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Prologue

London, October, 6 months ago

‘Morning, sunshine,’ Kat said to her brother, Nik, as she buckled her seatbelt.

‘Young hearts … run free …’ he sang at the top of his voice, greeting her with a wink. The words he didn’t know, he made up, which made Kat clutch at her stomach with laughter.

‘Every single time, Nikólaos, you get it wrong!’ She used his full name to chide him.

‘It makes perfect sense in my head, Kitty Kat.’

He tried to rev the engine in time to the music until it became a scream and Kat playfully slapped him on the arm.

‘Get on with it – the traffic will be hideous,’ she said and her twin ceased his silliness and put the car in gear. They set off for the upmarket gallery that was hosting Nik’s latest photography exhibition entitled ‘A Study of Man’.

Kat thought it a good excuse for her brother to stare at muscular naked models and call it ‘work’, but she was only too willing to come along in support.

‘It’s about sinew and shape, not just floppy bits and buttocks,’ he’d explained years before, urging her to understand his craft.

His talent was undeniable, and she was incredibly proud: Nik’s art would leave a lasting legacy. Her own creativity manifested in journalism, though Kat often wondered what she was hoping to achieve from her life by writing about home design. She loved giving magazine readers advice on interiors, and sharing the latest trends, but it wasn’t the fiction she really longed to write.

‘Are Mum and Dad coming to the show?’ she asked.

Nik replied with his infectious giggle.

‘I’ve tried to warn them about the more explicit pics, but they’ll be totally unprepared, of course. Mum will be pointlessly begging Saint Michael to save my soul.’ Kat pictured their mother, Mína, energetically crossing herself, and gripped her knees in anticipation of their parents’ wrath. ‘Leave them to me. And don’t worry so much about everyone. We were all born naked!’

She pulled the visor down to shield her eyes from the autumn sunlight and to briefly check her reflection in the little mirror.

‘Sorry we haven’t caught up properly since you got back from Greece,’ she said, fiddling with her cuticles guiltily. ‘And before you say it, I know I’ve been impossible to get hold of and totally snowed under with work. But today I’m all yours!’

‘As you should be! God, Kitty Kat, Greece is already a distant memory, as are the beautiful men. It’s so cold here I think my tan has frozen off.’ Nik sighed for dramatic effect. ‘You know I actually wept putting my summer clothes away. I was beginning to think you didn’t love me anymore.’

He was teasing but Kat caught his sentiment beneath the barb.

‘Nothing in the world could stop me loving you, sunshine.’ She flicked his earlobe, and he swatted her hand away. It was something they’d always done in the spirit of irritating one another since they were children. Kat returned to her mass of curls in the mirror, trying out a shorter length by rolling up the ends.

‘Would you stop fiddling with your hair!’ said Nik. ‘It’s incredibly distracting.’

‘I wonder if I should have it cut short. What do you think?’

He stopped at a junction, then turned to face her. ‘You always look fabulous.’ He reached out and tucked a stray curl behind her ear. ‘But it’s only ’cause you look just like me!’ His dark green eyes traced her face before he spoke again. ‘Little Kitty Kat. I wish you’d follow your heart and be happy. I love you …’

With an almighty crash, the world went black.






Chapter 1

London, April, present day

Kat added the final piece of the jigsaw, pressing it firmly into place. She sat back on her heels, exhaling in satisfaction. Now it was finished, she couldn’t stand the thought of breaking it up again. Not yet.

The image depicted a moment she didn’t remember, but she was there, immortalised in time at five years old beside her twin, Nik, both beaming beneath the bright Athenian sky. Her mother had made an old photograph into a six-hundred-bit puzzle for Kat’s birthday; a tradition that endured with no sign of abating, even though Kat was no longer a child. She was thirty-seven today.

It felt strange to think of their precious family image being cut up and mangled to make a jigsaw. Art had unwelcomely imitated life. Kat hesitantly reached out her fingertips and traced Nik’s tanned arms, which were spread out wide in front of the iconic structure of the Parthenon. She smiled at the triumphant expression on his face, like he had constructed the monument himself. Beside him, Kat had assumed a copycat pose, looking to him while he faced forwards – always following where he led. Their identical features were in sharp focus tinged with inimitable golden Greek light: dark green eyes, nut-brown skin, heart-shaped faces and sun-streaked brunette curls. The colourful shapes of tourists massed beneath the classical columns towering overhead. Kat’s eyes tracked the distinguishable figures in the background: children in profile, the man in red with his back to the camera who was mirroring the twins’ stance while crowds of others clustered to gaze in awe at ancient Greek history. As her attention swept back to Nik, the weight of her heavy heart tugged harder at her body.

She looked around the living room. Her mother, Mína, favoured chintzy décor. There was a chaotic comfort to the mismatched patterns and textures though it jarred with Kat’s own taste. Mína had stitched tassels onto every available textile: cushions, chairs and the edge of the sofa all trimmed with dangling gold. The sideboard was crammed with photographs of cherished family memories, random distant relatives, and Greek Orthodox religious icons. A group photograph taken at her wedding sat at the fore, which Kat moved to the back row every day, but somehow always found its way to the front.

Her parents had almost succeeded in concealing their disappointment at her looming divorce, having known Kat’s soon-to-be ex-husband, Jamie, her entire adult life. He’d been a constant through the ups and the very many downs, held them all as they’d grieved after the accident, nursed her broken bones as they healed and scooped her up when she was unable to function. But it wasn’t the sweeping love affair she and Jamie had hoped it would be and if they were honest with each other, which they were, it never had been. The shock of sudden bereavement had cleared the clouds from Kat’s eyes and, overnight, life became far too precious to squander. It was the friendliest of unfriendly circumstances, as kind and loving a separation as was possible, and they remained great friends. But living back at her childhood home was becoming intolerable. She was being smothered with food and love, treated like a child again. Her father, Giórgios, had even suggested she take a break from writing for the magazine and join the family business.

‘It is what we do, Katerína,’ he had said. ‘We are family, and this is the most important lesson you will ever learn: no matter who comes and goes from your life, your family will remain as constant as the Peloponnese mountains.’

He was an amateur philosopher, as most of her male relatives seemed to be. Giórgios regularly held court behind the counter of the family eatery. Customers who frequented Zorba’s Kitchen knew that whenever he slung a tea towel over his shoulder and uttered the words: ‘You see, the problem with young people these days …’ he’d either embark upon a tale about the glory days of Greece, dismantle the state of British politics or educate his audience on the role of Ancient Greeks in forming society. All while Mína attended to her sizzling saucepans in the back kitchen, shaking her head in amusement at yet another of Giórgios’ famed monologues while tending to his grill out front.

Her parents were an exceptional team, having been married more than forty years. It was a relationship Kat aspired to, striking the balance between teamwork and tenderness. But they too were shrouded in grief. Especially this particular Saturday, another ‘first’. The first Christmas without Nik was awful, but today was Nik and Kat’s birthday. Except it wasn’t ‘their’ birthday anymore. Now, it only belonged to her with the ghost of his memory beside her.

The doorbell chimed, pulling her away from the jigsaw. Opening the front door, Kat accepted a stack of mail from the postman. Then, she signed for a thick package addressed to her mother, which bore an official notary mark from Athens. She’d take it to the restaurant at lunch. It was time to get ready for a day she wasn’t ready for at all.

***

Through the window, Kat saw Zorba’s Kitchen was already packed with people. Slowly soaking in the persistent April shower on the street seemed preferable to the onslaught of questions, congratulations and commiserations she was about to endure.

The twins’ annual birthday gathering had been organised regardless of the fact it would be a solo pity party no one wished to participate in. But for the sake of tradition, Kat had reluctantly agreed to it. Not that she had any real choice in the matter. Her parents held customs – family or religious – in the highest regard. Today already felt hollow and pointless; there was little to celebrate.

She took a deep breath, and in her pocket, clutched at the little evil eye that Nik had always carried with him. It was unusual because it was red rather than the familiar blue máti. Kat kept it with her as a talisman. She needed its strength to endure the party. As she opened the door, a wall of sound rushed outwards, beginning with the tinkling bell overhead, followed by exuberant chatter. All heads turned towards her, and the noise suddenly quietened as if someone had pressed a mute button.

‘Chrónia pollá, Katerína!’ came the collective shout of ‘happy birthday’ in Greek as various relatives rushed to greet her. Kat felt numb as she was jostled from one embrace to another, receiving kisses and pretend spits in her hair to ward off bad spirits. But the worst had already happened, and for all their faux spitting, nobody had managed to protect Nik. Their forced merriment collided with how she felt inside, like a limb was missing. She automatically looked to her left, but he wasn’t there. Her beautiful, fantastically funny brother whom everyone adored would have been revelling in the attention. Kat was the quieter twin, happier for him to take centre stage, now wishing she possessed a slice of his confidence. There was no buffer between her and the pinching fingers or soggy lips of distant cousins.

She plastered on a smile as her mother stepped towards her to kiss both her cheeks.

‘Thank you, Mána, for the party,’ Kat said using the Greek term for Mum. She lowered her voice. ‘I know it’s a hard day for you too.’

‘Agápi mou, my love, is what your brother would have wanted. He was the life and soul of us all, our beating hearts …’ Mína broke off, wrapping Kat in her arms. The scent of hairspray was overpowering. Her mother’s hair had been set rigid with what smelled like half a can of spray. Kat was grateful for any amusement to stymie the survivor’s guilt that plagued her days, though her nightmares were even worse.

‘Katerína! Come, eat, we have been waiting for the guest of honour to begin our feast!’ shouted Giórgios from across the room. It wasn’t true. Most people were already gorging on souvláki meat skewers straight from her father’s grill or plunging pittas into bulging bowls of tzatziki. Kat summoned the bravest face she could muster, side-stepping and bumping her way slowly through the crowd. On the walls she noticed lengths of blue and white Greek flags lettered with ‘Happy Birthday’, which covered framed pictures of the Cyclades islands. The bunting was also draped over plaster busts of mythical gods mounted on plinths.

‘Chrónia pollá, angheloúthi mou, my angel,’ Giórgios said proudly. He thrust a plate at her, which was laden with perfectly charred meat. ‘We make all your favourites for this day. Now, will you have a glass of wine?’

Kat vehemently shook her head.

‘No, Babá, Dad. You know I don’t drink anymore.’

‘Endáxi, OK, OK,’ he said in resignation, raising his palms to the air before clapping them together loudly, garnering everyone’s attention. Kat felt her cheeks heat: a lengthy speech was imminent. She stuffed a piece of chicken into her mouth, finding it hard to swallow as the penetrating glare of her entire family bored into the back of her head. As she rested her fork on her plate, which she gripped to her chest, oil dribbled onto her green silk vest.

‘Dammit. Every. Single. Time,’ Kat muttered to herself but did nothing. She felt a hand in hers and looked up from her sullied top to find it was Jamie, her almost ex-husband, who had grasped her fingers.

‘Thank God you’re here,’ she whispered to him as she spotted her boss and friend, Amelia, over his shoulder and then her other best friend Lizzie. She had her ‘village’, and they physically Rállied around her, forming as much of a protective barrier as possible. Kat absorbed their comfort as they turned to hear what her father had to say.

‘We are here to celebrate our dear, sweet Katerína. Her name comes from katharós which means pure in Greek. This is for those among you who do not speak our most beautiful of languages as fluently as you should.’ His eyes fixed briefly on Katerína, making his point. ‘This family is united in the purity of this happy day that of course also has a deep sadness for us all. But we are sent such trials to test our hearts and souls. My people are from Thessaloniki, the place that is named for the victory of the Thessalians. Niki is the victory, so you young ones would do well to remember this when you put on your Nike sneakers. You are walking in Greek history with every step.’

‘I love your dad – total fucking legend.’ Lizzie cackled in Kat’s ear as Giórgios continued.

‘And our darling Nikólaos which of course means victorious in Greek, has beaten us all to the kingdom of God. He has won and the rest of us have lost. But there is a victory to find beneath the word of God: our Katerína is here with us to see her thirty-seventh birthday. And she has been saved for a purpose yet to be revealed …’

Kat felt her bottom lip begin to tremble and she squeezed Jamie’s hand tighter as Lizzie’s fingers rested on her shoulder and Amelia’s on her arm. If Nik was there, he would have swiftly heckled their father, and the silence without his interruption rang in her ears. She admired her father’s bravery, but his sentiment jarred: she didn’t feel like she had a purpose anymore. Her ambition to write a novel had been swallowed up in the mundanity of life, the relentless routine of work consumed her as she strived to be the best she could. And she hadn’t indulged in her decorating passion since she and Jamie had bought their home, which was now sold. There were too many itches she hadn’t had the opportunity to scratch. But now she felt adrift with no focus. Nik had anchored her, and she didn’t know who she was without him; her zest for life had dissolved into grief. Thankfully, her mother, Mína, stepped in.

‘Yes, yes, Giórgios, and my people are from the island of Agístri, which means “fishing hook”, so please in your vast wisdom, do tell me what we take from that?!’

Laughter filled the room, and Kat couldn’t help but join in. The relief was palpable. Eventually a hush descended as Giórgios calmed the noise with his hands. His eyes, identical in colour to Kat’s, twinkled with mischief.

‘It means that from the moment I saw you, Mína mou, my Mína, I was hooked by you and utterly helpless. You had victory over my heart. And together we have these two beautiful children …’

Mína gasped and Giórgios put a hand over his mouth, unable to believe he had fallen into the trap they were all snared within. For occasional half-seconds, they all forgot Nik was gone. He had always seemed so alive; it was impossible to think the opposite. Only six months had passed since he was killed by a drunk driver and it was still so new, so raw, so horribly unreal. Kat’s eyes brimmed with tears. They would never have their silly sibling exchanges again. Her morning call or message to him always began ‘Morning, sunshine,’ and his at the end of the day to her: ‘Night, night, moonlight.’ It had been their thing and now it was nobody’s.

‘Shall I say a few words?’ whispered Jamie in her ear. He meant well, but it wasn’t his place anymore. It was down to Kat to spare her parents’ embarrassment. She found courage and turned to face her entire extended family, as her friends’ faces spurred her onwards.

‘In summary, my father just compared himself to a fish and my mother to some kind of angling warrior temptress,’ she said, and a few guests tittered politely. They weren’t used to hearing her make speeches – that’s her brother’s job. Was. ‘So, I want to thank you all for coming, and even though Nik isn’t here, he is. He will always be half of me. Please don’t ever forget him, and that can be his victory over us all.’ Hums of agreement rippled around the room. Kat longed to escape, but drew her brief speech to a conclusion as she caught an encouraging nod from Jamie.

‘I’m out of analogies and my chicken has gone cold after that whistle-stop tour of Babá’s family geography, so raise your glasses in a happy birthday to me and to Nik. Now, let’s all eat!’






Chapter 2

After several hours of feasting and dancing late into the evening, everyone finally left, and Kat felt quite wrung out. She was grateful her friends had turned up in support. They were due to have dinner later in the week to celebrate her birthday in their own way – without the scrutiny of relatives unpicking her relationship with Jamie. Though Jamie’s presence at family occasions confused everyone, to them it made a perfect sense.

She was noisily tackling the pile of dishes in the back kitchen with her mother while her father wiped down his prized grill out by the counter.

‘Did you see how well Cousin Eléni looks?’ Mína whispered conspiratorially, though there was nobody left to overhear. ‘She has given up eating bougátsa and finds her clothes fit much better. You know she has the most terrible problems with her bowels.’

Kat tutted at her mother’s indiscretion. ‘Mána, please! You’re obsessed with everyone’s health and shape. Is anyone ever just right?’

Mína dried her hands on a dishcloth. ‘Yes, angheloúthi mou, my angel. You are, though you need to eat more,’ Mína said looking her up and down.

Kat couldn’t help but snort in disagreement, waving a large dish around in one hand as she spoke. ‘Mána, there’s very little for you to be proud of. I’m thirty-seven, living back at home with you, doing the same job I always have for the same magazine, about to get divorced … not exactly a catalogue of reasons to celebrate. Or much to show for my life so far.’

Mína gently prised the platter from Kat’s hands then guided her from the pile of crockery to sit at a little wooden table in the corner. Kat had accidentally smashed three plates so far and knew her mother would prefer her away from the breakables.

‘Katerína, we have all been through so much, but you must know how very proud I am of you – and your father is too. You make many monies on your home with Jamie because of the brilliance of your design. You get this flair from me, of course. And even though you and Jamie are to be …’ she inhaled deeply, wincing as if she were in pain, before continuing ‘… divorced, never close your heart to love. Perhaps it is almost time for you to meet someone new. Take your mind off things. We would be very happy if the next was a nice Greek boy.’

Kat summoned any remaining energy to prevent an eye roll of despair. From the moment she announced her separation, she had known the gossip would spread, and it was only a matter of time before she was paired off with someone from the local Orthodox church.

‘I think that’s the last thing I need. Not just a Greek boy but any boy. I should sort myself out first before entertaining the idea of romance or love.’ Kat’s voice snagged in her throat as it dawned on her that any reliable counsel about relationships had been from her twin. His advice was now gone. ‘I keep expecting Nik to walk through the door.’

Mína’s eyes watered and Kat felt ashamed she’d mentioned her brother, but she couldn’t keep her grief hidden all the time. She still needed them to be her parents while she came to terms with her own loss. But she was mindful that they too were in immense pain. Swiftly shifting the subject, she said, ‘I finished my birthday jigsaw this morning. It’s still on the table if you want to see it later. It’s lovely, Mána.’

Her mother smiled sadly, brushing a spindle of her dark blonde fringe to the side, which pinged back to its original place immediately, having been coiffed to the consistency of concrete.

‘I chose that photograph to make the puzzle because it is a very special memory in Athens thirty-two years ago. You were both so little. We were stopped everywhere we went – it is so lucky to see twins. It took us hours to reach the Parthenon. People wanted to bless you both and shake your hands or mine – a mother of twins is most auspicious. Nikólaos of course loved the attention, and you were so timid, always hiding behind his shoulder like a little mouse. But you were both very excited to be on your first trip to Greece and meet—’ She stopped abruptly and walked over to drain the sink. Kat frowned as the water gurgled noisily down the plughole.

‘Meet who? You took us to Agístri, but I thought you didn’t have any family left on the island or in Greece. I don’t really remember any of it; I wish I did.’

Mína gripped the edge of the countertop. Kat couldn’t see her face, but she noticed her mother’s knuckles had blanched as she held on to the side.

‘No, I have no family there. I meant meet your heritage in my birthplace. My English is still terrible even after all this time. Why you cannot speak Greek with us, Katerína?’

‘Sorry I’m so English, Mum,’ Kat said, acknowledging her mother’s disappointment in her.

‘You must never be sorry for who you are.’ Mína turned from the washing-up pile.

‘But you haven’t been back to your birthplace for so long, Mána. That’s who you are,’ said Kat. She never could understand her mother’s reluctance to return to Agístri when she fervently celebrated everything else about Greece. Mína dried her hands on a dishcloth and sighed. ‘No, Katerína, that is where I am from, it is not who I am. I haven’t been to Agístri for many, many years – not since I took you and Nikólaos. There is no point; it is not where I belong. For me, home is wherever your father goes.’

Kat smiled, comforted by the romance in her mother’s words. At least her parents had each other to battle through their grief. Kat tried to be brave, but she didn’t feel it. She looked down at the wooden tabletop covered in dents and scrapes. Slashes of knives marked the countless kilos of vegetables peeled by her mother over the years. She suddenly noticed a small pebble in the centre. It was tinged a light, shiny pink, almost quartz-like. As she picked it up, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled.

‘Look, Mum, what’s this?’

Mína turned and took the stone from Kat’s fingers with a puzzled expression.

‘No idea. Maybe it’s us speaking of Greece; we conjure the beach from the heavens. My own Mána used to say be careful what you say aloud; you bring things to you when you give them energy. She was so superstitious your yiayiá.’

Mína crossed herself in deference. Kat didn’t remember any of her grandparents; they’d all died before she and Nik were old enough to recall. Though she couldn’t imagine there was anyone on earth more superstitious than her mother.

‘Maybe it’s Nik sending us a sign. He always had pebbles in his pockets when we were little. I don’t know where he got them from. Croydon is hardly near the seaside,’ mused Kat.

‘Perhaps it is a sign or perhaps not. We do not speak of such things; it is ungodly. But it doesn’t mean they don’t happen,’ said Mína, her face becoming stern as she pointed at the edge of Kat’s tattoo, which was peeking out beneath her watch strap. ‘Regrets are the very, very worst, Katerína. That terrible mark is there forever!’

Kat held up her arm to look at the bow and arrow inking both she and Nik had. It represented Apollo and Artemis, the twins from Greek mythology, affiliated with the sun and the moon respectively. Kat had the moon beside her bow and arrow and Nik the sun. She caressed the faded lines.

‘Well, I don’t regret this at all.’

‘That’s as may be now, Katerína, but you will when you are eighty years old, and your skin has become folds of wrinkles and sags to the ground, it will look quite ridiculous! Why you scar your beautiful skin this way I will never understand.’

Kat’s mind reached back to the moment she and Nik arrived home at seventeen, freshly inked, unsuccessfully hiding their arms throughout dinner that night. They were quickly found out by Mína who scolded them at length. Kat had felt instantly guilty but Nik persuaded their parents it was a tribute to their Greek heritage, which had impressed Giórgios immensely, and he’d lauded their dedication to the motherland.

Mína dabbed the corner of her cloth with tea tree oil and rubbed at the stain on Kat’s vest. There was no point resisting: it was likely ruined, but Mína thought she could fix it, and Kat permitted her fussing. While her mother tutted at the greasy mark, Kat remembered the pile of post she’d brought.

‘There’s a bunch of letters under the counter for you. One’s from Greece – quite official-looking – I had to sign for it. Maybe they’re calling you back, Mána,’ Kat joked. Mína pulled a strange expression and paled, then marched out front to find it.

Kat sat at the table, removing Nik’s máti from her pocket. She turned it and the mystery pebble in her fingers, wondering how long grief lasted and when she would finally wake up feeling half full rather than half empty. The evil eye had been retrieved from Nik’s jeans before his cold body was covered with a sheet and tucked away in a clinical hospital drawer. Kat shuddered at the thought.

A cry came from the front of the restaurant, and Kat snapped to attention. She rushed to see what had happened but before she could enter the room, she stopped still in the archway at the sight of Mína brandishing a letter in her father’s face, holding a large file in her other hand.

‘It’s his will, Giórgios, look!’ Mína waved the document in the air and Kat’s father gently extracted it from her hands.

Kat stepped a little further into the room unseen, her heart picking up pace.

‘He cannot have received my letter about Nikólaos and now it says Katerína must go there.’ She pointed out something to her father who hummed agreement.

‘That island is determined to persecute me,’ Mína cried as Giórgios read studiously. ‘And now I will have to tell her everything.’

Kat’s pulse began to pound even harder as she watched her father take her mother’s hand.

‘Not everything, Mína mou,’ he said then began to read aloud. ‘In association with the relevant municipality offices and the Greek Ministry for the Interior, Pétros Tzanos hereby issues his notarised last will and testament indicating his wishes to leave his literary rights, some monies and his house on Agístri to Nikólaos and Katerína Konstantópoulos.’

‘What?’ Kat couldn’t help but shout as her parents turned sharply towards her, grim-faced. The silence stretched with no response. ‘What are you talking about? And who is Pétros?’

Mína’s bottom lip quivered, but she managed a response. ‘Pétros was …’ She looked to Giórgios for reassurance, who placed his hand on her shoulder.

‘You must tell her, Mína,’ he said as she nodded in defeat.

‘He was …’ She began to cry, her voice rising in pitch. ‘Pétros was your uncle. My brother.’






Chapter 3

Kat walked uncertainly towards her parents, waiting for someone to elaborate further. Her mind whirled, trying to make sense of what she’d heard. She had an uncle, her mother’s brother, who had made the twins beneficiaries of his will. But Nik – like their mystery uncle – was dead, leaving only Kat to inherit. She was bewildered and light-headed. For all the emphasis her parents put on the importance of family, they had inexplicably hidden a relative from her.

Giórgios fetched a tall decanter of Metaxa and glasses, setting them on one of the restaurant tables, beside the large file sent from Athens. He gestured for Kat to sit, and she obliged, but shook her head when he offered her a glass.

‘Are you never going to drink again, Katerína? Would your brother really want this for you, because of the actions of a terrible man drunk-driving? You used to enjoy glasses of wine with your dinner, but now you punish yourself, and yet it changes nothing, not the outcome, nor our grief.’

Kat pushed the glass poured for her to the side, ignoring her father’s queries about her sobriety.

‘I’m so confused. You had a brother?’ Kat said looking to her mother for an explanation. Mína remained silent, her lips pursed tightly together. ‘But you said you had no family. Why would you not tell me and, worse than that, lie about it? Did I meet him when you took us to Agístri?’

Mína rose from her seat and removed the last of the birthday bunting from the wall and folded it up with painstaking precision before putting it in a cardboard box. She looked agitated. Eventually, she returned to the table, having collected a new white tablecloth and her sewing box from behind the counter. Mína began to expertly attach a string of the fresh gold tassels to the linen, frowning in concentration. The quiet was unbearable.

Giórgios tenderly patted Mína’s shoulder. ‘Mína mou, you should explain to Katerína. Please. She deserves to know. It is time.’

Mína glanced up from her task with an expression of immense pain. She looked defeated even before the story began.

‘Which part do you suggest I tell, Giórgios?’ Mína asked as they locked eyes for a few moments. Taking a hefty glug of brandy, she continued, ‘I am sorry, Katerína, that I never told you.’ Mína’s chin wobbled as she fought back more tears. ‘Pétros, your uncle, died just before Christmas, my poor Pétros.’ Mína crossed herself several times, and the length of tassels rustled between her fingers. Kat felt for her mother having lost Nik then her own brother in such close succession.

‘Mána, start from the beginning …’ Kat gently prompted, as her father handed Mína a paper napkin.

Mína shook her head then blew her nose loudly. ‘You will think badly of me. You won’t forgive me. Pétros never forgave me and I cannot forgive myself.’ Silence again, broken only by her sobs and the wall clock beating the seconds as they passed. Mína gathered herself with another sip of her drink and continued. ‘His will means I have to tell you … He is in your jigsaw, in the red shirt facing away. That was the only time you met him. We went to Athens, and then stayed in his home on Agístri that is now yours.’ She paused and exchanged a look with Giórgios that Kat couldn’t interpret.

‘I can’t believe he’d leave a complete stranger his house,’ Kat said looking at the ceiling trying to process the little she knew thus far. ‘What happened between you and your brother? I don’t get why you hid him from me.’ Again, Mína looked to Giórgios who took up the story on his wife’s behalf.

‘They had a … disagreement during that trip, and sadly didn’t speak again. Time it seems does not heal all wounds.’ It did little to enlighten Kat and her frustration rose.

‘Please, Mána, I don’t understand.’ Kat’s mind drifted to their earlier conversation in the kitchen about regrets. She must have been referring to Pétros. Mína went back to sewing and didn’t look up, as if the matter were closed.

‘Your mother and her brother were estranged. They had been for many years,’ interjected Giórgios. ‘Pétros was an eccentric, but also somewhat of a recluse; he became a very successful novelist – a writer like you, Katerína. In different ways you and your brother are much like your uncle. He was what you might call a confirmed bachelor.’

‘And?’ said Kat, still unable to grasp the gist. The only thing they shared so far was creativity.

‘We were so close when we were young and nobody made me laugh like him.’ Mína gazed into the distance as if she were reliving her happier past. ‘But people grow apart, and Pétros refused to live a lie, never conforming to what my parents wanted for him. I suppose I admired that conviction, but my family disowned Pétros and I failed to stand up for my brother when we were younger, and as adults, he still held it against me all those years after.’

She snipped at a length of cotton and tried to rethread her needle, but her tears dropped onto the fabric and she abandoned her task.

‘Why did your parents reject him?’ Kat asked. ‘Please tell me what happened,’ she insisted. Mína burst into noisy sobs and Giórgios pulled her into his arms. Kat’s frustration sparked again – why couldn’t her mother talk plainly? Finally, Mína lifted her head and sighed in resignation.

‘Because my brother, he … he never married because he preferred the company of men. He was gay.’ She took a steeling breath to carry on. ‘Back in those days when Pétros and I were teenagers, such a life wasn’t accepted. Not like it is now. You wouldn’t understand, Katerína. Our culture had very strict views on what was acceptable.’ She rubbed an eye so hard with her fist, it was as if she was trying to erase the thought. ‘I think he held me responsible for the shame he was made to feel. And I am so disappointed with who I once was on that island.’

Kat closed her eyes tightly, as her mother wept again. She wished more than ever that Nik was beside her. He would have loved to know one of their family was gay too, though he would have been saddened to learn that Pétros had been ostracised because of it. But it was too late. Pétros and Nik were gone, and those who remained now had to find a way to piece together what was left.






Chapter 4

When she’d returned home with her parents, Kat went straight to the jigsaw in the lounge to seek out the image of Pétros. He was the one facing away from the camera, his arms splayed like Nik in reverse. What comfort Nik could have brought him and vice versa had they been in one another’s lives. Her twin had been so proud of his sexuality, but her uncle had been made to feel disgrace.

She looked up from the jigsaw and noticed her father in the lounge doorway holding the file from Athens.

‘Is Mána OK?’ she asked as he walked wearily to the sofa.

‘She will be. She has gone to bed. Today was difficult for many reasons. And now this.’ He handed her the documents. ‘It is yours, Katerína, to make of what you will.’

She opened the binder, unsure where to begin.

‘I don’t want to hurt Mána any more than she has been. What should I do? I need your advice, Babá.’

‘Do what you think is right, angheloúthi mou. Follow your heart. But if you wish for my opinion … life is a beautiful collision of circumstances that none of us are able to predict. Who we love, where we go, who we meet. So, if you ask me, I think you should go to Agístri. Pétros’ will states you must, so why not? You get to see Greece and your new home; nobody loses.’

Kat felt torn. How could she enjoy this fortune, when it had come at the expense of her mother and Pétros’ estrangement? And she was meant to share it with Nik.

‘I’m not sure. What will Mána say? It’s a big step, and then there’s my job …’

‘Work can always wait and it’s all you do, work, work, work!’ Giórgios gestured to her with both hands in exasperation as Kat looked back at the jigsaw. ‘I will deal with your mother. And she will speak about it when she is ready. Please do not press her to. You must be patient, Katerína.’ He hovered beside her, looking at the puzzle. ‘All I hear is you finding excuses not to go. I am yet to hear a good reason for you to stay away from the island. A good sleep will help you arrive at a decision.’ Giórgios kissed the top of her head before adding, ‘Happy birthday and kaliníchta, Katerína.’

‘Goodnight, Babá,’ she responded.

Kat remained on the floor leafing through the paperwork from her uncle’s estate until the pins and needles fizzing in her legs forced her to move. She sifted through various forms stamped by the relevant authorities until her tired eyes stung from the endless translating via an app on her phone. She gulped at the amount of money she’d been left, added to her bank account from the sale of her marital home, she was now incredibly comfortable. In the very back of the file, she found a picture of the house that was now hers along with an address and transfer of deeds she was required to sign. It wasn’t a very clear image. Nothing about any of this was clear.

Since her parents had gone to bed, Kat retired to her bedroom but couldn’t sleep. Instead, she searched online for more photos of the house, zooming in on satellite images. It was slightly set back from the shore though would likely have a wonderful view of the sea. Then she sought out pictures of Agístri itself. The photographs almost vibrated on the results page, drawing her in immediately: calm turquoise waters, both sandy and pebbly beaches, red-roofed traditional houses and a stunning whitewashed church with a cornflower blue dome. It was breathtaking. Dare she go there to claim her home? Though it was a place filled with people who had shunned Pétros for being his true self. But she wouldn’t learn any more about her uncle here in London, and Agístri may answer what her mother wasn’t prepared to. Besides, she hadn’t taken any extended leave from work since her honeymoon fifteen years ago and goodness knows a holiday of sorts would be welcome. At thirty-seven, it bewildered Kat that she had been alive long enough to have had a marriage last so long and fail, when she was currently sleeping in her old room, in a single bed covered in tasselled cushions and gaudily embroidered coverlets. Yet here she was.

If she went away, took a break from life to reassess her plans, she could even find time for creative writing, maybe rework the novel she’d abandoned. The idea nudged at her, giving her a giddy feeling. The first and only book she’d written years ago while at university was still consigned to a drawer following a stream of rejections from agents. It was too crushing and disappointing, so she’d focused on interior design journalism instead, harnessing the flair for colour and décor that she’d possessed since she was a child; redesigning her dolls house every year using her mother’s nail polish – much to Mína’s irritation. Her current position as lifestyle editor at Love Interiors, a glossy monthly magazine, was hard won, but she had been there since graduating and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt challenged.

Turning over in bed, she tucked the ugly baby pink duvet beneath her chin.

‘Night, night moonlight,’ she whispered in her mind, trying to conjure up Nik’s voice and failing. In that moment, her head was too full of Agístri and her uncle to find her twin, and she became afraid of the day when she couldn’t imagine his face anymore. Surely that would never happen. Dismissing the idea, her thoughts returned to the little Greek island and the house. Having a focus that was entirely her own could give her the space she needed to process Nik’s death without supervision from her parents. Maybe next month she’d go – she didn’t need to set a date tonight. Yes, Kat definitely needed a break, she just needed to break it to her editor-in-chief and friend, Amelia, on Monday morning.






Chapter 5

The house was empty when she padded downstairs on Monday morning. Her parents started early at Zorba’s Kitchen. As Kat ate breakfast, she was lost in thought. The sense of betrayal from her mother hiding part of her family stung so much that she hardly noticed each bite of toast. But she’d been told not to mention it by her father. It was infuriating, though she acquiesced given she was living under their roof. For now. It only strengthened her decision to go to Greece. She just needed to work out when.

She was so caught up in thinking about her family that she spilled apple juice across the table, which splashed her white shirt. After changing her outfit, she was now running late. She grabbed the box of portokalópita, a Greek orange cake that her mother had set aside for her colleagues to enjoy, and dashed to the station.

Arriving breathlessly at work, she headed straight to Amelia’s office, hoping to catch her before the Monday morning editorial meeting. She rapped on the glass door garnering the attention of her boss, who gestured for her to enter.

‘Morning, belated birthday girl! How was the rest of the party after I left?’ Amelia asked, before eyeing the box Kat was carrying. ‘Please tell me that’s your mother’s orange pie cake thing!’ Kat opened the lid to give Amelia a glimpse of sweet sticky glaze. A drizzle of sweetness glopped out of the box and landed on her skirt. Kat didn’t notice until she caught Amelia’s sympathetic grin.

‘It went pretty much as expected,’ began Kat, trying to brush away the evidence of her mess. ‘Except … well, something’s come up and I might need to take some leave soon. I’m not sure when, but I wanted to give you the heads-up.’

Amelia’s face fell in concern. ‘Of course, you’re owed tons of holiday, and God knows you need to get away after what you’ve been through. But why now?’

‘Long story, which I haven’t got to the bottom of yet, but after the party, there was a bit of a revelation. It turns out I had an uncle who died last year. And he left me and Nik everything in his will.’ Amelia gasped as Kat continued. ‘Except obviously it’s just me now, but it includes a house on a Greek island.’

Amelia’s blue eyes widened as much as they could, given her face was aesthetically frozen. ‘A house? In Greece? Tell me you have pics.’

Kat dipped into her handbag, pulling up the photographs on her phone.

‘Here. It looks out to sea, three bedrooms, two bathrooms, huge patio with an amazing tree and garden—’

‘Oh my God, it’s heavenly!’ Amelia interrupted. ‘That stonework … those shutters need a lick of paint, but wow!’ Amelia pressed the intercom, ordered coffee from her assistant then asked her to let everyone know she’d be late for the meeting. Leaning back into her leather swivel chair, she grinned at Kat. ‘Your Greek grand design … I can see the masthead in the mag now. Have you thought about the amount of content we could get from this? Oh, this is brilliant! You’ve been working like a machine and some distance and sunshine would be so good for you. When do you leave?’

Amelia’s questions came thick and fast as she handed the phone back to Kat, whose eyes glanced over the pictures on the screen. Kat still couldn’t believe she was looking at somewhere she owned; it felt so unreal.

‘I actually wanted to take a clean break for a bit and not work. Maybe write for myself … do an eat, pray, love, decorate type of thing. Actually, scrap the love.’

An intern knocked at the door, and Amelia nodded warmly. The girl almost bowed into the room with a tray of coffee, the china cups rattling against their saucers as she placed drinks in front of them, then made to leave.

‘Thanks, Libby,’ said Kat. She deliberately made a point of remembering everyone’s name. She was once an intern too and the editors had seemed like inaccessible glamazons. Now an editor herself, Kat was reassuringly approachable for the junior staff: never very well put together and her clumsiness was often the source of office jokes. She looked at her boss’s sleek blonde blunt-cut bob, shining like a sheet of golden glass. Her white shirt was pristine and unblemished, unlike the rumpled replacement Kat had chosen this morning after unceremoniously splattering her first with juice.

‘I insist you take this as a new challenge, Kat. Starting now – no time like the present. Yes, of course, have some holiday, but how about you write the redecoration as you live it? Share your experience of grief within it all. The house was supposed to be yours and Nik’s, so … it could be like peeling back layers of wallpaper and discovering what’s beneath, unearthing hidden treasures – literally and metaphorically. You absolutely have to go at the soonest opportunity.’ She clasped her hands in front of her. ‘Do this not just for the magazine, but for yourself. Please. We’ve all been so worried about you. Now you can turn your hand to something even more creative and blend what you’re best at – writing and design. It’s a stroke of genius, even if I do say so myself!’

Kat shook her head, appalled at the thought. Work had been her one escape. Losing herself in the detail of colour palettes and textures stopped her reliving the crash with Nik. Writing about interiors and lifestyle trends gave her the distance she needed to survive the daily pain in her heart. But she balked at Amelia’s suggestion. Why would she expose her private thoughts to anyone else, let alone pepper her lovingly curated pages with the grim inner workings of her own mind? Her misery did not want company.

She promised Amelia she’d think about it, and walked in a daze to her desk on the main floor, depositing the box of orange pie in the kitchen on the way. As she joined the meeting, Kat realised her boss wasn’t on the same page as her at all. After apologising for being late, Amelia said she had an announcement.

‘Well, it’s already been an exciting morning because Kat has news! She is going to be working on a very special project … in Greece! That’s all I’m saying at the moment, but I know it’s going to be huge for her and for the magazine. Online content, print, giveaways … I can’t wait for her to get started. She’s off soon – we will keep you posted!’ As Kat listened, her mouth dropped open and a bubble of anger formed in her stomach. Amelia was her boss, and they were friends, but this major life occurrence wasn’t supposed to be page-filling fodder for public scrutiny. She hadn’t even agreed to the assignment yet. She’d only just resolved to go to Greece but hadn’t put that plan into action. Kat hated decisions being made for her, yet it was all anyone seemed to do.

Her colleagues offered their congratulations, and excited chatter rippled around the office. She set her jaw rigid out of fear of saying what she actually thought. Amelia was as bad as her parents, inserting herself in Kat’s business. Or perhaps she enabled everyone to take charge of her life. She bit her tongue and plastered on a smile, already eager for the day to finish so she could see her parents, hoping they might reveal more about Pétros. 

But when she got home that evening, there was a note with instructions for reheating a lamb stew and a request for a family meeting at 9 p.m.

She watched the kitchen clock tick-tock the minutes away, then paced between the jigsaw in the lounge, which was still intact, to the photographs on the credenza, pushing the wedding picture of her and Jamie to the back. Again. She couldn’t help but chuckle, which cut through her impatience. The frame was his choice and although it wasn’t one Kat would have selected, Jamie had already given it to her parents before she’d seen it. She sent him a message.

Hey! Wedding pic still up and I’m off to Greece soon. Not sure when. K x

He replied immediately. She still had him saved under ‘HUSBAND’ in her contacts and it amused them both that she’d kept it.

Wow – Greece! Have you been married off already?! Your folks move fast!

Ha! Kat responded. Not happening ever!! Big family news – fill you in tomorrow night xx

She was relieved they could behave normally within their separation, but then they’d always had more of a friendship than a great sweeping love. Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a key in the front door.

‘Kalispéra!’ Kat shouted good evening in Greek, hoping they’d follow her voice to the lounge, and her parents entered the room. ‘Can we have our family meeting now?’ Giórgios lingered by the door. ‘Babá? Someone please say something!’ Since Saturday, they had both been deliberately evasive, and she couldn’t stand it any longer.

‘Angheloúthi mou, there is no more to tell than you already know,’ her father stated as if it were an end to the matter. ‘I understand you will have questions for your mother, but I fear you will be disappointed.’

Kat slumped into an armchair, making the gold tassel trims waggle. She didn’t mean to behave like a teenager, but her parents insisted on treating her in such a way that she organically morphed into a sullen younger version of herself.

Her parents took their place on the sofa opposite Kat, identical in their stance, hands clutched tightly in their laps.

‘Mána, when did you last speak to Pétros?’

Mína’s mouth remained tightly shut and Giórgios placed his hand on her knee, giving her leg a squeeze to spur her on.

‘During the trip with you and Nikólaos. Your father remained here to look after the business.’ She shot him a guilty look and he nodded, encouraging her onwards. ‘But my brother and I were unable to repair our relationship. Even though I told him myself in person and in letters ever since that I accepted him as I did Nikólaos. That love is love, no matter who you choose.’ She inspected her fingers and avoided Kat’s eye for the remainder of her story. ‘But on that holiday, we argued. I never heard from him again, and now I never will. I wrote to him after Nikólaos’ accident, but I don’t know if he received the letter … I only found out Pétros had died from his obituary in the Greek newspaper. I don’t even know where he is buried. I never got to say goodbye.’ Her voice choked at the end of her sentence, and she dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief that had been tucked up her sleeve.

‘But I don’t understand why you didn’t try harder. You could have gone to visit, found a way while there was still a chance to fix things. You could have done more than just write a few letters.’

Giórgios’ face became stern, and he smoothed his thick salt-and-pepper hair.

‘Do not criticise your mother, please, Katerína. Our generation was brought up in a way that is incomprehensible for you to grasp. Especially being raised in a very conservative family as we both were.’ He leant forwards, splaying his fingers on his knees. ‘Until you are an adult or married, you didn’t dare to go against your parents’ wishes. It was not the done thing in those days and still isn’t now. Something you may like to remember. It is ingrained in us to obey family, to be loyal no matter the cost, angheloúthi mou.’ The softening of his words with his usual term of endearment did little to comfort Kat. She simply couldn’t understand why her mother wouldn’t have reached out to Pétros with greater urgency, though she had some comprehension of the Orthodoxy that her parents grew up in. But Kat would never risk being estranged from a friend or family member, because you never knew when your time was up or when it would be too late to retract cross words.

‘I don’t know what to say other than I’m sorry for you, Mána,’ Kat said moving to crouch in front of Mína who could hardly meet her eyes. Kat mustered the strength to announce her plans to travel to Agístri. ‘I also wanted to let you both know that I plan to go to Greece soon, to the house. Do some decorating, write … have a bit of space. I haven’t quite decided when but it’s time I went to the motherland, right?’

Giórgios suddenly laughed, and Kat was startled by his gleeful response, which was in stark contrast to his scolding moments ago. Her father reached into his jacket pocket.

‘This is most fortunate indeed, Katerína.’ His voice boomed with the tone that signalled a forthcoming monologue. ‘In life, you must bend with the wind, be shaped by the elements; it is God’s way of telling us we are setting out on the right path though we, of course, believe we make our own choices without fate or destiny. Yes, the ancients speak of such things. We take what we will from their musings and do not discuss it.’ The contrary nature of Orthodoxy, philosophy and superstition fused with confusion in Kat’s brain, but she let her father carry on. ‘However, I had a word with Amelia, and then a great discussion with Jamie at the party, and he gave his blessing to my idea that you needed time away even before we know about Pétros’ house. But now it is more pressing. So, as a birthday gift, I have decided to help you towards your future. This is exactly the right thing for you.’

Mína looked at Giórgios and then to Kat. ‘What are you talking about, Giórgios?’ Mína asked, panic evident in her voice.

Kat’s irritation rose at the thought of a conspiracy behind her back between her father and Jamie. This was what her family and Jamie did: thrust themselves into every element of her life and made decisions on her behalf. Her father retrieved an envelope from his blazer.

‘Given how much you have been through, the sadness and sorrow our family has shared, it is time for you to find joy and there is only one place that will give you this – Greece! I have spoken to Pétros’ housekeeper, and it is all arranged. You are going to Agístri. It is time for change, Katerína. The will states you must go to claim the house, so go you shall!’

‘No, no, Giórgios, don’t make her go there.’ Mína clung to his arm, but Giórgios dismissed her, shaking his head at her insistence.

‘It is time, to put the past behind us.’ He looked to Kat. ‘We will take you to the airport, all of us together, the whole family. Mína, phone everyone at once and alert them to be free very early on Monday.’

He thrust the envelope at Kat and she uncertainly unfurled the paper nestled within. Her eyes absorbed the printed page in front of her:

BA0640 07:45 T5 LHR to ATH.

A flight to Athens along with a ferry booking from Piraeus port to Agístri.

Leaving next Monday morning and returning two months later.






Chapter 6

Kat caught Lizzie’s eye as she walked into the crowded Soho bar and was relieved to see her best friend. After exchanging hugs, Kat launched into her spiel.

‘Right, before Amelia and Jamie get here, I need to offload.’ She babbled out the whole story of betrayal. ‘I want to break something I am so bloody cross!’

Lizzie handed her a large soda water with a fresh lime.

‘Look, your parents are always in your business, but I can’t fucking believe Amelia and Jamie would join in too.’ Lizzie was always straight to the point and, as abrasive as her language could be, it was right for the moment. ‘You need to start setting some boundaries. Did you tell them how you felt?’

Kat gave her a withering look; Lizzie would know she had stayed silent for fear of upsetting anyone.

‘I don’t want to make a big deal of it, and a trip to Greece to write isn’t the worst idea. I just wish I’d had a choice about when and what kind of writing,’ said Kat.

‘Or at least been consulted,’ agreed Lizzie, tying her newly platinum blonde hair in a ponytail. With her overlined kohl eyes, she looked like Brigitte Bardot. ‘The house is an exciting windfall, but those two … I’m going to say something when they get here.’

‘No! Please don’t. It’s fine, I was planning to go anyway. And some sunshine wouldn’t be too hideous …’

‘Well
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