between the last cabinet and the door was a long pinboard studded with postcards sent from all over. He spotted one from Madrid, one from Kos and one from Lisbon.
‘What’s your online shop called?’ he asked.
‘Book Things. Nice and simple. You have a lovely accent, Mr McCarthy. Is it Northern or Southern Irish?’
‘Northern,’ said Shaun.
‘My daughter Anne was born in Cork,’ said Leni. ‘She wasn’t due for another two—’
Shaun’s small-talk alarm went off. Time to go.
‘Thanks for the chocolate,’ he said, taking hold of the door handle. ‘Must get on and earn a living.’
‘Of course,’ said Leni with an understanding nod. ‘Busy lives.’
Busy lives indeed, thought Shaun. He liked his busy life. He liked filling his head with his work and his business and his books at the end of the day that stopped him thinking about his years in Belfast and his earlier days in Londonderry which still haunted him, thirty-four years on.
Leni bent down at the side of the ginger cat curled up his basket.
‘Oh Mr Bingley,’ she said, giving him a rub behind his ear which set him off purring. ‘I wish Anne were here to see this. She’d love it here, wouldn’t she? She will love it, won’t she?’
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