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			Prologue

			Have you ever dreamed of getting away from it all? The Ionian Escape is a luxurious, family-­run hotel on the beautiful island of Kefalonia, and it might be the very place you’re looking for. Imagine waking up in a light-­filled, spacious suite, fully rested after a night on one of our king-­sized beds. Step out onto the balcony and take in the view of the bay below – a magnificent sweep of golden sand, the sea a breathtaking shade of teal. We have a well-­stocked bar and an award-­winning restaurant on our verdant garden terrace, and it’s a glorious spot to watch the sun go down in the evening, a cocktail clinking with ice in your hand. A short walk away is our lagoon pool, complete with sunloungers, perfect for taking it easy. There’s also our indulgent spa with a wide range of treatments, plus our airy fitness studio with daily classes, and we offer a huge variety of activities for guests, from wine tasting to surfing lessons to day trips around the island. 

			The office manager lifts her fingers from the keyboard and reads over her words, absent-­mindedly twisting the small gold evil eye charm she always wears on a necklace. In truth, the hotel has been an escape for her too, having fled to the island three years ago, pale with stress, a broken doll of a person. Since then, she has slowly rebuilt her life here, piece by piece, day by day. The sunshine has helped, as have her great colleagues, plus those faithful old healers, time and distance. She’s a different woman now, stronger if still somewhat wary, and experience has taught her two things: one, that sometimes a person just needs to pack a case and leave everything behind. And two, that everyone – absolutely everyone – has a story to tell. 

			
			

			She returns to the website copy she’s updating. Tempted? she types. Then you know what to do. You’re sure of a warm welcome at The Ionian Escape hotel – your perfect island getaway. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter One 

			Miranda

			Miranda is not exactly in a holiday mood as she throws clothes and toiletries into a suitcase with the surliness of a woman defeated. Disgraced Miranda Faces the Axe, the tabloids crowed last week when the news broke that she would be stepping back temporarily from the show. Since then, every time she looks in the mirror it’s as if she can see that axe hanging over her head, poised on a hair-­trigger to fall at any moment. Meanwhile, her inner monologue insists on chanting the sinister end of an old nursery rhyme, just to heighten the sense of doom:

			Here is a candle to light you to bed

			And here is a chopper to CHOP! OFF! YOUR! HEAD! 

			‘The directors feel very strongly that it would be wise for you to take a complete break,’ Helen, her agent, had said. ‘Get away from everything, remove yourself from the public eye until the fuss dies down.’ In the meantime, Miranda has been written out of the next few episodes of Amberley Emergency – and potentially, warns Helen, the rest of the season if she doesn’t get her act together. 

			
			

			‘Fancy being told to go on holiday!’ her grandad had marvelled on the phone when Miranda glumly told him the latest. ‘I wish someone would tell me to pack a suitcase and head off on a jolly, I really do. Soon as I get my car back from the garage, I’m out of here.’

			‘Gramps . . .’ Miranda never has the heart to remind him that he no longer has a car, nor a driving licence for that matter, since the dementia diagnosis. ‘The thing is, I just want to do my job, and get on with my life again. But instead it’s like everyone hates me.’

			‘Well, I don’t,’ he’d said, loyal as ever. ‘I couldn’t!’

			‘Everyone apart from you, then. Imogen still won’t speak to me. Everyone’s slagging me off online too, saying awful things. I was walking down the street today and a woman actually ran out of Greggs specifically to yell at me that I should be ashamed of myself.’

			‘She never did! Crikey, love, I hope you told her to shove her sausage roll where the sun doesn’t shine.’ 

			Despite everything, the idea had made Miranda snort. ‘I didn’t,’ she replied. ‘Because my agent will kill me if I get in any more trouble. I’m supposed to be keeping my head down, remember?’ She’s been on the receiving end of quite enough bollockings lately. 

			‘Miranda. I don’t know how much more plainly I can say this,’ Helen’s parting words had been. ‘You’re no good to me – or anyone – when you’re in this state. Take a break somewhere restful. Have a long hard think about whether you want to stay in the industry – and if you do, try to figure out how you can turn this around. Because you’re starting to get a bad name for yourself, darling, do you hear me? We’re not quite in Last Chance Saloon yet, but we’re walking up to the door. Am I making myself clear?’

			
			

			Yes, was the short and bad-­tempered answer. Since then, Miranda has heard nothing from her agent, who seems to be devoting all her time to a new client, the sick-­makingly handsome and posh Giles Shelby. He’s currently starring in a Sunday evening BBC World War Two drama, and if Miranda has to see one more rave review for his performance, one more picture of his smug face, she might actually self-­combust with envy. Maybe it’s as well she’s leaving the country.

			It has been a trying time, in short. Imogen, her sister, never wants to see her again. Her co-­stars have mostly gone quiet on her, presumably thinking the worst. Helen is always too busy to take her calls, palming her off on Greta, the pink-­haired assistant, who makes spelling mistakes in emails and says ‘expresso’ rather than ‘espresso’. Then there was the moment last week when Miranda stumbled out of a Kensington wine bar the worse for wear, only to have some obnoxious girls sniggering and filming her – ‘Oi, Miranda! Don’t slap us!’ In hindsight, she probably shouldn’t have responded by snarling expletives and giving them the finger, but there you go. You can only push a woman so far before she loses her shit. The footage swept through social media, getting such widespread traction that even her own mother came across it on Facebook. (‘Honestly, Miranda, I thought I’d brought you up better than that,’ she’d tutted on the phone. Clearly not.)

			
			

			Now Miranda’s packing for her exile: bikinis, sun cream, flip-­flops. She’s booked in at a hotel called The Ionian Escape on Kefalonia, plucked drunkenly from the internet after watching Mamma Mia! with a bottle of Pinot Grigio, mostly because the website pictures reminded her of Meryl Streep’s house, with those blue shutters and all that frothing pink bougainvillea. It’s probably not advisable to make expensive decisions based on this sort of a whim but whatever, she’s done worse, as the whole country now knows. 

			Still, the pool looks all right in the photos, the reviews are glowing (‘Heaven!’ they say. ‘Bliss!’ ‘Paradise!’), and she got a reduction for booking last minute, too. She’ll disguise herself with massive sunglasses and a face-­shading sunhat to avoid the stares, and she’ll keep her head down, see out the fortnight in dignified silence. Maybe, just maybe, she’ll even come up with a way to put everything right with Imogen. 

			The thought of her sister’s white, distraught face is enough to give her pause, though, and she sinks onto the bed, with a fresh wave of despair. Oh God. Everything has gone so catastrophically wrong. Will she ever be able to wake up in the morning without feeling like the worst person in the world? Without glancing around for the axe that is surely waiting to CHOP! OFF! HER! HEAD?

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			Nelly’s Diary

			Corfu, 30 June 1983 

			An astonishing day! Oh my God, I still can’t believe it. I am giddy and whirling and slightly hysterical with what I have done – but I wouldn’t change a thing!! 

			Let me start from the beginning: Lorraine and I schlepped out to the airport horribly early this morning to catch our flights home . . . and then, as we queued up with our tickets and suitcases, I found myself thinking about all of the dreary things that awaited us there – work, bills, Mrs flipping Thatcher – and this terrible sense of doom took hold. ‘I wish we weren’t going back,’ I said, and then, in the very next moment, an outrageous thought came to me. 

			‘Lorraine,’ I said, grabbing her arm. ‘We could just . . . stay. Why don’t we stay?’

			She burst out laughing. ‘Oh yeah, sure,’ she replied, assuming I was joking. ‘I can’t see Mr Standwick taking that very well, can you? And what about my Jim?’

			
			

			Like anyone cares what Mr Standwick thinks! And who gives a monkey’s about Jim One-­Joke Heathersage? (Lorraine, obviously, even though she could do SO MUCH BETTER.) 

			‘I mean it,’ I said, this mad sort of determination setting in. ‘I’m going to stay here in Greece, for as long as I can. Mr Standwick can jolly well find someone else. He hates me anyway. And—’ 

			‘You’re not serious, Nelly, are you? What about your room in the flat? Mrs Bartlett will be spitting feathers if you duck out like that. And what about Michael? I thought you and he were—’ She broke off before she could finish her sentence. ‘No, you’re teasing me, I can tell. Very funny! I almost believed you for a minute there.’

			The thing was, I wasn’t teasing her. Not in the slightest. We were almost at the front of the queue by this point and the couple ahead of us were getting their tags fastened on their suitcases. Now or never, I thought. Now or never! ‘I’m not teasing,’ I said, stepping out of the line and rummaging in my bag for my keys. ‘I’m serious. Give these to my brother,’ I went on, dumping them in her hand, ‘and I’ll get him to pack up my stuff; he’ll sweet-­talk Mrs B, no problem. As for Michael, I know he’s Jim’s friend but honestly, we have nothing in common. I don’t fancy him, Loz.’ She still had that disbelieving look on her face, so I decided to spell it out for her, plain and simple. ‘You go back if you want to, but I’m staying.’

			‘But . . .’ Lorraine’s eyes boggled so wildly I could actually imagine them plopping out of her head. ‘But . . . our flights are booked, Nell, and . . .’

			‘Looks like my seat’s going empty then,’ I said, my decision hardening like concrete. ‘I’ll be fine – I’ll pick up a job here for the rest of the summer, then do some travelling. Think of all those beautiful beaches and ancient ruins I’ll discover! I can learn to dive and get the best tan of my life!’

			
			

			‘Next, please,’ called the woman behind the desk. She was wearing one of those silly little red hats, and had ferociously dark eyebrows, plus cheekbones you could peel a carrot on. 

			‘Bye, Lorraine,’ I said. ‘Give my regards to Mr Standwick. Tell him he was the worst boss I’ve ever had, and—’

			‘Nelly, no, come on. Joke’s over. You’re being ridiculous! You’ve had too much sun. You can’t just—’

			‘And you can tell Michael he was a terrible kisser, and the thought of his clammy hands ever touching me again makes me want to scream,’ I added cheerfully.

			‘Ladies!’ snapped the woman behind the desk, eyes like daggers. ‘You’re next. May I see your tickets, please?’

			I made a sort of shooing gesture to Lorraine. ‘You heard her. She wants to see your ticket.’

			‘But—’

			‘Bye, Lorraine,’ I said again, giving her a hug. Then I walked away. And kept on walking, even though she was calling after me (Nelly! Nelly. NELLYYYYYY!) I walked all the way out of the terminal and got on the first bus heading back to Kontokali. The whole time I felt jittery, as if I was expecting the police to turn up – or my mum, or Mr Standwick, or my landlady – and force me to turn round again and get on the plane. But nobody stopped me. And so here I am! Still in Corfu!!!!

			I spent the afternoon asking around hotels and guest-­houses to see if they needed staff, and have wangled myself a cleaning job at the Aphrodite Hotel. I have a tiny bedroom up in the attic that doubles as storage space for the bedlinen – but that’s fine. I’m so happy! I’m free! Today is the start of the rest of my life – and I vow here and now that I’m absolutely going to make it an exciting one!

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three 

			The Receptionist

			It’s Saturday, and the busiest day at The Ionian Escape as guests arrive and leave, and the sky is cross-­hatched with aeroplane vapour trails. It’s also the first weekend that the receptionist has had to work since returning from maternity leave, and she’s already had sixteen panicked messages from her husband, who is minding the baby today. She won’t stop crying. I think she misses you. Do we have any more wipes? I can’t find the pink elephant.

			Her husband is not a stupid man by any means – he’s a good man, kind and honest – but he can become overanxious at times. However, the receptionist needs to be able to get on with her job without worrying about him and their baby all day. She’s good at what she does, she likes it here at the hotel and they need the money, more to the point. Somehow or other, they have to make this work between them. 

			She puts her phone away as a taxi pulls up outside, then watches expectantly as a tall, well-­dressed man with salt-­and-­pepper hair gets out, followed by a small, slight woman with a shingled silvery bob. The driver opens the boot for them and hauls out first one case then another. The woman stops to thank him, pressing some money into his hand, but the man is already hauling the biggest suitcase along and into the hotel as if he’s in a hurry. Only when he is two steps away from the desk does he turn round, belatedly realising that his wife is lagging behind. 

			
			

			‘Kalispera,’ says the receptionist with a warm smile as they approach. In all of her years working in hospitality, she has perfected that smile, and can flick it on at will like a lamp, whatever she thinks of people. It is our job, our duty to treat every guest as if we are delighted to see them, her boss Dimitris is fond of saying. To make them feel special, welcomed. First impressions count.

			‘Afternoon,’ the man says, as he and his wife reach the desk together. First impressions cut both ways, of course, and he is quite a presence, the receptionist registers; in his early sixties, by her estimate, and still very handsome with his aquiline nose, grey eyes and strong jaw. A full head of hair too, and the sort of body that signals a man who knows his way around the gym. Imagine having the energy, she thinks to herself, as the man puts a hand into his jacket pocket to withdraw two passports. She and her husband both went regularly to the gym before the baby arrived but these days her flesh feels soft and slack, and the thought of squeezing herself into Lycra in order to run on a machine or lift weights seems incomprehensible. The scant free time she gets she would rather spend horizontal in bed, fast asleep, than do anything that involves exertion. ‘Frank and Leonora Neale,’ says the man tersely, slapping the passports – British – down on the counter.

			
			

			‘What a lovely place this is,’ the woman adds, perhaps to soften his brusqueness. Working in a hotel means that you encounter new people every day, sometimes every few minutes, and you can’t help but become an expert in decoding relationship dynamics. These two are not in a good place, the receptionist decides, picking up their passports and tapping her computer back into life. They are standing a little distance apart, both somewhat stiffly, and the woman’s eyes are red, as if she is tired. 

			‘Thank you,’ the receptionist says, searching up their names on the system. ‘Welcome to The Ionian Escape, Mr and Mrs Neale.’ Ahh yes – they are staying in one of the finest suites here, she sees, with a request having been made for flowers and a fruit basket to be awaiting them. Very nice. ‘If you could just sign a few documents for me . . .’ she says, handing over a sheaf of printed forms and a pen. Mr Neale takes them, as she knew he would, and signs with a large flourish. ‘Wonderful. And here are your room keys. Would you like any help with your cases?’

			They would not, says Mr Neale, although his wife opens her mouth as if she was about to say yes, only to close it once more, her words unspoken. The receptionist pretends not to have seen the flash of resignation on her face – sometimes guests don’t like it if you catch their eye, attempting solidarity – then directs them to their suite. From below the desk she hears her phone ping again but there’s no time to look at whatever her husband is fretting about now, because in comes a group of six animated young women, who perhaps have had a glass or two of something on the plane over. This must be the German group who have booked two triple rooms; the receptionist makes a quick mental note not to allocate the neighbouring rooms to the family with two toddlers who are arriving later today.

			
			

			Checking them all in takes some time, and afterwards the receptionist has a brief moment to see the latest update from home – She still hasn’t gone to sleep – before a young couple arrive, holding hands and leaning against each other as they announce their names. You can tell that the very second they get into their bedroom and close the door they will be ripping each other’s clothes off and having sex, the receptionist thinks, with a small pang for the days when she and her husband used to be like that too. She couldn’t get enough of him back then – nor he her. Nowadays they stumble blearily into bed and hold one another in silence, like survivors from a natural disaster, clinging on for dear life. This is what parenthood has reduced them to: hollowed-­out shells of their old selves, feeble from exhaustion. But she’s made it back here at least, she reminds herself. She is reclaiming her old life incrementally, extricating herself from the confines of the motherhood bubble. Which is why she needs her husband to persevere, to learn how to look after their daughter, just as she has had to. 

			The young couple head off to their room, trailing a cloud of pheromones, and the receptionist picks up her phone to reply to her husband. But his most recent message stops her short: I don’t know if I can do this. I’m sorry. I don’t think I’m very good at it.

			
			

			The receptionist’s husband is a proud person, who will not have enjoyed typing those words. As she reads his admission of defeat, her own body lets her know that it feels compelled to step in now, her breasts tingling with a familiar fullness in her unsexy maternity bra, aching to feed her baby into milky submission. But she’s here, far from home, where her little one is crying and her husband is in despair. All of a sudden, it feels as if she has made a bad mistake, that her priorities are wrong. Giddy in her excitement to be working again, has she let down her own little family?

			She gulps some water as two new taxis arrive, wishing she could sneak off and use her breast pump, but that’s impossible on arrivals day when the guests keep on coming. Please don’t leak, she thinks, glancing down at her clean white blouse in alarm, praying that the milk won’t flood through the fabric. She doesn’t want to have to scuttle off to Housekeeping to see if there is a spare white top she can borrow. 

			Just then a woman wearing enormous dark glasses and a floppy sunhat walks in with a huge Samsonite suitcase. ‘Miranda Vallance,’ she says curtly. ‘Staying for two weeks.’

			‘Kalispera,’ says the receptionist. ‘Welcome to The Ionian Escape. Do you have your passport, please?’

			Ms Vallance heaves a massive handbag onto the desk and starts rummaging around inside it, although the receptionist is surprised she can see anything much in there with those sunglasses. Meanwhile, another two taxis have pulled up outside, and her phone is pinging again, presumably with another anguished update from her husband. Something tightens inside her, the feeling that her reserves are being stretched thin. Might she have romanticised working here while under the sleep-­deprived cosh of maternity leave? With a rush of guilt, she remembers her eagerness that morning to wear smart clothes and make-­up once more, to step back into the old outline of herself rather than being Mama around the clock. 

			
			

			‘There,’ says Ms Vallance eventually, pushing her passport across the desk. 

			‘Thank you,’ says the receptionist, finding her booking. Ahh – she’s in the Serenity Suite, the most expensive and luxurious one in the hotel, with a double-­aspect room, huge bathroom and a private sun terrace. Well, if anyone needs serenity it’s Miranda Vallance, who stalks off with her luggage and room key without so much as a thank-­you. 

			For the rest of the afternoon, the receptionist is so busy she barely has time to think about her baby or husband. Then comes a short lull, and she is about to rush off to find her breast pump when an older woman walks through the door, slowly hauling along a case. ‘Kalispera,’ she says when she reaches the desk, passport in hand. ‘I’m afraid that’s about the limit of my Greek, but I’m Evelyn Chambers and I’m booked in for ten days here.’ 

			‘Kalispera,’ the receptionist replies, typing in the woman’s name. Gosh, she’s eighty-­two, she realises as she adds the passport details. Eighty-­two, and still very dapper in a dusky pink tunic top and parchment-­coloured loose trousers, her white hair in a neat crop. Good – she’s been allocated a lovely room with a sea view and a spacious balcony; a nice, quiet space at the end of the corridor, so she shouldn’t be disturbed. ‘Here’s your key,’ she says, retrieving it.

			
			

			‘Thank you, Duska,’ says the lady, with a quick glance at the receptionist’s name badge. ‘Am I pronouncing that right? What a pretty name.’

			‘It’s Dush-­ka,’ Duska replies, smiling as she hands over the key. ‘But you were close.’ She glances around for the porter but her colleague Julia has just collared him to escort a middle-­aged couple to their room. ‘Let me show you to your suite,’ she says, getting up from her seat. 

			‘Are you sure? I don’t want to be any bother.’

			‘No bother in the slightest,’ Duska assures her. The woman reminds her of her own grandmother, Anna, who died a few weeks before the baby was born. They named their daughter Anna in tribute but Duska has missed her kind, twinkly-­eyed yaya very much. ‘It will be my pleasure.’ 

			She walks Evelyn through the hotel and out onto a path that curves around the bar’s outdoor seating area. Guests are settling in with cocktails and bar snacks – there are the German women, getting stuck into large Aperol spritzes filled with ice and orange slices, she notices with a smile. There are the two blonde ladies – sisters, from the Netherlands – who arrived after the Neales, already sharing a bottle of white wine on the next table, one of them having kicked off her shoes to wiggle her bare toes in the late afternoon sunshine. Good. This is what a holiday should be about, Duska thinks, feeling her own spirits rise at the sight. 

			‘So, as you can see, this is the bar,’ she tells Evelyn as they proceed along the path. ‘Konstantinos and Christos there make great cocktails, but we have a wide range of other drinks, including some delicious Greek wines. Your room has a balcony, by the way, so if you ever fancy a sunset drink just call reception and we will send someone up with it, okay?’

			
			

			‘Now you’re talking, Duska,’ says Evelyn. ‘A sunset tipple – that does sound nice. And why not? I am on holiday.’

			‘Absolutely!’ Duska tells her. It is her favourite part of working at the hotel, seeing people enjoy themselves. Especially the ones whose eyes light up in appreciation, like this lady. ‘You can order food here too,’ she goes on, gesturing to the tables set up on the terrace. ‘Breakfast is from seven in the morning until eleven, and we serve snacks, lunch and evening meals.’

			‘Wonderful,’ says Evelyn happily. ‘Gosh, and look at that view. The sort you could never grow tired of, I imagine.’

			‘I’ve been here four years in total, and no, not yet,’ Duska tells her as they slow their pace to gaze out at the bay below – the stretch of golden sand, the azure sea seeming to meld into the bright sky on the far horizon. The beach­goers will be packing up soon, returning to their guest-­houses and hotels to shower off the salt and sand. Seagulls skim across the sky high above them, banking and rolling like stunt pilots. 

			They’re nearly at Evelyn’s room now, the path leading them through the garden area, cicadas chirping all around. The path is lined with great banks of gauras, their white starry heads bobbing as the bees cruise between the stems, and there’s flowering rosemary too, its fragrance hanging in the warm air. 

			‘Are those myrtles I see blossoming?’ Evelyn asks. ‘They smell divine. And lime trees too . . . Oh, this is perfect. I feel as if I’ve had a holiday already, simply walking along here with you.’

			
			

			‘I am glad to hear that,’ Duska says. ‘And now this is your room, number seven.’ She comes to a halt outside the single-­storey block, opens the door and holds it for Evelyn to step inside, then follows behind with the case. 

			‘Heavens above! This is too perfect for words,’ says the older woman as she takes in the calm, unfussy room with its large olivewood bed and spotless white bedlinen. A couple of comfortable rattan armchairs are visible on the balcony through the double doors, with the sea beyond. ‘You’d better watch out, I’m not sure I’ll ever want to leave again.’ She starts fumbling in her purse. ‘Now let me find you something . . .’

			‘Oh no – please. There’s no need,’ Duska tells her. ‘Honestly.’ And it’s true – seeing the older lady’s appreciation is reward enough. She does love her job. ‘Remember, call reception if you need anything. In the meantime – enjoy yourself.’

			They say goodbye and Duska walks back to the reception desk, hoping that a queue hasn’t built up in her absence. But the lobby area is empty, save for Julia. Finally. ‘Do you mind if I just nip to the loo?’ she asks. 

			‘Of course not,’ says Julia, who’s engrossed in her Instagram feed. Duska grabs her phone, heads for the staffroom, where she has stored her breast pump in a locker, then retreats with it into a cubicle for some privacy. Sitting there, releasing the pressure at last, she enjoys an exquisite moment of relief as she exhales. Then, bracing herself, she checks the latest update from home. 

			
			

			Anna’s asleep! she reads, thankfully. Sorry about all the messages. I’ll get the hang of this soon, I promise. 

			The tension leaves her immediately as Duska pictures her daughter’s tiny sleeping face, her beautiful pink lips slightly parted, her body slack. Everything’s okay, she tells herself. They can do this. Between them, they’re going to make it work. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Four 

			Miranda

			Miranda isn’t quite sure where she is when she surfaces from her post-­arrival nap. She’d been so exhausted after the palaver of travelling – the delay at Gatwick, the cramped flight full of parents with screaming infants – that when she eventually made it to her suite, she collapsed onto the bed and fell asleep almost immediately. She’s always been a good sleeper, Miranda – it’s one of her superpowers, the ability to shut her eyes and nod off, whether on a train or backstage before an evening performance or in noisy digs with paper-­thin walls during the tight-­budget days of repertory theatre. ‘Classic psychopath,’ her sister Imogen once joked, back when they were still friends. ‘Most of us normals have this thing called a conscience that keeps us awake at night.’ 

			‘I think you’ll find that’s a guilty conscience,’ Miranda had retaliated. ‘Maybe I’m just a nicer person than you?’ 

			Oh, the irony, she thinks, remembering this now and grimacing. Pushing Imogen from her mind, she starfishes on the vast bed, wondering how big a room service bill it’s possible to rack up over the next fortnight. It’s tempting, after everything she’s been through, to keep at a remove from the other holiday­makers and skulk alone for the duration. But one glance through the balcony doors reveals that it’s a glorious evening, the blue sky giving way to tones of bronze and pink as the sun begins its slide towards the horizon. What are you doing, moping about inside on such a lovely day? she hears her mother’s voice in her ear – an outdoorsy person, who can never bear to stay indoors if the sun is even semi-­visible. Come on, up and at ’em!

			
			

			She’ll probably be hearing her mother’s bossy voice on her deathbed, Miranda thinks, rather grumpily, but swings her legs from under the covers nonetheless and sits up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. All right, all right. Give me a minute.

			A while later, following a quick wash and change of clothes, Miranda tucks her long blonde hair up into one of the wigs that she has brought with her, a dark brown pixie crop that she wore years ago in a production of The Seagull. She has always loved dressing up, completely inhabiting a role, and, as she checks her reflection in the mirror, it feels as if the real Miranda has taken a back seat for the time being. Tonight, she’ll play the part of Happy Single Holidaymaker; far less stressful than being her usual messy self. After putting on some jewellery and perfume – Happy Single Holidaymaker always makes the effort – she sets out to find the well-­reviewed taverna that Google Maps assures her is a mere eight minutes’ walk away.

			The restaurant is down a steep hill towards the beach. It’s eight o’clock and the sun has set, but the evening air is still pleasantly warm, which is cheering, given that it was lashing down with rain when she left the UK this morning. A bird swoops silently past her – an owl? she wonders with a thrill – and there is jasmine flowering fragrantly along the fence on her left, as well as the briny tang of the sea beyond. Maybe this will be okay after all, she thinks, as she rounds the corner and sees the lights of the taverna ahead. Her sister’s hurt face, Helen’s cold disapproval, the paparazzi frenzy . . . they all seem mercifully far away now that she’s here. Her shoulders are already lowering. Perhaps she needed this more than she realised.

			
			

			The taverna is a simple structure, built into the side of the hill, and opens right onto the beach at the front. Even in this dusky light the view is gorgeous, with a silvery cast to the sand, and the sea deepening from mid-­blue through to inky midnight on the horizon. Inside, it’s busy, with pretty candle-­lit lanterns on each table, and bouzouki music playing, and the waiting staff shoulder large platters of delicious-­smelling food. Oh yes, thinks Miranda, suddenly appreciating the liberation of not having to be filmed and shown on television any time soon. There’s so much pressure to keep up appearances when you are broadcast into people’s living rooms week in, week out; God help you if you dare put on a few pounds, or leave the house without a full face of make-­up, because it will be noted and commented on and shared. It’s bad enough in print or online, but it’s so much worse when people say terrible things to your face, as if you’re not an actual human being with feelings. ‘Oh! You look much fatter on television than you do in real life,’ she’s been told before. How are you supposed to respond to that? 

			
			

			A handsome young waiter with dark, gelled-­back hair and exactly the right amount of stubble notices her and gestures for her to take a table on the far side of the room. ‘Thank you,’ she says, as he brings her a menu, a wine list, a basket of rustic-­looking bread. Then she undertakes a precautionary sweep of the place, hoping that the wig will be enough to afford her some privacy. Funny that she used to long for recognition, back in the day. Astonishing, to remember the buzz she’d experienced, the frisson, the first time someone approached her in a pub, shyly asking, ‘Are you in that cereal ad on the telly?’ How ecstatic she had been to say yes! To sign a beer mat, to pose for a photo! 

			A burst of laughter erupts nearby and she instantly goes cold, convinced that the sound is directed at her. Oh God, is it her, do you think? she imagines people giggling to one another, clutching their phones in readiness. The one who went viral on TikTok? 

			She risks a glance behind, only to see that the group she heard laughing aren’t looking her way and, in fact, appear to be speaking in a foreign language, so probably don’t even know who she is. Okay, stand down, she orders herself. It’s not about you. This is what fame does to a person, though – the paranoia, the constant feeling that you might be torn apart on a stranger’s whim. Is it just me, she’d once read in the comments section of the Amberley Emergency Facebook page, or does anyone else feel like smashing in Miranda Vallance’s head with a lump hammer whenever she’s in a scene? UGGGHHHHH! She’d closed down the laptop the moment she saw it, hands shaking, but the comment has lived permanently in her brain ever since. A lump hammer? They hadn’t been warned about that at drama school.

			
			

			Good news anyway: at a first glance, she can’t detect anyone staring at her or, worse, trying to take covert photos. As well as the table in fits of laughter (five or six young women seemingly having a whale of a time), there are a lot of middle-­aged couples with sunburnt noses chatting companionably. A large extended family with a small child slumped asleep in a highchair. A young couple smiling adoringly at one another over the table – eyes only for each other. Safe, safe, safe. Then her gaze shifts to the table nearest hers and she jerks in her seat with surprise. No way. Is that really Frank Neale sitting there, mere metres away? Yes, it’s definitely him, the celebrity chef and restaurateur whose bestselling cookbooks have found their way even to Miranda ‘Microwave Dinner’ Vallance’s kitchen. Not that he or the woman beside him look particularly overjoyed to be here, she notes, intrigued.

			As if reading Miranda’s mind, the woman in question swings her head round, catches her staring and gives her a sharp look. Cheeks burning at being caught out, Miranda buries her face in the menu, feeling a hypocrite for gawking. She can’t get away with a ‘We’re both famous’ smile of acknowledgement either, because Frank Neale probably wouldn’t recognise her, even without the wig. There’s this weird fame hierarchy where other celebrities – even fellow actors! – tend to look down on soap stars, when, take it from Miranda, they are the hardest-­working people in show business. 

			The group of young women explode into laughter again and, although the sound is one of exuberance, it sets Miranda’s teeth on edge. It makes her feel as if she’s back at school, friendless and alone, ousted by the other girls for being too weird, too nonconformist. You’re unique, that’s all, her dad once told her, his kind way of acknowledging her outsider status and trying to put a positive spin on it. But who wants to be unique aged fourteen? It feels like an effort even now, in her thirties. Sometimes she wishes she’d been born with the gene that other women seem to possess, the innate ability to gel with others, to fit in to a pack. Aside from her sister, Bonnie is the only woman she’s ever managed that with, she thinks, before remembering that Bonnie Beresford is the worst person in the world. 

			
			

			Sitting straighter in her seat, she tries to channel Happy Single Holidaymaker who has lots of friends back home, thank you, who never feels awkward, and who embraces the chance to dine solo for a change. It’s always been easier for her to adopt a role as camouflage rather than sit with her own feelings. But then she’s reminded of Patrick, one of her exes, who’d once said to her, exasperated, ‘Who are you though, underneath all of the roles and the acting? What bit is actually you, Miranda? Because – forgive me, but I’m looking, and I can’t see anything there.’ 

			Forgive me, he’d said, like that was possible when he’d basically told her she was nothing. He was a set designer at the National when she was understudying there for a season, ten years ago, and they’d dated for a few months. She’d dumped him soon afterwards though, not quite able to move beyond his damning remarks. Who are you, Miranda? A failure, Patrick. Exiled here like Circe in the Greek myths, a witch alone in the wilderness.

			
			

			‘Madam? You are ready to order?’ says her waiter, and Miranda is catapulted from her reverie. 

			‘Oh! Yes, please. I’ll have the . . . um . . . prawns to start, then the sea bream,’ she says. ‘Thank you.’

			‘And to drink, madam?’

			‘I’d like the . . .’ Miranda opens the wine list and finds the first white wine she has heard of. ‘The Assyrtiko.’

			‘A small glass? A large?’ the waiter asks, pencil poised above his little notepad.

			Miranda pauses as if she’s deliberating, but she already knows her answer. Fuck it, she’s on holiday. Even Circe deserved a treat now and then. ‘A bottle, please,’ she says. Bring on sweet oblivion. After the few weeks she’s just had, she’s more than ready to fall into the soothing embrace of Dionysus.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Five 

			Nelly

			Corfu, July, 1983

			After Nelly had walked out of Corfu airport that day, her best friend’s voice ringing in her ears, it was as if her life split into two and she’d landed on the fun side. It spooled alongside her, that parallel life where she’d boarded the plane with Lorraine and returned to her dreary job and dingy Camberwell flat with the creepy neighbour, and she would feel like laughing at her sheer good fortune whenever she imagined that mirror existence. Because here she was, still in beautiful, blue-­sky Corfu, and with a bit of luck she’d never have to type up another letter for her old boss, Mr Standwick, who smelled of cheese and onion crisps, and never cracked a smile. 

			‘What do you mean, you’re not coming back?’ her mum had spluttered when Nelly broke the news that first evening. ‘What are you talking about? Have you gone mad? Derek, come here, Nelly’s saying all sorts on the phone. And she’s still in flaming Greece!’

			
			

			‘I’ve got a job and somewhere to stay, don’t worry, I’m fine,’ Nelly had said, but it was to deaf ears because her mum was still squawking to her dad, who, moments later, grabbed the receiver from his wife.

			‘Are you in trouble, is that what’s going on here?’ he’d asked. Straight to the point, as ever.

			‘No, Dad, it’s nothing like that. I just fancied a change. An adventure! And I love it here. So—’ 

			‘People like us don’t have adventures,’ he’d told her scathingly. ‘If I find out some dodgy fella’s got you in the family way, I’ll—’ 

			Thankfully Nelly never had to hear the rest of the sentence, because her money ran out and the line went dead. Which was maybe just as well. If her parents knew that her new job was scrubbing toilets and making beds at the Aphrodite Hotel in the Old Town, they’d have been more certain than ever that she’d lost her mind. But it was somewhere to stay at least while she figured out her next move, and she was usually finished by two in the afternoon, after which time she was free to do whatever she pleased. One of the cooks, Dino, let her borrow his bike and she loved cycling around the island, stopping at whichever pretty cove caught her eye and plunging into the sea to cool down. 

			‘People like us don’t have adventures,’ her dad had said, but he was wrong, because here she was, living proof that you didn’t always have to do what others expected of you. And even if, so far, her adventure involved her in rubber gloves, with a mop and bucket, heaving endless laundry into the machine, hoovering and ironing, it was all worth it. 

			
			

			A few days later, down at the marina, she was wandering aimlessly along the boardwalk, before she slowed to a stop in front of a gleaming white yacht. Imagine the freedom that must come from owning such a thing, she thought enviously; the joy of being able to travel wherever the mood took you. Then came the sound of footsteps approaching and she turned to see a glamorous couple, ten or so years older than her, walking towards her. 

			‘Posso aiutarla?’ the woman asked. She was wearing a chic white halterneck minidress and cat-­eye sunglasses, her dark hair swept up in a perfect beehive. ‘Can we help you?’ she added, seeing Nelly’s blank look.

			‘Oh. Sorry. I was just admiring your boat,’ Nelly said, blushing. ‘And thinking how nice it must be to sail away, wherever you want to.’ 

			A sigh of longing escaped with her words, and the woman smiled in understanding. ‘Ahh, yes,’ she said. ‘It is the best. We are from Italy but we have sailed . . .’ She started to count on her fingers, then laughed, her hands flying up in the air. ‘Many, many countries now,’ she said. 

			‘And we still want to see many, many more,’ the man said. He was wearing sand-­coloured long shorts and a navy polo shirt, and carried a shopping bag of groceries, a bottle of wine poking out of the top. He manoeuvred a gangplank into place and stepped onto it. ‘Come – you want to look around?’

			Nelly had heard about swingers, and her dad’s dark words about ‘dodgy fellas’ echoed briefly in the back of her mind, but she had a good feeling about the Italian couple. Besides, how was an adventure meant to start if you said no to every opportunity that came your way? ‘Yes, please,’ she replied.

			
			

			As a little girl, Nelly had had a beloved dolls’ house and had spent many hours immersed in its miniature world. Seeing the yacht’s pleasingly compact galley kitchen with its tiny stove and sink, the salon with its secret storage areas and table that folded out, gave her the same joy. ‘Oh, I love it,’ she kept saying. ‘It must be such fun, living like this!’

			The woman, Giovanna, nudged her, an encouraging glint in her eye. ‘You don’t need to own a boat to live this life, mia cara,’ she said. ‘Plenty of boat owners need staff here and there, you know. You can earn your passage if that is what your heart desires.’ 

			Hope soared immediately. ‘Tell me more!’ Nelly replied eagerly. ‘Are you saying that the two of you need . . . ?’

			No, unfortunately, Giovanna was not. ‘But we will listen out for you, and if we hear of anyone looking for deck-­hands we will give them your name,’ she promised. ‘Right, Paolo? And we’ll tell them . . . where can they find you?’

			‘I’m working at the Aphrodite, do you know it? Ten minutes’ walk from here, on the main street,’ Nelly said, excited at the idea of working a passage and where that might take her. ‘Thank you so much!’

			A short while later, having said goodbye, she headed back along the marina, asking everyone she saw if they knew anyone who could give her some work. The answers were all a variation of the word ‘no’, but her enthusiasm could not be dimmed. Being on board Paolo and Giovanna’s yacht had lit something inside her, a spark that burned brightly the entire way back to the Aphrodite. 

			
			

			Whatever her dad might think, there was an adventure out there with her name on it, she was certain. All she had to do now was find it. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Six

			Miranda

			Leaving her suite with a towel, book and sun cream late Sunday morning, Miranda acknowledges that her role as Happy Single Holidaymaker will have to take a back seat today, after she vomited in the loo twice last night, then woke up dry-­mouthed and hungover to shit. Even actors have their limits. She’s never drinking again, and that is a stone-­cold fact.

			As she heads down the steps to the pool, her billowing white kaftan brushes against the abundantly planted lavender bushes and she’s immediately transported back to Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, early summer, and the night that has since haunted her. It was Imogen’s birthday, the whole family were gathered there for a celebratory dinner, and Miranda had nipped out for a quick vape in the garden after the main course. Amidst the mingled dusk scents of lavender and rosemary, she’d exhaled vapour into the gauzy evening air, feeling stylish in a midnight-­blue column dress, with her hair pinned and sprayed in an up-­do. (She’s really going to miss calling in favours from the Amberley Emergency hair and make-­up team if she ends up being chucked off the show for good.) She was also feeling pleasantly squiffy on all the champagne when Felix had appeared behind her, stealthy as a lynx. ‘Look at you, Sexy Miranda, star of the fucking show, as ever,’ he’d said, husky-­voiced, into her ear. ‘I can’t take my eyes off you.’

			
			

			Her stomach turns now and she stumbles on the last step, her foot landing heavily on the terrace. She shouldn’t think about Felix; she refuses to give him any more time in her head. Nonetheless, she’s flustered, as always, by the memory. Damn him. 

			‘Morning,’ comes a voice, and it takes a second for Miranda to reorient herself and realise that the greeting was intended for her. There’s an elderly woman swimming a slow breaststroke in the pool, her short white hair gleaming in the sunlight. 

			‘Good morning,’ says Miranda in clipped tones. Possibly with an edge of don’t-­talk-­to-­me hungover sourness. She’s here for herself, after all, and if she doesn’t want to be bored to tears by an old grandma’s witterings, then that’s absolutely her prerogative.

			The pool is a decent size, at least twenty metres square, she reckons, with a fenced-­off corner for little ones. A striped beachball drifts along the surface in a breeze, with an inflatable dolphin and a couple of floats elsewhere. Having draped her towel over a lounger, Miranda lies down on it, the canvas tightening beneath her. She’s already plastered herself in sun cream back in her room – an actress must protect her face – so now there’s nothing to do but settle her limbs, feel the warm sun on her body, close her eyes and breathe. Mind empty. Problems far away. Don’t think about the way she started chatting up the handsome bartender last night when she returned from the taverna, three sheets to the wind. Don’t dwell on her dreadful flirting attempts, all that cleavage-­hoisting and doe eyes (cross-­eyes, more likely, given how pissed she was). Definitely don’t think about how politely he turned down her advances, how he probably went back to his girlfriend or wife, complaining about what a bunch of cougars the hotel clientele are. 

			
			

			Ugh. Stop it, Miranda. You’re meant to be emptying your mind, not torturing yourself. She breathes deeply, doing her best to banish his chiselled face from her thoughts. Let there be blankness. Nothingness. Let everything just . . . drift away. Maybe if she can immerse herself in this kind of mindfulness, she’ll stop caring so much about her chaotic life. Just inhale . . . and exhale. Inhale . . . and— 

			‘Gorgeous here, isn’t it? Aren’t we lucky?’ comes the white-­haired woman’s voice again, ruining Miranda’s moment of spiritual enlightenment. There’s a sound of swooshing water, and Miranda gives a small yelp and opens her eyes as a few tiny droplets splash her. The woman is hauling herself out of the pool nearby and the sun is momentarily blotted out as she stands before Miranda, beaming.

			‘Mmm,’ says Miranda, then reaches down, rather pointedly, to brush the water from her leg. She ends up making something of a meal of it, wiping off imaginary splashes as well as the three or four minuscule droplets, but she is an actress, she can’t help herself. Also because an apology – or even some self-­awareness, some acknowledgement! – would be nice. But no. Annoyingly, the elderly woman doesn’t seem to have noticed Miranda’s performance, because she’s already lowering herself into the neighbouring sun lounger. Damn it. 

			
			

			‘I’m Evelyn, by the way,’ she says, still smiling. ‘You’ve just arrived like me, haven’t you? How are you finding the place? Do you know Kefalonia at all?’

			For crying out loud. Take a hint, Evelyn! What part of Miranda’s body language and facial expression is not saying ‘Do Not Disturb’? ‘Miranda,’ she replies, jaw clenched. ‘No, never been before.’

			There – the bare minimum. But apparently that’s not enough to deter Evelyn. ‘Wonderful, isn’t it? We came a few times over the years, although we never stayed anywhere quite so luxurious as this, I have to say!’ Her laugh is rich and throaty, and she’s well-­spoken, a voice that conjures up National Trust tea rooms and garden fetes. Maybe she’s a vicar’s wife, Miranda thinks, despite her self-­avowed non-­interest. She’s always prided herself on her ability to get into a character’s backstory; it’s something that’s hard to switch off. Evelyn would be a minor character in a detective series, she imagines: classic granny, the sort who wears a pinny and always has a Victoria sponge on hand, a proper one with jam and cream, in case visitors drop round. She knits baby clothes for the local hospital, and all the kids in the street knock at her house when it’s Halloween, because she never forgets to stock up with treats.

			‘My other half was an archaeology professor, so we often stayed on digs in various parts of Greece,’ she goes on though, dispelling Miranda’s vicar theory. ‘And of course, the work was absolutely fascinating if you were into that sort of thing, but staying in tents with scant facilities . . . you know, you considered yourself lucky if you had a bucket to pee into, sometimes! I can’t say that was my idea of a relaxing holiday.’

			
			

			Miranda gives a polite laugh, more an amused ‘Hm’ than anything resembling genuine humour. Why does this woman think she – or anyone – wants to hear her peeing-­in-­a-­bucket stories? Now her mindful serenity has been shattered by images of Evelyn squatting over a— No. Stop. Just ignore her, she orders herself. If only people came with an off switch. 

			‘This place, on the other hand . . . my word. I don’t remember the last time I slept in such a comfortable bed. Delicious food, too. Astonishing views! And everyone seems so friendly, don’t they?’

			Miranda opens one eye suspiciously. Is Evelyn having a go at her? She remembers seeing the older woman chatting away to the waitress at breakfast earlier. Perhaps she regaled her with her bucket stories too. 

			‘SO friendly!’ Evelyn repeats. ‘I don’t know about you but I find travelling alone to be rather fraught with stress at times – all those decisions to make oneself, having to be constantly vigilant through airports and stations, nobody to hold your bag while you go to the loo . . . I’m glad I bothered, though. Especially as . . . well, for me, this will almost certainly be the last time I’m on Greek soil. You get to my age, unfortunately, and realise how short life is. And how we all need to get over ourselves and make the most of what we’ve got! Don’t you agree?’

			Ahh – has she ditched the boring professor husband, then? Maybe she’s rocked up here on the back of some steamy Shirley Valentine fantasies. That good-­looking bartender had better watch out, if so. ‘Absolutely,’ Miranda replies. ‘Good for you.’

			
			

			Evelyn squirts sun cream into the palm of her hand, the tube making an accompanying fart noise. ‘Oops!’ she says, laughing. ‘I promise that wasn’t me.’ Then Miranda can hear her rubbing the cream into her legs and arms with horrible squelching sounds. 

			Gross, thinks Miranda, who finds bodies in general rather revolting. She has reached a grudging stand-­off with her own one after years of hatred followed by some intensive therapy, but still feels a faint repulsion around the smells, noises and clamminess of others. Which can be a problem when you play the character of a doctor on a fictional A&E ward, having to examine patients. She once actually fainted in a scene where there were gallons of fake blood on set, and frequently has to disguise her gag reflex. Still, chances are she won’t have to put up with that much longer. 

			‘So Miranda,’ Evelyn goes on, ‘what brings you here?’

			Oh God. How is she supposed to answer that? A jumbled series of images flash up in her mind – Bonnie Beresford’s sobbing face (‘I swear I never said a word!’); Felix’s hand on her waist, turning her towards him amidst the smell of lavender (‘Here she is, star of the fucking show’); Grant yelling at her in front of the crew, a vein bulging in his neck (‘What is wrong with you, Miranda?’); Imogen slamming the door on her (‘I can’t believe you’ve done this to me!’).

			Her throat feels thick with the effort of holding back all the things she could say but won’t. ‘Um . . .’ she says. ‘I just . . .’ She swallows hard. ‘I just needed to get away. You know?’

			
			

			‘Oh, I do,’ says Evelyn, her sun-­cream applications mercifully over. She settles herself back on the lounger, hands folded across her belly. ‘I do indeed, Miranda.’

			You don’t, Miranda feels like telling her. Take it from me, Evelyn: you have absolutely no fucking idea.
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