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​CHAPTER 1

I SAT ON the floor in my living room, surrounded by the wreckage of my hopes and dreams. Scattered papers on my left side, a pile of used Kleenex on my right. The aftermath of the past day and a half. 

The half-empty box of clean tissues took centre stage in front of me, and I plucked out another one so I could blow my nose.

“Callie, have you phoned the florist yet?” my mother called from the kitchen.

I gave a shuddering sniffle and swallowed down another batch of tears. “No, Mum. It’s on the list.”

Along with contacting the rest of the wedding guests, speaking to the caterer, getting hold of the dress designer, cancelling the hire of the vintage Rolls Royce… The list went on.

All I’d done so far was explained to the organisers at the lovely hotel we’d chosen as the venue for our wedding reception that we were no longer getting married.

The lady I spoke to had sounded suitably shocked, but quickly recovered enough to say, “I’m terribly sorry, but with only three days until the wedding, we can’t give you a refund.”

That was the icing on the cake. Cake. The tears fell harder. Of course, now there would be no cake. The beautiful three-tier affair we’d chosen together would probably be distributed at the local homeless shelter, the little bride and groom that were supposed to perch on top consigned to the dustbin.

When I said “we’d chosen,” I meant my fiancé Bryce and me. No, no… My ex-fiancé.

My mother wandered through and put a glass of red wine down next to me. 

“Darling, drink this. It’ll make you feel better.”

I looked at my watch. “Mum, it’s only ten thirty in the morning.”

“I know, dear, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

Was she saying I was desperate? No way! I was off men, forever.

“People will think I’m an alcoholic.”

“No, dear, alcoholics go to meetings. You’d just be a party girl.”

I looked towards the ceiling, praying for divine intervention. It was great that Mum was being supportive and everything, but I couldn’t help wishing she’d do it from the comfort of her own home. That way, I’d be able to mope in peace.

“You’ve got to get right back into the saddle and show that no-good scoundrel what he’s missing,” she continued.

Oh, that was easy for her to say. She’d had plenty of practice. Brenda Shawcross was now on husband number five. Or was it six? She’d married one of them twice, claiming she couldn’t quite make up her mind, and I wasn’t sure whether to count that as one mistake or two.

My father had been hubby number one. He’d stuck around long enough to saddle my sister and me with the names Persephone and Callista, and then taken off for parts unknown. The last time I heard from him, which was eight years ago, he was running a beachside bar on Santorini. The Tango Lounge. I’d googled it, and Trip Advisor gave it two stars.

I’d got the better end of the deal with the name thing, though. At least I could shorten mine to Callie. There wasn’t much you could do with Persephone other than Percy, and no way did Princess P want to get mistaken for a boy. When I was four and my sister was five, she’d begged me to swap names, and I often thought that my refusal had contributed to the chip she’d carried around on her shoulder ever since.

I took a deep breath. Things could be worse. Persephone could be here too. But in a tiny miracle, she’d cried off the wedding. Apparently attending a golf tournament in Quinta do Lago with her oh-so-perfect husband was far more important than watching her only sister get married.

Or not get married, as it turned out.

“Mum, give me a break, would you?”

“Men aren’t worth crying over. Especially that one. I never liked him, you know.”

Oh, now she told me. I’d only been dating Bryce for six years. “He wasn’t that bad. I mean, he had his good points.”

“What were they?”

I struggled to think. Was I defending Bryce or just my own poor judgement? With hindsight, I saw that perhaps he hadn’t been the greatest thing since sliced bread after all, but I hated the thought that I’d wasted six years of my life with an idiot.

Finally, I came up with, “He always left the toilet seat down.”

My mother stared at me, and I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. So I settled for a bizarre mix of the two, and her eyes widened in alarm.

“Callie, that’s—”

Saved by the bell. Or rather, by the front door opening. I winced as it slammed back into the wall, and a small chunk of plaster fell to the carpet. My friend Kat never could make a quiet entrance.

“Right, I’ve got a bottle of wine, two tubs of Ben and Jerry’s, and a movie. And once we’ve finished laughing at Will Ferrell, I’ve got a lighter to burn Bryce’s stuff,” she announced.

What was it with the wine? And where did Kat think we were going to have a fire? I lived in a second-floor flat for goodness sakes.

My mother, on the other hand, thought it was an excellent idea. “I’ll get spoons. And extra glasses. And we could do with some petrol to make things go up nicely.” 

She hustled out to the kitchen, and I tried to be the voice of reason. 

“We can’t burn Bryce’s things. What if he wants them back?”

“Well, he should have thought about that before he decided he ‘needed space,’ shouldn’t he?” Kat used her fingers to form little air quotes around the words.

She did have a point, I supposed. And she was only trying to help. Partly because she was my best friend, and partly out of guilt because it was she who’d introduced me to Bryce in the first place. She’d apologised a thousand times for that in the past thirty-six hours, and I kept trying to reassure her that it wasn’t her fault. We’d only been sixteen at the time. How could either of us have known what a Grade A asshole he would turn into?

I still remembered the day I’d first met him. When I’d walked into a meeting of the local amateur dramatics society with Kat, there he was, standing across the room, talking with the director of the play he was about to star in. I’d thought he was terribly sophisticated because he was drinking an espresso. How shallow had I been back then?

He was two years older than me, and I’d almost died of embarrassment when he’d sauntered over and introduced himself. Of course, he’d still been plain old Brian then. The transformation into Bryce had come later, when he decided no serious actor would ever be called Brian Featherstone.

He’d kissed my hand and told me I made him think of the Bard’s Ophelia, and I’d rushed home to look up who Ophelia was. The potential wife of Prince Hamlet! He thought I could be a princess? I’d gone giddy just thinking about it.

After that, it didn’t take much persuading from Kat for me to join the drama group. Bryce had been the shining star, quoting Shakespeare as if he knew the guy personally. Kat tended to have small speaking parts. The lead actress’s sidekick, that sort of thing. Me? I helped to make the props and carry stuff.

Sort of like a rehearsal for life, really.

Three months later, Bryce had finally asked me out. Well, what he’d actually said was, “My pal Andrew’s birthday celebration is on Saturday. I’d be honoured if you would accompany me.”

It didn’t matter that I knew he’d already asked Mandy Smith and she’d said no because she had tickets to a Michael Jackson tribute concert. Bryce wanted me to go with him. Me!

I’d leapt at the chance, put on my best dress and my highest heels, then spent three hours holding onto Brian’s beer glass while he hobnobbed with the up and coming social elite of the town that we lived in. The blisters were worth it.

He’d been my first boyfriend. And, I swore as I sat in a fort made from piled-up tissues, my last. It was at that moment I recalled Ophelia had gone mad in the end. Was that my destiny?

“Stop thinking about him!” Kat brought me back to reality by snapping her fingers in front of my face.

“I’m trying. But Bryce has been my life for six years. There’re reminders of him everywhere.”

“Yes, but we’re going to fix that.”

“Kat, we’re not hauling his stuff to the park and toasting marshmallows over it.”

She pouted. “Fine. But I honestly think it would make you feel better.” She considered the options for a few seconds. “How about just the photos then? We could burn them in the sink.”

“No! It would set the fire alarm off.”

She looked at me like I’d had the best idea ever. 

“The fire alarm? That’s brilliant! We’d get a whole truck full of firemen. Like a home delivery of eye candy.”

“I’m going to bed now.”

“No, you’re not. You’re going to get out and live life to the fullest without Mr. Four-Syllable-Words holding you back.”

I had to giggle at that. Bryce really had talked that way. He kept a thesaurus on his nightstand and a dictionary in the cupboard next to his box of low-sugar, high-fibre muesli so he could learn a new word every morning.

“So you’re saying I should find a man who only speaks in short sentences?”

“No, I’m saying you should find a man who doesn’t speak at all. He should be doing other things with his mouth.”

My mouth dropped open. “You can’t say that!”

“Why not?”

“My mother’s in the kitchen.”

“She’s been married six times. You think she doesn’t know about these things?”

I wanted to close my ears. I didn’t discuss “these things,” not even with Bryce. He was strictly a missionary man. No variation. I recalled the day when, after reading a particularly graphic romance novel, I’d suggested we might try things with me on top.

He’d stared at me, aghast. “But Callista, you wouldn’t have any comprehension as to what was involved. You’re just not that type of girl.”

And that was that. Discussion over. I just wasn’t that type of girl.

Kat must have noticed my blank expression. “Pack it in!”

“What?”

“You’re thinking again.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, sarcasm rising to the fore. “I’ll switch my brain off for a bit, shall I?”

She was oblivious. “I’m not sure you can do that. What you really need is a change of scene.”

My mother hurried back in with a glass of wine in each hand. One red, one white. She handed them both to me, and I was surprised she hadn’t cut out the middlemen and brought the bottles.

“A change of scene? That’s a marvellous idea, Kat. Callie can come and stay with me for a while.”

No, no, no. No way! “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“It’ll be no trouble. Your room’s exactly as you left it when you moved in here.”

Just what I needed—boy band posters and an abundance of out-of-date hair products. “Mum, I’ll be fine here.”

“Nonsense, it’s settled. I’ll just go and grab the ice cream.”

As soon as she left the room, I turned to Kat. 

“Do something,” I hissed.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but this was your idea. Fix it!”

Mum returned and plonked a bowl down in front of me. She’d been a little over-generous with her portions. Much as I loved Phish Food and Chunky Monkey, if I ate a pint of each, I’d be sick.

“Eat up, dear. Once you’ve finished, I’ll help you to pack.”

I glared at Kat with murder in my eyes.

“I-I-I’ve had a better idea,” she stammered. “Callie can come and stay with me for a while instead. She’s always said she wanted to do a bit of travelling.”

I’d said nothing of the bloody sort. That was Kat’s brainwave? To go and stay with her? Out of the frying pan and into the fire, as they said. Almost literally, because Kat lived in Egypt, and wasn’t it about a thousand degrees centigrade out there?

This was going from bad to worse. I grabbed another tissue and blew my nose. Why couldn’t they both just go home?

“Kat, I can’t.”

“Why not?”

A good question, and one I wasn’t sure how to answer. I didn’t have a fiancé I needed to stay and pander to anymore, plus I worked as a teacher, and we’d just broken up for the summer holidays. Six long weeks of nothingness stretched ahead of me, and Kat knew it.

“There’s nobody to water the plants,” was the best excuse I could think of.

“What, those?” Kat asked, pointing at a sorry looking yucca in the corner, which stood next to an orchid that had seen better days.

“You’re full of good ideas today, aren’t you, Kat?” said my mother. “I’ll take the plants home with me. Dave can look after them.” 

Hubby number five/six was a keen gardener. Allegedly. I suspected it might have been a tactical move on his part because every time my mum asked him to do some DIY, he escaped to the potting shed.

“And you’re packed for the beach already,” Kat said. “You just need to pick up your suitcase.”

Gee, thanks for reminding me. Bryce and I had planned to honeymoon at a couples resort in Jamaica. I’d been looking forward to that trip for months, but now the tickets would most likely sit in his wallet, unused. Hmm. I really did want to go to the beach, but did I dare to just up and leave?

My phone rang, and I recoiled in horror as I recognised the ringtone I’d assigned to Persephone. “The Bitch Came Back” by Theory of a Deadman. I didn’t want to answer it, but I had to. If I let it go to voicemail, she’d only take it as an admission of defeat.

“Callista.” She used my full name as a greeting.

I returned the favour. “Persephone.”

“Oh, you poor thing. When Mother called me yesterday and said Bryce had left you, I just knew I had to make the time to call this week. You must be feeling truly terrible.”

“I’m not feeling great, no.” I wanted to add, “mainly because you’re on the phone,” but I didn’t dare.

She ploughed on. “I was just saying to Pierre the other week that it was inevitable. I mean, Bryce’s career has been taking off since he got that understudy role in Macbeth. It was only a matter of time.”

“What do you mean, a matter of time?” I asked through gritted teeth.

“Well, before he traded up. You have to admit you were punching above your weight, don’t you? Even though Bryce was no Pierre, he still had some class.”

Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I tried to think of something to say, but no words would come out. Why did Persephone always have to make me feel so small? She never stopped reminding me of how wonderful her husband was. He was a bloody pastry chef, not the living incarnation of Apollo.

My darling sister must have heard me sniffing, like a shark smelling blood. 

“Oh, don’t cry. I’m sure in a month or two, when you feel able to leave the house again, you’ll find someone more suitable.”

Where had she learned to be so mean? I’d never been a violent person, but sometimes, I wanted to cut out her tongue. I’d had enough of her constant put-downs. 

“As a matter of fact, I’m just going off on holiday. I might find myself a new man sooner than you think.”

What was I even saying?

Persephone was silent for a few seconds, and then I heard a rather unladylike snort. “Oh, is Kat still there? She hasn’t been filling your head with nonsense again, has she?”

“No, she’s been very helpful. We’re going to Egypt. I’m all packed, and I’m really looking forward to it.” 

Hysterical giggles threatened to burst out. Stay calm, Callie. Just breathe.

“Egypt? Well, it’s hardly Mustique, but I suppose even people like you and Kat have to take a break somewhere. Oh, I’ve got to go—Pierre’s calling me. We’re having dinner with the Molinards tonight, and we have to pick up a gateau on the way.”

With that, she hung up.

Kat grinned at me in triumph. “I’ll fetch your case, shall I?”

No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t back out now. Not when I’d told Persephone I was going. My life might have been a mess, but even so, I hated the thought of another “I told you so” phone call from my older sister.

She’d married Pierre two years ago after a whirlwind romance. Their wedding ceremony had been perfect. The sun shone, her dress was beautiful, and nobody got drunk at the reception. They lived in Paris in their perfect apartment on a perfect street with their perfect daughter, Annie.

Nothing ever went wrong in Persephone’s life.

We couldn’t be more different.

I reached for the tissues again.


























​CHAPTER 2

“DRINKS, SNACKS? ANY magazines?” 

The oh-so-perky voice of one of the cabin crew grated in my ears as she pushed her trolley down the aisle of the aeroplane, and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I wasn’t sure who it had been designed for, but it certainly wasn’t an adult human. The sun squinted over the horizon, causing an instant headache, and I pulled down the blind.

At least I had the window seat. Kat was squashed into the middle with a guy who looked as if he was more at home on a rugby pitch sitting on the other side. His knees were butted up against the seat in front, and he couldn’t move his arms.

“Do you want anything?” Kat asked, gesturing towards the trolley.

I shook my head no. I felt a bit sick.

Today was supposed to be my wedding day. I should have been walking down the aisle in the local church with the love of my life before sitting down to a meal of organic roast beef and locally sourced vegetables, but instead, I was thirty thousand feet up, somewhere over the Netherlands according to the pilot.

Kat, Mum, and I had spent the last couple of days cancelling everything. By the time we’d finished, I felt as though I was drowning at the bottom of a black hole. My dreams had been snatched away from me. I’d spent month after stressful month organising everything, and only the thought of getting married had kept me going. Now the light at the end of the tunnel had been firmly extinguished, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow stolen by a freaking Leprechaun.

Not only that, I’d poured my life savings into my dream day, and the only thing I had to show for it was a dress that probably didn’t even fit any more. With all the ice cream and cake Kat had plied me with since my world fell apart, my clothes were feeling decidedly snug. And now I was on my way to the small seaside town of Fidda Hilal, where Kat had spent the last six months working as a windsurfing instructor.

I’d been so busy with the wedding disaster, I hadn’t even had a chance to find out anything about the place. Was it a peaceful retreat? Or the Egyptian equivalent of Benidorm?

“So where are we going, exactly?” I asked Kat.

“We’re flying into Sharm el-Sheikh, and Fidda Hilal’s eighty kilometres up the desert highway. It’ll take an hour and a half to get there.”

That didn’t sound too bad a journey. An hour and a half was bearable. I mean, it wasn’t as bad as the time Bryce had booked us a mini-break in Copenhagen and the low-cost airline we’d flown with landed us in Sweden. We’d had to take a cramped coach full of tetchy holidaymakers across the border, and by the time we’d reached our hotel, we’d missed dinner.

I couldn’t wait to get to Fidda Hilal, unpack, and settle in. That way, I could go back to my moping. Kat had offered her sofa, but since she only had a one-bedroom apartment and she shared it with Mo, the wakeboarding instructor she was currently in lust with, I’d opted to stay in a local hotel instead. I didn’t fancy several weeks tripping over them, and worse, I couldn’t stand the thought of them closing the bedroom door and getting on with what I’d be missing. 

The Coral Cove Resort was rated five stars, according to their website, and just around the corner from Kat’s home. Mum had insisted on paying. A “breakup treat,” she called it. I felt guilty for taking her money, but it was the best solution for everyone—at least, that’s what I kept telling myself. I still half wished I’d stayed at home in bed.

“And Fidda Hilal’s got a nice beach, right?” I asked.

Kat laughed. “Plenty of them. Miles and miles of golden sand, and it only rains once a year. The rest of the time, it’s blue sky and sunshine.”

Good thing I’d packed that extra bottle of sunscreen, then. I also had a suitcase full of the new bikinis I’d bought to wear for Bryce, as well as a few floaty cover-ups and some sparkly flip-flops. I swallowed down the lump in my throat as I thought of the beautiful brochure pictures for the Crystal Blue Hotel in Jamaica. That was where I should have been travelling to, not Fidda Hilal.

Originally, I’d tried to leave most of the swimwear behind—I’d only intended to wear it on our room’s private terrace, after all—but Kat wouldn’t hear of it.

“Nonsense. You need to show Bryce what he’s missing.”

“But he won’t be there.”

“That’s not the point. Besides, with Facebook and Twitter, he might as well be.”

Great, just what I needed—my wobbly bits being showcased for everyone to see.

“Kat, you’re not putting half-naked photos of me on the internet.”

“We’ll see.”

Mental note: If Kat was in the vicinity, keep a towel around me at all times.

I’d tried to pack some more practical items, but Kat had taken most of them out. Despite my protests, she’d also insisted I leave in the lingerie I’d bought for my wedding night.

“You never know—you might get lucky,” she’d said with a wink, pushing the pale pink lace bra and matching panties firmly back into my luggage.

Out of the question, but I was too tired to argue with her. It would be easier to toss them into the back of the wardrobe when I got to the hotel.

When we finally arrived at Sharm el-Sheikh airport, I was relieved to find our luggage had got there too. I hefted my suitcase off the conveyor belt and set it down. Tilting it onto its wheels, I trailed Kat out of the terminal, only to get stopped by a security guard.

“You need to put your bags through the machine. For X-rays.”

“On the way out of the airport?”

He shrugged. “Is the rules.”

“Just do it,” Kat whispered. “Logic doesn’t always take precedence around here.”

Eventually, we got outside, and a wall of heat hit me. Wow. Shouts came from all sides, and I kept my head down and attempted to ignore the cries of people trying to sell me everything from a minibus transfer to foam party tickets.

Then I stopped dead.

“We’re riding in that?”

Kat shrugged. “Yeah.”

When she’d said it would take an hour and a half to reach Fidda Hilal, she should have added a caveat: An hour and a half if the taxi didn’t break down.

To say the vehicle had seen better days was an understatement. I looked on dubiously as the driver put our cases in the boot and tied the lid shut with string. 

“Welcome to Egypt.” He opened the door for us to sit in the back, giving me a toothless grin as he did so. “I hope you enjoy.”

I managed a weak smile in return. What had I got myself into? The engine started on only the fourth try, and we slowly sputtered out of the car park.

“Where’s the seatbelt?” I hissed at Kat.

She glanced over her shoulder, then shrugged. “Probably somebody took them out.”

Great. I hung onto the edge of my seat as we joined a dual carriageway, went the wrong way around a roundabout, and finally ended up on the road out of town.

“Why does he keep tooting his horn at everybody?” I whispered. “What have they done wrong?”

“Nothing. He’s saying hello—they all do it. Just don’t drive with your headlights on because that’s considered rude.”

“But what if it’s dark?”

“People are quite good at jumping out of the way. Goats too.”

I groaned. This break was starting to sound like the worst decision I’d ever made. And considering I’d said “yes” to Bryce, that was a significant statement to make.

Despite having to stop at four separate police checkpoints, we made it to Fidda Hilal in an hour and a quarter, with the car beep-beep-beeping the entire way to tell the driver he was exceeding the speed limit. I’d be hearing that noise in my sleep. Probably the driver didn’t notice, though, because he spent most of the journey on the phone.

“We are here,” he announced, stomping on the brakes outside my hotel. The car backfired, and a couple of other guests standing nearby gave us dirty looks. I couldn’t blame them. 

Kat opened my door, and although it was dark, spotlights lit up the paved courtyard, and the place didn’t look too bad. With the run of luck I’d been having, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find myself on a building site.

“Are you getting out?” she asked.

“Yes.” But I paused to yawn first. “I’m dog-tired.”

More like dog-unconscious, actually.

I studiously looked at my feet as I wheeled my case past the other guests, heading towards the hotel reception, which was in a separate building on the far side of the courtyard. My feet sweated in my trainers as I stepped inside, and I wished I’d thought to change into a pair of flip-flops on the way.

A dark-skinned man in a white uniform rushed up to us. “I take your bags.”

Kat gestured at mine. “Just that one. I’m not staying.”

She only had a small backpack. I’d always envied her ability to travel light. And no matter where we went, she still managed to look more stylish than me.

Relieved of my bag, we carried on to the front desk, and once I’d given my name, the man standing behind it gave me a big grin. 

“Miss Callie, we have saved one of our best rooms for you. Right next to the sea. The lady who booked it said you had been abandoned by your husband. All of us here at the Coral Cove Resort are very sorry to hear this.”

Mother! I felt like banging my head on the desk. Had she told everyone? I’d come here to escape the pitying glances, not have people expressing their condolences wherever I went.

After entering my details into the computer, the man pressed a key into my hand and motioned for me to go with the porter, who was still standing nearby with my suitcase. Kat and I followed him out of a door at the back of the building and traipsed behind him along narrow paths that wound their way through the hotel gardens. A sweet fragrance wafted up at me from the flowers. What were those pink ones? If I took some photos, perhaps hubby number five/six would be able to tell me.

In the distance, I heard the gentle rush of the sea as waves broke on the shore. But apart from that, there was peace and quiet. The resort wasn’t a traditional box-like hotel. Instead, a series of small villas dotted the grounds, all painted white, each of them only one or two storeys high.

As we got closer to my room, the sound of the waves grew louder. Monotonous yet powerful, and I found the sound soothing. A few minutes later, the porter stopped and opened up my room, which took up the whole of a single-storey villa. 

“Here we have the bathroom, the TV, the closet…” The porter threw open a pair of full-height doors that led outside. “The terrace.”

It was too dark to see much, but the strong smell of the sea told me just how close to the water I was. I inhaled deeply, savouring the salty tang.

“He wants a tip,” Kat whispered to me.

I spun around to see the porter hovering near the door to the room. Well, suite. Mum had gone all out. I fished in my pocket, coming up with a chapstick, some fluff, and a pound coin. That would have to do until I could find a bank and get some local currency.

I pressed the money into his hand and gave him an apologetic smile. “Sorry, that’s all I have at the moment.”

He gave me a little half-bow. “Thank you, Miss Callie. And I am very sorry about your husband.”

The receptionist had told the porter? I wanted to sink through the floor, but Kat didn’t seem to notice.

“I’d better go too,” she said. “When the boss heard I was coming back early, he begged me to take a course tomorrow. One of the other instructors didn’t turn up for work today, and he can’t afford to turn away business.” She shrugged apologetically. “I could use the cash too, so I kind of said yes.”

Great. My first day in a strange country, and I’d be spending it on my own. Good thing I’d brought plenty to read with me. I couldn’t be upset with Kat, though. She’d been so good to me over the Bryce fiasco, and she wasn’t exactly rolling in money.

“That’s okay. I can sit on the beach tomorrow. Will I see you for dinner?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. And we’ll have to arrange a time for you to meet Mo.”

Ah yes, her latest beau. She went through men at a rate of knots, and I’d been the one dishing out the tissues on a number of occasions over the years. Fortunately, she seemed to get over men as fast as she got under them, so it wasn’t too much of an ordeal.

Not like Bryce and me.

We hugged each other goodbye, and Kat said she’d come to the hotel at six the next day to find me. Then she disappeared off down the path.

Once she was gone, I walked over to the terrace and stood in the open doorway, gazing into the inky blackness. Pictures of my old life with Bryce swam through my mind.

The way he always pushed his floppy fringe out of his eyes when he wanted to look at me. The soft touch of his hand on the small of my back when he’d once held the door open for me to walk into a restaurant. His habit of squinting at The Times on a Sunday morning when he’d forgotten to put his glasses on.

I stood there until the first tears ran down my cheeks. 

“Stop it,” I told myself, remembering Kat’s repeated instruction.

But what I saw when I turned back to the room made me cry even harder. The king-sized bed. Two chairs at the dining table. A sofa made for snuggling up on. Through the open door of the bathroom, his ’n’ hers sinks waited side by side, each with a pile of fluffy towels next to it.

I shouldn’t have come to Egypt. But I was stuck there, at least for a few weeks. There was no way Mum would agree to me changing my flight home, which she’d also booked and paid for, and I couldn’t afford another one myself.

I’d just have to cope. Somehow.

I threw myself onto the bed and hugged a pillow to me in the vain hope that it would help to dull the ache in my chest. It didn’t. Eventually, sheer exhaustion caused me to fall into a restless sleep, but even then, there was no escape. Bryce’s face haunted my dreams too.


























​CHAPTER 3

I WOKE THE next morning still hugging the pillow as if it were some kind of surrogate boyfriend. Was this destined to be my life?

Get out of bed, Callie.

My joints creaked as I dragged myself out of bed and into the bathroom. The headache I’d had for the last five days hadn’t shifted, and my mouth tasted like the bottom of a birdcage. Or at least, what I imagined the bottom of a birdcage would taste like. I hadn’t exactly checked.

I flicked on the bathroom light and groaned when I saw myself in the mirror—mascara was smeared across my face as a result of my crying jag, and my hair, normally a shiny chocolate waterfall that fell to the middle of my back, more closely resembled a bird’s nest. Plus I was still wearing yesterday’s clothes.

Where was my toiletry bag? I rummaged through my suitcase, and after brushing my teeth and detangling my hair, I felt a little more like a human being again.

A human being who just wanted to crawl back into bed, pull the covers up over my head, and hide from the world.

Hold on. What was stopping me? Nothing. Kat wasn’t coming until six, so I had—I checked my watch—nine hours in which to hibernate. That seemed like a fantastic plan for the day.

I walked back towards the bedroom, but on the way, I made the mistake of glancing out of the terrace doors. And stopped.

As if of their own accord, my feet walked me outside into the open air. The view, quite literally, took my breath away. When I remembered to inhale again, I took in a big gulp of sea air tinged with the delicious aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

Stretched out in front of me was the sparkling azure sea with small, white-crested waves twinkling in the morning sun. Across the Gulf of Aqaba, through a thin shroud of mist, I could just make out the rocky shore of what was, if my rusty memories of GCSE Geography served me correctly, Saudi Arabia.

I looked to either side. Golden sand stretched out in both directions, gently curving around a sheltered lagoon. More hotels lay along the shore, and behind them, mottled reddish mountains rose to kiss the sky. On the beach, the first windsurfers were making their way out onto the water, their colourful sails bobbing gently in the breeze.

What. A. View.

All thoughts of going back to bed flew from my mind. I wanted to be outside! The sun’s warming rays were intoxicating, and I couldn’t wait to bask under them.

I sifted through my clothing until I found a one-piece swimsuit that covered my worst bits, teamed it with a pink cotton cover-up, and hopped into my flip-flops. I was out of the door without even a thought for breakfast.

What bliss… I whiled away the first couple of hours just lying on a sunlounger, watching the activities out on the lagoon. As well as the windsurfers, a few swimmers stroked lazily through the water, and half a dozen people holding onto small parachutes with boards strapped to their feet skimmed along the surface. From what Kat had told me, I guessed that was kitesurfing.

Occasionally, a powerful motorboat zipped up and down, towing someone on a wakeboard or water skis. When I squinted, I could make out a dark-skinned figure at the wheel. Was that Mo?

It was only when waiters appeared carrying the first of the lunchtime meals that I realised the entire morning had passed, and I hadn’t thought about Bryce once. That of course made my eyes start leaking again, and I had to shoot back to the villa. Better to run than have to explain to a group of strangers that I had grit in my eyes.

Kat phoned to check up on me at just the right moment. Or the wrong moment, depending on how one looked at it.

“Just making sure you’re not in your villa blubbing.”

“No, of course not. I just stepped inside for…more sunscreen.”

“Sunscreen?” She paused for a second. “Are you sure?”

I tried to inject some cheer I didn’t feel into my voice. “Of course I’m sure. Oh, look, here’s the bottle.”

“Good. Now get back outside and find a nice man to rub it in for you.”

“Kat, can we take this one step at a time?”

“Why? Life’s too short for sitting around and moping over an asshole. Particularly one like Bryce.”

“Look, I’m on my way out to the beach again. That’ll do for now, right?” 

I made a big show of slamming the door and slapping my feet on the ground as I trotted down the path.

“Fine, but you’d better still be out there when I come by later.”

The sun had risen higher, so I switched to a shadier spot. No point in turning into a lobster on my first day. My new sunlounger was a stone’s throw from the beach bar and came with an umbrella made from palm fronds. I’d only been there five minutes when an Egyptian man dressed in the white uniform of a hotel employee came over to me.

“Can I get you something to drink, Miss?”

How sweet of him to ask. Actually, I was quite thirsty. “Do you have fruit juice?”

“Certainly. We have mango, strawberry, kiwi, guava, orange and lemon. All fresh. We also have karkade.”

“What’s karkade?”

“Tea made from hibiscus flowers.”

Karkade sounded interesting, but I wasn’t feeling particularly adventurous that day. 

“Can I have orange juice, please?”

“Of course. It would be my pleasure.”

I thought he’d walk away, but instead he asked, “Are you Miss Callie?”

“Uh, yes?”

“I am very sorry to hear about your husband.”

I was going to shoot my mother when I got back.

“The lady who phoned,” he continued, “she say you look for new husband. We have many men here in Egypt. I can introduce you to some of my friends.”

No, actually, shooting was too good for her. I was going to do something slower and more painful. At that moment, I couldn’t think of exactly what, but it would come to me.

“No, really…” I squinted at his name badge. “…Islam. I don’t need a husband. I’m absolutely fine.”

His brow crinkled. “But every woman needs a husband.”

“Nope, not me. I’m quite happy on my own, honestly. I’d just love some orange juice.”

He shook his head, bemused, as he wandered off to get my drink. Damn my meddling mother. Was this what the whole holiday would be like?

Yes, appeared to be the answer.

A few hours later, after I’d eaten a delicious tuna sandwich for lunch and started a new book, a shadow darkened page thirty-seven. I looked up to find a blond-haired man in the teensiest swimming trunks I’d ever seen leaning over me. Good grief—if he made any sudden moves, he’d get arrested for indecent exposure.

“You are Callie?” he asked in a thick German accent.

“Uh, yes? Do I know you?”

He held out his hand, and I shook it automatically. Yeuch—it was all greasy, and worse, he hung on to it. Fingers crossed that was sunscreen and not something worse. 

“I am Hans. I was told that you are looking for a man to talk to.”

I tried not to groan as I tugged my hand free. “Who told you that? The man at the beach bar?”

“No, the boy who cleaned my room this morning. The man at the beach bar just pointed out where you were.”

The cleaner? Had they all been discussing me? What had my mother done?

And more to the point, how could I get rid of Hans without appearing rude? I racked my brain, but inspiration was taking a nap. Talking… He’d said it was just talking, right? Okay, I could do this.

I took a deep breath. “Right, er, Hans. Uh, have you visited Egypt before?”

“No.”

“Are you enjoying it so far?”

“Not very much. It is too hot.”

Hmm… I might not have known a lot about Egypt, but one thing that had immediately sprung to mind when Kat first mentioned it was that the whole country was flipping hot. It was famous for it. If Hans didn’t like sunshine, why had he booked a holiday there?

“Oh dear. I guess that’s a bit of a shame. Apart from it being too warm, what do you think of the place?”

“The food is terrible here in the hotel.”

I’d only had one meal there, but it had seemed perfectly nice to me. “What’s wrong with it?”

“This morning, at the breakfast buffet, there was no watermelon.”

“No watermelon? Is that it?”

“That isn’t bad enough?”

“I suppose if you really like watermelon then not having any might be a problem.” Although there were a hundred other dishes to choose from. “How about the rest of the hotel? It’s nice, huh?”

“It’s okay,” he admitted grudgingly. “Except the staff aren’t very friendly.”

“In what way?”

“When I had a cocktail last night, the barman forgot to put the little umbrella in it. And when I pointed out his mistake, he only apologised halfheartedly.”

This guy obviously had more issues than Vogue. “Sounds shocking.”

“I know! And this morning, when I got up at six to reserve my sunlounger, the towel boy was not yet awake. Laziness, that’s what it is.”

“That’s awful!” 

He didn’t pick up on my sarcasm. Please, just go away.

“And there is nothing to do here. No museums, no concerts, no art galleries.”

No, nothing to do whatsoever. All those people out on the lagoon were clearly not enjoying themselves.

“Sounds dull.”

“And no theatre. Imagine not having a theatre.”

At the mention of theatre, I thought of Bryce again. My heart plummeted. Without him, was this the sort of man I was destined to end up with?

Hans looked at his watch. “So, do you want to get dinner? I can spare exactly two hours.”

Not even if he was the last man on earth and my sacrifice was mankind’s only hope at salvation.

“I’m so sorry, but I can’t. I’m meeting a friend in a little while.”

He huffed, already turning away. “Suit yourself.”

No doubt tomorrow he’d be telling some other poor lady about the ungrateful English woman and her flimsy excuses.

With the sun dropping, I gathered up my things and headed back to the villa. I had enough time for a shower before Kat was due to get there. She was fifteen minutes late, and when she arrived, she apologised for running on Egyptian time. 

“Nobody around here ever does anything when they’re supposed to. You’re lucky if it gets done on the same day. I think it’s part of the reason everybody’s so laid back. Lateness is just accepted.”

Bryce had been a stickler for timekeeping. His foot had started tapping if someone was so much as a second late. He insisted on being early for everything, sometimes ridiculously so. One particularly cringeworthy moment had come when we’d been invited for dinner at the home of a colleague. Bryce had got us there an hour early. A whole freaking hour. Alison had opened the door after he’d hammered on it for the third time, red in the face and flustered with her shirt buttons done up wrong. Her boyfriend was beside her, and he looked as if he wanted to take a swing at Bryce and possibly me as well. I hadn’t been able to face Alison for weeks afterwards.

Egyptian time would suit me just fine.

“What are you thinking about?” Kat asked.

I told her, and she gave me a happy grin. 

“Well, that’s great! At least if you’re feeling pissed at Bryce, you’re not moping about him.”

The aching pit in my chest told me otherwise. “I’ll admit he wasn’t perfect, but I still miss him so much.”

“Then I’ll have to distract you. Come on, find your party clothes. We’re going out.”

“Out where?” I asked suspiciously.

“Oh, only to a restaurant. I thought we’d go to The Oasis. The food’s great there.” She adjusted the strap on her floaty red dress before adding quietly, “And maybe a bar afterwards.”

Quiet or not, her suggestion didn’t escape my attention. “No, no bar. Just dinner.”

She smiled a little too sweetly. “Whatever you say.”

We caught a taxi into the main part of town, which was a five-minute car ride away. The Oasis was beside the sea, with the front of the seating area overhanging the water itself. Due to the climate, the place didn’t have a proper roof, just a series of umbrellas interspersed with the occasional palm tree, and the stars glittered overhead.

The maître d’ greeted Kat by name and led us to a table where four comfortable looking seats adorned with colourful cushions awaited us.

Four seats.

“Kat, why is this table set up for four people?”

“Oh,” she said, acting all innocent. “Mo’s going to join us. Did I forget to mention it?”

She knew full well that she had. “That’s three. And the fourth chair?”

“He might be bringing a friend.”

“Kat! Why won’t you and Mum stop meddling? I can’t simply forget Bryce, you know. I’m not even sure I want to. I was in love with him for six years, and I can’t simply turn that off.”

“I’m sorry.” She was contrite for about two seconds, and then she just couldn’t help herself. “But he didn’t deserve you. You can do so much better than him.”

“Kat!”

She was already turning away from me. “Oh, look, here they are.”

Two men walked through the doorway. While the one in front wasn’t what I’d call classically good-looking, he was attractive in a swarthy sort of way. Was this my “date?”

He smiled, and it was clear that his happiness was genuine. I couldn’t help grinning back. Then he walked right past me and gave Kat a sweet kiss on the cheek. She actually blushed, something I’d never seen her do before.

That must be Mo, then.

Which left me with his shorter friend. Five feet four at a guess, both high and wide. He stopped almost on my toes and looked up at me, then stuck out his hand and accidentally jabbed me in the ribs.

“I’m Eid.”

“Oh, er, pleased to meet you, Eid. I’m Callie.”

“I drive the banana.”

Good thing I wasn’t drinking anything fizzy. I turned my snort into a cough. “I’m sorry?”

“The banana.”

Mo cut in. “He means he drives the boat that pulls the inflatable banana around the bay. The one people ride on.”

“This is Mohammed. Mo.” Kat got formalities out of the way. “Mo, this is Callie.”

Mo leaned forward and gave me a kiss on the cheek too, European style. I knew at that moment why Kat blushed because he had that effect on me as well.

Eid then decided that he should do the same. He turned his head one way, I turned mine the same direction, and he got me on the lips by mistake. We both leapt back, him with a happy grin on his face and me wondering if I had any hand sanitiser in my bag so I could rub it all over my face.

Mo wiped a hand down his face. “Shall we sit?”

He pulled out Kat’s chair before taking his own seat next to her. On the other side of the table, Eid leapt for the chair nearest the sea and plonked himself down on it. I shrugged and took the other one, surreptitiously inching it away from him as far as I dared.

Before we even got the menus open, Eid said, “I hear you’re looking for a husband.”

“Not exactly.”

“But your boyfriend left you just before your wedding, no?”

“Well, yes. But I’m not in a hurry to get married.”

A brief look of disappointment flitted across his face. “Maybe the right man can change your mind?”

“Well, I guess.”

Eid grinned like the Cheshire Cat.

Over dinner, he didn’t stop talking. Not once, even for a second. The rest of us ate our food, but Eid’s remained almost untouched as he educated us on delights such as the history of Fidda Hilal, Egyptian traditions, and his favourite subject: himself.

“See, I could easily have got married already, but I thought it was important to finish my education first. I have a degree in communications, you know. From Cairo university. So anyway, now my mother is nagging me every day to find myself a wife. She wants grandchildren. Do you want kids, Callie?”

“I haven’t really thought about it,” I managed to get out.

Except I had, incessantly. Bryce and I would have had a boy and a girl. The boy first so he could do the “big brother” bit at school. I’d pictured them over and over in my daydreams, in between doodling my wedding dress and practising signing my name as “Callie Featherstone.” Or sometimes “Callista Featherstone” because Bryce preferred the longer version.

Eid patted my hand, leaving his resting on top. “Don’t worry, I’m sure there will still be time for you to pop a few out before your biological clock stops ticking.”

“Excuse me, I just need to visit the ladies room.”

I had to stop myself from sprinting across the restaurant.

In the restroom, I locked myself in a cubicle and sat down on the closed toilet, my head in my hands. What had I done to deserve this? Was losing Bryce not enough? Why did the universe have to carry on punishing me?

After a minute or two, I heard the door click.

“Callie?”

“I’m not speaking to you.”

“I’m so, so sorry. Eid’s our boss’s son. Mo asked one of the other guys to come tonight, but he couldn’t make it. Eid overheard the conversation and invited himself along instead.”

“Why can’t you just stop meddling? You and Mum are as bad as each other. Did you know she’s asked the hotel to set me up with a man? I had to endure a serial complainer called Hans this afternoon, talking at me while I was trying to relax.”

“I’m sorry. If that’s what you want, then I promise I’ll stop. I only want you to be happy the way I am with Mo.”

I’d seen the glances they’d been giving each other all evening, filled with love and longing. Kat had dated many men before, and over the years, I’d had to pick up the pieces after a waiter from Vietnam, a hairdresser from Thailand, and an Australian surfer among others. But Mo seemed different. Like his world revolved around my best friend.

Like he was everything Bryce wasn’t.

I choked back tears, but Kat misinterpreted my strangled sobs. 

“Don’t worry, Eid’s gone home. I told him you had a funny tummy.”

“Great, so now he thinks I’m stuck on the toilet with the runs? What an impression I must have made.”

“He was too busy bragging about the size of his wallet to pay much attention.”

“Comforting.”

“Look, I said I’m sorry. No more men. How about tomorrow we do girls’ night?”

“Do you promise?”

“Cross my heart.”










​CHAPTER 4

THE NEXT MORNING, I decided to avoid the beach and lie by the pool instead. It nestled in amongst the villas in the middle of the hotel grounds, and my hope was that by hiding there, I’d be able to avoid Hans and Eid. Why did the watersports club have to be so near to the hotel? I’d be running from Eid for my entire holiday now.

I’d barely sat down when I was interrupted once again. What was that accent? Polish? Russian?

“Callie?”

“Yes?”

A portly man with thinning hair loomed over me. What now?

“I hear you are looking for a man to show you a good time?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You know, a bit of bedroom fun? How do you say, rumpy pumpy?”

“I understand what you mean, but who on earth told you I wanted that? Was it the waiter at the beach bar?”

“No, the bartender. He said to check on the sunloungers for the pretty lady with big, uh, how you say…?” 

He mimed a huge pair of knockers, and I glanced down. Surely he was exaggerating? Mine were only D-cups.

“I’m terribly sorry, but I’m just not that kind of woman.” 

Hang on… Why was I apologising to him?

“So I am wasting my time?”

“I’m afraid so, yes.”

He gave me a disgusted look and stalked off, muttering, “Tease-prick.”

I opened my mouth and shouted, “You mean prick-tease, you idiot.”

Oh. My. Goodness. Had I really said that out loud? Judging by the stares I was getting, half incredulous, half amused, I very much suspected I must have. I wanted to crawl under my sunlounger and die.

What could I do but gather up my things and flee back to the villa? Maybe I could just spend the rest of my break on the terrace. Yes, that seemed to be the best idea.

Except when I got there, I found the door open and a young Egyptian man in there, cleaning.

“You come back later,” he told me, then grinned happily and closed the door in my face.

Gah. Beach it was, then.


[image: Image]


On the beach, I picked a sunlounger as far away from the bar as possible and spread out my towel. The light breeze was enough to leave me feeling refreshed without being unpleasant. The windsurfers on the lagoon certainly seemed to be enjoying themselves too. I watched them for a few minutes before I picked up my book. Would this be my lucky day?

No. No, it wouldn’t. I’d only managed to get halfway through the tense thriller when the sun disappeared, and I glanced up to find a man standing in front of me, holding a piece of paper.

“Callie Shawcross?” he asked. His accent was British, but from somewhere up north. Manchester, perhaps?

Oh no. Not again. “Who sent you? The waiter? The bartender?”

He looked a little sheepish. “Actually it was the security guard at the gate.” He waved the piece of paper. “He issued me with a copy of your passport photo.”

I thunked my head back onto the towel.

He gave a nervous laugh. “It took me a while to find you, I must admit. This photo doesn’t look very much like you.”

No, it didn’t. It had been taken after a particularly nasty bout of food poisoning, which had left me as basically a corpse with mascara. And now half of the male guests in the hotel had probably seen it.

What were the other hotels in the town like? I wasn’t bothered about the facilities—anywhere without a population of horny males would be fine. As long as it didn’t have cockroaches. Cockroaches were also a no.

“Callie? You seem worried.” The guy held up his hands. “Promise I won’t bite. I was just going to ask if you fancied joining me for lunch. I’m here on my own too.”

I didn’t answer.

“You know what? I can see you weren’t expecting this. I’ll just…leave.”

He took a step back. And behind him, I saw Eid approaching.

“Actually, you know what? I’d love to join you for lunch. How about we try the Italian place in the main building?” 

I threw my stuff into my beach bag. Sunscreen, book, sunglasses, ashtray… No, wait, that wasn’t mine.

“Really? Okay, great. That’d be great.”

We walked along the winding path, leaving the beach and—more importantly, Eid—behind. Decorative turquoise pools bordered the way on either side, glimmering in the sun. Mum really had found a lovely hotel, even if some of its inhabitants left a bit to be desired. We turned a corner, and as a building loomed alongside us, I got a good look at the man walking beside me without having to squint into the sun.

I saw now that he was the same height as me—five feet eight—and that was good. Bryce had been a little shorter, and he’d always complained when I wore heels. Brown hair, a day’s worth of stubble… My new friend’s eyes were brown too, and they had a kindness about them. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as I feared?

He held the door open when we got to the restaurant. One point in his favour. Not that I was keeping score or anything, but politeness never hurt. Then he pulled out a chair for me to sit down and earned another point.

The waiter came by and draped a napkin over my lap, then handed me a menu. “Can I get you a drink, ma’am?”

“Oh, yes, please. White wine would be lovely.”

The waiter gave me a blank look.

“It’s a dry country,” my dining companion reminded me. “Well, mostly. Only the bar serves alcohol, or you can buy it at a couple of places in town.”

Of course. No wine. And probably the man sitting opposite me thought I was a lush with the haste that I’d ordered it. Brilliant. 

“Could I just get sparkling water?”

“Yes, Miss Callie.”

“I’ll have the same,” the man said.

The waiter hurried off.

“You know my name. And also my date and place of birth too, but I know nothing about you,” I prompted.

“How terribly rude of me. I do apologise. My name’s Peter, and I’m twenty-seven and a Capricorn. My stars said I’d meet a beautiful lady this month.”

He held out his hand. I moved to shake it, but when he took mine, he kissed it instead. What a gentleman!

Our drinks arrived quickly, as did several more waiters. Were they expecting an influx of guests? Peter ordered a salad, and so did I. After the wine comment, I figured pretending to be healthy wouldn’t be a bad idea.

“It’s nice to meet you, Peter.” I surprised myself by meaning it.

“So, what brings you to Egypt?”

I recalled the lecture on dating that Kat had attempted to give me on the plane. Rule number one: avoid discussing past relationships.

“Oh, I just came to visit a friend. She’s living over here at the moment. How about you?”

“I like to meditate. Sometimes I go for long walks in the desert. It cleanses my mind.”

Mind cleansing sounded nice. Could that work for me? Goodness knows, my mind was filthy. No, not in that way! I meant my head was stuffed full of baggage from Bryce.

“Do you find it makes a big difference?”

“Yes, definitely. I go home refreshed and ready to dive into work again.”

Our salads arrived. Gosh, that was quick. Maybe they had as many chefs as they did waiters? It took four of them to bring our food—one with each plate, one to carry the cutlery and another with condiments. When they’d put everything down, they retreated to the edges of the room and hovered.

Now I knew how a zoo animal must feel.

“So, Peter, what do you do for a living?” I asked brightly as the chef joined the line-up.

“I’m a taxidermist.”

A what? I coughed in surprise. Or perhaps shock.

“Sorry, something went down the wrong way.” I took a hasty glug of water and desperately tried to arrange my face into an expression of mild interest. “A taxidermist?”

“I prepare stuffed animals.”

I was well aware of what a taxidermist did. My question was actually more why?

“Uh, sounds fascinating.”

“Oh, it is. It’s more of a calling than a job, really. There’s something about preserving an animal’s beauty for immortality that speaks to my soul.”

When he put it that way, it sounded almost normal. “So you…preserve people’s pets? Like dogs and cats?”

“Sometimes, but taxidermy has gone out of fashion in recent years. It breaks my heart. So I have to find other avenues to express myself through my art. If I go out for a drive at dusk, I can usually find some great specimens. Fresh.”

Roadkill? He spent his life stuffing roadkill? I started to eat my salad faster.

“What do you do, Callie?”

“I’m a schoolteacher. For the reception class. Four- to five-year-olds.” I shovelled another forkful in.

“Really? Sounds great.” 

He had a gleam in his eye. Probably he was imagining what my kids would look like stuffed, sorry, “preserved” and arranged in a cabinet.

“Yes, it’s really satisfying, seeing their progress through the year.”

“And how about in your spare time? What do you do for leisure?”

Good question. What did I do? I racked my brains. Mostly I’d trailed around after Bryce, doing whatever he wanted to do. But I wasn’t supposed to mention him.

“I like to read, and I go to a weekly yoga class.”

“That’s it?”

“I took a watercolour painting class last year.”

He seemed disappointed. “The painting sounds all right. I mean, at least it’s creative.”

“Yeah, it’s fun. I’ve got my own paints and everything.”

I took my last bite of salad. Peter had already finished his, and immediately seven waiters dived on us and cleared the plates away.

“Are you having dessert?” I asked. 

I wasn’t looking forward to hearing more about his job-slash-calling, but it would be rude to bolt off if he wanted another course.

He glanced at his
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