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      “Remind me never to take a shuttle bus again.” Meghan felt clammy and tired from sitting in the stuffy vehicle for over two hours. The hotel wasn’t even that far from the airport, but it had stopped off at fifteen other hotels before they finally arrived at their destination: Paradise Hotel. Waiting for their luggage to be unloaded, she glanced at the entrance of the tall, rather unappealing building and frowned. “What’s with all the rainbows?”

      “What?” Her friend Kim was panting as she joined Meghan with their suitcases.

      “The rainbows.” Meghan pointed to the rainbow flags in the pineapple palms by the door and over the entrance.

      “I don’t know.” Kim sighed. “And I don’t care. I just want to shower, get changed and have a drink by the pool before I meet Andres.” She looked over her shoulder as the shuttle drove off. “Seems like we’re the only ones who got off here.”

      “Hmm…” Meghan grabbed her case and followed her friend into the reception area. From previous experience with packaged holidays, she’d expected chaos at check-in, but there was no one. “Hello?” she yelled, only to be answered by the echo of her own voice. “Hello, is anyone there?”

      “Hi, can I help you?” A man came out from the office behind the reception desk and stared at their suitcases. “I’m afraid we’re not open. We’re preparing for an event, so if you have tickets, you can come back tomorrow.”

      “No, that can’t be right,” Kim said in an irritated tone. “We’ve booked an all-inclusive holiday with you. I have the confirmation right here.”

      “Maybe you got the date wrong?” The man took the confirmation Kim had printed and furrowed his brow as he looked it over. “Did you not get a follow-up email from us, offering you an upgrade in one of our other hotels?”

      “No, we never got anything,” Kim said, sounding like she was close to panicking. She was here to see her Spanish boyfriend, Andres, whom she’d met on holiday last year, and she’d asked Meghan to tag along so she wouldn’t be alone during the day, when Andres was working. She’d been unbearable for weeks, talking non-stop about him and speculating whether he would introduce her to his family. Because Kim was only here with one goal in mind: she wanted a ring.

      “Okay, my apologies.” The man backed away. “Please give me a moment. I need to start the system so I can check the facts. Take a seat. I’ll be right back.”

      Meghan dragged her case along to the reception seating area and slumped in a chair. “I didn’t get anything,” she mumbled as she scrolled through her emails. “I’m sure of it.”

      “Me neither. If anyone’s been double and triple checking the facts, it’s me.” Kim groaned and covered her face with her hands. “Oh God, this is a disaster. He’s not lying. It looks closed, and even if they offer us an alternative, we won’t be as near to Andres’ bar as we are now. I only booked this place because it was walking distance.”

      “Don’t worry. They’ll come up with a solution. They have to.” Meghan couldn’t have cared less where they were staying as long as there was a pool and the drinks were included. Being thirty-four and single, it was hard enough to find people who wanted to go on holiday with her. Most of her friends were married with kids, and the few single friends she had were too wild for her to spend more than a night with. When Kim had suggested going to Spain together, she’d immediately said yes because it seemed like the perfect solution. During the day, they would sunbathe, gossip and have cocktails by the poolside, and at night, Kim would see her boyfriend, which would give Meghan space to go out, explore and maybe meet new people. After all, what was the point of being single if she didn’t chase opportunities?

      “Now I’m going to be late, and I’ll look like shit,” Kim said. “And my ankles are still swollen from the flight. I need to put my feet up ASAP. I was hoping I could do that by the pool.”

      “I’m sure Andres will understand if you’re a little late.” Meghan turned to her friend, who was about to lose her temper. “He loves you, and he’ll be happy to see you. He won’t care if your ankles are swollen.”

      “He says he loves me,” Kim corrected her. “I’m here to find out if he really does, or if he’s just some lothario who still sleeps with tourists on a regular basis. But if he does love me… If he really does love me, then I want to look my best for him, so he’ll realise we should be together forever and⁠—”

      “Ever and ever,” Meghan interrupted her. She’d heard this so many times before, and although she was happy for Kim, it was getting old, especially after a ten-hour journey during which Kim had talked about Andres non-stop. “There he is,” she said, relieved to see the man come out of his office. He was clearly not on official duty, as he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, but at least he seemed helpful.

      “Apologies for the wait, ladies. There was a glitch in our system. We sent an email to everyone who had booked for this week, but for some reason, yours wasn’t sent, and it’s still pending.”

      “Great.” Kim tilted her head as she looked him over. “So, how are you planning on solving this? I have somewhere to be in two hours, and I’d really like to get ready.”

      “Of course. My name is Robert, by the way, and I normally work behind reception—when the hotel is open,” he added with an apologetic smile. “I’ve just called my manager. The good news is I’ll be able to give you an upgrade and check you in, and we’ll give you a refund for tonight. The bad news is that we can’t provide food for tonight, but there will be a member of staff behind the pool bar to serve you.” He hesitated. “Unless you’d rather go to one of our sister hotels? I can find out which ones have availability.”

      “No, that works for me,” Kim said, getting up. “A room is all I need. Are you okay with that, Megs?”

      “Fine with me.” Meghan was surprised at how quickly the problem had been solved, and she, too, was dying to get changed.

      “Oh, one more thing.” Robert slipped back behind the reception desk and picked up a flyer. “As I said, there will be an event here this weekend. It’s a Pride event. Women only,” he added, holding it up for them to see. “I just need to check you don’t have a problem with that.”

      “No problem at all.” Meghan smiled. “As long as the bar is open.”
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      “You want me to work the bar tonight?” Florence stared from the pool bar to Robert and frowned.

      “Only until midnight—if you don’t mind,” he said. “I’ll stay on reception. I can sleep in the back.” He sighed. “We screwed up with their reservation, so it’s the least we can do, but I understand if you can’t at such short notice. I can ask someone else.”

      “No, it’s fine. I could actually do with the overtime, and with only two guests it’s easy money.” Florence picked up a rainbow garland that had fallen off one of the palm trees and reattached it.

      The preparations for the women’s Pride festival were finally done, and most of her colleagues, including Stella, her manager, had left. A few were still hanging around, smoking a cigarette before heading into town for a drink.

      “Hey, guys. Just go without me,” she yelled at them. “There was a fuck-up with a reservation, and a couple of people just arrived, so I’m staying here tonight.” Her announcement was met with some protests, but the boys would be secretly relieved she wasn’t coming. They loved hitting on the ladies, and even though she did too, people always assumed she was dating one of them.

      She waved them off and turned back to Robert. “So, how does this work? Do I turn the music on? The lights?”

      Robert shrugged. “Honestly, this is a first. I have no idea, but I don’t want to bug Stella again. I just called her, and she was already in bed. I’d say do what you would normally do, apart from the announcements over the speakers.”

      “Yeah, that would be weird.” Florence chuckled as she imagined her voice blasting through the silence, aimed at only herself if these guests didn’t come down to the poolside tonight. “Well, I’ll get the bar ready. Do you want a beer?”

      “No, I’m good,” Robert said. “I’m technically on duty, so I’d better not.” He gave her a pat on her shoulder before he headed back into the building. “And no drinking for you either. Thanks, Flo. This should be an easy one.”

      “Sure. Easy-peasy,” Florence muttered to herself as she turned on the pool lights and the string lights that adorned the tiki bars and the plants around the pool. Paradise Hotel wasn’t the best or the prettiest hotel in Benidorm, but with the rainbow decorations and the lights, it looked pretty charming tonight. She connected her phone to the speakers and put on her own playlist instead of the standard corporate one. If she was going to be here all night, she might as well enjoy herself, but first, she needed something to wake herself up. The hotel’s new coffee machines that had replaced the old, noisy ones were a blessing.

      As she made herself a cappuccino, she heard one of the balcony doors above her open and looked up to see two women staring down at her. Unable to resist, she turned on the microphone. “Hey, there! The bar is open, ladies. Special one-on-one service, tonight only.” She smiled when she heard them laugh.

      “Thank you!” one of them yelled back at her. “I’ll be down in a bit!”

      Florence leaned on the bar and scrolled through her dating app, grimacing at most of the men and women who had ‘liked’ her. With the local dating scene being limited, she usually looked out for tourists, but there wasn’t much choice this week. She was excited for tomorrow, though: working at a women’s only weekend was right up her street. Personal relationships with guests were off-limits, but a little flirting was innocent and just what she needed.

      “Hi.”

      Florence jumped and almost dropped her phone in the sink. “Oh, hey! Welcome to Paradise.”

      “Welcome to Paradise? Is that what they make you say?” The woman laughed. “It looks pretty cute out here, but I can assure you, our room is far from paradise, even though your boss gave us an upgrade.”

      “Robert?” Florence chuckled. “He’s not my boss. He just happened to be here when you guys showed up, so they put him in charge.” She winked. “I don’t think it’s gone to his head yet, but let’s see what the night brings. And as far as the rooms are concerned, I agree with you. They’re not great.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be outside most of the time anyway.” The woman took a seat at the bar. “Are you here just for me?”

      “For you and your girlfriend,” Florence said. “My name is Florence.”

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Meghan. It’s just me tonight, and Kim is not my girlfriend.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed. I just thought you were here for the Pride event and⁠—”

      “No, no, no,” Meghan interrupted, waving a hand. “My friend is here to see her boyfriend, who’s a local, and I’m tagging along. Neither of us is gay, nor are we here for the event.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice, even though there was no one else around. “Are we going to be the only straight women here over the weekend?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Florence shot her an amused smile. There was something adorably innocent about this woman. “But it’ll be fun. There’s live music and a DJ, and everyone will dress up.”

      “I don’t have anything to wear,” Meghan said.

      “No problem. Just grab one of those garlands. They’re everywhere.” Florence pointed to the cocktail menu. “By the way, what can I get you?”

      Meghan shook her head. “I can go somewhere else. I’m sure you’d like to go home.”

      “Now that we officially have occupancy, even if it’s just one room, someone has to be here, so you might as well stay.” Florence shrugged. “The drinks are free, and I can be good company. I’d love to have someone to talk to while I sit out my shift, and besides the drinks on that menu, I can make you anything you like.”

      Meghan ran a hand through her long, dark hair and smiled. “Okay. But only if you have a drink with me.”

      “I’m not supposed to drink on duty.” Florence glanced at the building. Robert always took naps on his nightshifts, and with hardly any guests in the hotel, he was sure to be fast asleep by now.

      “There’s no one here.” Meghan pointed to the empty poolside. “It’s just you and me. If there was ever a time to have a cheeky drink at work, it’s now.”

      “You’re right,” Florence said after a moment’s hesitation. “As long as you don’t tell anyone.”

      “My lips are sealed.” Meghan’s smile widened, and she tapped the bar. “So, what are we having?”
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      “It’s good,” Meghan said as she sipped her margarita. She studied the attractive bartender, who was a little younger than her.

      “Thanks.” Florence was petite, but she seemed to have a big personality. Her wild, dark, curly hair was loosely pinned up, framing her heart-shaped face. She had a deep tan from working in the sun and big, hazel eyes that sparkled in the dim light of the bar. Wearing nothing but a slinky, grey vest top, a pair of tiny jersey shorts and flip-flops, she looked like she’d jumped straight out of bed onto the job, and as the hotel was closed, Meghan suspected that might have been the case.

      “It could be a lot better. Our tequila is not of the best quality, but it does the job.” Florence smiled widely and clinked her glass against Meghan’s. “So, you’re third-wheeling? Is that what’s happening this week?”

      Meghan laughed. “Yeah, something like that. I don’t mind, though. I can entertain myself, and Kim will be here during the day while Andres, her boyfriend, is working.”

      “Well, you have me tonight.” Florence pulled a chair behind the bar, propped her feet on the edge of the sink and sat back. “And tomorrow, you’ll have two hundred women fighting over you, so you won’t be short of company then either.”

      “I don’t mind making new friends, but as I said I’m not⁠—”

      “I know, you’re not into women. I was only joking. Do you have a boyfriend?”

      “No, I’m single. What about you?”

      “Me too. Single and ready to mingle. I’m excited for the festival.”

      “Oh, you like women?” Meghan blushed and felt silly for it. She often ended up in gay clubs on Saturday nights, and she’d even kissed a girl on a drunken occasion when she was younger, so her reaction made no sense.

      “I’ve dated men too, but I prefer women.” Florence locked her eyes with Meghan’s as she sipped her cocktail. “Physically, I mean.”

      Meghan nodded, a little uncomfortable under her intense stare. “Are you allowed to personally engage with guests?”

      “No. I’m not allowed to drink on the job either.” Florence suppressed a smirk as she held up her glass. “What can I say? I’m easily tempted.”

      “Then you must get in trouble a lot,” Meghan joked. Florence had a permanently mischievous look on her face, and that amused her.

      “Not really. I keep myself entertained, but I know my limits, so I tend to get away with a lot. Where are you from?”

      “London. It’s good to get out of the city for a bit, and we haven’t had much of a summer. It’s rained non-stop for weeks.” Meghan looked at her arms, which, like the rest of her, were terribly pale compared to Florence. “What about you? Do you live in Benidorm?”

      “For now. I’m a seasonal employee. I’m here in the summer. In the winter, I work for a hospitality employment agency in London. It’s restaurant bar work, mainly, but they occasionally put me on events and weddings too.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “It can be. What do you do, Meghan?”

      “I manage a casino. A small one in Southwest London.”

      “Cool.” Florence looked her over and frowned. “I find it hard to imagine you as a casino boss. You look so innocent.”

      Meghan threw her head back and laughed. “You’ve been watching too many movies. I’m not a gangster. I just manage the day-to-day and the staff.”

      “But you wear a black suit?” Florence asked with a chuckle.

      “At work, yes.”

      “Do you smoke cigars and drink whisky in your office?”

      Meghan laughed even harder now. “No, I don’t smoke, and like you, I’m not allowed to drink on the job.” She shrugged. “But unlike you, I play by the rules.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair! You were the one who insisted I have a drink with you.” Florence’s eyes widened in amusement. “So, you never get up to anything naughty at work?”

      “Never. I’m not involved with money laundering or blackmail, I’m afraid, and I don’t go around breaking people’s legs. Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “Bummer.” Florence slapped her thigh with a comical grin. “What about office affairs? A bit of fun on your desk after hours?”

      “Nope. I share an office with the head of payroll and the head of HR, and they’re both old enough to be my parents.” Meghan held up her hands in defeat. “I’m basically super boring.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Florence pointed to her glass. “How about another margarita?”

      Finishing her cocktail, Meghan already felt it going to her head. She hadn’t eaten anything yet, but she was enjoying having a drink with Florence and didn’t feel like venturing out in search of food. “I’d love another, but I need to eat. Do you know a good place that delivers?” She opened one of the international delivery apps on her phone and handed it to Florence. “Are you hungry? Please order whatever you like.”

      “I do know of a place, but I don’t want you to buy me dinner. Let’s split it.”

      “Please. It’s the least I can do when you’re keeping me company,” Meghan insisted. “And I’m a big casino boss, remember? You’re just going to have to do as I say.”

      Florence arched a brow and chuckled. “Okay, big shot. How about tapas?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            FLORENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      As they unpacked the food together, Florence felt pleasantly surprised with how her evening had turned out. Meghan was fun to talk to, although she was a little different than their regular guests, and Florence couldn’t quite figure out why.

      “I feel like we need candles,” Meghan joked, carrying the food over to the poolside table Florence had laid out with plates and cutlery from the hotel kitchen.

      “Good point. I can arrange that.” Florence grabbed three candle holders from behind the bar, put in fresh candles and lit them. “Here you go,” she said, placing them in the middle of the table. “It doesn’t get any more romantic than this.”

      Meghan laughed. “I know. The sea breeze, the candlelight, the food…” She looked skyward. “And the full moon. Let’s not forget about that.”

      “Yes, and you look dazzling in the moonlight, darling.” Florence made a show of pulling out a chair for Meghan and then sat opposite her. “Honestly, this is so weird. I’ve never dined in my own workplace, and I’ve never been here while the hotel was deserted. I was planning on a few drinks with colleagues, but this is so much better.”

      “I’m glad you’re not bored with me.”

      “Not at all. Have you heard from your friend?”

      “Oh…Kim! I’d totally forgotten about her.” Meghan checked her messages and nodded. “She’s fine. She’s telling me not to wait up for her.”

      “That’s good. For her, I mean,” Florence said. “For me too. I’m having a really great time.”

      “Same here.” Meghan plated her food. “It smells amazing. Is this one of your local takeaway places?”

      “Yes. It’s a small restaurant where we often meet up after work. It belongs to one of my colleague’s cousins. He appreciates our business, and we get a discount on drinks.” Florence tore off a piece of bread and dipped it in the albondigas tomato sauce. “So, how does a big casino boss end up in Paradise? Isn’t it a bit…” She thought long and hard about how to phrase the question, as she didn’t want Meghan to feel judged. “I mean, there are a lot nicer hotels along this strip.”

      “As I said, I’m not a big boss.” Meghan looked up with a humorous twinkle in her eyes. “And as far as the accommodation is concerned, Kim picked it. Not that I care where I stay. As long as there’s a bed, I’m happy, and besides, there’s something comforting about cheap package holidays.

      “Really? How so?”

      “My parents used to take me to a hotel nearby. They had me very young, and we lived on a council estate. They were always struggling with money, but they still managed to save up enough for a ten-day holiday every year. I looked forward to those trips for months.”

      “How sweet. How old were they when they had you?”

      “Seventeen.” Meghan chuckled when Florence gasped and almost choked on her food. “I know, it’s crazy. But guess what? They’re still together and very happy.”

      “Now that’s a unique story. I take it you didn’t follow in their footsteps, as you didn’t mention having kids?”

      “No, no kids. You?”

      “God, no. I’m barely an adult myself.” Florence laughed. “I’m twenty-five. But because I’m petite and look younger than my age, I still get ID’d. One of my friends is thirty-five, and people often mistake him for my dad. I hate it when that happens.”

      “Ouch.” Meghan grimaced. “Well, all I can say is, it might be annoying at times, but enjoy it while it lasts. I’m turning thirty-five soon, and I feel like everything has started drooping.”

      “How can you say that? You’re so not drooping.” Florence didn’t mean to stare, but she did. Meghan’s cleavage was enticing in the low-cut white top she was wearing, and she had a great figure. “You’re hot, girl. You’re—” She bit her lip, stopping herself. Although she was enjoying Meghan’s startled expression and flushed cheeks, she was worried she’d gone too far. Meghan was a hotel guest, after all, and she didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. Luckily, Meghan’s face broke into a smile as she sat back, creating some distance between them.

      “Are you hitting on me?” she asked. “Because that’s not going to work.”

      “No.” Now it was Florence’s turn to blush. “No, I wasn’t.” She shook her head with a grin. “All I’m saying is, I think you’re beautiful.”

      “Oh.” Meghan stared at her. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Florence didn’t know what to do with herself in the uncomfortable silence that followed, and she was thankful Meghan changed the topic.

      “So, Florence, tell me about the festival. What can I expect tomorrow? Just so I can prepare Kim when she comes back tonight.” At that moment, Meghan’s phone lit up, and she raised a brow as she read the message. “Never mind. Kim’s staying with Andres.”

      “Are you surprised? You seem disappointed.”

      “It’s not that.” Meghan stared up at the building. There was only one light on in the enormous block, which was in her room on one of the top floors. “It was creepy when we went up there earlier, but at least we were together so we could laugh about it.”

      “Wait. Are you scared?” Florence shot her a teasing smile. “You are!”

      “Just a little uncomfortable.” Meghan hesitated. “Would you mind walking me up to my room later?”

      “Of course not. But just to get things straight. If anyone’s watched too many movies, it’s you.”

      Meghan rolled her eyes. “I know it’s silly. There’s no one in the building apart from the reception guy, so there’s nothing to be worried about, but I get…” She swallowed her words and fiddled with her napkin.

      “You get what?” Florence saw a hint of genuine distress in Meghan’s features. Although she didn’t know her, it was clear this wasn’t a cry for attention, and she felt a stab of guilt for making fun of her.

      Meghan was silent for a long moment as if there was something she wanted to tell her. “It’s nothing,” she finally said. “I’ll be fine once I’ve locked the door behind me.”
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      “I’m sorry about this. I’m not usually such a coward.” Meghan felt her legs shaking as the lift went up. Not because she was afraid right now, but because she knew she would be once Florence had left. She’d be sitting up with the lights on, her body tensing at every noise. It was going to be a long night.

      The evening had been so much fun, but eventually Florence had to close up as they weren’t allowed to be there after midnight, and as she’d helped her clear up, her growing anxiety reminded her she’d be alone soon.

      “Don’t apologise. I’m with you. You’re totally right. It’s spooky here when it’s so quiet, but I can assure you, this hotel isn’t haunted.” Florence’s attempt to make her feel better didn’t help one bit because it wasn’t a fear of ghosts that had her on edge.

      The ping of the lift echoed eerily through the empty hall as they stepped out and headed for her room. Meghan scanned the ceiling for security cameras, but she didn’t see any. Surely, they would have some form of surveillance here, or at least a security guard on duty. Knowing the receptionist was asleep didn’t fuel her confidence either, and as she stopped in front of her door, her heart was pounding hard.

      “Are you okay?” Florence asked.

      “Yeah. I’m just going to check the room. Do you mind waiting?”

      Sensing her distress, Florence stopped her. “I’ll do it. You stay here.”

      Meghan watched her from the doorway while Florence checked the closet, the bathroom and even went on her knees to look under the bed.

      “All clear,” she said with a sweet smile.

      “Thank you, again.” Embarrassed and worried Florence might think she was a paranoid wreck, which admittedly, she was, Meghan returned her smile and straightened her back as she headed inside. There’s no one here, she told herself. You’re safe.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Florence leaned against the doorpost and studied her intently. “I can stay if it would make you more comfortable.” She held up her hands. “I’m not hitting on you. I want you to feel safe, that’s all.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but it’s not your job to make me feel safe.” Meghan took her hand and squeezed it. “I’ve had a great evening. You go home and get some sleep. You’ll be super busy tomorrow.”

      Florence nodded and turned to walk away, but before Meghan had a chance to close the door, she came back. “Wait.” She reached out for Meghan’s hands. “You’re trembling. I felt it earlier, but it didn’t register.”

      “I’m just cold.” In truth, she was shaking all over and the tightness in her chest that had started as soon as she’d gone inside was growing.

      “It’s not cold here, and you look terrified.” Florence glanced at the two beds. “Look. I have to be here tomorrow morning anyway, so if you want, I’ll stay with you. That way, we’ll both get more sleep. My housemate works here too, so I can ask him to bring me some clothes, and housekeeping will change the sheets so your friend will be in a clean bed when she comes back.” She paused. “And I doubt I’d get into trouble for sleeping in a guest’s bedroom because the whole creepy-empty-hotel scenario is a great argument.”

      “It’s still crazy and not your job,” Meghan said again, but she stepped back to let Florence in. She’d hoped the alcohol would relax her once she got upstairs; instead, she was on high alert and had sobered up within minutes.

      “No, it’s not my job, but I want to.” Sitting on the bed, Florence bounced to assess the mattress and laughed. “Besides, this is so much better than my own bed.”

      “You’re full of shit. Those beds are terrible.” Meghan joined her and chuckled when the bed creaked, threatening to break. “You’ll regret this.”

      Florence laughed and turned to face her. “You haven’t seen where I live. It’s basic at best. In fact, it might be worse than here, but I’m hardly ever home, so I don’t care.”

      “That’s not possible.” Meghan shot her a grin.

      “Oh, yes, it is. Like I said, I’m only here through the summers, and I’m outside all the time, so I get any cheap room nearby that’s available. This year, I’m sharing a house with my colleague and bestie Manuel and another woman. It’s crammed, but we get along.” Florence gestured to the room. “And I wasn’t lying when I said it looked a bit like this. Dated, ugly and mildly uncomfortable, but this is still better.”

      “That makes me feel less guilty.” Meghan let out a deep breath and cradled her knees. Her anxiety was slowly subsiding now that she knew she wouldn’t be alone. “Why are you doing this for me?”

      “Because I’m having a good time, I’m not bothered about my own bed, and I like you and want to help you,” Florence said, and Meghan believed her. “Are you tired?”

      Meghan looked at the other bed and shrugged. “I’m wide awake, but you must be tired.”

      “Far from.” Florence got up. “How about I get a bottle of wine from downstairs? It’s not the best wine, but if you’re not fussy…”

      “Never fussy,” Meghan said. She pointed to the balcony. “We could sit out there for a while? This room is stuffy, even with the balcony doors open.”

      “Sounds good. Are you okay to wait here? I won’t be long.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Meghan forced a smile. Surely, she’d be okay for ten minutes. Her logic told her this was a perfectly safe place, yet her heart started pounding in her throat as soon as Florence left. Taking a couple of deep breaths, she fought the flashbacks that started attacking her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            FLORENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      “One for you.” Florence poured Meghan a glass of white wine and handed it to her. “And one for me.” She sat next to her and leaned back against the balcony door. “Do you want to tell me why you’re so scared of being alone?”

      Meghan silently sipped her wine as she stared down at the poolside. “I’m not afraid to be alone per se. I’m fine at home. It’s just hotels that make me uncomfortable when I’m by myself.” She paused. “I knew there was a chance Kim wouldn’t be here at night, and I honestly thought I’d be okay but…”

      “But you couldn’t have foreseen staying in an empty hotel.” Florence placed a hand on her shoulder. “It will all be better tomorrow when it’s busy and noisy.”

      “I know,” Meghan said. “What are you afraid of?”

      “Hmm…” Florence could not think of a single thing that scared her. She was fearless, according to her friends, perhaps even a bit reckless, and she never said no to a challenge, no matter how ridiculous. She’d bungee jumped, ziplined, paraglided, and she’d jumped out of a plane on several occasions, loving the rush of those first few seconds before she opened her parachute. She was comfortable in water too; she’d swum in wild shores and was a confident cliff diver.

      “Nothing?” Meghan asked when she still hadn’t answered.

      “I don’t think so. Well, maybe apart from missing out,” Florence joked. “But that’s not serious enough to call it a fear. I worry about others, of course. I want my family to be safe and healthy, but when it comes to myself, I always trust that everything will work out. Maybe that’s naïve.”

      “Maybe. But still, it’s nice. I used to be like you.”

      “What changed?”

      “Something happened.” Meghan shrugged and didn’t elaborate, so Florence didn’t enquire. If Meghan was uncomfortable talking about it, she wasn’t going to push her. “Tell me more about you,” Meghan said, diverting the topic away from herself. “Do you date a lot?”

      “I have fun.” Now that she was off duty, Florence was really enjoying the wine, as she didn’t have to worry about being caught. “I was in a long-term relationship with my first boyfriend until I was twenty-one. He was a DJ, and I thought he was the coolest person in the world.” She chuckled. “And then I developed a mad crush on a woman, so I broke up with him. I wanted to explore my sexuality, and he was my best friend, so it was difficult. The woman in question was a colleague in a hotel where I worked, and we hooked up a couple of times. It never got serious, but it did open my eyes, and after her, I was in a couple of short-ish relationships with women. On an emotional level, I like both men and women. As long as there’s attraction, it works for me. But on a physical level, I prefer sex with women.”

      “Oh.” Meghan turned to look at her curiously. “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know. There’s something more intuitive about women, I suppose, and I just love their softness and their curves…” Florence watched Meghan’s eyes darken, and she wondered what she was thinking. “Have you ever tried it?”

      “I’ve kissed a woman, but I’ve never gone any further than that.” Meghan pursed her lips, and her eyes darted to Florence’s mouth for a split second. “It was a long time ago, though, in uni.”

      “Was there alcohol involved?”

      “Yes,” Meghan admitted. “The girl stayed on my mind for a while. Not in the moment, but after we’d kissed.”

      “So you felt attracted to her?” Florence asked.

      “I’m not sure, but as I said, she was on my mind in the weeks following. It happened at a party. She took me by surprise, said she wanted to kiss me. I was a bit tipsy, and she was cute, so I let her. The next day, I couldn’t remember her name and I never saw her again, so that was that.” Meghan finished her wine and held out her glass for a refill. “But I’m not bisexual. I’ve never been in love with a woman.”

      “But you’ve been in love with men?” Florence realised the conversation had turned very personal, but she liked how Meghan was opening up to her.

      “Yes. I was in two long-term relationships. It wasn’t perfect, but we had the same interests, and we were happy. The only reason I ended it on both occasions was that I didn’t feel it was going to last forever. Not from my side, anyway.”

      “How did you know it wasn’t forever?”

      “I guess I’ve always wanted what my parents have, and it wasn’t that.” Meghan smiled. “They can’t bear being apart, not even for a day, and they always have each other’s back. They’re like two peas in a pod.” She paused. “And your parents? Are they still together?”

      “No, they divorced when I was young, but I have a good relationship with both of them. My father is British and my mother Spanish. I grew up here, but I have dual nationality. That’s why I work in the UK over winter.”

      “Nice. You’ve got the best of both worlds.”

      “I guess. I can’t complain.”

      Meghan leaned back and looked at Florence’s curls. “And your hair? Is that from your mother’s side?”

      “Yes.” Florence laughed. “My father is a tall, bald, pale Englishman, so I certainly don’t take after him. My mother is a bit of a hippie, and they couldn’t be more different. No wonder their marriage didn’t last.”

      “A hippie?”

      “Not in the literal sense of the word,” Florence said. “She doesn’t live in a commune, and she doesn’t wear headbands or tie-dye, but she’s into auras and the universe and that kind of stuff. She has a small practice in Altea where she does crystal healing.”

      “Fascinating. Then you must know a lot about it.”

      “I have basic knowledge of crystals, but I’ve never been very interested. I may have got my looks from my mother, but in essence, I take more after my father. He’s a dentist, and with his medical background, he doesn’t believe in alternative medicine. Growing up, I never saw any evidence of actual healing, so I decided my father was right.”

      Meghan nodded. “I’ve always been curious about alternative healing.”

      “Then maybe you should visit her practice,” Florence said. “I’ll give you her details so you can make up your own mind.”
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      It was two o’clock in the morning by the time they’d finished the bottle, and Meghan could hardly believe how quickly the time had flown by. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realise how late it was. You’ve been working all day. You must be exhausted.”

      “Honestly, I could happily sit here and talk to you all night, but I should probably get some sleep.” Florence checked her watch, stood up and stretched. “In that wonderful Paradise bed.”

      “I’m sure it will be a treat.” Meghan laughed and stood up too. Her legs were stiff from sitting in the same position on the small balcony, and the wine had made her light-headed. They’d talked non-stop since she’d sat down at the bar, and Florence was right; they could have stayed here until the sun came up. “I don’t have any spare toothbrushes, I’m afraid.” She pointed to the bathroom. “But please help yourself to a towel and any toiletries you need. I’ll get you a T-shirt and underwear.”

      “Thanks.” Florence locked the door behind her, and Meghan heard the shower running. She imagined her stripping off and stepping in, running her hands through her wild curls as water trickled down her face and shower gel slid down her body.

      Why is my mind even going there? Suspecting their conversations about sexuality and the wine had something to do with it, she shook her head and sighed as she rummaged through her suitcase and pulled out two white T-shirts and two pairs of white panties. She was sharing a room with a woman she’d only met seven hours ago, and now she was having intimate thoughts about her, which was ridiculous. Her breath hitched when the bathroom door opened again, and Florence appeared with nothing but a towel wrapped around her. Her hair was wet and her skin shimmered from the lotion she’d applied; she let out a dramatic sigh as she fell back on Kim’s bed.

      “That was so nice. I was seriously clammy from setting up all day.”

      “Good.” Meghan caught herself staring and threw one of the T-shirts and pairs of panties at her. “Here. You can wear these.” She rushed into the bathroom and consoled herself with the thought that when she came out, Florence would have put on the clothes so Meghan couldn’t gawk at her anymore. Florence was pretty without even trying. In fact, Meghan didn’t think she knew how beautiful she was. She giggled as she looked at the top of the mirror, where a smiley face was drawn on the condensed glass.

      As she’d already had a shower when she arrived, she settled for a quick one and left the water running while she took her time to check herself in the mirror. Uncertain why she felt the need to look good, she combed her hair thoroughly and applied moisturiser and a little bit of
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