
ABUSE 

COCAINE 

& SOFT FURNISHINGS

Andrew Sparke

[image: image]
Abuse Cocaine & Soft Furnishings

©2013 APS Publications

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the written permission of the publisher except that brief selections may be quoted or copied without permission, provided that full credit is given.

Cover by Noxiousdesign based on an image taken from the 2002 Turkish film ‘Uzak’ (released in the US as ‘Distant’) by kind permission of Nuri Bilge Ceylan and NBC Films.

APS Publications

www.andrewsparke.com


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Abuse Cocaine & Soft Furnishings (The Lincoln Trilogy, #1)

CHAPTER I | NOW | NOVEMBER

CHAPTER II | THEN | MAY

CHAPTER III | NOW | NOVEMBER TO DECEMBER

CHAPTER IV | THEN | MAY TO JUNE

CHAPTER V | NOW | NOVEMBER TO DECEMBER

CHAPTER VI | THEN | JUNE

CHAPTER VII | NOW | DECEMBER

CHAPTER VIII | THEN | JULY TO AUGUST

CHAPTER IX | NOW | DECEMBER TO FEBRUARY

CHAPTER X | THEN | SEPTEMBER TO OCTOBER

CHAPTER XI | NOW | JANUARY TO FEBRUARY

CHAPTER XII | THEN | DECEMBER TO JANUARY

CHAPTER XIII | NOW | MARCH

CHAPTER XIV | THEN | FEBRUARY

CHAPTER XV | NOW | APRIL TO MAY

CHAPTER XVI | THEN | MARCH TO APRIL

CHAPTER XVII | NOW | JUNE

CHAPTER XVIII | A YEAR ON

Sign up for Andrew Sparke's Mailing List

ABUSE COCAINE 

& SOFT FURNISHINGS

NOTE TO READERS
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​CHAPTER I 

NOW

NOVEMBER
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Leave Istanbul in the rain. I'd like to think the city is crying for my leaving. But it isn't. It’s just a wet, dull, late November day. Common enough. But for me distinctly abnormal.

The car edges along in heavy traffic. Past the Inonu Stadium, home to Besiktas, The Hilton up near Taksim Square, high above, as a backdrop. Staying there long ago I'd seen a home game, looking down from the comfort of my hotel room watching tiny footballers scurrying around, not then appreciating the atmosphere I was missing. But that was before a woman changed me from one of life's spectators into a painfully real participant. It always takes a woman to change those of us who grow too much armour too young.

No obvious road numbers on the gantry signs. Chockfull lanes take us over the suspension bridge from Ortakoy to Beylerbeyi, the waters of the Bosphorus as grey as the air. Toll points in this direction but with our electronic tags we sail through, picking up speed as traffic thins. Heading faster now for Sabiha Gokcen Airport. Expecting to fly. The city pushing me away. Go home. Except it’s not home anymore. I want to cry. By an effort of will I don't.

Luton Airport in the chill darkness of an autumn evening is one of the least welcoming ways to enter Britain. Particularly when there's no prospect of anyone you care about being there to meet you. Not that travelling further tonight feels any more appealing. Weary and not thinking straight, I haven't phoned ahead to get my car out of its long-term rented garage so the sanest thing seems to be to take a room at the Holiday Inn Express, eat a cardboard cheese sandwich, drink an expensively cheap scotch and go to bed. Note I don't say sleep which comes eventually but not in the most refreshing of shapes.

Morning is a marginally better time to turn over the contents of my massive, red pack. Not much chance of losing that on any arrival lounge’s luggage carousel. Change of clothes and discard most of what I'm carrying. Henceforth my pockets will contain familiar objects which feel foreign with disuse. My keys with their shop loyalty fob. A wallet containing sterling. A few coins. An AA card long expired. An auto-booth photo, passport sized, of an ordinary girl but the flaw rests with the camera's inability to capture her lovely face as I know only too well. I never managed it. Her picture's been put away these long months as well as all the rest of my English life. Time to take the whole bloody lot out of cold storage.

I don't bother to shave. I know I'd feel better if I did but I don't want that. Stubble suits the grimness of my mood. Phone my pet mechanic and discuss delivery of wheels to my home. Catch a train. Spend more time in motion. Dozing. I don't remember eating anything but I think I must have had something in addition to copious disposable cups of coffee. East Coast Mainline coffee proves surprisingly alright actually and I catch myself smiling. Something to be stamped on before it becomes an epidemic of happiness. One thing I can't afford. Stay focused on why I'm here. To help someone who needs it. To hurt another who deserves it.

Lincoln Station is right in the middle of town. This inevitably means a spell of waiting behind the level crossing gates that sever the high street if you need to visit a shop on whichever happens to be the wrong side of the tracks from your own starting point. On alighting from the rear portion of a two-carriage train, I come close to falling over, a mishap underlining the urgency of getting my shoes re-heeled. And where's the menders? You've got it.

I get to stand there for several minutes as the arrival of the next Nottingham Sprinter clashes with an engine pulling a prodigious quantity of filthy, rust-coloured oil tanks. I don't have to be on foot of course. I could have taken a taxi but a masochistic streak holds sway today and I want the aching arms from lugging my own baggage around. If I had engaged my brain, I would have realised just how conspicuous a long-haired, muscular man with a limp, carrying brightly coloured luggage, would be in a place as compact and insular as this city. Perhaps sub-consciously I don't care and want to be noticed. It’s certainly true I'm sick of hiding out.

The crossing gates swing open in a grating series of judders and I move through, part of a shoal of impatient pedestrians, cyclists and motorists each careless of the wellbeing of any of the other road users. My route takes me past shops and bars, each more nondescript than the last, across the main road, up past the sprawling wings at the rear of City Hall. On West Parade I reach my first port of call.

I'm outside an ugly, concrete sixties structure. I consider the flight of steps up to the plate glass doors. A zigzagging ramp off to the side offers a concession to disability. My old ankle injury can be a bit problematic at times but I think I'll opt for the stairs. I take up my bag and walk. A large sign on the grass catches my eye. Surprisingly, given the on-going discussions about disposal and probable demolition, it’s not a For Sale sign. It simply states, 'Lincolnshire Police'.

The counter with its glazed, floor-to-ceiling, security screening is far too extensive for the single civilian staffing it. She's busy being harassed by an angry old man, seemingly engaged in lengthy repetition. I take stock. Peeling institutional green paint, supposedly calming, but the few utilitarian chairs are bolted to the floor. Nothing would encourage anyone to linger. I examine the woman in command of this depressing reception area instead. Mid-thirties maybe, a red-head power-dressed in a sharp grey suit and paler blouse. She fits my prejudices perfectly. The only places you find these creatures nowadays are in cop shops and fire brigade offices where most of the service personnel are smartly uniformed men and female support staff feel it's incumbent upon them to wear more make-up than the average bank cashier. I make a bet with myself that the lower half of her suit below counter level will be a skirt rather than trousers and her feet will be wedged into court shoes, plain but high-heeled.

I don't get to find out. A voice at my elbow reveals the noiseless arrival behind the security glass of another agent of law and order. "Can I help you, sir?" The soft Lincolnshire burr and the sergeant's stripes could almost convince me that he really does want to be of assistance.

“I'd like to see Chief Superintendent James.”

“Is she expecting you, sir?”

She might be if she's clairvoyant. “I don’t know.” This is an old game. It's called evasion.

“Do you have an appointment?”

When your girlfriend sends texts without the normal quota of Xs you can be pretty certain she's irritated or upset with you. I think it's the same with police officers who stop saying 'Sir'.

“Not as such.”

“Well you need to make one and come back then.” His mask of politeness is definitely slipping. There's steel in his voice.

“Except. I was told to come here the moment I got back.”

“And who told you to do that?”

“She did.” Game set and match to me.

It takes five more minutes before I find myself being escorted to Clare James' office to receive exactly the sort of greeting I'd anticipated.

“What the bloody hell are you doing here?” She doesn't mean why am I in her office or even her professional domain. Her ambit is far broader. She means anywhere other than Turkey.

“Nice to see you too. You're looking particularly lovely today. Being in charge obviously suits you.”

“Don't soft-soap me. This is dangerous and stupid! Even by your standards.”

And then she gets really angry. I don't even get a cup of coffee before leaving. I do get one clear message though. “You're on your own now.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I bloody well do.”

That’s telling me.

My next stop is the corner shop. Don't recognise anyone. It looks like it's changed hands again. It has been awhile since I was last in here. The stock's much the same though and I fill a bag with the bare essentials; rolls, butter, milk, apples, cheese and ham. You can get by on that lot for several days in my experience.

Finally to the front door my keys happen to fit. One of the tall, Edwardian houses fronting West Common. The paintwork seems to be holding up to everything the weather can fling at it but I suspect I'll have to do something with it in the spring.

The hall smells slightly fusty but not as bad as I'd feared. My incompetent cleaner may have been doing a better job of keeping it aired than I give her credit for. Don't suppose her actual cleaning’s improved but I can't sack her. Jaki's my niece and she needs the money. She's in the second year of an environmental sciences course at the university. One day she's going to make the world a better place. Just not necessarily a cleaner one.

My bag hits the floorboards with a thud. The groceries need more tender care and take priority when I decide to recognize my arms have given out. I make it to the kitchen before all hell breaks loose. The din is indescribable. Imagine an old-fashioned alarm clock magnified several times over. Or picture the actual truth. For no reason that's obvious to me, Jaki has parked the telephone on the kitchen table inside the large biscuit tin with the lid loosely resting on top. It stops ringing before my heart has dealt with the shock and I've found the damn thing. When it's out of the tin and still in my hand, it rings again.

I grab the receiver and don't wait to find out who's on the other end. Knowing the object of your rudeness can really blunt the impact. “Did you just ring?”

“Yes. I've tried a few times."

“Oh Mum. I'm sorry. How did you know I'd be here?”

"Your sister...”

My mother hates other family members being better informed than she is. And I do try to be a good son and take her feelings into account. Which is why I told my sister not to tell her. A useful maxim to remember is 'Once a grass, always a grass'. But I must be confused. I thought it was my younger brother who used to snitch when we were kids.

“Yep. But I'm not likely to be here long. I came to...”

Might as well try to stop a hurricane by voice command. She just talks over me. “I hope you're not going to pick up with that woman again. It's not that I don't like her; I mean I’ve never actually met her, but I’m worried about you. You see..." I give her a few minutes to express her concerns but ultimately take the only course of action open to me. I hang up. Then with the receiver off, put the phone back in the tin and put the lid back on. Firmly this time. Bingo. No more calls. The line must have developed a fault.

Need a plan of action. Running around like a bull in a china shop isn't a tactic for long term success. I definitely need to see 'that woman' again. Which isn’t likely to be easy. A lot of difficult ground to cover. Explanations and so on. But just finding a safe way to reach her is the first problem. This isn't thirteenth century Verona and there isn't a balcony-climbing solution for avoiding armed guards, assuming there are any lurking around. But her mobile number will have long since changed and the nature of my return home is pretty well guaranteed to be brought to her husband's attention.

Actually there are multiple reasons for organising protection and Clare doesn't look like the failsafe fall-back I'd been counting on. Back in Istanbul I'd be calling in the friends made learning kick-boxing before my ankle started protesting too vigorously.  Here it may need to be hardware rather than bodies. Reminder to call Patrick or somebody else. Or everybody I know.

And will I stay here or bury myself in a safe lair to evade confrontation until I’ve seen how the land lies and I'm sure I'm ready? I wish I'd thought this through instead of taking the first available flight out of Istanbul. But the messages were compelling and I won't beat myself up about my need to respond. Hefty sigh of resignation, retrieve the phone, call a taxi and book into The White Hart. Without using my own name.

My niece has one of the new student flats with a view over the river. It means a short morning walk to lectures, down to the Brayford Pool, the old Roman port, and into the glass building with the red-wood cladding, the design of which still splits local opinion right down the middle. Even all these years after the planners gave it the thumbs-up of bureaucratic approval.

The residences are far more traditional. Red brick and tile construction. The only controversy they caused was whether they needed to be there at all. Talk to West Enders and far too many of them still deny that building the first brand new British university in thirty years could ever benefit the city.  Which is why Lincolnshire tradition is sometimes seen as a euphemism for myopia.

Jaki flings her front door open with all the coiled-spring enthusiasm of her twenty years on the planet.  An ear-splitting squeal accompanies a massive hug.  “Unc! You're back. I've got so much to tell you.” She doesn't believe in reticence or ambivalence. What you get is full-on and genuine. Always.

There's one development in her life, I don't need explained to me. Lurking behind her in the hallway is a tall, athletic young man with a shock of dark straw for a hairstyle.  Based on physique alone, Jaki could do a lot worse in the boyfriend stakes. Even better that, in his case, appearances are far from deceptive.

“Hi Rory.”

“Hi Coach.”

Jaki lets go of me and there's more than a hint of exasperation when she says, “Do you know everybody?”

Laugh at the idea. “Not entirely. Just the ones I trained. How goes the season, Rory?”

He nods thoughtfully. “Okay.” A quiet, self-contained youngster our Rory. Self-disciplined and possessed of both massive talent and a great work ethic. Accepting my authority as his coach is for him an on-going if quiet form of rebellion against a less than wonderful father. At nineteen he's earned everything they're beginning to say about him and he certainly won't be playing lower division football at Sincil Bank much longer. Where the talent comes from, who can say? Perhaps from his Italian mother’s side of the family. But I’ve never met her which makes me guilty of idle speculation.

Jaki pulls me through into the lounge. “Grab a seat, Unc.” I'm almost pushed onto the cheap slab of foam wrapped in brown fabric which passes itself off as a settee. “Tea? Coffee? Cake? Biscuits?”

“Tea. Strong. No sugar, please. And you've just reminded me. Why on earth would I find my telephone stashed in my biscuit tin?”

“So I can hear it ring when I'm cleaning upstairs of course.” Logical in its way I suppose although why she'd want to answer calls for me is another matter entirely.

“And how long have you and Rory...” I don't want to mis-label this fledgling relationship. And I'm asking her not him. The answer will come much quicker and in far more detail.

Except it doesn't. “Ages.” She tosses the one word over her shoulder as she moves into the kitchen leaving Rory to add the most salient fact.

“I finally moved in last week. She's pretty special isn't she?”

Pretty headstrong and periodically daft I'd say but then it's all in the eye of the besotted. And Rory certainly seems that.  

“Yes. She is.” Change tack. Not making idle conversation. But because of his text to me in Turkey I want to know. “How's your brother doing?” I don’t know his brother. As far as I recall I’ve never even met him. All I know is he doesn’t play football. And doesn’t need a coach.

Rory doesn't immediately reply. “Your brother. You remember?” I was aiming for the light-hearted touch. I should have known better.

A longer pause while Rory weighs up the right words to use. “He's okay. He and Dad don't see eye to eye on anything nowadays. But he's alright. He's a good kid really. But that's not what I needed to talk to you about.”

Perhaps I misunderstood but his message definitely mentioned his brother and trouble in the same sentence. That alone would have spurred me to pack my bags even if I hadn't already booked my flight in the immediate wake of Megan’s communication less than twenty-four hours earlier. “You made things sound pretty serious.”

A nod. “They are. I wouldn't have called otherwise. I didn't mean you to come back. I thought if we could talk, you'd put me in touch with someone who could help me. When you didn't pick up, I sort of panicked.”

“What have you done? What's wrong?”

“Nothing. I haven’t done anything. The problem is there's nothing much I can do.”

“Alright. Look Rory, whatever it is, you know I'll help. You're one of the few people who have any idea why I had to go in the first place. I haven't any of my own kids.  Just nephews and nieces. So send me a message like that and of course I’d come straight back. You must’ve known that.”

“I suppose I did. It's just so difficult. I can't talk to my father. And Mum mustn't know...”

“So what's going on?”

No direct response. “It's a normal Thursday tomorrow.” He means there's a long session on fitness and tactics ahead of Saturday's match. “I'll be free by four. If I pick you up, would you come somewhere with me? It'd be much easier to show you.”

“Okay.”

“And then you'd see my new wheels.” Suddenly the smiling boy is back in place of the anguished young man. It's like the sun coming out.

“Good. The only thing is, I'm not at home. It's too risky. I'm at The White Hart. Ask for Mr Jackson.”

A glance in my direction. Contemplation of what he knows. Says nothing.

I get up. And Jaki barges back into the room. She's been inside the kitchen door hanging on every word. She knew Rory would handle a one-to-one better. The seriousness of whatever's looming has penetrated even her relentless cheerfulness. She doesn't make so much as a token protest when I say I have to go. Just as well really. I ought to get a taxi. And some sleep.

Rory offers to drive me but I think she needs him more than I do. Lincoln's not exactly a large conurbation and I should be able to manage to walk as far as the hotel. I think.

The White Hart is another aspect of traditional Lincoln. A comfortable, sprawling old coaching hotel near the castle.  So much more soul to it than the concrete monstrosity on the far side of the cathedral. That would never have got planning consent from me in a month of Sundays if I’d had any say in it. Drop the conspiracy and corruption theories. Probably just poor Sixties taste. The White Hart on the other hand...home from home.

And it has a well-stocked bar to its credit. Tonight I ignore it. I’ve done enough damage of late to my biorhythms.

I am going to sleep. I do.
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​CHAPTER II

THEN

MAY
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I'm not widely travelled. Not really. Save by comparison with my parents. In their sixties they made their first test flight. It took them to the Isles of Scilly as a precursor and preparation for their once-in-a-lifetime journey to see my younger brother and his ever-expanding brood, then numbering four with a fifth on the way, at Oamaru. That's in New Zealand for the uninitiated. Drive from Christchurch to Dunedin, blink, and you miss it.

My tally of countries, outside Europe and short business trips to the USA, is limited to the Antipodes but at least the New Zealand end is South Island rather than the usual tourist destinations.

The one place I've visited repeatedly is Turkey and I just keep going back. A mark of how much I like it. Feel equally at home in the city fug of spices, diesel oil and fish and in the empty spaces in the mountains. I'm a poor linguist, a slow learner and it must say something that I've persevered to gain a three or four-hundred-word Turkish vocabulary. I'm certain my grammar's pretty shocking but the Turks are a friendly and forgiving race and my fixation with the place, its people and its history has so far outlasted a marriage and a career so I think it's here to stay. I could reel off a long list of places I've stopped but the best was renting a jeep and driving into the hills inland from Fethiye to find a little village where I spent a fortnight losing a stone in weight but gaining a prize-winning photo essay. I captured it all. Bustling market days. The women slaving over their crops or sitting by the well, drawing intricate henna patterns on their daughters' hands. Their men idling in conversation in the village square. The wine bottles on the rooftops of each home with a marriageable daughter, broken on the day of betrothal and only removed on their wedding day. Magical simplicity. Even if a western upbringing's made it impossible for me to ever contemplate living like that for more than a few weeks.

So if I want culture or just a break, it's Turkey I head for. I’m no skier but they say there are fledgling resorts near Istanbul for that now too. Probably serviced by second-hand chairlifts condemned for replacement by zealous Austrian resort inspectors.

Alanya. Cheap. Cheerful. Far enough South to come with as near a guarantee of sun from May to October as anywhere can give. And decent hotels. For this fortnight I'm back at the Alaiye Kleopatra. Comfortable room with a balcony overlooking the pool. One hundred yards from the beach. And full board includes all drinks, which needs treating with caution if you don't want to lose the holiday in an alcoholic daze.

There is one problem and it's with the pool. Or rather with the positioning of the hotel buildings around it. As the sun moves across the sky, a shadow expands over the serried ranks of sunbeds and by late afternoon only the corner nearest the road is unaffected.

My first day comprises leisurely breakfast, beach, an apple and a coke in the bar for lunch before a casual stroll round the local shops. So it's about four o'clock before I want a brisk swim and to crash out. Now I could grab a cushion and lay my new towel on the concrete but there is one apparently free lounger in the sunshine, sandwiched between two others with barely enough room to climb onto it. One of the abutting loungers bears a mound of somnolent flesh, snorting gently in sleep. The woman on the other side might be awake behind her sunglasses, unless she's mastered the feat of keeping a paperback aloft while dozing.

“Is this one taken?” It may be neither physically occupied nor reserved with a towel but you never know. The woman pushes her sunglasses down her nose a fraction. “It's all yours.” Her voice is pleasantly melodic. A slight trace of a regional accent. Unaffected.  And English. Most of the other guests are German.

Another voice comes from behind her. “Isn't Ellie coming back down?”

“I don't think so.” Turning back to me, “You can have it.”

“Thank you.”

Prop up the back of the sunbed to a comfortable angle. Lay out the green towel with the gold advertising logo. Extract suntan lotion and reading material from canvas tote. Kick bag under lounger. Squeeze into gap. Sit down. Swivel legs round. Relax. And steal another look at the woman in her yellow bikini. Her sunglasses and book are back in place but something about the way she's holding herself reminds me women supposedly have better peripheral vision than men and that she's probably only too aware I'm looking. And liking what I see.

Don't stare. Recap salient points. Neatly cut raven hair. Henna-rinsed. Fortyish. Younger than me. Good cheekbones. If her nose and chin were a fraction smaller she'd be very pretty. The imperfections give her something closer to lasting beauty. Olive skin. Wonderful hands. Not small but lent delicacy by her long fingers and neatly painted nails. Quite tall. Full figure.

Something rising to the surface of my memory brings a soft laugh to my lips. 

“What?” Said gently. Not in irritation. She's gazing at me with the sunglasses lowered again. Her eyes are staggeringly dark. Almost black.

Not long after my scabrous divorce, the bluntly spoken Yorkshire-woman who until recently happened to be my friend Patrick's wife, was questioning me about my latest transient girlfriend. I carefully described her by colouring, height and personality and Annie snorted and said, “No. I mean has she got breasts? Once you've found one with real breasts you'll never look back!” Annie would approve of this one.

Shake my head. “I'll tell you when I know you better.” Already it's when and not if.

“All right.” A flick puts her sunglasses back in place.

We sit and read in companionable silence. She seems to be reading anyway. Her pages turn at regular intervals but I can't take in anything. My heart's racing but I don't know how to get her attention and re-start the conversation naturally.

She solves things by getting up and putting her stuff together to go in. Have to say something before she's gone. “See you at dinner then.” I don't even phrase it as a question. Kick myself for not coming up with anything better. Or at least vaguely original.

She pauses. Smiles. Says, “Of course”. Walks away. I don't take my eyes off her until she disappears from view.

I'd forgotten her brunette friend. I find her watching me in turn, amused. “She's married,” she says.

Take a deep breath. “The best one’s always are.”

“No. I mean be very careful. Gail's dangerously married. And easily hurt.” Guaranteed to intrigue.

Next steps are pretty obvious. Exchange names and offer to buy Megan a drink at the poolside bar. Not quite accurate because the drinks are free. Sit on half-submerged stools, our warm legs water-soothed and pump her for as much information as I can get.  Find out they all come from Lincoln and booked through the same travel agent as I did. And they were on the same flight and transfer coach as me. What I don’t learn is much about Gail.

The sub-species I belong to are strange creatures. I can sit beside a lovely, entertaining and obviously single woman, making conversation as she touches my arm for emphasis, her interest broadcasting loud and clear but all I want is the other one. The one with all the quiet mystery.

Sod it. In trouble again.

Dinnertime at The Alaiye. Not the ideal place to get to know someone. Too much activity. Self-service by and for all with milling waiters replenishing serving trays and fetching wine and beer. No sense of privacy. Not least because I'm sharing Gail with the slim brunette and a chunkier blonde. That's Megan and Ellie respectively. Oddly it doesn't matter that I'm getting besieged by questions from the others because Gail's clearly engaged by the answers, asking quiet points of clarification, laughing periodically at something one of us has said and never, it seems to me, looking away from me for long.

Turkish coffee and brandy out on the poolside terrace afterwards. A different matter entirely. Comfortable chairs. Cooling breeze. Sitting beside her rather than across from her now. My knee just brushing hers. No retracting movement from her. And having her to myself.  Her friends are across on barstools chatting up the staff. Abdi’s grinning with them and trying out his English.

And something's beginning here. We both know it. An ease between us. And no rush to take it anywhere quickly.  A long haul ahead. I have a sense it won’t matter if it takes a whole lifetime to find out where we’re going to end up. When she rises to leave, she touches the back of my hand lightly, trailing her fingers across it. I look up at her, thinking about standing too and before I can, she bends, kisses my cheek, says, "Good night," and is halfway to the door before I can do anything. High on style. Totally in control of herself.

I'm at breakfast before any of them. Actually I doubt Megan and Ellie will appear at all. Last seen very drunkenly carousing long after midnight. I thought about tossing a paper dart or a handful of sweets at them from my balcony but resisted temptation.

I'm by the window. Watching a black and white cat stalking birds on the corrugated metal roof of an unfinished house across the alley. He's making good use of the water tanks as cover. The first I know of Gail's arrival is a hand stroking my neck. It's the most erotic thing I've felt in years. Look up. And she's smiling fit to bust. Brightly patterned silk top. Loose over white pedal pusher Capri pants. Matching white sandals. Ugly enough to be really expensive. Not ugly on her feet at all. And nail varnish picking up one of the colours in her top. Now I'm the one who's smiling. My lucky day.

"Hi you. Sleep well?"

"Umm.”

"And what are we going to do today?" Not that I'm assuming anything.

"What have you got in mind?"

"Ever had a morning in a Turkish bath?"

"No. Would you recommend it?"

"I would. Set us up for lying on the beach."

"Okay then."

"I'll get some transport organised after breakfast. What will you have?"

"I don't usually have much. Bit of fruit. A coffee."

“I'll get you sorted." And I do.

Thanks to the Thomas Cook rep, we share a minibus on a tour of half a dozen hotel pick-ups working our way northwards along the coast. I don't care how long it takes. Gail's sitting beside me and her hand rests coolly in mine, fingers intertwined. Feeling like they belong there.

Actually I have a thing about hands. Faces, looks and intelligence are all important to me but if I don't like a woman's voice or her hands don't please me, it's not going to happen. Gail's hands are just lovely. Her fingers make me want to stroke them. To use the soft pull of a massage grip, holding and stretching each finger gently between my thumb and forefinger. Linking thumb webs in an easy caressing motion. Rolling her hand between mine, stretching and flattening the palm. I've stopped just thinking about it and I'm doing it. And she's not watching the movements but the concentration of my gaze. And she murmurs something which doesn't quite register, except that it’s soft and approving. And when I'm done, I bring her hand up to my mouth and kiss the back of it and put it down. She re-grips mine tightly and doesn't let it go until the bus pulls up at its destination.

We start with the salt room. White crystals scrunch under the soles of our bare feet, absorbing the moisture in the air. So it's a dry heat. Invigoratingly different. Sucking at you until you have to go and laze in the rock pool in the atrium. Or do the ice-cold plunge. Or visit the steam room where you can hardly see six inches in front of your face for the misting droplets filling your lungs and coating your skin. And then you go back to the salt room and start again.

There's a party of Russian women keeping pace with us today. They present more like a mixed group of co-workers than a family but what do I know?  We don't speak a word of Russian. Or precious little of anything else really.  So we don't know what they're yacking on about. Only that their laughter is infectious. One tall and stunning young woman in her early twenties is strutting - no other word for it - in her polka dot bikini and she's telling a story to her companions sitting near us on the hot pine benches. Maybe it's based in truth but she's using exaggerated hand movements over her body and the filthiest of chortles, bending towards them, volume rising. She pulls her hair up on end, cups her body for them and almost spits something more out. And I look at Gail and she looks back at me. And neither of us can help it. She has us spellbound too. Not understanding a word of it but roaring with the rest. And it's only because we're in the salt room that there are no tears running down our cheeks. An exclamation, a burst of applause from her fellows, a wave of the hand, a twisting turn and she's gone. I can see her outside the glass sliding door, shucking her feet into the obligatory plastic mules. The oldest woman says something sounding like an instruction and as one they follow her out. Leaving Gail and I clutching each other, in the weakened state of near hysteria.

"Oh God! I need a swim now."

Gail agrees. "Me too."

"What on earth do you think she was on about?"

"No idea. But I'll tell you this. I bet it was about a man."

"Is that the sort of thing you'll be saying about me to Megan and Ellie?"

"No. I'm keeping you to myself."

"Thank God for that!"

Exfoliating scrub from a masseur wearing rough cotton mittens. Lying head to toe on a great marble slab, our bodies, swimsuits and all, covered in dense white foam. Allowed to lie drowsily for a few minutes. Then hauled around and rinsed off with cool water poured onto us from shallow metal pannikins. Handed towels and sent off to loungers outside in the sun, our faces caked in green mud-pack treatments, cracking in the heat as they dry out. Grinning at how bizarre each of us looks to the other. Washed off and taken upstairs for
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