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      Korčula, 1996

      She watches him as he sleeps, dark hair plastered untidily to his head, one arm flung wide over the pillow. Like his father. Every day he grows more like his father. The boy’s pyjamas are decorated with faded teddy bears. He really needs a new pair. And new shoes. Things that are not easy to come by in a country that has been at war.

      Her forehead creases into a frown. These have become small worries now. She had dreamed of raising a child more than anything, but not like this. All the same, the bonds of love and blood are strong. He is her sacred charge, sent by God in the hour of her greatest need. But however much she prays, He is completely silent on what she should do about the letter.

      She had not recognised the handwriting on the envelope, but the postmark was clear. A woman’s hand too, so she had hidden it in her bedside drawer for days before she dared to open it. And as she read those fateful words, she sank down onto her knees and wept.

      Of course, she could always pretend she had never received it, then nothing need be done. They could continue as they were, and she would know the small hand in hers until he grew too big to hold it, the trust in those deep-brown eyes would be hers alone. But so many times she asks herself: what is best for the child? Best for the boy she loves more than life itself? Best for Ivan’s son?

      She tears herself away from his sleeping form and retreats to the solitude of her bedroom. Sleep evades her; even the half-doze she has perfected in case he wakes from a nightmare of his life before he came here. She must decide how to reply. Consider not just the now, but the years that stretch far, far into his future. Think with a clarity that is not blinded by love.

      The next morning, after he has left for school, she writes her reply, first with a shaking hand and then again with a bolder one. She copies the address straight onto her envelope and sets it to one side to post. The woman’s letter is trembling in her hand. There must be no trace. No trace. Her fingers fly in fury as she rips it into tiny pieces that fall like blossom around her feet.

      It is a foolish gesture and means she has to sweep them up. She gathers the fragments into the pocket of her apron and sets off through the olive grove, checking the fruit as she passes. One hand on a gnarled trunk she stops, the roughness of bark sharp beneath her palm, the warmth spreading with the morning sun as it finds its way through the dappled shade. This should have been Ivan’s heritage, and now it will be his son’s. Her letter has made sure of that, and it is better for the boy this way. Because he will forget.

      She meets no one on the short path to the rocky cove. She is alone with the buzz of the bees and the scent of wild thyme. On the deserted beach she fingers the smooth wooden beads of her rosary, while the scraps of paper spin and flow with the lacy edges of the waves until they have melted into the Dalmatian Sea. She never wants to read those words again. She has done right, right. She is sure of it.

      What she does not know is that her unconfessed sin will take her from her faith, and her guilt will be etched into her soul until the day she dies. But through it all, it will be worth it, because she will know the joy of his love.
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      Sussex, 2019

      “Don’t mind me, I’ve only popped in to collect my golf clubs.”

      Antonia froze as the front door slammed, then hurriedly flung a corner of the duvet over her bare legs. She was still buttoning her blouse when a ruddy-faced man peered around the bedroom door.

      “Oh, hi – you must be Ned’s latest squeeze. Is the old bugger about?”

      “N… No… He caught the early train to London. He… he’s at a conference.”

      “Really? I thought that was just his cover story for the lady wife. Anyway, nice to meet you… er… er.”

      “Nice to meet you too. Geoffrey.”

      She sat rigid on the edge of the bed, listening to him drag his clubs from the hall cupboard, flick through the pile of post on the table next to the door, then finally, finally, leave. Oh god, the absolute humiliation. The absolute total and bloody humiliation. Ned’s latest squeeze. Was that what she was reduced to? Geoffrey was Ned’s best friend whose flat they used when he was out of town and he hadn’t even known her name.

      And yet she and Ned had been together for eighteen months. Eighteen months of sleeping with the boss. Which meant about seventeen months of him telling her he was going to leave his wife, he just needed to find the right moment. So around fifteen months of her actually believing him, fool that she was, and god knows how long feeling guilty because she was in love with a married man.

      Shakily she wriggled into her trousers then walked across the room. In front of the mirror she shook out her thick chestnut mane and started to brush it. The rhythm was soothing, enabling her to think. But what was there to think about? She needed to get the hell out of this flat and the hell out of Ned’s life. Suddenly everything felt so… so sordid. But she couldn’t just up and leave, could she? She needed her job. She had a mortgage to pay, and bills, and all the responsibilities of a single mother… all right, Honey was twenty-two, but she and her girlfriend Sara were living with her while they saved for a flat of their own. She couldn’t afford to be unemployed.

      If she split up with Ned there was no way she could carry on working at Mediterranean Gems, seeing him every day, having to talk to him, knowing that what she wanted most dearly could never be. It was bad enough now. But at least a small slice of him was hers, and he still looked at her with what she hoped was love.

      God, it was a miserable existence, loving a married man, but she’d been stupid enough to get herself into it so it was all she deserved. A sort of half-life, wound around the moments he could sneak away from his wife, knowing they would never have a proper home of their own. She looked around the bedroom, seeing it with new eyes. Not a cushion, not a throw, no personality in the pictures on the walls. It might as well be a hotel room. At least then no-one else would have had a key. Her stomach clenched with embarrassment.

      She had never in a million years thought this sort of thing would happen to her, but with Honey at university she’d been so very lonely. Her attempts at internet dating had been an absolute farce... and Ned had been such a good listener that he’d moved seamlessly from boss, to friend, to... But it was wrong on every level and now it had to stop.

      The trouble was, even though she knew what she should do, she was very short on the how. At the end of the day, she needed this job. Her work in Ned’s travel business was far better paid than the freelance translating she used to do when Honey was growing up, and it was a regular income. Plus, she liked working with other people. And besides, there wasn’t any space for her to work at home these days.

      She put her hairbrush back in her overnight bag. She was making excuses, she knew she was. She was simply too empty, too exhausted by it all to be able to make a rational decision about her future. One thing was for sure; she couldn’t get into her car and go home to hide under the duvet and weep, however much she wanted to. At least Ned would be in London until early afternoon so she wouldn’t have to face him just yet. Was she really just his latest squeeze?

      She felt calmer when she arrived in the office; pottering about exchanging good mornings, emptying the dishwasher, checking supplies of coffee and biscuits. After a while she felt strong enough to face her inbox and she began to work methodically through it. Close to the top was an offer of a new property to add to their virtual brochure, but the email’s subject was not promising: ‘New boutique hotel in Croatia – perfect for this summer’s list’. For a start, Antonia didn’t much like its arrogance, and for another thing, Mediterranean Gems’ list had been pretty much closed weeks ago. Still, their mission statement was to make exceptions for the exceptional, so she had better take a look.

      At first glance there was nothing special about Vila Maslina. In fact, it was quite an ordinary-looking farmhouse: two storeys in some places, three in others, with an irregular red tiled roof. But there was something a little different about it, and after a few moments she realised it was because the outside was painted not in the usual white, but with something akin to a paler version of Farrow & Ball’s Green Ground. It softened it somehow, blending it with the olive trees surrounding it. There was no other property in sight, but enlarging the picture on her screen Antonia could see a patchwork of vineyards behind it, rising to meet dark wooded hills.

      It was the content of the email that properly sparked her interest. The sender – a Damir Marić – had good English and a strong track record in the travel business. In fact, he managed Mediterranean Gems’ star holiday let in Korčula’s Old Town on behalf of its owner, and Antonia knew it had absolutely rave reviews for customer service.

      Not only that, Vila Maslina was offering sculpture courses, which was a pretty unusual cultural hook. Other properties had photography, writing, folklore, and art, but this would be a one-off and Antonia’s skin began to tingle. The email explained there were a number of sculptors and artists living near the village of Lumbarda who would be prepared to tutor visitors and give evening talks. Her curiosity well and truly piqued, she opened the other photographs but was disappointed to find they only pictured a pony-tailed sculptor at work in his studio and a view towards the sea beyond an olive grove, which could have been anywhere.

      She definitely needed more pictures before she even took this seriously, so she replied expressing cautious interest and went to make her mid-morning coffee. Back at her desk she had barely started to nibble her low-calorie biscuit when Damir’s reply arrived in her inbox, suggesting a video tour. He’d obviously spoken to the owner of the house in Korčula Town about their process, and that was impressive. She sat back, wrapping her hands around her mug. Vila Maslina and its owner might just be the real deal.

      She liked Damir the moment he appeared on the screen in front of her. He was not a tall man, but his almond-shaped eyes and fine features topped with close-cropped dark hair and a deep tan made him quite attractive, albeit at least ten years too young for her. But his most endearing quality was his palpable energy as his words tumbled out, explaining that his aunt had died at the end of last year, and he was converting their former home into a boutique hotel.

      Antonia stopped him there. Converting or had converted? He looked confused for a moment, as though he did not quite understand the difference, then told her she could decide once he’d shown her the house.

      During their conversation he had been standing outside the front door, which was freshly painted a deep olive-green, but after taking a visibly deep breath he opened it onto a building site. The wide entrance hall was all but blocked by a cement mixer and the plaster on the walls was chipped and cracked, the stairs rising in a cloud of dust sheets.

      “Oh, I see.”

      His disembodied voice came from behind the camera. “No. You should close your eyes for this part. It makes sense to finish the entrance last, yes? Workers with dirty boots come and go.”

      A heavy pine door in need of some TLC swung open and Antonia found herself in an elegant living room. After the hall it was as though she had fallen down a rabbit hole into another world. The centrepiece was a massive fireplace with a mantelshelf carved from brilliant white stone; above it was an abstract painting in swirls of blue, instantly evoking the sea. The walls were the colour of the palest possible sky and swags of white muslin framed the windows. Bleached pine floors; low, squashy sofas; mismatched antique occasional tables – Antonia could almost smell the beeswax – this room was perfection.

      Damir seemed to take her praise for granted as, gesticulating wildly with his free hand, he talked her through the paintings on the walls and the sculptures dotted around the shelves.

      “It is a place for relaxation and to show off the work of our local artists. The cupboard in the corner will be an honesty bar.”

      “It’s beautiful. It feels so... calm.” And this despite his bouncing around with his phone.

      “Yes, calm is what I want for people who stay here. Calm to clear their heads of everyday things and to be creative.”

      She watched through the eye of the camera as Damir stepped back across the hall and into a dining room detailed with rich terracotta hues. He explained that most days guests would be able to eat on the terrace, so the room would be mainly used for evening lectures. Then he flung open the French windows to reveal a broad sweep of sparkling white crazy paving looking onto an expanse of olive trees, their silver-green leaves shimmering in the pale sunlight.

      It was as Damir showed Antonia the finished bedrooms, one of which had the view towards the sea from the picture he had sent, that she made up her mind. She barely listened as he told her there would be three doubles and two kings, which could be split to twin beds if required; she was completely entranced by the light flooding the windows, the carefully mismatched antique furniture, and the up-to-the-minute en suites with their honey-coloured stone washbasins and tiles. If she found herself longing to be there, then with the right photography it would look fabulous in the brochure and the bookings would come streaming in.

      Hauling herself back to reality, Antonia asked Damir who his interior designer was, but he just laughed, saying he couldn’t possibly afford one. The fact that the sense of style and incredible eye for detail were his own absolutely clinched it.

      He led her past a narrow staircase heading upwards and she asked if there were more letting rooms above.

      “No. In the attic I’m making an apartment for the housekeeper. I need someone who can be here all the time, to look after the guests, to talk to them and cook for them. And make sure the cleaner does her job properly because it will be my friend’s niece and she will spend too much time on her phone.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “Run the business side of things, be the tour guide and chauffeur. And of course I have other holiday lets to manage.”

      “You’ll be very busy.”

      “I hope so.”

      Antonia knew there was no way she could let her heart rule her head without seeing the numbers, so once the virtual tour was over she asked Damir to send her his pricing for room rates, as well as the courses and mentoring from the sculptors. For a moment he looked a little crestfallen, then explained that there was actually only one sculptor, but he was the internationally renowned Vincenzo De Luca so he didn’t want any of his guests to have second best.

      As soon as she finished the call, Antonia ran an internet search on the guy and found that Damir wasn’t blagging. De Luca was Italian and exhibited regularly in New York, Paris, and Florence, and his work commanded astronomical prices. So why was he on a tiny island like Korčula? His website told her it was because of the local stone. While not as famous as its neighbour Brač, there were quarries on the island and De Luca eulogised about the texture, strength, and quality at some length.

      Rather than eat her sandwich hunched over her desk, Antonia put on her coat and slung her handbag over her shoulder. The lane outside the barns ran down to the creek, and she scanned the bare hedgerows for any sign of life. The skies overhead were leaden, the sullen water lapping at the slipway reflecting them, and for the second time that morning she found herself longing for the dazzling blue of the Med. Perhaps she would book a break at Damir’s property herself, maybe even a sneaky peak before the season started.

      She had never been to Croatia, but had seen brochure pictures of crystal-clear turquoise-blue seas and jumbles of terracotta roofs. She hugged her arms around her against the cold. Apart from anything else, a holiday would get her properly away from Ned to think. Looking over the mud-grey water, her mind slid off into a fantasy where Ned would be able to come to Croatia with her and she began to picture them walking through the olive grove, sipping wine on the terrace… a whole glorious week together and not just a few snatched hours. She pulled herself up short. As if that would ever happen. Rather than daydreaming she should be thinking about how she was going to end the affair and still be able to earn enough to eat and to pay the mortgage. Apart from her languages, she didn’t exactly have many marketable skills.

      By the time Antonia returned to the barn, Ned’s BMW was in the car park. After this morning’s mortifying encounter with Geoffrey it was harder than ever to put on her professional face, but she took a deep breath and gathered her laptop from her desk, balancing it on her arm to stride up the stairs to Ned’s office.

      She fixed on her brightest smile. “I think I’ve found our latest gem. A real gem, too.”

      He put his phone down on his desk. “I was just texting you. I wondered where you were.”

      She shrugged. “Late lunch. I fancied a walk. Why? Did you need me?”

      “I always need you.” He smiled, his head on one side and his grey eyes sparkling. Oh, she wished he wouldn’t do that, not in the office, anyway. It turned her inside out.

      “Well I’m here now. And let me introduce you to Vila Maslina on Korčula.”

      “We already have a place on Korčula.”

      “This is different and brand new. The owner’s just putting together some prices, and I’m having the flights checked out...”

      “For this year?”

      “Yes. If we don’t snap it up someone else will.”

      “I thought we agreed no more untried...”

      Antonia leant forwards. “As we say, there are always exceptions for the exceptional. Finca el Parro only opened last season and you know how well it took off.”

      “It was the exception that proved the rule. I think we have more than enough—”

      Oh no, he was going to be arsy because she hadn’t been here when he came back. Well, she had even more reason to be arsy with him, except he probably didn’t even know it. Unless his mate Geoffrey had told him he’d found her half-dressed on his bed. “You haven’t even looked at the pictures.”

      He turned to his computer screen. “Show me the figures then I’ll decide.”

      Antonia’s voice was trembling as she swept her laptop from his desk. “No, Ned. You’ve always told me I have the final say on new properties and we’re going with this one, whether you like it or not.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As usual, Antonia was the last to leave the office. Her argument with Ned had shaken her to the core because she couldn’t remember them falling out before, but as she was drying her angry tears in the ladies’ and reapplying her mascara she had started to think. She wasn’t the type to stomp and scream, but there was a strange sort of empowerment in holding her own and the more she reflected on it, the more it felt like a win. A small win that might just give her the courage to go one step further, if only she could work out how to pay the bills afterwards. And how to deal with the huge hole in her heart. To be honest, she didn’t know which was more frightening. How the hell had she ever let herself get into this impossible position in the first place? What was wrong with her?

      She was too distracted to achieve anything at her desk. Besides, she was longing to be back in her kitchen, pottering around, creating something delicious for supper. She had always been able to lose herself in spices and sauces, and having other people to cook for was one of the best things about the girls living with her. It almost made up for queuing for the bathroom in the mornings and the tide of domestic chaos that one day soon would surely engulf them.

      The tiny cottage had been home since her divorce when Honey was eight years old. It was the place they had built together, packed full of all manner of stuff they no longer needed and happy childhood memories only they shared. It was special – it was theirs – but Antonia was acutely aware that once Honey and Sara had enough for their deposit she would be left there alone. It was inevitable, and for Honey it would be a good thing, but it was hard to face it all the same.

      Antonia rinsed her mug before squeezing it into the dishwasher, loading a tablet and turning it on. It hummed as she put on her coat. Outside it was dark and raining, so she stopped under the porch to fish in her handbag for her umbrella.

      “Here, let me.”

      “Ned!” Her heart was pounding nineteen to the dozen. “What are you doing creeping up on me like that?”

      “I came back, I...”

      Hold your own, she told herself. Hold your own. “Not just to say goodnight, I take it, given you didn’t bother when you stalked past my desk at four o’clock.”

      “Toni, please. Don’t make this any harder than it is. I was wrong and I’ve come back to apologise. I feel like such a shit.” His voice was choked with emotion and Antonia ached to reach out and touch him. However wrong it was, she loved this man. She couldn’t help it.

      Hauling her shattered resolve back together with some difficulty, she started to walk towards her car but he followed her.

      “Do you have time for a drink?”

      She stopped. Say no, Antonia, just say no. But instead she found herself asking, “Do you?”

      “I’ll make time. I want to put things right.”

      In the glow of the car park lights she could see the honesty in his eyes. And she was torn. More torn than ever between herself and him; between what she should want, and what right at that moment she actually wanted; between their weakness and her tiny green shoots of strength. Then he stooped to kiss her and she leant into him, her head on his shoulder as they made their way through the rain.

      She knew she would regret it later, and probably descend into that all too familiar pit of self-loathing, but right at that moment this morning was forgotten and she just needed him to love her.
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      Korčula, 2019

      In a rare moment of calm, Damir leant against the door jamb, plate in one hand, mug of coffee in the other, gazing out over the olive grove. In front of him the trees were sleeping, but soon the pale sunlight would strengthen, and they would wake to begin their work. Every year, just the same. And he liked that.

      His world had shifted sideways the moment he’d found his aunt, his tetka, dead in her bed, her body still and cold but her face as serene as if she had simply been sleeping. Tetka never slept beyond six in the morning, and when he had woken to find no sharp aroma of coffee filling the house he had known something was wrong.

      The suddenness of losing Tetka had been the worst part. He knew he should be pleased she hadn’t suffered, but it was like being cut off in the middle of a conversation, one he could now never complete. To be fair, he couldn’t actually think of anything important he should have asked, (except, perhaps, how to handle the kitchen range) but the times he still thought, ‘Oh, I must tell Tetka that’, were far too many to count and made him feel just a little bit lonely.

      Vila Maslina had felt so empty around him the only course of action had been to change it, fill it; give it a new life that would secure his future as well. But despite his grand plans, something was missing and he was unable to pinpoint quite what it was.

      Even if he couldn’t be entirely sure of the question, keeping busy was the answer. It was what Tetka would have done, he was sure. Well, she wouldn’t have completely gutted the house, but she would not have sat around moping if she had been the one left alone.

      His work managing holiday lets all over the island had given him plenty of opportunity to observe how the wealthy owners and visitors were able to live. He had not been brought up poor – far from it – but somehow there had never been quite enough. Not food on the table – that had been plentiful – but the little extras, or even essentials, that made life just a bit smoother. Like a car that started first time, an up-to-date iPhone, clothes that weren’t designer knock-offs from the market. He wanted better, and although he would swap it all in an instant to have her back, Tetka’s death had given him the opportunity to reach for it.

      He perched on the edge of the terrace and checked his mobile. Still nothing from Mediterranean Gems. It had been two days now, and he was beginning to get nervous. The woman, Antonia, had sounded so positive – had something gone wrong? Of course, if push came to shove, he could put the rooms on Airbnb for the summer, but that was not his dream. For his dream he needed a high-end travel company.

      Damir worked in tourism – he had a diploma in tourism, of which Tetka had been very proud; he understood its importance to the economy in all its forms. But he wanted visitors to his beautiful country to see the best of it, to learn about its culture and its history, not simply sit on the beach and drink in the bars. He wanted to share his passion. And earn a great deal of money, not to mention respect.

      Perhaps he should send Antonia some more pictures. He planned to finish another bedroom that afternoon, but then he would need Petar’s help to haul some more furniture down from the attic. Petar was a plumber and tended to turn up when he didn’t have another job, but turn up he would. They had been friends since they were six years old and, particularly given his childhood, Damir considered Petar’s loyalty remarkable.

      As the sun disappeared behind a cloud, Damir stretched his legs across the grass. Tetka would sit on this terrace in summer, the scent of the jasmine that clambered up the wall of the house enveloping her, embroidering handkerchiefs and lavender bags to sell to the tourists, or passing the time of day with her friends over coffee. If he listened carefully, Damir could almost hear her voice. He took a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket and tapped it down. He had given up before and he would do so again. Once he heard from Antonia. Once things were settled. He checked his emails once more.

      In the end it was not an email, but a call. He was waxing the last section of floorboard on the landing and was glad to unbend his back to answer it – especially when he saw the English number.

      “Damir Marić, can I help you?”

      “Oh, hi. It’s Antonia Butler from Mediterranean Gems. When will you be ready? I mean, really ready. A definite date.”

      Straight to the point. He liked that. He sat back on his heels and calculated. “Three more days for the bedrooms. Then I must complete the housekeeper’s apartment before the hall. So... as you say, worst case scenario, three weeks.”

      “So the end of February.” She paused. “If you were to open in early April that does leave a little time for slippage, I suppose.”

      “There will not be slippage.”

      “So once the house is ready there will be nothing else to do?”

      “Find a housekeeper. That is all.” He needed somewhere to sleep himself but that was a minor detail. Even in his wildest dreams he never presumed that Vila Maslina would be at full capacity early in the season.

      “And do you have anyone in mind?”

      “No, because I do not want a local. I need someone who can talk to the guests in their own language, cook the food they enjoy. Not everyone likes goat meat.”

      “If the person you choose is on a month’s notice, you don’t have much time.”

      “But it is difficult. Without a letting contract it would not be right to employ someone.” There was silence on the other end of the phone and he wondered whether his gentle push had been a step too far.

      “OK. Listen, Damir, I’m sticking my neck out for you. My boss doesn’t want to do this but I do and it’s my call. But if you let me down and you aren’t ready, I will be more than angry and there will be compensation to pay. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      “Then I’ll send the contracts over.”

      Once Antonia rang off, Damir leapt up and punched the air, then ran into Tetka’s room. Her bed had been given away, her other furniture distributed around the house, but somehow the sweet smell of lavender lingered.

      “Tetka, I’ve done it. I hope... this is all right.” His voice trembled, his words weighed down by the tears he had been unable to cry. He took a deep breath and pulled himself up to his full five foot nine inches. On Friday night he would go to the bar and get drunk with his friends.

      In the meantime, he had an attic to clear to make space for the housekeeper’s apartment. He wanted it to be as beautiful as the letting rooms, to attract the right sort of person, but first there were boxes to sort through and store in the boarded-off area under the eaves. There weren’t very many, but each one was laden with memories: Tetka’s nativity scene that came out every Christmas, the beekeeper’s hood he hadn’t seen her wear in years, faded sheets and duvet covers he remembered well. There were plenty of things he should probably throw out, but somehow it seemed just a little too soon.

      The next box he peered into contained a pair of delicate silver candlesticks resting on a pile of papers, and he recognised them as the ones from the shrine in the living room that Tetka had kept for a year after his father’s death. He had completely forgotten about that; should he be doing the same for her? Had he somehow disrespected her memory? There used to be a photo of his father too, in a silver frame. He delved into the box, finding it beneath a couple of envelopes, one of which was almost worn away by handling, the other pristine.

      Looking at the picture, Damir found himself gazing at a man he resembled a great deal. Younger than Damir was now, he guessed, and certainly more relaxed than in the only other photo of his father he’d seen, the one in his army uniform Tetka had produced every Victory Day. Here he was sitting in the courtyard behind the house, wearing a checked shirt and smiling at the camera. The picture was black and white but somehow Damir knew his eyes were the same deep brown as his own. Maybe he remembered them, but he didn’t think so. There were only shadows of the time before he came here.

      He began to wonder if there was a decent photo of Tetka somewhere. If so, he could have an enlargement made and put it in a frame in the hall to welcome the guests. That would be far better than setting up some sort of temporary shrine. The worn envelope contained a few pictures, but most were blurred and there were none of her alone. He guessed some were with her parents, and there was one with his father as children, Tetka looking as though she was dressed for her First Communion.

      Damir turned to the other envelope. It was small, fitting on the flat of his hand, and was addressed to Tetka. It felt wrong to read her letters but he peeped in to see it contained just one sheet of paper, folded in half, with a photo tucked inside.

      It was a wedding photograph and the bridegroom was his father, but it was the smiling woman standing beside him that caught his attention. He gripped the photo harder. His mother. His beautiful mother, almost exactly as he remembered her. Except, until then he hadn’t remembered, and the thought was astonishing, shocking almost. He rocked back onto his heels, wrapping his arms around him as the picture fluttered to the floor. His mother. His mother. He doubled over, forcing back red-hot tears. He would not cry. He would not. It was too long ago.

      Why had Tetka hidden his mother’s photo, and told him none existed? Why? Was it because she knew how much it would hurt? With shaking hands, Damir unfolded the note to find it was from his father. Just a few words, saying how sorry he was that the flu had kept Tetka away from his wedding, because it was the happiest day of his life. He had underlined the last part for some reason Damir didn’t understand. But then, he didn’t understand any of it…

      All he wanted was to run through the olive grove to the dark sanctuary of the old press house at the end of the drive. It was where he had hidden as a little boy, but somehow seeing his mother’s picture had transported him back to childhood, for a brief moment at least. But he was not a child anymore so he could not behave like one. Taking a deep breath, he scooped the picture from the floor and without a glance, folded it back into the envelope with the letter before shoving it to the depths of the box. Then, brushing the dust from his jeans, he jogged down the stairs and into the sunlight.
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      The wind whipped along the coast, forcing Damir to cut through the village to the seafront taverna, Konoba Pecaros, rather than take the coastal path. There may have been darkness around him and doors closed against the chill air, but still there was life; the whine of motorcycles on the main road, voices raised against the news blaring from a television, a cat slinking past. The cat stopped and he stopped, bending down to caress its soft fur as it wound around his legs before disappearing about its business.

      The breeze carried diesel mixed with seaweed in its salty sting. As Damir emerged onto the seafront he inhaled deeply, then closed his eyes for a moment, pictures of childhood kuna earnt helping to unload fish flashing through his mind. Turning his back to the wind, he strode into the shelter of the bay and towards the beckoning lights of Konoba Pecaros.

      In winter the bar was reclaimed by the locals, its pizza ovens only fired on Sundays when, instead of English and German, the place was filled with the chatter of Croatian families. Tonight it had hunkered down, the thick plastic protecting it from the elements snapping against the metal poles as the wind tried to find its way inside.

      Mirjana, the owner’s wife, was behind the bar, her auburn hair straying from beneath a broad bandana. Damir nodded to the fishermen playing cards in the corner before perching on a stool in front of her.

      “Quiet tonight,” he said.

      She shrugged. “It’s early. And so, my friend, are you.”

      “I’m celebrating.”

      “Oh yes? Then you’ll be ordering a bottle of my best Pošip?”

      “I may be celebrating, but that does not mean I’ve become a rich man overnight.” He laughed. “The village white will do fine.”

      He watched as she poured a generous glass then set it on the counter in front of him.

      “So?”

      “So?”

      “What are you celebrating?”

      “The house has been taken on by a very high-end travel company, so come April the guests will start pouring in.”

      “Damir, that is excellent news. You’ve worked so hard this winter.”

      “Not without help...”

      Petar’s timing was perfect as he walked into the bar, accompanied by his wife Lorena, his muscular bulk shielding her from the blast of air that followed them until the door slammed shut. In three strides he was across the room, enveloping Damir in a bear hug.

      “We must celebrate your news!”

      Damir drained his glass and Mirjana muttered something which sounded like, ‘He already is,’ but she could not possibly understand what this meant to him in the same way as Petar did. The two of them had slaved together all winter and tonight was their night.

      “At the end of the season when the money comes in we will drink champagne, but for now wine will have to do,” Damir told them, and ordered a large carafe before they drifted towards a table in the centre of the room, well away from the flapping plastic.

      “It’s stormy out there,” said Lorena, unbuttoning her coat before sitting down.

      “I intend to be too drunk to notice,” said Damir.

      “You men. Why do you do that? You’ll only feel like shit in the morning when you have work to do.”

      Petar shrugged. “It’s the way to mark a special occasion. And we’ll go to work tomorrow anyway. We’ll just drink coffee and moan a lot.” He turned to Damir. “So when do the guests arrive?”

      “Not until the beginning of April, but there is still a great deal to do. We need to arrange the furniture in the last bedroom, then we can start on the attic.”

      “Is that where you’re going to live?” Lorena asked.

      “No, it’s for the housekeeper.”

      “But I thought Ana...”

      “She will make beds and clean, but I’m aiming for the international market so I need someone experienced, preferably with more than one language...”

      “An older lady,” Petar winked.

      “But of course. I need someone reliable.”

      “And someone you can shag...”

      “Oh, don’t start that again.” Damir folded his arms.

      Lorena reached out to pat his shoulder. “No, it isn’t kind to tease. Damir, if not the attic, where will you live?”

      “Like I said, he’ll cosy up to the housekeeper...”

      “Petar!”

      “I’m only joking... She won’t be rich enough. He only goes for old women who can give him a taste of the high life.”

      Damir shook his head, laughing, but inside he was unsure which was worse: Petar’s teasing or Lorena’s sympathy. But he knew both were only doing it because they were his friends. Petar had always teased him in his gentle way, although he had never made cruel fun of him as some of the other children had. But one day, one day very soon, those children would be laughing on the other side of their faces.

      Nothing was going to spoil Damir’s evening and they carried on drinking until the fishermen left and they were the only people in the bar. They drank, and talked about plans and dreams, and gossiped about neighbours. They drank, and they laughed, and eventually came back to the subject of where Damir was going to live, but by that time he was past caring. They drank until Mirjana told them she wanted to go to bed.

      Outside Konoba Pecaros they went their separate ways. Damir plunged his hands into his pockets as he headed along the waterfront. The incoming tide was rocking the tethered boats in an alarming manner, his head spinning in time with their dances. Maybe Lorena had been right – already he was regretting drinking quite this much.

      Vila Maslina was Damir’s dream. Somehow, when Tetka was alive, working hard to manage other people’s holiday villas – and, he had to admit, playing hard as well – had been enough. But once Tetka died it had hit him like a sledgehammer that if he was to keep his home, never mind improve his lifestyle, he needed more money. Much as losing Vila Maslina was inconceivable, inviting others into it was not. He loved the idea of being able to share his pride in the place where he had been brought up with people who would also appreciate it. His pride in the country his father had died fighting for.

      A soldier, hammering on a door with the butt of his rifle… Shouts of “Izlazite Bosniak!” Children screaming. The acrid tang of sweat…

      Damir shook his head. Too much wine. Definitely too much wine.

      On autopilot he took the path along the coast. In the distance, lights flickered on the mainland, but once he passed the harbour the velvet darkness embraced him. Here there was only the wash of the waves, and the rain nudging through the trees that would shield him from its force until he rounded the headland. There was no moon, no stars, but he had walked this way too many times to need them.

      He turned the corner and the storm hit him in the face, bringing with it the spray as the sea whipped the rocks. He upped his pace, past the locked gates of the holiday villas towards the inland track home. Cypresses gave way first to close-cropped vines and then to olive trees. Their olive trees. No, his olive trees. The trees that had sheltered and fed him since he was six years old. A debt that honour, and being a proud Croatian, meant he must now repay.

      Maybe it was because of this that he was drawn to the old olive press at the bottom of the drive. The door swung open on broken hinges and as he shone the torchlight from his phone up towards the gallery there was an angry flap of wings and a dark shape disappeared through a hole in the roof. The earthen floor was damp in patches where the rain had crept in but still he found comfort in the old walls and the musty tang of bitter olives in the air.

      With the flat of his hand he brushed the dust from the circular stones of the press and lowered himself onto the horizontal one. These days his feet were too big to fit in the trough that surrounded it like a moat, so he balanced them on its edge, the curve of the lip sliding neatly beneath the heels of his shoes.

      Resting his back against the wooden hopper, he closed his eyes. He could still hear the sea and the rustle of the rain against the olive trees. He pictured their slender leaves swaying in the darkness. When he first came here the press had been in use; was it possible to bring it back to life? To process the olives – his olives – in the traditional way, instead of sending them to the co-operative?  He was sure Tetka had only done that because, being a woman on her own, she’d had no choice. Her father, and his father before him, had pressed their own olives and Damir desperately wanted to do the same. It would be a suitable way to honour Tetka’s memory and to rekindle the Marić family traditions.

      Tetka had died three days after last year’s harvest was complete. So like her, Damir thought, not to leave a job half-done. Even he was the finished article. When he first came here he would run in blind terror through the olive grove, darting from tree to tree, finally stumbling into the press house to hide from the sparkling blue of the sea and the dangerous skies. Hide from the flowers and trees and everything beautiful. This musty, dark barn had been the only place he had felt safe, but over the years Tetka had changed all that.

      Tetka had taught him so many things, and one of those had been that after a certain age, boys did not cry. Boys were brave, especially boys whose fathers had been war heroes. That way boys grew up into men. So tears were not permitted for the woman who had raised him, but Damir was determined that through Vila Maslina and its olive grove, he would honour her memory in other ways.
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      Damir did not move when he heard Petar’s van in the courtyard behind the house the next morning, merely winced as the door slammed, clutching his mug tighter. Petar slunk into the kitchen, dropped onto a chair next to the old scrubbed pine table and demanded coffee.

      “How much did we drink?” he moaned. “Even Lorena was grouchy this morning and she never has too much.”

      “I wasn’t counting.”

      “I must give you something towards the bill.”

      Damir waved his hand in the general direction of upstairs. “You’re about to. And you already have.”

      They had known each other long enough to sit in silence over their coffee, and for Petar not to comment when Damir lit a cigarette. Over the years Petar had perfected the art of being patient with Damir, and for that and more Damir would be eternally grateful. Petar had first proved his worth as a friend by not telling the other boys that when an exhaust had backfired as they walked home from school, Damir had wet himself. They had been six years old.

      Eventually Damir stood and stretched. “Come on, we need to achieve something today.”

      “I have. I’ve thought of the perfect place for you to live.”

      “You’ve found somewhere?”

      “It’s under your nose.”

      “Where?”

      “The old press house.”

      “But it’s practically a ruin.”

      “Rubbish. It will take no more work than converting the attic. I’ll cost out a little bathroom...”

      “No!”

      Petar frowned. “Why not?”

      Damir rinsed his coffee mug in the stone sink, uncertain why Petar’s suggestion had given rise to such a strong reaction. “I’ll think about it.”

      After Petar went home, Damir made his way through the olive grove, ducking into the dappled shade beneath each tree to check the progress of the buds. So much rested on them – not only this year’s harvest but the next – and he was absorbed in his task when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He angled the screen away from the sun and could just make out it was an email from Antonia. The message came from her personal account, and she’d sent a CV for the housekeeping job. Damir punched the air. He had known when he mentioned it to her that she wouldn’t let him down.

      There was no name and no photograph but that only piqued his curiosity. The summary read:

      
        
        Mature woman with excellent linguistic skills seeking new challenge.

        

      

      Beneath was an impressive list of languages spoken — some fluently, others a working knowledge. No Croatian, but that wasn’t important. The woman clearly had a good ear so should easily pick up enough to get by.

      Actual housekeeping experience was rather thin on the ground, apart from running her own home for the past twenty odd years. And cooking for friends’ dinner parties, but not professionally. It seemed she had been working in an office and claimed excellent organisational skills and experience of managing staff. It could be enough – to a mature, sensible woman, Damir knew his requirements wouldn’t exactly be rocket science.

      But could she engage his guests in more than idle chit-chat? The CV listed no hobbies or interests, so it was hard to tell. He would need to talk to her to find out. He fired a quick reply to Antonia:

      
        
        Looks promising. Who is she? Friend of yours?’

        

      

      He slipped his phone into his pocket and continued towards the old press house. It was drawing him, like a magnet, but given Petar’s idea he had a practical reason to check it out. Once inside he climbed the wooden ladder to the gallery, testing each rung with his toe before putting his weight on it, but apart from one near the bottom they were all sound. Light streamed through a gap in the roof, motes of dust dancing as he moved about, but on closer inspection the holes he could see were all quite small. Some felt and a few tiles should fix them, and although the old stone walls were cold, away from the biggest opening they were perfectly dry. The gallery stretched halfway across the building and there was enough space up here for a bed, a wardrobe... a chest of drawers, even... He began to see it in his mind’s eye.

      Downstairs was different. The only light came from the entrance and that couldn’t be left open all the time. But if it were made into a stable door, and a window put in the opposite wall, then a corner screened off for a bathroom... The plumbing would be a nightmare. Still, that was Petar’s department. Damir’s problem was the press; if it were moved, would it be possible to use it somewhere else? He started to feel in his pocket for his cigarettes, but instead closed his eyes to envisage how his potential new home might look.

      In the very act of doing so, it was then, not now. The mustiness drew him back to the past, small chubby fingers gripping the stone while his mother’s eyes faded from view. Eyes in a face he had so easily forgotten, but which were once again etched into his brain.

      Suddenly his phone was ringing. It was Antonia’s name on the screen, so he steadied himself against the ladder and cleared his throat to answer it.

      “Antonia, how are you?”

      “Yes, fine.” Silence. “Look, that CV… it’s mine.”

      Had he heard her right? There was something uncertain in her usually confident tone. “You want to leave your job at Mediterranean Gems?”

      “I don’t want to, but I have to.”

      “Do you mind if I ask why?”

      There was a pause while he imagined her taking a deep breath.

      “So many reasons. Personal ones. Look, if it’s not right just say so, but please don’t mention this to anyone at the office...”

      “I’d never do that.”

      “Thank you.”

      He gazed at the circular stones, the upright in shadow and just a small segment of the horizontal dazzling in a shaft of sunlight from the door. As his eyes followed it outside he knew exactly what he would do about the press. And as far as the housekeeper was concerned, there was no decision to be made.

      “The job is yours.”

      Another silence. “You’re sure? Really sure? Because if I hand in my notice and—”

      Damir wished she could have seen him smiling at her. “You took a chance on me,” he said, “now I will take one on you.”
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      The bus had been flirting with the coastline all the way from Dubrovnik, but now a huge expanse of sparkling silver-blue sea stretched in front of Antonia, dotted with the deep greens of the islands, the richer colours close by becoming muted as they faded into the distance. But the sheer beauty was not enough to lift her, and she closed her eyes against the late afternoon sun. It had been a long day. A long week. A long month.

      The trouble with closing her eyes was that Honey was imprinted on the inside of her lids. Honey at Gatwick, her mop of blonde hair mingling with Sara’s shiny plum-dyed bob as she clung onto her, trying to smile, and both of them waving for all they were worth as passport control swallowed Antonia up. She had waved too and smiled. Then, blinded by tears, she’d blundered her way through security, forgetting to put her phone in the plastic crate and causing no end of fuss.

      If Antonia had known how hard it would be leaving Honey she would never have embarked on this crazy adventure. As she gazed out over the sea, she forced herself to try to analyse it, but it was just too painful. The absolute longing to hold her daughter made her arms ache with emptiness, and even though she hadn’t shed a tear since taking off at Gatwick, her eyes still felt as though she was crying a river. And the state of her poor battered heart was somewhere it was really not a good idea to go.

      Antonia had never been apart from Honey for longer than three or four weeks when her daughter had been at university, and even then it had been just a couple of hours’ drive to Bristol if Honey needed her. Which she sometimes had. What if she needs me now? Antonia thought. Already she had been travelling for most of the day, and she wasn’t even there yet. All right, her journey was longer because the catamarans linking the islands to Dubrovnik didn’t run outside the tourist season, but all the same... Why, oh why, had she ever thought this was a good idea?

      Of course Antonia had seen maps of the Dalmatian coast, and pictures. Since accepting the job at Vila Maslina she had studied guide books and YouTube videos, but the view from the bus window was real, and glorious, although a far cry from the calm waters promised to the tourists for the summer months. Waves broke against the rocks below the road and, across the expanse of silver-blue, matching plumes of spray beat against the islands. The sunlight may have made it all appear benign, but she was already feeling a little queasy at the thought of the ferry crossing.

      Hotels and holiday villas began to appear, boarded against the elements, but then the gears of the bus started to grind as they turned uphill and inland. Vineyards were
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