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The applause was deafening, ricocheting around the theatre as Xanthe took her fellow actors’ hands and bowed. Although the blinding lights shadowed the audience, she could just make out the people getting to their feet, the ripple spreading from the stalls all the way to the balcony. The adoration was addictive and everything she’d craved since the start of drama school when her desire for a career on the stage had been cemented. Yet, a sense of relief that it was her penultimate night washed over her as she took another deep bow. Circumstances and an opportunity gifted to her out of the blue had led to this point and she was about to kiss goodbye to her life in London. No, not kiss goodbye, just put it on hold for a few weeks while she took some time out to get her head straight and escape the heartache and constant gossip. What she’d been given was a lifeline, one she hadn’t known she’d needed until that surprise letter had arrived.

‘Xanthe, come on.’ Her castmate Sarah stirred her from her thoughts as they ran off stage together, the applause still thundering around the theatre.

The wings on either side of the Theatre Royal Drury Lane stage were crammed with the cast of Oliver!, from the boys in their rags, to Fagin in his waistcoat, neck scarf and fingerless gloves, and Xanthe in her corseted red dress as Nancy. The clapping continued, along with whoops of appreciation. Then they were all running back on with wide smiles. Xanthe basked in the feeling of love and appreciation that was sorely missing in her personal life. Professionally this was everything she’d ever wanted and, as she took a final bow, the fear that she was making a terrible mistake giving this all up, even for a short time, once again needled its way into her head.

While her contract may have been coming to an end, the show would be continuing its successful West End run without her. The idea of someone else playing Nancy was strange. The role was one she’d immersed herself in for a year. The nerves, although tempered, were still there; the words ‘Your call to the stage, Miss Xanthe Fox, your call to the stage’ still managed to fill her with fear, as did the terrifying moment standing in the wings waiting for her cue when her first lines and the words to ‘It’s a Fine Life’ completely disappeared. The moment she stepped on stage though, it all came tumbling out and that fear morphed into a thrill she didn’t think could be matched.

Back in her dressing room with the sound of the audience leaving and ‘Consider Yourself’ playing over the tannoy, Xanthe wiped away her make-up to reveal her naturally tanned skin. The costume assistant nipped in to undo the back of her dress and Xanthe shrugged out of it, then let her long chestnut hair fall loose around her shoulders. People flitted in and out, checking costumes for the next day and unhooking mics. After months on the show there was something comforting about doing the same thing day after day; each costume change was automatic, the movements part of her muscle memory, the whole show finely tuned even if the nature of live theatre brought something fresh or unexpected to each performance.

It had been unnerving though to not renew her contract or go to as many auditions as she normally would. Her agent Felicity still put her forward, but for jobs that would start later in the year. And although Felicity said she understood Xanthe’s reasoning for taking time out, Xanthe was still worried about missing out on opportunities. It was only six weeks, she told herself, plus she had a performance at the Proms lined up for when she returned, but after nearly ten years working in the West End, there was a risk that this break would be a step back.

In skinny jeans and a T-shirt, she felt more like herself as she made her way backstage, saying goodbye to the stage manager and a few of the actors still around. A crowd of people were waiting outside the stage door and she happily signed programmes – to have someone wait to ask for her autograph and a selfie was a thrill she hoped she’d never take for granted, even when she felt dog-tired. The long run had taken its toll – not the performances themselves, as she looked after herself by cutting out caffeine after midday, sticking to a mostly vegetarian diet, doing daily yoga and walks to clear her head. It was the shit show of her private life, which hadn’t remained private, that she struggled with. Everyone knew the ins and outs of her love life – well, her now non-existent love life. It was her ex-boyfriend and his behaviour that by default had shone an unwelcome light on her.

Xanthe clenched her fists and paced away from the theatre. The late May night was lit by streetlights and the enticing glow from bars and restaurants. After tomorrow’s show, a few of the cast and crew planned to go out for a farewell drink, but tonight she was eager to get home. Part of her couldn’t wait for tomorrow to be over, yet she spent so much time surrounded by people at work or home that the idea of setting off on her own sent nerves shooting through her.

Jude, her housemate and best friend, was already waiting for her outside Covent Garden Tube station, leaning against a poster of Oliver! fresh from his own performance in Hairspray, his beaming smile and mass of dark blond curls a familiar sight. They’d met at drama school and had remained firm friends, weathering the ups and downs of an actor’s life together, chasing their dreams and commiserating rejections – of which there were plenty. It came with the territory, as did celebrating their successes. Most of her friends were actors or worked in the business, but never having to compete for the same roles with Jude had definitely helped their friendship. While Xanthe had secured a career-making role in Oliver!, Jude had hit a rough patch, struggling to get work and being forced to take whatever job he could until he’d bagged a part in the ensemble in Hairspray. It might not be a starring role but he was back performing in the West End, and if he’d felt any resentment or jealousy towards her, he hadn’t let it show. His support of her had never wavered.

Jude hooked his arm in hers and they entered the Tube station, the lights harsh as they started down the steps, the thought of crashing into bed at the forefront of her mind.

‘Just one more show, Xanthe.’ Jude squeezed her arm tightly as if sensing her effort to keep going. Knowing the relentless pace of eight shows a week was about to come to an end, her oomph had vanished. Just one more day, then the freedom of no routine, of travel, of sunshine and a Mediterranean sky…

‘I keep thinking I’m making a huge mistake.’

‘You’re not; it’s just the unknown, that’s all. After everything that’s happened, it’s no surprise you’re feeling like this.’ He glanced at her as they wound their way down the spiral steps. ‘Time away can only be a good thing.’

‘Yeah, I know. Just got the jitters.’

However much she wanted a break from London, the uncertainty of putting her career on hold left her stomach in knots. It was a gamble, yet after a shitty year, one she was willing to take. She knew she was close to burnout, not so much from performing in Oliver!, but from trying to cram in extra work to enable herself to take time off. For the last couple of weeks, as well as performing at Drury Lane, she’d also been rehearsing for a performance of songs from Miss Saigon to be recorded for a TV show about musicals.

They reached the tiled tunnel that led to the platforms, the warmth and clattering roar of a Tube train intensifying as they hurried along it. She tried to ignore the poster on the wall of The Runaway, a huge hit TV show, but her attention was captured by the handsome face of Austin Carter, the show’s breakout star and her ex-boyfriend. Even with the bruises, the cut above his eyebrow and the grittiness evident in his serious expression, his sexiness shone through. His mesmerizingly blue eyes bored into her, giving her the feeling that he was following her every move.

‘Bloody hell, Xanthe, stop torturing yourself and look away.’ Jude pulled her towards Platform 1. ‘He’s sexy as hell but a dickhead. You know you’re better off without him.’

As right as Jude was, it wasn’t as simple as moving on and forgetting about him, not when she couldn’t get away from seeing images of him everywhere. Strangers would tag her in social media posts and so-called friends constantly talked about him and the show. He was on the radio, the TV, in magazines, on blogs, trending on Twitter, and as for that bloody TikTok meme… It was impossible to forget about him. She’d supported him when he’d first got the audition for The Runaway and the subsequent call-backs. They’d celebrated together when he’d been offered the part, both of their dreams coming true with Austin securing the TV show that would make him famous, while not long later she’d been offered the role of Nancy. Little did they know what a hit The Runaway would be and how much it would change both of their lives, yet the outcome would likely have been the same. Austin would probably have broken her heart whether he’d been a jobbing actor or the big-name star he’d become, although the fallout would have been easier to manage without a spotlight on them both.

A train was just pulling up, the doors wheezing open. They jogged the last few steps and hopped aboard.

‘You look knackered,’ Jude said as they sat next to each other. ‘Are you okay?’

Xanthe nodded and yawned. What little energy she’d had left had deserted her now she’d sat down. She rested her head on Jude’s shoulder and he stroked her hair.

‘I know it’s easy for me to say, but don’t allow him to keep messing with your head.’

Jude was right about that, and about time away being good for her. She needed to be somewhere far from the reminder of Austin’s betrayal. After he’d had multiple affairs and stomped all over her heart, she needed time to heal. She needed an escape and to be gifted one so unexpectedly by her godmother was fate dealing her a kind hand after a crappy time.

A little under eighteen months ago, Xanthe had been celebrating her thirtieth birthday, a surprise party that Austin had organised at their favourite bar. She’d been cast in Oliver! and was about to start rehearsals, while Austin had just wrapped on the first season of The Runaway that a few months later would skyrocket him to fame and turn him into a household name. Surrounded by Austin and the friends who’d become her surrogate family, Xanthe remembered the happiness and love that had ebbed and flowed that night. Life had been good.

Fast forward to now and that dream life was in tatters. Had turning thirty been the pinnacle? Was it all downhill from now on? There was nothing special about being thirty-one; just another year older, which for an actress wasn’t a good thing, particularly on the West End stage – there was an age limit to the roles she coveted and although she’d not yet reached it, there was an expiry date, she was well aware of that.

The silence between Xanthe and Jude was comfortable as they rode the Tube home to Acton, and Xanthe was grateful that neither of them felt the need to fill it with mindless chatter. She didn’t want to think or dwell on anything; she wanted the excitement of a new opportunity and a much-needed break. But first she needed sleep.

The moment they got back to their shared house, Xanthe hugged Jude goodnight, relieved that their other housemates Parminder and Lucy were out so she could head quietly to bed without getting dragged into a conversation or a drinking session.

After a good night’s sleep she woke refreshed and ready to face the day, take on her last show and celebrate with her friends and cast mates afterwards. She had brunch at a local café with Jude, Parminder and Lucy, before getting ready and making her way to the theatre. The routine of doing her make-up, joining the warm-up on stage, getting into her first costume, having her hair done and mic fitted, then running through her voice warm-ups was as familiar and comforting as a well-loved jumper. Her nerves only really began to build as the sound of the audience arriving played over the dressing room tannoy. Then the beginners were called to the stage and her nerves and fear intensified. Gone were the days when she’d actually vomit due to nerves, but when her call came the sick feeling churned in her stomach. Sometimes she wondered why she put herself through it, then she’d get on stage and the nerves would drop away, the lines fall from her lips and her voice would soar all the way to the Gods, her love of performing reminding her night after night why she did it. This time would be no different, she thought as she waited in the wings, flexing her fingers and gently rolling her shoulders, trying to dispel the building tension.

‘What are you working on next, Xanthe?’ one of the assistant stage managers asked as they waited for her cue.

Xanthe took a deep breath as she looked out at the shadowed stage, the lights picking out Fagin amongst his gang of boys. ‘Nothing for a while,’ she whispered. ‘I’m flying to Greece on Thursday. I’ve been left a villa on Kefalonia.’
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The last time Xanthe had visited Kefalonia she’d been twelve, and apart from a holiday with friends in her early twenties to Mykonos, she hadn’t been to Greece for years. Time away with Austin had been snatched weekends between work commitments, and there’d been a couple of holidays in Devon and Spain with her housemates, but she’d never been away for as long as she’d planned to stay on Kefalonia.

‘Six weeks!’ Her mum Lin’s exclamation hadn’t surprised Xanthe one bit when she’d made a rare trip to Brighton earlier in the year to see her mum, stepdad and twin brothers. ‘What about your career? The show?’

‘Only a little while ago you were complaining I was working too hard. Saying the constant late nights weren’t good for me.’

Lin had tutted and scrunched her nose. Xanthe knew the reason her mum felt differently now was because of where she was going.

‘I’m just putting it on hold for a little while.’

‘You shouldn’t let Austin destroy your life like this.’ With a bowl of roasted carrots and cauliflower, Lin had set off towards the dining room, Xanthe following.

‘He’s not destroyed my life.’ Xanthe hadn’t intended to snap, but she couldn’t help it. What Austin had done was destroy her faith in him and romance in general. The idea of wholeheartedly committing to someone again without the fear of them breaking her heart felt impossible. Other than that, her life had carried on even with the constant reminder of his infidelity and huge success. Although they’d been together for three years, they hadn’t lived together despite frequently talking about it. They had friends of their own, plus their own careers, successes and lives away from each other. Her mum may have disowned her family and left Greece a long time ago, but her Greekness still rose to the surface at times, her un-vocalised desire for Xanthe to eventually settle down and start a family occasionally slipping through. Although she was proud of Xanthe’s success, Xanthe knew her mum didn’t completely understand her desire to work the hours she did, or put herself in the spotlight at the mercy of reviewers and a live audience.

‘Anyway,’ Xanthe had said, taking a handful of napkins and folding them. ‘You know I’m going because of Agatha’s house. That has nothing to do with Austin. I need to be there to sort out her things.’

‘You could get someone else to do that.’

‘I could, but it seems disrespectful for a stranger to go through her belongings. She was my godmother – someone you used to think of as an aunt rather than just a family friend; it’s the least I can do.’ Xanthe had paused. ‘While I’m there it might be a chance for me to see Papou⁠—’

‘I suggest you don’t.’ Lin’s eyes had flashed with anger. She’d grabbed a handful of cutlery from the dresser and placed a knife and fork down on a folded napkin with a thump. ‘You have no understanding about that man.’

Xanthe had sighed; it always came back to this when she tried to talk about her grandfather. ‘Mum, if you don’t tell me what happened to make you hate Papou so much, how can I ever possibly understand?’

Lin had tutted again and thrown open the patio doors. Xanthe’s fourteen-year-old half-brothers Jacob and Archie were playing football on the lawn. ‘Two minutes!’ she’d shouted, and swiftly closed the doors on the blustery day.

Although she still looked the part of a fiery Greek wife with her olive skin and dyed black hair, her accent had softened over the years. As far as Xanthe was aware, she’d never spoken Greek to Jacob and Archie and she’d stopped speaking Greek at home with Xanthe and her older brother Theo when Xanthe was twelve. Her real name was Elina, and despite having been previously married to Xanthe’s English father, when she’d married Xanthe’s stepdad John she’d changed it to Lin – decidedly more British sounding. Over the years she’d gradually erased the Greek side of her life.

Xanthe had clung on to her Greek heritage through her connection with her godmother Agatha, and even though Xanthe hadn’t been back to Kefalonia since she was twelve, they’d kept in touch by writing to each other ever since. A mention of spanakopita in one of Agatha’s letters would leave Xanthe craving the crunchy filo and moist feta and spinach filling. There was a Greek restaurant within walking distance of where she lived, one of their favourite places to eat out, not least because the friendly Greek owner – once he realised Xanthe was half Greek – would always give them a complimentary dish. Jude was convinced it was because the owner fancied Xanthe, while she understood it was due to the generous Greek spirit.

Xanthe had turned back to her mum. ‘Why don’t you come out to Kefalonia and stay with me for a bit. It might be a good chance to⁠—’

‘I don’t want to see my father.’ Her reaction had been expected but not what Xanthe had hoped for. ‘I have nothing to say to him.’

‘You don’t have to see him.’ Xanthe had decided to change tack. ‘I’m just asking you to come see me and the house. Help me decide what to do with it.’

‘Sell it.’ Her mum had been adamant. ‘There’s no need for me to visit because seeing it won’t change my mind. I’m not setting foot on that island.’

‘Papou doesn’t even have to know you’re there.’

‘Of course he would know. It’s a small village. People talk.’

‘I didn’t think he lived in the village any longer?’

Her mum batted her hand angrily. ‘I don’t care where he is, because it makes no difference. In Greece everyone knows your business – or thinks they know your business. I’ve had enough of that. If you want to spend weeks out there doing goodness knows what while risking your career, then that’s up to you.’ She’d adjusted the place setting closest to her, paced over to the patio doors and flung them open again. ‘Jacob, Archie! Come in now and wash your hands. Lunch is ready.’ With a flushed face, she’d turned back to Xanthe. ‘What I don’t understand is why she left you the house?’

‘Because you expected it to be you?’

‘No, absolutely not!’ Lin had pursed her lips. ‘I left Kefalonia and cut all ties, it’s just you… You and Agatha? I don’t understand. I knew she wrote to you when you were in your teens but I assumed you’d stopped writing back.’

Xanthe had let the truth about her continued connection to her godmother tumble out – not that it had ever been a secret, it’s just there’d never been any reason to talk about it, particularly when any mention of Kefalonia upset her mum. Xanthe had been keen to improve her Greek and Agatha had suggested that they wrote to each other so Xanthe could practise reading Greek and eventually write it too, although she’d mostly replied in English. Xanthe had greatly admired her godmother and had always been drawn to her, captivated by her creative side and success as a sculptor, the quietly independent older woman always kind and loving towards her.

‘To be honest though, Mum, it’s a lovely, generous thing she did when she didn’t have to leave me anything, particularly when she left a third of the garden to her neighbour.’

The twins had rushed in with red faces and grass-stained knees along with their black Cavapoo Bramble, and the rest of Xanthe’s conversation with her mum had been cut short. But she had her answer – her mum didn’t approve of Xanthe heading off to Greece for six weeks and she certainly didn’t want to join her.

Now, at the beginning of June, sitting on the plane with her life in London getting further and further away, the trepidation and worry her mum had seeded about going to Kefalonia resurfaced. It was an unknown, both what she’d find in Greece and whether putting her career and life on hold would be detrimental. She breathed deeply; with no way of knowing that, there was no point in worrying. Wise words, she tried telling herself.

With time on her hands, other worries flitted through her head. The last few months had been a whirlwind of emotions with Austin’s numerous affairs being made public and she’d been unwittingly dragged into the sordidness of it by the tabloid press. It hadn’t seemed to damage his reputation as the UK’s newest sex symbol in the slightest; if anything, it had fuelled fans’ desire for him. After all, who didn’t love a bad boy? Well, Xanthe didn’t. While he’d been basking in his fame and shagging anything that moved, Xanthe had been working her butt off night after night. While her rave reviews had been limited to a line or two in a newspaper, Austin had appeared on Loose Women and The Graham Norton Show and had been nominated for every award going.

Xanthe curled herself tighter into the window seat and gazed at the distant land below obscured by streaks of high white clouds. Although she was half Greek, it didn’t feel as if she was returning home. She was thinking of it as a summer escape and if she managed to reconnect with her grandfather and learn more about her heritage, that would be a bonus. Over the years the thought of contacting her grandfather had crossed her mind, but the busyness of life always got in the way. Her relationship with her mum often felt as if they were walking a tightrope. Going behind her back to connect with their estranged family was not an option when Xanthe didn’t know what had gone wrong in the first place, because her mum refused to talk about it.

Being left her godmother’s house had presented Xanthe with an opportunity; that was what she needed to focus on. She was craving the peace of getting away from it all, to have the time and space to get over Austin. She wanted sunshine and the freedom of days that didn’t revolve around the routine of performing. She liked the idea of not having to put herself out there night after night. She was certain the call of the stage and her love of performing would draw her back, but for now, it was what she wanted.

Kefalonia was seared in her memory as a magical Greek island, filled with colourful waterfront houses, beautiful beaches and quaint fishing villages, all of which she was eager to experience and capture.

Flushed with a rather generous paycheque from The Runaway, Austin had bought Xanthe a Nikon camera for her thirtieth birthday. She’d been obsessed with the camera on her Samsung Galaxy, documenting the behind-the-scenes of her life working in the West End and sharing the images on Instagram – the reality as well as the glitzy side. She’d sprinkled her feed with her exploration of London too. Townhouses and interesting architecture dominated the streets combined with a splash of nature in the city’s parks. But with the Nikon camera she was able to take her photography to another level. The one thing she was itching to do was explore the island so she could flood her social media with Greek life, views and food.

As Xanthe emerged from arrivals into the early afternoon sunshine, she was certain the Mediterranean climate would be good for her soul. It was 1 June and it felt like a new start, the day warmer yet fresher than at Gatwick. She quickly found an available taxi and gave the smiley Greek driver the address of Villa Aster.

As they sped away from the airport, Xanthe considered that it was a strange upset, the loss of someone she hadn’t seen in ten years. Although Xanthe had never come back to Kefalonia, she had met up with her godmother the couple of times Agatha had come to London for the opening of art gallery shows that had featured her sculptures. The letters had bridged the distance. Guilt flowed through Xanthe as she remembered the times she’d been too busy to reply, putting off writing back until another letter had dropped through the letterbox. And now she’d never receive another one from Agatha again.

‘The famous Myrtos Beach,’ the driver announced fifty minutes into the journey.

As the road curved, Xanthe peered to the left and glimpsed the stretch of white beach and turquoise shallows. The road hugged the cliff edge, and for a moment Xanthe could see nothing but blue.

She remembered being bored and tired during the car journeys across Kefalonia as a child, just wanting to get to Kallithea and see her grandparents. She hadn’t appreciated the beauty of the island with its green-clad hills rolling towards the glinting sea and swathes of idyllic beaches.

The surroundings became more and more familiar the closer they got to Kallithea, faded memories filtering in and out as they turned onto a dusty lane before reaching the village.

The driver pulled onto the grass verge. ‘It is nice here. Very quiet.’ He gestured towards the large trees that screened the stone walls of Villa Aster. He turned in his seat and frowned. ‘You are staying here though? On your own?’

‘That’s the plan,’ she replied smoothly, although her heart was thumping with a mix of nerves and anticipation as she took out some euros.

He raised an eyebrow, then shot her a smile. ‘Kalí týchi! I wish you luck!’
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Silence descended once the taxi had driven away, with only a whisper of a breeze through the tree branches and the chattering song of a warbler. Xanthe dragged her suitcase across the bumpy ground. A villa was not how she would have described the modestly sized and definitely run-down looking cottage, although her memories of the place were more idyllic than the reality.

The outside walls of the one-storey building were a mix of caramel, cream and chalk-coloured stones. The deep, mint-green painted shutters were peeling badly, revealing layers of white and blue paint beneath. Water stains discoloured the stone where the guttering was broken and the roof tiles were cracked. But it was the surroundings that captured her attention.

Leaving her suitcase by the front door, she strolled into the garden. She remembered it being beautiful and meticulously well-cared for, but being here now took her breath away. The sea air was fresh and sweet with the honeyed scent of orange blossom. The thick gnarled trunks of the ancient olive trees contrasted with their abundance of delicate leaves. Stone paths meandered past borders filled with white, coral and red oleander and bushes of rosemary, oregano and thyme. Huge cacti poked above the undergrowth and lemon trees gleamed with fruit. Agatha’s sculptures remained, still dotted about in strategic places, wooden and metal structures of butterflies, dragonflies and more abstract ones, blending into the natural surroundings. It was no wonder this was where her godmother had wanted her ashes scattered.

There was a patio next to the villa and a large terrace at the far end of the garden with a sweeping view to the Ionian Sea. Xanthe remembered zigzagging through the garden as a child and running onto the terrace which felt as if it was on the edge of the world, with nothing in front of her but the graceful lines of the island disappearing into the glittering sea. The view was epic and unspoilt, one she’d failed to appreciate back then. Now, in the soft light of the retreating sun, she drank in the indigo hue of the island where it met the silvery blue water.

Xanthe tore herself away from the view. As she walked back through the garden she spotted wooden stakes spaced out in the ground, presumably to mark where part of the garden had been left to the neighbour. She could just make out the tiled roof of another villa through the trees. The divide of the garden and the logistics of that, plus meeting the neighbour, would have to wait for another day. The daylight was fading and she needed to unpack, sort out food and where to sleep.

Xanthe fought with the key to unlock the door, finally pushing it open and dragging her suitcase into the dim hallway. The abundance of love that had been present in the garden was sorely missing inside. When she was last here, the house, though simply furnished, had been well looked after, but this wasn’t the case now. Her heart sank as she wandered from room to room, taking in the clutter and the sense of melancholy that permeated the place. It saddened her that her godmother must have struggled, not that she’d ever let on in her letters. What she remembered of Agatha was a strong-looking woman with olive skin and pure white hair. Her smock dress and apron were always pristine, her home clean and neat, while her small workshop next to the house where she’d created her sculptures had been creative and cluttered. They’d spent time together walking around the garden with Xanthe asking a million questions about the sculptures, plants, birds and insects. Agatha’s joy at her goddaughter’s interest in everything she’d loved had been evident even to a young Xanthe.

Guilt flooded through her that she’d never returned, that the last time they’d seen each other in an art gallery in Chelsea she hadn’t made good on her promise of visiting. Why had she never thought to check up on her godmother? She’d always sounded upbeat in her letters, her love of her garden, of nature, of her art and the island never having diminished. But then Xanthe had been wrapped up in her own life, busy with her career, friends and relationships, although she’d enjoyed their old-fashioned correspondence. A letter through the door rather than a bill was always a joy, even if she hadn’t written as frequently as her godmother.

Xanthe went back to the main living area. It was hard to ignore the cobwebs, the dust and the mustiness. A wall separated the cluttered living room from the sparse kitchen-diner. Wondering if it was load-bearing or not, she knocked on the wall, imagining how much the space would open up and be flooded with light if it was removed. Sorting, cleaning and doing some work on the place before selling it was her plan. After careful consideration, she’d taken her mum’s advice, knowing that having money for a deposit in London would be more helpful than having a holiday home on Kefalonia. And yet its potential sent ideas pinging around her head.

Choked by the staleness, she went outside again and breathed the fresh sea air, while the tender rays of the setting sun caressed her bare arms. Here she was focusing on updating and selling her godmother’s home when what she really wanted was to be able to thank her. Why hadn’t she noticed the regularity of Agatha’s letters had become sporadic in the last year or so? Why hadn’t she thought to ask if she was okay – really okay, healthy, happy and able to cope? Why hadn’t she asked if she’d needed any help? Agatha had always been interested in Xanthe, seemingly devouring her letters about her life in London and on the West End stage. She knew all about Jude, Parminder and Lucy, and she knew the ups and downs of her relationship with Austin too. Although Agatha’s letters were chatty, she’d rarely shared much about herself or delved too deeply into memories and she’d always refused to answer Xanthe’s questions about her family.

Wanting to focus her thoughts on something practical, Xanthe walked away from the villa towards the lane to find the new boundary with the neighbour’s house.

Not expecting to see anyone, she was startled by a woman holding two bags of shopping, walking with purpose along the lane. In a muted skirt and top with curly black hair streaked with grey pulled tightly off her face, she could have been anywhere in her fifties or sixties, it was hard to tell. Presuming she was the neighbour, Xanthe was about to wave and go over to introduce herself when the woman spotted her. She stopped and dropped one of the bags on the ground. She held a hand to shade her face as she squinted in Xanthe’s direction, glancing between her and the open door of the villa.

‘Hello.’ Xanthe smiled and quickly switched to Greek. ‘Yasas.’

Apart from her few words to the Greek taxi driver, it had been a long time since she’d spoken Greek.

The woman was looking at her with tight lips and a deep frown. The warmth and community spirit that Xanthe had assumed she would find in abundance was sorely missing.

The silent stand-off was leaving Xanthe feeling more and more uncomfortable. Deciding to at least introduce herself, she walked up the path, her hand outstretched. ‘Eímai Xanthe.’

‘Periméneis apó eména na sou po éna gia ótan sou dóthike káti pou aníkei ston yó mou.’ The neighbour’s tone was harsh. She scooped up the bag she’d dropped. The lines on her forehead deepened as she battered Xanthe with her words. ‘Boreí na écheis ellinikó ónoma, allá den eísai Éllinas edó mésa.’ She pressed her fist to her heart. ‘Eísai éna típota!’

The woman walked away, continuing to tut and mutter. She hadn’t even offered a hello or her name, just a barrage of uncalled for abuse. Xanthe had understood every word. She should take the high ground and walk away, but something snapped inside her. She’d put up with too much shit over the last few months for a stranger to talk to her like that.

Xanthe paced after her and started speaking in Greek, conscious of her accent but too incensed to care.

‘Yes, I have a Greek name but I’m not nothing. I may only be half Greek and never lived here, but I understood everything you said,’ she shot back, the Greek tumbling from her. It was like learning lines; the words were safely stored in her memory. ‘I presume Agatha left her house to me and not your son because I’m her actual goddaughter. You don’t have to be nice to me, but how about a little kindness towards her memory and the choice she made.’

Xanthe only waited a few seconds, just enough time to catch the neighbour’s open-mouthed expression of shock, before stalking away, fists clenched, as angry at herself for her reaction as she was at a stranger talking to her in that way. Of course she understood how surprising it might be that the goddaughter who hadn’t visited since she was a child had been left the house, but the verbal abuse that had been thrown at her without so much as a hello was uncalled for.

Xanthe shoved the front door open. Flakes of paint floated to the ground. She’d learned enough about decorating from her dad to know that the layers of old paint needed to be stripped back to the wood before repainting it. His motto had always been: ‘if you’re going to do something, do it properly.’ He’d be proud that she remembered, not that he’d offered to help her out when he was far too busy enjoying life in Manchester with his younger wife…

Xanthe gritted her teeth and slammed the door closed on the dusk. She should have smiled sweetly and ignored the neighbour. She shouldn’t have allowed a stranger’s words to get to her. They were just words, angry and uninvited, and she should have let them wash over her. But then there’d been a lot of words aimed at her recently: comments about her private life, assumptions about her and Austin and downright lies too, so actually, it wasn’t that easy to ignore.

Xanthe switched on the light in the kitchen but the bulb blew.

‘Shit.’ She pulled out her phone and used the torch to search through the kitchen drawers for a new lightbulb, but apart from cutlery, utensils and wiping-up cloths, she couldn’t find anything.

She opened the cupboard doors beneath the sink and a dark shadow scuttled out. A tiny mouse shot across the tiled floor.

‘Shit!’ Pressing her hand to her chest, she left the kitchen as fast as she could.

Leaning against the hallway wall, she breathed deeply. Her hands were clammy and her heart pounded. The sensible thing would be to go to the neighbours to get the name of a local electrician she could call in the morning, but after the confrontation, there was no way she was doing that. Then she spied the fuse box on the wall by the front door and, standing on tiptoes, flicked the lighting ring main back on and turned on the hallway light. Nothing.

There was absolutely no way she was going to stay here tonight. Why hadn’t she had the foresight to book a hotel for the first few nights, somewhere clean, tidy and vermin-free? There was a small hotel in the village; it was early in the summer season and outside school holidays. Perhaps she’d get lucky.

Not that she felt particularly lucky as she hefted her rucksack over her shoulder and dragged her suitcase back out of the villa.

What was supposed to have been a much-needed break was beginning to feel rather more stressful than she’d anticipated.
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Conflicting emotions attacked Xanthe as she walked away from Villa Aster and the nightmare neighbour. The road that led into the village was moonlit and walkable, the temperature pleasant even while dragging a suitcase behind her. The uplift in her mood worried her because she was walking away…

Even though Kallithea wasn’t right on the coast, it benefitted from the beautiful views it was named after, and the square in the heart of the village, dotted with large olive trees up-lit by warm white lights, hummed with life. Tables filled with people chatting and laughing together spilled onto the paving from the taverna where Greek music played in the background. On the opposite side of the square was a café and although it was closed, its display of pastries and sweets in the window was enticing and reminded Xanthe that she hadn’t eaten since the plane.

Down a quiet side street, light pooled onto the pavement from the family-run hotel. It was the owner herself who appeared when Xanthe rang the bell.

‘Yasas.’ The owner pushed her large tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses further up her nose. ‘Welcome.’

‘I don’t suppose you have a room available?’ Xanthe asked in English.

‘We do,’ the woman replied. ‘For how many nights?’

‘Oh, I’m not sure yet.’ Xanthe screwed up her nose. ‘Just two for the time being. I will have somewhere else to stay, I just have to sort it out first.’

‘I have a double ensuite. It’s just you?’

Xanthe nodded.

‘Your name?’

‘Xanthe Fox.’

The woman glanced up from the keyboard. ‘You talk about Agatha Gabrouli’s house. You are her…?’

‘Goddaughter, yes.’ Xanthe realised too late that by revealing this, the news of her inheriting Agatha’s house would be gossip by the morning. Exactly as her mum had warned. Not that it mattered; she wasn’t trying to hide.

The woman smiled warmly. ‘Agatha liked to, how do I say, be lonely.’

‘She liked being on her own?’

‘Yes, that is what I mean!’

‘You knew her then?’

‘Not well, but I would see her sometimes and ask how she is. She talk about you, so the name is familiar.’ She nodded. ‘I’m Rena. Come, I’ll show you to your room. Leave your suitcase; my husband take it.’

The room, on the top floor, was clean and simply furnished with rooftop views and a glimpse of the treetops in the square.

‘It is very sad about Agatha. No family of her own and you so far away. People try to help.’ Rena pressed her fingers to her chest. ‘I try. Dimitris try. But she is, I only know the word in Greek – peismatára.’

‘Stubborn,’ Xanthe said. She thought back to her conversation with her mum about coming to Kefalonia. She knew someone else like that.

Rena raised a neatly plucked eyebrow. ‘You know Greek.’

‘Some.’ Xanthe shrugged, not really wanting to make the effort to talk further in Greek or in English. Perhaps Rena sensed that.

‘I leave you to settle.’ As she turned to go, something thudded against the door. Rena pulled it open. ‘And here is my husband with your suitcase.’

He tucked it just inside the door and Rena ushered him out, muttering in Greek about how clumsy he was.

Xanthe dropped her rucksack on the floor and wriggled her shoulders to work out the ache. It had been a long, tiring, surprisingly emotional and ultimately disappointing day, but at least she had somewhere to sleep that wasn’t covered in dust. Villa Aster certainly hadn’t lived up to her memory of a simply furnished but clean and comfortable house. She messaged her mum to let her know she’d arrived safely and replied to comments on Instagram, but she was desperate to talk to Jude. She rang him and was relieved when he answered.

‘Hey there.’

‘Can you talk?’

‘At the theatre but beginners haven’t been called yet, so shoot.’

‘I just need to hear a friendly voice, that’s all.’

‘Ah bugger. That bad is it?’

Xanthe flopped onto the bed and gazed through the open window at the treetops silhouetted by the silver glow of the moon. ‘Well apart from a friendly taxi driver and the hotel owner, the only other person I met, who happens to be the neighbour, was a complete cow.’

‘And I was thinking you were going to get swept off your feet by some tall, dark, handsome and sexy-as-hell Greek.’

‘Hmm,’ Xanthe huffed. ‘No such luck. Also, the place is a shit tip and just the thought of staying there gives me the willies.’

Jude snorted.

Xanthe smirked. ‘I thought you’d appreciate that.’

‘Ha, you know me!’ He paused. ‘Maybe it’ll look better in daylight.’

‘I’ve already seen it in daylight and, trust me, daylight does not help.’

‘Was the sun shining at least?’

‘Yes, it was.’

‘Silver lining and all that.’

‘And I’m now in a clean, comfortable hotel rather than a mouse-infested house.’

‘There’re mice?’ Jude’s voice rose and Xanthe could imagine the look of disgust on his face.

‘Uh-huh. Well, a mouse. Quite cute but scared the shit out of me.’

‘And you want me to come and visit…’

Xanthe laughed.

‘You’d better have bloody renovated the place by the time I fly out.’

Her insides tightened at the thought of the amount of work and organisation that would be needed to revamp Agatha’s villa into something sellable.

‘As long as you do come and visit.’ She focused her attention back on Jude as they talked about that night’s show before they said goodbye. She’d wanted to get away from London, but she hadn’t anticipated feeling quite this lonely. She’d figured being away from people – Austin in particular – would be helpful, but even without the constant reminder of her ex, she still felt troubled. All she’d done was swap the worries she’d had back home for different ones.

‘Oh Agatha,’ Xanthe sighed. She tucked her hands behind her head and rested back on the pillow.

Her mum had been right – why had Agatha left her the villa? It was heart-breaking that she didn’t have anyone else, but then she didn’t have children, had never married and Xanthe didn’t remember her ever mentioning a man, at least romantically. Xanthe wondered what her relationship with the neighbours had been like. Close enough for her to have wanted to leave a third of her beloved garden to the neighbour’s son but not enough to have left everything to him. She had yet to meet the son, but if he was anything like his mother, she wasn’t hopeful that it would go any better.

With her stomach growling, Xanthe peeled herself off the bed, tucked her room key, phone and some euros into her jeans pocket, and made her way to the taverna in the square.

Xanthe was relieved when the waiter led her to a table inside, close enough to the open front to benefit from the cooler night air filtering in, but not in the glaring view of anyone. Back home she was usually surrounded by people and she liked that: the camaraderie of a cast and crew and the unwavering support of her housemates.

The waiter brought her grilled seabass and a green salad with tomatoes, figs, walnuts and slivers of local mizithra cheese drizzled with a tangy basil dressing. The flavours took her right back to her childhood when visiting the island had felt exciting and adventurous, her Greek family loud and colourful, the tastes and experiences equally captivating and enticing.

Away from the more touristy coastal villages, the taverna in Kallithea was a slice of real Greek life with a group of older men drinking ouzo and smoking on the edge of the terrace. A family of parents, grandparents and three children were tucking into a feast, the youngest child yawning and looking bored. Xanthe watched as she kicked her older brother beneath the table and an argument ensued – the boy enraged, the little girl amused. The mother’s staccato words and warning tone reminded Xanthe of her own Greek mother. A young, blonde woman was holding hands with her partner and doing all the talking, while a much older couple were eating their meal without saying a word to each other. Xanthe wondered if they always ate in silence or perhaps, after so many years together, they’d run out of things to talk about.

Trying not to draw attention to herself, she turned her back to her table and took a selfie with her food visible and the other diners spilling out onto the square in the background. She posted it to her Instagram stories with the hashtag #greeklife.

Jude commented straight away with a simple ‘living the dream’. And in a way, she was. Although she’d fled London, she wasn’t completely disconnected from her life. Friends and followers could see what she was up to, respond and reply; even sharing what she got up to virtually would make her feel less alone. Although, as she took a mouthful of the lemony seabass, she realised she’d only shared the beauty and dream-like quality of Kefalonia so far and not the reality of the villa or the task she was about to undertake. Perhaps she should share all of it: the good, the bad and the blooming ugly. She could document her journey through photos and videos, make the most of her few weeks away and achieve something. And if at the end of it she’d renovated a villa that she could sell and make enough money to put down a deposit on a place of her own, well, wasn’t that the real dream?
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Sleep came surprisingly easily and, after a refreshing shower and dressing in comfortably cool shorts and a vest top, Xanthe decided to explore the surrounding area before tackling the mess at the villa. She chatted to Rena who not only recommended a local electrician but offered to call him on Xanthe’s behalf, and then left the hotel.

The main road cut just below the village and wound down to Fiskardo on the coast, but for now she was content to explore the lanes that led from the square. Colourful oleander and bougainvillea spilled over walls in the gardens of villas painted burnt orange, pale peach, crisp white or sunny yellow, and with so many trees it was surprisingly green. When she recognised the house that had once belonged to her grandparents, the memories screamed back vivid and almost tangible: hot summers spent outside in a paddling pool beneath the shade of a carob tree; running bare-foot across the scratchy sun-parched grass; picking homegrown strawberries with her brother and grandmother, stuffing them into their mouths, warm and sweet. Someone else was living there now. The walls had been repainted from cream to an Ionian pink and the trees that had been planted when Xanthe was little to shade the front now towered over the two-storey house.

Refreshed by the walk and a decent sleep, Xanthe turned back, ready to head to Villa Aster and figure out what needed to be done with renewed energy. And when she got a message from Rena to say the electrician would stop by that afternoon, her day got off to an even better start.

Jude had been right; the villa didn’t seem quite so bad in the comforting light of a sunny day. Although she hadn’t forgotten the conversation with the neighbour, she had put it to the back of her mind. As for the mouse, she wasn’t quite as concerned as she’d been in the dark the night before.

While eating at the taverna, she’d made a plan to tackle the kitchen and the main bedroom first so she would at least have somewhere to cook and sleep. With the electrician popping by later to check the electrics and sort out the lights, all she’d then need was a builder to fix the roof and possibly take down the internal wall between the living room and kitchen to open the space up and hopefully make it more appealing to buyers. Everything else she’d do. It’ll be fine, she told herself.

As she started to clear the kitchen surface she sang songs from Oliver! and Chicago. She’d been so busy in the run-up to coming to Greece, she hadn’t had time to think about the show continuing with another actor playing Nancy. The break was needed, but she realised she missed the camaraderie of working on a show, the buzz of standing on stage and giving it her all, of living someone else’s life for a couple of hours while singing her heart out. Wearing rubber gloves with her hair pulled into a messy bun, she imagined how mad she must look singing to herself as she cleaned, an occasional twirl thrown in for good measure.

Although the kitchen was dated, under the grime it seemed well looked after. Once again the thought popped into her head about how long Agatha had been struggling for. She knew very little about her last few weeks beyond what her mum’s aunt Eirini had told them when she’d phoned Lin the day after Agatha had been taken to hospital with a suspected stroke. She’d died just a couple of days later. Xanthe would have gone to the funeral but it had been too difficult to drop everything with only a day’s notice.

As she sang and scrubbed, a surreal sense of enjoyment was quickly followed by a now-familiar stab of guilt. Perhaps the feeling of contentment while washing away sticky oil stains was more about having escaped the constant reminder of Austin and less about the sad reality of why she was alone in Agatha’s home.

With her shoulders aching from cleaning the kitchen, Xanthe decided to switch to another room. Standing in her godmother’s bedroom she felt a fraud, not worthy of being the person chosen to pack up her life. She’d selfishly thought of the villa as being a haven because her life felt too hard, when actually she’d not considered how hard Agatha’s life might have been. It wasn’t somewhere Xanthe could easily strip back and sell.

Her desire to sing and dance deserted her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered as she took in the room: the walls bare apart from a cross above the double bed which had only one pillow; a Greek book of herbs on the bedside table; a dressing table cluttered with personal items and a half-finished glass of water; and a faded armchair in front of the patio doors. Xanthe opened them to let the sea air in. The house needed to breathe.

She imagined white-haired Agatha in the heat of summer sitting in the armchair with the doors flung open, sunshine and birdsong flooding the room.

Thinking back, there had been little things that should have triggered Xanthe’s concern about her godmother. In recent letters, Agatha’s handwriting had become more spidery and harder to read. Perhaps Xanthe had glossed over the bits she couldn’t quite decipher. Truthfully she hadn’t had the patience to spend time trying to work them out.

As Xanthe stripped the bed, the sense of peeling away the imprint of her godmother was acute. The mattress was old but clean, the wooden bed simple but solid, and she found clean sheets and covers in the bottom drawer of the wardrobe. They were a little musty but they’d be fine once she’d aired them. Bloody hell, she was beginning to sound like her mum; when had she ever aired anything? She may be thirty-one but she was still living a twenty-something life in a shared house with most of her money haemorrhaging on rent, bills and going out, although bigger and more prestigious roles over the last couple of years had at least meant she was earning more.

With a heavy heart Xanthe cleared the wardrobe, folding Agatha’s clothes and placing them in a couple of bin bags to give to charity. Her godmother would have expected her to do this, yet it still felt as if she was prying. She started a mental list of things she needed to do, including hiring a car so she could get around more easily, yet with the cost of that she couldn’t stay in a hotel for too long even with the money Agatha had left.

Later in the afternoon, Xanthe stopped to stretch her legs and work out the ache in her back with a walk in the garden. It was meticulously laid out, the borders well-established and, under closer inspection, she noticed there were hardly any weeds. The house had stood empty for months, so surely by now weeds would be flourishing? She only knew about plants and flowers through what she’d gleaned from Agatha, but it was obvious the garden had been cared for recently.

Forcing herself away from the sun-flooded terrace, she wandered back to the villa. A noise from across the garden caught her attention. Spying movement, she headed that way. As she got closer she could see someone shadowed by one of the olive trees.

‘Are you the electrician?’ she called. When he didn’t look up she repeated it again but in Greek. ‘Eísai ilektrológos?’

That caught his attention. His eyes grazed her face, his mouth opening a little before he gave a slight shake of his head and drove the spade he was holding into the earth.

Xanthe frowned. Definitely not the electrician. There was also something familiar about him. Realising he was by the as-yet-unfenced border between Agatha’s and the neighbour’s garden, she had a sinking feeling. With a sense of déjà vu, she decided to introduce herself to the neighbour’s son.

‘Sorry,’ she said in Greek, stepping off the path and onto the grass. ‘I’m waiting for an electrician, saw you and assumed… I’m Xanthe.’

The man looked up again, leaned the spade he was holding against the tree and strode over. With eyes blazing with animosity, she was now certain he was the neighbour’s son – the one who had apparently been cheated out of Villa Aster. He was arrestingly handsome with dark hair, defined cheekbones, furrowed brows and brown eyes that bore into her. A scar travelled from one side of his jaw to his chin, like an uneven path cutting through his stubble. He would have been incredibly attractive if he wasn’t looking so angry. He stopped a few paces away.

‘You’re Agatha’s goddaughter?’ he asked in English, gesturing behind her to the villa.

‘Yes, I’m Xanthe,’ she repeated. After his mother’s reaction she was wary, but hopeful that he’d be more amenable. Xanthe wondered if there was an irate wife somewhere to contend with as well as a toxic mother and grumpy son.

He folded his arms, his hostility clearly growing. ‘There was no need to talk to my mama the way you did yesterday.’

Xanthe took a step back. ‘The way I talked to her?’ She shook her head. ‘You’ve got that all wrong.’

‘That’s not what she said.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t.’ Xanthe gritted her teeth, wanting to give him a piece of her mind but reluctant to make the problem bigger. She took a deep breath and spoke calmly. ‘Look, I’m just here to sort through my godmother’s belongings; I honestly didn’t mean to cause any trouble.’ She held up her hands in a pacifying way. When he didn’t say anything further she sighed and pointed to the wooden posts lying on the grass. ‘You’re putting up a fence?’

‘Yes, to divide the garden,’ he replied curtly.

‘I can put some money towards it if⁠—’

‘No need. I’ve got spare wood from a job.’ He must have caught Xanthe’s frown. ‘I’m a gardener, but I put up fences, sheds too. Whatever people need.’

‘Were you Agatha’s gardener?’

His gaze drifted to the villa behind her and he nodded.

‘Have you been carrying on doing stuff in the garden since, well, you know…’

‘Yes,’ he said sharply. ‘Is that a problem?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll leave your side well alone from now on.’ He gave her a look she couldn’t decipher, but his tone was transparent.

‘Fine. If that’s how you feel.’ She refused to waste any more time talking to him. Best to leave it and avoid him and his mama as much as possible. She turned and began to walk away but couldn’t help muttering, ‘You could at least have helped her out around the house too.’

With dismay she heard footsteps following.

‘You know nothing about me. Or even Agatha.’

Xanthe swung back to him. ‘And you and your mother know nothing about me either. Making assumptions isn’t helpful. You don’t know me and I don’t know you, so let’s keep it that way.’

‘Fine by me.’

‘Fine!’ Xanthe stormed away, relieved when she didn’t hear him follow, yet upset that the peaceful time she’d been hoping for on Kefalonia had been tainted by obnoxious neighbours.
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The electrician turned up a little while later, a balding forty-something man with a black beard peppered with grey, who was helpful and thorough. His pleasant demeanour went some way to helping Xanthe relax after the confrontation with the neighbour’s son.

After checking everything, suggesting what was needed and giving her a rundown of the cost, he promised to come back on Monday to fix the electrics.

‘You are doing the house on your own?’ he asked, raising his bushy eyebrows.

‘What I can. Obviously the electrics need doing and the roof fixing, but I’d also like to take out the wall between the kitchen and living room if possible.’

‘Show me.’

She led him along the hallway to the living room. He grunted a bit and knocked on the internal wall in a couple of places before going between the two rooms and gazing up at the beamed ceiling. Looking satisfied, he nodded. ‘It is no problem.’

‘As in you can take it down?’

‘Not me. My brother-in-law. He’s a builder, he do a good job here.’

‘Really? Would you mind asking him if he can come round so I can find out how much it’ll cost?’

‘No problem.’ He nodded firmly. ‘And I come back Monday.’

‘Efharistóume polí,’ Xanthe said, thanking him politely as she showed him out.

As he drove away, it crossed her mind that it seemed too easy, yet she also knew it was how things worked in Greece: through recommendations and family connections. Yet she’d also believed that village communities were friendly and that had already been disproved – although to be fair, Rena at the hotel and the electrician were, just not the neighbours. But whatever they thought, she was determined to renovate the villa. Thankfully she’d inherited her mum’s stubbornness. Was that a Greek trait? She had no real idea about her Greek family beyond childhood memories. Now she was here she was also determined to track down her grandfather to try and understand what had gone wrong. Back then, she’d been too wrapped up in her own pre-teen angst to concern herself with the rift between her mum and her grandfather, particularly when it had been overshadowed by her parents’ divorce – that had been far more challenging to navigate.

She should have kept her cool with the neighbour’s son though. She did regret that, because all she’d done was make an unfortunate situation worse.

[image: ]


Determined to finish cleaning at least one room, Xanthe spent what was left of the day working on the bedroom. With the bed stripped and the wardrobe emptied, she turned her attention to the dressing table. A snapshot of Agatha’s life was laid out beneath a film of dust. There were two framed photos on either side of the mirror: one of Agatha with a very young Xanthe, her mum, dad and brother, her grandparents and various other Greek relatives, the other a black and white one that Xanthe assumed was Agatha with her parents when she was a girl.

Xanthe had put off looking in the dressing table drawers because it felt the most private part of Agatha’s room, but curiosity got the better of her. She wanted to understand more about the godmother she’d been writing to for nearly two decades.

The middle drawer had the expected jewellery, lotions, old lipsticks and cotton-wool balls in it, but it was the contents of the other two drawers that intrigued her. One was so full of letters bundled together with string that Xanthe had to wrench it open. She recognised her own handwriting and pulled out a bundle of letters she’d written. The letter at the top, written on the posh writing paper she’d asked for one Christmas, was instantly recognisable. Navy, pink and gold stars decorated the top two corners and her name was monogrammed in gold. From the number of letters it seemed as if her godmother had kept them all. Xanthe had kept Agatha’s letters too, although with various house moves many had gone missing or were still stored in the attic at her mum’s. She tucked the bundle into her rucksack to take with her.

The other drawer was filled with journals, but it was the photos on top and a half-finished letter that captured her attention. She flicked through the photos, some old black and white ones of people she didn’t know, but she recognised the neighbour’s son in a couple of colour ones. He was much younger in the first one, perhaps in his late teens, a little lankier, still handsome, no scar. The next one was more recent and had been taken in Agatha’s garden. Leaning on a spade with his T-shirt sleeves rolled up to his shoulders, a wide smile lit up his face. It certainly seemed that Agatha had thought of him as more than just her gardener. She put the photos back and picked up the letter. With a start she realised it was addressed to her, dated just a few days before Agatha had died. So she had intended to reply to Xanthe’s last letter.

With a lump in her throat, Xanthe put the unfinished letter with the others to read later and placed the photos back in the drawer with the journals.

Sticky and grimy from cleaning and sorting all day, Xanthe finished at six. She was used to working hard, but this was far removed from her relatively showbizzy life of grabbing a Starbucks on the way to the theatre, of warm-ups with the cast, putting on make-up and getting her hair done. There was no one to tell her well done or to stroke her ego, no applause or audience shouting bravo. Coming here had been necessary for her mental health, but there was a purpose to it as well. She needed to transform the villa into somewhere people would want to live; somewhere her godmother would be proud of. She needed to prove to her mum that she wasn’t wasting her time or jeopardising her career. Even Jude had his doubts about her managing to pull this off and not go stir crazy in the process. He hadn’t voiced them – but they were there along with her own undercurrent of doubt.

With her rucksack on her back and a feeling of relief, she locked the villa door and set off. Through the trees she could make out the burnished-cream walls of the neighbouring villa. The smell of something grilling drifted on the breeze, making Xanthe’s mouth water even though she was trying to cut out meat. She’d skipped lunch and was just hungry, she reasoned, as she turned and walked with determination along the lane to the road that led to Kallithea.

At the hotel she showered, changed and went online to book a hire car to be delivered the following week. She needed to go food shopping and stop eating out, but tonight she had plans. With the route to the village of Fiskardo plumbed into Google maps, and with her camera and the unfinished letter from Agatha in her shoulder bag, she set off.

Although it wouldn’t get dark until nearly nine, she could imagine what her mum would say about her walking the quiet lanes on her own. And, of course, as soon as she started thinking about the what-ifs, her imagination stirred up all sorts of trouble, when in reality the worst thing she’d probably come across would be a grumpy goat.

The narrow lane was surprisingly green, lined on either side with trees, forest-green mixed with a silvery sage. Early-evening sunshine streamed down, deliciously warm as she walked, a simple T-shirt and daisy-print maxi skirt keeping her comfortably cool. An occasional house edged the roadside and then the view would open out to tree-covered hills bathed in sunshine and shadows.

As she walked, her thoughts kept returning to the conversation with the neighbour’s son. Somehow it had been even more upsetting than the argument with his mama. So much for believing he’d be friendlier and more amenable. Him speaking English had irked her when he knew she could speak Greek, although of course she’d carried on speaking English for fear of trying too hard and annoying him. There was a power struggle going on and so far he’d come out on top.

She paced on, glad of her comfy white trainers on the hard dusty track as she breathed in the scent of wild herbs. Apart from the vroom of a motorbike from a distant road, any other manmade noise was overpowered by nature with the birds twittering in the branches and the chirp chirp of cicadas in the undergrowth.

Eventually she reached Fiskardo. White boats moored in the harbour bobbed gently together and the masts of larger boats clinked. Xanthe breathed in the sea air that mingled with the tempting smell of grilling fish that drifted from the seafront restaurants.

One of them, Tassia, housed in a salmon-pink building, had a prime spot looking across the sheltered bay to where the Venetian Lighthouse of Fiskardo was obscured by trees, and the forest-clad island of Ithaca loomed a short sail away. Blue tables and chairs with white tablecloths lined the pavement, many already filled with diners, particularly the ones right by the water.

Xanthe was greeted and shown to one of the smaller tables close to the restaurant which suited her just fine as it enabled her to people-watch and soak up the view while she waited for her food.

The waiter returned with a glass of a local Kefalonia wine – an aromatic muscat – and a plate of spaghetti with prawns, sun-dried tomatoes, feta and fennel in a creamy ouzo sauce. She snapped a picture of it and added it to her Instagram stories, then wound spaghetti onto her fork and enjoyed a mouthful of the salty, rich dish with a hint of aniseed. She took a selfie too, a big smile masking her worries, the glistening blue of the Ionian Sea in the background. This is the life. The thought popped into her head and, right that moment, it was. Chilling out on a Greek island and tucking into delicious food by the sea – who wouldn’t find it appealing?

Xanthe’s phone pinged. A message from Jude.

Just a heads up before you spot it yourself (which you inevitably will), but ATA has been confirmed for a new Marvel movie.

Bloody Austin; she couldn’t get away from him. And Jude was well-meaning in trying to do her a favour by telling her the news before she spotted it on social media. It was childish to refer to Austin as ATA – Austin the Arse, which her close friends had come up with – but somehow it made her feel better knowing she had friends on her side who understood what a complete and utter shit he’d been to her. She had a far stronger word for him, but ATA was a much better acronym than ATF…

She thumbed a reply to Jude.

Bloody hell! That’s a huge win.

It was a massive deal – a career-defining and life-changing film to be a part of. His spectacular success evoked a weird combination of gut-wrenching hurt and envy that he was continuing to do so well after behaving so badly, followed by a stab of guilt that she wasn’t pleased for him. After all, he was following his dream…

The boy’s done good. Shame it’s happened to such an almighty twat.

Jude always had the ability to put a smile on her face. And yes, he was a twat. An infuriatingly good-looking, charming and successful twat, which just made it worse because beneath all of that he was a cheat, liar and heartbreaker.

She sipped the chilled wine and focused on her food. Being here was going a long way to helping her cope with her hurt and managing her feelings of jealousy at the thought of him celebrating without her. The hardest thing to comprehend and come to terms with was that his success was hard-earned and well deserved, despite his behaviour. Bigger and better parts, success and recognition was what they’d all been striving for. If fame and fortune went hand in hand that was just a massive bonus. For three years their lives had been entwined in love, friendship and passion, while sharing the ups and downs of their chosen paths of TV and musical theatre. Now they’d diverged; Austin into the stratosphere with Hollywood knocking, while she’d put her West End career on hold to do up a tumbledown villa and face neighbours who had beef with her. Perhaps there was quite a lot to be jealous of…

The last thing she needed to be thinking about was Austin, although inevitably having time on her hands gave her the opportunity to reflect. Perhaps it was necessary to work through the hurt, but she could only manage small doses. To take her mind off him, she concentrated on her mouthful of succulent prawns, salty feta and creamy sauce and took out the letter that Agatha hadn’t finished.

Xanthe had last written to Agatha just a couple of weeks before she’d died and a few days after the news about Austin having an affair with his co-star had broken. She remembered the sadness, anger and bitterness she’d felt seeping into her writing.

A bee droned around the magenta flowers that climbed up the side of the building next to the restaurant. With the comforting rumble of background chatter, laughter and the soothing sight of the sea bathed in the soft evening light, it was hard to believe she’d been consumed by so much anger just a few months ago, although her heart still ached for the future she thought she’d have with Austin.

Focusing on the letter, she breathed deeply as she tried to decipher Agatha’s words and look up the ones she didn’t understand on her phone. The Greek script was beautiful yet her godmother’s usually delicate but neat writing looked shaky.

Dear Xanthe,

Thank you for writing to me when… much going on in your life. I’m sorry about Austin, he…

Xanthe couldn’t make out the next bit at all. She hoped Agatha’s sentiment was something along the lines of her being better off without him, that he didn’t deserve her, blah-di-blah. And he didn’t; she’d worked that much out for herself.

You… move on… don’t think on him too hard because time is precious.

Put your effort into your love…

Xanthe screwed up her nose. Her love? What did she mean by that? To find another man? She didn’t think so; Agatha had always been more interested in Xanthe’s career and her passion for performing, singing and photography, rather than the men in her life. Although she’d always liked hearing about Jude’s exploits. She’d have liked him and she was certain Jude would have warmed to her godmother too; they’d have hit it off. But her passions were what she liked to hear about most. Ah, that made sense now; Agatha hadn’t been talking about love but passion – páthos. The word she could barely make out wasn’t agápi after all. Her passions… Agatha had meant for her to concentrate on them and not waste time crying over Austin.

I’m probably the last person to give advice, but I will anyway.

And that was where it ended. Her chest tightened at the reason why Agatha had never finished the letter. What advice had she intended to impart? Her godmother had been a voice of reason over the years, and she’d always found warmth and comfort in her letters, taking on her sage advice more often than she did from her parents, but then she’d probably shared more of her life with Agatha than she had with them.

She carefully folded the letter and tucked it safely in her bag. It was incredibly emotional to be on the island Agatha loved now she was no longer here. That loss put things into perspective, a reminder to not put things off until tomorrow.

Xanthe sipped her wine and spiralled more seafood spaghetti onto her fork. She wondered about her grandfather and where he was living now. She’d spent more time with her grandmother than she had with him, although that had changed when she’d been diagnosed with cancer. Xanthe had been ten and her bright, fun-loving grandmother had become tired and drawn. Her grandfather had been larger than life and full of fun even when times were hard. Then, of course, everything had changed when her grandmother had died, with their mum refusing to ever return to Kefalonia after the funeral. Xanthe’s memories of Agatha were stronger than those of her grandmother because she’d been intrigued by the serious older woman having such a creative side, along with an infectious passion for her garden and nature.

Xanthe had always been fascinated by what made people tick, and she’d been captivated by Agatha. She enjoyed analysing people, figuring out their characters and wondering about their back stories. It was one of the reasons she was drawn to acting. There was the thrill of embodying a character, particularly one unlike herself. They were the most tantalising to play – the villain rather than the hero. Or a character who wasn’t black and white. Not only did she want to understand the breakdown of relationships within her own family, but she was intrigued by Agatha’s neighbours and the obvious fondness Agatha had for the son. She wanted to understand where their bitterness towards her came from.

With her food demolished and two glasses of wine consumed, Xanthe tucked some euros into the shot glass with the bill. Before the daylight was lost completely, she took her camera from her bag and crouched by the edge of the harbour to take a series of shots. The clear, sapphire-blue water sparkled in the softening light of the fading sun. Ithaca rose from the Ionian Sea, the last rays of the day turning it a deep shimmering orange.

Performing on stage was many things: nerve wracking, thrilling, exciting, and yet the feeling that she’d never had while on stage or in front of a camera was the one she felt right now behind the camera, completely focused and lost in the moment. An unexpected sense of peace.
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Xanthe treated herself to a lie in on Saturday morning. Compared to her bedroom in Acton with traffic noise, doors slamming next door and magpies constantly screeching, it was blissfully peaceful even in the heart of the village. Warm sunny days, blue sky, fresh air and picturesque views in every direction were certainly missing back home. Even though Xanthe had sought out the beautiful, intriguing, historic and unique aspects of London, Kefalonia had beauty in abundance. Greek life happened at a much slower pace than she was used to.

By ten, she dragged herself out of bed, showered and dressed in shorts and a T-shirt ready for another day of sorting and cleaning. After dinner the evening before, she’d gone to a supermarket in Fiskardo to stock up on extra cleaning supplies and some food, then she’d taken a taxi back up the winding road to Kallithea.

With her rucksack heaving with supplies, Xanthe couldn’t resist starting her day with a pastry and coffee, the delicious smell drifting from Toula’s Café way too tempting.

A friendly lady greeted her with a smile. ‘Kaliméra!’

‘Kaliméra.’ Xanthe returned the smile, her eyes drifting to the counter as she placed her order. ‘Bóro na écho mia bougátsa tyrí kai éna kafé.’

The woman nodded and set about making the coffee and cutting up a generous slice of the cheese-filled bougatsa.

‘You speak good Greek,’ the woman said, switching to English. ‘But I like the chance to talk in English.’

‘Oh, thank you. Enough to get by. I understand more than I can speak.’

‘So I heard.’ The woman winked.

Puzzled, Xanthe frowned.

‘I hear much. Even if the locals say my café is too expensive, they still come. It is a place to gossip.’ She rolled her eyes but then flashed Xanthe a wicked grin. ‘I am easy to talk to. I get on with everyone. It is a gift.’

‘You know everyone and everything that goes on, then?’

‘I like to think I do. I’m Toula,’ she said, handing Xanthe the wrapped bougatsa and placing the coffee on the top of the counter.

‘Ah, so you own the café. It’s lovely to meet you. I’m Xanthe.’ She faltered. A polite thank you and goodbye would suffice, but her intrigue about Agatha’s neighbours got the better of her. ‘What exactly did you hear?’

Toula batted her hand. ‘Only talk about the woman who move into Agatha’s house. You say your name is Xanthe, so now I am certain. You’re her goddaughter, naí?’

‘You knew my godmother?’

‘As much as anyone know her. She keep quiet, but I like to think we were friends. When we did talk, she talk much about you. I understand why she leave you the house.’ She pressed her fingers to the centre of her chest, her look intense as her eyes traced Xanthe’s face.

‘It’s a shame not everyone feels the same way you do.’ Xanthe paused, unsure if she should say more or not. The café was quiet with no one else queuing, the only customers sitting outside enjoying breakfast in the sunshine. A younger woman was busy wiping over tables towards the back of the café.

Xanthe made a decision. ‘I presume you heard about my run-in with the neighbours?’

Toula raised her neatly shaped eyebrows. ‘I hear many things. I know much too. I have many friends, know many people.’ She looked at Xanthe and sighed. ‘Dimitris’s mama is⁠—’

‘Dimitris?’

‘Your neighbour.’

‘Of course that’s his name,’ Xanthe said in reply to Toula’s confused look, while an image of Dimitris’s angry yet handsome face danced in her head. ‘Agatha often mentioned him in her letters, but I didn’t realise she was talking about her neighbour and he didn’t introduce himself. Neither did his mama.’

‘Naí, well, Irida, his mama… How do I say politely…’ Toula glanced towards the younger woman at the back of the café and lowered her voice. ‘She is troubled. You understand?’

‘Not exactly…’

Toula made a ‘tsch’ sound. ‘I don’t explain good. How do I say… The villagers understand problems you see. Physical problems, but it’s harder when it’s up here.’ She tapped her fingers to her forehead and moved closer to the counter. ‘She’s suffered much. Dimitris look after her, but he’s had to cope with much too. I think that makes him sad in here.’ She pressed her fingers to her heart before snapping upright and wafting her hand. ‘I say I don’t like gossip and here I am gossiping.’

An older gentleman with a camera and binoculars slung around his neck came in and said hello in English. Toula greeted him and gestured to the younger woman to serve him.

Xanthe turned back to Toula. ‘Is it mostly tourists who come here?’

‘Mostly, but the locals do too, they just like to complain about everything – that I’m too expensive.’ She snorted. ‘But everyone here makes money from tourists. It’s our livelihood. Maria with her Airbnb room; Kostas sells fish to the tavernas; Nikos Gabropoulos runs boat trips to the beaches. Nikos Zanotis and his wife buy land to build a villa with a pool to rent to guests. Earning a living how best we can is what we do; the whole island does.’

Xanthe liked Toula’s honest depiction of the locals.

‘It was the same for your papou.’ Toula said it quietly, her bright eyes watching Xanthe carefully.

‘You know my grandfather?’

‘I know your family.’ Toula nodded. ‘I grew up with your mama.’

Xanthe was taken aback by the mention of her mum; Lin had distanced herself so much from the island and her family that it shocked Xanthe to think of her actually having had a life and friends here. The connection that had been lost with Agatha was suddenly reconnected through Toula. A fizz of excitement seeded itself in Xanthe at the prospect of learning about her family, of piecing together the past and the breakdown of her mum’s relationship with her Greek family.

‘You look surprised.’

‘Because I am.’ Xanthe studied Toula closely, considering whether she seemed familiar or not. ‘Have we met before then?’

Toula gave a small nod. ‘Many years ago; you were very little so I’m sure you don’t remember. You play with my son and daughters in your grandparents’ garden.’

‘Wow, no I don’t remember, but it’s nice to know you do.’

‘And it is good to see you, Xanthe.’ There was a tremor in her voice as if she was finding the conversation difficult. She straightened up, her sudden melancholy replaced by cheerfulness. ‘Tell me, are you eating properly?’

Xanthe smiled at Toula’s motherly concern. ‘I’ve eaten out the last couple of days, but now the kitchen in the villa is cleaner, I can make meals – not that I’m much of a cook.’

‘You must come to me. I cook for you.’

‘Oh goodness, thank you, but I really can’t impose on⁠—’

‘I have a big family. One more is no problem.’ Toula nodded her head decisively. ‘You come to me next Sunday.’

Xanthe was well aware that arguing would get her nowhere, and actually, she didn’t want to. She’d only just met Toula but had immediately warmed to her, and her connection to Agatha and her mum had captured her attention.

Xanthe accepted her kind offer, said goodbye and strolled across the square with her bougatsa and coffee, feeling a little more like facing the challenge of sorting out Agatha’s house. She toyed with the idea of messaging her mum about Toula, but thought it would be better to speak to her.

Although there was no point in doing anything about the dated kitchen until the wall between it and the living room was removed, her cleaning efforts had made a difference and, as she unpacked the food and put it away in a cupboard and the newly cleaned fridge, she felt it would be possible to live here.

There’d been no further sign of the mouse, but she was sure it was still around. She tried not to think about a little creature scampering around her feet as she opened all the doors and windows, flooding the villa with sunshine and a warm breeze. As she was taking the kitchen clutter outside to sort, a rhythmic banging towards the neighbour’s side started up. She assumed it was Dimitris thumping the wooden stakes for the fence into the ground, but she didn’t go and investigate.

Along with a Spotify playlist of dance hits, the thumping kept her company well into the afternoon. Every time she went outside she glimpsed Dimitris through the trees. Conscious of his presence, she quietly sang along to ‘Shake It Off’ and ‘Titanium’ without so much as a West End-performer twirl. Although they’d decided to ignore each other, it was hard to concentrate knowing he was there, as if the air was filled with unresolved animosity. She got on with most people and she was annoyed that an opinion of her had been formed because she’d been left something they didn’t think she deserved. Why they felt they had a claim to her godmother’s house puzzled her, even if she had been surprised by Agatha’s generosity in leaving Villa Aster to her. As the afternoon wore on, the awkward tension built and she decided she had to try and make peace. So when she was out in the garden later and spotted movement where the trees and bushes thinned out, she went over.

‘Yasou, Dimitri,’ she said.

He looked up in surprise. ‘You know my name?’

‘I met Toula at the café. Apparently nothing much stays quiet around here.’ She raised an eyebrow and wondered if he’d understand that she knew the talk about her had worked its way through the village to Toula.

Dimitris muttered something and drove the spade into the hard earth.

Xanthe sighed. At least she’d tried to break the ice, although perhaps she’d goaded him a little with that comment. She didn’t want there to be a constant awkwardness though, not when Dimitris and his mama were her only neighbours.

‘It’s looking good.’ She pointed to the line of stakes he’d already wedged into the ground, an almost perfect straight line through the garden. He’d cleared lots of the undergrowth and split some shrubs, but it looked as if he’d replanted them on both sides of what would be the new fence. ‘It’s a lot of work for you though.’

His olive-green T-shirt was damp with sweat, the sleeves rolled right up to his shoulders like they’d been in the photo she’d found in Agatha’s dressing table drawer. His muscled arms tensed as he clasped the spade. He just couldn’t relax around her. He wiped his brow with the back of his hand and continued working.

She watched him dig up a spade-full of dry earth, the effort obvious in his straining muscles and flushed cheeks. His hostility still showed in his clenched jaw and furrowed brow.

‘What exactly is your problem with me?’ she finally asked.

Dimitris sighed. ‘It’s not me who has the problem.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Xanthe folded her arms. ‘I’m the problem? It’s my fault?’

‘No, it’s just, Mama…’ His fists tightened on the spade handle.

‘What? Doesn’t believe I should have been left the house because I wasn’t around? Is that it?’ The less communicative he was, the more her discomfort grew. She’d tried to make an effort, what more could she do? ‘Fine, if you don’t want to talk about it I’ll leave you alone.’

‘It is a lot of work,’ he stressed just as she was about to walk away. ‘I won’t finish it today and I won’t have time in the week when I’m working – for other people, you understand? Just so you know what I’m doing.’

‘Thank you. I appreciate you getting this sorted.’

Content that they’d actually managed a civil conversation, she left him to it. So much for Jude being convinced she’d meet a sexy Greek; Dimitris may be handsome, but complicated and difficult were not qualities she was after.

The rest of the day went quickly. Xanthe concentrated on getting the kitchen as clean and tidy as possible. She disposed of the mouse droppings from the cupboard beneath the sink and added a humane trap to her list of things to buy. The wooden table was old and battered but it was clean and, after finding a vase and picking a few flowers and fronds of greenery, it looked a whole lot better. She ended the day feeling immensely proud about what she’d already achieved. With the electrician arriving on Monday she would hopefully have light and power, and now she had a kitchen she was able to prepare food in.

Taking a basket, she explored Agatha’s kitchen garden, picking ripe tomatoes from the vine and a couple of pale green peppers. The rhythmic thumping that had accompanied her all day had stopped and Dimitris was nowhere to be seen. She made a Greek salad with the tomatoes, thin crispy peppers, feta, cucumber and olives, to eat with a chunk of bread she’d bought fresh that morning.

She perched on the low stone wall that divided the garden and the forested hillside. While she ate, she phoned her mum.

‘Give me a second, Xanthe,’ her mum answered all of a fluster. ‘Archie, take Bramble outside! He’s scratching at the door…’ Xanthe’s brother said something she couldn’t make out. ‘Why you? Because you’re the one standing in front of me, I’m about to talk to your sister and I don’t want Bramble weeing on the floor, that’s why! Sorry about that,’ she said into the phone. ‘The boys are driving me mad and Bramble’s not much better, but at least he can’t answer back. How are you?’

‘I’m fine; how’s your blood pressure?’

‘Oh, it’s just been a long day. It’s raining, we’re all cooped up. I should have made everyone go out regardless of the weather.’

‘You do realise it’s beautifully sunny here… You could escape the chaos for a few days on your own⁠—’

‘Going to Kefalonia will not help my blood pressure, I promise you that.’

Xanthe knew there would be no point arguing. She decided to change tack. ‘Did you by any chance know Agatha’s neighbours?’

‘I’m not sure I did, at least I didn’t know them well. I think a family lived next door.’

‘So you don’t really remember them?’

‘It’s been nearly twenty years, Xanthe,’ she said, her voice clipped. ‘How are you managing?’

Her mum had clammed up at the mere mention of Agatha, so she decided not to mention Toula. Toula was an open book and a brief conversation with her had already revealed more than she remembered her mum ever saying. For the time being she’d keep quiet and see what else Toula would divulge.

‘An electrician will be here on Monday and his brother-in-law’s a builder so he’s coming out in the week to give me a quote for the roof and some work inside.’

‘And the money Agatha left is enough to cover the costs?’

‘More than enough.’ If things don’t go wrong. Although she didn’t say that; she didn’t need her mum worrying more than she already was. ‘Mum, why didn’t you keep in touch with Agatha?’

Silence. Xanthe had a horrible feeling her mum was going to end the call.

Lin cleared her throat. ‘I didn’t stay in touch with anyone. And I never understood why you did, with Agatha, I mean.’

‘She was my godmother and you used to be close. I don’t understand why you think it’s so strange?’

‘Hmm.’ In the background, Bramble started barking. Then Archie yelled. Lin sighed loudly. ‘Shit, I’d better go and see what on earth is going on.’

‘Okay,’ Xanthe said, disappointed at how little her mum seemed to be willing to share, always finding an excuse to shut down the conversation – although admittedly it did sound as if World War III was breaking out. Having been in Greece for a couple of days, it was also noticeable how British her mum sounded, her accent so light and her use of English sayings fully embedded. ‘Send my love to everyone.’

‘I will.’

‘Oh, and Mum. I’m glad I’m here doing this.’

‘Hmm,’ she said in reply.

[image: ]


As she locked up, Xanthe made the decision to extend her stay at the hotel for another couple of nights just until the electrics were fixed, the bedding washed and the hire car delivered. While walking back to the village, she phoned Jude and caught him on his way to the theatre. She told him about her conversation with Toula at the café and her attempt at being friendly with the neighbour.

‘Drown them in kindness,’ Jude said. ‘It’s the best way to deal with someone being an idiot.’

‘You didn’t say that about Austin.’

‘No, but then Austin proved himself to be an utter dickhead, while you don’t know the neighbours, and from what that café woman said there may be a lot going on beneath the surface. You don’t know their backstory.’

‘You and your backstory. You’re an actor through and through.’

‘I’m just bloody nosy and want you to find out more. Ignoring them sure as hell ain’t going to achieve that.’

‘You’re totally right. I’m intrigued too, which is why I went and talked to him today. Didn’t get much back though. At least I made the effort and I feel better because of it. You know how much I hate conflict.’

‘Unless it’s scripted.’

‘Too right. I bloody love acting it!’ Xanthe couldn’t help but grin.

‘I’m going to have to go, Xanthe. This is my stop.’

‘Yeah, okay. Break a leg. Miss you. Please come out and visit me.’

‘Cos you’ve really been selling it!’

Through laughter, they said goodbye, Jude to continue on to The Lyric Theatre to perform to an eager audience and Xanthe back to her hotel for a quiet night on her own. It was funny to think how much she’d been craving getting away from everything back home, and now she was no longer there, she was missing it desperately. Well, not all of it, just some aspects of her life. She was certainly missing having company. She screwed up her nose; she couldn’t ever remember a time when it had been just her, at least not for more than a day or two. It would take some getting used to, of that she was sure.
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A lonely evening stretched ahead and with little desire to walk to Fiskardo again or to spend money on a taxi, Xanthe poured a gin and tonic from the mini bar and took the bundle of Agatha’s letters out to the courtyard garden at the back of the hotel. Apart from a middle-aged couple talking quietly together, the hum of air-conditioning units and the distant chatter drifting across from the taverna in the square, it was peaceful.

The earlier heat had sun-baked everything and the sweet scent of the flowers blooming in pots filled the enclosed courtyard. The air was still with no breeze to temper the heat. Xanthe sat on a padded rattan sofa in a sheltered spot beneath an olive tree canopy.

The letters Agatha had kept went back to the first one Xanthe had written when she was twelve. There were letters from other people too, but right now it was her own letters she was most interested in. The last time she’d been to Kefalonia the summer before her grandmother – her yiayia – had died of cancer, Agatha had pressed a piece of paper with her address into her hand and had said how much she’d like to hear from her. She wondered if Agatha had been surprised to receive a letter from her.

The letters were bundled together in date order. She flicked to the bottom of the pile and pulled out the first letter she’d written nineteen years before.

Dear Agatha,

I said I’d write to you! I’m going to ask for some proper writing paper for Christmas. I went back to school on Monday. It was okay I suppose but not much fun after SIX weeks off and going to Greece. Only one of my friends went abroad, to somewhere in Spain, and everyone else went to Devon or Cornwall, although my friend Daisy went to Scotland to visit her grandparents. It’s quite exciting starting my second year at secondary school though and I’m going to audition for the school play this year. Mum says I can join the local drama group too which is super exciting. Maybe you could come over and see me if I get a part in the play? I’ve got homework to do now – already! How rubbish is that! I’ll write again soon and I hope you’ll write to me too.

From Xanthe x

Memories ebbed and flowed as Xanthe’s childhood voice reconnected her to the past. She was suddenly back at her desk in her bedroom in their old house in Hove, with her posters of McFly and Orlando Bloom on the wall, writing to Agatha with her favourite cherry-scented pen. She held the paper to her nose and sniffed. Any lingering smell had faded over the years. Her handwriting was familiar yet different, the memories her own words had evoked powerfully real.

It meant so much that Agatha had kept them. Xanthe wracked her brain trying to remember her reply. Whatever it had been, her godmother hadn’t visited them in Hove or watched her when she’d got a small part in Peter Pan with the local amateur dramatics club. She never saw her perform professionally either because Agatha’s last visit to London had been before Xanthe’s West End debut, although she’d always cheered her on from afar.

The memories were painful though, that first letter showing how young and naive she was, failing to pick up on what had been happening around her. Everything had changed the following year. Entering her teens had been challenging enough without the added complication of the cracks in her parents’ relationship becoming insurmountable when her dad’s affair had come to light.

A shout in Greek bellowed across the still evening, followed by a sharp reply – probably a wife berating her husband. Xanthe smiled and sipped her gin and tonic. She thumbed through the next couple of letters until she found the one she was looking for, written on cream paper with stars decorating the top and ‘Xanthe Fox’ embossed in gold.

Dear Agatha,

I’ve not written for ages because things have been really difficult at home. Dad moved out a couple of weeks ago. Actually, Mum chucked him out, told him to move in with his girlfriend. Theo’s been really angry, shouting at Mum and stuff, and she’s been crying all the time. It’s not her fault and he’s just making things worse. He’s angry at Dad too but he’s not here to be yelled at. So now it’s Mum and Theo arguing instead of Mum and Dad. They argued ALL the time when he was here. Theo spends most of his time in his room listening to his music really loud. He’s obsessed with Linkin Park. You won’t know who they are (lucky you!).

My friends keep asking if I’m okay and I guess I am. It’s not like I can change anything, and although she’s crying loads and upset about how Theo’s dealing with Dad leaving, Mum does seem weirdly less stressed.

The vulnerability in the voice of her young teenage self made long buried feelings suddenly bubble to the surface. The trauma hadn’t been particularly evident when she was living through it, but it had affected her deeply. On the surface she’d had an easier time of it than her brother, channelling her focus into school and her friends, while burying her true feelings. That had been the only way she’d felt able to deal with it. She’d been just thirteen, while Theo had been a moody fifteen-year-old and his angst had only worsened. They’d never been particularly close but they’d drifted even further apart after their dad left. What she’d found hardest though was how both of her parents had moved on from each other so easily. Her dad had continued his relationship with the woman he’d been having an affair with, but it didn’t even take long for her mum to find a new partner. Unwelcome strangers – intruders – brought into their family. And when her mum had started a new family with Xanthe’s stepdad, Xanthe, at drama school in London, had really felt adrift and alone, while Theo had left to begin a whole new life in Australia, completely removing himself from the whole situation.

Rejection and sadness stole through her. With a deep breath she flicked through the letters she’d written throughout her teens and into her twenties, years of her life immortalised in words. She’d never kept a diary, so the idea of being able to read her thoughts from years ago was intriguing and mortifying.

Dear Agatha,

OMG! I did it! I’ve been accepted into RADA – The Royal Academy of Dramatic Art! Dream come true! I thought I’d totally messed up my audition so can’t quite believe this has happened. So in September I’m moving to London, going to drama school and starting my acting career!

Love Xanthe x

PS. In case you don’t know, OMG means oh my god! :-)

She remembered the relief, excitement and sheer joy of getting the drama school place. It had given her the belief that her dreams could come true. That summer after her A levels had been blissful, partying with friends, making the most of being single, while the freedom and possibility that awaited her had been at the forefront of her mind. That heady freedom and lack of responsibility had been hard to capture since, although her move to London had been the start of an exciting time.

She picked up the very last letter she’d sent Agatha. The paper was smooth and thick as she unfolded it. Her recent past was on the page, emotions still fresh enough to feel the hurt that hadn’t fully healed.

Dear Agatha,

I’m so sorry for not writing to you before now. I hope you’re well and your hip isn’t giving you too much trouble. At least the winter will be milder in Kefalonia than the rubbish cold and damp in London.

I’m no longer with Austin. If you were in the UK, or on TikTok/Twitter/Instagram, you may well have discovered the news before I was able to tell you because his exploits are all over social media. Without going into detail, he cheated on me, more than once. I feel a fool for not seeing it coming. I should have known that when things feel too good to be true, they usually are. We were only at his parents’ the other weekend and he was acting as if I was the best thing in his life, talking about us moving in together when just days before he’d been getting intimate with a twenty-year-old model-turned-actress.

It’s funny how life can be so bittersweet. While he’s been off filming the second series of the TV show The Runaway that’s turned him into a huge star, I’ve been working on my dream job with sell-out shows in the West End. I told you in one of my last letters about getting the role of Nancy in Oliver! and all about the eight weeks of intense rehearsals. It’s everything I’ve always wanted professionally, which is why my personal life being in tatters is making everything not feel right. I’m not sure I’m making much sense! I guess what I’m trying to say is the anger and hurt that Austin has caused has tainted everything. Thankfully I have some amazing friends. Jude is my rock – I’d love you to meet him. Even Mum has been super supportive, checking in on me often. In a weird way splitting up with Austin has brought us closer together. I know it’s not the same at all, but I’m beginning to understand what she went through with Dad and how much he hurt her.

What’s hardest to deal with is being reminded of Austin everywhere I go. I want to forget about him but it’s impossible when he’s the most talked about celeb, which in itself is super weird. I thought I was doing well, but Austin’s fame is something else.

I’m not sure how much of this you’ll understand, in the sense that social media and him being a public figure has made our breakup extra hard. I’ve inadvertently been dragged into the gossip about him and his ‘multiple women’ (the media’s words, not mine) and I’m included in that as if I was little more than a fling rather than his girlfriend of three years. The media are comparing me to his other women, trashing my looks, my fame – or lack of it compared to who he’s been hooking up with. I guess what I’m trying to say is it sucks! Or to put it more plainly in English you’ll understand, he has utterly broken my heart.

Sorry to be writing a letter filled with bad news and I’m really sorry that it’s taken me ages to reply to yours. I promise I won’t leave it so long next time.

With love, Xanthe xx

Xanthe shuffled about until she was sitting cross-legged on the padded seat. She folded the letter and placed it in her lap. There had been no next time. Her last letter to Agatha had been filled with her woes, and apart from briefly asking after her at the beginning, she hadn’t asked about her garden like she usually did. Trying to temper the sorrow rising through her chest, she breathed deeply as she gazed up into the canopy of delicate leaves. She’d been completely self-absorbed and focused on her own troubles.

She found Agatha’s last unfinished letter. Her godmother encouraging her to look to the future after she’d been devastated by Austin’s betrayal made more sense now she’d read her own. The idea of moving on and concentrating on her passions, as Agatha had been suggesting, was clearly the right one. Had Agatha known when she’d started to write her reply that her time was limited? Xanthe wished more than anything that she could say thank you and tell her how much leaving the villa to her meant, allowing her the time to do exactly what her godmother had been suggesting – to focus on healing. Kindness and love flowed through her unfinished words and indecipherable sentences.

The line about hoping her godmother would one day meet Jude hit her hard. That wasn’t her only regret. She’d been writing to Agatha for close to twenty years, yet she’d never taken the time to visit. Agatha had mentioned more than once that Xanthe was welcome to stay whenever she wanted, but she’d always been busy with work and friends, her exciting London life trumping visiting an elderly godmother. A lesson to be learned, to never put things off because you might miss your chance.

Kefalonia was the perfect place to reflect, providing she steered clear of social media as much as she could. For her own sanity, she’d unfollowed Austin on Instagram, the platform she used the most, and at least being away from London and her friends allowed her to put him to the back of her mind in a way she couldn’t when there were constant reminders of him everywhere.

Honestly, how’s that going? She grimaced. She should really ask Jude to not update her about Austin’s exploits. Of course he meant well, but why did she need to know? If she found out something, so be it – but at least on a Greek island he wasn’t shoved into her face on a daily basis. How many Greeks had even heard of Austin Carter? Even if they had, they probably wouldn’t care one bit about him, exactly like she should no longer care. Harder to do in practice of course, but certainly easier here than back home.

She downed the remainder of her gin and tonic and promised to focus on herself and work through her feelings. Perhaps having a fling with a sexy Greek would be the perfect way to achieve that. What she definitely needed to do was put her cheating ex to the back of her mind. That was all he was, and it wasn’t as if she constantly thought of her other exes. Although none of them had broken her heart the way Austin had, because he was the first person she’d fallen in love with.
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After spending Sunday continuing to sort through Agatha’s belongings, Xanthe’s attention was firmly focused on the villa and there was little time to dwell on past events. By the end of Monday afternoon with the electrics working, the lights back on and the hire car delivered, it felt as if something monumental had been achieved. Xanthe didn’t even worry about handing over the euros to the electrician as it felt like money well spent.

The villa was a proper project, one she could completely lose herself in despite the challenge of having to weigh up options, make decisions, get to grips with project managing, all while managing her own expectations. Having her own place to do up had been a long-term dream, but since she’d only ever rented she had no practical experience beyond watching Grand Designs. Not that this was on that scale.

It was hard though for Xanthe to switch off from her London life when she was still receiving emails about castings, and every time she went on social media she’d see friends posting about auditions or securing a dream job – or even one that would just pay the bills. It made her feel disconnected, which was what she thought she’d wanted, but she’d underestimated just how difficult switching off from that side of her life would be, particularly when she felt left out. A niggling uncertainty continued to fuel her worry that putting her life and career on hold was a mistake.

She loved her job. It was all the other stuff that she’d had enough of – the focus on her looks, the competition for work, the constant gossip and spotlight on her relationship with Austin. When the focus was on her acting that was fine. Maybe she should have a complete social media detox, or at least switch her attention from what other people were doing and think about herself. It wasn’t selfish if it protected her mental health. Since breaking up with Austin, her confidence had been knocked and her ability to let negativity wash over her had been severely compromised.

Xanthe had reluctantly checked out of the hotel that morning. Even with Agatha having left her some money, it didn’t feel right to keep spending it on a hotel, not when the villa was perfectly liveable. Now she had a car, she finally had the means to explore further afield, so once the electrician had left, she decided to go for a drive. She did not want to spend another evening on her own watching YouTube videos about patching holes and painting walls.

With jangling nerves, she set off. Trying to remember which side of the road to drive on was challenging to begin with, but despite the initial stress, contentment seeped through her as she caught glimpses of the sea and the tree-covered island peppered with varying shades of green. The view of Myrtos Beach where the road hugged the coast was breathtaking, but when she missed the turning, she decided to carry on through the village and cut inland. She liked the idea of not having a particular destination.

When she reached the coast again, she was back on the eastern side but further down from Fiskardo. Deciding she’d driven far enough, she parked a little way down from a taverna by a beach screened from the road by trees.

Sheltered from the open sea, Ithaca dominated the view across the bay with banks of white clouds clustering over hills that were hazy in the evening sun. The water sparkled invitingly and the pebble beach was dotted with sunbathers. Xanthe loved exploring with her camera in London, discovering quaint bookshops or hidden historic alleyways, but there was something unbeatable about the natural beauty of the sea.

She walked to where a cluster of olive trees provided shade. Resting her elbows on a rolled-up towel, she lay on the pebbles, their roundness digging into her hips as she focused on the pale stones turning turquoise as they disappeared beneath the clear sea-green shallows. As she took photos, she reflected on Agatha’s last letter about following her passions. Photography was one of them, so different to the usually collaborative nature of acting. Yet it was creative and expressive, just solitary – at least it was when capturing landscapes rather than people.

After getting a drink from the taverna, she sat on the beach and took out a pile of Agatha’s letters from her bag. She was intrigued by the ones that dated back to the 1950s when Agatha had been a young woman. The writing would have been hard to read in English, let alone Greek, but as Xanthe pored over them, what became clear from the term of endearment for Agatha – agapití mou, meaning my dear – along with each letter being signed off with ‘I love you’ was that they were love letters, all from the same person, Gio. Skimming over them, it seemed he had written to Agatha when she’d gone to America to pursue her career in art.

Xanthe moved on to the letters dated in the early 1990s around the time Xanthe was born when her godmother would have been in her mid-fifties. Concentrating her efforts on translating them, she noticed the same phrases kept being repeated, each letter getting shorter and more to the point until the last letter dated July 1993.

I miss you, Agatha. I want to be with you. I want us to be together, like we used to be before you went away. This is the last time I’m going to ask. If it’s a yes, leave your door open on Friday at four and I’ll come to you. No one needs to know. It can be our secret. And I’ll leave her for you, I promise, but only if you want me.

I love you.

Gio

That seemed to be the last letter from this mysterious Gio. Had Agatha accepted his proposition and left her door open, or had her would-be lover simply not asked again because she’d turned him down?

Xanthe stayed on the beach until the light faded, then spent the drive back wondering who Agatha’s admirer had been – someone who’d obviously loved her before he’d got married to someone else and who years later was willing to have an affair and give up his marriage for her. Xanthe knew her godmother had never married, but there’d obviously been someone in her life who cared for her, who she’d perhaps loved back if the line ‘I want us to be together like we used to be’ was anything to go by. She wondered if she’d find the answer in Agatha’s journals.

It was dark by the time she got back to the villa, but the lights from next door filtered through the trees. Having moved from her mum’s house to student accommodation at drama school, then a shared house in London with friends, she’d never actually lived alone. Although she’d left home years ago, being on her own in another country and doing things by herself made her feel properly grown-up, perhaps for the first time in her life.
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Dimitris spent the weekdays working. His truck was usually gone before Xanthe got up and he didn’t return until the evening. She assumed the other car parked on the lane belonged to his mama Irida. When she heard him return on the Wednesday she decided to be kind – exactly as Jude had suggested – and go over.

Grabbing a bottle of local red wine as a peace offering, she smoothed down the creases in her shorts and went next door.

The house was a similar shape to Agatha’s, but it was two storeys, and instead of bare stone, the walls were rendered and painted dark cream. Pots spilling with herbs were clustered together to the side of the blue door. Xanthe breathed deeply and knocked.

She was hoping Dimitris would answer, but of course his mama did. Her make-up-free face pinched into a frown as her eyes rested on her.

Xanthe tentatively smiled and spoke in Greek.

‘Yasas. I’m sorry about how we met.’ Not knowing the best way to continue, she offered the bottle of wine instead. ‘I brought you this. I just wanted to say he⁠—’

‘We don’t drink.’ Irida stabbed her finger at the wine.

Xanthe was taken aback. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know.’ She dropped her hand. ‘The other day started bad.’ It was hard to try and form what she wanted to say in Greek while being scowled at. She decided to try and introduce herself again. ‘I’m Xanthe.’

‘I know who you are.’ A bitterness growled through her words. ‘A Greek name does not make you Greek in here.’ She repeated what she’d said during their first angry exchange and pressed her fist to her heart.

‘Maybe not, but I am half Greek and I’m here, trying to honour my godmother’s memory⁠—’

‘No! You are here to make money!’ Irida rubbed her thumb and two fingers together. The fine lines on her face deepened. ‘You don’t care about anything else. You will meddle, sell and leave. That is all people like you do!’

‘Mama!’ Dimitris’s deep voice cut across his mother’s as he appeared behind her. ‘That’s enough. It is done. It was Agatha’s decision. Xanthe is her goddaughter and we must respect that.’ He looked as if he was going to say more but stopped himself, his lips tightening into a line.

Irida muttered something incomprehensible.

With her stomach tightening, Xanthe cast a look between mother and son.

‘It was a mistake to come round.’ Her initial instinct of leaving the neighbours alone had been right. She stepped back and, focusing her attention on Dimitris, switched to English. ‘You know what, I think you were right. We should just keep out of each other’s way.’

Clutching the unwanted bottle, she walked away, shoulders tense. She heard Dimitris hiss ‘Mama’ again and wondered if he was as frustrated with her as Xanthe was angry and annoyed. His unfinished sentence from the other day when he’d stopped himself from saying something about his mama snuck into her head.

Jude was absolutely right about being kind and giving people the benefit of the doubt, but she was getting nowhere, at least not while Irida was around. A chink in Dimitris’s armour had come down when she’d talked to him on his own, not by much, but it had given her hope that they could at least be civil with each other, but his mama… Whatever she’d gone through and was dealing with, Xanthe decided it would be better if she left them well alone.

She only stopped when she reached the patio. With her fists clenched and heart still thumping, she breathed deeply, allowing the peace of the surroundings to soothe the tension wound tight inside her. Sod it, they might not have wanted it but she sure as hell could do with a glass of wine. She went into the kitchen, opened the bottle, poured a large glass and took it to the furthest part of the garden where there was nothing but the shimmering sea and dusky sky framed by olive trees.
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By the end of the week when the builder was due to pop over, Xanthe was beginning to feel out of her depth. The electrician had been friendly, professional and efficient, and although the builders had also been recommended, she was well aware of how much she could be ‘taken for a ride’. After all, she was a young, female Brit doing up a house on her own – a flipping walking cliché. She reminded herself she was half Greek, the villa had been left to her by her godmother and she understood Greek – not that she was going to let on about that. If they tried to mess her around at least she’d be able to pull them up on it.

But when Nikos, the builder, turned up later that day, Xanthe realised she might be in trouble for a rather different reason, because his nephew, Sakis, was with him. He was much younger and as different to his uncle as you could get: luscious black hair compared to a receding hair line; come-to-bed eyes and a chiselled jaw rather than a tired but friendly face; defined abs instead of a beer belly – or perhaps it was a souvlaki belly in Greece. She glimpsed it when Sakis wiped the sweat from his face with the bottom of his T-shirt, revealing an impressive six-pack. He was hot as hell and his suggestive wink after Nikos had talked through everything and they were about to leave suggested he fancied her as much as she did him.

Nikos was happy to take on the job of fixing the roof and knocking the wall down and fit it in around his other commitments, promising to start the following week. By the time the van had driven up the lane in a whirl of dust, the possibility of having a fling with a hot man had been firmly seeded in Xanthe’s mind.
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After a long and tiring week, Xanthe was grateful for Toula’s invitation to dinner at the weekend. Her house was on a quiet road in the village and Toula welcomed her with a kiss to each cheek and beckoned her inside. With the walls covered with family photos, a mouth-watering smell of something being fried in the kitchen and the growing sound of voices, the place felt lived in. Outside, pink bougainvillea entwined with delicate pale blue plumbago flowers clung to the cream walls. A large wooden pergola covered in vines shaded a spacious terrace, welcome even with the evening sun retreating.

The noise from the dozen or so people around a long table was rather overwhelming. The chatter was loud and fast, multiple conversations competing with each other, and although Xanthe knew Greek, with too many people talking all at once it was a struggle to understand anything.

Toula hooked her arm in Xanthe’s and led her to the table. Xanthe’s immediate impression of the tanned, animated faces as they talked and laughed together was of a multi-generational family. Toula pointed people out: her husband, children – who Xanthe had played with when she was little – and grandchildren, her parents, plus an aunt and uncle squeezed shoulder to shoulder round a table filled with stuffed tomatoes, slabs of fried cheese, bowls of saganaki, plates of grilled fish and an assortment of salads.

One face in particular caught Xanthe’s attention. Her eyes fell on Dimitris at the far end of the table; her heart thudded with surprise, confusion making her stare. He looked up and directly at her. His look of shock suggested he hadn’t been expecting to see her either. Her eyes dropped from his and she turned her attention to Toula.

‘Ela, Xanthe.’ Toula drew her close and patted an empty seat next to a young woman with black curly hair bouncing a rosy-cheeked baby on her lap. ‘This is my oldest daughter Marika and my grandson Giorgos.’ She pinched his chubby cheek and made kissing noises. ‘My middle daughter is in the kitchen preparing the kolokithakia, and my youngest son, Vassilis, is over there talking to Dimitris – and of course you know him, naí.’ It wasn’t a question and Xanthe could have sworn there was a slight smirk on Toula’s face.

‘I, um, yeah, but I wasn’t expecting to see him here.’

‘Oh, Vassilis and Dimitris are good friends. Did I not say?’ The way she was looking at her was innocent enough, but Xanthe got the distinct impression that she’d purposefully invited Dimitris without telling Xanthe and vice versa.

Over the next ten minutes, as more food was brought to the table, Toula introduced Xanthe properly, although the names flew out of her head immediately. Toula had a big family, with two out of her three children married with families of their own. They were a similar age to Xanthe, Dimitris’s friend Vassilis the youngest at thirty-one but with a five-year-old and a pregnant wife. Xanthe may have been Greek on her mum’s side, but growing up in the UK had been decidedly un-Greek. After turning her back on her father and everything to do with Greece and Kefalonia, her mum had become anglicised – big family meals where food would be shared were now individually plated up. With Theo far away in Australia, family get togethers were relatively small, which her mum seemed to prefer over the lively yet chaotic nature of a Greek meal.

Living with friends in a communal house was more like Greek living compared to her family set up, although it could be argued they were still living like students with various boyfriends staying, random friends sleeping on the sofa and occasional house parties when the place heaved with drunken people. Moving in with Austin to a place of their own had been the next logical step; it was about time she cast aside that student lifestyle because she was tired of living like that. However much she loved sharing a house with Jude and the others, she wanted a place she could really call home. The only problem was, she hadn’t anticipated doing it on her own.

She focused on the conversation around the table rather than her spiralling thoughts. It sounded as if everyone was arguing with each other, although the laughter sprinkled throughout suggested otherwise. Xanthe remembered having dinner in her grandparents’ garden when she was little and being allowed to stay up late – something she rarely did at home. There’d been lots of dishes and at least six different types of desserts and sweets, and even when she’d been fidgeting with tiredness and stifling yawn after yawn she’d been desperate to stay up with the grown-ups. She hadn’t understood much of the Greek that had flown around the table, only tuning in when someone switched to English to include her dad. It had been the adult conversation she hadn’t understood, words far more complicated than the everyday ones her mum had taught her. Even now she was struggling to follow the conversation which rapidly switched from local politics to the best fabric softeners, to Toula’s food and a distant cousin’s wedding in Athens.

Mostly her attention was stolen by the food. After a week attempting to cook for herself and mainly living off salads, her tastebuds popped with joy as she ate spoonfuls of smoky aubergine laced with olive oil and garlic; huge tomatoes stuffed with rice and herbs baked in the oven until they were sweet, juicy and flavoursome; fried cheese, crisp and salty on the outside, firm and delicious when chewed – not to mention the variety of salads which tasted far superior to her own attempts.

She was also thankful to be seated at the opposite end of the table to Dimitris, although from subtle glances she began to see a different side to the sour and uptight man she’d so far known. His demeanour with Vassilis was relaxed, their chatter good-natured and sprinkled with laughter. So he could be pleasant and talkative. Just not with her, apparently.

Marika kept her company. Her conversation was as easy-going and friendly as her mama’s as she asked after the renovations on Agatha’s house.

‘I have builders starting on Monday,’ Xanthe said. ‘It’ll get better but I’m worried.’

Marika nodded and kissed her son on the top of his head. ‘I imagine there’s much work to do. I know Nikos, your builder. He will do a good job, I promise.’

‘That’s a relief.’

Giorgos curled his fingers in Marika’s hair. His cheeks were flushed, his pink lips wobbling. Marika bounced him on her knee.

‘His teeth hurt,’ she explained, brushing her finger across his chubby cheeks.

Xanthe waggled her fingers, forming them into the shape of a butterfly. ‘Koíta, mia petaloúda.’

Giorgos squirmed in his mama’s lap and gurgled, the wobble morphing into a hint of a smile.

‘He likes it.’

Xanthe changed the shape of her fingers to a bunny. ‘Tóra éna kounélaki.’

‘You are good with him.’ Marika smiled. ‘You don’t have children?’

‘Oh no, no children,’ Xanthe said rather emphatically. ‘I do have younger twin brothers though – they’re teenagers now, but I sometimes looked after them when they were little.’

A shout went up from the other side of the table, followed by raucous laughter and a guffaw from Toula’s husband. Glasses of chipero were clinked together and the conversation continued, the volume increasing as the men talked animatedly.

This was a side to Greek family life that had been missing in her English–Greek family for far too long and, as Toula sat down next to her, Xanthe was determined to find out why.

‘Are you enjoying this, Xanthe?’ Toula reached for a bottle of white wine and topped up their glasses.

‘I am. It’s been a long time since I experienced this, and the food is incredible. Thank you for inviting me.’

‘It is no trouble. I like to entertain.’

‘You mentioned the other day that you knew my mum?’ Xanthe asked tentatively.

Toula acknowledged that she had with a slight nod.

‘Do you know why she cut herself off from everyone here?’

‘She really hasn’t told you anything?’ Toula shook her head, disbelief in her puzzled expression.

‘It’s not that she hasn’t said anything about her life here… Sometimes I think she forgets her annoyance and will mention something from her childhood, a happy memory, but she rarely talks about Kefalonia or shared what made her want to leave.’

‘What have been her happy memories?’

Xanthe hadn’t considered that Toula might want to hear about her mum as much as Xanthe did. The stories her mum had told her were lodged in her head, because there’d been so few.

‘I don’t remember her mentioning any names, but she’s sometimes talked about growing up on the island – painting an idyllic picture of hot summers, and meeting up with friends and walking down dusty tracks to the beach to swim.’

From Toula’s intake of breath and her damp eyes twinkling in the lamplight, Xanthe knew that Toula had been one of those friends.

Toula laid a hand on Xanthe’s. ‘I remember those happy times too. We did have a good childhood. She had a good childhood.’ She waved her hand. ‘But everything is simple when you are young, when you don’t understand the world.’

‘I’d like to understand what happened when she got older?’

‘She cut us out. Not that I blame her. With family problems it can be very difficult. But I am sad she did not want to stay friends with me.’

‘I’m sorry, Toula.’ Xanthe’s heart went out to the woman who had shown her nothing but kindness. ‘She closed herself off from everyone here. She’s always been stubborn.’

‘Many Greeks are stubborn. That I understand!’

‘It’s deeper than that though and I’d like to understand why she feels so strongly about not coming back.’ Realising Toula hadn’t answered her previous question, she tried again. ‘What actually happened?’

Xanthe followed Toula’s wistful gaze to where Vassilis and Dimitris were swigging bottles of lager. Irida’s cross ‘we don’t drink’ when Xanthe had offered her the bottle of wine suddenly came back to her. I wonder if she knows her son drinks? Xanthe thought.

Toula turned to look at her.

‘It is difficult. I don’t know the whole story because she shut me out. Shut everyone out. It was terrible losing her mama, but she was very angry with her baba. She told me nothing, although I worked some things out. I think on it. You say one thing and everything – how you say?’ She made a motion with her hands, twisting them around each other while dropping them lower.

‘Everything unravels?’ Xanthe suggested.

‘Exactly that! Everything unravels.’ Toula grabbed the bottle of wine and topped up their glasses. ‘After the argument with her baba, your mama never came back. Your papou still lives on the island, but not many more of your family do. It should be for him to tell you, but… ala… He is not well.’

‘He’s not?’

Toula shook her head. ‘He is in a home in Argostoli and is much confused. He has altschaimer.’

‘Alzheimer’s?’

‘Naí.’ Toula nodded.

‘I’ve not seen him since I was twelve. My understanding is he cut himself off from my mum as much as the other way round. I’m not sure he would want to see me, although by the sounds of it, would he even know who I was?’

‘That I do not know.’ Toula pursed her lips. ‘But your question, I will think on it.’

Xanthe didn’t push her for more information, although she hoped she would share what she knew at some point. Unravelling her family history was exactly what she needed to do.
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With the table cleared, a plate of xerotígana – fried pastries dipped in honey and sprinkled with crushed almonds – was brought out, plus amygdalópita, an almond pie, and halva, a syrupy semolina pudding decorated with pistachios and raisins. Xanthe hadn’t eaten this much in a long time. Not even her meal on the harbourside in Fiskardo had beaten this.

At Xanthe’s polite refusal of a second plate of dessert, Toula scoffed. ‘You don’t eat like a Greek!’

Toula’s voice carried across the table. Dimitris and Vassilis looked in their direction. Was that a smirk on Dimitris’s face? Xanthe’s cheeks flushed.

‘Maybe not, but I’m fit to burst and it would be greedy to have more, however delicious it is,’ she said diplomatically. ‘Mum always said the food in Greece was fattening. I think that’s stayed with me.’ She laughed at Toula’s horrified look. ‘I know it’s not true. I remember Agatha slipping me extra baklava and saying the Mediterranean diet helped you to live long. Made you happy too. Mum never seemed to be happy, so maybe there was something in that, because the few times I saw my godmother she always was.’

‘Agatha was wise. She was happy in her own way. Happy at home in her garden. That was her love.’ There was a sadness to Toula’s words and Xanthe was certain there’d been sadness in her godmother’s life. There’d definitely been loneliness but whether through choice she wasn’t sure, particularly after she’d looked through the pile of love letters.

Toula put her hand on Xanthe’s arm. ‘How is your mama? You say she is never happy?’

‘She wasn’t but she is now. She had a really difficult time. Her mum died, she cut her dad out of her life, then found out my dad had been having an affair, so they got divorced.’

‘Oh Xanthe, I am sorry.’

Xanthe shrugged. ‘It was for the best because she met my stepdad and he’s a good man; she had two more children and was able to focus on her career, which I know she struggled with when me and Theo were young. Dad didn’t support her in the way my stepdad does.’

‘What does she do?’

‘She’s a project manager in a big IT company.’

Toula sipped her wine and nodded. ‘She was always organised and worked hard at school. Always better than me. I’m happy for her. You say hello from me when you speak to her.’

Xanthe loved the glimpse into her mum’s life from years before; the only thing tainting it was having learned about her grandfather being unwell. But Toula’s Greek hospitality and incredible food were exactly what Xanthe had needed. Being by the sea would be the only thing to make the evening better. Water lapping the shore and a salty breeze would be blissful, which made her realise how special Agatha’s villa with its sea view and lusciously green garden was.

After consuming a copious amount of food and drink, Xanthe got up, desperate for a wee. With dismay she realised Dimitris was heading the same way. It would be weird to turn back now just to avoid him, and why should she?

They reached the open doorway of the house at the same time. Xanthe slowed and gestured ahead. ‘After you.’

‘No, it’s okay.’ He stood back, his eyes grazing the stone paving.

Xanthe sighed at his inability to even look at her. Muttering ‘thanks’ in Greek, she headed inside, found the bathroom and locked the door behind her.

By the time she returned outside, Dimitris was back sitting with Vassilis, fresh bottles of lager clasped in their hands.

Xanthe slid onto the seat next to Toula.

‘What’s his problem with me?’ she said under her breath, nodding towards the far end of the table.

Toula sighed. ‘You mean Dimitris is the problem or his mama is?’

‘They’ve both been difficult, but I guess it was his mama’s initial reaction that started everything.’

Toula looked thoughtful as she chewed her last mouthful of syrupy halva. Finally, she gave a little nod as if deciding to say more.

‘You and Dimitris are opposite. It is difficult to understand when he is close to his mama; you are not close to yours.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say we’re not close…’ She trailed off, realising how false that sounded. She knew nothing of her mum’s side of the family because her mum had never confided in her. Toula was spot on. Xanthe was on the periphery of her mum’s new family, dipping in and out of their lives, never fully part of it. She didn’t see that much of her dad either, and although he hadn’t gone on to have any more children, his life was very much separate as he lived up north and spent much of his time on holiday with the woman he’d left Xanthe’s mum for. ‘But what’s that got to do with their behaviour towards me?’

‘He like to keep himself, like this.’ She curled herself into a ball to show Xanthe what she meant. Xanthe understood completely. When she had a problem she liked to talk about it, mostly with friends though, rarely her family. Toula had a perfect handle on her and her family.

Xanthe subtly motioned towards Dimitris. ‘He seems happy enough tonight.’

‘Yes, of course, he is with his friend, but he don’t like to talk about what’s in here.’ She pressed her fist to her chest. ‘You understand?’

‘I get that, but that still doesn’t explain their reaction to me – it’s not been nice, Toula. As friendly as you’ve been, they’ve been the opposite.’

‘Give him time. He hurts. He was close to Agatha, cared for her.’

‘Really? Then why was her house in such a state? It’s obvious to me she had no help.’

‘No, not help like that; she refused. I say to you she is stubborn. No one went inside, not that I know. Not me, not even Dimitris. But he helped her in many other ways, and she him. Dimitris helps everyone, his mama, Agatha – he is generous with his time and skills. Helps people out with their gardens. It is a good thing but bad for him; bad when he works for free and needs more business. Sometimes he is too kind…’

Music suddenly filled the garden, cutting their conversation short. A CD player had been wedged on a windowsill and the Greek music blasting out momentarily overpowered the chatter. The conversations started up again, their voices louder.

Xanthe’s eyes drifted towards Dimitris who was deep in conversation with Vassilis, their good-natured banter hinting at his happier side. Agatha must have had a good reason to have left him part of the garden and no doubt there was a reason why his mama felt he should have been left the villa itself, particularly if Dimitris caring for Agatha was true. She remembered the cutting remark she’d made to Dimitris about him having let Agatha down by not helping her. Shit. She drained the rest of her wine and refilled the glass. She hadn’t even considered he could be grieving.

A few of the family had formed a circle on the lawn. Away from the lantern-lit terrace, their faces were shadowed, but their joy was obvious as their feet tapped to the beat and laughter spiralled into the night. Vague memories of being at a Greek wedding when she was little swirled around Xanthe’s head as Toula’s family linked hands and started moving in a circle. Her dad had quietly nursed a beer and refused to be dragged into the dance. It had been the same at weddings and parties back home, when he wouldn’t budge from his seat.

Toula nudged Xanthe, her eyes wide as she held out her hand. ‘You like to dance, yes?’

‘I do.’ Unlike her dad, drama student Xanthe had usually been the first onto a dance floor. She took Toula’s hand and stood up. ‘Dancing is part of my job.’

‘Ah, this will be easy then.’

It was impossible to not be drawn in by Toula’s enthusiasm or the party atmosphere.

They reached the group on the lawn and Toula’s husband gripped her other hand.

‘Just follow me!’ Toula said as they sidestepped to the left.

The beat of the music pulsed through Xanthe. As the tempo increased, the flushed faces of Toula’s family became more joyous. It was like a performance and Xanthe soaked it up; this was what she loved, being able to throw herself into something and not worry about what anyone else thought. It was the same on stage, living and breathing a character and allowing the performance to take over. With the music flowing through her, she trusted her instincts, keeping to the beat and following Toula. The music changed and while Toula dipped out, Marika took her place. She was enjoying herself so much that she didn’t register Toula’s husband disappear until Dimitris’s hand was in hers, warm and firm. The circle moved inwards and Xanthe’s heart raced as Dimitris’s arm momentarily pressed tight against her bare shoulder. Had he chosen to dance next to her or had someone made him join in?

Xanthe didn’t remember this sort of impromptu Greek dancing at her grandparents’. There had definitely been lots of chat late into the night, but never this abundance of carefree happiness.

Deciding to sit the next dance out, Xanthe let go of Dimitris’s and Marika’s hands and retreated to the table. She downed a glass of water and watched the dancing continue. Wishing she’d had the foresight to bring her camera, she took photos on her phone. The dancers were a whirl of colour, their feet moving in unison. She captured their joyful smiles and the trickle of sweat snaking down flushed cheeks; she witnessed the look of contentment on Dimitris’s face and imagined he was lost in the music, his feet remembering the steps from years of practice. She snapped a photo of him. Framed in the screen, his face was lit up by a smile that reached his eyes, and she saw a whole different side to him, relaxed and happy with his friend, around Toula and her family. Away from his mama…

When the dancing stopped, the music continued, accompanying the night-time chatter of insects. Toula’s two daughters and a grizzly Giorgos joined Xanthe at the table for a glass of a sweet local wine and it was only when Marika failed to stifle a yawn that Xanthe decided it was time to go. She gathered her bag and phone and went over to where Toula was chatting with the men beneath a large mulberry tree.

‘You are leaving?’ Toula asked.

Xanthe nodded. ‘Thank you so much for having me over. It’s been lovely.’

Toula stood, put an arm round Xanthe’s waist and steered her closer to the group. ‘You must join us again.’ She turned to Dimitris and spoke in Greek. ‘Dimitri. You walk Xanthe home.’

‘I, er…’ Dismay washed across his face.

‘It’s okay, Toula.’ Xanthe put a hand on her arm. ‘I’m fine walking by myself – I do it all the time in London.’

Toula made a ‘tsch’ noise. ‘We are not in London and you both leave now, so why is it a problem to walk together?’ She threw her hands in the air and looked between them. Xanthe silently acknowledged she had a point. ‘You don’t even have to talk if you don’t want to.’

Not even Dimitris could argue with that. Toula was formidable and right. They lived next door to each other, they were both walking home, so what was the problem?

As she kissed Toula goodbye and thanked her again, Xanthe noticed Dimitris and Vassilis whispering together. Of course she knew she was the problem. The hostility towards her seemed to seep out of him.

As calls of ‘kalinikta’ echoed into the night, Xanthe’s heart dropped. It was only a fifteen-minute walk, but she anticipated it would feel a lot longer, the silence between them in stark contrast to the laughter they’d left behind.

The buzz of cicadas kept them company. A dog started barking and the sound of a TV filtered out through an open window of a nearby house. Chatter and the clink of cutlery from the taverna filled the square. As they left the village without a word, the tension became unbearable. The further they walked, the harder it was for Xanthe to think of something to say.

‘Have you known Vassilis for long?’ she eventually said, although her voice wavered.

‘Since we were children.’

It suddenly occurred to her that Dimitris knowing Toula might mean he knew her family and possibly remember her mum. She struggled to think back to the times she’d been here. Who had she met? Toula had said she’d played with her children. Had Dimitris been there too?

‘How old are you?’ she asked.

Dimitris glanced at her. ‘Thirty-one. Why?’

‘I’m trying to work out if we met when I came to Kefalonia as a child.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘Why? We’re the same age. We visited Agatha and I presume you’ve always lived next door?’

‘It’s the family home.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I don’t remember meeting you.’

God, was he hard work.

The road that led away from the village was shrouded in darkness. Toula’s idea of them walking back together had been stupid. She couldn’t hold her tongue any longer.

‘This is ridiculous, shutting me out every time I try to talk to you.’

As if to prove her point he picked up the pace as if he was desperate to get home and away from her.

His reaction only infuriated her more, but remembering the conversation with Toula about his relationship with Agatha, she breathed through her annoyance. She matched his stride. ‘I just want to understand why you’re so cross I was left the house.’

Dimitris stopped and swung round to face her. ‘I don’t care about the house.’ His voice carried into the night. With the glow of the moon behind him, his face was shadowed and his expression unclear, but she noticed his hands bunch into fists. ‘It was Agatha I cared about.’

The emotion in his voice caught Xanthe unawares, her earlier thought that he might be grieving confirmed.

‘I’m sorry. I just wanted to understand…’ She felt as if she was stumbling over her words. There was so much she wanted to find out but knew she had to tread carefully. ‘You lived next door; why didn’t you help her more?’

‘I helped in every way I could.’ He set off along the road again.

‘Really?’ A flare of anger steamrolled through her as she caught up with him. ‘Because looking at the state of the place, you wouldn’t think she’d had anyone helping her.’

‘Because she wouldn’t let me despite always trying.’

‘But why is the garden so well cared for when inside isn’t?’

‘Because that’s one thing she did let me help with. She loved her garden – more than anything.’ Dimitris glanced at her. ‘I refused to let her pay me for the work in the garden, but maybe I should have taken something and that way she might have been happier for me to help around the house too.’

Xanthe thought back to the letters Agatha had written with always at least a paragraph dedicated to what was blooming in her garden or what she’d planted. And, she realised, Dimitris had often been mentioned, just in the form of ‘the gardener’ but he’d obviously been a presence in her life.

‘The garden is beautiful,’ Xanthe said as they turned into the lane that led to the villa. ‘And you’ve carried on looking after it, even after she was gone.’

‘I didn’t want to see it ruined. She liked privacy and I respected that, but she was a friend. More than a friend.’ He sounded properly choked up. ‘I thought of her more like a grandparent. A yiayia I didn’t have. Someone I could talk to. I think she liked talking to me too.’

They slowed as they reached the path that led to the villa. Further along the lane a light was visible through the trees from Dimitris’s house.

‘What did you mean the other day when you said I wasn’t the problem?’

‘Maybe Mama is too hard. I don’t always think like her, but sometimes it’s difficult to know what’s the truth and what’s not.’ He paused. ‘What she said to you the other day was not right.’

‘What, the bit about me only being here to make money?’

‘She thinks Agatha should have left the house to me. And maybe I listen to her too much.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m not family.’

‘Technically I’m not either.’

‘No, but you are her goddaughter and you meant a lot to her. Mama didn’t talk to Agatha like I did, so she doesn’t understand.’

It was her turn to be choked up by his words.

He looked towards the dark villa. ‘Are you okay getting in?’ he asked before she had time to reply.

His sudden concern and unusually gentle tone sent a rush of warmth through her. ‘I’ll be fine, thank you. I have electricity and working lights now.’ She made to go, then turned back. ‘I don’t want you to think I just charged in here doing up Agatha’s house without any thought about her. I may not have seen her in a long time, but we’ve been writing to each other since I was a child. Like you, I cared about her. I didn’t know her as well as you did, but she’s always been part of my life. Her leaving me her house was the last thing I expected.’

Dimitris nodded, his expression once again obscured by shadows. ‘Kalinikta, Xanthe.’

‘Kalinikta,’ she called after him. She watched him walk away, his broad shoulders slightly hunched as if he was struggling with a great weight. With a sigh, she headed towards the villa and bed, her head fizzing with a million thoughts.
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Xanthe was impressed by the builders turning up first thing on Monday morning as they had said they would. It gave her hope that she’d get the house renovated without too many hitches and, once the roof was fixed, the stud wall between the kitchen and living room removed and the plastering done, she’d do the painting before getting the place valued.

It was the beginning of her second full week on Kefalonia and she was missing Jude like crazy, even though they messaged each other every day and spoke as often as they could. What little Toula had told her about the breakdown of her mum’s relationship with her father played on her mind too. The knowledge that her grandfather was unwell and on his own tugged at her heart. Trying to rekindle a relationship with him now seemed out of the question, yet she wanted to see him as much as she needed to talk to her mum about what she’d found out.

Sakis, with his wandering eyes, was an effective distraction from her worries. After months of being made to feel unworthy, along with not pretty, sexy, famous or even young enough to have been Austin Carter’s girlfriend, it was thrilling to receive the attention of a good-looking man.

Once she’d realised the depth of Austin’s betrayal, he hadn’t been hard to move on from – at least physically. On a night out after a show, she’d got chatting to a fitness instructor who’d actually made her feel good about herself. After a night of fast and furious sex, she’d woken the next morning with zero regrets, adamant that Austin could go to hell. But a one-night stand meant nothing compared to three years with someone she’d thought she’d be spending the rest of her life with. Austin still remained stubbornly fixed in her head, but she wasn’t sure if it was because she missed him or she missed love and romance, which was why flirting with Sakis felt so damn good. And he made it easy too: lingering fingers when she passed him a drink; a subtle wink when his uncle wasn’t looking. She appreciated Sakis’s suggestive looks, and the occasional flash of tanned and toned abs as he wiped away sweat with the bottom of his T-shirt. They settled into a comfortable rhythm with Nikos and Sakis working on the roof, while she stripped the old paint off the cupboard doors in the kitchen.

Although the builders were only working on Villa Aster for a couple of days in between another job, it was good to see the repairs improving Agatha’s house. The fence Dimitris was building was coming along, although slowly as he only worked on it for a short while in the cool of the evenings. When the builders left, Sakis’s suggestive winks, twinkling eyes and good looks were replaced a few hours later by Dimitris’s equally handsome ones, except there was little interaction. Xanthe would call ‘yasou’ and wave and Dimitris would raise his hand in reply. It wasn’t a lot, but it was something. She wondered what was going on in his head as he worked quietly by himself. He didn’t seem to be listening to music. It was just him and his thoughts as he nailed a slat of wood between the spaced-out stakes before moving on to the next one. She sensed he liked his own company.

So it was noticeable on the Friday evening when Dimitris wasn’t out in the garden and his truck wasn’t parked on the lane either. She wondered where he was. It was absurd how happy it made her to think he was out with friends and wasn’t stuck at home with his mother. Yet the thought of him with his friends made her desperately miss her own.

The weekend came round, her third on Kefalonia, and Xanthe decided she couldn’t put off going to see her grandfather any longer. Toula had given her the name of the nursing home and she’d phoned ahead.

The port town of Argostoli, the island’s capital, was an hour away. The sun-drenched seafront bustled with people. Palm trees lined the wide pavement with benches in between, and across the inlet the hills were a hazy green.

The nursing home was a modest cream building with shuttered windows and white wrought-iron balconies blending with many of the others lining the waterfront. It was far from a bad place for her grandfather to end up living, but it wasn’t his home. Xanthe faltered before crossing the road, suddenly uncertain if she was doing the right thing. She hadn’t talked to her mum yet, their only communication a couple of messages about how she was getting on with Agatha’s house and what Jacob and Archie were up to. How would her grandfather react to seeing her? Would he even know who she was? Seeing him after so long felt like an enormous deal when she still didn’t know the truth of what had happened between him and her mum. What were the chances of him being able to tell her? It didn’t feel right to go in, not without her mum being aware. With her head and heart twisted in confusion she returned to the car and phoned the nursing home to apologise for not being able to visit.

It was still early, so Xanthe decided to stop off at Myrtos Beach on the way back in an attempt to ease her tension. She managed to navigate her way along the winding road as it zigzagged down the steep hillside. Toula had suggested going early because the waves picked up later in the day, but despite the beach being relatively busy, with the sea calmly breaking onto the white stones, she discovered a peace she hadn’t expected.

She managed to find a sun lounger far enough away from other people for their chatter to feel secondary to the constant lapping of the water. There was nothing but glittering sea in front which turned a cool blue further out and soaring white cliffs on the other three sides studded with emerald-green trees.

A young guy with bronzed skin came over from the beach bar to take her order. His lingering eyes and wink were cheekily suggestive when he returned with an iced coffee.

It was still early in the UK but Xanthe needed to hear a friendly voice. She phoned Jude, figuring he wouldn’t answer if he was still asleep.

‘Hey, I’m not disturbing you am I?’

Jude grunted. ‘If you’re actually asking if there’s a sexy man in my bed then you’ll be as disappointed as I am.’

‘You work too much to meet anyone.’

‘I meet plenty of people, just no one I’m into – or who’s into me.’

She imagined the face he was pulling.

‘Yeah, well, I know that feeling all too well.’ Xanthe rested back on the sun lounger and gazed to where the luminous blue of the Ionian Sea met the cyan blue sky. ‘I also underestimated how much I would miss being around people, and I’m not just talking about being with a bloke. I thought I needed time on my own, and perhaps I do, but maybe quite so much alone time isn’t actually that helpful. I miss you.’

‘Miss you too.’ He failed miserably to stifle a yawn. ‘It’s not like you to not make friends.’

‘I’ve met a couple of friendly people.’

‘Anyone in particular?’

Xanthe heard the underlying suggestive tone.

‘Just Toula, the lady who owns the café. She’s been looking out for me. It’s nice, you know, to have that.’

‘Motherly love…’

Was that what she was missing? Her mum loved her and was there for her when needed, but that was the crux of it. It took stress and upset for them to properly talk. There was no regular communication, no long chats or surprise calls – unless of course her mum wanted something. Toula had love in abundance that reached further than her family and she’d welcomed Xanthe with open arms despite being hurt by Xanthe’s mum in the past.

Xanthe sighed. ‘Speaking of Mum, I need to talk to her about her dad, but I’m afraid to bring up the subject. I found out he has Alzheimer’s⁠—’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Yep. I tried to see him this morning, but standing outside the nursing home felt too real. I was worried about how he’d react, what Mum would think. I was scared to see him.’

‘Oh Xanthe, that’s hard.’ Jude paused. ‘You did the right thing though if that was how you felt, but you can’t ignore it otherwise it’ll become an even bigger problem. You should talk to your mum – be truthful.’

‘Oh god, I know.’ Xanthe rubbed her forehead in frustration. ‘I’m on one of the most beautiful beaches in the world and I’m so flipping wound up.’

‘You, my lovely, need a distraction. Anyone else you’re drawn to there?’ Jude said cheekily. ‘You know, of the tall, dark and sexy male variety?’

Surprisingly, Dimitris popped into her head first, an image of him driving a spade into the hard earth, a bead of sweat trickling down his face and catching in his stubble. Not that she was going to mention him. Sakis with his muscled arms and model looks came crashing in, sending a tingle of lust through her. Dimitris was confusing and troubled, while Sakis’s flirtatious intentions were straightforward and actually welcome. He ticked all the boxes for a fling. ‘One of the builders is cute.’

‘Cute-cute or sexy-as-hell cute?’

‘The second. Rather flirty too.’

‘Which you’re reciprocating I assume?’

‘I’m playing it cool, plus I don’t know. Is it a good idea? I’ve not long had my heart broken⁠—’

‘Oh come on, Xanthe! You so need to move on from Austin.’

‘I have moved on.’

‘One drunken night with Mr Look-at-my-muscles-whatever-his-name-was-fitness-instructor doesn’t constitute moving on. I mean, do you even remember it?’

‘I remember a lot of grunting.’

Jude snorted. ‘I remember hearing a lot of grunting too!’

‘Oh God.’ Xanthe covered her face. ‘He was so not my type.’

‘Don’t be embarrassed. Whatever you thought about him and however ill-advised it was, he helped you step away from Austin. All I’m saying is it would be a good thing to keep moving forward and have a good time while you’re at it. Forget about a-hole Austin.’

‘I have been thinking about him less. I guess that’s something.’

‘What you need is some hot sex.’

‘You think?’

‘What’s stopping you?’

Xanthe scrunched her nose and wiggled her toes in the sunshine, the only part of her not in the shade.

‘Doing anything seems a little unprofessional, doesn’t it? I’m paying them to do a job. Plus there’s two of them – the older guy’s his uncle, so not going to happen.’

‘You can fantasise though…’

‘Oh definitely doing plenty of that.’ She sighed. ‘There’s no perfect answer to anything, is there?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I thought I wanted the solitude but that has its challenges, while in London I couldn’t stand feeling so recognised and talked about. Maybe what I’m trying to say is I don’t know what I want.’ Even here, on one of the most beautiful beaches in Greece, her troubles were still rumbling in the background. No one could escape from real life completely. Jude was right. You had to face up to things, make decisions and move on eventually. Eventually being the important word. She had time. That was the true reason for coming to Kefalonia – to give herself time to work out, well, everything. Reconcile her feelings about Austin and move on from him mentally, physically and emotionally. Having sex with a sexy Greek builder would do the trick, she thought wryly. She’d needed the time out from the pressures and constant pace of life. It was no wonder she hadn’t had the courage to see her grandfather.

She tuned back into Jude.

‘It was never going to be easy, Xanthe, we all knew that. You included.’ His tone was gentle but she liked how he was telling it to her straight. ‘You might have been thinking of it as a chance to get away but it’s not like you’ve gone swanning off to some luxury spa – you’re doing up a house. In Greece, admittedly, but still… When has a building project ever gone to plan?’

‘What do you know about doing up houses?’

‘For a gay actor, I know enough.’

Xanthe snorted at the thought of Jude getting his hands dirty scrubbing Agatha’s house or slapping paint on a wall.

‘What you need is some familiarity and home comforts.’

Xanthe groaned. ‘Tell me about it.’

‘Which is why I’ve booked tickets⁠—’

Xanthe’s squeal cut him off.

‘—and will be flying out on Friday.’

‘Friday as in this coming Friday?’

‘Yup. Just six days’ time.’

‘Oh my goodness, Jude, that’s the best news! Thank you.’

‘No need to thank me. Apart from seeing you, I’m selfishly looking forward to a week in Greece sunning myself, eyeing up the local totty – builders included – and helping you of course. As long as we get to have a few evenings out.’

‘Deal.’ Xanthe couldn’t help but grin. ‘Although apart from the builder, you might be disappointed by the local Greek men. The ones I’ve met so far have either been old, married or bloody difficult.’ She included Dimitris in that, even though she knew Jude would fancy the pants off him. Vassilis too… actually, he was going to love it here. ‘Oh, and you are aware there’s no pool.’

‘No pool! Not coming then.’ Jude huffed. ‘I’m bloody kidding, of course I’m coming. Pool or no pool and even without any sexy men!’

‘Also, you might prefer to sleep outside rather than in the house…’

‘That bad is it?’

‘The sun’s shining and there’s a beach in walking distance.’

‘It’s a shit tip; I get it.’

‘Actually, compared to when I got here, it’s a palace, it’s just there’s no air-con, only ceiling fans, and it’s blooming roasting, but apart from that…’

‘Well, it’s pissing down here, so sweating buckets actually appeals.’

After chatting for a few more minutes, they said goodbye. Xanthe felt uplifted. She desperately needed to see a friendly face and Jude coming over would help to melt away her worries and counteract, from certain people, the hostility she’d so far encountered.
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After a weekend to herself and buoyed by Jude’s news that he was coming to stay, Xanthe woke early on Monday morning with a renewed sense of purpose, eager to crack on with the villa.

She’d just finished a breakfast of Greek yogurt and fruit when she heard the builders’ van pull up on the lane. She shaded her eyes as Sakis sauntered around the corner of the villa. ‘Just you today?’ she asked as her stomach did a weird little flip.

‘Naí, móno egó.’ The way he replied in Greek saying ‘only me’ while his eyes drank her in left her in no doubt about what he was thinking. ‘It’s okay?’

‘Of course.’ She dropped her gaze. ‘Just want to get the place finished.’

It was too beautiful a day to be cooped up inside and with Sakis fixing the render on the stonework to the side of the house, she didn’t feel as if he was constantly watching her as she listened to music while sanding the newly stripped kitchen cupboard on the patio. Not that she would mind him watching in the slightest.

The day smouldered as much as Sakis did. The looks between them had intensified over the last week and, as he moved to the front to fix the render around the windows, she could see him peeling off her clothes in his mind. Although, to be fair, that was what she was doing to him. Not that he was wearing much to begin with. Without his uncle there he’d whipped off his T-shirt not long after he’d arrived. He was distractingly sexy and her conversation with Jude about having sex with the hot builder was firmly stuck in her head. Would it really be a bad thing?

Of course it was a bad idea, yet she couldn’t rid herself of the thought. Beyond polite hellos or chat about the building work with Nikos, she’d barely spoken to Sakis and yet the effect he was having on her… She was fed up with feeling undesired because she hadn’t been enough for Austin Carter. She used to be confident; she used to feel sexy and attractive, but Austin cheating on her had destroyed that, leaving her talked about, laughed at, made a fool of and pitied.

Sex with Sakis would be fun and easy. No strings attached. She wanted Austin out of her head; she wanted to feel attractive and good about herself again; she wanted a fling.

The day was hotter than it had been on Myrtos Beach with no breath of wind, just the sun caressing her skin. By early afternoon, Xanthe had changed into a bikini and put her shorts back on, then made two frappes. She took them outside.

‘Thought we could do with something to cool us down.’ Xanthe placed one of the glasses on the patio table and met Sakis’s eyes as she sipped the cool, sweet and creamy coffee.

Sakis put down the trowel and sauntered over, his bare chest glistening in the dappled sun. He reached behind her for his frappe and she breathed in his hot, heady scent. His eyes remained locked on hers as he took a sip. He was so close she could touch him if she dared. Her heart battered her chest, while all kinds of delicious feelings whizzed around her body.

His eyes dropped lower, lingering over her bikini top. She’d known exactly what she was doing when she’d changed. Nervous anticipation shot through her.

The garden shimmered in the afternoon sunshine, the surrounding green peaceful with only birds flitting between the trees and a fat bee bumbling lazily over the purple thyme.

They didn’t speak. The intensity of the moment was fuelled by looks. Was he going to make a move, or should she?

She took his glass and placed it with hers on the table. The grin that spread across his face said it all. He closed the distance and the second he pressed his lips to hers and she responded, his hands smoothed across her bare skin. All of Xanthe’s pent-up frustration and hurt was released in a clash of probing tongues and lust.

Teasing his fingers up her sides, he yanked her bikini top out of the way. With her eyes closed, Xanthe discovered his hot skin and unfamiliar body. With ease, he lifted her onto the table and manoeuvred himself between her legs.

Bloody hell, I hope the table will hold. She very nearly burst out laughing at the ridiculously unsexy picture in her head of them crashing onto the paving – concussion and broken bones were not conducive to romance… They needed to go inside, somewhere private, although she wasn’t keen on the idea of having sex in Agatha’s room. Her head was a mess of thoughts as she clasped his muscled shoulders while her body processed a confusing mix of feelings. Sakis kissed her neck and pressed his groin hard against her.

‘Sakis!’ A shrill voice rang across the patio. ‘Ti kánis!’

They broke apart as quickly as if they’d been stung by the dozy bee hovering around the thyme flowers. Sakis yanked his hands from Xanthe’s breasts, leaving her scrabbling to cover herself. She slid off the table, righted herself and met her neighbour’s blazing eyes.

Shit shit shit shit.

‘You call this honouring your godmother’s memory?’ Irida snapped in Greek, her eyes boring into Xanthe, making her wish the patio would crumble and swallow her whole.

Heat rushed straight to her cheeks. Eventually she found her voice. ‘I honestly don’t think it’s any of your business,’ she said in English, too flustered to attempt to speak Greek.

Sakis readjusted his shorts, picked up his frappe and nonchalantly took a sip.

‘And you,’ Irida said with real venom as she turned on him. ‘You should be ashamed. A man who cheats on his wife is nothing. Not a man at all!’

Xanthe’s embarrassment turned to rage as she swung round. ‘You’re married?’

Sakis ignored her, his tone pleading as he spoke directly to Irida. ‘Se parakaló, min peis káti stin yenaíka mou.’

Of course he wouldn’t want Irida to say anything to his wife. Xanthe glanced at his hands; no wedding ring. Of course, that didn’t mean a thing. Why had she not thought to ask? Because he was young, flipping attractive and had been giving off wanting-to-have-his-wicked-way-with-her vibes since she’d first laid eyes on him. She’d lapped it up. Blinkered by lust and a desire to make herself feel better, she hadn’t thought further than that. Now it had impressively backfired. She felt like shit. Loneliness and ill-judgement had led her to nearly have sex with a married man; now she was left feeling judged by the neighbour who already hated her.

‘This way you behave, it must stop!’ Irida was properly incensed, her tanned cheeks taking on a beetroot hue, talking to Sakis as if he was a naughty child. ‘You have a wife and a daughter to think about.’

Oh god, it just got worse. Xanthe had a suspicion he was younger than her. His behaviour was most definitely of a self-assured young man up for a good time, but she certainly hadn’t imagined he had a wife at home, let alone a child.

Upset that Sakis had duped her, she focused her attention away from his bare chest and onto Irida.

‘Why did you come round anyway?’ Xanthe didn’t mean to sound quite so cross, but given the situation it was hard not to.

Irida’s lips tightened. ‘I came because I spoke without thinking the other day. Dimitris said I was too quick to judge, but…’ She shot a look between Xanthe and Sakis. ‘Maybe I was right.’

Xanthe was taken aback. So she’d come over intending to offer an apology and Xanthe’s actions had made the whole situation worse. Now her heart wasn’t pounding quite so much; she noticed the Tupperware clasped in Irida’s hands – not a bottle of wine like Xanthe had tried to offer but probably homecooked treats. With Irida still looking horrified, Xanthe was certain that any chance to move on from their disastrous start had well and truly been destroyed by her and Sakis’s actions.

Irida fixed Sakis with a glare. ‘When will you stop behaving like this?’ She shook her head. ‘For the sake of your marriage, you must change.’

They watched her walk away, a hunched figure slight and somehow vulnerable despite her sharp tongue. She was slender but dressed older than her years in muted colours: black, grey, natural browns and creams, reserved and colourless unlike her fiery personality. There was also a sadness about her, as if she was carrying a huge amount of hurt.

After a brief few minutes of passion, Xanthe now felt foolish for giving in to Sakis’s charms. But she couldn’t ignore him.

As soon as Irida was out of sight and earshot, Xanthe spun round to face him.

‘You’re married,’ she repeated, shaking her head. ‘What the actual hell?’

Somehow he managed to look guilty and disappointed at the same time. She held onto the thought that it could have been worse; a few minutes later and goodness knew what Irida would have walked in on. Xanthe had been impulsive and thoughtless. How had she believed that seducing the builder who was working on her godmother’s house would be a good idea? She should at least have taken him inside. Heat flamed across her skin. She breathed deeply; she was young and single and although having sex with a relative stranger might not have been the wisest move, she’d done nothing wrong – unlike him.

‘You understood everything she said?’ Sakis said in English.

‘Yes.’ Xanthe nodded. ‘You know her?’

‘Everyone knows everyone, but yes, I went to school with Dimitris, although he is older.’

Somehow that made it even worse, that Dimitris knew him. And of course it was the case that everyone knew everyone. What had Toula said the other day about gossip flying around the village? Shit, she did not want this to get out in the wild.

Sakis drained the frappe and placed the empty glass on the table. Any excitement, passion and mind-bendingly good anticipation had evaporated, leaving only regret and awkwardness.

‘It is, um, time to stop.’ Sakis tapped his watch.

Siesta time, how bloody convenient. Instead of bedroom gymnastics, she was heading to bed alone.

‘You did a shitty thing not telling me you’re married.’ Determined to not allow the awkwardness get the better of her, she held his gaze. ‘It’s not as if I was the one coming onto you and you weren’t interested. Flirting’s one thing, acting on it when you’re married with a kid is something else. Your poor wife.’

Sakis tapped out a cigarette from the packet in his shorts pocket and stuck it between his lips. He lit it and shrugged. ‘We tell no one, okay?’ he said in accented English. He blew smoke into the perfumed air of the garden. ‘Only Irida knows. We are quiet. It is all okay.’

‘You’re a piece of work.’ Xanthe shook her head as Sakis sauntered away to gather his tools.

How the hell did she manage to choose them? Shitty men who didn’t care about their partners because they were too busy chasing other women; the thrill of illicit sex and the excitement of flings more of an appeal than nurturing their actual relationship. The future that Xanthe might have had with Austin flashed through her mind. Thank god he tripped up when he did. He could have led her on for years. Eventually she might have been like Sakis’s poor unsuspecting wife at home with a child while he was out ‘working’ and trying to seduce an actress.

Once Sakis had driven away, all Xanthe wanted to do was close the shutters, lie down with the ceiling fan whirring and sleep off the regret: for being caught by Irida; for unwittingly seducing a married man even if he’d been as willing as her; for being drawn in by him and trusting that someone wouldn’t be stupid enough to mess around like that. How bloody naive.

Sleep was non-existent and she emerged a couple of hours later feeling hot, annoyed and even more tired and frustrated. The oppressive heat had eased with a light breeze billowing through the leaves. The shadows in the garden were lengthening, the sun beginning to make its slow journey to the horizon.

Xanthe’s chest felt tight, the stress of the afternoon having built while sleep had evaded her. She took her camera and wandered through the garden, focusing her energy on taking pictures, capturing the colours and textures of the flowers and plants, allowing her annoyance, disappointment and embarrassment to be soothed by the surrounding beauty.
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An hour later, as Xanthe was about to take her empty dinner plate inside, the sound of footsteps startled her.

Dimitris appeared around the side of the villa with an expression that suggested it was the last place he wanted to be. She imagined the delight Irida must have had divulging what she’d witnessed and yet Xanthe couldn’t help but feel grateful that her turning up had put a stop to things.

She flushed red. ‘If you’re here to berate me, your mama has already done a really good job.’

Dimitris stuffed his hands into his shorts pockets. ‘I came to see if you were okay.’

‘Oh.’ She hadn’t expected that. She flushed hotter. ‘I’m fine, just feeling foolish.’

‘Well, yes, because he is married.’

Heat rushed through her body. He was 100 per cent right about that, but even so… She folded her arms. ‘Well, I didn’t know he was married and if I had, nothing would have happened.’

Dimitris looked at her, incredulous. He was echoing her stance with folded arms, legs rigid and rooted to the paving.

‘Nothing would have happened,’ she repeated again. She couldn’t stand how disappointed he seemed. She threw her hands in the air. ‘You know what, believe what you like. It’s what you’ve been doing ever since I got here, so why would this be any different?’

She wasn’t going to spell it out to him why she’d given in to the charms of an attractive and flirtatious man. Perhaps she should have known better and not been so trusting. She felt bad enough knowing she’d inadvertently behaved in a similar way to Austin without other people adding to her guilt. Mind you, Austin had known exactly what he was doing, while she’d been misled by Sakis; she actually had nothing to feel guilty for when he was the one who was married.

She sighed. ‘Anyway, not much more than a kiss happened.’

That was an outright lie. The memory of Sakis’s hands clamped on her bare breasts made her cheeks burn even more.

Dimitris shot her a look. ‘Only because my mama walked in on you.’

Xanthe had no reply to that. How far would things have gone if it hadn’t been for Irida? It had felt good to lose herself in desire for someone and to feel wanted. So what if he’d only wanted sex – that was all she’d wanted too. To move on from Austin, to forget about him, to be in someone else’s arms.

‘I thought you said you’d come over to see if I was okay?’

‘Yes, I did.’ Dimitris rubbed his forehead.

‘You’ve got a funny way of showing it.’ She faltered, not understanding why he’d put himself in such an awkward position. Surely continuing to ignore her and avoiding bringing up an embarrassing situation would have been the easiest thing to do. Unless… The thought suddenly hit her that he might actually like her. She immediately rejected it and blustered on. ‘Men lie. Women do too, but Sakis lied to me – well, he didn’t technically lie, he just failed to mention the truth. I was taken in by him. I actually did nothing wrong. I’m young and single. I’m living up to my British-woman-abroad reputation.’ She looked at him pointedly. ‘I heard you went to school together. Is he a friend of yours?’

‘No, he’s not.’

‘Because you know what he’s like?’

Dimitris shrugged.

He was looking at her in a way she didn’t understand. The flutter in her chest and the warmth in her cheeks suggested that Dimitris knowing about what had happened with Sakis felt worse than if the whole village did. They didn’t matter; Dimitris’s opinion of her did. Him being here and his demeanour were only fuelling her earlier thought about him possibly liking her.

‘Sakis is a malákas,’ he said wryly. ‘Maybe I should have warned you about him when he started working for you.’

‘I’m a grown woman, Dimitri.’ She met his deep brown and soulful eyes. Sadness emanated from him, softening the retort she’d intended to give. ‘I can look after myself, it’s just sometimes I make bad choices. So don’t worry about not warning me – you weren’t to know I’d fall for his charms.’ Fall was totally the wrong word and she hoped Dimitris didn’t take it to mean that she actually liked Sakis. She’d wanted nothing more than a good time. Her cheeks went hot again. ‘But I do appreciate you coming over. And I can’t tell you how sorry I am about your mama, well, you know.’

‘She was young once,’ he said, with a glimmer of a smile. He gestured up at the sky. ‘And Agatha would have laughed about it. She liked to see people happy.’

The light was softening and the hum of insects filled the air. Xanthe nodded and bit her lip. ‘But I’m not happy, that’s the problem.’ She had no idea why she’d decided to divulge that to Dimitris, but he was here and cared enough to have come over when he could have ignored the situation. ‘I ran away from my life back home because I was unhappy. Cheated on by a famous boyfriend and burnt out at work. It had all become too much. If Agatha hadn’t left me this place I have no idea what I would have done. Just carried on struggling I guess.’

Dimitris nodded slowly as if trying to digest her words.

‘I wanted to make myself feel better, you know, with Sakis,’ she stressed.

‘I understand.’ Dimitris put his hands up as if to stop her from saying more. Not that she was planning to – it was awful enough that Dimitris knew she’d been about to have sex with an old school mate of his, as Dimitris had put it so beautifully, a malákas – a wanker.

She reached out to touch his arm then thought better of it. ‘I really am sorry I upset your mama yet again.’

‘She’s easy to upset,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘I’m sorry you’re not happy. I think Agatha would want you to be.’ He faltered as if he’d said enough but then turned back to her. ‘Agatha wasn’t always happy either, but she was when she was out here in her garden. She always said it brought her peace. I understand that because I feel the same.’ He pressed a fist to his chest. ‘It’s why I love what I do. Is it the same for you with your work?’

It was a question she’d been asking herself recently, yet coming from Dimitris it caught her off-guard. ‘There are moments I love, yes, but I feel tired. I think I needed this break after everything that’s happened – I’ve been the focus of not very nice gossip ever since my boyfriend cheated on me. Men,’ she said, then cringed because she certainly didn’t mean to include him in that. ‘That’s a massive generalisation, I’m sorry. Look, it’s really nice of you to care enough to come over. Can I get you a drink? I mean, only if you have time to stay. Or want to.’

He stuffed his hands in his pockets again, accentuating the muscles in his arms. In the dusky light he was silhouetted, tall and strong looking, handsome and sexy without being as in-her-face as Sakis. She wondered now what she’d ever seen in him, except lust. What she actually needed to do was concentrate on ways to make herself feel good again without relying on anyone else, least of all a testosterone-fuelled man wanting to get laid.

‘I should get back, but thank you,’ Dimitris said.

‘Another time maybe.’ Xanthe followed him across the patio and watched him until he disappeared onto the lane.

Not wanting to talk any more about it, but needing to share what happened with Jude, she messaged him knowing he’d be at the theatre and wouldn’t be able to reply until later. And he did, not long after she’d got into bed.

Bloody hell, X! This could only happen to you. Although by the sounds of it you dodged a bullet. What a twat. You don’t half pick them. But honestly, even if you do end up being the centre of gossip, you’ve done nothing wrong – he did, you didn’t. So own it! Massive hugs x
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When Xanthe popped into the café the next morning for her usual coffee and slice of pie, gossip about her and Sakis had already managed to work its way to Toula. Aware of having made a bad choice and a fool of herself, she hated the way Toula was looking at her with concern and perhaps a touch of disappointment. Their initial conversation as Xanthe placed her order was stilted. Toula only launched into a proper conversation the moment the guy being served next to her went and sat outside.

‘Sakis is a malákas.’ Toula repeated what Dimitris had said the day before. ‘You understand what I say?’

‘An arsehole, wanker, dickhead… I could go on,’ Xanthe said with a grimace.

‘Naí, he is all those things.’ Toula gave her a firm look and lowered her voice. ‘This is not the first time he has done something like this.’ She raised a shapely eyebrow.

‘Still doesn’t make me feel any better. Being talked about like this is just the worst.’

Toula put a cool hand on her arm. ‘It will stop because of his wife. She will forgive him as she always does and everyone will respect that – even if we don’t agree. We all move on. You move on.’ She paused and looked thoughtful, before giving a small nod as if she’d decided on something. ‘Dimitris’s mama like to shout about things – you just gave her a reason. Dimitris is hurt because he likes you.’

Xanthe frowned but her stomach flipped.

‘Don’t look surprised. Of course he likes you. What’s not to like?’

‘I nearly slept with a married man?’

‘Pah! It is not your fault.’ Her black eyebrows furrowed. ‘I know it is different for boys than girls. Luckily I never went through anything like this with Vassilis. He is a good boy; I raise him to respect his sisters, his wife, me, all women, you understand. But girls blame themselves. Boys think it is big and manly to play around – isn’t that what you say in English?’

Xanthe nodded.

‘It is not. You hurt, his wife hurt. Now Sakis hurts too because his wife and mother scold him. And people talk, it happens. It’s a small village and remember I already tell you, we like to gossip.’ At Toula’s wicked grin, Xanthe couldn’t help but smile. ‘It is only gossip because Irida made it so. She has a bitter tongue. She doesn’t like Sakis or you, so she talk about you.’

‘You’re really not making me feel any better, Toula.’

She pressed her fist to the centre of her chest. ‘I mean well.’

‘I know you do, thank you.’

Xanthe loathed being part of the village gossip, but what upset her the most was unwittingly being the other woman. She’d been foolish to have been so trusting and to have got carried away; too much sun, loneliness and the attention of a ruggedly handsome Greek builder had got the better of her. Not that there would have been an issue with any of that if he’d been single. She’d had enough of lying, cheating men.

She’d intended to keep her head down and herself to herself, to channel her efforts into doing up the villa and trying to learn about her family, but what she’d ended up doing was alienating herself even more from Dimitris and his mama, from the villagers and Agatha’s memory. She’d got side-tracked.

‘Thank you for understanding.’ Xanthe picked up her coffee but turned back to Toula. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask if you know of anyone called Gio. I’ve found some love letters Agatha had kept, all signed off with that name. I wondered if you knew who they were from?’

‘Gio.’ Toula frowned. ‘I can’t think of anyone. They are from a long time ago?’

‘Yes, late 1950s and the early 90s. Nothing recent.’

‘Maybe your mama will know.’

Xanthe sighed. Now she had another reason to phone her mum. ‘Yes, maybe. I’ll try talking to her again.’

Xanthe was disappointed that Toula hadn’t been able to help her figure out who Agatha’s mysterious suitor was, but what stayed with her for the rest of the day was Toula’s comment about Dimitris liking her, which made her feel even more embarrassed that he knew what she’d been about to do with someone he didn’t think much of.

By the time Xanthe got back to the villa, the builders had arrived, although in Sakis’s place was an older guy somewhere in his fifties and the complete opposite of the sexy and muscled Sakis. As the day progressed and the builders finished patching up the render while Xanthe started stripping the old paint from the shutters, she felt overwhelming relief that he wasn’t here.

Nikos didn’t mention anything about Sakis or treat her any differently and when she made frappes for them he happily chatted to her in the shade of the persimmon tree. From everything she’d learned from Irida, Dimitris and Toula, it wasn’t the first time Sakis had cheated and everyone seemed intent to just move on, his wife included, although Xanthe couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. If Austin had been her husband rather than a boyfriend and they’d had children together, how complicated and difficult would things have been then?

After the builders left, she stood in the garden on her own, contemplating forgetting all about the villa and just selling it in the state it was now. She could head back to London and focus on what she was good at, slip back into the routine of eight shows a week, singing, dancing and acting. She could have hundreds of people applauding her rather than strangers berating her for her behaviour and questioning her reasoning for being on their island in the first place.

Her mum would certainly agree, but she knew what Jude would say, Parminder and Lucy too: she shouldn’t give up so easily. Acting had hardened her; the fight for parts, the disappointment, the brutal honesty about her shape, her size, her looks, not to mention the heart-wrenching nerves when reading reviews. She was tougher than she gave herself credit for, so maybe she just needed to suck it up. Doing up a house on a Greek island that held so much history for her fractured family was never going to be easy.

As she wandered through the garden with her camera and trailed her fingers through the fragrant oregano and thyme, Dimitris’s words from yesterday came flooding back about the garden being the place where Agatha was happiest. Standing on the terrace surrounded by the gently swaying branches of olive and mulberry trees, the peace and beauty was all encompassing. She’d never known anywhere quite like it and to be gifted it was beyond her wildest dreams. It would be hard to give up because, right at that moment, despite everything, she was utterly content.
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The work on the villa moved at a swift pace and with the roof fixed and the render repaired, the stud wall was removed in just a couple of hours. Nikos informed Xanthe that Sakis would be back at the end of the week to patch the holes and skim the wall with plaster ready for Xanthe to paint it. She’d be picking Jude up from the airport so it would be easy enough to make herself scarce and avoid him.

Despite her aching shoulders and dry hands, she’d enjoyed the process of stripping and sanding the kitchen cupboard doors and had made a good start on the outside shutters. The repetitive nature of the work had allowed her plenty of thinking time and she loved working outside, moving around every so often to stay in the shade. She took time out to sit in the sun while eating lunch, then did yoga and had a siesta before continuing in the evening when it was cooler. She’d also managed to avoid Irida for the rest of the week, but she’d briefly seen Dimitris on his way to work and when he returned later.

She’d got into the habit of going back to bed with a coffee each morning to read Agatha’s journals. The handwritten pages were harder to read than the letters Agatha had written to her, perhaps because they seemed to be filled with a stream of consciousness rather than carefully crafted thoughts. The four journals contained diary entries, the date written at the top of each page. Often they skipped a week or two, Agatha only putting her thoughts down when she had something to say. Instead of trying to trawl through pages of difficult Greek script, Xanthe searched for names to narrow down which passages to try and translate, her interest always piqued at the sight of her own name, her mum’s, Dimitris’s and the elusive Gio.

One diary entry in particular jumped out.

A letter from Xanthe! I’m so happy. I hoped she’d write but I hadn’t expected it, not after everything that has happened, but I assume she doesn’t know. Perhaps that’s best. I wish I could make things right for Elina. I understand how heartbroken she is, how angry too and sad to lose her mama, to find out about her baba. Deep down I knew, before the truth came out, and it hurts to know she blames me. But I think she is angry at everyone. I hope time is a healer for Elina and she finds a way to forgive, for her sake, no one else’s. But I’m glad to hear from Xanthe and to write back. I love her spirit and youthful joy. To be young and innocent, to be free of the troubles of adulthood. I’m glad Elina has her. I will write back; she is my goddaughter still.

There was lots in the journals like this that raised more questions: what did her mum blame Agatha for? Why was she angry at everyone, Agatha included? Her godmother had obviously known about the rift in Xanthe’s family but she hadn’t talked about it, the same as her mum had never done. Agatha seemed to have always written down her thoughts after getting letters from Xanthe, and it made her happy to know they’d been welcomed.

It was challenging to read Agatha’s handwriting and decipher much of the Greek, so it was painfully slow going but she looked at them as often as time allowed.

There was something refreshing about being her own boss and deciding what to do and when. Being able to stop and wander into the village to take photos of purple bougainvillea blooming over the top of a whitewashed wall or capture the serenity of turquoise water bubbling onto chalk-white stones at a beach was indescribably good. Simple things she hadn’t realised she’d desperately needed. She got a kick out of posting her photos on Instagram, mixing the beautiful and awe-inspiring with the reality of renovating the villa. She felt she was only scratching the surface of what the island had to offer and every time she talked to Toula she’d recommend other places to visit.

Life in London happened at breakneck speed and she was always doing something: rehearsals, performing, out with friends, constantly thinking ahead to what was next. Always what was next. Here she was only thinking a day ahead about the simple and necessary things in life such as what she was going to eat. At least that was the case when she hadn’t been fixated on being seduced by a hot and very married Sakis… She grimaced at the drama he’d inflicted on her.

Living in the moment was what she was determined to do though, so when her agent Felicity unexpectedly phoned on Thursday that week, it knocked Xanthe off course.

‘How’s life on a Greek island?’

‘I didn’t think I’d enjoy the slower pace but it’s been good for me.’ Mostly been good, Xanthe thought as she sat on the end of the bed and gazed out through the open patio doors.

‘Even while renovating a house?’ Felicity said in disbelief.

‘Yep, even while doing that.’

‘Well, don’t get used to it.’ Felicity paused. ‘I know you said you wanted to take a complete break, but something’s come up that’s too good to ignore, so I wanted to see what you think.’

Xanthe’s stomach clenched.

‘The actress lined up to play Éponine in Les Misérables has had to pull out and they want to see you. You’ve always been in the running, essentially their second choice, and they stressed it was a close-run thing. All that tipped it was the actress they went for is a well-known name so they went straight to her. I’m only just hearing about it otherwise I’d have pushed for them to meet you in the first place. Remember, a bigger name doesn’t necessarily mean a bigger talent.’

It was the role of a lifetime, one that Xanthe coveted more than any, and it was being offered to her – at least the chance to get in front of a casting director to show them what she could do.

‘So, what do you think?’

‘It’s amazing, but unexpected.’

‘This is one of the roles you’ve talked about wanting since our very first conversation. You’re perfect for it; I know it, you know it and I promise you, once you get in the room with them, they’ll know it too.’

‘I honestly don’t know what to think,’ Xanthe said slowly as she focused on the vine leaves around the door glowing luminous in the sunlight and tried to figure out if the unsettled feeling in her stomach was from fear or excitement.

‘I’ve explained that you’re away and they’ve offered to organise return flights and travel. They’re in London the week after next and want to meet you on the Monday.’

‘That soon.’ Shit, it was definitely fear she was feeling.

‘Yep, that soon. They’ve been left in a bit of a mess. It’ll only be a couple of days of your time but consider what an opportunity it is.’

‘Can I think about it?’ It felt too drastic a decision to make immediately over the phone.

‘Yes, but you’ll need to let me know by 3 p.m. tomorrow.’ Felicity paused again. ‘If they don’t meet with you, there’ll be others, Xanthe, desperate for the part. They need to fill the role asap; rehearsals are scheduled to start in August.’

That was just a few weeks away. Yes, she’d be home by then, her time on Kefalonia over, and yet…

They said goodbye. Xanthe didn’t know what to think. Her sweaty palms and trepidation were out of kilter with the elation she should have been feeling.

The thought of returning to London and putting pressure on herself to audition for a role she’d always wanted had left her insides in turmoil. Her heart was saying no, her head yes, but surprisingly it was the opposite way round to what she’d expected.
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On Friday, Xanthe’s excitement at seeing Jude left her itching to get in the car to go and pick him up from the airport. She left early so she had time to stop off and buy paint on the way, but she was also keen to avoid being at the villa when Sakis turned up.

The drive to the south-west side of the island was long but beautiful and allowed her uninterrupted thinking time about the Les Mis meeting, plus her mistake with Sakis was still fresh in her mind. The villagers would all have their opinion of her for sure, none of it good. Apart from Toula. She’d been a breath of fresh air and reasoning. If anyone was at fault, it was Sakis. Still, the thought of what she’d done upset her no end. Dimitris checking on her rather than berating her like his mama had had been as surprising as it was sweet. There’d been times during the week when she’d seen him arrive home and she’d been tempted to invite him over for a drink, but she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea, particularly when his opinion of her must be tarnished by her actions with Sakis.

Her worries were erased by Jude’s beaming face as he appeared through arrivals in shorts and a white T-shirt with a colourful flamingo print short-sleeved shirt flung over the top. God did she love her uncomplicated best mate, the perfect tonic to the dark, brooding, sexy yet complicated Greek men she’d met. All two of them, she thought. Not that Jude would consider himself to be uncomplicated, but their friendship was so perfect because there was never any chance of attraction.

They hugged each other tightly and Xanthe revelled in his non-stop chatter as they made their way to the car and away from the airport. With the windows wound down, sunglasses on and her arm resting in the sunshine, she felt more relaxed than she had in days.

They only drove for twenty minutes but Xanthe’s stomach was rumbling by the time they’d parked and found a table at the taverna by Agios Thomas beach and ordered. Beneath a leaf-entwined pergola which shaded the sand-dusted terrace, they were better off overlooking the packed beach sipping iced strawberry drinks rather than roasting in the midday sun.

‘Bloody hell, Xanthe. This is heaven on earth.’ Jude pointed at the beach below and out towards the hazy green-clad hill where the island jutted into the sea then curved back round. ‘My pale ass skin is going to burn like hell, mind.’

‘We need to cover you in factor 50 before we head to the beach.’

‘Are you trying to avoid going back to the house by any chance?’ Jude eyed her over his glass.

‘Maybe.’ Xanthe stuck out her tongue. ‘Okay, yes. The builder’s there.’

‘As in the builder?’ He laughed when Xanthe scrunched her nose and nodded. He waved his hand across the food on the table. ‘Although this is rather special. I’m glad we’re doing this.’

‘Exactly. It’s a chance to see more of the island while we’re this side. Places I’ve not been to either.’

Jude squeezed lemon over the calamari and popped one in his mouth. He made ‘mmm’ noises as he chewed, his face twisting with pleasure. ‘This is insanely good.’

Xanthe broke up the slab of oregano-sprinkled feta with her fork. ‘I made a mistake and embarrassed myself completely.’

‘With the builder?’

‘Yup.’

‘And you didn’t even end up having sex.’

‘I failed epically on all levels.’

Jude raised an eyebrow. ‘So, embarrassed and sexually frustrated.’

‘Tell it like it is then.’

‘Always.’ He grinned manically and skewered a chunk of the feta.

The sea air, mixed with the smell of grilling fish and sweet strawberry, was intoxicating. There was no better feeling than eating seafood by the sea in the sweltering heat. The only thing that could make it better would be enjoying an ice-cold lager with her feet plunged into the cool shallows.

‘This is the life, Xanthe.’ Jude leaned back in his chair and sighed. ‘Eating fish by a beach and having a good old natter.’

‘It’s the best.’ Xanthe clinked her glass against his.

‘I know you needed to take time out, but I didn’t realise how much I did as well, till I got on that plane. I haven’t had time to breathe, let alone think. I wouldn’t have stopped if you hadn’t been here and I missed you so darn much.’

‘I’ve missed you too.’ Xanthe stuck her fork into a chunk of tomato. She looked across the table at him. ‘I honestly didn’t think you’d take time off, so it feels even better to see you now.’

‘We live together but it feels like we’re just passing ships, you know. All of us busy with our careers, juggling relationships and dealing with real-life shit. This felt needed.’ He took a piece of calamari and rolled his eyes in delight as he chewed it. He swallowed and leaned his elbows on the table. ‘I was also thinking on the way over how nice it is us both being single together. Not that I wanted Austin to do what he did or for you two to break up, but selfishly I’ve been enjoying having you to myself over the last few months. You’re bloody glowing too. Single life and Greece is obviously good for you.’

‘The sunshine and sea air helps, but actually, you’re right. I didn’t want what happened to happen, but I’m beginning to realise that I don’t miss being in a relationship with Austin.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘What I do miss is sex.’

Jude snorted. ‘Don’t we all!’

‘Is that bad though, only wanting that side of being with someone rather than commitment or bloody falling in love?’

‘No, why would you even think that’s bad? Sex is a normal, natural part of life. It’s human nature and you deserve to have fun.’ He placed a hand on her arm and grinned. ‘You just need to choose more wisely.’

‘Don’t remind me.’

Jude frowned. ‘Talking about Austin though. Did you actually love him?’

‘Yes, absolutely. He was the first person I loved, the first I was properly serious about and could see a future with. I wouldn’t have felt that way if I hadn’t loved him.’

‘Maybe.’ Jude didn’t look convinced. ‘But you were dragged through a whole media circus because of him. The extra stress of it all being in the public eye definitely didn’t help with the heartbreak.’

‘Yeah, I’ve not missed any of that, which leads on to the other thing I want to talk to you about.’ Xanthe swirled the remainder of the refreshing strawberry smoothie around the glass. ‘Felicity phoned yesterday to say I’m in the running for Éponine in Les Misérables⁠—’

Jude grabbed her arm. ‘This is huge, Xanthe!’

‘I wasn’t their first choice, though. The actor they had lined up has dropped out.’ She filled him in on the details. ‘What if I’m not as good as they think?’

‘You’re their second choice and for a part like this, that’s incredible. You told her yes, right?’

‘I told her I’d think about it. I need to give her an answer by three this afternoon.’

‘You have got to do it.’

‘Do I though?’

‘Oh my god! This is the part you’ve been waiting for. You have nothing to lose – if they decide you’re not right then it doesn’t change anything, but if they want you then it’s a massive opportunity. You’ll regret it if you don’t go.’

Xanthe knew he was right. A year ago she wouldn’t have hesitated in screaming a big fat yes down the phone at Felicity. The way she was feeling about walking into a room with a well-known casting director for a part that would take her career up another notch showed how much her confidence had been knocked by Austin. And her feeling this way meant he was still managing to dictate her life.

‘Honestly, I’m shocked you haven’t jumped at the chance.’ Jude pushed his empty plate away and looked at her forcefully. ‘Message her now and say yes.’

Xanthe pulled a face and gazed out towards the sea. Even here, with stunning scenery and Mediterranean sun, life wasn’t simple. There were still decisions to make. She couldn’t avoid everything that felt challenging. Her whole career had been built on putting herself out there and saying yes even if something felt ridiculously scary. Why should now be any different?

Jude was watching her intently. ‘Seriously Xanthe, in a second I’m going to take your phone and message her myself.’

She was avoiding going home, avoiding putting herself in a position where she could get knocked back and rejected again, but that wasn’t a good enough reason for letting an opportunity of a lifetime pass her by. She grabbed her phone and replied to the message Felicity had sent after their conversation.

Within a couple of minutes she’d replied.

Yes! I’ll set the meeting up asap and let you know the details as soon as I have them. You will wow them, I promise!

Xanthe showed Jude the message. ‘There, satisfied?’

‘One hundred per cent.’

Xanthe tucked her phone away in her bag. ‘Have you finished?’

‘Couldn’t eat another thing.’

‘I just want to make one more stop before we head back. Toula told me about this gorgeous beach not far from here.’

Jude smirked. ‘Surely the builder will be having a siesta by now?’

‘You’d honestly prefer to meet him over an afternoon on an idyllic Greek beach?’

Jude stuck his tongue out, Xanthe put some euros on the table and they left the taverna’s busy terrace.

It was only a short drive back along the coast to another beach. The walk down along a narrow sandy path gave them glimpses of the sea as the late afternoon sun caressed their shoulders.

‘Wowsers.’ Jude wedged his sunglasses in his hair and stood with his hands on his hips, gazing out at the calm, turquoise sea.

Xanthe took a towel from her rucksack, laid it on the sand close to the water and kicked off her trainers. Jude followed her lead and they sat together with their arms wrapped around their bare legs. Apart from a couple of kids messing about in the shallows and a young teenager jumping from a rock into the water with a satisfying splash, there was nothing but shimmering sea.

As Jude had said, this kind of quality time was missing back home – the scenery too. Xanthe stretched out her legs and relished the cool water caressing her toes as she leaned back on her hands. Of course they talked back in London, but they rarely had time to chat over a lazy lunch. They were always too busy working or socialising with other people. Even going to a bar or out for a meal would sometimes turn into a networking opportunity rather than just being time for them to enjoy their friendship.

Jude sighed. ‘This makes me wonder what I’m missing out on living in London.’

‘You love London.’

‘I do, but this…’ He swept his hand at the view in front of them.

‘Living somewhere is always different to having a holiday. Nowhere’s perfect, even somewhere as beautiful as this.’

She’d run away from heartbreak and gossip only to find herself being talked about on Kefalonia. No, nowhere was perfect, not even an idyllic Greek island, but perhaps that was at the heart of it. Striving for perfection was an impossible dream and once she came to terms with that then maybe, just maybe, she’d find happiness.
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Wanting to return to the villa in daylight, Xanthe dragged them away from the beach. It was Friday, Sakis would have left, she had Jude’s support and they had a few days to chill out together. She also needed to quit worrying about what everyone else thought. Hurtful remarks, gut-wrenching reviews and the ugly truth of putting herself out there in auditions and castings used to go over her head, but her personal life being dragged through the media had been far harder to ignore and she’d taken derogatory comments and untruths to heart because they’d been written in black and white for all to see.

She needed to channel the old Xanthe, the upbeat, confident, up-for-anything, sassy, living-life-to-the-full woman she’d been before Austin.

They reached the villa and parked. Xanthe watched Jude as he got out and gazed around, taking in the cypresses shading the rear of the stone villa which hid the sea view.

‘Leave your stuff in the car,’ Xanthe said as she started along the grassy path. ‘I want to show you outside first.’

‘From what you said I imagined it to be really run down, but it’s actually lovely and quaint.’ He touched her arm. ‘I like quaint.’

‘It’s looking better now the roof’s fixed.’

‘Ah yes, the builders…’

Xanthe shot him a look. ‘Don’t remind me.’

Jude hooked his arm in hers. ‘It’s done and you didn’t do anything wrong, so we move on.’ They rounded the corner of the villa. ‘Bloody hell, Xanthe. This is fucking stunning.’

Although she’d had nothing to do with the way the garden looked, she couldn’t help but feel pride. With its palette of fresh greens mixed with splashes of pink, white, purple and yellow flowers, the garden was cleverly designed to make the most of its pockets of shade, secret areas and the open spaces that revealed the view. All thanks to Agatha’s vision and Dimitris’s care.

Xanthe let him go ahead. ‘Go on, take a proper look.’

She followed Jude along the winding path past the border closest to the villa that was packed with herbs, their earthy freshness offset by the warming scent of the adjacent border filled with bee and butterfly-loving plants. They continued to where the oldest olive trees shaded the edges of the terrace.

Xanthe held her breath as Jude emerged from the shade onto the sun-baked stones.

‘Oh my god, Xanthe,’ he said without tearing his eyes away from the view of the sea glittering in the afternoon sun. His wonder reminded her of her own just three weeks ago.

‘I know, right. It’s something else.’

‘You’re not seriously going to sell this place, are you?’ He whirled around. ‘I mean, look at it.’

‘That is the plan…’ Irida’s harsh words about her only wanting to make money from Agatha’s house flashed through her mind. She’d denied it was her reason, but wasn’t doing it up to sell and using the money as a deposit to buy a place of her own her intention?

‘You could rent it out through a holiday let. Hell, we can have holidays here.’ Jude gestured excitedly between them. ‘How is that not a possibility?’

‘You’d holiday here even without a pool?’

He spun around on the terrace. ‘Xanthe, there’s plenty of space for a pool.’

‘Do you know swimming pools are classed as a luxury item in Greece so you get taxed on them.’

‘Thieving bloody bastards. Greece is the place where everyone should be able to have a pool.’

Xanthe agreed with him completely and, as they began to wander back towards the villa, the idea of keeping it to rent out and have holidays here wedged itself in her head. Of course it was a possibility, but it would delay her dream of having a place of her own.

‘Oh my life!’ Jude abruptly stopped and grabbed her arm. ‘Who the hell is that?’

Xanthe followed his gaze beyond the trees to the new fence that bordered Agatha’s garden where Dimitris was staining the fence slats.

‘The neighbour, Dimitris.’

‘Well blow me down. He’s the neighbour?’ Jude raised an eyebrow. ‘And you told me there were no handsome Greeks other than the twatish married one.’

‘And I was sort of telling the truth,’ she said quietly, pulling Jude away before Dimitris spotted them. ‘When we had that conversation, I honestly thought he was a twat, a good looking one, but a twat all the same.’

Jude nudged her arm. ‘So you’ve changed your mind about him?’

‘Uh-huh.’

Ever since their conversation after the walk back from Toula’s, he’d thawed towards her and she’d warmed to him. He was a mass of contradictions and not easy to figure out, although it seemed his mama had a huge amount of influence. He was good looking and intriguing, but Xanthe was wary and she certainly didn’t want Jude encouraging anything, which she knew he would if he got an inkling that she liked Dimitris even a tiny bit.

They retrieved Jude’s luggage from the car and got him settled in the clean but sparsely furnished spare room. Xanthe put together a mezze-style supper of fresh crusty bread, olives, tomatoes from the garden, leftover spanakopita and melitzanosalata, the delicious smoky aubergine dip she’d first had at Toula’s. As they wandered back outside to enjoy the last bit of sunshine, Xanthe wondered how on earth her mum could have given all of this up. She understood how a family feud could tear people apart, but to shun everything including the food – especially the food – puzzled her. What her mum had done was reinvent herself; she’d shrugged off her Greek heritage in every way possible, immersing herself in the UK way of life, cooking British Sunday roasts and toad-in-the-hole. She would happily make a lasagne but never pastitsio or moussaka. Yet it was only now that Xanthe was beginning to understand how much her mum had missed out on, not just the food and the island itself, but friends and family. And her dad, Xanthe’s grandfather. Her mum’s decisions had impacted Xanthe and her brother as well. Was whatever had torn them apart reason enough for her mum to have cut herself off completely? She’d been putting off phoning her mum all week to tell her about what she’d learned; perhaps she’d find the courage to now Jude was here.

With plates of food balanced on their laps, they sat on the wooden chairs at the far side of the terrace, their feet resting on the low stone wall.

‘You need to get cushioned seats.’ Jude grimaced as he wriggled about. ‘My bum’s going to go numb.’

‘There’s a lot this place could do with, but I don’t want to spend money unnecessarily.’

‘Because you still intend to sell it?’

Xanthe didn’t answer, because she wasn’t sure how to. Jude had definitely seeded an idea but it needed a lot of thought.

‘I know I’m here to help,’ Jude continued, ‘but we need sunbathing and cocktails on the beach at least once.’

‘The help is a bonus; I’m just really happy to have your company. And yeah, we’ll absolutely make the most of you being here. It’ll be good to see more of the island with you.’

Jude blew her a kiss.

A few cotton-wool clouds glowed a pinky-orange, while the burnished sea mirrored the colour of the setting sun behind them. She watched, mesmerised for a moment.

‘It’s sad to think my godmother never found true love.’ She turned to Jude. ‘I’ve been trying to read some of her journals and the letters she kept. The Greek is hard to read but it’s fascinating seeing this whole side to her that I never knew. Someone wrote her love letters, someone she’d obviously been in love with before he got married to someone else. My godmother ended up alone.’

‘Maybe she didn’t need a man?’ Jude said wistfully. ‘Perhaps she was happy on her own.’

‘Perhaps. But there’s a sadness woven through the bits I’ve read. In these love letters this admirer is basically suggesting they have an affair, but I don’t know if she did or not. I’m trying to read her journals chronologically but it’s taking me forever and there’s so much I don’t understand. What I do know for definite is she loved being here, which is why she chose it as her final resting place.’ She sighed and smiled at Jude whose pale freckled face glowed in the golden light. ‘You really don’t mind bunking in a building site?’

‘Even I can put up with that’ – he pointed in the direction of the villa – ‘when there’s all of this.’

Jude got it and she’d been worried that he wouldn’t. He’d never been one for slumming it, enjoying home comforts and his flat white from the local coffee shop, but he seemed quietly enraptured by this place.

The slower pace of life and being close to the sea had begun to work its charm on Xanthe too. She’d always loved her London life, had craved that city lifestyle and the unpredictability and thrill of being a working actor, but was it all she wanted? Was that constant cycle of work and auditions, with the highs often as challenging as the lows, what she wanted to do long term? Or perhaps she was blinkered by Kefalonia’s peace and beauty when all she really needed was a break before diving back into her London life with enthusiasm and taking on the Les Mis role – if she got it. After all, it was where her friends were, her work. It was what she loved.

She sipped her drink and gazed at the sea which was awash with the silvery tones of dusk. Right now she couldn’t think of anywhere that would beat this, for its beauty and her feeling of contentment; a place to soothe away her worries, to recharge and find wonder in the simple things.
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Xanthe kept her promise to Jude and, after a blissful Saturday morning lie in, she took him for lunch at the fish taverna in Fiskardo. Then they spent the afternoon sunbathing and swimming in the sea at Emplisi beach before heading back to the villa with supplies of wine and gin and tonic.

In the still heat of a hot June evening while sipping their drinks on the patio, the sound of voices and music drifting across from next door was noticeable, particularly when it was usually so quiet with just birdsong, the chatter of insects and a light breeze swaying through the leaves, evocative of waves lapping the shore. The neighbours’ voices would carry across; it was hard to ignore Irida’s staccato tone, but now Xanthe could only hear lower male ones. And laughter. That was unusual coming from next door.

‘So, the neighbour,’ Jude said. ‘The hot young one…’

‘Dimitris.’

‘Yeah, him. Isn’t it a bit weird him still living at home?’

‘Not particularly for Greece.’

‘Hmm.’ Jude sounded unconvinced. ‘What if he wants to bring a girl – or guy – home and get it on?’

‘I guess he does it quietly.’ Xanthe shrugged. ‘I haven’t spent time thinking about it.’

‘What, Dimitris’s private life hasn’t kept you up at night?’ Jude feigned shock.

Xanthe smirked. ‘Not really, no.’

‘Would you like him to keep you up, though?’

Xanthe shook her head but her insides were burning. ‘Please don’t try and fix me up with anyone, least of all my neighbour who has many issues I do not want to be involved with.’

Jude pressed his hand over his heart. ‘I promise to behave.’ Xanthe didn’t believe him one bit. He shuddered. ‘I couldn’t even begin to imagine still living with my mum.’

‘That’s because she wouldn’t be able to put up with you.’

‘Ouch!’

‘Don’t give me that look; you know it’s true. To be fair, I couldn’t live with my mum either and I sure as hell know she’d have kicked me out by now if I had stayed.’

Clasping his drink, Jude rested his elbows on his knees and leaned closer. ‘But seriously, what is the deal with him still living there?’

‘Like I said, it’s not particularly unusual. It’s the family home, he works on Kefalonia, isn’t married⁠—’

‘Single?’

Xanthe ignored the comment. ‘From what I’ve heard, his mum’s got issues and struggles with mental health problems.’

‘So he looks after her? That’s kinda sweet.’

‘By the sounds of it he looked after Agatha too as much as he could. Apparently she resisted any help.’

‘So good looking and caring. Bingo!’ Jude raised his eyebrows. ‘You realise it sounds like they’re having a party.’

‘I doubt it,’ Xanthe said, thinking of Irida’s usually sour expression; she didn’t seem like the partying type.

Jude downed his gin and stood up. ‘Only one way to find out.’
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Jude paced through the garden towards the fence before Xanthe could say anything. Chasing after him, she snagged her thigh on a rose bush. She cursed as a thin line of blood bubbled up from the scratch.

Away from the light spilling from the villa, she finally caught up with him. They were shrouded in darkness by the large olive tree next to the fence but could see beyond the bushes to the lawn where Dimitris and a few friends were lounging on chairs around a low table with a volleyball net set up behind them.

‘See, a party.’

‘Four guys drinking beer doesn’t constitute a party, Jude.’

‘But four hot Greeks plus us does.’ He flashed her a wicked smile. ‘We should join them.’

‘No, we really shouldn’t.’ Xanthe shook her head vehemently.

‘What’s the worst that’ll happen?’ Arms folded, he challenged her with a raised eyebrow followed by a cheeky grin.

A lot, Xanthe wanted to say, but secretly acknowledged the worst thing would simply be Dimitris asking them to leave.

‘My point exactly,’ Jude said at her silence. He tugged her back to where they’d been sitting, grabbed the bottle of gin and handed her the tonic water. ‘We can’t go over empty handed.’

Xanthe sighed. Jude had a habit of bringing out both the best and worst in her, and he was always encouraging her to do things she wasn’t sure about – like saying yes to the Les Mis meeting in London. In the past he’d made her say yes to things that had definitely helped to further her career, through networking opportunities and castings. Although she’d also met Austin that way after Jude had talked their way into a private party at a club. Not everything turned out well, although they’d had three good years together.

‘His mum’s a dragon,’ Xanthe warned as they returned to the fence.

‘You really think she’s there while he’s drinking with his mates?’ He shook his head. ‘Come on, you know you want to.’

He was ridiculously confident and never had any qualms about meeting new people or gate-crashing a party. Although was she really any better? How many times had she marched up to some random bloke on a night out when Jude had been too shy to approach? Her city-loving best friend lived for nights out and craved excitement. However picturesque Kefalonia was, the beautiful garden with its sea view wasn’t a patch on getting pissed and partying the night away with a handful of Greek men…

‘We should really go round the front,’ Xanthe said in dismay as, with the gin bottle clasped in one hand, Jude used his free one to precariously clamber over Dimitris’s newly built fence.

‘They sound tipsy enough to not care.’ Landing on his feet, he glanced back at her. ‘And since when have you ever been Miss Goody Two Shoes?’

He had a point, but she was conscious of the stir she’d already caused without adding gate-crashing to the list.

Not wanting to leave Jude on his own to cause goodness-knows-what trouble for her, Xanthe handed him the tonic water. Whispering ‘fuckety fuck fuck’ under her breath, she hitched up her short skirt and began to clamber over the fence.

By the time she planted her feet in the wide border, Jude was already striding towards Dimitris and his friends calling ‘yasou!’

Carefully picking her way after him, she was rather glad she’d already had a bit to drink as Dimitris’s attention, followed by his friends’, switched from Jude to her.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Jude said while waggling the bottle of gin. ‘Being next-door neighbours and all, I thought we should come over and say hello. I’m Jude.’ He plonked the bottle of gin along with the tonic water on the table and stuck out his hand. ‘And you must be Dimitris. Heard lots about you.’

It definitely wasn’t the first time since arriving on Kefalonia that Xanthe wished for the ground to gobble her up.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she said at the stunned silence of the Greeks. Four pairs of dark eyes looked well and truly confused. She tugged on Jude’s T-shirt. ‘We should go.’

Dimitris stood and shook Jude’s still outstretched hand. ‘No, it’s fine.’ His eyes flicked to hers. ‘Join us. This is Michalis and Alexi. Xanthe, you already know Vassilis.’ He gestured back to them. ‘This is Xanthe and Jude…’

‘I’m Xanthe’s best friend.’ Jude pulled up a free chair, sat down and nodded towards the volleyball net set up on the grass. ‘Do you all play?’

‘Most Greeks do,’ Vassilis said. ‘At least when we are young.’

‘You’re going to play tonight?’

And just like that, Jude had made himself at home and struck up a conversation. Dimitris shifted over on the wicker sofa and motioned to the space next to him. Xanthe sat down and when Dimitris handed her a glass, she poured herself a G&T. The churning in her stomach was slowly beginning to ease now Dimitris was being welcoming and Vassilis and Alexi were chatting to Jude.

Jude had been one of the first people Xanthe had met at drama school and they’d immediately hit it off with their shared love of musical theatre, The 1975 and clubbing uniting them. Jude made friends easily and Xanthe had always been happy to be his sidekick. It wasn’t that she wasn’t confident; she was just content to let him do his thing. He was the extrovert in their friendship and loved attention, while she adored being in the limelight while performing, but much preferred to have one-on-one conversations. Jude was a pro at speaking to big groups and a brilliant storyteller. Xanthe imagined he’d have made a good stand-up comic if he’d chosen that route instead of becoming an actor.

‘You cut yourself.’ Dimitris gestured to her thigh. ‘I can get something from the house.’

‘It’s nothing, just scratched it on a rose.’ From sneaking through the bushes to spy on you, was what she didn’t say…

The trouble was, she didn’t know what to say to Dimitris, so she was relieved when he was drawn into the conversation with Jude. She wasn’t usually lost for words but Dimitris left her tongue-tied because she didn’t know where she stood with him. In the short time she’d been here, she’d seen him go from angry to caring, but she wasn’t sure what he really thought about her. Not for the first time she wished she was more like Jude. He was good at ingratiating himself with strangers and made friends easily, but he’d had his heart broken over friendships as much as boyfriends. Recently he’d become choosier when it came to friends and lovers, but this evening she was glimpsing the version of her friend who threw himself into things with a ‘no regrets’ attitude. Perhaps this was the perfect place to reinvent herself too. She also really needed to stop feeling guilty about how other people’s actions had impacted her life and just enjoy herself.

With Jude chatting away and Vassilis and the others seemingly interested in hearing about working in the West End, Xanthe took a look around. The house was partially screened by trees but it was dark, so she assumed Irida either wasn’t home or was asleep, but either way she wanted to be warned about the risk of her suddenly interrupting them.

Xanthe caught Dimitris’s attention and pointed to the empty bottles on the table. ‘Your mama doesn’t mind this?’

‘She would mind, but she’s not here.’

‘Oh?’

‘She’s visiting my brother in Patras on the mainland.’

‘I didn’t know you had a brother. Older or younger?’

‘Younger. He doesn’t visit, but Mama goes to see him and his family as much as she can.’

There was an undercurrent of sadness in his tone and his relaxed demeanour shifted. The tension that always seemed to have a hold on him returned.

She had so many questions. ‘Do you get to see him?’

‘No, not often.’

He certainly wasn’t freely offering information, but then she knew what reluctance to talk about family looked like; she’d had plenty of experience with her mum. She wasn’t going to give up with Dimitris quite yet.

‘What happened for you to fall out?’

‘I never said we fell out.’

Xanthe noticed that Vassilis had turned his attention from the conversation with Jude to her and Dimitris; it wasn’t hard to see his concern.

Xanthe decided to backtrack. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosy.’

‘I love my brother. It’s he who, um…’ Dimitris sighed deeply. ‘He doesn’t want to see me and he never wants to come back here, that’s why we have this big divide, you understand?’

She didn’t, but Alexi getting to his feet and picking up a volleyball while calling out to Jude to join him gratefully stole their attention.

Vassilis got to his feet too.

‘Éla, Jude!’ He beckoned. ‘Come and play.’

Jude waved his hand. ‘Oh no, one on one just isn’t fair. I need a team mate. Is that what you have in volleyball? A team?’

‘Entáxei. Okay,’ Vassilis said. ‘We make it easy for you. Alexi is the best player, he is with you. Michalis is with me.’

Michalis shot back in Greek that he thought he was the best, which made Xanthe smile. Jude was game and on his feet without any more persuading and his team mate Alexi showed him how to tap the ball over the net.

Xanthe glanced at Dimitris. ‘We seem to have managed to get out of playing…’

Dimitris swigged his beer. ‘Hmm.’

Vassilis glanced at Dimitris and winked. It was quick and subtle, a blink and you’d miss it moment, but Xanthe noticed. Toula’s comment about Dimitris liking her came whizzing back, and Vassilis being Toula’s son and friends with Dimitris made her wonder if there was something in it.

Jude was doing practice taps with the ball with Alexi, while on the other side of the net, Michalis and Vassilis were egging him on, their banter in a mix of Greek and English good natured. The spacious lawn was moonlit and with the glow from the lamp on the table and the solar lights spaced out in the shrub and flower borders, they had just enough light to see by.

‘I presume as you have a net in your garden you like to play?’

‘When I get the chance, yes.’ Dimitris rested his bottle of beer on his knee. ‘Do you do any sport?’

‘I do yoga and I dance a lot for my job, but it’s actually something I’ve done since I was little. I begged my mum for ballet lessons when I was six but ended up hating it. Then I discovered tap and jazz. More useful too for a career in musical theatre.’

‘I played volleyball and basketball when I was younger and I swim a lot. I used to like running and was good at athletics.’

‘I loved cross country running at school. I was bloody good at it too, but me and a friend used the time out of sight of the teachers to have a sneaky fag.’ She made a bleurgh noise. ‘Gave that bad habit up right after drama school and focused on my health and stamina for an intense work schedule.’

‘You don’t run any longer?’

‘Don’t really have the time and I prefer yoga. Do you still run?’

‘Too hard on the knees.’ A flicker of a smile graced his lips.

‘Getting achy in your old age, eh?’

He shrugged. ‘An old injury. Gardening keeps me fit. I don’t often sit down during the week.’

‘You like your job?’

Dimitris nodded. ‘I like being outside and working by myself.’

‘My job’s the opposite. I’m inside all the time either at rehearsals or performing and I’m always surrounded by people. You’d hate it if you like your own space that much.’

‘I’d probably hate it for different reasons,’ he said with a smile.

Xanthe grinned. ‘You mean singing and dancing isn’t your thing?’

‘Not really.’

‘I saw you dancing at Toula’s the other night; you were amazing.’

He scrunched his nose as if to suggest he didn’t believe her. ‘I’ve been doing that since I was little, whether I wanted to or not.’

A cry went up from the volleyball game and Xanthe realised as Alexi high-fived Jude that not only had they started playing but he’d scored a point.

‘See, the best!’ Alexi jeered across the net, pointing to himself and then Jude.

They resumed their positions and slammed the ball back across. Her lanky, blond friend stuck out among the stockier, dark-haired Greeks, but she loved Jude for throwing himself in so enthusiastically. She was glad he’d made them come over. Talking to Dimitris about normal things such as their hobbies was refreshing and she liked how relaxed he seemed, although if it was because his mama wasn’t here, then that was sad.

‘I can see the appeal of being a gardener.’ She turned from the volleyball back to Dimitris. ‘Not that I know much about gardening or have ever had a garden of my own, but Agatha always talked about hers in her letters – what was blooming and what she’d been doing throughout the seasons. Her love of it was obvious and now I’ve seen it… Well, I understand completely.’

‘She taught me a lot,’ Dimitris said quietly, his eyes firmly fixed on the game. ‘She was interested in what plants and flowers bees and butterflies loved and all the different things herbs could be used for. The layout of her garden was all her idea and done years ago when she was fit enough to look after it herself.’

‘And then you took over.’

‘I helped her at first, but eventually I looked after all of it with her guidance. She still did what she could, but mostly she sat in the shade and enjoyed it.’

A moth fluttered around the lamp on the table, its tiny wings batting the glass. There was an annoying mosquito too. Despite having sprayed herself with citronella, she hoped she wasn’t going to wake up tomorrow with itchy red bites everywhere.

Talking about Agatha and her garden was an emotive subject, but it was one she was interested in. Xanthe felt bad about initially jumping to conclusions about Dimitris not helping Agatha when they’d obviously had a close relationship and he’d cared for her in the only way he could. The only way she’d let him. From what she’d pieced together he had a caring nature. ‘Toula said you work on some people’s gardens for free.’

‘Toula talks too much.’

‘But do you? Work for free?’

He glanced away and swigged his beer. ‘I help some older people out when I can.’

‘That’s a yes then.’ Xanthe raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s a lovely gesture, but surely you need to make money?’

‘I do okay.’ He waved his hand towards the house.

Xanthe understood he lived in the family home, which probably meant he had few outgoings, but even so, there was only so much any one person could do for free that wouldn’t impact them earning an actual living.

‘Toula also said you’re looking for more work.’ She hoped she wasn’t going to get Toula into trouble.

‘Did she.’ His jaw clenched.

He was suddenly on the defensive again as if it was his default setting, putting a wall up around himself as soon as the questions got personal or uncomfortable.

Jude was making a time out gesture to the others. Wiping the sweat off his flushed face with the bottom of his T-shirt, he wandered over. He grabbed a bottle of lager from the cool box on the grass, popped the lid off and took a swig.

Deciding to be straight with Dimitris, Xanthe turned back to him. ‘You understand Toula’s just trying to be helpful, right?’

Dimitris shrugged.

Jude glanced between them. ‘What are you two talking about?’

‘Dimitris getting more gardening clients.’

‘Do you have a website?’ Jude asked.

‘A basic one I set up years ago.’

‘Let me take a look. What’s the address?’

Dimitris told him and Jude looked it up on his phone.

‘The photos look ancient.’ Jude scrunched his nose. ‘And why are there none of you?’

‘It’s about the garden, not me.’

Jude snorted. ‘Trust me, if you want more work, photos with you in them will do the trick. And you’re in luck because you know an incredible photographer.’

Dimitris frowned. ‘I do?’

‘She’s sitting next to you.’

Xanthe waved. ‘I’d be more than happy to take some photos.’

‘And I can revamp your website for you.’ Jude leaned forward.

‘He creates fabulous websites,’ Xanthe chipped in. ‘It’s his side hustle, along with singing, dancing and acting for a living.’

‘Which my parents don’t consider to be a proper job.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘But yeah, I’d love to help you make your website attractive and professional.’

‘It’s kind of you both but there’s no need.’

‘You realise we’re not going to take no for an answer.’ Jude folded his arms. ‘Let us help you.’

‘He’s bossy when he’s drunk.’ Xanthe laughed at the shocked look on Dimitris’s face and she felt for him, being bombarded into a photoshoot and a snazzy makeover of his functional albeit boring website.

‘Look,’ Jude said gently this time. ‘A smart-looking website will help you get work, I can add it to my portfolio and Xanthe will love the experience of a photoshoot with you.’

Xanthe ignored the underlying suggestion in Jude’s words.

Dimitris glanced between them. ‘Entáxei. Okay. It’s very kind of you both.’

‘It’s no problem.’ Jude batted his hand and swigged his beer. ‘Take Xanthe out with you to a couple of jobs.’ He leaned forward and placed his hand on Dimitris’s arm. ‘While you’re at it, how about showing her some of your favourite places? You know, the less touristy bits – the hidden gems. She’d love that, I’m sure.’ He winked at Dimitris, placed his half empty bottle of beer on the table and stood up. ‘Guys, I’m ready for a rematch!’

Xanthe couldn’t help but smile as Jude returned to the volleyball net and was paired with Vassilis this time. His easy-going nature and him being an outsider had somehow made it easier for her to fit in. She wouldn’t have been so bold as to invite herself over without Jude being here.

She snuck a glance at Dimitris and was relieved to see a glimmer of a smile as he watched the volleyball start up again. Jeez, was he ridiculously handsome when he smiled. The crinkles around his eyes, those full lips, the dusting of stubble…

‘Is he always like this?’ Dimitris nodded towards Jude. ‘Very… I can’t think of the right word.’

‘Forceful, honest, unfiltered, confident, bossy, straight-up. I have lots of ways to describe Jude.’

Dimitris actually laughed, a deep and warm sound that boomed into the night. ‘They are good words. And I like him. Like his honesty.’

‘Yep. What you see is what you get with Jude. He has a heart of gold though.’

‘I imagine he chooses his friends wisely too.’ His deep brown eyes flicked from the volleyball to her.

Dimitris liked Jude and she was Jude’s friend, so did it mean he liked her too? Whatever he meant, she was going to take it as a compliment.
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They watched the volleyball together and for the first time Xanthe felt relaxed in Dimitris’s company. The love and care he’d given Agatha’s garden was evident in his own. It must be a magical place to live but, even with his friends here, Xanthe sensed his loneliness. Yes, he had good friends and work he seemed to love, but while he cared for and supported his mama, what was his future? Her own future was a question that had been plaguing her, particularly after her agent’s call. Such a large chunk of life was spent working, she didn’t want to waste it or regret anything. Not that she’d regretted anything so far; she understood how lucky she was earning a living doing her dream job, but what was next? Did she really want to be working such unsociable hours when she was in her forties or even fifties? That was if she was lucky enough to still be getting parts when she was that age. It felt far off but then she’d thought being thirty was a lifetime away when she was a bright-eyed twenty-one-year-old drama student graduate and boom, she was now thirty-one.

Her thoughts were spiralling back to subjects that stressed her out. She didn’t want to think about her future when, for once, Dimitris seemed relaxed and in a good mood.

She turned her attention from the volleyball to him. ‘When’s your mama back?’

‘I’m not sure. She likes to be there for as long as she can, to spend time with her granddaughter, but I think for my brother’s wife it’s difficult with her mother-in-law staying.’ The reference to her granddaughter rather than his niece, and brother’s wife instead of sister-in-law confirmed that he wasn’t close to them. His fingers tightened around his bottle of beer. ‘I think they get tired of each other quickly,’ he continued. ‘The arguments start and then it’s too stressful for everyone, Mama in particular.’

‘What happened between you and your brother? You don’t sound close?’

Jude crashed onto the chair next to them. ‘I’m pooped!’ Sweat beaded his forehead and his cheeks were bright red, but a grin lit up his face.

Dimitris couldn’t get up from the wicker sofa quickly enough. He eagerly congratulated Jude on his first-time-playing-volleyball performance with a slap on the back. He reached into the cool box, cracked open a fresh bottle of beer and handed it to him.

Xanthe sighed inwardly at the badly timed interruption just as she was beginning to delve a little deeper, although Dimitris may not have answered her last question anyway.

‘We need more opponents!’ Vassilis shouted in Greek into the clear, star-dusted night as Alexi joined Jude and poured himself a gin and tonic. ‘Éla, Xanthe, Dimitri!’

Jude snorted. ‘Your turn, Xanthe!’

She was in a short skirt, not exactly appropriate, but she certainly wasn’t going to make any excuses, particularly as Dimitris was already striding towards the net. She downed her G&T and got up to a chorus of yells and encouraging whoops.

‘You played before?’ Dimitris asked as she joined him on the opposite side of the net to Vassilis and Michalis who were both making a show of limbering up.

‘I mean, I’ve hit a ball across a net a few times if that constitutes playing…’

‘No then! Just follow my lead,’ he said as the ball came flying across the net from Michalis. Xanthe scooted out of the way to allow Dimitris to launch it back over.

Xanthe’s head was spinning from a heady mix of alcohol and heat so she didn’t care how ridiculous she might look as the ball was tapped backwards and forwards and she tried her hardest to smash it over the net. She hoped her enthusiasm would make up for her lack of accuracy.

Dimitris was most definitely in charge, deflecting the ball back and yelling her name when it was heading her way. His grin when she managed to score a point filled her with pride. They high-fived each other, his smiling eyes connecting with hers.

Buoyed by a rush of endorphins, she lost concentration, her focus switching from the volleyball to Dimitris’s beguiling smile that seemed filled with true happiness, so when the ball came flying back over she decided to go for it.

Dimitris came out of nowhere, launching himself into the air at the same time as she reached for the ball whizzing between them. His tall, solid frame knocked the breath from her. Losing her footing, she skidded on the grass, landing hard on her bottom with her skirt up round her waist.

‘Shit!’ Dimitris stood over her, his smiling eyes now wide with concern, cheeks red from exertion, or perhaps embarrassment, as his focus flicked upwards to her face. He reached down and hauled her to her feet. ‘Are you okay?’

Her heart thudded as she caught her breath and looked up at him, her hand still clasped in his. ‘Just a bruised bum and hurt pride,’ she said, readjusting her skirt.

Vassilis slapped them both on their backs then draped his arms around their shoulders as he manoeuvred them towards the seating. ‘Maybe we stop now and just drink, eh? Before you take Xanthe down again.’ He winked at Dimitris whose cheeks flushed even redder.

With Jude and Alexi in fits of laughter, they called an end to the game. The Greeks were full of praise for Xanthe’s willingness and for Jude’s enthusiasm, their chatter a mix of English and Greek as they teased each other. Jude was revelling in the attention and Xanthe could tell he was really pleased to have been included. He wasn’t camp, but as a gay actor with a dance and musical theatre background, he often found it hard to connect with ‘blokey blokes’. The differences were certainly less apparent miles from home on a Greek island.

An hour later, after much drinking and chatting, when Vassilis noisily yawned and the others commented in Greek that it was because he was a father that he behaved like an old man, Xanthe took it as their cue to go.

‘Thank you for teaching me volleyball,’ Jude said to the Greeks.

‘Any time,’ Vassilis replied. ‘You are surprisingly good for an English actor!’

As the others joked with Jude, Xanthe shifted closer to Dimitris. ‘You know, if you ever want to talk about stuff, about anything,’ she said, gently laying her hand on his arm and meeting his eyes, ‘I’m only next door and I’m an excellent listener.’

She knew she must look drunken, but she meant every word. She leaned in and kissed his cheek. His stubble grazed her lips and she breathed in hot skin and a zingy cologne mixed with the bitter scent of lager.

He nodded. ‘Thanks, Xanthe.’

As she removed her hand from his arm, he caught hold of it. A tingle shot though her at his touch. ‘I really am sorry for how I spoke to you when we first met and for how Mama talks to you.’

‘It’s okay,’ Xanthe said, squeezing his hand. ‘We’re friends now, right?’

‘Fysiká.’ He nodded. ‘Of course.’

She let go of him. ‘Kalinikta, Dimitri.’

With calls of ‘kalinikta’ from the others, Jude slapped an arm across her shoulders and with her arm around his waist they set off across the dry grass, their hips knocking into each other as they mistimed their steps. The more out of step they were, the harder they laughed until they were giggling uncontrollably.

‘Why the hell are we going back over the fence when we can walk round the front?’ Xanthe was laughing so hard tears were streaming down her face.

Agatha’s moonlit garden was a grey blur as she started to clamber over the fence, snagging her short skirt on the wood.

‘This way you’re giving the guys a laugh and Dimitris a hell of a view. Again!’ Jude said with glee as he freed her skirt, nudged her bottom and heaved her over.

With effort and a lot of swearing, Jude landed next to her in a fit of giggles. They staggered through the undergrowth together and onto the path that wound its way to the villa.

Jude leaned against the wall as Xanthe searched her bag for the keys. ‘Please kiss him, Xanthe. I know you want to.’

‘Oh yes, that would be wise, wouldn’t it, to add snogging my neighbour to my already tarnished reputation.’

‘At least Dimitris isn’t married…’

Xanthe whacked his arm.

‘Of course, he could have a secret wife somewhere. I mean, he is awfully brooding and mysterious. Who knows what’s in his past.’

‘You’re overly dramatic and he’s just sad.’ Xanthe fumbled with the key in the lock and pushed the door open. ‘That’s what I get from him. I think a lot of it’s to do with his mum. He seemed far happier tonight with his friends.’

‘Still, apart from your hilarious volleyball incident, he’s not exactly the life and soul of the party.’

‘Not everyone can be an outgoing, obnoxiously loud lovey, singing show songs at the top of their voice, you know.’

‘No, of course not, life would be unbearable if everyone was like me!’ He rolled his eyes. ‘But he definitely needs to live a little.’

Xanthe switched on the kitchen light and blinked in the sudden brightness. ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. He seems down.’

‘Then befriend him, Xanthe. This photography website stuff is the perfect opportunity. Work your charm on him. He likes you.’

Xanthe scrunched her nose but she couldn’t ignore the fluttering in her stomach at his words.

‘And don’t give me that look. Of course he likes you – you’re the most likeable person I know and drop dead gorgeous too. If I didn’t fancy Dimitris – or to be honest Vassilis, Michalis and Alexi – then I’d absolutely go for you.’

Xanthe snorted. ‘You always know how to make me feel better.’
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With her head filled with thoughts of Dimitris, plus a rather sore bum from her epic fall, it had taken Xanthe an age to get to sleep. After two mugs of coffee each, the thought of getting breakfast at Toula’s before spending the day at a beach helped to ease their hangovers, although Toula’s welcoming ‘kaliméra’ was too loud for Xanthe’s delicate head.

Xanthe returned the greeting and introduced Jude.

‘Ah, I’m happy to meet a friend of Xanthe’s. You are an actor too?’ Toula asked as she started to put together their order of cheese pies.

‘Yes, for my sins!’ Toula frowned and Jude explained. ‘I work in musical theatre, the same as Xanthe, but I’m happy to say yes to whatever keeps me in work.’

‘You have always wanted to act?’ Toula wrapped the pies and placed them on the counter.

‘According to my parents I was performing before I could walk. I’ve always been a show-off.’

‘I have a young granddaughter like that. Always singing and dancing.’

Jude scrunched his nose. ‘Oh dear, sounds like you have a little actor in the making.’

‘I love it!’ Toula’s black curls bounced as she laughed. ‘We Greeks like to perform too with our dancing and music and food. It is all for show.’

‘I think I’ll fit right in then!’

‘Jude’s performing in Hairspray in the West End at the moment,’ Xanthe said.

Toula’s eyes widened. ‘You are?’

‘Only in the chorus but it’s a big production. So much fun.’

‘And he’s just started rehearsing for Frozen,’ Xanthe chipped in.

‘Again, a background character, but I adore everything about it.’

‘I have another granddaughter who loves Frozen.’ Toula looked at Xanthe. ‘How you say in English when you like something so much.’

‘Obsessed?’

‘Exactly! Calliope is obsessed with Frozen. She sings all the time. A bit like you two.’

‘Better not tell her that Xanthe played Elsa in a drama school production then.’

‘You did!’ Toula clapped her hands together. ‘You must come to Calliope’s birthday party on Thursday and meet her. It is Frozen themed – see, I tell you she is obsessed. She will love it. Only if you have time and no other plans.’

‘We’d love to, wouldn’t we?’ Xanthe glanced at Jude who nodded.

‘I stop asking questions and let you go.’

An idea ran through Xanthe’s head as they walked to the door. It was probably silly and one she’d regret, but it was lodged there now. She turned back to Toula. ‘You’re having a party for her here or at your house?’

‘Naí, here after siesta. Some food, some party games, a little music and dancing.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Xanthe nodded. ‘I’d be up for singing some songs from Frozen. I’m sure Jude would be too.’ She turned to him, an eyebrow raised.

‘Are you kidding me.’ Jude laughed. ‘I’d love to!’

‘Really?’ Toula’s surprised look swiftly turned into a grin.

‘Of course.’ Xanthe nodded. ‘We can bring a taste of Frozen to a Greek café on a hot June day. No problem.’

‘You are wonderful!’ Toula shot round to the front of the counter, grabbed Xanthe and kissed her on each cheek, then did the same to Jude. ‘We will talk! We make plans later, but now you go while it is still cool.’

They left the café to the sound of her chatting excitedly in Greek to her assistant. Xanthe couldn’t help but beam at Toula’s genuine excitement.

‘I hope you didn’t mind me roping you into that,’ she said as they crossed the village square to where they’d parked the car.

Jude tucked his arm in Xanthe’s. ‘When have I ever said no to an opportunity to shine?’
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Although the air was still beneath the cypress trees, it was cooler than where they’d parked on the dusty road. The path to Dafnoudi beach meandered beneath tall and slender trees, curving down the forested hillside. Sounds were dampened beneath the shady canopy with only birdsong, a creak of branches and the snap of twigs underfoot. If they’d stayed still, they would have been able to pick up the minute sounds of the insects in the undergrowth and the swish of a lizard disappearing beneath a rock, but they were talking too much to pay attention to the details till the path became steeper and rockier, forcing them to concentrate on their footing. Finally a gap between the trees revealed their destination – a white pebble beach in a sheltered bay with a view across the sea to the island of Lefkada, which was hazy in the distance.

‘Oh my god, Xanthe; we’re the only ones here!’

As she followed Jude onto the beach, she realised he was right. Off the beaten track and after a good walk through woodland, the beach was sun-drenched and deserted.

‘I’m sure it won’t be for long, so let’s make the most of it.’

They swapped their trainers for beach shoes, unrolled their towels and laid them close to the trees that sheltered the back of the beach in the hope they would eventually provide shade. Jude stripped down to his swimming trunks and waded into the shallows, his ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ making Xanthe giggle as he sank into the emerald water.

She followed his lead, removing her shorts and T-shirt until she was just in her bikini. Grabbing her camera, she strolled to the centre of the beach, relishing the heat on her bare skin as she took pictures of Jude bobbing about. As he floated on his back, she explored, entering the cool depths of a cave with a shady shingle beach.

Crouching by the second entrance to the cave where the water lapped the pebbles, Xanthe could see Jude swimming. ‘Look at this!’ she called.

He spun about in the water as if working out where her voice was coming from, spied her and swam over.

‘A hidden cave?’ Bending down, he waded out of the sea, dripping water on the stones as he joined her. ‘This is lush.’

The rock was cool to the touch, ridged and solid above their heads, with what looked like decades-old graffiti scrawled in places.

They sat on their towels to dry off in the sun. Xanthe couldn’t help but think how good it was to be sharing a spot as beautiful as this with her best friend.

Jude swigged from his bottle of water and Xanthe handed him one of the cheese pies they’d bought at Toula’s. He made ‘mmm’ noises as he munched.

‘Holidays with friends are the best.’ He brushed flakes of filo from his lips. ‘Family holidays when I was young were shit and it wasn’t because we only ever went to Butlins and never abroad; it was more to do with my parents wanting to kill each other all the time.’

‘Yeah, I totally get that underlying tension. It wasn’t quite as obvious with my parents but the stress was definitely there.’ Xanthe swallowed a mouthful of cheese pie and washed it down with water. ‘It’s funny, I’ve been thinking about this, about how our upbringing impacts our lives so much yet we don’t really consider it.’

‘And it’s totally down to luck having decent parents or not. Like Parminder with parents who would have liked her to have an arranged marriage but respected her decision to pursue an acting career instead. With more traditional parents it could have been a different story. And despite that you can tell she feels she’s let them down.’

‘True, but at least she’s living the life she wants.’

‘But what I’m saying is they’ve still influenced the way she feels about herself – she escaped an arranged marriage but not the feeling of failure.’

‘The influence of our parents, eh?’ Xanthe leaned back on her towel and stretched her legs out in the sun. ‘Maybe my belief that I’m destined to never find true love comes from watching my parents’ marriage end. Not that I understood that anything was really wrong at the time. It’s only looking back that I see Mum’s resentment at becoming a young mother when she’d come to the UK to go to university because she had ambition and wanted a career⁠—’

‘And then met your dad?’

‘Yep. I didn’t see the strain when I was a kid – there were arguments but I think I was too young to understand. But Mum was so sad and bitter. Cutting herself off from her family then ending her marriage because my dad was cheating on her must have been so hard. She had no one apart from me and Theo – and he was ridiculously angry with her for years. Dad as well, although for good reason.’

Their bare skin glistened in the sun, Jude’s pale freckled legs in stark contrast to Xanthe’s tanned ones.

‘For me,’ Jude said as he began to reapply sun cream, ‘Dad not being in my life much after my parents divorced made it easier to come out because I didn’t really have anything to lose – it was hardly like I could see him any less.’

‘Because he was disappointed?’

‘Fuck yeah. Disappointed was an understatement; horrified is a more accurate word.’

‘Your mum’s always been cool though.’

‘Yeah, the best. I’ve told you before she wasn’t bothered in the slightest, said she already knew and was just happy I was honest with her. She’s always been good like that, it’s just we clash over other stuff, you know, cos we’re too bloody similar.’

‘Big personalities always fighting for dominance.’

Jude finished slathering sunscreen on his chest and handed Xanthe the bottle. ‘That’s what I meant before about not being able to live with her and vice versa. Short visits are the best because we still love each other when I leave, and we know we’re going to miss each other.’

‘The perfect balance.’

‘Yeah. I have to make sure I don’t outstay my welcome.’

Xanthe glanced behind them as a family arrived, well prepared with umbrellas and inflatables for a day at an out-of-the-way beach. ‘Mum spent plenty of time with me and Theo when we were growing up, but there’s always been a sense of resentment that because of us she wasn’t able to pursue the career she wanted until she was much older.’

Jude’s mouth dropped. ‘She’s said that to you?’

‘No, not at all. I’m reading between the lines. She’s found the balance now with my stepdad and the twins. And I think I resent the happy family she’s now got that looking back I didn’t have because Mum was stressed and sad; Dad was too, he just dealt with it by having an affair. Mum definitely resented spending the whole of her twenties and into her early thirties with someone who didn’t love or respect her the way he should have. The way my stepdad does.’

‘So there’s always hope,’ Jude said. ‘Your fear about never finding true love just means you haven’t found the right person yet. Austin’s shitty behaviour being made public allowed you to let go of a relationship that was never going to make you happy. At least not long term.’

Xanthe nodded, knowing he was right. Perhaps Austin had been her equivalent of her parents’ doomed relationship; they just hadn’t gone as far as marriage and children.

The family had settled themselves on the other side of the beach, close to the craggy rocks that jutted into the sea. One of the children was squatting on a chalk-white rock and trailing his hand in the water. His deep tan made Xanthe think they’d spent their whole holiday outdoors and reminded her of her own childhood holidays to Kefalonia when they’d done the same. Those had been happy times. Any challenges and stress had gone right over her head when she’d been little, while now it was hard not to analyse everything and worry about the impact her choices would have on her life.

Xanthe turned back to Jude. ‘Do you like doing website design?’

‘Where did that come from?’

‘I don’t know, maybe I was thinking about what we talked about last night.’

‘You mean you were thinking about Dimitris.’ He nudged her elbow. ‘But yeah, I do. It’s creative. I think I have a good eye for the aesthetics and understand what works and what will appeal to people.’

‘Do you see yourself doing it full time one day?’

‘And what, give up acting?’ He looked shocked.

Xanthe nodded and wrapped her arms around her legs. ‘This lifestyle of auditions, castings, all the travel, the uncertainty, sometimes not being able to plan more than a few months ahead is fine at our age, but what about when we’re older? Will you fancy all the uncertainty and late nights when you’re in your fifties?’

‘First off, I don’t think of it as uncertainty but exhilarating. I like the variety and no two days being the same⁠—’

‘Unless you’re on a long run.’

‘But even then, it can feel fresh with a different audience or if an understudy is performing. I like that. I thought you did too?’

‘I do mostly, but I have a shelf life. The parts will get fewer as I get older and I’m not sure how practical this kind of lifestyle would be later on.’

‘What, because you want to settle down?’

‘Maybe. If I meet the right person.’

‘That’s where we’re different. Even if I met the right person, they’d only be right for me if they were on board with what I do, which I guess is why all my relationships have failed.’

‘You need to look further afield than fellow neurotic actors.’

‘Right back at ya.’ Jude smirked. ‘But I don’t want kids and I know you’d like to have them one day. I can see how that might change things, but even then, people in our business do make both work. I guess it’s all down to how much you want it.’

‘A very wise actor told me when I was preparing to audition for drama school to only become an actor if it was the only thing I wanted to do with my life. He suggested you had to be that single-minded and driven to pursue an acting career because it comes with sacrifices.’

‘Let me guess, they were an older working actor who’d been around for yonks and was rather disillusioned by it all?’

‘Something like that.’ Xanthe picked up a warm, round pebble and cupped it in her hand. ‘He did have a point though. Not that I understood it at all back then. I was eighteen, and 100 per cent committed to a career on the stage or screen. I wasn’t fussy, just desperate to get into drama school then secure my first job and become a star.’

‘My struggle is with being a working character actor and never getting the starring role, so I see where he was coming from.’ Jude waved his hand as Xanthe opened her mouth to protest. ‘It’s what I am and I came to terms with it ages ago. It’s a hard slog and soul destroying at times, but I wouldn’t give it up for the world, not if I can help it. I’ll keep working till I no longer get any jobs. The website design is my safety net because I’m not stupid. However much I’d like to work as an actor all my life, I understand the likelihood of earning a decent living from it for years on end is probably rather slim and I’d much rather design websites than wait tables.’

Xanthe didn’t know what was in her future. She wasn’t desperate to have children, but unlike Jude she couldn’t imagine a life where she didn’t start a family, but very much like Jude she had to meet the right person first. Could she see herself working as an actor in ten or twenty years’ time? She wasn’t sure. She’d always been the type of person who lived for the here and now, who only looked ahead a couple of years at the most, planning a work schedule and figuring out the best way forward for her career. And, she realised, it wasn’t the only thing she wanted to do, at least not since photography had become a passion.

They stayed on the beach for a couple more hours, cooling off with dips in the sea or retreating to the cool darkness of the cave where the sea glimmered with the sun’s rays. They were hot from the day at the beach with salt-tight skin, and their hair was drying stiff with sea water. The walk back up the forested hillside to the car took some effort, particularly when they were still tired from the previous night’s party. Back at the villa, after showering off sunscreen and the scent of the sea and changing into fresh clothes, Xanthe poured them each a glass of wine.

They headed outside to her favourite spot on the far terrace and rested their feet on the stone wall, gazing at the view she’d never tire of. The sense of space and freedom was astounding. She loved the vibrancy of London, of popping out for brunch or a late-night drink with friends, or having so much choice of things to do that sometimes she didn’t end up doing anything, but there was something incredibly special about this place. She’d been drawn to Agatha and the Greek language through her godmother’s letters, but now she was here she was drawn to the island, its nature, its beauty, its people, the food, the lifestyle and the secrets.
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Continual late nights performing in shows had turned Xanthe into a night owl, while on Kefalonia with the shutters and windows left open, she woke to birdsong and sunshine casting a golden glow across the patterned tiles.

With Jude’s arrival, Xanthe had got out of the habit of reading Agatha’s journals, but that morning with Jude still sleeping she made a coffee and went back to bed to read the most recent diary entries, the ones written just weeks before she died. The handwriting was spidery and much rougher than in earlier entries, but Dimitris’s name jumped off the page and that was what intrigued her.

It was slow going reading the Greek. She had to stop to translate words she wasn’t sure about and even then make educated guesses about their meaning. Eventually she managed to translate: I see much of myself in Dimitris. I worry he will end up alone.

Propped up against the pillows in what had been her godmother’s bedroom, Xanthe placed the journal in her lap. It saddened her that Agatha had been lonely, whether through choice or circumstances she wasn’t sure, but somehow it seemed more heartbreaking that she’d worried about Dimitris and his loneliness.

She continued flicking through, picking out other places Dimitris was mentioned. He was mentioned a lot, a definite fixture in Agatha’s life – and from what he’d said, she’d been a big part of his.

Why then, when Agatha had cared for him and had obviously worried about him, hadn’t she given the place she loved the most to the person she’d been closest to?

Xanthe showered and got dressed, then left a note for Jude to say she was going to get breakfast. He’d been working non-stop for months and she remembered how exhausted she’d felt when she’d stopped that constant merry-go-round of performing and late nights. He deserved to sleep it off.

Taking Agatha’s journal with her, Xanthe set off along the lane. She glanced back at Dimitris’s house and wondered if he was still asleep, then she realised it was Monday and his truck wasn’t there so he was already out at work. Her thoughts drifted to the Saturday night in his garden and his quiet unassuming presence, relaxed as he’d enjoyed the company of his friends.

An image of Dimitris drifted in and out of her mind as she walked, of his full lips and eyes that drew her in, warm chocolate with flecks of green. Feeling hotter than she should in the fresh morning air, she picked up the pace when she reached the main road into the village. Dimitris’s handsomeness was subtle, his muscles contained by T-shirts and shorts; he wasn’t overtly sexual or suggestive – unlike Sakis. And yet her thoughts were most definitely wandering towards thinking about Dimitris in that way…

She reasoned she was feeling like this because they’d had a surprisingly enjoyable evening together. He was certainly more amenable and relaxed without his mama around. He’d touched on a troubled past and a rift with his brother, although his mama seemingly had a relationship with her other son, which made Xanthe wonder what had happened.

The smell of coffee and pita wafting from Toula’s was the best combination. Xanthe crossed the square, taking in the familiar faces and sights: the elderly lady in black with a toothy grin, leathery skin and twinkling eyes sitting with her arms folded on her porch watching the comings and goings; the small tortoiseshell cat making its usual appearance, giving a pitiful miaow as it rubbed itself along the stone wall where it would spend much of the day curled up asleep. The usual group of old men were already sitting at one of the tables outside the taverna. Did any of them know her grandfather? Did they visit him? Did anyone?

‘Kaliméra!’ Toula’s cheerful voice rang out as Xanthe entered the café. ‘Your friend is not with you today?’

‘I left him sleeping.’

‘I see Vassilis yesterday and he say Jude is not a shy English boy but much fun like us Greeks!’

‘Oh yes, Jude is far from shy. So Vassilis and his friends, they liked Jude playing volleyball with them?’

‘Of course, they loved it!’ She pointed at the freshly made pitas. ‘You like one of each, cheese and creme?’

‘Yes please. Jude loved them.’

‘And you have a nice time with Dimitris?’

Xanthe got the sense Toula was fishing for something. ‘Yes, we all did.’

‘It is good for him when his mama is away.’ She wrapped up the slices of cheese and cream bougatsa and started making the coffees.

‘He did seem a lot happier without her there.’ Xanthe considered how much she should say and whether to confide in Toula or not. But she needed to if she wanted her help. ‘Dimitris, he’s, um, lonely, right? And there’s been trouble with his family in the past?’

‘That is something you will need to talk to him about.’ With her back turned to the coffee machine, Xanthe couldn’t see Toula’s expression, but her tone remained neutral.

‘Yes, of course, I plan to.’ Xanthe paused. ‘It’s just I’ve been looking through Agatha’s diaries and Dimitris is mentioned a lot.’ When Toula turned back to the counter with the coffees, Xanthe took the journal out of her bag and held it up. ‘But in her last few entries her handwriting and the Greek is hard to read. I wondered if you’d be happy to take a look sometime?’

Toula held her hand out. ‘I take a look now.’ She took the diary from Xanthe, searched behind her for her glasses and put them on. She opened it on the page Xanthe had bookmarked.

Xanthe noticed the slight widening of her eyes, a nod of her head, her lips moving as she read.

After what felt like forever, Toula looked up. ‘Why this page?’

‘She wrote it not long before she died and I’m mentioned.’

‘Dimitris is too.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Xanthe waited patiently as Toula scanned the page again.

‘She talks about Dimitris with love.’ She pressed her fist to her chest. ‘It is hard to read; her writing is like this.’ She flopped her hand and looked dejected.

‘Weak?’

Toula nodded sadly. ‘She was not well and yet…’ She shook her head. ‘Still she refused help. On this page she say it was a warm day for October. She sat outside with a blanket and watched Dimitris work in the garden. She say he is always alone like her and she wishes he had someone to love and look after him. She is in fear of when she is gone.’

‘It’s almost as if she knew she didn’t have long left.’ The upset caught Xanthe off-guard. When she’d found out about Agatha’s death it had been strange to mourn someone she’d only really written to. Agatha hadn’t been a permanent fixture in her life, she didn’t miss her on a daily basis because she’d only seen her a couple of times since she was a child, and yet being on Kefalonia in her home, going through her belongings and discovering the joy and beauty of the place Agatha had called home for eight decades had left her grieving for her.

‘There’s one other thing.’ Toula looked up from the diary, her eyes damp and twinkling. ‘She say “I hope one day he meets Xanthe”.’

‘She said that? About Dimitris?’ That delicious fizz that had manifested in the pit of Xanthe’s stomach when she’d been thinking about Dimitris returned, a sensation filled with emotion, similar to what she’d felt when she’d hugged Jude at the airport, and yet it was charged with something more powerful and confusing and electric.

Shit. Did she actually have feelings for him?

‘Don’t you see?’ Toula said with a mischievous look. ‘I think Agatha wanted to bring you into his life. What better way than leaving her house to you?’

Was that really it or was that Toula projecting her desire to matchmake into the situation? Agatha had left her house to her goddaughter – there was nothing particularly unusual about that. If Agatha had chosen to leave the villa to Dimitris, she wouldn’t have thought anything of it. But the choice her godmother had made had changed things for Xanthe and set her on a different path. She’d brought something good into Xanthe’s life. Had that really been her intention for Dimitris too?

Under Toula’s intensely smug gaze, Xanthe was beginning to feel flustered.

‘We can only speculate why Agatha left her house to me, but she left a big part of her garden to Dimitris. There must be something in that.’

‘Exactly. It puts you and Dimitris close together!’ Toula said with glee.

‘Yeah, along with his mama,’ Xanthe muttered.

‘Aah.’ Toula batted her hand. ‘It is not perfect, but I think Agatha wanted you and Dimitris to meet. And now you have and he likes you…’

‘He doesn’t like me,’ Xanthe blustered, despite hoping that he really did. ‘I’ve annoyed him, I’ve pissed off his mama and I’ve made a fool of myself.’

Toula folded her arms and gave a satisfied smirk. ‘Hmm, that must be why he spent Saturday evening talking to you.’

‘We sort of gate-crashed his party; he didn’t really have much choice.’

‘We will see.’ She handed the journal back to Xanthe and pushed the two coffees across the counter. ‘Here, take these before they go cold.’

Xanthe left the café with the distinct impression that Toula reading the diary meant she’d just fuelled her desire to matchmake even more.

Was it possible that Agatha leaving her villa to Xanthe really had been an elaborate ruse to entice her back to Kefalonia in the hope that Xanthe’s and Dimitris’s paths would cross? It didn’t sound plausible for her quiet, unmarried and practical godmother to have thought like that. And yet there was a stack of love letters from a mysterious suitor, and her journals were woven with comments about love and loss, her passions and regrets. The more she learned about Agatha, the more she realised it was entirely possible for her to have been a romantic at heart.
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For the first time since Xanthe had arrived on Kefalonia, the next couple of days with Jude felt like a proper holiday. The builders had finished working on the villa and it was far less stressful without them around. Jude’s company was easy and in between him helping her finish stripping and painting the shutters, they spent their time exploring further afield, discovering the picturesque village of Assos in a horseshoe bay to the north west of the island, the climb up to the Venetian castle worth it for the far-reaching views. The next day they headed to Melisani’s cave with its insanely blue sunlit water before returning to the villa to rehearse a selection of songs from Frozen and for Xanthe to run through what she was going to sing for the Les Mis meeting.

Xanthe retrieved a rusty barbecue from the old workshop next to the villa and scrubbed the grill clean. They then enjoyed simple meals of grilled fish and seafood with salad from the garden.

On the Wednesday evening, after going on and on about it, Jude managed to persuade her to pop next door to invite Dimitris to join them for dinner.

‘He might want to have quiet time to himself if his mum’s still away,’ Xanthe said, feeling nervous that asking him over would come across as more than a friendly gesture.

‘Then he’ll say no.’ Jude folded his arms. ‘Just ask him. He had friends over; he goes out. It’s not as if he’s a recluse. He might like the company and if he doesn’t I’m sure he’ll tell you.’

Xanthe couldn’t argue with his logic or deny she had been thinking about him. Frequently. A fair few times her thoughts had strayed beyond the possibility of kissing him to imagining his fingers running across her bare skin and whether he was as buff underneath his clothes as he looked with them on…

Xanthe set off across the patio. As soon as she’d rounded the corner of the villa and was out of sight of Jude, she ran her fingers through her long wavy hair. Since being in Greece she’d embraced a more natural beach vibe and knew, with her deepening tan, it suited her. Only Dimitris’s van was outside, which was a good sign. She reached the front door, breathed deeply and knocked.

She waited a while before knocking again.

Maybe he wasn’t home.

She was about to walk away when the door swung open to reveal Dimitris in just a pair of shorts. Her eyes drifted from his bare chest – tanned with the perfect amount of hair and ridged with muscles – up to where he was rubbing his hair dry with a towel.

He was most definitely home.

‘Hi.’ Xanthe found her voice. ‘Me and Jude wondered if you, um, aren’t doing anything if you’d like to come over and have dinner with us? We can chat about your website too. Or just chill with a beer. But don’t worry if you don’t fancy it or if you have other plans. We’re not the greatest of cooks but we’ve got a barbecue going.’ Shit was she a gabbling bloody mess.

‘I’d love to. Just need to get dressed.’

Her eyes flicked back to his bare chest. ‘Great.’ She looked up and noticed a glimmer of amusement on his face. ‘Come on over when you’re ready.’

She strode back up the path with an image of him in the shower firmly fixed in her head. What the hell was she like? Sexually frustrated with a whole load of pent-up emotions that needed releasing – that was probably what Jude would say. Yet Dimitris hadn’t had this effect on her the first time she’d seen him. Yes, she’d acknowledged he was good looking, but his cold demeanour and their tense conversation hadn’t endeared him to her. Since then they’d got to know each other a little, his misunderstanding about her was put behind him and, unlike his mother, he didn’t think badly of her.

Now she couldn’t get him out of her head.

The food was underway by the time Dimitris turned up with half a dozen beers and two dishes, one filled with a smoky aubergine dip, the other with tzatziki. Although Xanthe had stressed that neither she nor Jude were great cooks, she adored having access to a garden filled with fresh and delicious ingredients. Jude had googled barbecue recipes and had spent the last couple of hours cutting potatoes into chunks, marinating them in olive oil, lemon and oregano then wrapping them in a foil parcel to cook on the barbecue.

‘I’m in charge of food, you two sort out drinks and relax,’ Jude said firmly after they’d welcomed Dimitris.

Dimitris popped the caps off three beers, handed one to Xanthe and left one for Jude. They sat in the shade of the persimmon tree a little way from the heat and the smoke of the barbecue, where they could see Jude busying about.

‘I don’t know what’s got into him,’ Xanthe said as she watched Jude adjust one of the foil parcels with tongs.

‘He doesn’t normally cook?’

‘Only if you include heating up a microwave meal or having something on toast cooking.’

‘Then no. He doesn’t cook.’

They grinned at each other and swigged their beers.

‘This place is perfect for entertaining.’ Xanthe looked around them. ‘Did Agatha ever have anyone over?’

‘She liked to cook but less so in the last year or two. We often sat out here with a frappe and whatever she’d baked that day. She made the most wonderful kotopita; she’d make the filo herself and the way she cooked the chicken was the best.’

‘Did she give you the recipe? Or do you not cook?’

‘I do cook and yes I have the recipe, but I’ve never made it taste the same, even the one time I made the filo rather than buying it.’

‘Sounds like a lot of effort.’

‘It is, but I like it. I find cooking relaxing. It’s why I like working in the garden; you see things happening and changing. I find that peaceful. Then with cooking you produce something – that you can mostly be proud of.’

‘You and your mama share the cooking then?’

‘I usually cook.’

Xanthe raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s a lot on top of working full time.’

‘I don’t mind. She cleans, washes, goes shopping and does a lot of other things to help me. Cooking reminds her of happier times when we were younger; it’s not the same now.’

The melancholy was back in his voice, matched with a subtle tensing of his shoulders, noticeable only because his biceps flexed. Not that she was looking at his arms… a strong muscled arm close enough to touch. Xanthe redirected her thoughts to how much he seemed to look after and support his mum. She’d only scratched the surface of his troubles and she was sure he had plenty.

‘He makes me laugh.’ Dimitris nodded at Jude theatrically turning over the corn on the cob. ‘I mean that in a nice way.’

‘He’s the best.’

‘He makes friends easily?’

‘Yeah, everyone loves him.’

‘Does he have a girlfriend?’

‘Boyfriend.’

‘Ah, I did think maybe that.’

‘And no, not for a while. He’d love to be in a relationship, while I’m very glad to no longer be with my cheating ex.’

‘You’ve not told me much about him.’

‘He’s not worth talking about.’ She met his eyes. ‘Because he’s a maláka, you understand?’

Dimitris boomed a surprisingly joyful laugh. Jude glanced over.

‘I understand perfectly,’ he said.

‘He hurt me a lot and I want to enjoy life again, and have fun, which is why the thing with Sakis nearly happened…’ Heat rushed to her cheeks.

‘It’s okay, Xanthe.’ Dimitris put his hand on her arm. ‘You don’t have to explain. I understand about having fun and try to as well when I can. It’s no problem to want to have sex either.’

Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, oh my god…

Xanthe’s insides felt as if they were melting. Just the sound of that word on his tongue.

‘I’ve made you uncomfortable.’

‘No, not at all. Well, kind of.’ She laughed. ‘I guess I wasn’t expecting you to be quite so open about a subject like that.’

‘It’s only natural.’ He grinned. ‘I think about it all the time.’

Her insides flooded with heat. Could he sense the effect he was having on her?

Dimitris nodded towards Jude. ‘Do you two go out together? How do you say it in English when you go out looking for a man or a woman?’

‘On the pull.’

‘You have strange sayings.’

‘We go out but it’s not really about trying to find a man – we have different criteria on that front and depending on where we go, only one of us is likely to be in with a chance.’

‘He doesn’t meet anyone through work?’

‘Oh, he meets plenty of people but he tends to be in the friend zone.’

‘Friend zone…’ Dimitris nodded. ‘So not a lover.’

And now he’d said ‘lover’ in such a perfectly accented way and dripping with suggestion – whether it was meant to be or not. Xanthe’s insides dipped faster than if she’d been twirled upside down on a rollercoaster.

‘Nope, not one of those.’

Bloody hell, she was unable to even say the word in his presence.

‘But you’re enjoying being single?’

‘I am indeed, but if the right person came along…’ she said smoothly while daring to catch his eye. This was turning into an awkwardly interesting conversation. The way he was looking at her sent her insides somersaulting again. He definitely understood the effect he was having because he seemed to be enjoying it.

Yes, Jude’s suggestion of inviting Dimitris over had been a good one, because of course he knew she liked him. Sometimes he knew her better than she knew herself, the same way she often understood what he needed before he did. They were in tune with each other’s vulnerabilities and emotions, could read their body language and see through what was said to the truth. What she now needed to figure out was if Dimitris, despite giving off so many conflicting messages, liked her too. He certainly seemed to be flirting with her as their conversation was so surprisingly and unexpectedly open.

Before they had a chance to say more, Jude came over with a large plate of the barbecued food and placed it in the middle of the table.

‘I seriously enjoyed cooking that, just hope I don’t give us all food poisoning.’

‘Have faith in yourself; this looks bloody amazing.’ Xanthe’s mouth watered. The charred skin of the fish revealed what looked like moist flakes inside and as for the potatoes… She stuck her fork in and they disintegrated, caramelised and deliciously soft.

‘If you ever want to give up acting,’ she said through a mouthful of flavoursome potato, ‘you could take up cooking.’

Jude shook his head. ‘I ain’t no chef, but I’ve bloody surprised myself!’

‘Here.’ Dimitris handed him another beer and knocked his bottle against it. ‘Yamas!’

Dimitris wasn’t Jude’s type; he preferred skinny blond guys, but she noticed his admiring looks towards him as they ate and chatted. After all, it was hard not to and was exactly what she was surreptitiously doing.

Smoke from the barbecue drifted into the air and the evening simmered with heat. The grilled smoky smell mixed with the sweeter scent of flowers and the freshness of herbs. Xanthe couldn’t walk past the pots without rubbing the leaves between her fingers and sniffing: the warm zingy scent of lemon oregano and the summery delight of basil, chamomile and refreshing mint. Could any of this be achievable in London? They rented a house which had a tiny courtyard garden of grey paving slabs with weeds poking through and an unruly buddleia in the sparse border. What was stopping her from planting some herbs in tubs? She could jet wash the paving and ask their landlord if they could paint the fence to brighten it up. It wouldn’t be a patch on this of course, but anything was better than how it was now.

The conversation moved on from Xanthe’s and Jude’s acting lives with Xanthe’s upcoming meeting in London to Dimitris’s work as a gardener.

‘Agatha taught me so much about gardening. She had patience and allowed me to, how you say, get my hands dirty. I never wanted to be told things when I was young, I liked to do – I always found it better to learn that way and Agatha let me plant and dig and learn by making mistakes.’

‘I love that she encouraged you and passed on her love for nature and growing things.’ Xanthe sighed. ‘I search out green spaces in London, but this is rather better than our place, eh, Jude?’

‘Just a bit!’ He turned to Dimitris. ‘How do you cope living somewhere so bloody lush?’

‘He’s being sarcastic,’ Xanthe said at Dimitris’s confused look.

Dimitris shrugged. ‘It is beautiful but it’s not always easy, you understand? Life… You know.’

Xanthe understood how hard it could be to put feelings into words, to open up and talk about the hurt. Not that she was going to push him on that, but she would when the time was right.

‘That was exactly what I was saying to Jude the other day, that nowhere’s perfect, even somewhere as idyllic as a Greek island – not when you factor in the shit that life has a habit of throwing at you.’ She gave them both a knowing look.

‘It bloody well helps though!’ Jude laughed.

Xanthe didn’t want the evening to end, but once the food was demolished, the beer plus a bottle of wine consumed and the sun had long set, Dimitris called it a night.

Xanthe realised they’d been sitting in near darkness for the best part of an hour, although the bright moon cast a silvery glow over the shadowed garden. She left Jude and Dimitris chatting and took the plates inside. The kitchen light flooded the terrace with honeyed light.

‘In case you don’t know about it,’ Jude was saying as she returned outside, ‘we’re performing a few songs from Frozen for Vassilis’s daughter’s birthday party tomorrow afternoon. I promise you won’t want to miss Xanthe’s rendition of “Let It Go”. Only if you’re free of course.’

‘If I’m back in time I’ll come.’

‘You really don’t have to,’ Xanthe quickly stressed. ‘I doubt it’s your thing.’

‘I think I’d like to see you perform.’ He held her gaze and winked. He actually bloody winked.

Xanthe wasn’t sure her insides could melt any more. If he didn’t leave soon she’d just be a puddle on the terrace. She could tell that Jude was trying not to explode with glee.

Dimitris said ‘kalinikta’ and kissed Jude on both cheeks and then Xanthe. He smelled of wood smoke, beer and mint. His stubble grazed her cheeks. Their eyes met for the briefest of moments before he let go and sauntered away with a wave.

Xanthe and Jude remained silent until Dimitris disappeared around the corner of the villa.

With a look of mischief, Jude turned to her. ‘Did your ovaries just explode? Because if I had any mine bloody well would have done.’
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Xanthe woke the next morning with nerves fluttering around her stomach, about the birthday party performance that afternoon as much as thoughts of Dimitris and the way he’d looked at her when he’d said kalinikta the night before. She clutched at the whisper of a dream dominated by him and the brush of his lips against her cheeks. Not that she wanted it to end there… She’d have followed him home and made short work of peeling the clothes from his muscular body before kissing him passionately while his fingers and lips explored every single part of⁠—

‘La la la la, la la laaa!’

Jude doing warm-up exercises at the top of his voice destroyed her delicious dream. The last thing she was going to do after the way she’d behaved with the builder was get involved with Irida’s son.

Despite a lazy morning sunbathing in the garden, the churning in Xanthe’s stomach became more acute to the point where her palms were sweating and her heart was pounding by the time they walked to the café.

Toula greeted them with kisses, her chatter a hundred miles per hour as she ushered them inside. The tables and chairs had been rearranged to make a performance area at the rear of the café and cushions had been scattered on the floor for the children. On a long table against the wall Marika was laying out plates of party food and Frozen-themed party bags. After some quick hellos, Toula showed Xanthe and Jude to the storeroom at the back of the café so they could get changed.

One of the villagers had lent Toula an Elsa costume that she’d worn for her own daughter’s birthday party and while Xanthe changed into that, Jude put on a blue shirt, black trousers and a brown waistcoat, also borrowed from a villager, to look a little more like Kristoff.

They turned to each other and burst out laughing.

‘You look like Elsa,’ Jude said as he rearranged her hair, twisting it into waves with his fingers. ‘Even with the wrong colour hair.’

‘And I hate to say it but you look as if you’ve borrowed some clothes from an old man.’

Jude snorted. ‘Don’t worry, they’ll be so enchanted by my performance I’ll convince them of anything!’

‘Po po!’ Toula exclaimed as she entered the room. ‘You look wonderful!’ She placed two glasses of creamy frappe on the shelf behind them and clapped her hands. ‘Our guests are arriving so if you wait five minutes we surprise Calliope when everyone is here.’

Toula beamed at them before holding a finger to her lips and returning to the café.

The squeals of children and the cries of ‘xrónia pollá!’ filtered through as Calliope was wished a happy birthday. The louder the Greek chatter became, the more Xanthe’s heart thudded and the more uncomfortable she felt in the stuffy storeroom in a dress a couple of sizes too big made from a non-breathable material.

She grabbed a wad of paper from the nearest shelf and wafted herself with it.

‘What the hell’s wrong with me?’ She screwed up her face. ‘I think I’m more nervous than I was on the opening night of Oliver!.’

Even in his bizarre-looking getup, Jude was somehow managing to look cool and relaxed. ‘You’re just worried about the whole village judging you, that’s why.’

Xanthe grimaced. ‘Actually I wasn’t, but I am now.’

She was going to sing a few songs she knew by heart to a bunch of kids; what was difficult or scary about that? She was with her best friend and singing was something she loved. Perhaps that was it. That pressure of endlessly performing shows night after night and having to be on top of her game while dealing with the shit show of her personal life had got to her. She had desperately needed a break, yet here she was putting herself in a position that she’d been partly running away from.

There was also truth in what Jude had said. She hadn’t managed to remain anonymous here and she had no idea how far the gossip about her and Sakis had gone. That terrified her, particularly when she was putting herself in the spotlight. She was also nervous about Dimitris watching – if he showed up. Performing felt different here; her showbiz career and that side of herself seemed far removed from the everyday life of a picturesque but sleepy Greek village.

Jude rolled his shoulders, loosening them up. ‘I’m more concerned that a few days ago I was performing on a West End stage and now I’m about to sing in a café in a tiny Greek village for a six-year-old’s party.’

Xanthe shook her head. ‘You love this. I know you don’t care who you’re actually performing in front of, because you just adore the buzz of performing and lapping up the applause afterwards.’

‘Don’t you?’

‘I do, but…’

‘But what?’

‘I’m not sure it’s what I love more than anything.’

‘Well, maybe not this, but performing in the West End, that’s been your ultimate dream since drama school.’

‘It has and I’ve achieved it.’

Jude frowned. ‘But think where you can go from here – when you get the part in Les Mis. With the roles and experience you have, the world’s your oyster, my friend. There’s still Broadway to conquer, and what about trying to break into film and TV?’

‘I don’t want to end up like Austin.’

‘Don’t worry, you’ll never end up like him.’

‘Because I’m not ruthless enough. I also don’t have his ambition for fame. I’ve had a taste of it and didn’t like it one bit.’

‘That’s because you were on the receiving end of a load of shit because of his behaviour. On your own terms it would be different.’

Would it though? Or was she just feeling like this because Agatha’s lifeline of being left a villa in Greece had given her things she hadn’t realised she’d needed: downtime, space, a change of pace and scenery and new friends. Going back to London for a career-making casting and even performing to a bunch of kids had changed that. The stress and feeling of being trapped had returned with a vengeance.

Xanthe sighed and adjusted the neckline of her dress. ‘I’m not sure how much I want to spend the next ten or so years fighting for parts, working late nights or moving from place to place for work. I’ve enjoyed having a base, space to think and time to myself. That doesn’t happen in London. Being on my own exploring and taking photos has been lush.’

‘What you need are regular holidays.’

Toula poked her head around the door. ‘We have a café full of excited children.’ She grinned. ‘Adults too. We’re ready!’

Jude waited until Toula had gone and turned back to Xanthe. ‘You’re worrying me. This isn’t like you.’

‘But maybe it is? Maybe I need a change. My outlook on life feels like it’s shifted. I don’t know what I’m trying to say. I’ve always gone with the flow, happy to see where opportunities take me, but recently I’ve felt the need for some sort of plan – a way of figuring out what I want now so I can work towards what I want in the future.’ She looked at Jude’s furrowed brow and wide eyes. ‘Am I freaking you out?’

‘Only a little, crazy lady.’ He hugged her then held her at arm’s length. ‘Are you going to be okay doing this?’

‘I’m fine.’ Xanthe nodded. ‘I promise,’ she stressed when Jude looked unconvinced.

‘You’ve had a crap time of it recently which won’t have helped.’ He squeezed her arm. ‘And what I said before about them judging you out there, that was bullshit. I’m only teasing because of the trouble you’ve managed to get yourself into.’

‘And I’ve had too much time to think about things, that’s all.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘Come on then, Kristoff, let’s go entertain a bunch of six-year-olds.’

‘Right you are, Elsa. After you. Break a leg.’

[image: ]


There were no bright lights, there wasn’t even a stage, yet a sea of young eager faces greeted them. The rearranged chairs were filled with parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and friends, many of their faces rather less eager than the children’s; Xanthe noticed a few confused looks among some of the older guests. Toula was beaming at them, her hands pressed together, her excitement palpable. Xanthe nodded at Vassilis and he started the music, the beat to ‘Love Is an Open Door’ filling the café. It was twenty-eight degrees outside, but with air conditioning, costumes and a sprinkling of theatrical magic, Xanthe was determined to entrance the children and bring the frozen landscape of Arendelle to life.

Xanthe knew all the songs by heart and it was a dream to sing to an audience again. The children’s eyes widened, grins spreading across their faces as she sang ‘Let It Go’. Xanthe’s voice soared and when she and Jude sang together, the room stilled. Right at that moment, lost in the music, Xanthe was in her happy place; nothing matched the thrill of performing. Jude’s joy at being centre-stage rather than having to share the limelight with a twenty-strong ensemble made Xanthe even happier. This was what they both did best and, as their voices filled the room, their harmonies wiped the frowns off the older, more cynical audience members.

Xanthe loved the feeling of having the audience in her hands, their attention fixed on her. She sensed them holding their breath at the high notes and witnessed the children mouthing along. There was something so uplifting about musicals with characters breaking into song and dance; it was joyful and life affirming. It made her realise how much she’d missed singing and performing.

During their fourth song, Xanthe noticed Dimitris slip in and scoot along the back to stand by Vassilis. It suddenly felt as nerve-racking as if every London theatre critic had showed up on a press night. She had a desperate need to impress him.

They finished on a high by inviting the birthday girl to join them and serenading her with an English rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’. The applause was heartfelt. They bowed and invited Calliope’s friends to join them for photos.

Once Toula had persuaded the children to leave Xanthe and Jude alone and help themselves to the food, they took the opportunity to change, both of them relieved to slip into cooler, more comfortable summer clothes. By the time they returned to the café, Dimitris was nowhere to be seen. Xanthe was about to go over to speak to Vassilis when Toula hooked her arm in hers.

‘There’s someone here you might remember. She certainly remembers you. Come and meet her.’ Toula ushered her towards one of the tables tucked at the back.

Xanthe had noticed the woman when she’d been singing. A flickering thought had crossed her mind that she was vaguely familiar, but with her short white hair, tanned face ridged with lines and muted clothing, she looked very much like the elderly woman Xanthe passed in the village square most days.

‘Xanthe, this is your great aunt Eirini.’

Xanthe stepped back. ‘You’re my mum’s aunt,’ she said slowly, recognition dawning on her, along with the memory of a younger woman with dark hair and kind eyes who had always insisted Xanthe had an ice-cream whenever they’d visited her in Fiskardo.

‘Eirini is on the island for a few days and I thought it would be good for you to meet.’ Toula pulled up a chair for Xanthe. ‘I know you had questions about your family. Eirini will answer them better than me.’

Toula left them to join her granddaughter and the gaggle of six-year-olds beginning to play party games organised by Marika, Jude and Calliope’s mama.

Xanthe switched her attention from the continuing party to her great aunt. ‘You don’t live on Kefalonia any longer?’

‘Óxi.’ She shook her head and continued talking in Greek. ‘I moved to Zakynthos to be closer to my son and daughter-in-law years ago. There’s not much of our family left here. My brother caused a rift with nearly everyone.’

Xanthe noticed the harshness in her tone when she said ‘my brother’.

‘Toula told me he’s in a nursing home in Argostoli,’ she said, switching to Greek.

‘Yes, he’s still physically here but he’s not here.’ She tapped her fingers to her head. ‘He hasn’t been well for a long time. It is fortunate for him to be able to get to his age and forget all the upset he caused. But even so, dementia is cruel and it is sad to see him that way when he has no one.’

Toula returned with two glasses of výssino. Eirini waited until Toula had left before picking up one of the glasses and taking a long swig of the sour cherry juice. ‘You have a beautiful voice. I remember you playing in the garden at my brother’s house, happily singing to yourself while the adults talked.’ She laughed. ‘Your brother would sit with us but you would be bored. Not that I blame you. You were young – a free spirit, chasing butterflies and dancing around.’

Xanthe enjoyed hearing the memory but she was desperate to steer the conversation back to her grandfather.

‘Are you going to visit him while you’re on Kefalonia?’

‘Of course,’ Eirini sighed, giving Xanthe the impression that it was through duty rather than wanting to.

‘Perhaps I could come with you?’

‘You want to see him?’ Eirini said in shock.

‘Um, yes. He’s my papou. I tried to go the other week, but decided not to. Maybe because I was on my own, it didn’t feel right. Why are you so surprised I want to see him?’

Eirini pinched her lips together. ‘You, your mama, all of you cut him out of your lives. I don’t understand why after all this time you’d forgive him enough to visit?’

‘My mum cut him out, not me. I was just a child; I didn’t have a choice. She never spoke about it and the times I’ve tried talking to her she’s refused to say anything. He’s made no effort to contact me and admittedly I didn’t either, but I’d like to see him while I’m here. I don’t want to end up regretting not visiting when I had the chance. It’s my mum who can’t forgive and who doesn’t want to see him.’

‘Your mama was so angry with him. Hurt and upset. We all were, but Elina in particular took it badly.’

‘What happened?’ Xanthe asked gently.

Deep lines creased Eirini’s forehead. ‘You really don’t know?’

‘She’s never talked about it. All I know is twenty years later she’s still angry and refuses to say anything.’

Eirini took a sip of the juice and folded her hands on the table. She gave a small nod as if giving herself permission to speak.

‘I will tell it simply and plainly, just the facts as I know them. Your dear yiayia is no longer with us, bless her soul’ – she made the sign of the cross – ‘and your papou is too confused to tell you his side of the story even if he was here.’

Xanthe gulped the refreshing cherry juice, her throat suddenly dry as worry inched through her. She was moments away from finally finding out what had torn her family apart.

‘My brother was always confident, a big-hearted person. Some might say a show-off. He made people laugh and people liked him. Women liked him. He courted many girls when he was young and then he met your yiayia – she was young and beautiful, shy and quiet, which worked well with his big personality. They got married and had your mama and all was good and happy for many years. Or so we believed.

‘Except your yiayia wasn’t happy, but she hid it from everyone.’ Eirini gestured with her finger and thumb to indicate that her lips were sealed. ‘Your papou worked as a driver supplying many of the hotels with fresh fish and vegetables, olive oil and cheeses. It took him all over the island, which meant much travelling and he was always working, often late or away for a night or two. But your yiayia was home looking after your mama, cooking and cleaning. She was happy being a housewife, but he…’ She sucked in her breath and clenched her jaw. ‘He used the time away to be with other women, you understand?’

Xanthe gave a small nod, but her heart sank as Eirini continued telling her about how he’d led a double life, seducing a handful of women over the years and lying to his wife, while the older members of the family secretly speculated about his faithfulness. She listened intently, trying hard to not let her upset bubble over at the betrayal of her larger-than-life grandfather who used to make her laugh, who would carry her around on his shoulders, who seemed a loving family man. She hadn’t really known him at all. She concentrated instead on Eirini’s clasped hands, tanned with raised blue veins, darker patches mottled with age. Her fingernails were neatly trimmed and she only wore a gold wedding ring on her right hand ring finger, the traditional one in Greece.

‘You’d all come back for the summer to visit. It was the last one before your yiayia died,’ Eirini continued. ‘Your papou had retired but he still did small jobs for a hotel in Argostoli – at least that’s what he said. I guess Elina became suspicious. Your yiayia was very poorly by then. Although she was terminally ill, little did we know she only had weeks to live. Elina followed your papou when he went off to “work” in Argostoli and caught him with another woman twenty years his junior. A divorced woman with no children who was happy to be the other woman.’ She spat the last words. ‘You and your brother stayed with your yiayia in Kallithea with your father⁠—’

‘Oh, I remember.’ Xanthe sat forward. ‘Mum said she was visiting a friend. I had no idea. That was the last time we came to Kefalonia.’

Eirini nodded. ‘And the last time your mama came back apart from for your yiayia’s funeral. That was the last time she spoke to your papou. She’d lost her beloved mama and her baba had betrayed your dear yiayia, had lied to her, to everyone. He may be my brother but I detested him for how he could treat his wife. I understand Elina’s hurt. What I never understood was how he could leave his dying wife to have fun with another woman. It was cruel and heartless and Elina never forgave him.’

‘Which is why she never came back and never wanted to talk to me about it.’ Upset at finally hearing the truth stole through her.

Eirini pressed her fist to her chest. ‘Some things hurt too much. To talk, to relive that grief and pain, sometimes it can break us.’

‘Sometimes it can heal too.’

Eirini made a ‘tsch’ sound. ‘But now you know and if you want to visit him, then you should. He won’t be here forever; I don’t think he will see even another year.’

Xanthe didn’t know what to think or how she felt. That her grandfather had been unfaithful not just once but many times with different women was bad enough, but continuing to be unfaithful while his wife had been dying of cancer was unforgiveable. The thought that her mum had been holding on to this knowledge and dealing with all this hurt and sadness by herself for two decades upset Xanthe the most.

Eirini finished the rest of her juice and cleared her throat. ‘I was talking to Toula about Agatha leaving you her house. It surprised me because Elina never forgave her either.’

‘Forgave her for what?’

‘For being in love with your papou.’
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‘Agatha was in love with him?’ Xanthe looked at her great aunt in disbelief, yet a chill of realisation crept through her when she thought of the love letters and the things that Agatha had written in her journals about Xanthe’s mum blaming her. Had her godmother’s spinsterhood and loneliness been wrapped up in the misfortune of falling in love with the wrong person? ‘I found love letters among Agatha’s belongings. I hadn’t been able to work out who they were from, but it’s more confusing now because they’re signed from “Gio” and not Papou.’

Eirini folded her hands in her lap. ‘I’m sorry, Xanthe, but I’m certain those letters are from your papou.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because although his name is Stergios, when we were children he was always known as Gio.’

Xanthe sat back in the chair. The party was continuing around them, squeals and laughter against a backdrop of the Frozen soundtrack; a pop of a balloon followed by six-year-olds screeching.

‘Are you saying Agatha had an affair with him? That she was one of the women he cheated on Yiayia with?’

‘That I don’t know.’ Eirini sighed. ‘It is possible. Your mama suspected it, and once she discovered what your papou had been up to, there was no reasoning with her. All I know is my brother and Agatha courted when they were teenagers. Agatha was a year older than your yiayia, beautiful and fun-loving, but she was also headstrong and ahead of her time, determined to study art and to travel. I don’t know exactly what happened, if my brother proposed and she turned him down or if they simply stopped courting, but while Agatha went to America for a few years, my brother married your yiayia. By the time Agatha returned to Kefalonia, she was a celebrated sculptor and your grandparents were married.’

‘Agatha never married though.’

‘No, she didn’t, but that doesn’t mean she had an affair. That’s simply speculation, unless of course those letters reveal otherwise.’

It was all making sense; her mum’s shock at Xanthe being left Agatha’s house and why she vehemently refused to visit. It must be tearing her apart to think that the woman she’d chosen to be godmother to one of her children had potentially had an affair with her father. If they’d courted when they’d been young, that explained the love letters from the 1950s, then the ones from thirty years ago had been when her grandfather had been trying to persuade Agatha to have an affair with him. But had she? Xanthe absolutely needed to find out the answer to that now.

With parents arriving to pick up their children, Xanthe’s eye-opening conversation with Eirini was cut short. The success of the birthday party hadn’t been marred by her great aunt’s revelations but it had left Xanthe both saddened and devastated to have finally discovered the truth her mum had buried for years. And it wasn’t just her great aunt’s revelations that left a sour taste. A mother collecting her daughter roughly pushed past Xanthe on her way out, knocking into her without an apology but muttering something incomprehensible in Greek and giving her a glare that could have felled an ice queen.

However appreciative Toula, Vassilis and his wife were, Xanthe’s earlier realisation that making herself even more visible might not have been a wise idea was confirmed. Of course gossip about her and Sakis had spread in a small Greek village where everyone knew everyone else’s business. What she’d done would never have happened if she’d known the truth, and yet, after everything she’d learned, she felt tainted and upset by her family history. Her larger-than-life grandfather had chosen a good time over loving and respecting his wife. Her dad had cheated on her mum, the same as Austin had cheated on her. Sakis had been no better and she hated the way she’d been unwittingly involved.

On the way back to the villa, Jude talked non-stop, so Xanthe didn’t mention the incident with the woman. Perhaps she’d misunderstood her reaction. After everything she’d discovered that afternoon, he was a brilliant distraction and she was going to miss him terribly when he left in the morning. Annoyingly, she’d also managed to miss Dimitris. While she’d been in the midst of talking to Eirini, he’d come back into the café after popping out to take a phone call, chatted to Jude then left before Xanthe had finished talking to her great aunt.

‘Honestly, he was so impressed by us.’ Jude grinned at her as they turned onto the dusty lane that led to the villa. ‘I don’t know what he was expecting but I think we blew his mind. We brought the bright lights of London to a sleepy Greek village. He said you sang beautifully – are beautiful. You have the voice of an angel!’

‘Are you sure you’re not making that up?’

‘Maybe the voice of an angel bit, but trust me, he enjoyed it. I mean, you were dressed as Elsa singing one of the most iconic songs from one of the biggest musicals in recent times to his best friend’s daughter and her mates. What’s not to love?’

As it turned out, while they’d been chatting without her, Dimitris had offered to drop Jude at the airport in the morning as he was working over that side of the island. Jude had wasted no time in accepting his offer, then promptly suggested that it would be the perfect opportunity for Xanthe to come along as well to take photos of him working, ready for Jude to revamp his website. Xanthe couldn’t help but be secretly pleased.
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With fun nights out and joyful days basking in the sun, working on the villa together, eating delicious food and discovering the beauty of Kefalonia, the week with Jude had flown by. In the departures hall of Kefalonia Airport, Jude hugged Xanthe so tightly it felt as if he was squeezing all the air out of her.

‘I’m going to see you again in just two days, you silly bloody sausage.’ She pushed him playfully away. ‘Go! Check your bag in. Dimitris has work to do and I have photos to take.’

‘Have fun, you two.’ Jude gave them a wink and turned away with a wave, dragging his suitcase towards the easyJet check-in desk.

She knew the kind of fun Jude was hinting at, but today was going to be all about taking professional photos of Dimitris working and, if she happened to get to know him better, it would be an added bonus.

A fresh wind buffeted Xanthe’s face through the open windows as they sped away from the airport. Dimitris didn’t feel the need to fill every second with chatter, tending only to speak when he had something to say. On the way to the airport, he’d been happy to listen to Jude who’d talked enough for them all, but even without him, the silence was comfortable rather than awkward.

They arrived at a holiday complex of three gleaming white villas nestled in large gardens with a shared pool at the centre. Xanthe followed him into the grounds. The grass was shaded by numerous trees and wide borders that broke up the space into private areas for the guests.

Dimitris stopped in the shade of a mulberry tree and dropped his bag on the ground. ‘How are we going to do this?’

The tension winding through him was obvious, and Xanthe wanted to put him at ease and erase the worry etched on his face. ‘I don’t want you to pose if that’s what you’re asking. Natural photos of you working will be best. You just carry on doing what you normally do and I promise you won’t even notice I’m here.’

‘Oh, I’m pretty sure I’ll notice you.’ He picked up his bag of tools and sauntered off.

Xanthe’s heart fluttered. Was he flirting with her? Or maybe he actually meant that she’d be hard to ignore because he was uncomfortable with her taking photos?

Xanthe sat cross-legged on the grass beneath the mulberry, allowing him time to settle into the rhythm of his work. She wanted to blend into the background and disturb him as little as possible. His job, like hers, was a physically active one but whereas he spent most of the day outdoors, she was inside, her working day only starting when his would be finishing. Although they had such different careers, they were both creating and nurturing: Dimitris the plants and flowers; she the characters she inhabited.

Being behind the camera gave Xanthe the perfect opportunity to study Dimitris without him being aware. And the more she watched him, the more he captivated her. She was able to zoom in too, enabling him to continue working without being self-conscious as she took photo after photo. She noticed how he’d brush the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and how he kept touching his scar as if he was conscious of it, or perhaps the heat was irritating it. When he rolled the short sleeves of his T-shirt right up to his shoulders, she knew it was what he normally did rather than for the camera. While Xanthe tried to keep to the pockets of shade, Dimitris was working in the sun, his tanned skin gleaming, his biceps bulging every time he drove the spade into the soil to turn it over or yanked out a weed. She couldn’t take her eyes off him and enjoyed studying him rather too much, exactly as Jude had anticipated.

By one in the afternoon, Dimitris put down his tools, straightened his back and stretched. His T-shirt rode up just enough for Xanthe to glimpse his toned stomach where his shorts were slung low on his hips. An inner heat rushed through her as his eyes met hers and he made a ‘time out’ motion.

He strolled over, sat beneath the tree and leaned back against the trunk, patting the grass next to him. ‘It’s changeover day, that’s why it’s quiet.’

The air hummed with insects, and apart from the distant sound of a hoover coming from one of the villas, the only other sound was the bubble of water from the poolside Jacuzzi.

He pulled out a package from his bag and handed her a large square of pita. ‘I made Agatha’s kotopita recipe I told you about.’

‘You made this yourself?’

Dimitris nodded, took a bite and pushed the filo flakes that had escaped back into his mouth. ‘Last night – although with shop-bought filo.’

‘Oh my god, that’s so good,’ Xanthe said through a mouthful of the moist pie with crispy filo and a perfectly seasoned chicken and leek filling.

‘You should have tasted Agatha’s.’

A stab of envy hit Xanthe that he’d known her godmother so well as they munched together in silence. While he’d shared experiences with her, she was only beginning to learn more about her after she was gone. None of it was fair; her grandfather’s actions that had rippled throughout her family, breaking her grandmother’s heart and tearing her mum away from this place. The idea that one of his women could have been Agatha concerned her, that she was somehow tied up in this sorry mess. It was no wonder her mum had been adamant that she didn’t want to come back.

They made short work of finishing Dimitris’s delicious homemade pita before tucking into the strawberries Xanthe had brought.

‘I must pay you,’ Dimitris said, pointing at the camera slung around her neck.

Xanthe shook her head. ‘Absolutely not, I’m happy to do this.’

‘It is a lot.’

‘It’s nothing; I love it.’ She held up her camera.

‘You’d like to make a living from this? As well as the acting?’

‘I’m not sure. Acting has been my dream since my early teens. Photography has been more recent, mainly through sharing my acting life on Instagram, but then I got into taking photos of places in London – you know, the quirky, interesting or beautiful places. Having the camera has changed how I look at things – I guess I put more thought into the shots rather than snapping it on my phone.’

‘It makes you look professional.’

‘Makes me feel that way too.’ She was really enjoying taking photos of Dimitris but was uncertain if it was the experience of actually taking photos for a purpose or because she was getting to spend the day with him. ‘You’re very photogenic by the way.’

The look he gave her was bashful and quite frankly adorable.

‘You are,’ she stressed.

‘I don’t like having my picture taken.’ He reached up and touched his cheek.

‘The scar gives you character; it tells a story.’

‘One I don’t want to remember.’

‘What I mean is people won’t just see a scar, I promise you that.’ It certainly wasn’t what she first noticed when looking at him; yes, it was a part of him, but it didn’t define him. It purely added to his charm and intrigue. ‘You shouldn’t feel you have to hide it or not have photos taken because of it.’

‘The scar’s a constant reminder, that’s what I struggle with.’

‘A reminder of what?’

‘Bad choices.’

‘Hey, bad choices are something I know plenty about.’ She brushed her hand against his arm. His skin glistened golden in the dappled sunlight, while the dark hairs tickled her palm and his veins protruded in a ridiculously sexy way.

‘Mine was a seriously bad choice.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

He’d obviously talked to Agatha an awful lot. How was he coping losing that one person he could confide in? Jude was the person she shared everything with, who she trusted and knew would be there for her even when she’d made mistakes. She didn’t know what she’d do without him. Her parents could be depended upon if she needed them, but she’d never been as close to them as she was with Jude. She wasn’t close to her older brother either and she knew it was similar for Dimitris with a troubled mother and an estranged brother.

She fully expected him to ignore her question and call time on their lunchtime chat, but he didn’t. Instead, he sat upright, crossed his legs and rested his hands in his lap.

‘I was seventeen and should have known better.’ Upset caught in his throat and he’d barely started talking. He stared ahead across the sunny garden and it seemed as if he’d glazed over, internalising his emotions so he could actually get the words out. ‘I was in love with this girl – she lived in another village and we met through English classes. We’d talked a lot, been out together with friends, had our first kiss… I was totally besotted. Our parents had gone out with friends and left me at home with Vangelis.’ He glanced at her. ‘My brother. He was twelve, but a young twelve – a bit of, how do you say it, a geek? Evi had phoned about going out and I’d said no because I was looking after Vangelis. A couple of hours later she turned up. Other friends had already gone to Fiskardo and I didn’t want to miss out. She was all over me, promising me, well, promising what every seventeen-year-old wants to hear… I knew she’d been drinking but my heart overruled my head. I thought if my brother came along then I wouldn’t be going against my parents. He could sit on the beach with us and if I managed to get some time alone with Evi, even better, but at least I wouldn’t be missing out completely.’ His voice cracked, sadness written all over his face. Xanthe wasn’t sure she wanted to hear more but she was weirdly desperate to.

‘Vangelis wanted to stay home and play some computer game but I knew Mama would kill me if I left him alone, so I persuaded him to come with us. We got in Evi’s car to drive to Fiskardo.’ He took a shuddery breath and plucked at the grass in front of him. ‘I was the only one wearing a seatbelt. She was going too fast and lost control on a bend and we skidded off the road into a tree. She hadn’t been driving for long. I remember everything. She went through the windscreen first; Vangelis flew from the back seat. A piece of metal sliced my cheek open but my seatbelt saved me.’

Xanthe realised she was holding her breath. Dimitris was talking about it in such a matter-of-fact way, as if it was about someone else and not an experience he’d actually had. The trauma was written on his face and through the tension in his body.

‘Evi died instantly and Vangelis had serious head injuries, which left him in hospital for months. I got away with just this.’ He touched his scar. ‘All because I liked a girl and didn’t want to miss out.’

Xanthe shook her head. ‘Oh Dimitri. I’m so sorry.’

She closed the gap and flung her arms around him, hugging him close. Her insides only relaxed when she felt the tension in him abate as he sank into her. He held onto her even tighter than Jude had done at the airport that morning.
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After finishing at the villa complex, they called in at a house on the edge of a mountain village and cut the grass for a widowed lady in her eighties. Although she was blind in one eye and shuffled along with a walking stick, she still insisted on making them frappes and bringing out a plate of watermelon chunks. She was one of the clients he didn’t charge, which just flipped Xanthe’s heart upside down.

They drove back to Kallithea with the windows wound down and a Greek radio station playing. A day outdoors in Dimitris’s company had been satisfying, eye-opening and moving. After their hug, Xanthe had thanked him for telling her his story and he’d simply nodded, wiped his eyes and proceeded to get on with the gardening. Xanthe had let him be for a while, certain that he was wrapped up in thoughts of the past, so she’d focused on taking pictures of the garden. She didn’t know many names of the plants, but she delighted in studying them through the lens, from the hot-pink flowers that almost looked luminous against a green backdrop to the delicate icy white flowers that attracted butterflies. The sweet floral scent reminded her of the hand soap her grandmother always had in the bathroom.

It was early evening by the time they arrived back and Dimitris parked outside his house. The stillness as they got out of the truck was acute. It was the kind of place where the peace was noticeable, but if you stood quietly for a while and listened, it wasn’t actually silent at all but filled with birds chirping, the steady drone of a bee, a flutter of an insect, chatter in the undergrowth, a far-off dog barking and the sigh of a welcome breeze.

Xanthe contemplated inviting him back for a drink, but thought better of it. They’d shared much today, Dimitris revealing more than she thought he would, including difficult and upsetting memories about a decision that had massively impacted his life.

‘I had a really good day,’ she said instead. She touched her camera still slung around her neck. ‘There’ll be some great photos, I’m sure. I’ll choose the best and let you take a look, decide what you want to use on your website.’

She started to walk away when she heard his footsteps. Her heart skipped.

‘You know there’s an even more beautiful beach than Myrtos,’ Dimitris said as she turned back. ‘If you’re free tomorrow we can go together.’

The intensity of his look made her feel as though he’d been working up to asking her this all day. ‘I’d love that, thank you.’

‘We go early before it’s too hot. And bring food and plenty to drink as there’s nothing there.’ He gave her a shy smile. ‘See you tomorrow.’

She waved and carried on walking, her heart soaring with each step.
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Fteri beach could only be reached by boat or via a long, hot walk and Xanthe understood completely why they’d left early in the morning. And yet, out in the open, Xanthe could already feel the sun on her bare factor-30-covered shoulders. Even wearing just a bikini beneath a vest top and shorts that skimmed the top of her thighs, she was working up a sweat.

Dimitris led the way along a rough stony track. It merged into a less obvious earth one that wasn’t particularly clear unless you knew the way or managed to spot the red and green marks on occasional stones. Even with her trainers on, it was hard going as the trees and undergrowth became denser and the winding path narrower. Xanthe’s attention flicked between her footing and Dimitris’s bum which was encased in blue swim shorts that reached midway down his thighs. His tanned, muscled legs pounded the stony dry earth of the narrow path.

The glimpse of vivid blue sea became more frequent as they wound between the trees and bushes, the branches scratching at their bare legs. The view opened up to a steep sun-dappled valley of trees, the sea, the hazy coastline of the island and a sliver of white beach.

As they neared the bottom of the valley they heard the welcome sound of the lapping waves. They brushed past the last few bushes and stepped out onto chalk-white pebbles. The gentle curve of the beach was kissed by azure water, and there was nothing surrounding them but sea and sky and crumbling limestone cliffs topped with a carpet of green. The beach was nearly deserted, with only a few people lying beneath the partial shade of umbrellas.

‘I told you it was beautiful.’ Dimitris grinned and led her to the right, away from the almost invisible path and further along the beach to where a few bushes peppered the stony sand.

He laid a large colourful beach towel out and wedged an umbrella in the stones, leaning their rucksacks on either side to keep it upright.

Relieved to finally be in the shade, Xanthe sat beneath it and removed her trainers and socks. She stretched out and wiggled her toes in the sunshine.

Apart from Dafnoudi beach which she’d visited with Jude, most of the Kefalonia beaches she’d been to had been scattered with people and decorated with umbrellas and sun loungers. Here there was just sea, sand and sky.

Dimitris joined her and they sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, taking everything in. The heat haze shimmered across the beach and there wasn’t a breath of wind, just the rhythmic whoosh of waves running gently onto the shore, then bubbling back again.

‘I think this might be one of the most stunning places I’ve ever been,’ Xanthe eventually said, ripping her eyes away from the view and turning to him. ‘Thank you.’

‘We used to come here when we were children. Mama liked the peace although Baba hated having to hike with everything we needed for the day. I have happy memories here.’

‘I can understand why your mama liked it so much.’ For the first time, she had a glimmer of insight into a less angry and bitter woman. Although perhaps even back then she hadn’t liked people much if she’d craved peace away from the crowded, more popular and easily accessible beaches. ‘You’ve never really mentioned your dad before?’

‘There’s not much to say. When life got difficult after the accident, he left, choosing to have an affair rather than support Mama through my brother’s treatment.’

‘Oh Dimitri, I’m so sorry. My dad did a similar thing. I’m really sorry your mum went through that.’ A fuller picture of Irida was beginning to build, the reasons why she was hardened to life and untrusting becoming clear. No wonder she’d let rip when she’d caught her with Sakis. ‘When is your mama coming back?’

‘Whenever either she or my brother have had enough of each other.’ Dimitris shrugged. ‘Sometimes she goes for just a few days, but there have been times when she’s been gone for more than a month.’

Xanthe thought about asking if he preferred it when his mum wasn’t around but stopped herself just in time. She had the feeling she knew the answer but he probably wouldn’t appreciate being put on the spot like that.

The pale stones sloped down into the water, the shallows luminous in the morning sun. Apart from the wash of the sea on the shore and an occasional distant voice, the quiet was deafening, making even their breathing sound loud.

Xanthe pulled her feet out of the sun and wrapped her hands around her knees. ‘You know what you were saying yesterday about people seeing your scar first. It’s not true.’

‘Oh?’

‘What I noticed when we first met was your big eyes and how handsome you are.’ There, she’d said it. And it was true. The scar didn’t detract from how gorgeous he was; in many ways it added to his attractiveness, giving him an air of mystery and the idea that he wasn’t perfect. Sakis had perfect looks but lacked morals and the way he was cocky enough to treat those he was supposed to love so appallingly while believing he could get away with it was awful. It was the same for Austin – killer looks and a huge talent had turned his healthy ego into an inflated one, allowing him to believe he was within his rights to shag other women while continuing a relationship with Xanthe.

She cast a nervous glance at Dimitris who was staring out at the sea. ‘I even managed to notice that, despite you looking like you were about to kill me.’ She nudged his arm, his hot skin briefly connecting with hers.

He laughed and relief flooded through her.

‘You took me by surprise,’ he said slowly. ‘I was angry because of the things mama had said about you, but I was unprepared for you.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘My first thought was how beautiful you were; my second that you’d upset Mama. I was angry because I immediately liked you but wanted to hate you.’

Not knowing how to respond, Xanthe rested her chin on her knees and hugged her legs tighter. It was her turn to stare across the beach to where the shallows glimmered turquoise, invitingly clear and cool.

‘You thought I was beautiful?’ Her voice came out small; the tingling sensation that had begun to manifest itself while in Dimitris’s presence made her feel as if she was about to explode with pleasure.

‘I did. I do.’ His arm brushed hers and stayed there. ‘You don’t think you are?’

Xanthe was taken aback by his question and could barely think straight while he was touching her. ‘Um, well, no. I’m pretty, but in my line of work there are an awful lot of pretty actresses, and to be described as beautiful you’ve got to be really special.’

‘People judge too much, because you are more than just pretty.’

The compliment made her go hot inside and even in the shade of the umbrella the intensity of the sun was beginning to make her sweat. She should have taken off her shorts and vest top the moment they got to the beach, because to do so now would seem as if she was showing off her body…

‘Being judged is all part of being an actor. I’m used to people commenting on my appearance. It’s the job. Looking right for the part is often as important as having the talent to take on a role.’

‘Is that hard?’

‘Sometimes it’s soul destroying but after ten years I’m used to it. I’ve developed a thick skin.’

At Dimitris’s frown, she pinched her arm.

He nodded with understanding. ‘But why put yourself through it?’

‘Because it’s been my dream since I was little, and the highs have outweighed the lows.’

He had a good point, though. Thinking back over her decade-long career, she remembered there had been moments of hell: brutal rejection and sickening nerves. An occasional negative review held more clout than a hundred positive ones. Having tough skin was a necessity for her sanity, but recently she’d found herself questioning if she was cut out for this life. Tomorrow she’d be heading home to face one of the biggest casting directors in the business for the role of a lifetime, but even if they said yes, she’d then have the pressure of her career stepping up a notch and her name helping to carry a West End show.

‘I would find it too hard being talked about and judged like that,’ Dimitris said. ‘I like gardening because it’s just me.’

‘You have clients though.’

‘Of course, but I don’t see much of them. Most of the time I’m on my own doing a job. It’s simple.’

‘I get the feeling you don’t like people.’

Dimitris leaned back on his hands and gave her a look that said, What the hell are you talking about?

‘I like people.’ He sounded properly offended.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it quite like that,’ she said, while thinking with dismay that she’d thought the same about his mama. ‘What I should have said is enjoying working on your own makes me think you like your own company.’

‘That’s true.’

‘You liked spending time with Agatha though.’ It was a statement rather than a question because she was certain of the answer.

‘That’s also true.’

The stones were digging into her bum; she shifted to get more comfortable. The beach was blissfully empty; the downside was there were no facilities: no large umbrellas, comfy sun loungers or café.

‘I have friends.’ He sat back up and nudged her arm with his. ‘I do go out, I’m not on my own all the time.’

‘And what about girlfriends?’ She hoped the question wouldn’t come across as too suggestive. ‘I know you lost Evi, but was there anyone after her? Another woman in your life?’

‘There have been girlfriends but nothing has worked out,’ he said dismissively.

The story of my life, Xanthe thought, feeling the need to change the subject. She wrinkled her nose. ‘Sorry, this is a rather serious conversation when that sea is begging to be swum in.’

She stood up, held out her hand and pulled him to his feet.

‘There’s a little beach on the other side of those rocks,’ Dimitris said, pointing to where the limestone rocks extended into the sea like a mini walkway. ‘If you fancy going?’

‘Is it possible to walk to it?’

‘We can climb over the rocks then swim to the beach.’

Xanthe raised an eyebrow. ‘So we can’t take anything with us?’

‘We can leave everything here. It’ll be okay.’

Xanthe liked this adventurous side of him encouraging her; she liked the freedom of doing something she wouldn’t dream of doing in London – not that there was anywhere like this probably in the whole of the UK, unless you counted a desolate beach in the Outer Hebrides…

‘I’m happy to leave everything apart from my camera.’ She held it up. ‘How deep’s the water?’

‘If you hold the camera above your head and I help you in, it should be okay.’

It should be okay… Fuck it; she was desperate to explore and she didn’t want to get to the beach and it be an amazing place she couldn’t capture.

Dimitris took off his T-shirt and Xanthe followed his lead, slipping out of her shorts and top, glad to peel the material off her sticky skin. Wearing beach shoes and with her camera around her neck, they strolled together across the pebbles.

The rock that jutted out into the sea wasn’t high but it was rough and jagged so she had to watch her footing, although her focus was hijacked by Dimitris in front, his muscles clenching as he clambered up. Reaching the top, she turned back to look at the near-deserted beach. A breath of wind caressed her hot skin. She took it all in, the clear water lapping at the rocks, nothing but rippling sea in front, the feeling of freedom and peace absolute.

An almighty splash made her turn. Dimitris was bobbing about in the clear water on the other side of the rock.

He swam closer. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you.’

She shuffled to the edge and sat with her legs dangling, her camera held high in her right hand. With Dimitris’s encouragement she slid off, only to realise as her thigh scraped the rough rock that not jumping in was a mistake. Water engulfed Xanthe as she plunged into the sea. The immediate shock of the cool water was overtaken by the bliss of her hot sun-kissed skin being soothed and Dimitris’s hands on her waist, steadying her as she bobbed back up, all the while holding her camera aloft. He was so close, she could see his tanned face beaded with water.

With one arm curled tight around her waist and the other still clutching her camera, Dimitris swam them both round the rocky cliff closer to the shore until they were able to plant their feet on the pebbled seabed.

‘Entáxei?’ he asked above the slosh of water against the limestone cliff that loomed to their right.

She nodded and he removed his hands from her waist but took hold of her hand instead and together they waded through the shallows, their sea shoes clunking over the pebbles.

With water dripping from them – but a completely dry camera – they reached the beach, the shingle crunching beneath their shoes as they walked. The tiny cove was enclosed by limestone cliffs towering on all sides. The middle section was crumbled and woodland had taken over. It was deserted and it was hard to believe they had such a beautiful spot all to themselves.
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While Dimitris sat in the sun to dry off, Xanthe explored the cove with her camera. She focused in on the gap in the crumbling cliff face packed with trees and the way luminous green light was made by the translucent leaves. The beach was a sun trap, but the cave within the limestone rock was cool, shadowed, sheltered and protected from the elements.

She swapped the cool of the cave for the heat on the beach, blinking at the brightness of the sun bouncing off the chalk-white stones.

Dimitris was sitting close to the water with his arms hugging his knees. He looked vulnerable and lonely, exactly as Xanthe had mentioned to Jude the other day. She hoped he was feeling reflective rather than sad.

She liked the image though – the caramel tone of his skin against the alabaster stones with the glimmering turquoise water turning a deeper blue further out. She crouched to find the best angle. Keeping him in the centre of the frame, she snapped a few pictures. There was a story to be told; she liked that in a photo. She wanted more than a clever composition or a beautiful shot – for it to say something, raise questions, make the person looking at it feel something.

She joined him, the stones hard and uncomfortable against her skin, but warm too. A bird called overhead and the sea bubbled back and forth, but apart from their breathing there was nothing but peace.

‘Sometimes there are goats up on the cliff,’ Dimitris said. ‘You have to be careful of rocks falling. But not today. Just us.’

That thought sent a tingle through her. She leaned back on the pebbles and stretched her legs out. They were nicely tanned from her few weeks under the Mediterranean sun.

‘Did you know Agatha wrote a diary?’

Dimitris unwrapped his arms from his legs and leaned back too so their torsos were in line. ‘No, but it doesn’t surprise me. She often sat on her patio writing letters.’ He glanced at her. ‘Probably to you, but I think there were old friends she wrote to as well.’

‘I wonder if she ever considered writing to my mum? Not that she would have replied.’

‘Wasn’t writing to you a way of staying in contact, just without the conflict?’

Dimitris perfectly understood the strained relationship her mum had had with Agatha. Xanthe studied him. ‘She talked to you, didn’t she, about what happened with my mum and papou?’

‘Not exactly,’ Dimitris said slowly. ‘She did talk to me about you. She sometimes mentioned your mum and I knew something had gone wrong between her and your papou, but she never said what.’

Xanthe filled him in on the shocking truth her great aunt had revealed during Calliope’s birthday party. ‘The thing is, as well as finding the letters I wrote to her, there are other letters too, love letters from sixty-odd years ago.’

‘When Agatha would have been a young woman.’

‘Yeah. Then there are more from about thirty years ago.’

‘From the same person?’

Xanthe nodded. ‘I found out from my great aunt that they’re from my papou.’

‘And thirty years ago⁠—’

‘He was married to my yiayia.’ Xanthe focused on the rhythmic swoosh and suck of the gentle waves, then took a deep breath. ‘Do you think Agatha had an affair with him?’

Dimitris turned to her wide-eyed. ‘I never saw Agatha with any man. Ever. Not in that way.’

‘But thirty years ago you were only a baby?’

‘Yes, I would have been one.’

‘Exactly,’ she sighed.

‘But I knew Agatha; it wasn’t in her nature to do something like that. She hated the thought of hurting people.’

They lapsed back into silence. The blisteringly hot sun made Xanthe’s skin prickle despite being slathered in sunscreen, and the pebbles were beginning to dig uncomfortably into her palms. She imagined how lush it would be to have a boat bobbing in the cove, to be able to swim back to it and sunbathe on the deck. Now they’d stopped talking, there was no other sound besides the sigh of the sea, an occasional stone dislodging from the cliff behind and a screech of a gull.

There was a tension between them, like a mini forcefield, yet it wasn’t the sort of tension that had been apparent the first time they’d met and argued, but one that zinged with attraction and possibility.

The bay was sheltered and deserted. Her imagination drifted to the possibilities of what they could get up to – the thrill of getting naked and having sex on the beach. She ached for him and he made her tingle in all the right places… Heat rushed to her core. How quickly her thoughts had flipped from the contents of Agatha’s diary to what was beneath Dimitris’s swim shorts. She flapped her hand in front of her face, but there was no way of cooling down from that thought. In reality, that fantasy would be completely different, with stones digging into her back – or knees – and, knowing her luck, a boat would sail past just at the wrong moment, Dimitris’s mama brandishing her fist and shouting expletives at them. That didn’t bear thinking about.

Desperate to rein in her thoughts and put some distance between them, Xanthe scrambled to her feet. ‘I need to cool off. How about we climb back over so I can put the camera down and go for a swim.’

Before he had a chance to reply, she was off, wading through the warm shallows to where the water deepened. The refreshing hit of cold made her catch her breath. With her camera held aloft, she bobbed closer to the rock and it was only when she’d started clambering up and Dimitris’s hands suddenly clamped on her bottom that she was aware he’d followed. He gave her a push up and she landed clumsily on top of the rock.

With her insides swirling, she turned back to his grinning face. ‘I thought you needed a hand.’

Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy, oh boy. She needed more than just a hand.

He clambered up after her and they picked their way across the rock and jumped onto Fteri beach.

Xanthe’s head whirled with confusion and anticipation as she tucked her camera safely in her rucksack and waded back into the sea with Dimitris. She needed to temper the thoughts that were running away with her. Spending time together had allowed her to see a completely different side to him, one that left her wanting more.

The water was a blissful temperature in the shallows and so clear she could see tiny fish swimming along the seabed. Dimitris had swum further out to where the milky turquoise switched to a darker blue. Further down the bay a boat was moored with day-trippers jumping into the water for a swim.

Floating on her back, Xanthe lost track of time. Dimitris got out first, his hand brushing her side as he swam past, and it was only thirst and a need for shade that eventually drew her out. She felt Dimitris’s eyes on her as she walked up the beach and glugged some cold water. She settled next to him to dry off with a towel. The refreshing swim had done a good job at diverting her thoughts from the what-if with Dimitris.

Out of nowhere, he suddenly said, ‘Jude told me you liked me.’

Bloody Jude. ‘He did, did he?’

‘Is that a problem? Do you not like me?’

‘Oh, I do. A lot.’ She was having trouble looking him in the eye as her heart fluttered like crazy. ‘It’s just I hadn’t expected Jude to say anything. Also I didn’t know if you even liked me in that way⁠—’

He moved so fast she didn’t have time to react before his lips pressed against hers. The shock was only momentary. She responded, kissing him back and sliding her hands across his muscled stomach. His tongue toyed with hers as their kiss deepened. Cupping his hands beneath her bum, he smoothly manoeuvred her until she was straddling him. She hardly noticed the stones digging into her knees as the tingling sensation exploded throughout her body.

He pulled away grinning. ‘I’ve wanted to do that for a while.’

‘You have?’

‘I liked you from the moment I saw you. I was just conflicted… Not that I think I should have been left the house like Mama believes, but that you’d taken Agatha’s place and I didn’t know what to feel.’

‘I haven’t replaced Agatha.’

‘I know that now but you being there felt final. It hit me that she’s really gone and it hurts in here.’ He pressed his fingers to his chest. ‘But the moment I saw you… I said before what I thought – you surprised me and your beauty did. I understood why Agatha had given it to you but I still felt conflicted because you didn’t know her the way I did and I didn’t know you. This stranger.’

Xanthe’s heart was beating so damn fast. His hands were still cupping her bottom, his fingers teasing circles across her bikini briefs.

‘I liked the look of you the moment I laid eyes on you,’ she said. ‘Then you spoke! I didn’t like you so much after that, but I wanted to. I tried being friendly but you kept pushing me away.’

‘I behaved badly.’

‘No, I get where you were coming from and, you know, I didn’t exactly make wise choices or give you the impression I liked you.’

He smirked. ‘No, not really.’

‘But since the night me and Jude gate-crashed your party, it felt like things changed for the better.’ They were eye level with each other, and she held his gaze and trailed her fingers through his smattering of chest hair. ‘Honestly, I’ve loved spending time with you.’

‘You, er, really do like me then,’ he said with a grin.

‘If you want the truth, I was considering seducing you on the other beach.’

‘You were?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘What stopped you?’

‘I was worried a boatload of people would sail by at the wrong moment.’ Once again she was picturing them having sex, but this time he was looking right at her, his chocolate eyes tracing her face as if he was able to see exactly what she was thinking.

‘We could always swim back…’ Then again, maybe he was fantasising about the same thing. ‘Your face!’ He laughed joyously. ‘I agree it’s a bit too exposed. We need somewhere more private…’

Boy, was he doing crazy things to her. Was he actually suggesting that he’d like her to seduce him, not right here on a public beach – or even in the deserted bay on the other side of the rocks – but somewhere they could be alone and undisturbed…?

He kissed her again while his hand travelled mind-bogglingly slowly up her side. His fingers glided back down between her breasts, tracing the curve of her hip and inching between her legs. Xanthe knew without a doubt it was exactly what he was suggesting.
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They didn’t end up having sex on the beach, but their passionate fumble left Xanthe with no doubt that the idea had been at the forefront of both their minds. The hike up to the car, then the drive back, was filled with anticipation at the thought of continuing the second they arrived at the villa.

‘Shit.’

Xanthe looked up from scrolling through the pictures she’d taken on her camera. They were on the lane that led to their houses and Irida’s car was parked outside. Her heart sank. Of course she’d be back now. What unbelievably bad timing.

Dimitris pulled up behind his mum’s car and switched off the engine. His face had changed from carefree to pinched. Xanthe wished she could rewind time so they’d never left the beach.

‘She’ll have heard the truck; I’d better go see her before she comes looking.’ He brushed his lips against her cheek. ‘I’ll try and come over later.’

They got out of the car and while Dimitris strode towards the house to see his mama, Xanthe slung her rucksack over her shoulder and headed for the villa, his words ‘I’ll try to come over’ rolling around her head. Frustrated didn’t even come close to how she was feeling.

Coming face to face with the words ‘GO HOME poutána!’ scrawled in red paint across the newly stripped front door sent Xanthe crashing back to earth, her bubble of happiness well and truly burst.

Despite the heat, a chill scuttled through her, along with a feeling of being watched. She whirled round, searching the shadows beneath the trees. There was no one – but someone had been here. The chill intensified when she went round the corner into the garden. Streaks of red paint had been splatted across the patio, and pots containing Agatha’s beloved herbs had been knocked over. A couple were smashed, the dirt leaking out like dried blood.

Xanthe breathed deeply. She wasn’t going to go running to Dimitris. The possibility that this was his mama’s doing meant he was the last person she wanted to involve and if it was because of what had happened between her and Sakis, then after the day she’d had with Dimitris she certainly didn’t want to dredge up that mistake.

Choking back tears, she returned to the front door and looked up the Greek word. She had an idea what it meant but the definition ‘whore’ confirmed it, solidifying her thoughts that it must have been Sakis’s wife and not Irida. Her short-lived but misjudged dalliance with Sakis was continuing to haunt her and she could only imagine the anger and hurt his poor wife was feeling if she’d felt compelled to do this.

She dumped her rucksack inside and, after taking photos of the front door and the destroyed pots on the patio, she tucked her phone into the pocket of her shorts and set off up the lane with only a cursory glance towards Dimitris’s house.

Tomorrow she would be returning to London, feeling unprepared for a meeting she should not only be grateful for but insanely excited about, while all she was focused on was what a mess she’d made of things here. She wasn’t going to ignore her problems any longer but face them head on. She’d run away from the shit show of her life back home; she was determined not to do the same here.

Toula was outside her café wiping a table clean. She caught sight of Xanthe and shaded her eyes.

‘What a nice surprise!’ She greeted her with a kiss on each cheek. ‘Calliope is talking all the time about you and Jude. She had the best birthday. We will book you again for next year!’ She wiped crumbs from another table and rearranged the white napkins. ‘Jude got home okay?’

‘Uh-huh.’ Xanthe breathed deeply, too distracted by what was troubling her to be pleased by Toula’s praise. ‘I came to ask if you know where Sakis lives?’

Toula’s head shot up. She squinted at Xanthe in the sunshine. ‘I do, but I think he might be working today.’

‘It’s not him I want to see but his wife.’

‘You want to see Lia?’ Toula’s eyes widened. ‘But why?’

‘I just want to talk to her,’ Xanthe said swiftly.

Toula studied her. ‘Something has happened, yes?’

Xanthe only managed a nod, the tears lodged in her throat ready to spill if she tried to say anything more.

‘Lia’s heart is broken, you understand,’ Toula said. ‘She is hurting; I can’t let you make it worse.’

‘I’m not going to. I want to make sure she’s okay. Give her my side of the story, that’s all.’

‘Come.’ Toula placed a cool hand on Xanthe’s arm. ‘We’ll go together.’

She ran the damp cloth across the table, then marched back inside, shouting something in Greek about going out for a little while. She led the way across the village square. Grateful for Toula not bombarding her with any more questions, Xanthe followed.

Lia and Sakis lived further down the road from the hotel Xanthe had stayed in when she’d first arrived. It was a typical village house, cream walled and modest with a few well-cared for pots spilling over with red and white flowers on the front porch.

‘Lia!’ Toula rapped on the front door. ‘Eísai ethó?’

‘In the garden!’ a voice called back in Greek.

Motioning for Xanthe to follow, Toula led her down a narrow passageway between the houses and out into a courtyard garden which led to a parched lawn and a fenced-off earthy patch of land beyond with chickens pecking about.

A young woman in a loose cotton dress with dark curly hair in a ponytail was pegging up washing while balancing a toddler on her hip. She turned at the sound of their footsteps. The smile she gave Toula disappeared the second she clocked Xanthe.

‘What’s she doing here?’ The young woman flashed Xanthe a look that managed to convey both anger and fear.

‘She just wants to talk to you.’ Toula nodded towards Xanthe as if encouraging her to confirm what she’d just said.

Xanthe stepped forward and replied in Greek. ‘I promise I only want to talk.’

Lia bit her lip and hefted her daughter higher on her hip. She had her mother’s dark curls but her face was shaped like Sakis’s. Xanthe felt out of her depth but knew how much better it would be with everything out in the open.

‘I’ll wait outside,’ Toula said when Lia remained silent.

They stood looking at each other for a moment as Toula’s footsteps retreated, Lia eyeing Xanthe up. Her daughter curled her fingers in the tendrils of hair that had escaped.

‘You know why I’ve come, don’t you?’ Xanthe finally found her voice.

The terrace at the back of the house was a sun trap, an awning above a seating area providing the only shade. The afternoon sun pounded down and sweat erupted on Xanthe’s top lip.

At Lia’s silence, Xanthe tried again. ‘I know you were at my godmother’s house.’

Lia’s face flushed and she dropped the pillowcase she was holding into the basket by her feet. Her daughter was still playing with her hair and she gently put her down on the ground, squatted in front of her and said, ‘Go and see how many butterflies you can spot.’

She stood up and turned on Xanthe. ‘How dare you be angry with me after what you did!’

Xanthe breathed deeply. ‘I’m not angry. I don’t care about what you did to the door or any of it because I understand you’re upset.’

‘How could you possibly understand?’ Lia hissed at her.

She looked so tense, as if she was carrying a huge weight and was unable to unburden herself. Her daughter was toddling about happily, oblivious to her mama’s distress as she picked up a mini watering can. Xanthe’s heart went out to this stranger who looked younger than her, her pretty, make-up-free features pinched with worry.

‘Because I’ve been cheated on and hurt by a man. The last thing I meant to do was hurt someone else. Hurt you.’

‘You’re married?’ Lia frowned.

‘Thankfully no, but I was in a serious relationship with my boyfriend and we’d planned to move in together before I found out he cheated on me with lots of women.’ She looked at Lia firmly. ‘I know I wasn’t the first woman your husband cheated with. If I’d known he was married I wouldn’t have done a thing with him.’ Heat and a raw upset rushed through her at the memory of her and Sakis on the patio table, at the recklessness, passion and intensity of the moment. She hated him for what he’d done to the woman standing in front of her now, just as she hated Austin.

The little girl with her chubby legs and olive skin, squashable cheeks and adorable smile squealed as she found a butterfly, a cream one that spiralled quickly away from her eager grasp. A red bow held back her dark wisps of hair and she tottered along with the watering can, babbling to herself as she poured water over the pots of flowers and herbs lining the edge of the terrace.

A smile whispered across Lia’s face as she watched her daughter.

Anger on her behalf seared through Xanthe. How could someone be foolish enough to risk all of this for a fling? She didn’t understand it. She hadn’t understood Austin’s behaviour either and he hadn’t even been committed to her through marriage or children.

Lia turned from her daughter to Xanthe. ‘I knew something was wrong when my husband was home the other week saying he wasn’t needed on the job. He was here, getting under my feet, being miserable, so when I went shopping, I asked around. I spoke to my friend who spoke to another friend whose husband was working on your house. When I found out about you – a young, beautiful English woman – I just knew what had happened and why his uncle no longer wanted Sakis working there.’

Xanthe bit her lip, her face flushing, not wanting to say the next words but not wanting Lia to assume more than she already did. ‘We didn’t end up having, you know…’

‘I know.’ Her words were clipped. ‘I made his uncle tell me everything.’ She took a shuddery breath. ‘And I know it’s not your fault; I know what my husband is like.’

‘I’m so sorry. I mean it. I’ve felt awful and knowing that he’d done this to you before somehow made it even worse because I understand how that makes you feel in here.’ Xanthe pressed her fist to her heart.

‘I’ve not slept well for many months.’ Lia gazed towards her daughter. ‘She makes me so happy but so tired. You understand?’

Xanthe nodded. ‘I do, although I don’t have children. Friends do and my brothers are much younger than me. I looked after them when they were little. I know what hard work it is. It’s no excuse for your husband to behave the way he has though.’

Lia looked at her with wide eyes and slumped down on the steps that led up to the parched lawn. Dark circles showed her tiredness and a puffiness suggested she’d been crying. How could someone who was supposed to love and support her cause her so much pain?

Lia shook her head. ‘Why do you care?’

Xanthe took a chair from beneath the awning and sat down opposite her. ‘Because I feel awful he hurt you. I don’t know if he’s apologised, but I’m sorry for what he did.’

‘I think he will one day leave me.’ She shrugged. ‘When he finds someone better.’

‘Maybe you would be better off without him if he treats you like this.’

‘But you like him?’

‘No. Oh no.’ Xanthe shook her head. ‘The truth is I was lonely and hurting…’

‘Because of your boyfriend?’ Lia sniffed.

‘Yes. Like your husband, he cheated on me with many women,’ Xanthe stressed again.

Obvious hurt contorted Lia’s face. She swiped the back of her hand across her damp eyes.

‘I thought he was single,’ Xanthe continued. ‘He made me feel good about myself. I only wanted some fun and if I’d known he was married, I would never have done a thing. I promise.’

‘You are the first to apologise,’ Lia said softly. ‘But I wonder if any of the others knew he was married. We have a lot of tourists, many women on their own, with their friends, after fun like you.’

‘And he takes advantage of that.’ Xanthe’s thoughts flicked to the conversation in Toula’s café with her great aunt about her papou’s behaviour, doing exactly the same thing, having a job that took him away from home that had enabled him to have lots of affairs. ‘Why do you put up with it?’ Xanthe asked gently.

Lia’s daughter tottered towards them, clapping her hands in delight as she followed a yellow butterfly.

‘Because what else do I do?’ Lia said sadly as she watched her daughter. ‘I don’t want to be on my own or disappoint my parents. I don’t want my daughter to grow up in a broken home, particularly now.’ She smoothed her hands across her stomach.

‘Oh.’ Xanthe glanced down at Lia’s gentle curves, hidden beneath a loose summer dress. Her heart broke even more for her. ‘I’m so sorry he’s treated you like this and when you’re…’

Tears caught in her throat of sheer rage on Lia’s behalf that someone could treat their partner in this way.

‘He doesn’t know yet. It is early still and I don’t know how to tell him, if he’ll be happy or not.’

‘My goodness, you shouldn’t be feeling like this. Tell him the truth and get him to understand his behaviour. You shouldn’t have to deal with any of this on your own.’

The little girl toddled over and wrapped her chubby arms around her mama. She climbed into her lap, her fingers edging into Lia’s hair, wrapping around a strand.

‘I’m not on my own. I have good friends who I talk to and who support me.’ She looked up sheepishly from her daughter’s gaze. ‘It was one friend who suggested we go to your house and… well, you saw what we did.’

Xanthe remembered the hatred on the face of the woman in the café who’d bumped into her when she’d been picking up her daughter after Calliope’s birthday. ‘I think I may have met your friend.’

‘She is a determined woman who looks out for me, even if she may take things too far.’

‘A good friend to have on your side.’

‘The paint is my daughter’s. It’s washable. Red is her favourite colour. I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t need to apologise.’

‘I do. I’ve been raised better than this and I’m trying to raise my daughter to be kind and respectful so what I did was wrong even if I was hurting.’ She reached across to Xanthe and touched her arm. It was a small gesture but one that meant so much. ‘The pots I am truly sorry for. I was angry and thrashed out. My bruised big toe is making me regret my actions.’

Sakis was a fool and Lia was too good for him. Xanthe stood up. ‘Toula’s waiting. I’d better go. Thank you for talking to me.’

‘Thank you for being brave enough to come over.’ Lia stood and hitched her daughter onto her hip. ‘What I did was cowardly.’

‘No. What you did was through anger and frustration and having a best friend on your side who refused to take any shit. I’m glad you’ve got a friend like that.’
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Xanthe joined Toula at the front of the house and they started walking back towards the village square along the sun-blasted road.

‘Is everything okay?’ Toula asked.

‘Yes, better now we’ve talked.’ She glanced at the older woman. ‘Thank you for trusting me enough to bring me here.’

Toula stopped in the middle of the road and took hold of Xanthe’s hands. ‘You’ve got a good heart. And everyone makes mistakes. It’s how we choose to deal with them that matters.’

When they said goodbye at the café, Xanthe hugged her hard before continuing on alone to the villa, her mind turning over the craziness of the day, so many emotions and feelings battling with each other.

Every action had repercussions. Every decision would filter through her life, impacting it or other people in some way as she’d clearly witnessed with Lia and her daughter.

Back at the villa, Xanthe washed the front door to get rid of the writing, scrubbed the paint-splattered patio and cleared away the broken pots. She found new pots in the workshop and spent what was left of the day repotting the herbs, leaving the scent of oregano and thyme on her fingers.

All day her head had been filled with kissing Dimitris and doing a whole lot more, yet Irida’s return had put a halt to that. Despite his earlier promise of trying to come over later, the evening passed by with no sign of him. Xanthe looked through the photos she’d taken of him on the beach and while gardening, making a note of the best ones, then pored over Agatha’s journals again. She stayed out on the patio until the light faded then lit the lamp on the table and continued reading, searching pages and pages of Agatha’s diary entries for any mention of her grandfather.

After a couple of hours hunched over the journals, with achy shoulders and tired eyes, she gasped. The answer to the ultimatum her grandfather had given Agatha. She re-read the passage numerous times, double checking the Greek words on Google Translate to ensure she understood it correctly, then bookmarked the page and a couple of others that now made a lot more sense. She closed the journal. There was nothing she could do to change what her grandfather had done, but at least now she could show her mum the truth.

Xanthe yawned. It was nearly midnight and there was still no sign of Dimitris. Gathering the journals together to take with her to London, she headed to bed alone.
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Xanthe couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to Dimitris. She was only going for three days, but it seemed a massive amount of time when her whole being felt consumed by him. And it was more than just that; nerves at the thought of the meeting twisted her stomach into knots. Although she’d run through the songs with Jude, she still felt unprepared and uncertain.

With her bag packed and already stowed in the boot of the hire car, she nipped next door and knocked.

She was hugely relieved when Dimitris rather than his mama answered.

He glanced back into the shadowy hallway then stepped into the sunshine and closed the door behind him.

‘I’m so sorry about yesterday.’ He ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘Mama was upset like she often is after seeing my brother and wanted to talk and then she ended up having one of her episodes.’

His frown lines were noticeable, and the tiredness around his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept much. That had been the plan, but for a different reason…

‘What do you mean “one of her episodes”?’

He rubbed his fingers across his forehead. ‘It’s like she panics and can’t breathe. I have to try and calm her down before it gets worse. I’m used to it.’ The sadness in his tone and the way his broad shoulders had begun to slump again was heartbreaking. ‘Are you leaving now?’

‘Yeah, I’ve got to get to the airport.’ But what she wanted to do was stay and support him, not head home for a meeting she was quite frankly terrified about.

There was a distance between them, a tension she couldn’t fathom, as if he didn’t want to touch her. In case his mama sees. Or perhaps it was because when he touched her, the same as when she touched him, he wanted to hold on and never let go.

‘I’ll be back on Tuesday,’ she said brightly, not that she felt that way. ‘It’s not long.’
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Xanthe’s emotions were pulled in every direction as she got on the plane to London. How she felt about the meeting, the potential breakout role or about Dimitris, the villa and her broken Greek family was all a confused muddle.

The long journey was exhausting and after an emotional couple of days it was bittersweet taking the Gatwick Express to London Victoria followed by the familiarity of heading home on the Tube. Parminder and Lucy welcomed her and it felt like old times having dinner together at a local pub. After his Sunday afternoon matinee, Jude joined them and they sat in the pub garden with a cold pint each, catching up on the last month. Xanthe left out anything to do with Sakis and her day at the beach with Dimitris – she’d tell Jude about everything when they were on their own. Sweltering in the mugginess of the city, Xanthe missed Kefalonia’s dry heat and fresh sea air. And, as she headed to bed for a fitful night’s sleep before her big meeting, she realised the weather wasn’t the only thing she was missing.
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Palpitations made it hard for Xanthe to concentrate on anything other than trying to control her breathing. Her legs felt weak as she walked to the centre of the room and turned round to face the casting directors. A bead of sweat trickled into the small of her back.

This should have been a meeting and audition she’d rehearsed intensely for, but her time and attention had been taken up by Dimitris and being in Greece.

Was her lack of preparation because deep down she didn’t want the role? Didn’t want the pressure or crave the recognition and prestige it would bring?

Her eyes traced the open and encouraging faces of one of the biggest casting directors in the musical theatre world and her assistant. They wanted her to do well. Their initial chat had been relaxed and filled with praise. All that was left was for her to sing. Now she was here facing them, she was desperate to prove herself and show them what she was capable of.

The tension that had been winding through Xanthe over the past few days poured from her as she started to sing, the words from ‘On My Own’ soaring to the far reaches of the room, the nervous palpitations turning to fluttering excitement, safe and secure in herself, her voice, her ability. Although she was undecided about what her answer would be if she was offered the role, she wanted to give it her all; it was in her nature. As heartfelt emotion wrapped around each word and her voice effortlessly filled the space, she was satisfied she couldn’t have done any more.
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‘How did it go?’ Jude was waiting for her down the road outside The Shaftesbury Theatre with his fingers crossed and an expression somewhere between a grin and a grimace.

‘I need a drink.’

‘Is that a good or bad thing?’

‘Well, they offered me the part so…’

‘Oh my god, Xanthe, that’s amazing!’ He threw his arms around her, nearly knocking her over. He pulled away and held her at arm’s length. ‘How the hell are you so calm?’

‘It’s a lot to take in. I’m worried if I can really do this, you know, not being their first choice.’

‘You may not have been their first choice, but you are their second,’ Jude stressed.

‘But do I really want to be a second choice?’

Jude shook his head. ‘Xanthe Fox, stop being a diva. This is the role of a lifetime. And trust me, afterwards you will be everyone’s first choice.’ He hooked his arm in hers and steered her away from the theatre. ‘This calls for a celebration!’

She knew her worries were unfounded. Of course she could do this; she’d been working towards a role like this for years. It was just the severe nerves that morning had reminded her of the unhealthy stress she’d recently felt. Although right now she was strangely calm and emotionless. Jude certainly made up for her lack of excitement on the walk to The Alchemist in Covent Garden by doing a celebration dance as they entered the bar.

They chose a table by the window and Xanthe, still feeling spaced out, happily let Jude order. People threaded their way along St Martin’s Lane and Xanthe felt very much at home in the heart of Theatreland, a strange sensation after having started to feel at home in Greece.

The waiter returned and Xanthe’s eyes widened at the sight of two red cocktails bubbling over with dry ice. The waiter placed them on the table along with a mezze plate of food. ‘Oh my god, Jude! What the hell did you order?’

Jude grinned. ‘You gotta love the theatrics – seems fitting to celebrate your success.’

‘Cocktails on a Monday in the middle of the day…’

‘If we can’t treat ourselves when something epic happens, when can we?’ Jude knocked his glass against hers. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to find out today though.’

‘Neither was I, but apparently they saw me in Oliver! when we opened last year, so they already knew they liked me.’

‘Which is why you were their second choice.’

‘Exactly.’ Xanthe sipped her amaretto and whisky cocktail. ‘It was really about meeting me and confirming what they already felt.’

‘This is huge, Xanthe!’

‘I know.’ She breathed deeply and gazed through the windows at the blur of people passing by. ‘It’s just nerves and the enormity of it. I’ve liked the pressure being taken off, the slower pace of life. It feels scary to step back into the limelight with an even bigger role – more pressure, more attention.’

Jude reached for her hand. ‘It’ll be a different sort of attention than you’ve had recently. It won’t be anything like the fallout with Austin, I promise. Yes, the focus will be on you, but it will be about your talent, about you embodying the role of Éponine. It won’t be about your personal life. You’ll be on a West End stage, not beamed into millions of living rooms like Austin was. His fame is crazy. This will be different. A good different.’

‘Thank you.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘You are the voice of reason I needed to hear.’

‘That’s what best mates are for.’ He picked up a grilled Padron pepper and popped it in his mouth. ‘Talking about your personal life, though, what happened with Dimitris at the beach?’

‘Oh my god, so much.’ And for the next hour Xanthe poured her heart out to Jude over cocktails and food while London life raced by outside and she relived the highs and lows of the last couple of days.

‘Bloody hell, Xanthe, that’s quite a turnaround in just over a week. Fun with a sexy Greek and the role of a lifetime. Ka-ching! You, my lovely, have hit the jackpot.’

‘Maybe.’ Xanthe wrinkled her nose. ‘I have until Thursday to give them my answer and once I get back to Kefalonia I need to make some serious decisions about the villa. Time is running out…’

‘On what? You’ll know in your heart what to do about the villa.’ Jude paused and studied her, his eyes widening. ‘Oh, you’re talking about Dimitris, aren’t you? But he’s a holiday fling, right? Shag him and get him out of your system – that would be the smart thing to do,’ he said matter-of-factly before scraping back his chair. ‘Need a wee. Be back in a minute.’

Xanthe wasn’t sure how effective sleeping with him to get him out of her system would be, not when sparks had already flown. What to do about the villa was also not straightforward. She had an estate agent coming out to value it, but the idea of selling it was becoming less and less appealing even if it would enable her to buy a flat back here. Just the idea of letting go of the villa, leaving Kefalonia and saying a final goodbye to Dimitris felt enormous, leaving her heart and head twisted with conflicting emotions. Unless, of course, it didn’t have to be final…

Her phone pinged and a message popped up on the screen. The name sent her heart juddering. She scooped up her phone and clicked on it.

Hey there, heard you’re back in London for a flying visit. Would love to see you if you have time. I’ll be at The Lounge between 4 and 5 this afternoon. Our old stomping ground. Come say hi. It’ll be good to catch up. A x

Xanthe stared at the message, reading it over and over, trying to make sense of it. After months and months of silence, Austin was reaching out. The hurt and upset steamrolled back, a stark reminder of what she’d lost but also what she’d gained – her freedom, self-worth, the ability to open up and the possibility of letting someone new into her heart only a whisper away.

She could ignore the message; she should ignore it, and yet she was intrigued. Why now? After all this time, why was he reaching out? How did he even know she was back – unless he was quietly following her on social media? And of course they still had mutual friends; nothing stayed secret. Despite the feeling of everything closing in around her, the desire to find out what he wanted was overwhelming, along with a need for closure.

Jude returned, sliding onto the chair opposite. She turned her phone round to show him the message. His eyes widened.

‘What the actual hell?’ Jude looked at her then back at the message, a frown creasing his freckled forehead. ‘You’re going to tell him where to go, right?’

Xanthe scrunched her lips. ‘Actually I’m going to say yes.’ She leaned forward. ‘I need to do this for my own sanity.’

‘Don’t fall for his charms. Not again.’

‘Please give me some credit! He’s a sweet-talking piece of shit, however good looking and charming he may be. I promise you I have zero interest in Austin bloody Carter.’
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Xanthe’s sadness at saying goodbye to Jude was swiftly replaced by nerves as she hopped on the Tube to go and meet Austin. It could all be some cruel trick and he might be planning to stand her up, although perhaps that would be preferable to seeing him again.

The Lounge was a cosy neighbourhood café close to where Austin used to live before he became a big name, and somewhere they’d spent a lot of time together. Had he chosen it because it would dredge up mostly happy memories? Or was it because it was far from the flashy expensive places he now frequented and so he was less likely to be noticed?

Austin was tucked at a table at the back, one of their favourite spots, and as Xanthe made her way towards him, memories screamed back: tucking into brunch the morning after they’d spent their first night together; sharing a celebratory bottle of wine to toast their successes; and a candlelit dinner to mark their first anniversary.

Austin stood when she reached the table but she kept her distance, reluctant to hug or kiss his cheek; she felt vulnerable enough without risking stirring up any feelings she once had for him.

‘You’re looking good.’ He beamed at her, any hint of remorse absent as he sat back down. ‘How did the audition go?’

‘How did you know about that?’

‘Oh, I hear things.’

Xanthe slid onto the chair opposite. ‘It was a meeting rather than an audition and it went well, thanks.’

‘I took the liberty of ordering for you; I remembered how much you liked their sherbet lemonade.’ He gestured at the jam jar glass of cloudy lemonade in front of her. ‘Unless you could do with a coffee after the day you’ve had? Or gin?’

Xanthe narrowed her eyes as a tightness travelled across her chest. ‘The lemonade’s fine.’

‘It really is good to see you.’

She studied his face, trying to work out if he was being serious or not. ‘I’d like to say the same, but I’d be lying.’

‘Look, I know.’ He sat upright and leaned his arms on the table. ‘I really am sorry for treating you the way I did.’ He brushed his fingers against her hand.

Momentarily she was lost in his familiarity: the lips she’d kissed countless times, the blueness of his come-to-bed eyes, the high cheekbones and chiselled jaw. There was still a lot to like, but his lack of morals and atrocious behaviour had overshadowed his likability for her, if not his fans.

Xanthe pulled away from his touch, not wanting to revisit old feelings or allow herself to consider the ‘what-ifs’. Not any longer.

‘I’m glad you’re sorry, but actually you did me a favour. If I hadn’t found out about you cheating when I did, I would have done eventually, but by then I would have wasted more of my life with you.’ He opened his mouth and she held up her hand. ‘If you didn’t want to be with me, you should have said⁠—’

‘I did want to be with you.’

‘Yeah, me and god knows how many others. That’s the bit you fail to understand – you can’t have everything without a fallout. I was the fallout. Except it didn’t really impact you because to treat me the way you did, there was no way you actually cared for me.’

‘I did, Xanthe.’ His eyes shifted from hers as he sat back in the chair, his full lips tightening.

Xanthe sighed. ‘So what do you want to talk to me about? I’ve got to catch the train to Brighton soon.’

His eyes flicked away again and he reached for his sunglasses, playing with them between his fingers. Xanthe knew him well enough to know he was nervous even if his relaxed demeanour exuded confidence. She’d watched him on The Graham Norton Show, lapping up the applause and whoops from the audience, effortlessly engaging with Graham and the other guests, while holding his own alongside A-list Hollywood stars, and yet Xanthe had seen past his bravado by the way he’d played with this thumb ring, as if needing some way of grounding himself, to stop his hands from shaking, just as he’d done at every audition he’d been to.

‘Austin, just tell me,’ she said firmly.

‘There’s a reporter delving into my private life.’

Xanthe choked back a laugh. What private life? she thought.

‘They’ve been talking to people I know and, er, they have you on their radar.’

‘Ah, so you don’t want me to talk to them.’

He held her gaze. ‘They’re wanting to run a negative piece and it’s my reputation on the line.’

Xanthe snorted. ‘Your reputation?’

‘Everything happened so fast.’ His jaw clenched. ‘The attention was insane and I kinda rode the wave⁠—’

‘And that involved sleeping with practically every bloody woman you met while still being with me?’

‘What I did was wrong, which is why I’m trying to apologise⁠—’

‘While asking something of me.’

‘I just wanted to give you a head’s up.’

‘All to protect yourself.’ He knew exactly what he was doing messaging her out of the blue and arranging to meet in one of their favourite places, her favourite drink already ordered. She’d drunk far too much this afternoon, yet her resolve was crystal clear. She took a gulp of the sweet and zesty lemonade. ‘You can’t charm me into doing things, not any longer. I can see past your pathetic attempt at an apology. How you treated me is still fresh in my mind, yet I’m doing just fine without you.’

Kefalonia had given her the distance and perspective she’d needed, with the time to process her feelings and realise how much better off she was without him. Her confusion on the flight back to London had been eased after a successful meeting and now she had fresh clarity over her lack of feelings for Austin. Dimitris’s soulful eyes filtered into her thoughts. There was so much she’d gained from her newfound freedom – and it was freedom from a relationship that had been doomed the second Austin had strayed, taking advantage of his fame, popularity and good looks. And he still had the audacity to ask things of her and order a drink on her behalf because he wanted to be in control.

Xanthe scooped up her phone, tucked it in her bag and leaned closer as she lowered her voice. ‘But I won’t talk to the reporter, not because you don’t want me to or because I care about protecting you and your image, but because I have nothing to say. I have better things to do and don’t want to waste any more of my time thinking about you. I spent far too long being miserable and moping about, believing life was unfair because you cheated on me. I don’t want to relive being made a fool of to a reporter who will probably twist my words. I’ve moved on and am loving life. There’s opportunity and possibility and I’m free to choose my own path. I’m looking forward, not back.’ She stood up and looked down at him. ‘Anyway, I’m heading back to Kefalonia tomorrow; I might be hard to find.’

‘And after that?’

‘Who knows. I’ve not decided yet.’

Austin stood up and moved around the table towards her.

She stepped back. ‘Best not give me a hug just in case someone’s snap-happy with their phone, unless you want more rumours circulating.’

Xanthe relished the satisfaction of walking away knowing she’d finally let go. Their breakup hadn’t been closure for her, but seeing him face to face instead of on a screen or via social media made her realise she felt nothing, not even anger any longer, just an overwhelming sense of her life marching in the right direction without him. Facing him and saying her piece was heaps better than therapy.
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The train journey to Brighton allowed Xanthe time to think about the next challenging conversation, this time with her mum – almost as terrifying as stepping in front of a world-renowned casting director. She couldn’t continue to put it off, not after everything she’d found out.

The last time she’d been to her mum’s house was when she’d been over for Sunday lunch a couple of months before she’d gone to Kefalonia, when her mum had been dismayed by Xanthe’s determination to put her career on hold to do up the villa.

Lin had moved from Hove to Brighton when her relationship with Xanthe’s stepdad had become serious. It was a dream life in many ways, a large semi-detached house on a leafy street in a vibrant seaside town within commuting distance of London. Was it better than what her mum had given up in Greece? Xanthe wasn’t sure, but as long as her mum was happy, did it really matter?

By the time Xanthe arrived, the twins had not long got back from their after-school clubs. She was greeted with a wave by Jacob who had a piece of toast in his mouth, while Archie gave her a tentative hug and Bramble rushed around her feet desperate for attention.

Lin led Xanthe through to the kitchen. ‘The boys are having some time on the Nintendo; John’s still at work and the kettle’s on. We have time to ourselves.’

They sat outside with mugs of tea and Bramble snoozing on the patio between them. The heat wasn’t as intense as in Greece, the view not nearly as captivating, but there was something comforting about sitting with her mum and listening to Bramble’s rumbling snores while looking out on the garden with its neat lawn, shrub-filled borders and trampoline, the cherry tree at the end screening much of the house opposite. No, it wasn’t a patch on the view from the villa on Kefalonia, but despite Xanthe never having lived here, it felt homely.

Lin picked up her mug of tea and blew on it. ‘So, how did it go?’

‘They offered me the part.’

Lin squealed, nearly spilling her tea. ‘That’s fantastic, Xanthe! My goodness, this is your absolute dream.’

Xanthe nodded. ‘It certainly is.’

‘How are you so calm? I’d have shimmied in doing a celebration dance!’

‘Jude’s already done one on my behalf.’

‘You should be so proud of yourself.’ She squeezed Xanthe’s hand. ‘I’m so proud of you. So, when do rehearsals start and the actual show? You’ll need to let me know so we can book tickets!’

‘I haven’t said yes yet.’

‘What do you mean you haven’t said yes?’ Lin put her mug down with a thump on the wooden table.

‘There’s a lot to think about.’

‘What on earth are you talking about? This is the part you’ve wanted since you were a teenager. Even I know the words to Les Mis by heart from listening to you constantly singing it. You have to say yes.’

‘Do I?’ Xanthe knew she was being purposefully provocative, but maybe it was a good thing for her mum to understand that her few weeks away had been as refreshing as this role would potentially be life-changing.

Lin huffed. ‘I don’t understand you.’

‘I’ve really loved being on Kefalonia; it’s allowed me the chance to think about my future and what I want to be doing both now and long term.’

‘Don’t let that place disrupt your life.’ She looked on the verge of tears.

‘I haven’t decided anything yet.’

‘You were doing perfectly well before you went there.’

‘But I wasn’t, Mum. I was miserable and hurting. I was exhausted and burnt out. I needed to take time out and Kefalonia has been more than I could have hoped for. I don’t know, it’s opened my eyes to the possibility that there’s more to life than working six days a week, dealing with constant late nights and spending my one day off catching up with washing, forever feeling like I’m missing out on something – a normal social life, meeting someone who isn’t a selfish, egotistical actor. Just simply living and loving life.’

‘That’s really how you feel about work?’

‘I did. Maybe I don’t any longer. I needed the break, Mum, that’s all. And I do love Kefalonia – its beauty, its peace, its people.’ Some of them more than others, she thought. ‘Agatha’s place is something else – the garden… I have no words. You should really come and see it.’

‘You know exactly how I feel about that.’

Xanthe took a deep breath. Really she needed something a lot stronger than tea, but as she was flying back to Greece first thing in the morning, now was her only opportunity to talk to her mum. ‘I do know because I now understand what happened to make you hate the place and Papou so much. I know about his affairs,’ she said softly.

Lin took a sharp intake of breath. ‘How do you know?’

‘I’ve been on the island for weeks, Mum. I’ve been talking to people who knew him, who knew Yiayia too. And you.’ She toyed with whether she should say more or not, but then thought sod it – none of this should remain buried in the past. ‘I saw your aunt Eirini and talked to her. She told me everything.’ She reached for her mum’s hand and held it in hers. ‘I’m so sorry. I wish you’d been able to talk to me about it and I’m sorry you dealt with this all alone for so long.’

Lin’s hand tensed as she looked away, her jaw clenching. Xanthe’s heart ached for her.

‘I also found letters that Papou wrote to Agatha⁠—’

‘I knew it, that bitch!’ Lin wrenched her hand from Xanthe’s and scrunched her fists. Bramble’s head shot up. He cocked his head, looked at her briefly, then settled back to sleep. ‘I knew she’d had an affair with him too,’ she hissed.

‘He wanted to, that much is true.’ Xanthe opened her bag and took out the stack of letters her grandfather had written to Agatha. ‘And it seems they were in love with each other before Papou and Yiayia were together. Agatha went to the US to pursue her art and they wrote to each other. But there are also letters from Papou written about thirty years ago. Dimitris is certain Agatha didn’t have an affair with him.’

‘Dimitris?’

‘The neighbour.’ Xanthe felt her cheeks flush. ‘Who Agatha left part of the garden to. He knew her well.’

Lin huffed. ‘I knew her well. Loved her like family. Chose her as your godmother. Then she betrayed me in the worst possible way.’

‘Did you ever talk to her though?’ Xanthe leaned forward. ‘After you found out what Papou had been up to?’

‘I didn’t need to; I could see her guilt.’

Xanthe pursed her lips. It was all so clear now. Along with her grandfather’s actions, her mum’s hurt had been made worse by assumptions and lack of communication.

‘I believe Agatha did feel guilty but not for the reasons you think. Papou wanted to have an affair with her. In his letters to her he asks why she refuses to, keeps wanting her to reconsider. Then he gave her an ultimatum, telling her he was coming to her house in the hope that she’d let him in and finally say yes.’ Xanthe tapped the journal. ‘Her response was to take herself out of the situation and go to the mainland to visit friends. I found the diary entry where she said “I will not betray my friend. I will not end up hating myself. He will find the house closed up and me gone. That is my answer.” She loved Papou, but I think she loved you more, me too and Yiayia. They were friends, remember. They grew up together.’ Xanthe opened the journal to one of the pages she’d bookmarked the evening before flying to London. ‘Read this bit and things might become clear. Agatha wrote it a few days after Yiayia’s funeral.’

Lin pulled the journal in front of her and took a deep breath. Her expression was emotionless, her jaw set tight, but frown lines deepened as she slowly read the Greek. It was one of the passages Xanthe had found the other evening while she’d been waiting for Dimitris. The words were now seared into her head as much as her heart from having read it countless times.

I loved Gio once and I still do in my own way. He had my heart but he didn’t wait. I know he doesn’t love me the way he should, the same as he didn’t love his wife honourably or treat her with the care and respect she deserved. My dear friend. I could never betray her, even in death. I have lost too much to lose even more. I am happy being on my own. It is what I’m used to and I have much to be thankful for: my career, my art, my garden, my friends, the connections I’ve kept and made over the years with people who are dear to me. I don’t need Gio in order to be happy. Betraying my friend’s memory is not how I want to live, nor do I want to be with a man who can be so cruel.

Xanthe gave her mum all the time she needed to read it, letting her digest and mull over the words. Finally she broke the silence. ‘Mum, the only thing Agatha was guilty of was falling in love with someone who didn’t wait for her. She turned down Papou when he suggested having an affair thirty years ago, and even after Yiayia died and there was no one to stop them being together any longer she chose not to be with him. She didn’t want to be part of his lies. She chose to be alone rather than be with someone who had hurt everyone he was supposed to have loved, her included.’

Lin looked up from the pages of Agatha’s journal, her eyes damp with tears. ‘I was wrong about Agatha. All this time I thought she…’ Lin shook her head and the tears spilled, streaking down her cheeks. ‘Why did she never talk to me?’

‘Would you have believed her?’ Xanthe reached for Lin’s hand. ‘From other things Agatha wrote, I think she hoped you’d come back. She believed time was a great healer, but perhaps she underestimated the hurt Papou caused.’

Lin met Xanthe’s eyes. ‘And he hurt her too. He chose to marry Mama instead of waiting. And when Agatha turned him down, instead of accepting her decision and focusing on his marriage he chose to have affairs with other women. For what? To make himself feel better? More of a man? Agatha chose wisely, had self-respect and honour. I never saw it and now it’s too late to say sorry.’

‘I think Agatha leaving me her house was her way of making peace. She must have known I’d find the letters and journals and read them.’

Lin pulled her hand from Xanthe’s and wiped away her tears.

‘I’m sorry I’ve upset you,’ Xanthe said.

Lin shook her head. ‘You haven’t. And it’s time you knew the truth; I’m sorry for not telling you. I’ve just found it so, so hard to…’

‘I know.’ Xanthe reached for her mum’s hand again and squeezed it. ‘Hopefully I’m not just dredging up bad memories. I’ve also met Toula.’

‘Toula?’ Lin looked at her in shock.

‘Your childhood friend. She runs a café in the village and is really lovely. Me and Jude put on a little show for one of her grandchildren’s birthday parties. She remembers you fondly. I think she’d like to see you again.’

‘She remembers me?’

‘Why are you surprised? She misses you and wishes you’d stayed in touch – that she’d got in touch.’

‘I didn’t exactly make it easy for her.’

‘No, you didn’t. But she understands. She’s been really good to me.’

From inside, footsteps clattered down the stairs, followed by Jacob shouting, ‘How long till tea, Mum?’ In a minute her mum would be busy cooking, Xanthe and the boys helping, her stepdad home. There would be no time to continue this conversation besides right now. ‘There’s one other thing,’ Xanthe said, holding her mum’s hand tighter. ‘I know none of this is easy, and I wish I’d had the guts to talk to you about it before – Papou’s in a nursing home.’

Lin drew a sharp intake of breath. ‘I knew he was living in Argostoli but that was it.’

‘Great Aunt Eirini told me. She’s visiting Papou while she’s over and I’m going to go and see him when I fly back tomorrow.’ Xanthe reached out and brushed away the fresh tears rolling down Lin’s cheeks. ‘He’s not well, Mum. He has Alzheimer’s. I know you can’t forgive him for what he did, but you need to know and I want to see him before it’s too late.’
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Xanthe’s whirlwind trip to London did nothing to ease her confusion about what to do next; if anything, she felt even more uncertain. As she’d anticipated, her conversation with her mum had been emotionally charged. Jacob and Archie careering into the garden ravenous for dinner had been a welcome interruption. Xanthe had put the story straight about Agatha and had done what she could about her grandfather; she’d never forgive herself if something happened to him and she hadn’t made her mum aware of his poor health. Lin didn’t say much about it, focusing instead on the boys and getting dinner ready, but she was subdued for the rest of the evening. Before bed, Xanthe had phoned Jude and told him all about her conversation with Austin and then her mum. She fell asleep emotionally exhausted.

Throughout the flight back to Kefalonia, Xanthe’s head was telling her that being offered the role was the best thing in terms of her career and moving forward, building on her success and making a name for herself that wasn’t tarnished by being Austin Carter’s ex-girlfriend. Yet, despite knowing that would be the smart move, her heart yearned for the laid-back life on Kefalonia: for the sweet earthy smell of homegrown tomatoes straight from the vine; for a big bowl of Greek salad with a slab of oregano-speckled and olive oil-drizzled feta; for the dazzling blue of the Ionian Sea; for the salty tang and crumbly filo of Toula’s spanakopita; for waking up drenched in sweat and being able to walk straight into the garden, her hot skin kissed by a herb-scented breeze; for Dimitris’s smile when it reached his big brown eyes. In that moment it meant everything. He meant everything.

Before driving to Kallithea in the north, Xanthe made the short drive from the airport to Argostoli. The timings had worked out well with Xanthe’s great aunt Eirini visiting her brother and Xanthe was relieved to not have to see him on her own.

‘I saw him yesterday,’ Eirini said in Greek as she greeted Xanthe outside the nursing home with a kiss on each cheek. ‘And told him you were coming today. It is helpful to prepare him as it’s been such a long time. I’m not sure he will remember you.’

Xanthe felt a stab of guilt as she followed Eirini into the cool of the tiled entrance hall. A long time was an understatement when there’d been zero communication. It was only now, after everything she’d discovered, that she was beginning to wonder if he’d ever tried to get in touch with her mum.

Eirini led the way and greeted one of the nurses who went through what to expect and how to behave, then showed them to the room.

‘Only stay for a short time,’ the nurse said in Greek, looking between Eirini and Xanthe. ‘To not overwhelm him.’

Xanthe’s guilt resurfaced, leaving her feeling awful even if he had brought his loneliness upon himself. Had stirring things up been a mistake?

Eirini brushed past the nurse and bustled into the room. Xanthe tentatively followed, wishing she was anywhere but here, although she realised she’d brought this upon herself too by digging into her family’s history.

Dust motes swirled in the sunlight, pouring through the half-drawn curtains. A ceiling fan whirred. The window was open but the combination of heat and the semi darkness was stifling.

Xanthe wouldn’t have recognised the man sitting hunched in the armchair by the window in a million years. While she faltered, Eirini dropped her bag on the end of the bed and sat in the empty chair next to him.

‘Stergio, it’s Eirini,’ she said gently, taking his hand in hers. At his confused look, she continued. ‘Your sister, Eirini. Remember? I was here yesterday.’

His reply was little more than a grunt.

‘Remember I told you I was bringing someone special with me?’

His milky eyes flickered towards Xanthe and she felt herself flush.

‘Elina, is that you?’ Befuddlement crossed his face.

‘He doesn’t get many visitors,’ the nurse said from the doorway. ‘I’ll be down the hall if you need me.’

Xanthe swallowed, fighting back an overwhelming desire to burst into tears. She didn’t know her grandfather well, her memories of him at least two decades old, but the ones she had were of a bright, strong man with a healthy tan, a shock of white hair and a booming laugh. He’d always been teasing someone, her grandmother telling him off. Full of life, not the shadow of a man crumpled into the chair by the open window. His shirt looked too big for him, or perhaps he’d shrunk. His previously tanned, muscled arms were now bony and washed-out as if he hadn’t seen sunlight for a long time.

Xanthe’s heart ached with sadness at him saying her mum’s name, knowing what she thought of him. She decided it was best not to answer, not to say who she was. The last thing she wanted to do was to confuse him even more.

‘Stergio, this is your granddaughter, Xanthe. Remember Xanthe? She was only little the last time you saw her.’

‘Xanthe,’ he said quietly, his frown suggesting he was struggling to work out who she was.

Eirini indicated for Xanthe to pull up another chair.

In a daze, Xanthe did as instructed, fighting against the desire to run from the room. It was too challenging to be in his presence after all these years, knowing now what she did, the upset he’d caused, the hurt, the sadness and anger.

Despite the warmth in the room, his hand was cool. It felt slight too. Any strength he’d once had had been sapped from him. He leaned forward, his tired, weepy eyes scanning her face. He pulled his hand from hers and rested it in his lap, his raised veins visible through paper-thin age-spotted skin.

‘You have a lovely view.’ Wanting to divert his attention, Xanthe nodded towards the open window and verdant hills of Kefalonia across the water.

‘Elina?’ he asked again, his tone uncertain.

‘Stergio, this is Xanthe, her daughter.’ Eirini’s tone was surprisingly soft. ‘Your granddaughter.’

His frown lines deepened. Xanthe’s chest tightened as she sensed his inner turmoil. He probably wanted it to be her mum in her place. She was who he wanted to see; she was the person he remembered and who he needed to make peace with. With a start, Xanthe realised the last time her grandfather had seen Lin, she’d only been a few years older than Xanthe was now.

‘You’re not my Elina.’ For the first time it seemed as if he was properly looking at her. His damp eyes were still filled with confusion, yet there was a clarity to his voice. ‘Where is she? What have you done with her?’

‘I… I’ve not done anything,’ Xanthe stammered, wide-eyed.

‘Eirini, where’s Elina. Eirini?’ He looked around, confusion spreading over his face as he took in the room, his eyes resting on his sister before flicking back to Xanthe. His cheeks were flushed, his breathing rapid. He wound his hands together in his lap, his already delicate skin whitening with tension.

Eirini was striding to the door, calling for the nurse. With her heart racing, Xanthe stood up. This was a mistake. She took in her grandfather’s frail frame, darting eyes and confused, fearful look. She moved to the door and glanced down the hall, desperately willing Eirini to return with the nurse.

‘Elina,’ Stergios sobbed.

Unable to leave, Xanthe turned back. Her heart broke to see him curled in on himself, a shadow of the fun-loving grandfather she remembered. The way he said her mum’s name broke her. Even if he didn’t remember what had happened or why their relationship had disintegrated, his sadness was evident. She closed the distance between them and gently put her arm across his shoulders, feeling his sobs rattling against her.

Voices talking in Greek and footsteps in the hallway broke the moment. Eirini and the nurse took over and Xanthe backed away. Without waiting for her great aunt, she rushed from the nursing home, crossed the road and set off along the waterfront, needing to get away, to breathe the warm sea air and rid herself of the pain lodged in her chest. Her face felt on fire as she turned to face the light breeze, hot tears streaking her cheeks. With sweat dribbling down her back and her top sticking to her skin, she tugged her sunglasses on from her hair and sat down on an empty bench between two palm trees. The water glistened where the sun caught it, and pale grey clouds clustered over the hill beyond, the light and shade reminding her of the happy memories she had of her grandfather that contrasted with the sad reality she’d just witnessed.

Xanthe pulled out her phone and, without thinking, rang her mum. She glanced at her watch; she’d be at work, but as Xanthe rarely phoned, and after yesterday’s conversation, she was bound to answer.

‘You’ve arrived safely?’

‘Yes, landed a couple of hours ago. I’ve just been to see Papou with Eirini.’

Silence.

‘Mum, he thought I was you… He was upset and confused.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ Her voice was clipped, yet filled with emotion.

Xanthe breathed deeply, allowing the fresher air away from the nursing home to envelop her. She tried to drown out the background noise of vehicles on the road behind and the snatches of Greek and English as people strolled by.

‘Because I can’t not say anything, not after seeing him. I didn’t recognise him, Mum. He’s frail and just seems so sad, particularly when he thought you were there.’

‘He’s that unwell?’

Now there was just raw emotion in her voice. Xanthe imagined her mum trying to hold it together on the other end of the phone.

‘Yes he is. I’m sorry. I only have good memories of him, yet I don’t know him and I regret that even though it was out of my control. For you it was a choice, but unless I tell you what the situation is, you’ll never know. One day he will be gone and you’ll lose any chance of seeing him again.’

She didn’t want to emotionally blackmail her mum, but seeing him like that had hit her hard. Agatha was no longer here and Xanthe desperately regretted not having made time to see her. She hadn’t had the chance to get to know her grandfather and now it was too late. What she could do was try and help her mum put the family feud behind her. To give them both peace. If she decided not to, that was her choice, but at least Xanthe wouldn’t regret not trying.
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Xanthe drove back to the villa with the windows wound down, the sun as delicious as silk against her skin. If she’d been feeling emotionally drained before going to visit her grandfather, the feeling was tenfold now. She felt responsible for his upset and for her mum’s as well. Was she putting her mum in an impossible position by dredging up the past? Perhaps, but he was her family too and she couldn’t let the chance of seeing him after so long pass her by. She’d also felt it was her responsibility to give her mum the information she had; only then would she be able to make an informed choice.

The hour drive back to the villa was a tonic, the beauty of the island soothing as a breeze buffeted her. She’d felt comfortable sitting with her mum in the garden of her Brighton semi, but being back on Kefalonia and nearing the villa somehow felt as if she was coming home.

Dimitris’s truck wasn’t outside his house, but his mum’s car was. Xanthe grabbed her rucksack and retreated into the garden of Villa Aster, a sense of ease washing over her to be back even if her insides were in turmoil. She still had to decide about the role, and despite only having spoken to her agent after yesterday’s meeting, she’d already received an email saying: I hope you had a good flight. Let me know when you’ve made a decision. Felicity. Xanthe knew what she was really trying to say was: I need your answer asap. She wasn’t going to get it today. Xanthe was going to use the time to think and decorate. She had painting to finish ready for the valuation at the end of the week. So for the rest of the afternoon she kept busy, washing down the walls in the newly opened-up kitchen, dining and living area and undercoating them.

She stopped to make a simple dinner of grilled chicken with lemon and oregano and a big Greek salad with tomatoes from the garden. She ate on the far terrace next to Agatha’s dragonfly sculpture which looked ready to take off and fly out to sea. The contrast between here and London couldn’t have been more apparent and in that moment she knew she couldn’t not return. Agatha’s villa was a gift because it would enable her to come back, it would be her link to the island and her heritage. Agatha wanted her to have it for a reason. Could she really entertain the possibility of giving it up?
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Xanthe was cleaning the brushes in the kitchen sink when a knock on the open patio doors made her jump.

She looked up to see Dimitris silhouetted in the doorway. The way he was casually leaning, clasping a bottle of wine, suggested he was less stressed than the last time she’d seen him.

Knowing that running over and flinging her arms round him would be way too much, she finished rinsing off the brush and returned a smile. ‘Hey, I didn’t think you were home.’

‘I only got back a little while ago.’ He held up the bottle. ‘I thought you might like a drink.’

‘Perfect timing.’ The tingling was back. She dried her hands and found two wine glasses.

‘This is looking good,’ Dimitris said, gesturing to the newly painted room, the white undercoat brightening the walls.

‘A couple of top coats and it should look even better.’ She brushed past him out onto the patio. Understanding it would be a bit of a mood killer, she bit back the desire to immediately ask if his mum was aware that he’d come over.

‘How was London?’

‘Busy, confusing, stressful. Lots of things.’

‘Sounds like you definitely need this then.’ He poured the wine and handed her a glass. As their fingers touched, a jolt took her right back to their day at the beach and all the feelings she’d had then.

‘Is everything okay now, you know, with your mama?’ she asked as they sat in the shade facing the garden.

‘The same as it always is.’ He took a gulp of wine and leaned forward, the glass clasped in his hands, his elbows resting on his knees. ‘It takes time for her to adjust to being back. After spending time with my brother and his wife, she’s sad to come home, this time more than ever.’

‘Oh?’

‘She’s going to have another grandchild.’

‘That’s great news.’

‘It is, but I know Mama is torn because they’re on the mainland. She’d like to spend more time with them, plus she struggles being here with the memories.’

‘Because of the accident?’

‘Yes, that and Baba leaving her.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s why I started spending so much time with Agatha, because Mama had to go to the mainland with Vangelis for his treatment and with Baba not around Agatha would often invite me over for dinner. She said she wanted to make sure I was eating properly – as if I couldn’t look after myself at the age of eighteen – but I knew it was also because she was lonely.’

Fighting back the urge to take his hand, Xanthe sipped her wine. Emotions swirled between them, heightened by the setting and it being Agatha’s home, her garden spreading out in front of them.

‘It was Agatha’s choice to be on her own and in the end, despite everything, she found happiness.’ Xanthe gave him a run-down of everything she’d found out from Agatha’s letters and journals. ‘Agatha turned my papou down. Perhaps that’s why he went on to have affairs with other women, because he was unhappy in his marriage.’

‘That should never be an excuse,’ Dimitris said vehemently.

‘Oh, I agree. Trust me, I completely understand that.’

‘It’s the same for my baba having an affair, because it was easier than dealing with reality. It’s cowardly and pathetic.’

‘You still struggle with your parents’ breakup?’

‘Because it was my fault.’

Xanthe shook her head. ‘Your father’s bad choices aren’t down to you.’

‘It was my decision to get in the car with Evi that caused my family so much heartache. Baba may have left us anyway, but still, it makes me wonder what would have happened if I’d made a different choice.’

‘You weren’t the one behind the wheel,’ Xanthe said firmly. ‘It’s not your fault.’

Dimitris drew in a shuddery breath and nodded. He placed his glass on the paving and looked at her intently. ‘We’re talking about such difficult things and I haven’t asked you about your meeting?’

‘It was good.’

‘You don’t sound sure?’

‘No, I am. Sure, I mean. It all went well and they offered me the part.’

‘That’s incredible!’

‘It is.’

‘This is your dream, right?’

‘The role of a lifetime; the stepping stone to stardom!’ Her laughter disguised the stress she was feeling.

‘Then we should celebrate!’ He topped up their wine and knocked his glass against hers. ‘Congratulations, Xanthe. Yamas!’ They sipped their wine. Dimitris frowned. ‘You still don’t look happy. It’s a big decision?’

‘It shouldn’t be; it should be the easiest decision in the world, but somehow it feels a huge deal.’

‘When do you have to decide?’

‘Soon.’ She met his eyes and they looked at each other, their moment of silence conveying so much. ‘You know, I found other stuff in Agatha’s diaries, when she talks about you, if you’d like to see them?’

At Dimitris’s nod she scooted inside to collect the most recent journal from the bedside table. Returning to the garden, she flicked through to the pages she’d bookmarked and handed it to him.

She picked up her wine and leaned back in the chair, giving Dimitris time to read as the garden hummed with life around them.

After a few minutes, Dimitris stopped reading and looked up. Xanthe knew which bit he’d reached.

His eyes flicked back to the page, a frown creasing his forehead. ‘She says “although I never had children I think of him as a son”.’ He pointed to himself. ‘And “I hope one day he meets Xanthe”.’

Her godmother’s words reconfirmed what Toula had suggested and what Xanthe was beginning to believe as well, that Agatha had wanted them to meet, and by leaving the house to Xanthe and giving some of the garden to Dimitris, she knew their paths would cross.

‘And we did meet each other, in the place she loved the most,’ Xanthe said softly. ‘This garden was her haven.’

Dimitris nodded. ‘She rarely went anywhere, but she dreamed.’

‘You mean she was a dreamer?’

‘Yes, exactly that. Romantic too, always wishing for me to find someone special…’ He trailed off and gazed wistfully around. ‘Her garden and her art were her escape. People bought her sculptures from all over the world, yet she stayed right here, only travelling for work or to visit friends on rare occasions.’

‘All because my papou, the man she fell in love with, didn’t wait for her and chose someone else. He gave her up for a woman he felt would make a good Greek wife and mother, while Agatha gave up her exciting career travelling the world, exhibiting her sculptures because of what it had cost her. It’s so sad.’

‘It makes you think, each choice we make can have a different outcome.’

It was Xanthe’s turn to look away. She focused on the oregano and thyme she’d re-potted after they’d been smashed by Lia and her friend, a pertinent reminder about choices and consequences and their unintentional impact. Tomorrow she needed to make big decisions about this place and her career, choices that had the potential to define her future, with no real way of knowing what would be the right choice. It was ironic that Agatha had left Kefalonia and the man she loved to pursue a career and decades later Xanthe was considering doing exactly the same thing… Except it wasn’t the same; Dimitris was just a summer fling and Xanthe’s career was well established.

‘I miss her,’ Dimitris said with sadness. ‘I talked to her a lot. She talked to me too.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘Everything.’

Xanthe gazed ahead at the view, the softening light casting a pastel wash over the sea, its silvery surface tinged pink, and let the silence between them grow. He’d say more if he wanted to; she wasn’t going to push him.

‘But mostly we talked about family. I could talk to her about things I couldn’t talk to anyone else about.’

‘Not even your mama?’

‘Especially her. Everything changed after the accident. My brother had surgery on the mainland and was in hospital for months. When he came home he had trouble sleeping. I don’t know how to explain it. He’d wake in the night sweating and screaming.’

‘Like a panic attack.’

Dimitris nodded. ‘Exactly that.’ He looked misty-eyed and Xanthe sensed his own panic when he was talking about his brother. ‘He hated being back here. He always has done. As soon as he could leave, he did.’

‘He’s never come back? Not even to visit?’

‘Not since he was twenty. What happened to him broke Mama and destroyed my parents’ marriage, which is why I’ve always blamed myself.’

‘But you got hurt too.’ Her eyes traced the raised but faded scar on his face.

‘My bad judgement was the cause.’

Dimitris was carrying so much anger and hurt. It put Xanthe’s own childhood into perspective. She hadn’t wanted her parents to divorce, but there had been a marked improvement in all of their lives once they had, as if the freedom of being apart made them happier people and therefore better parents. Her brother had struggled though, and while Xanthe had managed to ride the emotional wave, he’d come crashing off it and, like Dimitris’s brother, had escaped, although for very different reasons.

It was clear now why Dimitris had stayed and was the one to support his mum. Xanthe understood where the undercurrent of tension between mother and son came from. Dimitris’s guilt made him want to please her even if it meant agreeing when he didn’t. It made for an easier life, and didn’t everyone want that? But at what cost? He was wound so tightly with nowhere for his pent-up sadness, anger and regret to go. Befriending Agatha and talking to her had been his therapy and from what Xanthe had read in her godmother’s diaries, it had been a similar experience for her. He had friends, he had Vassilis, Toula, his work, but his life revolved around his mother and trying to manage her mental health, while his own had taken a battering. Although Dimitris and his brother had made it out of the crash alive, its impact was continuing to ripple through their lives.

Xanthe put her arms round him and he pulled her onto his lap, hugging her close as he buried his face in her neck. She could feel his heart thumping and his breath ragged and hot against her skin, but she felt his tension begin to abate as he held her tightly till he started breathing evenly again.

‘Enough talking,’ he said, placing the journal on the paving.

‘I have leftover lemon chicken and salad if you’re hungry?’

He looked at her intently. ‘No, not really.’ She could happily lose herself in his eyes, and when he dipped his hand beneath her top and smoothed it up her side, all those delicious feelings that had been present on the beach came flooding back.

‘What do you want to do then?’ Her words were charged with suggestion.
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They kicked off their shoes in the doorway of the bedroom and by the time they reached the bed, Dimitris’s T-shirt and Xanthe’s top had been discarded on the tiles. Xanthe’s head emptied of all thoughts as their bare skin connected. There was a ferocity and passion from Dimitris that surprised her, as if he’d given himself permission to release all his pent-up emotion and she was his fix. His hands caressed away her worries, his lips pressed against hers, so needed and so good, the feeling of him intoxicating. Her brief time away may have raised more questions for Xanthe but her feelings for him were as strong as when they’d first kissed.

‘You are so fucking beautiful,’ he growled as he removed what remained of her clothes and kissed his way across her breasts downwards, teasing her almost to the point of no return.

He rocked their bodies with passion, allowing Xanthe to rediscover feelings and sensations that had long been absent.

He drew Xanthe on top of him, kissing her deeply and teasing his fingers down her back as she sank onto him with a groan of pleasure. It was funny how things worked out, Xanthe’s first impression of Dimitris, grumpy and withdrawn, so incredibly different to the passionate and wonderful man she was making love to right now.
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Dusk fell, bathing the room in a silvery-pink light. Xanthe left Dimitris lying in bed and pulled on her knickers and a vest top, then retrieved the wine and glasses from outside and put together a plate of bread, cheese and olives.

‘Well, we did work up an appetite…’ Dimitris grinned and took the glass of wine she offered as she slid back into bed. ‘Unexpected though.’

Xanthe snorted and slapped him playfully on the arm. ‘You came over with condoms in your pocket. I’d call that prepared! And this would have happened the night after the beach, except…’

‘I know.’ He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes and Xanthe immediately regretted reminding him why he hadn’t come over.

She popped an olive into his mouth and his surprise broke the brief tension, his smile most definitely reaching his eyes this time.

Damn, he was sexy.

‘You did say you’d worked up an appetite…’ Xanthe teased.

‘That is true.’ He picked up an olive, rolled it between his thumb and forefinger and pushed it sensually into her mouth.

Xanthe held his gaze, relishing the saltiness of the olive and the deliciousness of him.

He sipped the wine, put his glass and the plate of food on the bedside table and reached for her.

‘Seconds,’ he said as he gently pushed her back down on the bed and they made love for the second time that evening.

Xanthe wanted to fall asleep in Dimitris’s arms, but it was too hot. Their skin was sticky and the ceiling fan did little to cool them down now a floodgate of lust had been opened. Neither of them could get enough of each other. So they lay together with a breath of space between them, the sheet only wrapped around their legs. The room was dark apart from the glimmer of moonlight outside.

When they woke a few hours later, sunlight was streaming across the patio and they wore each other out again with energetic morning sex. While Dimitris went back to sleep, Xanthe lay awake watching the ceiling fan spin while her head tumbled with thoughts. Why, when something felt so perfect, did it have to end?

How could she sell this place? Somewhere Dimitris loved, that held happy memories of the woman he’d been closer to and who had cared more for him than his own mother. But Dimitris wasn’t her boyfriend. Her earlier thought about him being just a summer fling returned. She glanced at his sleeping form then turned her attention to the room that was beginning to feel like her own. This had been her godmother’s home for decades, her haven where she’d found solace in leading a quiet life, tending to her garden and creating the sculptures inspired by her surroundings using materials that were tired, worn and unloved. Was that how Agatha had felt about her own life? She’d found passion in nature and art, but as far as Xanthe could tell her godmother had never found true love. Had that meant she’d never been completely happy?

Dimitris stirred as she glided her hand across his stomach and into his chest hair. Her earlier thought that selling this place would be wrong was lodged in her head. What she was certain of was that she’d fallen in love with Villa Aster and its garden as much as she had with Dimitris. Her fingers stilled in his hair. Her heart thumped. The thought that she loved him had popped into her head so unexpectedly that she felt dazed for a moment. As she lay there nestled against him, she tried to sift through her feelings. Wasn’t the way she was feeling now how she’d felt with Austin? Except this time it was more so; everything was accentuated, although perhaps that was because it was the morning after their first night together and she was aware that whatever this was could only last until she went home. She’d been convinced that Austin had been ‘the one’ and yet look how that had turned out. And they’d been friends before they’d become a couple whereas she hardly knew Dimitris. Was what she was feeling actually love or simply an infatuation with a man who made her feel good about herself, who’d reawakened something in her, helped her to move on and feel worthy of being loved again? Perhaps her feelings were wrapped up in this place, its beauty, the location, being far from home and reality for a while. That must be it.

Unable to get back to sleep, she took in his profile, his shapely face, long straight nose, the dusting of stubble, his tanned lean chest rising and falling, his toned stomach and smattering of hair that disappeared beneath the sheet…

If she kept the villa then she’d lose out on the money from selling it, which meant she could kiss goodbye to a decent deposit to buy her own place. But then she’d be no worse off than she had been. She wondered if Agatha had left it to her believing she’d sell it, or had she hoped that Villa Aster would weave its magic over her exactly like it had done? Her dream of a place of her own could wait. There was nothing wrong with house sharing in London, not when she lived a hectic life of multiple shows a week, late nights, auditions, castings, call-backs, the highs and lows of an acting life. If she kept the villa then she could let it out to tourists and make a bit of money. It would help with things back home and then she’d still have the option of coming back for a week or two every year.

The morning sun eased through the open patio doors. The house needed air conditioning because the fan above the bed had done little last night to cool their sweat-slicked skin, and although the patio doors were wide open, only a little breeze filtered in. She snuggled closer to Dimitris.

The merry-go-round of her thoughts wouldn’t let up and she was uncomfortably hot and unable to get back to sleep. She didn’t want to get up yet or think about making big decisions or returning to London when all she wanted was Dimitris. Enjoying what she had right now was good for her soul – bloody good for my body too, she thought as she whipped off the sheet and planted kisses on Dimitris’s neck, tickling across his chest downwards, turning his initial sleepy complaints into a moan of pleasure…
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‘Dimitri?’

Xanthe’s eyes fluttered open. A distant voice called again. ‘Dimitri?’ Harsh and oddly familiar.

Shit. Not so distant. Getting closer.

Xanthe woke Dimitris up for the second time that morning, although this time rather less enjoyably. His sleepy groans should have been sexy and enticing but…

‘Your mama,’ she hissed while jabbing her finger in the direction of the open patio doors.

‘Dimitri!’ Louder, even closer. More intent.

‘Shit.’ Dimitris launched himself off the bed, all tanned flesh and firm buttocks as he scooped up his shorts and started to pull them on while hopping his way to the door. If Xanthe wasn’t so worried about Irida walking in on them, it would have been funny.

‘Mama!’ Dimitris disappeared onto the patio, his voice tense and breathless.

‘What are you doing here?’ Xanthe heard Irida ask sharply in Greek.

There was a pause. Xanthe pulled the sheet up to cover her nakedness, hardly daring to breathe let alone move to put on clothes in case she made a noise. She imagined Irida taking in the sight of her half-asleep son, bare-chested with bed hair, and putting two and two together.

‘What do you think I’m doing?’

Dimitris’s reply sounded like a challenge.

Irida said something Xanthe couldn’t make out followed by, ‘I can’t lose you as well.’

Dimitris sighed. ‘You’re not going to lose me, Mama. And you haven’t lost Vangelis either.’

‘I have. You know I have.’

Xanthe realised she was holding her breath as she listened to the conversation between mother and son play out.

‘He changed after the accident, everything changed.’ There was a tremor in Irida’s voice. ‘You know how much he changed. Our quiet, kind, thoughtful boy became angry, scared and resentful. He’s never been the same.’

‘He grew up, Mama,’ Dimitris said softly. ‘He would have changed anyway.’

‘Not to the extent he did.’ Irida huffed. ‘And he left the island, never wants to return⁠—’

‘Just because he doesn’t want to come back doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to see you. He’s happy when you visit, isn’t he?’

‘It’s not enough.’

‘Then stay with him more.’

‘And now you, with that woman.’

‘Her name’s Xanthe.’

‘She will steal you from me.’

‘No, she won’t.’ A heartbeat of a pause. ‘Because I can’t be stolen. You don’t own me, Mama. You’re my mother and Xanthe is… I really like her. I’ve never felt the way I do with Xanthe with anyone.’

Xanthe’s heart crashed into her ribcage.

The footsteps retreated. ‘Then she will only break your heart when she sells this place and leaves,’ Irida snapped, her voice becoming more distant.

Xanthe jumped out of bed, grabbed Dimitris’s T-shirt from the floor, pulled it on and rushed to the doorway just in time to see Dimitris catch up with Irida on the edge of the patio.

‘I can’t stop living my life any longer, Mama.’

Irida swung round to face him. ‘You’re going to leave me for her, aren’t you?’

‘Mama,’ he said, gently taking her face in his hands so she was looking at him. ‘Mama,’ he said more firmly. ‘I love you and I will always care for you, but I need to start making choices that are right for me, not just for you.’ He shook his head. ‘I need to follow my heart and have a chance at happiness.’

Xanthe stepped back into the doorway and leaned against it. Everything he was saying about following his heart was what she’d been trying to do too. She’d thought she’d find happiness back in London through her love of the theatre, of performing, through the people she met, fellow actors like Austin. But perhaps she’d been wrong all along, and following her heart in coming back to Kefalonia to discover her heritage and piece together her family’s past was exactly how she was going to find happiness, because Dimitris was standing just a few metres away. She’d never have met him if she’d stayed in London, stayed on the path she’d been on for ten years and had never taken a chance. But was that enough? Was he enough?
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‘I’m sorry if you heard that.’ Dimitris joined her on the patio by the open bedroom doors. He ran his fingers through his mussed-up hair and glanced back to where Irida had disappeared around the corner of the villa.

‘You have nothing to apologise for,’ Xanthe said firmly. ‘Although it does feel a little as if you’re sleeping with the enemy…’

‘I’m not sure Mama will ever approve of anyone I’m with, not since…’ He breathed deeply. ‘Since what happened with Evi.’

Xanthe cupped his face in her hands and kissed him. ‘I’m not her and I’m sure you’ve grown up a hell of a lot since then too.’

‘Grown up, yes, but not moved on.’ He took her hand, led her into the sunshine and sat down, pulling her onto his lap. ‘I’m always looking back, you know? Looking at the past and never moving forward because I’m worried about hurting Mama again. How can I move on when she can’t?’

‘Perhaps you moving on will be the way you allow her to as well.’ Dimitris opened his mouth as if to protest and Xanthe put a finger to his lips. ‘I don’t mean that you’re holding her back; if anything, it’s the other way around. You can’t continue to feel guilty for things that weren’t your fault. It’s obvious how much you care for her and how much hurt and regret you’re carrying, but without letting go of some of it, how can things ever change?’

Dimitris curled his arm tighter around Xanthe’s waist. She could feel his chest rising and falling, his internal battle palpable in his ragged breath.

‘I’ve caused her nothing but hurt; she blames me and⁠—’

‘You’re wrong.’ Xanthe shook her head and pressed her hand to his bare chest. ‘She loves you, Dimitri. I heard what she said about being fearful of losing you. I don’t think she blames you for what happened, but either way, her love is stronger than any resentment, that much is clear even if she doesn’t show it in the way she should.’

He nodded, but with his clenched jaw it seemed as if he was trying to hold back his emotions. ‘I just think she’d be much better away from here, just like Vangelis is happier away from Kefalonia and all the memories. There are lots of good ones but they’re buried beneath the traumatic ones.’

‘Does she want to leave?’

‘She talks about it all the time, but something keeps stopping her in here.’ He pressed his fist to his heart.

‘Do you want to leave?’

He met her eyes and they studied each other for a moment. All sorts of possibilities flew through Xanthe’s head, different scenarios where they could be more than just a summer romance. She wondered if he was thinking the same.

‘I’m not sure.’ He sighed and broke their trance. ‘But right now I do need to work.’

‘And I need to finish painting.’

‘You have someone coming out to look at the house?’

‘Yes, tomorrow.’ Xanthe’s insides tightened at the thought. She wanted to ask him how he felt about her selling it, but she already knew. She could see it in his eyes, sense it through the way he spoke about the place and Agatha. ‘I have to decide about this job too.’

‘An important couple of days then. Do you know what you’re going to do?’

‘About the job?’

Dimitris nodded.

‘I keep playing different scenarios in my head and getting more confused. This role has been my ambition for years, but the pressure will be full on and I’ll be back to the routine of working unsociable hours all the time. I don’t know if I can cope going back to that. It’s what I’m used to and signed up for, but I keep thinking, is there more to life? Are there other things I want to do?’

‘I suggest you do what’s best for you right now and follow your heart. I’ve only seen you sing at Calliope’s birthday, but you were… I actually have no words to describe how good you were. Hold on to your dreams, Xanthe. If they’re what you really want.’

It felt like an impossible choice, a decision that would massively impact her life and take her back to England, away from Kefalonia and the freedom she’d found here, away from Dimitris. Although perhaps he didn’t feel quite so strongly about her leaving…

Fighting back tears, she breathed deeply. ‘Do you want your T-shirt back?’

Dimitris grinned, dipped his fingers beneath the hem of the T-shirt and ran them up her bare thigh. ‘I’ll get it from you later. That’s if you’re okay with me coming over again tonight?’

‘I thought you’d never ask.’
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Once Dimitris left, Xanthe was glad to have the villa to focus on. After breakfast and a shower, she threw herself into painting a coat of white on the kitchen and living room walls. She half expected Irida to show up and give her a mouthful about tempting her son away. Irida may be angry and upset, but she wasn’t a monster. She was hurting, had suffered much loss in her personal life and loved her son. He just needed to love himself and start making choices that benefitted him and not just his mother.

With music playing, the doors and windows thrown open and the memory of her night with Dimitris still fresh, her heart felt lighter than it had in days, the big decisions put to the back of her mind for a brief time as she sang and painted. The musty, dark house had been transformed into a bright and welcoming space, flooded with sunshine, each window and door offering a beautiful view into the fragrant and colourful garden alive with nature, bees and butterflies hovering around flowers and little lizards dashing beneath bushes.

She wondered what Agatha would have made of the transformation. And what she’d make of her and Dimitris? Was she smiling down, her hope of them meeting as she’d written in her journal having come to fruition? Unable to get Dimitris out of her head, she was counting down the hours until the evening when they’d see each other again. She hoped the way their relationship had progressed from their unfortunate start would have made Agatha happy. It had certainly made Xanthe happy.

Despite attempting to put off making decisions, she was thwarted when Felicity messaged in the middle of the afternoon.

I don’t want to pressure you but I need to give them an answer about Les Mis by midday tomorrow. If you want to talk things through, I’m here, so give me a call. If it helps, you are PERFECT for this role and I know how hard you’ve worked. You deserve every bit of success that comes your way. Anything I can do to help you make the right decision, let me know.

Xanthe stared at the message. Help you make the right decision. That in particular troubled her. Whatever she decided, there would be no way of knowing if it was right or not. If she said yes only to discover on opening night that the nerves and fear were all too much, it would be too late and, if she said no, would she regret not taking a chance? Wasn’t there a saying about only regretting what you didn’t do, not what you did? With that reasoning, she should keep Agatha’s villa; giving that up would be like walking away from Kefalonia and all she’d discovered here – and she should take on the role.

She had one more night to sleep on it before letting Felicity know her decision. Although actually that meant one more night in Dimitris’s arms and she already knew spending another night with him would make leaving even harder.

With her thumbs hovering over her phone, her chest felt tight as worry zipped through her. She had choices, with no easy way of deciding. Kefalonia had given her the time and space she’d needed, but it had also thrown up more questions. It had reconnected her to her family and she’d learned what had torn them apart. She’d moved on from Austin too, well and truly putting him behind her, but that had a lot to do with Dimitris.

You’ll have my decision first thing tomorrow, I promise x

There, she’d sent it. Yes, she could talk things through with Felicity, but she already knew what her agent thought; she needed to figure out what she actually wanted.

With the newly painted walls drying, Xanthe cleaned the brushes and closed up the villa. She needed to get away from Agatha’s house, the draw of the garden and the imprint of her and Dimitris on the sheets.

It wasn’t far to Dafnoudi beach where she’d gone with Jude just over a week before. The walk along the path beneath the trees was ideal thinking time. She could phone Jude and get his take on things, but she already knew he would sway her towards returning while stressing that she needed to do what was right for her. Talking to anyone, even her best friend, would not help.

The beach was as beautiful as she remembered, the clear water surrounded by tree-covered hills and rocky outcrops. She couldn’t give this up. Her link to the island had been reconnected and, given time, she hoped her mum would find it in herself to return too, even if she couldn’t face seeing her father.

A few people were camped out on the beach, families and couples enjoying the summer. Greek schools had already broken up and soon the island would be inundated with more tourists as the holiday season started in earnest. But for now, with only the rhythmic whoosh of tiny waves, a sharp call of a seabird and the joyful laugh of a child, it was peaceful. Xanthe wrapped her arms around her legs and soaked up the bright sunshine, rippling sea and dreamy blue sky. She missed Jude, her friends, her mum and the rest of the family; she actually missed working and the routine she’d been so fed up with; she missed the camaraderie of a show, the excitement, anticipation and nerves of stepping on stage coupled with the applause and knowledge of entertaining hundreds of people night after night. What time away had given her was a new appreciation of everything she did have, and all that she thought she’d lost had been meaningless anyway. It felt as if she’d come full circle back to the person she used to be: confident, determined and full of creativity with a zest for life. Someone who said yes to opportunities and embraced the unknown rather than running away from them through fear and doubt.

Being on Kefalonia was a dream; a place to come to for holidays with friends and family. A place to recharge. An island she wanted to return to and hold dear to her heart. Villa Aster wasn’t somewhere she could willingly give up, not now, not after being immersed in its beauty or the island and its people for the last few weeks. At the same time she wasn’t willing to give up on her life back home and everything she’d worked hard for either, at least not on a whim or because she’d spent a night with someone she was drawn to – even if it had been a hell of a night and one she hoped would be repeated again tonight and every night until she returned to London. Her passion for photography hadn’t diminished, but her passion for the theatre, for performing on stage, hadn’t either. She needed to grasp the opportunity being dangled in front of her with both hands. No regrets.

She took out her phone and thumbed a reply to Felicity.

Actually, you can have my decision now. I’ve been so torn over the last few days for so many reasons, but after a LOT of soul-searching I know in my heart what I want to do. So please tell them yes. I would love to play Éponine – it really is a dream role and a dream come true. Xx

There, the decision was made and it felt oddly anti-climactic. She should be celebrating with friends – and she would once she got home. At least she could celebrate with Dimitris this evening. She’d stop in Fiskardo on the way back to buy fresh fish and wine. Her heart juddered and her stomach somersaulted. Was it really the right decision?
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With a clear head plus one major decision made, Xanthe was ready to make another one and phoned the estate agent about the valuation at the end of the week the moment she got back to the villa. It was too late in the day to continue decorating and her rumbling stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten much since breakfast. Dimitris would be back soon and anticipation teased through her as she lit the barbecue. After prepping the food in the kitchen she messaged him.

I’m doing a Jude and embracing cooking outdoors – got halloumi and fish ready to go on the barbecue if you’ll get back in time to join me? x

Every fibre of her being couldn’t wait to see him and repeat the night before. With a week and a half left in Greece, they still had time and she planned to make the most of it.

I’ll be there x

His reply sent her stomach into a spin. Whether she’d get him out of her system as Jude had suggested was doubtful, but she was going to have a hell of a lot of fun trying.

Her phone pinged again. Thinking it was another message from Dimitris, she clicked on it.

Hey, I know we didn’t end things on the best of terms the other day, but if there’s ever anything I can do for you, or if you want me to put in a good word for you, just shout. Wanted to give you a head’s up – the reporter has Jude’s name and is going to contact him for a story about me and you. Please tell Jude not to say anything. And remember, if you need anything, ask me. A x

Xanthe stared at the message from Austin in disbelief, then thumbed a reply.

Jude can say whatever the fuck he wants. You though can go to hell.

She sent it and blocked him. She was done with his games, with him trying to manipulate her. She was done feeling worthless and tarred by his behaviour, because she felt loved and hopeful and free. Austin was in her past and she was determined to only look to the future.

Thirty minutes later, the sound of Dimitris’s van pulling up on the lane followed by his footsteps on the path made her heart race. He rounded the corner and strode towards her, his serious expression out of kilter with how she was feeling.

‘Don’t go,’ he said the moment he reached her. ‘All day I’ve been thinking about you and what I really wanted to say.’

All the positivity she’d felt since messaging her agent suddenly came crashing down around her.

‘What do you mean, don’t go?’

‘I don’t want you to leave.’

Any remaining clarity disappeared in an instant. ‘I’ve already told them yes.’

‘I thought you were still thinking about it?’

‘I was but I realised this opportunity is too big to say no to. I don’t want to leave either, but I can’t stay. After all the work I’ve put in for ten years, I needed to be brave and say yes. I don’t want to have any regrets.’ But what if he ends up being the regret, Xanthe thought. What then? ‘You could always come to London…’

‘I can’t leave Mama.’ His tone was firm. Had she meant for him to come to London for good? For him to live there? Or just to visit? He’d dismissed the idea so easily, yet was asking her to stay.

‘Yesterday you suggested I followed my heart.’

‘I know, it’s just…’

‘Oh my god, you meant you, didn’t you?’ The words were out before she could stop them.

‘I don’t know what I meant. I was being truthful though about chasing your dreams because I know what it feels like to be held back. Maybe I hoped you felt the same way about me as I do about you.’

Xanthe stopped him from saying anything more with a kiss, but also it stopped her from having to reply because everything was muddled again. She wasn’t sure how she truly felt about him; she ached for him and wanted nothing more than to enjoy his company, to enjoy him, but was that reason enough to turn her life upside down? It was an infatuation rather than love, surely? Her decision was done but now she was questioning if it was the right one. Breathlessly they pulled away from each other.

‘The halloumi’s burning.’

‘Shit.’ Xanthe shot over to the barbecue and turned the halloumi over with the tongs. The white cheese was charred, but at least it gave her an excuse to concentrate on something other than Dimitris and his feelings for her as she flipped the rest of the slices. The smoke drifting into the air had a bitterness to it. She’d been so sure just moments before, finally feeling positive about her future and moving on. Now his words had stirred up doubts and sent her spiralling back into confusion.

While she tried to save what she could of the over-grilled food, she heard Dimitris retreat inside to pour drinks. More than anything she wished she could turn back time to that morning before Irida had come over. Last night had been perfect and simple, with no talk or thought of the future getting in the way. Their feelings had been shown through actions and the simplicity of exploring their bodies, whereas feelings put into words and decisions about the future had thrown that into disarray. It was done now though, the words said and future plans laid out. They could either dwell on it or make the best of what they had: a somewhat disappointing dinner, beautiful surroundings and each other’s company.

So that was what Xanthe did when Dimitris returned with large glasses of wine. While they drank and ate, she steered the conversation away from her heading home. Dimitris stressed he’d been clear with his mama that at the age of thirty-one if he wanted to spend the night with the woman living next door then he would, and managed to convince Xanthe that they wouldn’t be interrupted again.

With the initial conversation put to the back of their minds, the sky darkening and the nighttime insects emerging, it didn’t take long for their chat to flow into suggestive flirtation before kissing took over – a lot of kissing. They retreated to the bedroom and picked up where they’d left off that morning, although this time it was a more sensual and less urgent seduction as they played and teased, taking time to discover what each of them liked.

An hour later, Xanthe lay on the bed staring up at the ceiling fan, her skin slick with sweat. Resting on his elbow, Dimitris traced circles on the curve of her hip with his fingertips.

‘What are you thinking?’

‘That I’m going to miss this.’ She flicked her attention to him. ‘That I’m going to miss you.’

‘I’m going to miss you too.’ His fingers circled again, edging closer to her inner thigh, to the point it was hard to catch her breath. ‘At least we still have some time together.’

Would that make it even harder to let go? His teasing was certainly making it hard for her to think straight.

There was a silver lining to the decisions she’d made that day, one that would hopefully soften the blow for both of them. Now she was lying in bed with him, physically satisfied if emotionally tangled, she knew without a doubt one decision in particular had been the right call.

She drew his hand across her body, pulling him close until he was lying beside her.

‘I may be going back to London for the job,’ she said quietly, ‘but I’m not selling the house. I called the estate agent today to cancel the valuation. I’m keeping Villa Aster, so it’s not as if I’ll never come back. It’s not going to be goodbye for good.’
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With the nights spent together, Xanthe kept busy during the day painting the last coat of white on the walls before starting on the stripped and sanded kitchen doors, painting them a Greek blue.

Irida made herself scarce, and even with Dimitris out working during the day, Xanthe didn’t see her. A sense of guilt occasionally washed over her whenever she thought of Irida alone in the house, worrying if her son was being stolen from her, but Xanthe knew that wasn’t the truth.

On Saturday, after four blissful nights with Dimitris, she was dozing on the bed in the heat of the afternoon wondering if he was going to join her when her phone rang.

With a sleepy groan, she picked it up and answered. ‘Hey there, Mum.’

‘I’m in Argostoli.’

No ‘hello’, no ‘how are you’.

Confusion ricocheted through Xanthe as she scrambled to sit while trying to make sense of her mum’s words.

‘You’re where?’

‘Argostoli.’ A sharp intake of breath. ‘I’ve just visited my father.’

‘You’re on Kefalonia?’

‘Don’t act surprised; this is what you wanted.’

Panic gripped Xanthe at her mum’s words which were edged with blame. ‘I only wanted you to visit if it was what you wanted.’

‘After everything you said, I couldn’t not come.’ Lin’s voice was tight, her words ending with a gulp as if she was trying to stifle a sob.

‘Oh Mum, I’m so sorry.’ Xanthe swung her legs off the bed, all thoughts of Dimitris waking her up in the best possible way after his siesta vanishing. ‘Do you want me to come pick you up? I can be there in an hour.’

‘No, thank you, I’ll get a taxi. I just wanted to let you know I’m on my way.’

Xanthe threw on a summer dress over her bra and knickers. It felt as if she’d woken from a dream, the brief conversation with her mum confused and unexpected. Yes, this was exactly what Xanthe had urged her mum to do, but what if coming to Kefalonia and seeing her father again after nearly two decades ended up doing more harm than good? The last thing she wanted was for her mum to resent her or to dredge up feelings that perhaps should have remained buried.

It was too late now.

Xanthe didn’t know what to do. She glanced at her watch: 3.07 p.m. She’d have about an hour until her mum got here. There was no chance of getting back to sleep and she’d finished painting and had already cleaned the brushes. What she needed was Dimitris.

Xanthe considered knocking on their front door but she didn’t want to risk disturbing Irida, so she walked round to the back of the house only to realise that she’d never been inside and so didn’t know which window was Dimitris’s bedroom. It felt ridiculous at the age of thirty-one to be creeping about like this, fearful of the mother of the man she was sleeping with catching her.

‘Xanthe?’

With a start, she turned to see Dimitris lying on a swing chair in the shade of a walnut tree. He shuffled over and patted the space next to him.

‘You’re not having a siesta?’ he asked.

She joined him and sighed. ‘My mum phoned from Argostoli. She’s just visited my papou.’

He rubbed his eyes in such an adorable way. All she wanted was to curl up with him and be rocked to sleep together, to not have to think about what emotional state her mum would arrive in. Dimitris shifted onto his elbow, his free hand sliding around her waist.

‘That’s a good thing, right?’

‘She sounded stressed.’

‘Not surprising if she hasn’t seen him for years.’

‘I guess I’m feeling guilty for making her relive emotions she didn’t want to go through.’

‘You didn’t make her do anything. You encouraged her, that’s all.’

‘I put the idea in her head and emotionally blackmailed her, saying Papou was unwell, might not have long left…’

‘You told her the truth. I promise you she’ll thank you one day even if it hurts now.’

All the worry and doubts that had been so effortlessly erased by spending time with Dimitris were creeping back. ‘I’m a bit of a mess. There’s not long till I have to go back to London, I’m trying to get the house finished and I want to spend all my time with you. Now Mum’s going to be here, and you…’ Xanthe didn’t know how to put into words what she was feeling; all she knew was that time was running out.

‘Maybe this is for the best your mum being here. Give you time to talk.’ He gently squeezed her waist. ‘And I should probably spend one night at home. Four nights in a row with you is just making Mama more anxious.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Actually, why don’t we use this as an opportunity? You could bring your mum over here. We can all spend time together. I can cook⁠—’

‘What, and leave me to entertain our mums on my own?’ Xanthe scrunched up her face at the thought of spending the evening with Irida and adding her own mum into the mix. ‘You really think that’s a good idea?’

‘No, of course not, but if it means I get to spend more time with you then it’ll be worth it.’

She couldn’t argue with that. ‘How about we eat at Agatha’s and I invite Toula as well.’

‘The perfect person to break up any tension.’

‘Exactly, but she and Mum are old friends and Toula knows your mama as well, right?’

‘They know each other. I’ll make stuffed peppers and bring them over.’

‘And I’ll do salads.’ She smiled. ‘I don’t burn salads.’

He tugged her to him and kissed her gently on the lips. ‘It’ll be okay, I promise.’
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Lin arrived an hour later, dragging a small suitcase behind her and blowing air over her flushed face.

They hugged and her mum held on for a little too long, which spoke volumes. Xanthe showed her to the spare room which was still sparsely furnished but clean and cool with a fresh lick of white paint across the walls.

‘Tea or wine?’ Xanthe asked when Lin returned to the kitchen looking fresher having swapped jeans for a summer skirt.

‘What the hell do you think?’

Xanthe opened a bottle of wine and handed a glass to her mum, and they sat on Agatha’s flowery sofa that faced the open patio doors.

‘I like what you’ve done to the place.’

‘You remember what it looked like?’

‘The garden’s just as beautiful.’ Lin nodded. ‘Her ashes were scattered here?’

‘Yes,’ Xanthe said softly with a lump in her throat. ‘By her dragonfly sculpture.’

Tension pulsed between them. Lin gripped the stem of the wine glass and perched on the edge of the sofa, her knees together and feet rooted to the floor. Her dark hair was tied in a bun and her lips were pinched as she looked around. Xanthe sipped the white wine, biding her time, afraid to question her mum and wanting to give her the opportunity to process her feelings and open up.

‘All week I’ve been torn over what to do. We’re coming up to twenty years since losing Mama.’ Lin breathed deeply. ‘And then what I learned about Agatha, about my father – it stayed with me, made me question my reaction to him and Kefalonia. To everything.’ She drank quickly from her glass. ‘What you said about seeing him before it was too late hit me the other night. We’d been watching some rubbish programme but there was a central father–daughter relationship where they argued all the time but they still loved each other, and it just upset me because I realised I have no relationship with my father. I went to bed crying and John followed and just listened to my worries. And I realised how lucky I was, that despite having had a father and an ex-husband who cheated, I’ve managed to find someone so honest and caring. He made me see that ignoring my father and holding on to all this hatred was not doing me any good.’ She reached for Xanthe’s cheek, held it for a moment and gave her a look filled with love. ‘You helped me to see that too. So I booked flights.’

Lin dabbed her eyes with a scrunched-up tissue.

Xanthe nursed her wine as she built up the courage to ask the question that had been on her lips since her mum had phoned. ‘How did you feel seeing him again?’

‘I felt sorry for him because he’s lost everything.’ Her eyes glistened with fresh tears. ‘I was afraid I was going to feel love when all I wanted was to hate him.’

‘Holding on to that much anger isn’t healthy, Mum.’

‘I know. That’s why I came. He recognised me briefly, although I don’t know how much he remembers. I hope it was enough for him to know I was there and that I came back. And I didn’t feel any love towards him, but I didn’t hate him either. I just felt overwhelmingly sad. I don’t forgive him but I’m tired of being angry.’ She gestured towards the garden which Xanthe took to mean she’d missed out on being on the island where she’d grown up.

All that mattered to Xanthe as she pulled her mum into a hug was that she’d finally come back. That was enough.

Lin pulled away and raised her glass of wine. ‘And I get to pay my respects to Agatha and we get to spend a few days together.’

Xanthe tried not to think of the implications. Her mum being here would put an end to her alone time with Dimitris; yet what her mum had done was bigger than any of that.

‘If it’s too much then please say so, but Toula’s coming over this evening to have dinner with us, along with Dimitris from next door and his mum Irida.’

‘Toula’s coming?’

Xanthe nodded. ‘She can’t wait to see you.’

‘That will be really wonderful.’ Lin nodded enthusiastically. ‘I vaguely remember Irida. She had two young sons I think.’

‘You probably have quite a bit in common – she had a cheating husband too,’ Xanthe said wryly. ‘Her sons are grown up now – you’ll meet Dimitris, her eldest. I should warn you though, she’s not particularly keen on me.’

‘Oh? What did you do?’

Xanthe wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s quite a long story but I like her son and he likes me.’

‘But she doesn’t approve?’

‘We got off to a bad start.’

‘Well then, we’ll just have to make her change her mind about you, won’t we?’
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Toula arrived first, clasping a bottle of local wine and a box of baklava. She greeted Lin joyfully, any sense of resentment for being cut out of her life absent. The old friends’ genuine happiness at seeing each other left Xanthe feeling more emotional than she had already been – if that was possible.

Dimitris strolled into the garden with his mama. His demeanour was confident and purposeful, his eyes firmly fixed on Xanthe, the warmth of his smile making her insides flip and her head giddy – feelings that were swiftly erased by Irida’s steely gaze.

Introductions were made with Toula effortlessly taking charge and banishing any awkwardness with her exuberant chatter.

Dimitris kissed Xanthe’s cheeks and motioned to his mama behind him. ‘She took some persuading,’ he whispered as he trailed his hand across her hip. ‘It’ll be okay though.’

And it was, because while Dimitris produced a tray of roasted stuffed peppers and tomatoes, Xanthe poured the drinks and brought out the salads. Toula led the conversation in a mix of Greek and English, focusing on memories from when the three women were growing up; happier times for Lin and Irida.

They ate on the patio, warmed by the evening sun while birds flew between trees and butterflies danced over the bushes. The sheer beauty of the surroundings had nothing to do with Xanthe, yet she felt immensely proud to be entertaining here. She’d absolutely made the right decision in keeping Villa Aster, and the fact that her mum was here after so long and the truth about her family was out in the open made the upset worthwhile. To know that Agatha had lived honourably somehow made it even more important to hold on to the place she loved and called home, but she wasn’t just doing it for her. Xanthe hoped she was looking down on the five of them enjoying her beloved garden as they laughed and chatted together.

Toula continued to steer the conversation away from childhood memories to Xanthe’s career and how proud Lin was of her. She had an effortless way of including everyone, suggesting to Irida that she must be proud of Dimitris too, having built his own business.

‘How is Dimitris’s new website? Is it finished?’ Toula asked, looking from Dimitris to Xanthe. ‘Vassilis say you take pictures?’

Xanthe swallowed a gulp of wine. ‘I did, but I haven’t had the chance to show Dimitris them yet.’ No time between London, major life decisions and heaps of sex, Xanthe thought with a silent snort.

‘Let’s see them,’ Toula encouraged. ‘I’m sure Irida would like to. You don’t know about this?’ she said at Irida’s puzzled expression. ‘Xanthe and her friend are kindly redoing Dimitris’s website to help him get more work. Make it look smart and professional.’

Xanthe could have hugged Toula. Irida’s pinched lips and furrowed brow began to soften as Xanthe showed them the photos she’d taken of Dimitris working.

‘These are amazing, Xanthe.’ Dimitris squeezed her shoulder and kept his hand there, warm and comforting.

‘I said you were photogenic,’ she whispered.

Irida continued flicking through to the ones Xanthe had taken on their day out at the beach with Dimitris sitting on the pebbled shore, his back to the camera and arms curled around his legs as he gazed out to sea.

Knowing exactly what they’d both been thinking about on the secluded beach, Xanthe and Dimitris caught each other’s eyes.

‘They are good.’ Irida looked up at Xanthe, a faint smile on her lips.

The knot of tension in Xanthe’s chest loosened a little. She didn’t want Irida to hate her or fear that her son was being stolen away by a woman she detested. They’d got off to a bad start but Xanthe had hope that she would thaw given time. Although time was the last thing she had.

Xanthe took her camera inside and cleared away the empty plates and bowls. Dimitris joined her in the kitchen as she was plating up the sweets Toula had brought.

‘Our mamas are bonding over ex-husbands who left them for other women.’ Dimitris slid his arms around Xanthe’s waist and nuzzled her neck as they gazed out through the kitchen window together. ‘Toula is actually quiet for once, because she’s been married and happy for years.’

‘Toula is evidence that true love is possible.’ Xanthe sighed and Dimitris squeezed her tighter. ‘And my mum found happiness the second time round. I hope your mama does too.’

‘A man is not what she needs,’ Dimitris said quietly, resting his head on Xanthe’s shoulder. ‘But she does need to let go of her hurt and move on. Maybe move away; find the joy in life again.’

‘Do you think she ever will?’

‘I have hope and an idea of how it could happen.’

Lin appeared in the doorway with two empty bottles and Xanthe and Dimitris pulled apart.

‘We need more wine,’ she announced with a slight slur.

‘On it.’ Xanthe grabbed another bottle and followed them back outside.

Xanthe’s worry about how her mum would react being back on Kefalonia had been eased by her embracing an old but loyal friend and bonding with a new one. And despite her fear of Irida continuing to hate her, the evening was surprisingly joyful as they chatted, drank more wine and polished off the baklava.

Dusk descended and Xanthe lit the lamps and citronella candles. While Irida and Lin were talking to Dimitris about his gardening business, Toula took the opportunity to steer Xanthe away from the others.

‘You and Dimitris,’ she said as they wound their way along the path lit by solar lights. ‘I’m happy for you.’

‘Vassilis told you?’

‘He say something but he didn’t need to. I can see the look you have for each other. Agatha would be happy. I think she wish this for you.’ She waved her hand around.

‘What, the house or Dimitris?’

‘Both.’

‘You realise I’m leaving in less than a week. Me and Dimitris…’ She turned away from Toula, upset catching in her throat. She focused her attention on Agatha’s dragonfly sculpture, the metal parts glinting in the moonlight, and traced her fingers along the smooth edge. ‘It makes me wonder what comes next.’

‘You have your whole life to look forward to.’ Toula placed a warm hand on her arm. ‘You can always return. The house will be here, I’ll be here, Dimitris will be here. There’s lots to come back for.’

Footsteps on the terrace made them both turn. Irida walked towards them with an envelope clasped in her hands. Although her face was pinched, there seemed to be less hostility as her eyes rested on Xanthe.

‘Toula, can I speak to Xanthe alone, please.’

‘Of course.’ Toula gave Xanthe’s hand a squeeze before leaving them.

The two women looked at each other. Irida finally broke the silence and held up the envelope.

‘This is a letter Agatha wrote to you last summer. She gave it to me for safe keeping. You should have had it long before now.’ Irida straightened up and gave a little nod as if prompting herself to say more. ‘Dimitris has talked to me about you, about him. He’s talked about Agatha too. I made assumptions. I’m sorry.’ She closed the gap between them and thrust the letter into Xanthe’s hand. ‘Here, it is for you to read.’

Stunned, Xanthe watched Irida retreat along the path until she was swallowed up by the trees and bushes. She looked at the envelope in her hands and turned it over. ‘Xanthe Fox’ was written in Agatha’s familiar Greek script.

With a deep breath she tore open the envelope, pulled out the letter and unfolded it. Resting a hand on the dragonfly sculpture, she turned so the moonlight fell onto the page and started reading Agatha’s last letter to her.

Dear Xanthe,

It feels strange to be writing this knowing when you read it I’ll no longer be here.

My focus was always on my career, my passion for creating, for art and my sculptures. That’s what I thrived on and what filled me with joy. My garden too, which in later life has brought me much happiness.

I fell in love with your papou when I was a young woman. I had hopes and dreams, which of course included love and settling down, but I also dreamed of travelling and studying, of pursuing a career. I was incredibly fortunate to do just that: study in the United States, then have a successful career earning a living creating sculptures and selling them to people all around the world. It came at a price though, because your papou didn’t wait for me and instead married my friend, your dear yiayia. If he’d waited, things may have been different, but then Elina wouldn’t have been born and I wouldn’t have had you in my life. I’ve never had children. It’s not something I regret, but I do sometimes wonder what my life might have been like if Gio had waited.

I’ve been lucky in many ways to have done something with my life that I’ve loved and have been proud of. The choices I’ve made I stand behind without any guilt. Although I’ve ended up on my own, I haven’t always been alone. I’ve known love and I have loved. I’ve known romantic love, but platonic love and deep friendships have meant the most.

I’m leaving my house to you because you’re my goddaughter and I’m blessed to have had you in my life, however far away from each other we’ve been physically. Your letters have always brought us close and have given me a great deal of pleasure over the years. I’m leaving some of my garden to Dimitris so he can continue to nurture it. He’s the son I never had and has always been there for me. His friendship means so much and I only want what’s best for him. My house is where I can retreat to; my garden is my escape. Villa Aster is yours to do with what you wish; I can only hope it gives you as much pleasure as it has me.

I hope you and Dimitris will meet and become friends. I think you would get along and be good for each other. Most of all I hope you will both find happiness.

With love,

Agatha x

With her hand still resting on the cool curve of Agatha’s sculpture, tears soaked Xanthe’s cheeks. She looked from the letter towards Agatha’s house where light from the lamps glowed onto the stone walls and the conversation between her mum, Irida, Toula and Dimitris drifted into the dusk. All the speculation about why Agatha had left the house to her and divided the garden with Dimitris was true; they had met and had been good for each other, yet she knew in her heart they’d become a lot more than just friends.
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How was it possible over the course of just a few weeks to go from disinterested annoyance over someone to falling in love? Xanthe had convinced herself that the feelings she had for Dimitris were simply a product of their circumstances, a short intense time where she’d been swept up in the idyll of a perfect setting with heaps of sun, sea and sex. It was a lustful infatuation and a summer romance that was coming to an end.

Xanthe’s mum stayed for five days and Xanthe felt torn. One-on-one time with her mum rarely happened, not to mention it had been Xanthe who had suggested she come out to Kefalonia, so she couldn’t simply desert her, but of course that put paid to time with Dimitris. One-on-one time with him was what she craved more than anything.

By the end of the first evening, with Toula enrapturing them all with her friendliness, laughter had filled the air. Even Irida had managed to smile. And, most importantly, she’d made peace with Xanthe by giving her Agatha’s letter.

In the days that followed, Xanthe and Lin spent time together that they never had back home, and they returned to Argostoli to visit Stergios. They mixed working on the house with trips to the beach and Lin took Xanthe to the places she’d loved as a child. Xanthe witnessed Kefalonia work its magic on her mum. Toula invited them over to hers for a meal the evening before Lin flew home and Xanthe couldn’t have been happier to see her mum happy, back on the island she’d grown up on, talking a mix of English and Greek to one of her oldest friends while Xanthe had sat with Dimitris, their fingers curled together.

They didn’t keep their blossoming relationship hidden; it had been impossible to, particularly when Toula had openly talked about it to their respective mums, perfectly breaking Irida’s tension and fully looping Lin into the situation – if she hadn’t already worked it out for herself. Dimitris stayed over for just a couple of nights and the sex had been slow and sensual, mainly because they’d been desperate to keep quiet, every creak of the bed and slipped groan astoundingly loud in the peaceful surroundings, particularly with Lin sleeping in the adjoining room.

All too soon Xanthe was saying goodbye to her mum, but their relationship had shifted, the upset, tears and truth having brought them closer than they’d ever been. And it was only a short goodbye as Xanthe would soon be following, heading back to London to sign a contract, start rehearsals and begin the next chapter of her life, her mum, stepdad and brothers only a short distance away in Brighton. A lot closer than Dimitris would be on Kefalonia.
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By the end of the afternoon on her last day, Xanthe was pretty much packed, yet there was little excitement to be going home, only nerves tainted by sadness, vastly different to the anticipation she’d felt six weeks before on her journey over.

Toula had helped Xanthe to find and organise a reputable cleaner for when she was ready to rent out Villa Aster and Dimitris had insisted on continuing to look after the garden. There were still things to do in the villa before it would be ready for paying guests, but Xanthe wasn’t bothered because it meant she’d have an extra reason to return.

After Dimitris finished work that evening, they walked down to Fiskardo along the track between the trees. The idea of coming full circle was lodged in Xanthe’s head again as they were shown to a table on the water’s edge at the fish restaurant she’d eaten at just weeks before. So much had changed. She was no longer on her own but sitting with Dimitris looking out over the bay towards Ithaca feeling far happier than she had the last time, if still conflicted.

They ate grilled seabass with a rocket and fig salad and chatted easily about friends and the jobs they’d had, their conversation focusing on the past rather than the future. It was the perfect evening to end six tumultuous yet positive weeks on Kefalonia. The heat was more intense than the last time Xanthe had been here. The tables were packed with holidaymakers and the pink-tinged sky and rippling sea was a reminder of just how wonderful the island was, although Dimitris smiling across the table at her was the best thing of all.

They took a taxi back to Kallithea and walked together to Villa Aster. Dimitris caught Xanthe’s hand as they reached the front door. Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her passionately.

God, was she going to miss him. Everything she wanted to say evaporated as she fumbled with the key before managing to unlock the door. Closing it behind them, she led him towards the bedroom. If she said more or thought too hard about this being their last night together she’d end up a sobbing mess when all she wanted was to love him.

With most of their clothes discarded, they slid onto the bed together, their legs entwined and arms wrapped around each other.

‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ Xanthe said, unable to stop her words between kisses. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.’

Dimitris pulled away, his eyes tracing her face as he lightly ran his fingers across her cheekbone, before tugging her close again.

‘I know I’ve said this before, but I wish you didn’t have to go.’

‘I wish I didn’t have to either.’

‘Then don’t. You haven’t signed anything yet. You could change your mind.’

Her heart stalled at his words. Was he being serious? How good would it feel to stay? Blissful for another week or two until the reality of giving up her career on a whim for a man set in.

‘I have to go home,’ she said firmly, afraid to entertain the thought that there could be an alternative path to her future. ‘I’ve given my word and to go back on it now would damage my reputation.’

‘But do you actually want to go?’

Was that what he was asking or did he really mean ‘do you want to leave?’ They were two different things with different answers because yes, she did want to go and take on a role of a lifetime, but no, of course she didn’t want to leave, to kiss goodbye to the joy she’d discovered with him on Kefalonia. There was no easy answer or perfect solution. Life didn’t play ball, and it certainly wasn’t straightforward.

‘I could ask you the same. Do you want to stay on Kefalonia?’

Dismay danced across his face. ‘I’m needed here. My life is here.’

Was it really fair turning the question back on him? She felt tortured by the what-ifs, worried about the regrets, stressed about returning home and taking on a challenging role. While his life was on Kefalonia, hers was back in London.

Their stars were not aligned. The strength of their feelings, whether love or lust, wasn’t enough. At this point they were chasing different things and had responsibilities they couldn’t ignore.

As if sensing there was no point in continuing a conversation that would upset them both, Dimitris turned his attention to making them forget this was the end of something special.

What Xanthe was certain of later that night as she kissed him one last time was that saying goodbye to Dimitris was the hardest thing she’d ever done.
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‘Xanthe Fox! Your name is in lights!’ Jude hooked his arm in hers as they stared up at the illuminated signs above the entrance to the Sondheim Theatre. Les Misérables was in huge letters, her own name alongside a handful of other castmates above it.

She was insanely grateful that Jude had managed to take a night off from his own ensemble role in Frozen to support her on the biggest opening night of her acting life. While she needed to go backstage for the warm up, to get her hair and make-up done and get into costume, Jude was meeting friends of theirs for a drink. Her mum, stepdad and brothers would be in the audience, her dad and his wife too. Even Theo and his family had flown over from Australia combining a holiday with watching her in Les Mis. She’d been feeling sick all day, but sitting in her dressing room, staring at herself in a mirror ringed by lights, she felt desperately ill. Damn, did she look pale. These were the nerves she’d been so fearful of. The wait was agony, each step in getting ready and transforming herself into Éponine bringing her closer to walking onto that stage in front of hundreds of people.

After arriving back from Kefalonia, she’d been straight into rehearsals for the Proms, followed swiftly by rehearsals for Les Mis. Everything had been the same yet different, because her whole outlook on life, love and her future had changed. Jude was her rock and she welcomed the easy familiarity of being back in their shared house with Parminder and Lucy’s bubbly friendship. The constant bustle was welcome as they all pursued their own careers and navigated relationships, juggling working hard with playing hard – not that Xanthe had much time to do anything other than focus on rehearsals. She had her busy routine back, the difference being Dimitris was a part of her life as they talked to or messaged each other every day. There was the possibility of a long-distance relationship as neither of them was willing to let go of the feelings they’d discovered on Kefalonia.

Now, transformed into Éponine, everything felt scarily real. She’d lived and breathed the part for weeks, yet her nerves were jangling, her heart fluttering and the nausea intensifying.

A knock on the open dressing room door made Xanthe turn. The smiling face of one of the assistant stage managers holding a huge bunch of flowers greeted her.

‘These have arrived for you.’

They were a glorious mix of roses in sunset colours, a splash of purple thistles, plum santini and fronds of greenery. Xanthe thanked the ASM and pulled out the typed note.

Xanthe,

Shine bright tonight.

You will be wonderful.

All my love,

Dimitris x

She traced her fingers across the note and breathed deeply. Even if he wasn’t here in person, he was in spirit and that meant everything; plus, she’d see him in the new year when she planned to return to Kefalonia. While she’d been busy rehearsing, he’d been helping his mama make the move to Patras to be closer to Vangelis. Dimitris had admitted to Xanthe that her being brave enough to say yes to an opportunity and take her life into her own hands had helped him to make decisions too. He’d pushed away his fears about dredging up the past by talking to his brother and made contact in a bid to heal their relationship rather than carry on ignoring issues that were never going to go away unless they opened up about them. Irida’s move had come about because of this new communication. It wasn’t necessarily going to be permanent because there was always the house on Kefalonia for her to return to and she was just renting an apartment close to Vangelis and his family. However, it seemed the best solution for her to escape the torment of memories that Kefalonia held, and for her to be around to help out with the grandchildren, particularly when there was a new baby due. She’d insisted on a place of her own rather than living with Vangelis and his wife, which Xanthe thought wise. She couldn’t imagine willingly living with her – the idea sent chills down her spine even if Irida becoming her mother-in-law wasn’t the worst idea in the world.

The flowers had briefly taken her mind off her increasing nerves, but with the audience starting to arrive, her heart felt as if it had plummeted into the pit of her stomach.

Her phone pinged. She needed to turn it off, focus her mind to the performance and not be distracted by anyone or anything until the show was over, but the message was from Jude so she clicked on it.

I’m so insanely proud of you. Enjoy tonight, remember nerves are good (just try not to puke!) as it means you care SO much about this performance. You will rock it. I have absolute faith in you, you total superstar. By the way, Felicity’s here. Oh, and if it’ll help seeing a friendly face at any point then I’m sitting in seat F12 (so six rows back in the stalls towards the middle). You might recognise the person sitting next to me. Break a leg. Love you always, J x

Love for her best friend flooded through her. As she switched off her phone, she briefly wondered who he’d brought with him, but she swiftly turned her focus to breathing exercises in an attempt to calm her nerves before her mic was checked and she was finally called to the stage.

Les Misérables had been the musical that had cemented Xanthe’s desire to perform in the West End. Despite the horrible nerves and the giddiness before going on where her head emptied of everything, the feeling once she did step on stage still couldn’t be beaten. Not so long ago she’d believed that being with Austin, turning thirty and securing a role in Oliver! had been the pinnacle of her career but how wrong she’d been. Now, at the age of thirty-two, she’d chased her dreams all the way to the starring role she’d always wanted. Opening night on a West End stage was as good as it got and, as she stood with the rest of the Les Mis cast and belted out ‘One Day More’, she acknowledged that she had zero regrets about saying yes. This was her moment and the highlight of her career – and perhaps her life so far – but she knew deep down there would always be the potential to top it.

Swept up by emotion and the enormity of the opening night, it was only when her big solo moment arrived and she needed a way to ground herself and control her nerves that she remembered Jude’s message.

The whole theatre stilled as the opening to ‘On My Own’ began to play; only a faint creak of a seat sounded, a stifled cough. Xanthe stepped forward as Éponine, her eyes tracing the audience, counting back six rows until she saw Jude, shadowed but wide-eyed, sitting forward, willing her on. Her eyes flicked to the right and everything flipped. As her eyes met Dimitris’s, she caught her breath. And then she was singing, every ounce of emotion poured into the song, her eyes brimming with tears. His words in the note – ‘shine bright tonight’ – pinged round her head as he gazed proudly up at her. She was singing for him, singing for them, as much as the thousand-strong audience. In that moment, Xanthe knew they had a real chance at happiness.


EPILOGUE


The first time Dimitris told Xanthe he loved her was right after the opening night of Les Misérables. He’d swept her into his arms and whispered it in her ear and she hadn’t hesitated in her reply. ‘I love you too.’ Family and friends had swiftly bombarded her with congratulatory hugs and kisses and it wasn’t until later that night after celebratory drinks were over and they’d got home that him being there finally sank in and they had a chance to talk properly.

Dimitris had always intended to surprise Xanthe on opening night and had conspired with Jude to keep it a secret, but the bombshell he dropped a few days later before he flew back to Greece had floored her.

‘What if I moved to London?’

They’d been walking along Shaftsbury Avenue, Xanthe about to head to the theatre for that evening’s Les Mis performance. His words stopped her in her tracks.

‘What do you mean, move here?’

Dimitris had laughed at her confusion. ‘I mean leave Kefalonia and move in with you – if you’ll have me and if Jude and the others are okay with that?’

It was the perfect solution and one Xanthe had dreamed about, yet it was overwhelming in its enormity and left her with lots of questions, none that could be easily answered in the short time before she had to be at the theatre.

‘What about your mama? Your work? I thought you couldn’t leave?’

‘Things have changed,’ he’d stressed. ‘And it wasn’t that I couldn’t leave; I was scared to and worried about Mama.’ As they stood in the middle of the pavement with people walking by, he’d held her face in his hands and kissed her. ‘I want to be with you so much.’

In that moment, Xanthe’s life had changed. It all slotted into place so perfectly because she had everything: a job she adored and the man she loved.

A couple of months later, after Irida was settled in Patras and Dimitris had applied for a visa and packed up his life on Kefalonia, he’d returned to the UK and moved in with Xanthe, Jude, Parminder and Lucy. Jude was delighted to see Xanthe so happy, and the whole house benefitted from Dimitris sprucing up their little courtyard garden and cooking delicious food that rivalled their local Greek restaurant.

After Jude had finished revamping Dimitris’s website using the photos Xanthe had taken, he easily found gardening work around Acton and further afield. Although their working hours were different, it gave them space and Dimitris the independence to build a business, make friends of his own and enjoy his newfound freedom in a new country. He spoke to his mama at least a couple of times a week and they actually talked, both of them happier without the constant reminders of the past.

When Xanthe was able to take a break from the show, she returned to Kefalonia with Dimitris and together they finished getting Villa Aster ready to be rented out. Dimitris’s house remained empty in case Irida wanted to return, but life away from Kefalonia and the memories it held suited her. Once her new grandchild was born she was kept busy being a grandmother, a role that helped to soften her edges and make her happy. The next time Xanthe and Dimitris were able to get away from London they visited her and Vangelis, and Xanthe witnessed the beginning of a long healing process with the brothers finally talking to each other. The joy that Dimitris’s two young nieces brought to the whole family certainly went a long way to helping mend the years of hurt.

Whenever they got the chance, Xanthe and Dimitris would take the train to Brighton and have lunch with Xanthe’s family, and there was a marked improvement in her relationship with her mum now the heartache and years of secrets were no longer bottled up. Just as leaving the island had eased Dimitris’s and Irida’s pain, Lin going back to Kefalonia had enabled her to let go of the past and the hurt, to process her feelings and move on. When Xanthe’s grandfather died the following year, both Xanthe and her mum dropped everything to return for the funeral, to pay their respects and properly put the past to rest.

After two years on Les Mis, Broadway came calling and with Dimitris supporting her, they headed to New York, both of them living their best lives. Xanthe’s dreams had come true and Dimitris had managed to move on in all senses of the word, free of his guilt and the mistakes of the past.

Time ticked by with Xanthe reaching her mid-thirties, her priorities shifting and her dream for the future changing. Having moved from London to New York then back to London with brief amounts of time spent in Greece bouncing between Kefalonia and Patras, Xanthe acknowledged it was finally time to put down roots.

It was more than just the island calling them back. Xanthe knew she’d reached the pinnacle of her career – for real this time. She’d ticked off her ambitions and was tired of the late nights, the travel, of renting and having nowhere to really call their own. Over the years, each of them had moved out of the shared house in Acton, Parminder first when she’d permanently moved to LA to chase her acting dreams there. Then Xanthe and Dimitris had rented a flat of their own before going to New York. Lucy moved in with other friends and Jude took the opportunity to move into film and TV which inevitably took him away for long periods of time. Xanthe’s thoughts turned to spending more time with Dimitris and starting a family. She still loved the excitement of performing but she longed for a change. Photography was still a passion and over the years she’d built up a huge following showcasing her images of London and New York, the West End and Broadway sprinkled with the beauty of Greece, Kefalonia in particular. She’d set up an online store to sell prints of her photos and although it wasn’t earning her a full-time living, it was something. If it enabled them to make a change, start a family and a whole new life together then it was one of the best things she’d ever done.

So that was how, six years and three months from when Xanthe and Dimitris first met, she found herself on the terrace of Agatha’s garden gazing out at the view she’d fallen in love with all those years ago.

It was late September, one of Xanthe’s favourite times on Kefalonia after the summer rush and the intense heat had eased. Days like this lounging by the pool on the far terrace made Xanthe realise just how lucky she was and she was savouring the peace before everyone descended. Dimitris had nipped to Fiskardo to stock up on wine – Xanthe had stressed that Jude and his boyfriend, Lucy with her partner, plus Parminder, would get through most of what they’d already bought and she’d rather have too much than not enough.

Xanthe and Dimitris had got married earlier in the year with just Toula and Vassilis as their witnesses. They’d celebrated with a meal in Fiskardo and planned to have a big celebration with their family and closest friends a few months later. It was hard to believe the big day had nearly arrived.

Irida had made a permanent move to Patras and her house had been revamped and rented out to holidaymakers, but for the next ten days, Irida was staying there with Vangelis, his wife and their three children. Xanthe and Irida’s relationship had changed over the years from absolute contempt to a quiet respect for each other. The only thing Irida ever berated her about now was not having given her a grandchild. Xanthe always answered with the same cheeky ‘don’t worry, we’re working on it’, which would leave Irida red-faced, although Xanthe knew she was secretly pleased.

Taxis had been arranged to pick everyone up from the airport, and rooms in the hotel in Kallithea and another one in Fiskardo had been booked. Since moving back to Kefalonia, Xanthe and Dimitris had updated the house with air-con and an integrated sound system, plus extended it so there were now three bedrooms ready for a growing family, but for the next week it was where Xanthe’s mum, stepdad and strapping twenty-year-old brothers were staying.

Toula was a huge part of their lives, along with Vassilis and his family – and Lia too had become a friend. She’d finally found the courage to stand up to Sakis and refused to put up with his behaviour. Their divorce hadn’t been cause for celebration, but meeting a man a year or so later who treated her with love and respect had been.

Xanthe had organised a caterer for the party but Toula had insisted on providing the sweets, and she’d turned herself into the unofficial party organiser too, arranging music and bunting, not that much decoration was needed when the celebration was taking place in Agatha’s garden. Its colourful beauty and palate of fresh greens dotted with Agatha’s eye-catching sculptures were more than enough. Xanthe still thought of it as her godmother’s garden, although really it was Dimitris’s now. He was the one who worked on it most, but Xanthe was learning and they both loved it equally.

Her phone pinged with a message from her mum about the flight having landed, and another one from Jude.

Just spotted this Daily Mail headline: “Disgraced ex-Marvel actor Austin Carter back in rehab.” Couldn’t have happened to a more deserving person ;-) Bloody hell did you dodge a bullet. Can’t wait to see you, Mrs! xx

Neither she nor Jude had talked to the reporter about Austin all those years ago. He’d managed to do enough damage to his reputation on his own without them wading in. He was the paparazzi’s favourite bad boy, having been caught sleeping with a very married co-star not once but twice, while visibly battling a healthy drug problem.

Xanthe had never been more thankful for Austin betraying her the way he had than she did right now. She was married to a man who adored and supported her without question, was about to celebrate their love with their closest family and friends and give her mother-in-law the best answer to the question she always asked. Her hands fluttered to her stomach. In the game of life, she had absolutely won.

The sound of Dimitris’s van on the lane stirred Xanthe from her thoughts and she forced herself off the daybed where she’d been lying in the dappled shade of one of the olive trees. She strolled past the pool towards the villa. Jude hadn’t seen the pool yet – she hadn’t even mentioned it to him. She was itching to share pictures of it on Instagram but seeing the surprise on his face was going to make the wait all worthwhile. Getting a pool had been a wedding present to themselves and the joy of waking up with Dimitris next to her, strolling through the garden and diving straight into the pool was absolute bliss. She had no regrets about anything. No regrets for saying yes to Les Mis and the role of a lifetime, for embracing Dimitris’s move to London, for taking a chance on them moving to New York or returning to London when the time was right, and not one regret for leaving that life behind, for doing something new, swapping the chaotic lifestyle and excitement in London for a slower pace of life, for beauty and possibilities in abundance. Taking chances, being open to new experiences and continuously moving forward had brought her full circle to this point, in the place she was happiest with the person she loved the most.

Dimitris appeared round the corner of the villa laden with a huge box of wine, his hair windswept, his face flushed.

‘There’s more in the truck,’ he said, the bottles clinking as he put the box on the patio table.

‘You timed that perfectly; Mum’s messaged to say they’ve landed.’

‘Time to light the barbecue then.’

‘I’ll get started on the salads.’

‘As long as you’re not in charge of the cooking,’ he said with a cheeky grin. ‘We’ll be fine.’

She playfully whacked his arm then pulled him close and kissed him. ‘This is going to be so much fun.’

Before heading into the kitchen, Xanthe paused in the open doorway and turned back. She took in the patio edged with pots of herbs, the butterflies fluttering over the flowers, the graceful lines of the trees dotted throughout the garden and the gleam of Agatha’s sculptures catching the sun. Her eyes rested on Dimitris as he rolled his T-shirt sleeves right up to his shoulders and she couldn’t help but smile. She hoped Agatha was looking down on them, happy in the knowledge that they were happy, exactly as she’d envisaged in her last letter.

Villa Aster, renamed The Garden Villa, with its idyllic surroundings and sweeping sea views, was a tribute to her, a haven for anyone who visited and where Xanthe and Dimitris had fallen in love. But most importantly it was where they were going to start a family and grow old together. It was their past, their present and their future, and the place they called home.
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Chapter One

Echoes of the past whispered around Molly as she walked through the house she’d grown up in. Any sense of it having been their family home had slowly been erased over the last year as her parents’ belongings had been sorted and the furniture removed, leaving the rooms bare. Along with her thoughts, only her footsteps scuffing the flagstone floor and the wind rattling the single-glazed window panes kept her company.

Memories filtered in and out as she wandered. Trailing her fingers across the cold stone fireplace in the living room, she imagined the blast of heat from the flames devouring logs. It had been years ago when Christmas stockings had hung above the fireplace and the excited chatter of her nephew and niece, Finn and Alda, had filled the place.

Winter sunshine streamed through the dining room window, too weak to take the chill away. Molly shivered as she stood in the middle of the room, the ancient stone floor fully visible now the table was no longer there. It had been where countless birthdays and anniversaries had been celebrated over big family meals, when laughter had filled the room, a sound that had been missing for too long. With the fire unlit and only the picture hooks left on the walls, everywhere looked sad and drab.

She perched on the window seat and looked out over the lawn. The single glazing let in wisps of icy air and the grass and shrubs were covered with frost. They’d had a garden party out there for her sister Claudia to celebrate her moving to Iceland. It had been a perfect September day, on the cusp of autumn, with drinks and nibbles set up beneath a white marquee. It was hard to believe that was nearly twenty-five years ago. Much had changed, both in this house and with her family. Now the borders were overgrown with brambles twisting through the ceanothus. Her mum would have been horrified. When she’d been well, she’d been out there in all weathers: sunhat and shorts in summer, woolly hat and a well-worn Burberry body warmer in winter. Everything had been neat, tidy and contained; it had been the same inside too. She had been house proud and had the time to keep on top of everything. A large draughty Grade I listed house could have felt cold and unsettling, but she had turned it into a warm and inviting home.

Molly didn’t want to entertain sad memories but it was hard not to. She’d been building up to this day for months, desperately wanting to be rid of the stress involved in probate, going through the will, selling the house, sorting out inheritance tax and all the paperwork. The whole process had been long and drawn out, much of the past year spent dealing with the house sale, going through her parents’ belongings, sitting through video calls with her sister in Iceland, trying to work out what should be kept, chucked, recycled or sent to charity. They’d kept very little; there was only so much Molly could take back to the three-bedroomed townhouse in Cheltenham she shared with her boyfriend Howard, particularly as he rolled his eyes every time she returned with a boot load of stuff. Most things had been stored away in the attic, along with some of the things Claudia wanted but needed to organise getting shipped to Iceland. It had been emotionally exhausting, stripping Ashford House of everything that had made it a home.

Even if she could afford to keep the place, it wasn’t somewhere she could live, not with the memories. Not that Howard would want to live here either. He preferred clean lines and a modern look. They’d compromised over their Georgian town house, blending modern with the period detail she loved. Keeping this house would never work. A clean break from the past was what she needed even if she didn’t feel that way right now. The last couple of years had been filled with constant change and upheaval, leaving Molly feeling as if she was running from one crisis to another, her insides in turmoil. She was desperate to escape, for time to pause to allow her to get a grip on her emotions. But of course, life wasn’t like that. When she was down, something else inevitably happened to send her spiralling further.

Molly shivered and pulled her forest-green coat tighter around her. With no heating, her breath streamed white into the air. She stood up, feeling the need to move and keep warm. She’d do one last sweep of the house and then leave. It was time to let go. Later, a new family would be moving in to create their own memories, breathing new life into the place. It was just a house, she tried telling herself, not a home any longer, and yet sadness curled around her. She had this desperate need to hold on to the place she loved, that reminded her of happier times despite the last couple of years having been threaded with heartache. It was the finality that upset her the most. Being here made her focus on the reality of her loss, while her coping mechanism had been to try not to think too hard about it all.

As she headed upstairs and poked her head into the damp bathroom, she acknowledged that however hard it was to let go, she couldn’t cling to the past. The memories of her parents would remain, yet there was something about no longer being in their home that tugged at her heart. Claudia, more practical and less sentimental, would tell her to pull herself together. But Claudia wasn’t here. She wasn’t the one who’d had to deal with all of this on a daily basis.

The sound of Molly’s phone ringing was loud in the quiet stillness and made her jump. Claudia. It was as if she somehow knew Molly had been thinking about her.

She forced down a sigh, pushed open the door of her old bedroom and answered.

‘Hi, Claudia.’

‘Hey, are you at the house?’

‘Yes, just checking the place and walking round one last time.’

There was a pause. Molly drew back the curtain and peered past the condensation at the garden view she’d grown up with. She caught sight of her reflection, her long chestnut-brown hair, now straightened rather than wavy as it had been in her childhood. Her delicate features, pale skin and button nose, so cute when she was younger, made her looked washed-out and tired in the grey light. Her happy-go-lucky side that had continued into adulthood had slowly been chipped away, making her wonder if she’d ever get that side of herself back.

‘I’m sorry I’m not there.’ Claudia’s voice suddenly filled the quiet. ‘At least you have Howard with you.’

Molly glanced around her childhood bedroom and remained silent. The floorboards were bare, the furniture gone, the creaks and groans of the old house accentuated by its emptiness.

Claudia made a knowing huh sound. ‘He’s not there, is he?’

‘He needed to work.’

‘Of course he did.’ Claudia had used that tone many times before when talking about Howard and it grated on Molly.

‘Not everyone can just take time off whenever they want, you know,’ Molly said cuttingly. She ran her fingers along the top of the fireplace. It had never been lit and when she was little she’d stored cuddly toys in the grate. In her teens she’d swapped them for twinkling fairy lights. ‘I’m used to doing things on my own.’

If Claudia took offence to that, so be it.

‘Well, you’ll be here soon enough. Proper quality family time…’ Claudia trailed off. A lump caught in Molly’s throat. She knew what they were both thinking; just how much their family had changed, losing both of their parents within a year of each other. Molly didn’t want to focus on any of that now. Selling the family home was the last of the past. She couldn’t wait for today to be over despite a part of her wanting to never let go of Ashford House and the memories it held.

‘We can’t wait to see you,’ Claudia continued gently. ‘The kids are actually really excited about Christmas for once. Even Finn, who’s way too old for all that festive nonsense. I think the last couple of years have made us all appreciate what’s important; spending time with family being top of the list.’

‘I can’t wait to see you all too. This whole house sale has dragged on for so long; I hadn’t anticipated I’d still be dealing with this so close to Christmas.’ Although she was on the phone, Molly wafted her hand around as she headed on to the landing, swallowing tears at the thought that it was the last time she’d set foot in her old bedroom. She hadn’t lived at home for a good fifteen years and yet…

‘Are you okay, Moll?’

No.

‘Yes.’ She breathed deeply. ‘I’m focusing on the eighteenth, getting to Iceland and seeing you all.’

‘It will do us all good,’ Claudia agreed. ‘And we’ll get to celebrate your birthday too. It’ll be nice to have happy things to focus on.’

Molly hmmed in reply as she headed for the stairs but paused to glance back along the landing, dimly lit in the grey December light. ‘I’d better go. I’ve got to be out of here by midday before the removers and the new family arrive. I just wanted to see it one last time.’

‘Of course.’ Was there a hint of sorrow in Claudia’s voice? She couldn’t tell. ‘We’ll see you in ten days. It’s not long.’

Molly said goodbye and clutched her phone to her chest. At least there was Iceland to focus on. How she would manage to feel festive, get through Christmas or feel like celebrating her thirty-fifth birthday was a whole other matter, but seeing her sister, her brother-in-law, niece and nephew and immersing herself in the joyfulness and adventure of being back in the land of fire and ice was sorely needed.

Instead of going downstairs, Molly headed to the room at the far end of the hallway. It was the only room she hadn’t looked in; why she was putting herself through it, she had no idea, but she felt compelled to. Once a guest room, it had been turned into a bedroom and a haven for her mum when she’d deteriorated too much to get up and downstairs safely. Molly had filled the room with plants, books and pictures to take away the clinical-ness of the adjustable hospital bed, the hoist and the portable toilet. It was the room in which her mum had taken her last breath; the room in which Molly had said her final goodbye.

The emptiness where only the stirrings of sad memories remained was heart-breaking. Molly steeled herself, whispered ‘goodbye’ and closed the door firmly on the past. She went downstairs, through the kitchen that had always been filled with life, and out into the once beautiful garden. Even overgrown and in the depths of winter, the magic remained. Molly’s eyes traced the borders, the purple heather catching her eye. She plucked a handful of fronds and with a deep breath of fresh, cold air, returned inside. Clutching the heather to her chest, she marched along the empty hallway, tears blurring her vision, a sob ready to erupt as she took a quick, final glance in each room. Their bareness mirrored her own feeling of desolation, making her question if she’d ever be happy again. She pushed open the oak front door, stepped outside and shut it behind her for the very last time.

We hope you enjoyed that exclusive extract. One Winter’s Night is available to buy now by clicking on the image below:
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