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For Calum McSwiggan

To say thank you for the notes on the last one

And everything before that

And aren’t we having a lovely time

And we’ve got no cups

And we’re having a trauma

And tell me how sad you are

And it’s like I knew you were already on the way to temple

And don’t tell anyone, but it wasn’t even hard.

I appreciate you in my life. Realsies!




Last Christmas

I’m so sorry, he writes on the blank piece of paper. It’s more of a scrawl than legible handwriting – he’s always been told he writes like a doctor, all pinched and slanted and jumbled, like he has better things to be doing than scribing longhand. But who writes by hand any more? It’s an unnecessary skill, penmanship. He’s trying his best, though, to make it look thoughtful. He knows that much is important.

He pauses. Pinches the bridge of his nose. He has a headache. This doesn’t feel good, to be doing this.

But he must.

It’s for the best.

I have led you on, he continues. I am not good for you. Please forgive me, and let’s not speak of this again …

He sighs, staring at what he has done.

‘You’ll regret this, you know.’

He looks up. He didn’t realise he was being watched.

‘Maybe,’ he replies, and his headache gets worse as he folds the paper and writes her name on one side.
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I am floating. I am floating on the crystal-clear water of whatever ocean laps around the sandy Greek shores of Preveza. Is it the Aegean Sea? Hmmm. I should probably know that. I’ll google it when I’m back near my phone. Obviously I don’t have my phone in the water. It’s just me and presumably some fish, early-afternoon sun bringing my skin – and if I wouldn’t get laughed at by my ridiculous family for poetic hyperbole, I’d go as far to say my very soul – back to life after three long years under grey Scottish skies. Actually, that’s not strictly true. The university is under grey Scottish skies, and so for the most part I’ve been under strip lighting. Either way, this is the first time I’ve felt any semblance of hope, or freedom, or possibility, in ages. I once read that we’re all solar-powered. I get that, now. It’s like when the sun is out and the water glistens, everything that came before melts away. So much doesn’t matter here, unmoored, bobbing about, the sound of my own heart surprisingly good company. Even last Christmas and everything that happened feels far away, and after my breakdown I didn’t think anything could be any worse than that. Only I could hit rock-bottom and then discover it has a basement. Classic.

Recovery can mean different things for different people. That’s what my therapist says. Having a breakdown at twenty-four is part of who I am and, two years on, it’s part of what’s made me the resilient, hopeful phoenix-rising-from-the-ashes that gets to float in the sea and let her mind drift, happy to be alive. I was a wreck, back then. A year into my PhD and I had a depression and anxiety that got worse and worse until I was signed off sick from my course and had to spend a month in a residential care facility. Even after I left, I had to have daily visits from the crisis team – but that’s when I met my therapist, and she’s changed my life. Well, I have changed my life actually, but she gave me the tools to do it. I’ve done a lot of work to get better. I had to stop fighting myself. I’ve journalled, medicated, walked, stretched, got back into running. I’ve made best friends with Hope, which isn’t a joke: literally, the woman I saw waiting outside my therapist’s office three times a week is called Hope. It’s not a metaphor. In fact I called her Despair for a while, as we got to know each other. It made her laugh. But after Jamie slipped that note under my door at Christmas, it tested my new tools to the limit. I was so humiliated. I’d gone home for the holidays feeling so in balance, and suddenly there he was – my brother’s best friend joining us for the festivities – and the vibe between us had shifted. I was open to it.

‘Am I imagining this?’ he’d asked, after days of … something.

‘No,’ I’d said. ‘Knock on my door later,’ I eventually told him, after a family movie night where his foot ended up pressed against mine under the blanket and the nearness of him almost made me explode.

He never showed. His letter said he’d bottled it. I’d put myself out there and … well, it’s a good job I’d had all that therapy, because I needed every trick in the book to pull myself back together. Yeah, it was only a few days of whatever-it-was developing between us, but all my ‘positive thinking’ and ‘soothing visualisations’ had me thinking I’d actually get to have a bit of fun for once. Because, spoiler alert: nobody wants to date the woman who had a nervous breakdown. I had thought Jamie ‘got it’, what with his own trauma. I thought he understood me. So that’s what hit hardest. I know now that I should never have trusted him, because first impressions are nearly always right: he really is a vapid womaniser, and I will never fall for his charms again because I have worked too damned hard for my self-respect.

I’ve not seen him since then. We’ve avoided each other. Which is why it pisses me off so much when, standing up, with the seabed squashing sand between my toes, the sun forcing me to squint, I notice a stranger up on the beach who looks exactly like him. There’s Mum and Dad and my two brothers, Alex and Laurie, and there’s Laurie’s wife Kate, too. We got in an hour ago, the owners of the villa having kindly packed us a picnic basket for an early supper, which we schlepped down here, along with some beach chairs and our towels. Just the six of us. Except … I’m here, so that should be five bodies up there on the sand.

I lower my body back into the warmth of the sea and swim as close to the shore as possible, staying submerged so I can surreptitiously dislodge a wedgie. I turn to look again, now I’m closer. It’s then that I realise the sixth person up there with my family definitely isn’t a passing local or a figment of my imagination.

It is Jamie.

And I am suddenly absolutely furious.
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I can see, as I climb out of the water, that he’s the colour of baked earth after six months of sailing yachts across the seven seas for millionaires who like to leave their boats in one place, but pick them up in another. He’s broad – broader than he deserves to be – and the thick dent of his spine looks like somebody has taken their thumb and smudged down the centre of his back: lumps and bumps and pops all around it, in places I didn’t even know there could be lumps and bumps and dents and pops. His arms are as thick as my thighs. Jesus, what a show-off. I’m all for keeping fit, but Jamie takes it too far. That time could be spent on other things, like … reading … or … watching The Real Housewives of New York City. You’ve got to be super-vain to work out so much. But then that’s Jamie Kramer: vain as they come.

I take a breath, readying for that look he gives me: blank, unmoved, bored. It was always that way, until it wasn’t. Years of ignoring me, then four days of … well, whatever Christmas was. The Big Almost. And then I might have egged Jamie’s car when he pied me off. So now we’re back to not speaking, as if Christmas never even happened. That’s useful, really: nobody else knows what happened, of course. Over my dead body do I want my family’s pity. Kate has intuited some sort of dalliance, but even she doesn’t know it all.

I will say hello, because he’s my brother’s best friend, my parents treat him like a son, and I know Kate will be holding her breath to see if I’m going to be polite. Quite frankly I don’t want to be the source of any gossip, and let’s be clear: my family loves to gossip, about one another most of all. I wring out the seawater from my hair, shake the water off my arms and make my approach to grab a beer and acknowledge Jamie’s stupid arrival.

As I walk up to the cooler that we stashed the drinks in, Jamie turns just enough that I know he knows I’m here, but after an almost imperceptible beat he focuses his attention fully back on Mum, without acknowledging me. I could write the book on how this will go. Mum is in sickening rapture at whatever ridiculous thing he’s telling her. She’s practically fawning – she finds him delightful and such fun, a really lovely boy – but I will do no such thing. This is how Jamie plays it with everyone. He lets people come to him, flexing his gravitational pull with that smile and that easy laugh. I tried to bring it up with my mother a little while ago, about how he’s stealthily manipulative, and she told me not to be so sensitive, that I was reading too much into it. The implication is that I do that because I am a bit unhinged and so I never brought it up again. But I know I’m right. He is manipulative. And vain. And rude. He uses people. He used me.

‘Oi, oi!’ Laurie hollers in Jamie’s direction. ‘Here he is, flexing his biceps as he drinks, like he’s posing for hidden paparazzi.’

Laurie suddenly has Jamie in a quasi-headlock, arm looped around his neck and pulling down so that he can rub his hair. Jamie pushes him off easily. I step back so I don’t get caught in the crossfire.

‘Don’t hate the player,’ Jamie says with a grin and a shrug.

‘I could never,’ Laurie laughs. ‘Although f— me, you’re showing the rest of us up a bit, don’t you think?’

Jamie chuckles and throws back the rest of his beer, and I sidestep around him. The smell of salt water on my skin is gently warmed by sun so friendly it’s like a happy Labrador clamouring for a cuddle. And yet that’s not enough to calm the thump in my chest as I get my drink and pop the lid off, raising it defiantly in Jamie’s direction as I make my way over to Kate.

‘Hello, Jamie,’ I say, not looking at him, acting as cool and indifferent as I can manage. I’ve already sauntered off as he says my name in return.

‘Flo.’

No ‘Hello’, no ‘Hey’. Just intoning my name, like we’re lawyers in a B-list TV series and he’s come to my deposition as a hostile witness. His timbre is low and gruff, like a country singer warbling about a broken heart. Would it kill him to clear his throat and enunciate properly? I’m probably not worth that to Jamie, either. Behind me I hear Laurie say, ‘It’s so good to see you, mate. I know you’re having the time of your life, but we’ve missed you.’ I don’t hear what Jamie says in return. Time of his life? I’ll bet there are women in every port, like he’s had for his whole life. I’ve always known he’s a player, right from when Laurie first brought him home and I heard them talking about their ‘number’. Everyone knows Jamie sleeps around, but nobody judges him for it. It’s as if because he looks like he does, it would be a waste if he didn’t. His Lothario ways are part of his charm. Well, part of his charm for everyone but me. I’m simply mad I almost fell for it.

‘Christ alive, Flo,’ Kate says to me as I flop down onto the stripy deckchair beside her. My bum practically touches the sand through the low fabric of the seat. I misjudged the distance and flail inelegantly about – careful not to spill my beer, obviously – trying to get comfy. I’m sure this will be further evidence to His Lordship that I’m a mess and he was right to give me the swerve.

‘Oh, for god’s sake,’ I tut as I get settled. My tone is a bit sharp. Urgh! I vowed I wouldn’t let Jamie irritate me more than he has already. Kate looks at me, eyebrows raised in amusement.

‘That’s the holiday spirit,’ she coos, taking the mick out of my sudden bad mood.

‘Sorry,’ I say, taking a long pull from my bottle. I lie about why, because Jamie’s name will not pass my lips. ‘It’s the four a.m. wake-up call to get to the airport. Blame Dad’s obsession with arriving for flights obscenely early.’

Kate sticks out her bottom lip and pulls a ‘sad’ face. It’s a thing we do sarcastically to stop either of us ever moaning too much. ‘How horrible,’ she teases, in a silly voice.

‘Shut up!’ I scrunch up my face. ‘It was still dark when we left the house. At least we had time for a beer and a full English at the airport, I suppose. How many minutes did you and Laurie have to spare before you made it?’

‘Ninety seconds,’ Kate shoots back. ‘But we did get to ride on the golf-buggy thing after security, so silver linings.’

‘Luck is always on your side,’ I say, reaching over for my beach bag. I need my sunglasses. ‘I have honestly never met somebody for whom all traffic lights turn green, all doors open, complimentary coffees are freely given …’

‘Speaking of which,’ she shrugs, noticing that I seem unable to find whatever I’m looking for. She figures out it must be my sunglasses and pulls out a second pair from her beach bag, which I take gratefully. ‘We did get complimentary croissants at Pret, to apologise for the wait.’

‘You almost missed the flight because you were at Pret?’ I shriek, and she motions for me to hush. ‘How?’

‘Shush!’ she hisses, looking in my dad’s direction to check he hasn’t heard. She lowers her voice. ‘I made Laurie swear he wouldn’t dob me in for it. But I needed a ham-and-cheese croissant, and you know I can’t function without a coffee in the morning.’

‘You’re preaching to the converted,’ I say. ‘Coffee is life.’ I gulp down my beer and take in the perfection of our surroundings: powdery-yellow sand stretching all the way around the cove, endless water, the sun lowering in the sky to envelop everything in its syrupy flame. With my back to Jamie, I can almost forget he’s here – and then Mum titters at him yet again, and I’m reminded that he is. Before Kate can ask me about it, I say, ‘Anyway. Your “Christ alive”. Don’t let me distract you from taking the Lord’s name in vain …’

‘The Lord’s son, technically,’ Kate points out, and I can’t help but notice that she’s already glowing, looking relaxed and in the holiday mood.

I can’t even imagine having relaxation so readily to hand. It will take me days, if not a full week, to get my shoulders to unclench from up by my ears. I’m just built that way. Hope says it’s better to be highly strung and know it than to think you’re low-key and chill, when everyone around you knows the truth. I have to say, I think Hope has a point. But Kate is low-maintenance through and through, and I envy that.

Kate continues, ‘I was going to tell you that you look ridiculous in that bikini, actually. Your waist, your boobs … if that’s what almost getting sectioned does to a girl, I might need a breakdown myself. You, my friend, have never been hotter.’

I pull a face at her that’s supposed to mean are you seriously joking about what happened?, but it goes unnoticed. Unnoticed or ignored, which is quintessential Kate. Of course I don’t mind, not really, because these past two years she’s been one of the few people to keep treating me like normal. In fact I have exactly zero friends left from ‘before times’, because nobody knew how to handle me. I met Hope in the waiting room at the therapist’s office, and we bonded over mental health and a love of Bluey, the kids’ cartoon. Hope’s theory is that when you’re sad, Bluey is the best thing to cheer you up; and when you’re happy, Bluey is the best thing to remind you to treasure it. She’s backpacking around Europe right now. Her breakdown has led her to embracing everything that life throws at her. My breakdown has left me craving safety and sameness. We’re mostly a text-based friendship for the foreseeable, although Hope’s determined to get me to join her. This will never happen. I am not the YOLO, go-backpacking-for-a-summer type.

‘Although,’ Kate muses, ‘I suspect that an episode of my own would involve a lot of comfort-eating, thus thwarting my desire to get as snatched as you are.’

‘You could arrange one of those happy breakdowns,’ I suggest. ‘Put it in the contract between you and your brain.’

‘Oh yes,’ she agrees. ‘Great idea. Dear brain, please refer to clause Three C, pertaining to getting my titties to sit as nice as Flo’s in a teeny-weeny string bikini.’

‘This isn’t tiny,’ I squeal, thrusting a hand over my admittedly very bare chest. ‘This is a family holiday!’

‘A family holiday in Greece, where the locals look like gods. Play your cards right and you should have a fantastic two weeks looking like that, baby.’

I arch an eyebrow. ‘Sex hasn’t been on my mind for quite some time,’ I remind her.

‘More’s the pity,’ she shoots back. I don’t dignify that with a response. ‘By the way,’ she adds, lowering her voice and leaning in, ‘how are we feeling about …’ She nods her head in the direction of Jamie, who’s now got not only Mum, but also Dad and my brother Alex, eating out of the palm of his hand. He’s always telling some anecdote about the rich and famous that he works with, name-dropping and embellishing. I’m sure half of the stories of what allegedly happens out there on the boats aren’t even true. I roll my eyes, pausing mid-derision, just in time to see Jamie crick his neck, flexing it to one side and rubbing the taut, bronzed skin of his left side. He’s so performative.

‘What?’ I say, playing dumb. Kate has sworn she’ll never tell Laurie what she knows about last Christmas, or confront Jamie about it either, and I trust her to honour her word. I simply want to forget about it all. Jamie is around a lot, because a couple of years ago he lost both his parents in a car accident, and so Mum and Dad have unofficially made him their fourth child. I do actually have a heart, so he gets leeway for such painful trauma because, god, I can’t even imagine something that devastating happening. I feel for him over that. I do … But he was still awful to me, and is awful to most women, as far as I can tell, so I know I’m better off keeping my distance.

‘Okay,’ Kate says, slowly. ‘I see what game we’re playing …’

‘There’s no game,’ I tell her, too quickly, and even I know I sound defensive.

‘Sure,’ she retorts.

‘There’s not!’ I say, right as Laurie reappears from wherever he’s been, asking, ‘There’s not what?’

He plops down on the sand between Kate’s legs, and she kisses the top of his head. They’ve been married just over a year and are disgustingly in love. Kate tells him to mind his own business, and I close my eyes to luxuriate in the heat and shut everybody else out. It’s not often that I’m thankful for Laurie’s interruption, but right now I am. As I inhale and exhale, letting the tiniest of sea breezes tickle my skin, I can hear the waves gently lapping against the shore. It’s like a real-life Spotify playlist of ‘relaxation noises’. Hope has issued a stern text warning me to fully enjoy everything this vacation has to offer, because she’s a bit like a smoker who has given up, and thus becomes evangelical about everybody else giving up: she’s embraced the YOLO lifestyle and has made it her mission to get me to do so, too.

Ahhh. Sun. Sea. Sand between my toes. A moment to reflect and recommit to relaxing. And then Laurie says, ‘Shall we eat?’

Of course ten minutes of silence from him is asking too much.

‘I’m bloody starving. And did anyone think to bring down a speaker? We need to up the holiday vibe, now the whole crew is here!’

‘I hadn’t known we were waiting for anybody else to join the crew,’ I say, without opening my eyes, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. I practically hear Laurie shrug and, peeking through one eye, see him already on his feet again, heading towards the hamper to start setting out the food.

‘Flo, don’t be ridiculous. It was all on the family email chain,’ he yells over his shoulder.

I open my other eye, surprised. ‘There’s a family email chain?’ I say to Kate.

She pulls a face. ‘Babe,’ she replies, looking over her sunglasses dramatically, ‘if you’re not getting those emails, trust me: you’re better off out of it. I love your mother as much as my own, but since she retired …’

‘She’s sending you the equivalent of War and Peace every day?’ I supply.

‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ she replies with a sigh. ‘I don’t know what she’s going to do, now she’s not working. A woman as brilliant as her …’

I scramble out of my seat to go and help Laurie with the food – if you don’t move fast in this family, you only get crumbs.

‘Hmmm,’ I say, waving a hand. ‘Fine. I’ll choose my ignorant bliss.’

But I have to push down a voice that quietly squeaks, If I’m not on that email chain, what else doesn’t my family include me in?

The sun begins to lower in the late-afternoon sky, light shifting from bright white to mellow yellow. Our resident caveman, Jamie, makes a fire in preparation for when it gets dark, like we can’t all just put on more clothes and use candles for ambience. He creates a little circle with pebbles and stones, somehow manages to acquire driftwood … and genuinely gets it going by rubbing two sticks together, like a regular Robinson Crusoe. We’ve still not spoken properly. Imagine crashing somebody’s family holiday and not speaking to them. The audacity! Not that I want to speak to him. I wish Jamie was deserted on an island – an island far away from us. He’s all massive hands and concentrated effort, and it’s infuriating that he’s already tanned and stubbled after his work on the boats, his hair all grown out, but the rest of us are so pale we practically reflect the sun. It’s like the Cullen family from Twilight and their one mortal (and very bronzed) friend. Jamie thinks he’s so cool, making fires and opening beers with his bare hands, but his beach shorts are so small they’re laughable. Nobody needs to see all that. He looks absurd.

‘Dare I ask how you’ve been passing your evenings, then?’ Laurie is asking him. ‘Sounds like you’ve not been short of company this year …’

‘Laurie,’ Mum warns. ‘Don’t slut-shame the boy. It’s only right he should sow his wild oats.’ She adds, ‘As long as you’re careful, of course. It’s not enough simply to wear a condom – you need to get checked twice a year. Condoms don’t protect you from everything, you know.’

‘Mum! Jesus.’

‘Oh come on, Laurie,’ Mum says. ‘I was always very sure to say exactly the same to you all, when you left for university. If you’re old enough to do it, you’re old enough to be smart about it.’

‘I’m married, Mum,’ Laurie says.

‘Jamie isn’t,’ Mum points out.

‘Well, don’t you worry about me,’ Jamie tells her. ‘I promise I’m a very good boy.’

‘My arse,’ says Laurie.

We busy ourselves dishing out Greek salad and an array of crusty breads, olives and cheeses, eating off plates on our laps, the tinny notes of a summer beach playlist coming from the Bluetooth speaker Alex has thought to bring. All in, it’s not a bad little set-up – Jamie aside. I definitely do not look in his direction. I can’t control when he’s around, but I sure as hell can control how much of my energy I give him. And, after careful consideration, I have concluded he gets: absolutely zero. None. Nada. JAMIE WHO?

‘Cor,’ says Dad, helping himself to some more of the Greek wine we’ve been gifted. ‘It’s all right, this, isn’t it?’

‘I’ll say,’ says Alex. ‘I keep wanting to check my phone for urgent alerts that mean I’ve got to run down to A&E and put out another fire. But I don’t. I can’t believe I’m actually on holiday.’

‘Same,’ says Laurie. ‘I don’t remember the last time I’ve done less than a fifty-hour week.’

I sigh contentedly, in agreement, which Laurie deliberately misreads.

‘All this a bit too much like hard work for you, Flo?’ he teases. ‘Bit more activity than you’re used to, I’d imagine.’

I roll my eyes. Laurie thinks it’s hilarious that not only did I get a degree in English and then a Master’s, but as part of my PhD I’ve been teaching some undergraduate classes, too, and I’m now going to stay on as an associate lecturer. He thinks his being a law student was ‘real’ studying; and me paying thousands to read books and ‘wank off’ about them is not only a joke, but that helping others to do the same – now I’m going to be official staff – is downright hilarious.

‘Laurie …’ Mum warns, like I’m six and might cry. What is it about family holidays that makes you revert to your childhood roles: Laurie teasing his silly little sister?

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ I say. ‘I know Laurie continues to be intimidated by anyone capable of the empathy it takes to put themselves in somebody else’s shoes long enough to enjoy eighty thousand words. Speaking of which, how is it going with that book on the history of football that you got in your stocking? You were, what, twelve pages in on the plane? That must be a whole two words a day since Christmas …’

‘I’ve been saving it, for your information,’ Laurie bats back. ‘I just needed a break from work. Work is a thing that grown-ups do, where—’

Suddenly Jamie leaps up.

‘Anyone want to play volleyball?’ he interjects, stuffing the last of the food from his plate into his mouth and patting his bare eight-pack of a stomach, a satisfied barbarian. Because of his easy charisma, we all look at him, our attention his, and his alone – the brewing fight between Laurie and me vanishing like vapour. ‘I’ve got some energy to burn.’

Alex lets out an enormous beery belch.

‘So that’s a yes from Alex,’ Dad chuckles, because for some reason Alex is allowed to be an absolute heathen and call it a laugh, whereas the rest of us get bound to a normal standard of manners.

‘You in, old man?’ Jamie asks, arching an eyebrow in Dad’s direction.

‘Who are you calling an old man?’ Dad counters, a glimmer in his eye. ‘I could run circles around you and your … your …’ He wafts a hand up and down at Jamie’s stomach. ‘Abs. With age comes experience, remember.’ He drains his glass and gets up, all lithe limbs and pot-belly. He’s not in bad nick, Dad, for a sixty-something. He’s got salt-and-pepper hair and is genuinely friendly and kind, which I think keeps men very youthful-seeming. God, there was a lecturer at uni who looked like Brad Pitt – as in Brad in his fifties, as he is now, which is still very buff – but he was so stand-offish and abrupt that as soon as you found that out about him, he became almost ugly. I can see how people like Dad, because he’s kind. It makes me value that as a quality, above all else. ‘And there’s a six-pack hidden under here somewhere,’ Dad adds, grinning and patting his own tum. ‘Hidden deep, like, but definitely there.’

Jamie smiles. He’s never given me smiles freely, on account of being an arse, but with everyone else he’s charming. His teeth are pearly white and in the three seconds I forget to be obtuse and look right at him, his tongue darts out over his lips and back again. I quickly look away. He’s so aware of himself. Urgh.

‘Michael,’ Jamie says. ‘You and me as the dream team, opposite Laurie and Alex, then?’

Of course he isn’t asking me to join in. Of course he isn’t! I think it’s the indifference that makes me so mad. I have to work so hard to stay out of Jamie’s way, but for Jamie I don’t even cross his mind. How self-centred and mean do you have to be? It truly beggars belief.

‘There’s life in this old dog too, I’ll have you know,’ Mum asserts, leaping up and going to stand with Alex and Laurie, her allegiance clear.

In unison, everyone turns to me and Kate, the expectation unspoken but written on their faces: we need to make up the numbers, because right now it’s three versus two.

‘I’ll umpire,’ smiles Kate, like butter wouldn’t melt, reaching over for more pitta bread and tzatziki.

‘Flo?’ asks Dad.

I get up. Right. Well then. I might not have been anybody’s first choice, but that doesn’t mean I can’t dominate the court. Jamie assumes he’s the sporting champion amongst us, but he’s miscalculated how competitive us Greenbergs can be, when it is against one another. He should know that by now. You don’t need to be the size of Goliath to reign supreme – he’s underestimating the smarts of David – i.e. me.

‘I’m playing to win,’ I tease my new teammates, wagging a finger, letting it be known they’re not to let me down. Dad winks at me, a subtle That’s my girl! Jamie is already rigging up a makeshift court, drawing lines in the sand and hoisting up a very sorry-for-itself net that he must have found on his scavenger hunt for firewood.

‘You’re toast,’ Jamie says to Laurie and Alex. ‘Sorry to break it to you, but I could beat you lads single-handedly.’

‘Do I have to remind you of the uni sports day where you broke your leg doing a simple egg-and-spoon race?’ Laurie says. ‘Hardly the bastion of sporting ability.’

‘I’d been drinking,’ Jamie retorts. ‘You got a groin injury at that charity football match, stone-cold sober!’

‘That was the mud,’ Laurie says. ‘And if you remember, we called time not long after, so it didn’t happen to anybody else. That pitch was flooded. I did everyone a favour, really.’

‘Nothing to do with being on the losing side, as per?’

‘Not being funny, mate,’ Laurie laughs. ‘But you’ve got Dad and Flo as teammates for this. You might be able to beat us single-handedly, but consider their help a hindering force. I’d save the big talk, if I were you.’

Before I can defend myself, Kate yells from the sidelines, ‘I wish I had a whistle.’

‘Just shout loudly!’ Laurie yells back.

‘Okay,’ she bellows.

Jamie grabs the ball that Mum brought down from the villa and commands Dad to keep left and he’ll keep right. I stand behind them both, awaiting my orders from our self-appointed team captain, but they don’t come. That would involve Jamie acknowledging my presence, after all.

Kate yells, ‘Go!’ and Jamie throws the ball up confidently, the muscles in his shoulders rippling like they’ve been told a joke, and he thwacks it over the net in the direction of Alex, who bats it back with surprising grace.

‘You’re moving fast, for somebody who came last in cross-country!’ I rib my brother over the net.

He pretends that a dagger has gone through his heart, with a ‘sad’ face.

‘Long-distance running is for people with no brute strength,’ he yells back. ‘Your words don’t hurt me, Florence.’

Mum hits the ball beside him, towards Dad, who bats it back, and then to Alex, who fouls out by pushing it into the net.

‘Is that the brute strength you were talking about?’ I goad, and he responds by lifting the ball and hitting it so hard that Dad doesn’t see it coming, and it gets him square between the eyes.

‘Michael!’ Mum cries out, and Dad blinks several times like he’s trying to catch up with what happened.

‘Mike, you okay?’ Jamie asks, shooting a look at me, like Alex’s overzealousness is somehow my fault. How dare he! I want to tell him to fuck off, out loud, in front of everybody. That I don’t do so is a reflection of my deep inner resolve and self-discipline.

‘You’ve got me at a disadvantage, I think,’ Dad mutters, rubbing his forehead. ‘I might have had one glass of wine too many for the A-team …’

‘You four play,’ Mum pronounces, coming round to take Dad by the hand and marching him off to sit down. ‘Honestly, Michael,’ I hear her say. ‘You can’t go getting hurt on our first bloody afternoon. Just calm down a bit, won’t you?’

We loiter for a second, to make sure he’s okay, before Kate bellows, ‘Get on with it then!’

It’s me and Jamie now, a team of two. Except Jamie obviously didn’t get the memo, because although Alex and Laurie work together irritatingly well, Jamie and I don’t gel at all and he keeps getting in the way of all my attempts to hit the ball. Jamie’s massive, overbearing frame flashes deep tan in front of me, to the side of me, around the back of me, but Alex and Laurie score a point, and then another. I can tell it’s bugging Jamie, but still he doesn’t speak to me, still doesn’t break the fourth wall of his one-man show to strategise with me. I’m going to have to break first, if there’s any chance of getting the game back – and, to wipe the smug look off my brothers’ faces, right now I’d sit down for a tea and a chat with Voldemort.

‘Stick left,’ I tell him, quite bossily, to be honest. But I figure it’s like commanding a dog: it’s all in the tone. You have to act like you’re in control. ‘And I’ll stick right.’

Jamie flares his nostrils. ‘Always calling the shots, aren’t you?’ he says.

I narrow my eyes. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Let’s just play,’ he mutters.

Away we go again: I clobber the ball and get us a point. Jamie gets us another. I get us one more, and now we’re back even with the boys. Ha! Take that, Jamie! But I can tell it has annoyed Jamie that I’m actually any good, and he starts playing the whole court again, pushing me to one side, and a couple of times we almost collide. I refuse to speak to him again – if he’s not interested in team sports, why bloody suggest one? – so instead I get aggressive with the ball, flying this way and that, flinging myself towards it, so Jamie can’t get it. That’ll show him. I can be an ignorant asshat too.

However. My flinging and flying are how my bikini top ends up pinging over my head, so that yes, we score, but also my tits are on full show to my entire family, because I’ve decided to do some sort of mid-air yoga in the semi-nude, purely to prove my unspoken point.

‘Oh my god!’ cry Laurie and Alex as I land, apparently trying to decide who is more grossed out.

‘Florence, your—’ my father yells, as Kate starts squealing with hysterical laughter.

I hold my arm across my boobs (they’re just boobs!) and look confusedly to see where my top has gone. I don’t think I could do that trick again if I tried. I’m confronted with Jamie’s broad, hot frame, inches from me, sweat on his tanned, furrowed brow, eyes dark with evident disgust for what he’s borne witness to.

‘And Laurie calls me a show-off,’ he says, handing me his T-shirt. ‘Put this on.’ He looks over my head like he can’t even bear to hold eye-contact. His words are quiet but firm.

Standing this close, looking at him eye-to-eye in this way, something jolts through me. I can’t tell if it’s defiance or frustration that he’s even here, but it makes my throat go dry and my mouth flop open as I think of something cutting to say. I wasn’t going to speak to him, but my jaw drops at Jamie’s attitude and I take a breath to tell him where to go – before Laurie yells, ‘Flo! Fucking put it on.’

It snaps me to, and I do so. The T-shirt smells like cedar and musk, and I hate that I notice.

Before I can figure it out, Jamie commands, ‘Let’s play!’

He claps his hands, his focus dead ahead, like a director keeping a movie set on-track. Alex throws the ball into the air and Jamie lunges for it. And, just like that, I cease to exist once again.
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I sleep in late because it took ages for me to nod off last night, even after a long day of travel and our profanely early start. I was too buzzed after the volleyball game, too wired. After we won, in a fit of glory I turned round to give Jamie a high-five, but he’d already crossed the net to Laurie and Alex to give them shit, as if the victory was his alone and I was nothing.

‘Told you I’d win,’ he’d laughed at them.

‘Yeah, fair play,’ Laurie had agreed.

Kate had found my bikini top and so I took off his T-shirt not long afterwards, gently folded it and left it on top of his rucksack, without a word. I wasn’t about to say thank you, only for that to be ignored, too. Does Jamie seriously not realise that I’m the reason we won?

All I could think about, after I sneaked away to my room up in the eaves, was that if Jamie is going to be on this holiday, I’m going to have to stop trying to ignore him and engage in some sort of level of earthly being that means I actually ignore him. He’s going to be around for the rest of my life, I imagine, so I need to move on from my abject humiliation and arrive at cool, calm and detached.

I have led you on. I am not good for you. Please forgive me, and let’s not speak of this again …

Those words haunt me, but by god I have heeded them. I won’t ever speak of them again.

I’m pulled from a painful walk down a horrid Christmas memory lane by my phone vibrating. I turn over in bed to reach for it. It’s Hope.


Hope

Morning, gorgeous! Please find attached, for your consideration, THIS gem of a German find from last night



A photo of a blond-haired muscle-man, asleep, comes through.


Me

I see the souvenirs continue to stack up in scores




Hope

You’d better not be slut-shaming




Me

I think I was, but that was wrong of me. Although – surely snapping sleeping dudes is … questionable?




Hope

Hold on, let me wake him for consent.

Okay, here’s an awake one!



The blond-haired muscle-man has piercing blue eyes and a boyish grin. His cheek is pink on the side he’s apparently slept on, and he’s reaching out one hand to beyond the camera, presumably to touch the photographer’s leg.


Me

He’s very handsome! Does he have a name?




Hope

Hold on, let me ask him. He’s already gone back to sleep

Okay, it’s Gunther




Me

You didn’t know that before you slept with him?




Hope

FLORENCE GREENBERG! Enough of the judgement!!

If you were getting laid, you’d be way less uptight. You do know that, don’t you?




Me

You might have mentioned it a few hundred times. I’m probably just jealous. ENJOY YOUR SOUVENIR.

Also. Jamie is here, unfortunately, crushing whatever libido I might otherwise have had …




Hope

WHAT

HOW

WHY!




Me

I guess he was invited? There’s a family email chain I’m not on, so I missed the details …




Hope

Sod it, ditch the fam and come meet me in Prague! It’s not too late!



Hope has already done Paris (Jean-Pierre), Brussels (Anya), Amsterdam (Lukas and Julia, at the same time) and Copenhagen (Karl on the train there and, I believe, two Oscars). I would be the miserable, unadventurous friend if I travelled with Hope, which I knew from the start and that’s why I said no to the trip. She’s determined to sow her wild oats and make up for the time she lost to her poor mental health. All power to her! Honestly, I respect her choice, but I just don’t have it in me. I wish I did.


Me

I’ll bear it in mind




Hope

No you won’t




Me

You’re right. I won’t



I automatically pull on my running gear from the suitcase, sprawled out on the spare single bed opposite mine, because that’s how I start every morning, come rain or shine. I’ve always loved running, but now my mental health depends on it. It was a saviour after my breakdown. I don’t realise that it’s almost 11 a.m. until I get downstairs, though, and the heat is already fierce. If I run now, even in just shorts and a sports bra, I’ll melt … and probably miss the start of lunch, which as we’ve established is a no-go. This is a family of hungry gannets and they leave no crumb behind – as will be evidenced by breakfast, where there’s no doubt barely a slice of bread left. Huh. I feel oddly cross at myself. Perhaps it will be cool enough later this evening for a run. I’d hate to miss one, especially on holiday. I need to stay mentally sharp, keep my demons at bay.

I loiter at the kitchen door that leads to the veranda, deciding what to do. The villa is beautiful. This is by far the nicest family holiday we’ve ever been on. For as much as they annoy me, we’ve never been a family that grew out of all taking a trip together once a year. It wasn’t really a hard choice to turn down Hope’s Europe adventure and come to Greece with everyone instead. Even when we were teenagers, my brothers and I never rebelled like some of my friends did. Mum and Dad are largely good company, luckily, so we always get at least a weekend in somewhere.

Normally we all have to pay our own way, but this year Mum pulled down a tax-free lump sum of her pension to really show us a good time – her treat (!) – and also to build a ‘she-shed’ at the bottom of the garden, so she’s got somewhere special to do her pottery. It’s funny, being in the terrifying stage of my life where I don’t know what to do for the next thirty or forty years, but Mum has essentially lived most of her life, and gets to enjoy a retirement where her biggest decision is going to be what to have for lunch. Is there a way I can just fast-forward to retirement, too? It seems nice. Cosy. I like cosy. I’ve fallen into academia because it means I don’t have to take a chance. I can stay where I am and keep doing what I’ve been doing, and that suits me fine. I worry that anything else could make me end up back how I was. The uncertain has a tendency to do that. I like to keep things as I know them to be.

The windows here have pale-blue shutters to keep the sun out in the day, and the small-but-perfectly-formed kitchen has a two-hob stove. The entire place is a maze, with shelves filled with books other guests have left behind, and the odd board game that we’ll no doubt argue over. It’s all built over a million different levels, culminating in our very own private pool … which, of course, now that I step outside, Jamie is already in, goggles on and obnoxiously massive arms propelling him through the water at speed. Classic Jamie, showing off his physical prowess at every opportunity. Mum’s there, in the shade of
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