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  All the worlds a stage,


  And all the men and women merely players:


  They have their exits and their entrances;


  And one man in his time plays many parts . . .


  


  From AS YOU LIKE IT by William Shakespeare
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  FADE IN: ONE YEAR AGO


  


  


  


  


  Against the white cliffs, the girl in the red dress was as vivid as a drop of blood. Even by moonlight, the rugged shoreline was visible for miles
  at sea: two vast cave mouths yawned, black stains scarring the chalk. The tide was coming in, advancing on a dark, rocky beach; the surf sighed over the shingle as the waves crept closer.


  The girl knew the cliffs like old friends. Shed lived in Telscombe Cliffs her whole life. This was backwards though; usually she looked up at the cliffs from the beach, not down on them
  from the top. They seemed bigger from up here; the pebble beach was a long way below. It was dizzying. Vertigo played tricks with her eyes, so that they focused then unfocused like a wild camera
  lens. The tips of her shoes were level with the edge of the cliff. All it would take was one step forwards. One step and itd be over.


  The shoes were brand new, never worn before tonight. They pinched her toes and heels. Shed bought them especially for the ball. Red satin to match her equally new dress. Fresh tears
  rolled down her face.


  How could he do this to me?


  What a state she must look, the folds of her dress flapping in the wind. The sheer fabric clung to her legs. Streaks of eyeliner stained her cheeks. Angry gusts of wind whipped around her,
  blowing ribbons of her thick chestnut hair across her face so that it caught in her lip-gloss. Only hours earlier shed had it curled at the salon, excited to the point of giddiness about the
  night ahead. Her leavers ball. It should have been the night of her life. Now it would be her last.


  They humiliated you. You are a laughing stock.


  She looked again at the beach. A mosaic of sand, shingle and seaweed. Salt air filled her nostrils  a promise of what was to come. The tide would roll in to collect her body, to swallow
  her. She would become part of something bigger, joining all those souls lost at sea. The thought spurred her on. It was dangerous, romantic and dramatic. Another inch. If the soil crumbled, she
  would go over. How long would it take to die? Would it hurt? She edged her toes another centimetre over the edge.


  Just do it, you coward. Show him what he made you do. Theyll never forget you after this.


  But what about Mum and Dad? What about Harry? Covering her face with her hands, she sobbed. She couldnt do it. Another gust and she staggered away from the cliff edge and fell to her
  knees, her dress fanning out across the grass. The sobs came heavily now, wracking her body.


  You are so weak! Youre pathetic. You cant even do this right.


  She wiped away the trails of make-up that ran down her cheeks, her breath shaking. What was she meant to do now? She was shamed. Everyone had seen. Everyone knew. It felt red and sore and fresh.
  In the course of a single evening, her perfect world had been broken into pieces and stamped on for good measure.


  Footsteps. Even over the wind ringing in her ears, she heard footsteps. She turned away from the sea and looked towards the path. She pulled a damp tendril of hair out of her eyes. There was no
  one there. The pub had long since closed and only a few windows of the hotel cast light over the grassy clifftop. A cloud drifted across the moon and suddenly it was too dark. In the dim light of
  the coast lamps, the grass seemed to ripple silver as the breeze rolled over.


  The town was dead at this time of night and she felt like the only person awake in the world. More footsteps, though: the telltale crunch of gravel. She wasnt alone. In the other
  direction there was a car park, but that only held the icecream van, which, all closed up, was a sad-looking shell.


  So why did it feel like there were eyes on her skin, watching her every move? She still couldnt see anyone. It must have been someone arriving at the hotel. No one was coming to save her.
  No one cared enough.


  They didnt even chase after you.


  The cloud rolled off the moon. When she was younger she had often sat on the beach and asked the moon questions. Her father had been away so often, but it had brought her comfort to know that,
  wherever he was, they both looked up at the same moon. What am I meant to do now? she said aloud, her voice trembling.


  The moon, as ever, didnt answer, but gazed down at her sympathetically.


  More footsteps, someone running, coming closer. She whirled around. There was someone there.


  A figure watched from the shadows, almost blending into the night. Whoever it was now stood motionless, arms hanging at their sides. Her heart fluttered, her chest suddenly tight. If it was a
  dog-walker, they wouldnt just stand. Also, no dog.


  The figure started towards her, but walked clear of the coastal footpath and its lanterns.


  Whos there? She wiped her nose on the back of her hand. Fumbling with her gown and unsteady on her heels, she rose to her feet and scanned the plateau, worry furrowing her
  brow.


  The silhouette came closer. She squinted at the shape.


  I said, whos there? Moonlight revealed who approached. Oh, its you. Dont come anywhere near me! I mean it. I dont wanna talk to you. She
  took a step backwards, her heel only inches from the very edge of the cliff.


  The figure came closer. Arms reached out towards her.


  Stay away! she snapped.


  As she fell, she didnt even scream. The red dress. The white chalk. She really did look like a drop of blood.


  


  


  


  


  


  SCENE 1  RYAN


  


  


  


  


  Katie? What do you think really happened to Janey?


  The first line is a voice-over. Opening shot: Pan from endless, star-spattered sky to a linear and deserted stretch of road in the middle of the Spanish countryside. You can tell its
  Spain because of the arid landscape, chatter of crickets and accompanying overture of flamenco guitars. The vista is barren; almost alien. Its late at night. Slivers of wispy cloud trail
  over a jaundiced, sickly moon. Zoom in on a lonely silver rental car. Its caked in thick orange dust as it pelts along the asphalt.


  The headlights, even on high beam, only managed to cast a feeble pool of light along the abandoned highway. The road was rod straight  to Ryan, this really was the road to nowhere. He
  suddenly felt a long way from home.


  RYAN HAYWARD RETURNS FOR A FEATURE-LENGTH HOLIDAY SPECIAL. Ryan often imagined his life as a long-running TV show in which he was the star. The high-school series had come to an end
  with Janeys death and the last year had been his solo spin-off: Ryan: The Drama School Years or possibly Ryan: Acting Up. This holiday was supposed to be a summer
  special  a ratings-winning reunion of the original cast: Ryan: One Year On. It was pretty sick, but what had happened to Janey had made quite the series finale. He knew it
  was wrong, but thinking of it all as a TV show, with himself and his friends as famous actors, made it somehow easier.


  Janey wasnt dead, she was just some actress whose contract was up.


  What do you mean? His companion, Katie, was a pretty redhead with alabaster skin, almost luminous in the dark.


  Oh, come off it! You know what I mean.


  I dont understand . . . Katie wrinkled her nose. She . . . a difficult pause, killed herself.


  Ryan put his feet on the dashboard. The night was sauna-dry, like that wave of hot Spanish air that greets you as soon as the plane doors open. His bare legs stuck to the leatherette seats. He
  popped a duty-free sweet in his mouth. And you believe that?


  Katie grabbed a sweet too. Must we talk about Janey? Maybe we could pick a more cheerful subject, like vivisection or famine or something? she quipped. She focused on the road
  ahead, gripping the wheel a little tighter.


  When someone young and beautiful dies, a shroud falls over a community. The sun stopped shining on Telscombe Cliffs when Janey Bradshaw vanished. It felt as though there were a blanket ban on
  laughter and no one was allowed to say her name except in reverence. You certainly werent allowed to ask questions. Ryan had questions.


  Yeah, but dont you think


  Ryan, knock it off! Katie interrupted. Her almond-shaped eyes were wide, blue and sweet. Shed grown up this year  like all of them. She looked tired and thin, even a
  little gaunt. That was the story arc this year  the aftermath. Katie Grant was Ryans high-school best friend and, quite literally, the
  girl-next-door. She was the first person hed told that he was gay. She was pretty, but relatable; she was clever, but never aloof; she was deep, but not tortured. Or perhaps he
  was overthinking it slightly. In Ryans head, she was second in the credits after himself.


  Talking about Janey was not the purpose of this holiday, Katie continued. I think . . . I think we need to jolly well move on. Its been a whole year. A monumentally
  hard year. Youve been in Manchester. Ive been up to my eyeballs in books. What we need now is R and R. I have had my fill of teen angst. I was starting to feel like the protagonist in
  a vampire novel.


  Ryan laughed. So not a good look. Maybe youre right. He wanted the reunion to be a touching, heartfelt comedy, but since theyd left the hypermarket at the
  airport hed had an odd displaced feeling  a sense of being lost. The bright lights of Madrid were far, far behind and Katie seemed to be driving them into oblivion.


  He tried to shake it off. Unsolved mysteries had always bothered Ryan. That feeling of something youve forgotten to do  the weird panic in the night that youve left the oven
  on, or neglected to pay a bill. That was how he felt constantly about their dead friend. Things just didnt add up. You know, I miss her, though.


  Oh, God, I do too! Katie conceded. She tucked an escaped auburn curl behind her ear.


  Ryan smiled. Do you remember those plays we used to put on?


  For your poor mum? Gosh they were terrible! The car passed through what looked like orange groves. The crickets were out in full force  a cacophony. It took Ryan a moment to
  realise the shadowy triangles darting among the trees were bats, not birds.


  Do you remember how I was always called David? I always wanted to be called David. What a lame-arse character name! Youd think Id have been more creative. Something like
  Javier or Storm would have been better.


  Katie laughed, cloudy eyed on memory lane. Janey and I were always twins. We were obsessed with Sweet Valley High. I was the good girl and she was the evil twin . . . what did we
  call ourselves?


  Shana and Lana! Ryan cackled. Do you want to know a secret? I always longed to be Dana!


  Katie laughed so hard, she almost hit a stray dog in the middle of the road. She stood on the brakes and swerved around it. Oh, my God! He came out of nowhere!


  Ryan took his feet down and steadied himself on the dashboard.


  Katie gave his thigh a pat. I missed you this year, Ry.


  I know. That old-school, romantic letter-writing thing never really worked, did it? But, after what happened . . . some serious drifting was probably inevitable.


  Katie adopted the ropey Californian accent shed used in their old plays. Dana, promise me well never drift apart again.


  I promise, Lana. He leaned over and gave her a peck on the cheek. Hed missed her too, but things were different now. There was a question mark looming large over last
  summer. Loose plot ends that needed tying up. Viewers had been waiting on tenterhooks for a whole year. In TV you cant leave loose ends; everything has to be resolved or you end up with a
  mess like Lost.


  What really happened to Janey Bradshaw? Ryan had to confess that, although hed been dying to catch up with the gang, part of the reason hed agreed to the holiday had been
  to try to clear up the niggles he felt over Janeys death. He just wanted some answers. Ryan didnt believe for a second that Janey Bradshaw had killed herself.


  


  


  


  


  


  SCENE 2  RYAN


  


  


  


  


  Ryans favourite time of day was about nine in the morning. Hed woken ahead of Katie and was glad of the time to himself. He was
  vile before a cup of coffee and a shower  as Katie was already well aware from years of witnessing his early-morning post-sleepover hissy fits. A cool, wake-up breeze rolled in off
  the sea and he pulled the blanket around his shoulders but, without a cloud in the sky, it was going to be a scorcher. That was what he liked best of all  the promise of the day ahead;
  anything could happen. Anything except rain, by the looks of it.


  He took in a deep breath of holiday: sun cream, ocean breeze and a trace of seaweed. Ryan loved it. One whiff and a million childhood memories came flooding back. If only you could stay young
  forever, Ryan thought, pulling his knees up to his chest. If only last year hadnt happened.


  Ryan ran a hand through his off-blond curls, longer than theyd ever been before. His hairdresser  some tattooed bear in a Manchester salon with a ring through his nose  had
  convinced him to grow it out a little: Michelangelo style, like David apparently. He messed it up further. Might as well go for beachy  they were on the beach, after all.


  It was quite the setting, Ryan had to admit. Katies dad had great taste. Everything as far as the eye could see was turquoise and white like a photo in some high-end holiday brochure.
  White walls, white sand, white tiles. Blue sea, blue sky, blue infinity pool seeping over the horizon. Everything was stacked in perfect horizontal stripes: white, blue, white, blue. The only
  splash of orange was the traditional terracotta roof.


  The villa was built into the slope of a bleached rocky hillside, the levels of the house like a flight of stairs. Bedrooms at street level, living room underneath (very Mediterranean) and then
  the terrace level and the pool below that.


  Ryan closed his eyes, angling his face to the sun. He felt the heat on his skin, imagining how the light must bounce off his cheekbones and full lips. Where was a photographer when you needed
  one? In photoshoots, Ryan had learned, you must always work your angles and find your light.


  Eyes closed, he listened. Gulls squawked as they picked for worms in the wet sand near the surf, and the boat clinked against its mooring on the jetty. This was paradise.


  A certified caffeine-addict, and miles from the nearest Starbucks, Ryan gulped down the remains of his first cup of coffee and was making a second when he heard bare feet slapping across the
  floor tiles. A creased and bleary-eyed Katie padded into the kitchen. She wore a pretty kimono over her polka-dot bikini. As ever, her red hair tumbled over her shoulders.


  OMG, I had the most bonkers dream! she said, rubbing her eyes. I had to marry your dad and you were demanding a dowry!


  Ryan laughed. I wonder if its a portent.


  Ooh, maybe! Katie chuckled. Youre dads such a silver fox  I could do worse.


  He mimed puking all over the tiles. Gross. Youll put me off my cornflakes! You want a tea? Katie always drank tea, never coffee  she was so, so English.


  Yes, please. My head feels positively crusty. She came over and gave his abs a prod. Check out the six pack!


  He tensed and breathed in for maximum effect. Thanks. I got a trainer. Hes called Fabrizio, and hes straight  although youd never think it to look at him.
  Its such a waste.


  Well, its paid off! Ryan, you have never looked better.


  He felt himself blush and busied himself at the kettle. It was true, hed worked really hard to bulk up; never again did he want to be the skinny dweeb hed been at thirteen.
  Gracias, he grinned. He pronounced it grass-ee-ass.


  Katie laughed. Its pronounced gra-thee-ass. Youre not in South America! Apparently, hundreds of years ago, the king of Spain had a lisp so the commoners adopted it
  and it stuck that way.


  Really? Oh, well, points for trying. He smiled.


  Katie slid the patio doors all the way open and wandered out onto the terrace. She sank down into one of the dainty wrought-iron chairs. Did you sleep OK? she asked. By the time
  theyd finally found the villa, theyd been so tired theyd almost collapsed into bed.


  Yeah, not too bad, Ryan replied, stirring her tea before hurling the teaspoon into the sink. Joining her at the terrace table, he put her tea down and took a sip of his own
  much-too-hot coffee before slipping his shades on. When do the others arrive?


  Not until about two.


  OK. This morning Im all about the pool and reading scripts, then. Did I tell you about the play last night?


  You might have mentioned it once or twice, yes, Katie told him with a grin. Much of the journey from the airport had involved Ryan firing off a years worth of improv
  workshops, auditions and at least one salacious encounter with a well-known movie-star-turned-theatre-director.


  This play is soooo good though, Katie. Imagine Inception but on a much smaller scale and with aliens. I cant wait.


  Sounds marvellous, Katie said, perhaps too quickly.


  The sun was getting higher in the sky with every minute. Hotter and hotter too. From this part of the world, it was so much easier to think of the sun as something that truly burned: a
  white ball of flame. Katie stuck to the shade of the terrace  with her milky complexion shed be crispy baked lobster within minutes.


  Hows it going in Norwich? Ryan asked  aware hed neglected to ask his friend how shed been getting on this last year. He nipped back inside and grabbed
  some Lays crisps from the kitchen counter. At the hypermarket near the airport last night, hed found it hysterical that Walkers crisps were called Lays in Spain and bought
  about ten bags. Yes, Im having Lays for breakfast, shut up. He winked. You should get Lays more often, too.


  Katie laughed. Pervert! Norwich is good. And you know what studying English is like  pretty booky during the week. Then on a Saturday I work in a bookshop. Its a
  book-a-rama.


  Boring! he yelled. I meant have you got a new PLI?


  A what?


  A Potential Love Interest! Whos the New Ben?


  Katie blushed and chewed on a fingernail. There is no New Ben.


  Really?


  I swear. Ive been too busy. I wanted the full fresher experience, so I joined pretty much every society and club on campus. I actually played lacrosse! Can you believe
  it?


  Ryan smiled  wholesome fun sounded about right for Katie. Not a single drunken traffic-light party?


  If I had gone to a traffic-light party, Id have been wearing red.


  With your complexion? Girl, no! Ryan laughed. But why not? Isnt that what being a freshers all about?


  Katie shrugged, hiding behind her tea. Little bit of Ben. Little bit of Janey. I suppose I needed some time.


  Ryan didnt push her any further. He knew that, even now, she still wasnt over Ben. In his TV drama, Ryan figured, this was the point where you inserted a flashback for the benefit
  of new or casual viewers. An overview of the story so far . . .


  


  Series One. Katie and Ben had first met at Longview High. Although Ryan hadnt actually been present at their first fateful meeting he imagined it had gone
  something like this. They would have bumped into each other by a locker (although their school didnt have lockers) and the plinky-plonky piano backing music would have made it clear that
  they were meant to be together. They had probably done that thing of being so in-love-at-first-sight that they could only mumble half sentences as the LOVE overrode basic speech,
  but, however it had happened, everyone except them had instantly known that they were made for each other.


  They didnt kiss until the end of the first series. Ryan had been there for that. It was on a starlit garden swing at Liv Hewitts fifteenth birthday party. Katie had been upset
  because there was a misunderstanding about something (Ryan couldnt remember what, but, needless to say, at the time it had seemed HUGE) and Ben had been comforting her.


  


  Series Two. In the second series, fate had intervened to keep the young lovers apart. As every TV scriptwriter knows, if you get the romantic leads together too soon
  all the sexual frisson dies and theres nowhere for the characters to go. In this case fate had been two sets of well-meaning but meddling parents. Obviously, in the grand
  tradition of young love, the obstacles had been overcome and by the time they sat their finals, Katie and Ben were officially together.


  


  Series Three. But plain sailing doesnt make for very good TV. There have to be bumps in the road. For some reason, Katie and Ben had decided to call time on
  their relationship the Christmas of Year Twelve. Ryan vividly remembered Katies red, puffy eyes that night as Ben held her under the mistletoe  no kisses for them, only tears. Ryan
  had never understood why theyd broken up when they were so perfect together.


  


  Series Four. In order to move the plot forward, Ben had been paired with Janey  an odd couple at best  and they had been together until the night of the
  ball . . . the night when she . . .


  


  Well, we all know how that went, Ryan mused.


  Now, here they were for the summer special reunion, and Ryan couldnt wait to see what twists were in store for Katie, the beautiful redhead, and her handsome ex. Whatever
  happened, it was destined to be must-see TV.


  


  The others arrived just as Katie and Ryan were finishing lunch. It was so weird; the second Ryan went somewhere sunny, his body started demanding tuna toasties and chocolate
  milk  so that was just what theyd had. Then, Katie washed the dishes while he leafed through the Mindprobe script. He was staring at the page, but failing to see the words;
  Janey was on his mind again.


  Perhaps, on the verge of their reunion, this was the first time hed properly confronted the lingering sadness, unresolved questions and general weirdness of the whole affair.
  Last summer had been so awful, he hadnt been able to get out of Telscombe Cliffs fast enough. Hed thrown himself into his reinvention spin-off series. After all, it was his story, not
  Janeys.


  But now, even with the hot kiss of the sun on his skin, he couldnt get Janey out of his head. He thought back to the funeral. God, that had been a miserable day. Granted, funerals
  arent meant to be a LOL-fest, but he hadnt been at all steeled for the wave of grief that had greeted him like a black tide at that chapel. The memories were black and white, because
  the day had been black and white. Black clothes in the white chapel. A black coffin covered with white flowers.


  The friends had gone as a group. In fact, it was the last time  save for his reunion with Katie last night  that hed seen any of them. Theyd sat at the back of the
  church to allow Janeys family the best seats. Edgar Allan Poe once described the death of a beautiful woman as the most poetical topic in the world and Janeys death had
  certainly fit the bill: an event so startling, so scandalous, almost all of Year Thirteen had attended. It had been a full house, standing room only. Janeys funeral  the hottest
  ticket in Telscombe Cliffs.


  Ryan had sat with Katie, holding her hand throughout. That day had been especially awful for her. After what had gone down at the prom, the judgement had been almost palpable. The whispering
  from their classmates hadnt helped. Shes got some nerve. How can she show her face? No matter how many times Ryan had told Katie it wasnt her fault, he
  had still been able to feel her guilt. That was Katie all over  she did the time even if she hadnt committed the crime.


  The grief hadnt hit Ryan until hed seen Janeys mum. Up until that point the funeral had been a spectacle  easily the most dramatic episode theyd ever dared
  screen, probably the highest ratings their little soap had ever won. When he saw Mrs Bradshaw, however, her perfect-hostess exterior betrayed by the watery eyes and wavering breaths, it all became
  real. Janey wasnt an actress whod left the series to film some straight-to-DVD movie; she was gone.


  The crunch of gravel under tyres snapped Ryan back into the moment. This was it. The others had arrived.


  Katie left the dishes and turned to the patio doors. Ryan! Theyre here! She chewed her bottom lip. Im really nervous.


  He took her hand. Dont be  itll be fine, he said, although he couldnt deny a couple of butterflies of his own. Were all friends,
  remember.


  The pair headed through the lounge and upstairs to the bedroom floor, which was also the entrance level. From the hallway, Ryan could hear the voices on the driveway. The butterflies in his
  stomach turned into fireflies and his initial nervousness became excitement. He threw the door open and galloped onto the drive.


  A glossy orange jeep, looking like it had come straight from a pop video safari, was parked next to Katies rental halfway down the drive. Definitely Gregs choice, Ryan guessed.
  Typical of him to go for the flashiest thing available.


  Greg was already unloading suitcases from the boot. His sister, Alisha, struggled out of the back seat, a huge box of rattling bottles on her lap.


  She took one look at Ryan and screamed. There he is!


  Oh, my God! Ryan burst into a run while Katie hung back, seemingly unsure of herself. Alisha placed the box on the drive and threw her arms around him.


  You look so good! Ryan told her. Really, really well. Normally, this was something youd say to an octogenarian recovering from a hip transplant, but in this
  case Ryan meant it; Alisha for once looked really healthy  i.e. neither wasted nor hungover, which, for her, was quite something. Her tight black curls had been coloured a warm
  caramel shade which made her blue eyes sparkle even more than usual next to her light-brown skin.


  Thank you! Alisha grinned. She still had that gorgeous husky voice. As do you, baby boy. Have you been working out?


  Ryan blushed. Yeah. A little. Every day, in fact, but he thought it best to play it down.


  Alisha moved on to Katie with more screaming. Alishas volume button started at about eleven and didnt turn down.


  Greg rolled Alishas suitcase towards her before wrapping Katie up in a hug. All right, Katie? Greg kissed the top of her head. Hows it going?


  Im good, thanks, Katie said, smiling. How are you? Beyond looking insanely buff!


  Greg flexed his biceps for her. Shucks, thanks. He winked. Ryan burned with envy. Even a visit to the gym twice a day wouldnt earn him a body like Greg
  Coles. He had to admire it. Through the cotton of his T-shirt, Ryan could see Gregs arms, chest, stomach  everything was taut, lean and defined. As a superstar pro footballer,
  his body was his career.


  There was no mistaking the fact that Greg and Alisha were twins. Equally irresistible, they were poster twins for physical perfection but, if that wasnt enough, those incredible blue eyes
  were identical.


  Greg left Katie and turned to Ryan, who held out his hand. Greg shook it, perhaps a little awkwardly. Ryan didnt know quite what to say to Greg  hed not had so much as a
  text from him all year. Theatre and football make for odd bedfellows, he figured.


  A beautiful girl walked around the bonnet of the jeep. The brunette had a cute crop with a sweeping fringe and long, tanned legs in wedge heels. She was every inch a footballers wife in
  training. She came to Gregs side so he could introduce her.


  Katie, Ryan, this is my girlfriend, Erin. Erin, this is Katie, whose dad owns the villa, and my mate Ryan from school.


  Erin smiled an impossibly white smile. She was incredibly cute, like the queen pixie of Elftown or something. Hi, lovely to meet you both. Ive heard so much about you.


  Ryan kissed her on both cheeks. Oh, I dread to think!


  All the gossip, Im afraid!


  Ryan grinned. Well, did he tell you about the time he pissed himself in class at primary school because he thought there were ghosts in the boys toilets?


  Alisha cackled and Erin snorted. Ha! No, he didnt, she laughed.


  While Katie hugged Erin, Greg struck back. Thanks mate! Wait until I get started on how you wrote Miss Forrest a love letter . . .


  Dude, the piss storys worse, said the final member of the party as he emerged from behind the jeep, carrying two cases.


  Ryan stood back to gain the best and most cinematic view of the Katie and Ben reunion. Time seemed to slow and Ryan swore he saw Katie gulp like she was dry-swallowing a huge pill.


  Ben. Somehow hed grown even more handsome. Ryan and Ben had attended nursery school together  hell, their mums had been pregnant at the same time  so it was impossible for
  Ryan to see Ben as anything other than a brother figure. That said, there was something about Ben Murdoch. Girls loved him. It might be the dimples or the perpetually messy hair.
  It could be the lopsided smile or warm chocolate eyes that melted under heavy brows. There was a lot to be said for his broad shoulders, which he always hunched a little, as though he were
  self-conscious about how tall he was. Hed used his first year of university to cultivate some stubble and it totally worked. The best thing about Ben, though, was that he genuinely had no
  idea how cute he was. Ryan had missed him.


  It was as if someone had pressed Pause. An eternity passed while Katie and Ben mirrored each other, standing awkwardly on the drive, hands hanging heavily at their sides.


  Ben, Katie said finally, as though it encapsulated everything she had to say.


  That was the permission he needed to approach and give her a hug. He stooped down and folded his arms across her back. It lasted no longer than three seconds and he even gave her a pat on the
  shoulder as if to signal how platonic the embrace had been. Howve you been?


  Thats it? Ryan thought, irrationally angry. The young lovers reunite after a year apart and all I get is Howve you been?? Time to sack the
  scriptwriters.


  Im marvellous, Ben said, his voice weird and nervous. How are you?


  Not too bad, thanks. Nice beard. Katie softened, a smile playing across her lips. It reminded Ryan of how they used to be and he felt a little envious of their sweetness.


  Thanks. I sit in the library and stroke it sometimes, Ben mused.


  How Cambridge of you.


  I know, right? You look awesome. I like your hair.


  Katies fingers flew to her newly cut fringe. Thanks. Her eyes fell and the awkwardness was back. OK, she said. Let me show you where your rooms
  are.


  Sounds good, Greg agreed, gallantly taking not only his but the girls cases in hand, but I need a beer in under two minutes.


  Done, Katie replied with a smile.


  


  Greg deposited the cases in the bedrooms and then Katie gave them a tour of the villa. Ryan was happy to stand back and let her show everyone around while he soaked up the
  chatter. The first stop was the kitchen, to unpack the boxes of groceries theyd brought from the hypermarket.


  Greg brought in two boxes of booze before helping himself to a beer.


  Ryan surveyed the alcohol stash. OK, so this is Alishas supply, he said with a smile. What about the rest of us?


  Alisha punched him on the arm. Oh, very funny, she laughed. Note  Im drinking mineral water!


  Makes a change, Greg muttered, only half under his breath. Alisha chose to ignore him.


  Erin left Gregs side and looked out of the sliding doors. She turned to Katie. Is your dad, like, a sultan or something? she asked. The tour group followed her from the
  air-conditioned dining area onto the baking terrace.


  Katie laughed, putting her sunglasses back on. She now wore a loose-fitting shirt over her bikini to protect her shoulders. Ha, no! Not at all. Katie hated people thinking
  she was posh. Ryan recalled once trying to teach her how to sound less plummy at school  a venture that had failed entirely. Hes just a property developer.


  Ah, makes sense.


  My stepmum openly hates me, so my dad overcompensates by letting me use the villa whenever I like.


  Seriously, Ryan chipped in. Actual wicked stepmother.


  The tour continued down the stone steps to the pool level.


  Well, I think its gorgeous, Erin concluded.


  Thank you. Im glad you found it OK.


  Greg polished off his first bottle of beer in record time. Ah! That hit the spot. I know what you mean. This place is literally in the middle of nowhere. El Benjamino has many talents,
  but map reading is not one of them.


  Thanks, mate.


  Had you listened to me, wed have been here in half the time, Alisha said, pouting. But, no, girls cant read maps, apparently.


  Greg smiled broadly and wrapped an impressive arm around his sisters shoulder. I never said that. I said you cant read maps properly. Big difference. He
  kissed her hair.


  Children, Katie giggled, simmer down. Its not that remote. Were about thirty minutes from town. You can follow the coast on foot in about an hour, an
  hour and a half, perhaps.


  I thought thered be some tavernas and restaurants and stuff, Ryan put in.


  Nope, Katie replied cheerily. The nearest resort is Zahara de los Atunes, which is why I told you to get everything you needed at the hypermarket. But we should do some
  trips. We could drive out to Cdiz for a big night, and perhaps visit Gibraltar one day, too.


  Weve got everything we need, Ben said. Loads of booze. Enough burgers for about fifty barbecues. What more could you want?


  Oh, I dont know . . . Ryan Gosling and some massage oil? Alisha suggested.


  Get in line, Ryan laughed.


  Katie swept her arm across the horizon like a game-show hostess. Pool and beach, she said. This concludes our tour.


  You know what we have to do now . . . Greg grinned and took hold of Erins hand.


  No! Dont! his girlfriend squeaked.


  We have to  its the rules! Come on. Phones and wallets out of pockets. There was a flurry of activity as phones, shoes and sunglasses were deposited onto loungers.
  Ready? One . . . two . . .


  They formed a human chain, hand in hand. Ryan found himself in between Ben and Katie and had never felt more like a third wheel in his life.


  Three! Greg yelled.


  With a scream, they leapt into the bracing blue water.
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