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      When Marcy came out of the shower, the woman in her bed looked like she had no intention of leaving. Playing a game on her phone, she took her sweet time sipping the coffee Marcy had made for her over an hour ago. Waiting for her to make a move, any move, was awkward, and she reminded herself once again that this was why she didn’t make a habit of inviting women to sleep over at her home. Well, home was an understatement. The caravan she was currently living in stood on a plot in a holiday park with over a hundred other caravans, the majority privately owned by retired British pensioners. The bedroom and the bathroom were tiny, but she spent most of her time outside in the private garden, so the lack of space didn’t bother her. As long as she was by herself.

      “So, Bisou, what are your plans for today?” she asked, hoping the dark-haired French woman wasn’t planning on lounging in her bed the whole morning. At least she remembered her name. Bisou was a tourist who shared a room with a friend at Paradise Hotel in Benidorm, so going back to her hotel together hadn’t been an option last night. They’d met in a bar and Marcy had flirted with the straight woman purely to kill time while she waited for her friends to arrive. To her surprise, Bisou had reciprocated her flirtations and here she was. It really was that easy.

      “Depends. What are your plans?” Bisou asked, glancing up from her phone for a split second.

      “I have to work.” Marcy knew exactly what she was doing; messaging her friends and telling them all about her first experience with a woman. She was pretty sure there would be no complaints about her performance. Bisou had voiced her pleasure so loudly her screams had forced her neighbours to bang on the side of her caravan; something they only did when her music was too loud for their liking.

      “But last night you said you had the day off.” Bisou looked up again and arched a brow at her. Then her screen lit up, her eyes flicked back, and her fingers continued to tap manically.

      Marcy suppressed a groan as she dried her hair and slipped into a pair of boxers and an old T-shirt. Couldn’t the woman take a hint? “Yes, I’m off work,” she said, trying not to sound too impatient. “But I have another project I work on during my days off and I have some urgent things to take care of.”

      “Okay. Do you want me to come with you?”

      Marcy shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t bring anyone there.” That wasn’t a lie; no one knew about her secret project, not even her parents, and she certainly wasn’t going to bring a stranger there. With the amount of time Bisou spent on her phone, pictures would be all over the internet in no time.

      “So, you want me to leave?” Bisou jutted out her bottom lip and batted her lashes.

      “No, you don’t need to leave right now,” Marcy said, not wanting to be rude. “Take your time.”

      “If you’re not in a rush...” Bisou patted the mattress. “Why don’t you come back to bed for a while?” She finally put her phone aside and sensually removed the cover, revealing her naked body. “Just for an hour, then you can kick me out.”

      In two minds, Marcy stared at the pillow princess. She had a long to-do list for today, but she’d never been able to resist temptation, especially not in the form of a beautiful woman. Besides, she could think of worse ways to start her day. “Okay.” She grinned as she got on the bed and hovered over Bisou, steadying herself as she balanced on her hands and knees. “So, you enjoyed last night?”

      “I did.” Bisou shot her a mischievous grin, her dark eyes flashing with desire as she ran her fingers through Marcy’s hair. “Will you do that thing to me again?”

      “That thing that made you wake up my neighbours?” Marcy joked as she moved down Bisou’s body. She kissed her breasts, her ribcage and her belly, then moved back up to her breasts to suck a nipple into her mouth. She bit softly, just hard enough to cause the sting she knew would shoot between the woman’s thighs and smiled when she gasped in delight.

      Bisou moaned and jerked underneath her, her head turning from side to side, and just like last night, Marcy felt a little smug for being her first woman. She felt Bisou’s muscles tense as she traced the inside of her thigh and kissed her way down her belly to the neat strip of dark hair between her legs. “Is this the thing you were talking about?” she teased, sliding her fingers through Bisou’s wetness before entering her. Simultaneously, she brought her mouth to her centre and ran her tongue up and down.

      “Yes!” Bisou fisted Marcy’s hair so tightly she was worried she would pull it out. “Fuck, yes!”

      Quick breaths followed by a high-pitched groan rang in Marcy’s ears and she smiled. “Good?” She recognised Bisou’s body language now, and knowing she was close, she put more pressure on her centre, moving faster until a loud cry escaped her. Marcy tried to muffle the noise with her hand, but Bisou’s head was tilted back so she couldn’t reach. Damn it. I should have closed the windows. Another cry, and another one, until Bisou collapsed into a panting heap of bliss. When silence finally returned, she shook her head and laughed.

      “Good? Do you honestly need to ask me that?” She traced a hand over Marcy’s cheek. “I’m still here for another week. Want to meet up again?”

      Marcy wiped her mouth, sat up in bed and let out a sigh. She hated this part, but she had to be honest. “I really had fun with you, and I think you’re great, but I can’t do that.”

      Bisou nodded. “Are you one of those emotionally unavailable types? The one-night only type?”

      “Something like that.” Marcy attempted a regretful look as she got up. “I’m sorry.”
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      “My baby, come here!” Ling flew around her daughter’s neck and squeezed her tightly. “Oh, I’m so, so glad to have you back home.”

      “Mum. I’ve missed you.” Zoe dropped her duffel bag and held her mother for long moments, then stepped back to take her in. “You look good.”

      “Not as good as you.” Ling rubbed Zoe’s arms. “But you’re way too skinny. Come in, come in. You must be hungry after your long journey.”

      “I wouldn’t mind some food,” Zoe said with a smile, leaving her suitcases in the hallway. She followed her mother into the kitchen and sat down at the dining table. “Mmm… did you make dumplings? I smell dim sum.”

      “Yes, your favourite.” Ling chuckled, checking the bamboo baskets that were piled on top of each other and steaming over a big pan. “Although I bet you’ve had much better ones in Hong Kong over the past five years.”

      “They’re never as good as yours.” Zoe glanced around the kitchen while her mother served her a selection of dim sum. Nothing had changed in here. Still the same tea towels, the same pictures of her and her sister—who also worked abroad—on the walls, the same kitsch curtains with strawberry print. And her mother, who looked a little older than last time she’d seen her, but she seemed happy and healthy. Zoe had indeed lost weight from working fourteen hours a day, but her mother had put on a few pounds, and it suited her. “Shouldn’t we wait for Dad?”

      “No, your father will be home soon but knowing you’d be hungry, he wanted us to start, so I’ve kept some aside for him.” She took a seat opposite Zoe, shifting on her chair in excitement. “So, how was your flight?”

      “Flights,” Zoe corrected her. “I had a stopover in Kuala Lumpur and one in Paris. Twenty-six hours. I’m totally exhausted but so happy to be home.” She reached over the table and squeezed her mother’s hand. “I’ve missed you and Dad, but it was worth the experience. I’ve had an amazing time in Hong Kong.”

      “I know you did. It’s good to connect with your roots.”

      “Yeah, it’s been good. My Cantonese is much better, and I’ve made some new friends,” Zoe said, then continued with her first mouthful. “And it was lovely to get to know our family better.”

      “Good. I miss them.” Ling helped herself to food. “It’s time I paid them a visit again, now that travel has fully opened up. Last time I was there must have been…” She narrowed her eyes, digging through her memory.

      “Two-and-a-half years ago,” Zoe said, finishing her sentence. “Way too long.”

      “Yes, well, first I want to enjoy having you at home for a while, just like the old days. So, you said you have a new job lined up already and it’s here in Benidorm?”

      “I do. It’s in a newly refurbished hotel and is due to open in two months. It’s not a touristy one, more like a boutique hotel that is also looking to attract businesspeople. I didn’t expect to find something so soon, but the headhunter did an excellent job. She had five interviews lined up for me within a week of signing up to her agency and they hired me on my remote interviews and CV alone.” Zoe shrugged. “It’s not how I would usually do it, but I’m not complaining. It’s a great opportunity when you consider what the hospitality industry’s been through these past couple of years.”

      “I’m so proud of you.” Her mother shot her a warm smile. “And best of all, you’ve returned to your home town for the next chapter in your life.”

      “Good old Benidorm.” Zoe chuckled and rolled her eyes. “I couldn’t wait to get out of here after finishing catering college, but it’s actually nice to be back. There’s a certain comfort about this town, knowing nothing ever changes. It’s predictable, and I could do with predictable right now.”

      Her mother nodded. “You’ve travelled and worked all over the world since you were eighteen. No wonder you’re craving some stability. Well, you’ve got it here, honey. Your father and I were saying how nice it would be if you settled down near us so we can see you more often. Perhaps you’ll meet a nice man?”

      “Please, Mum. No talk about men, you promised.” Zoe sighed in frustration and for a split second, her mind went back to Joanna, who she’d left behind. Their romance had fizzled out long before she’d decided to return to Spain; they’d always been better off as friends. With no hard feelings involved, her departure hadn’t been particularly difficult or emotional, but she was going to miss having someone to wake up with.

      “I’m sorry, I forgot.” Her mother held up both hands in defence. “Just looking out for my single daughter, that’s all. You haven’t dated since that boy you met at school. What was his name again?”

      “Thomas,” Zoe mumbled with little enthusiasm. Thomas had been her first and her last boyfriend. Handsome and fun, she’d felt no reason to say no when he’d first asked her out, but she’d never felt that spark that the girls in her class talked about. She’d never been in love with him, and she realised soon enough it was unlikely to ever happen. Because Zoe fell in love with a girl while she dated him, and even though she didn’t act upon her feelings until two years later, she didn’t need to sleep with a woman to know that she was gay.

      “Yes, Thomas, that’s right. I wonder if he ever got married. You were crazy about him, had dinner there every Sunday. Do you remember?”

      Because I had a crush on his sister. Zoe ignored the remark and helped herself to more food. She was saved by the sound of the door slamming and her father calling from the hallway.
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      “Where the hell are we?” Bisou winced against the bright August sunlight as they stepped outside. “It was so dark last night; I couldn’t see anything while we walked here. Is this a caravan park?”

      “It’s a residential caravan park, love,” Marcy’s neighbour, Maevis, shouted in a raspy voice before Marcy had the chance to answer. “Had a good night, did you? When I heard the screaming last night, I thought there were a couple of foxes outside but now I can see the error of my ways.” Taking a long drag of her cigarette, she curiously gave Bisou a knowing look.

      “Morning, Maevis,” Marcy said with a smile, ignoring her question. “Sorry about the noise. It won’t happen again.”

      “No problem, love. I’m glad someone’s getting some action around here. Sounds like Jake could learn a thing or two from you.”

      Marcy laughed and walked on before Jake, Maevis’ husband, came out to join in the conversation. “Everyone knows everyone around here,” she explained to Bisou. And yes, it’s a residential caravan park that also includes holiday homes, but most people live here all year round.”

      “Oh.” Bisou looked unimpressed and that didn’t surprise Marcy, but she liked living here, at least for the time being. “Are we far from my hotel? I don’t remember the taxi drive very well.”

      “No, we’re quite close. Want me to drop you off at Paradise?” Marcy greeted everyone sitting in front of their caravans, some shaded by parasols and some smothered in sunscreen as they baked in the full sun.

      “Morning, Marcy! Are you busy tomorrow?” one of the residents asked. “I’m having trouble putting up a shelf over my kitchen worktop.”

      “Good morning! I can drop in before work tomorrow. Just after eight okay with you?” Marcy couldn’t recall the woman’s name, yet everyone seemed to know hers. Being the youngest and strongest in the park, and owning a wide range of power tools that she was very good with, people asked her for help with just about anything from moving heavy objects to fixing things.

      “That would be great. Thank you so much!”

      Marcy gave her a thumbs up and turned left towards the car park. The park consisted of long, straight paths with homes on either side. The standard low fences surrounding the small static homes meant there was little privacy, but people here seemed to like that as no one bothered to raise the height of the fences or grow hedges. There was a ‘clubhouse’, a communal swimming pool and a shop that sold a very limited selection of mainly British food products and the site’s committee often organised events such as bingo or quiz nights.

      Marcy’s parents didn’t understand why she hadn’t bought a house yet. Being a contractor for her father, who owned the biggest building company in the region, it wasn’t like she was short of funds, and her mother kept reminding her she wasn’t going to find a girlfriend if she only hung out with old aged pensioners. But Marcy had other plans. Living here meant she had more money left to pour into building her own house, and after three years, her dream home was close to completion. She hadn’t told her parents about her project as it was something she wanted to do on her own—something that didn’t involve her father’s tradespeople and where she could ignore his advice and not have to explain why she didn’t want his money. He meant well,  but he could be quite opinionated, and although she knew her mother only had her best interests at heart, she equally tended to get too involved in her business.

      “Climb in,” she said to Bisou, unlocking her pickup truck.

      “Okay…” Bisou laughed as she struggled to climb in. “Are you seriously going to drop me off in this monstrosity?”

      “Why, what’s wrong with it?” Marcy tapped the steering wheel. “I love my girl. She’s reliable, spacious, beautiful…”

      Bisou laughed even harder at the ‘beautiful’ comment and shook her head. “Oh, God. So, you live in a caravan and drive a truck. You’re such a stereotypical lesbian. All you need is a cat and you’d tick all the boxes; I can’t wait to tell my friends about this.” She was typing on her phone as she spoke.

      “I guess I am.” Marcy felt a pang of annoyance at her barbed comment because she liked her life, and she wasn’t ashamed of anything. The caravan site was a nice place to live and her truck was her best friend. Deep down, she kind of wanted to show Bisou her project, just to see the envious look on her face, but if she were to choose anyone to see it first, it would be her father. Instead, she pulled over a few minutes’ walk away from Paradise Hotel. “Well, this is my turn,” she said, pointing to the right. “Your hotel is just a short walk that way.”

      “Oh… you’re not dropping me off at the door?”

      “No. It’s not far, but it takes forever to turn there with all the tour busses waiting. Besides, what if your friends see you in my nasty old truck?” Marcy added with a hint of sarcasm.

      Bisou looked taken aback as she stepped out and for a brief moment even stopped looking at her phone. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “It’s fine, I’m just kidding. It was lovely to meet you, Bisou. I had a great night. Enjoy the rest of your holiday.” Marcy sped off before Bisou had the chance to ask for her number and saw her stunned expression as she looked back in her rear-view mirror. What was it with people and their phones? She hardly spent any time on hers.

      Relieved to be alone again, she turned on the radio and hummed along to a song she didn’t know the lyrics to. Driving out of town, the scenery gradually started to change, with high-rise buildings soon replaced by the mountainous landscape of Benimantell. She passed the Guadalest Reservoir with its emerald-green water, and dozens of farms until she reached the private road that spiralled through forest and fields, heading for her soon to be home.
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      The hotel was smaller than it looked in the pictures she’d seen. Zoe looked up at the building that was being renovated for the reopening in late October when she would start her first job as an executive chef.

      Returning to Spain had been a conscious decision. Not only did she miss her parents, but career opportunities were also thinner on the ground in Hong Kong, and the competition was killing. She’d worked hard in the past five years, and although she’d made it to chef de cuisine—which was pretty impressive for her age—the management team had made it clear they thought she was too young to progress any further in the coming two years.

      So, she’d looked for jobs in her home town and liked the concept of the hotel being so close to her family home.

      She hadn’t found a flat yet but moving wasn’t a priority at this moment in time. For now, living with her parents wasn’t so bad, and besides, it gave her the opportunity to take some much-needed downtime and recharge her batteries before she started her new job and became responsible for running a team of eighteen. Executive chef. She liked the sound of her new title and was looking forward to cooking up some magic at El Escondite. As long as she she stuck to Spanish cuisine, she’d been given free rein to utilise her creativity, and she planned to do just that.

      Zoe walked around the building to the temporary rear entrance where Lisa, the woman who was running the refurbishment project, had arranged to meet her. Being early wasn’t a bad thing. It would give her some time to check out the space that would soon be her responsibility.

      Builders were paving the outside space where the pool, a lush tropical looking garden and a half-built bar were situated. A woman with a tablet in one hand and a walkie-talkie in the other was talking to two decorators who were covered in white paint. Her short, blonde hair was sticking out from underneath a yellow safety helmet and her tanned skin was paint-stained too. When Zoe approached, she turned in her direction and looked her over like she was lunch. Although Zoe would have normally welcomed the flirtatious look, her stomach dropped when she recognised her admirer. Fuck.

      “Hey there, can I help you?” The blonde smiled widely.

      Zoe continued to stare at her, expecting a hint of recognition from the woman’s side, but there was nothing.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Ehm, yes.” Zoe cleared her throat. “I’m the new executive chef.”

      “Oh, great. I’m Marcy, the site manager.” Marcy held out her hand and Zoe shook it half-heartedly. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Zoe.” Again, after introducing herself, Zoe waited for the penny to drop, for some spark of recollection, but Marcy clearly had no idea who she was. Instead, she pointed to her head.

      “You have a butterfly in your hair.”

      “I know, there’s usually one or two attached to me. They seem to like the way I smell.” Unable to return Marcy’s smile and unable to walk away as she had business to take care of, Zoe asked, “Can you direct me to the kitchen?”

      “Okay… to the point, are we?” Marcy looked a little irritated at Zoe’s unfriendly reply, but she remained polite and nodded. “Sure. Follow me.” She patted the man she’d been talking to on the shoulder. “Excuse me for a moment, will you? I’ll be right back.”

      Zoe didn’t care if she’d just come across as rude. She owed Marcy nothing, especially not kindness. Following her inside, she tried to concentrate on the space around the bar which would serve as the inside dining area, then checked out the pass. Seeing Marcy had thrown her off guard, she felt anxious and unsteady on her legs.

      “Through here.” Marcy pointed to the other side of the pass. “The door will move over there; this entrance is just temporary.”

      The kitchen had already been kitted out with basic units and the location of the sockets still to be installed were taped onto the freshly tiled walls. “Why is the sink over there?” Zoe asked, gesturing to a space with a huge sink and room for two large, industrial-sized dishwashers underneath.

      Marcy shrugged. “That’s where it was before. Why?”

      “It needs to move to the other side, underneath the window.” Zoe pointed to the left. “It’s not practical to have the porter station right next to the ovens. The chefs and the kitchen porters will be in each other’s way, not to mention it will be much too warm for my porters to work there.”

      Marcy’s expression told Zoe she didn’t like her work or her ideas to be criticised. “Well, it was there originally. For twenty-two years,” she said. “So, I don’t see why we need to change it now.”

      “Because, as I explained, it will be impractical and far too warm,” Zoe repeated, raising her voice a little. Part of her wanted to shout at Marcy, but she stopped herself.

      Marcy shrugged. “Can’t do that. There’s no plumbing on that side. It will cost extra to move it, and everything’s been budgeted for already.” She was about to walk away but was stopped in her tracks by Zoe stepping in front of her, her arms crossed defensively in front of her chest.

      “Fine. Then I’ll speak to Lisa about it. This is not your territory; your job is to build, not to make decisions on the layout.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Marcy huffed. “And your job is to show up and cook. This is not your building; you just work here.” She rolled her eyes. “God, they’re going to have a handful with you, kiddo. You haven’t even started yet and you’re already throwing your weight around and stirring up trouble.”

      “Don’t you dare call me that, you arrogant—” Zoe swallowed her words and averted her gaze. Don’t bite, she told herself, fighting to regain her composure. This is your new job, don’t ruin it because of her. “Never mind.”

      “Fuck this, I don’t have time for your negativity. I’ve got work to do.” Slamming the door behind her, Marcy left Zoe in the kitchen, half furious, half shell-shocked.

      Zoe’s heart was still beating wildly, and her hands were shaking as an attractive blue-eyed blonde swept through the door in a business-like fashion and gave her a wave. No doubt this was Lisa, and it was time to forget Marcy and make a good impression. Time to put your smile back on. Marcy’s not worth it. She never was.
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      The ground was still too uneven to be paved, even after the two guys she’d hired to level the surface had spent two days flattening it. Marcy sighed, unlocked the shed behind the hole in the ground that was well on its way to becoming a pool and picked up a spade, then went on to improve their work. Everything had to be perfect. She’d strived for nothing but perfection so far and that wasn’t going to change. This was her castle, her masterpiece, and it was where she would be spending the foreseeable future, perhaps even the rest of her life.

      The patio would be the pièce de résistance with gorgeous views over the valley. The light was golden yellow here during sunrise, and a deep red at night as the sun sank behind the mountains. It was where she would have her coffee in the mornings, where she would dine after work and where she would have friends and family over for celebrations. There was no room for error; no wobbly chairs or coasters under the table legs, and no loose tiles. She made a mental note not to hire the two men again. They hadn’t done a bad job; it just wasn’t as good as she would have done it herself. Straight, smooth, immaculate, and built to last.

      After an hour of moving soil in the boiling sun, sweat was dripping down Marcy’s back, so she went inside to pour herself a glass of water and proudly glanced around, admiring her creation. The kitchen was finished and so was most of the living space. That just left the terrace, the pool and the drive to complete. In theory, she could move in since the electrics—the biggest challenge that had taken her a good part of a year—were connected, but it didn’t feel right to do so until it was finished. Not until the big reveal. The fact that no one knew about her cave house made her even more determined to work on the wow factor after the basics were done. It was stunning, there was no doubt about that. Built into the side of the mountains, it had a glass façade that opened up onto the terrace. She’d kept the rough stone walls and ceilings inside, still organic in their shape. Someone had started the hard work and never finished the job, and when the huge cave facing south had come up for sale, she’d immediately known this was where she wanted to settle down.

      At the rear of the cave was her bedroom, with a bed she’d built from local wood. Above it, small recesses in the ceiling held spotlights that gave the space a warm glow, and handwoven Spanish rugs dotted about made the space look cosy and homely. With the dome-like shape of the cave and the lower ceiling where the bed resided, she imagined it would feel like sleeping in a womb. Lacking straight walls to place wardrobes against, she’d built one into a natural alcove to the left of the bed but other than that, everything was freestanding. The big freestanding roll top bath was positioned on the other side of the bed, with the hand-built kitchen in the middle of the space. The seating area, that looked out over the terrace and the office area, all flowed into one, the neutral colours pulling it together like the items belonged there. After so much hard work and consideration, there was no room for clutter or anything that would break that flow, so Marcy had decided to place the toilet in a small, but still connected, outbuilding, where she’d also installed a modern, state-of-the-art rain shower.

      Heading back outside, she picked up the spade and continued working. She could work for hours and never get bored with it. The steady progress and seeing it all come together had given her more drive than ever and although she hadn’t had a day off in months, it was so worth it. The mountain villa was only a twenty-minute drive from Benidorm, yet it felt like a world away, and with so much private land around the property and protected land behind it, nothing would ever get in the way of her view.

      “The fence,” she mumbled to herself. The fence had to be put up before the terrace was finished so strangers wouldn’t show up to party here. So much to do, so little time. The hotel she was currently working on in Benidorm was taking up five days of her week but the grumpy and rude chef aside, the project was a joy to work on. Lisa, the project manager, was nice too; Marcy imagined they could even be friends if they got to know each other a little better.

      What was the name of the chef again? Zelda? Zoe? Yes, Zoe. Her rudeness had bothered Marcy as she rarely got negativity or hostile attitudes from people. Always meeting them with a smile, her good vibes were usually returned, but yesterday she’d felt like some kind of villain, and she had no idea what she’d done to deserve that. Forcing her mind to go blank, Marcy concentrated on the task at hand and soon settled into a comforting rhythm. Manual labour was like meditation to her and there was no better way to ban negative thoughts from her mind. Although she wasn’t supposed to physically help the builders and decorators—as her role as site manager was to oversee and manage the process—she couldn’t help herself and often got hands-on when they were short of time. Not only did she enjoy it, but her team respected her, and she was proud of the loyalty she’d garnered by being one of them. The thought of throwing a team party for them on this very terrace put a smile on her face because they’d been teasing her about her accommodation for years. The building industry was a good industry to be in, and most of her employees had a nice family home of their own, but she knew they’d be surprised when they set eyes on what she’d done with this spectacular and unique site.

      After spreading sand over the soil, and levelling out the last part of the surface with a handheld tamper, Marcy straightened her back and stretched, relieving her aching shoulders. The big, natural stone tiles that were piled against the separate outbuilding almost reached the roof, and she ran a mental calculation to figure out if she could finish getting the patio paved today. It was doable, but she’d be cutting it fine as there were only six hours of daylight left.

      “Okay,” she said to herself. “Let’s do this.” Pulling an energy bar out of her back pocket, she braced herself for the hard work. She knew this was a labour of love but she was already picturing herself with a cold beer looking out over the jaw dropping view. She tugged her sweat drenched cap lower and picked up the first slab. All this effort would be worth it. She couldn’t wait to see the end result.
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      “Here you go.” Zoe scooted a bag with eggs, butter, oil and a variety of fresh and dried seasoning across the kitchen surface and watched her first candidate inspect the goods. Face to face interviews were great when it came to office jobs but in the kitchen, she needed to see her people in action before she hired them. The boy was only nineteen but like her, he already had a wealth of experience on his CV, and knowing how hard it could be to prove oneself being the youngest in the kitchen, she wanted to give him a chance.

      “Just eggs?” he asked, looking a little puzzled.

      “Yes. I want you to cook me eggs four ways. An omelette, scrambled eggs, a soft-boiled egg and a poached egg. Sometimes the simplest things are the hardest.” She smiled. “And I want them all plated at the same time. I’ve already put two pans with water on the boil, and there are more pans underneath the workbench alongside anything else you might need.”

      “Okay…” He laid everything out in front of him and she could sense his mind churning, planning how he would go about the challenge. “How much time do I have?”

      “How much time do you need?”

      He took a moment to think about that, then said: “Six minutes.”

      “Okay, six minutes it is.” Zoe checked her watch and propped herself up on the workbench behind him. “Starting now.” She watched him carefully drop the first egg into boiling water and crack three eggs into a bowl. He worked fast and methodically as he added two more pans to the stove. One frying pan, to which he added a mixture of butter and oil, and one deep pan with a generous amount of butter. So far, so good. She liked this test. It showed both timing and skill as well as palette, because getting the seasoning perfect wasn’t easy either. Many chefs tended to over-season around here, but it wasn’t the British customer that El Escondite would be tailoring to.

      “How am I doing for time?” he asked, whisking the three eggs at an impressive speed before adding a few drops of water.

      “Three and a half minutes left, you’re doing great,” Zoe said when she saw his hands were trembling. “Just stay calm, you’re on track.”

      “Thanks.” He cracked eggs into the melted butter and left them while he added a splash of vinegar to the other pan with boiling water and dropped two more in to poach. Zoe was pleased to see they stayed intact because she really wanted him on her team. Finally, he finished his omelette and his scrambled eggs and placed them on the large plate she’d given him alongside the prettiest of the two poached eggs and a neatly peeled soft boiled egg, cut in half.

      “Bravo,” Zoe said, impressed with his work. She took her time to taste each dish and handed him a fork to do the same. The scrambled eggs were creamy and just on the cusp of setting, the omelette was fluffy and light, the yolk poured out of the bouncy poached egg as she cut into it and the boiled egg was just right; firm enough to stay intact but runny enough to dip her finger into.

      “Are you happy with it?”

      “Ehm… yes, I think so,” he stammered, looking at her wide-eyed as if it was a trick question.

      “Good. Me too. Love the consistency and the seasoning. Love the perfect simplicity; you haven’t overcomplicated anything.” She shot him a wink. “Congratulations, you’re hired.”

      “Just like that?” He stared at her incredulously. “I just cooked eggs.”

      “Yes, you did, and you’d be surprised how many people get that wrong.” She took his hand and shook it. “So, do you want to join my breakfast team?”

      “I’d love to.” He smiled widely; excitement written all over his face.

      “Excellent.” Zoe pointed to the pans. “I suggest you clean that up and I’ll take this out to the builders. I’m doing seven interviews a day; they must be sick of eggs by now, but I don’t like throwing food away. After that, we can sit down together, and I can talk you through your contract.” She walked out to the bar and put the plate down, then waved at the handful of men and women tiling the poolside. “Who hasn’t had eggs today?”

      “Me!” one of the men said, rubbing his hands as he approached her.

      “You’re in luck; this one is actually really good.”

      “Amazing, thank you.” He tasted it and moaned. “Mmm… better than my wife’s eggs. Anything else being cooked in the coming weeks?”

      “Yes, actually. I’ll be hiring the dinner shift soon, so you’ll have more steak than you can handle.”

      His face lit up and he lowered his voice as if she’d just shared a secret. “Great, sign me up for that.”

      “I will.” Zoe noted Marcy was helping out on the other side of the pool. One strap of her dungaree shorts was hanging down, and her white vest was stained from the soil. She hadn’t asked to try one of the numerous plates of eggs that had left the kitchen, and they’d mostly ignored each other since Zoe had been coming in to start the hiring process.

      As if she could feel Zoe’s eyes on her, Marcy looked up for a moment, but Zoe quickly averted her gaze and returned to the kitchen. She wasn’t sure if she’d been too harsh on Marcy, but simultaneously, she didn’t really care what she thought of her.

      Just stay out of her way. She won’t be here forever.
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      “Be nice,” Lisa warned when they spotted Zoe approaching from a distance.

      Marcy huffed. “When have you ever heard me be anything but polite to anyone?” She’d told Lisa, the project manager about her run-in with Zoe, and she had no doubt Zoe had given her own version of their conversation.

      “Anyone but Zoe,” Lisa shot back at her. “Look, we’re just going to discuss some potential small changes to the kitchen. It’s nothing personal, so let’s try and take our emotions out of it, okay? That’s why I suggested to meet in this bar. We need to be off-site in a neutral environment.”

      “I’m not the one getting emotional,” Marcy protested, then held up a hand and relaxed into her chair. “Okay, okay…” She narrowed her eyes as she spotted something flapping over Zoe’s head. “What’s with her and the butterflies? I don’t get why they like her so much.”

      “What do you mean?” Lisa asked.

      “Butterflies seem to be attracted to her. They must be stupid insects.” Marcy could have sworn she’d seen this phenomenon as least three times when Zoe was outside taking a break. “Never mind; it’s probably just a coincidence.”

      The waiter came over with her beer the moment Zoe sat at their table, and Marcy was grateful to have something to focus on. She liked Lisa very much, but she found it hard to grasp how she always remained so calm and impartial. Their working relationship was great; they’d even been for a drink together with Lisa’s girlfriend, Stella, but she still refused to pick sides. And with Zoe being so difficult, Marcy really needed her on her side. It wasn’t just the porter station she’d complained about. There were a couple of other issues, like electrical sockets being too low to the ground, and the extractor fan that wasn’t powerful enough for her liking. Basically, Zoe was being a diva, just to get under her skin.

      “Hi, Zoe,” Lisa said with a smile. “Thanks for coming. What would you like to drink? Wine? Beer? Coffee?”

      “I’ll have a coffee, please,” Zoe said to the waiter before returning Lisa’s smile. “I don’t make a habit of drinking during work hours.” She casually crossed her legs, avoiding Marcy’s cold stare.

      “Here we go,” Marcy muttered under her breath, then demonstratively took a sip of her beer. There was no way that wasn’t a dig. Zoe was a miserable git, and Lisa’s idea of meeting in a neutral place wasn’t going to change that.

      “Right, let’s talk about the kitchen.” Lisa opened her tablet and took a couple of deep breaths, clicking her ballpoint several times. Marcy could tell she was nervous and she didn’t blame her. She and Zoe had not seen eye to eye since day one and even though she knew it was childish, and that they needed Lisa to mediate, she refused to be the one to capitulate. She hadn’t done anything wrong after all.

      “I’ve crunched the numbers for the proposed changes Zoe requested through you and it’s going to cost you an extra nine thousand euros,” she said, raising a brow at Zoe before turning back to Lisa. “Since you told me there was no room for error, and we had to be bang on with the budget, I can only assume that’s out of the question.”

      “Nine thousand euros is ridiculous for a couple of small changes.” Zoe turned to her and raised her voice. “You’ve overpriced it on purpose, just to dismiss my proposal. Overcharging people is a criminal offence as I’m sure you know.”

      “What?” Marcy gasped. “I would never do such a thing.” Waving her cost sheet in front of Zoe, she continued. “It’s not just a matter of moving stuff, we have to redo the plumbing, the electricity, and even some of the tiling. Not that I expect you to understand that; it’s best if you just stick to your omelettes. Seriously, I’m so sick and tired of your insults so please stop talking if that’s all you’re going to throw at me. God, you’re such a…” Aware she was getting too worked up for her own good, Marcy stopped herself.

      “Such a what?” Zoe got up and shot her a vicious look. “A what, Marcy? Seriously, tell me what you think of me.”

      Marcy turned to Lisa for help, as she wasn’t sure how she’d deserved such a backlash from simply defending herself. Lisa looked confused too, but Zoe spoke again before she had the chance to call time on their verbal boxing match.

      “Well? You think I’m just some dumb bimbo, don’t you? Isn’t that how you think of all women?” She shook her head and huffed, then stormed off in the direction of the beach.

      “Jesus, what was that about?” Marcy was shaking, completely taken aback by Zoe’s attack as well as her own anger. It was out of character for her to have a go at someone, but Zoe had taken it too far by accusing her of ripping off Lisa.

      “I don’t know…” Lisa frowned and stood up too. “I’m going after her. Keep my seat free?”

      “Sure.” Marcy groaned as she watched Lisa run after her. She shouldn’t have done that; it was unprofessional. But then so was Zoe.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      Marcy looked up to find a stunning blonde in a skimpy dress. “Ehm, no,” she heard herself say, hoping Lisa would take her time as she could really do with the distraction. Anything to make herself feel better would be a blessed relief right now. “Please sit.”

      “Thank you. I won’t be long; I just need to charge my phone at the bar for a moment. My battery is dead, and I can’t find my hotel.”

      “I can probably help you with that,” Marcy said. “But why don’t you charge your phone anyway and have a drink with me while you wait? What would you like?”

      “That’s okay, really. I can get my own drink.”

      “No, I insist.” Marcy put on her most charming smile and tried not to stare at the woman’s cleavage. “It’s not every day I get the chance to buy a drink for a beautiful woman. I’m Marcy, by the way.”

      “Oh…” The woman blushed and narrowed her eyes at Marcy. She clearly wasn’t used to being hit on by women and for a moment, Marcy thought she might leave, but she settled next to her and held out her hand. “I’m Carol. It’s nice to meet you.”
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