


[image: The Hotel Where We Met by Belinda Jones]





The Hotel Where We Met

Belinda Jones

[image: ]



Previously self-published in 2019

This edition first published in Great Britain in 2025 by

[image: ]

Quercus Editions Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK company

The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie) 

Copyright © 2019 Belinda Jones

The moral right of Belinda Jones to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52943 372 2

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover design: every effort has been made to find and credit the illustrator.

www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Praise for The Hotel Where We Met

‘A fabulous adventure, full of jeopardy, right until the end!’

Jo Thomas, author of Love in Provence

‘This book gave me all the feels and then some. I read the last 25% of it through tears. Tears of sadness and joy’

Kim Nash, author of The Bookshop at the Cornish Cove

‘From Marilyn Monroe sightings to flapper girl fashion, this adorable time-travel saga is a laugh-out-loud romp in the witty style of Nora Ephron’

Jan Moran, author of Seabreeze Library

‘Eras change, characters change, the emotions range from euphoria to heartbreak but one thing remains consistent: you, as the reader, are gripped’

Nigel May, author of Quilling Me Softly

‘Each era was beautifully detailed and so truly believable, I felt like I was really there’

Tishylou’s World

‘Written with such vividness and sincerity that [it] is thoroughly enjoyable from start to finish’

Love London Love Culture

‘A heart-warming, feel good, wonderful read that left me with a proper fuzzy feeling in my heart and my stomach’

Kim The Bookworm

‘The perfect escape novel. I found it a joy from start to finish’

Short Book & Scribes

‘[Belinda] is a genius at bringing the settings of her book to life . . . Escapism, in every sense of the word, at its best’

A Little Book Problem




About the Author

After a career in journalism, Belinda Jones went on to become a Sunday Times bestselling author. She wrote twelve spectacularly escapist romcoms and two travel memoirs under her own name before branching out in a new direction. As Molly James, Belinda authored two further romance novels with wonderfully magical twists. 

Originally self-published, The Hotel Where We Met is Belinda’s final novel and is published posthumously by Quercus Books. 




Also by Belinda Jones

Divas Las Vegas

I Love Capri

The California Club

The Paradise Room

Café Tropicana

The Love Academy

Out of the Blue

Living La Vida Loca

California Dreamers

Winter Wonderland

The Travelling Tea Shop

Writing as Molly James

Skip to the End

One Day to Fall in Love

Short Stories

‘The Rum Deal’, Sunlounger

‘Capri Blue’, Sunlounger 2

Non-Fiction

On the Road to Mr. Right

Bodie on the Road




To the people of Coronado who make this island extra special.




1

I wonder what the chances are, statistically speaking, of being seated next to the future love of your life on a plane?

With all the personal data available on us now, you’d think we could get a little extra guidance in terms of seat selections, maybe have a Hollywood casting director pair up our passport photos or divide the plane according to who, at seven a.m., opted for a cocktail over a coffee in the departure lounge.

I’d probably add a ‘special meal’ section so those folks don’t have to feel quite so self-conscious about peeling back their foil ahead of everyone else, and assign a ‘quiet’ row for the sleep-eager types already sporting their neck pillows at security. There’s just so much scope for matchmaking.

Of course, now that we’re boarding, the thing we have most in common is the mutual dread of being assigned the human germ-dispenser or armrest-hogger as our neighbour. The fact that I have the middle seat would normally make me feel all the more hemmed in and disadvantaged, but not today. Today I tell myself I now have twice as many chances of being seated next to someone life-changingly wonderful. Lucky me!

‘Just for the duration of this trip, I want you to be open to the possibility of romance,’ James implored. ‘From the minute you get your itty-bitty bag of pretzels just keep telling yourself, “This is my time, my turn! The universe has a treat in store for me!”’

And James was not the sentimental or spiritual type, far from it. It’s just this place I’m headed to – this island paradise lapped by the Pacific Ocean – made him believe in love because year in, year out for over a decade, his heart was transformed there.

The original plan was for us to travel to California together. I suppose in a way we are, I decide as I reach down and check my carry-on bag for the hundredth time. My stomach dips as I make contact, but I yank up my spirits and reach for my pendant, silently chanting, This is my time, my turn!, rubbing the gemstone like it’s a mini Aladdin’s lamp.

And then it happens. A handsome man appears in the aisle. As he shuffles along checking the seat numbers I take in his upsweep of dark hair, face-contouring stubble and superfine white V-neck T-shirt, tapering from broad shoulders to black jeans. When he stops beside my row and reaches up to put his case in the locker above I can’t believe my luck. Not least because I just caught a glimpse of his bronzed stomach. Perhaps he’s a teensy bit young and toned for me but as inflight entertainment goes . . .

‘Do you mind if I . . .?’ His grey eyes meet mine as he motions to the window seat.

Do I mind? ‘Not at all,’ I say, eagerly clambering out, if not in the most elegant way, accidentally yanking the hair of the woman in front as I grab the seat back to steady myself.

‘Sorry, sorry!’ I apologise to her and then fluster to him, ‘It’s all such a squeeze, isn’t it?’

He sighs the sigh of the long-legged. I want to say that the seat dimensions must be the revenge of a man with a Napoleon complex but don’t want to start babbling before he’s settled. I wait patiently as he tucks his essentials into the seat pocket, pulls out the pillow from behind his back, sends a last-minute text, etc.

‘So, are you heading – Oh!’

I stop short – he’s already got his headphones on, serious matt black Beats ones.

‘What was that?’ He lifts one ear can.

‘Um . . . From your accent, I was wondering if you’re heading home or just visiting San Diego?’

There’s a fraction of a pause before he replies but it’s enough time for me to see this thought flit across his eyes: Oh god, she thinks she’s in with a chance.

Suddenly I feel like I’ve sidled up to a guy in a bar, offered to buy him a drink and been turned down flat, only to find I’m stuck on the adjacent bar stool for the next eleven hours.

I feel my face flush and a rushing in my ears as he makes his monotone reply, something about how he’d just been in London for work.

‘It’s my first time going to California. Can’t wait!’ I say and then turn briskly away and give every ounce of my attention to the movie options – preferably ones devoid of love scenes. They really should have little blinkers on the screens so not everyone can see what you’re watching. I had such a near miss with The Shape of Water on my last flight. Perhaps I’m better off choosing from the classics – ones I’ve already seen . . .

I’m so tense and self-conscious now. I want to tell him, ‘If no one takes the aisle seat, I’ll move along, give us a bit of space . . .’ But I feel like he’d file a restraining order if I so much as touched his arm. This is why we should be pre-sorted before the plane. I’m not in the same league so I shouldn’t be in the same row. I make a show of looking out towards the rest of the plane and catch the eye of the flight attendant assisting an elderly woman. He gives me a little ‘lucky you’ wink but I want to hiss, ‘It’s not what you think, Isaac. If there’s an empty seat next to a giant, crying, frothing baby, I’ll take it!’

Still, it is looking like I should be able to move along – we’re getting close to take-off and no one has claimed seat 38C. I gently unclick my seat belt and start levitating in that direction when a flurry of last-minute, ran-all-the-way heat and blush-pink sportswear arrives.

‘Oh my gosh, I didn’t think I was going to make it!’ She swishes her waist-length, silky blonde hair as she settles into place.

‘Well, you can relax now!’ I smile reassuringly as I inhale her candyfloss scent. I’ve been in her shoes too many times. Well, not literally – I would never wear peep-toe, dagger-heel ankle boots to fly in – but I know how awful it is to be rushed and panicked.

I watch as she glugs at her silver water bottle and then catches sight of my neighbour.

In turn, I sense his whole demeanour change. Before he was pressed so close to the window I thought he was considering wing-walking. Now he’s fully in the huddle.

‘Hey!’ He gives one of those cool-guy head jerks.

‘Hi,’ she says coyly, before her mega-lashed eyes widen. ‘Aren’t you with Sunset Models?’

‘Yeah!’ he cheers. ‘I thought I recognised you!’

‘Summer.’ She offers a bangled hand.

‘Kai.’ He reaches across me.

Could this get any worse?

Before they start discussing their best angles and the burden of being physically blessed, I offer to swap seats. ‘So you guys can chat?’

‘Sure!’ Summer enthuses.

We’re just unbuckling when the engines rev and a female attendant tells us, quite firmly, that we’ll have to wait until the captain turns off the seat belt sign before we can switch.

‘No worries,’ Summer chirps, ‘we can wait.’

Can we?

If I had a cloak of invisibility, I’d drape it over the pair of them so I didn’t have to witness the illuminated, engaged expressions on their faces. Even looking at the seat-back screen feels like I’m interfering with their eye contact so I take out the airline magazine and keep my head down, pretending to read an article on hot air ballooning.

I wish James were here. He’d just roll his eyes at them and make everything better. I listen to them talking about how they got signed, their least favourite booker and best SoulCycle instructor, then:

DING!

I’m out of my seat quicker than if it had an ejector button.

‘Do you need your bag?’ Summer goes to reach under the seat.

‘Oh my god – James!’ I bash her leg in my eagerness to grab it and grasp it to my chest.

The pair of them eye me suspiciously.

‘Precious contents!’ I say, though it probably doesn’t help that I take it with me every time I get up to stretch my legs.

Ultimately pheromones win out and I cease to be of concern.

Is there anything more annoying than flirtatious giggles when they are not your own? It’s all so excruciatingly intimate I feel like I’m sharing a table with one of the First Dates couples. A few times the changing light causes me to glance towards the window and I see him looking at her the way I would have hoped – for a millisecond – he might look at me. Obviously not now that I know what he’s like but just the concept of having someone’s eyes rove over you in such an appreciative way . . .

‘Pulled pork or pasta primavera?’

Great, now I have to act as the waitress on their dinner date as I pass along the trays of food and plastic wine glasses.

They make the same selection, watch the same movie and choose the same filter for their selfies.

Twice Summer flips her hair and flicks me in the face, the second time several strands adhering to my lip gloss. That’s when I decide to take my emergency sleeping tablet, even though I was settling in for an eighties movie marathon. I so envy James graduating from teens to twenties during that decade. Give him a curly wig and a baggy sweatshirt and he could do all Jennifer Beals’ moves from Flashdance. I feel my voluminous hair was so much better suited to that era but I was only a toddler then. All those missed opportunities for rah-rah skirts and scrunch-drying.

‘Blueberry or strawberry?’ Isaac the flight attendant stops by with our frozen yoghurt options.

‘Do you have any gooseberry?’ I ask.

He gives me a sympathetic look. ‘Sorry, we’re all out but I do have something for you.’ He beckons me along to the galley and hands me a mini bottle of champagne. ‘By way of consolation. The flight is full or I’d upgrade you in a heartbeat.’

‘That’s so kind of you,’ I gasp, regretting having taken the tablet. I probably shouldn’t mix the two. ‘I might save it for a bit later?’

‘Whenever you like. See if you can give him a black eye with the cork!’

I smile, feeling a little bit better. Besides, it’s not Kai’s fault the great matchmaker in the sky did such a sterling job. And it doesn’t mean there isn’t still a chance for me. Maybe when I get to my resort – I’m hardly looking my best now and really I should try and catch some zzzs prior to landing. One last circuit of the plane and I’ll call it a night.

As I inch along the darkened aisle I study the movie selections of the few passengers who have yet to nod off, all the while hugging my bag to my chest, whispering to it as I go.

‘The Diane Keaton collection is proving popular,’ I note. ‘I wouldn’t mind watching the original Book Club again, just for Candice Bergen and her twisted Spanx – remember how we watched her scenes over and over?’

James was always my favourite person to sit on a sofa with – best commentary, best snacks. I kept threatening to pitch us to Gogglebox but he said he’d never agree because the lighting was so harsh. He had a point, it is glaringly bright. I much preferred the ambience he created with his dimmer switch and outsize candles. Come to think of it, he was exceptionally well-lit the first time we met . . .

I’d bought tickets to one of those immersive experiences, taking you back to a New York jazz club in the 1940s. I’d previously had great fun at a Gatsby flapper party with my girls but this time I’d made the mistake of going with my boyfriend. Steve refused to don the trilby and a wide, deco-print tie I’d sourced for him and remained testy and closed off even after his third Sidecar cocktail. At one point I excused myself to powder my nose and the event photographer asked me to pose with this stunning man sitting at a small table set with two champagne glasses and a Carlyle lamp. His suit was the same rich burgundy as the ruched silk lampshade and he looked so dapper with his dark, brilliantined hair.

‘James.’ He introduced himself as I approached, and then paid me all the compliments about my cinched-waist dress that I’d hoped to hear from Steve. My mood lifted exponentially, making the return to Steve’s side all the more of a downer.

I tried to persuade him to join me on the dance floor, reasoning that it was so dark no one would see him, but he was having none of it. I was on the verge of giving in and going home when, out of the shadows, a hand extended towards me.

James!

I turned to Steve, who gave a disinterested shrug, then stepped into his arms, just as the song changed to Ella Fitzgerald’s dreamy rendition of ‘Time After Time’. Swaying along with the swish of the cymbal brush and tinkly piano, I felt both like I was floating and finally anchored. It’s a feeling I’ll never forget.

I split up with Steve that night and moved in with James a month later. I still had the occasional dud relationship over the years, which James said helped remind him why that part of his life was now over for good. Friends always said it was a waste that someone so lovely was single and they were forever trying to fix him up with gay relatives and co-workers, but in many ways we were each other’s significant other. And I feel very lucky to have had that.

I roll my eyes as I return to my plane seat – the lovebirds have raised the armrest between them and are snuggled under the blankets. But they are not asleep.

I couldn’t be any more uncomfortable. I consider my little champagne bottle. It’s only a glass or two and it was a herbal sleeping tablet.

Pop goes the cork.

Turning away from them, I scroll through the options on my seat-back screen, looking for something short to entertain me while I sip – maybe a sitcom or even a game? Oh, here’s the chat screen. I wonder whether anyone actually ever texts a stranger in another seat? I should’ve paid more attention to other passengers while I was walking around. Mind you, by now most of them would probably take a session with a chiropractor over an offer to join the mile high club.

Calling 38C! The dark screen springs to life.

Have I accidentally started it? I hold up my hands, afraid to touch anything else. Is that an automated message?

Please click to start conversation.

Do I dare? I hesitate but the champagne tells me it’s the right thing to do.

Hello, gorgeous!

My heart immediately sinks. They must have seen Summer take this seat and not realised she’s switched.

‘I think you want 38B, but she’s otherwise engaged,’ I type.

Chloe Sinclair?

How does it know my name? I twist around to see if I can see Isaac. Is he up to mischief? Trying his best to keep me amused? This new airline really does go above and beyond, the least I can do is enter into the spirit of things.

‘Go ahead, mystery typer!’

Suddenly the screen fills with balloons and animated crystals clustering to form the word Congratulations!

What’s he up to now? Am I going to get to visit the captain in the cockpit? Will he be Andy Garcia?

You have been chosen to have a question answered by the In-flight Oracle.

Oh. Okay. That’s not bad either – I do like a bit of online tarot. What shall I ask?

You have a choice of three questions.

Well, that narrows it down. I eagerly await my options. Here we go:

1) How can I make a million dollars?

2) How long will I live for?

3) Why have I not met my Mr Right?

Hmm. Aside from the morbid and possibly threatening number two, I guess it’s pretty obvious I don’t have a million dollars from my economy status and anyone can see I’m not wearing a wedding ring.

Need help deciding? The screen prompts me.

‘Just give me a minute!’

I definitely don’t want to know how long I’m going to live – imagine if it said fifty-nine minutes and I’d be the only person on the plane to know it was going to go down? Of course, it could just be me expiring, but I’ve been thinking about death way too much of late so a firm no to that.

A million dollars would be nice but it seems as though I get this offer twelve times a day in the form of Facebook ads – How to 10x your income while eating 5x more chocolate!

I look accusingly at number three: Why have I not met my Mr Right? Have I not asked this question enough times? Not even in a particularly sulky or complaining way of late. These days I’m more curious than anything – is there a rational reason, something that would help me accept, once and for all, that I am destined to fly solo? Or maybe there’s a simple tweak I could make and after a lifetime of miserable mismatches things could really turn around. I can see the Oracle’s suggestion now: Take up martial arts or home brewing and have men falling at your feet!

‘Number three!’ I make my selection. ‘I’m all ears.’

You have not met Mr Right because he does not exist.

My shoulders sag. All that build-up for a trite dismissal. ‘Tell me something I don’t know!’ I type.

He doesn’t exist because he was never born.

I frown at the screen. What does that mean?

He was never born because the right sequence of people did not get together throughout history.

I was already starting to feel muzzy-headed, now I’m also peeved. ‘What exactly am I supposed to do with that information?’

You must go back in time and matchmake four generations of couples to ensure his birth.

Is this going to turn into some kind of game? I wait for the screen to show me a calendar with the pages flipping back to some significant date and then adjust my headphones in case there’s a soundtrack. Nothing happens.

This is not something you can do online. The Oracle reads my mind.

‘I thought everything could be done online these days.’

Introduction, yes, attraction, yes, but not conception.

That’s true, I suppose.

Your journey will begin when you check in at the Hotel Del Coronado.

I startle when I see my accommodation named. But then I recall filling out the address on my ESTA. Like I say, our data is out there for way too many eyes to see.

‘Can you give me a little bit more information? Any tips or clues about how this will happen?’

Let me start by saying this: he’s worth the wait.

My stomach dips and I feel a little giddy – the mere thought that there really could be someone out there meant for me brings a tear to my eye. Imagine being with someone you don’t have to convince to love you, someone who would meet you and think, Oh, there you are! And you’d actually feel good and buoyed up. Hope. I feel a flare of hope! I bet James had a hand in this – a persuasive word with the cosmos.

‘Sorry.’ Summer nudges me. ‘I need to get by.’

Now? I turn to her.

‘Hold on!’ I type.

By the time I’ve let her and then Kai file by, my screen has returned to the sky map.

Nooooo! I frantically try to backtrack but to no avail.

‘Isaac!’ I reach for my sympathiser as he passes, now with a tray of waters. ‘How do I get back to the chat screen?’

‘Oh, that function is not available on this flight. Sorry, hun.’

‘Well, the In-flight Oracle then – you know the one with the three questions? I was about to find out how to travel back in time.’

I didn’t mean to say that last bit out loud.

He looks down at my empty champagne bottle then leans in. ‘Did you mix the fizz with any meds?’

‘No,’ I lie.

‘Because we get a lot of passengers hallucinating wildly on Zolpidem.’

‘It was just Valerian,’ I confess. ‘It’s a herb.’

‘Well, I suggest you close your eyes and let it do its thing.’

‘So it wasn’t you, messaging me?’

He shakes his head then nods to the illuminated call button above 34A. ‘I have to get that.’

I watch him head on his way. Now I’m really confused. However absurd it sounds, I know what I saw. That being said, I can feel the druggy drowsiness kicking in. Is it possible I was dreaming? Could I have dropped off without realising?

I get up again to let Kai and Summer back in, half hoping the reconfiguration of our row will bring back the Oracle. But it doesn’t.

Now I just feel foolish. It seems my pledge to be open to romance has stirred up some longings in me that were best left dormant. On the upside, that is a terrific explanation for me not having met my guy – he doesn’t even exist!

I drain the last drip from the champagne bottle and then try to prop the airline pillow on my shoulder but it keeps falling off. For now, I just tilt my head back, close my eyes, and the next thing I know I’m waking up to the breakfast tray.

All I can face is the diced melon and tea with extra sugar. Whereas Summer and Kai look as camera-ready as when they boarded, I take a little more effort – holing up in the toilet cubicle to revive my make-up and change from my cropped cargo pants and cardi to a red and white polka-dot sundress. I give a little snuffle at my choice of perfume – Charlotte Tilbury’s Scent of a Dream. Well, it was a helluva dream and it got me through the flight.

I feel a flare of excitement as I return to my seat. California here I come! The intertwined hands of my travel companions don’t trouble me now. I chew on a mint and prepare for landing. But then, as we bump down on the tarmac, my heart catapults skyward . . .

While everyone else is cooing and peering out of the window trying to catch their first glimpse of the San Diego sunshine, I am staring open-mouthed at my screen, which has jolted back to life.

Chloe, it says. You weren’t dreaming.
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He sees me before I see him.

‘Chloe! Over here!’

‘Ross!’ I respond with genuine delight. He’s even more attractive than in his photographs, which barely hinted at the twinkle in his chambray-blue eyes. The laughter lines, silver-flecked hair and brown flip-flopped feet only deepen his appeal. For a millisecond I want to turn back to Summer and Kai and go, ‘Ha!’ but then he envelops me in a hug and I cease caring what they – or anyone – think. I just feel saved.

‘It’s so good to finally meet you!’ He pulls me closer, rocking me as I revel in his Californian physique and Tom Ford fragrance, immediately recognisable from James’s aftershave collection.

‘You too!’ I sigh, wanting to burrow deeper and call this warm nook my home. But all too soon our charged excitement ebbs away, leaving us with a slumping sadness as we register the reason for our meeting.

When we step apart, our eyes are glassy with tears.

‘We’re going to do him proud,’ Ross insists.

I nod, unable to speak.

‘Is he with you?’

I hold up my carry-on. ‘Right here – in his own inimitable way.’

Ross closes his eyes, pained.

‘I’m sorry,’ I grimace. ‘This really is the weirdest thing.’

‘You know, I’ve done this before, a few times, just never with such elaborate instructions. Which is quite something when you consider the company I keep.’

I raise a brow.

‘Come on!’ He reaches for my suitcase. ‘Let’s get you over to the island.’

From the way James spoke about Coronado Island, I always pictured it as a kind of Never Never Land, more of a fantasy backdrop to his romance with Ross than an actual place. Yet within minutes of leaving the airport car park, I catch my first glimpse.

‘See?’ Ross directs my gaze beyond the marina.

‘It’s so close we could swim there!’ I gasp.

He gives an amused snort. ‘You wouldn’t want to wade up onto that shore – that half of the island is all Navy base.’

‘Oh!’ I gulp. ‘More of a twenty-one-gun salute than a flower garland welcome?’

‘Exactly.’ He gives me a crinkly smile, telling me we’re just going to hop on the freeway for speed.

Sounds good to me – I’m already thrilled. So many airports have a drab surrounding area; here the gratification is instant and glamorous with cloud-dusting palm trees, silver-glinting waters, even a flashy cruise ship or two. Merging onto a multilane highway, we get an eyeful of San Diego skyline, but nothing too intimidating, just a cluster of gleaming high-rises enjoying the bay and mountain views.

‘I can see why James kept coming back.’

Ross peers over the top of his sunglasses at me.

‘Of course, you were always the primary draw!’

‘Well, I am right up there with TripAdvisor’s must-see attractions!’

I give a little chuckle. And then I realise he might be serious. ‘You have a show on now, don’t you?’

‘Yup, that’ll have me tied up in the evenings but by day I am all yours.’

‘Wonderful!’ I beam.

‘So tell me, how are you with heights?’ he asks as we change lanes and head for an exit ramp.

‘Heights?’ I squint and then find myself gawping at an arc of blue steel slicing through the sky, linking a now industrial-looking downtown with a verdant island.

‘Fun fact – it’s only a mile from shore to shore but this bridge runs over two miles long, reaching a height of two hundred feet to allow the Navy’s aircraft carriers to sail underneath it!’

‘Wow!’

‘They had to build it on a curve or it would be too steep for a car to climb.’

I certainly feel if we floored it now, there would be a good chance of getting airborne – all I can see is the concrete barrier running alongside the road and a vast expanse of sky, giving me a keener sense of flying than when I was on the plane. Up there I was surrounded by people and baggage and row upon row of seats. Here it’s just me and Ross, soaring at the level James now inhabits.

And then we reach the crest of the curve and the island reveals itself: toasting us with its champagne sand and bevy of immaculate white sailboats. No parched castaways here – the parkland and golfing fairways are emerald bright and we have a bird’s eye view of the evergreens leading all the way to the Pacific shore.

‘See that red-turreted resort on the far side of the island?’

‘Yes!’ I squeak, straining at the seat belt.

‘That’s where you’re staying.’

I feel a little light-headed – isn’t this all a bit implausible? To wake up this morning in Turnpike Lane and now have this splendour be my life for the next few days?

My eyes feel positively aglow from the beauty surrounding us.

And then we come to a halt.

‘Well, this is unusual.’ Ross peers ahead, trying to assess the hold-up. ‘I think there might be some kind of security check.’

I don’t mind it at all – it’s like the dramatic pause on a roller coaster before it goes hurtling and tilting on its way. I’m loving the sensation of being suspended between two worlds – the shiny, sun-kissed city and the sparkling, seaside fairy tale . . .

If I was impressed before, I now have a full-body understanding of why James wanted this to be his final resting place.

‘It’s where I felt most alive – most in love with life,’ he told me, reaching for my hand. ‘I want to be certain you’ll go there and at least have the chance to experience that elation. And not in a “someday” or “I’ll add it to my bucket list” way – sooner rather than later.’ And then he opened his ear plug case, signalling that my visit was over.

I was just reaching for my brolly when he added, ‘I transferred the money into your account this morning so there’s really no excuse.’

‘James!’ I exclaimed. ‘You didn’t need to—’

‘Yes I did. Anyway. I have to sleep now so you need to leave.’ He pulled his eye mask into place and turned his back on me.

Strangely I loved him all the more for his brusqueness. We used to joke that he had an emotional short circuit – anytime feelings ran high, his famous dynamism would dissipate and he would shut down cold. Phone calls ended equally abruptly. I might have just shared a heartfelt insight or troubling dilemma and he’d say, ‘Okay, bye!’ and be gone. Once I got used to it, it actually left me with a fond feeling. Because he knew I got it. He didn’t have to go through the motions with me and that’s one of the reasons our friendship endured. Though I do remember one time giving him a taste of his own medicine and it totally backfiring – he was at a convention and came across an Elvis impersonator, persuading him to serenade me down the phone as a surprise . . . I was right in the middle of something at work and answered with a curt: ‘Not now, James!’ leaving him standing awkwardly with a burring phone line and a man in a bejewelled jumpsuit.

I wondered if that was what ultimately went awry with Ross – too much emotion? The most I’d get out of James is that it went the way of most long-distance relationships. I’m curious to hear Ross’s take on things – we didn’t go into too much detail on WhatsApp, mostly focussing on the logistics of the trip. Besides, it’s not like James had even introduced us – Ross heard from me out of the blue, after James had . . . well, after he was gone. He wouldn’t let me get in touch any sooner.

‘He’s probably married. Or hardly remembers me – it’s been fifteen years,’ James had reasoned. ‘Once I’m gone you can contact him if you want and, if he’s receptive and has a little time on his hands, maybe he could show you a few of our old haunts.’

‘Haunts, James?’

‘Sorry. Unintentional. I tell you what, I’m going to write you a list of the places I’d like to be distributed.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Could we please say “commemorated” or “celebrated” or something a bit more civilised?’

‘Whatever you prefer.’ He tutted. ‘It’s all so easy to offend on the topic of dying.’

‘You’re certainly offending me by dying.’

‘I know, darling, it’s a terrible bore but we’ve had some wonderful times, haven’t we? And at least we can still actually remember everything we did together. I’d hate to be thirty years down the line, thinking, Who is this weird woman and why is she visiting me every day?’

I loved his certainty that we’d know each other thirty years on. And that he knew I’d be there for him every day, no matter what. I just wish I had some video memories of us, something I could play for company, especially footage of him laughing – James had such a good-natured yet childish tee-hee of a laugh, completely at odds with his strapping six-foot form, especially in business attire. Those friends you can picture utterly convulsed with laughter – puce, eyes streaming – don’t you just love them a little bit more? To have lost that element from my life . . .

I heave an uneven sigh. I’ve only really been able to keep going this past year because I knew this trip was on the horizon – the sense of unfinished business gave me a feeling of ongoing connection with James and kept drawing me forward. Originally I planned to come out last summer but Ross was away touring and I have to say, I was a little relieved to postpone it, because I didn’t know how I was going to feel when James was gone-gone and I would have to board a plane back to England and leave him behind for ever.

‘You okay, kid?’ Ross reaches for my knee.

‘Mmm.’I return to the present. ‘Just got lost in my thoughts for a moment. Oh, we’re moving again!’

He gives me a knowing look. ‘Ready to go over the rainbow?’

‘Welcome to Coronado Island – which technically isn’t an island because it’s connected to the mainland via an isthmus but we don’t dwell on that!’

‘Okay!’ I nod. ‘What’s an isthmus again?’

‘It’s just a narrow strip of land. Ours is called Silver Strand.’

‘Of course it is.’

Ross chuckles then draws my attention to the gold of the island flag. ‘You’ll notice a lot of crown motifs around town: that’s because Coronado means the crowned one in Spanish.’

‘Ohhh! Coronado, like coronation!’

‘Exactly,’ he confirms as he turns away from the flow of traffic. ‘I’m going to sweep around so you can get a feel for the scale of the place, and show you where I’m based, in case you need me outside theatre hours.’

‘Great!’

First stop, or rather pause, is Tidelands Park.

‘Kids come here to play baseball, families have picnics, the Navy holds ceremonies to honour fallen service men and women . . .’ He gives a little sigh. ‘And it’s where James and I had our first official date, watching an open-air screening of Some Like It Hot.’ His mouth twists into a smile. ‘We’re all sitting out on the grass with our blankets and snacks, engrossed in the film, it gets to the bit where the cops burst in to raid the speakeasy and the sprinkler system goes off!’

‘No!’ I gasp.

‘Everyone got soaked! It was strangely romantic . . .’

‘I bet.’ I sigh, picturing Ross with a shirt clinging to his chest, wet hair sending rivulets down his beautiful face. I imagine them laughing as they scrabbled away from the spray, making memories to last a lifetime. ‘You know James watched that movie every birthday until the end?’

‘Really?’

I nod. ‘I’d watch it with him. He always cheered when the Hotel Del Coronado came into view.’

‘Those classic beach scenes with Marilyn and Tony Curtis . . .’

‘Or Norma Jeane and Bernie Schwartz as James would call them!’

Ross smiles. ‘We should watch it while you’re here.’ He then motions ahead. ‘This is my apartment building – Bayside at Coronado. It’s been massively updated since James was here – we’ve got everything from firepits to hanging bubble chairs now!’ He gives a little Aren’t I fancy? shoulder jiggle. ‘Basically I’ve got the bay covered, whereas you’ll be holding court at the beach side of the island.’

Someone pinch me!

Next up is Ferry Landing with its mix of flip-flop-friendly shops, restaurants and bicycle rentals. I get a waft of barbecue along with the happy jangle of a steel band.

‘After you!’ Ross pauses to let a green trolley bus go ahead of us, waving to the sun-hatted tourists on board. ‘I’ve hosted those hop-on, hop-off tours in leaner times,’ he confides. ‘You wanna hear my patter?’

‘Sure!’

‘By the way, that’s the Navy base straight ahead but we’re going to turn onto Orange Avenue now – this is the main artery of Coronado. You can
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