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Dedication

To Michael,

For never suggesting that I get an ordinary job.
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Part One

Giorgio and the House of Cards




Prologue

August 2000

Judith was glad to her bones that she’d come to live in Malta. She was forty and it was early in a new millennium – the perfect time for change. Her marriage to Tom was over. Her uncle Richard had offered her the chance to buy into his estate agency on the island. Perfect. 

Now, in the beating summer heat, she was spending her lunch hour at Ghar id-Dud, strolling between the tourists on the broad promenade high above the rocky foreshore. Behind her lay the open-air cafés known as kiosks, a busy road and tall hotels; before her stood the stone skeleton of a derelict pier reaching out into the sparkling blue sea. The pier was probably thirty feet tall and four teenage boys and a girl were leaping from the top with blood-curdling shrieks, plummeting through the salty air to shatter the waves below. Leaning on the guardrail between promenade and the drop-off to the sea, Judith grinned as the teens resurfaced in circles of foam, whooping their exhilaration as they swam back to the ladder attached to the rock. Her stepson Kieran was at university in Sheffield. If he saw these teens on his next visit to Malta, he’d want to hurl himself off the pier, too.

It did look inviting. If Kieran tried it then Judith knew she would too, jumping into thin air to slap down into the sea with leg-stinging force, waiting for gravity to stop bearing her down before kick, kick, kicking, ears aching, for the surface.

A deep voice at her shoulder observed, ‘It’s a little crazy but nobody dies.’

Judith turned in surprise. A man smiled at her. He looked Maltese, his shirt white against skin that was several shades more golden than hers. His eyes were as dark as damsons and his black hair well cut and neat. At the open neck of his shirt glinted a gold crucifix on a thick chain. He settled his elbows on the guardrail a foot away from hers. ‘This I have done.’ He gestured at the foolhardy teenagers clambering back to the upper level. He spoke good English as many Maltese did, it being one of the official languages of the island. He looked at least a decade younger than her.

Judith returned his smile politely. ‘You’ve jumped off it?’ 

His soft, husky laugh seemed to trickle across her skin. ‘When I was a stupid teenager. But it is unsafe for many years. You see there has been a fence to keep people off. It’s broken, and the children climb.’

The teenagers’ howls of glee began again as they sprang joyously into nothingness and smashed down into the waiting blue waves.

‘It’s called The Chalet,’ he said, gesturing towards the ruined pier. ‘It used to have a dance floor and an open-air café on two levels, for celebrations, for dances. A balustrade ran all the way round and there was a grand entrance, here.’ He indicated a spot close to where they stood.

Judith gazed at the skeletal structure, trying to envision such imposing flesh to what were now very bare bones. ‘What happened to it all? A bomb?’ 

He smiled. ‘No. A storm, a grigal.’

She glanced at him. ‘Grigal?’ She’d begun to learn a little Maltese but this was an unfamiliar word. ‘I’d assumed it happened in the war.’ World War II had been cruel to Malta and ruins, such as those of the Royal Opera House in Valletta, still dotted the island. 

‘Storms on the north-easterly wind,’ the man explained. ‘They can bring enormous waves. You’ve seen the breakwater in the mouth of Grand Harbour? It is to keep the shipping protected from the grigal.’ He nodded towards The Chalet. ‘Now, the government wishes for this ruin to become something safe and new but there is nothing decided, I think.’

Judith stared at the crumbling remains of balustrades supported by immense pillars planted on the base that ran out into the water. Richard had told her about the Maltese winters being mild compared to English, but that they brought violent storms. Judith, though she had an affinity with the sea, had difficulty imagining waves so monstrous they were capable of sucking masonry off such a big structure. Her Sunday scuba dives would certainly slow down in seas like that. If she was going to take an instructor qualification, she’d need to get on with it.

‘’Allo, Giorgio!’ a woman called from behind them, above the buffeting of the breeze. 

The man looked around and waved in acknowledgement. Turning back to Judith, he said, ‘I must work now.’

Judith turned and saw a cream coach with a rainbow arcing over a big Z on the side. It waited, engine running, outside The Preluna Hotel, a popular pick-up point for tourist trips. ‘You work for Sliema Z Bus Tours?’

He nodded. ‘I am Giorgio Zammit, a tour guide.’ He pulled a navy tie from his pocket, flipped up his collar and began to tie it as he hurried in the direction of the tour bus, tossing back a, ‘Ciao,’ over his shoulder to Judith.

‘Ciao,’ she returned, quite sorry to see him jumping aboard the idling bus, taking a clipboard from a female tour guide waiting on the steps. As the bus pulled away, he ducked to wave goodbye to Judith.

Shyly, she waved back. Then she checked her watch and realised it was time for her to return to work, too. She crossed the promenade then turned left to follow Tower Road to the sea road and Richard Elliot Estate, where she had an appointment with a Scots couple who were looking for a holiday home. Selling apartments didn’t exactly make use of her qualifications as a surveyor but she was enjoying the change, as well as the chance to live in Malta.

She met Giorgio on her lunchtime stroll several times, after that. He’d materialise beside her, either off duty or waiting for a one o’clock pick-up by a distinctive Sliema Z Bus. They’d spend a few minutes on a bench, sipping water or licking ice cream.

One afternoon, he told Judith he was about to escort a trip to Ta’ Qali Handicrafts Village in the centre of the island. ‘It’s what remained of the RAF airfield where the famous Gloster Gladiator biplanes, Hope, Faith and Charity, flew against the Germans,’ he explained. ‘Craftworkers have moved into the old Nissen huts and created a thriving tourist attraction.’

‘I’ve heard of it. Do they sell Mdina glass there?’ she asked, thinking of the jewel-like colours of the glass she saw frequently about the island. ‘And filigree jewellery? I keep meaning to visit.’

‘Come today,’ he suggested, treating her to his boyish smile. He let his arm touch hers, his skin hot. It was common for Maltese men to wear short-sleeved shirts, even with a tie, and his tour-guide blazer was folded beside him on the bench.

She laughed. ‘I haven’t booked.’

His head shifted closer. ‘There is space.’

Tempted, she glanced at her watch. She was responsible for her own schedule and had no meetings that afternoon. She withdrew her phone to call Richard. ‘I’ll pay my fare. You won’t get into trouble with your employer, will you?’

‘No.’ His eyes gleamed with amusement. It took her a month to discover that he was one of three partners in the business.

‘Richard,’ she said into her phone, when she’d dialled the office of Richard Elliot Estate. ‘I’m taking this afternoon off to join a trip to Ta’ Qali. There’s nothing in my diary.’

‘Have a good time,’ he answered comfortably. Richard was fantastic; she had such a great relationship with him. It was sometimes difficult to remember that he was her mother Wilma’s brother because he was much younger than her, not just in years, but in attitude. Whereas Wilma had lived in Northamptonshire all her life and had a ‘bootiful’ accent, Richard had married pretty Maltese Erminia and moved here in his twenties. The relaxed pace of Malta suited him and Judith couldn’t imagine him ever returning to the UK.

The modern coach arrived, cream paintwork gleaming, a contrast to the island’s bright orange route buses, some of which had been trundling the island’s roads for fifty or sixty years. Judith felt almost shy as Giorgio took her hand to cross the promenade. They climbed aboard the modern vehicle and Giorgio introduced Judith to his colleagues. ‘This is Peter, our driver, and the other guide today, Victor.’

Peter and Victor, in the same white shirt and navy tie as Giorgio, looked interestedly at Judith and smiled. Then Giorgio installed her in a front seat, grabbed a clipboard and began to work his way around his passengers, who looked relieved as the doors closed and they got the benefit of air conditioning.

‘Hallo, madam, I am Giorgio, and I am your guide today. Your name, please?’ His charm was effortless. It flowed from him, coaxing out smiles and laughs. Then the bus pushed its way out into the busy Maltese traffic, following the coast road past apartments and restaurants, palm trees, kiosks and the rocks beside the sea.

Giorgio spent most of the journey on his feet beside the driver, facing the passengers and, via a microphone, providing a commentary about himself, the bus, the tour company, the areas through which they passed and Malta’s history, swaying easily with the bus’s motion, his smile flashing.

After disembarking half an hour later at Ta’ Qali, he and Victor took a group of passengers each around the warren of curved, corrugated Nissen huts to watch the making of filigree jewellery or glass-blowing. Then he gave his group an hour to shop, pointed out their bus number, explained where to get an ice cream and reminded them not to neglect to drink. ‘The sun we give respect, in August.’ He conferred with Peter the driver, filled in a couple of boxes on a form, then jumped down beside Judith where she waited on the weed-strewn concrete. ‘Today is an easy job. Everybody will shop. Maybe they spend too much money, but that is OK.’

She laughed and didn’t protest when he once again took her hand. It was pleasant to make a slow circuit of the huts, seeing the sunlight strike the jewel-like colours of the glassware and jewellery in display cases and admiring the intricacies of the Malta lace, bizzilla. And always she was conscious of Giorgio and the smile in his eyes.

He was … unsettling. His eyes told her he desired her but she was cautious. She’d already discovered that Giorgio was a decade younger than her. Ex-husband, Tom, had succumbed to the temptation of Judith’s replacement, Liza, and he was ten years Judith’s senior.

After the shopping hour was over and the passengers all safely back in their seats, Judith learned that the trip continued with a visit to the magnificent Mosta Dome and a folk evening in Qormi. Giorgio’s eyes laughed when she showed surprise. ‘I’ve tricked you into spending longer with me than you meant to,’ he murmured.

His expression was so mischievous that she felt herself smile. ‘I could call a taxi.’

‘That,’ he replied gravely, ‘would make me very sad.’

She stayed with the tour group for the visit to the famous dome, through which a bomb had dropped during the war but hadn’t exploded, followed by a visit to a restaurant for brogioli, which was beef wrapped around mincemeat, and steaks of the local fish, lampuki, with spinach and bitter olives. The guests wound down over deliciously moist cakes and cold wine and the majority of Giorgio’s duties had been discharged.

He sat with Judith on wooden chairs in a dim corner of the courtyard, a table between them. She told him about her mum and older sister Molly in England, and about Kieran, who she still called her stepson, despite the divorce.

He listened, smiling. Eventually, he said, ‘Did you enjoy yourself today?’ His voice was low, obliging her to lean closer to hear.

She smiled into his dark eyes. ‘Oh, yes.’

‘I would like to meet you again. I would like very much.’ His voice was deep and intimate, his gaze intense.

‘OK,’ she repeated. ‘I’ll book on your trip to Gozo in three days.’

He laughed. ‘That is not quite what is in my mind.’

She sat back and reached for her glass of wine. ‘It’s enough for now.’

The next day, she found Richard in the office before her, his light grey jacket hung up carefully behind him. He frowned when she told him about her outing, absently rubbing his balding head. ‘What do you know about him?’

Surprised by the small frown that had gathered up the skin of his forehead, she shrugged. ‘His name’s Giorgio Zammit—’

Richard rolled his chair closer to her desk, his eyebrows knitting. The office didn’t open until ten and though people hurried past the agency’s glass windows or gazed at properties for sale on the display, they were alone. Richard’s daughter Rosaire would be showing potential clients around a villa in Lija soon, but she hadn’t arrived yet. Judith’s other cousins, Raymond, Lino, were also out with clients. ‘Bus tours bloke?’ he demanded.

She agreed warily, nettled by his tone. ‘Why?’

He sighed, reaching out to place his hand over hers. ‘His wife Johanna lives in Sliema, too.’

Her stomach dropped.

Her uncle’s round face was solemn and sympathetic. He hesitated, choosing his words. ‘Some Maltese men are attracted to British ladies because they’re brought up more liberally than many Maltese women.’

‘I don’t think that’s it,’ she protested, although she heard uncertainty in her own voice. 

He looked uncomfortable. ‘I think you’re just a trifle older than him?’

She refused to voice the word yes. ‘I’m grateful, in other words?’

He squeezed her hand again. ‘I think you’re wonderful and don’t deserve to be hurt again, like Tom hurt you with Liza.’

All morning, Judith thought of Giorgio’s smile and the warmth in his dark eyes, the curve of his eyebrow and the way his cheekbones made her want to stroke his face.

That lunchtime, she loitered on the promenade near The Chalet, taking sips from a water bottle and observing her surroundings from behind her sunglasses. When Giorgio arrived, hurrying towards her, eager smile blazing, she stopped him. ‘Giorgio, I don’t think you’re a single man.’

Though he didn’t drop his gaze as he joined her at the guardrail, his answer was circumspect. ‘Why do you say this?’

Her heart contracted. She’d hoped he’d burst out with a denial. ‘Someone told me you’re married. There’s no divorce here, I know that. So unless your wife’s dead, you’re still married.’

He crossed himself at the mention of death. Then his fingertips tapped gently on the rail. ‘You are right,’ he said sombrely. ‘There is no divorce in our country. But some men live apart from their families. Many, many men. Shall we walk?’

She agreed and they strolled along the broad paved promenade between the rumbling traffic and the drop to the rocky beach where children waded in the rock pools and the blue waves broke in white froth.

Judith’s heart knocked uncomfortably in her chest but she wasn’t scared of the confrontation. She’d been the wife cheated on and it hurt. ‘So, you have a wife.’

Gravely, he nodded. ‘Johanna. We married when we were very young – sixteen.’ He sent her a sheepish look. ‘Our daughter, Alexia, she was already to come, you understand?’

‘Ah. I see.’ A teenage Giorgio had got his girlfriend pregnant. She could imagine marriage being expected. Her aunt Erminia was Maltese and Judith was aware that the Maltese church held its members to certain standards.

‘Lydia followed, four years later but after a few years … we are all very unhappy when we live together. It’s better not. I have lived alone for five years and now Alexia is fourteen, Lydia is ten. I love my children very much and see them very often. But I do not love their mother and I have not loved her for a very long time. I doubt whether she ever love me, ever.’

His emphatic tone and the glitter of his eyes moved her but she wasn’t about to let him off the hook. He hadn’t told her about his wife. He hadn’t explained the situation. She felt empty at the deception. ‘Giorgio,’ she said, carefully. ‘I am divorced. My husband found another woman while we were still married. I know that kind of pain. And I don’t think we should go out together again.’

‘I am separate,’ he declared forcefully. But he made no attempt to detain her when she said it was time for her to return to the office, hurrying down the narrow pavements of Tower Road and along The Strand.

From then on, she changed the route of her lunchtime exercise, turning right out of the agency instead of left, following Sliema Creek to the yacht marina at Ta’ Xbiex. It was only two days before he materialised at her side as she sat watching the boats bobbing on the glittering, calm sea.

‘You’re booked on the trip to Gozo tomorrow.’ He looked tired, strained, but his shirt and tie were immaculate as always. ‘It’s your day off. Come and enjoy it. It will be a busy day for me and I will be occupied. I will not bother you.’

‘How did you find me?’ she demanded, ruffled at the way he popped up like a genie let out of a bottle.

He pointed towards the road behind them and she turned to see a big cream bus decorated with a rainbow. ‘I saw you sitting,’ he said simply. He smiled sadly and left her.

Next day, despite her better judgement, she took him at his word and mounted the gangplank of the boat to Gozo, the largest of the neighbouring islands. It was a beautiful day. The sea crossing was calm and Judith enjoyed the coach tour around the island, much quieter than Malta, with more terraced farms and narrow roads. She sat at the back while Giorgio stood beside the driver and held the tourists spellbound as he told them about the Neolithic G˙gantija Temple ruins. 

Despite his promise not to ‘bother’ her, at the end of the day he halted her as she made to follow the other tourists from the ferry. The other guide, a woman, must have been forewarned because she herded the rest of the passengers down onto the quay, leaving Judith and Giorgio alone with the creaking of the mooring ropes and the chug of small motor boats making their way up the creek. He gave her a small smile. ‘Tomorrow is my rest day. I spend it on a beach. To help me enjoy this, will you be my company?’ He thought for a moment, then amended himself. ‘My guest. I am sorry that I did not explain I have not lived with my wife for a long time. I was ashamed. My parents are so embarrassed my marriage did not work that I have grown used to not talking about it.’

Judith failed to resist his sad, brown eyes.

A trip to the beach wasn’t a commitment.

And he was separated …

They spent the day on the white sand of Anchor Bay at the north end of the island, talking, swimming in a sea barely ruffled by the breeze. In the evening they ate in Rabat, in the centre of the island, in a small cellar restaurant aromatic with goat’s cheese and herbs and lit by the dancing light of red candles in wine bottles.

Judith enjoyed herself but doubts plagued her.

He drove her home in the early hours, the stars bright against a black sky. Parking outside her flat beside the slack night-time sea, he cradled her face gently and kissed her, a deep, carnal kiss, a kiss of clear intent, a kiss that made her muscles melt. Seriously, he told her, ‘It’s a big thing we have and I think we should begin a relationship.’

His words forced her to face a truth that had been niggling at her all day and into the evening. She sighed. ‘It might be big, if we allowed it. But, although you say you’ve been separated for years, you took me far away from your home.’

He grew still. ‘I do not hide you.’

‘I think you do. Your wife lives in Sliema.’

He stared at her for several long moments. ‘I apologise,’ he said, at last. ‘Yes, it is true, a little. Johanna and me have been separate for five years but I do not make people talk of her by making a parade of my feelings for you. Why give her that pain? She and I will be always apart but still we consider our daughters. They are good daughters and Johanna is a good mother. Also, my parents, they are unhappy their son cannot have a good marriage and I try not to make them more unhappy. They are my parents. My uncle Saviour and aunt Cass, my cousins and their children, we all live in this big village that has grown into a tourist town. My parents would hurt to feel the family embarrassed by me. You live in Sliema, you know Sliema. People know other people.’

‘Difficult,’ she acknowledged, sadly. The streetlights and the moonlight glittered in the ripples of Sliema Creek and Giorgio’s eyes. ‘I think it’s impossible, Giorgio. I’m not the kind of woman to be tidied away, kept secret from your family.’ She kissed his cheek in fleeting farewell. Then she jumped out of his car and raced safely through the entry door to her apartment building. The door locked automatically behind her with a soft, final-sounding click.

The next day he surprised her at the office a few minutes before she would normally take her lunch. He’d never visited her there before. Solemnly, he faced her across her desk, ignoring his interested audience of Richard, two of Judith’s cousins Rosaire and Lino, and a couple looking at the details of a flat. Giorgio regarded Judith fiercely. ‘It is not impossible. If you want, we promenade ourselves. We go now to Tony’s Bar on The Strand and eat at a table on the pavement where everyone in Sliema can see. Every day, if you want, we do it.’

His eyes were almost black and her head spun with how much she wanted to believe him. ‘I can’t let you make your life so uncomfortable, either for yourself or for those you love,’ she protested.

So, instead, she allowed their love affair to begin – discreet, if not quite secret.

In the UK, she would’ve thought nothing about a relationship with a separated man. The difference between the UK and Malta was that though it was the year 2000, unless the law changed – under discussion but a political hot potato – Giorgio would never take the next logical step to divorce.

Richard was kind, though he didn’t approve of what she was doing. He’d married Erminia, a Maltese woman, when he’d been stationed on the island with the British Army in the sixties, so had some insight into what she was getting into. Probably too much. He frowned over the issue as they worked together at polished maple desks, guiding foreign buyers through the labyrinth of acquiring property on the island.

Then one evening he took the two of them for a beer at a pavement café overlooking the creek that bobbed with boats in blues and reds. ‘It’s dangerous to go into these relationships half-heartedly,’ he warned them. ‘If one partner’s British and the other Maltese and you want to live in Malta, it’s better to embrace the whole thing, culture, religion – and marriage.’ 

Giorgio grinned at the older man reassuringly. ‘I’d marry Judith if I could. I cannot, so we make our own rules.’

Richard sighed. ‘If you think that, you’re barmy.’

He was right, Judith found out. Although Giorgio moved into her flat after a few months, it turned out that they always worked around the rules of others, a sort of open secret. Giorgio did arrange a meeting at the flat with his parents Maria and Agnello but they stayed only a couple of minutes to point out that Giorgio was married to Johanna and that Judith was a divorced woman before walking out with cold looks cast Judith’s way.

Giorgio saw his daughters, Alexia and Lydia frequently, but Judith was never invited along and she never tried to invite herself.

The only member of Giorgio’s family who acknowledged their relationship was Giorgio’s aunt Cass, whose husband Saviour was Agnello’s brother. She had a soft heart and Giorgio was a favourite nephew so she met them occasionally for quiet meals of pasta and red wine. ‘I understand the situation,’ she kept assuring Judith.

But their evenings out together were always well away from Sliema.




Chapter One

April 2004

Tired of listening to a mechanical woman’s patient explanation, The phone you are trying to reach may be switched off. Please leave a message … Judith McAllister tossed her mobile phone onto a low table and prowled out into the heat on the open balcony to stare at the early-evening light dancing on the water of Sliema Creek.

The creek, one of those deep fingers of sea that cuts into Malta’s coastline, reflected the intense blue of the sky just before it darkened to dusk. Red-and-white ferryboats shimmied lazily, returned from their day excursions around the island or to the sister islands of Gozo and Comino and emptied of early summer tourists. Those tourists had probably all gone straight to the aluminium tables beneath the yellow or blue umbrellas of the pavement cafés to cool off with a chilled Cisk beer.

Although the sun was sinking behind the building, the summer had begun early in Malta and the heat was intense. Judith wasn’t much of a sun-worshipper now. In her twenties and thirties she’d basked at every opportunity but maybe wisdom had come with maturity and now, at forty-four, she was wary of blistered skin or pounding headaches.

The Strand, the teeming road between herself and the boats, was busy with cars, orange buses, and karrozzini – Malta’s traditional horse-drawn carriages. She gazed down into the street, half expecting to see Giorgio demonstrating his knack of parking his bright red MG in impossibly tight spaces. A glance at her watch told her he was much later than expected.

She’d rushed home from work two hours ago but found their flat empty and silent. After showering, she’d slipped into a floaty dress the colour of bluebells and dried her dark hair so that it lay sleek over her shoulders. Still no Giorgio. Maybe he’d stopped for a drink with his mates?

She turned her head and narrowed her eyes to gaze inland up the creek towards the bridge to Manoel Island, the smaller boats bobbing at cheery red or yellow buoys and the luxury cruisers, the ‘gin palaces’, moored behind the bridge in the yacht marina. She suspected Giorgio was deliberately late. He’d been irritated that she’d worked this afternoon when he wanted her to go scuba diving. 

‘But it’s Saturday, and I have the air!’ he’d complained, indicating the newly filled silver oxygen cylinders, dark eyes indignant. ‘This dive has been arranged for a week. We have good weather.’ She’d recently introduced Giorgio to scuba diving and he was showing the beginner’s impatience to be underwater all the time; go further, deeper, push the limits of his Open Water diving qualification without bothering with further training.

She’d stroked his thick, dark hair, satin against her skin. ‘It’s a pain on your weekend off. But they’re important clients, Giorgio. We’ve been wooing them for months so I can’t let Richard down by missing the meeting. It’s not his fault they had to reschedule.’ Giorgio was well aware she’d invested part of her savings, including her divorce settlement, into Richard Elliot Estate. Almost all that had been left had recently gone into Giorgio’s business, Sliema Z Bus Tours, but even that wasn’t enough to prevent him from occasionally testing her commitment to Richard. Giorgio wanted always to be first in Judith’s life. He was like a boy, thinking he could get his own way if he pushed her hard enough, smiling into her eyes and trying to charm her. She’d pressed a soft kiss to his lips. ‘We can dive on Sunday. The sea will still be there.’

His eyes had softened as he’d accepted her kisses but he’d refused to miss the dive he’d set his heart on. ‘No, because I work this Sunday. If you work Saturday then Charlie Galea will be my diving buddy.’

Alarm had lanced through Judith. ‘He’s not much more experienced than you, Giorgio—’

He’d kissed her again. ‘We’re both qualified to Open Water Diver, Judith.’

‘But so inexperienced—’ Her words had been lost in laughter as he smothered each one of her objections with a kiss.

Now, Judith sighed as she watched the small, neat horses whisking their tails in the shafts of the karrozzini. Apart from her instincts rebelling at the thought of novice divers buddying up with no experienced diver nearby, her own opportunity to dive this weekend had probably gone. Giorgio would have let Charlie use her air and he’d be working tomorrow, when Judith was free.

The sun had been a demon in Sliema today. She would have loved to escape it by sinking into her beloved, beautiful, hushed turquoise world of weightlessness, to revel in the water gliding coolly into her wetsuit and skin as she signalled all-OK to Giorgio and their bubbles fizzed around them. It was magical to descend slowly over a drop-off to where schools of fish darted like shining rainbows.

Scuba diving was all the more fun now Giorgio had qualified and they could dive together. Even decompression halts had become a pleasure. The cobalt-blue panels of her wetsuit entwined with the scarlet of his as they hung together in the water to watch elongated beams of light filtering down from the surface.

She let her eyes half-close as she enjoyed the memory of combined body warmth and water chill.

Curling her bare toes away from the hot concrete of the balcony, she wandered back indoors to the shady kitchen. The windows stood wide open in an attempt to release the hot air of the oven that contained a kept-warm-for-too-long lasagne.

An open bottle of red wine waited on the worktop. She poured herself a second glass and returned to the sitting room to try Giorgio’s phone again. The phone you are trying to reach …

A fat lot of use that was, she thought.

Restlessly, she prowled back into the living area, pausing before the mirror to fidget with the layers of her dress, selected to complement her golden-brown eyes and the nutty highlights in her hair. Then, after slotting a CD of smoochy songs into the player, she sank into a chair, her bare feet cooling pleasantly on the tiled floor, her head tipping comfortably back. ‘Giorgio’s playing bloody games, Judith,’ she said to herself.

He probably thought she’d be too pleased to see him when he finally sauntered in to be angry. He’d press his body to hers and emphasise his displeasure at being abandoned today in a teasing way. ‘So, now the work is finished and you have time for Giorgio?’ And suddenly being with him would be more important than making complaints about where he’d been until now.

That’s how it was. Being with him was always more important than everything else.

The entry system intercom buzzed, jarring Judith out of her thoughts. She jumped up and she reached for the handset. ‘Giorgio, I thought you were never coming! Have you forgotten your key?’

A hesitation. Then, ‘Judith, it is Charlie Galea. Can I speak with you?’

Her heart raced at the sound of Charlie’s voice. Wondering whether Giorgio was ill, she said, ‘Of course, Charlie. Come up.’ She pressed the button to release the front door.

Charlie Galea was just younger than Giorgio, thinner and taller. He lived with his wife and three small children in San Gwann, behind Gzira and Ta’ Xbiex. She knew him a little; he was another recent addition to the diving fraternity, hanging out at the same bars as her and Giorgio after dives.

Footsteps sounded on the concrete stairs and then Charlie stepped through her pale-green front door and into the entrance area that opened out into the other rooms, his black shorts and flip-flops dusty, dark curls coarse with dried salt water.

He was drawn and ill at ease as she showed him into the sitting room where he could sit down, looking horribly uncomfortable. She wondered suddenly whether Giorgio was drunk and had sent gullible young Charlie Galea to make his excuses. Or perhaps to fetch Judith, so that Giorgio could sparkle his eyes at her and urge her to join the fun.

‘Coffee?’ she offered tentatively.

He shook his head. Cleared his throat. Then, unexpectedly, slid a hand across his eyes.

Silence.

Despite the heat of the summer day, Judith felt a chill slither around her. Was Charlie crying? She forced her lips to form words. ‘What’s the matter?’

The young man sucked in a deep, shuddering breath. ‘There was an accident, today. With Giorgio.’

Her heart lurched. Judith sat forward, fists balling, heart pummelling her ribcage from the inside. ‘How bad?’ she managed.

He shook his head, sniffing. ‘Very bad. There was a jet ski—’

Her stomach tossed like a pancake. ‘Oh no!’

The story came tumbling out as Charlie fought tears in order to speak and his command of English faltered. ‘There was plenty of sea for everyone. Anchored there was a cruiser but not close to shore. We see it before we go down.

‘Under the water, we hear engines as we come up, but we are at the end of our air, waiting at three metres to decompress. We are well within the fifty-metre zone and we send up our marker buoys already. We are safe to surface, we think.’ He wiped his face with his T-shirt, his eyes wide and hopeless. ‘But there were two jet ski, put in the water from the cruiser maybe. They move so quick, right inside the reef. Giorgio, he surface first …’

Judith gasped. Horrific images flashed into her mind: Giorgio mown back under, his respirator torn from his mouth as the roaring beast of the jet ski bounced across the water and too close to shore, ignoring the significance of the colourful surface marker buoys that should have told them there were divers below.

Her heart beating in her throat, she jumped to her feet. ‘He’s alive?’

Charlie nodded. ‘But bad.’

‘I should have been there.’ She was the more experienced diver. She would have heard and understood whether the telltale buzz of engines was near enough to be a danger. ‘Is he in St Luke’s hospital, at Gwardamanga?’ She tried to control her breathing so she could hear Charlie’s reply.

He nodded again, coughing back his tears. ‘The helicopter take him.’

Giorgio was alive. He’d reached medical help. That was what mattered. She began to cast around for shoes, her bag. ‘I must go to him.’

Charlie climbed to his feet, his eyes enormous with apprehension. ‘They say no.’ Then, when Judith didn’t respond, ‘Judith, they say no.’

Her movements slowed. Stilled. The world went quiet apart from a mosquito-like whine in her ears. She sank back down, bonelessly, into her chair. ‘Who does?’ she whispered. As if she didn’t know.

‘His wife. His mother. They ask the hospital to make sure you are kept out. You are not family, you not visit, they say.’

‘No!’ she cried. ‘They can’t do that.’

But they could. That much became all-too-painfully obvious.

Until the accident Judith hadn’t completely appreciated the strength of Giorgio’s family’s feelings. She’d told herself his parents were old stick-in-the-muds and it was their problem if they refused to acknowledge her; the relationship could go on without their approval. And her existence shouldn’t cause too much pain to Giorgio’s wife Johanna because it had been years since they’d lived together.

But now the depth of the antipathy towards her became stark.

The family refused to acknowledge that her place was with Giorgio and instructed the hospital not to let her visit and to refuse her calls.

Judith’s pleas and demands for admittance to intensive care got her nothing but pleasant, firm blocking from medical staff. ‘I’m so sorry. Family only.’

She called twice at his parents’ house in an attempt to negotiate, willing to do anything, say anything, to make them let her in to see him. But no one answered her knock at the front door.

She went to Giorgio’s aunt Cass, relying on her gentle heart, but even she was unable to help this time. ‘I dare not. I cannot,’ she told Judith, compassion and grief mixing in her dark eyes. She smoothed Judith’s hair. ‘It’s too difficult at the moment. If Saviour found out I’d interfered he’d be furious. I’m sorry, Judith. But Maria and Agnello …’ She hesitated. ‘They’re adamant that it’s your fault. You introduced Giorgio to diving, then abandoned him to an inexperienced partner. You could have kept him safe. They say this over and over and tell Giorgio how you have let him down.’

Judith couldn’t bring herself to protest because ever since Charlie had broken the news, the same thoughts had whirled through her head. She should have found a way to stop Giorgio diving with another novice. She could have shouted or screamed or cried. Made him wait.

Damned well made him.

Giorgio had only just been certified. Judith was qualified to divemaster status and was trained in first aid and rescue. She knew how to limit the damage in bad situations.

Responsibility and guilt rose up in her throat to choke her. ‘Tell him I love him. Make sure you tell him, won’t you, Cass? And that I should never have let him dive without me. Try to make him listen.’

‘I’ll tell him,’ Cass promised. She hesitated. ‘But I don’t know if he will hear.’

‘Doesn’t he ask for me?’ Judith cried.

Wordlessly, Cass shook her head. ‘He is too ill.’ Or he’d fallen for his family’s line that she was somehow responsible for him going diving without her steadying presence.

Helpless, Judith went through the motions of her life, barely eating, hardly sleeping. Mechanically, she pinned on her professional smile each day while she showed people apartments and extolled the virtues of roof terraces.

Richard proved to be her rock in a suddenly heaving world. ‘You take some time off if you need it,’ he said. But she took none because the agency was busy in the summer and what would she do with time? Go hospital visiting? Hardly.

The Times of Malta printed the full story of the diving accident: the slow process of Charlie getting help, Giorgio being airlifted to hospital as time filtered away. Journalists explained about the first ‘Golden Hour’ when treatment to head injuries is most effective.

Almost unbelievably, the jet skier responsible had raced away in the wake of the accident, obviously frightened of being brought to book, and nobody had got the name of his boat. There was a new outcry against jet skis in letters to the editor and diving clubs made statements both of caution and reassurance. 

Judith winced at a counter outcry about novice divers. Was it fair to blame only the jet skier? Had the diver had adequate instruction? How about supervision whilst experience was gained? Desperately sick in the heart, night after night in her silent flat she tortured herself by reading every letter and column inch. She didn’t tell her family back home in England what had happened. Her mum Wilma would worry herself sick in her retirement home, her sister Molly might offer to come out to ‘help’ – which would mean try to boss Judith about as she was eight years older and acted it. But Judith just wanted to be left alone to grieve. She couldn’t even make herself call Kieran and face his grief for Giorgio, who he’d plainly liked and admired.

After four weeks, she began to realise that there were other things to worry about and, at Richard’s prodding, drove to where Sliema met Msida to see Giorgio’s business partners, Anton Dimech and Gordon Cassar. The small, over-filled office of Sliema Z Bus Tours was on the end of the large, low shed that housed the buses and she parked in the yard, conscious of an accelerated heartbeat. She barely knew Anton and Gordon but something told her they might not welcome a request for a business update. Her investment in Sliema Z had been an informal arrangement made between her and Giorgio to help buy two new buses to capitalise on ever-growing tourism in Malta. 

‘Hello?’ Anton and Gordon said when she knocked on the office door and strode inside. They looked surprised, even astonished, to see her.

She drew on her people skills and pasted on a smile. ‘Good morning.’ She sat down and gripped her bag to prevent her hands from shaking in the overheated office, where open windows did little to relieve the oppressive heat. ‘I’m sorry to bother you at this awful time. You must be busier than ever in Giorgio’s absence.’ She waited out the following silence, making it plain that she expected them to take part in a conversation.

Gordon was the first to blink. He was a small man, the more pleasant of the two men, with black-framed glasses and coppery lights through untidy hair. He smiled. ‘Of course, we have plans to cope with the unexpected absence of a partner, you need not worry—’

Anton made a shushing gesture and spoke much more formally. ‘Madam, what is your enquiry?’

She swallowed, the steeliness of Anton’s gaze an uncomfortable reminder that he was used to being in control. He was the one the others deferred to, with his push and focus and faultless English. She cursed herself for not getting Gordon on his own. She might have steered him into giving her information. ‘As an investor, I thought it was reasonable to ask—’

‘Madam, we appreciate your investment. I can assure you that Giorgio’s absence will not affect it.’

She was infuriated by such cold courtesy but, sacrificing the quest for business information, she got to the real reason she was there. ‘And how is Giorgio?’ She hated to hear herself ask, she who’d shared a bed with Giorgio every night and should now be beside him in the hospital.

Anton cut off the reply Gordon had opened his mouth to make. ‘His family will have the most accurate news, madam. The business you can leave safely in our hands.’

Her throat dried, making it impossible to do more than poke out her chin against the humiliation of her reception and nod her curtest goodbye.

She returned to work, shuffling her car into a small parking space and walking the last part. Richard looked up as soon as she stepped into the air-conditioned interior. ‘How did you get on?’ His kind eyes were troubled.

A lump leapt into Judith’s throat. ‘They blanked me. Told me to leave the business to them and approach the family for news about Giorgio.’ She half-fell into her chair to stare out at the traffic and the creek beyond, feeling powerless.

After a pause, Richard said, ‘Your investment should have been put on a proper footing.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed listlessly. ‘Thank goodness for my job at the agency.’ At least here, she had Richard, his quiet support preventing her from racing to St Luke’s Hospital and hurtling at the doors of the intensive care ward.

She saw no option but to wait for Giorgio to contact her once he was well enough.

The wait went on for weeks. At night she played every nightmare scenario in her head and during the day she called and visited the hospital in the hope of finding someone who wouldn’t block her enquiries. 

Eventually, after several attempts, she persuaded Cass to meet her in a café in St Julian’s, a tiny front room of a place where Cass seemed to feel tucked away from curious eyes. A bead fly-curtain clicked softly in the doorway and the serene young lady behind the little counter hummed under her breath as she put out trays of fresh arancini, balls of rice filled with cheese or bolognese sauce.

On the pale-green table stood two glass cups of cappuccino. Cass lifted hers elegantly and pursed her lips to sip. Her dress was smart, her hair carefully done.

‘News?’ Judith poked her teaspoon into her froth, too strung-up to even stir properly. ‘I read in the paper that he’s out of intensive care.’ Judith leant closer, as if she could haul Cass’s knowledge, her feelings and impressions into herself by sheer proximity. ‘So how does he seem? When did you see him last? What are the changes? What do the doctors say? Hasn’t he asked for me?’

Sipping again, Cass raised her pencil-arched tan eyebrows sadly into hennaed hair. ‘Everything about Giorgio is changed. There is no energy, no smile, no laugh, no joke to make you smile, no endless conversation. It is a completely different Giorgio.’

Hope sank and settled low in Judith’s stomach. ‘But he no longer needs intensive care?’

‘He has stabilised,’ Cass acknowledged, sighing, and shaking her head.

‘And has he … has he asked for me?’ Judith persisted. It seemed fantastic to her that he was lying in bed only a few miles away and hadn’t got a message to her, even if his family had secreted his mobile phone.

Another sigh. An aching silence. ‘He’s not going to.’ Cass’s voice was very kind. ‘If it had happened, don’t you think I would’ve found a way to let you know? To leave a message at your office? You’re torturing yourself, Judith.’

Judith tried to lift her cup but her hand shook and her voice came out as a whine. ‘I must see him! I might not exist for his parents, but I can’t just suddenly stop existing for him.’

Compassionate tears stood in Cass’s eyes. ‘I’m so sorry. But you do need to accept that Giorgio will never ask for you again. He’s too injured. Too changed.’

Judith clenched her hands into fists, making her voice as urgent as she knew how. ‘But I must try.’




Chapter Two

OK. Cass had confirmed it: he was out of intensive care.

Out from behind the locked doors. 

Judith demanded and pleaded for Cass’s help and finally they arranged a visit when siesta made the streets emptier, the Maltese summer sun blazing down on yellow limestone buildings. Cass told Judith a quiet way to Giorgio’s ward then stayed outside to keep watch. Judith was so thankful that the older woman had agreed to help her to see Giorgio that she pushed aside what it would mean for Cass if Maria and Agnello Zammit knew she was a closet Judith-sympathiser. Her whole attention was focused on hurrying in through the hospital entrance.

Inside, the corridors were cool and quiet. Judith stole along, following Cass’s directions, avoiding nurse’s stations and trying to look as if she had every right to be where she was.

She turned the final corner and there was his name hand-written onto a tile on a door.

Giorgio Zammit.

Her heart somersaulted.

He had a room of his own. When she edged to one side of the open doorway she could see him! He lay on his side, his back to her. He was hooked up to a heartbreaking array of machines but she recognised the way his hair lay at his nape and the gold of his skin.

The open window fluttered the yellow curtains, the bed a white island in the centre of the room. Two nurses and a woman in a white coat attended the bed, selecting dressings from a trolley, talking soothingly to Giorgio in gentle Maltese.

Slowly, she stepped back. Giorgio was receiving necessary care. A seat stood a few yards up the corridor within sight of Giorgio’s door and she withdrew to wait.

Ten minutes became twenty, then thirty before the nurses finally emerged, gliding the trolley up the corridor, passing Judith as she sat frozen, holding her breath in case they asked what she was doing there. Instead, they moved on to a different white room and another patient. With a soaring heart, Judith jumped up and hurried towards Giorgio’s room.

But then she saw a Maltese couple barrelling towards his door from the other direction. The woman’s lips were set, eyes blazing. They’d only met once, but Judith had no trouble recognising Giorgio’s possessive, hostile parents. Maria and Agnello Zammit.

She halted like a guilty child.

Furious words began to stream from Maria Zammit in rapid fire, her chest heaving beneath her sedate navy belted dress, her voice a frustrated hiss as a concession to the hush of the wards. ‘No! Get away! Away! Not you here, you, no!’

Judith pitched her own voice low. ‘Mrs Zammit, I was only—’

Maria Zammit thrust her short body between Judith and the door to Giorgio’s room. ‘No! He not speak to you, you go. Leave.’ And then, as Judith hesitated. ‘Now! You never see my son. You English. Go England!’

‘I love him,’ Judith tried, struck by despair so intense that it seemed to suck away her oxygen. She glanced at Agnello Zammit, whose forehead was furrowed unhappily as he laid his hand on his wife’s arm and spoke to her in their own language.

Mrs Zammit shook him off. ‘Go! I call for the ners.’

The ridiculous notion that a mere nurse would scare her away returned Judith to reality. She was tempted to fold her arms and challenge, ‘Ha! You do that!’

But she hesitated. Anger wasn’t the only emotion in Maria Zammit. A muscle was tugging at the older woman’s cheek and a tremor at her lip. ‘Go,’ she repeated, the tic jumping more fiercely. Judith was considerably the taller of the two but Giorgio’s mother didn’t give an inch, evidently a tiger when it came to doing what she believed protected her family.

Family was important to Giorgio, too. Judith’s conscience twinged because she knew how he’d hate this confrontation. The parents he loved and respected were making his decisions for him, holding all the authority. If Judith wanted to get in to see him, she was going to have to think strategically.

She made her voice calm, although her heartbeat was shaking her entire body. ‘I’ll go away – after you let me see him. On my own.’

Mrs Zammit snorted. Her husband muttered something.

Calmly, Judith added, ‘If not, I’ll just keep coming back.’

A tear slowly escaped from one of Mrs Zammit’s dark eyes but she showed Judith gritted teeth. ‘You teach him to dive under the water. He nearly die. Is because of you! All know this.’

Judith’s face drained. Fruitless to protest that Giorgio was an adult who had made all his own decisions about diving because Judith blamed herself every bit as much as the Zammits blamed her. ‘If I could change places with him, I would. Please, Mrs Zammit.’

Silence.

Judith dug her nails into her palms, staring at Giorgio’s mother, willing her to comply. See sense. Judge the long-term benefit against a five-minute concession.

‘You are not his wife,’ Mrs Zammit pointed out unnecessarily.

‘No. And I’ll bet his wife doesn’t visit him much, does she? I’ll bet she’s just signed what forms were necessary and left him here alone.’ Such a waste when all the time Judith herself was aching to be by Giorgio’s side.

Agnello Zammit made another remark to his wife, softly, palms up and shoulders shrugging. An older Giorgio. His voice went on, gentle, musical; Judith couldn’t make out enough words to know whether he was arguing for her or against.

An angry glitter brightened Mrs Zammit’s eyes but finally she demanded, ‘You go away? Stay away?’

Judith nodded, every muscle willing Giorgio’s mother to concede.

Mrs Zammit’s lips thinned. ‘Five minute!’ she allowed eventually, folding her arms. ‘He not talk to you. I know this.’

Tears spilled out onto Judith’s cheeks and she wiped them away with her palms. Her skin was dry and lined to the touch and she felt a pang that she hadn’t made more of an effort before coming to see Giorgio. Lately, she hadn’t been taking care of herself, not as she used to. Hand cream and moisturiser hadn’t figured in her routine. Her mirror this morning had shown her a woman who was usually reasonably attractive but was no longer bothering, her hair grown out of style and sliding over one eye like a Disney dog.

Relief shook in her voice. ‘Five minutes.’ She almost ran the final few steps to Giorgio’s room and shot through the door before Mrs Zammit could think better of her decision. Then she paused, taking in the stillness of the sickroom.

In the quiet, a machine hissed and peeped. Wires. Tubes. White bedlinen, yellow curtains. The combined smells of antiseptic and body odour. Outside, the distant sounds of a vehicle straining up the hill towards the hospital.

Giorgio, still lying on his side, didn’t look up as she walked around the bed. She halted as she caught the peculiar expression on his face, the twist to his lips that wasn’t a smile. The dressing above his eyes – eyes that stared unseeing.

For a moment she couldn’t speak, sickened by his appearance. Though she’d been warned, somehow she hadn’t let herself expect this level of
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