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      Believe nothing you hear, and only one half that you see.

      
        
        ― The System of Dr. Tarr and Prof. Fether,

        Edgar Allan Poe

      

      

      

      We have such sights to show you!

      
        
        ― The Hellbound Heart, Clive Barker

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood very still, trying to calm my racing mind. Trying to focus. Trying to fully understand the choice before me.

      The light from the setting sun bathed the room in gold, shining in from the window behind me. The glasses on the table glinted. The smooth polished surfaces gleamed and then, as the sun continued its descent, started to dim.

      I can’t stay here too long, I told myself. I needed to decide. I knew whatever choice I made wouldn’t just affect the person who died. It would change me too. I’d already gone through so much, seen so much. Everything that had happened over that summer felt like it had led me to that moment. The moment I truly held the powers of life and death in my hands.

      In the end, I had to take a look. I stepped out into the hall that led towards the veranda. I could see my three choices before me: the person who had brought me here, the elderly man who was nearing the end of his life, or you. You, who had occupied my thoughts, reshaped my existence and stolen my heart.

      I could have stayed there for hours. Deliberating. Considering my options. Putting off making my decision. But I decided to put a stop to it.

      I made my choice.

      I prepared the coffee, placing the steaming mugs on a tray. Then I opened the small vial of clear liquid I’d been given.

      Less than an hour later, I would have to face the consequences of what I had done. Watch as you closed your eyes, knowing it meant I would never again see their piercing blue depths staring into me.  And on my journey across the water away from the island back to the mainland, all I would see was you. The person who entered my world and turned it upside down.

      The person I killed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      I’m sitting by the window when I see you. I had been enjoying a quiet moment of early morning reading with my breakfast, but one of the other guests here – a young woman – got a bit too chatty for my liking, so I decided to relocate. I’m not an unfriendly person, as you know – at least, I don’t think I am – but I do like my own company. I’ve always been good by myself. Good at coping with things, making decisions, sorting out problems. Or I was, until things became difficult and I ended up here.

      It’s another cold, misty October day and I’ve gravitated towards the foyer after breakfast for a view of the impressive front lawn and drive. Although I prefer summer, I enjoy the look of the deep, dense mist lying low over the grounds. The scattered dark-brown carpet of leaves across the grass. It’s both haunting and beautiful, in its own way. I’m on a comfortably padded window seat and move my gaze to the well-manicured signage marking the entrance: Wood View Wellness Centre. I’ve found focusing my attention on little things – like nature, the view, the weather – a good way to keep my urges at bay. My addiction. The pills I’d purposefully left at home when I came here, locked in a desk drawer, hopefully never to be opened again.

      The building is curved, so from my position at the end of the foyer, I can see both the front of the building and down the gravel drive, which disappears into the mist as if there is nothing beyond. Complete oblivion. That’s where the car comes from. Oblivion. One moment there’s nothing to disturb the view, then shining headlights are breaking through the darkness. It’s a taxi, with stickers on the back windows, and I notice it has a dent in the side. It looks rather shabby and ordinary, in contrast to the luxury of this place.

      But the person who gets out is anything but shabby and ordinary. Despite the distance, it’s clear that your beauty is still there, ready to be appreciated. It’s nearly twenty years since I first saw you. Back when we were both twenty-one. Blonde hair, lighter than mine, not curly but not straight either, framing your face – a picture of precise, sculpted perfection.

      I almost fall off my seat, and clutch the corner of one of the open curtains, feeling every muscle in my body tense. I hear a ripping sound as I pull on the material, but I don’t look up. I don’t care.

      It can’t be you.

      You can’t be here.

      The secretary at the front desk has been overseeing the refilling of a water cooler, quietly lecturing a younger member of staff on the process. I see her glance my way as she walks back round to the desk.  She pauses. ‘Are you OK, sir? Is there anything…anything I can get you?’

      I shake my head quickly, blinking fast, hoping the crisis within me isn’t as visible as it feels.

      ‘It’s fine,’ I say, as I get up, loosening my grip on the curtain and letting it fall. ‘I’m fine.’

      I walk slowly but purposefully out of the foyer.

      I’m not fine. Nothing could possibly be fine. Not when one is seeing dead people. Or rather person, singular. A person I watched die in front of me on a hot summer’s evening on a Greek island, twenty years ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      The party was in full swing when my brother Douglas arrived home. Looking around him, he grinned at me. ‘Now this is more of a party.’

      ‘Yeah?’ I said. ‘I think I may have invited too many.’

      ‘How do you know all these people?’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You seem to spend most of your time alone in your room or wandering around the grounds, now suddenly you manage to put on this different hat and be king of the bloody ball. Well, you’d better try to dilute the numbers before Mum and Dad get home.’

      I pulled a face. ‘Finn and Stephan brought their girlfriends and they brought a group of their friends. It’s a bit awkward; some of them I’ve never even met before.’

      Douglas smiled at me sympathetically. He knew I got a little nervous around large groups of people I didn’t know. ‘And anyway,’ I continued, ‘what am I supposed to do? Throw people out? I just wanted a small get-together before we’re kidnapped and forced to spend the rest of the summer in Greece.’

      We walked through the hall towards a group who had gathered in the library.

      ‘Oliver, I must break it to you, but you don’t have to come – I think being twenty-one allows you to stay home alone, you know?’

      Someone turned up the volume on the stereo from within the connecting living room. Douglas pulled me into the library, laughing, and tried to get me to dance (I hated dancing) and when I pulled back and shook my head he stopped. ‘Actually, we should talk,’ he said. ‘Can we go outside?’

      I frowned at him. ‘Er, yeah, why?’

      Douglas didn’t say any more – he just opened the French windows, saying, ‘Excuse us, sorry,’ to a girl we’d both known from our schooldays who had been trying unsuccessfully to catch Douglas’s eye ever since he’d walked in. Ignoring her slightly put-out expression, he led me out onto the patio.

      ‘What’s this about?’ I asked, frowning at him.

      ‘I…just…I don’t know…I wanted to warn you about Mum and Dad. Things have been tense since I got back from London.’

      ‘Well, it’s probably due to you losing your job and being chucked out of your flatshare,’ I said, my memory flitting back to my mother’s phone call a few weeks ago, when she complained at me for nearly an hour as I desperately tried to focus on my final university project.

      ‘I wasn’t chucked out, I was asked to leave because weird Jeremy decided to move in his stoner girlfriend.’

      ‘OK, OK,’ I said, feeling impatient.

      ‘It’s not just me, honestly, it’s something to do with Dad. He’s worried about something, I can tell. He’s never been secretive about his work. But he’s now having a lot of hushed phone conversations, or going out for long periods of time, even at weekends, and coming back looking worried and irritable and snapping at Mum, which then makes her upset and she gets into one of her states. You know what she’s like.’

      I sighed. ‘Everyone has work stress. Maybe he’s worried about money?’

      Douglas raises an eyebrow. ‘If he is, that would be bad news for us.’

      I turn to go back inside. ‘Our inheritance isn’t our inheritance until it’s our inheritance.’

      Douglas tutted. ‘When did you become all grown-up and understanding?’

      ‘I’m sure everything’s fine,’ I said, ‘but I’ll pack plenty of books and suncream, that way I can just ditch them for the beach if their company in the villa gets too stressful.’

      

      Things ended up getting stressful sooner rather than later. As Douglas had predicted, our parents arrived home from their theatre trip to London less than impressed to find the house filled with friends roaming about, drinking beer, getting off with each other and (the worst crime, based on my father’s reaction) leaving lit cigarettes balanced precariously on priceless antique furniture.

      ‘Do you know how much that sideboard cost?’ my father bellowed, pointing in the direction of the library.

      ‘Don’t shout, Hugo,’ my mother said, nudging an empty Budweiser bottle aside with her foot, staring at it as if it were a particularly horrid insect.

      ‘There is a piece of furniture in that room,’ he continued, ‘that is probably worth more than a small house and I found a youth in the library using it as a bloody ashtray! It is now sporting three,’ he held up fingers to support his point, ‘cigarette burns.’

      ‘Sorry,’ I said, trying to look suitably chastised, then added, ‘How was the Globe? Was Shakespeare worth the four-hundred-year wait?’

      ‘Don’t give me that cheek!’ he roared. The remaining guests who hadn’t vacated the house yet rushed past him. I noticed the young woman from earlier shooting a regretful look at Douglas, who had draped himself over an occasional chair nearby, before she hurried out the front door.

      ‘Oh, I quite liked the Globe,’ my mother said, surprisingly brightly. ‘Very good seats. Although I’ve never really understood Henry V as much as A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I told one of the ticket people they should do that one next.’

      ‘Bloody waste of money,’ my father barked at her. ‘The whole country’s going to ruin with those new smirking socialists in charge. And talking of money,’ he rounded on me again, ‘you can forget about us bankrolling you through a master’s if this is the way you act when you come home. Christ, it’s like you’re still sixteen.’

      I’d finally had enough of my father. I turned and walked away from them all, up to the bedroom I’d had since I was a child. Once there I slammed one of the posts of my bed out of anger, tugged off my clothes and fell on top of the covers. I was cross with myself for not predicting this would be how the evening would play out, cross with my parents, cross with the world. Nothing ever changed, I thought as I snatched my pillow and dragged it over my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      In my bad temper, I was half-expecting to lie awake for hours, but I ended up drifting off to sleep very quickly. In what felt like seconds I was being shaken awake by Douglas saying, ‘Oliver, get up.’

      I blearily looked at my brother, my vision hazy. ‘What do you want? What time is it?’

      ‘I didn’t know you were still asleep,’ he said. ‘We’re about to leave.’

      ‘What?’ I said, jolting upright.

      ‘Get dressed and downstairs as quick as you can. Dad’s about to leave you behind. I woke up late too, but I didn’t know they’d just left you sleeping.’

      ‘I haven’t packed,’ I said, pulling myself to my feet, ‘or at least haven’t finished.’

      ‘I’ll go and delay them,’ Douglas said as he left the room.

      I threw on some clothes as fast as I could, then tugged open my suitcase that I’d half-packed the day before, checked I had my passport and then went to my chest of drawers and threw handfuls of shirts and shorts into my case, along with a stack of random books from my desk.

      I found my parents in the entrance hall standing at the foot of the stairs, exactly where I’d left them the night before. If it hadn’t been for the blazing sunlight and their change of clothes, it would have been as though no time had passed.

      ‘Why did no one wake me?’ I grumbled, letting my suitcase thud down the stairs behind me.

      ‘Oh thank goodness you’re here, Oliver,’ my mother said. She was in the middle of fastening a long coat, as if she were heading to a Nordic forest in winter and not Santorini in the summer. To say she always felt the cold would be an understatement. ‘Your father kept distracting me when I went to wake you.’

      ‘I didn’t think you wanted to come,’ my father said in a faux-conversational sort of way.

      ‘When did I say that?’ I asked, immediately irritated.

      My father let go of his own travel case, letting it hit the floor with a loud clatter. ‘I’ve reached the end of my tether. I had to deal with this sort of humiliation all the time when you were at school. I know you say it was just a phase and you were led astray by a bad group of boys and the like, but it wasn’t fun to get letters home and phone calls saying you’d gone walkabout in the woods at night or were sneaking around the library after dark – it played merry hell with your mother’s nerves.’ I could see a red flush starting to illuminate his face in a way that was almost comical, his moustache starting to twitch like a character from a comic strip. I wasn’t in the mood for laughing, though.

      ‘Don’t blame me,’ my mother said, looking mortally offended.

      ‘I’m not at school anymore, Dad, I’m twenty-one,’ I said, feeling the stinging prickle of anger rush over me. ‘And I’m tired of you still acting like I’m a child you can tick off. Douglas was right – you really are even more tetchy than usual.’

      I saw the surprise at my words in my father’s eyes. Then they narrowed, hardened and furious, and turned to look at Douglas, who was standing by the front door, just in time to see him mouth What the fuck? at me.

      ‘Both of you just take life for granted and presume everything will stay the same,’ Dad said, shaking his head.  ‘You’re both in for a shock, boys. Life can chew you up and spit you out.’ He picked up his case and marched towards the door. ‘The sooner you both learn that the better.’

      Mum lingered uncertainly for a moment, looking at us both and then said, ‘Well…I’m sure we’ll all still have…a nice time.’ Then she gathered up her bag and followed our father out of the house.

      ‘Do you think we’ll have a nice time?’ said Douglas, a slight smile edging the corners of his mouth as he came over to pick up my luggage. He’d always been bigger and more muscular than me and he made carrying two suitcases look as easy as brushing aside a feather.

      ‘I hope so,’ I said, sighing. Together we walked out of the house, down the stone steps and over to the taxi waiting for us. We put the cases in the boot and got into the back. Dad made sure the front door was locked then took the seat in the front. Mum was with us in the back. She had taken out a magazine entitled The Psychic Life and was busy flicking through the pages muttering something about ‘checking the moon cycle’.

      We travelled mostly in silence to the airport, with my mother occasionally making the odd comment about something she’d either read in her magazine (‘I wonder if I’d enjoy a séance retreat in Eastbourne…’) or seen out of the window (‘Lovely cows…’). My father just grunted after each one of these, although he did offer up a fact out of the blue at one point about how our family friends the Glovers had recently hired a personal chef for their villa and how he decided to do the same. Douglas and I exchanged looks at this – it was the sort of thing my father would have thought silly under normal circumstances, having a paid chef to serve you omelettes in the morning, but if the Glovers did something it often acquired a gloss of desirability. My father always tried to make us, as a family, tread a line between what he saw as ‘unnecessary indulgence’ and living comfortably. It was a balance that sometimes defied logic, and my mother rarely got much of a say in the process.

      The journey through the airport check-in and into the first-class lounge went smoothly enough. Upon boarding the plane and taking our seats, I was relieved to find I was next to Douglas rather than my parents, although as I sat down my mother reached across the aisle and tapped my arm. ‘Oliver, your shoe lace. Don’t want you tripping up and falling.’

      I knew she meant well, but the comment irritated me and just before take-off, once she was buried in her magazine, I whispered to Douglas, ‘Why do they insist on treating me like a child when I’m twenty-one? When will they finally realise I’m a man, capable of making adult decisions?’

      Douglas smiled and leaned in to talk quietly into my ear. ‘I don’t mean this as a criticism because I’m kind of in the same boat, but…well, it might be best to wait until you’re less financially dependent on them before asserting this “I’m an adult now” stuff too strongly.’

      I didn’t respond. Mostly because I knew he was right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Our arrival in Greece was fraught and uncomfortable. My mother’s suitcase was temporarily mislaid, causing my father to bark rudely at the airport staff in a way that made me embarrassed to be English while my mum said things like ‘Don’t make a fuss, dear…I knew a violet-coloured case was a bad idea…it felt…I knew it when I bought it…it felt unlucky…’

      Things didn’t improve when our pre-booked car failed to turn up. Dad started pulling out handfuls of notes he had about the booking details that apparently his receptionist at work had given him and using them to gesticulate at any passing cab driver. ‘Bloody useless girl,’ he muttered as we climbed into a local taxi after enduring twenty minutes of confusion in the stifling heat. ‘Clementine. What sort of a name is that for a secretary, anyway? I should get rid of her.’

      ‘I rather like clementines,’ my mother commented pleasantly.

      ‘Well, it’s the last time I’m asking her to sort out my travel arrangements,’ Dad grumbled.

      The whole journey dragged as I found myself being steadily crushed between the door of the scruffy old Ford on one side and Douglas’s legs on the other. The tallest of all of us, he was bent over trying to make himself as small as he could, although the result was fairly ineffective.  The taxi driver spoke a language I couldn’t understand, but was neither English nor Greek. Despite our lack of understanding, he rumbled away at us, undeterred by our silence, struggling to match the volume of the loud radio, which first belted out ‘Vision of Love’ by Mariah Carey followed by the selected hits of ABBA.

      We were not new to Greece. In fact, we had holidayed on the island of Santorini every year since I could remember. There were times in the past when arriving at our family villa would have been a comfort – the thought of many expansive weeks of sun, sea, nice food and reading. But as I got older, the clean, stark aesthetic of the place had become something of an anaesthetic. There was nothing interesting about it, nor did anything interesting happen in it, aside from an occasional blow-up row between my parents – and even they became tiresome out of sheer repetition.

      This year, however, we hadn’t even been in the villa for an hour before a vocal disagreement started to kick off. I heard my mother starting to shriek, ‘You just don’t care, do you? You don’t care!’

      Douglas came into my room more or less instantly. We usually grouped together when this sort of thing happened; it was a throwback to our childhood where we’d sussed out early on there was safety in numbers. Not that our parents were ever particularly nasty to us personally – it was more that their fury and frustration with each other occasionally spilled over, making them likely to start devising chores for us to do or resuscitating old grievances we’d hoped had been long forgotten.

      ‘What’s she shouting about?’ I said in a low voice as I unfolded an orange shirt and threaded a coat hanger through it.

      ‘Dad’s set up a work meeting this evening. Well, a dinner.’

      ‘What, here?’ I said, frowning.

      ‘Yes, well, not here exactly, but in a restaurant along the sea front.’

      ‘Just for him – Mum’s not going?’

      ‘She’s not invited. He’s made that clear. Nor are us two, either. Odd, isn’t it?’

      I sighed, placed the clothes I’d sorted in the cupboard then closed the door. ‘Is it? Is this about what you were saying yesterday?’

      ‘Yes – when has Dad ever taken a business meeting on holiday? He always says it’s a time to “get away from all that nonsense” and spends his time eating, drinking and burning through a stack of airport thrillers.’

      ‘He takes calls and things,’ I said, unpacking the rest of my belongings. ‘I don’t know; maybe it’s just that one of his business contacts happens to be in Greece at the same time.’

      Douglas said nothing for a moment, then sat down on the bed with a thud. ‘Oh, please yourself. I don’t know why you bother getting everything all neat and tidy like that. You’re never that bothered at home.’

      I laughed. ‘It’s my way of staying sane in the heat.’

      ‘Fair enough, youngling,’ he said, stretching and yawning in an exaggerated way. He’d always called me ‘youngling’, ever since I could remember, even though there’s only a year and nine months between us. I presumed as a child he’d probably heard an adult refer to me in that way and it stuck. Some days I found it endearing, on others it was more than a little annoying.

      A loud shout met our ears and then a smash.

      ‘God, what was that?’ Douglas said, jolting up.

      Together we bolted from the room and down the stairs, the hard floor pleasantly cool on my bare feet. I regretted not stopping to put on my sandals, though, when a few seconds later something sharp dug into my left foot.

      ‘Ah, fuck…’ I pulled out a tiny shard of glass that must have made its way onto the bottom stair. The rest of the floor in front of me was covered in fragments, my mum standing above them, crying. I could hear my dad in the direction of the kitchen – it sounded like he was rummaging around for something.

      ‘Mum, what happened?’ Douglas asked from behind me.

      ‘Watch where you step,’ Dad said, coming in with a dustpan and brush. ‘Your mother decided to start flinging glasses everywhere.’

      ‘I didn’t fling anything,’ Mum sniffed. ‘I dropped them because I was upset – upset that on the first night of our summer holiday, your father doesn’t want to spend it with his family. Apparently, he has business to do.’

      ‘It’s just a dinner,’ Dad said, bluntly, roughly scooping the glass shards into the dustpan.

      ‘Mum, we’ll have a nice evening in – we could…go and have a look at the sea, or sit on the terrace,’ I said, trying to sound comforting.

      I heard Douglas let out a quiet groan. An evening at the villa keeping Mum company certainly wasn’t his idea of fun.

      ‘That’s sweet, darling,’ Mum said, taking out a tissue and dabbing at her eyes. ‘Yes, I think I’ll do that. Of course, we might starve as we don’t have any food and if your father’s eating out…’

      ‘You won’t bloody starve,’ Dad said, straightening up, ‘Achilles will be here any moment. I’ve paid a fortune for us to have a personal chef and he’ll have all the food you can wish for and make you anything you want. Plus he’ll be living here for the summer so I don’t want to hear complaints about going hungry!’

      ‘He’s not called Achilles?’ Douglas scoffed at the same time as I said ‘What, he’s living with us?’

      ‘The Glovers recommended him.’ That, apparently, was all Dad had to say on the matter and he went back into the kitchen. A tinny clattering sound suggested the glass had been poured into the bin. Though the floor looked clear, I was still suspicious of its safety, so I turned to go back to my room to get my sandals.

      ‘Oliver, darling, where are you—’

      ‘I’ll be two secs,’ I called out. I returned as promised and Douglas and I settled Mum outside on one of the loungers by the pool. Douglas fetched her hat, suncream, magazine and books. We tried to make our exit, but she took hold of my hand and said, ‘Stay, boys. I want to go through both of your horoscopes for the coming week so that we can plan your routine and activities accordingly.’

      
      Achilles arrived at 4pm and Dad left a few hours later. The man, who looked around thirty, set himself up in the kitchen, unpacking a shocking amount of food from strong woven bags, saying very little, but when he did speak it was with a warm smile. He visited Mum out by the pool, offering her a plate of olives and cheese, which she took, looking at him suspiciously with narrowed eyes, drawing her shawl around her shoulders as if he might suddenly snatch it from her.

      Luckily for us, especially Douglas, Mum seemed to have forgotten about any offers I’d made of spending the evening with her. Perhaps her perusal of the horoscopes had tired her, because after our admittedly delicious feta salads served to us by Achilles, she fell asleep in her lounger by the pool.

      ‘Come on, let’s get out for a bit,’ Douglas said. I was hesitant about leaving Mum at first, worried she’d wake up and go into some loud meltdown about us vanishing. But I was already finding the atmosphere at the villa oppressive and we were only a matter of hours into our stay, so I took the opportunity. We told Achilles, who was cleaning up in the kitchen, that we were heading out for a walk and if our mother asked where we were to tell her we’d be back soon. He nodded, smiled and said, ‘No problem.’

      ‘Do you think we’re safe leaving Mum in the house with a strange man we don’t know?’ I asked, suddenly feeling protective of her.

      ‘He’s not a strange man,’ Douglas said as we walked down the sloping driveway in the direction of the sea. ‘He’s Achilles. The Glovers recommended him, hadn’t you heard?’ He said the last line with mock seriousness and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      We walked in silence for a while, before Douglas asked, ‘Do you think he’s attractive?’

      I frowned. ‘Achilles?’

      Douglas nodded.

      ‘Err…yeah, sure.’ I felt a prickle of discomfort on my neck. I had told my brother I was gay four years before, when I was seventeen. It was 1993 and there had been a news report on TV about how the British Overseas Territory of Gibraltar had legalised homosexuality. Douglas had been walking through the living room catching the end of the report and just said, ‘Ridiculous.’ I’d felt my heart start to race and asked ‘What’s ridiculous?’ Douglas had shrugged and said, ‘Well, it should have been legal already, shouldn’t it?’ From that moment I knew my brother was someone I could confide in, and I felt a wave of guilt for not doing so before then. He helped me tell our parents shortly before going to university and to my surprise their reaction was relatively mild. Dad had said, ‘Do what you want, it’s your body’ and my mother muttered, ‘Oh, I think the Allertons’ son is gay too…maybe I should ask them to pass on some tips…’

      In spite of this lack of response or even any interest at all, I’d never really managed to embrace this side of me in a way that seemed to impress, please or reassure those closest to me. I objected to the presumption that I should act in an effeminate way or like certain things simply because I found men attractive, nor did I like people suggesting I must also be prolific in terms of sexual conquests (which was how my friend and flatmate Harold at university always described his own one-night stands with women he’d pick up at one of the nearby student-packed pubs). Douglas frequently – too frequently, in my view – enquired whether there was ‘anyone happening at the moment’. I took ‘happening’ to mean a broad spectrum starting at a fumble outside a club and finishing at lifelong romantic commitment. I usually maintained, as briefly as I could, that nothing was ‘happening’ anywhere on that front, then would change the subject. But on this night in Greece, as we walked down to the shops and bars and bustle of the coastal stretch where we came every year, Douglas went a bit further.

      ‘Come on, Oliver. You’re in your twenties now. They don’t last for ever.’

      ‘Don’t talk as if you’re a wise old man,’ I said, ‘you’re only twenty-three.’

      ‘True,’ nodded Douglas, ‘but I’m trying to say that it doesn’t do to let grass grow under one’s feet.’

      I gritted my teeth in response but said nothing. I wasn’t a virgin, but was acutely aware I was less experienced in both sex and love than most of my friends (and my brother, come to that). But I wasn’t in the mood to discuss the topic. I never was in the mood to discuss it.

      Our conversation turned to Douglas’s sudden eviction from his London flat when he stopped abruptly on the pavement and craned his head towards a window to his left. We were walking past a row of restaurants, set slightly away from the main promenade. These places were more upmarket and much quieter outside than the establishments facing the sea, and as I peered through the window I saw there were only a handful of tables with people at them.

      ‘What are you looking at?’ I asked Douglas, trying to get a better view.

      ‘It’s Dad,’ he said.
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