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The Fates

Three sisters of godly blood, each played their part presiding over mortal destiny. All were seamstresses who determined how each path would unfurl – from birth, through life’s trials and with them the consequences humans were fated to navigate.

Then, ultimately, death.

Clotho, the maiden; Lachesis, the mother; and Atropos, the crone – the latter decided when and how the precious thread of life was eternally severed.




Prologue

September 1988, Kalamata airport

Ellen accepted her dusty, battered rucksack from Aléxandros, unable to meet his eyes as she slung it over her shoulder. She didn’t want to leave Greece; she didn’t want to leave him.

‘I’ll meet you at the car. There’s nowhere to sit here,’ she said, briefly casting her gaze around. ‘Let me check in, then I’ll come back before I have to go through.’ She eventually raised her head. His eyes shone like grey opals in the late afternoon light, streaked with emotion and tears. She knew hers were red and blotchy, having cried the entire journey around the mountain roads from Kardamyli, clutching his hand across the gearstick. As she absorbed his beautiful, tanned face, she noticed that the sky surrounding him seemed bluer than ever. The landscape was taunting her with its beauty. He stepped closer, his hand snaking around her neck, and brushed his lips to hers. She stifled a sob and held on to his strong wrist, silently asking him to move away and at the same time needing him to remain as near as possible. It was torture. Neither of them wanted this.

‘This is not our goodbye, Ellen mou,’ he said. My Ellen.

Summer had stretched endlessly with the promise of sunshine-laced adventures on a girls’ trip with her best friend, Penny, who was currently checking in her luggage, but it had sped by too quickly. Especially after she’d found Aléxandros. The moment she arrived back in London, she would pack up her things from her parents’ house and return to begin life hand in hand, side by side with the man she loved, here in Greece.

As she trudged towards the sliding doors clumsily labelled with signs denoting departures, a familiar voice startled her, drawing her attention. She stopped in her tracks and glanced to the side of the airport building … It couldn’t be. No! How was this true?

Second-guessing what she’d seen, she blinked slowly before settling her gaze again. Ellen whipped around to seek out Aléxandros, but he was thankfully out of sight. Her breath caught in her throat as she scrutinised the scene before her, casting the two characters she recognised, the man and the woman in the horrible play she was accidentally watching. Covering her mouth in shock, her blood chilled despite the heat of the day.

Nýsa, Aléxandros’ mother, whose voice she’d heard, cutting her to the core as it always did, spotted her with wild, wide eyes. Nýsa rushed away from her male companion to Ellen’s side and urgently grabbed both of her hands, panting breathlessly.

‘Do not, Ellen, you must never, ever tell what you see. My Aléxandros cannot know – please, you have to promise me.’ She was fervent in her fevered pleas, looking behind her at the man she was with, who shrank backwards and disappeared behind a wall like the coward he was. The diminutive woman with her heavy Greek accent had been aloof and cold to Ellen thus far, but now was frenzied, imploring Ellen to concur, forcing her into an unwelcome confidence. ‘It will break Aléxandros’ heart forever. Please, Ellen, promise you will never tell him.’ Nýsa was frantically begging; so different from the sedate, widowed matriarch Ellen had become accustomed to over the summer.

‘I …’ Ellen began. ‘Aléxandros needs to know, Nýsa. He is here in the car park! How could you ever do this to him … ?’ Her words faded into the air and drifted off towards the snow-capped peaks of the Peloponnese. The truth would crush her beloved just as much as the deceit, and Ellen longed to protect the man who had loved her more than she could ever have imagined.

‘You must not return to Kardamyli. If he discovered this, my beautiful only son would never recover; he has been through so much this past year,’ Nýsa said, crossing herself piously. Ellen thought she belonged in hell for what she’d done. The web of lies Nýsa had woven, spun and stitched together just as Ellen would sew a blouse was the work of a master craftswoman – one Ellen had no desire to ever become. ‘You really want to break his heart in this way, Ellen? It is better for us all that you never return. There is no way for you to be here now. Leave. Forever.’

At Nýsa’s words, Ellen took a step backwards, feeling the weight of her rucksack pulling her shoulder downwards, and she shook her head in disbelief as Nýsa continued.

‘You will agree. There is no choice. Your holiday romance will pass and you will soon become just a memory; I will see to it,’ spat Nýsa with all the warmth of a hailstorm. Ellen was filled with horror. She wouldn’t want to be the cause of Aléxandros’ pain, but if she didn’t return as she’d promised, he would be hurt even further, possibly beyond repair. And so would she. They’d made plans for their future. She couldn’t leave without a word nor explanation just because she’d caught his mother out in the gravest of lies. ‘And if you disobey me, I will do everything in my power to turn Aléxandros against you. Your relationship will be cursed and I will stop at nothing until he forgets he loves you. You already see what I am capable of. Decide now, this instant, and choose wisely!’

Ellen’s mind raced as her body trembled from Nýsa’s threat. The woman clawed at her arm and skin. Tears pricked at her eyes, as she realised she’d been backed into a corner with no other option. She found herself unwittingly agreeing with the woman’s cruel scheme to not only conceal the dreadful lie but to sacrifice her future with the man she loved.

All those dreams she’d planned with Aléxandros as they’d watched the sun set over his olive groves were for nothing. The pale green foliage tinged with gold, which they’d called angel kisses, like the gods had ordained their union with a light from the heavens. Now, it belonged in the dust. She’d thought they were destined to be together.

With one last look through the airport doors, kissing Greece and the idea of true love goodbye with her eyes, she went to check in and would head straight for the gate. Ellen could only hope that time would heal her broken heart. And eventually Aléxandros’ heart too.




Chapter 1

Today, Tuesday, London

One of the worst things about being a widow – aside from the obvious – was all the unwritten rules. The main one being: ‘don’t say anything unkind about the person who’s dead’, no matter how much you wish to. Especially to the child. And Ellen never had, nor would she. Instead, she’d allowed her son, Tristan, to canonise his father, John, who’d died two years ago. She’d preserved her own memories in a putrid pickle jar and firmly snapped the lid shut.

Even though Tristan was a thirty-two-year-old adult, Ellen still wanted to shield him from pain. That’s being a mother, isn’t it? Taking on everyone else’s sorrow and trying to fix it or at least make it better, pushing your own woes to the side to be dealt with later, in private. However, today might prove to be a line in the sand. It was time to be brave, and though Ellen suspected Tristan would be worried about her, she needed to tell him. She didn’t wish to add to any concerns he may have about how widowhood was affecting her, but this news wasn’t connected to her late husband’s death. She took a steeling breath.

‘I have something to share with you. I’m going to Greece and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.’ Ellen quietly gulped in anticipation of her son’s response, hiding her anxiety with a nervous smile.

But there was nobody to hear her words; she’d been speaking to her own reflection in the hallway mirror. As her practice attempt at happiness fell from her face, courage also deserted her.

‘You can do it, you can do it,’ she muttered to herself.

Sighing in resignation, she smoothed her lank blonde hair, ignoring the spreading grey at her roots, knowing she ought to go to the hairdresser’s, but there never seemed to be enough time. Babysitting for her grandchildren swallowed up every spare minute, and sitting in a stylist’s chair for hours seemed like a waste, though Ellen currently felt like all she did was waste her time or willingly donate it to her family. The only thing belonging to her was dressmaking, and it gave her a warm glow to make something out of nothing. It was a true calling to drape fabrics, bringing someone else’s idea to life; it was the most satisfying thing she did. Her own visions – some would call them premonitions – which arrived when she sewed, sprinkled something extra into the garment. It began as merely a feeling, growing in strength to become a visual sensation that almost overpowered her when she completed a piece. And it would be what the person wearing it would also eventually feel. Ellen foresaw and felt their destiny for a split second. It validated her chosen profession; when someone wore one of Ellen’s creations, something magical happened. Though she didn’t believe in magic as such, she did believe in confidence. But at fifty-five years old, it was high time her days became more about her, not everyone else. She felt dreadful to even think it, but she needed to make a change. Now she was free, Ellen could do anything she wanted.

Picking up her shopping list, she set off for the parade of stores around the corner to buy ingredients for supper.

Chicken

Onions

Spinach

Biscuits for Bella

Bacon for Barney

Tonight, she planned to cook Tristan’s favourite chicken curry. She’d also summoned her daughter-in-law, Cressida, so she could make her announcement with both of them present. Over a home-cooked cosy supper, Ellen planned to broach the subject of her trip to Greece. She only hoped they didn’t think she was having some kind of grief-induced crisis by taking off, abandoning all responsibilities including being their much-relied-upon childcare.

Tristan always came for dinner after his weekly acupuncture appointment nearby. Every. Single. Tuesday. Ellen thought she liked her routine, but it was beginning to grate; life seemed to be slipping by and she craved new experiences. She admitted she’d become stuck in her ways, though before now it hadn’t been a choice, abiding by an imposed routine. Aside from the clothing she made for a living, which gave her a glimpse of freedom in her darkest hours, it was as if she’d actually stopped living or, more accurately, forgotten how to. Yes, she loved her grandchildren, but what was left for her after she’d handed them back? Recently, it was like the veil had been lifted from her eyes; having been so used to being told where to go and what to do, now it was down to her to dictate the direction of her life.

Later, as she diced white onions into neat pieces on a wooden chopping board that had seen better days, her eyes began to stream. The sound of the clock on the kitchen wall seemed to beat louder while she wiped her nose on a piece of kitchen roll. It was too quiet, aside from her sniffling in time with the ticks. Her trip to Greece had come at the perfect time. But Ellen couldn’t help but think about her late husband. It was unavoidable; the reminders were everywhere. She hadn’t known someone could drop dead, lights off, the end. There was an irony in her heartless husband dying of a heart attack, as if his vital organs couldn’t stand to fuel his body a moment longer. The shape of his name still formed in her mouth before her memory caught up, stopping her saying ‘John’ to ask the empty air for permission. It would be two years next week. April 27th was an anniversary without an appropriate card to receive.

[image: Congratulations! Happy 2nd widow day!.]

According to Tristan, Ellen was ‘smashing’ widowhood. She didn’t know what he meant, but after John died, she certainly felt like smashing things because her life had indeed been smashed.

After finishing her food preparation for the curry supper summit, Ellen fried up some bacon, wrapped it in paper and placed it in her shopping bag along with the box of biscuits she’d bought earlier, then headed out. As she walked towards the underpass, the mechanical clunking of the train station’s entry gates echoed in the cavernous space. She stopped in the middle of the passageway with the garish blue floor lights, screwing her nose up at the tinge of herbal cigarettes in the air. The rumble of a train leaving Raynes Park station made a sound akin to a minor earthquake.

Bella was on the floor in her usual spot, bundled in her sleeping bag. Her hand was open while she slumbered. Ellen wondered how anyone could sleep so deeply when exposed to the elements, but Bella didn’t stir as the wind whipped along the walkthrough, bringing with it the putrid tang of expunged body fluid. At the end of the underpass, a man was urinating against the wall. His nose was pressed to the stone. People skirted away in disgust but Ellen mustered the courage to speak.

‘Excuse me, perhaps you could find a loo.’

The man with no regard for public decency looked towards her, his gaze unable to fix, muttering unintelligibly. Thankfully he walked away, and Ellen faced the tiny heap of blankets. It was hard to place Bella’s age; living on the streets may have drawn the years she was yet to live across her face. Ellen walked over, not wishing to disturb; she must need the sleep if it had found her. The wiry tan dog beside her, whose name was Barney, wagged his tail, lifting his ears in recognition: the daily purveyor of fried bacon had arrived. He sat up and tilted his head appealingly, shoulders shimmying with excitement. Ellen reached into her bag and extracted a crispy morsel. He hesitated, seeking permission with his eyes, then gently took it. It was gone the moment it touched his pink tongue. He whined in tune with the whistling wind and gratefully received another treat. Ellen knew not to stroke him. She’d tried once and he’d cowered in the shadows, as if friendliness could hurt. This poor little mite was ill-equipped for affection from anyone aside from his owner. She placed the tin of biscuits and some money beneath it on the end of the sleeping bag. Bella opened her eyes briefly and spoke.

‘Bless you, Ellen,’ she croaked. ‘God bless you, my dear friend.’ She returned to sleep as Barney settled down over her feet.

Bella was one of Ellen’s few constants, apart from her little family and few friends. And, of course, her sewing machine. Such familiarity and routine had helped her navigate the complexities following John’s death. Between book club, dressmaking, and the odd lunch out, the sight of the homeless woman was something she’d come to rely upon; they needed one another. She was a secret companion who had given Ellen light during the grimmest days of her marriage, ironically offering Ellen comfort when Bella existed in anything but.

It gave Ellen joy to help in her own small way, even now after eight years of knowing each other. There was something unspoken between them, a mutual understanding that defied reason. Ellen never needed to explicitly admit her fears aloud; somehow Bella always understood, and she saw through the man John had purported to be. They skirted the issue, never discussing it in their exchanges, but Ellen knew Bella wasn’t fooled by John’s façade. She was the only one who would scoff, shake her head with disdain or roll her eyes if Ellen ever mentioned him. She supposed that Bella had observed him when he thought nobody was looking. It was why Ellen continued to make a daily delivery of biscuits for Bella and bacon for Barney; the homeless woman had been – and remained – her only safe space. Nobody else knew the truth about the man she’d been married to.

As she walked back home, her mind filled with the long-forgotten wanderlust that had gripped at her and refused to leave. It was her best friend Penny’s fault and, she supposed, her own. It had re-emerged because of book club last Wednesday, prompting recollections of years ago in Greece, which had come flooding forth. It was the reason she was announcing the trip tonight to Tristan and Cressida. Ellen caught herself smiling as her mind clouded with memories: glimpses of sunshine, snapshots of azure waters and flashes of suntanned skin. It was before John; a time when she’d known what it was to be carefree and happy. And to be loved. The girl she once was still remained somewhere within, only she was buried so deeply beneath layers of life. Ellen was determined to dust her off to set her free for one last adventure. Or maybe it would be the first in far too long.




Chapter 2

Last Wednesday, Book Club

It was Ellen’s turn to host since it was her book choice, which was a considerable departure from the cosy crime written by celebrities that her cohorts preferred. For snacks, she’d made a charcuterie star: layers of Serrano ham, crackers, focaccia, crudités, olives, fruits, and cubes of cheese all positioned to cleverly make the celestial shape.

Penny and June were due at any moment, so Ellen plumped the magenta scatter cushions on her cream sofa and straightened the multicoloured throw that was draped over the armchair. They were daring splashes of homespun colour, and as she looked around the living room, her eyes traced the bravely placed accent pieces, acquired or made after John had died. He’d preferred everything to be beige and ‘neat as a pin’. They were opposites in every way, and though she’d tried to be a good wife, it hadn’t been enough for him. But she could never have predicted the mask he was hiding behind, even though they were so different.

As a police commander, he’d been very clear about what was and what wasn’t acceptable. But Ellen had allowed her bohemian eye to gradually reclaim the space as she traversed widowhood, making cushion covers from leftover fabric scraps, concealing the bland vanilla scheme to slowly but surely become her own for the first time. She resentfully retrieved their wedding photograph that she concealed in a drawer and shuddered to put it back on the sideboard, nestling it among happier pictures featuring her son and grandchildren. The punishment continued even after John’s death because of the choice she’d made to keep the truth about their relationship secret. Too much time had passed to suddenly confess and now it was too late. Even her closest friend, Penny, had no inkling of what she’d suffered, and she wished it was different so that she could truly break free of the charade. Ellen kept her circle small – though John had controlled her number of friendships – to avoid explaining her marital status or receiving unwanted condolences for the loss of a man who’d been capable of relentless cruelty.

Penny arrived at seven on the dot. They’d been best friends since the age of eleven and their childhood weekends had been well spent roaming the shops during the 1980s, saving up pocket money to buy a ‘Choose Life’ T-shirt to pair with a bowler hat and pixie boots. Penny was first in the class to get a puffball skirt, and Ellen remembered how envious she’d been, since her family couldn’t afford such luxuries, unlike her friend. Then she worked out how to make one for herself in a pale blue satin. She’d fallen in love with sewing in 1983 while listening to Culture Club and fast became the go-to girl at school to customise a stone-washed jean jacket. It was then that her love affair with dressmaking had begun, though Ellen never mentioned the visions she’d had whenever she made something, in case Penny thought her mad. Back then, their biggest childhood challenge had been how to become Cyndi Lauper, dress like Madonna and marry George Michael.

‘Ellen!’ declared Penny in greeting at the front door, giving her a warm hug. ‘I’ve just come from the committee meeting for the fundraiser next month. It’s going to be fab-u-lous! Are you still good for an auction prize?’

Penny had marched straight into the lounge after depositing her cashmere coat on a banister. She was a bundle of infectious energy and seemed to have an unlimited supply. She’d married well and hadn’t ever worked, so devoted her spare time to sitting on the boards of various charities including her family’s own foundation. Her husband, Alan, was CEO of something in finance that Ellen didn’t understand, but he was evidently very successful. Penny’s life was one worthwhile endeavour after another, plus she came from old money that she deployed with considerable philanthropy. Ellen felt embarrassed that her only charitable efforts consisted of feeding a stray dog and its homeless owner.

‘Of course, Pen,’ said Ellen enthusiastically. ‘Put me down for a custom outfit. What’s the charity – the children’s hospital appeal, isn’t it?’

Penny helped herself to an olive from the platter on the coffee table.

‘No that was the last one. This is for victims of domestic abuse.’

Ellen hastily unscrewed the white wine and poured two generous glasses as Penny stared at the photographs on the side.

‘Right, of course, more than happy to support. Cheers,’ Ellen said, raising her drink and offering the other to her guest. But she didn’t hear. Penny was quite deaf but refused to acknowledge it, wallowing in complete denial about ageing. ‘I said cheers!’ repeated Ellen loudly. Penny turned and accepted the wine then clinked glasses before sitting in the armchair. She stared at Ellen for a moment and frowned as much as she could. Her forehead was glassy smooth.

‘You look exhausted, Ellen,’ she said gently, her eyes tracing Ellen’s appearance. ‘I think a spa day is much needed. And perhaps … a hairdresser’s appointment. Let me book you in. My treat.’

Ellen smiled at her friend, who appeared far too glamorous for the lounge in her navy pantsuit and long string of genuine pearls. Her caramel hair with expensive streaks of light blonde was blow-dried to bouncy perfection and the air was thick with Chanel No.5, which overshadowed the cheap floral wax melt Ellen had fired up.

‘I’m absolutely fine, Pen, honestly. Just lots going on.’ Ellen made a conscious effort to speak up to save her friend any embarrassment and considerately dipped the volume of the music playing from the speaker in the corner.

Penny sat forward, putting her glass on the table.

‘I have known you for more than forty years and I know what you look like when you’re fine, and this is not it. I know John’s anniversary is coming up. I can’t believe he’s been gone two years; it only seems like yesterday,’ Penny said with a sigh, her eyes glistening in the lamplight. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Ellen found a smile to placate her, because she didn’t want to talk about it; there wasn’t anything she wanted to tell. And that was the problem. But she tried to pacify her friend, fiddling subconsciously with her wedding ring that she wished she could rip off.

‘Just having a bit of trouble sleeping and the grandkids are a lot to deal with. Work’s been mad too. This time of year is bridesmaid dress central!’

‘I wish you’d tell Tristan to stop relying on you so much. It’s not like they can’t afford help. Having a nanny growing up was the best thing that happened to me – preferable to my parents,’ she scoffed. ‘You’re too good to him and that ghastly Cressida – they’re taking advantage.’ Ellen shook her head dismissively, not wishing to agree aloud.

Tristan and Cressida’s little ones, Mercury – a boy – and Andromeda – a girl – were eighteen months and three years old respectively, and were a handful to say the least. Penny had sniggered at the name choices, and Ellen admitted she had balked too when she’d first heard them. Neither of the women were huge fans of Cressida, but Ellen felt duty-bound

































Epilogue

The next day, Kalamata airport

Ellen accepted her suitcase from Aléxandros; unable to meet his gaze, she set it on the ground beside her sewing machine. She didn’t want to leave Greece; she didn’t want to leave him.

Ellen lifted her blotchy, red eyes to his beautiful pale grey stare. Just as it did before, the landscape teased her with its tranquil beauty. The flags that fluttered in the gentle breeze could be the same ones that witnessed their first parting. And the Peloponnese mountains provided the dramatic backdrop, unchanged peaks for thousands of years, bearing testimony to much more than their love affair, which seemed to be stunted with every chance they were afforded. Ellen refused to allow that to be their legacy; they would be together, if only she knew when.

‘I’ll go and check in and see if Penny and Tristan are OK,’ she managed, feeling the weight of their history bearing down. They’d already been here but this time, somehow, it had to end differently. Aléxandros needed to trust her, believe she would come back. She reached up to kiss him and whispered, ‘This is not our goodbye, I promise. And I will keep that promise. It’s just not as simple as I’d hoped. I have to go back and I know you’ll visit, but my life is here with you. “When” is the only question I don’t have the answer to. We will be in Kardamyli together; I feel it. And that is my truth.’ He said nothing in return and her heart sank.

She moved towards the airport building and stopped briefly, glancing to the end of the walkway where she’d seen Nýsa and Thános when she was eighteen – the moment that had shifted everything. Today, that space was empty: no covert meetings, only the perimeter fence. Inside the airport, Penny was commanding Tristan to attend to her every need and thankfully Ellen’s beloved son was happy to comply. As Ellen joined the queue beside them, she saw them grinning at each other, whispering in conspiracy and giggling. She wanted to be part of the joke, not wanting to miss those silly moments along with the sombre ones. They were reminiscing about the party last night and exchanging recollections. Ellen’s heart swelled with a fleeting flood of joy. Because she needed to muster the courage to kiss Aléxandros goodbye for an unknown amount of time. It was an agonising thought.

Ellen agreed to meet Tristan and Penny airside, then she stepped back into the afternoon heat, allowing the sun to soak into her skin. She looked around for Aléxandros, but he wasn’t there. Her panic began to rise as she searched along the ramp, beyond the groups of taxi drivers waiting for their fares, smoking, sipping iced coffees from plastic-domed containers. Every detail and sound became pronounced while she diligently sought out the man whose heart she’d once broken by abandoning him here, pushing away the thought that he could be capable of returning that unwelcome favour.

A family of tourists were dropped off in a smart black people carrier, followed by a coachload of travellers. The airport that moments ago had seemed so quiet was suddenly teeming with people, making it harder to search for him. Travellers blocked her way, and to check the other end of the building, she needed to return to the very place she’d seen Nýsa and Thános all those years ago. Reluctantly but doggedly, she headed down that end of the walkway, dodging cases and carry-ons, stepping over the legs of teenagers sprawled on the floor sipping beer from cans. As she reached the spot, she slowly scanned her surroundings before spinning back to face the airport. Suddenly, she found herself in front of Aléxandros and gasped, almost stepping back in shock, shaking with relief.

‘Ellen, agápi mou, come here.’ He pulled her into the safety of his arms, and she felt her body relax, but still they had to part. She raised her head to look at him, to drink in his beautiful features so she could conjure them up when she was without him.

‘I thought …’ She looked around, wishing they weren’t standing where his mother had forced her to leave while his father had hidden behind the building in cowardice. He caught her gaze and sentiment.

‘This is where it happened, isn’t it?’ he asked, and Ellen nodded. ‘Then today, we rewrite our history. Together, you and me. Did you think I would leave you?’ He smiled kindly and smoothed her hair away from her face. ‘I promised I would never hurt you or let you go, my beautiful Ellen.’

Her bottom lip began to tremble. ‘But I have to go, Aléxandros. I know I said I wouldn’t leave you either, but you understand, don’t you? You trust me?’

‘I do. You asked for my heart and with that you have my soul; we were meant to be together. I wish there weren’t so many tears shed for us to find the happiness we both deserve.’ He brushed his lips to hers and Ellen held his face, pushing her fingers into his thick, dark hair.

‘I love you, agápi mou,’ she said, and he laughed, breaking the tension. ‘Will you ever stop finding my Greek funny?’

‘Never,’ he said. ‘Speak my language to me always. But you should go, my love. It is time,’ he said, and Ellen’s stomach dropped. She kissed him again, wanting to convey the depth of her feelings for him with every brush of their lips, each contact of their skin, but it would never be enough. They had barely slept over the past few nights as the countdown to today ticked ominously; making love through the early hours, coiled in one another’s arms, unable to satiate their desire for each other. The memories they’d made needed to sustain their time apart.

‘I’ll call when I land,’ she said, beginning to cry. ‘I love you. Please know I’m coming back.’

‘And I love you, Ellen; I know you will,’ he said, and she had no more energy in reserve to say another word. Trudging towards departures, she was unable to look at him. It was too painful. Taking one last sweeping glance at Greece, absorbing the startling cobalt sky and the snow-peaked tips of the mountain range, she took one more step away from the man she loved, feeling a crack appear in her barely mended heart.

‘Ellen!’ she heard Aléxandros shout just before the doors closed behind her. ‘You forgot something!’ She turned and saw him pull a large suitcase from behind where he stood, having masked it with his frame. She didn’t understand, and asked a question with her eyes.

‘We won’t ever say goodbye again. So, I’m coming with you.’

She covered her mouth as tears of joy spilled down her cheeks.

‘But you didn’t say … how …’ She was overcome with the rush of feelings, unable to make sense of her thoughts.

‘Tristan suggested it and I agreed. We have your son’s permission, and I accept his grace and blessing. And Penny may have helped, naturally.’

Ellen laughed and felt such pride swell at her son’s maturity and kindness along with her best friend’s, but the practical part of her brain sparked into life.

‘But what about your work?’ Ellen asked, wanting to believe this was real and not a wonderful daydream, that they could truly rewrite their history and break the pattern of broken hearts that was their story so far.

‘It’s only branches of blossom – the real work is in autumn when the olive trees fruit, as you will see. This time, I am coming with you, my love. We are going to your home.’

Ellen looked at him and accepted the love he was offering, because she knew she deserved to be loved without condition, without control and without judgement.

‘Aléxandros mou … My Aléxandros. Home for me isn’t in England and it isn’t in Greece,’ Ellen said, and he frowned. She put her arms around his middle and stared into the eyes that had kept her company during decades of estrangement, the years of torment and pain she’d endured, longing for his lost love. And now she finally had it, given and returned in equal measure. ‘Home isn’t a country or a place; it’s wherever we are in the world. Together. It’s where we were always meant to be. You can call it destiny, but you and I, with one another – that’s where we belong. And do you know what?’

‘What, agápi mou?’ he replied with his beautiful smile.

‘Never mind destiny, I’m taking charge and I decide that today and for the rest of eternity, I choose love.’ She pressed her lips to his, cementing the decision that led her back to Kardamyli and firmly towards a future of her own design. This new Ellen, the one who loved so hard, would now, tomorrow and forever choose Aléxandros. Because she chose herself and what she wanted for her life.

When she’d walked through the airport doors without saying goodbye before, she’d hoped and prayed that time would fix her broken heart. Instead, Ellen had mended her own wounds, and with a newfound resilience, she’d not only realised fate’s ready-made plan, but given it a new purpose. Or perhaps, she’d found the power and unearthed the strength to alter her own fate.

And it had taken precisely thirty-six years, nine months and eight days.
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