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If you'd asked Michael Turner ten years ago where he saw himself at 48, he might have said “sitting in a cramped cubicle answering tickets and writing code, trying to look positive”. He would not have said “checking the oil on a rental buggy while someone’s chihuahua pees on my sandal.”

But here we are.

It was a Tuesday, which meant two things at the Cypress Hotel: the espresso machine would rebel before breakfast and someone would ask if “off-road safari” meant they needed to sign a waiver. (It did. Always. Elena had the forms laminated.)

The Cypress Hotel stood like a dignified aunt who’d just discovered scented candles, proud of her bones but open to reinvention. Built in 1905, renovated in 2022, it offered the perfect blend of crumbling grandeur and cleverly disguised modern plumbing. Sunlight poured through the arched windows. Bougainvillea spilled dramatically down the balcony rails like it was auditioning for a Greek soap opera. Elena was absolutely obsessed with bougainvillea and would plant it in all possible colours in all possible (and sometimes impossible) locations. When they bloomed, she would take pictures for the hotel website to attract like-minded customers and fellow gardeners.

Michael stood in the front courtyard holding a map, a buggy key and a croissant with one bite taken out of it. He’d lost track of what he was meant to be doing. Elena, as usual, had not.

“Boat rental forms are on the desk,” she called from the reception doorway, perfectly composed, not a speck of flour on her silk blouse. “Julie’s asking about nature walks. And Pierre wants to know if the buggy comes in matte black for Instagram.”

Michael blinked. “It’s a buggy. For hills and sand. It comes in... buggy.”

“Helpful.” She kissed his cheek on the way past. 

Leo, the ever-present, possibly stray cat who may or may not have an owner, blinked lazily from the top of the concierge desk. He looked smug. He always did.

Michael had just made peace with the idea of replacing breakfast with washing a buggy when the front bell rang - the small, charmingly outdated one that Elena insisted sounded “more welcoming than digital beeps.”

He looked up to see a woman stepping through the front door with the kind of grace that suggested ballet or at least yoga in very expensive leggings. A wide-brimmed hat shielded her face, but not the confident energy of someone who had definitely posted at least five “arrival selfies” before crossing the threshold.

“Julie, right?” Elena appeared like magic, tablet in hand. “Welcome to Cypress Hotel.”

After a month at a hotel near the marina, where the breakfast buffet was vast but forgettable and the lobby music had all the soul of an elevator, she’d grown tired of the sameness. 

It was Lena, over grilled halloumi and a lukewarm bottle of local wine, who’d said, “You’re not a towel-swan person, Julie. You need crooked walls, olive trees, a cat or two that ignores you and something haunted but charming.”

“And,” Marco added, plucking at his guitar, “a courtyard where the moon looks like it’s up to something.” They had recommended a small hotel run by people formerly from NYC, but in no way resembling anything from the big city.

Julie had packed her things at dawn, waved a cheerful goodbye to the surprised receptionist at her old hotel and made her way to Cypress Hotel.

Julie swept off her hat, revealing a crown of red curls and an air of controlled artistic chaos. “Yes! Oh my god, this place is like... if a Jane Austen novel and an indie film had a baby. ”

Michael opened his mouth to reply and wisely closed it again. Elena, as always, had it covered.

“We try. Let’s get you checked in - room 3, first floor, balcony view. We’ve also got yoga mats in the room and a courtyard fountain that sometimes behaves like a meditation app.”

Julie beamed. “Is that cat included in the experience?”

Leo had sauntered over, brushing against her leg with the casual entitlement of royalty.

“Oh, Leo chooses his people,” Elena said. “Apparently, today it’s you.”

Behind them, the door creaked again. This time it was Dimitris, tall and sun-browned, carrying a paper bag and the look of a man who had not planned to see people this early.

“Morning,” he said, his voice like gravel softened with honey. He nodded toward Michael. “For you. Fresh.”

Michael took the bag. “Still warm. Did the bees do this, or was it mostly you?”

“They supervise,” Dimitris deadpanned.

Leo leapt up onto the reception counter in a single, elegant bound and promptly hissed at Dimitris.

“Oh no,” Michael muttered. “He remembers.”

“Remembers what?” Julie asked, intrigued.

Dimitris folded his arms. “Last week, I tried to stop him from licking honey off a guest’s shoes.”

Julie grinned. “How dare you.”

Leo hissed again, then plopped down and turned his back on Dimitris with theatrical flair.

Michael handed Julie her room key. “Ignore the drama. It’s usually between the humans, but sometimes the pets get involved.”

As Julie made her way up the stairs (pausing twice to twirl and admire the chandeliers), Michael leaned toward Dimitris.

“She seems like trouble.”

Dimitris watched her disappear. “Flattering trouble.”

Michael nodded. “The most dangerous kind.”

They shared a look of mutual understanding—the kind forged by years of odd guests, weird weather and Leo-related injuries.

Outside, a scooter buzzed past the gate. Inside, Elena was already explaining the off-road safari package to a couple in matching linen shirts.

Another day at Cypress Hotel had officially begun.

The bell above the door jingled again, followed by the distinctive rustle of brochures and the quiet hum of two people deeply invested in being pleasantly prepared.

“David,” came a woman’s warm, teacherly voice, “I told you the boat ride would be fine. It’s just a boat. Not the Titanic.”

“Yes, but was the Titanic taking couples on romantic sunset cruises around Aphrodite’s Rock? No, it was not,” said her husband, who clearly had thoughts - and probably a laminated list.

Michael turned just in time to see Helen and David Reynolds walk in, hand in hand, with matching canvas hats and a vibe that said “we’ve read the reviews, all 231 of them.” They radiated cheerful, British competence and marital banter honed over thirty years and at least two types of shared GPS trauma.

“Welcome!” Michael smiled. “You must be the Reynoldses.”

Helen beamed and stepped forward, offering a handshake and a gentle perfume of sunscreen and well-organized optimism. “Yes, Helen and David. We have the junior suite with the sea view and—” she paused to check her travel folder, “—the optional breakfast basket upgrade.”

David nodded solemnly. “I’m very particular about croissants.”

Michael pointed toward the reception desk, where they displayed a selection of Cypriot pastries. “Well, you’re in luck. We have a local bakery that makes them fresh each morning. Also, we have a cat who occasionally licks them, but only when we’re not looking.”

Helen chuckled. “We’re cat people.”

“Elena will love you,” Michael said. “Let’s get you checked in.”

As Elena tapped through the booking details on the tablet, David leaned across the desk with a conspiratorial air.

“I see this island has a fantastic coastline and views to the sea, can you arrange a sunset boat trip for the two of us?”

Michael nodded. “Yes of course, private, semi-private or full romantic cliché with champagne and soft jazz. The captain wears shoes, which is rare for his profession and he knows the best angle for Aphrodite’s Rock selfies.”

Helen’s eyes lit up. “Oh, David, we should do that one!”

David pretended to hesitate. “Only if there’s a lifejacket on board. I’m not twenty anymore.”

“There is,” Elena chimed in without looking up. “Bright orange, very flattering, makes everyone look like a heroic carrot.”

“And what about a car?” Helen asked. “We want to visit some historical sites tomorrow. Somewhere with mosaics, maybe ruins. Or goats. I read Cyprus has very photogenic goats.”

Michael handed her a brochure. “You’ve got options, a compact car, something convertible for sunseekers or a buggy if you’re feeling reckless. Elena’s got a list of sightseeing stops, including one where a goat stole a tourist’s sandwich last week.”

David perked up. “Did the goat return it?”

Michael shook his head solemnly. “No. But he did pose for a selfie after.”

Helen burst out laughing. “We’ll take the convertible. We’ve been married for thirty years, if that’s not reckless, I don’t know what is.”

As Michael handed over the car rental form, Leo jumped down from the counter and curled around Helen’s ankles in full “I choose you” mode.

She bent down and scratched behind his ears. “And you’re part of the welcome committee, are you?”

Leo purred, then strolled away like he’d just approved their honeymoon extension.

Elena passed them a set of keys and a map marked with “must-see ruins,” “lunch with a view,” and one red circle ominously labeled: do NOT drive here.

Michael winked. “You’re all set. Room 4, first floor. Sea view, breezy balcony, and, if you’re lucky, guestroom neighbors who don’t practice interpretive dance at sunrise.”

David raised an eyebrow. “Interpretive what?”

“You’ll see,” said Michael, as Julie twirled by in a flowing scarf and absolutely no awareness of gravity.

Helen and David exchanged a look, equal parts amusement and mild panic.

This was going to be interesting.

The lobby had just settled into a brief moment of calm, Michael had located his now-cold coffee, Elena was reviewing tomorrow’s scooter bookings and Leo had claimed a sunny spot by the bookshelf, when chaos returned in the form of a very chic French family.

The door burst open.

A child ran in first, arms wide like a jet. “Mama! There’s a fountain!”

“I see it, Jules, please do not jump in it,” called Nicola, sweeping in behind him with a breezy linen dress, massive sunglasses and the energy of a woman on vacation but just barely. She was effortlessly elegant, clearly trying to keep it together.

Pierre followed, juggling two small suitcases, a camera bag and a smaller child who was humming the Paw Patrol theme in three languages.

“Bonjour!” Pierre called out
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