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Imogen turned over into a sleeping position and enjoyed the softness of the mattress beneath her increasingly corpulent, middle-aged body. She looked at the digital clock on the table next to the bed for the hundredth time. It was a lazy clock that appeared to take about ten minutes to indicate to a tired pair of eyes, that only a minute had passed by in the eternity of the night. She heard her friend sigh next to her in the bed. 'Keep your bottom away from mine tonight, please Phoebe!' she said wearily, hoping, rather than expecting, that an elusive sleep, which she had chased through all manner of thoughts, would descend upon her sooner, rather than later.

‘I’m sorry,’ replied Phoebe, real name Phoebe-Rose, her constant companion, and of much slighter and wiry proportions than her friend, ‘I blame the wine. I'm not used to it.’ There was a little bit of a silence before Phoebe dispersed it with her insistence at talking at the slightest opportunity.

‘Don’t forget, I’m not Phoebe, Imogen. You left her at home. I’m Doris,’ she whispered, and Phoebe-Rose, with her newly created alter ego, Doris, both shuffled their shared bottom space away from their reluctant bed partner.

‘And don’t you forget, I’m not Imogen. I’m Pam,’ retorted Imogen, with a mild chastisement, aware of the mutual need to keep their altered identities secret from the new, and temporary, world that they had involuntarily found themselves in.

They were lifelong friends. Phoebe-Rose had never married and Imogen had long since removed a violently abusive and alcoholic husband from her life. Though their spirits and their interpersonal needs had been married for a long time, there had never been the need to express a union through a physical consummation. Sharing the same bed was a new and unusually uncomfortable experience for them both.

The air outside their remote, Mediterranean hideaway was thick and warm. It was deathly quiet, and there was not even a whisper of disturbed air to creep through the open, first floor window and invade their peace by rattling a curtain or a window latch, or anything else that was loose. The silence had only been punctuated once. A dog had barked from far off, perhaps disturbed by a night-prowling rat in the dry undergrowth of the hillside that, with its parched soil and scrub, dropped down steeply from their hotel into the valley below. The noise had settled almost immediately, like leaves on an autumn road disturbed by the passing of a car, dancing in the air before rearranging themselves on their return to the ground which they had briefly left.

‘You shouldn’t have drunk so much,’ advised Imogen, the elder of the two by a couple of years, knowing that, tired as she was, sleep would not get hold of her because of the oppressive heat of the night. Phoebe-Rose turned off her back to face away from her friend, making sure there was enough no-man’s land between their ageing bottoms. They rarely drank, but they wanted to keep to a custom of drinking in a hot climate. Wine and muggy nights, they had been naively convinced by television adverts, went together when you lived in these parts. Phoebe-Rose had taken to the drink more avidly than her friend and, as a consequence, orange juice a-plenty in tall, slim glasses stood loyally on their bedside tables in order to combat the advance of the expected dehydration.

They had never been on holiday before, since their lifelong occupation as proprietresses of a seaside boarding house in a much colder climate, had always been to provide for the holidays of others.

Phoebe-Rose shifted again, unable to reach a comfort conducive to sleep. 'Well, you get bored, there's so little to do.' She sighed, and threw the flimsy covering sheet off her body in an attempt to extract any little portion of cooler air from the oven of a room.

'We'll never get any sleep if you're going to bounce around all night,' complained Imogen with the accepted level of criticism that good friends are allowed to present to each other.

'Oh, this heat!!' cried out Phoebe-Rose in frustration, pleading for a divine hand to create a cool draught to caress her itching skin. Tired as she was, she nevertheless threw her legs over the side of the bed and sat upright on the edge of the mattress. Imogen buried her head in the pillow in order to tempt the absent sleep into her head in the way that she was accustomed to in her own bed in her own room at home.

'You won't be able to sleep sat up,' complained Imogen, her voice muffled in its filtration through the soft packing of the pillow, and to whom sleep in the much cooler, sometimes freezing, climate of home, came more easily than for her friend.

'Oh, I wish we were back home, listening to the sign rattling outside the window on a cold December night, and the rain lashing down, and the wind whistling around every corner of the house.'

Imogen sighed with despair. Though she was desperate for sleep to obliterate the nagging anxieties of the night, she nevertheless tacitly agreed with her friend, that it would indeed be wonderful to be back home, and imagined a cold, snow-covered roof, and an icicle hanging from the rainwater guttering outside her bedroom window. She remained silent, allowing her friend to ramble on.

'How much longer do we have to be here?' sighed, Phoebe-Rose again, trying to catch her breath, much of which had been stolen by the heat, 'It's only been two nights, and I'm already homesick.' There was a pause again because only one of them wanted to maintain a conversation, but Imogen, in a moment of genuine sympathy, eventually felt obliged to reply. Her words were exceptionally heavy, and could only stumble awkwardly through her tiredness and out into the prickly heat of the air.

'We haven't been told how long we are to be here'. But, not wanting to continue a conversation that she had been inadvertently drawn into, she found an excuse to end it. 'We'll get them to look at the air conditioning tomorrow.' Her reply was spoken with an innocent but barely disguised impatience, which shut up her friend, and left her talking and singing silently to herself.

It was different back home. Their first holiday in the twenty five years that they had been living together, had not been of their choosing, but the predictable pattern of the life in which they had each found their greatest security, a mutual friendship and the reliability of the day to day activities of running a business, had now changed forever.

Less than a week ago, Phoebe-Rose with the wispy brown hair and the busy manner fueled with nervous energy, had found herself in the male guest’s bedroom at a most inappropriate time.

A few days earlier, in the security of the Wednesday evening TV entertainment, she and her working partner Imogen had been entrenched in their individual easy chairs, when the doorbell sounded at the front. The large, century old, six bed town house, converted into rooms that the two later middle aged friends ran in the seaside town, attracted hordes of visitors in the Summer months, but settled down to peace and quiet in the winter. The ''No Vacancies'' sign hung with its clear message above the front gate, where it swung to and fro to the dictate of a cold, dark, wet and windswept, early winter evening.

Sat far back in the comfort of the chair, Phoebe-Rose was cut off from the TV, since there was nothing on it at the time that appealed to her. With her customary headphones attached to her ears, and nodding her head, sometimes frantically to the music as loud as it was safe to do so, she was contentedly involved in her knitting. She liked her music loud, energetic and heavy, and hard rock was amongst her favorites. She allowed the music to take her on a voyage of discovery to faraway lands in the geography of her mind. It would occasionally annoy her friend if she wanted to talk to her, but wasn’t able to break through the barriers that the earphones presented to conversation of an ordinary kind.

As Phoebe-Rose had looked up briefly from her concentration, she had noticed her friend's mouth moving as if she was talking to her, and obligingly dropped the earphones from her ears onto the tightening skin of her neck so she could hear what she might be saying. The doorbell was chiming with a representation of the opening notes from ‘November Rain’, and it ended in a drum roll before it went on to repeat itself in its loop. 'Oh! I wonder who that could be?' She was more
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