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The villa sat above the bay like something rented out of a brochure and then left to bake. White walls, blue shutters, a terrace that dropped toward the water in cracked stone steps. Cicadas wound themselves up in the pines. The air smelled of hot thyme and diesel from the little port road below.

Richard set the last bag down in the hallway and rolled his shoulders. Forty years old, and the flight had already put a kink in his neck. His wife, Lucy moved past him without looking, already cataloguing the kitchen, the bedrooms, the fact that there were only three.

“Tom can take the small room at the back,” she said. “Emily opposite us. We’ll take the one with the sea view. That’s what we paid for.”

Tom was already gone, ten years old and looking at the boat masts in the harbour. He’d asked three times on the transfer whether they could swim before lunch. Richard had said yes every time. Lucy had said, ‘after we unpack’.

Emily came in last, pulling her suitcase over the threshold. She was nineteen. Lucy’s friend’s daughter, here because her parents were taking the summer to sort out their divorce. She wore a white shirt knotted at her waist and shorts that barely touched the tops of her thighs. Her hair was still damp from the ferry spray. She looked at the villa the way other people looked at a menu.

“It’s gorgeous,” she said. “Thank you for bringing me.”

Lucy’s smile was the polite one she kept for other people’s children. “Your mum would have lost her mind if we’d left you in that house.”

Richard carried Emily’s case into the room across the hall from theirs because it was the decent thing to do. The room was small, shuttered, with a small double bed under a print of a saint who looked unconvinced. Emily stood in the doorway while he set the case on the bed.

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“It’s heavy.”

She smiled like she knew it wasn’t about the weight. “You look tired.”

“It was a long flight.”

“You always look a bit tired,” she said, not unkindly. Then, lighter: “I used to think it was just London, but it’s not.”

He didn’t know what to do with that, so he left her to it.

By late afternoon they had swum. Tom shouted in the water until his voice went hoarse. Lucy sat on the terrace with a paperback and a glass of wine. Emily floated on her back in a dark bikini that made Richard look at the horizon instead. He told himself that was what a married man did. 

Three years. That was the number he carried like a stone in his pocket. Three years since Lucy had turned to him for sex. They still shared a bed. Still kissed goodnight. They still booked holidays and argued about parking and whether the villa needed more towels. The rest of it had just... stopped. After Tom, Lucy had been clear. One was enough. She had said it without cruelty, which somehow made it worse. Richard had wanted another. A daughter, maybe. 

He had stopped asking.

Dinner was grilled fish and salad on the terrace while the light turned pink over the water. Tom talked about octopuses. Lucy asked Emily about university and whether she was still thinking of doing a master’s. Emily said she was thinking about a lot of things. Her foot brushed Richard’s under the table once, an accident, and she didn’t apologise.

When Tom finally crashed, sun-drunk and salt-haired, Lucy put him to bed. Richard washed the plates. Emily dried. The kitchen was narrow. He was aware of her in it the way he was aware of heat.

“They’re not going to make it, are they?” she said quietly. “My mum and dad.”

“I don’t know.”

“You do. Everyone does. That’s why I’m here.” She hung the tea towel. “I’m not complaining. This is better than listening to them through a wall.”

“You’re very welcome here,” he said, and meant it in the ordinary way.

She looked at him for a second too long. “I know.”

Lucy came back, and the ordinary way reasserted itself. They locked the terrace doors. They brushed their teeth in the same small bathroom without touching. In bed, Lucy turned on her side, facing the shutters, the sheet pulled to her shoulder.

“Tom’s out cold,” she said. “Don’t let him swim first thing. He’ll cramp.”

“I won’t.”

Silence. The cicadas. A scooter somewhere down the hill.

“Lucy.”

“I’m exhausted, Richard. Don’t.”

He lay on his back and looked at the ceiling fan. Across the hall, a floorboard creaked. Emily’s door, or the house settling.

He thought about her in the bikini and hated himself for it. He thought about the empty years and the son asleep down the corridor and the woman beside him who had decided years ago that his wanting another child was a problem she no longer had to solve. He thought about Emily saying, ‘You always look a bit tired’, as if she had been watching long enough to know the difference.

Sleep came late and badly.

In the morning, Lucy would be brisk again. Tom would want the beach. Emily would come to breakfast with wet hair and that look she hadn’t quite learned to hide. The holiday would start properly.

Richard already knew it was going to be a long week.
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It started over nothing, which was how it always started.

Tom wanted to go down to the harbour before breakfast. Lucy said after food. Richard said they could take a roll with them. Lucy looked at him over the rim of her cup as if he had offered the boy a cigarette.

“Don’t undermine me in front of him.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were. You do it every holiday. He asks, you melt, I become the one who says no.”

Tom had already slunk out onto the terrace with a peach, pretending not to listen. Emily was in the kitchen doorway in an oversized shirt, watching the two of them the way you watch weather.

Richard kept his voice flat. “He’s ten. It’s a harbour. I’m not melting.”

“You’re lonely,” Lucy said, and then seemed angry that she’d said it out loud. “That’s what this is. You want everyone soft with you because I won’t be.”

There it was. Not the harbour. Not Tom.

They got through the day, anyway. Beach, taverna, the walk back up the hill. Emily talked to Tom about crabs. Lucy walked ahead. By evening the villa felt smaller than it had that morning.

Tom went down early, salt in his hair, already gone before his head hit the pillow. Lucy poured herself a glass of wine and stood at the terrace rail with her back to the house.

Richard tried once.

“I didn’t mean to take his side.”

“You always mean to.” She didn’t turn. “You wanted another one. You still do. I can hear it in the way you are with him. As if one child were a rehearsal.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No. What’s not fair is sharing a bed with a man who looks at me like I stole something from him.” She set the glass down too hard. “I don’t want another baby, Richard. I said it. I kept saying it. Wanting it doesn’t make you entitled to it.”

“I know that.”

“Then stop punishing me for it.”

“I’m not — but we haven’t had sex in three years. ”

“And why would I want you? All you want is another baby!” she shouted.

She went inside. The bedroom door shut. Not slammed. Lucy didn’t slam. She just closed things.

Richard sat on the terrace until the sky went from washed blue to black and the lights in the bay looked like dropped coins. He found the bottle of local stuff they’d bought at the airport, anise and heat, and poured it into a water glass because he couldn’t be bothered with ice. The first one was medicinal. The second was a decision.

He was on the third when the shutter behind him opened.

Emily came out barefoot, wearing a white shirt. She glanced at the dark house, then at him.

“She gone to bed?”

“Yes.”

“Tom?”

“Asleep.”

She sat on the low wall instead of the chair opposite him. Close enough that he could smell sunscreen and the soap from the villa bathroom. Nineteen looked different at night. Less like Lucy’s friend’s daughter. More like a woman.

“I heard some of it,” she said. “Sorry. Thin walls.”

“You shouldn’t have.”

“Too late.” She picked at a flake of paint on the stone. “She said you wanted another baby.”

He laughed once, with no humour in it. “That’s one way to put a marriage on the table.”

Emily didn’t flinch. “Did you?”

He should have stood up. He should have said goodnight, but he didn’t.

“Yes,” he said. “I did. She didn’t. That’s allowed. People don’t have to want the same things.” He turned the glass. “It just... doesn’t leave you much after a while. You do the school run and the holidays, and you sleep next to someone who decided the wanting part of you was finished. Three years. You count them even when you tell yourself you don’t.”

Emily was still. “Three years without sex.”

He looked at her. She didn’t look away.

“That’s not something you say to—”

“I’m nineteen, Richard.” She said his name like she’d been practising it. “You’ve been miserable the whole time I’ve known you. I used to think that was just how married men looked. Then I got old enough to see it wasn’t.”

“You shouldn’t be out
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