
   
[image: Cover image: Just As You Are by Kate Mathieson]




Just As You Are

KATE MATHIESON

[image: One More Chapter Logo]




Chapter 1

On the first morning of February, I woke up drooling on a stranger’s arm.

‘Oh God, sorry.’ I said, horrified, trying to wipe off the small patch of my saliva from the strangers’ navy-blue jumper. Shit, it looked like cashmere. Hoping I’d got it all, I looked up at the man whose arm miraculously tasted like mint toothpaste and wood shavings.

His steely blue eyes were staring at me, a hint of shock glimmering across their surface. His skin was smooth and tanned. His hair was short, slightly wavy and styled to the right, a light blonde like white chocolate. He was well built, like a fit, broad Swede who biked everywhere and sailed yachts. He was wearing brown boat shoes, beige linen pants, and a thin, navy-blue wool jumper which I had just salivated on. Everything about him screamed ‘expensive’. Including the large titanium watch on his tanned, left wrist. He would have been about thirty-five, maybe a little older.

I wiped my mouth quickly, eliminating any traces of sleep saliva from my face. What was Thor doing in economy? And how had I not noticed him when I’d sat? But then I remembered, I’d taken a valium because I’m not a great flyer and I’d fallen asleep as soon as I sat in the middle seat. And here he was now that I’d woken up, perched on the aisle like a glowing angel.

Thank you, thank you, thank you. I’d been praying the universe would find me someone. MY PERSON. And here was this Scandinavian Norse God, deposited next to me on a jumbo jet. Of all the seats, in all the planes. Here we were.

We both looked down to where I’d been lying on his arm just moments before. Small little saliva marks had dried on his sleeve, like salt did on your clothes after being at the beach. He took a tissue, pulled a face and tried to wipe away my mouth imprint.

‘I should at least have waited until you bought me a drink first,’ I joked awkwardly, readjusting so I was back in my seat.

He looked at me strangely. ‘The drinks are free.’ His voice was low, gravelly, and had a slight Northern European lilt.

‘Shall we have one then?’ I said hopefully. I would never usually be so presumptuous, to ask a gorgeous man, to have a drink with me after I’d drooled on his arm, but it seems the valium had reduced my filter to zero.

‘It’s 4 a.m.’ He said curtly, reacting exactly how I would too, had some stranger left their tongue lolling about on me.

‘Well yes in Australia, it’s 4 a.m., but somewhere else in the world it’s happy hour.’

He paused for a second, before finally saying ‘I suppose.’

Oh God, isn’t this how lifelong romances begin? Yes, we met on a plane. Your mum drooled on me, but she was adorable. I couldn’t help but love her. Yes, your dad was a tricky one at first, but after being single for so long, I thought why not, and suggested a drink – how could he resist?

With a flutter of excitement, I flicked my light on and hoped the attendant would arrive quickly, before he changed his mind.

A slightly irate, and brusque flight attendant arrived at my seat, with a curt, ‘Yes?’

‘Bloody Mary please.’ I said and looked over at Norse God, hoping she’d think we were together, a couple, a thing.

‘Water and a whisky.’ He smiled and it was glorious. Glorious teeth. Beautiful lips. It seemed to melt her too because she almost skipped away saying she’d be ‘Back in a jiffy.’

‘So, what do you do?’ Norse God asked.

‘Well I … um  … I’m travelling.’

‘I gathered that, considering you’re on a plane.’ He stared at me, up and down. I was hoping my long, dark blonde hair wasn’t the humid mess it had been in Thailand, even in the airport – humidity did bad things to my hair. I instantly regretted the, lets wear something comfy on the flight idea and hoped he didn’t mind my oversized black jumper, white singlet top and black stretchy leggings.

‘I meant, what do you do for, uh  … income?’

Perhaps he was struggling with the thin cabin air, or he’d taken a valium too, because I thought, did he just ask what I did for money?

‘Gentleman first.’ I smiled at him, thinking I couldn’t tell him I’d most recently been working at Los Tacos in London, where the Mexican/Spanish fusion of fast food meant the kitchen deep fried everything before it went out; enchiladas, burritos, tacos, you name it – they were cooked, or worse microwaved, and then dipped in a vat of bubbling oil until they were crunchy. It was like serving a heart attack on a plate, but people gathered, usually very drunk people, for a plate of golden crispiness, stuffed with low-grade minced beef.

I shuddered remembering all the double shifts I’d had to do, just to be able to cover my rent and save for my next shoestring trip to Europe. I’d eaten pot noodles for breakfast, and free heart-attack tacos for lunch and dinner. Oh, the glorious life of a backpacker. Before that, I’d been a little more successful, working for a few years as a glorified filing and coffee girl, aka PR Assistant, but when the company hit a downturn, I was made redundant. And I needed another job pronto. But no one was willing to hire someone whose visa was almost up – hence why I ended up at deep fried Los Tacos hell.

‘I’m a buyer for clothing companies. Spend a lot of time in Asia, India, but now on the way back to meet some friends for a holiday in Fiji, before I’m off to New York.’

Yep. I definitely couldn’t tell him about what I’d really been doing for work.

I jumped in before he could ask about me again. ‘Family? You have kids?’

A wife? I asked silently.

‘No kids. Single.’ He shrugged.

‘Oh?’ My stomach flipped. Maybe this was happening. ‘Me too.’

‘So, you didn’t say what you did? Or where you’re off to?’ He said.

‘I’m heading back home to Sydney, via Fiji, after travelling for quite a while.’

‘How long?’

‘Seven years.’

‘Wow. Where did you go?’

When I first left Australia, all those years ago, I went all ‘Girl Meets World’, being single and independent, trekking around Argentina, Chile, Peru and Bolivia. In Panama, I got a job at a bar, and there was an Irishman I liked – but I think I liked his accent more than I actually liked him, and despite some flirting, nothing ever happened. I did a whirlwind tour of the USA, shoestring style, before being persuaded by friends to join them at their swanky new villa in Bali.

Bali was hot and humid, full of post-career, corporate hipsters obsessed with yoga classes and shots of turmeric juice. At my yoga class, or the local market where I sold jewellery and bags, everyone smelt like sweat and none of this laid a good ground for romance. The closest thing to a crush was a drunken kiss with an English backpacker, who thought my name was Alyssa for the first hour. He was quite good-looking and funny, until he decided to have five vodka shots in a row, and passed out on the sand.

The only other thing of note happened during a full-body massage from Wayan, a local healing man. My towel slipped off accidentally as I was turning on the table, exposing one pale boob to the elements. He rushed out of the room, blocking his eyes, saying, ‘Sorry, Miss Emma, sorry,’ as if he’d tugged the towel himself and now had to deal with the nightmare consequences of this action. This was not the idea I had in my head when I read in Cosmopolitan magazine – that no matter how you look when you’re naked, men aren’t going to complain. Nope, they’re just going to rush from the room screaming.

After two years in Ubud, I flew to the UK, where I travelled around Wales and Scotland, and learnt I had a love for whisky and was especially fond of haggis.

I was adamant that I didn’t want to live in London. London was just a larger, busier, more historical version of Sydney. And I needed something entirely different. Although my friends urged me not to, I moved to a small riverside town by the border of Wales, where everyone lived in quaint little cottages, and it rained a lot. I rented a granny flat from a lovely family who had a veggie patch in the backyard – my dream – but the winter seemed to go on forever and froze all the seeds, so nothing ever grew. I spent days drinking tea, and painting the misty, rainy moors – and I wasn’t bad. In fact, I thought my paintings turned out really well, and even considered selling them at the local markets, but in the end, I totally chickened out.

That life was glorious. No men though, unless you count balding fifty-something businessmen at the counter in Boots, who raised their eyebrows at me as if they were looking for a bit on the side. Erm, no, thanks. (Embarrassingly I later realised this eyebrow raising was probably due to the fact that I’d been queuing from the wrong side of the counter, accidentally jumping in front of people. Apparently, the English hate queue jumpers but are far too polite to actually say something.)

After a few months by the river, my bank balance had dwindled – living in the UK is a lot more expensive than Bali. And even though I tried my best, I couldn’t get a job. Turned out the town only wanted engineers and concreters, and I can’t even pour a drink without spilling it, let alone a concrete slab.

Down to my last few hundred dollars, I took the train to the city. London. Where everything was grey. In a small windowless office, I was interviewed by a senior manager for a public relations role. I’d worked in marketing in Australia as an assistant before I’d left, so I’d seen a lot of PR and events, but not actually done much more than send emails and organise people’s calendars and travel.

When they offered me the job on the spot, I said, ‘Absolutely!’

I moved to London and into a house of ten people. Ten. And it still cost more than half of my salary for a teeny room, with a single bed and a tiny window. There was even a queue to get into our damp small shower every morning (thankfully, I had learnt queue etiquette by then, because that kind of behaviour in a house of ten people would probably get you stabbed at night).

I smiled at Thor. ‘I started off in South America, travelled for a while through the US, and Bali, then flew to England and, of course, around Europe. I loved it – the food, the people, the mountains, especially the smell of pine forest in the middle of Winter in Austria, the Alps are so beautiful.’

‘That’s a lot of travelling.’ He paused and lowered his voice. ‘Isn’t it horrible being cramped back here in economy? It was a last-minute flight for me, and business class was full. You too? And how did you save up enough to stay in hotels for seven years? You must have some job.’ He leaned in excitedly, as if I was about to tell him I was heir to a throne.

Yep, Thor seems to be all about the dollars, I thought. Well, this love affair will be short lived then. I looked at him and said in a small voice. ‘I didn’t live in hotels. I lived in a house in London with ten other people. I worked at a Mexican fast food restaurant, and I spent most of my travels staying in hostels, because I was backpacking.’

He laughed as if I’d told the funniest joke, throwing his head back and slapping his knee. When he saw I wasn’t joining him, he stopped abruptly. His lips turned down slightly in disgust.

‘Backpacking.’ He said, like someone would say ‘Urine Drinker’. ‘Aren’t you too old for that?’

He sat back, grabbed the inflight magazine, opened it and pretended he was deeply absorbed in an article entitled ‘Top Beauty Spas in Copenhagen’. No wonder he’s single, I thought. He was most definitely not my person.

When the flight attendant arrived with our drinks, she must have sensed the tension. Couple’s fight. Instead of being the soft understanding type, she was the other. The Swooper. Diving onto my once-potential-boyfriend like an eagle spotting fresh prey. She plonked down my Bloody Mary without a look, and then handed Norse God his whisky, so her hands met his.

‘Sir let me help you with anything else you need. More pillows? Blankets?’

I drank my Bloody Mary quickly and loudly, so the sound of straw slurping interrupted any potential romantic spark. In my mind I was saving her, because if backpacking didn’t please him, I’m sure flight attendant-ing wouldn’t either. But she didn’t pick up on that because she looked at me painfully. He stared through both of us, as if we didn’t exist. He downed his drink, passed her the glass, curled up away from me and towards the aisle, and went to sleep.

For the last two hours of the flight I watched Bridget Jones’s Baby again, so I could remember that maybe it did work out for thirty and forty-something singletons, and when I cried and got puffy, I told The Swooper I had allergies, and asked if she couldn’t bring me an aspirin and another Bloody Mary.

***

I finished eating my delicious minty watermelon and took a last sip of milky coffee. The sound of the sea in the distance, crashing waves, and then the roll of the tide on the sand, was like a lullaby. I felt the sun beat down upon my skin, the rays making my muscles melt, thinking, I’ll just close my eyes for a bit.

When I woke up the sun was almost behind the hill. I’d spent the entire afternoon sleeping? Oh, well, that was the beauty with holidays, it really didn’t matter. Suddenly, I realised I’d spent the whole day on the balcony day bed, in the sun. Oh, God – my skin! I rushed to the mirror, expecting to see lobster red, but thankfully I’d put on a thick layer of sunscreen before drifting off, and instead I’d gone a slight brown with only a hint of small red around the chest. At least I no longer looked like a goth.

The Fijian air was warm and humid, even at night, and I sweated just pulling on a maxi dress and throwing my long, wavy, dark blonde hair, which was now huge and frizzy – as big as a planet and twice the size of my head – into a loose, messy bun.

The pathway below my room gave way to a lush fern garden, beneath a strand of palm trees. A short sand walk took me to a soft white sand beach. The sea was calm and frothy, small waves washed up on the shore, but otherwise it remained flat and glassy. I kicked off my shoes and walked into the water, feeling the waves wash with warmth over my bare feet. I looked up at the sky and put my arms up and shouted, ‘YEAA!’ This was the sense of freedom I loved, the newness, the variety, places that were beautiful and where I could marvel at the world. There was so much sky out here. So many places to breathe.

Further out, someone was fishing off a dock. I thought about raising my hand in greeting but then thought better of it. What local wants a strange sky-yelling tourist waving at them as if they were long-lost BFFs?

Thinking of BFFs, I was stunned to realise I’d left the UK without even telling Maggie or Tansy, my best friends in Sydney, that I was coming home. They had no idea that right now I was standing under a full moon in Fiji. This wouldn’t have happened before when we were single and free, nope, the whole gang would have been together, probably downing Pina Coladas or doing shots of something terribly girly, like Malibu.

But now there were kids, lots of kids, and my friends were mothers – busy, tired, distracted. Before I’d left, they’d all been married and had baby bumps, and little ones running around. The truth was, we’d all lived in the same city, but emotionally it was as if the Grand Canyon had opened up between us and our lives had all fallen away from each other.

Would it always feel this distant? I felt a bit like crying, and you can’t cry on a holiday. It’s simply not allowed. In true London fashion I knew what I needed to buck up – a stiff drink.

The sun had set and the night sky was scattered with stars. I headed to the open-air beach bar for the complimentary welcome drinks. A swarm of people – mostly couples, some with kids – were standing about chatting and meeting each other. The women had on long dresses and strappy gold sandals, the men had beige shorts and polo T-shirts, with jumpers slung around their shoulders. I started to laugh because they all looked a bit like each other, and then I felt sad again, because if my friends were away with their families they’d look like this too, which made me miss them even more.

Right, Emma, I told myself, get a grip. I thought my floral maxi dress might be making me weepy, the way it was all floaty, so I went back to the room to change into my shorter, black wrap dress and applied some red lipstick and two coats of extra-curl mascara. Although I would never have a thigh gap, or wear size eight jeans, at least I’d won the genetic lottery of eyelashes: mine were super long and everyone always commented on how they framed my sea-green eyes. My friend Tansy had once said my eyes were so beautifully large that I must have been a cow in a previous life. I wasn’t sure how to take that, because really it sounded quite awful, but she assured me it was a very good thing and with her smaller, dark eyes she was incredibly jealous.

Back at the beach club, I marched straight up to the bar and ordered two whiskys. Neat and straight up. I downed the first one and it felt like fire in my mouth. I love that feeling. So, I downed the second one. Dutch courage. I didn’t know a soul here. Was I expected to just go up and start chatting to random couples with kids? And what do you say? Hello, how’s your tan line? Your hair in this humidity? Which one is your husband?

Husband. I’d almost had one of those, I thought. But then, I shook my head, and thought No, Emma, now is simply not the time to think about that.

Anyway, I didn’t want to focus on the past. I wanted to figure out my life. Plan for the future. As soon as I landed in Sydney, everyone would be asking me – what now? What next? And I wanted to tell them, I’m staying. I’m settling down. I’m doing what you’ve always wanted me to do. Tansy had always joked that I’d had wings for feet, because I’d been struck by the travel bug ever since my first trip at nineteen, to Lake Tekapo, a creamy spearmint glacial lake in the middle of New Zealand’s South Island. It had been a beautiful, picturesque small village, with snow-capped mountains dotted all around it, and the most wonderful spring lupines with cherry pink and smashed violet blossums. I still remember holding a warm coffee, and eating a freshly baked cheese scone, sitting in front of that lake just after dawn as the sky turned a firey red, the biggest grin on my face. It was so peaceful, and it made me feel like there was nowhere to be, and nothing to do – like I had all the time in the world.

From then on, I travelled whenever I got the chance – Fiji, New Zealand, Vanuatu, Japan. It was mountains that tempted me, or large sandy beaches, places I could enjoy the peace. I liked silence. Places I could get out my makeshift easel and paint, or just take a white pad and sketch the landscape in charcoal, or pencil, or pen – whatever I had with me. It was like my own little meditation and zen, just me and nature.

Who knows how I’d recently ended up in busy, bustling London. Sometimes, on the weekends, I’d take the train to France, to the countryside just for the day, so I didn’t have to hear the sounds of the tube, the midnight sirens wailing down the street. I wanted to stay every time, but London called me back – cities offered jobs, opportunities, they were the places you could earn as much money as possible, and ‘make it’. I’d move to a small country town in a second if I could. I’d tried before in Wales, but I didn’t have any skills or trades, and no one in a small town seemed to want to hire someone who wanted to work in marketing or public relations – there was just no need. So I’d moved back to London, and realised maybe I did belong in a city after all.

Sure, I’d never wanted to settle down before I’d left, but now I was older. I was in my thirties. My mid-thirties. Things were going to be different. Maybe I could be like Tansy and Maggie now too. With a husband and a few kids. Yes, me! Why couldn’t I? Hadn’t I spent the whole of last year telling myself it was time to stop living out of a suitcase? To get a job that didn’t revolve around refried beans. To finally settle down. Not to mention that I wanted to find someone that I really liked, to date, to live with. To marry.

Before I could chicken out, I asked the bartender for a piece of paper and a pen and wrote down my new future, aka The Plan:


	Get a job

	Get a house

	Get a partner. Marry him.



There, simple. That was what I would do.




Chapter 2

I ordered another whisky to celebrate The Plan and was about to slide onto the bar stool, in case I got too tipsy downing another Scotch, when I dropped my room key on the sand. I stepped back to try and look for it, at the exact time someone was stepping forward, because I felt my body slam into something hard – like a wall of cement. I tried to right myself, but my shoe went one way, and my foot went another and, before I knew it, I was on the ground in a heap, my knee-length dress hiked around my upper thighs.

‘Sorry, are you OK?’ A hand appeared in front of my face. It was a rather nice hand, square and large and quite like you’d imagine a tradie’s hand to be, but without the rough bits or anything covered in grime or paint.

When I looked up, a very good-looking man with his good-looking hands was standing above me. ‘I’m Nick,’ he said in a broad Australian accent. He had kind chocolate brown eyes that crinkled when he smiled. He was admittedly gorgeous, with blond hair, a dark sandy colour, and tanned olive skin. He was about six foot, with broad shoulders. He was wearing dark blue shorts, a fitted blue plaid shirt and white slip-on sneakers. The cool kind.

‘And I’m better when I’m dressed,’ I said, grabbing on to Nick’s hand and letting him pull me up. He looked away like a gentleman whilst I straightened my dress and brushed the sand off. I could feel the heat of the blood, still in my cheeks. Had I shown my bum to the world? To Mr Gorgeous? My knickers?

‘That was some tumble.’ Nick stared at me.

‘Yes, I’m training for the Worlds. Floor is my best. I was about to do a back flip, but you got in my way.’

‘Funny that, I thought you were looking for something in the sand. A room key perhaps?’ He opened his palm and there was my white room key.

‘How did you—?’ My heart was beating so loudly, as if it were trying to escape my chest. At any moment, this gorgeous guy would make an excuse to leave. To go back to his girlfriend. Or wife. I bet he had a lovely, pretty woman, beautiful and slim with blonde hair, who went to the gym more than three times a week. She was probably an Instagram influencer or model, because they mostly were nowadays.

‘Stealth.’ He smiled. ‘Is that whisky?’ He pointed to my glass.

‘Single malt.’

‘I’m impressed.’

‘Are you?’ I could feel him staring at me.

‘A girl that drinks whisky? Absolutely.’ I tried to hide my smile. Was this gorgeous man flirting with me? Stuff like this didn’t ever happen to me. Broiled chicken cheaters happened to me. Vanilla guys who were into computers happened to me. Hot men on islands did not happen to me.

Nick smiled at me, and his eyes crinkled in the most adorable way. I opened my mouth to say, Well, have a good night, expecting he was just being pleasant because he was on holidays, and his wife was probably eyeing me up and wondering why her wonderful husband was talking to the awkward girl at the bar who’d just fallen in the sand. But then I stopped myself. There are times in your life when there is a moment. A moment that presents itself as a possibility. The universe had conspired to plant this man right in front of me. Bumping into me. Literally. And it had to be for a reason.

Ask him to have a drink with you.

This was one of those moments when the man in front of you is gorgeous, and maybe he’s not living in a granny flat with his parents, or a workaholic with a heart problem, and it’s not a weird blind date, and he might be taken, or not, but still, you think – just go for it.

Ask him to have a drink with you, I thought again. I mean, it’s just a drink. Why not? Why the bloody hell not!?

I took a deep breath, smiled and said, ‘Well, I was about to have a shot too. Are you up for it?’ I held my breath and waited for him to respond.

‘I am,’ Nick said, laughing. ‘But none of that girly shit.’

My heart did a little cha-cha. ‘You mean, no Cocksucking Cowboy?’

‘Slippery Nipple,’ he chimed in.

‘Jam Donut?’ I teased.

Nick held up his hand. ‘OK, that’s the only one I’ll let you consider. Because it tastes like—’

‘Gummy snakes!’ I interrupted.

‘Exactly!’ He laughed and nodded at the bartender. ‘Two Jam Donuts, please,’ Nick ordered. The bartender had no idea what that was, so in the end we got two shots of Baileys with a dash of chambord. We cheers-ed and tossed them back quickly.

‘Ugh, that was sweet.’ I shuddered.

Nick ordered two whisky chasers, and paid for both rounds. A true gentleman.

‘So, what are you up to tonight?’ he asked. ‘Did you watch the game?’

‘Game? No.’ I almost snorted. ‘I hate sports.’ I thought it best to be honest, and not pretend I was really into cricket or rugby, and then have to listen to him prattle on about his team for the next thirty minutes.

‘All of them?’ Nick asked.

‘Well, except that Japanese show of people falling into the water whilst trying to balance on slippery apparatus.’

‘Oh, Kamikaze! I love that too.’ Nick grinned.

‘Were you here watching …’ I put down my whisky to use air quotes ‘… the game?’

‘No.’ Nick leaned in. ‘Don’t tell anyone, but I kinda don’t like sports either.’

‘What?’ I feigned shock and horror. ‘How un-Australian!’

‘It’s true. I think I was dropped on my head as a child.’

‘Your head does look a little lopsided.’ I grinned.

Nick laughed. ‘So, what brings you to Fiji’s top sports bar, then?’

‘This is a sports bar? I thought it was welcome drinks.’

‘It’s both.’ Nick smiled. ‘But mostly a place where guys get to hang out all day, every day.’

I nodded. ‘Ahh, a man-cave. A male den. A place to grunt away from the ladies.’

‘Yes, we’re on our best behaviour right now,’ Nick teased. ‘How’s our English sound to you? Can you understand us? I’ve been really practising losing my grunt accent.’

‘Hmmm.’ I squinted at him, feeling my heart beat faster. He was cute and funny, and had great banter, and he didn’t seem to have anywhere to go. He was staying longer than a man who was here with his girlfriend or wife would stay. And in an instant, I knew – I kinda liked him. There was something so likeable about him, something so easy, something I felt I could trust.

‘Better keep trying,’ I teased.

‘So, what brings you to Fiji, to the land of snorkelling and sun? Kids? Husband?’ Nick asked casually.

‘None of the above. I’m just here for the weekend and I thought I’d try my luck at winning big on the turtle races. Mumma needs some new shoes.’

Nick looked down at my black Havaiana thongs on my feet and said, ‘Yeah, I wasn’t going to say anything, but—’

‘Hey!’ I slapped him playfully on the arm. ‘Don’t get me started on your shirt.’

‘My shirt? What’s wrong with my shirt?’

‘Um, I could lay it out and have a picnic on it.’

‘Wow. Are you asking me to take my shirt off? You move fast. I don’t even know your name.’

I laughed and blushed. ‘Emma.’

‘So, Emma, besides trying to update your wardrobe at the local ocean bar, what brings you to this island?’

‘Just a few days in the sunshine.’

‘Same as us,’ Nick said.

‘Us?’ I looked around. ‘Seeing imaginary friends now, are you?’

He chuckled. ‘The boys, Brett and Mark, headed back to the villa. I’ve got a timeshare unit down by the beach so we fly over from Sydney as much as we can, especially since the summer is almost over.’

‘And Fiji is so warm, thank goodness, warm enough to swim.’

‘You going swimming later, then?’ Nick asked.

‘Maybe.’ I laughed. My head was saying yes, yes, YES, but I was trying to play it cool.

‘Well, this bar closes soon,’ Nick said. ‘Did you aim to be so fashionably late?’

‘Are you saying I’m fashionable now?’ I teased.

Nick laughed. ‘Not quite. We can talk more about your clothing choices later, as it may take some time.’

Just then the lights flicked on and off. Welcome drinks were over.

‘Shall we?’ Nick said, pulling out my chair for me.

I followed him down a side pathway through a row of huts and bures. Down at the beach the entire place was quiet, except for the small whoosh of waves lapping at the shore. Everyone else was tucked in their beds. The moon was full and round. A white streak of moonlight flashed across the water. The tide had gone out, and the waves were soft and round, gliding without any mermaid froth.

Nick grabbed my hand and pulled me until my feet hit sand. Soft, cold sand. He seemed to hold my hand for a beat, but then let me go.

‘How good a swimmer are you?’ He looked at me.

‘I’d beat you in an eggbeater contest.’ I could feel the warmth of the whisky flushing through my veins. It made me feel like being reckless on my last few nights of freedom.

‘You’re on!’ Nick said, unbuttoning his shirt.

‘I’ll have you know,’ I said, pulling my hair from its bun, ‘I’m an avid aqua aerobics-er. Is that a word?’

He looked at me curiously. ‘Aren’t you a bit young for that?’

‘Ageist.’ I threw my sandal at him.

He laughed and ducked. ‘Oh, man, do you wear one of those cap things?’

‘Those caps are kinda cool, I’ll have you know. Possibly ironic. Maybe even hipster?’

‘Yes, possibly cool for the mid-seventies age range. Thankfully you are cap-free tonight. Just so you know, I bet you look better without it.’ He winked.

He took his shirt off, revealing a taut chest, tanned and smooth with not an inch of hair. Yikes! He looked even hotter than I imagined. There were curves of muscle around everything. His shoulders were like boulders. His chest broad and smooth, and his stomach muscles, without an inch of fat, were etched deep. He had the defined diagonal hip muscles of swimmers and runners. I could see every pair of muscles that made him up. I tried not to look, but kept stealing glances.

‘Emma, are you OK?’

‘Huh? Yes, yes, I’m good.’ I’d stopped undressing, and was standing there, my mouth open. My eyes wandered all over him as I took off my other sandal.

Nick was now taking off his shorts and his boxers. Wait. What? His BOXERS?

‘Wait, what is happening here?’ I said, trying to suppress my laughter.

Suddenly Nick was standing in front of me and, oh, my God. He was naked.

I burst out laughing. ‘Why are you naked?’

‘Why not? Aren’t we swimming?’ Nick said, not making a move to cover himself up. This guy had confidence.

‘I want to tell you something,’ he said.

‘That we’re naked?’ I laughed.

‘Yes, Emma.’ He smiled.

‘Are you a nudist?’ I couldn’t stop laughing.

‘No, Emma. Actually, I want to tell you something else,’ he started.

‘I’m sorry’. I could hardly breathe I was laughing so much. ‘Can we have a serious conversation while you’re naked?’

‘Can we?’

‘I’m really not sure.’ I tried to stop laughing and compose myself. ‘Wait, is this the way you get girls back to your villa?’ I said, trying not to look there. His package.

‘It’s not about sex, Emma,’ Nick said.

Oops. It wasn’t? Because I was still sneaking mini-glances at his nether regions.

‘It’s about just being comfortable with who you are.’

Clearly this boy was very comfortable.

‘You can go in with your underwear on,’ he offered.

‘Now where’s the fun in that?’ I laughed. I would never see this guy again, it was Fiji, why the hell not. I took my dress off. And stood in my black lace bra and lacy bottoms. At least someone was seeing my French lingerie! Hurrah! I hadn’t bought them for nothing. I shimmied off my pants. And unclasped my bra.

Naked. I was bloody naked! I gave a quick glance around to make sure no millennial was hiding in the bushes, filming us – I’d be on YouTube in no time, going viral. Doing it for size fourteen women everywhere.

I felt totally exposed. But surprisingly good. Also, I wanted to sneak a little glance at him down there. But that felt wrong. And weird. And he was looking at my eyes. And not at any other places on me.

He was staring at me intently. I held my breath. I thought he was about to lean in and kiss me. I started to close my eyes, thinking, yes, please kiss me, but he said, ‘I want to tell you …’ he paused ‘… first one in is the winner!’ and started sprinting towards the ocean.

‘Not fair!’ I gave it all my might, running as hard as I could. Running made my boobs jiggle, and then I wondered how my stomach looked so I snuck a glance to see. It looked OK. A bit soft. And white. But OK.

Nick was athletic as well as muscular, and he got there yards ahead of me, diving into the cool ocean. I splashed into the sea after him. The water was warm and soothing, and felt amazing. I waded out to my thighs and dived in. I closed my eyes, and felt the water rush over me. It felt strange to be in the salty sea, without any clothes. And rather great too.

When I emerged, Nick was a few metres away, gliding over the small waves.

‘So what do you win?’ I asked, swimming closer to him.

‘That’s up to you. Loser gets to decide.’

I splashed him with a huge wave of water. He was surprised and made a few choking noises. ‘OK, nice, death by drowning to the winner.’

‘Well, it wasn’t a fair race. You had a head start.’

‘You want another challenge?’

I laughed. ‘I do.’

‘Wow, I think it’s too early for “I do’s”, Emma. Now you’re practising for our wedding. You do move fast.’

I sloshed more water his way, then turned onto my back, kicking as hard as I could so all the water would go in his direction.

When I stopped, I expected him to complain again. But he’d disappeared.

‘Nick?’ I turned to my right, to my left. I couldn’t see him at all. The sea flattened out.

‘Nick?’ I called out, spinning around. He hadn’t come up to the surface yet. I hesitated. I swam a little further out, to where I couldn’t stand, but it was as black as black further out, and scared me.

‘Nick!?’ I counted to five. Now I was getting worried.

Something tugged at my leg. I’d heard about this, that most shark attacks happen at night and close to the shore. I thought I’d dreamt it at first, but there it was again. Tug. I gave a loud squeal, convinced it was a shark that had taken Nick and was now coming from me, then swam as fast as I could back to where I could stand, in the water reaching my hips, my heart beating out of my chest. Where was Nick?

Something tugged again at my leg. I yelled out, ‘Help!’

Suddenly the shark emerged from the water laughing, stood and splashed me. ‘God, Emma, you’ll wake the entire hotel of people trying to sleep.’

‘What  … the …? You …’ I was so mad, I tried to push him away, but he grabbed each of my wrists in his hand. He had nice hands, and now they were pulling my hands towards his chest.

‘Were you going to try and hit me with your tiny, ineffectual fists?’ He had a twinkle in his eye.

‘Not ineffectual. As you may likely find out.’ I could barely speak. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. My body seemed to crave his; it was all I could do not to grab him and kiss him. I’d never wanted someone to touch me, to kiss me so much. I could hear the blood pulsating in my ears.

Suddenly he reached out and pulled me into him. Our bodies pressed together. I felt his warm skin against mine, his breath hot on my neck, and a delightful buzz spread out across my chest. My mind ticked over. He was a stranger. And this was a naked hug. Was that weird? Should it be? Oh, God, was he getting excited? Um, down there? Before I could think of anything else, he’d put his hand on my right cheek.

‘Emma,’ he said in a soft, serious voice.

‘Nick,’ I whispered, staring into his chocolate melt eyes. The entire beach disappeared from sight. It was just him and me.

He leaned forward, smelling of warm whisky, and ocean water; his lips found mine. I closed my eyes. He gently kissed me, no tongue, but I felt breathless. My body shuddered.

 ‘Emma.’

‘Yes?’

‘You’re shivering.’

‘Well, I’m cold.’ And this situation is making my body quiver in ways it never has.

‘Let’s get you back.’

‘But I—’ I wanted to stay out there and kiss him all night.

‘We can go swimming again later.’ He stepped back.

‘OK,’ I said, and was glad he kept holding my hand, feeling the warmth tingle up and down my arm.

‘Can you wait here a second?’ he asked. ‘Just stand in the shallows.’

‘A naked girl by herself at the beach? You better be quick.’ I turned to face the ocean, so no one could catch a glimpse.

He dashed off before I had a second to watch his body. I couldn’t believe this was happening. My last travel hurrah, and I was going to return with this story. What a story. My friends would never believe me.

In a few minutes he was back with two fluffy towels, one already around him, and a jumper for me.

‘Oh, and this.’ He held up a bag of chips and a bottle of whisky. ‘I nicked it from Brett’s stash.’

He held the towel around me, and then handed me my black dress, underwear and his jumper – which smelt like the ocean, and felt so warm. He took a sip of whisky and handed it to me. The liquid warmed up in seconds.

‘C’mon,’ he said. Dragging a few logs together, he started to make a fire. It was crackling in no time, and he laid out the towels for us to sit on.

‘Well, this is quite nice,’ I murmured, sitting down in front of the fire. ‘I didn’t realise it got this cool in the evenings in Fiji – isn’t it meant to be summer here all year round?’

‘Sometimes it gets cool, which is nice, because then you can cuddle up by a beach fire.’ He sat next to me, near enough to touch me. I could see the flames and reflection dancing on his face, in his eyes.

‘So, what’s your story, Emma?’ he asked.

I felt my body leaning slightly towards his. ‘Well, I’m a retired aqua aerobics World star, who’s bringing pink petal caps to the masses. And you?’

‘I’m a retired picnic rug, who got tired of people walking all over me.’

‘That’s terrible!’ We both laughed.

He paused. ‘Now, truthfully?’

‘Well, I’ve been travelling around the world for seven years, working here and there, and now here I am in Fiji.’

He gave a low whistle. ‘Wow. Seven years. I’m impressed. I think I’m heading back to London for work. Maybe via France. And Austria. Don’t tell me you’ve been there too?’

‘Why, yes, I have,’ I said and realised he was leaning close to me too. A burst of warmth and excitement spread across my chest. I wanted him to kiss me, and I didn’t even know what I was saying. I felt tongue-tied and nervous, and when I do that – I talk.

‘In fact, it sounds like you need travel advice, and, wouldn’t you know it, besides specialising in petal caps, I am a great travel guide and know lots of random facts about all kinds of things.’

‘Like?’

‘Like it would take one million two hundred thousand mosquitoes, each sucking once, to completely drain the average human of blood.’

‘Morbid, but interesting.’ He chuckled.

When we stopped talking, there was only the sound of the breeze through the palm trees.

‘How great would it be to do this, and travel, for the rest of our lives?’ I said.

‘Depends how you travel,’ he pointed out.

‘Good point. How about hiking in the wild, the mountains, waking up to fresh air and trees every morning, then a few nice hotels thrown in so you can remember what it’s like to wear a bathrobe, rather than a scratchy towel the size of a postage stamp?’

He laughed. ‘Yep, I know all about those towels. I spent some time on a boat travelling around Antarctica.’

‘Antarctica! What were you doing there?’

‘This sounds cheesy – but I took some time to volunteer with seals and penguins.’

‘Yep, you’re right, sounds very “I’m a dolphin trainer” to me,’ I said, trying not to laugh.

‘Do dolphin trainers even exist?’ he teased.

‘In every woman’s fantasy they do.’ I winked.

‘Oh, we’re sharing fantasies now!’ He laughed. ‘You do move fast.’

I playfully swatted his leg. ‘Well, right now, my fantasy would be to live by the ocean, perhaps in a palm tree.’

‘I hope you’ll wear clothes,’ he teased. ‘Could get sore.’

I suddenly became aware that I’d been completely naked before – it was strange to think that I hadn’t felt that awkward, that embarrassed, in fact I hadn’t really given it a thought.

‘I’m not the crazy idiot that decided to take off my clothes.’

‘Aren’t you?’ he asked with a smile.

‘Well.’ I nodded. ‘Perhaps I’ll call it peer pressure from a picnic rug.’

‘I’m not sure anyone would believe an inanimate object made you take off your clothes.’ Nick laughed then took a swig of whisky. There was a moment of comfortable silence between us, before he looked over at me with his gorgeous chocolate eyes. ‘So, if you could, would you stay in Fiji for a while, then?’

‘Why not? Sun, sand …’ I paused. Was it sex? God, was that the perfect trilogy?

‘And?’ he teased.

I waved my hand as if I were shooing away a fly. ‘You know the answer to that.’ Then I changed the subject. ‘So, what’s every man’s idea of a woman’s fantasy job?’

‘Well, personally speaking, I go a bit crazy for someone trekking up a mountain or taking photos in a double barrel wave.’

‘I’ve trekked through a jungle in the Amazon. Does that count?’ I asked coyly.

‘It sure does.’ He leaned in, putting his hand lightly on the small of my back. My stomach did a small flip as he asked, ‘Can I get you another whisky? Water?’

I couldn’t breathe for a second because he’d got too close, and now I could only smell the wonderful scent of his aftershave. Up close, I noticed he hadn’t shaved in a day or two and I wondered what his stubble would feel like. His perfect jaw line, his full lips.

‘I … I’ll just have a water,’ I stammered. ‘Actually, no, I’ll have a whisky.’

‘Both?’ He dug around in the bag in front of him. ‘I don’t want to get in trouble for looking like I’m trying to get you drunk.’

‘Are you?’ I teased, still thinking about his lips.

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Yes? But more no. I mean – how can I answer that?’

He handed me the bottle of whisky. I took a sip and let the warmth flush around my body. He pointed at the stars.

‘That’s Sirius there; look closely, can you see it flashing? It’s one of the nearest stars to us, but if you are patient you’ll see it has flashes of green and blue.’

‘Now, Mr Penguin Trainer, you’re just showing off,’ I said, my head tilted to the sky, trying not to look at him.

‘Am I?’ He was staring at me, instead of the stars.

He took a deep breath and looked back at the stars. ‘Where are you headed next?’

‘Who
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