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 One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sasha Malone’s bum was going numb. 
 
      
 
    This was what she hated about traditional church weddings. Wedging her arse into these hard, wooden church pews. Why were they like this? Were bottoms so different a few hundred years ago when the church was originally built? Did everyone have cubed posteriors? Because this seating wasn’t fit to be sat on beyond ten minutes, and it had been longer than that. 
 
      
 
    Sasha checked her watch—forty-five minutes now. She needed a wee, she was cold, and she couldn’t feel her left bum cheek anymore.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just get hitched already,’ she muttered to herself. The mother of one of the brides, Sasha’s Aunt Tuppence, turned from the first row, one down from Sasha, and gave an anxious look around. That was when Sasha knew something was up. 
 
      
 
    When Sasha was eight, the school know-it-all had told her that Tuppence was a nickname for an intimate part of the female anatomy. Since then, she tried not to say Aunt Tuppences’ name in mixed company unless it was strictly necessary. Which Sasha had a feeling it was. ‘Tuupppeeennnccce!’ she hissed. 
 
      
 
    The tired-looking man next to her gave her a look. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha sighed. ‘That’s my aunt’s name. Mother of the bride?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Which bride?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Claire.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Clara?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Claire,’ Sasha repeated.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh.’ He paused. ‘I’m on the wrong side.’ He looked around him. ‘I wondered why I didn’t know anyone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Easily done,’ Sasha assured him. Sasha felt keenly, today more than any other day, that you needed to be careful about the name of your partner. Claire and Clara were going to have a nightmare of a time in that department. They were impossible to portmanteau, just for starters. Claira? Pointless.  
 
      
 
    Though it could be worse in the name department, just look at poor Aunt Tuppence, who was now heeding the call of her name, approaching Sasha’s row. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha, hi. So glad you could come,’ Tuppence warbled, adjusting her bra sweatily. 
 
      
 
    ‘You look a bit… Is everything OK?’ Sasha asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘Funny you should ask,’ Tuppence said with a strained smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Sasha asked, a bad feeling growing.  
 
      
 
    ‘Tell you outside.’ Tuppence urged through what was starting to become a rictus grin. 
 
      
 
    Sasha stood and began to exit the crowded row, pins and needles rushing to her bum cheeks. She almost fell over but steadied herself on her second cousin Jack on her dad’s side’s head.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oy!’ he complained.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, Cuz. Your head was the steadiest thing to hand,’ Sasha apologised.  
 
      
 
    Jack smoothed his hair, pretending not to check the size of his head while he was at it.  
 
      
 
    Tuppence hustled Sasha out of the church, and once they were on the steps, the veneer dropped. ‘Oh, Sasha! Oh! It’s just terrible!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wasn’t one for histrionics. ‘Spit it out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Claire’s not coming!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha spun, looking around like this might be a practical joke. Like Claire was going to pop out from behind a gravestone and shout ‘Surprise!’ But of course, no one was jumping out from behind graves today. Probably for the best.  
 
      
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘She and Clara … I don’t know, it’s all gone wrong!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you know, Tuppence? Cold hard facts,’ Sasha demanded. 
 
      
 
    Tuppence gathered her strength. ‘I just got a text from Claire. She says she’s not coming.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did she say why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. She said something about… she’s decided to move to Scotland. She said she’s going to open a bakery in the Hebrides?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s an interesting pivot for her wedding day,’ Sasha noted, baffled. ‘Wait, can she even bake?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t believe so, no,’ Tuppence said, wringing her hands anxiously. ‘She tried to bake me scones once and set the oven on fire. I didn’t even know you could do that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, this is possibly just a freakout?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Tuppence nodded hopefully. ‘But she’s not here.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But nor is Clara,’ Sasha pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Tuppence looked as though that were news. ‘Oh. No. She’s not, is she?’ 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, there was a man among them bearing a dyed black beard that was probably supposed to make him look younger. ‘Hello,’ he said uncomfortably.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought he might be Clara’s dad, Simon. Everyone who ever mentioned him had followed it up with a whispered, ‘The one with the money.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Simon!’ Tuppence cried. ‘I’m so sorry!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry,’ he said, his eyes glistening.  
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the pair. ‘Simon, is it?’  
 
      
 
    He turned to Sasha. ‘Oh, yes. Hello…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha. Claire’s cousin.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘More like a sister,’ Tuppence said emotionally. 
 
      
 
    ‘Though very much still a cousin. So, where’s Clara?’ Sasha said, cutting to the heart of the matter. 
 
      
 
    ‘I just got a text from her. She’s not coming.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Training to be an architect in the Welsh valleys, I take it?’ Sasha asked scornfully. 
 
      
 
    Simon blinked. ‘What? No. She’s simply decided this isn’t the right day for it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not the right day for it?’ Tuppence repeated, suddenly deciding she was the aggrieved party now that her daughter wasn’t the only fuck-up. ‘NOT THE RIGHT DAY FOR IT?! We’ve done all this, all this, all this…’ Sasha gave Tuppence a gentle clap on the back, and the record broke. ‘All this work, for her to decide that it’s…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Now, look,’ Simon bristled. ‘I’ve spent a lot of money on this wedding. I paid for the honeymoon too, which was almost as expensive…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Money?!’ Tuppence screeched. ‘I’ve been working every hour god sends for months to set this up. I have a yacht waiting at the marina to take them away at midnight on a dream holiday straight from the reception! I’ve got their bloody bags packed and waiting at the venue!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I know. I wrote the cheque for it,’ Simon said smugly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha couldn’t stand here listening to these adults having a who’s-the-most-wronged competition. It was giving her parental divorce flashbacks. ‘Tuppence, Simon… They’ve both ditched the wedding. You both got screwed.’  
 
      
 
    Simon was agog. ‘Both of them! What on earth?’ He shook his head. ‘What is wrong with this generation? They’ve got the attention span of gnats.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You could probably pin it on social media if you need a scapegoat,’ Sasha offered.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t think she should be involved in this, but somehow, when an adult was needed, she always got dragged into things. ‘Right, so what now?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I suppose we’ll have to tell the congregation,’ Simon said. ‘Yes,’ Tuppence agreed. Sasha realised they were both looking at her. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. No! You two do it!’ Sasha exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve always been good at that sort of thing, Sasha,’ Tuppence whined.  
 
      
 
    ‘When have you ever seen me announce an aborted wedding?’ Sasha demanded.  
 
      
 
    ‘I just mean… Taking charge. It’s always been your thing. I know you’re not the oldest one, but somehow, it always seemed like you were.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Watch it,’ Sasha warned.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re the confident one,’ Tuppence rerouted. ‘People will prefer to hear it from you. I’ll just collapse into tears.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Me too,’ Simon agreed. ‘Well, not tears. But I might have a heart attack from the pressure.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha groaned, giving up the fight. ‘For fuck’s sake.’ She looked at them. ‘What shall I say?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Keep it vague,’ Tuppence said. ‘We don’t need any more stress with people getting angry and such. The girls will need time to recover.’  
 
      
 
    ‘Recover? From being flakes?’ Sasha asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘We don’t want them bombarded with phone calls,’ Tuppence added. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think she’ll have much signal in the Hebrides,’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    ‘We both know she’s probably just at home,’ Tuppence said with a tut. 
 
      
 
    ‘But what about the reception?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Simon put his hands in his suit pocket. ‘Well, it’s paid for.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And organised,’ Tuppence stated. ‘Might take the edge off for the guests that travelled from afar. It can just be a big party for everyone,’ she added, cheering up. 
 
      
 
    ‘With the extremely weird theme of celebrating the “love” of two people who aren’t there,’ Sasha said. She took a deep breath. ‘Better get it over with then.’ She turned to the church. She realised the parents weren’t following. ‘You coming?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think we’ll just see you at the party,’ Simon said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, we’ll go on ahead. Get things… Set up,’ Tuppence jumped in. 
 
      
 
    Sasha glared at the pair of them. ‘Un-fucking-cool,’ she declared.  
 
      
 
    She turned and marched into the church, headed for the altar. Unfortunately, the extremely elderly organist misread the situation and cranked up the wedding march. Everyone turned, expecting to see a bride. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, no, no! It’s not that!’ Sasha called. ‘I’m not…’ She waved at the organist. ‘Can you stop!?’ 
 
      
 
    The organist broke off. ‘I do beg your pardon,’ she muttered, pushing her glasses up her nose, embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    Sasha ran up the aisle to get to the front quickly.  
 
      
 
    The vicar, leafing causally through a bible while she waited, looked Sasha up and down. ‘You’re not one of the brides, are you?’ she asked, squinting. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, just a cousin. Wedding’s off,’ Sasha whispered., 
 
      
 
    ‘Thought as much.’ The vicar slapped her bible shut. ‘Right then. I’m off to watch football.’ She left through the back. 
 
      
 
     Sasha turned to the crowd, muttering amongst themselves. ‘Sorry, everyone!’ The murmuring crowd went quiet. Sasha took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, but there won’t be a wedding today.’ The reaction was an unnerving silence. Sasha felt she had to say more. ‘There’s been… a change of plans. But the reception is going ahead.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s mother, Erika, stood to her full height of six intimidating feet. ‘What?!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha tried not to shrink in her glare. ‘It’s… we can… It will all be explained later. Probably. So, let’s all just…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha, explain this to me. Where the hell is your cousin?’ Erika demanded, and Sasha wanted to throttle her.  
 
      
 
    ‘She’s… at large,’ Sasha said, panicked. She hadn’t been expecting the third degree. She thought people would feel awkward enough to just shut their faces and trundle out.  
 
      
 
    But her mother was never one to let a scene pass her by. She was like her sister Tuppence in that way, albeit a more confrontational version.  
 
      
 
    ‘At large?’ her mother repeated. 
 
      
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes. ‘Mother. Sit down. No, actually, don’t. We’re all leaving. We’re going to the party.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I just think we deserve an explanation,’ her mother demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, probably. But as I’m not the one getting married, should it be from me?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re in the know. We want to be in the know. So, what do you know?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not much. The parents of the brides have simply asked me to pass on this message to you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That Claire and Clara aren’t coming?’ said someone else, standing. Her uncle Toby. He was the youngest sibling and could never bear to be left out.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why, though? Was there an accident?’ Toby pressed anxiously.  
 
      
 
    ‘Nothing like that,’ Sasha said quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘But what have you been told?’ her mother demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not on trial here!’ Sasha exploded. ‘So stop haranguing me and bugger off to the venue, would you!’ 
 
      
 
    Her mother put her hands on her hips. ‘Fine. But I bought a hat for this. I will get answers.’ She slid out of the pew and marched up the aisle.  
 
      
 
    Once she’d broken the seal of seated integrity, everyone duly stood and began to file out. Sasha wasn’t sure how this had turned into a kangaroo court with her in the dock, but she was livid. At Claire, at Clara, at Tuppence, at Simon, at her mother. Even Uncle Toby was asking for a kick in the family jewels. And now she was going to a party with the lot of them, minus the brides. She couldn’t imagine a more miserable social occasion. Oh, for a good funeral.  
 
      
 
    Sasha knew what the so-called party held for her. People were going to be coming up to her all night, wanting answers Sasha didn’t have. As much as that scenario pissed her off, if she could have somehow known where she’d find herself by the night's end—and the extraordinary mess she’d be in—she’d have taken every stupid question gladly.  
 
   



 

 Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie Adler was late to the party. 
 
      
 
    It was worse than that. She’d missed the wedding altogether. She’d woken at ten this morning, looked at the time on her phone, and asked herself very seriously whether she wanted to watch her spoiled half-sister Clara get married enough to drag her hungover self out of bed. She did not. 
 
      
 
    She decided that she’d just roll up to the reception and make out like she’d been at the wedding the whole time. She was pretty sure she’d get away with it. After all, who would be looking for her? Not Clara. She’d be obsessed with herself more than ever today. Not Stepdaddy Simon. His spawn was all he could ever see. And everyone else would have eyes on the brides. So why break her neck? 
 
      
 
    So then, just the reception. Only, after she’d had a couple more hours of knocking up zeds and gotten ready slowly because she was still hanging out of her arse from last night, she realised she was not even going to make the pre-meal drinks on time.  
 
      
 
    OK, if she could just make sure she was at the sit-down meal, it would be fine. She couldn’t fuck around with that; it was the hard line. There would be a specific chair with her name on it. It was a neon arrow pointing to her absence. She had to get her skates on.  
 
      
 
    She ordered an Uber, selecting the premium service because there was a car nearby. Ordinarily, she was a ride-share girl. She tried not to shudder at the cost of the hour-long drive. 
 
      
 
    When she arrived at the venue, she had to roll her eyes. It was a manor house, and it was just spiffy. What a perfect demonstration of wealth for the plebs to drink in. 
 
      
 
    She slid into her chair at table two in the great hall just in time to see knives and forks raised for the starter. ‘Oh Christ, I’m famished!’ she said, stuffing a piece of spinach and ricotta ravioli from a tiny serving bowl into her mouth.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, hello,’ said a man with a hang-dog face. ‘Hungry?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I skipped breakfast.’ She checked his name card. ‘Chris? You’re Simon’s brother, right?’ 
 
      
 
    He paused. ‘No. I’m his friend from work.’ He sighed. ‘I’m in the wrong fucking seat again.’ He picked up his plate and went over to table three, where he had a word with a bloke with white hair who looked like Simon. He got up, and Wrong-Chris replaced him in his seat.  
 
      
 
    Right-Chris came over with his plate, sitting down. ‘Hello, I’m Simon’s brother, Chris.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m Josie.’ 
 
      
 
    His eyes widened. ‘Oh,’ he said with alarm and turned to face his plate.  
 
      
 
    Josie sighed. She wondered what tales Simon had fed him from her youth. The joy ride in his Jag? The time she’d been discovered around the back of the shed with her head up Lily Smith’s skirt? The time she’d set the very same shed on fire? 
 
      
 
    There were numerous contenders for her juiciest moment, Josie had to admit. Simon called it a ‘misspent youth.’ Josie felt she’d spent it perfectly well. Youth was for lapses.  
 
      
 
    And she was still young, kind of. Not thirty for months yet. Still time for some last-minute blunders. Maybe today, even. A few drinks, some dancing, perhaps take a senorita/senor home with her and wake up tomorrow with texts from her Step-Papa telling her she’d spoiled the wedding with her scandalous ways? 
 
      
 
    She glanced around the room, looking for talent. Her eyes fell on table one, the wedding party. First-tier family—which did not include her—and bridesmaids. She noticed the table was half-empty. Who was missing? Oh. Both the brides. They were probably wandering about, glad-handing.  
 
      
 
    That was when Josie noticed that the vibe in the room was off. It was a wedding. It was supposed to be all smiles. But it was sour faces, the conversation furtive. And she still couldn’t see Clara or that girl she’d married, what’s-her-face.  
 
      
 
    She considered asking her table what was up. But it consisted of her never before met step-uncle and a couple of cousins from Simon’s side. She didn’t fancy asking any of them.  
 
      
 
    She wished Wrong-Chris was still here. Misplaced or not, he was approachable. Everyone here would know her reputation too well. She was isolated, as ever.  
 
      
 
    The idea of making a mistake tonight called louder and louder.   
 
   



 

 Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘No, I don’t know where either of them is,’ Sasha told the sixth person in a row to approach her at the bar, some guy with a narrow tie who knew Clara from the hedge fund she worked at.  
 
      
 
    ‘Really? But how did you know it was all…’ the guy began.  
 
      
 
    ‘Simon and Tuppence,’ Sasha barked. 
 
      
 
    The man’s eyes widened. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha sighed. ‘Tuppence is Claire’s mother’s name.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh.’ The guy laughed. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that when I was growing up, it was my little sister's name for her…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m aware of the connotations, thank you,’ Sasha snapped. ‘Take it up with Tuppence.’ 
 
      
 
    The guy baulked. ‘What, her name? That seems a bit—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, obviously not that. I meant the whereabouts of the brides. They’re the ones who got direct communications. ‘Kay?’ Sasha went back to the bar, murder in her heart. The man took the hint and wandered off. 
 
      
 
    Sasha took her second free champagne off the bar and knocked it back in one go. She couldn’t take any more. Why weren’t Tuppence and Simon making some sort of announcement? It was their children who were at the centre of this. They were just…  
 
      
 
    Where the fuck were they even? Hiding? They were leaving her out here to take the onslaught. And who was she? A mere cousin. This should not be on her. But they’d made her the face of the mess, hadn’t they? The clever bastards.  
 
      
 
    Sasha wondered if she should just leave. It was an attractive proposition. But she was hungry, and they were serving in a minute. The least she deserved was the six-course menu. She could eat her feelings about today. 
 
      
 
    ‘Everyone be seated,’ called Simon, finally appearing from the kitchen. ‘Dinner is served.’ 
 
      
 
    Of course. He was showing his face only to tell everyone to sit and eat. It was half the reason anyone came to a wedding. Indulge in the good stuff on someone else’s dime. No one would rush him now. Not with filet mignon on the line. 
 
      
 
    She went and sat down (table three), and the staff placed down small bowls of ravioli in front of them all. It contained only three large ravioli. Though in fairness, they were bloody delicious, hints of cinnamon working surprisingly well.  
 
      
 
    Sasha tried to savour it, but they were gone in a minute. Luckily, the staff had started clearing up the first table as soon as the last table was served, so they wasn’t long to wait for… Oh. Melon plate. Ah well. Always another course on the horizon.  
 
      
 
    As she nibbled at the honeydew, her tablemates—some of her least favourite cousins, including sturdy-headed Jack—muttered amongst themselves. They started pointing at one another. Then Jack cleared his throat and opened his mouth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Jack, I don’t know anything,’ Sasha snapped quickly. ‘Don’t even start.’ 
 
      
 
    Jack closed his mouth. Everyone looked deeply disappointed. 
 
      
 
    Sasha glanced around the room as she ate her melon. She thought that she might be the only person to see a raven-haired woman in a little red dress that had seen better days sneaking in through the back with ninja speed. Sasha didn’t know her; she must have been one of Clara’s lot. She looked… what was the word?  
 
      
 
    Naughty. That was the perfect descriptor for her. Dimples that had been around the block. A smile that would get you anywhere you cared to go. Dark eyes that had seen some things.  
 
      
 
    Sasha envied her insouciant entrance. She looked like she’d come here straight from some other much more fun event to which she would return once she’d shown her face. She looked free in every way Sasha wasn’t.  
 
      
 
    Naughty Dimples sat down at table two, and Sasha could see her no longer. She returned reluctantly to her melon. Then that guy she’d been sat down next to at the wedding came over and had a word with some bloke at the table with yellowy-white hair, saying something about a ‘Chris Mix-up,’ replacing him.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh no, not again?’ she asked her new tablemate. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged, embarrassed, and started eating with his head down. 
 
      
 
    Melon plates were taken and replaced with soup. But before Sasha could ascertain the nature of the soup, someone clinked a glass loudly, and everyone turned to the top table. Tuppence and Simon were standing.  
 
      
 
    ‘Right, so, we just wanted to talk about the thing everyone must be wondering about,’ Tuppence began anxiously. 
 
      
 
    Mid-course so no one could leave their tables, of course. Clever, clever bastards.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, yes, we all know that Claire and Clara didn’t make it to the wedding,’ Tuppence began. 
 
      
 
    ‘Wait, what?!’ asked a very amused voice. Sasha couldn’t see the speaker, but somehow, she knew it was Naughty Dimples. 
 
      
 
    Simon’s eyes narrowed. ‘No, Josie. They didn’t. And since you seem to only just be catching up, I take it you didn’t either.’ 
 
      
 
    The now-named Josie gave a theatrical sigh. ‘For fuck’s sake.’ 
 
      
 
    Tuppence cleared her throat. ‘Anyway. Yes, they’ve both been in touch, and they’ve decided not to proceed. But all gifts will be waiting on the table to be collected by the gift-givers. So. That’s something. Err, so, enjoy your meal and let’s have a great party!’ She sat down quickly, spooning soup into her mouth, and Simon followed suit.  
 
      
 
    ‘Wait, that’s it?’ Second Cousin Jack asked himself quietly, dissatisfied. He turned to Sasha. ‘Come on, there must be more than that. Did one of them cheat? Did both of them cheat?’ 
 
      
 
    Another second cousin, though on her mother’s side, Perry, chipped in with, ‘Did one of them find out that the other had a secret OnlyFans account where they sat on buttercream cakes in exchange for Bitcoin?’ The table looked at her. ‘It happens more often than you think,’ she told them wearily. 
 
      
 
    ‘Listen, everyone. Really listen.’ Sasha took a deep, angry breath. ‘I. Don’t. Know. Anything.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Jack demanded. ‘Claire must have told you something.’  
 
      
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes. She would never be free.  
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie was trying very hard not to smile. She wasn’t having much luck. Perfect little Clara had ballsed up, had she? All the money and time that had gone into the big day, and she hadn’t shown up. Josie felt vindicated.  
 
      
 
    For once, she wasn’t the miscreant of the family. For her faults, Josie had never brought together two hundred friends and family, only to disappoint them. She tended to upset people on a one-to-one basis.  
 
      
 
    She tucked into her piece of wedding cake (though it should technically be renamed, given the lack of nuptials), washing it down with her third glass of champers.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that she wished Clara ill… No, actually, she did. She really did. Clara had looked down on her since they’d met when they were both eight. The day Clara had been shoved into Clara’s bedroom and told, ‘You’re sisters now!’ by Simon.  
 
      
 
    Clara was sitting on the top bunk of a hastily assembled set of bunk beds that now occupied her room. ‘You’re not my sister,’ she said shortly. 
 
      
 
    ‘I know,’ Josie apologised. 
 
      
 
    ‘And I don’t like your mum,’ Clara added. ‘She’s got dark roots. My mum says that’s a sign of being poor.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was less willing to accept that. Her mum was the only person she really had, considering her father had been in the wind since before she was born. It was a red line. ‘Your dad’s beard smells like hot dog water,’ Josie told Clara. 
 
      
 
    Clara raised an eyebrow. ‘Your mum’s cooking sucks.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Your dad can’t cook anything,’ Josie pointed out.  
 
      
 
    ‘He doesn’t have to!’ Clara declared angrily. ‘That’s what your mum’s supposed to be for! And she’ll do it because she gets to live in our house and it’s a lot nicer than where you used to live. On the estate.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s nostrils flared. She leapt across the room. Minutes later, minutes she didn’t remember, she was pulled off a bloody-nosed Clara by a furious Simon.  
 
      
 
    Josie never came back from that. She was the bad kid from the wrong side of the tracks who’d beaten the shit out of her perfect, innocent stepsister for the rest of time.  
 
      
 
    Her mother never stopped campaigning for her in her new family but to no real avail. Even Josie’s mother’s death six years later didn’t change her leper status. If anything, it made things worse. Because no one had Josie’s back anymore. She was an outcast in her own home.  
 
      
 
     But today? Today, Clara was the fuck-up. That deserved celebration.  
 
      
 
    She wondered if she should call Clara to crow. Probably little point. She wasn’t going to pick up for Josie, today of all days.  
 
      
 
    Josie decided to check her socials for details. Though she definitely wouldn’t have posted any information about... Wait, hold the phone. What was this on her Instagram? The Drama-llamas she surrounded herself with had created quite a flurry of activity on the timeline.  
 
      
 
    People were saying things like, ‘CLARA, WTF?’ and ‘Gross!’  
 
      
 
    Josie couldn’t discover the source of the comments. The controversial post was gone. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t meant to start up an investigation into why Clara had fucked off her wedding day, but she was in it now. And at table six, there was a gaggle of Clara’s buddies, second tier, the ones not quite worthy to be in the wedding party, all getting drunk in grim silence.  
 
      
 
    Josie finished up her cake, drained her drink, and headed over. ‘Hi guys!’ she said with aplomb.  
 
      
 
    The group of five girls—who looked like they’d all been contoured by the same painters and decorators—turned to her, and the hostility was immediate. She might as well have been Joseph Stalin doing a drop-by.    
 
      
 
    ‘Surprised you came,’ hissed a balayage-haired girl called Portia.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I thought I’d swing by,’ Josie said cheerily. ‘Shame the bride couldn’t manage that. Where is she, by the way?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘None of your business,’ Portia said. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t know, do you?’ Josie sneered. 
 
      
 
    Portia locked her lips. 
 
      
 
    Josie regarded the table, one by one. ‘You know, I was just taking a look at Clara’s Instagram—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It wasn’t even anything,’ exploded another table member, a girl with drag queen-level make-up called Tamara. ‘We were just messing around! That stripper wasn’t even in properly—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Tamara!’ Portia lashed out. ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She already knows,’ Tamara said, almost in tears. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mark deleted it, so she couldn’t!’ Portia pointed out. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh my god, Clara banged a stripper on her hen do?!’ Josie exploded. ‘And one of your lot posted a pic of it for her wife-to-be to see?’ She shook her head. ‘She really couldn’t have had a less cliched scandal? I’m disappointed.’  
 
      
 
    Portia glared at her. ‘Like you can judge. We know all about you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t know shit,’ Josie said and walked away. She was going to the bar for another glass of champagne.  
 
      
 
    Despite what she’d said, she was a bit shocked. She wasn’t surprised that Clara had done wrong, but that she’d been so bloody indiscrete. Clara was a shitty person, but good at hiding it. She really must have been smashed to get penetrated in a room full of mixed associates. Then again, maybe she’d done this on purpose. Josie knew a thing or two about self-sabotage.  
 
      
 
    Who’d have thought that after all this time, Josie would find something in common with her stepsister? Life. It was a wild ride. 
 
      
 
    At the bar, a tray of fresh drinks waited, and Josie took one sip before realising she was starting to feel truly drunk. Further down the bar, there were raised voices.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned to the distant sound of a row. Some woman with her back to her, wearing a truly horrible pink fascinator, was telling off someone she couldn’t see.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’m just saying… Claire’s your cousin. And you’ve always been the top dog among that lot.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What a lovely turn of phrase, Mother,’ said the wary receiver of the bollocking. 
 
      
 
    ‘I know you know more than you’re letting on. And being that you’ve dragged us all out here...’  
 
      
 
    ‘I haven’t dragged anyone anywhere!’ I’m a bloody guest, same as you…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘…and we’ve spent all this money to attend. And all those bloody events we had to go to in the lead-up! The engagement party, the hen do and the bloody bridal shower? When I got married, I just did it. I didn’t make a year out of it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And look how that turned out,’ the other woman replied, leaning further into the bar to get a drink from a tray.  
 
      
 
    Josie finally got a look at her. She was rather a melancholy-looking type, with large deep-set blue eyes, a downturned, yet full mouth, and a roman nose. Josie had always kind of liked a sad face. And this woman wore hers well.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha, don’t start on that,’ her mother warned. 
 
      
 
    Sasha? She didn’t look like a Sasha. It was too sexy a name, and she wasn’t sexy as such. No, hang on, maybe she was. No one in human history had ever managed to be sexy while arguing with their mother, so it was difficult to say.  
 
      
 
    ‘Mum, look. I don’t know what happened. Believe it or don’t,’ Sasha said with finality.  
 
      
 
    Her mother adjusted her fascinator. ‘Call her then and bloody well find out. We shut the restaurant today. On a Saturday. For what?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded, wrung out. ‘Yes, I’ll do that. Now.’ And she walked away from her mother, heading outside to the patio.  
 
      
 
    Josie wasn’t sure why she did it, but she picked up her drink and followed her.  
 
      
 
    Outside, Sasha wasn’t making a phone call. She was looking out into the descending darkness of the day.  
 
      
 
    Josie watched her for a moment and then said quietly, ‘I know what’s happened.’  
 
      
 
    Sasha, who had thought she was alone, screamed as she spun to see who was whispering creepy things on the patio. ‘Jesus!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, I thought you heard me,’ Josie said apologetically. ‘I just thought you might like to know.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Know what?’ Sasha said, her blue eyes wide.  
 
      
 
    ‘What happened. Why it’s all gone tits up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Who are you, exactly?’ Sasha asked, not politely. 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie. Stepsister to Clara.’ 
 
      
 
    Those credentials seemed to satisfy Sasha. ‘Oh. Yeah. I recognise you from being late.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘There are worse crimes.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘So… Do you know? What it’s all about?’ Sasha didn’t seem to want to draw this out.  
 
      
 
    Shame. Josie thought they could have enjoyed each other’s company quite a bit if Sasha wasn’t so determined to be uptight. Ah well. Josie could still have some fun tonight.  
 
      
 
    Josie sat down on some wicker patio furniture, and Sasha sat down, too. ‘Well…’ 
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    Josie took a sip of champagne and added to the story, ‘Though Tamara claims it wasn’t full penetr—’  
 
      
 
    ‘Thanks, I got it,’ Sasha stopped her.  
 
      
 
    Her new acquaintance, Josie of the famous dimples, was enjoying all this a bit too much. And Sasha took no pleasure in learning the truth. She felt just awful for Claire. No wonder she wanted to piss off to a small Scottish Island until the end of her days.  
 
      
 
    Sasha had never really thought much of her fiancée, Clara. She seemed like a snob, and she treated Claire like a pet, pulling her along by her lead wherever she went.  
 
      
 
    Claire took it because she thought she’d done well for herself. Clara came from money and worked in money. And their side of the family was OK, but they weren’t wealthy. They all worked in the family restaurant, which, until quite recently, had been in the red. But Claire had always been a bit of a Kardashian wannabee. She was drawn to serious wealth.  
 
      
 
    Once, she had said to Sasha, ‘Having a lot of money is the closest thing you can get to real-life magic.’  
 
      
 
    ‘How much do they have, your fiancée's lot?’ Sasha had asked, only half interested. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know exactly. But they go skiing every year—in Switzerland. And Simon once took us to his club for lunch, and they had Iberico ham and Wagyu beef on the menu. The good shit.’  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t think Claire was a gold-digger, she was simply impressed with people who had that magic. But look now. The magic had leaked.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, do you know where she is, your sister?’ Sasha asked Josie. 
 
      
 
    ‘Step. And no,’ Josie said, giving Sasha direct eye contact that made her feel a bit nervous. ‘We’re not close.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh.’ Sasha couldn’t think of anything to add to that. Except for one thing. It killed her because she was almost free of people asking her about the brides, but she had to do it. ‘Look, I don’t know if you’ve mentioned this to anyone else, but—-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I only found out five minutes ago,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, maybe we could keep it between ourselves?’ Sasha asked.  
 
      
 
    Josie smiled warmly. ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Sasha replied, slightly shocked. 
 
      
 
    ‘My stepsister has finally shown her real face and there’s no way I’m gonna keep that under my hat. Not a chance. I’m going to tell everyone in that room back there,’ she said, jabbing a thumb in the direction of the reception.  
 
      
 
    But Sasha didn’t quit so easily, and she tried again. ‘She’s not the only person who’s affected by this. My poor cousin…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘…Chose to get engaged to that utter prick. And I don’t think she’d have done that if she wasn’t a bit of a prick herself. So I’m sorry, but she’s collateral damage,’ Josie explained. 
 
      
 
    Sasha had known Josie for less than five minutes, but she decided then and there that Josie was her enemy for life. ‘What the hell is your problem?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t seem to mind the conflict. ‘My problem is Clara. And I’m about to beat her for the first time in my life. So, if you’ll excuse me.’ She stood and slinked back into the reception as Sasha watched, agog.  
 
      
 
    There was nothing she could do. That horrible woman (with the admittedly spectacular bum) was going to do exactly as she pleased, and she didn’t care who she hurt. 
 
      
 
    Sasha took out her phone and called her cousin. It rang for a long time. But eventually, Claire picked up. ‘Sasha, hi.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Claire! Are you OK?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Stupid question. I’m sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you know what happened?’ Claire asked. 
 
      
 
     Sasha paused. ‘I do. I’m so sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a small sob. ‘It’s so humiliating. I don’t know what to do now.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was quick with a solution. ‘Look, I heard you’ve got an amazing honeymoon booked. Go on that. Figure out the rest when you get back.’ 
 
      
 
    Claire paused. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You deserve something nice, Claire. Take it,’ Sasha urged. 
 
      
 
    Claire sniffed. ‘I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to go alone. Would you go with me?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha hadn’t been fishing for that and didn’t know if she could do it anyway. Leaving the restaurant last minute? Her mother would go nuts. ‘Oh, err, I don’t know… I’m kind of…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘If it’s a work thing, you’re the boss.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m the manager. I don’t think I’m the boss. It’s my mother and your mother that owns it. They’re the bosses.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Everyone knows that’s not true. You’re the reason that place is even still standing,’ Claire told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘All the more reason I can’t go,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I won’t go if you don’t go.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha thought it over. A yacht to Greece? She’d had worse offers. Still, she felt unsure. ‘The boat leaves at midnight?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. But Mum’s got my bag there. It’s got my passport in it. Can you bring it to the marina? I’ll go to yours, pack for you. The key’s still under the rock, right? We’ll meet at the marina. The boat is called Endless Summer.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ok, well…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘See you there,’ Claire said and hung up.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was discombobulated. She hadn’t said yes, but Claire seemed to think it was a done deal. She felt awkward trying to back out of it. Claire had had a rough day.  
 
      
 
    Which left only one option. Was she really doing this? Going to Greece on a whim? She didn’t do whims. She was methodical, careful, safe. But Claire needed her. And it did sound nice. 
 
      
 
    Sasha whipped off a quick text to Claire to tell her that her passport was in her knicker drawer and headed back into the reception. She was careful to swerve around her mother to get to Tuppence. ‘So, Claire wants to go on her honeymoon.’ 
 
      
 
    Tuppence was aghast. ‘You’ve spoken to her? She won’t pick up the phone to me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s OK. It’s just a bit if a mess.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It was a Clara issue. I’d rather not say anything more about it. That’s for Claire to do.’ 
 
      
 
    Tuppence looked across the room to where Simon was standing with a tumbler of whisky. She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘OK. Well. That’s good to know.’ She looked back at Sasha, brightening. ‘But she’s decided to go on the trip? Good. That’s very good. That’s very, very… Wait, alone?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She wants me to go with her,’ Sasha admitted.  
 
      
 
    ‘You,’ Tuppence exclaimed. ‘Yes, I suppose that’s not the worst idea. She could have asked me, but no. That’s good.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But the restaurant… Mum’ll go nuts if I take off.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell your mother,’ Tuppence said, trying not to look worried at the prospect. 
 
      
 
    ‘She asked me to get her bag from you.’ 
 
      
 
    Tuppence nodded and ran off, coming back a few minutes later with a suitcase. Gucci, of course. Tuppence looked a bit befuddled. ‘I could have sworn the cases were together,’ she muttered. ‘Well, anyway, the passport’s in the little pocket. Don’t lose that.’ As an afterthought, she added, ‘Thanks for looking out for Claire. And for today and everything.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t mind,’ Sasha shrugged. She didn’t know if it was more kindness than her aunt deserved, but it was easier to take the high road when it led you to Greece. She checked her watch. ‘Shit, it’s gone eleven. I gotta go!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Tell my daughter to phone me!’ Tuppence called, as Sasha ran past the dancefloor, where everyone was now sloshed enough to attempt The Macarena. 
 
      
 
    Sasha thought briefly and irritably of Josie. She was probably spreading the gossip at light speed somewhere. Sasha hoped she never had the misfortune to come across her again.  
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    Josie didn’t like the way she’d spoken to Sasha. But the nasty, sour words had just tumbled out. Because she’d spent a lifetime on the defensive, always having to account for herself, it had made her hard, spiky. She was always prepared for a fight and didn’t know when it was time to put her fists down.   
 
      
 
    Plus, she’d been handed a win. Just today, she would take the belt. Josie couldn’t let someone she didn’t know get in the way of that, no matter how nicely she asked her to throw in the towel.  
 
      
 
    But as she headed back into the reception, she didn’t feel totally right. She felt, in fact, like an arsehole. Sasha had asked her to do something out of kindness. Shield her cousin. And maybe Claire did deserve a little shielding. Josie kind of wished she could have the moment over again so she could handle it differently. But as ever, it was too late. She’d said what she’d said. The toothpaste wasn’t going back into the tube. 
 
      
 
    Josie went back to the bar and thought it through over a shot of tequila. Maybe she didn’t need to tell everyone. However, she’d be damned if she wasn’t going to tell one person. Just one. Sasha couldn’t deny her a little taste of victory.  
 
      
 
    She saw Simon approach the bar and order whisky. She sidled up to him. ‘Step-Papa,’ she greeted him, tapping him on the shoulder.  
 
      
 
    He turned, and his face fell the moment he saw her. ‘Josie.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not much chance of that. I haven’t seen you in six months. I wasn’t even sure you were coming.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I sent the RSVP,’ Josie pointed out. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not a guarantee of anything when it comes to you,’ Simon said dourly.  
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘I know. I’ve always been such a disappointment to you, haven’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon sighed. ‘I have never used that word.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Didn’t have to. I was always the bad kid, right? Not like your little angel.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Have you been drinking?’ Simon asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Speaking of Clara…’ Josie said, ignoring the jab. 
 
      
 
    Simon jumped in with his trademark smug smile. ‘Look, she just… Things happen. She decided that it wasn’t right with Claire. I think it was rather brave of her to back out at such a late stage. It can be hard to own up to a mistake, but she did it when she was ready.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was astounded. He wasn’t just forgiving of his daughter. He was praising her for this.  
 
      
 
    ‘Brave? That’s where you’ve managed to get to? That this was courage?’ 
 
      
 
    He frowned at her. ‘You don’t know what happened.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s where you’re wrong.’ Josie grinned, itching to tell him and wipe that smirk off his face. ‘I have a few details I don’t think you’re privy to.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How would you know anything I don’t?’ he asked incredulously.  
 
      
 
    ‘I have my ways,’ she sneered.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Simon snapped impatiently.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m talking about Instagram. I’m talking about a hen do. I’m talking about a stripper. I’m talking about getting a little carried away with said stripper.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon’s face began to turn that special colour Josie had come to call red cabbage. ‘What the hell are you suggesting?’ he demanded.  
 
      
 
    Josie took a deep breath, intending to savour the moment. ‘This wasn’t anything about deciding it wasn’t right with Claire. Take your blinders off for once. Your daughter made a dirty little mistake that ruined her big day, quite publicly. That’s why she hasn’t dared show her face today. Because she’s been slutting it up with the help—’ 
 
      
 
    Simon slapped her.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t hard. Simon wasn’t naturally violent. His abuse had always been strictly emotional. But even the weak slap rocked Josie. She clutched her cheek, stunned.  
 
      
 
    Simon looked rather shocked himself. ‘You shouldn’t talk about your sister like that,’ he managed to mutter, short of breath. He looked around him, checking if anyone had seen him. But the gods, as ever, smiled on Simon. His whack had gone unnoticed.  
 
      
 
    ‘She’s not my sister,’ Josie managed to say. 
 
      
 
    ‘Your mother thought she was. She’d be ashamed of you for what you’re trying to do today. Kicking Clara when she’s down.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie turned away from him and walked off. Though her face burned from the light slap, she was emotionally numb. She knew that when that numbness passed, she’d be upset—for a long time. But she wouldn’t let that happen. She had to do something to make sure that emotion never arrived. It had to be big. It had to be bad. It had to be now.  
 
      
 
    As she searched for the worst idea, something came back to her, something she’d heard about a yacht at midnight, about bags ready to go for people who would not be needing them now.  
 
      
 
    That was it. Just the thing. 
 
      
 
    She just needed Clara’s bag. She checked every room off the great hall and found a kitchen with a storage room containing two bags within a few minutes. One Gucci, one Louis Vuitton. She checked the side pocket of the Louis Vuitton. There was Clara’s passport, along with the trip itinerary.  
 
      
 
    Josie looked at the passport. She didn’t look much like Clara. Clara had a narrow face and pale blue eyes, her dark brown hair long and bone straight. Josie had a heart-shaped face with large brown eyes, and her black wavy hair was bobbed. But she didn’t care. She was going to try it anyway.  
 
      
 
    Josie put the stuff back in the bag and carried it out of the kitchen entrance, booking another Uber as she walked. She also sent a text message to her boss, asking for two weeks off.  
 
      
 
    He texted her back, telling her absolutely not and how dare she text him at this time on a Saturday to ask? She texted him to let him know she no longer worked for him and blocked him. It was just a job. One she didn’t much care about.  
 
      
 
    Josie had wanted to make a mistake, and she was pleased to find the perfect one. It really would cause a lot of uproar and upset that she could ignore while she sunned herself on the deck of a boat on the Mediterranean Sea.  
 
      
 
    There’d be hell to pay once she got back, but how would that be different from now? Who would be angrier at her than they already were? And who would love her less than they currently did? There was so little to lose. Why not go for it? 
 
      
 
    It was a midnight boat into chaos. But chaos was Josie’s home address. She lived it, breathed it, she was it. And Josie didn’t like to disappoint anyone by not disappointing them.  
 
      
 
    The Uber arrived. ‘Is this right? You going to the marina?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Josie said, loading Clara’s bag. 
 
      
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ he asked. ‘Anywhere nice?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Better than here, that’s for damn sure,’ Josie said as the car pulled out.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t see Simon, so she flipped off the entire venue, knowing he was in there somewhere. He was going to be enraged. It didn’t make her happy to think of that, not in the traditional sense. But it would restore the balance. It was a hit for a hit.  
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     When Sasha pulled up at the Marina, she wasn’t sure what to expect. She didn’t know where she was supposed to go—she was clueless. It wasn’t her world at all, yachts. She was more of a Thomas Cook kind of girl. All-inclusive for five hundred quid or less was her speed.  
 
      
 
    But after asking in the bar at the marina and being pointed toward the correct ‘mooring,’ she found the yacht by the name Claire had given her, Endless Summer.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t know a yacht from a dingy, and she hadn’t been sure how big the thing would be. It turned out to be bloody huge. It was gunmetal grey, sleek, and about eighty feet long, with two floors visible above the waterline.  
 
      
 
    A man and a woman wearing caps, shorts, and black polo shirts with Hammond Yachts stitched onto the breast pocket were standing on the deck ready to receive her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hi, is this the boat for the Grey/Jones party?’ Sasha called up to them anxiously.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hello!’ yelled the guy. He was middle-aged with game show host good looks and a gold chain around his neck. ‘I’m Max, this is Kate. We’ve been waiting for you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, great,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘The other member of your party beat you to it. She’s downstairs in the VIP cabin, getting settled.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She is?’ Sasha asked, surprised. Claire had moved fast. She must have been keen to get the hell out of Blighty. Sasha hoped she’d found her passport in her knicker drawer OK and that she hadn’t judged the state of her knickers too harshly. She needed a restock if she was honest. And a more reliable period tracking app.  
 
      
 
    ‘Now, we’re scheduled to leave quite shortly…’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, sorry I’m a bit late. It took me a while to get my bearings.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No trouble, but we’ve let the harbour master know we’re leaving. So let’s get you onboard, eh?’ the woman jumped in. She was about the same age as Max but a lot less cheery looking. She was the bearer of a face like a smacked arse, as Sasha’s mother might say.  
 
      
 
    Kate gestured to a set of steps that led up onto the boat. Sasha hopped up quickly and was officially onboard.  
 
      
 
    She looked around at the main deck. It was even bigger when you were on it. And the spec was high. Chrome and leather and dark teak floors. ‘Wow.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, wow,’ Kate said impatiently. ‘Please feel free to get yourself comfortable downstairs.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t rush her, Kate,’ Max said with a tight smile. 
 
      
 
    Kate returned the smile. ‘I’m not rushing her, Max. But shove off was ten minutes ago, and I don’t need the harbour master breathing down my neck.’ 
 
      
 
    Max laughed nervously, looking at Sasha. ‘Don’t mind her. She’s just a stickler for the rules.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Which is exactly what you want from the crew of a boat carrying you through international waters,’ Kate said, making no attempt to hide her irritation behind a smile any longer.   
 
      
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes privately. Kate and Max looked like a pain in the ovaries already.  
 
      
 
    ‘Anyway, please feel free to head down to the VIP cabin through those stairs on the left, and I’ll come and check your paperwork shortly,’ Kate said, gesturing emphatically. 
 
      
 
    Sasha walked through the boat, past a dining table and a cream and grey sofa area. At the far end of the deck were two separate sets of stairs, a control panel with a leather-clad wheel cutting down the middle.  
 
      
 
    ‘This way?’ Sasha said, pointing off to the left set. 
 
      
 
    Kate nodded impatiently. ‘That’s the one.’ 
 
      
 
    The stairway was narrow and led down to a small hall with two doors. She knocked on the first door. ‘Claire?’ 
 
      
 
    There was no answer. She let herself in, finding a small but plush bedroom. One wall was completely cushioned, as though it were a giant headboard for the attached, grey silk sheeted bed. On either side of the bed were small tables with minifridges built into them. All very nice features, but they couldn’t compete with the real highlight of the room. The window.  
 
      
 
    It took up half the wall and looked out onto a calm, dark ocean. Sasha couldn’t believe she’d be waking up to this view for the next week. She felt excited at last. 
 
      
 
    A toilet flushed, and Sasha realised there was an en suite. ‘Claire!’ she called through the door. ‘There you are. This place is unbelievable. How much would something like this set you back, do you think?’ 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and someone decidedly not her cousin entered the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    ‘About twenty grand for a week,’ said Josie casually, drying her hands on a towel. ‘Give or take.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The fuck are you doing here?’ Sasha exclaimed, dropping Claire’s bag on the floor in her shock. 
 
      
 
    ‘My sentiments exactly,’ Josie said, annoyed. ‘Though I’d hazard a guess that you’re here for the same reason I am?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I was invited. By Claire,’ Sasha said angrily. ‘And I’ve got a funny feeling that you weren’t invited by anyone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Does the universe count?’ Josie asked brazenly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Did the universe foot the bill?’ Sasha demanded.  
 
      
 
    ‘No, I believe that was my stepdad,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, I see. That’s how it is, is it? You just get the boat because of who your dad is?’ Sasha snarled.  
 
      
 
    ‘STEP. DAD,’ Josie snapped. ‘And I don’t get anything from that man ordinarily, I can assure you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you can’t do this,’ Sasha said flatly. ‘Claire’s booked on the boat, and she’s gonna be here any minute.’ 
 
      
 
    Right on cue, Sasha’s phone beeped.  
 
      
 
    I’m sorry, Clara turned up. We’re talking. I’m not gonna make it. PLEASE DON’T HATE ME!!! 
 
      
 
    ‘For Christ's sake!’ Sasha exploded. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t think she owed Josie any explanations for anything. But she was pissed off and needed to vent. ‘Claire’s not coming. She and Clara are having a talk.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled and sat down on the edge of the silky bed. ‘Oh. Well, that’s sorted then.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s eyebrows flew up. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This trip was booked for two people, and two people are going,’ Josie explained nonchalantly. ‘So, I guess it’s you and me. I know that’s not great. But I think we can probably find a way to co-exist on this thing without getting in each other’s—’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha couldn’t listen to any more craziness. ‘What the hell are you on about? Two people are booked for this trip but neither of us is those two people. We can’t just take the boat!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘NO!’  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I’ve got Clara’s passport, and the dude upstairs checked it over and seemed quite happy. However, he was squinting quite a bit. And I see you have Claire’s bag.’ Josie examined Sasha’s face closely. ‘I think you could pass for Claire without much trouble. Especially with Mr Magoo up there.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was agog at the suggestion. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You guys look alike. No one ever mentioned that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I didn’t mean that. You pretended to be Clara to get on the boat?’ Sasha asked, aghast. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, how did you do it?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I just walked on and said the names on the booking. And now I’m gonna walk back off.’ Sasha turned to the door, intending to leave the boat as quickly as her legs would take her.  
 
      
 
    But that was when she noticed something. The thunk-a-thunk of the boat bumping against the dock was gone. There was a new sound. An engine sound. Sasha turned to the window. They were moving. How long had they been moving? She’d been so wrapped up in her argument with Josie she hadn’t noticed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Jesus jumping Christ! We’re off!’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, we pulled out a minute ago,’ Josie told her. ‘I guess it’s too late to get off now?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was horrified. ‘Of course it isn’t! I’ll just go and explain the mistake. They can turn back around.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie made a face. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Sasha asked pensively.  
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, if you go up there and tell them what you’ve done, I think it might not be so simple as turning this mother back around. You got onto the boat under false pretences.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s mouth felt dry. ‘No, you got onto the boat under false pretences. I got on it in… mistaken pretences. Not even pretences. It was just a mistake!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you say who you were?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I just said I was a member of the Grey/Jones party. I thought Claire would have sorted it out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sounds like false pretences to me,’ Josie mused. ‘So I guess you could take your chances with the truth, or…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Or?’ Sasha demanded.  
 
      
 
    ‘Show your cousin's passport and have a fun week,’ Josie shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Sasha couldn’t do that. She wasn’t this person. Though clearly, Josie was this person. This was all her fault. If she hadn’t gotten on the boat and told them she was Clara, this confusion would never have happened. It was Josie’s fault entirely. 
 
      
 
    But Sasha wasn’t entirely sure how well finger-pointing would go down in this situation. Seeing it from the outside, how believable was her innocence? Sasha wasn’t big on trusting the system even if the system was just two idiots on a boat. How was it this easy to steal a boat and leave the country anyway?  
 
      
 
    She was forever hearing her uncle Toby rant about immigrants sneaking into the UK strapped to the bottom of lorries. Well, she didn’t know about that, but if you wanted to leave, apparently all you had to do was go to a marina and waltz onto a high-end yacht run by a couple of dildos. She couldn’t wait to tell her uncle that one. She had a funny feeling it wouldn’t bother him quite as much.  
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door. Sasha’s heart jumped into her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Josie folded her arms, chill as you like. ‘That’s the feds. What’s the play, Sasha?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had a choice to make, and she had to make it now. ‘Come in,’ she called tremulously. 
 
      
 
    Max popped his head around the door. ‘Hi, sorry we didn’t have a chance to see you before we set off. Kate was in the navy. It was only for about ten minutes, but it really gave her a bee in her bonnet about punctuality. And the harbour master at this dock is a bit of a… Well, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, ha!’ Sasha said, trying to seem jovial. She still didn’t know what she would tell him.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, Clara, we’ve got you sorted. Claire? May I see your passport?’ 
 
      
 
    Crunch time.  
 
      
 
    ‘Err…’ Sasha began, waiting to see if the truth was going to make it out of her mouth. But what came out was, ‘No problem.’ Her body, as though operated like a marionette, reached into Claire’s bag and pulled out her cousin’s passport, handing it to Max.  
 
      
 
    He flicked it open, checked the photo, looked at Sasha for a long moment with an unmistakably myopic squint, and then nodded. ‘Looks good. Thanks. Well, I’ll leave you to start your honeymoon.’ And he backed out of the room hastily, closing the door behind him.  
 
      
 
    Sasha spun to Josie. ‘I showed him the passport!’ she cried. 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled. ‘You did.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was horrified. ‘It’s fraud. I’ve just committed fraud. I’m a criminal.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, but light fraud. Fun fraud,’ Josie said. ‘It’s the cool kind of crime that you admit during truth or dare and everyone’s like, “I didn’t realise it before, but that Sasha’s a wild one.” And you get about ten extra sexy points in everyone’s eyes.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wasn’t picturing parties. She was picturing prison. ‘This is on you. You know that, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie thought it over briefly. ‘Not anymore. You made a decision when you handed over that passport. From now on, whatever happens? It’s on both of us.’ She went to the side of the bed nearest the bathroom and picked up a bottle from the table with a gift tag attached. ‘With compliments of Hammond Yachts. Nice,’ she read aloud and then popped the cork with a bang that made Sasha jump an inch off the floor. She poured out two glasses.  
 
      
 
    ‘Let’s get this party started, shall we?’ Josie said and handed her a full glass of champagne, and Sasha accepted it, dazed.  
 
      
 
    What the hell had she done? 
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    Josie was not feeling quite as light-hearted as she was making out.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t some cold-blooded sociopath. The minute she’d gotten herself onto the yacht, she began to wonder if she’d gone too far. She’d googled the cost of hiring this fancy water apartment. It was a lot.  
 
      
 
    And when Simon found out she’d taken it, there was going to be hell to pay. He might even press charges. But Josie was on the thing now. If she was going to do the time, then she might as well do the crime.  
 
      
 
    But then Sasha had shown up, and Josie had panicked. Sasha was about to blow the ruse. Thank God she’d managed to talk Sasha into going along with it. Despite the seething animosity between them, Sasha clearly played by the rules, and that was the key to swaying her. She thought she was already a criminal. Which maybe she was. Josie didn’t know. She was blagging. It was what she did.  
 
      
 
    Josie could only hope that Simon would have calmed down from the incident at the wedding by the time they got back. Maybe even feel a bit guilty. After all, he’d given Josie a slap around the face. That was illegal too. Only she didn’t have any evidence of that.  
 
      
 
    He hadn’t hit hard enough to leave a bruise, and there had been no witnesses, despite it taking place among two hundred people. Josie would have to rely on vague threats. She didn’t fancy that. It wasn’t her style to blackmail. She was a chaos machine, sure. But she didn’t like to get that dirty.  
 
      
 
    She decided to keep drinking. It was the only way through. Keep the party going. Though she couldn’t taste the free champagne, her taste buds had flattened out several drinks ago. But it wasn’t a question of taste, it was only about staying buzzed, which was hard because Josie was stuck in this cabin with a massive buzzkill.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m going to prison. For a holiday,’ Sasha moaned.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, it’s gonna be fine. Simon has a lot of money. He won’t even miss the cost of this thing,’ Josie said, which might be true.  
 
      
 
    ‘You think?’ Sasha asked.  
 
      
 
    Josie, even mildly inebriated, could sense her willingness to be reassured. Josie could give her that. ‘Yeah, he’s loaded. The cost of this cruise is like a drop in the ocean to him. Pardon the pun. It’s like anyone else getting a round in at a bar.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell does he do?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s a property developer,’ Josie told her.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh,’ Sasha said, relaxing ever so slightly. ‘And he makes a lot?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The last few years have been very kind, put it that way,’ Josie told her bitterly.  
 
      
 
    Simon hadn’t had so much when Josie had been in his house. He was just plain old middle-class back then. But not now. Now it was pricey watches and flashy suits. So maybe she was right, maybe he wouldn’t care, maybe it didn’t much matter. The more she said it, the more she believed it.  
 
      
 
    But the other problem Josie needed to square was leaving the country on someone else's passport. She looked out the large window at the moonlit ocean. Were they in international waters yet? It was OK if you were, wasn’t it? You were like a pirate, outside of any law. If she jumped out now and swam for shore, would it be OK? 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t going to do that, of course. She was just wondering.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know what to do now,’ Sasha said and took a big gulp of champagne. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do nothing. It’s a holiday,’ Josie told her. ‘That’s what it’s for.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Just cut that talk out, would you? I’m not going to enjoy this. I’m way too stressed,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s a cure for that,’ Josie said, topping off her glass.  
 
      
 
    Sasha looked like she might keep arguing. Instead, she drained her glass and let out a small burp. ‘Who the hell are you?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie. Stepsister to your cousin’s former fiancée. We’ve been through this,’ Josie told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant. From the second I met you, it’s been bloody drama. Are you always like this?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes. ‘Just relax, OK? We’re stuck on this boat together for the next week. Don’t ruin it by being a pill.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha raised a furious eyebrow. ‘A pill? Do you understand the situation? Like, at all? We have stolen an expensive honeymoon, and we have supplied false documentation of our identities.’ 
 
      
 
    Jose nodded. ‘You’re right. That is a lot. No wonder I’m tired,’ she said, yawning. She started to take her shoes off. 
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Going to bed,’ Josie said. ‘So I can be fresh for a day of sunbathing on that upper deck thing tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at the bed in horror. ‘Wait, where the hell am I supposed to…’ 
 
      
 
    Josie smirked. ‘Do you want to be big spoon or little spoon?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s mouth fell open.  
 
      
 
    Josie had to laugh at her. ‘Oh my god, if it’s gonna be a thing…’ She had a quick inspection of the space. ‘I think I can probably squeeze in down here on the floor. Just need a couple of pillows,’ she said, grabbing two from the side closest. She placed them on the floor to form a makeshift bed. ‘And a blanket.’ She grabbed a hand-knitted throw from the end of the bed.  
 
      
 
    Then she lay down in her dress and found she was pressed into a space that felt about the size of a coffin. But she’d slept in stranger places. And at least it was a fancy coffin.  
 
      
 
    Josie pulled the blanket over her and got as comfy as she could, thanking God she was a little smashed because otherwise, she might find it tough to go off.  
 
      
 
    After a moment, she heard some shuffling. Sasha was getting in bed. Not that she’d ever admit it, but Josie was a little bit sorry about what she’d dragged her into. But she was also thinking Sasha needed that stick extracted from her arse. Some light larceny might be just the thing for her. If they didn’t end up in prison at the end of the week, she’d probably thank Josie.  
 
      
 
    That was the story Josie told herself as she drifted into unconsciousness. It would all be fine. Maybe this was even a good thing? 
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    Sasha woke to the swaying of the boat the following morning. She was amazed she’d slept right through. Perhaps the rocking of the boat had comforted her unconscious self with the memory of being rocked as a baby.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Sasha long to remember that it was a bit more complicated than that. She was no baby. She was a felon. 
 
      
 
    She sat up and looked down at the side of the bed. Josie’s make-shift bed was empty. Sasha got up and went to the bathroom. It was vacant too, though there was steam on the shower glass.  
 
      
 
    Sasha sat down on the toilet and had a gargantuan wee. With her bladder empty, she decided to get out of her dress. She couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep in it. She put it down to a combination of not wanting to get undressed around a stranger and feeling a bit too drunk to deal with her back zip.  
 
      
 
    She realised she was hungover and would need a shit load of coffee.  
 
      
 
    She grabbed Claire’s bag, looking through and finding only one T-shirt without an absurd brand logo and a pair of shorts. Luckily, her cousin was about her size. Sasha went back into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She climbed out of her dress, dragged a brush through her thick, auburn mane and cleaned off last night’s make-up.  
 
      
 
    Sasha went up to the main deck tentatively, like she might get the cuffs slapped on her the moment she popped her face above deck. But when she got upstairs, she found Kate at the helm of the boat while Max was putting out a breakfast of croissants and fresh fruit. A steaming pot of coffee was ready to go.  
 
      
 
    Sasha waited for someone to notice her, still uncertain of the vibe. What if it was a ‘We’re giving you one last breakfast while we take you directly to Alcatraz’ situation?  
 
      
 
    Actually, Alcatraz was a tourist attraction now, wasn’t it? What other prisons were accessible by sea? She thought maybe Sing Sing was on a river. But all these prisons were in America, so maybe it was a bit far to go by boat from the UK.  
 
      
 
    There was no reason the UK couldn’t pop a prison on the coast or surrounding islands. Maybe something on the Isle of White? Having had a holiday there once, Sasha thought it wasn’t such a crazy idea— 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, hello!’ Kate said cheerily from her console, dragging Sasha from her tortuous inner monologue. ‘Breakfast is just about ready. Please help yourself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Sasha said hesitantly. She sat down at the dining table, and Max smiled at her as he placed napkins down.  
 
      
 
    ‘Morning. How did you find your first night?’ 
 
      
 
     Sasha nodded. ‘Very nice, thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Great,’ he said and then went off downstairs via the other set of steps.  
 
      
 
    Sasha picked up a croissant and pulled off a piece. She nibbled it timidly. No one was making a citizen’s arrest as yet. 
 
      
 
    But where the hell was Josie? 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm, just wondering where J- Clara is this morning?’ Sasha asked Kate’s back.  
 
      
 
    Ooh, that was a bit close. She really was the most rubbish criminal, and if no one twigged, it would be a miracle.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, she’s just up on the flybridge,’ Kate said over her shoulder, busily twiddling knobs and pushing buttons.  
 
      
 
    ‘Flybridge?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The upstairs deck. I guess she wanted to give you a lie in?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Yeah. I guess she did.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Pretty good start to married life,’ Kate noted. 
 
      
 
    Sasha blinked. ‘Mmm-hmm.’ It was the first time that she’d taken in the fact that she and Josie were supposed to be newlyweds. How the hell were they supposed to convince anyone of that? They couldn’t stand the sight of each other.  
 
      
 
    Sasha poured a big cup of coffee, added a ton of milk, and drained the thing in one go. She poured a second one as she shovelled the rest of her croissant in her mouth, took her cup, and headed up the flight of stairs to the flybridge.  
 
      
 
    She found Josie stretched out on the furthermost point of the deck on a flat sun lounger, wearing a minuscule bikini and Dolce and Gabbana sunglasses, her voluptuous body glistening from head to toe in a light sweat from the warm sun. Sasha’s breath caught in her throat at the surprising sight of Josie’s nearly naked, shimmering body.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned and pushed her sunglasses down her nose. ‘Look who’s up.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha collected herself. ‘Not wasting a minute of this trip, I see.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why would I?’ Josie said with a half-smile. ‘That for me?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked down at the coffee. ‘Actually, it’s mine.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘Never mind. I’ll just make do with this beer, then,’ she said, picking up a bottle from the cupholder on the lounger. 
 
      
 
    Sasha checked her watch. ‘It’s not even nine.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s Bud Light,’ Josie said, taking a pull, and looking back out at the ocean. ‘Practically lemonade.’ She looked so satisfied. Sasha wanted to bonk her over the head with her beer bottle. 
 
      
 
    ‘We need to figure out what we’re going to do,’ Sasha said, wanting to destroy Josie’s undeserved peace.  
 
      
 
    But Josie was not so easily disturbed. ‘I know what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna enjoy this while it lasts.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I think we need to get in front of some stuff if we’re going to avoid making this worse than it already is.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What would we be getting in front of?’ Josie asked without interest.  
 
      
 
    Sasha perched on the opposite sun lounger. ‘Simon. He’s your stepdad. He’ll forgive you if you tell him what you’ve done and apologise.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie chuckled to herself, enjoying some private joke. ‘And what about you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll explain what happened. That it was a mistake.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And how are you going to explain that you passed Claire’s passport off as your own?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m just going to be honest about that. I panicked,’ Sasha explained, her heart in her mouth at the thought. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you know we’re not in the UK anymore?’ Josie asked casually.  
 
      
 
    Sasha hadn’t thought about that, but it wasn’t a surprise. ‘I guess.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘French waters, to be exact. So, you’re an illegal immigrant now.’ 
 
      
 
    That threw Sasha. ‘I’m not looking to move to France permanently.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They don’t care. It would have been one thing a few years ago, but we’re out of the union now. And I’m guessing they’re not gonna be particularly happy that a couple of Brits, who were from a country that voted to split off—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I voted remain, thank you very much,’ Sasha interjected. 
 
      
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter. We’re the dickheads of Europe now,’ Josie sighed. ‘For all of time.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What will we do, then?!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s my whole point if you’ll give me a chance to explain. The way I see it, we only have a problem if we have to show our passports to anyone else. So, I plan to never leave this boat. No customs, no problems,’ Josie posited, taking a sip of beer.  
 
      
 
    Sasha raised an eyebrow. ‘And how will that work?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll say I prefer the boat. I’d recommend you say the same. And then we just have to pray we don’t get boarded by a customs boat.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie gaped at her. ‘You’re just gonna hide on the boat?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not? I mean, it’s our honeymoon, right? We can do what we want. Those two can think it’s odd, but so what? Their job is to take the boat to Greece and back. Whether we leave shouldn’t make much difference.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Really? You don’t think that’s going to look a bit odd?’ Sasha asked cynically.  
 
      
 
    ‘You know, one thing I’ve learned about the rich is that they do whatever the fuck they want,’ Josie said philosophically. ‘I don’t think it’s gonna raise that big of an eyebrow.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had to admit, she was becoming rather swayed by Josie’s logic. If they never got off anywhere, what was the crime? Oh right. They’d stolen the trip. But if she could just get Josie to talk to the guy footing the bill, that could be fixed too. Maybe this didn’t have to be a catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I see what you’re saying. But it’s only half the problem. The other half of the problem is Simon. So, I’ll tell you what. I’ll go along with your idea to stay on the boat if you could just have a conversation with him about what we’ve done.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie sighed down her nose, looking out to sea. ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wasn’t enormously happy with that answer. But this was delicate. She had a feeling that Josie didn’t respond well to being pushed. And she was the only person who could fix this. She had a relationship with Simon.  
 
      
 
    Even though Josie had implied it was complicated, it was a hell of a lot more than Sasha had with him. She’d only met him yesterday for about ten minutes total. She’d done him a solid, but somehow, she didn’t think she’d earned a twenty-grand cruise. So Josie was the key to unlocking the prison cell she kept picturing herself in.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, Josie. You think it over. But don’t take too long. If he finds out Clara’s not on this boat, he’s gonna call to try and get his money back. I don’t care how wealthy he is. Rich people don’t stay rich by not caring about large amounts of cash that could be refunded. And when he does make that call, the shit’s gonna hit the fan.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie chewed it over. ‘Well, I guess that’s settled then. Now, are you gonna sit your arse down and stop worrying long enough to make this whole thing worth it, or are you gonna keep yourself in a state of panic and make it worthless?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked out at the ocean. It was that beautiful aquiline blue of the med, always a beautiful thing to see for a Brit used to blue and grey waters. They were in better weather than they’d left, too, the morning sun already warming the deck. Josie had a point.  
 
      
 
    She settled on her lounger, trying not to look at Josie and her near nudity. That really was the smallest bikini Sasha had ever seen. Josie’s body confidence was quite something. Sasha wouldn’t have dared to get that stripped down in public. Though if she’d had Josie’s body, she might have felt differently. Not that she’d had a good look or anything.  
 
      
 
    She sipped her coffee and stared out at the ocean, remembering her pleasure at seeing it from the room last night. It looked even better now. But it didn’t stop her from pondering her fears.  
 
      
 
    Some border patrol boat might zoom up any minute and demand to see her papers. Or Kate might get a message telling her that she was transporting a couple of fakers. She’d come up and tell them she knew who they were and that she was turning this mother around to take them home and to some consequences. 
 
      
 
    Or, as Josie seemed to believe, nothing might happen. It could all work itself out. Though it was highly unlikely, somehow, Sasha thought that just maybe, there was a small chance she might be right.  
 
      
 
    Watching her laid out like she was some eternal being with nowhere to go or be and nothing she needed to do but enjoy her life, Josie felt grudging envy. Could life really be easy if you just believed it was? Was that the whole bloody trick of it? Act like nothing mattered until it didn’t? 
 
      
 
    Sasha supposed time would tell. If Josie ended up clapped in irons, weeping and begging for mercy, then life was exactly what Sasha thought it was. An unrelenting grind with consequences at the end of every mistake.  
 
      
 
    But if it didn’t go that way, if Josie turned out to be right, then what did that mean, if anything? Sasha’s worldview wasn’t so fragile that she’d hang it all on one bizarre catastrophe. But if they did beat the odds and come out of this pile of shit smelling of roses? Well… Sasha didn’t know. But it might be something. 
 
      
 
    So she’d wait and see. What else could she do? She had no choice but to let the sun shine on her face and let it be what it was going to be. If only for a few minutes. Before disaster came knocking. Which she fully expected it to do.  
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    Josie watched Sasha sitting with her coffee. She was thrilled the woman was finally taking a breath. It was very difficult to keep a state of denial going when you had someone with the relaxation capability of a chihuahua banging on at you.  
 
      
 
    Sasha probably did have a point about Simon, though. At some point, Clara was gonna get in touch with him, and he was gonna find out that she wasn’t on this boat. He’d contact the company. Though he wouldn’t expect to get any money back, would he? At this late stage? This wasn’t a ferry to Calais. This was bespoke shit. You didn’t just get this kind of thing refunded after the shove-off time.  
 
      
 
    Was that the spin? Could Josie just say, ‘Hey, at least this trip didn’t go to waste?’ Yeah, that would probably piss him off more. How the hell could she play this? 
 
      
 
    If she’d been alone, she might have just said fuck it and let the chips fall where they may. But Sasha was here, and she was complaining. And she was sort of right. This might go better if she took the bull by the proverbial. It wasn’t Josie’s style, though. She let a fuck-up be a fuck-up. 
 
      
 
    She had to admit, it wasn’t always an ideal approach. Her credit score was in the shitter for a start. She thought she might be allowed a mortgage by 2055 if she kept her nose clean. 
 
      
 
    This was the trouble for Josie. Life sucked. The only thing that made it bearable was living on her terms. She was not nihilistic, however. She believed in some stuff—like not screwing over those who didn’t deserve it. And even though Sasha was an overstrung whinge bag, she hadn’t wronged Josie.  
 
      
 
    So did Josie keep her pride and face the firing squad? Or did she take one for the team? 
 
      
 
    Josie decided to think it over after her second breakfast beer. She got up carefully. Clara’s bikini was a touch scandalous, even for Josie. If she wasn’t careful, she was gonna… 
 
      
 
    Oh. Yes, there it went. Boob out. And, of course, it was at that moment that Sasha turned around to look in Josie’s general direction. Sasha gasped.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I know. Avert your gaze for a second if it bothers you,’ Josie said mildly, trying to tuck the errant breast back in. But the bloody thing had a mind of its own.    
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t mind me, girls!’ said a voice, and they turned to see Kate looking rather pink. 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at Sasha. Sasha looked at the floor. Kate looked at the sky. The boob looked at everyone.  
 
      
 
    Josie realised this was a delicate moment and not just because of partial nudity. They were supposed to be a married couple. A boob shouldn’t be cause for concern if Sasha could stop behaving like a bloody nun for a second.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, babe?’ Josie called to Sasha. ‘Could you pass me a towel or something?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked up from the floor, agape. ‘Uhhh…’ She picked up a nearby towel and handed it to Josie, working very hard to look Josie in the eye and nowhere else. ‘Here you go… honey,’ she said, barely keeping it together. 
 
      
 
    Josie wrapped herself up. ‘Sorry about that,’ Josie apologised. ‘Sometimes the ladies just decide to cut loose.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It happens,’ Kate said, finally able to look at everyone. ‘Just popped up to let you know there’s a bit of a wind coming, so you may want to get wrapped up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Tell it to my chest, eh?’ Josie quipped. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thanks, Kate,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    The moment Kate went back down the stairs, Sasha turned to the safety railing. Her shoulders started rising up and down. Josie thought she was throwing up for a second. But then she heard a little snigger. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you laughing?’ Josie asked, shocked. 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded, snorting. ‘It’s a stress reaction. I’m a nervous laugher,’ she explained, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    Josie watched her trying to fight it. ‘Let it out, by all means.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha kept giggling, wiping tears from her eyes. ‘Jesus Christ,’ she said through building laughter. ‘I don’t know how I’m gonna do this.’  
 
      
 
    Despite the laughter being from anxiety, it didn’t make it any less infectious. Josie started laughing, too.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are you laughing at?’ Sasha said, snorting. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. I guess I’m laughing because you’re laughing,’ Josie said through guffaws. They were ripping with laughter now. It was madness.  
 
      
 
    It was a good minute before they collected themselves sufficiently.  
 
      
 
    ‘They must be able to hear this downstairs. They must think we’re fucking barmy,’ Josie said, her laughter subsiding at last.  
 
      
 
    Sasha wiped the last of the tears from her eyes. ‘Yep.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t believe my tit fell out,’ Josie noted. 
 
      
 
    That started Sasha up again. ‘Please don’t! I’m gonna pull something,’ she said, roaring.  
 
      
 
    ‘Does it make you that nervous?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know anymore,’ Sasha said, trying to calm down. ‘The whole thing is such a shit show!’ 
 
      
 
    Josie watched Sasha laughing. It was nice to see her enjoy herself, albeit during some sort of breakdown.  
 
      
 
    Sasha got herself back under control and sat down on the sun lounger, sighing. ‘Oof, that was a humdinger,’ she breathed, calm at last.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t wanna set you off again, but that whole thing illustrated something,’ Josie said. ‘We’re supposed to be newlyweds.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not saying it’s gotta be Emmy-worthy, but we need to seem like we at least know each other. Clara and Claire, a legit couple.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha kept nodding. ‘That’s true.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So let’s do that, then,’ Josie said, laying back with a towel over her laughter-inducing areas.  
 
      
 
    Sasha looked baffled. ‘Do what?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled. ‘Get to know each other.’ 
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    ‘Can’t we just pretend?’ Sasha asked, her guts still aching from her laughter fit. It was an unfortunate reaction to the stress of the situation. Not to mention unexpected nudity. She’d been like this since she was a child. It appeared to have passed now, thank God. 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, yeah. We could,’ Josie shrugged.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought it over. Josie had a point. They weren’t gonna be besties, but they couldn’t remain strangers. They had to know at least something about each other. ‘Fine. I guess we will need to trade a few facts.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, we’re off to a cracking start because you already know what my left breast looks like,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha pressed her lips together, trying to stop it all from starting up again. Not that it was a funny boob. Far from it. It was quite an excellent boob, if you were assessing such things.  
 
      
 
    ‘But you should probably know that they’re not identical twins. Just fraternal,’ Josie went on. ‘Righty has a tiny mole just under the—’ 
 
      
 
    One little laugh managed to escape. ‘I’m begging you,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, alright,’ Josie acquiesced. ‘I’ll stop. You go.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Ummm,’ Sasha hesitated, frowning. Where should she start? Who was she, boiled down? What was the crucial thing her ‘wife’ should know? ‘I like cheese.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie paused. ‘OK.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And bread. And chocolate.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was unimpressed. ‘So far, so universal.’ 
 
      
 
    That pissed Sasha off. ‘I know, OK? I’m just struggling with where to start.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie frowned thoughtfully. ‘Just tell me… OK, favourite colour?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Orange.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie pushed her sunglasses down, looking at Sasha anew. ‘I didn’t see that coming. I thought for sure, I don’t know, blue?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So you think I’m boring?’ Sasha said, offended. 
 
      
 
    Josie snorted, amused. ‘Who said boring?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha gave her a searching look. ‘Let me guess yours. Red?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie raised an eyebrow. ‘Fuck you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But I’m right, aren’t I?’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, alright,’ Josie admitted. 
 
      
 
    Sasha clapped her hands together, pleased with herself.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s not that clever. I wore a red dress to the wedding,’ Josie was quick to point out. 
 
      
 
    ‘Wouldn’t have mattered. You positively scream red,’ Sasha said, taking a sip of her coffee. It was going rather cold. She could have drunk a third, she was still so thirsty.  
 
      
 
    ‘There are beers under there in that little fridge,’ Josie told her. 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at Josie in surprise. ‘How did you know?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because you were licking your lips. See? We can all read signs, Sasha,’ Josie said, a little mocking in her tone.  
 
      
 
    Sasha gave her a look and went over to the little fridge to check out the contents. Beer, water, juice. If she had any sense, she’d choose water. But the beer did look enticing. And Josie was right. The alcohol content on them was a joke.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just get the beer,’ Josie called over. 
 
      
 
    ‘You made your point. You’re a mind reader,’ Sasha said over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    She picked a beer. After all, she was on holiday. Unless told otherwise.  
 
      
 
    She sat back down, looking out at the cloudless skies, the turquoise water. Just on the dot of the horizon, she could see a line sitting above the ocean that she presumed was France. It was a shame this was as close as she was likely to get.  
 
      
 
    ‘Wait, are you, err, taken?’ Sasha asked, sitting back down. 
 
      
 
    ‘Why do you ask?’ Josie said with a small smirk. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because it seems pertinent to know,’ Sasha said quickly, refusing to blush. 
 
      
 
    ‘No wife, no husband,’ Josie shrugged.  
 
      
 
    It felt like there was more to ask. But since it wasn’t likely to come up in mixed company, there was no reason to press the subject.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not attached either,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Now, that is a surprise.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked Sasha up and down in a way she did not enjoy. ‘You seem like the type that gets with someone when you’re eighteen and stays with them for the rest of your life,’ Josie theorised confidently.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t know whether to be offended by that. Mostly because it was true. She had been in that situation until recently. She’d gone to university at eighteen and met Emily. They’d lasted until two years ago when Sasha hit thirty. She’d looked at Emily over her birthday cake, her life at that crucial year, and realised they hadn’t been in love for a long time.  
 
      
 
    It took another year to be able to say it. She’d been on her own ever since. Mostly, she was good with that.  
 
      
 
    But there was no way she was gonna let Josie know she had her pegged. ‘Yeah, well. I’m footloose and fancy-free. So there.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie paused. ‘What’s your last name, by the way?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Malone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Josie said and picked up her phone. 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m just gonna dig through your socials,’ Josie explained casually.  
 
      
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Five minutes on your Instagram will tell me more than you ever will,’ Josie told her.  
 
      
 
    ‘Please don’t do that,’ Sasha pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Josie flicked her sunglasses down to look at her. ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s… invasive.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s literally what social media was made for. You don’t like it? Then why do you have an account with…’ She had a quick look at her phone, ‘…Over five hundred posts over ten years. You’re posting, what? About once a week? I grant you, it’s under the average, but that’s your record of your life. No one put a gun to your head and told you to do it, did they?’ Josie noted. 
 
      
 
    Sasha prickled. ‘You sound judgmental.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not,’ Josie shrugged. ‘I’m worse than you are. I have twice this amount. Feel free to check. Josie Adler. Go nuts.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No thanks,’ she said, desperate to get her phone out. It might undercut her point if she joined in. But she didn’t know if she was going to be able to stop her from finding out— 
 
      
 
    ‘Ah, here she is. Emily.’ Josie scrolled lazily. ‘She goes back a way.’ 
 
      
 
    Dammit.  
 
      
 
    ‘When did you split up?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, I think we may have gotten a bit off track here,’ Sasha said. ‘The last thing we need to know about each other is our romantic history. Not exactly gonna come up with those two, is it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re getting to know each other so that we don’t seem like frigging strangers, Sasha,’ Josie retorted. ‘It’s not about passing a question-and-answer session in front of Max and Kate. It’s seeming more natural with each other. That’s all.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine. You nailed it. I met her when we were young, and it ended two years ago. OK? I’m a monogamous type. I know that’s very boring.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I wasn’t saying that,’ Josie refuted.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. You were.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Whatever you say,’ Josie tutted and looked back down at her phone, scrolling further. ‘Oh, OK, job. That’s probably useful. You’re a restaurant manager?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes.’ Sasha didn’t say any more than that. She was not gonna give her further ammunition to pick apart her life. ‘Anyway, now it’s my turn.’ She got out her phone and searched for Josie Adler.  
 
      
 
    She found her Instagram quickly and thumbed down the images. Josie at a bar. Josie at a party. Josie at brunch with a comically oversized mojito. It was the diary of a party girl. 
 
      
 
    ‘There you are,’ she muttered to herself, a little envious. 
 
      
 
    ‘Find anything noteworthy?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Your life looks fun,’ Sasha said honestly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. It’s fun alright,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought there was something in her voice that didn’t sound entirely sincere. But she wasn’t about to press it. After all, they were still very much strangers. Instagram or no Instagram. 
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    Josie had come to dislike the word ‘fun’ as of late. It wasn’t always this way. But something had been growing in her, a dissatisfaction.  
 
      
 
    Sure, she went out a lot, and yeah, she had a lot of friends. But more and more, there was a sense that it was yielding diminishing returns. Fun was fine. But where was the joy? Where was the sense that it was enough? That she had enough? Wasn’t she always chasing something she never quite reached? 
 
      
 
    Worse than that, she didn’t even know what it was. What would be enough? How could she feel like she was enough? 
 
      
 
    She didn’t like these kinds of thoughts. It was exactly the kind of crap she was here to avoid. Dark thoughts were supposed to be left at the marina while she cruised. 
 
      
 
    But she hadn’t counted on the Sasha Malone of it all. She was a very different type of creature than Josie. She was… what was the word? Stable. Dependable. Long-term job, long-term girlfriend. Even one that ended. The woman had staying power.  
 
      
 
    No one could have said that about Josie. ‘Flighty.’ That was the word people tended to use. She took it as a compliment most days. Because what people never understood was that it took work to stay free. Most people didn’t have the energy not to fall into things and stay there.  
 
      
 
    ‘So what do you do for a living?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘What don’t I do?’ Josie replied, stretching out and yawning. 
 
      
 
    Sasha groaned. ‘OK, let me put it another way. How do you pay bills?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie groaned. ‘OK, if you must be so prosaic about it. I’m a coder.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha gaped. ‘You are?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie snorted. ‘No. I’m a massage therapist. But interesting to see how surprised you were that I might do coding.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s face fell. ‘You don’t look like a coder, that’s all.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But I do look like a massage therapist?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Sasha blinked. ‘I mean, more so. Yes. Have I offended you?’ 
 
      
 
     Josie raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think so, no.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How, err, how long does it take to become a massage therapist?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie could feel how nervous Sasha was getting, and she liked it. ‘For my level? Took about six months.’ 
 
      
 
    It was her longest commitment. She had just about managed it because it was an investment in her future freedom. You could massage anywhere in the world, and everyone loved massages, from kings to paupers. It was a ticket to any world. She couldn’t exactly say she’d massaged her way anywhere interesting as yet, but there was always time.  
 
      
 
    ‘Huh. So do you work for a spa or something?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I work at Darlington Manor.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That spa break place out on the outskirts of town?’ Sasha asked. ‘The fancy place?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The very same.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve been there,’ Sasha exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh? When?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘About a year ago,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I wasn’t there then,’ Josie told her. ‘It was more of a recent gig.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha chuckled. ‘For a second there, I thought it was gonna turn out that you’d done me.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s mouth turned up at one corner. ‘Done you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You know what I mean,’ Sasha blushed. ‘Worked on me or whatever. That’s an expensive place. You must make good money.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ Josie said, not wanting to admit that she had just thrown in the towel.   
 
      
 
    But Sasha was a bloodhound for failure. ‘Wait, did they give you a week off, just like that?’ she asked.  
 
      
 
    Whatever upper hand Josie had in the conversation disappeared. ‘No. I quit,’ Josie said as boldly as she could muster.  
 
      
 
    Sasha blinked. ‘Wait. You quit a well-paid job on the spur of the moment to come on this trip?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Knowing that you might get slung off?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Whatever point you’re trying to make, spit out and save us both the trip around the houses,’ Josie told her. 
 
      
 
    Sasha shook her head. ‘I’m just baffled. What about bills and stuff?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s plenty of apps for people in my line. I don’t have to be tied down if I don’t want.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then why did you start working at Darlington Manor if you don’t like to be—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You ask a lot of questions. Anyone ever tell you that?’ Josie snapped. 
 
      
 
    Sasha raised her hands in surrender. ‘I thought that was what we were doing!’ she muttered, feathers ruffled.  
 
      
 
    Josie took a breath. She could feel her temper getting away from her. She needed to stop this now. ‘I think we know enough to stop now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Gladly. It was your idea—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know that,’ Josie spat. 
 
      
 
    Josie sat in silence for a minute, realising that she couldn’t keep having fights with someone she was stuck with for the foreseeable. Her stupid temper. She wasn’t even sure what she’d been mad about now. Something had just seemed to get stuck in her craw.  
 
      
 
    This was why she could never make it work with girlfriends or boyfriends. Everyone pissed her off. And once they’d flicked that switch in her, she couldn’t seem to switch it off. 
 
      
 
     Josie felt suddenly too hot and far too naked.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m gonna go and see about a swim,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was discombobulated. ‘What are you talking about? We’re travelling at a hundred miles an hour!’ 
 
      
 
    Josie glanced out at the water. ‘I don’t think we’re going quite that fast. It’s not a jet ski.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How the hell are you gonna go swimming, though? You can’t just jump off.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked over the edge of the flybridge. ‘That platform thing down there off the back is a swimming platform. They can, like, drop anchor or whatever.’ She approached the stairs, pausing at the top. ‘Are you coming or what?’ she asked Sasha.  
 
      
 
    Sasha looked shocked to get the invite. ‘I don’t have a costume.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Check the bag. There’ll be something in there,’ Josie said. She was going either way.  
 
      
 
    She went down to the deck and approached Kate at the console. ‘Hey, any chance of a swim?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked like she’d been waiting for such a request. ‘Certainly. Though you’d better be quick. Could get choppy soon.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, give me a few minutes to slow down.’  
 
      
 
    Josie nodded and headed downstairs to the bathroom, where she grabbed a towel. Josie looked out of the porthole window. They were slowing down.  
 
      
 
    She slung the towel over her shoulder and headed back upstairs, to the opposite end of the main deck, where there was a step down to a small platform that sloped into the water. She was surprised to find Sasha on the swimming deck, talking to Max.  
 
      
 
    ‘I hear you girls are going for a swim?’ he said, turning to Josie. ‘I was just explaining I need to be on the lookout if you are. Rules and regs and all that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m swimming, not sure about my wife,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m actually just gonna watch,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘OK,’ Max said and then sniffed. ‘So, I guess you can keep an eye out for Clara, Claire?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Yeah, sure,’ Sasha said uncertainly.  
 
      
 
    Max buggered off sharpish. Josie wondered what he was up to, though she wasn’t terribly invested.  
 
      
 
    ‘Why aren’t you swimming?’ Josie said, stepping down to the edge of the deck, where it met the slowing water.  
 
      
 
    ‘I just don’t like to,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie narrowed her eyes at Sasha. ‘But you can swim.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, of course,’ Sasha said. Then added sheepishly, ‘Kind of.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Kind of?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can swim,’ Sasha insisted. ‘I got my twenty-five metres badge at school. I’m just not confident about it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘When was the last time you went swimming?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I just told you. When I got my twenty-five metres.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You haven’t swum since school?’ Josie asked, shocked. 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked embarrassed. Josie regretted her tone. She was just surprised. Sasha gave off very capable vibes. She hadn’t expected to find a weak spot.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, well, if I do get attacked by a shark or anything, can you promise to get Max or Kate?’ Josie asked. She didn’t wait for an answer before jumping off into the sea.  
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    Sasha watched Josie floating on her back in the ocean with envy. But she could sit on the edge and dangle her legs into the sea. That was practically swimming, wasn’t it?  
 
      
 
    She sat down and lowered her legs into the water. It was cooler than she’d expected in the warm sun, but her legs soon adjusted. She watched Josie doing a relaxed backstroke, looking content, floating away from the boat. Sasha was glad she’d calmed down a bit. Sasha knew she’d been too pushy on the work thing. It was clearly a sensitive subject.  
 
      
 
    That’s why she’d come to keep Josie company, even though it meant admitting the embarrassing truth about her weak swimming ability. She didn’t want it to be weird. She hoped she could find an organic moment to say a very casual sorry. Resentment didn’t sit easy. She was wondering what the right moment would be when the yacht, though anchored, was suddenly hit by a large wave and rose. Sasha promptly fell off the edge of the boat.  
 
      
 
    ‘Gaah,’ she cried out, her mouth immediately filling with water. She flapped her arms and legs in panic, water smashing her in the face. She could just about see the boat, but it was getting further away. Or she was getting further away from it. She couldn’t see Josie at all. She could only hope Max or Kate came back. If she could just stay above the waterline. 
 
      
 
    But her arm flapping wasn’t cutting it. Her head went under. This was it. She was drowning.  
 
      
 
    As she accepted her imminent death, her overwhelming feeling was unadulterated rage. She’d never done anything with her life, and now it was over. It was all so stupid. She’d blown her life on what? She wasn’t even sure. 
 
      
 
    Arms suddenly gripped onto her waist and yanked her up and above the waterline. Her head hit the air, and she took in too much oxygen, choking. Thank God Max had come back. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hold on, Sasha,’ said a distinctly un-Max-like voice, and she realised she was being rescued by Josie. ‘Max! Kate! For fuck’s sake, we’ve got an emergency here!’ Josie screamed, and Sasha saw them come running, finally springing into action.  
 
      
 
    Max threw a lifebuoy that hit Sasha directly in the face.  
 
      
 
    ‘Max, are you fucking trying to kill us?’ Josie yelled at him. She grabbed onto the buoy with her free arm, and Max pulled them in.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said as he pulled Sasha up onto the deck.  
 
      
 
    Josie got herself up afterwards.  
 
      
 
    ‘I thought you were on watch?!’ Kate yelled at him.  
 
      
 
    ‘I needed a crap! I was gone a few minutes!’ he yelled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then you should have informed me,’ Kate said. She turned to Sasha, lying out on the deck like a beached whale, getting some good breaths finally. ‘Are you OK?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think so,’ Sasha said, sitting up. Kate put a towel around her shoulders. She was less scared now and more embarrassed. She turned to Josie, who was watching her from a chair. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sure,’ Josie said. She had a look that Sasha couldn’t identify.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t know what else to say after that. But she was pretty sure that ‘Thanks’ wasn’t going to cut it. Because Josie had just saved her actual life. She was going to die; she had known that for sure. And then she wasn’t. That was all Josie.  
 
      
 
    ‘Did you swallow much water?’ Kate asked her.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought. ‘I don’t know. A bit, yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Right. Then we’re going to shore,’ Kate told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?!’ Sasha and Josie exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    ‘You swallowed water. If it got in your lungs, that’s dangerous,’ Kate explained. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m fine. Honestly,’ Sasha pleaded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Haven’t you heard of secondary drowning?’ Kate asked her. ‘We’ll have you at a hospital in no time. Make sure you have your passports to hand.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie swapped a look. This wasn’t good.   
 
      
 
    Kate and Max left, arguing about whether or not Max needed to start eating more roughage. Once they’d gone, Josie looked at Sasha. ‘Are you really OK?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think so. Thank God you spotted me,’ Sasha said. ‘I really can’t thank you enough.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t say anything to that.  
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    Josie hadn’t expected Sasha to even be in the water. She was just trailing her legs in the sea the last time she’d seen her. Josie didn’t even know what had made her look back in her direction to notice her absence. But she did. And she saw her in the water, and she didn’t look happy. Josie busted her arse to get over to her.  
 
      
 
    Sasha went below the waterline. It was a good five seconds before Josie could even reach her. Josie screamed for help from the boat as she swam. No one appeared. It was on her.  
 
      
 
    Josie dove under the water, and she was lucky it was relatively clear. She found Sasha quickly, grabbing her under the arms and kicking her legs upward, propelling herself and Sasha back up. They came up together, Sasha gasping and choking.  
 
      
 
    Kate and Max appeared finally and dragged them out of the water, and once Sasha was on deck, she seemed to be OK. 
 
      
 
    But Josie wasn’t. She was horrified by how close Sasha had come to drowning, stunned by the fact that if she hadn’t spotted what had happened, how differently the afternoon might have gone.  
 
      
 
    Josie was in the right place at the right time. It was possibly the first time in her life she could say that. She was there, and she was needed. She didn’t know what to make of it. She was shaken to her very core.  
 
      
 
    And now they were going ashore. Shit.  
 
      
 
    Kate left to drive the boat to shore, while Max went to get water, leaving Josie and Sasha momentarily alone. 
 
      
 
    ‘We can’t go ashore,’ Sasha hissed. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think we’ve got a lot of choice,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘But, but…’ 
 
      
 
    Josie knew what to do. ‘I’ll take the brunt. If it comes to that.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha paused. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll explain this was all my idea. I talked you into it,’ Josie told her calmly. ‘It’s true, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at her in amazement. ‘Huh?!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Kate’s right. You should go and get checked out. I’ve heard swallowing water can be pretty dangerous,’ Josie went on.  
 
      
 
    She was rather surprised at the words coming out of her mouth. But she had this odd feeling. Purpose. She’d gotten Sasha out of the water, but there was more to be done. Sasha needed to be looked over, so that’s what was going to happen.  
 
      
 
    Whatever problems met them at the customs office, Josie would handle them. It would be OK. She would take the trouble. It was what she was good at anyway. Absorbing the mess. Might as well be a point to it. 
 
      
 
    ‘I say this with total sincerity, Josie. But did you bang your head on the boat at some point?’ Sasha asked seriously.  
 
      
 
    Josie laughed and towelled off her hair. ‘Nope. Noggin un-banged.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, but like, only this morning you were not being so… You’re just gonna take the brunt?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Fair’s fair.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie realised right then that she was simply tired of being selfish. She could be someone else. One accident and she already kind of was.  
 
      
 
    It probably wouldn’t last, she thought. But today, she had helped. And she wanted to keep feeling the way it had made her feel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    They pulled into a tiny harbour off the nearest town of Casalegno. ‘This is France?’ Sasha asked as Max tied off the boat. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, we’re in Spain,’ Max told her, as though she were an idiot.  
 
      
 
    Josie thought he should probably watch his lip, considering his stupidity had nearly cost a life.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. When did that happen?’ Sasha asked, embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just before you went swimming,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘She didn’t go swimming,’ Josie said irritably. ‘She fell off.’ 
 
      
 
    Max sighed. ‘Look, I think I ate something bad. I had to go.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Great timing,’ Josie said with an eye roll.  
 
      
 
    ‘Seriously, I’m super sorry,’ Max said anxiously. 
 
      
 
    Kate led the landing party toward a building about the size of a small shed. A woman rushed out to meet them. Josie braced herself for what came next. 
 
      
 
    ‘Ah, hello. You’re carrying a medical emergency?’ a middle-aged woman with a severe bob asked Kate in a light Spanish accent.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes,’ Kate began, pulling out a folder. ‘She needs to get checked for secondary drowning, so we’re in a bit of a hurry. I have the travel documents—’ 
 
      
 
    The woman had zero interest. She was looking straight past Kate to where Max was jogging to join them. ‘Valentina! You got that cab for us?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Waiting for you, Max,’ Valentina said with lascivious familiarity. ‘Sticking around for a bit?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate rolled her eyes and closed the folder. 
 
      
 
    ‘Err…’ Max turned hopefully to Sasha and Josie. ‘Will you be staying the night? Seems a shame to come to Casalegno and only see the inside of a hospital.’ 
 
      
 
    Max was chancing it. And Josie didn’t care. He was greasing their way onto land with his apparent charm. Valentina couldn’t have given less of a shit about proper paperwork. She only had eyes for Max. So Max could go ahead and have his fun.  
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ Josie said easily. She chanced a look at Sasha, who wasn’t wearing a very good poker face. Her jaw was practically touching her knees. 
 
      
 
    ‘Great!’ Max said brightly. ‘Cab’s that way. Kate, I’ll get them situated. Along shortly.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, sure you will,’ Kate said with barely concealed revulsion. She led Josie and Sasha through the harbour and out to the small, dusty street.  
 
      
 
    A cab was indeed waiting, a battered SEAT that might have been the first one to roll off the production line. In the driver’s seat sat a surly man who looked roughly a hundred years old.  
 
      
 
    ‘El hospital?’ Kate asked, and the man grunted.  
 
      
 
    Max jumped in beside Josie and Sasha, looking flush and chipper. ‘Onwards.’ 
 
      
 
    The car pulled out loudly and drove for about two minutes through a very charming old town before pulling in at a small cream building. 
 
      
 
    ‘I feel like we could have walked that,’ Sasha said wryly. 
 
      
 
    Kate paid the man a few euros, and they climbed out.  
 
      
 
    ‘Kate, you got it from here?’ Max asked, slapping her too hard on the back. He didn’t wait for an answer before getting back in the cab. He said something to the decrepit driver, who grunted and pulled back out again.  
 
      
 
    Kate’s jaw was rather tight as she watched the car go. But she turned with a professional smile back to Josie. ‘Right, let’s get you checked out, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
      
 
    They came back out ten minutes later.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve got to say,’ Sasha commented to Kate, ‘If you had a stethoscope onboard, we wouldn’t have needed to dock.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know, I know. It’s not hard to diagnose it. But it’s an insurance thing. You have to be checked by a licenced doctor,’ Kate said. ‘Still, clean bill of health and now you’ve got a night in Casalegno. Which is a rather lovely town.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Where will we stay tonight?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’ll be the Hotel Casalegno. I’ll book it now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They dug deep for that hotel name, didn’t they?’ Josie said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, can I get that cab back for you?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘You know, I think we can make it back on foot,’ Josie said, looking back the way they came. She could see the hotel sign in the distance. She had to remind herself that this was rich people bullshit. Heaven forefends the fuckers walk half a mile.  
 
      
 
    ‘Great. I’ll head back to the boat then,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘You not gonna take a little break yourself?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think Max is taking enough of a break for the both of us,’ she said. She began to jog back in the direction of the harbour.  
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha looked at each other. ‘This is officially fucking ridiculous,’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    ‘I guess the rules don’t apply when you pull up in a schmancy boat like Richie Rich,’ Josie told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Actually, I think this one was more about Max’s sexual dynamism,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I must have missed that,’ Josie said acerbically. ‘But who gives a shit how it happened? All I care about is that we escaped the long arm of the law. And your lungs are free of saltwater. I think this is a cause for a celebratory meal.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded and smiled, relaxing visibly. ‘You’re on.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha headed into town. Josie felt good. Better than she had in a long while. It seemed like she had luck on her side today.  
 
      
 
    It was almost as if the universe was saying, ‘Hey, maybe you’re OK after all, Josie. You deserve a good day.’ 
 
      
 
    And Josie would have that good day.  
 
   


  
 

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie seemed different. Sasha couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Less sour? Yes. But it was more than that. Less angry? Yes, but it wasn’t just that.  
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to find out, though. And now that she knew she wasn’t going to re-drown or whatever, she had some time on her hands to figure it out. 
 
      
 
    They walked into the town. It was white and cream buildings as far as the eye could see. Nothing looked younger than a couple of hundred years old, but all were perfectly maintained.  
 
      
 
    They found a café as the sun began to set. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you speak Spanish, by any chance?’ Sasha asked Josie. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. But I’ve never been anywhere I couldn’t just speak English.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think it should be like that,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, well, if you wanna learn Spanish real quick, I’m just going to be a gross Brit abroad,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    It was her usual attitude, but it seemed less mean somehow. Like a joke a friend might make.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, it’s not hard to translate what you want to say,’ Sasha said, getting out her phone and Google translating, ‘Hello, I would like a Coke, please.’ 
 
      
 
    A tiny, dark-haired lady in her sixties, with skin that Sasha could only dream of, appeared. ‘English?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Si,’ Sasha said nervously. 
 
      
 
    ‘I see you’re going to try to use your phone to translate,’ she said, nodding at the screen in Sasha’s hand. ‘I appreciate the attempt, but honestly, it will take forever. And my English is very good.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha blushed. ‘Oh, alright.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie snorted. ‘Told you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What would you recommend?’ Sasha asked the lady. 
 
      
 
    ‘People like the jamon bocadillo.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Err…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s just a fried ham and cheese sandwich, darling,’ the lady assured her. 
 
      
 
    They ordered two of those with Cokes. Sasha’s shame was pretty high from the encounter. She was not a confident traveller. It was a lack of experience. Partly because Emily had been scared of flying. And the Eurostar.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think you get it. It goes underwater,’ Emily always said, as though Sasha didn’t understand that.  
 
      
 
    Emily was an anxious creature, which meant they were pretty much landlocked. Scotland and Wales were lovely places, but Sasha had craved a bit more adventure at times. It was part of the reason she’d broken it off with Emily. There was something so fearful about the way she lived her life, how small her world was. It had made Sasha’s world small, too, and she’d wanted more.  
 
      
 
    But life hadn’t changed as much as Sasha had hoped after the breakup. She’d been to a few places, of course. But mostly, she was beholden to the business. It always seemed to need her. And who did she have to go on holiday with? Her friends all had their partners. Her family were all at the restaurant every hour god sent. She didn’t quite have the guts to do it solo. 
 
      
 
    But look at her now. She couldn’t even remember the name of the town she was in. This was probably the most adventurous travelling she’d ever done, however unintentional. It felt kind of OK. Maybe even good. 
 
      
 
     The sandwiches came, and they were delicious. She hadn’t realised how hungry she was. What with the day’s fun and games, she’d forgotten to eat lunch.  
 
      
 
    ‘Shit, that’s good,’ Josie said, mouth full of sandwich. 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled at her. All that had happened these past few days, and she was cool as you please. You couldn’t seem to throw the woman, no matter what you chucked at her. Sasha had to admire it.  
 
      
 
    Of course, Sasha wouldn’t be saying that if she got thrown in the clink at the end of the week. But for right now, this moment, it seemed pretty great to have been pulled into the mess by Josie. Sasha was having an adventure. The world felt big at last.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, what are we gonna do now?’ Sasha asked as they finished their food.  
 
      
 
    Josie looked around her at the small square. ‘You know what? I don’t have a clue. I wonder what they’ve got out here?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What would you want to do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mmm… I guess I’d like to find some bar with a view of the beach and get sloshed.’  
 
      
 
    ‘Then let’s find that, shall we?’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    They got the bill and paid. Sasha tipped a lot as a way to apologise for not knowing Spanish.  
 
      
 
    They walked through the town until they came to a bar on the beach, as Josie had requested. It seemed nice enough, not too loud. The vibe was pleasant and relaxed.  
 
      
 
    Josie fetched some drinks, and they went out to the patio, finding a table easily. The sun was a couple of millimetres from the horizon. They had only been sitting a minute when it abruptly dropped behind the ocean.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m so glad I got to see that,’ Sasha said, sipping her mojito.  
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Lucky that bartender could make such a speedy mojito.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her margarita. ‘You’d probably have been fine without me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I don’t think I would have,’ Sasha said with certainty. ‘When I went under, I knew that was that. I wasn’t coming back up. I don’t know how to thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her and frowned. ‘Don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What? Thank you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I don’t need it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, but I need to do it,’ Sasha told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘You know, this one time, when I was about fourteen, I crashed Simon’s Jag,’ Josie said, thoughtfully.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was baffled by the conversational shift but tried to roll with it. ‘Oh?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I went into a house.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Shit!’ Sasha exclaimed. ‘Was anyone hurt?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A family lived there. They were out at the time. But they had a budgie. It was in a cage next to the living room window. I went straight through the wall and caught the poor thing. Died instantly.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was aghast. ‘Oh god, Josie. I’m so sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked astounded. ‘Why are you sorry?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you must have been pretty traumatised.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But it was me. I wasn’t traumatised. I was the traumatiser,’ Josie said, oddly irritable.  
 
      
 
    ‘You were fourteen. You made a mistake,’ Sasha shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Josie took a very long pause. ‘Well. Anyway. My point is, I killed that poor little bird.’ She took a sip of her drink. ‘That’s why I don’t want thanks. Because I got to feel like I helped for once instead of causing chaos.’ She shook her head, embarrassed. ‘Anyway. I’ll shut up now.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha paused. ‘What happened?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Before the car accident.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s hackles went palpably up. ‘What are you asking?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha decided to take the long way around the question. ‘When I was fifteen, I got my period, and my mother told the entire family what a late bloomer I was. I was so embarrassed, I started shoplifting make-up just to change the narrative. So, I’m thinking that if you stole an entire car—’ 
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes. ‘Please, do not analyse me right now.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha rubbed her temple thoughtfully. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie raised a pissed-off eyebrow. ‘Cut it out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I really am.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s large eyes flashed with fury. ‘Stop it.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha stopped speaking, slightly frightened. She’d gone too far. She’d ruined a nice moment. Why was she like this? Why couldn’t she let it be? This was not her business.  
 
      
 
    Josie had been vulnerable for a second, and Sasha ruined it by being smug and nosy. She was furious at herself.  
 
   


  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie was furious at herself. She’d been OK. Content, even. She’d gotten to be a hero. She’d had a near miss with the law. She was at a beach bar with a beautiful sunset and the perfect margarita.  
 
      
 
    Everything had been going her way. Why was she like this? Why did she ruin things? 
 
      
 
    Well, that wasn’t such a big mystery, was it? Sasha had been sniffing her way to Josie’s tragedy, and she hadn’t liked it. And the shame of it was, Josie had just been starting to think she might actually like Sasha.  
 
      
 
    They’d had a rough start, but after the accident, Josie felt a little softer toward her. She half thought they had a chance to be friends.  
 
      
 
    Well, she’d fucked the dog on that. She’d thrown a strop in the middle of practically their only nice moment if you didn’t count the rescue. Sasha probably thought she was a volatile headcase. Which—let’s face it—she probably was.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, let’s go for a walk on the beach, shall we?’ Josie said quickly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was thrown. ‘What, now? It’s getting dark.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie necked her drink. ‘Well, I’m going. Come if you like.’ 
 
      
 
    She stood and walked down the steps of the patio, stepping into the warm sand. She took her shoes off and padded along the beach, shoes in hand.  
 
      
 
    About ten yards in, she heard Sasha say, ‘Hold your bloody horses, I’m coming!’ 
 
      
 
     Josie didn’t look back, but she did pause so Sasha could catch up. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’m coming, but I think I probably need to stay back from the water,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Are you traumatised?!’ Josie asked her, concerned.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought it over. ‘Umm, I think I’m actually OK. But I’ve always had this worry that I’ll die too ironically. Getting rescued out of the water, only to drown because I decided to celebrate surviving by having a walk on the beach? No chance. I can drown tomorrow if need be. But not like this. Not today.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was surprised to hear herself laugh. ‘You’re funny.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked surprised. ‘Am I?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A bit, yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh,’ Sasha said, and then added, ‘Thanks.’  
 
      
 
    Weirdly, she didn’t seem that annoyed about what had happened a few minutes ago. Josie realised that though Sasha could be a bit grumpy and uptight, she wasn’t much of a grudge holder.  
 
      
 
    Coming from a family of people who nursed their resentments like newborns, holding them close, feeding them, raising them to their maturity of a fully grown hatred, it was kind of nice. It was like every few minutes was a clean slate with Sasha. She could let things go.   
 
      
 
    Still, everyone had a limit. Josie wondered if she was capable of staying within Sasha’s. She truly didn’t know. Josie decided she would try. Or she would try to try, anyway. She could never really rely on herself to stick to a vow. She’d had no practice at it.  
 
      
 
    They walked down the beach a way as the darkness descended. Eventually, making sure to keep a good distance from the waterline, Josie stopped. She looked out at the dark water and wondered what Simon was doing right now.  
 
      
 
    Had he copped onto her infraction yet? Was he, even as Josie stood here, trying to call Interpol and have her arrested for her mounting international crimes? Josie wouldn’t put it past him.  
 
      
 
    She’d been a thorn in his side for too long. And she’d pissed him right off before she left. Enough to raise a hand to her. That had been new. She must have really pushed his buttons. She was glad she’d gotten in so deep, no matter what it might cost her. It felt good to hurt him.  
 
      
 
    She wondered what her mother would think about it. She’d married him, after all. Sometimes Josie hated her for that. They’d been OK before. Why had she done it? Had she done as her awful stepsister had suggested and married him for financial reasons? Or had she actually loved the fucker?  
 
      
 
    That was a conversation they couldn’t have now, so Josie would never know. What she knew was that her mother was the reason Josie knew him still. She’d made Josie make a promise at the end.  
 
      
 
    ‘He cares about you, Josie,’ her mother had said, ashen and exhausted. 
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t want to upset her mother, so she didn’t respond to that. However, she had some pretty colourful responses in mind.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just don’t lose track of them,’ she’d said. ‘When you grow up.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, keep it going. Or at least, let Simon keep it going.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Keep it going?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know you, Josie,’ her mother said. ‘You’re going to want to waltz out of here on your eighteenth birthday and never see them again.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie tried to look shocked at the very idea. But her mother was astute. Josie had had that thought many times. Particularly as her mother wasn’t going to be around. She was Josie’s tether to this house, the only true one. Everyone else could pretty much go fuck themselves.  
 
      
 
    ‘They’re your family,’ her mother added. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, Mum. They’re your family,’ Josie had said without thinking. 
 
      
 
    Her mother was disappointed. ‘That’s really how you think?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mum, please don’t do this,’ Josie begged. ‘You’ll make yourself ill.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I am ill. And that’s precisely why I’m doing this. We’re running out of time,’ her mother said tearfully. ‘And I don’t want you to be alone.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was at a loss. What could she say? Her mother was leaving the planet, and she was worried for Josie. Truthfully, so was Josie.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t know what might become of her with her mother gone. Sometimes it seemed as though Josie were some kind of savage beast that had been allotted to her mother to domesticate, with little success. Josie had a wicked temper, and she lacked impulse control, a terrible combination.  
 
      
 
    She’d been suspended from school several times, the threat of permanent exclusion hanging in the air. The only reason it hadn’t happened was because they were cutting her some slack on account of her mother’s health. Fights, mouthing off to teachers, destruction of property. She was a wild card, even to herself.  
 
      
 
    Her mother was about to die, which was a terrible thing to have to face up to at fourteen. But beyond the loss itself, she had to wonder what would happen when the last person whose opinion mattered to her was gone. Would she get worse? Get slung out of school, turn to serious crime, become a drug addict?  
 
      
 
    Several people had predicted it. And clearly, her mother thought the same. Josie didn’t want that to be on her mind in her final days. 
 
      
 
    Josie took a deep breath and made the last promise she ever wanted to make. ‘OK, Mum. I’ll… keep it going.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s all I ask. Because as you get older, you’re going to calm down and when that happens, you’ll be glad of family. Being alone is very hard.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie—standing on a Spanish beach that she had reached by stealing a boat from her so-called family—thought that her poor mother, God rest her soul, had it backwards. No calming down had taken place, and possibly because she had the family she did.  
 
      
 
    It felt awful to think her mother had been an idiot about that, but what else was there to think? It was unignorable. Her mother had married a bellend and had not wanted to believe it. And Josie had paid the price.  
 
      
 
    ‘If I ask you a personal question, are you going to yell at me again?’ Sasha asked, breaking the silence.  
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her, surprised. ‘I don’t know. Depends on the question.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK. Are you alright?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie couldn’t remember the last time anyone had asked her that and meant it. But Sasha meant it. Josie knew that somehow.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Josie said, honestly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘Alright, then.’ And she reached over and slipped her fingers into Josie’s.  
 
      
 
    Josie was so shocked that she didn’t react for a moment. What was this? What did it mean? What did Sasha want? 
 
      
 
    ‘If you want me to take my hand away, just say,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s fingers tightened around Sasha’s. She didn’t say anything. And for a moment, everything was alright. Josie didn’t understand it at all. But Sasha’s hand was like medicine to her. It calmed the fever.  
 
      
 
    She held onto Sasha’s hand silently and looked at the waves. She didn’t understand what this was, and for the moment, she didn’t care.  
 
      
 
    It was like Sasha was letting her know she wasn’t alone. Just like her mother said. Being alone was hard. And just for the moment, she didn’t feel as though she was.  
 
      
 
    After a time, Josie turned to Sasha. ‘I’m about to ruin this.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at her. ‘Are you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m afraid so,’ Josie said apologetically.  
 
      
 
    And she kissed Sasha.  
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    Sasha’s legs felt like they might give way from under her. Her whole body was shaking as Josie kissed her. She hadn’t meant for this. She was just trying to be kind. She could see Josie was hurting in some way as she looked out at the ocean. Always so angry, suddenly, it was easy to see it was only pain.  
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to heal it. Because, somehow, she cared about Josie. She couldn’t quite say when it had happened. Or why. She certainly wasn’t trying to make anything physical happen. Even if Josie was hot in an annoying kind of way.  
 
      
 
    But when Josie kissed her, well… Josie was a hell of a kisser. And Sasha hadn’t ever been kissed by a hell of a kisser before. She’d had a lot of nice kisses. But this? It was in another category.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t even know that this was the kind of kiss that existed. She’d seen big, passionate kisses on TV, and even read about them. But she thought people were exaggerating when they used phrases like ‘earth shattering’ to describe a kiss.  
 
      
 
    But something was shattering, alright. Josie’s hands were running all over Sasha’s body, and her nerve endings were screaming with unexpected pleasure. She wasn’t sure how long it went on. Josie’s kiss seemed to alter the very nature of time.   
 
      
 
    Josie broke the kiss, and Sasha thought that was it. Josie had come to her senses and was putting the brakes on. But she only had a necessary question. ‘What was the name of that hotel again?’ Josie asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, in the hotel, Sasha was surprised to see the dawn break over Josie’s curves. ‘Oh my god, is it seriously morning?’ Sasha asked, leaning up. 
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes and pulled her back down. ‘Check out’s at ten. Don’t worry about it.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded and got back to business.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    BANG BANG.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ Sasha cried, ripped from sleep. She looked around her, realising she was in a hotel, and the sun was high.  
 
      
 
    Josie was already on her feet, her eyes barely open, getting dressed. She was a woman who was quite used to hasty departures from hotel rooms. ‘Sasha, come on, we’re getting the heave-ho.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m awake, I’m awake,’ Sasha said, only half lying.  
 
      
 
    Josie tossed her clothes at her. ‘I’m opening the door. Get yourself decent.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha pulled her shorts and top on, sans bra. She stuffed that in her pocket. 
 
      
 
    Josie opened the door, looking breezy. ‘Ola!’ she said cheerily to the hotel manager.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m very sorry, but unfortunately, checkout time has passed,’ the lady informed her brusquely.  
 
      
 
    ‘I know. I’m so sorry,’ Josie said ruefully. ‘My wife ate some bad fish last night, and she’s been throwing up. I would have come down to explain, but she needed someone to hold her hair back. You know how it is.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha tried to look as if she had indeed just finished puking. She wasn’t exactly sure what that looked like, but she was pretty sure she missed the mark.  
 
      
 
    The hotel manager nodded and said, ‘Ah, I see. Is a doctor required, or…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I think she’s pulled through the worst of it,’ Josie assured her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank goodness. I’ll extend your checkout until eleven so you can have a little more time to recover.’ The woman left. 
 
      
 
    Josie closed the door. ‘She didn’t buy a word of that.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha gaped. ‘Are you serious? I nearly believed it, and I was the one who was meant to be puking.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘It’s a dance. I make a stab at a reasonable excuse, and she lets us off the hook because she can’t be arsed making a big deal out of it,’ she explained. 
 
      
 
    ‘The things I learn from you,’ Sasha said with a head shake. 
 
      
 
    ‘Didn’t need to teach you anything last night,’ Josie said salaciously. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, given the night of passion they’d just had, Sasha was embarrassed by the comment. ‘Oh, well. I like to be… competent.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie laughed. ‘OK, well, you can add that under the skills section on your CV.’ She paused for a response, and Sasha knew that this was an opportunity to bat the ball back. But Sasha’s head was empty of even a semi-witty response. Eventually, Josie understood what dead weight she was in the conversation and said, ‘I think we should probably get out of here and back to the boat.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded and pulled her bra out of her pocket, intending to get it on. 
 
      
 
    ‘You know, I think you’re one of those rare women who looks better without the bra,’ Josie commented.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought it over for a moment and decided that however wobbly the compliment made her feel, she couldn’t accept it. ‘I know. I’m small-breasted. Flat as a pancake,’ she said, in a tone that didn’t feel as casual as she’d meant.  
 
      
 
    Josie’s face fell and Sasha knew it had landed badly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha went into the bathroom to finish getting dressed, out of sheer embarrassment. She’d made it awkward. But that was inevitable. They’d had a night where they didn’t have to talk.  
 
      
 
    But now it was daytime, which was the talking time, and Sasha didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what it all meant. To Josie? Probably nothing. Josie was all about the here and now. Fun. Naked or otherwise.  
 
      
 
    However, Sasha didn’t do naked fun. She’d never slept with anyone thinking it wouldn’t go anywhere. But she hadn’t had time to think last night. It had all happened so quickly; it was like Sasha had forgotten who she was. All that existed was whatever body part Josie was touching. Her lips, her bottom, her thighs, her… Well, all of the usual parts.  
 
      
 
    But her brain was back on now. Kind of. So what was she going to say when she left this bathroom? It seemed silly to think last night could be the start of anything. With Josie? Who the hell was Sasha kidding? Did Sasha even want that? Why hadn’t she asked these questions of herself last night?  
 
      
 
    Oh, that’s right. Because it turned out she was an animal with the self-control of an alley cat. One kiss and everything she thought she was had gone out of the window.  
 
      
 
    Sasha walked out of the bathroom to see that, somehow, Josie had done some kind of five-minute makeover that left her looking bizarrely fresh. And she seemed to be waiting to say something.  
 
      
 
    ‘You know, I didn’t mean to say anything bad. I meant… I was trying to compliment you,’ Josie said uncomfortably.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, no, I… I know,’ Sasha replied, feeling like a teenager who didn’t know what she was doing.  
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t a teenager. She was an adult who ran a restaurant. She needed to get her shit together and stop acting like this was a big deal. Because Josie wouldn’t think so.  
 
      
 
    Josie was a woman of the world. She wouldn’t care about this. Sasha needed to get it together. Be cool. 
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    The walk back to the boat had been silent.  
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t know what to make of it, so she let it be. She didn’t want to talk anyway. If they talked, Sasha would probably start explaining that it was a mistake. Josie knew that look in someone’s eyes pretty well, and Sasha’s awkwardness this morning had been thick with regret. Josie wasn’t that surprised. Sasha was the type who simply couldn’t let herself have a good time. 
 
      
 
    Josie was aggressively not caring about it. Let her be like this. Go for your life, Sasha. Make it as hard as you think it needs to be. Josie didn’t play that game. She was going back to her holiday, fine with being added to Sasha’s fuck-up list.  
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t have a list like that. She didn’t think there was any such thing. She hadn’t murdered anyone. It had been a good feeling, legally procured. What more could anyone want? 
 
      
 
    It had started in a bit of a weird moment, of course. But Josie had certainly had sex because she’d been sad before. It was about half the reason she ever had sex. Get that serotonin to kick in and you were all good. A hard reset for your mood.   
 
      
 
    What had been new was before it all got down and dirty, it had seemed, for a brief flicker of a moment, as though Sasha was there with her. She knew. Josie didn’t know how, but she had. Josie felt peculiar about that. It was too complex to unpack.  
 
      
 
    But sex wasn’t. Not for Josie. Rubbing up against Sasha simplified it all beautifully. She was just feeling good. That was all. 
 
      
 
    At the harbour, Valentina greeted them, waving them through hastily. Max was on the boat with Kate, a horrible little grin on his face. Kate had murder in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    ‘Morning, ladies. Had a good night?’ Max asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Looks like you did,’ Josie said, clambering aboard the Endless Summer.  
 
      
 
    Max pursed his lips. ‘It was alright.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Any port in a storm,’ Kate muttered to herself. 
 
      
 
    ‘What was that, Kate?’ Max asked her.  
 
      
 
    Kate shrugged. ‘Didn’t say anything.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha climbed aboard second and headed straight for the stairs. ‘Need a shower,’ she announced to everyone. 
 
      
 
    Josie felt annoyed. It was like Sasha could not wait for even a second more to get the stank of Josie off herself.  
 
      
 
    ‘Right, let’s shove off. We’ll have a bit of time to make up,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Whose fault is that?’ Kate muttered again. 
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes. ‘Kate? Cut the shit. If you want to have a go at the man, use your big girl voice, would you?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked shocked. Max looked pleasantly surprised. Josie wasn’t letting that facial expression get comfortable.  
 
      
 
    ‘And as for you, Max? Get your fucking shit together. Sasha nearly died yesterday because of you, and you used it as a chance to get your end away.’ 
 
      
 
    Max’s grin dropped. ‘Are you, err, gonna let Hammond know?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Who the hell is Hammond?’ 
 
      
 
    Max pointed at his polo shirt pocket, reminding her that the company was called Hammond Yachts.  
 
      
 
    Josie tutted. ‘I’m no narc. Just tighten up a bit. Everyone can’t keep putting out your fires.’ 
 
      
 
    Max looked at his shoes and nodded. Kate was also looking pretty forlorn. Josie just realised she’d given the help a talking to. It was an uncomfortable realisation.  
 
      
 
    She waltzed off, wondering why she’d done that. The usual answer was misplaced anger. Yet she had nothing to be angry about.  
 
      
 
    Simon didn’t appear to have sniffed anything out yet. She’d yet to run into any real obstacles in the legal sense. She’d had a good night. Sasha looked buttoned up, but she liked to do things well, and she liked to take her time doing them. Josie had been very satisfied by their encounter.  
 
      
 
    So all was good, for the time being. Only, here she was, taking the staff to task like the gross rich-o she was pretending to be.  
 
      
 
    OK, maybe she was a bit annoyed. Maybe she didn’t feel as great as she was pretending to. Maybe Sasha’s attitude this morning had hurt a bit more than she wanted to think.  
 
      
 
    But Josie wasn’t going to let this hurt settle into her. She wasn’t new to this kind of situation by any stretch. Watching things tip over from a friendship into something else, and then collapsing? She could write the book on that.  
 
      
 
    She and Sasha weren’t even friends, anyway. They’d known each other for two minutes. They were… What? Inadvertent criminals? Pretend wives? Co-workers whose job it was not to go to prison? Two people who had shared a couple of weird days and nights? All of the above? 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter. It was time to make this trip what it should have been from the beginning. A Josie Adler adventure for one, same as it ever was.  
 
      
 
    She went down to the bedroom to rifle through Clara’s bag, looking for another outfit to lounge on the flybridge in. She could hear Sasha showering in the adjoining bathroom. She found another bikini, a bit more to this one than the last, thank God. Titty pops were not the look. 
 
      
 
    She chucked it on the bed, realising she couldn’t get into it until she got a bit fresher. She needed a shower, too. She was going to have to brave a little bit of eye contact. 
 
      
 
    The door opened minutes later with a waft of steam. ‘Oh,’ Sasha, tightened her towel.  
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t worry. Not gonna make another lunge at you. Just need a shower.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed nervously. ‘No, I didn’t…’ She stopped and stepped aside. ‘All yours.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thanks, wife,’ Josie said, meaning it to come out lightly.  
 
      
 
    But it didn’t. It sounded angry and passive-aggressive. 
 
      
 
    ‘Is everything alright?’ Sasha asked pensively. 
 
      
 
    Like you care, Josie thought. Sasha wanted Josie to act like it hadn’t happened so she could act like it hadn’t happened until, eventually, it would be like it hadn’t happened for all intents and purposes. Two people who’d never admit anything meant it couldn’t be proven. And if it couldn’t be proven, then it wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Only, that was the opposite of the situation they were in with those two upstairs. It was supposed to have happened. They were newlyweds. 
 
      
 
    So how did they play this? No, how did Josie play this? 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, we were doing OK with the whole married act before,’ Josie began. ‘If you start acting awkward now, it’s gonna tip them that something’s not right.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m acting awkward?’ Sasha asked, frowning. 
 
      
 
    ‘Come on, you know you are,’ Josie said plainly. ‘But I don’t have the patience for it. Sort yourself out.’  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know what that means,’ Sasha said irritably. 
 
      
 
    ‘It means that we did exactly what married people do. So don’t start acting like a scalded cat every time I look at you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s brow deepened, and that angry look came out. ‘Don’t think because of what happened last night that you can start talking to me like that.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m talking to you the same way I always have. I’m giving it to you straight.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, you’re not. You’re being… I don’t know what it is. But I don’t like it and I’m not having it,’ Sasha told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘We had sex. Get over it,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Excuse me, but some of us don’t treat it like we’re blowing our nose. Some of us need a minute to adjust.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘To what?’ Josie demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘What we did—whether you like it or not—was intimate. OK? So stop acting like I’m supposed to not care. I probably can, if you like. But I’m going to need a bit of time.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie hadn’t thought she was going to say that. It made her feel oddly scared. ‘Whatever. I’m getting in the shower.’ She waltzed past without looking at her.  
 
      
 
    She got into the shower and ran the water uncomfortably hot. When she got back out, Sasha was gone. Josie got her cossie on, grabbed a fresh towel, and headed up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    Max was just putting some lunch bits out on the table, while Kate was on the wheel. ‘Great timing,’ Max said in a slightly arse-licking tone. ‘I’ve got about seven kinds of cheese here. So I hope no one is lactose intolerant.’ He paused. ‘You’re not, are you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Cheese is my crack. Lay it on me,’ Josie sat down, opposite an already eating Sasha.  
 
      
 
    ‘Good. I don’t want to have to stab you in the thigh with the epi-pen,’ Max noted. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think you have to do that for lactose intolerance. It only makes you farty,’ Sasha told him. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Good.’ He frowned. ‘Wait. Am I lactose intolerant?!’ He got his phone out and walked away, googling furiously. 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha were left with the fresh bread and the promised cheese selection, along with a selection of chutneys and such. They buttered and spread and crunched as the engine roared, and the waves leapt. Josie was glad of those ambient noises because if not for them, you’d have heard a lactose-intolerant mouse fart.  
 
      
 
    ‘Pass me the brie, would you?’ Sasha asked suddenly, surprising Josie. She slid it closer to Sasha. ‘Thanks, babe,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Uh, yeah. Welcome,’ Josie said, at sixes and sevens.  
 
      
 
    But this was what Josie had wanted—exactly what she’d asked. Acting the part. It was good. If Josie could just get her legs to stop shaking, it would be awesome.  
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    The bloody cheek of it. Sasha wasn’t awkward. She was just being human. Whatever Josie wanted to think about it, things had altered between them. Sasha would not be shamed for needing a moment to process that.  
 
      
 
    She still didn’t know if it had been the right thing. It hadn’t felt wrong at the time. But that was never a real indication of a mistake, was it?  
 
      
 
    In a way, it was hard to regret such an incredible night. But she worried it was going to complicate an already complex situation. The other shoe had yet to drop. But it had to. Didn’t it? 
 
      
 
    Simon was going to… 
 
      
 
    Sasha realised just at that moment how to fix the situation. It was so easy that she couldn’t believe it had taken her this long. She was so deliriously excited; she ran to find Josie. Weirdness would need to go on the back burner momentarily.  
 
      
 
    She went up to the top deck to find Josie rubbing suntan lotion onto her bikinied body. Sasha glanced around before she opened her mouth in case of errant ears, but Kate was downstairs piloting while Max was doing something mysterious with ropes.  
 
      
 
    ‘Josie,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie, who’d been squeezing a blob of lotion into her hand, startled slightly and squirted a shit ton of lotion all over her leg. She tutted and raised an eyebrow at Sasha. ‘You better share some of this because if I rub any more into myself, I’ll come back paler than I left.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine, give me some,’ Sasha said impotently.  
 
      
 
    Josie scooped up the lotion and dumped it into Sasha’s hand.  
 
      
 
    ‘Listen, I’ve just realised something,’ Sasha tried again, holding the runny lotion awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    ‘You better start applying. It’s fast turning into a beverage,’ Josie said with a nod at the melting lotion. 
 
      
 
    Sasha went over to the edge of the boat and flung the lotion into the sea.  
 
      
 
    Josie gaped. ‘Hey, that’s the fancy shit! Don’t waste it, it probably cost Clara a pretty—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, can you just shut up about the lotion? I know what to do!’ Sasha said urgently. 
 
      
 
    Josie did indeed shut up about the lotion. ‘What, about…’ She pushed her sunglasses down her nose and whispered, ‘…the legal stuff?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes! It’s so easy.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was interested. ‘Go on, then.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed. ‘We’ve been scared about getting to Greece and running into trouble with someone coming on board to check out our passports. And all we had to do was… Hell’s teeth, we’re the only passengers on this thing. Let’s just tell them we want to go home!’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her in utter astonishment. ‘Why the hell didn’t I think of that? We just tell them to turn around. We can do that!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was happy Josie was on board. ‘Yes!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course we can! It’s our trip!’ Josie exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Exactly!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m too fucking stupid,’ Josie said. ‘Seriously. I’m getting a brain scan the minute I get home.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m dumber. I’ve been trying to find a solution from the first minute this thing set off. Speaking of which, you’re cool if we turn around?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Totally cool. I don’t mind cutting it short.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Really? Because you seemed intent on getting every last minute of this holiday?’ Sasha pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve had my fun,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha decided not to react to that. ‘OK, well, first off, we need a… I mean, yeah, we can just say “turn it around,” but it might be weird if we don’t offer at least some kind of reason,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled. ‘Oh, that’s easy. We’re getting a divorce.’ 
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    ‘Ready?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Me? I was born for a public spat,’ Josie half smiled, standing from her sun lounger on the flybridge. It was a little disappointing that it was all ending so quickly, but Josie had to admit, if trouble could be avoided, she needed to give it a go. It was time to start behaving herself and do the right thing. 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha had been scheming for about an hour and had the main structure of the argument ready to go. They didn’t want to plan further, lest the whole thing come off rehearsed. They were going in with the bullet points and the rest would be improvised.  
 
      
 
    It was five o’clock in the evening, and the sun was still hanging around. Good light for a fight.   
 
      
 
    ‘OK, shall we?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sure. Let’s break up,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    They went downstairs to the main deck, where Max was on the wheel. Kate wasn’t to be seen. But Josie had an idea that Kate was gonna appear shortly. Once things reached a certain volume.  
 
      
 
    'I'm not doing it next week,' Josie said, en route to the bedroom. Well, not really. But they had to make it seem like they were passing through. Not too loud yet. They weren’t starting big. This was an argument that wasn’t quite an argument yet. More of a heated discussion. ‘So stop bringing it up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The sooner we do it, the better,’ Sasha said, right behind her. ‘I don’t just want to wait around until…’ 
 
      
 
    Josie, standing at the top of the stairs, stopped and turned. ‘Wait around until what?’ 
 
      
 
    Max, a foot from them, was pretending he hadn’t noticed the tone. He wasn’t gonna be able to do that for much longer. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nothing, forget it,’ Sasha said. ‘Come on, I want a shower before dinner.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t move from the stairs. ‘No. Say what you wanted to say.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at Max, who caught her eye but quickly looked away. Sasha looked back at Josie. ‘I’m just making sure you’re going to do it. That’s all.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I? I said I would,’ Josie retorted, surprised at how easily faking this row came. Then again, she’d been having some form of it for most of her life, so she was well-prepped.  
 
      
 
    ‘Because sometimes you… procrastinate,’ Sasha said reluctantly.  
 
      
 
    ‘So what? My eggs aren’t on a supermarket shelf. What if I left it for six months to get them frozen? What’s the big deal? We only just got married.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie spotted Max’s eyes widen. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I don’t want to talk about this right now,’ Sasha hissed at her.  
 
      
 
    That was crucial. Josie was being the drama queen and dragging this out into the public arena, while Sasha would much rather argue in private. That seemed to lean into their personalities.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t give a shit if Max and Kate hear,’ Josie yelled. ‘Who cares?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Clara! I don’t want to talk about this now!’ Sasha begged. ‘Can we just go downstairs?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie noted the other set of stairs—the ones that led to the staff quarters—had a pair of eyes peeping above the floor line. They had a full audience in attendance. Time to ramp it up.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, if you want to have a baby so bad, freeze your precious eggs!’ Josie shouted. 
 
      
 
    Sasha sighed. ‘That’s not what we agreed.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, it isn’t, is it? Because what we agreed was that I would freeze mine and you’d carry it because you want to be a stay-at-home mum and I don’t. So let me do my part in my own time.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha took a big pause, and Josie was quite impressed with her restraint. ‘I don’t think you want to do this at all,’ she said eventually.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned to Max. ‘Are you hearing this? We’ve been married two minutes and already, she’s calling me a fucking liar!’ 
 
      
 
    Max looked alarmed. ‘Oh, well, er…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I didn’t call you a liar,’ Sasha said as she spotted Kate. ‘Did you hear me say liar?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate, who’d imagined no one could see her hiding in the stairwell, stepped up onto the deck, ashamed. ‘I wasn’t listening,’ she said, not particularly selling it.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned to Sasha for the big one. ‘I knew this was a mistake.’ 
 
      
 
    She went down the stairs, and Sasha followed, asking loudly, ‘What was a mistake?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘All of it!’ Josie said as she entered the bedroom. Sasha came in behind her, and she pushed the door shut.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I reckon that ought to do it,’ Josie noted calmly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘I feel good about it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at the clock on the wall. ‘Give it half an hour, and then I’ll go out and tell ‘em to turn this bitch around.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think that seems long enough,’ Sasha agreed. 
 
      
 
    Sasha went over to the wardrobe and grabbed her cousin’s bag. She started packing.  
 
      
 
    ‘Little bit early for that,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I like to be ready,’ Sasha said, continuing to put her cousin's stuff carefully away. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, when we get off the boat, you’re just going to pretend like it never happened?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at her sharply. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This. The trip,’ Josie said quickly. ‘Once we’re off the boat, who’s to say what happened and who got on this boat? Anyone had access to the passports, right? The bags were sat in the kitchen all day and all night.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘Right.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, your cousin knows you came, but she’s not gonna tell anyone, is she?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think Claire would stand up to some light questioning if I asked her,’ Sasha said, going into the bathroom.  
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Good. I mean, I think Simon will suspect it was me when it comes out someone took the boat. I’ve got form for stealing his vehicles. Might be dicey. But I’m hoping that as long as I get my arse off this boat and get rid of the passport, he’ll just be flinging mud.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha came out with her toothbrush. ‘How long do you think it will take us to get back?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, we were pleasure cruising before, but I reckon this thing could probably get back a hell of a lot faster than it took to get this far. Could be back by the morning if they go through the night.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You think they would?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie grinned. ‘I think I’m gonna make it so fucking awkward that they’ll want to get back quicker than we do.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed. She sat down on the bed, her toothbrush in her hand. ‘I think this is the weirdest thing that has ever happened to me.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie sat down next to her. ‘I’d hope so.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But if I get away with it, then…’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then, what?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then maybe it wasn’t the worst,’ Sasha admitted. 
 
      
 
    Josie chuckled. ‘Well, well.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But that’s seriously only if the police aren’t waiting at the harbour to throw me in the back of a cop car,’ Sasha added quickly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sure,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘But, you know, this wasn’t so bad. At times.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Yeah.’ She felt a funny twinge in her tummy that she didn’t recognise.  
 
      
 
    ‘I even maybe had some fun,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie took those words inside her and understood what it was that made her feel twisted up inside. It was hope. No wonder it wasn’t familiar.  
 
      
 
    Hope wasn’t a big feature of Josie’s life. But here it was. Just for a moment, Josie had felt understood. Now she wondered what it might be like to feel that way all the time. For someone to want to listen. To be OK with the worst of her. And for Josie to do the same for someone.  
 
      
 
    Did that happen? Did people have that? She’d never known it, so she’d always thought it was just a comforting lie people told. That people only pretended for each other because they couldn’t bear to be alone. Josie had always laughed at that.  
 
      
 
    But it didn’t seem so funny now. Because maybe she’d been the one to tell herself a story out of fear. 
 
      
 
    It was a lot to think about. And Josie didn’t know what to do with it. Sasha was the person who’d made her think about this, and she was sitting right next to her. But a million miles away. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, I had some fun,’ Josie said, for lack of a better response. She hoped that the next thing Sasha said would take it forward because Josie didn’t know how to do that. Sasha had to do it. Josie could only pray she knew how. 
 
      
 
    ‘But it wasn’t real, was it?’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s heart sank. ‘No, I guess not.’ She stood and checked her watch. ‘You know, I think it’s been long enough to split up, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked a bit shocked by the sudden change in the tone of the conversation. ‘Oh, I don’t… I’m not sure…’ 
 
      
 
    Josie ran out of the room, trying to outrun her embarrassment. Even to hope for a moment felt shameful to her.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hey,’ she said, and Max and Kate, who’d been talking to each other in a conspiratorial huddle, jumped apart.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hi. You guys, OK?’ Kate asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. We want to go home,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Really?’ Kate exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. It’s not… We can’t be on this boat together anymore. Can we do that right now? Turn this thing around and head back?’ 
 
      
 
    Max and Kate swapped a look. ‘I mean, yes. We can…’ Max started. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, you will?’ Josie asked quickly. She wasn’t giving Max a chance to argue. 
 
      
 
    ‘If that’s what you would like, then that’s what we’ll do,’ Kate said. ‘We’re not scheduled to go back yet, but I’m sure I can sort it out with the harbour master.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How quickly can we do it?’ Josie demanded.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, it’s probably about ten hours at top speed,’ Max said. ‘But it’s getting on, so…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll pay you both extra to get us back by tomorrow,’ Josie vowed.  
 
      
 
    ‘How much?’ Max asked. 
 
      
 
    Kate tutted. ‘No, I’m sorry. It was fine to go through the night at a leisurely pace, but it’s not safe at top speed.’ 
 
      
 
    Max shrugged. ‘It’s fine. How much?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Five hundred,’ Josie offered. She could swing that, just. It was well worth it. This needed to be over now.  
 
      
 
    Max nodded, pleased enough. ‘I’ll need Red Bulls.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Go for it,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Max jogged down to the kitchen for his caffeine boost.  
 
      
 
    Kate, looking unhappy, said, ‘You might want to sleep on this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t,’ Josie said with certainty. ‘In fact, I need somewhere else to sleep tonight. Is there a spare bedroom in the staff quarters?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not as such. But there’s a room next to yours with bunk beds.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie sighed. ‘OK, fine. That’s where you’ll find me.’  
 
      
 
    ‘What about dinner?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Feed Sasha. I’m fine.’ 
 
      
 
    Max came back with a four-pack of energy drinks. He popped them next to the wheel, cracked one open and necked the entire thing in one go. ‘Right. That ought to get me started.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie went downstairs and walked past hers and Sasha’s room to find the kid's room next door.  
 
      
 
    Fucking bunk beds, she thought.  
 
      
 
    But there was an ensuite, so she thought there was a good chance she could stay here until the morning and not have to see Sasha until they stepped off the boat.  
 
      
 
    Then she could say, ‘See ya,’ and never see Sasha again, never think of this again, and live her life as before.  
 
      
 
    Only, there came a knock on her door about an hour later that ruined the whole fucking plan.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sasha waited in her room, expecting Josie to come back down and tell her it was all sorted out with Max and Kate and that this boat was turning around post haste.  
 
      
 
    But an hour passed, and Josie didn’t come back. Sasha didn’t know what to make of it. Should she go and look for her? She didn’t know what to do for the best.  
 
      
 
    She was still mulling it over when there was a wrap on the door. She went and opened the door to find Kate giving her a rather odd smile.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hi, Claire.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hi, everything OK?’ Sasha asked nervously.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, if you’d just come upstairs, we can find out,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t like the sound of that one bit. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ll see.’ She turned and went upstairs.  
 
      
 
    Sasha stood rooted to the spot for an entire minute, quite frightened. Were they rumbled? Had Josie gone up there and blown the gaff? Hard to imagine, but what the hell else was meant by such a cryptic comment?  
 
      
 
    Sasha glanced out of the window and realised the boat wasn’t moving. They’d dropped anchor, afloat on the calm sea. That was a bad sign. 
 
      
 
    Well, nothing for it. She had to go up and find out.   
 
      
 
    Upstairs, the sun was low. But there was plenty of light on the deck, the source of which was a candlelit dinner for two all laid out on the dining table.  
 
      
 
    Kate was standing next to the table, opening a bottle of wine. ‘Ah, good, there you are.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was all at sixes and sevens. ‘What—’ 
 
      
 
    Max appeared with Josie behind him. ‘I’ve brought her,’ he declared unhappily. 
 
      
 
    Josie, clearly confused, went straight into annoyance. ‘Why have we stopped? And why are you bringing me up for dinner? I said I don’t need to eat tonight. What’s all this about?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate smiled. ‘Look, we know you wanted to go home, but we wanted to make sure you’d thought this through.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thought it through?’ Josie repeated miserably.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re planning to call it a day, aren’t you?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha swapped a look. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sit down and have some wine,’ Max said, gesturing.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t know what the hell this was, but what she did know was that alcohol wouldn’t hurt right now. She sat down and Kate poured her a glass.  
 
      
 
    Josie walked over to the table but didn’t sit down. ‘Kate, what the hell are you doing?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m just… Give me a chance to do this. OK?’ Kate pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Josie gave up and sat down. ‘You better fill it,’ she said, holding out her glass.  
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at the table for the first time. There was an enormous cooked lobster on the table.  
 
      
 
    ‘I went big,’ Kate said with a bashful head dip. 
 
      
 
    Sasha took one look at its bright red shell, and she knew Kate had overcooked the bejesus out of it. It would be like chewing a tennis ball.  
 
      
 
    Max brought over some sides that were harder to fuck up, salad and bread, placing them alongside the huge sea creature. ‘Just so you know, I would have taken the money,’ he told Sasha and Josie. 
 
      
 
    ‘Stop it, Max. We both agreed,’ Kate snapped at him. 
 
      
 
    Max sighed and took a large metal instrument, and began to crack pieces off the lobster, placing them onto Sasha and Josie’s plates.  
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at it and smiled like she wanted to eat it. But most of it was gonna end up in a napkin. She felt sorry for the creature whose life had been taken for a bad meal.  
 
      
 
    Kate sat herself down at the head of the table and laced her hands across it. ‘So, I just want to explain how I’d like this to go.’ She had Sasha and Josie’s full attention, so she continued. ‘You see, I’ve been retraining for the last three months as a marriage counsellor, so I felt it behoved me to use my skills to help you both.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was surprised and then horrified. ‘Kate, I don’t want to be cruel, but you have misread this situation so badly.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t believe I have,’ Kate said smugly. ‘I think there’s some miscommunication that could be very easily fixed between you. You got lucky it was me aboard this boat today.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Gonna have to disagree with you there,’ Josie said sourly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Now, first of all, I think we should start with the argument. Some pretty incendiary topics came up, didn’t they?’ Kate said in what she probably imagined was a compassionate tone.  
 
      
 
    But it made Sasha want to hit her over the head with a lobster claw. ‘Kate. Can I ask a question?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate was delighted. ‘Back and forth is what it’s all about.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded, nicely cued up. ‘In your three entire months of training, did it ever come up whether marriage counselling was a voluntary thing?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate sighed. ‘I thought this might be raised. And of course, if you decide not to do this, I would not be able to go on. But we just thought, Max and I…’ 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Max, who shrugged noncommittally.   
 
      
 
    ‘…That we could absolutely sail you home. But before we did that, before we let your honeymoon go off the rails, we ought to just see if anything could be done first.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ Sasha and Josie replied as one.  
 
      
 
    Kate gave a disbelieving smile. ‘Well, I don’t think you’re thinking this through. You can’t imagine the good I could do. If I’d only managed to get Max to counselling when we were married, who knows what would have happened?’  
 
      
 
    Sasha was bug-eyed. ‘I beg your what?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes. ‘How did I not see that one coming? I must be off my game.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, let’s not get side-tracked,’ Kate said irritably. ‘We’re here to talk about—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry. I can’t possibly be asked to go on without a brief explanation of how you two ended up working on this boat together,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘That one’s easy,’ Max said. ‘We own it together.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was about ready to explode. ‘Hold on, no. You own this? But I thought you work for Hammond Yachts.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hammond Yachts just rent us out. Like Airbnb, but with boats,’ Max said. ‘Though they take an ungodly cut.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, we bought it when we were married, as a business. But the loan isn’t paid off yet, so we have to keep going with it,’ Kate added quickly.  
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t just sell the boat?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Kate looked at Max bitterly. ‘Well, we got that great deal, didn’t we?’ 
 
      
 
    Max harrumphed. ‘Look, it was a good price. At the time.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The boat lost money?’ Sasha pressed, getting rather engrossed.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s worth less than two-thirds of what we paid for it now,’ Kate moaned. 
 
      
 
    ‘How much did it cost?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate swallowed. ‘I’m not saying.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So a fuck ton, then,’ Josie interjected. ‘But surely at twenty grand a week, you should still make bank.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We would if we were fully booked, but it’s slim pickings,’ Max said plainly. 
 
      
 
    Sasha could see why. Between these two clowns, word of mouth would not be great. 
 
      
 
    ‘How did you even get a loan for it?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Kate said nothing, so Max jumped in. ‘Well, we got a business loan based on Kate’s time in the Navy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Merchant Navy,’ Kate added irritably. ‘It was only a year in my twenties, but…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She trained me up. I used to be a car salesman,’ Max noted. 
 
      
 
    Sasha thought that was the least surprising thing about all of this. ‘That’s still a big business loan,’ Sasha noted. ‘I’m surprised they just gave it to you because you knew about boats.’ 
 
      
 
    Max cleared his throat. ‘Well, also… Kate’s mother died and left us her house. We sold it for the deposit,’ he said quickly. ‘So that helped.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was appalled. ‘Max!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Things were pretty bad between us by then, and I thought… We thought this might be the answer,’ Max said, flushing slightly.  
 
      
 
    It was the first time Sasha had seen any shame in him. It was long overdue.  
 
      
 
    ‘So you two are trapped together, even though you hate each other now?’ Josie asked plainly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hate’s a strong word,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Anyway, can we get back to you two?’ Kate asked irritably. ‘It’s not too late for you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think it is,’ Josie said immediately. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, me too. I think this marriage was a mistake. We rushed into it,’ Sasha completed.  
 
      
 
    ‘How long were you together before you got engaged?’ Kate asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘One year,’ Sasha said just as Josie said, ‘Eight months.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘One year and eight months,’ Sasha said quickly, but Kate didn’t seem to notice anything. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I don’t know why we’re even entertaining this,’ Josie said to Kate, digging a bit of lobster meat out and putting it in her mouth. The regret on her face was immediate as she started chewing. 
 
      
 
    Kate folded her arms. ‘I’m not asking you for much. Let’s talk for a minute and if I’m convinced it’s a lost cause, I’ll turn the boat around myself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This is not how you run a high-end boat rental, Kate,’ Max said under his breath.  
 
      
 
    ‘Max, would you leave us to it?’ Kate snapped at him, and he promptly went downstairs.  
 
      
 
    Sasha knew then that she wasn’t going to take them back without her little session. She also knew there was no way this wasn’t going to blow up in their faces.  
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie was backed into a corner. These two dummies were the people who knew how to sail this thing home—just about—and they were not doing it without Josie and Sasha completing Kate’s bullshit requests. If they’d paid for this trip, she’d have demanded a full refund.  
 
      
 
    But they were trapped. They were about to have marriage counselling when they’d only known each other a few days. This was the worst-case scenario come to life. How the hell were they going to pull this off without tipping their hands? 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha exchanged a look. They weren’t getting out of this. They had to do it. It was everything to play for. Convince Kate that this pretend marriage was over and go home. Or reveal that they weren’t who they said they were and go to prison. Josie was pinning all her hopes on the stupidity of Kate.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, you two had been together for a while. Who proposed?’ Kate asked. 
 
    Josie and Sasha had rushed into an answer before and nearly fucked up. Josie decided to play it cool this time. Unfortunately, Sasha had the same idea. Five long seconds passed without an answer. 
 
      
 
    ‘Now, come on,’ Kate said. ‘It’s a simple question.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie tapped Sasha’s foot under the table, hoping it was a strong enough signal.  
 
      
 
    ‘Me,’ Sasha blurted immediately.  
 
      
 
    ‘You proposed,’ Kate parroted. ‘And why did you do that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Usual reasons,’ Sasha said nervously.  
 
      
 
    Kate sighed. ‘Now, come on. I know it’s hard. But there was a time when you wanted this. Let’s talk about that time.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie watched Sasha gather her strength. ‘Well, I…’ She swallowed nervously. ‘I wanted her.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s stomach did that flip-flop thing again. She wasn’t happy about it. She was over this. She wasn’t going to get all silly about Sasha saying things that Josie knew to be a lie.  
 
      
 
    ‘You wanted her. For the rest of your life,’ Kate said. ‘That’s the choice you made.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And Clara… You said yes.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie put on a poker face. ‘It would appear so.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And why did you do that?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was going along with this, but only just. ‘I just did.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You wanted to say yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why?’ Kate pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I wanted to marry her.’ Josie shrugged. 
 
      
 
    ‘You wanted to make that commitment?’ Kate pushed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mmm hmmm.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But then you made it. The commitment. And things changed. Am I right?’ Kate asked, lacing her fingers together. 
 
      
 
    Josie had had enough. She tapped Sasha’s foot.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Totally,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, forever’s, err, a long time. So I guess thinking about it was quite stressful,’ Sasha burbled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Forever is a long time,’ Kate agreed. ‘But you did talk about the future, right?’  
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie nodded. Josie hoped this was gonna wrap up soon. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take too long for Kate to get her ya-ya’s. Surely that was all it was about. Kate getting to feel like a real therapist.  
 
      
 
    Josie had thought Max was the bigger tit of the two. Right now, they were a matched pair. They would have filled a D-cup bra nicely.  
 
      
 
    ‘And you made plans,’ Kate said. ‘Let’s talk about those plans.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie decided to cut to the chase. ‘We were going to try and have a baby together. But it seems like maybe that’s been the straw that broke the camel’s whatever. Claire’s right. I don’t know if it’s something I want. And I think that’s probably a deal-breaker for you, right?’ Josie said to Sasha quickly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha blinked at her. ‘Wow. Just like that? You’re just gonna explain the breakup like it’s just some story.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie took the hint. Put the brakes on, you’re gonna blow this. Fine. ‘I’m sorry. But yes. I guess I’m just like that. A bit… brusque,’ Josie said. It wasn’t a lie. 
 
      
 
    Kate nodded. It was kind of funny watching her try to make this transformation into the wise old owl of relationships. ‘Well, I think maybe that’s a defence mechanism,’ she said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, totally,’ Josie agreed. ‘Hard to argue that. I am rather defensive. I guess it makes me feel safe.’ Josie was immediately furious to realise she’d accidentally said something true.  
 
      
 
    Of course she knew that. She wasn’t stupid. But that wasn’t being dragged out in this. No fucking sir. She wasn’t going to do this like it was real therapy. Point of fact, she didn’t want therapy, ever. People had been trying to foist it on her from a young age. She wouldn’t do it then, and she wasn’t doing it now.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, Claire, why don’t you take it from here? I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed,’ Josie said pointedly.  
 
      
 
    Let her carry the load for a bit. Josie was tapping out.  
 
      
 
    But Kate had the bit between her teeth and was not ready to drop it. ‘I think this might be a moment to address your difficulties. Often, those moments when we feel like we want to retreat are pointing us in exactly the direction we should go.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Where did you get that little pearl, Emotions for Dummies?’ Josie asked her spikily.  
 
      
 
    Kate laughed like she was delighted to get the piss ripped out of her. ‘Oh, Clara. This is not going to hurt as much as you think. It might even help. Had you considered that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ Josie said plainly, folding her arms and sitting back. She was shutting her mouth now because she could feel her face getting that hot feeling.  
 
      
 
    Kate was striding through a landmine-riddled field with no caution, and she was about to blow her leg off. Figuratively speaking. Probably.  
 
      
 
    Kate looked like she was desperate to press but had finally noticed that landmine sign. She turned to Sasha. ‘OK, let’s talk about you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘OK. Sure. What do you want to talk about?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Let’s talk about your relationship with your parents.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed. Everyone looked at her, but she kept laughing. Josie realised what was happening. She was having that nervous reaction thing. 
 
      
 
    Kate frowned. ‘Claire, umm, I wonder if you know what you’re laughing at right now?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie gave Kate a hard look and then turned to Sasha. ‘Hey, it’s OK. Just keep laughing. Get it out.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha, red-faced, gave her a grateful nod as she giggled away.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh,’ Kate said. ‘I see.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You can go ahead and keep it on me, Kate. Claire’s out for the minute.’ She turned to Sasha. ‘Feel free to take a time-out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Sasha said through snorts and squeaks of laughter, standing and heading up to the flybridge.  
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t realise what she’d done until it was too late. She’d volunteer to take the bullet. Why? Because Sasha laughed? 
 
      
 
    Well, no. It was because Sasha was uncomfortable, which shouldn’t have been Josie’s problem. Hell, she was uncomfortable, too. But she’d come to the rescue, yet again.  
 
      
 
    Well, Josie was nobody’s saviour and Sasha, for the most part, didn’t act like someone who needed it. Josie had to get out of this habit with Sasha. She was no one’s white knight.  
 
      
 
    ‘Let’s talk about your childhood,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s eyes popped. ‘Jesus fucking Christ, Kate.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Kate asked, baffled. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve never been in therapy. But I’ve seen it on telly. You can’t just go in like that on childhood. Like, I get that’s where it’s all going. But I think you’re supposed to let it happen a bit more naturally.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate moistened her lips, anxiously. ‘I’m just trying to get there as quickly as possible. We don’t have hundreds of hours.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie massaged her temples. ‘You’re speed-running marriage counselling?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate frowned, slightly embarrassed. But less than she should be. ‘Well…’ 
 
      
 
    Josie made a decision. If Kate wanted a speed run, she could get one because this needed to be done with. Josie had to go all in.  
 
      
 
    She leaned into Kate. Kate looked like she seriously wanted to move back but didn’t quite dare.  
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, let’s do it,’ Josie said. ‘Father fucked off before I was born. Had a mother, she was alright. But then she took it into her head to marry a wazzock with money we didn’t have. Then she went and died, and I was left with said wazzock. He had a daughter who was the golden child while I was the bad apple. Spent my teen years getting cosy in that position because what fucking choice did I have? And that about brings us up to speed. OK?’  
 
      
 
    Kate gaped. ‘Ummm, yeah, that’s…’ 
 
      
 
    A throat was cleared. Josie turned to see Sasha, much less red and much less amused.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve collected myself. Thanks,’ Sasha said sheepishly.  
 
      
 
    She sat down next to Josie, but Josie didn’t look at her. She didn’t dare. That was not public information. It was just supposed to freak Kate out, which, mission accomplished. But she hadn’t wanted Sasha to know any of that.  
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘…and that about brings us up to speed. OK?’ Josie said snarkily at a shell-shocked Kate. 
 
      
 
    Sasha wasn’t sure this was the best moment for her to have calmed down and re-entered the situation. But she didn’t know how to back away silently. ‘I’ve collected myself. Thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie turned to look at her with very clear horror in her eyes. Yep, she didn’t want Sasha to have heard any of that. It wasn’t hard to understand why. Josie wasn’t comfortable with vulnerability. Come to think of it, neither was Sasha.  
 
      
 
    The second Sasha’s parents came up, she’d lost it. She didn’t want to go into all that. But Josie didn’t just have her walls up. She had a fire-breathing dragon guarding those walls and a piranha-filled moat around them. Now Sasha understood why. The whole thing with the boat was making a bit more sense.  
 
      
 
    But Josie was probably feeling quite exposed right now. Sasha had a very unappealing idea of how to level the plain field.  
 
      
 
    She sat down next to Josie. ‘So, my turn!’ she said with unfelt enthusiasm. ‘So we’re doing a dash through childhood horrors? Do I have that right?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate baulked. ‘I’m not sure that’s exactly how I’d-’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha pushed on. ‘Let’s see… Well, my mother always said I was an old soul but now I think about it, maybe that just means I was depressive. Anyway, I’ll circle back around to that. I think I might have ended up like that because I had to do a lot of the communication between my parents. Not to put too fine a point on it, they hated each other.’ 
 
      
 
    She sighed, then continued. ‘I was an only child, but only technically. I mean, I didn’t have siblings, but I didn’t feel much like a kid either. I was the mediator. That ended up being my role in the extended family. Any problems, I get dragged in and pushed to the front. I’m always having to bail everyone out all the time. I never have any peace. And now I run the family restaurant. I never wanted to do that either. I used to work in the kitchen.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You did?’ Josie asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. Trained chef. Eventually, I was going to be head chef, taking over from my mother. That’s actually something I did want. But then the manager of the place—one of my dumber cousins, Freddy—ran us into the ground.’  
 
      
 
    Sasha paused to quietly seethe at the memory of Freddie’s tenure. ‘They gave him the job because he said he was going to business school, which I never believed. He had the business instincts of a chimp. Not one of the clever ones, one of the ones that can’t stop chucking its shit around. Poor inventory management, some truly dreadful theme nights that no one wanted to go to, having public spats with customers. All in all, he was a nightmare.’ 
 
      
 
    She probably should have quit with that, but the words kept coming. ‘Then he left us a note saying he wasn’t going to be taken advantage of anymore and he was off to New Zealand to find himself. And we found out the restaurant was about a week from going under. And of course, I got roped in. And of course, I fixed it, kind of. The place is on its way back to being profitable, anyway. I wanted to go back to the kitchen once I’d turned it around, but my mother insisted I keep managing the place. No one else can be trusted. But I don’t want to do it. Because here I am at thirty and I have no idea how to stop being so bloody responsible and enjoy life. And I’m not even sure I know who I am without people relying on me.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha stopped there, shaken. That had gotten away from her. Did she really not know who she was? 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her in astonishment. ‘Shit.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked back at her, slightly dazed. ‘Right?’  
 
      
 
    ‘Quick question, a bit off-topic, but what became of Freddy?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sheep shearer now, from what I hear,’ Sasha replied. She looked back at Kate. ‘So that’s that. Can we get on with the rest of it so we can go home?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked—far past the point when she should have done—out of her depth. ‘OK, sure. Let’s, er, let’s get to the crux.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How do we do that?’ Josie asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘Talk to each other,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t want to talk to us anymore?’ Josie asked with a half-smile that cheered Sasha to no end.  
 
      
 
    ‘No, please. Talk to each other,’ Kate almost begged. 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded and turned to Josie. ‘OK, so. Let’s do it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t want a baby,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘OK, well, I do.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, that’s a bump I don’t think we can get over, can we? No pun intended,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think so, no.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked ready to clock off, but Sasha wanted to make good and sure that Kate was satisfied enough to release the boat back to England. She didn’t want to wake up tomorrow to find out Kate had changed her mind and wanted to do trust falls over pancakes.  
 
      
 
    ‘I think you should apologise for that,’ Sasha requested. 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Fine, yeah. My bad.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate, having regrouped, jumped back in. ‘Clara, I think it’s quite important that we talk about why you couldn’t be honest.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie thought that over for a moment. ‘I didn’t lie, as such. I wasn’t sure.’  
 
      
 
    Sasha was impressed by how believable it sounded. She had to match it.  
 
      
 
    ‘Why didn’t you just tell me that you were unsure?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t look like she had a good answer for that. ‘Well…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe because your stepfather taught you that love was something that could be withdrawn if you didn’t behave as expected,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, bloody hell, let me get there myself!’ Josie said, annoyed.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sure that’s something that Claire can understand,’ Kate went on, and Sasha was dismayed to see that she was enjoying herself again. ‘You were offered a role that wasn’t dissimilar to that, weren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I guess so,’ Sasha said through gritted teeth.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, well, that’s all fine, but it doesn’t change anything,’ Josie said. But she sounded different. Off. ‘I can’t give you what you want. So, that’s that. You’re out.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wasn’t sure what compelled her to say what she said next. ‘If you told me what you wanted, maybe I could decide that for myself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I just wanted to be able to stop being afraid for once,’ Josie said. She sounded suddenly tired.  
 
      
 
    ‘That’s what I want, too,’ Sasha told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. Last night, for example. I wasn’t afraid, then,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I wasn’t either,’ Josie admitted. 
 
      
 
    ‘But it changed this morning. Why?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I’m just like that. I don’t know how not to be,’ Josie said. There was a real apology in her voice for the first time.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are you referring to?’ Kate asked, irritated to be left out. 
 
      
 
    Sasha ignored her. ‘Did you want me to say something? Because I wanted to. I only didn’t because I got the impression you just wanted to ignore it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked abruptly nervous. ‘So be honest now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you want me to be?’ Sasha asked, uncertain.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t know what she was doing, but it was all coming out and she couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. It suddenly felt like more was at stake than simply getting home. 
 
      
 
    ‘I want you to be.’ Josie’s dark eyes were wide. 
 
      
 
    Sasha gathered her strength. ‘I liked last night. And you. I don’t want the boat docking to be the end of it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled and trembled. ‘I don’t think I want it to be the end, either. I like you, too.’ 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other, and Sasha felt confused but hopeful. 
 
      
 
    Kate suddenly slapped her hands together. ‘Well, that seems clear enough.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha turned to her. ‘What does?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You love each other. You guys are gonna give it another go, right?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha realised what she’d done. ‘Wait, wait…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You should go and have some time together in your room. What do you say?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had no words. She stood, taking Josie’s hand, and they drifted dreamily to the bedroom.  
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie didn’t quite know what had happened, but what she knew was that she’d fucked up big time. They’d almost been at the finish line. She didn’t know what possessed her. She supposed she thought she’d get away with being honest, that Sasha wouldn’t see it.  
 
      
 
    But she did. She was there, too, yet again.  
 
      
 
    They got back into the room, and Josie felt an absurd shyness overtake her. ‘Well, that backfired.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘Yeah. In a way.’ She sat down on the bed and patted the space next to her.  
 
      
 
    Josie tried not to think too much as she sat down.  
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha were inches away now. ‘I think I get it now,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Josie asked, fearful. 
 
      
 
    ‘You just need me to climb over the wall. And I can,’ Sasha said and kissed her.  
 
      
 
    It scared the hell out of Josie, but for once, she let herself be scared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours later, in the calm of the night, Josie and Sasha were holding on to each other.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are we going to do?’ Josie asked in the dark. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. I really, really, don’t know,’ Sasha said serenely.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re too calm about it,’ Josie said. ‘Where’s the freakout? Our plan went to shit.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know. But I’m too tired to keep worrying. It takes a lot of energy that I just don’t have right now.’ Josie heard a smile in her voice as she added, ‘You took all I had.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled back, even though Sasha couldn’t see it either. ‘I guess it’s tomorrow’s problem now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s going to have to be.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you know what the worst thing is about all this?’ Josie asked her. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Sasha replied. 
 
      
 
    ‘That Kate thinks she’s a good therapist now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re right. We’ve created a monster. She’s gonna go stomping into God knows how many marriages now in her size tens, swinging around a bat of good intention, wrecking shit.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think we can take total credit for that. She was gonna do that anyway,’ Josie noted. 
 
      
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What are we gonna do, though?’ Josie asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    ‘Exactly what you said a few days ago,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I say a lot of things. You might have to narrow it down.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think you said something about having a fun week.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You think you can do that?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you?’ Sasha deflected.  
 
      
 
    That was an interesting question. A couple of days ago, she would have answered yes. She was Josie Adler and if one thing could be said of her, it was that she always managed to have a good time. Nothing was different now, was it? So why did she feel so weak and scared all of a sudden?  
 
      
 
    Everything felt like it was moving very fast. Josie didn’t know if that was good or bad yet. Sasha had known her all of two minutes. But Josie thought that she knew her better than anyone had in a long time. How could that be good? How could that end up doing anything other than hurting her? 
 
      
 
    What the hell was happening? This was supposed to be a few days on the ocean. Suntan lotion and booze and floating in the sea.  
 
      
 
    She liked to float. She didn’t like to swim. And Sasha was gonna make her do a front crawl against the tide, Josie knew.  
 
      
 
    Would she sink or swim? 
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t know how things kept spiralling out of her control. Even with the restaurant in the red, Sasha hadn’t been without agency. She’d put her head down and dug her way out. But what was happening aboard this boat was a mess she could not seem to escape. Was it possible that she didn’t want to? Who was she anymore? She didn’t know. And she thought that might not be so bad.  
 
      
 
    The variable was Josie. It had to be. She made Sasha feel like anything could happen. Possibility crackled in the air. She had never felt that before. There was only ever duty.  
 
      
 
    But Josie wasn’t a duty. Josie had saved her life. She was life.  
 
      
 
    Even now, sitting quietly on her usual sun lounger on the flybridge, tanning, she was electric. Sasha wondered how far they would go together. Josie didn’t seem the settling-down type, so Sasha didn’t want to get ahead of herself.  
 
      
 
    They barely knew each other, after all. But the pull of her was strong. Sasha wanted to know every inch of her, inside and out.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hey,’ she called over to Josie.  
 
      
 
    Josie, slathering lotion on her arm, paused. ‘Hey, yourself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm, I was just wondering…’ 
 
      
 
    Josie raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha paused, and Josie sat up. ‘You were just wondering what?’ Josie pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve just realised that what I was going to say sounded stupid, and I backed out at the last second,’ Sasha admitted.  
 
      
 
    Josie laughed. ‘If you think I’m not gonna get it out of you now…’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes. ‘Fine, then. Do you want to go on a date?’ 
 
      
 
    She prepared herself to be laughed at, but no laughter came. 
 
      
 
    ‘How would that work?’ Josie asked, intrigued.  
 
      
 
    Sasha relaxed slightly. ‘Well, I thought we could maybe… Sit down over lunch. And just get to know each other. Like a normal date.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That might be a tad tricky at the table. What with Dumb and Dumber so close by.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s kind of where the whole thing falls down,’ Sasha admitted.  
 
      
 
    Josie rubbed a splotch of cream into her arm. ‘But we could ask to have lunch up here? Pretty safe, sound-wise. Put a blanket down, it’s a picnic.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled. ‘Great. I’ll let them know.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Please tell them I don’t want any more seafood while you’re at it. That fucking lobster was a travesty.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘I’ll try and be subtle, but yeah, no way, never again,’ Sasha agreed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t be subtle,’ Josie warned. ‘She doesn’t understand subtle. She’ll end up serving us a whale on toast.’ 
 
      
 
     Sasha laughed as she went off to inform the crew of their lunch plans. She was already looking forward to this. It was gonna be great.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a large, checked blanket set out, with a full-scale picnic basket set up nearby. It was for day trips, but Sasha made it clear they were staying on the boat. Kate was agreeable, downright peppy. Sasha got the distinct impression she was waiting to be thanked for saving her marriage. She’d have a wait for that. She’d been lucky she hadn’t ended up with a smack in the mouth. And to think, Max had seemed like such a strong contender for the worst person on the boat a few days ago.  
 
      
 
    But on day one, that person had been Josie. How strange life could be. Yet wonderful to find out it could be strange. 
 
      
 
    Josie opened the picnic basket and took out sandwiches. ‘Tuna.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha tutted. ‘That’s still technically seafood. I mean, it’s fine. But Christ.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Told you she wouldn’t listen,’ Josie said smugly. 
 
      
 
    ‘You know, I’m tempted to give her a crash course on fish preparation. Many people could benefit in the long term if she’s determined to keep serving it to passengers.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie laughed. ‘That’s only the start of what those two need. No wonder they were married. Who the hell else would have either of them?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Valentina, apparently,’ Sasha reminded her.  
 
      
 
    Josie nearly shuddered. ‘I forgot about her. She must have been bloody hard up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you imagine having a ringside seat to your ex hooking up, though? That must have been a bit rough,’ Sasha said with pity.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’d agree, but any sympathy I have for her went out the window when she tried to play Freud at gunpoint,’ Josie said, taking a bite of a sandwich. 
 
      
 
    ‘She wasn’t a great advertisement for therapy, was she?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    A dark look flitted over Josie’s usually cheeky features. ‘I knew I was right to avoid it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve never had it? As a kid or anything?’ Sasha asked, delicately. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. You?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Me? No.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I just thought… With your, umm…’ Josie took another bite of the sandwich and chewed for a moment. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Sasha pressed. 
 
      
 
    Josie swallowed. ‘The divorce.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, god no,’ Sasha said with a dismissive hand wave. ‘I mean, loads of kids’ parents split, don’t they?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I guess.’ 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward pause. Sasha wasn’t sure how to go forward from it. She thought the problem was that things had gone too fast. This was only the fourth day they’d known each other, and the drama had been high from the first moment of their acquaintance. Sasha hoped they could relax into something natural if given time.   
 
      
 
    But of course, that was when her phone rang. Claire, of all people. ‘Uh oh,’ Sasha murmured. 
 
      
 
    ‘What? Who is it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘My cousin,’ Sasha said. ‘Yeah, that one.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s brow deepened. ‘You gonna pick it up?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. Do you think I should?’ Sasha said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘Might be good to be able to find out what’s going on back there. She might know stuff.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do we want to know stuff?’ Sasha asked. ‘What if it’s bad?’ 
 
      
 
    The phone stopped ringing.  
 
      
 
    ‘I guess that problem sorted itself out,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to agree. But it was like her attention had been dragged a thousand miles away, back to where life was still going on. Bloody family.  
 
      
 
    ‘Reality has this very fucking annoying habit of turning up at the worst times,’ Sasha grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s usually wicked dimples appeared on either side of a sad smile. ‘It’s a fucker like that. But maybe you should call her back.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha shook her head. ‘No, no…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re worried,’ Josie asserted. ‘It’s written all over your face. And maybe we should know what the fuck is going on.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha sighed. ‘This is supposed to be our first date.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha, come on…’ Josie laughed. 
 
      
 
    Sasha tensed, sure she was about to be told to stop being such a dickhead and making more of this than it was.  
 
      
 
    ‘…Our first date was in Casalegno,’ Josie finished. 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled, relieved. ‘Yeah, I guess so.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, call her. It’s OK. I’m just stuffing my face, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘Alright then.’ She called Claire back.  
 
      
 
    Claire picked up quickly. ‘Oh, you’re there,’ she said, relieved.  
 
      
 
    ‘Is everything OK?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Well, no.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s just left. Days she’s been here. I couldn’t get her to go.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was shocked. ‘What, Clara?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I’ve never seen her like this,’ Claire said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I hope you didn’t take her back.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. ‘No, of course not. I don’t think so, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean, you don’t think so?’ Sasha asked, already a bit exhausted. 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, we had sex a couple of times. But I think she understood it wasn’t, like, serious.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Claire. Honestly.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You weren’t here. She’s never looked this sad.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was instantly angry. ‘Yeah, I fucking bet she’s sad. She wrecked her own wedding.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know it was her fault. I do. But I don’t know… Well, we’ll see, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You were devastated, Claire.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know, but then she kept apologising and going down on me,’ Claire said. ‘It made me feel better.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha groaned.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, you been up to much?’ Claire asked, but Sasha knew it wasn’t a real question.  
 
      
 
    She was calling to talk about herself, which was lucky because Sasha wasn’t going to tell her the truth just yet. Not until she needed to.  
 
      
 
    She looked at Josie, leaning back on her elbows on the picnic blanket, looking up at the clouds, and her curves made Sasha feel slightly faint. ‘Oh, you know. This and that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I wish we could have had that Greek holiday together,’ Claire said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah…’ Sasha said noncommittally. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you at work?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Nope. Your mum told my mum I wasn’t coming in, so I haven’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, you took the week? Good for you. You never take a break.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed. ‘I guess I don’t.’ She licked her lips. ‘So, did Clara mention anything?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Like, was her dad angry about anything?’ Sasha asked with all the casualness she could muster. 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm, I don’t know. She didn’t say anything about that,’ Claire replied.  
 
      
 
    Was that a good sign? Or a bad sign? Was it any kind of sign at all? 
 
      
 
    If Claire had nothing to tell her, it was time to get back to priority one, who was currently examining her fingernails in a bored fashion. ‘Listen, Claire, I’ve got to—’ 
 
      
 
    Claire’s tone was suddenly teary. ‘Sasha, you’re not going anywhere, are you? I need to talk about all this mess. My head’s a wreck.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha pondered the request. Her cousin was in a tough situation, which she’d apparently spent the week making even more complicated. Josie wanted to be there for Claire—she really did. 
 
      
 
    But Josie was sitting right there. And Sasha wanted to be with her a lot more than she wanted to listen to whatever the hell Claire had been doing. Still, that wasn’t a reason to leave Claire hanging.  
 
      
 
    Was it? 
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie was finishing her lunch alone. Sasha had been on the phone for coming up on half an hour now. The bulk of the conversation appeared to be coming from the other end of the call, broken only by the occasional pertinent question from Sasha, such as, ‘That depends on how much booze, I guess,’ and, ‘Do you honestly care that it didn’t go all the way in?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie had believed this would be a quick chat to gather intel. She had thought Sasha wouldn’t want to linger with her cousin, that she wanted to be with her. Josie was telling herself that she didn’t care that it didn’t feel that way now.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh my god,’ Sasha said from the other end of the flybridge. Josie looked over to see she’d finally put the phone down. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said to Josie ruefully. ‘I couldn’t get away.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘It’s fine. What’s the skinny?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha shrugged. ‘As far as your stepdad goes, she doesn’t know anything.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Clara didn’t mention anything to Claire about him at all?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘All she said was something along the lines of, “Dad’s barely gonna miss the loss of the money and he’d have paid it either way, so what does it matter?”’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So either Simon still hasn’t figured it out, or he has and hasn’t said anything to Clara,’ Josie summarised.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are you leaning towards?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think he’s the type of person that would forget about something like this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, how rich is he?’ Sasha asked. ‘Because depending on how much he’s got, Clara’s assessment could be accurate.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘I have no clue what he’s got. I never asked,’ she said curtly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Never?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No cause to. I never wanted a penny from him. Well, not that I couldn’t steal.’ Josie looked away. ‘To me, taking rather than asking seemed to have its own honour. That probably doesn’t make much sense to you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled. ‘It makes total sense. If you asked him for something, he gets to feel like he’s bought you off. That he settled his debts somehow. You didn’t want to let him off the hook for failing you.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked back at Sasha in wonder. ‘I don’t think I ever thought about it quite like that. But that’s it exactly.’  
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled and picked up a glass of champagne with her slender hands. Josie watched her, fascinated and charmed. She forgot the phone call. ‘You think he failed me?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But I was the bad kid,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Anger entered Sasha’s voice. ‘You were the kid. And you lost your mother.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think he thinks that excused anything.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I do.’ Sasha paused. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t want to overstep. There’s a lot I don’t know. But that’s how it seems to me.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie took a very big pause before she decided to say something that had never left her lips before. ‘The trouble of it is, my mother made me promise I’d keep the relationship going.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened. ‘Before she died?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, not after,’ Josie said with a dry smile. 
 
      
 
    Sasha tutted. ‘I meant right before.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yup. The whole deathbed situation,’ Josie said flippantly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha frowned sadly. ‘God, I can’t even imagine. And, of course, you had to agree.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s the one upside of a deathbed. Everyone else is a genie to you. Rub the lamp, make your wish, and it shall be granted.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you just did it to keep her happy, right? You didn’t want to keep him in your life?’ Sasha asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘God, no,’ Josie said flatly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha mulled for a moment. ‘But do you have to keep that promise?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course I do,’ Josie answered quickly.  
 
      
 
    ‘No, but…’ Sasha took a small, delicate pause. ‘Do you really?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie felt a little warm in the face. ‘You’re gonna give me shit for being tied to family obligation? After you took a half-hour chat in the middle of a date you asked for?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s face dropped. ‘So, you are angry about that?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie wanted to take her words back immediately. She did the next best thing. She pretended they had no meaning. ‘Nah, I’m just giving you shit.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t buy it for a second. ‘You’ve done nothing but pull me up for any violation the whole time I’ve known you. If you won’t do it now, you must be pretty mad.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was starting to get pissed off with how well Sasha could read her. ‘It’s fine.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s clearly not.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie sighed, at a loss. ‘What do you want me to say?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That you want my full attention? And I was a twat that decided to let it get pulled away by my cousin’s drama?’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    Josie sighed. ‘Well. I guess that’s not wrong.’ 
 
      
 
    Silence befell the picnic. Josie began to feel bad in the quiet. Was she spoiling this by making too big of a deal out of the thing she’d given Sasha permission to do? 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked away from her, that beautiful natural sadness in her face all the richer. ‘I hoped I was different because I was here. But I should have known.’ She shook her head. ‘Wherever you go, you take yourself.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie understood that sentiment far more than she wanted to. And because she did, she wanted to be able to give Sasha what she’d given Josie—understanding.  
 
      
 
    But she had a problem with expressing sincerity. It never came out the way she wanted it to. An edge of scorn or mocking always seemed to get tacked onto the things she wanted to say, changing their meaning.  
 
      
 
    So Josie felt sure that if she tried to say something that would make things better, she’d make them considerably worse. After all, she’d brought herself on this trip too, and that was what she did. So she said nothing else.  
 
      
 
    With awful timing, Kate came up the stairs. ‘Hi guys, how’s the picnic?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Nice, thank you,’ Sasha said politely.  
 
      
 
    Kate looked back and forth between them, sensing the tension. ‘I guess you guys have a lot to talk about. I just wanted to let you know that if you needed me to mediate—’ 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for Kate, Josie was rather badly primed for such a dense comment. ‘No offence, Kate, but if you try to play therapist again, there’s a good chance that myself or Claire—maybe both of us—are going to end up throwing ourselves off this fucking boat,’ she snapped.   
 
      
 
    Kate recoiled, shocked. ‘Well. Who could take offence at that?’ She turned and walked quickly back down the steps. 
 
      
 
    Sasha shot Josie a look, and Josie shot it right back. ‘What?’ Josie snapped.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know if that was completely called for,’ Sasha said quietly.  
 
      
 
    Josie was happy to explain. ‘You said it yourself. She needs to know what a clumsy oaf she is, and she needs to know before she creates more damage.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha gave her a long, searching look that made Josie deeply uncomfortable. ‘What?’ she nearly shouted. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nothing. Are you done?’  
 
      
 
    Josie raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not gonna chase her down for a second go,’ she snarled. 
 
      
 
    ‘I meant with lunch,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha began throwing the detritus of the lunch back into the basket pell-mell in an unmistakably furious manner. Josie didn’t know what to do next. She couldn’t believe how quickly this had gone off the rails. Even for Josie, it was a record.  
 
      
 
    Josie knew that normal people sometimes apologised in situations like this, and she considered doing just that. But she was certain Sasha wouldn’t accept it. And then Josie would look weak and stupid for nothing.  
 
      
 
    Sasha, still passive-aggressively lobbing bits of crust and fruit peel into the basket, suddenly stopped. ‘You know what? You can’t just keep lashing out like this,’ she said, looking into the basket. 
 
      
 
    ‘I can, actually,’ Josie told her.  
 
      
 
    Sasha turned to look at her. ‘Yeah, maybe you can. But I can’t get close if you do.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I thought you wanted to climb over my wall?’ Josie asked. And it happened, the thing she’d been worried about. Josie’s sincere question came out sarcastically.  
 
      
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened with hurt. ‘If you don’t want that, what’s the point?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what she could say to pull this back. But she had nothing. She’d ruined things and there was nothing more to say.  
 
      
 
    And then something awful and shocking happened. A tear started to form in one eye. Josie would have done practically anything to stop Sasha from seeing that tiny amount of moisture emerge.  
 
      
 
    But Sasha did. The word shock did not begin to explain the look on her face. ‘Oh, Josie!’ she cried, moving toward her, coming to comfort her. 
 
      
 
    ‘DON’T!’ Josie practically screamed. ‘Don’t come near me, Sasha. I mean it!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha froze in mid-step.  
 
      
 
    ‘Who’s Sasha?’ asked a voice, and they turned to see that Kate had reappeared.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned to Sasha. ‘Umm…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a nickname,’ Sasha said quickly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Her middle name,’ Josie added quickly, wiping the tear away speedily.  
 
      
 
    Kate’s brow creased as she looked at Sasha. ‘I looked at your passport. Your middle name is Tuppence. I remember distinctly, because I thought, that’s a terrible middle name to be saddled with.’ 
 
      
 
    Oh Christ, Claire’s mother had handed the name down. Why the hell would she ever do something that sadistic?  
 
      
 
    ‘And you called her Josie,’ Kate said, jerking a thumb at the woman in question.  
 
      
 
    ‘You must have misheard,’ Sasha said desperately.  
 
      
 
    ‘I didn’t,’ Kate said with certainty. ‘I’ve been standing on the stairs for a few seconds, trying to figure out a good time to come up and apologise for being a bit ham-fisted earlier. And I heard you both call each other the wrong names. What the hell’s going on here?’  
 
      
 
    Josie’s and Sasha’s mouths opened and closed like a pair of lip-syncers with no music. Neither of them had anything. 
 
      
 
    Kate looked at them, growing ever more dumbstruck and nervous. The puzzle pieces slotted together. ‘Oh god. Oh no.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie stepped toward her, and Kate backed away with her arms up in the air, as though Josie was holding a weapon. ‘Don’t come any closer!’ She turned and fled down the stairs. ‘Max! Max!’ 
 
      
 
    Josie threw Sasha a look of panic, which she could only throw back. It was out. They were screwed.  
 
   


  
 

 Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kate knew. Max would know shortly. The worst-case scenario—or one of them at least—was happening. As Sasha watched Kate running away, she promptly fell into a fugue state, imagining the consequences. 
 
      
 
    Kate and Max were going to sail them home, where the police would await them on the dock. They’d be transported to the nearest prison to await trial, where they would be found guilty without question.  
 
      
 
    Prison sentences were handed out by the value of the theft, so twenty grand would be at least a couple of years. And they’d committed passport fraud, and they’d want to make examples of them for that one, more than likely.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was going down. But perhaps if she were a model prisoner, she’d shave some time off her sentence for good behaviour. She could get a job in the kitchen to pass the time, get fit in the prison gym, and catch up on her to-be-read pile at long last. It could be fine. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha! Come out of the coma! What the hell are we gonna do?’ Josie hissed at Sasha, dragging her back to reality.  
 
      
 
    ‘I was just getting used to the idea of prison,’ Sasha told her. ‘I want to make the best of the time.’  
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her in astonishment. ‘Can we maybe try to avoid that before you start picking out throws for your cell?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had a thought. ‘Hey, do you think that if I can get a job in the kitchen and make good food, I can get the inmates to like me?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie rubbed her temples. ‘Sasha, you will not do well in prison.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ Sasha asked defensively. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because your plan to survive it is ripped from Paddington Two.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was horrified. ‘Oh my god, we need to talk to Max and Kate now!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Good idea,’ Josie agreed sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    Sasha padded quickly down the stairs, feeling Josie’s hand lightly on her back, urging her forward. It was a comfort.  
 
      
 
    Kate was in a panicked conference with Max, who was sitting at the wheel with his mouth hanging open so wide, his chin was touching his gold chain. He turned to Sasha and Josie, wordlessly alarmed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Kate, would you just chill a second?’ Josie pleaded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Chill? Chill?’ Kate echoed. ‘Fetch your passports. Let’s settle this.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha took a step towards Kate, who nearly fell over backwards in fear. ‘Don’t come any closer!’ 
 
      
 
    The melodrama pissed Sasha off. ‘Kate, can you stop acting like Freddy Kruger is on the boat? It’s just us. You know us. You gave us therapy.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘And you said it wasn’t good!’ Kate raged. ‘And now I get why. Because you couldn’t commit to the process because you’re not the people who rented this boat!’ 
 
      
 
    Josie groaned. ‘OK, OK, this is getting a shade too dramatic. Let’s everybody calm the fuck down, crack open some beers and talk, yeah?’  
 
      
 
    Max had a comment at last. ‘But they had the passports, right? The ones for the Grey/Jones party? I’m so fucking confused right now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Kate gasped. ‘Where are Clara and Claire? What did you do with them?’  
 
      
 
    ‘We didn’t do anything with them,’ Sasha said, annoyed.  
 
      
 
    Kate rounded on Max. ‘Wait. You checked the passports. Didn’t you see it wasn’t them?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The names were right.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So they had the women’s passports? But surely you should have noticed… Oh god, your reading glasses. You didn’t wear them, did you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I lost them.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine. They make me look old,’ Max snapped. 
 
      
 
    Kate began to cry. ‘They killed them at the docks and took their IDs.’  She looked at Josie and Kate in dread. ‘Why did you do it? What were you running away from?!’ 
 
      
 
    Max got his phone out and started checking something. 
 
      
 
    Josie groaned. ‘Kate, please please can you just calm—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The booking was cancelled,’ Max suddenly announced, squinting at his phone. 
 
      
 
    Kate stopped crying rather quickly. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The reservation was cancelled the day we left, about an hour before we shoved off. There’s an email here saying something about personal stuff. They apologised for cancelling so late in the day, but they paid twenty percent of the fee.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate wiped her eyes, looking mildly embarrassed. ‘I asked you if you checked the email account.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I was busy,’ Max said.  
 
      
 
    ‘Busy on bloody Tinder, no doubt!’ Kate snapped. 
 
      
 
    Max swallowed. ‘I don’t go on that anymore. But let’s get back to the point, here. These two might not be murderers, but who the hell are they?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘From the sounds of it? Just stowaways.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at her. ‘So, we didn’t steal the trip?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate, now that she didn’t think anyone was a serial killer, was a lot more bolshy. ‘Yes, you did. You got on this boat, and took this trip, that we believed had been paid for. You stole from us!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha sighed, her relief slipping away. ‘Ah. Right.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And you used false documentation,’ Max added. 
 
      
 
    ‘It wasn’t false. It just wasn’t ours,’ Josie pointed out. ‘And by the way, not that it’s a big deal, but if you’d have checked your emails sooner, none of this would have happened.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve got a bloody nerve,’ Kate said. ‘Trying to blame us for your fuckery. And I still want to know how you got those passports and knew about the trip?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie put her hands in the air. ‘This was kind of a misunderstanding. If you listen for a minute, maybe it’s not too late to figure out a way to sort this mess.’ 
 
      
 
    Max stood, and everyone turned to him. ‘It might be a bit late, actually.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think I can see border control.’  
 
      
 
    Everyone span to see the boat on the horizon, whizzing in their general direction. Sasha wondered if she might faint. But consciousness stayed with her, annoyingly. She was gonna have to feel every inch of whatever the hell was about to come. 
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    ‘Is it Italy or Greece?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think I can spot a blue and white flag,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘That you can see?’ Kate shouted. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m long-sighted,’ Max explained tetchily. 
 
      
 
    ‘So it’s Greece. Christ, not those two,’ Kate moaned. ‘They’re the worst ones.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at Kate. ‘Why are you shitting bricks? We’re the ones about to go into a Greek jail cell.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Greek prison? I can maybe whip up a tzatziki?’ Sasha muttered to herself, and Josie looked at her.  
 
      
 
    ‘I know, but it’s my only plan.’ Sasha shrugged miserably.  
 
      
 
    Josie was shocked at how quickly things had gone wrong. In the space of ten minutes, she’d ruined things with Sasha, and the entire shenanigan was on its arse.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh Christ, oh Christ, oh Christ,’ Kate was muttering. 
 
      
 
    ‘Seriously, why are you the one sweating right now?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Kate stared at her. ‘What do you mean? You think we’re gonna get away with this?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was not clicking. ‘What the hell are you getting away with?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re in trouble, whatever your name is. We’re up to our eyes in it. Because it’s our job to check your ID and Max fucked up. They’re not gonna believe it’s a mistake.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t they?’ Josie asked, baffled. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t think people in our position get bribed to take people to other countries?’ Kate asked her, paling.  
 
      
 
    Josie was still confused. ‘If you were trying to sneak into Greece, I think there are easier ways for a Brit. You could take a flight in about three hours. And then just, you know, not leave.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate shook her head at Josie. ‘It’s not as simple as that. Once your IDs come into question, everything could be a lie. You could be coming from anywhere. Going anywhere. You could be anyone. So that makes us criminals too. Human traffickers!’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was horrified. ‘I never thought. God, Kate. I’m so sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    Max put his arm around Kate. ‘It might be alright. If I bought the IDs, they might, too.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Shut up, Max,’ she said, shrugging him off.  
 
      
 
    Josie tried desperately to think of some way out. Might the Greek agents believe they were Clara and Claire? Josie doubted it. This was border patrol. They were looking for people trying it on.  
 
      
 
    Not like Max, who was sloppy. They’d gotten lucky with Valentina because she didn’t care. They couldn’t rely on good fortune a third time.  
 
      
 
    This was a fuck-up too far. Josie had to do something. It was only her that was supposed to be in trouble. And now she’d dragged everyone on this boat into the shit.  
 
      
 
    Josie stepped toward the edge, leaning over the railing to watch the other boat get closer. They were still a few miles away. ‘I can tell them it was me, Kate,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘I’ll make it clear I was the offender. It’s all verifiable. I mean, it might take a bit of time for Greek authorities to get their ducks in a row, but—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, Josie. It was both of us,’ Sasha said, sidling up to her.  
 
      
 
    ‘You know that’s not true,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t care what’s true. I’m not letting you do this alone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ Josie said, and whatever else had happened between them faded. The clouds parted, and Josie knew what was right. ‘I never had a future. If I go down for this, nothing is lost. You could do anything with your life. You don’t deserve this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll never do anything,’ Sasha said tearfully. ‘You’ve seen what I’m like. I’m just gonna run that restaurant until I die. That’s who I am. This was the only time I didn’t feel like I knew exactly what came next. Being on this boat with you was the only time I ever felt like there was magic in my life.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her with astonishment. ‘Sasha, you know I—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you two shut the fuck up for a second? I’m trying to figure out where to hide you,’ Max suddenly said.  
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at him. ‘Eh?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think I know a spot that could work,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter if you could hide them. The paperwork for the trip! They’re listed!’ Kate berated him.  
 
      
 
    Max shrugged. ‘We’ve got an email explaining exactly why the people that booked this boat aren’t on it. We can tell the Greeks we decided to take the trip anyway, since we had the free time, and we had the deposit to spend.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate sighed. ‘Max, this is a terrible idea. Just forget it.’ 
 
      
 
    Max smiled at her. ‘Look, we both know I’m a piece of shit. I’m sneaky, I’m lazy, I’m selfish,’ he said easily. ‘But guess what that means? I know how to get away with things.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate barked a laugh, outraged. ‘No, it doesn’t. I busted you for every fuck-up you ever made. Like that five hundred quid you spunked on the greyhounds.’ 
 
      
 
    Max smirked. ‘But guess what? I actually lost twelve grand.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate gaped. ‘What?!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But I got it back before you realised,’ Max went on. ‘All but the last five hundred. I had to crash my old motorbike into a rental van my mate was driving and put in a false insurance claim. Broke my leg, but it was worth it. I was in trouble with you, but not twelve grand worth.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate glared at him. ‘That’s how you broke your leg?! Not buggering about on your nephew’s skateboard?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And that’s the tip of the iceberg, Katie,’ Max said with a nervous smile. ‘Really. I’ve done so much shit. We’d have gotten divorced about five years earlier if you knew the truth.’ 
 
      
 
    If Kate had been angry before, she was nuclear now. ‘I’m so fucking furious, I think I could honestly murder you,’ she yelled at him, breathless with rage. She took a second to collect herself. ‘But I will rip you a new arsehole after you hide these two. OK?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha looked at each other. Would they do this? Could they? They both exchanged a silent agreement.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned to Max. ‘What are we doing?’ 
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    ‘You want us to hide behind surfboards? That’s the big plan?’ Sasha said, peering into the small storage cupboard. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s half the plan,’ Max said, but Sasha was not reassured.  
 
      
 
    ‘If they come in here, they’ll go straight to us,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then I better make sure they don’t come in here,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘How the hell are you gonna do that?’ Sasha demanded. 
 
      
 
    Max held up a hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. Just get in.’ 
 
      
 
    They climbed in behind respective surfboards on either side of the small space. ‘I am worried about it, Max,’ Josie said. ‘Just so you’re aware.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Let me do my thing, alright?’ Max urged, and they heard the door of the closet shut.  
 
      
 
    ‘This isn’t gonna work, is it?’ Sasha said from behind her surfboard. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re hanging everything on the most useless man I’ve ever met,’ Josie said from behind hers. ‘So, probably not.’ She paused. ‘I really am sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to tell her not to be, but she wasn’t sure if it was safe to keep talking. Then she heard loud Greek being spoken, which turned quickly to English. The agents were on the boat.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re transporting holidaymakers?’ one of them said, a man with a no-nonsense tone. 
 
      
 
    Max laughed. ‘We were supposed to be. But they cancelled. I can show you the cancellation paperwork from Hammonds if you’d like to see it. We decided to take advantage of the route planned. We had a fully stocked boat and nothing to do. Why not, eh?’ 
 
      
 
    The man he was talking to didn’t sound so jolly. ‘I see. Can we see your paperwork?’ 
 
      
 
    Several silent minutes went past in which Sasha was left to imagine the very worst.  
 
      
 
    But the man eventually said. ‘Fine. Now, we’re just going to do an inspection. Purely customary. Flora and fauna etc.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t believe that. They knew she was here somehow, and they knew where. They were coming for her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Knock yourself out,’ Max said. ‘We don’t have anything more exotic than tinned tuna.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha heard feet clumping in the direction of the cupboard. But they went right past. Sasha didn’t believe it would be the end of it.  
 
      
 
    And then the worst possible thing happened. Sasha had a terrible feeling that she was about to… Yep, there it was. Nervous laughter was rising.  
 
      
 
    It began as it always did. Tittering. But that would lead to chuckling, which was a gateway to guffawing. Once that began, nothing would stop it from becoming a roar that would lead the Greek border control right to her. She was going to laugh herself into a Greek jail cell.  
 
      
 
    But after a couple of small giggles escaped, she heard Josie say quietly, in a calm and soothing tone that Sasha didn’t recognise, ‘Sasha. I know what’s happening right now. But I just want you to breathe. Nice and deep. Concentrate on your breath.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t think that would do anything. But she did as she was told out of sheer desperation.  
 
      
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Josie said, in that oddly relaxing tone. ‘Just concentrate on the breath. In. Out. In. Out.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha kept going, focusing only on the act of inhalation. She still felt like she might laugh, but she kept going. And then it was no longer funny. The laughter was leaving. Sasha kept breathing, and the urge was completely gone.  
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t over yet. Because not long after Sasha had gotten ahold of herself, the feet came back in their direction. Very close indeed. Sasha held her breath as the door clicked open.  
 
      
 
    ‘Storage?’ the man asked, and Sasha felt like he was standing right next to her surfboard. ‘Anything I need to—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, er…’ Max said nervously, and anyone could have heard his anxiety. He was practically telling them to rip the cupboard apart.  
 
      
 
    ‘What’s that?’ the Greek man asked.  
 
      
 
    Sasha knew in her blood that the man was gonna pull this stupid surfboard away and find her cowering.  
 
      
 
    But then the man said, ‘You put something in your pocket.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s, er, well… It’s nothing you need to worry about. Just, erm, could you let me put this in my pocket before the wife…’ 
 
      
 
    There was the sound of extra feet shuffling in. ‘Before the wife what?’ asked Kate. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s nothing,’ Max said quickly. ‘It’s old. Some old renters must have…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Let me see that,’ Kate demanded.  
 
      
 
    There were the sounds of a light tussle, and a Greek accent said, ‘Now, this is really—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Max, these are knickers,’ Kate said. ‘What the hell is a pair of used knickers doing in this cupboard?’  
 
      
 
    Max laughed anxiously. ‘Kate, you’re blowing this out of proportion. Just calm it down.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know who these belong to! You had Valentina on this boat, didn’t you?!’ Kate exploded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Who? I don’t know any Valentina,’ Max cried. 
 
      
 
    ‘From Casalegno!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, ah… Yeah, that does ring a bell now,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    ‘You promised me you wouldn’t do this again!’ Kate bellowed. ‘You promised on the dog!’  
 
      
 
    The next thing Sasha heard was flesh smashing against flesh, and she was in no confusion about what the sound was.  
 
      
 
    The Greek man yelled, ‘Grab her, would you!’ and then it sounded like Max and Kate were dragged out of the cupboard.  
 
      
 
    All went quiet. Untold minutes passed in silence, during which Sasha tried not to move so much as a toe muscle. She didn’t dare to think it was fine yet.  
 
      
 
    But after a time, the door creaked open and Kate said, ‘They’ve gone. You can come out now.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha shuffled forward, and her surfboard fell over and slapped on the ground. ‘They left?’ 
 
      
 
    Max appeared, holding a bag of frozen peas over his eye. ‘They’re a dot in the distance.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie appeared from behind her surfboard. ‘Are you serious? They were practically on top of us.’ 
 
      
 
    Max laughed. ‘Yeah, well. You can thank Punchy, here. We’ve just had a talking-to on the main deck for five minutes about not bringing violence to their country.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You asked me to hit you,’ Kate said defensively.  
 
      
 
    ‘I said slap,’ Max said. ‘I didn’t say hit me like George Foreman.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What does this have to do with grills?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    Max chose not to answer that. ‘They told us we should split up for our own good. I thought the Greeks understood about infidelity.’ He blinked. ‘Or am I thinking about Italians?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate heaved a big sigh. ‘Before you drag the reputation of any more nations, can I just say… You’re a weasel and I don’t forgive you for anything, but you saved my arse today. So thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    Max grinned, pleased with himself. ‘No drama.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t believe that worked,’ Josie said as they left the closet. 
 
      
 
    Max shrugged. ‘Hide the bigger crime in a smaller crime. It’s a classic for a reason.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha turned to Josie. ‘And how the hell did you know to do that thing with the breathing? I was about to blow everything.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘Some of my clients get a bit tense being touched. Some of them start laughing just like you do. Sometimes I have to do some breathing stuff with them before we can crack on with the deep tissue stuff.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It was amazing,’ Sasha told her in wonder. ‘I’ve never been able to avoid the giggles before. I usually have to bear through it. You’re gifted.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The training kicked in,’ Josie said dismissively, but Sasha thought she looked slightly pleased with the compliment. But she was quick to divert attention away from herself. ‘Where did you get those knickers?’ Josie asked Max as they headed to the main deck. 
 
      
 
    Max snickered, shuffling his peas around to get good coverage on a rapidly rising welt. ‘Like she said. Valentina.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked nauseous. ‘Dude. You are gross.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The authenticity is what sold the whole thing, so you better be glad I’m so gross,’ Max admonished her. ‘I didn’t even have time to explain to Kate what I was gonna do. I just told her to get ready to lose her shit at me.’  
 
      
 
    ‘The gun was very much loaded,’ Kate said quietly. 
 
      
 
    They were on the deck and the high of the escape dropped sharply. There were still things to be discussed.  
 
      
 
    ‘We need to talk,’ Kate said ominously.  
 
      
 
    ‘Before we get into that, how about those beers?’ Josie asked.  
 
      
 
    Max went to the nearest fridge and collected four beers. He popped the lids and handed them around and everyone sat down at the main deck’s dining table, Josie and Sasha on one side, Kate and Max on the other. 
 
      
 
    ‘Right,’ Kate said. ‘First thing’s first. I need to know how the hell this mess happened in the first place.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie swapped a look. ‘Do you wanna explain this, or should I?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie mulled it over. ‘I think you’ll tell it better.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We were at a wedding,’ Sasha began. ‘It was… My cousin was marrying Josie’s sis—stepsister.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I appreciate the correction,’ Josie said quietly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Welcome,’ Sasha said. ‘Anyway, it didn’t happen. The wedding.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ Max asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Is that relevant?’ Kate asked him. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I’m nosy,’ Max said without embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine,’ Josie said, ‘My stepsister was unfaithful. And… Hey, do you mind if I jump in here?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Be my guest,’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, my stepdad, he paid for this. And then he kind of slapped me at the reception.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha gasped. ‘You never told me that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The whole thing was embarrassing,’ Josie murmured. ‘I didn’t want to… Anyway. I was so mad at him, I kind of… Well, I think you know what I did next.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You decided to sneak onto the boat pretending to be your sister?’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘STEPSISTER,’ Sasha and Josie said as one. Sasha felt Josie take her hand under the table, and Sasha squeezed her hand back. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, what about you?’ Max asked Sasha after a mighty swig of beer.  
 
      
 
    ‘After the wedding didn’t happen, Claire decided to take the boat anyway, since she was on the manifest.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s fair,’ Kate noted, casting a look at Max. ‘Small recompense, I’d say.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You know I didn’t actually cheat on you with Valentina,’ Max said defensively. 
 
      
 
    Kate narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Not her, no.’ 
 
      
 
    Max looked away and took another sip of beer, and Kate nodded at Sasha. ‘Go on.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was fine to pick up her end of the story. ‘So she invited me to go with her. And I came to the boat thinking she was on it. Bit of a miscommunication there. When I got down to the room, I found this one,’ she said, hiking what she hoped was an affectionate thumb at Josie.  
 
      
 
    Josie laughed softly. ‘Yeah, and that’s where I need to jump back in. Because when she realised what was happening, she wanted to come clean. I talked her into staying.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Which she wouldn’t have been able to do if the boat hadn’t left the dock before Max even came to check who the hell was onboard,’ Sasha continued. ‘After that, I felt stuck. I thought I’d already done wrong, and I didn’t know how to reverse it.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked sheepish.  
 
      
 
    ‘I told you, didn’t I?’ Max said. ‘I said to wait.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We were running late,’ Kate said. ‘And it doesn’t excuse you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded, contrite. ‘I know.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not letting you off this,’ Kate clarified. ‘No matter how charming the story.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha sighed down her nose. ‘No, OK. Fair enough.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re gonna turn this thing around and go back to the UK and then we can deal with you. Until then, consider this a floating prison.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sing-Sing. I knew it,’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    Josie shook her head. ‘No, Kate. No. I can’t have that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can’t have what?!’ Kate asked, annoyed.  
 
      
 
    ‘This was me. I was the devil in her ear. When we get back, I want you to be clear about that with the cops. I walked aboard this boat knowing full well what I was doing. Sasha was, well, I don’t want to say hostage...’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, I made my own choices,’ Sasha interrupted. ‘And in a funny sort of way, I don’t regret them.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked at her. ‘You don’t?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I don’t. I’m not a child, I’m not some innocent. I was here, too,’ Sasha told her. ‘You don’t have to keep acting like you were the devil. You’re not the devil.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, just a minor demon,’ Josie said dryly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Stop raking yourself over the coals,’ Sasha said angrily. ‘You’re not gonna make me think badly of you, whatever you say. I mean, I think you’re probably not in the best place right now, but I still think you’re… Good.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked down at her beer. ‘Please do not romanticise this. Don’t romanticise me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t, Josie,’ Sasha said seriously. ‘I really don’t. I think you know that. And I think it’s what scares you.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie opened her mouth, and Sasha would have given a lot to hear what was gonna come out, but Kate had to go and be a spoilsport.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, can we stop this? I’m not the backdrop to whatever the hell’s going on between you two. I’m a small business owner who got screwed out of twenty grand.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Minus the deposit,’ Max added.  
 
      
 
    ‘Still. We could have stayed docked and found someone looking for a last-minute holiday. I could have put the trip on bloody Wowcher in a pinch. But I didn’t do that. I lost money that could have gone to paying off this fucking boat that much sooner.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You hate it that much?’ Max asked, hurt. 
 
      
 
    Kate didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But we had our good times on this old girl, didn’t we?’ Max whined. 
 
      
 
    ‘A long time ago. Followed by a hell of a lot of bad times that I need to move on from,’ Kate said flatly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I know,’ Max said. ‘I know. I fucked it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You did,’ Kate agreed. 
 
      
 
    Sasha watched Josie looking at Max. ‘Did you ever try to be better?’ 
 
      
 
    Max looked surprised to be asked, but he took the question to heart. ‘I don’t know. I think I tried to try sometimes. That’s as good as I could do.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It wasn’t good enough though,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I bet it wasn’t,’ Josie said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Sasha felt the disquiet in Josie, and she didn’t like it. She believed that Josie didn’t want Sasha to care about her because she didn’t think she deserved it. And that wasn’t true. Not at all. 
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to make her understand that she liked her as she was, as difficult as that might be sometimes. But she didn’t have a clue how to do that.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well… Anyway.’ Kate coughed. ‘This holiday ends now. From now on, you work on this boat until it docks, OK? You’ll help with anything that needs to be done. I know what I’m gonna do with you… Sasha, was it?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. It felt nice to get her name back. 
 
      
 
    ‘Didn’t you tell me you used to work in a kitchen? That’s where you’ll be from now on.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wasn’t displeased to be assigned that role. She thought rolling her sleeves up in the kitchen might relax her a bit. 
 
      
 
    Max looked at Josie. ‘What about you? What can you do?’  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m a masseuse,’ Josie told him. 
 
      
 
    Max looked interested, but Kate was quick to poke him in the arm. ‘Don’t even think about it.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘I was thinking about you!’ he protested. ‘I bet you could do with a rubdown.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate shook her head. ‘There’s no way. I’m too tense. And I think I should stay that way.’ She stood and gave Sasha a look. ‘Come on, then. What can you do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What have you got?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve got some salmon that goes off tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Off the top of my head, I could pan-fry it with honey and garlic,’ Sasha said automatically. ‘Maybe some grilled asparagus and lemon and herb Hasselback potatoes to go with it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Uh, yeah,’ Kate said, slightly taken aback. ‘I guess that sounds fine.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was directed to a small but passably equipped kitchen and set to work. As she pan-fried the salmon on autopilot, everything felt up in the air. How bad would it be when they got back home? She wished she could talk to Josie about it, but she didn’t know if there was any point in that.  
 
      
 
    Josie was determined to take the blame, and Sasha didn’t know how to stop it.  
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    Josie was Swiffer mopping the flybridge, which only a day ago, she’d been sunbathing on. Her arms ached.  
 
      
 
    She’d cleaned every bit of floor that she could find. She was trying to do it as well as she could on the off chance that she could earn a little bit of mercy from Kate. It was a thin plan. But it was all she had.  
 
      
 
    Had it just been Max, it might have been a different story. He might have let it go. Or at least worked out a deal. But Kate was out for blood. It made sense. Max had been stepping on her for years. She wasn’t letting a couple of strangers have a go on her spine, too. Josie could almost sympathise.  
 
      
 
    Still, surely there was some way out of this? There had to be some way to save her and, more importantly, Sasha’s arses. She didn’t care what had been said in solidarity when the Greek border patrol had been on the horizon. Sasha wouldn’t like prison. And she shouldn’t be there. Not for this ridiculousness.  
 
      
 
    Josie might be OK. She didn’t relish it, but it might be just like school. She could smack the shit out of the biggest kid on day one, making it clear she was dangerous. She could spread a rumour she was there for murder. She could set herself up as some sort of hardcore criminal who was not to be fucked with.  
 
      
 
    Would that work? Maybe. It sounded a bit exhausting. On balance, she’d rather not have to. But she felt she could.  
 
      
 
    But Sasha? Cooking her way into the prison’s good graces?  
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell is this?’ Kate suddenly yelled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Jumping Jesus!’ Josie exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    ‘You call this a mopped deck?’ Kate demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘I do, as a matter of fact,’ Josie said, outraged. She’d worked hard, and it looked alright to her. 
 
      
 
    Kate pointed at a corner. ‘Look at that. Grime.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie saw the grime in the corner, but she hadn’t noticed it before. ‘Kate, is this really how it’s going to be? You’re gonna work me like this?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I am. I might as well get something out of this. A clean boat seems pretty minimal compensation for what you’ve put me through.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You seriously wouldn’t rather have a massage?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ Kate said rigidly. ‘I’m not gonna let you relax me and get me all suggestive.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie rolled her eyes. ‘And what happens if I do what you want? If I make this fucking boat squeaky clean? What then?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked a little befuddled. ‘Well, that’s… I don’t know, exactly.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You better know. Or this Swiffer goes back in the cupboard,’ she threatened idly.  
 
      
 
    ‘You should consider it a penance,’ Kate tried.  
 
      
 
    ‘But it doesn’t change anything,’ Josie argued. ‘So why bother? I could just sit on my arse and the result would be the same.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate frowned, and Josie felt triumphant. She almost sat down on the nearby sun lounger.  
 
      
 
    But then she saw a choice. She could do what she was already half doing and burn it all down in temper. Or she could keep trying to fix this. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I know you don’t want to let us off,’ Josie began. ‘I even get why. But we need to cut a deal here.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate bristled. ‘I’m not letting you off.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know. I’m not asking you to. I’m just asking you to let Sasha off.’ She sighed. ‘You know this was all me.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate said nothing, and Josie could feel her uncertainty. She pushed forward. ‘I’ll take the brunt. I’ll go to prison. I’ll pay whatever restitution the court orders. It’s not going to go unpunished, Kate. But punish the right one, OK? That’s all I ask. Put the penalty where it belongs. Don’t ruin her life.’  
 
      
 
    Josie looked at the grubby corner. It contained the kind of dirt that built up when things went ignored. It didn’t shock Josie that she’d missed it. She hadn’t wanted to see it. ‘Don’t let me drag her down with me. It’s not right. And I think you know that.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate folded her arms and sighed down her nose. ‘Let me think about it.’ 
 
      
 
    That was something. ‘Good, great. Do that. Meanwhile, I’ll get this place as clean as I know how,’ Josie vowed. 
 
      
 
    ‘I hope you can do better than that. Because you’ve done a half-cocked job so far.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie had thought she was doing her best. But she was willing to accept that maybe her best was pretty bad. ‘I’ll do better,’ she promised. ‘I really will.’  
 
      
 
    Kate turned and walked back down the steps to the main deck. Josie went to the cleaning caddy and found some disinfectant, along with a sponge. She spritzed the mucky corner and worked the sponge right into it. It cleared out a lot, but it wasn’t completely clean. There was still a little grime that she couldn’t quite eradicate.  
 
      
 
    She put the cleaning supplies down and headed down the steps to the main deck, where Max was on the wheel.  
 
      
 
    ‘You done up there?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Not quite,’ Josie replied, heading down the next set of steps to the bedrooms.  
 
      
 
    She went into the main bathroom, picked her up toothbrush, and headed back upstairs with it. 
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing with that?’ Max asked as she passed him. 
 
      
 
    ‘A good job,’ Josie told him. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think that might be above and beyond.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Good,’ Josie said, carrying on up to the flybridge.  
 
      
 
    She set to work on the corner, trying not to wince. Though it wasn’t like this thing would ever go back in her mouth. She’d just have to stick to mouthwash until she was back on dry land. They’d probably give her a new toothbrush in custody, anyway.  
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sasha checked all the burners to make sure they were off. The meal was ready, and she was about to serve. The tiny kitchen looked a bit in a state, but she didn’t have time to clean it right this minute.  
 
      
 
    As she carried the first plates toward the open door, Josie appeared. ‘Oh. Hi,’ Sasha said, smiling. She was glad to see Josie.  
 
      
 
    But Josie barely noticed her. ‘I’ll take those,’ Josie said, grabbing the plates carefully. ‘This looks good. Do we get anything? Or has Kate demanded we starve ourselves?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, we get to eat, too,’ Sasha said, gesturing at two further plates behind her.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, well, you go and sit down. I’ve got this,’ Josie said, vanishing. 
 
      
 
    ‘Huh?’ Sasha said, following her upstairs.  
 
      
 
    What the hell was this, now? Had someone smacked Josie over the head?  
 
      
 
    Josie was putting the plates on the dining table. ‘Grubs up,’  
 
      
 
    Max slowed the boat, and Sasha heard the anchor drop. ‘God, I’m starving.’  
 
      
 
    Kate appeared from below deck. ‘About time.’ 
 
      
 
    They sat down, and Josie was already coming back with another plate.  
 
      
 
    ‘Where’s the second plate?’ Sasha asked, sitting down. ‘You need me to grab it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve left mine in the kitchen. I’ll nuke it in a bit,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha baulked at the idea of her freshly prepared meal being microwaved, but she put that aside. ‘What? Why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because right now I’m gonna clean the kitchen,’ Josie said casually.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t have time to express her astonishment because Josie was already gone.  
 
      
 
    Sasha turned back to the table. Kate and Max were tucking in.  
 
      
 
    ‘Fucking hell, what did you do to this fish?’ Max said. ‘It’s gorgeous.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not bad,’ Kate added carefully. But she was eating quite voraciously. 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm, what’s up with Josie?’ Sasha asked, stabbing her fork into an asparagus. 
 
      
 
    Max shrugged. ‘I dunno. What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha turned her attention to Kate. ‘You must know.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate shrugged. ‘I guess she just feels guilty. As she should.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha mulled that over. It didn’t land. ‘No, really.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?’ Kate said, shovelling food into her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought she might if she reappeared. But Josie never came back. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was done, Sasha took everyone’s plates and headed back to the kitchen. The kitchen was spotless.  
 
      
 
    Josie was on her back, the bottom half of her body sticking out of a tall pantry cupboard. The sound of aggressive spraying and scrubbing could be heard, along with some swearing about a grease stain.  
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, what the hell are you doing?’ Sasha asked her.  
 
      
 
    Josie’s head popped out of the cupboard. ‘Deep clean,’ she said, as though it were obvious. ‘That’s the expression, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. Why, though?’ Sasha questioned. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s upper half disappeared back into the cupboard and the sound of scrubbing and squirting recommenced. ‘I’m just trying to keep Kate sweet, that’s all.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, what do you think you’re going to achieve with all this?’ 
 
      
 
    The only reply was the sound of aggressive scrubbing. ‘This fucking turmeric will not shift,’ Josie muttered to herself. Her head reappeared. ‘You must know a hack for this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, are you listening to me?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you listening to me? Turmeric? How do you get it out?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha groaned. ‘The answer is always white vinegar or bicarb. Now, will you respond to what I said?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie stood and started digging through other cupboards. ‘Bicarbonate, bicarbonate… Ah! Here it is!’ She grinned happily at it. The smile was quickly replaced with puzzlement. ‘What the hell do I do with it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mix it into a thick paste with water,’ Josie said reluctantly. ‘Then spread it on for a bit and leave it. Then take a wire scrubber to it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie did a sharp intake of breath. ‘I don’t know about wire scrubbers. I don’t want to take the finish off.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened. ‘Josie! What the hell are you talking about?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s up your arse?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You! You’ve turned into Marie Kondo.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think Marie Kondo cleans. She’s all about, like, organisational shit.’ She started to make her paste in the sink, clinking it around in a mug with a spoon, watching with interest. ‘Wow, yeah. It’s a paste.’ She looked down at her creation. ‘I always thought bicarb was a food thing. What actually is it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a chemical compound. You can use it as a raising agent in baking, but you can also clean with it,’ Sasha explained, her frustration growing. 
 
      
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound legal,’ Josie said. ‘Something you can cook and clean with? It’s not right.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Perhaps not. But will you just bloody talk to me?’ 
 
      
 
     ‘Sure, can we talk while I work, though?’ Josie took her concoction back to her new favourite place. She was quiet for a while, but Sasha could hear her slopping her mix around.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well?’ Sasha prompted.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, sorry, yeah,’ Josie said. ‘It’s a ploy. What I’m doing.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A ploy?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You think she’s gonna let us off if you make this place shine?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe.’ Josie grunted. ‘Fuck me. How did I get it in my eye?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t want to rain on Josie’s parade, but she couldn’t leave her in this delusion either. ‘It won’t work.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t know that,’ Josie said, sliding back out of the cupboard and rubbing at her eye. ‘This isn’t toxic, is it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘If it goes in food, obviously not.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie gave Sasha a hard look out of her remaining good eye. ‘Alright, you don’t need to be sarky about it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry, but you’re driving me nuts. I can’t get your focus.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t have time to give it to you,’ Josie explained, getting up and going over to the sink, spreading her mix around a slightly tarnished tap. ‘I haven’t got long. And this is a big boat.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, if this is what you want to do, I’m not stopping you. But I just want to know that you know this is unlikely to sway her.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Yeah, sure. While the bicarb does its thing, I better crack on with other jobs. Hey, what do I do to get the deck to do that shiny thing? Is it wax or what?’  
 
      
 
    She didn’t wait for an answer as she started digging through a caddy full of cleaning supplies. She huffed, dissatisfied. ‘I need to talk to Max.’ She got up and walked out of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    After she’d gone, Sasha noticed that the microwave door was open. Inside it was Josie’s meal, untouched.  
 
      
 
    This was not what she would have expected from Josie Adler: professional relaxer. Sasha would have expected her to get drunk on the flybridge until she was back on dry land, pulling every last bit of joy from her remaining moments. But she was living in cloud cuckoo land, and she was trying to clean it.  
 
      
 
    Well, Sasha had tried. And now she didn’t know what to do to protect Josie from reality. There was only one thing she could do for the woman.   
 
      
 
    She went upstairs to find Max handing Josie a small electric hand buffer. Josie looked at the thing like it was from outer space.  
 
      
 
    Sasha went over. ‘Hand it over. I know how to use these. We use a big version once a week at the restaurant.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘You’re helping?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Better chance of getting the place finished if you double the womanpower.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you’re on food.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can do both. I’ve done every job in that restaurant, sometimes on the same day,’ Sasha said wearily. ‘I can handle it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, well… OK. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have some professional help.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re welcome,’ Sasha said.  
 
      
 
    Josie gave a repentant smile. ‘I meant thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded. ‘I know you did. Now, there’s God knows how many bathrooms aboard this thing and since you’ve done the kitchen already, they’re going to be the fuckers. So you better get cracking. You’re gonna need glass cleaning spray for the showers. And you’ll need a chamois leather cloth too. Oh, and bleach the toilet. And for the love of God, don’t use the cloth you use on the toilet anywhere else.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Glass needs its own cleaner?’ Josie asked, horrified. ‘I can’t just use the spray I use in the kitchen?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’ll smear. How do you not know this? What do you do at home?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘If it gets too gross, there’s a woman who lives below me who’s willing to exchange cleaning for massages,’ Josie shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled at her. ‘Wow. Just wow.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Is that a good wow or a bad wow?’ Josie asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re always a good wow,’ Sasha said without thinking. 
 
      
 
    Josie looked surprised, then embarrassed. ‘Ummm…’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha forgot her woes for a moment. ‘Did I just fluster you?’ she asked, delighted. 
 
      
 
    Josie tried to laugh it off. ‘Me? Flustered?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s right. You. Flustered. Little Miss Cocky, thrown. Incredible.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Josie said bashfully, her dimples making a gorgeous appearance.  
 
      
 
    Sasha grinned at her. ‘I could get used to this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Go and buff the deck,’ Josie told her irritably.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sure.’ Sasha turned with the buffer, calling over her shoulder, ‘You’re watching me leave, aren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ Josie said uncertainly.  
 
      
 
    ‘You hate to see me leave, but you love to watch me walk away. I get it,’ Sasha said, delighted with herself.  
 
      
 
    ‘Stop. Buff!’ Josie cried, practically running off down the stairs. It was satisfying to watch.  
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t know what had gotten into her. She was going home to a shitload of trouble and here she was, flirting with Josie like she didn’t have a care. There was something about this boat. Sasha found someone new in herself every day she was on it. 
 
      
 
    She wondered who she’d be tomorrow. Maybe a prisoner. Maybe she’d go all the way with it, get hold of a gun somehow and have a standoff with the police?  
 
      
 
    She didn’t much fancy that. Her aim was terrible. She’d be waving the gun around and accidentally nail someone. Then she could add a murder charge to her woes.  
 
      
 
    She took the hand buffer up to the top deck. It was already gleaming. If she’d been at the restaurant, she’d have thought it good enough. But Josie was on a tear. And what the hell else was Sasha gonna do but lend a hand to the world’s most unrealistic legal plan? 
 
      
 
    She plugged in the buffer and set to work on her hands and knees.  
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie looked at the glass of the shower. It was still a little smeared. Sasha was right. Glass was trickier than it looked.  
 
      
 
    She went at it again with the cloth Sasha had told her to use. It had a weird texture Josie didn’t like, but she put her sensory aversion aside. She wanted this glass door to be so clean you might try and walk through it and have a terrible accident.  
 
      
 
    But it was taking a while to get to that. No one would be smacking their faces without a lot more chamois leathering.  
 
      
 
    Thank God she’d already done the toilet. She wouldn’t have had the strength now. Her mother cleaned like this, she remembered. That big house always sparkled. Not that anyone thanked her—including Josie.  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t understood until now just how much work she must have put into it. It was funny how much she’d thought about her mother this week. More than she had in years. If there’d been a therapist around—one that wasn’t Kate—she might have been tempted to get their take on that.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ said a surprised voice, and Josie turned to see the devil herself. 
 
      
 
    ‘Kate, I’m not done in here,’ Josie apologised. ‘The glass is still smeary as shit, and I haven’t even looked at the grouting yet.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s gleaming, Josie,’ Kate exclaimed. She sounded almost angry about it.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah?’ Josie said. She looked at it anew, taking a small step back. Kate had asked her to do better than her usual crappy best and now, she could only see what she hadn’t done. 
 
      
 
    Kate nodded. ‘It looks better than it’s looked in ages. But I want you to stop. I can’t do what you asked.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s jaw tightened in anger. ‘Why?’ she asked through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because she said it herself. Sasha made her own choices. You can’t take credit for them.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I can,’ Josie said firmly. 
 
      
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because that’s me. That’s what I do. I take the blame.’ The words were out of her mouth without her even understanding quite what she meant.  
 
      
 
    Kate looked at her. ‘I don’t understand what that means.’ Her brow creased. ‘Then again, I’m woefully underqualified to grasp it, as you’ve pointed out oh so very delicately.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie felt the jab was fair. Josie had stepped over the line. She’d hurt Kate, maybe badly. She looked at Kate through the reflection in the mirror above the sink, recommencing her chamoising of the shower.  
 
      
 
    ‘Kate... I know you thought you could help me and Sasha. Claire and Clara. But you never could. I said true things, but most of it was a lie. So don’t even worry about it, OK? Just keep… Keep learning. Help the ones who can be helped because that was never me. Us.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That almost sounded sincere,’ Kate said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged, going at the shower glass with all her strength. ‘Believe what you want. I’m not trying to talk you into continuing the therapy thing. I don’t even believe in that.’ A smear near the top of the panel caught her eye, and she went at it vehemently. She hoped Kate would get the hint and piss off. 
 
      
 
    But if Kate took the hint, she ignored it. ‘So why even bother saying that?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie paused the polishing and turned to Kate. About three replies came to mind, which were all sarcastic in nature. But instead of saying any of them, she went with the actual truth.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate took a deep breath. ‘I’m probably gonna regret this, Josie. But something they teach us, something they want us to pass on, is that it isn’t the end of the world to make a mistake. Repair is possible. It’s crucial to learn that. Because fuck-ups are inevitable. They just are. So telling yourself over and over that you’re a screw-up is pointless. It just makes you more comfortable with hurting people. You have to try and make things better. Because just for the effort, they are better.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie frowned and shook her head. ‘I can’t take back the honeymoon thing. You’ve made that clear.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about what you just said to me. Even though I think you know it wasn’t going to get you anywhere. You said it anyway. And God help me, I think you meant it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So what?’ Josie asked, curious. ‘What if I did?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked at her shoes for a moment and then back to Josie. ‘I don’t know. I’ve just got the feeling you need to be told that you’re fully capable of fixing what you broke. Yachts aside.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not saying you’re right or anything,’ Josie said. ‘And I know you mean well. But…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But…?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘My question is why you would mean me well. I’ve been giving you shit all week. Even before you knew what I’d done, I sucked.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘It’s true. You’ve been nothing but rude to me,’ Kate said. ‘But I guess I just…’ She took a pause. ‘I see pain and gotta heal it, Josie.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie burst out laughing.  
 
      
 
    Kate shrugged. ‘Laugh if you like. I know pain when I see it. And it screams out of you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t know me,’ Josie said flatly. She wanted to say it a bit more angrily, but she was too tired for anger, and it came out sad.  
 
      
 
    Kate regarded her for a moment. ‘Alright. Well, I’m gonna leave you to this futile task.’  
 
      
 
    Josie looked at the glass. She wanted it to be perfect, and it wasn’t quite living up to her vision. Considering what Kate had told her, she could just as well smash it for all the good it was doing. She couldn’t save Sasha. She couldn’t save herself. Sasha was right. This was silly.  
 
      
 
    But she decided to finish what she’d started. She didn’t know why. Maybe just so Sasha would understand that she had tried—just for once. Futile as it was, meaningless as it was, she was giving it her best.  
 
      
 
    Actually, that wasn’t strictly true, was it? There was something else Josie could do. Plan Z, which was something she had tried not to think about. But her other plan had failed, and as they were inching ever closer to home, the idea was now unavoidable.  
 
      
 
    Josie looked through the cleaning caddy and eventually found something called a grout pen. She began to read the instructions. But she couldn’t concentrate on the words. She couldn’t get that horrible solution out of her head.  
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sasha watched Josie walk up onto the flybridge in a dishevelled state that was in stark opposition to the woman she’d seen flit into a wedding horribly late less than a week ago. It was the same woman, just a different side of her.  
 
      
 
    Sasha thought very few people would have seen this side. Tired and stressed and beaten. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, you done?’ Sasha asked, winding the chord around the buffer. 
 
      
 
    ‘You could eat lobster off the toilet,’ Josie said, yawning. ‘I’ve already done the other bathroom. I think I need caffeine if I’m gonna polish the railings, though.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘For once, my timing is excellent,’ Max said, and Sasha turned to see him at the top of the stairs. He was holding a tray with a cafetiere and two cups on it.  
 
      
 
    ‘Max, you made us coffee?’ Sasha asked, surprised. She’d never seen him do a single thing that he didn’t have to.  
 
      
 
    ‘You guys have been working yourselves to the bone. I think coffee is due.’  
 
      
 
    ‘If you’ve made a mess in that kitchen, I’m gonna lose it,’ Josie said wearily. 
 
      
 
    Sasha shot her a look. 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, thanks. Sorry. Thanks,’ Josie stuttered.  
 
      
 
    Max chuckled. ‘It’s still immaculate. Don’t worry.’ He put the tray down on the side table and Sasha sat down as he poured.  
 
      
 
    Josie was inspecting the decking. ‘Good job on that buff.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I haven’t done it in a while, but I think muscle memory kicked in,’ Sasha said, accepting her filled cup. She blew on it and took a tentative sip.  
 
      
 
    ‘Where’s Kate?’ Josie asked, tensing.  
 
      
 
    Max nodded at the main deck, to the console where Kate was steering. Her shoulders were nearly up around her ears. 
 
      
 
    ‘That thing with the Greeks scared her.’ Max frowned. 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded, contrite. ‘Yeah. It’s been a lot.’ She chewed the inside of her lip for a moment. ‘Max—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t,’ Max said immediately. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t know what I was gonna say.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I do, and I cannot, OK?’ Max said. ‘I’m backing Kate.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But if it was up to you?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know, honestly. I’m not thrilled about any of this myself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you’d work something out, though. Wouldn’t you?’ Sasha asked him carefully.  
 
      
 
    ‘How would that work? You got that amount of money? Twenty grand. I mean, no, it’s sixteen, isn’t it? You got that?’ he asked both of them.  
 
      
 
    Josie harrumphed. ‘I’ve got about five hundred to my name.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve got about a few grand in savings,’ Sasha said hopefully. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not enough,’ Max said.  
 
      
 
    She had known he was going to say that. She didn’t know why she was still trying. ‘But if I had it?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Max shrugged. ‘But you don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie cleared her throat. ‘Actually, I could maybe get it,’ she said gloomily. ‘If it would cancel all this out.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha whipped her head to look at Josie, knowing exactly where she’d get that kind of money. ‘No, don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a possible solution, though, isn’t it? The only solution. Dear old Stepdaddy Simon,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I could never ask you to do that,’ Sasha told her emphatically.  
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, he probably wouldn’t say yes,’ Josie said, not listening to Sasha. ‘When he finds out what I need it for.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No. So forget it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I could ask, though. I could just ask,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Sasha shook her head. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ Max asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a long story,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I think it sounds like a solution,’ Max said. 
 
      
 
    Josie gave him a very searching look. ‘Are you trying to tell me that if we came up with that money, she might forget all this? The passports and everything?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I couldn’t say that for sure,’ Max said, scratching his head. ‘But I could pose it to her. Hypothetically. Just to see.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Then do that.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha frowned. ‘No.’ She blinked, a light bulb going off. ‘Hang on, yes. Do ask.’ Sasha was getting rather excited. ‘Because me could get that.’ She tutted at herself. ‘I mean, I could get a loan. On the restaurant.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you own it?’ Max asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. My mother does, with her sister. Technically, my mother would be the one taking out the loan. But she knows I’m good for it. I think maybe she’d do it. I’ll take a while to pay it off, but—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It would take years,’ Josie interrupted. ‘You’d be even more locked into that place.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I probably wasn’t leaving anyway. What does it matter if I couldn’t?’ Sasha shrugged. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t like it,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha gave Josie a serious look. ‘If someone’s got to have an awkward money conversation with a relative, better it be me. But that’s only if Max can assure me that there’s a point. I’m not gonna ask if I don’t need to.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shook her head. ‘I don’t like it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Tough. I’m gonna do it.’ She turned to Max. ‘But seriously, find out now. Because I’ve got a feeling that once we dock, it’s gonna be harder to reverse anything that’s happened on land.’ 
 
      
 
    Max nodded. ‘Alright.’ He picked up his cup and blew on it. Everyone looked at him. ‘Oh, you mean now now.’ He looked yearningly at his coffee cup as he put it down, tutted, and then stood, heading downstairs to the main deck.  
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie went to the edge of the flybridge railing and peeked over.  
 
      
 
    Max sauntered over to Kate and pulled up a stool to the console. Kate turned to him. Though they couldn’t hear what she said, anyone could have told that she was asking what the hell he wanted.  
 
      
 
    He laughed nervously, trying to look casual, muttering something quietly to her. Kate’s already hunched shoulders raised further. Suddenly, and without warning, she spun around and looked right up at the flybridge.  
 
      
 
    Sasha jumped down out of sight, as did Josie. They looked at each other, hidden on either side of the steps.  
 
      
 
     ‘Do you think she saw us?’ Sasha asked Josie. 
 
      
 
    A pair of heavy, fast, angry feet began to speed up the steps towards them. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think she might have,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Kate stepped between them and turned to see them both crouched pathetically on the shiny deck. ‘I don’t appreciate this. Not at all.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘You trying to nobble Max.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha clasped a hand to her chest. ‘I did no such thing!’ she cried, offended. 
 
      
 
    ‘It means trying to buy someone off,’ Josie told her quickly. 
 
      
 
    Sasha calmed down. ‘Oh. Yeah, OK. We kinda did do that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You want to talk to me, then do that,’ Kate said. ‘Don’t go through that bellend.’ 
 
      
 
    They heard an offended, ‘No need for that!’ come from the main deck. 
 
      
 
    Sasha stood and folded her arms. ‘Fine. We might be able to get the cash for this week. Max said it came to sixteen grand after what Simon gave you. And we want to know… If we can get it, will it change anything?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s not your only crime,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘We know,’ Josie said. ‘The passport stuff.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate glared at the pair of them. ‘You don’t understand how bad that could have been. At a bare minimum, I could have lost the commercial license. And you do not know how screwed I would have been if that had happened. I’d have to sell the boat at a loss and still have so much loan left to pay and no way to pay it.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded, ashamed. ‘Yeah, I know. We didn’t think about that and that was stupid.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And that’s the least bad it could have been. The worst is me sitting in a Greek prison cell even as we speak.’  
 
      
 
    Josie stood up. ‘Yeah, we know,’ she said, tired. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you? You thought you could buy her way out of trouble with a deep clean!’ Kate said angrily. 
 
      
 
    Sasha turned to Josie. ‘You were only trying to get me out of trouble with that?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked embarrassed. ‘It didn’t work, so can we leave it?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha shook her head. ‘When are you gonna get that we’re in this together?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I don’t want us to be,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at Josie, and she didn’t know what to say to her.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned back to Kate. ‘I’m sorry, OK? It sucked. But it worked out alright in the end. And we just need to know if you would—’ 
 
      
 
    Kate raised an eyebrow. ‘You know we’re not out of the woods, don’t you? We still have to get home. We have to pray we don’t run into anyone else. That’s still a possibility.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie put her hands up. ‘I get it. I really do.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We both do,’ Sasha chimed in, stepping next to Josie for a united front. She didn’t care what Josie said. This was a team problem. ‘We understand what we did. But if we can get home without further incident, we want to know… If we can make it financially right, is there any way we could maybe not involve the authorities?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked at the pair of them. ‘Even if you get arrested, I could get the money back anyway. You two will be ordered to pay me back.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, we might well have to do that,’ Sasha agreed. ‘But you’ll get it a hell of a lot faster without the courts involved.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Plus, even if we have to pay you back, whatever years we spend in prison, we wouldn’t be able to earn, will we? It’s gonna take a very long time to get that money back if you go this route,’ Josie added. 
 
      
 
    Kate looked at them both. ‘How would I even trust you to get me that money?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, the first thing I’d do is transfer two grand to you that I already have,’ Sasha said. ‘And then I’d make a call to my mother, who I would ask to take out a loan against the restaurant she owns.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She’d do that, would she?’ Kate asked cynically. ‘Just like that?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded emphatically, hoping that what she was saying was true. ‘I’ve never asked her for anything my entire life. And I got her out of a real financial hole a few years ago. That woman owes me. She has to do this for me. It's fourteen grand. That’s all I have to ask. Fourteen grand. We take that in a week.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, can’t she just get it out of the safe? You should have that money available in cash,’ Kate asked her. 
 
      
 
    Sasha was mildly embarrassed about the next bit. ‘We never have that lying around. It comes in and it goes right back out. Our profit margins are slim right now. We’re still not quite back in the black after the problems.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate nodded. ‘OK, that I get.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded and smiled, hoping Kate would feel a kinship with her. ‘You know how it is. Small businesses, am I right? So yeah, it would need to be a bank loan.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate was looking encouragingly wobbly. ‘Look. If I were to… To even think about letting you off, I need to know how realistic this idea is.’ She paused and Sasha let her take a moment. ‘I’m not saying yes,’ Kate eventually said. ‘But I want you to get your mother on the phone, on speaker, and I want to see if this is even realistic.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha nodded like it would be her pleasure to make that call. To explain her idiocy to her mother and then plead for help. With an audience. Sasha thought there was an excellent chance she was about to head into the most embarrassing moment of her life.  
 
      
 
    She got her phone and dialled her mother, putting it on speaker and holding it out like she was on The Apprentice. The call connected.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hello, stranger,’ her mother answered caustically.  
 
      
 
    ‘Ha, yeah, hi, Mum,’ Sasha replied. ‘I was just…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, where the hell are you then? Because it’s one thing to take off last minute like this. But I spoke to your cousin yesterday, at long last, and she said you didn’t even go on that holiday together.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mum—’ Sasha attempted.  
 
      
 
    But her mother was on a roll. ‘And I know you’re not at home because I’ve been around twice. What the hell are you playing at? Where are you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mum, I’m trying to tell you that,’ Sasha said, trying not to lose her temper. But that woman would try the patience of a Buddhist monk. ‘If you just listen a second—’ 
 
      
 
    Her mother was quick to vexation. ‘Don’t take that tone with me. I’ve been up to my eyes in it, here. We’ve had a fridge break, and a rat was spotted. And it’s been up to me to sort it all. And it’s not my job, it’s yours.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha knew she was no longer fifteen years old, but it was very hard to recall that at that particular moment. ‘Mum, would you just listen to me for bloody once?!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How dare you!?’ her mother cried. And then she put the phone down.  
 
      
 
    Sasha stared at the phone in mild horror.  
 
      
 
    ‘Not very promising, was it?’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll try again,’ Sasha begged.  
 
      
 
    ‘You couldn’t even get her to let you finish a sentence, never mind give you fourteen grand,’ Kate said. ‘I don’t even know why I entertained this.’ She began to walk away. 
 
      
 
    ‘Kate, please!’ Sasha said. ‘Just let me try again.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate sighed. ‘This isn’t going to happen, OK? Just let it go. It’s going to be what it’s going to be.’ She kept on walking back down the stairs.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was in slight shock as she thought about what had just happened. And just what it meant.  
 
      
 
    Her mother was supposed to be the one to take care of her, but it never seemed to be that way. For as long as Sasha could remember, too much was being asked of her. And today, for once, Sasha needed her help. And her mother couldn’t even listen to her for thirty seconds.  
 
      
 
    Sasha had become superwoman for her family because she supposed that even though she didn’t think she was incurring any kind of emotional bill to be paid, she’d always believed that when the need arose—when she was in the bind that had to come someday—they’d be there for her.  
 
      
 
    But here was the day, and nothing. She had earned not so much as the courtesy of an open ear. There was no reciprocity whatsoever.  
 
      
 
     Sasha had always thought of herself as a rescuer to those in need. But standing on this boat with a dead phone in her hand, the word that came to mind was ‘Doormat.’  
 
      
 
    She didn’t know how she’d never seen it before. Look at her cousin, calling to talk about herself, without so much as a proper apology for standing her up. Or her aunt handing over her difficulty announcing the abandoned nuptials at the wedding. Or her mother forcing her to manage the bloody restaurant.  
 
      
 
    They treated Sasha like she was some sort of repository for problems. A rubbish bin that wouldn’t complain too much or ask for anything. She’d been trained for that role, right from the jump. And it would never be any different.  
 
      
 
    Sasha finally understood that no day would come when they would say, ‘You’ve done enough.’ They would take from her as long as she was willing to give.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, you OK?’ Josie asked. She looked embarrassed for her, and Sasha didn’t like that at all.  
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled crazily. ‘Yeah. Or no. I’m actually terrible.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie hesitated and then said, ‘I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I think you deserve a much better mother.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s brow furrowed. ‘I kind of want to say you don’t know her.’  
 
      
 
    Josie waited and then asked, ‘Are you going to say that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I don’t think I am. Not today.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘Good. When they suck, they suck.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at Josie. ‘I thought they leant on me because I was strong. And it was just the opposite. I’m weak. I never put up a fight.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t call you weak.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How did I sound just now? On the phone?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘You sounded a bit scared, that’s all,’ Josie said with compassion. ‘Understandably. There was a lot on the line.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Precisely. I was scared. And she didn’t even hear it. She was just thinking about what she needed.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shook her head. ‘Fuck her.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Fuck her. Wait, no. Not fuck her. She’s supposed to be my get-out-of-jail-free card!’ Sasha remembered.  
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t waste your international minutes,’ Josie said. ‘That ship has sailed.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had to admit she was right. Her mother wouldn’t do shit for her. ‘So what do we do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You know what we do,’ Josie said, forlorn. 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, no—’ 
 
      
 
    Josie took Sasha by the shoulders, gently but firmly, looking her in the eyes with a strength in them that stopped Sasha mid-sentence. ‘He has the money, ready to go at a moment’s notice. And if I’m contrite enough, apologetic about everything, all of it, from the start of time, I think he’d give it to me. It’s the only real way to talk Kate out of this.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha tried to imagine allowing this. Letting Josie beg her stepfather to get her out of this predicament. Admitting what she’d done and begging for forgiveness, as well as money. It was too awful.  
 
      
 
    ‘Josie—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m lucky, you know?’ Josie said, her eyes glistening, the lightest crack in her voice. ‘He can get us out of this. It won’t matter to him. I should have asked him earlier. It was silly not to. I was being pig-headed. But we need his help. So I’ll swallow my pride. Just this once.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to cry. ‘There’s got to be another way.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie went to her bag, sitting on a sun lounger. ‘It’s fine.’ She pulled her phone out. ‘I’ll talk to Kate. She already knows he’s minted; she’ll probably go for it.’ She paused. ‘But I don’t want you to listen. OK?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was fine with that. Though Josie had had a front-row seat to Sasha’s embarrassing little show, this was different. Worse.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, Josie. OK. If you’re set on this, I’m… I don’t think I could talk you out of it.’ Sasha paused. ‘Can I?’ she asked hopefully. She hoped to see some hesitation. 
 
      
 
    ‘You really couldn’t,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    She looked so beautiful to Sasha right then. Scared, but brave. Sasha wanted to protect her so badly. But Josie was intent on protecting her. Her family didn’t have her back, but Josie did.  
 
      
 
    Sasha couldn’t believe this was the rude party girl she’d met at that wedding. But Sasha only had half the story back then. Now that she had the other half, Sasha thought what it added up to was that she could fall in love with Josie Adler. She knew it without a doubt. It was already happening.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned from her and went down to Kate. Sasha sat down on the sun lounger and watched the Med. It was a beautiful view, alright. But the cost of this view had come too high. And it kept rising. 
 
      
 
    She thought about everything that had happened this week, everything she’d experienced, everything she’d learned. And it seemed like out of the gloom, one thing was obvious. If this all came out OK and she didn’t get arrested for theft and passport fraud, she was leaving the restaurant.  
 
      
 
    That might have frightened her a week ago. But if she was going to live any kind of life, she had to start living it for herself more. Not for duty to people who wouldn’t even take her calls.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t leaving her family behind completely. But it couldn’t be as it had been. If Josie was going to make this dreadful sacrifice, Sasha would have to make it mean something. The least she owed Josie was to take full advantage of the very freedom that Josie had taught her how to use. 
 
      
 
    The thought was a relief, but it didn’t lift her mood that much. She felt sick knowing what Josie was doing right now. She leant on the brass safety rail, marvelling at its fresh glint. When Josie put her back into something, it was something to see, Sasha thought.  
 
      
 
    She wondered if Josie knew just how capable she was. Sasha wanted to tell her somehow. But what were words to Josie? You had to do something, you had to have solid proof if you really wanted to… 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s breath caught in her throat. She had an idea. A very stupid idea that couldn’t possibly work. It was like Josie’s trying to polish her way to freedom. A comforting fantasy, surely.  
 
      
 
    Kate would never go for it. She wouldn’t go for her anything. She had a justice boner that refused to go down. There was no point.  
 
      
 
    But still, that dumb idea lingered.  
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Josie strolled across the now very shiny main deck to Kate and her doom. Well, maybe doom was a bit much. What she was about to do was only really the greater of two evils.  
 
      
 
    But there was no getting around this. And hey, wasn’t all this just in her head, anyway? It was something that built from tiny things to bigger things, to this feeling. This feeling that if she asked Simon for money, it would break her. But it wouldn’t. She would just feel bad for a while and then get over it, probably.  
 
      
 
    So why did she feel like she was gonna vomit? 
 
      
 
    ‘Kate? I’m calling Simon, OK?’ she announced to Kate, who turned in surprise. ‘You know he could sort this. He booked you in the first place. Get your bank details ready because he’s gonna transfer it over in a few minutes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I thought it was iffy, your relationship?’ Kate asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘It is. But he’s gonna do it, anyway. Because I’m gonna talk him into it, exploiting every last shred of dignity I have. And then you’re gonna call it a day, OK?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate looked unsure. ‘I suppose.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So you agree to that? I get the money and it’s over?’ Josie pressed. 
 
      
 
    Kate mulled for a moment. ‘Me? I’ll say nothing. But I’m not in charge of spot checks. You need to accept that money won’t buy your way out if that happens.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, yeah, fine. You can’t predict that,’ Josie yielded. ‘But you, personally? I need your word it’s done when you have the money.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Get the money and I guess I can let it go. But if we get stopped, it’s going to be a different kettle of fish,’ Kate warned. 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded. ‘I accept that.’ She took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    ‘So, come on, let’s get this money issue sorted,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m just gathering my strength,’ Josie told her.  
 
      
 
    ‘We don’t have time for that. Get it done.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That sensitive therapist thing comes and goes, doesn’t it?’ Josie said dryly. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve given all I’m prepared to give to you two,’ Kate said. ‘Take it or leave it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie sighed. ‘OK, Kate. I guess that’s fair.’ She dialled her phone, her stomach sinking. It rang six times before the call connected. 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie,’ Simon answered stiffly. ‘Well. I wasn’t expecting your call.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hi, yeah. How’s things?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Simon paused. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I said, how’s things?’ Josie repeated. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I don’t believe you’ve ever asked me that, so I’m somewhat taken aback.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie decided to roll right over that. She couldn’t afford to take a step in any direction that would lead them to an argument. ‘Yeah, so anyway. Have you managed to get in touch with Clara?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Um, no. No, I haven’t,’ Simon said, sounding disturbed. ‘You haven’t… She wouldn’t have called you, would she?’ Simon asked hopelessly. 
 
      
 
    ‘She hasn’t been in touch with me,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Simon sighed. ‘Oh. Never mind.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You lost track of her?’ Josie asked, baffled. Those two were as thick as thieves ordinarily.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sure she’s just taking some time out,’ Simon said. ‘I’m not worried.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK,’ Josie said, not believing it for a second.  
 
      
 
    But this strange crack in the daddy-daughter dynamic was beside the point. Josie had to do something now, something on par with asking for the money. She was going to have to apologise for what had happened at the wedding, the things she’d said about Clara that had proceeded the slap.  
 
      
 
    ‘So umm…’ she began, her mouth getting the taste of pennies. ‘I was just… I need to say…’ She drew in a breath and the start of the word came out. ‘Sor—’ 
 
      
 
    But she never reached the second syllable of the word because the phone was abruptly smacked out of her hand. She looked around in shock to see Sasha panting from running at her to knock the phone away.  
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t!’ she yelled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha!’ Josie cried. ‘What the hell?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha went and picked up the phone, and Josie thought she was going to hand it back, but she was just hitting the cancel button.  
 
      
 
    ‘Have you lost your mind?’ Josie cried. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. I’ve found it!’ Sasha replied.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know what the fuck that’s supposed to mean, but I’m just gonna call him again, you realise that?’ Josie thundered. 
 
      
 
    ‘My god. You two. The drama never ends!’ Kate barked, enraged.  
 
      
 
    Sasha turned to her, oddly excited. ‘Kate. I need to talk to you. I know how to fix this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve figured out how to pull money out of your arse, have you? Because that’s about the only way to fix any of this,’ Kate snapped.  
 
      
 
    ‘I can do better than that,’ Sasha said, nervously smiling. ‘Max!’ she yelled over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Max came jogging up from below deck. ‘You called?’  
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Josie hissed at her. She was a bit disturbed by the manic glint in Sasha’s eyes.  
 
      
 
    ‘Two minutes. Please,’ Sasha pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Max joined the group. ‘Seriously, I was just on the toilet, and I’ve had to cut it off mid… Anyway. I was busy, so what’s going on?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve got a proposal,’ Sasha said. ‘And everyone would need to agree to it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This ought to be good,’ Kate said, folding her arms.  
 
      
 
    ‘It is,’ Sasha said. ‘I’ve just signed me and Josie up for yacht skipper qualification courses. It was shockingly expensive. But anyway, I’m not worried about that.’ She frowned. ‘Well, I am a bit. It was practically my whole savings.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was so confused that she could only gape at Sasha. What the hell had she done that for? 
 
      
 
    Kate looked at her in fury. ‘You want to tell me that not only have you not gotten a loan, but that you’ve got even less money than you had a few minutes ago?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It had to be done,’ Sasha said assertively. ‘Because if we’re gonna get this thing around the world, we’re gonna need to learn.’  
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Kate asked, confusion sucking the anger out of her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. What?’ Josie asked, equally flummoxed. 
 
      
 
    ‘You and me,’ Sasha told Josie. ‘We’re going to learn to run this boat. And we’re going to take over the business.’ She looked at Kate. ‘We’ll pay off the loan for you. You’ll be free.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie and Kate were twinned in astonishment.  
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled at Kate. ‘You hate this boat. You want off. But you need to pay off that enormous loan, right? Well, we’ll do it. We will live and work on this boat until it’s done. Every spare penny we earn goes to the loan.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s the stupidest idea I’ve heard this week. And I’ve heard some real humdingers,’ Kate finally managed to say.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sasha, that’s bonkers!’ Josie said, the power of speech returning to her. 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at her. ‘Is it? I mean, really. Is it? You’re footloose and fancy-free, and I’m leaving the restaurant…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You are?’ Josie asked, momentarily side-tracked.  
 
      
 
    ‘I am,’ Sasha nodded happily. ‘So neither of us has ties. And I don’t know about you, but I’ve loved being aboard this boat. Despite everything that’s happened, this ended up being the best week of my life.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because you like boats now?’ Josie asked. ‘But you can’t even swim.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll learn that, too. But yes, I like this bloody boat. And I like you,’ Sasha said. ‘This was an adventure because you made it that. I don’t want it to end. None of it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s heart leapt into her mouth. This wasn’t an escape plan that Sasha was proposing. It was a future. Josie was terrified by how much she wanted to say yes. But she wasn’t so easily swayed.  
 
      
 
    ‘I won’t be able to do it. I’ve never committed to anything. Not a job, not a person. I won’t make it.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha paused. ‘You can say no. I can’t make you do this. But I want you to know… From the moment I met you, I’ve never felt so out of control. It’s been fantastic. You scare me and you challenge me, and you make me feel like anything could happen. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. You’re all I’ve ever wanted.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m a mess!’ Josie declared, frightened.  
 
      
 
    ‘And I adore that about you,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s entire body was electrified.  
 
      
 
    Sasha looked down at her feet. ‘But it’s not just about me. So it doesn’t matter about any of this if I can’t give you anything back.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie swallowed. ‘You’re gonna make me say it? In front of Kate and Max?’  
 
      
 
    ‘Say what?’ Sasha asked tentatively.  
 
      
 
    Josie thought about whether she wanted to say what was in her heart. It scared her more than the phone call. But Sasha was trying to give her everything. She had laid it all on the line. So Josie had to do the same. Today was the day she went all in. It had to be.  
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. ‘That I feel safe with you. That you make me feel like I’m OK. Like maybe I don’t have to screw everything up. And I don’t know what to do with that,’ Josie said, exhausted.  
 
      
 
    A look of deep relief, not to mention happiness, washed over Sasha. ‘Then let’s work this out,’ she said, taking Josie’s hands and smiling. ‘Let’s work it out while we sail people with more money than sense around the world.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey!’ Kate said. ‘I don’t want to ruin this beautiful healing moment, but you’re forgetting something.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not even close to saying yes to this,’ Kate snarked.  
 
      
 
    Josie turned and shook her head at Kate, still holding Sasha’s hands. ‘Don’t be so bloody dense.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I beg your pardon?’ Kate snapped. 
 
      
 
    Josie raised an eyebrow at her. ‘Do you understand what we could do for this yacht?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you talking about? You don’t have the first clue how to run this thing.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But we could learn, right? And once we have, do you know what we are? What this boat would come with?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    Kate looked angrily stumped. ‘What.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie smiled slowly. ‘A trained chef and a massage therapist.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha started laughing. ‘I hadn’t even thought about that.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate’s eyes widened. ‘Jesus.’ She looked at Max. ‘Can you imagine the bookings?’ 
 
      
 
    Max rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, have you remembered I’m here, too? Because I have to say yes as well.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate glared at him. ‘Look, I actually think… Christ, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it might be a great idea,’ she admitted.  
 
      
 
    ‘So what?’ Max shrugged. 
 
      
 
    ‘So we could leave. We could have our lives back.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And you could forget us,’ Max said, his shoulders dropping. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, Max. Isn’t that what you want, too? It’s not like you were ever cut out for marriage, is it?’ Kate asked him gloomily. 
 
      
 
    Max’s brow creased. ‘Yeah, but… I just thought… I don’t know, I guess I sort of thought one day we might… You might come back around.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate gave him a long look. ‘I was never going to take you back. No matter how long we were trapped on this boat. And you didn’t want me to.’ 
 
      
 
    Max was offended. ‘You don’t know that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Max, be honest with yourself. If you really wanted that, would you be sleeping with Valentina under my nose?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It was just sex,’ Max exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Kate’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not to me. You know that. So just be honest with yourself. And while you’re at it, do something for me, for once. Let me go.’ 
 
      
 
    Max groaned and took his cap off, running his hand through his hair anxiously. He put his cap back on and looked at Josie and Sasha. They looked back at him hopefully.  
 
      
 
    ‘Let her go, mate,’ Josie said, putting a hand on his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t trying to sell him. He was screwing himself and dragging Kate through hell in the process. He needed to stop. 
 
      
 
    Max gave Josie’s hand a grateful pat. He turned to Kate. ‘Alright. I guess done is done.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate let out a sigh of relief that seemed to last a whole minute. And then she turned to Josie and Sasha, puzzled and annoyed. ‘So, you two. I guess we’re about to go into business together? Please, please don’t make my life any worse by screwing this up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Don’t fuck it up,’ Max said, looking at both of them meaningfully.  
 
      
 
    He turned and went upstairs to the flybridge. Everyone heard the unmistakable sound of a beer being cracked open. Max was toasting the end of his time on the Endless Summer and the real end of his marriage, or at the very least, the fantasy that it wasn’t long dead.  
 
      
 
    ‘You know, I can’t make you work for free. It’s illegal,’ Kate noted. 
 
      
 
    ‘No?’ Josie asked, worried. 
 
      
 
    ‘So I’m just going to exploit you horribly,’ Kate finished. ‘Minimum wage for the pair of you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha swapped a relieved grin with Josie, who couldn’t believe she was excited to hear the words ‘Minimum wage’ in relation to herself.  
 
      
 
    Kate turned back to the control panel and started up the engine, rolling the anchor back in with a clunk. ‘Now, let’s get ourselves around British border control, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How are you gonna do that?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m no Max, but I’ve picked up a trick or two.’ Kate picked up the radio. ‘Endless Summer calling out, anyone there? Over.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Border Force receiving, over,’ crackled a man over the radio. 
 
      
 
    Kate looked concerned. ‘Is that Keith? Over.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, this is Jack. Keith’s in the toilet. Over.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate blew out a relieved breath. ‘Thank fuck,’ she muttered to herself. She got back on the radio. ‘OK, well, can you let him know that Kate from Endless Summer would like a quick word with him? Over.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a brief pause and then a different guy came on, sounding a tad excited. ‘Kate, it’s Keith. Is everything OK? Over.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate cleared her throat anxiously. ‘Yeah, I… Are you alone? Over.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. ‘I’ve got Jack with me. Over.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you think you could send him away for a minute? Over,’ Kate said. 
 
      
 
    A slight pause. ‘Yeah, I think… If that seems necessary. Over.’ 
 
      
 
    Kate turned to Josie and Sasha. ‘You two need to leave as well.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I’m about to talk dirty over a public channel that anyone can hear, and I will only be able to do that if I don’t have actual eyeballs pointing at me.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s eyes popped. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The other boat is run by a seventy-year-old grandmother called Helen, who I don’t think would be quite as amenable to my charms, so you better thank the gods Keith’s on today. He’s asked me out twice and I’ve turned him down twice. But today… Today is his day, I guess.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie swapped a look. ‘And that’s gonna keep him away, this Keith?’ Josie asked, shocked. ‘Some heavy breathing?’ 
 
      
 
    Kate took a deep breath and held her head aloft, closing her eyes. ‘I’m gonna say things to him that I guarantee will ensure he won’t be able to look at me for about a week, never mind try to board the boat. Disgusting, disgusting things. Truly vile. Please leave. I must disgrace myself,’ she said. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re cool with that?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s the cost of my freedom. And it might be nice to dust off the dirty talk, anyway. If I’m going to be able to leave and get my life restarted, I might think about dating,’ Kate admitted. 
 
      
 
    Josie and Sasha grabbed hands and ran off down the steps, heading straight to the bunk bedroom. Josie didn’t want to hear a single word Kate was about to say. Though she was grateful for every filthy word that woman was about to utter.  
 
      
 
    They climbed aboard the top bunk and sat next to each other, their feet dangling over the side.  
 
      
 
    ‘You know we’ve only known each other less than a week, don’t you?’ Josie said after a small, awkward pause. 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed. ‘I’m well aware of that, yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you’re gonna shackle yourself to me on a whim?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Sasha said. ‘I am.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And you saw what that did to Kate and Max, right? How miserable this whole thing became to them?’ Josie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And it doesn’t worry you?’ Josie pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. Because I’m not Kate, and you’re not Max,’ Sasha said easily. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re sure about that, are you?’  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not gonna sit here and pretend I know the future. All I know is that I want to do it. And you do, too. Because you like me, and I like you, and I think we’ve got a shot. Don’t you?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, maybe. I hope so. I want it to—’ Josie began.  
 
      
 
    But Sasha shook her head. ‘I think we should probably stop talking now. I’m starting to think that actions are better than words.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie grinned. ‘You know, I’ve always felt that to be true.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha kissed Josie. Josie kissed her back. And the last few hours of the trip were spent very actively.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, there was a rap on the door.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oy! We’re docked!’ Max called through. ‘All clear.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie startled out of a light doze, almost slipping off the top bunk. ‘Christ! We’re here!’ She turned to Sasha, who wasn’t stirring.  
 
      
 
    She had to give Sasha’s naked body a light shake to get her to wake out of the sex coma she was currently in. 
 
      
 
    ‘What, is it the police?’ Sasha said, her eyes flying open. 
 
      
 
    Josie grinned down at her. ‘No, we’re back in Blighty. I think we’re out of the woods.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled, relieved. ‘Wow, OK. We did it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We did,’ Josie agreed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, if we’re definitely not off to prison today, I guess we better get off this thing and get our actual passports,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie sat up and slid off the top bunk, going in search of her clothes. They’d ended up in a lot of strange places. ‘What then?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then we come right back. We need to nut out the finer details of this whole thing with Pinky and Perky. Terms and whatnot.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re really and truly doing this?’ Josie asked, finding her knickers on a lampshade.  
 
      
 
    She still couldn’t quite believe this was happening. Even though her life was spent running from one situation to the next, this one seemed different. She was running to something, not away from it. She was running to Sasha. 
 
      
 
    Sasha looked at her in mild alarm. ‘You haven’t changed your mind, have you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hell no,’ Josie assured her, discovering her bra on the doorknob. She hadn’t changed it a bit. She hoped she never would. ‘But I want you to know that you’ve definitely gone mad on this trip.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘God, I hope so,’ Sasha smiled. 
 
      
 
    As Josie got dressed, watching Sasha getting dressed in a much more orderly fashion, she wished she could talk to her mother and tell her that though she had a point about the difficulties of being alone, it didn’t mean your family was all there was to save you.  
 
      
 
    You could live your life in chaos and mess and still somehow find someone who made you feel as though they’d been waiting for you all along, just as you were, to sit next to them and watch the sun go down on a boat called Endless Summer.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two Years Later 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Hoist the mainsail and scuttle the jib!’ Sasha yelled as she eased Endless Summer carefully into the dock. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you have to say that every time we dock?’ Josie asked her, jumping off the boat and mooring the ropes on the dock.  
 
      
 
    Both of them were wearing boat clothes covered in the logo for Hammond, worn from a lot of use. The bookings for the boat were extremely healthy these days. 
 
      
 
    Today, they were carrying a family of four to the Canaries from a small dock in Belsham, their hometown. They were both happy to head back out. Dryland felt weird these days. Sasha’s legs were sea legs now.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I do have to do it every time,’ Sasha told Josie defiantly. ‘It’s tradition.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But there’s no sail. It’s just a motor,’ Josie reminded her, affectionately. ‘And I don’t even know what the bloody hell a jib is.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Another kind of sail. The little one, not the big one,’ Sasha told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can I just check that you know you’re not an actual pirate?’ Josie said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    ‘Who says?’ Sasha replied. ‘I stole a boat. I’m a pirate.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think pirates end up working on the boats they nick,’ Josie told her. ‘Not the successful ones, anyway.’  
 
      
 
     ‘Don’t take the wind out of my sales,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    Josie groaned, tying the rope off in a clove hitch. ‘God, now we’re onto the puns.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You love it.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie gave her an easy smile. ‘I love you. Not sure about the puns.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie had been telling each other they loved each other for quite some time now. But it still made Sasha feel funny in the tummy every time Josie said it.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, what time are the Whitlock’s due?’ Sasha asked, ignoring her silly butterflies as Josie jumped back aboard. 
 
      
 
    ‘About three,’ Josie said.  
 
      
 
    Sasha checked her watch. ‘We better get going. I need to do a full restock. Including bloody champagne! Oh, and my meat guy is due at half two,’ Sasha said. ‘He promised me a deal on some skirt steak.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You sure you don’t want to pay out for prime rib?’ Josie checked. ‘You know what our clientele is like. Only the best for the one percent.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha jumped down onto the deck. ‘Time I’m done with it, they’ll think it is prime rib,’ Sasha told her confidently. ‘And every penny counts.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not from next week, it doesn’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Especially from next week,’ Sasha said. ‘Once that loan’s out, it’s pure profit for those two. Do you think she’ll want to… keep us on?’ she asked unsurely.  
 
      
 
    She’d been trying to ask this question for months. But not really that question. What she really wanted to ask was, ‘What’s next for us?’  
 
      
 
    They hadn’t had that talk. Sasha had gotten a hell of a lot better at living in the present these days, but she might have overcorrected because she didn’t know what came next. 
 
      
 
    Josie looked less than sure herself. ‘Hard to say.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What would happen if this were to end?’ Sasha tried. 
 
      
 
    ‘Not sure. But I’m not joining the navy.’ She looked at Sasha very seriously. ‘I can’t wear that dour blue. I’d die first.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha smiled, trying to shake off her fears. And then she realised something. ‘Oh, it’s today, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. It’s today,’ Josie frowned. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re sure you want to do this? You can back out anytime.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I said I’d go, and I’ll go,’ Josie said with certainty.  
 
      
 
    ‘She’d understand if you backed out,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I made a promise and I want to keep it,’ Josie said firmly. ‘Today’s the only day I’m here. She waited for me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I still think it’s too much,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I can handle it,’ Josie assured her. ‘It’s just a visit to my stepdad.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s not just that, though. Is it?’ Sasha asked delicately.  
 
      
 
    Josie sighed. ‘Nope.’  
 
      
 
    ‘I know I can’t come in, but can I go with you to sit in the Uber outside?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t need to do that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know. But do you want me to?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie gave a wobbly smile and turned away, suddenly preoccupied with checking the knot she’d just tied. ‘Yes,’ she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then I’m coming,’ Sasha said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sasha sat in the back of an Audi around the corner from Belsham prison, waiting for Josie to come out. She was anxious. This was the first time Josie had made this trek since Simon began his sentence for tax fraud. 
 
      
 
    But she knew Josie wasn’t doing this for herself. And she admired her for it. Because nobody would have thought less of her for distancing herself from this mess. But it was a total lack of selfishness at play here. And in a way, it was what her mother had asked. Though probably not as she’d pictured it. Josie wasn’t here for Simon. She was here for Clara.  
 
      
 
    Out they came, Josie and Clara. Clara was a snotty mess. Josie practically had to hold her up, which looked kind of funny considering how tall Clara was.  
 
      
 
    They arrived at the car, and Sasha budged up so Josie could get in the back with Clara. It was a bit of a squeeze. Sasha told the driver to go and off he went. 
 
      
 
    ‘He looked terrible, didn’t he?’ Clara asked Josie. 
 
      
 
    ‘He didn’t look great,’ Josie admitted. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve never seen him look like that,’ Clara said.  
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ Josie said. ‘His beard was like a bird’s nest.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I wish I hadn’t gone,’ Clara spat. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then don’t go again,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. I don’t know,’ Clara muttered. ‘I think I probably have to.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because… God, I don’t know. It’s not like he’s my only family anymore, is it?’ Clara said, smiling at Josie, who took her hand and squeezed it. 
 
      
 
    Sasha was amazed by the transformation in the stepsisters. All it had taken was Simon’s arrest to blow it all open.  
 
      
 
    Clara had spent her whole life being told by her father that anything she did was fine, that she couldn’t ever do a thing wrong, and if she did, she was entitled to because she was his special goddamn little princess.  
 
      
 
    But once she’d ruined her almost marriage (because she wasn’t a bad person, just a good person doing a bad thing that no one had to find out about) the cracks had appeared in that narrative. And when it turned out Simon had been massively underreporting his earnings so he could live a little bit fatter, Clara finally understood that her father wasn’t any kind of God. He was a shit, and she was Shit Junior. Being daddy’s girl was ruining her life.  
 
      
 
    Clara had called Josie a few months ago—the day of the sentencing—cried down the phone to her for hours, calling her father names and apologising for how it had always been between them, begging her to be real sisters. By the end of the call, they were both crying. And they were sisters at last. The ‘Step’ fell off.  
 
      
 
    Josie seemed happy to be that for Clara. And now Clara had her head out of her arse, and she wasn’t so bad after all. Though she was best in small doses. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you drop me off at Claire’s before you head back to the dock?’ Clara asked Josie. 
 
      
 
    Sasha’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Claire’s?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Clara tutted. ‘I’m just dropping by.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha wanted to tread carefully, but she had to be sure she wasn’t aiding a bad surprise for her cousin. Though Sasha’s back was no longer a welcome mat for her family, Sasha still wanted to look out for her cousin.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, good, because she mentioned something about seventeen bunches of roses—’ 
 
      
 
    Clara jumped in. ‘Yes, no, I know. But it’s OK. I’ve worked through that with my therapist. No more flowers. It’s an empty gesture.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And she knows you’re coming?’ Sasha pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Call her if you want to check,’ Clara said. ‘I’m just… It’s just a friend thing. I’m not hassling her.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha thought it over. ‘OK, Clara, sorry. You can’t blame me for worrying.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I know. I was just… It was too little too late. I know that. I didn’t deserve her anyway, stripper or no stripper,’ Clara said. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, come on now…’ Josie said, putting a hand on Clara’s arm. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I sucked,’ Clara said, turning to her sister. ‘I know I did. I wasn’t good to her. I think I thought it wouldn’t matter what I did because she was lucky to have me.’ She rolled her eyes at herself. ‘What a twat.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I have to be, Jos. Because I have to grow up, and that involves a hard look in the mirror,’ Clara wobbled.  
 
      
 
    Josie gave Clara a serious look. ‘OK. Well, maybe don’t be quite so hard on yourself then.’ She sighed down her nose. ‘Telling yourself over and over that you’re a screw-up is pointless. Concentrate on making things better. If you can do that, you wouldn’t believe how good life can be.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha thought that was a beautiful sentiment. But she tried not to read too much into it. They were in love and Sasha knew that. But Sasha didn’t know if Josie thought about the future. And if she did, she wasn’t sure if she thought about a long-term future with her.  
 
      
 
    They’d made it two years. It felt big. But Sasha wanted a lot more than that. She just didn’t quite know how to bring it up. Worse, she worried that if she did, she was going to scare Josie.  
 
      
 
    Clara started blubbing. ‘God, Josie. I can’t believe it took us this long to act like family. You’re the best!’ she wailed.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m alright,’ Josie said. ‘We both are.’ They hugged awkwardly, and Clara got out of the car and knocked on Claire’s door. 
 
      
 
    Sasha and Josie watched Clara nervously straightening her clothes at the door as the car pulled out and headed back to the dock.  
 
      
 
    ‘She hasn’t given up on getting Claire back. You know that, don’t you?’ Sasha noted. 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘Of course she hasn’t. She loves her. Hard to give that up.’ Josie looked at her for a long moment, and Sasha thought she was going to say something serious. But she only said, ‘I want to get the boat ASAP. I want to grab thirty minutes on the flybridge before I have to start rubbing down toffs.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha laughed. But she worried too.  
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back on the flybridge, Sasha squirted lotion into her palm and eased it up the back of her girlfriend’s inner thigh.  
 
      
 
    ‘That’s a little high,’ Josie said, looking over her shoulder at Sasha, smiling from behind her sunglasses.  
 
      
 
    ‘Is it, though?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Not high enough, actually,’ Josie admitted. ‘I just don’t want to get all hot and bothered when I can’t do anything about it. A wholesome family is due in about half an hour.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha grinned. ‘If you really can’t control yourself, I’ll keep it PG.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a beep from Josie’s bag. ‘I should check that. Might be something about the booking.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha, without thinking, reached for Josie’s bag, meaning to grab the phone and toss it to Josie.  
 
      
 
    ‘Wait, don’t!’ Josie yelled abruptly.  
 
      
 
    Sasha froze, shocked. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Josie said, jumping up. ‘I just… Don’t go in my bag. I’ll get my phone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Josie, you just screamed like I was coming at you with a knife. What the hell?’ Sasha said, a little scared. 
 
      
 
    Josie began to dig through her back, panicked. ‘You’ve got lotion on your hands. I don’t want fingerprints all over the bag.’  
 
      
 
    While that was plausible, Sasha still thought she was being odd. ‘OK,’ she said cooly. ‘So, is it the booking?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie pulled out her phone. ‘No. It’s Kate.’ She read the text. ‘She says… She says she’s been talking to Max and as we keep the boat fully booked and we’re an asset to the business, she’s open to continuing the situation with a profit share.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha clapped her hands together in delirium. ‘Yes! We can stay!’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked pretty pleased, too. ‘Yeah, and the money will be nice. We can start saving for our own boat.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha blinked. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie looked like she hadn’t quite meant to let those words escape her mouth. ‘No, I just mean… I mean…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You want us to buy our own boat?’ Sasha said with a slow smile. ‘You want us to be business owners together?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie shrugged. ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Big commitment.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, I suppose.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha thought for a moment and then nodded at Josie’s bag. ‘What’s in that bag that you don’t want me to see?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie groaned. ‘No. It’s not… Can we talk about this another time?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was now rather nervous in the best possible way. ‘What is it?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie sat back down on the sun lounger. ‘This is not the time.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘For what?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘You know what,’ Josie said grumpily. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t,’ Sasha said. And she didn’t, technically. Though she had a theory.  
 
      
 
    Josie suddenly stood and jogged down the steps out of sight.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was surprised. ‘Where the hell are you—’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Look if you want!’ Josie called up. 
 
      
 
    Sasha didn’t even pause. She went straight to the back, finding exactly what she expected to find. A lovely ruby ring that Sasha recognised as Josie’s mother’s, though Josie never wore it. It usually sat in her jewellery box. But it wasn’t there now. It was in a beautiful wooden presentation box in Josie’s bag. Waiting. 
 
      
 
    Sasha took it out of the box, slipped it on, and went downstairs to find that Josie had jumped off the swimming platform and was floating next to the boat, face up.  
 
      
 
    Sasha sat down and dropped her legs off the side. ‘Hey,’ she said. 
 
      
 
    Josie kept floating. ‘Hi.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m wearing the ring right now,’ Sasha told her. 
 
      
 
    Josie’s head whipped around so fast that she caught a mouthful of water. Sasha grabbed her arm and pulled her closer until she could drag herself back up onto the platform. She sat coughing and spluttering for a few minutes, while Sasha tapped her back lightly. 
 
      
 
    ‘You OK?’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
     Josie nodded and looked at the ring on Sasha’s finger. ‘It looks good on you,’ she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Sasha went and got Josie a towel, which she accepted. ‘Yeah, it does. It’s a real beauty.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So…’ Josie began anxiously. ‘This isn’t the way I wanted to do this. I was going to do it properly. Like people do it, with a restaurant and everything.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha grinned. ‘I like this way. Very you.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie laughed. ‘Yeah. Maybe.’ She took a deep, ragged breath. ‘So… That’s that, then?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha gave her an affectionate punch on the arm. ‘Yeah. That’s that.’ 
 
      
 
    They stood smiling at each other for a moment and then Josie got a strange glint in her eye. ‘Can you take it off for a sec?’ Josie asked seriously. 
 
      
 
    ‘What? I just got it,’ Sasha protested. 
 
      
 
    ‘Just for a second.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha slipped it off, irritated.  
 
      
 
    ‘Put it somewhere safe,’ Josie told her. 
 
      
 
    Sasha raised an eyebrow, but she put it back in the box and put the box on a seat. ‘Why did you want me to—’ 
 
      
 
     Josie shoved Sasha into the water with a massive splash. She jumped in right behind her.  
 
      
 
    Sasha rose to the surface and spat water. ‘You arse!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s the big deal? You’re a better swimmer than I am now,’ Josie said, bobbing nearby, grinning. 
 
      
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean you can shove me into bodies of water without warning!’ Sasha admonished.  
 
      
 
    Josie swam over to her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said ruefully.  
 
      
 
    Sasha was quickly won over. She pulled Josie into a semi-submerged embrace. ‘You’re a bloody maniac, you are.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s grin slipped. ‘You sure you want to be tied to this maniac for the rest of your life?’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha kissed Josie on her wet little nose. ‘So let’s get married—on the boat. We can do it ourselves as ship captains. Totally legal.’ 
 
      
 
    Josie was delighted. ‘Where?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Somewhere between Spain and Greece. Because that’s where we fell in love.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Somewhere between Spain and Greece,’ Josie agreed. Her face lit up. ‘You know what’s great about that plan?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What,’ Sasha asked. 
 
      
 
    Josie waggled her eyebrows. ‘No family.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha giggled. ‘God, that’s right. Just you and me. My mother won’t need to buy another hat, so I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s not gonna be happy whatever we do. She bloody hates me,’ Josie said evenly. ‘She won’t believe it was your idea to leave the restaurant to work on the boat.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve told her a dozen times; she doesn’t believe me either. And she doesn’t like me all that much either, so I wouldn’t take it personally.’ Sasha assured her. 
 
      
 
    ‘As long as you like me, that’s all that matters,’ Josie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I like you quite a bit,’ Sasha said. ‘Now, let’s get back on the boat. I want to wear my ring again.’ 
 
      
 
    They swam back to the boat and sat shivering on the deck together. Sasha put the ring back on. 
 
      
 
    ‘My mother would have liked you,’ Josie said. ‘I think she’d be happy you’re wearing her ring.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha was deeply touched. ‘Do you think so?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie nodded and smiled. ‘Definitely. All she ever wanted was for me to have someone I could call family.’ 
 
      
 
    Sasha had a lump in her throat. ‘I wish I could have met her.’ She took a deep breath before she asked another question that had been burning in her heart. ‘So, on the subject of family… About kids. I’m thinking three?’ 
 
      
 
    Josie’s eyes widened in terror. ‘Three?!’ 
 
      
 
    Later, after some serious back and forth about kids (it wasn’t like the fake conversation they’d had a few years ago about not wanting them, it was more centred around how many children was a realistic number to raise aboard a boat), the Whitlock’s arrived and found their skippers waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello!’ Sasha called to the family. ‘Welcome to the Endless Summer!’ She brought the family aboard and Josie started the engine. And off they sailed.  
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From the internationally bestselling author of
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