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The telephone call, the one that started it all, happened on a Monday.

I wonder if I would have answered it had I known what was to follow. If, instead of a standard ring, it had announced shrilly, ‘Ava Fox, your life is about to change in the most extraordinary way’? Unlikely.

As it was, the phone merely elicited the same, low-throated tinkle it always did, and given that, save for the occasional cold caller, the only person who ever rang me on the landline was my mother, I concluded begrudgingly that I should pick up, and did so with a determinedly cheery, ‘Hello’.

‘Ava, is that you?’

Why do mothers always do this? I swallowed the urge to make a snarky reply and settled for a ‘yes’ instead.

‘I never know if it’s you or Rosie these days,’ she said, punctuating her statement with a weary little sigh, as if my daughter’s voice sounding similar to my own was the most tiresome of inconveniences.

‘For Rosie to answer this phone would mean she had put down her mobile for more than three consecutive seconds,’ I told her. ‘Which, I’m afraid to say, is a near-impossibility at the moment.’

My mother clucked with either affection or disapproval – I never have been able to differentiate – and got straight to her point.

‘I spoke to Mattie earlier today.’

‘And?’ I waited a moment, but she didn’t elaborate. ‘How is she?’

Mattie being my sister, Matilda. Sweet, dependable, and infuriatingly close to perfect – I tried to avoid thinking about her wonderful life if I could help it. 

‘Fed up,’ was my mother’s matter-of-fact reply. 

That was unexpected. Kind, patient and predictable ­Mattie did not do ‘fed up’. 

‘What has she got to be fed up about?’ I retorted, wincing inwardly at how bitter I sounded but barrelling on regardless. ‘Is the sunshine in Greece too hot for her? The sea too blue?’

My mother cleared her throat.

‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, as I am sure you’re well aware.’

It took a lot of effort on my part not to rise to this. Instead, I said, ‘Every time I’ve seen Mattie, she’s seemed very happy with her lot. She is Mrs Positivity.’

‘Mattie is so like your father in that way,’ my mother agreed. ‘Affable to her core. Unlike us,’ she added as an afterthought.

I gripped the receiver a fraction tighter, glancing up the stairs in time to see the long, jogging-bottoms-clad legs of my daughter as she ascended, one hand on the banister and the other clasped around her phone. Taking in my expression, she mouthed the word ‘Granny’, to which I nodded, and then stifled a smile as she hastily beat a retreat. It is not that Rosie dislikes her maternal grandmother, more that she humours my slightly odd relationship with her. Occasionally, she will say things such as, ‘God, I can’t imagine having a mum I couldn’t talk to about stuff,’ and I will feel my chest swell with a blend of pride and self-pity.

‘Anyway,’ my mother went on, ‘I think what Mattie really needs is a break. She works too hard – always has done. So, with that in mind, I suggested that she and Niko stay at your house this summer.’

‘Here?’

‘No, Ava, in your garden shed. Of course, there.’

‘Now who’s being sarcastic?’ I muttered, to which my mother made a tutting sound.

‘We don’t have any space,’ I continued. ‘Rosie will never agree to share a room, and even if she did, I would honestly prefer not to bunk up for weeks on end. We’d all be on top of each other – it would be a disaster. Why can’t they stay with you?’

‘Oh, your father and I are lending the house to a friend of a friend while we’re in Thailand – did I not tell you?’

I am on the verge of repeating the word ‘Thailand’ incredulously, when it dawns on me what this means.

‘You’re going to visit Ophelia?’

My youngest sibling departed England a little over a year ago to take up a job offer in Australia, only she never made it past her stopover, deciding instead that a better use of her time would be to become a so-called influencer. Which is classic Ophelia. I had not heard from her since, at least not directly, but I was able to keep tabs on her through the endless Instagram posts, invariably featuring a beach, a bikini, some sort of green juice, and a lot of guff about ‘living for the moment’. Ophelia always had made her own rules, stepped outside the boundaries of what was expected and followed whatever path led her to the most fun. ‘Good for her,’ I would always remark. Untruthfully.

‘You know how much I miss her,’ said my mother. 

‘That’s no surprise, given that she’s your favourite.’

‘Well, yes.’ My mother did not miss a beat. ‘That’s because she is the most like me, I suppose – a free spirit.’

The fact that I had pulled the pin out of this particular truth grenade myself did little to lessen the pain it caused.

From somewhere upstairs, I heard taps being turned on. Rosie was running a bath; she had one almost every night, tablet propped up on the loo seat so she could watch one of her beloved history documentaries.

It was not fair of my mother to insist that Mattie and her husband be crammed into our house all summer. It would disrupt my daughter’s routine, convince her to spend less time at home and then drive her into the arms of one of the hapless-looking boys who occasionally loitered in our street, waiting to walk her to college.

Of course, that was not the only reason I didn’t want them here.

‘Before you say no again,’ my mother pre-empted, ‘let me tell you the other part of my plan.’

I sighed.

‘Which is?’

‘The genius thing is, you won’t have to worry about a lack of space,’ she continued. ‘Because while Mattie and Niko will be in your house, you and Rosie will be in theirs.’

That shut me up.

‘Ava?’

‘I’m still here.’

‘What do you think? Wouldn’t it be nice to see Corfu again? And a holiday in Greece would be such a treat for Rosie. You’re forever telling me how hard she’s worked, studying for her A levels as well as doing all that volunteering – this could be her reward.’

I closed my eyes as I contemplated.

‘Mattie thinks it’s a brilliant idea,’ she went on. ‘They had a pool put in last summer and you can see all the way across Kalami Bay from their patio.’

I did not need to be reminded of how blissful my sister’s Greek island life was. Why Mattie would agree to swap that for a poky two-bedroomed terrace in Brighton, where it would doubtless rain with gloomy determination all through the summer, I could not fathom. But I also knew that a refusal to cooperate would make me unpopular, and my mother was bound to get word of her plan to Rosie, who I knew would be thrilled by the prospect of a holiday abroad. The school term would be over soon, so I could not feasibly use my own work as an excuse given that I’d been planning to take a break over the summer anyway. And then there was the small matter that I did miss Corfu.

Every day.

Still.

‘And you’re absolutely sure Mattie is on board with this swap?’ I checked. ‘She is genuinely prepared to lend me and Rosie the house?’

My mother coughed.

‘Yes. I said so, didn’t I?’

Her indignation silenced me once again, and I chewed on my retort, swallowed it with several deep breaths.

‘So, I’ll tell your sister it’s all arranged, shall I?’ my mother pressed.

For a tantalising second, I allowed myself to picture Corfu, to envisage the myriad hues of the sea, feel the warmth of the sunshine, hear the ambient hum of insects, taste the salty feta and smell the sharp scent of lemons. It was all there, waiting for me. All I had to do was say yes.

And yet . . . 

‘You can tell her,’ I said firmly, ‘that I will think about it.’
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I told myself that it would depend solely on Rosie. That if she warmed to the idea of spending the summer after her A levels in Corfu rather than at home with her friends, then I would properly consider it. Having left the confines of teaching in a primary classroom to instead become a private tutor several years ago, I was fortunate enough to have a flexible schedule and the ability to work from anywhere with a decent Wi-Fi connection. Although I imagined Rosie would be keen to escape for a few weeks, the time frame my mother had proposed was closer to two months. Surely the prospect of being away that long would not appeal – not when Rosie and the crowd she had grown up with would all be scarpering to various universities come September. This would be their last summer together.

I assumed wrong.

‘A whole summer in Greece? Seriously? Er, Mum – of course we should go. I can’t believe you’re even questioning it. They have a pool!’

‘You don’t think you’d miss Ally and the gang too much?’ I ventured. We were in our usual spots in the kitchen, me at the sink, pink Marigolds submerged, her sitting up on the edge of the worktop, bare toes curled around the back of a chair. 

‘Ally never looks up from snogging Tom long enough to notice me these days,’ Rosie observed. ‘They’re basically married – it’s so gross.’

‘Quite,’ I agreed, getting to work on the breakfast plates. ‘But two months is a long time to be away. I would completely understand if you would rather not go, and I’m sure Mattie would, too.’

I sensed rather than saw my daughter roll her eyes.

‘Probably,’ she allowed, ‘but Granny wouldn’t. She never takes no for an answer. Remember when she nagged you into wearing that hideous tartan dress for Gramps’s seventieth? When you saw how bad you looked in it, you actually cried, and even then, she didn’t budge.’

I chuckled at the memory.

‘And anyway,’ Rosie continued, reaching round me to pluck a banana from the fruit bowl on the windowsill, ‘I want to go. You went to Corfu for the summer the year you turned eighteen, so it’s only fair that I get to do the same.’

‘That’s another thing.’ I paused mid-scour and turned to face her, experiencing as I always did the tug of affection in my chest at the sight of her – my girl. Her blond curls were frizzed by slumber, her Harry Potter pyjamas worn into holes on both knees. I adored the contrasts of her, the burgeoning young woman who painted her nails, made up her face and asked if she could have a glass of wine with dinner kept at bay by the child who was reluctant to grow up, to fall into the trappings of adulthood. I wanted to protect that little girl. The idea of losing her, of that lingering innocence being snatched away before she was ready to relinquish it, made me feel hot and fierce.

Rosie took a large bite of her banana. ‘What other thing?’

‘Only monkeys chatter with their mouths full.’

She chewed and swallowed. ‘What other thing?’

‘Your birthday. Turning eighteen is a big deal and it only happens once. I thought you wanted a party on the pier?’

‘A pool party in Greece trumps a pier party in Brighton any day.’

‘Even if your boring old mum is on the guestlist?’

‘Come on, Mum – thirty-seven isn’t all that old – and maybe by the time my birthday rolls around I’ll have made friends with some of the locals.’ Rosie’s expression brightened as she added, ‘Or you might even have a holiday romance, like that woman did in that film.’

‘You had better not be referring to Shirley Valentine.’

‘That’s the one!’

‘Who are you and what have you done with my ­daughter?’

‘I’m serious, Mum.’ She poked me gently with her big toe. ‘It’s about time you found yourself a boyfriend.’

‘Oh, is it now?’

‘Yeah. I mean, as long as you don’t spend the entire holiday sucking face like Ally and Tom, obviously.’

‘Sucking face? What a delightful description.’

‘Dad won’t care – he has Laura now anyway.’

My ex-partner Paul had hit the cliché jackpot by falling in love with the life coach he had turned to after the two of us broke up.

‘Why would I want to spend time with anyone other than my beautiful, talented, funny and cheeky’ – I flicked a froth of bubbles across her feet – ‘daughter?’

Rosie hopped down from the worktop and deposited her banana skin in the compost caddy before wrapping her arms around my shoulders.

‘Seriously,’ she murmured. ‘I know you’re probably worried about me freaking out at the prospect of you moving on or whatever, but I really won’t. I’m cool about it.’

‘I know you are.’ The words snagged in my throat. ‘Thank you.’

Rosie squeezed me a fraction tighter, but rather than relaxing, I felt myself tense up.

‘The time,’ I said, and we both glanced towards the clock mounted on the wall. ‘You had better get a wriggle on. What is it today?’

‘History – Tudors mostly, so lots of head-chopping and bonking of cousins.’ She groaned, dragging her feet towards the door.

‘You’ll walk it,’ I said truthfully. Because she would. My daughter’s ability to remember dates, events and names was nothing short of astounding, and history was her subject, her passion. Writing about it for three hours was less a chore than a pleasurable way to spend a morning, as far as she was concerned. A few months ago, she had returned from spending the weekend with her father and announced that he and Laura had promised her one hundred and fifty pounds for every top grade she achieved, plus a fifty-pound bonus if she managed to achieve this across all four subjects.

‘Easiest six hundred and fifty quid I’ll ever make,’ she’d told me happily. ‘I almost feel sorry for him.’

I stared into the murky dishwater, at the curls of scrambled eggs that had detached from the frying pan and were floating on the surface, lost for a moment in the fog of what might have been, how my life could have looked if I had made different choices. Then, feeling irritated with myself, I pushed the image away.

Why are humans built this way? Why must we taunt ourselves with the impossible?

It was the prospect of returning to Corfu that had triggered all this, of course. There was no way I could think about the place without being reminded of what happened all those years ago, of the regret that had lingered inside me ever since. Perhaps returning to the island would act as an exorcism of sorts; maybe it would show me that what I assumed to be perfection was in fact mundane. 

I was still standing by the sink when the doorbell rang, and I smiled as I heard Rosie thundering down the stairs.

‘I’m off!’ she yelled from the hallway. ‘Wish me luck!’

‘Luck!’ I called back.

‘Oh, and Mum.’

‘Yes?’

‘Corfu. We’re definitely going, aren’t we?’

And, just like that, we were.
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I have long been of the opinion that those who proclaim airports to be ‘such fun’ are likely descendants of people who threw slaves to the lions centuries ago.

There is nothing I find less fun than overpriced taxis, endless queues, suitcases wheeled across toes and the awkwardness of being patted down by humourless security staff. Do I really look like a criminal? I always think.

Our flight was also delayed. Because of course it was.

‘Four hours?’ Rosie’s expression of abject horror said it all.

‘I’ll buy you whatever you want to eat,’ I chivvied. ‘And then we can peruse the designer handbags and gasp in horror at the price tags.’

She went easy on me and chose Pret a Manger as our lunch destination. I sipped a burnt-tasting black coffee while she munched her way through a cheese and pickle baguette. 

‘Aren’t you hungry?’

‘I had a big breakfast,’ I lied. The truth, that my stomach was bound in far too many knots for me to contemplate any food, would have required too much explanation. I kept waiting for my brain to accept that yes, we were about to embark on a flight that would whisk us from dreary ­Britain to dazzling Greece; that I would once again bathe in the clear water, wake each day and be greeted by sunshine, and that I would revisit all the places I had spent so many years dreaming about. 

It still felt impossible.

‘Don’t you think it’s a bit weird that Auntie Mattie isn’t going to be there?’ Rosie piped up between mouthfuls. ‘I haven’t seen her since we spent Christmas at Granny and Gramps’s three years ago – you’d think she’d want to at least spend a few days with us before she and Uncle Niko fly over here.’

I responded with a non-committal ‘hmm’.

‘Didn’t you ask her?’ Rosie persisted.

‘I haven’t actually spoken to her directly,’ I admitted. ‘Granny organised everything.’

‘If I had a sister, I would speak to her every single day.’ 

The lack of a sibling was one of Rosie’s go-to subjects whenever she was seized by the urge to have an adolescent moan.

‘You’re so lucky to have two, and yet the three of you barely talk to each other.’

She stated this fact as if the almost-total estrangement between Matilda, Ophelia and myself had somehow passed me by.

‘You don’t need to talk to a person every day to know they care about you,’ I told her. ‘My sisters know full well that I’m here for them. Our lives are simply very different, that’s all.’

‘Auntie Lia is the coolest,’ sighed Rosie. ‘A true free spirit rather than all those other fakers on Instagram. I wish my life was even half as exciting as hers is.’

‘There’s pickle on your chin,’ I informed her, passing across a napkin.

‘Didn’t you ever want to go travelling? See the world?’ Rosie was not about to let the subject drop.

‘When I was young and foolish maybe,’ I said. 

‘You mean before you had me,’ Rosie replied. ‘If I hadn’t come along, you would have had time to do all sorts of fun things.’

‘Perhaps,’ I allowed, reaching across the table and tapping her lightly on the nose. ‘But none of those things would have been half as much fun as raising you. Aunt Lia might well be doing paddleboard yoga on the beach in Phuket, but I got to watch you take your first steps, say your first word, and blow your first raspberry.’

‘That last one obviously being the most important.’

‘Obviously.’

We smiled at each other, her blue eyes meeting my grey pair, and for a precious moment my anxiety ceased to thrum. Whatever I feared happening when we reached Corfu – how I would feel to be back and what emotional response the island would elicit – was nothing I couldn’t handle if I had my girl by my side. My proudest achievement, the beat of my heart, the air in my lungs. My everything.

When I thought about life in those terms, my role as ­Rosie’s mother so clearly defined and unequivocal, I felt strong. I believed I had the capacity to be invincible, that I was in control of my emotions. That was what I told myself.

We passed the time in the departures lounge window-­shopping, buying novels to read on the beach and playing ­endless card games, until finally it was time to board. As soon as we were in the air, an exhausted Rosie dropped off to sleep, her mouth slightly open and her lashes casting faint shadows across her cheeks, while I fidgeted beside her, fingers twisting together in my lap, chewing nervously at my lips, plastic glass of white wine untouched on the fold-down table in front of me. 

When the plane began its descent, I stared towards a window painted black by night. I knew the sea was below us, that the now-muted landscape was a vibrant mix of golds, greens and blues – but I saw none of it. Right up until the tyres bounced and screeched across the runway, I continued to cling tight to my denial. But then came the standard announcement about the local time and weather, the seatbelt sign was switched off, and my daughter was rubbing her eyes, re-energised by excitement.

‘We made it at last – we’re finally here!’

Warm fuggy air greeted us, as I had known it would, wrapping itself around me like an old friend. It was all it took to break me, and I brushed the tears from my eyes before Rosie spotted them.

Passports were shown and stamped, suitcases collected, and soon the two of us were buckled into the back seat of a taxi. The Greek driver chatted away amicably with polite interest – Was this our first time in Corfu? Where had we come from in England? How long would we be staying? The whole of the summer? Bravo! – while Rosie peered out through the car window, calling out the things she saw when we passed the occasional streetlight.

‘Mopeds! The sea! A cat! Boats!’ 

Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I could not deny that it felt nice to be in Greece, to be able to see it again, smell it again, hear it again. It had been such a long time since I had last been on the island, yet everything was so familiar. I felt both stirred and soothed.

I knew from photographs, and, OK, maybe a little bit of time spent on Google, that Mattie and Niko’s home was a sizeable villa situated halfway up the hillside behind Kalami’s main road and the horseshoe-shaped bay below. Spread across three levels, with sea-facing balconies on each floor, it was a very large step up from the cluttered terrace we had left behind in Brighton. Rosie was instantly captivated, and as we pulled up outside she gazed up in reverent silence at the shuttered windows while I paid our fare and bid farewell to our driver.

‘Granny said the key will be underneath a pot,’ I told my daughter, only to then see, as I switched on the torch function of my mobile phone, that there were a great number of large terracotta pots placed at intervals along the front of the house.

‘Try the one closest to the entrance,’ I suggested, and Rosie pivoted it to one side.

‘Nope – nothing here.’

‘We’ll have to keep trying,’ I said. ‘You go right, I’ll go left.’

As I kept checking, I heard what sounded like metal scraping against concrete.

‘What was that?’ Rosie paused mid-squat.

‘Nothing,’ I replied, although we both knew it had been something. It occurred to me then how exposed we were, two women out in the dark. My bloody, bloody mother, I thought. And bloody, bloody Mattie for not secreting her key in a more helpful place. I debated if we should perhaps make our way down to the road, where there would be phone reception or an open bar. But before I had time to articulate any of this, there was another sound, this time loud enough to send Rosie scuttling along the pathway into my arms. We clung to one another as the front door creaked open, both of us emitting a scream of fright as an outraged bellow ripped through the darkness. 

A man wearing just a pair of boxer shorts had emerged from inside the house with a menacing shout, a shovel in his hands that he brandished at us. In the seconds that ­followed, I ran the full gauntlet of fear, anger, and then ­realisation and mortification. But it was Rosie who ­recovered her ­composure first.

‘It’s OK, it’s only Uncle Niko,’ she said as he lowered his weapon. ‘Hello,’ she went on cheerfully. ‘You probably don’t even recognise me, do you? I’m your niece. Rosie.’

Niko glanced towards me, then back at her, his bewilderment clear. ‘Rosie?’

‘Yep,’ she confirmed. Letting go of me, she stepped towards him and took the shovel out of his hands. ‘We’re here to stay in your house for the summer, but you already know that, right? Can I go inside? I’m absolutely busting for a wee. That taxi took ages.’

‘Naí.’ It was barely a murmur.

‘Cool. Thanks,’ she said, assuming correctly that the word ‘naí’ was Greek for ‘yes’. Slipping past him into the house, she stretched out her hand and clicked on a light switch. Niko’s face was thrown into shadow, but I could still see his eyes. 

Still feel them.

When he uttered my name, it was as if the intervening years had never passed, as if I was eighteen again, running along the beach in the darkness to be swept into waiting arms, to be kissed, caressed, and gazed at as ardently as if the stars had fallen from the sky and were shining out from within me.

I thought I had left that girl behind in Corfu half a lifetime ago, but I was wrong.

She was still here.

I was still her.
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I stared.

He stared.

Neither one of us spoke. 

The shovel, which Rosie had balanced against the outer wall, fell to the floor with a loud crash, snapping Niko out of whatever horrified trance he had fallen into at the sight of me. He opened his mouth, closed it again. 

I heard bare feet hurrying across tiles.

‘What is going on down here— Oh. Oh my God – Ava?’

My sister Mattie appeared in the gap behind her husband, her thick dark curls sticking up at all angles. Of the three of us Fox siblings, she is the most like my father, and I registered his pale eyes and neat, oval face as she stepped into the light.

‘Hello,’ I said weakly. 

‘This is . . .  What are you . . . ? What a lovely surprise.’

Mattie always defaulted to politeness.

Rosie had returned from the bathroom, and greeted her aunt with all the enthusiasm I should by rights have mustered up. Niko remained mute, standing there in his boxer shorts. The same dark hair that covered his head and jawline also spread across his chest, and when I allowed my gaze to inch downwards, I saw large hands and thick muscular thighs. The lithe youth of the past was very much a man now.

Mattie ushered me towards her with an outstretched hand and pulled me into an embrace. Embarrassed by the unexpected physical contact, I went limp. 

‘You had no idea we were coming, did you?’ said Rosie.

‘None whatsoever,’ Mattie agreed.

Far from being perturbed by this, or even curious, the two of them merely laughed at the absurdity of it all, as if they were in on a joke that Niko and I were not.

‘Granny told us we were having this house for the summer and that you were having ours,’ my daughter explained. ‘Is that not the case?’

Mattie glanced towards her husband.

‘Niko, do you know anything about this? Did you and my mother cook up this little scheme between yourselves?’

We were all still crowded in the open doorway, and the temptation to bolt was a strong one. If I had not had Rosie with me, I would have fled.

Niko shook his head. ‘Ochi,’ he said firmly, glancing towards me and then reverting from his native tongue into English. ‘This is nothing to do with me. I have not spoken to your mother for many months.’

Hearing his voice, that baritone accent with its deliberate emphasis on each syllable, made me feel light-headed.

‘This must be her idea of a joke,’ I said. ‘A prank at my expense – send Ava off to Corfu under a misapprehension; she’s gullible enough to fall for it. How amusing it will be when she turns up unannounced.’

‘It wouldn’t have been amusing if Uncle Niko had bashed us over the head with his shovel,’ pointed out Rosie, to which Mattie laughed in delight.

Niko, I noted, did not protest.

‘This whole thing is probably my fault,’ said Mattie. ‘The last time I spoke to Mum, I told her I was sad about the fact that we had lost touch a bit, Ava, and how much I wished you and Rosie would agree to come for a holiday. This must be her way of ensuring we all saw each other. And, you have to hand it to the wily old bird – her plan appears to have worked perfectly.’

Wily was far too generous a word to describe my mother.

‘The last thing Rosie and I want to be is a burden,’ I said. I was already casting around for my suitcase, wondering how soon I could book us a flight home, plotting our escape from this hideous situation. As far as I was concerned, the holiday had come to an end.

‘A burden?’ exclaimed Mattie. ‘Don’t be daft – it’s brilliant that you’re here. And of course you must stay. We have plenty of room, and Rosie, you’re going to love the new pool. I’ve been dying to have some guests here to show it off to, and now here you both are. It’s a better turn of events than I could ever have wished for. Isn’t Granny clever?’

I gawped at her.

Clever?

Could she not see that this was agony? That being here, with her and with him, was breaking me apart from the inside out?

‘We can’t stay,’ I blurted. ‘This is your house – you don’t want us traipsing about all over it. We’ll get a hotel.’

On a different island, preferably.

‘No, you will not.’ Mattie wrapped an arm around Rosie’s shoulders and led her into the villa. ‘If you think I’m going to let you scarper now that I finally have you both in my clutches, you’ve got another think coming.’

The statement was delivered in jest, but I knew there were hollow spaces behind the words where my sister’s very real disgruntlement lurked. In her mind, I had done my best to avoid her ever since she’d announced her engagement. I had missed the wedding, feigning illness, and had diverted every invitation since – often, to my shame, using my daughter as an excuse. Mattie had travelled to the UK on numerous occasions, during which I had made sure to spend a moderate amount of time with her, but she had never brought her husband along with her. If she had, I would have swerved those encounters too. It was difficult enough spending time with her, let alone him.

I looked up then to find Niko staring at me. The two of us were alone, just as we had been so many times before. Only now, the air surrounding us fizzed not with electricity but with trepidation. I saw that he felt it, that he understood how hard this was going to be, and I yearned, suddenly, to offer him – and by extension, myself – some reassurance.

When I opened my mouth to speak, however, Niko shook his head as if dismissing me.

‘I didn’t plan this,’ I whispered. ‘I promise.’

I waited for him to reply, to nod, to acknowledge me in any way, but he didn’t.

Instead, for the second time in my life, Niko turned and walked away from me.
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Despite being adamant that I would not allow myself to fall asleep, and genuinely believing that I would never be able to, I had somehow managed to drop off. Perhaps it was the result of the long journey followed by the horrible shock, or that I was conscious of not wanting to disturb Rosie, with whom I had insisted on sharing a bed. Mattie was all for separating the two of us – ‘we have plenty of bedrooms, take one each’ – but I did not want to let my daughter out of my sight. That was the excuse I gave myself, although I suspect it was more to do with not wanting to be alone.

Both windows were shuttered and screened to keep out mosquitoes, and the room was in total darkness when I awoke. The air-conditioning unit on the wall was still purring away like a contented cat; its night-long murmurings had pacified my frantically racing heart. 

Groping for my mobile phone, I blinked in surprise – it was almost ten a.m.

‘Rosie,’ I said softly to the mound of pale-yellow sheets beside me. ‘Are you awake?’

‘Huh?’ came the mumbled reply.

‘It’s late,’ I whispered. ‘I’m going to get up.’

‘S’OK,’ she agreed. ‘Mum?’

‘Yes?’

‘Tej would be nice.’

‘Tej’ was our word for tea, had been ever since Rosie was a tiny tot still learning how to speak.

I stood up and stretched. ‘What did your last slave die of again – remind me?’

She smiled; her eyes were still closed. ‘Exhaustion.’

There was nobody on the middle landing when I emerged, and I blinked furiously at the sudden brightness as I made my way first to the bathroom – which was small, neat, and decorated with blue-and-white tiles – then down the stairs. Mattie and Niko had picked the same deep turquoise paint for the banisters as they had for the villa’s external shutters, and had wisely chosen not to carpet over the smooth gold flagstones that covered the lower floor. I liked the way they felt beneath my bare feet – cool and rough.

Immediately below the stairs was an open-plan lounge area, sparsely furnished with matching white sofas, a glass-topped coffee table and a series of earthenware pots in ­various sizes, each containing artful sprigs of dried ­flowers. The overall effect was reminiscent of a spread from a glossy interiors magazine – but then again, I thought, rather uncharitably, it was far easier to keep your home ­pristine when you did not have any children. While Rosie no longer drew on the wallpaper with her crayons or left sticky ­fingerprints on the upholstery, she had developed a maddening habit of putting her feet up – still clad in their shoes – onto whatever item of furniture happened to be in her vicinity when she sat down. 

I wondered how much – if any – input Niko had made on the decor, or if he’d given my sister carte blanche to do as she pleased. Having never spent time with the two of them as a couple, I had no clue about the dynamic of their marriage. Niko had not hung around long enough for me to get any sort of gauge the previous night, instead muttering something inaudible to Mattie before leaving the three of us to it.

I couldn’t hear anyone else moving around, so I headed over to the kitchen area, where I located a still-warm pot of coffee and everything I needed to make Rosie’s tea. One of the chairs at the scrubbed wooden table had been pushed back at an angle and an empty cereal bowl languished in the sink. I stared at the spoon, wondering whose mouth it had been in.

‘Morning!’

The greeting caught me by surprise and the spoon, which I had for some reason picked up, clattered loudly as I dropped it onto the worktop.

‘Sorry.’ Mattie sounded amused. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’

‘You didn’t.’ I returned her smile with a brief one of my own. ‘I was miles away. Still half-asleep, probably.’

‘It’s the Corfu effect,’ she said. ‘Don’t you remember how well we all slept on the first night of our family holiday here? Mum had a hard job rousing us before lunchtime. I reckon it’s something to do with all the stress leaving your body, all that Greek warmth whooshing in and washing the badness away.’

If there was anything I was certain of in that moment, it was that no stress whatsoever had exited my body since I had landed in Corfu. If anything, the opposite was true.

But ‘That’s probably it,’ I said, and dropped a teabag into a mug.

‘Here.’ Mattie slid in beside me and passed the kettle. ‘Is this for you, or . . . ?’

‘Her upstairs,’ I confirmed. ‘Despite many years of gentle persuasion, my daughter still cannot abide coffee. She’s a tea girl through and through.’

‘Gulp!’ Mattie chuckled. ‘Don’t let Niko find out, or she’ll be treated to one of his many rhapsodic lectures about why coffee is God’s greatest creation.’

I smiled as she turned away to fetch the milk.

‘I’ll run this tea up,’ she said, talking across me as I started to protest. ‘You take us out some coffee to the terrace. It was too dark last night to show you the pool or the view, but both are going to take your breath away.’

Being of a naturally effusive nature, Mattie was prone to exaggeration. However, even I had to allow that on this occasion she had a point. When I ventured outside a few minutes later, the heat that greeted me was powerful enough to stop me in my tracks. I had known it would be hot – we were in Greece, and it was summer – but I had forgotten how intense it could be, how ferocious. My eye was drawn immediately out and across the bay below us, the curve of Kalami Beach just visible, the sea beyond it a deep, steely blue. The villa terrace was paved in moccasin-coloured stone, the pool at its heart a rather odd shape, like a lump of cheese from which someone had taken an unruly bite. I could not pretend that it did not look inviting. I felt a sudden urge to hurry down the steps, fling off my robe and dive straight into the glittering water. A faint hint of chlorine hung in the air, but it was no match for the mineral scent of sun-baked asphalt, shifting dust and vegetation. The garden fell away down the hillside, and from my spot on the covered terrace I could see the twisted trunks of olive trees, the firework blooms of purple agapanthus and the swathes of bougainvillea that were artfully draped across the outer boundary walls.

My feelings towards Corfu had for a long time been complicated, but as I stared out at the view, I found that I was able to separate the tangle of all those past emotions from the immediate reeling of my senses. I had never not loved Greece; I did not blame the island for the events of that summer so many years ago. Corfu was still every bit as gloriously captivating to me as it always had been. What I was experiencing, gazing out as puddles of sunlight warmed my bare toes, was more than a reaction to the beauty laid out before me; it was a sense of rightness, of coming home after a long and arduous journey.

I could easily have wept, but I didn’t. I simply stood and stared.

This was how Mattie found me, and for a beat or two after I heard the door open behind me, I remained perfectly still. It was only when I felt the tentative weight of her chin as it came to rest on my shoulder that I closed my eyes.

Whatever spell the island had momentarily cast over me, I had broken free of it.
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Mattie will do anything to avoid an awkward silence. 

The ‘anything’ in this case being to talk, endlessly and tirelessly, with the level of enthusiasm usually reserved for children’s television presenters. I didn’t judge her for it. Besides, I rather enjoyed my passive role as listener. The less opportunity I had to speak, the less likely I would be to say what I was really thinking. 

Unfortunately, by allowing my sister to dominate the conversation from the moment we sat down to breakfast on the terrace to when we decamped to loungers around the edge of the pool, it was inevitable that the subject of Niko would eventually come up.

‘Sorry he didn’t wait in to see you both again this morning,’ Mattie said, as she rubbed sun lotion into her stubbly shins. She had just spent the best part of ten minutes wrest­ling with a large canvas parasol, and I could see beads of sweat on her forehead. The two of us have the same colouring, but while Mattie had done little to alter the messy brown curls we were born with, I had bleached, snipped, and straightened my hair into a chin-length white-blond bob. 

‘Couldn’t matter less,’ I said, watching as the corners of her mouth drooped a fraction.

‘He doesn’t mean to be rude,’ Mattie hastened. ‘It’s just that the taverna takes up so much of his time – he’s barely at home now the tourist season’s properly got going.’

Her tone suggested that this did not faze her very much, and I must have raised an eyebrow high enough to scale the top of my sunglasses, because she quickly laughed and said, ‘Not that I don’t see plenty of him – I do. I’m usually down there with him, helping out. But what with the two of you showing up and—’

‘You can go if you need to,’ I assured her. ‘Please, don’t let us interrupt your schedule. We’re fine on our own, aren’t we Rosie?’

From a lounger that had been dragged defiantly out from the shade, my daughter looked up from her phone. She had spent the first part of the day filming segments for a TikTok video around the villa, and now she was busy editing. The same tinkly music track was playing over and over, although blessedly at a low volume.

‘Huh?’

‘I was just telling Mattie that we’ll be fine if she needs to go to work.’

‘Yeah, sure. Whatever.’

Mattie pulled a face as she shooed away a hovering fly.

‘That’s very kind of you both, but no way am I leaving you alone on your first day here. And anyway,’ she added, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, ‘Between you and me, I’m owed a few days off.’ 

‘So, that’s what you do here then?’ I asked. ‘Work at the taverna and look after this place? You don’t have another job?’

‘I always thought I’d do something really bonkers with my life, do you remember?’ she said, smiling rather wistfully. ‘Like become a yacht captain or a pilot – something that would help me see the world.’

‘I remember,’ I prompted, waiting for her to continue.

‘Silly childish dreams,’ she said, and we both turned as Rosie emitted an audible groan.

‘What?’ I demanded.

‘You two,’ Rosie complained. ‘Acting as if your lives are done and dusted when you’re only. . .  How old are you?’

‘I’ll be thirty-four in November,’ Mattie told her.

‘Hardly retirement age then.’

‘Feels like it sometimes,’ Mattie said, her attempt at humour earning her a stern look from her niece.

‘Look at Ophelia.’ Rosie passed across her phone, and Mattie and I leaned over to see our younger sister’s most recent Instagram post. It had been taken on a beach at sunset. She was sitting cross-legged on the sand, her hands pressed together in salutation. The first two lines of the caption contained a quote about wilderness not being a luxury, followed by something about feeling thankful for nature. I glossed over the rest, my attention waning almost immediately.

‘She isn’t letting anything get in the way of her dreams,’ Rosie went on earnestly. ‘And you could both do the same if you wanted to.’

For the first time since I had arrived, I was able to meet Mattie’s eyes, our shared bemusement uniting us for a few fleeting seconds before I turned to Rosie.

‘Unfortunately, there is a small thing in life called responsibility,’ I pointed out. ‘A concept that Ophelia Fox has never been able to grasp.’

Mattie passed the phone back across to Rosie, only to freeze in sudden horror.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘I’ve just remembered what day it is.’ Mattie got to her feet and started flapping her arms in front of her like an agitated goose. 

‘What’s so scary about Fridays?’

‘Friday night dinner. Niko’s mother and his brother – plus his wife and their two boys – come over every Friday for a family meal, and because Niko cooks in the taverna all week long, he leaves this meal up to me.’ She looked sheepish. ‘Don’t feel you have to join us if you don’t want to. But it would mean a lot to me if you did. And I’m sure Dorothia will enjoy meeting you both.’

I sat up abruptly. ‘Where did I put my phone?’ I said, picking it up off the floor and tapping at the screen. ‘I should start looking at flights home.’

‘Mum!’ implored Rosie, chiming in with Mattie’s, ‘Ava.’ 

I feigned ignorance. ‘What?’

‘You promised,’ my daughter reminded me. ‘This is the first time I’ve ever even been to Greece – and I told all my friends that I’d be here all summer.’

‘Plans change.’

I could tell that Mattie was torn between the urge to agree with Rosie and the desire not to offend me. 

‘Please stay,’ she said, sitting back down and putting a hand briefly over mine. ‘You only just got here.’

‘You’re ganging up on me,’ I told them, my hopes of salvation sliding away like the outgoing tide. The truth was, I had no good reason to leave so soon – not as far as the two of them were concerned. Sooner or later, one or the other would demand to know exactly why I was making such a fuss. 

‘We’ll stay for a week,’ I said. ‘Then after that, we’ll have to see.’

‘Or two weeks?’ Rosie grinned at me before returning her attention to TikTok. 

Mattie had got to her feet again, and I watched as she bent to rescue a bug from the pool. She seemed incapable of sitting still.

‘Why don’t you let me help with dinner tonight?’ I heard myself say. 

Mattie beamed. ‘Oh, that would be lovely. Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure – it’s the least I can do. What do you have planned?’

‘Well, I usually pop down and see what Niko has in fresh. Dorothia likes fish, and it really isn’t worth trying to change her mind. The one time I dared to serve moussaka, she looked at me as if I’d put a plate of cowpat down in front of her.’

‘Who is Dorothia again?’ asked Rosie, who had finally put down her phone. 

‘Niko’s mother,’ Mattie said, deflating a fraction. ‘She’s honestly not all bad. I shouldn’t poke fun. She’s just very set in her ways; she doesn’t mean any harm.’

My stomach churned unpleasantly.

‘Ava, why don’t you head down to the taverna and pick up the fish while I make a start on all the boring veggies?’ Mattie said.

‘I don’t think that—’

‘Oh, go on. It’ll give you a chance to explore Kalami a bit, too. You must be itching to get down into the village and have a nosy.’

I started to argue, but it was no good. Mattie was already tapping out a text to her husband, informing him to expect me in twenty minutes.

Since the previous evening’s rude reacquaintance, I had decided that avoiding Niko as much as possible was my only real hope of getting through the days we spent here, yet now I had no choice but to face him, to speak to him, and to endure the pain of his obvious hostility towards me.

And the worst thing of all was that I only had myself to blame for ending up in this situation.
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Nineteen years earlier…

A great number of people had told Ava Fox that turning eighteen changed everything, but she could not say that she felt very different at all. Her hair still frizzed out at the sides in the same stupid way, the spot she had been faithfully covering in toothpaste each night remained stubbornly present, and her mother continued to annoy her just as much as – if not more than – she always had. 

No, Ava decided, as she stared glumly down at all the clothes neatly folded in her suitcase, eighteen had been a bit of a let-down so far. Her parents had declared that this summer trip to Corfu would be a ‘celebration of your passage into adulthood’, but apparently this did not extend to funding the extra credit required to use her mobile phone on the island. There was a ‘Happy belated Birthday’ text message sitting on there from the object of her utmost desire, Paul Donovan from school, and having waited the requisite week so as not to appear too keen, Ava was now desperate to send him a reply. He had added a kiss at the end, which according to Mattie meant that he wanted to kiss her in real life. She may only be fifteen, but Ava had to begrudgingly admit that her sister already had an impressively good understanding of the opposite sex and seemed to know intrinsically how their strange brains worked.

While Ava may not have been as attuned to boys as Mattie was, she did know that someone of tall, blond and popular Paul Donovan’s calibre would quickly lose interest if he believed his feelings were not reciprocated. Perhaps, Ava mused, she should find a telephone box and call him instead – that was if this tiny Greek resort even had a such a thing. It certainly didn’t have any signal.

She was halfway into her bikini when the bedroom door was flung open and Ophelia burst in, her hand going immediately up to cover her eyes when she realised that Ava was topless.

‘Oops!’ she trilled, as Ava fought to fasten her clasp.

‘I’m sure I wasn’t as annoying as you when I was eleven,’ Ava grumbled as she turned, regretting the slight as she saw the smile on her youngest sister’s face fall. ‘Now that you’re here, you may as well help me decide what to wear,’ she said, more kindly this time. Ophelia, who was about as interested in fashion as Ava was in her father’s long explanations of how things worked, frowned at the three dresses laid out on the bed.

‘The blue one,’ she said. ‘It feels like Greece is a blue place.’

‘I hope you mean the sea and the sky, rather than anything to do with auras,’ Ava remarked. Her mother had recently developed a fascination with spiritualism and, having long ago given up on converting either Ava or the rambunctious Mattie to her cause, she had focused her sights on her favourite child instead.

‘Daddy says we can rent a pedalo today,’ Ophelia said, swerving the question she did not want to answer – a Fox family trait, Ava noted wryly, along with irritability, cowardice, and an extremely low boredom threshold. 

‘Will you come in it with me?’ Ophelia went on. ‘Mattie always pedals too fast and makes us go round in a circle.’

Ava had crossed to the mirror, her hands poised to give her spot a good squeeze. ‘I’m working on my tan today.’

‘Please!’ 

Ava saw Ophelia’s pout reflected in the glass behind her. 

‘Fine.’ She sighed, relenting as she always did whenever her baby sister made that face. She and Mattie both craved time alone and had become experts in the art of self-entertainment, but Ophelia was different. Perhaps it was a symptom of being the youngest that always saw her shouldering her way into groups, badgering her big sisters to spend time with her and not taking no for an answer. Ava admired her determination, even if Ophelia’s nagging did drive her up the wall.

‘Come on, then,’ she chivvied, casting a final longing gaze towards her useless mobile phone. Replying to Paul Donovan would have to wait for another day – and anyway, Ava decided, feeling her mood lift as she followed her sister through their ­beachside apartment and out onto the stones beyond, she stood far more chance of getting that kiss if she returned to Brighton with
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