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      It was going to be extremely hot in Greece, and she’d need enough clothes for three whole months.

      Grace Foreman went to bite the price tag off a floaty pink dress, before remembering her recent dental work and the five hundred pounds she’d had to pay for the crown now sitting atop one of her back molars.

      A quick ferret in her makeup bag produced some nail scissors and she snipped off the tag without looking at it too closely. The items she’d chosen weren’t expensive; it was all high street stuff, and in any case there was no one around to pass comment on what she’d bought. Phil had never questioned how much she spent on clothes when he was alive, which had been one of his many good points.

      Behind her, the bed was covered with her purchases, the blue and white stripes of the duvet cover barely visible. Free accommodation was provided with the job she’d scored for herself at the language school on a little-known Greek island. But she had no idea about the washing facilities, or whether launderettes were even a thing there, so she’d need to cover all options. Or that’s what she told herself.

      She’d only gone for the job on the spur of the moment and had been surprised to even get an interview. Surely there couldn’t be many other sixty-one-year-olds applying. That was borne out when she arrived at the company’s London office to find herself in the middle of a sea of twentysomethings.

      Confident that her experience, forty years as a teacher and tutor, couldn’t be bettered, Grace had held her head high as she entered the interview room. She prided herself on being able to read people, and she’d been convinced that the initial reaction of the glamorous language school owner, Mrs Kokkinakis, to her had been relief, which was odd.

      But the woman with the sad eyes had rung that same afternoon to say she’d got the job, so she wasn’t going to waste any time worrying about it.

      Salaries were lower in Greece, but the money wasn’t such a big issue as she had her teaching pension to top things up. It was more important that she stopped herself going mad with boredom. The last thing she’d ever admit to in public was being lonely. She had friends, of course she did. Her days were filled with tutoring, the occasional lunch and plenty of walking and swimming. It was the evenings that killed her. Sitting alone in her Thameside cottage with an empty place at her side. She was so familiar with the output of the many TV streaming services that she could have been a critic.

      Grace stared down at the bed. She’d possibly overdone it a little on the jewel-coloured shorts in blues, pinks and yellows, the leopard-print dresses in pastel tones, and the vests in every colour of the rainbow.

      Strappy gold sandals and good old white pumps were also in the mix, and Grace turned to look at herself in the mirror one last time before she packed. She’d always been told she had good legs, hence the number of pairs of shorts.

      She sucked in her stomach and pulled her top tight. Two pregnancies and two very big babies hadn’t helped her stomach, or her stretch marks, but they were marks of love, or that’s what she’d read in a soppy pregnancy book someone had given her many years ago. She’d bought a couple of tummy control swimsuits in navy and red to help things along, but at the last minute had thrown a leopard-print and a gold bikini into her basket. Bikinis hadn’t featured in her swimwear for a while, but you never know was her new motto.

      The hairdresser had been able to fit her in at short notice, and her blonde hair was newly highlighted, which covered most of the grey. As usual, the hairdresser had suggested she had her hair cut, especially as she’d be in Greece at the hottest time of the year, but Grace was determined to keep it long. Shoulder-length bob be damned! She could always tie it up. If it was good enough for Jerry Hall, it was good enough for her.

      Her younger daughter was due to arrive any moment, so she needed to get a move on and stop parading herself in front of the mirror, as her old dad would have said. She tipped an imaginary hat to her father and got down on her knees to feel under the bed for the suitcase.

      Her hand grasped the edge of the fabric, and she tugged hard, but it seemed stuck on something. Lying flat on the floor, Grace edged under the bed on her stomach, the fronds of her beloved pink sheepskin rug tickling her nose. The murky world underneath the bed was a revelation. There wasn’t much light in the room at the best of times. It was north-facing, and she’d deliberately made it dark and womblike when she’d redecorated last year. The line of dust began where the boundary of how far she could get the vacuum cleaner under the wooden frame stopped.

      A small collection of tissues, hairbands and a cheap pair of reading glasses rode above the dust like the curls of a wave. She’d never been what her mother would have called ‘a good housekeeper’, and she’d never wanted to be. Vaguely tidy and hygienic was more her style. Grace smiled, remembering her mother’s wince each time she’d entered the kitchen and her soft voice saying, ‘Do you mind if I give that oven a clean?’ No, she most certainly had not. Both her parents were long gone, but not forgotten.

      The bulky suitcase rose up from the oatmeal sisal carpet – in fashion at the time, but a nightmare to clean, especially if you had an ancient rescue cat who had trouble keeping his food down. She missed Clooney, but not his tendency to vomit regularly in his final days.

      Grace stretched out her arm to grab the handle. As she pulled the case out from under the bed, she saw something small and dark that it had been snagged on, which lay just out of reach.

      She took a deep breath and dived in, grabbed the offending item and held it up to the light.

      It was a sock, a navy-blue sock with a Father Christmas motif on the ankle. Phil’s sock, part of a pair he’d been given for his last Christmas, just a few months before his death. There certainly hadn’t been any other men in her bedroom in the past three and a half years. Grace held it to her face and sniffed. Nothing, except a vague musty tang. No trace of Phil.

      She sank to the floor, still clasping the sock.

      Why were her hands suddenly wet?

      Silent tears had crept up on her and the overflow was threatening to run all the way down to her elbows.

      ‘Mum? Mum, where are you?’

      Flo’s voice floated up the stairs and Grace stood up carefully.

      ‘Coming!’

      Her voice sounded shaky, even to herself, but she couldn’t let her daughter find her slumped on the carpet crying over a sock.

      Flo and her wife, Jilly, were waiting in the kitchen, their own brightly coloured backpacks at their feet. Her daughter flew into her arms.

      ‘It’s so lovely to see you, Mum.’

      She held Grace at arm’s length and narrowed her eyes.

      ‘Are you OK? You look like you’ve been crying.’

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to be, thought Grace. It was a bit early for the whole role reversal thing, where the children started being the responsible ones. She shook herself to get rid of the image of the sock lying alone and unloved under the bed.

      ‘Don’t be silly. It’s just a bit of hay fever. We’re into June now and you know how I am. Give me a proper hug. And you, Jilly.’

      Grace pulled both women in, but not before she’d seen the look of concern pass between them.

      ‘Sit down. Can I make you both a cup of tea?’

      Her daughter’s suspicious eyes were something to be avoided at all costs.

      ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’

      ‘Yes. Earl Grey or builder’s?’

      ‘Builder’s, please,’ both women answered at once.

      Bustling with the tea things gave Grace a chance to recover. She was really grateful to them for coming to stay while she was away, keeping an eye on the house. As lecturers at a prestigious northern university, they had a big block of time off over the summer, and when Grace rang to suggest a change of scene, her daughter had insisted they were thrilled with it.

      ‘We’d love to look after the cottage, Mum. College life can be so claustrophobic, bumping into the same people all the time. And you know how much Jilly likes to kayak. We can spend our days on the water.’

      ‘If you’re sure…’

      ‘What you’re doing is so exciting, spending the summer in Greece on a crazy whim. You, who never goes anywhere.’

      It wasn’t that crazy, and she did get out occasionally, but she’d let it pass.

      Grace put the tea things on the table, with a plate of cheese scones from the local bakery.

      ‘Tuck in. They’re your favourite.’

      Her daughter’s face creased into a smile, blonde hair flying everywhere, and Grace noted the answering smile on her daughter-in-law’s face, dark cropped hair framing her beautiful angular features. These two would make anyone smile. Their love was so obvious that Grace wanted to reach out and touch it.

      Would she ever feel even a tiny percentage of that sort of love again? Did she even want someone new in her life? Someone who might become ill and die? Grace blocked out a vision of her husband lying in a hospital bed, surrounded by tubes. She honestly didn’t know the answer to her own questions.

      It hadn’t been plain sailing for her younger daughter to find happiness. A string of unsatisfactory relationships with men had finally led Flo to see who was patiently waiting right under her nose. Jilly had played the long game and won her princess. Some of Grace’s elderly relatives had been a bit funny about Flo and Jilly’s relationship, and they’d been erased from Grace’s contact list. She was just happy her daughter was happy. And at least Phil had lived to see it.

      While Flo and Jilly went out on the river for a quick kayak now the rain had eased up, Grace took the opportunity to finally pack and change the sheets on her bed for her guests. The festive sock was carefully wrapped in a handkerchief and stored away in the back of a drawer.

      Dinner was to be a Thai takeaway for the three of them, and once she’d put in the order, Grace placed her iPad in the middle of the table and called the others down.

      ‘Let’s see if your sister’s up before our food arrives. I know it’s late, but she’s such a night owl, I’m sure she’ll still be awake.’

      Grace crossed her fingers under the table.

      Lottie answered after just one ring, wide awake and sitting at her kitchen island in tiny white silk shorts pyjamas, her dark hair and eyes so like Phil’s it always gave Grace a jolt.

      ‘Mum! Sis! And Jilly! What a treat.’

      A flurry of waving and air kisses gave Grace the chance to put on her breezy not-bothered-that-you-live-nine-thousand-miles-away-and-I-never-see-you smile.

      ‘Are you all ready for your Greek adventure then, Mum? Got the thong bikinis and the condoms packed?’

      ‘Of course, sweetie. It’s all that’s in my suitcase.’

      Grace wanted to reach in, grab her eldest daughter and pull her through the screen. She’d been gone for five years now, living in Perth, Australia, with a much younger blond diving instructor who’d swept her off her feet and persuaded her to return with him to his home city. They now ran a diving school together. Grace had got nothing against Brad personally, but the absence of her daughter from her life hurt so much more than she’d ever let on to anyone, except maybe her best friend, Sofia, and only after a vat of dry white wine.

      If she’d lived abroad at that age, all her parents would have got was the occasional letter or a rushed call from a payphone, so she was lucky to be able to see and hear her daughter whenever she liked. Touch and smell she would have to do without. There was a bottle of her daughter’s distinctive scent she’d left behind in the cottage, which Grace occasionally sprayed in the air when no one was about.

      ‘What’s the score with the language school? Do you get plenty of time off? Are there lots of cool bars on your island? When Brad and I visited Ios you couldn’t move for bars, and Australians.’

      Grace stopped trying to count the new freckles on her daughter’s nose.

      ‘As far as I can make out, it’s nothing like that. There are tourists on my island, of course, but plenty of them are Greeks. There’s a thriving year-round community, and I think Australians are few and far between, thank goodness.’

      Grace quickly rowed back as Lottie’s boyfriend loomed behind her daughter, put his arms over her shoulders and kissed her on the top of the head.

      ‘No offence, Brad.’

      ‘None taken, Mrs F.’

      ‘Call me Grace, please.’

      Grace paused as her daughter angled her head back so Brad could move in for a full-on snog.

      Flo put her hands over her eyes.

      ‘Yuk. Make them stop, Mum!’

      Everywhere she looked, the whole world seemed to be part of a couple, two people exchanging glances and more. She’d stopped accepting invites to dinner parties for that very reason. And if anyone said anything along the lines of ‘John lost his wife last year. I know you’ll have lots in common,’ she could cheerfully strangle them.

      Her married friends were obsessed with getting her coupled up again, but if she did accept an invitation as a solo guest, some of the women gave her a wide berth and acted as if she was desperate to cop off with their husbands.

      The behaviour of the men who’d sidled up to her and made it clear that they’d be up for playing away from home was a shock as well. Thankfully none of her close friends’ husbands, but she’d stopped going to the village greengrocer’s after a rather too enthusiastic demonstration by the owner of how fresh his bananas were and plenty of winking, while his wife served a line of customers. Married men were definitely not her bag.

      ‘Mum! Hello? You were saying?’

      ‘Sorry, miles away. It’s not a party place. It’s a working island in the Cyclades with a lovely main town lined with marble streets. Anyway, I’m going to be grafting too hard to hang about in bars.’

      Lottie blew her a kiss.

      ‘You say that now. We’ve seen you in party animal mode, remember. Two wines and you’ll be up on the table.’

      Grace pursed her lips.

      ‘But seriously, Mum, we want you to enjoy yourself as well. Ever since Dad…’

      Grace grabbed for Flo and Jilly’s hands as Lottie reached for Brad’s.

      ‘Died, you’ve been like a hermit. It’s time to get out there again. You’re a good-looking woman with plenty of life left in you.’

      ‘Thank you, Oprah.’ But Grace smiled to take the sting out of her words. ‘I’m not looking for a man in Greece, sweetheart. Believe me, that’s the last thing on my mind. Anyway, from the website it looks like the people I’m going to be working with are in their thirties at the most. I’m the oldest by a mile.’

      Grace could see her daughter about to speak, and she wagged her finger at the screen.

      ‘And before you say it, madam, I am absolutely not in the market for a toy boy.’

      ‘Don’t rule it out. It works for some of us.’

      Lottie’s adoring look at Brad had her sister miming sticking her fingers down her throat.

      A ring on the doorbell was the sign Grace needed to shut down this particular conversation.

      ‘Right, there’s our takeaway. I’ll ring when I’m settled. Love you.’

      ‘Love you too.’

      With the food despatched, Grace’s eyelids began to droop. She decided to leave Flo and Jilly to it.

      ‘Remember, we’ve got to leave at eight in the morning.’

      Grace opened her eyes again in time to see Flo raise her eyebrows at Jilly.

      ‘Yeah, we know. We’re driving you. We’ve got it covered.’

      Both women toasted her with the last of the sauvignon blanc, and her daughter stood on tiptoe to kiss her goodnight.

      ‘Don’t fret, Mother. You’ll be leaving these grey skies far behind and basking in Greek sunshine this time tomorrow.’
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      Twenty-four hours later and the world was a different place. Grace had waved goodbye to the unseasonably heavy rain in Oxfordshire without looking back. The moment she’d boarded the plane, she’d forced herself to stop worrying about climate change and what sort of planet her generation would be leaving behind for their children and grandchildren.

      Swapping the big jet for a forty-seater island hopper at Athens, she stared down at the place that would become her home for the next three months as the tiny plane made its descent. Rocky land rose up from a turquoise sea, as the whitewashed houses came into focus, and the sun reflected off the many churches with their blue domed roofs.

      Grace looked down at her hands, and before she could change her mind, carefully took off her plain gold band of a wedding ring and put it in the zipped compartment of her bag. Thirty-five years of marriage cancelled, just like that.

      It was something she’d been daring herself to do for weeks. It would stop any awkward questions from people, and she needed to do it now, so she didn’t leave a thin white line on her finger from removing the ring once she had a tan.

      It was the perfect opportunity to say goodbye to old Grace, widow of the parish, and say hello to new Grace, international woman of mystery.

      The plane came in low over the sea, and Grace could even make out the features of some of the people on the boats that thronged the port, though her tears made things a little blurry. The wind that the island was well known for playfully buffeted the plane as the runway loomed. Several of the locals did the sign of the cross as the plane came into land, and even Grace heaved a sigh of relief as the wheels touched down on the tarmac.

      A blast of hot air hit her in the face as soon as she stepped off the plane, and she had to reach into her bag for her sunglasses to be able to see anything at all. Plus, she hoped they’d hide her puffy face. Crying always made her eyes look bright green, rather than the murky hazel they were most of the time, but she was fairly sure that the red rims and swelling that went with it spoilt the effect. After more or less dispensing with makeup since Phil died, she’d slipped a large bag of the stuff into her case, which she’d definitely need if Mrs Kokkinakis was any guide as to how much slap Greek women wore.

      Her new boss was waiting for her in the arrivals hall. All around Grace were cries of recognition as it seemed that everyone on the plane was scooped up by a friend or relative and hugged half to death.

      Mrs Kokkinakis satisfied herself with a handshake and a hello. Grace wasn’t expected to know any Greek for her job, all the talking would be in English, but she’d learnt a few words and phrases to get her through the basics.

      Nai for yes, ochi for no, and good morning, good afternoon and good night were kalimera, kalispera and kalinichta. Please and thank you, parakalow and efcharisto, were the two words she’d been taught to say properly by her Greek neighbour on the plane. The pronunciation of the word efcharisto made it sound like you were trying to get rid of excess phlegm from your throat, but she was sure she’d get used to it.

      ‘Kalispera, Mrs Kokkinakis.’

      The elegant brunette smiled her sad smile.

      ‘Please, call me Elena, now that we’re colleagues.’

      ‘And I’m Grace.’

      ‘OK, Grace, let’s get you out of here.’

      Grace followed her employer into the car park and watched her click the keys on an open-top Mercedes. The business was obviously doing well. Elena indicated for her to throw her suitcase into the back seat and revved the engine the moment Grace opened the door.

      As soon as her bottom touched the seat, they were off down the hill from the airport and onto the main road into town, joining the other cars that seemed to Grace to be moving rather fast, their drivers overtaking each other every few moments and shouting out greetings to people they recognised, Elena included.

      Grace lay back and let the wind take her hair and whip it up behind her. There was no point trying to talk over the noise of the engine.

      Shops, cafés and restaurants painted white with their doors and windows highlighted in pastels whizzed past on her left, while the port opened up on her right. The odd superyacht with its nose nearly on the road lay side by side with the smaller boats, all swaying slightly in the breeze as the sunlight glinted on the water, scattering the sea into a thousand diamonds.

      Everywhere she looked, people were sat outside, eating, and drinking in every possible location, from pavement cafés to boat decks, and the sound of laughter in the air and the smell of meat being grilled made her close her eyes for a moment and just take it all in.

      She opened them again when Elena pulled the car into a violent left turn, and they ended up behind a large white four-storey building.

      Elena grabbed Grace’s case from the back seat and pointed upwards.

      ‘We’re here. There won’t be many people around at the moment, as it’s the quiet time, but come and meet my husband Giannis and I’ll show you your room.’

      Grace would have opted for a nice cup of tea and a lie-down if she’d been offered it, but she followed Elena into the school, going past a series of teaching rooms with their familiar plastic chairs and interactive whiteboards, until they came to a large office with the blinds down.

      Standing in front of a huge desk was a good-looking man in his forties, wearing a navy polo shirt and white jeans that were just a little too tight.

      ‘Welcome! You must be Grace. Our new recruit.’

      Giannis was what her long-divorced friend Sofia would call ‘a walking willy’. Catnip to most women. Not her type, he reminded her a bit of a Greek Danny Dyer, the actor whom a lot of women apparently wanted as their guilty pleasure.

      ‘Yes, that’s me. Pleased to meet you.’

      Grace held out her hand and Giannis came towards her, took it and brought it up to his lips, but not until he’d given her a full top-to-toe once-over, lingering over her chest area a few seconds too long. She couldn’t believe she’d be his type either, she was twenty if not thirty years too old, but he obviously just couldn’t help himself.

      ‘Enchanted.’

      Grace hid a snort with her own hand. Definitely not to be trusted. She already felt protective towards Elena, who wasn’t much older than her eldest daughter. Maybe it was all for show, and he was a devoted husband underneath, but she wasn’t convinced.

      Giannis lost interest almost immediately, which was fine with her, and ambled off into the corridor. Elena went to pick up Grace’s case again.

      ‘No, please let me carry it.’

      She didn’t want to give Elena the impression that she’d need help with anything.

      Elena nodded and indicated a set of stairs. Four flights up, Grace wasn’t so sure it had been one of her better ideas, and she had to hold onto the wall behind Elena’s back to give herself a breather. She considered herself to be fit, but she wasn’t used to the heat, and although only June, it was already in the low twenties. She prayed her room had air conditioning.

      Elena opened the door with a flourish.

      ‘You are the first of the new teachers to arrive, so I’ve given you the best room.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      The white walls and tiled floor were all fairly standard, but a pretty yellow throw on the bed and stunning framed shots of the Aegean dotted around the room helped no end, as did the large air-con unit.

      Grace bobbed her head into the bathroom to show willing and murmured her appreciation. But it was the view beyond the French doors she was truly desperate to see. The bright blue shutters, the colour of the stripes in the Greek flag, were shut against the sun.

      Grace pointed towards the port. ‘Can we…’

      ‘Of course.’

      Elena opened the shutters and Grace watched how she did it very carefully, having once had an old shutter disintegrate on her as soon as she twisted the metal handle at a gite in Brittany. Phil had laughed and accused her of being cackhanded, and the ‘Grace is clumsy’ tag had become part of family legend. The thought that no more family legends would be created by their little gang of four made her stomach contract a little.

      But the view outside was all she hoped for and more. A cute balcony with two white chairs and a table overlooked the port in all its glory. Grace stood for a moment and watched a big old ferry coming in, engines churning and port police in their smart navy uniforms blowing their whistles for all they were worth. She was going to enjoy spending time out here on her balcony, people watching.

      Elena obviously had better things to do than watch the world go by as she was almost at the door.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it. We only have two major rules. The first is…’

      ‘No boys after lights out?’

      Grace wasn’t sure why she’d said that. It took her back to a school trip to Paris aged eleven, when she and her friends had been caught with the deputy head’s thirteen-year-old son hiding in their bathroom.

      Elena frowned. ‘What you do in your own time is your own business.’

      Obviously, that hadn’t translated well. She was probably overtired.

      ‘The first is that it’s not a good idea to drink the water from the tap. There’s a small fridge here, with bottles of water that you can replenish anytime from the kitchen.’

      ‘OK, thanks.’

      ‘And…’ Elena twitched her nose. ‘I know this will be strange for you. But there is no paper allowed down the toilet. The plumbing on the island is’—Elena stumbled on the right word—‘kaka … rubbish.’

      Kaka indeed. Another Greek word she could put in her little book.

      ‘There is a bin provided and the rooms are cleaned every day.’

      Grace nodded. She needed to get away from the visual this conversation was creating, and she was sure Elena did too by the way she was looking at the ceiling.

      ‘So, what will be a typical working pattern for me?’

      ‘It’s six hours a day on weekdays as discussed, and three on Saturday mornings. We start lessons at nine-thirty in the morning, there’s a break from twelve-thirty until three when it’s too hot to teach, and then lessons again from three until six.’

      ‘Understood. Sounds good.’

      ‘Obviously we’re not expecting you to start teaching on travel day, so we’ll see you down there in the morning.’

      ‘Great. Looking forward to it.’

      As soon as Elena left the room, Grace flopped face down on the bed, not even bothering to take off her shoes, and let out a huge sigh.
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        * * *

      

      When she came to, it seemed like a minute had passed, but after scrabbling in her bag for her reading glasses, her phone told her she’d been asleep for an hour. Her hair was flat against her head with sweat.

      She’d never seen the point of siestas before, but then she’d been on holiday whenever she stayed in a hot country. There’d always been so much to cram in that she hadn’t wanted to miss a minute. Now she was fairly sure that she’d be taking advantage of her bed in the afternoons on a regular basis.

      After a limp but welcome shower, she changed into shorts and a T-shirt, before drinking a small bottle of water. Hat and sunglasses in hand, it was time to explore.

      Before she got to the door, Grace remembered sun cream and the dire warnings of her daughters. No, she most certainly did not want to turn into a leathery old crone with skin the colour of rolling tobacco, thank you. She picked up the factor fifty and nipped back into the bathroom to put on one of the new swimming costumes. There were beaches at the back of the town, only a ten-minute walk away, according to Elena, and a swim would be wonderful.

      Grace crept down the stairs in case anyone was sleeping, but also because she wasn’t overkeen to bump into Giannis again so soon. As she passed one of the classrooms on her way to the back door, she caught a flash of white jeans through a crack, and the sound of female laughter. She’d hadn’t heard Elena laugh like that, but maybe she did when she was alone with her husband.

      The door opened further, and Grace saw the bottom half of a young woman’s long, tanned legs in very short shorts. It must be another of the new arrivals. Grace hurried towards the exit, and almost collided with a guy coming in.

      As good-looking as Giannis, although a few inches shorter and several years older, the man smiled wide, showing perfect teeth. Was every male member of staff destined to look like a male model? At least he held out his hand in the usual way. Grace had washed her hands thoroughly after her earlier encounter with Giannis.

      ‘Hi, I’m Thanassis. Director of Studies. You must be Grace.’

      Grace returned the handshake.

      ‘Welcome to our language school. I’m sure you’ll be’—Thanassis left a long pause before continuing—‘amazing, Grace.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve never heard that one before.’

      The smile dimmed a little, and confusion overtook his handsome face. Grace hadn’t thought to research whether the Greeks had a sense of humour, but it looked like sarcasm was possibly off the menu.

      ‘It’s so lovely to be here, and I’m excited to start teaching tomorrow.’

      She was gushing, but there was no point getting off on the wrong foot.

      ‘And we are excited to have you. I won’t keep you; we will go through everything in the morning before class starts. If you can meet me here at nine.’

      Thanassis did a mock bow.

      ‘Until then.’

      Grace hotfooted it out of the door and breathed a sigh of relief as she left the car park. The shady backstreets were calling to her, and Grace wandered through the alleyways that led up and away from the town, where loops of pink and red bougainvillea grown across canopies gave café customers respite from the sun.

      She sat down at one of the cafés and ordered herself an Aperol Spritz with ice. Eating or drinking alone in Britain was dismal in her experience. She’d only tried it once, and they’d shoved her on a table near the toilets. Here, it felt like it wasn’t a problem, and many of the tables were occupied by a single woman or man. Grace stared into the orange liquid, bubbles of condensation dripping down her glass. Phil had hated the stuff, saying it tasted like cough mixture. She tried out the idea in her head that Phil’s opinion didn’t matter very much anymore, which made her both sad and a little bit excited at the same time. Grace took a long, luxurious slurp through her straw.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, she was desperate for that swim, and after walking to the top of the town, she glimpsed the beach in the distance, the water glistening invitingly. She made her way down the dusty slope, her body longing for immersion in the water with every step.

      Ten minutes’ walk seemed a bit of an understatement on Elena’s part; she’d been going for at least fifteen already. Near the bottom, she was tempted to break into a run, or a gentle jog if she was being honest with herself. There seemed to be two paths to the beach, one winding and long, while the other cut through a garden with a wall.

      Surely that would be fine? There was no one about. Grace climbed over the wall, and kept to the perimeter of the property, not looking up at the enormous house to her left. She was nearly there. A couple more steps and she’d be able to hop over and directly onto the beach.

      ‘Hey!’

      A male voice stopped her in her tracks.

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

      Grace turned to see a tall, tanned man, dressed all in black, bearing down on her. His brown eyes were full of fury.

      He was now so near she could smell his lemony aftershave. He was obviously British by the accent. Grace couldn’t miss the broad shoulders and the tensed muscles that bulged out of the sleeves of his polo shirt.

      Up close he was even taller than she’d thought, long legs encased in black chinos, his close-shaven face looming at least half a foot above her.

      Grace prepared to stand her ground. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of appearing frightened. They squared up to each other, just inches apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The man, who Grace noticed had incredibly shiny shoes, spoke first.

      ‘I repeat, what is it that you think you’re doing?’

      Grace decided to brazen it out.

      ‘Going to the beach…’ She pointed at her bag with the towel sticking out of the top. ‘Obviously. Just what is your problem?’

      ‘My problem is that this is private property that you’re trespassing on. Did you not see the signs?’

      He pointed into the distance where Grace could see something in red written on a white background fixed to the wall.

      ‘That’s miles away. How am I supposed to see that?’

      ‘There are several on the outside of the wall too. Do you have problems with your vision?’

      ‘No. Do you?’

      The man was insufferably rude. He wasn’t going to get away with it.

      ‘I was told that all beaches in Greece were public. That they’re not allowed to be private, which seems an incredibly sensible idea.’

      ‘Yes, you’ve hit the nail on the head there. The beaches are public…’ The man spoke the word ‘beaches’ very very slowly. What an arse.

      ‘But the gardens of this villa are absolutely not public. I think most people would realise that.’

      ‘Well, I’m not most people.’

      ‘Clearly.’

      Deep down Grace knew she was a teensy bit in the wrong. But he needn’t be so nasty about it.

      ‘The public path is quite obviously over there…’ This time he emphasised the word ‘public’.

      ‘It’s not that obvious to me.’

      Grumpy man pointed back towards the house.

      ‘I’ve been watching you for quite a while on the CCTV cameras inside the villa, from the moment you attempted to climb over that wall.’

      ‘That must have been fun for you.’

      Grace was wearing her shortest shorts over her swimming costume, and she didn’t want to think about the picture of her bottom descending the wall, being watched on a screen by him and who knew how many more.

      ‘I wouldn’t describe it as fun exactly.’

      The granite expression never altered. He was like a headmaster, with her as the naughty schoolgirl.

      ‘Anyway, this time I’m going to let you off. But if I see you attempting to take this shortcut to the beach again, there will be consequences.’

      ‘Oooh, I’m really scared.’

      Grace found herself taking on the persona of a teenage girl. She never spoke like that, not to anyone. It was his fault. Arrogant idiot. He might be good-looking, but she hadn’t disliked anyone so much for a very long time.

      The man turned on his heel and made for the house. Grace ran for the wall. It was a bit trickier getting back onto the path than it had been getting into the garden. She threw her bag over first and tried to get a firm grip on the top of the wall but got stuck halfway over. She ended up straddling the brickwork, one bare leg either side, brushing up against the rough surface.

      ‘Shit!’

      In struggling to free herself, she’d scratched her left leg, and she could see a thin red line of blood emerging.

      She turned to see him watching her, as she knew he would be, with his arms folded, up by the villa. He could go hang. With a huge effort, Grace lifted her leg up and over.

      Just before she jumped off the wall, she raised the middle finger of her left hand in his direction.

      With each step along the path, her irritation grew. She’d not been so angry with anyone since Phil had upped and died, leaving her to cope with everything alone. Just who did that guy think he was? The sweat was pouring off her, and her leg was sore. She needed to get into the water.

      As soon as she reached the beach, Grace threw her bag down on the sand, stripped off her shorts and shirt, stepped out of her pumps and strode into the sea, tying her hair back with a band as she went, not stopping for a moment.

      She waded in up to her chest, the warm water caressing her skin like a fine silk scarf. The clear sea meant she could see her own legs and feet below, standing on the folds of sand. A tiny silver fish swam past her stomach, followed by another and then a whole shoal of them.

      Grace waited until her heartrate was almost back to normal, took a deep breath and pushed herself off the bottom. She headed out past the separate groups of elderly men and women floating in the water in their sun hats, chatting animatedly, and on towards the horizon.

      Once she was well clear of people, Grace let rip with a practised stroke. She’d gone back to the local pool specially to learn proper front crawl two years ago, one of the many activities she’d tried since Phil died, in a bid to stave off the reality of being on her own. Unlike French lessons and photography club, this was something she’d stuck at, joining a wild swimming group at a popular spot near her cottage. Although she had to admit this was a lot more pleasant. No little fronds of plant life waiting to make their way inside your costume, no muddy feet on the shoreline as you got out, and no manic rowers narrowly missing clouting you on the head.

      As she ploughed up and down across the bay, Grace looked back at the beach, noticing the rows of sunbeds at one end that she’d missed earlier, so determined had she been to get into the water. They were all arranged in twos with an umbrella in between. She’d have to find out if she could just hire one. It was a bit pointless for today, but she’d think about it for tomorrow or more likely the next day. All she’d be fit for after her swim was food and an early night, boning up on the coursework.
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        * * *

      

      Up bright and early the next morning, Grace made her way down to the main teaching room a few minutes before the appointed time. Thanassis was already there, laying out information packs on desks.

      ‘Grace, welcome. You’re the first. Would you like a coffee?’

      ‘Oh, yes, please. Milk, no sugar.’

      She’d only managed an orange so far this morning. It wasn’t that she was nervous exactly, but she’d got so used to tutoring her rota of pupils that she could virtually do it with her eyes shut.

      There hadn’t been a whole lot of new experiences in her life recently. In her room was a bag of tricks she’d brought with her from Oxfordshire, props and lesson plans, tried and tested methods to engage students, which she hoped would work here as well.

      Grace took the coffee from Thanassis and got a big grin back. He really did have a gorgeous smile.

      ‘Lovely, thanks.’

      She’d dressed in a smart pale blue linen shirt, and knee-length white shorts. It made her look a bit like an escapee from the entertainment crew at a holiday camp, but it was practical and would be reasonably cool. Grace sat down at the nearest desk.

      While Thanassis was out of the room, a guy who looked as though he was in his early thirties came in and nodded in her direction.

      Blond, and a bit on the short side, he exuded confidence. More second-hand car salesman than language teacher, and he hadn’t even spoken yet.

      ‘Hey, I’m Charlie.’

      ‘Grace. Pleased to meet you.’

      ‘Hope you don’t mind me saying, but you look a bit like my mum.’

      That wasn’t exactly the vibe she was hoping to project.

      ‘That’s funny. You don’t look anything like my daughters.’

      Charlie did a double take but rewarded her with a wink as he passed her desk and headed for one near the back.

      Definitely a natural salesman.

      Thanassis reappeared with a tray of cups and a pot of coffee.

      ‘Ah, I see you two have already met. Please help yourself to coffee, Charlie.’

      Three more people came in together, and Grace got the chance to observe them closely from behind her desk. Two women and a man, all in their early twenties by her reckoning. She recognised the first woman by her toned, tanned legs. She’d been the one in Giannis’s office yesterday, giggling away.

      Thanassis shouted to make himself heard.

      ‘Now everyone’s here, make sure you’re coffeed up, find a desk please, and let’s introduce ourselves. You five are our core teaching team, alongside me of course, and you all bring something different to the party. So, can each of you please give us a flavour of your teaching experience, plus one thing you like to do outside work.’

      It was no surprise that confident Charlie volunteered to speak first.

      ‘I’m Charlie. I mainly stick to teenagers, with the occasional adult thrown in. Okay, I knew that sounded weird the moment it came out of my mouth. Anyway, my dad’s Greek and my mum’s English, although they split a long time ago, and I was brought up between the two countries. I’m a full-time teacher at the school and I live here on the island with my girlfriend and my dog, Buster. Oh, and I’m a part-time DJ too.’

      That figured. She could see him coming alive in front of a crowd. Deep down, so far down it was almost buried, it was something she’d always fantasised about having a go at herself.

      The girl she’d spotted with Giannis was next.

      ‘Hi, I’m Anna. I’m more early years, I draw the line at seven-year-olds.’

      Charlie’s hearty laugh seemed a bit over the top to Grace.

      ‘Like Charlie, I’m also half-Greek, but it’s my mum this time, and my parents have a place on the island too, although they’re hardly ever here. I’m back for a while after being at uni in London … and I’m a pretty good tennis player.’

      Grace noticed that Charlie and Thanassis hung on every word the woman said. She certainly was stunning, with her thick dark hair, olive skin and wide mouth painted red. She only hoped that Elena’s husband Giannis wasn’t the slavering wolf at the head of the pack.

      There was a moment’s silence, before Thanassis spoke again.

      ‘Rose, can we hear from you next?’

      Grace could barely hear what the girl was saying. She must remember to call her a woman. They were all women, not girls, as her daughters kept reminding her.

      Thanassis raised his hands towards Rose.

      ‘Speak up, please.’

      Rose’s voice, when Grace did get to hear it, was a soft Scottish burr, Edinburgh maybe. It fitted in with her glorious red hair and pale skin, but the woman would have to be very careful in the sun was all Grace could think.

      ‘I’m Rose, and I’m taking a gap year following my degree and before I do a Masters in Education. I teach all ages but specialise in adults and … I like to play board games.’

      Grace caught Charlie and Anna exchanging glances and hiding smiles behind their hands.

      ‘Thank you, Rose. And you, Daniel?’

      ‘Hello. I’m Daniel, as you already know.’

      The tall young man with the mousy hair had a kind face and a ready smile. Grace thought she detected a Welsh accent.

      ‘I’m a secondary school geography teacher from Cardiff. I’ve taken a year out to travel and broaden my teaching experience. As you’ve probably guessed, I’m mainly teenagers too. And I’m a big film buff.’

      Thanassis turned to face her.

      ‘And last, but by no means least…’

      ‘Hi, I’m Grace. I’m a former primary school deputy head and a tutor. Like Daniel, I also fancied a complete change. I’m comfortable with all ages, but love the seven- to eleven-year-olds. I’ve taught in a higher education college too, so adults don’t scare me either. I love to dance when I get the chance.’

      That was probably enough for now.

      ‘Thank you, Grace. As you can see, we have a wide range of experiences and interests. You will stick mainly with one or two age groups, but you’ll be expected to muck in if we have any gaps or illness on the staff. Any questions?’

      Daniel put up his hand.

      There was a snigger from Charlie.

      ‘You don’t have to put up your hand, Daniel.’

      ‘Sorry, just a bit nervous.’

      His honesty endeared him to Grace even more, and she could see Rose looking over at him and smiling. The two of them looked like something from a train company ad for a day out in the countryside. From the little she’d seen, they both seemed shy and a little awkward. But she wasn’t here to matchmake for her colleagues, or, if she listened to Sofia, for herself. She was here to work.

      Daniel cleared his throat.

      ‘I was just wondering when we’ll have the information about which classes and times?’

      Grace zoned back in to what Thanassis was saying and dismissed a vision of Daniel and Rose walking hand in hand in a meadow. Sofia always accused her of being an old romantic at heart.

      ‘You’ll get given your timetables a week in advance, usually on a Friday. So please come and pick up your timetables for what’s left of this week, and there’ll be a new one tomorrow. Information packs on lessons are on the desks. Anything else?’

      Rose raised her voice a notch.

      ‘How much leeway will we have on the content of classes? I know we’re all following the Cambridge curriculum, but do we have some space for personal expression?’

      Without having to look, Grace could tell Charlie and Anna were raising their eyebrows at each other. They’d obviously labelled themselves the naughty kids. She turned to give them both a hard stare and they looked away too quickly to be completely innocent.

      ‘That’s a good question, Rose.’

      Rose coloured as soon as Thanassis turned his gaze on her. Grace hoped that the woman didn’t get Charlie’s teenagers any time soon. They’d eat her for breakfast.

      ‘You do have some leeway, as long as you stick to the set exercises. If you’re planning anything really way out, then please check with me first.’

      ‘Oh, no, nothing like that.’

      Grace gave Rose an encouraging smile. In her opinion, young teachers relied too much on PowerPoint presentations and interactive whiteboards. They had their place, of course, but sometimes it was good to think outside the box. It looked like Rose would be her sort of teacher.

      ‘If that’s all, please pick up your timetables with the room numbers and familiarise yourself with the layout of the building. All the books you might need are in the room opposite this one. Introductory lessons start in half an hour! Good luck everyone.’

      Rose and Daniel filed out with her to explore as instructed. As they headed for the upstairs classrooms, she glimpsed Anna and Charlie smoking outside the back door. Grace had already discovered that smoking was a lot more popular in Greece than it was in England. The Greeks didn’t seem to have got the memo that it wasn’t a great idea. Not that it was any of her business. Charlie blew out a series of smoke rings and gave her a cheery wave.
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