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“Come on Sam, it’s just what you need.” 

This was Angela at her whiniest, and Sam had heard this plea twenty times at least this week. It didn’t seem to matter how many times she said she wasn’t keen on the idea, Angela kept coming back with the same question, “Will you come on a couple’s holiday with Brendan and me?”.  

She really couldn’t see what good it would do, but she was being worn down. Maybe she was just being selfish? People went on couples holidays all the time. And heaven knew Adam could do with some time away from the grey drizzly UK weather, it was bringing him down. It had been a particularly grey and cold winter, and they were both feeling down.

“Oh OK,” the words had come out of Sam’s mouth before she realised what she was saying. 

“You mean it? Oh, you won’t regret it. You and Adam will be so much happier in the sun. You have both been working too hard. You deserve a break. I’ll go to the travel agents this afternoon.” 

The joy in her best friend’s face was all she needed. Angela wanted to do this to make her happy. She knew it. To say no really would have been selfish of her. She wanted to please her friend. But she hadn’t even spoken with Adam about it. What was he going to say? 

Sam suddenly had that wrench around her stomach again. It tightened the bolt around her insides until she could barely breathe. She took a breath and a big gulp of her white wine. 

“Are you OK? You look kind of pale all of a sudden. I’ll settle the bill, and you go wait outside for me.” 

Sam looked from her friend to the last remnants of her chicken Caesar salad, and knew she couldn’t eat any more if she tried anyway. She got up, clumsily put on her beige mac and trudged through the pub’s lounge and out through the heavy double doors to obediently wait outside. 

Fortunately the rain had stopped. She caught her reflection in the pub window. A pale, blonde obscure creature seemed to be timidly looking at her through bright blue eyes, almost afraid to look at the pink blouse buttoned up to her neck, with her knee length grey skirt suit just showing under her open mac. Her blonde hair was pulled was pulled back into a bun.

Angela arrived at her side, interrupting her scrutiny with a cheery, “Right. Ready to face the dragon again?” 

“You really shouldn’t call him that. Mr Taylor is a highly respected solicitor, and my boss,” Sam replied quietly.

“Yes, but it doesn’t stop him breathing fire at his receptionist, does it?” 

Once again, Angela had a good point. Angela always had a good point. She was rarely wrong. It’s what made her a great yet annoying best friend. 

Sam was escorted on foot back to the offices of Taylor and Small. 

“Here’s your stop, m’lady,” Angela announced as they stopped at the entrance. 

The friends embraced quickly and parted. 

“Everything will be fine, you know. I’m right here whenever you need me,” comforted Angela.

Sam glanced at the clock as she hung her mac on the hook and relieved Mary on reception. She breathed a sigh of relief to see she had got back with a whole minute to spare.

“Nice lunch?” Mary asked.

“Mmm... yes. Very thank you,” Sam assented as she sat back in her own chair. 

Mary hadn’t even stayed for the answer. She scurried back to the rear office as quickly as she could. She hated being on reception, and only covered reluctantly so Samantha could go to lunch or have the occasional day off. 

Once Sam was safely ensconced back at her own desk her mind was free to wander. A holiday in Tuscany? The idea did have merit. Good food, good wine, sunshine. Yeah. She’d be OK with that. She just hoped Adam would be. 

Oh Adam! What was she going to do with him? Maybe this would be OK? He sort of got along with Brendan, and they could discuss football together whilst she and Angela went off to the shops to buy tourist tat. 

It would be OK, wouldn’t it? What if he refused to go? That would just be too embarrassing. How could she explain that to Angela? Worse, what if he was angry with her? Why had she had to say yes to Angela? Damn her positivity. How dare she try to brighten her Sam’s life! 

Sam smiled at her idiocy. Angela was just trying to smooth some of the cracks which were now visible in her marriage. She and Adam seemed to be drifting further apart as they grew older. She didn’t know how to reverse that trend herself, so she had ended up talking to Angela about it over one of their lunches, and she’d not let it drop ever since. She really was like a dog with a bone when she had a problem to solve.

Having worked herself up into a frenzy all afternoon, Sam stopped off at a supermarket on her way home to ‘buy something nice’ for dinner. She hoped a good meal and some wine would soften the blow for Adam. But she had dawdled, so Adam was at the door when she pulled up to the house in her Renault Clio. 

All five foot nine of him loomed like Mr Hyde, his dishevelled dank brown hair making him look more menacing, especially when combined with his narrowed eyes which were scowling at her.

“Samantha. Where the hell have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you. I thought you’d been in an accident, or something,” raged Adam.

“I’m sorry. I stopped off to buy us something nice for dinner. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“Didn’t think’s right. Why didn’t you phone to tell me you were going to the shops?”

“I’m only 35 minutes late. I didn’t realise it would take so long. There was a long queue in M&S and the traffic was bad because I’d left later. I’m sorry.”

Adam drew her to him in his arms, forcing her to drop the shopping bags.

“I was worried, that’s all. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”

There in his arms she felt safe. He really did care for her. She should be grateful for that. She gave him a quick peck on the lips before bending down to pick up the discarded shopping. 

“I’ll just go put dinner on. I bought you curry,” she said as breezily as she could. 

Adam gave her a half smile of approval as he watched her trudge into the kitchen, before he vanished into the lounge to watch TV until dinner was ready. 

Out in the kitchen Sam tried singing to calm herself. This was going to be tougher than she’d feared. Why did she have to get home late? She really wasn’t helping herself. 

Suddenly a raised voiced was heard coming from the lounge, “Shut up. You can’t sing, and you don’t even know the words.”

What was she just thinking about not helping herself? She had to go and sing out loud. Sam cursed her own stupidity as she cut up the chicken and put it in the pot. She knew Adam didn’t like her to sing. 

She daren’t go into the lounge yet. She poured the jar of sauce over the browned chicken and put the rice on to boil, before turning her attention to last night’s washing up. The hot soapy suds did nothing to quell her nerves. She wished she could wash away the grime of her life with some soap.

She stared at the curry sauce in the pot as it bubbled away. The wrench tightened another notch. How was she even going to broach the subject of a holiday with Adam in a bad mood? Why did she say yes to Angela? Tears had started to fall down her cheeks. 

“Is it ready yet? I’m ‘ank Marvin,” called Adam. 

“Nearly there. Just about to dish up,” replied Sam as she dried her eyes. 

Foolish really, letting those droplets escape. What good had crying ever done? She took some deep breaths as she dished up, took the food through to the dining room, and dimmed the lights in a vain attempt to bring a romantic ambience to the meal.

“Ready,” she called. 

Adam came lumbering through and sat straight down and began devouring his curry.

“Nice?” she checked. 

“Good,” he confirmed, shovelling more rice into his mouth. 

Sam was forking at her food as if it was a field to be ploughed. 

“You know how you were saying it was too cold and wet the other day...?”

“Mmmm....”

“Well, I thought we could take a nice short break?”

“I don’t want to go on a beach holiday.”

“No, of course not. Angela said she and Brendan were going to Tuscany and that we might like to join them. It’s got lovely seafood and wine. And it’d be nice for you to have a bloke to talk to whilst we’re away,” Sam blurted out.

“Go away with Brendan and Angela?”

“Well... yes. It might be nice.”

“It might be, or it might be awful.”

Oh dear. This wasn’t going well. And if that wrench twisted one more notch today she may pass out altogether.

“But we could at least try. We’d have separate rooms, so we don’t have to be with them if we don’t want to be.” 

Yes, that was it. Get him thinking about that problem, then he’s not thinking about whether he wants to go abroad or not. Just whether he wants to be around other people. Diversionary tactic deployed.

“Good. ‘Cos I don’t want to hang around with them all the time.”

“No. We can be on our own as much as we want.”

“And it’d make you happy to go?”

“I think it would do us both some good. We’ve both been working too hard,” Sam replied, using Angela’s words.

“I’m happy if you’re happy. It’s only a week, right?”

“Yes, yes. Just one week. Just a quick escape from it all.”

Just then the phone rang. Adam lunged up to answer. 

“Hello,” he said brusquely.

“Adam, hi. Is Sam there?”

“Of course Samantha’s here.”

“Well, may I speak with her?”

“Samanthaaa,” Adam called out, “It’s Angela for you.” 

He dropped the receiver down on the side for Sam to pick up.

“Hi Angela.”

“Hi Sam. Are you alright?”

“Yes fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“I booked the tickets. We fly out in three weeks.”

“Oh good. I was just asking Adam about it.”

“You can’t talk right now, can you?” 

How did she do it? She could always tell when Sam was trying to avoid a conversation.

“Sam, let’s do lunch again tomorrow. We’ll talk properly then, without Papa Bear growling in the background.”

“OK. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

Samantha put the receiver back on the phone.

“Didn’t you see her for lunch today?” Adam was leaning on the doorway to the dining room.

“Yes, But she wanted to discuss the holiday some more, and we ran out of time today, and I had said I wanted to talk to you about it.” 

No way was she confessing the tickets were already booked.

“I was going to suggest we have lunch tomorrow,” he pouted.

“I can call her back and rearrange,” she simpered.

“No. It’s done now.”

“Maybe we can do lunch Thursday?”

“Fine. Thursday it is.” 

But she could tell Adam was still upset with her. They finished dinner in silence. But at least the wine helped loosen her gut wrenching bolt a little. 

They went through to the lounge and sat on opposite ends of the sofa in front of the TV until bedtime. 

Sam quietly got undressed and laid in bed patiently until Adam joined her. He drew back the covers, making her shiver, only partly because of the chilly air. 

He half smiled at her as he pried her legs apart with his and dived inside her, pounding all of his mass into her. His broad sweaty body heaving. 

She lay there in the darkness, with her eyes closed, making the occasional groan, pretending to enjoy herself. 

He grinded in and out of her relentlessly. 

She wasn’t excited. She was too dry for this, it hurt. But still he pounded a merciless rhythm. 

Sam could almost hear the beat of drums on the slave ship in her soul, ‘Heave, ho’. 

But still she pretended everything was fine. Why could he not tell this was wrong? Why did he not even ask if she was ready? Why was there never foreplay? Why did he expect her to be a tap, just turned on at his beck and call? Bile was rising in her throat as her panic increased. 

Eventually he released his semen into her with a heavy sigh before collapsing his weight onto her. Adam didn’t believe in condoms, so Samantha had been taking the pill for years. She was sure it wasn’t doing her body any good, but it was better than getting pregnant.

“You OK?” Adam asked, wiping his sweaty brown hair from his high forehead, and out of his piercingly pale blue eyes. 

“Yeah, that was good. Thank you,” she said timidly. 

What? Like he cared? It was a bit late to ask now. What did he want to hear anyway? ‘Actually I wasn’t in the mood, and you’re shit in bed.’ Maybe that wouldn’t go down too well. 

She got out of bed to go to the loo before returning to bed, this time to sleep. 

Sam woke up the next morning stiff and sore. She stumbled into the bathroom to have a shower. The hot water was welcoming, and helped wash her clean. The soap cleansed her curvy yet slender figure. She drew the water through her long flowing blonde locks to rinse off the last of the minty shampoo. She tipped her head right back, allowing the water first to cascade onto her forehead before it trailed down the rest of her body, warming it through, offering its comfort. 

She watched as the water swirled the dirt down the plughole, eradicating her discomfort, washing away her pain. She could stay there for hours like this. There was nothing else in the world, just her and the trickling hot water. 

Reluctantly she climbed out of the shower and wrapped herself in a big fluffy white towel. Well, she didn’t want to make herself late for work. She brushed her teeth, and caught her pale reflection in the mirror. Those bright blue eyes were there again, trying to tell her their light was fading, imploring her to take action. 

How long had she been suffering now? She blinked, rinsed and spat out the remnants of her toothpaste. 

She padded through to bedroom, and glared at the bed as she walked past to get to the wardrobe. She cursed herself for not being stronger. But he had a claim to her body. She was a good dutiful wife, and this was what was expected of her, so she let him in. He didn’t expect her to enjoy it. As long as she made a pretence of enjoyment they were satisfied. Right? 

She shook the thought from her head as she reached for her white high-necked blouse with a black collar. She put on her knee length black skirt and long black jacket, and ‘sensible’ black court shoes. 

She plodded downstairs and grabbed a piece of toast and marmalade and washed it down with a gulp of orange juice before dashing out to Cleo, her little white car. It was the one thing in her life that made her feel independent. That little car could take her anywhere. As long as it was to work and back and she got home on time; home to her cage. 

Again, she shook the sad thought from her head as she started Cleo’s engine and reversed off the drive. She sat patiently in the usual rush hour traffic, and caught those dimming blue eyes in her rear-view mirror. She wasn’t sure when she last saw them smiling. They always seemed forlorn these days. She really needed this holiday; at last she had admitted it to herself. 

She got to work with five minutes to spare. She saw Mr Taylor walk in, fortunately after she’d booted up her computer. 

“Good morning Mr Taylor.” 

“Morning Mrs Young,” he replied absentmindedly.

“When’s a good time to discuss some annual leave with you, please, Mr Taylor?”

“I have appointments until 10.30. You may come into my office then, but bring coffee with you.” 

She knew he didn’t mean for her to make one for herself. Why would he? He was a man and had needs, and she was there to serve him. Why did that suddenly feel wrong? It was her job, and what she was being paid to do; answer phones, type letters, make appointments, deal with the post, make coffee etc. It paid the bills. 

But this morning the job she’d been doing for ten years seemed to make her itch. Maybe that minty shampoo was too strong? She knew it was a reckless choice. She would just buy her scent free one again next time, it was less likely to cause irritation to her sensitive skin.

Sam picked up a pile of copy typing which Mary had left out for her to do, and tried to concentrate. Her thoughts seemed to be wandering all over the place this morning though. She couldn’t wait to see Angela at lunchtime. Maybe she could put some sense back into her.

“Errr...morning. I’m here to see...errr...Mr Taylor?” 

The poor guy. Another hapless male here to see the firm’s expert divorce lawyer. They were all the same; a bundle of nerves as they enter into the realms of matrimony hell, their lives in tattered shreds.

“And your name please?” was Sam’s professional response.

“Ranulph Richards.”

“Thank you Mr Richards. Please sign in and I’ll let him know you’ve arrived,” she told him whilst indicating the signing-in book with one hand, and picking up the phone with the other.

“Mr Taylor. Mr Richards is here for your 09:00 appointment.” 

She hung up immediately. She knew Mr Taylor didn’t like people to hang around on the phone, and she knew better than to expect a “thank you”. It wasn’t that he meant to be surly, it was just his nature. He was a busy man, and had no time for idle chit chat. She liked that. There were no awkward conversations that way. Her personal life was personal, and her professional life was professional. 

She put on her ‘receptionist smile’ as she looked up and told the client, “Take a seat please. He’ll be with you shortly.” 

She saw the brightest pair of green eyes looking down at her. 

“Thank you, errr...?” 

“Mrs Young.”

“Thank you, Mrs Young.” 

She nodded at him to encourage him to take his seat, but the tiniest smile had caught the corners of her rosebud lips. She watched the green eyes in the grey suit take their seat. He didn’t look comfortable, but none of the clients did. 

Mind you, this one did look quite dapper. Samantha immediately scolded herself as she began typing in earnest. She shouldn’t even be looking at clients that way. Relationships were forbidden. Besides, she was married. 

On the basis that there’s no harm in looking she sneaked a peak out of the corner of her eye as she grabbed the next page of copy typing. Yes, he was still there. And yes, quite yummy. ‘You’re behaving like a schoolgirl Samantha Young,’ she told herself, and continued with her typing. She was quite relieved when Mr Taylor came and took his client to his office. 

At 10:30 Samantha took in the requested coffee to Mr Taylor. 

“Please may I have a week off Mr Taylor? My friend wants to take me on holiday in three weeks’ time. I know its short notice, and I’m sorry, but it’s a last minute bargain, and...”

“Let’s see, that will be early April..?” Mr Taylor interrupted her waffling.

“Yes Sir. April 15th to the 22nd, please.” 

“Very good, Mrs Young. As long as Mary is here to cover. I don’t believe she has holiday booked.”

“No Sir. She doesn’t. Thank you Mr Taylor.” She half curtsied as she backed out of his office, and practically skipped downstairs. 

“Mary. Mr Taylor has approved my annual leave from 15th to the 22nd April. You’re OK on reception for a week, aren’t you, please? It is only one week. I’m terribly sorry to trouble you.”

“I’ll cover it,” Mary sighed.

“Thank you. I’ll bring you back something yummy from Tuscany to make it up to you.”

Mary’s face looked sullen as Sam took her seat again. But her mound of typing seemed to get smaller more quickly now. 

Before she knew it, Angela’s chestnut bob could be seen bouncing outside, waiting for Sam to join her for lunch. 

They strolled down the road together, and went to the same pub as the day before. They ordered sandwiches, and Sam took herself off to the little girl’s room to freshen up. The eyes in the mirror seemed to have a small hint of a glint in them.

“You look happier,” Angela observed.

“Mmmm...yes. I’ve got my annual leave approved, and Adam agreed to come along.”

“Reluctantly, I’m sure,” grumbled Angela.

“Well, what does it matter? He’s said yes. And I’m sure it’ll do him good. I’m really looking forward to it.”

“So am I. Oh, Sam. It’s going to be such fun. They’ll be vineyards to visit, and sandy beaches to lie on.” 

“I thought we were going to Tuscany? Isn’t that inland?” Samantha panicked.

“Not where we’re going. Monte Argentario’s on the coast. My friend found it for us.”

“Oh.” Sam’s face fell as realisation dawned. 

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just that Adam didn’t want a beach holiday. You know how he is.”

“Sam, will you stop worrying? The villa is in the hills, but it’s a short stroll down to the sea. So we’re not staying on the beach. Here,” she explained as she flung the brochure across the table

“Oh. Oh, well, that looks OK.”

“The villa has its own pool. What’s not to like?”

“Sorry. I just panicked. I so want Adam to be happy.”

“And I want you to be happy. I worry about you. You seem so lost these days.”

“I know. I’m just tired. Honestly, I’m OK,” she placated, not even believing herself. 

The sandwiches arrived and they happily got distracted.

“So, what’s new in the world of family law?”

Sam smiled, “Oh, you know. People are in love, fall out of love, decide to separate, hate each other, and then hire a legal team to make the resentment hurt a lot more.” 

It was the same line Sam always gave when talking about work. There was an irony to the divorce process. It should be depressing, but you could see the clients walk out a foot taller at the end of it all, just relieved when the debacle was over. She always hoped they went on to live lives full of rainbows and roses. She never knew. Once they left they left. So she held on to her happy dreams for them.

That night Samantha almost enjoyed her fumble in the dark. At least, it didn’t hurt as much as usual, and a couple of the groans weren’t fake. There was a light at the end of the tunnel and it was some sunshine coming her way. At least, she hoped it was sunshine, and not a big train about to hit her. She’d soon find out either way.
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The next few weeks seemed to span an eternity. An eternity filled with, “Thank you for your call. Whom may I ask is speaking?” and piles of typing. But at length, the day of their departure arrived. 

Needless to say our heroine worried and fretted all day. Did she turn all the plugs off? Did she double lock the front door? Did she turn the heating off? Was the traffic going to stop them getting to the airport on time? And she must have checked whether the passports and tickets were in her hand luggage a hundred times by the time the taxi pulled up at Gatwick airport. 

Sam and Adam met Angela and Brendan by the check-in desk in plenty of time. Once they’d checked in Sam relaxed a little and Adam felt slightly less like strangling her. As a nervous traveller himself the last thing he needed was her fretting about every last goddamned thing. Man, his wife was selfish sometimes.

The foursome headed to the nearest bar, as they all needed a little pre-holiday pick-me-up.

“Start as we mean to carry on, eh?” Brendan toasted. 

They all chinked glasses, but already Adam was wincing. This was a damned stupid idea. He didn’t want to leave the house, let alone his country, and especially not with this pair of lunatics in tow. But here he was. He could grin and bear it. It was supposed to do his marriage good apparently, although he couldn’t see
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