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      “NO!”

      

      I stamp hard on the brakes. She stares back at me, her eyes stricken with terror, but it's too late for me to do anything. We brace ourselves for the impact.

      A tomato flies out of the grocery bag on the back seat and splatters brutally against the windscreen. Its juicy pulp oozes down the glass as my car shrieks to a halt, just inches from her porcelain face. She slides down to the ground.

      “Oh my god!” I tear off my seat belt, and in my panic, I almost forget to apply the brake. I leap out and rush round to the front of the car. “Are you all right? Do you want me to call an ambulance?”

      She looks up at me with strange, unblinking eyes. “Why would I need an ambulance?”

      I laugh nervously. “I nearly ran you over.”

      Slowly, she sits up. “No…no, it’s alright. I just need a minute.”

      I kneel down next to her. “I’m so sorry, I just didn’t see you!”

      I shake violently, my heart pounds in my chest. I feel guilt and shock and nausea in equal measure. “I just didn’t see you.”

      I don’t understand what happened. Can’t understand it for the life of me. One moment she wasn’t there and the next she was. She was like an apparition, materialising in the middle of my driveway. I shake my head. It's all too much. Maybe I should get my eyes tested.

      “Would you like to come in?” The words force themselves from my trembling lips. “I…I’ll make us some tea. If you’re sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?”

      She pauses for a moment, and then nods thoughtfully. “A cup of tea would be lovely.”

      I offer her my hand and she pulls herself up off the gravel driveway. I feel a surge of electricity as our fingers connect. She is very small and delicate, a woman in a child’s body. And yet she has an iron grip.

      The keys jangle as I unlock my front door. For some reason it brings to mind the image of a jailer, unlocking a cell door. But my cosy, one bedroom home is anything but a prison.

      “Fluffy?” I call, but my cat has gone into hiding. “Here, make yourself at home.” I clear a pile of laundry off the sofa so she can sit down. But she follows me into the kitchen, watches closely as I make the tea, as if she’s never seen it done before.

      “Do you have any sugar?”

      “Here, help yourself.”

      She takes a spoonful and dumps it into her cup, then another and another. And another. It must be the shock.

      “Come on, let’s go and sit down.” Nodding, she follows me back into the lounge, stopping to straighten a picture hanging on the wall. I couldn’t even tell it was crooked. “I really am sorry about nearly knocking you over. Are you sure you’re OK?”

      “I’m fine, though I’m sure I’ll have a bump the size of an egg tomorrow.” She pats the back of her head and giggles.

      Why’s that funny? Hell, she’d better not be planning to sue!

      “You hit your head?” I ask nervously.

      “Only a little.”

      “Would you like some ice?”

      “Oh no, it’s fine.” She strokes the soft velvet arm of the sofa, as if it was a cat. She’s a bit younger than me, early twenties I’d guess. And waif-like in her long flowing skirt, her hair a tangle of wild black curls.

      For a while, neither of us can find anything to say. She stirs her tea vigorously to fill the silence.

      “What were you doing outside my house, anyway?” I finally ask.

      “I was delivering leaflets.” Her voice is very squeaky. It reminds me of Minnie Mouse.

      “What sort of leaflets?”

      “These ones are for pizza. It doesn’t pay very well, but I’ve only just moved to Queensbeach and I haven’t found a proper job yet.”

      “What kind of work are you looking for?”

      “Whatever I can get. There doesn’t seem to be much going at this time of year.”

      “Oh, well they need shelf stackers at Robertson’s. That’s where I work.”

      “That’s that big supermarket, right?”

      “Yeah. Why don’t you pop in tomorrow? I’ll talk to my manager. I’m sure I can get you an interview.”

      “Wow, that’s very kind of you, thanks. I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name?”

      “Isabel.”

      “And I’m Alicia. Alicia McBride.” I get the feeling she wants me to remember her name.

      She looks down into the bottom of her empty cup for what seems like an inordinate amount of time.

      “Would you like another cup of tea?”

      “No thanks.”

      “Perhaps I should take you home then?” I don’t mean to sound rude, but we don’t seem to have any more to talk about.

      “I don’t want to be any trouble…”

      “No, really. It’s the least I can do.” I grab my jacket.

      “Where shall I drop you?” I ask, wiping the tomato pulp from my windscreen. I'm a little nervous about getting behind the wheel again, but I suppose it's best to get it over with. Alicia fiddles with her seat belt.

      “The caravan park, down by the beach.”

      “The caravan park?”

      “You know it?”

      “Yeah, I just hadn’t even realised anyone lived there out of season. I thought they were meant to be doing it up?”

      “It’s just temporary, till I find something better.”

      I am careful not to catch her eye.

      The windscreen wipers screech noisily as I drive down the main Coast Road. It’s raining only lightly, but the wind dumps handfuls of sand over the car, making it difficult to see.

      The caravan park is even more dilapidated than I remember.

      “Thanks for the lift,” Alicia calls as she climbs out.

      “No problem, and seriously – come over to Robertson’s in the morning. I’m sure we can sort something out.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s the least I can do…” my voice trails off as I take in the boarded up doors and smashed windows, not to mention all the rubbish strewn around. What a tip! I watch as she walks up the steps of a guano-splattered caravan. There is no one else about. The place is completely silent, save for the shrill of the gulls and the whistle of the wind. I find it a bit eerie.

      Alicia watches me from her broken window as I drive away. I feel guilty leaving her there but what else can I do? I don’t want to invite her to stay with me – I need my own space. Besides, I’ve only got one bedroom.

      I’m sure she’ll be fine, I tell myself. She can move somewhere better once she gets a proper job.

      I switch on the radio and sing along on the short drive back home, try to get Alicia and that ethereal smile of hers, out of my mind.

      Mustafa’s Restaurant and Coffee Bar - 8 PM

      “I’ll have a bottle of red please,” I tell the waitress as I sit down at my usual table, a couple of hours later.

      “Anything else?”

      “Um, maybe some bread and olives.”

      “Coming right up,” she says, scribbling this down on her notepad. “Hey, your necklace is undone. Would you like me to do it up for you?”

      “Would you?”

      I pull my hair up off the nape of my neck and she reaches round to refasten it. Her head is bent over mine as my friends walk in.

      “Told you,” says Deacon Frost, plopping down on the couch opposite. “Women, they’re all lesbians.”

      “If you say so.” His brother Rhett carefully removes his designer jacket and hangs it on the coat stand.

      “What are we having?” Deacon asks. “Red or white?”

      “I’ve already ordered a bottle of red,” I tell him.

      “Red it is then.”

      Mustafa’s serves a hundred different kinds of mezzeraki but only two types of wine, red or white. As for the beer, it’s completely unpalatable to start with, but Deacon reckons it gets better, the more you drink. You’re probably wondering right now why on earth we come here – but it’s one of the few places in Queensbeach that stays open all year round, so we’ve come to get used to it.

      “Where’s Kate?” Deacon asks.

      “She’s meeting Julio,” I say. “Apparently he called her, completely out of the blue.”

      Rhett looks concerned. “What does he want?”

      I stare up at the ceiling, pretend to be fascinated by the odd collection of hanging lamps. “No idea. Nothing to do with me.”

      “He is your brother.”

      “Half-brother. Anyway, I haven’t seen him in months, have I?”

      The waitress brings the wine and I inhale mine in big, nervous gulps, without much regard for the bar-snacks. Deacon raises an eyebrow, but doesn’t say anything. I don’t mention the incident with Alicia. I’d rather just forget it ever happened.

      “So what are we doing this weekend?” Rhett asks.

      It’s pelting it down outside, but all anyone can talk about is how this coming weekend is tipped to be one of the hottest of the year. In November. If the predictions turn out to be true, then global warming is even more messed up than I thought.

      “We could have a barbecue,” Deacon suggests.

      “What if the weather people have got it wrong?”

      “It’ll be alright. We’ve got outdoor heaters and we can put up the gazebo if it’s not too windy.”

      “I can make a potato salad,” I offer, as this is about the limit of my culinary skills.

      “OK, but make sure the potatoes are cooked this time,” Deacon says wryly.

      I blush. “That was a simple mistake. Could happen to anyone.”

      “I’ll make cocktails!” Rhett cuts in, clapping his hands together. Deacon rolls his eyes at me, but I'm with Rhett. I love cocktails.

      “Yeah, and maybe you could invite some of your sexy doctor friends?” I suggest, batting my eyelashes at Deacon. He pulls an expression I can’t quite read. I’m not sure if that’s a yes or a no.

      “Cool, a belly dancer,” a man at the next table chirps.

      Not cool. Shandy may look exotic, but I happen to know she’s from Lewisham. Loud, jingly music starts to play, but she continues to sit at the bar, applying lipstick with a bored expression. Reluctantly, she climbs up onto a table and starts dancing. I have to admit she looks good, with her tanned skin and toned tummy. But within five minutes, she is bored. She leaps down and starts walking around, flanked on each side by two bartenders who act like her personal bodyguards. She’s looking for a victim.

      “Don’t look up,” Rhett hisses. But it’s too late.

      Shandy seizes me by the hand and propels me to my feet. Her henchmen surround me, tying a scarf around my waist and shouting words of encouragement. I am helpless but to join in or I’ll look like a party pooper. My friends whoop and cheer as I begin circling my hips to imitate hers. She does things with her tummy muscles that no mortal should be able to do, but I twist and grind as best as I can to keep up.

      I’m actually starting to enjoy myself when Deacon yells: “Up on the table!”

      To my horror, the henchmen seem to like this suggestion and they hoist me up. Looking down at all those people, my inhibitions return with a thud. Plus, there is the very real danger that I might fall off. I gyrate awkwardly, wondering how much longer this bloody song’s going to go on for. It doesn’t seem to have a middle or an end and all this circling my hips is making me giddy. How does Shandy do it? Actually, where is Shandy? I haven’t seen her since they lifted me up here.

      I scan the room. I don’t believe it – she’s back at the bar, having a drink, while I dance on like an idiot. The cheek of it! She’s the paid entertainer; I’m the customer, the entertainee! I give my hips one last wiggle and by some miracle of fate, the music comes to an end. I slink back to my table, to a smattering of applause.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I growl at Deacon, reaching for my wine. He leans forward and sticks a tenner into my waistband.

      “Hey!” I retrieve it and tuck it into my purse. “Don’t think you’re getting that back.”

      “Worth every penny,” he smiles sweetly.

      I grab my bag. “Come on Rhett, I need a cigarette.”
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      It’s half past eleven by the time we spill out onto the street. I’ve just missed the last bus, and there’s not a cab in sight.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I tell Rhett and Deacon, as I turn to go.

      “Wait, I’ll walk you,” Deacon says, even though they live on the other side of town.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      I’d argue some more, but Deacon’s old-fashioned like that. So I say good night to Rhett and we trundle up the road, me slightly unsteady in my heels.

      Deacon taps his foot with exaggerated impatience as I fumble for my keys outside my house.

      “I don’t know how you find anything in there,” he says, in awe of my oversized handbag.

      Triumphantly, I locate the keys but my cigarettes fall to the floor. He stoops down and retrieves them for me.

      “You’d be better off without these.”

      That’s Deacon for you, always ready with a lecture.

      “Hmm…” I turn the key in the lock. As I open the door, a black and white fur ball shoots out.

      “There you are, Fluffy.”

      I scoop him up in my arms and he purrs contentedly.

      “Right, well I’d better be off before Mr Krinkle’s curtains start twitching.” Deacon says.

      I giggle. Mr Krinkle is my extraordinarily nosey neighbour.

      “OK, well thanks for seeing me home.”

      “Any time.”

      “Night.”

      I walk into the gloomy house. I forgot to leave the light on in the front room, so I have to fumble around in the darkness, with Fluffy running circles around me. I find the switch, and see that there’s a red light on the answer phone, which means I have a message. I press play.

      “Izzy, it’s Mum. I just wanted to let you know that I’ve left you a message on your email.”

      I smile to myself. Mum’s only recently got online and she’s still getting the hang of it.

      “I bought a lovely new tea cosy from Shopfitter95 on eBay – do you know her? Seems like a very nice woman...” I let her chatter on as I walk into the kitchen and open the window so that I can have one last fag before bed. I’m not really supposed to smoke in the house, but I was planning to give up when I moved in. I pour out a late night snack for Fluffy. I’m not supposed to have a pet either, but try telling him that.

      Later, I snuggle down in bed with the latest issue of Marie Claire, but I can’t help sensing that someone, or something, is watching me. Glancing up, I notice a filmy cobweb above my bed, with a big spider parachuting its way down towards me.

      “Gah!”

      I grab an empty glass and trap it before it reaches my pillow. I try to return to my Marie Claire, but it’s impossible. I keep stealing glances at the nightstand, watching with morbid fascination as the spider taps at the sides of the glass with its delicate, spindly legs.

      Now what?

      I don’t want to squash it, but I don’t dare let it go. I know I should let it out the window but I can’t face it right now. I put down my magazine and switch off the light. I’ll deal with it in the morning.
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      All eyes are down, focused on the last ten minutes of the class. Early morning spin is not the place for making friends. My fellow cyclists and I barely exchange a nod as we sit down, stand up and pedal frantically - faster, faster, faster, pausing only to gulp down water and dab at our foreheads with already sodden towels. We are in competition - with each other, but most of all with ourselves.

      Afterwards, I emerge from the shower, revived and alert. My body is no temple but I pride myself on being toned, if not trim. I allow myself a contented smile as I fasten the buttons on my charcoal grey suit. It was a deal breaker, I told them when I was offered my job. I’d wear my own clothes, or they could get someone else. I wouldn’t be seen dead in the hideous uniform the rest of the staff have to wear; the clown red trousers, lime green shirts and hideous orange baseball caps that clash with my auburn hair. No job is worth that.

      I smile to myself as I walk out to my car and toss my gym bag in the boot, but my good mood starts to evaporate as I see the queue of traffic heading out of town.

      Monday morning gridlock; just what I need.

      Even stuck behind all the traffic, I can see my place of work. Robertson’s Superstore is a bright yellow blot on the horizon. It spans ten football fields, topped by a giant ‘R’. You can see if for miles around, in fact, I have a disconcerting view of it from my bedroom window.

      Eventually, I pull into a space near the front of the store and sit there for a moment, window rolled down as I smoke a cigarette. I like the way the tobacco mingles with the salty seaweed scent of the air.

      "Isabel?" My manager, Sonya, peers in at me.

      “Morning.” I give her a weary smile.

      “Did you have a nice weekend?”

      “I worked most of it,” I remind her. Now that Robertson’s is open 24-7, there are never enough staff to cover all the shifts.

      “Yeah, me too,” she says with a sigh. “Are you coming in? I want to get started.”

      “I’ll be right with you.”

      But not till I finish this cigarette.

      Robertson’s is like a walled city, fortified with rows and rows of economy baked bean cans. We sell everything from groceries to washing machines and mobility buggies. Workers stream through the doors behind me, punching their time cards in unison and shuffling forward, like inmates in a chain gang. Fortunately for me, I am not one of the gang, though my job is only marginally better. As a junior manager, my days can be spent doing anything from dealing with customer complaints to operating the checkout. And since they sacked the cleaners last month, I could even find myself slopping out the toilets, if no one else is available. I haven't had to do this yet, but I plan to be very sick that day.

      “Wide load!” someone bellows as I fall into step with Sonya.

      We whirl round, but it’s just Stu, our senior manager, making one of his rude jokes about the size of Sonya’s bottom. He’s so un-PC it’s not even funny. Though for a man who sprays himself Day-Glo orange, he’s on very shaky territory.

      “Oh, there’s a girl here for an interview,” he says as an afterthought. “She’s waiting in your office.”

      With that, he heads back to the warehouse, where I suspect he spends most of his time sharing sexist jokes and playing cards with the lads.

      Sonya rolls her eyes. “This place would be so much better without him.”

      I can’t help but agree. Stu is a bit of a pillock.

      We step into the office. Alicia is sitting in the corner, looking like a bedraggled orphan. Her hair is all wet from the rain, and she has draped her coat over the radiator to dry. I can’t help noticing that one of her shoes has a hole in it.

      I force a smile onto my lips. “Hi, glad you came! Sonya, this is the girl I was telling you about.”

      “Good to meet you, Alicia. Isabel, why don’t you tell her a bit about Robertson’s?”

      I lick my lips. “Well, as you probably know, this supermarket is the largest one in the area – or it was,” I correct myself. “Until J.Filbert’s opened last year.”

      “That’s the place with the squirrel logo?”

      “Yes.”

      “We primarily need shelf stackers at the moment,” Sonya moves on, “but you’ll probably find that you get to work in other areas of the supermarket too. Do you have any retail experience?”

      “No, but I like shopping!”

      “Me too!” I smile.

      “And I’m very keen to learn,” she adds quickly. “I’m a hard worker.”

      “That’s good.” Sonya glances at her watch. “Sorry, ladies, but I’ve just realised the time. I need to get to a meeting at Head Office. Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? I suppose the next question, Alicia, is when can you start?”

      Alicia beams. “I can start right now!”

      “Wonderful,” Sonya says. “I just need you to fill in some forms and we’ll put you to work.” She reaches up onto a shelf and pulls down a new starter booklet.

      “Don’t we need to check her references first?” I ask in a low voice, as Alicia fishes about in her handbag for a pen.

      “That’s OK – we’ll do it later. Anyway - any friend of yours is OK by me.”

      I’m about to explain to Sonya that Alicia isn’t exactly a friend when her phone rings.

      What does it really matter anyway? I reason, as she takes the call. I nearly ran the poor girl over. I owe her. So what if I don’t really know her? It’s just a lousy shelf stacking job. What harm can it do?

      “Isabel?” Sonya sets down the phone and looks at me apologetically.

      “I hate to ask you this but someone’s dropped a huge vat of Ribena in the soft drinks aisle and they’re making a pig’s ear of cleaning it up. Can I count on you to sort it out? I really have to get going.”

      “Of course,” I smile. “No problem.”

      I leave Alicia to fill in her forms, and walk to the back of the shop, where I unlock the door to the cleaning cupboard. It stinks of bleach in there. I can see the mop standing against the wall but it’s just out of reach so I step inside. As my hand closes around it, the door swings shut with a resounding bang. It sounds very final.
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      With the door shut, the room is plunged into darkness. I fumble for the handle. It’s stuck. I grip it more tightly, but the damn thing won’t budge.

      “Very funny. Let me out!”

      I bang furiously on the door, but there is no response – not a giggle, not a titter.

      “Is there anybody there?”

      Maybe there isn’t anyone out there after all? Maybe the wind slammed the door and forced it shut. I hear the whir of the forklifts in the warehouse next door and someone shouting instructions as a new delivery arrives. No one can hear me. No one knows I’m here.

      The walls edge closer together. I don’t like confined spaces. I never have. No windows. No light. No air. I look up at the ceiling. No way out. I feel a prickly heat crawl up my back.

      “Let me out!” I thunder at the door.

      The stink of bleach tingles in my nostrils. My eyes start to smart. I tug at the door handle with all my might. I kick the door in frustration. It won’t budge.

      OK, don’t panic.

      I pound on the door again, shout even louder than before.

      “Help! Somebody help me! Get me out!”

      I punch the door until my knuckles are raw. I punch so loudly, I almost don’t hear the reassuring voice on the other side.

      “Calm down, love! I’ll get you out.”

      My panic subsides. I know that voice. It’s Jon the security man! There are a couple of short clicks, and the cupboard fills with light. The door’s open! I practically throw my arms around his neck, then, seeing the crowd gathered behind him, I try to regain my composure.

      “Thanks.” My voice is little more than a whisper.

      “Need a cigarette?” he asks.

      “I’ll just get someone else to mop up the Ribena,” I say, shakily. “There’s no way I’m going back in that cupboard.”

      The Beach House - Saturday

      “You sure they won’t mind me coming?” Alicia looks anxious as I lead her into Rhett and Deacon’s place.

      “Course not,” I assure her. “It’s a party.”

      Rhett is in the kitchen, arranging a tray of tequilas with a concentrated look on his face.

      “Hi, I brought the potato salad.”

      “Great.”

      “Where’s Deacon?”

      “Out in the garden.”

      “I’ll go and see if he needs a hand.”

      I turn to go, when Rhett calls after me: “Hey, Isabel?”

      “What?”

      “Who’s your friend?”

      “Oh, right!”

      I look guiltily at Alicia, who is hovering behind me.

      “This is Alicia.”

      He gives her an easy smile. “Hi.”

      Alicia mumbles something incomprehensible and blushes. Rhett raises his eyebrows at me. Wow, she is really shy around men! I dread to think how she’s going to fare with Deacon.

      “Come on, the garden’s this way.”

      I adjust my sunglasses as we step outside again. The weather people were not wrong. They cannot agree on why, but the temperature is distinctly tropical. Charred autumn leaves litter the lawn, and horse chestnuts lie roasting in the sun. It’s quite peculiar. I think this is the first time I’ve ever worn a sundress and sandals in November, though I brought my winter coat just in case.

      Deacon has stripped down to his vest. His longish dark hair glistens with sweat and he hauls cast iron garden furniture around as if it weighed no more than paper. He is so engrossed in what he’s doing, he doesn’t notice us watching him.

      “Hey, Deacon! I’m here!” I wave my arms to get his attention.

      “Oh, hi.” He sets down the chair he was carrying.

      “This is Alicia. She brought beer.”

      “Ah, my kind of woman!”

      “Want one?” Alicia asks, shyly.

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      She breaks a can from the pack and tosses it in his direction. He catches it with ease and peels back the tab to take a long slug.

      “You have a lovely house,” she ventures, looking at him from under her long dark lashes.

      Deacon beams. “I can give you a tour if you like, once I’ve got the barbecue going.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      He puts down his beer and begins setting up the barbecue, laying down charcoal and pouring on lighter fluid.

      “Damn, I’m out of matches. Isabel, can I borrow your lighter?”

      I poke around in my pocket. “Sorry - I must have left it at home.”

      He looks at Alicia. “You got one?”

      She shakes her head. “Sorry.”

      “Never mind, I’ll go and ask Rhett.”

      He walks back to the house, while Alicia looks at me inquisitively.

      “Maybe we can help?” she suggests shyly.

      “How?”

      She walks over to the rock garden and digs around in the dirt.

      I wrinkle up my nose. “What are you doing?”

      She picks something up.

      “What’s that?”

      “Flints.”

      I watch, half amused, half fascinated as she stands over the barbecue, rubbing them furiously together.

      “Alicia, I don’t think that’s going to work,”

      She is so determined, that for a moment, I almost believe that the barbecue has started to smoulder, that there are wisps of hot, grey smoke rising from the coals. I can almost sense it in my nostrils, though it can only be a trick of the light.

      “You found a lighter then,” says Deacon, when he comes back out.

      “What?”

      I glance back at the barbecue. It’s undeniable now. There are actual flames. I go over and hold my hands over them, unable to believe that they are being warmed by something Alicia created so quickly, so craftily.

      “Nice work.”

      “Alicia did it all herself!”

      He looks at her approvingly, but I don’t think he gets my meaning.

      “Nice,” he repeats. “Isabel, can you start setting out the food? Rhett’s still fannying about with the cocktails.”

      People start to arrive. They are strangers, mostly; Rhett’s mates from the rugby club, their work colleagues and neighbours. No sign of Kate yet.

      “Anything I can do to help?” I ask Deacon, a little bored.

      “Yeah – can you watch the barbecue for a few minutes?”

      “OK – where are you off to?”

      “I promised your friend a tour of the house, remember?”

      Something gets caught in my throat.

      “On second thoughts, maybe someone else should mind the barbecue – I’d hate to burn the burgers! Here,” I pick up the tongs and hand them to the nearest man. “You can watch the barbecue for a bit, can’t you?”

      I don’t even wait for his reply.

      Deacon strides through the house, pointing out a window seat here and an antique dining table there. Alicia admires the baby grand piano in the sitting room and the grandfather clock in the hall. I know this house almost as well as I know my own, but I trail after them regardless, joining in with the oohs and aahs in the appropriate places. We explore various rooms on the first and second floors, and then head up the stairs to the third floor, Deacon’s room, which smells of his own distinctive scent.

      It’s quite clean for a man’s room, apart from the unmade bed. He doesn’t seem the least bit concerned about this as he pushes open the French windows, through which there is a balcony that overlooks the water.

      “I can’t believe you live here!” gasps Alicia. Her face is flushed with excitement as she watches the waves crash against the rocks below. He has picked just the right moment for this view, just as the sun is melting into the horizon.

      “You’re so lucky,” she breathes.

      Deacon smiles. “Yes, I suppose I am.”

      She glances over at me. “Just imagine Isabel, to wake up every morning and see this incredible view.”

      “I know,” I agree. “It’s must be heavenly.”

      When we come back downstairs, I find Kate sitting by herself in the gazebo, sheltering from the heat. She holds a glass of wine in one hand and her wedding ring in the other.

      “So what happened with Julio?” I ask softly.

      “He wanted me to sign the divorce papers. He said he wanted to get married again – as soon as possible.”

      “Oh Kate!”

      But a tiny part of me is actually glad, because maybe now Kate can move on with her life and stop wishing for a reconciliation that’s never going to happen. I don’t really know what to say to her. I have no wise words. I’ve never been married. Never been divorced. I haven’t even been in a relationship for ages. What advice can I possibly give? The best thing I can think of is distraction. For the time being, at least.

      “You’re never going to believe this!”

      “What?”

      Hurriedly, I tell her how Alicia got the barbecue going.

      “She did it just by rubbing two stones together,” I exclaim. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Kate shrugs. “Maybe she was in the Girl Guides.”

      “I was in the Girl Guides and I never learnt anything like that!”

      But Kate seems more interested in the contents of her wine glass than in what I’m telling her.

      “Talking of Alicia, I suppose I’d better see if she’s OK. She doesn’t know anyone here and she’s kind of shy. Do you want to come and meet her?”

      “No – you go and find her. I’ll catch you up in a bit.”

      I find Alicia sitting by the barbecue with Deacon. Her shyness seems to have completely evaporated and she is quite animated as she hands him a bottle of suntan cream. I blanch slightly as he pours some into his hand and rubs it into her pale shoulders.

      I can’t see Rhett, or anyone else I recognise, so I go and stand on the edge of a throng of people. I stand there for a while, nodding and smiling as the others talk, but the only person who takes any notice of me is Deacon’s boss, whose jokes are so highbrow that I’ve no idea what he’s talking about.

      I edge away, picking up a platter of party snacks to offer around. I usually find food to be a good ice-breaker.

      “Thanks,” says a guy with floppy brown hair, “I love olives.”

      “Me too.”

      He’s not my type, but I smile back anyway, grateful to be acknowledged.

      “So how do you know Rhett and Deacon?” I ask.

      Before he can answer, a small, busty woman flounces over and wedges herself in between us. I give a resigned shrug and move along. Sometimes I forget the rules. As a single woman, I can’t monopolise any man for longer than five seconds, lest his wife or girlfriend thinks I’m trying to steal him.

      I venture further down the garden. There’s some great music playing and I wouldn’t mind a dance, but I can’t find anyone to dance with. Who are all these people? Why did Rhett and Deacon have to invite them all?

      Disheartened, I let myself out of the back gate and wander down to the beach, which is covered in sandwich wrappers and drink cans from the sudden influx of visitors. I glare, as the last of them climb back into their coach, singing and laughing as they drive off.

      There is a refreshing breeze in the air now. I slip off my heels and pick my way along the cool, soft sand. I’m ruining my Armani tights, but I no longer care. This beach has a lost, desolate beauty that I’ve always found mesmerising. The noise of the party fades away as I listen to the rhythmic sound of the waves, lapping in and out.

      “Isabel? What are you doing out here?”

      I turn to find Deacon watching me with a bemused expression on his face.

      “Oh, I don’t know, just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      I shrug. He slips an arm around me. “Come back to the party, it’s getting cold out here.”

      I’m not sure what’s changed – maybe it’s the drop in temperature, but when we return to the party, it has a completely different vibe. Everyone seems to have mellowed, and there are a lot more people dancing. I wonder briefly if Rhett’s slipped something into their cocktails.

      “Are my eyes deceiving me, or is that Kate on the dance floor?” Deacon exclaims.

      I look out and see her next to Alicia, laughing and dancing like she hasn’t a care in the world.

      “She’s a little treasure, your friend,” Rhett says, handing me a drink. “I don’t know what she said to Kate, but it seems to have done the trick.”

      I shake my head in bewilderment, wondering what Alicia will do next.

      When they emerge, giggling from the dance floor, they look more like old friends than two people who met not more than half an hour ago.

      “You two look like you were having a good time,” I comment.

      “The best,” Kate agrees, with a grin. “Alicia is so funny!”

      She is?

      “So what were you giggling at?”

      She glances at Alicia. “Oh you know, just stuff.”

      What stuff? I want to ask, but I don’t get the chance. There is a loud bang that makes us all jump. Someone is hammering on the door. Deacon rushes over to investigate. It’s one of the guests who’s just left the party.

      “Quick, call the fire brigade!”

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “The caravan park is on fire!”
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      The sky is black with smoke. Bits of obliterated caravan float gracefully in the wind, spreading the fire to neighbouring trees and bushes.

      “Keep back,” Deacon warns, moving nonetheless closer to the blaze.

      “Deacon!” I call after him, my eyes stinging from the fumes.

      Two men stand on the sidelines, showering the flames with what looks like a garden hose. They might as well be sprinkling confetti for all the good it’s doing.

      “Is anybody hurt?” Deacon calls out to them.

      “We don’t know!” the older man yells back.

      “There’s a young woman staying here and nobody’s seen her since the fire started.” He looks back towards the coast road. “Where’s the bloody fire brigade?”

      Then his eyes fall on Alicia and he heaves a huge sigh of relief.

      “Thank god! She’s here, Dan! She’s safe!”

      Deacon looks uncertainly at Alicia.

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” I hiss. “She lives here.”

      “Lived here,” he corrects me, quick to recover his composure. “Look at that inferno! This place has had it.”

      Kate slips her arm around Alicia, who is staring, mesmerised by the flames.

      “You OK?”

      Alicia doesn’t reply.

      “She’s probably in shock,” Deacon whispers. “Take her back to the house – get her a cup of tea or something.”

      “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea. Aren’t you coming?”

      “No, I think I’ll stay until the fire brigade gets here.”

      “OK. Don’t be a hero.” I give him a wink, but deep down, I wish he would just come back to the house.

      Back at the Beach House, I watch as Rhett and Kate fuss over Alicia, but I can’t participate. Something is bothering me. I just can’t put my finger on it.

      We are all still up when Deacon returns a little later.

      “Is it as bad as we thought?”

      He nods. “There’s not much left of the caravans, but they’ve managed to prevent it from spreading any further.”

      He looks across the table at Alicia. “You’ll have to stay here tonight.”

      Alicia has gone all shy again. She looks down at her hands. “I don’t want to impose.”

      “Nonsense, you’ve seen the place - we’ve got plenty of room. Now, do you need to call anyone?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quite.”

      She lets out a big yawn and covers her mouth and I’m not sure, but I think I see her smile through her hand.

      My House - Sunday Morning

      I am awoken by someone stomping about on my stomach. I push Fluffy off and sit up. In the cold light of day, my concerns about Alicia seem silly, laughable even. Obviously, what she did at the barbecue was some kind of stunt, a party trick. She’s just an ordinary girl. She can’t create fire out of nothing, no one can. The nearly getting run over, the fire at the caravan park – it must all just be some strange coincidence. After all, what reason would Alicia have for setting fire to the place where she’s staying? And how could she, when she was at the party all evening?

      Downstairs, I find the answer phone blinking. I press play and smile to myself as Mum’s chirpy voice fills the room.

      “Hello Izzy, are you there dear? Auntie Jean and I have booked ourselves on a fabulous Over 60’s break to Morocco! Isn’t that fun? It’s over the Christmas holidays. I do hope you don’t mind? Give me a ring, dear, and I’ll tell you all about it… “

      Once I’m showered and dressed, I drive over to Rhett and Deacon’s to help with the post party clean-up, but to my delight, Rhett is putting the last of the dirty glasses into the dishwasher as I arrive. Deacon is still sweeping up in the garden, but I decide to leave him to it.

      “Is Alicia up yet?” I ask Rhett. “I was hoping to have a word with her.”

      “Why don’t you go and see?” he says, pouring some powder into the dishwasher. “She’s upstairs in the White Room.”

      I head up the stairs to the first floor. The White Room is next to Rhett’s. The door swings open before I even knock. Alicia greets me as if she’s been expecting me. She is wearing the same gypsy skirt she had on yesterday plus a designer jumper of Rhett’s which shrank in the wash.

      “Hi. Mind if I come in?”

      “Course not.”

      I plump myself down on the bed.

      “This is a lovely room.”

      “Yes, Deacon let me choose whichever one I wanted.”

      She stands in front of the mirror, brushing her hair with a boar-bristle hairbrush. She doesn’t realise it, but the brush belongs to Rhett and Deacon’s mother, and this is the room she stays in when she comes to visit. The décor is floral and feminine, the walls papered in a delicate print that matches the thick quilted bedspread and pillows. There’s even a matching en suite.

      “It sucks about the caravan park,” I say. “It was really lucky no one was hurt.”

      “I know,” she agrees. “Really lucky. Now, do you think I should wear my hair up or down?”

      “Down.”

      “It’s just that it gets so big and frizzy if I leave it down.”

      “Look, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I say, coming to stand next to her in front of the mirror.

      “Yeah?”

      “How did you get Deacon’s barbecue to light?”

      She stops mid brush stroke.

      “What do you mean? I lit it with a match. You were there. You saw me.”

      “Yes, I was there,” I say hesitantly. “But I saw you digging up flints.”

      She laughs. “I found a box of matches down there. How do you think I did it, silly?”

      I look at her uncertainly, but she looks me right in the eye and her face shows no signs of insincerity. Could it be that I was mistaken?

      Alicia sets the brush down on the table.

      “That’s better,” she says, with a satisfied smile.

      I follow her back down to the kitchen, where Kate is setting the table.

      “Do you like pancakes?” Rhett asks Alicia

      “Who doesn’t?” Alicia smiles broadly.

      What happened to all her shyness? It seems to have vanished again. As has her wildness. Her hair looks smooth and styled today, not like a bedraggled orphan at all.

      “I’ll have some too, if you’re making them,” I invite myself. Rhett makes the best pancakes of anyone I know.

      “Here, see if you can open this,” Kate says, handing me a bottle of syrup. “It feels like the lid’s been welded on.”

      There is a definite colour in her cheeks this morning, I notice and a certain bounce in her step that I haven’t seen in ages. She has even ironed her shirt and put on some perfume, which is all very good, but at the same time a bit odd. I could have put last night’s miraculous recovery down to alcohol, but she certainly isn’t drunk now. It’s almost as if Alicia has wiped all memory of Julio from her mind. I wonder what on earth she said to her?

      I turn my attention to the bottle of syrup I’m supposed to be opening, clench it tight and yank as hard as I can, my face screwed up in concentration. Deacon strides in from the garden, and leans against the counter, watching my attempts with an amused look on his face.

      “Here, give me that!”

      He wrenches it from my grasp and twists off the lid as if it were no harder than opening a bottle of ketchup.

      “I loosened it for you!” I say in my defence.

      Deacon just laughs.

      Rhett serves the pancakes and we all sit around the table, talking about the fire. It appears to have been a fierce one. Left a big, depressing cloud over the whole of Queensbeach. I doubt much of the caravan park survived.

      Nonetheless, Alicia wants to know if any of her stuff survived, so we walk down there after breakfast to have a look. It’s not good news. Not even the outer fence has been left intact. The place looks like a meteorite has hit it. It has literally been flattened – and blackened. Not a single, frazzled piece of grass remains, just the burned-out shells of the caravans and a whole lot of mess and mud.

      “Hey, that’s the owner,” Deacon whispers to me, as a plump, balding man approaches. I recognise him as one of the men who were trying to put the fire out the night before.

      “Looks bad, doesn’t it?” he says, looking around at the charred remains.

      “It happened so quickly,” Deacon says. “There was really nothing you could do.”

      “No, I suppose not. Shame the fire brigade didn’t get here quicker, but not their fault. Apparently, there was a bloody great van blocking the road.”

      “Do you know what caused the fire?” I chip in.

      He shakes his head. “No, the police are investigating.”

      “They’re not ruling out arson then?” I ask, with one eye on Alicia, who has gone to examine the place where her caravan used to be. I can’t help it; I have to know.

      “It seems unlikely. We’ve never had any of that kind of trouble round here before.”

      “It is a pretty quiet neighbourhood,” Deacon agrees. “I hope you’ll be covered by the insurance?”

      “Should be, although you know what insurance companies are like. It’ll be like pulling teeth.” He looks guiltily in Alicia’s direction. “We won’t be covered for anything that was in the vans, I’m afraid. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone living in them. We’d been renovating.”

      “So how come Alicia was staying here?” I ask curiously,

      “I felt sorry for her,” he says. “I found her sleeping rough on the beach, poor lass. I told her she could stay in one of my vans if she didn’t mind the mess. I even gave her some of my daughter’s old clothes. Of course they’ll all have gone up in smoke now.”

      “Well, that settles it then,” Deacon says, as we walk back over to the others. “Alicia will have to stay with us for the meanwhile. She clearly has nowhere else to go,”

      “Are you sure?” I ask. “I mean, you barely know the girl.”

      He pats me on the shoulder.  “She’s your friend, isn’t she? That’s all I need to know.”

      “Well,” I say faintly, “that’s very…kind of you.”

      I bite my lip, wondering if I should tell him about my misgivings about Alicia. But what if I’m wrong? I wouldn’t want her to end up homeless because of me, nor do I want to invite her to live with me. In fact, I’m more reluctant now than ever.

      I owe her, I remind myself.

      She still hasn’t said a word to anyone about me nearly running her over. I don’t think I’d ever hear the end of it if Deacon got wind.

      “Hey, Isabel - what are you doing this afternoon?” Kate calls out.

      “I don’t know. I was thinking of going to the gym.”

      “I ought to go too – get my money’s worth,” she pulls a face, “but I really can’t be arsed.”

      “It is rather pricey,” I agree, “but luckily for me my free trial has been extended for another six months. Can you believe it? The manager called to tell me last week.”

      Kate’s eyes bulge. “You’re kidding! The first chunk came out of my bank account last month. No one offered me an extension. How did you get so lucky?”

      “I’ve no idea!”

      It’s kind of strange, now that I think about it. Why am I getting a special deal, while Kate has to pay? After all, we joined at the same time.

      “Anyway, I was going to suggest we take Alicia shopping this afternoon,” she continues. “She’s going to need some new clothes. I’m sure we can have a whip round to pay for it.”

      “Sounds good,” I smile. After all, it can’t hurt to get to know her a little better. Perhaps a shopping trip is just what we need to defuse some of the mystery.

      Kate is right. Our friends and neighbours are very generous. Everyone wants to help out when they hear about the fire.

      “I’d come with you,” says Rhett, handing me a tenner for Alicia’s clothing fund. “But I’m working this afternoon and it’s double bubble. Let me know if you see any nice winter coats though.”

      “Like you need another coat!” I laugh. Rhett has the best wardrobe of anyone I know.

      Red Rock Shopping Centre - 2 PM

      So it’s just the three of us who hit the shops that afternoon. It feels a little weird bringing a stranger along on a shopping trip, but Alicia fits in well – singing along to all the cheesy songs we listen to on the way and laughing in all the right places when Kate and I joke around. And although this shopping trip was supposed to be for Alicia, Kate and I stack up at least as many bags as she does. I even manage to persuade Kate to try on a couple of dresses. She doesn’t buy any of them, but even trying them on is progress for someone who lives in jeans and combats.

      We are on our way out of H&M when something catches her eye.

      “How on earth did I miss those amazing jeans?” she exclaims, pointing to a pair of Levi’s covered in rips and holes. I groan at her lack of taste, but she is totally oblivious as she pulls them off the rack and rushes towards the changing room. By this point even I’ve had enough shopping for one day. So, spotting some soft, comfy chairs, I sink down and ease the shoes off my aching feet. Alicia doesn’t join me. Instead, she gazes in fascination at a pair of mannequins that have been stripped of their clothes and are looking rather sheepish in the corner. She reaches out and strokes their silky blonde hair, and as she does, a certain gleam comes into her eye. I recognise that look, I realise with a jolt.  It’s the same one she had last night, when the caravan park was on fire.

      I look at the mannequins again, and the strangest thought wafts through my mind. I picture their hard, plastic bodies melting into the fire. The mannequins look back at me with passive, unblinking eyes, but they no longer look embarrassed. Now they are afraid.

      “I need something to drink,” I announce abruptly, and whisk Alicia out of the shop. I take out my mobile and call Kate, telling her to meet us at the juice bar across the street. The heat of the mall is obviously getting to me.

      We all sing along with the radio again on the way back to Queensbeach. The music is soothing, and helps me forget all about my stupid mannequin madness.

      After I drop Kate and Alicia off, I curl up with Fluffy in front of the TV and order a takeaway from the pizza place in town. I’ve heard they have a hot new delivery man, so I go into the bathroom and touch up my make-up - you know, just in case. There is a knock at the door just as I come out.

      “Wow, that was quick!”

      I pull back the latch, but it isn’t the delivery man who stands impatiently on the doorstep, a roguish grin on his face.

      “Julio!”

      “Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      He taps his foot with mock impatience.

      “What are you doing here?” I demand. “How come you didn’t tell me you were coming?”

      “I don’t know. I just thought it would be better this way.”

      I usher him into the house and thrust a warm cup of tea into his hands. We’ve barely spoken since he walked out on Kate, but I can’t deny I’ve missed him.

      He is my brother, after all.

      “So what have you been up to?” I ask. “Tell me all your news.”

      “Well, did you get your ‘save the date’ card?” he asks, his face taking on the puppy dog expression that drives the women crazy.

      “Yes.”

      The card came this morning. I can’t believe they’ve already sent them out.

      “You seem to be in a bit of a hurry to get married. Is there anything I should know?”

      “If you’re asking if Holly is pregnant, then no. We just can’t wait to get married. I just hope we get all the paperwork through in time – you know, for the divorce.”

      “Yeah, Kate told me.”

      “Is she OK?”

      “Better than I would have expected.”

      “That’s good.”

      “So what’s she like, this Holly? Are you really sure you want to get married again so soon?”

      “Absolutely, totally one hundred percent.”

      “Wow, you’re really hooked, aren’t you?”

      “It’s different with Holly,” he says, setting his cup down on the table. “It just feels so right.” A stupid smile flits across his face and I can see that he’s smitten.

      “Well, then I look forward to meeting her.”

      Julio beams. “Why don’t you come for Christmas?”

      “Christmas?”

      “It was Holly’s idea, actually. She really wants to meet you.”

      “That’s really sweet of her,” I say, stalling. It’s not like I have any other plans for Christmas. Mum’s going to be in Morocco, after all, but I’m not quite sure if I’d feel comfortable spending it with Julio and his new fiancée.

      There’s a reason why I’m a bit reluctant to meet Holly, and it’s not purely out of loyalty to Kate, although that is a factor. The reason is this: I’m afraid that I’ll like her. I know that sounds strange, but I can’t help it. I find myself wondering if this love can really last, or if Holly will become another one of Julio’s statistics. Because no matter how much in love with her he says he is now, there is no knowing how he will feel in six month’s time. That’s just the way he is.

      Growing up, my brother always had a reputation as a heartbreaker. He’s been like that since the age of twelve. Even then, he seemed to have a different girlfriend every week, and it was always me who ended up dealing with the hysterical women he left in his wake. But I never thought my best friend would be one of them. I don’t know why I was so naive, but I just thought she was different to all his other women - stronger, more independent. I thought Julio had met his match with Kate. Turns out, I was wrong.

      Ding-Dong!

      “You expecting someone?”

      “Yeah, that’ll be my pizza.”

      “You ordered pizza?” he says, rubbing his hands with glee. “Fantastic! I could eat a horse!”

      I pay for the pizza, and just for the record, the delivery man is definitely good-looking, though the goatee is a deal breaker.

      I open the box of pizza and we dig in. With other men, I pretend to eat more daintily, but with Julio, I pig out. It’s amazing how we can pick up just where we left off, even though we haven’t spoken in months. It’s always been like that between the two of us. He’s so much a part of me that I can’t just shut him out, no matter how hard I try.

      “I’m really glad you came,” I tell him, once all the pizza’s been eaten and neither of us can manage another cup of tea.

      He smiles his devilish grin. “Me too.”

      We both rise to our feet. I tower over him, even without shoes. He may have inherited his mother’s Mediterranean good looks, but I got every inch of Dad’s height.

      My teeth chatter as I walk him out to his car. The warm weather has completely evaporated. We’ve gone from autumn to summer to winter in the space of a few days. The leaves are now crisp with frost and many of the birds have retreated back to their hideouts.

      “So you’ll let me know about Christmas?”

      “OK.”

      “Oh, and one more thing, Izzy.” He produces a brown cardboard box from the boot. “Can you give this to Kate? It’s just some of her old stuff from the attic. I picked it up by mistake when I moved out. She’ll probably want it back.”

      I nod, despite the knowledge that in order to give the box to Kate, I’ll have to admit to her that I’ve seen him.

      Well, there’s no rush.

      I’ll wait till she’s got over the shock of Julio asking for a divorce.

      Mustafa’s - Thursday Night

      My shoulders feel a little tense as I walk through the door of Mustafa’s. My friends are already there, and as always these days, the group includes Alicia.

      “Isabel, we were beginning to wonder where you’d got to,” Deacon says and he pulls up a chair for me. Alicia is sitting in my usual seat. I glance at her nervously. I’m still no closer to knowing what to make of her.  At work she has already ingratiated herself with Sonya and she’s even flirted with Stu, though I’m sure she wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole. Everyone seems to like her, and yet there is something about her, something inexplicable that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up on end. I reach for the glass of wine Rhett’s just poured me and take a large swig.

      “Uh oh, what’s going on?” Kate asks, watching the people at the next table being pulled from the comfort of their chairs. Tonight’s entertainers, a ‘traditional’ Greek dance troupe from Portsmouth, are hauling everybody to their feet. They make us link hands, so that they can lead us in snake like formation around the chairs and tables. The dance gets faster and faster, and the heady speed is a little sickening, especially as I’ve just drunk half my wine.

      Flushed and out of breath, we return to our table, where we replenish ourselves with more wine. I look on as the dance troupe smashes plates on the floor and dances around in the resulting shards. I really hope these are props, as the whole thing looks rather dangerous.

      “Oh, I got everyone key rings,” I remember, pulling them from my bag and setting them down in the centre of the table.

      “What are these?” Rhett asks, picking one up to examine it. “They’re kind of…ugly.”

      “They’re smoke detectors,” I say, careful to avoid Alicia’s eye. “I just thought, after the fire at the caravan park we should all be a bit more safety-conscious. It can’t hurt, can it?”

      My friends exchange bemused looks, much like the time Kate got us all suntan lotion for Christmas.

      “That’s really thoughtful of you,” Alicia says sweetly. “I’ll keep mine in my handbag at all times.”

      I am almost grateful to her as the others murmur in agreement, even though she is the reason I bought them in the first place.

      “You know, I heard a rumour that they’re reopening Millennium,” Rhett says, sipping his Turkish coffee.

      “Really?” Deacon looks at me in delight. “Maybe we can recreate our first meeting?”

      “I don’t think so!” I glare back.

      “Why, what happened?” Alicia wants to know.

      “Can you believe he threw me out of a nightclub?” I say, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “I didn’t throw you,” Deacon objects. “I was very gentle.”
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      It was ten years ago and Kate and I were queuing to get into Millennium, the most popular - in fact, the only - nightclub in Queensbeach at the time. Kate had just turned eighteen, and although I was a few months younger, I rarely had a problem getting in as I was tall and sophisticated for my age, or so I liked to think. That night, however, there was a problem.

      “You can go in,” the bouncer told Kate. He was big and broad, with longish black hair and penetrating eyes. I made to follow her, when he put out his hand to stop me.

      “Can I see some I.D, please?”

      “What?” I was so taken aback by the question that I didn’t even have the forethought to come up with a good story.

      “But I’ll be eighteen in a couple of months,” I wailed, watching a group of my friends go inside.

      “Come back then, and I’ll let you in,” he said firmly.

      I was fuming, but there was nothing I could do. Angrily, I dragged Kate across the road to the Horse and Hare, which was much less fussy about its entrance policy. It wasn’t nearly as much fun as Millennium though.

      When we left a couple of hours later, I noticed that there was a different bouncer on the door at the club. Emboldened by the three or four WKD Blues I’d just downed, I decided to try again. This time, it was easy. The bouncer smiled at us, and with a polite “Evening ladies,” we strode triumphantly inside.

      For a while, I had a great time. We headed straight for the dance floor, where we swayed in time to Avril Lavigne or Pink or whoever it was that we were into then. But then I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. Startled, I turned round and found myself looking up at that bloody annoying bouncer.

      “I thought I told you you weren’t coming in?” he said grimly.

      “Well, I seem to have found my way in anyway,” I replied boldly.

      “You have until the count of ten to leave the premises.”

      But I had a stubborn streak. I folded my arms. “You can’t make me.”

      That was probably the most stupid thing I’ve ever said. In one fluid motion, he swooped down and lifted me up over his shoulder. He carried me like that, fireman-style out of the club, with me banging my fists and kicking furiously as all my friends looked on and laughed. Once outside, he set me gently on my feet.

      “Did you have a coat?” he asked. “Give me the cloakroom ticket, and I’ll go and fetch it for you.”

      But I wouldn’t be placated. “Don’t bother,” I said. “I’ll fetch it myself in the morning.”
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      “You were so angry with me!” Deacon laughs now, taking a contented sip of his wine.

      “Can you blame me?” I demand. “You embarrassed me in front of all my friends!”

      “Well, you never did learn to do what you’re told, did you?” he teases.

      “Shh!” Kate hushes us. “They’re still doing their performance.”

      The Greek dancers have moved all the tables away from the centre of the room.  A hush falls over the audience as some kind of fluid is poured in a big circle in the middle.  A match is lit, and people gasp as a perfect ring of fire forms. Then the dancers begin clapping and singing, leaping in and out of the flames as if they were made of water.

      A sudden cacophony of shrill, discordant bleeps pierces the night.

      We all jump violently and it takes us a moment to realise where it’s coming from.

      “It’s the key rings!” Deacon yells above the noise. “Quick, switch them off!”

      We dive frantically into our bags and pockets, cheeks burning as our desperate fingers struggle to silence them. I feel the glares of the people around us, but the dancers continue with their performance as if nothing has happened.

      The audience takes up their tune, clapping and whistling along, as the dancers whirl and twist inside the spectacular circle of fire. I feel Alicia’s presence next to me as we both gaze intently into the flames. I sense that we are mirror images – her delight is my horror, my anxiety, her pleasure.

      “Please,” I whisper to her, but I’m not quite sure what I’m asking or if she even hears me. She doesn’t reply, but then, as quickly as they were ignited, the flames are quenched, and the dancers step safely out of the circle to take their bow. The spell broken, I rush outside for some fresh air.

      Kate follows me.

      “Are you alright?” she asks.

      “Yes, fine,” I feel around in my pocket for my lighter. God knows what I’ve done with it. I borrow Kate’s.

      “Don’t feel bad about the alarms going off,” she says, as I light my cigarette. “I thought it was funny.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You sure you’re OK?” she says, looking at me more closely. “You look tense.”

      “Just had a long day,” I say, sinking down onto the window ledge.

      How can I possibly explain to her about my concerns about Alicia? It all sounds so irrational.

      “Look, I wanted to have a word with you anyway,” she says, sitting down beside me.

      “Sounds ominous.”

      “It’s about Julio.”

      “Oh?”

      “Alicia saw you with him, Isabel. Why didn’t you tell me you were back in touch?”

      I suck in my breath. “How would Alicia know? She’s never even met Julio!”

      “She happened to see you outside your house on Sunday night, talking to a guy in an orange Alfa Romeo. Who else would it be?”

      “What was she doing there? Is she spying on me?”

      Kate rolls her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, Isabel! She went round to see you, but when she saw that you had company, she didn’t want to interrupt. She thought Julio was some guy you were seeing.”

      “Hmm…” I bite my lip. Kate’s explanation sounds plausible, but still, I don’t like the idea of Alicia hanging around outside my house, watching me. I find it disconcerting.

      “So it was Julio?” she prompts me.

      “Yes, it was. Look, Kate it wasn’t planned or anything, he just dropped in on me.”

      She takes my arm. “It’s OK, Isabel. He’s your brother. You have a right to see him, just don’t keep things from me, OK? That’s not the kind of friendship we have.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, I should have told you.”

      “So no more secrets?”

      “No more secrets.”
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      I have the dream again that night. The one where I nearly run Alicia over. I’ve had it several times since it happened. I play it over and over in my mind, just can’t seem to get it out of my head. In this dream, it happens just as I remember, except for one thing – the expression on Alicia’s face. It isn’t fear that she looks at me with, as she slides to the ground.

      It’s pleasure.

      I sit up, fully awake now. Was it just a dream, or is that how it really happened? What if the accident wasn’t an accident at all? What if Alicia was hiding in the bushes, waiting to jump out?

      What if she was crouched down in the darkness, waiting for me? She would have had to hide somewhere - behind the dustbins, maybe or else the iridescent glow of my headlights would surely have caught her?  Was she down there, waiting until the very last moment to leap out, knowing that that I wouldn’t be able to stop? Knowing that she would scare the living daylights out of me?

      It was a very dangerous game if she was.

      Robertson’s Superstore - Monday Morning

      “Morning,” says Jon, the security man, as he holds open the door for me. The doors are supposed to open automatically, but they’ve been malfunctioning a bit recently.

      “Morning. Did you have a nice weekend?”

      “Not bad. Took the kids to Chessington.”

      “Sounds lovely.”

      Jon shrugs. “The little one chucked up in the minivan.”

      “Staff meeting in ten minutes,” Sonya says, as I walk into the office. “Can you help me set up the projector?”

      “No problem.”

      I pull it out
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