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Chapter 1

Sofie

Paxos, 2003

The visitors were shocked into silence. The first glimpse of the ocean through the pine trees was always shocking. That blue came at you hard. Close up there were other colours: the crimson of Babas’s boat, black shadows under the cliff, silvery fish in the shallows, but at a distance the sea was as unbroken and garish as one of Nico’s wax drawings.

Sofie watched from the shade of the olive tree by the back door, the cat on her lap, his claws kneading her thighs. The old man climbed stiffly down from the driver’s seat of his black Mercedes. His wife emerged from the other side. Peter and Jane, names that were the same as the children’s in the books that Athena used to teach her English. Those children wore clothes like the ones Athena made her wear: shirts with collars, bunchy skirts, and brown sandals, clothes from an England that no longer existed.

Real Peter and Jane were old and very rich. They wore expensive clothes. Her silky dress was patterned with red squares; he wore a soft white shirt, a biscuit-coloured suit, and a Panama hat. Jane’s shoes were made of straps, they looked as though they’d never walked on a dusty path or even a pavement. Peter was head of an investment company in England, with branches all over the world. He put money into property and newspapers, books and films as well as alcohol, guns, and toothpaste. Sofie tried to work out how these things were connected; it seemed a jumble to her. Christos said that was the point, putting money into lots of different things meant one of them was bound to work. He must be right. Christos was clever, he studied engineering at university in Athens. He was saving to go to America after his degree, which was why he was here, working in Paxos for the summer. He wrote down how much he was earning each night in a notebook and added it up week by week. He said it made him feel better about being a slave.

“Peter earns a lot of money. A lot,” Athena said in a whisper, though she was in the kitchen at the time and no one else was there apart from Sofie and Christos. It was as though it was shameful to mention it. You weren’t supposed to notice when people had money, though it was obvious that the renovation of the old mill had cost millions of euros. Sofie wasn’t to talk about it. She mustn’t let the guests know she had given up a month of the summer to help, either. A month of no friends, no trips to Monodendri beach, no picnics at Lakka. No ice cream sundaes at Capriccios with Gabriella. It was worse this year. There was more to miss, Gabriella had whispered, things might happen. She meant boys. Sofie didn’t care about boys, but the ice creams and picnics were a loss.

Peter and Jane tipped their faces to the sun, drinking it in through their pale northern skin, absorbing the heat and the scent of thyme. They needn’t hurry, they could stand here all afternoon if they wanted. Everything here belonged to them: the buildings, the fields of silvery olive trees, the beach, and the yacht bobbing in the sea. Thalassa was written on its side in gold; it was the name of their house too. Thalassa, for the sea.

Athena came to greet them, smiling her wide-open smile and wiping her hands on her apron; sizzling aubergines in preparation for supper, she had missed the sound of the car. Nico followed, holding fast to her skirt in his small fist. Sofie pushed Aries off her lap and got up. She’d made a friendship bracelet for the couple’s daughter. “Julia” was written in blue, letter by letter, on shells from the beach, strung together with Papa’s fishing twine. She touched it in her pocket, feeling the shells’ sharp edges with her fingertips.

But no young girl descended from the car. Sofie waited, her throat tightening. Julia hadn’t come after all, stupid to think she might have done. She’d be nineteen by now; she would be travelling with a boyfriend to Thailand or India, one of those kinds of places. Why return to Paxos with the rest of the world to explore?

There were handshakes, exclamations over Nico’s four-year-old size, how tall he was these days and Sophia, how grown-up for thirteen! What excellent English!

Sofie tried to smile but her mouth twisted awkwardly. She hated people calling her Sophia though that was her given name, after Babas’s aunt, a complaining old woman who had died years ago. Nico had called her Sofie as soon as he could speak and now everyone did. She liked it better; it sounded more like her.

She had to pretend to be pleased to see the owners, but she wasn’t. Peter and Jane weren’t really interested in them, it was obvious they were only pretending and that her family were just caretakers to them, workers paid to do a job. The pretence would fade as the holiday wore on, it always did, she was used to that. Already Peter was inspecting his watch, though he said to his friends when they arrived, turning to indicate the house and the gardens with a grand sweep of his arm, that this was a place where time ceased to exist.

That wasn’t true for them of course, the workers. Babas was fishing by four in the morning. Athena rose at five to make breakfast, though you wouldn’t guess that from the way she smiled at the guests. She told them their room was ready and that Dimitrios would bring up their bags. It was obvious they were tired, Jane more than Peter. Jane moved slowly; the journey had exhausted her. Kolena, the baker’s mother, in her eighties, gathered olives and clambered along the cliffs for wild sage, but Jane would spend most of the holiday lying down.

Athena went back to the kitchen, still smiling as she tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear. She liked it when guests came, or she liked it at first. She enjoyed cooking and didn’t mind that no one ever said thank you, but when they left at the end of summer, she would walk in the garden, admiring everything Dimitrios had done. She would go to the beach in the evenings or out in the boat with Babas. She looked younger then, she sang more.

The kettle was put on the stove for mint tea. Sofie had picked the mint earlier and arranged kourabiedes biscuits on the plate with the olive tree pattern. She thought the biscuits had been meant for their own Christmas and tried not to mind.

Nico stayed with Athena in the kitchen to help her make the loaves for supper. He stood on a stool to knead the dough for eliopsoma, special bread made with olives, rosemary, and oregano, Sofie’s favourite. She retreated to the olive tree to shell peas and watch the drive for Peter’s guests who would shortly arrive. It was mid-afternoon and searingly hot. The cicadas were screaming. The peas hit the side of the pot with a noise like tiny bullets from a gun.

Peter and Jane would be in their bedroom now, the biggest one, with long windows and a balcony that faced the sea. The shutters had been closed against the sun earlier in the day. New lemon soap was in the dish by the basin, she had put it there herself, along with a lemon leaf; afterwards her hands smelt of lemons all day. A bottle of wine had been placed in the fridge, two bottles on second thought. Jane liked wine.

There was a new mosaic of horses in the courtyard, and a fountain with the statue of a naked girl bought from a museum and delivered last week. Peter chose what he wanted very carefully. The house was famous, there were photographs in magazines that Athena kept in a scrapbook.

Dimitrios and Christos moved from where they had been standing in the shade by the wall near the car. They were the sons of Athena’s two older sisters. Dimitrios had a ponytail and wore red trainers; Christos had short hair and was thinner—at least, that was how the guests would tell them apart. They wouldn’t know Dimitrios was kind, soft, as Babas called him, or that he was in love with Roxana, who worked in a bar in Gaios. Roxana had short black hair and sloping eyes; she loved reading and lent Sofie her books when she’d finished with them. Dimitrios was saving money to buy land for a house so they could get married. Christos didn’t have time for a girlfriend; he studied late at night. He’d go far, Babas said. Christos dreamt of getting rich in America, but Sofie thought that was much too far. She looked forward to the arrival of her cousins every year for weeks and felt sorry that Peter always stared at them as if they were strangers he’d never seen before.

Dimitrios opened the boot of the Mercedes and reached for the cases at the same moment that the back door swung open and a girl stepped out, blonde hair swinging, one tanned hand holding a red phone. Julia, here after all. She had changed almost beyond recognition, though she still had that way of holding her head sideways, as though listening to something, or the echo of something. The boys stared.

She was taller, that was to be expected, but also much thinner, so thin it could be ill thin rather than diet thin. She was film star lovely. It was difficult to tell if her beauty was connected to her thinness, because or in spite of it. Her features were symmetrical as if placed on the smooth surface of her face by a craftsman. One of Sofie’s eyes was slightly higher than the other, her mouth too wide, her hair too wild. Julia’s hair was smooth and blonder than it used to be, lighter in stripes. She wore torn denim shorts, and her thighs didn’t touch at the top. There were leather bangles around her wrists and her nails were a shiny red. Two years ago, seventeen years to Sofie’s eleven, she had allowed Sofie into her room and let her try out her make-up. It was obvious that wouldn’t happen now.

Julia didn’t look happy but other things might be more important to her than happiness, admiration perhaps, or her father’s approval. She had admitted as much when painting Sofie’s nails. It hadn’t mattered that Sofie was shy, words had poured from Julia in a thick stream, like the yellow stuff that burst out of the boil on Sofie’s foot when Babas had removed the sea urchin spike she got on Osaka beach.

“My father,” Julia spat. “Christ. What a fucking pervert. He watches me constantly. He wants his friends to like me, touch me. Does yours do that?”

Sofie hadn’t known what to say. Sometimes Babas patted her head or said she would make him proud, but mostly he was silent, tired out from working. Everyone knew his rules, they were simple: to help Athena, work hard, and go to church on Sundays and saints’ days. He met his friends in the quiet season for a drink in the bar or when they came to help with the olive harvest. They were hard-working types like him, with leathery faces and big families.

Julia hadn’t needed an answer anyway. She bent lower over Sofie’s foot as she painted each nail. Her hair tickled the skin of Sofie’s leg.

“He wants me to flirt with them, so they’ll get hooked in and then feel guilty. It’s a bit like blackmail. I slept with Paul two years ago. I was fifteen. It was okay actually, I quite liked it.”

Julia inspected the nails she’d done, then tapped hard on that ankle to let Sofie know to put that foot down, she wanted the other one.

“Daddy likes power over his friends. That’s why he invites them. It’s what my mother says anyway, though she doesn’t know the half of it. Or pretends she doesn’t.”

Sofie still didn’t know what to say but Julia’s words kept gushing out.

“Men are so fucking stupid.” She had said fucking like it was a word that made her feel grown up. “I like making them beg. I’m cleverer than any of them but no one cares, not even my father. I came top in my class last term, and he didn’t give a fuck.”

Now, today, she ignored everyone and walked down the steps to the pool, slouching a little. There was a pot on each step containing jasmine, lavender, and roses that Athena had planted and watered for months. You could smell the scent as you passed, but Julia was looking at her phone and didn’t glance at them once.

Sofie picked up a towel from the pile in the box by the back door and followed at a distance. The friendship bracelet was cupped in her hand. Julia was already lying on a sun lounger, having discarded her clothes in a heap. Her body in a black bikini was angles and bones, long limbs, and unmarked skin.

Athena told Sofie she was too thin but that wasn’t true; she wasn’t thin like Julia, not glamorously, dangerously thin. Julia’s toenails gleamed and her body glistened. Sofie’s toenails were lined with dirt, there was a faint fuzz of hair on her legs. She had scratches on her arms from Aries, and her right thigh was bruised where she had fallen against a rock on the beach, pulling in the boat for Babas.

She put the towel on the table next to Julia and the friendship bracelet on top, but Julia didn’t even look. Sofie turned for the steps, cheeks burning, when Julia made a sound, and something flew from her hand to land with a splash in the pool. For one long moment, Sofie thought it was the bracelet, but it was a green lizard, legs grappling in the water. She cupped her hands and lifted him out. The tiny body twitched once against her palm. Julia’s sunglasses had slipped, her gaze levelled on Sofie, the stare was defiant. Sofie saw she was recognized and dismissed.

The gravel from the drive crunched, more cars were arriving. Sofie hurried back up the steps, past the Mercedes. A red sports car and a blue van had arrived. She placed the lizard in the sun on the table by the back door, out of Aries’s reach. It lay very still. She wouldn’t think about it now: she was good at not thinking about things; Babas had taught her that. When Yia-yia died, Babas was all right in a week. You go on, he said, keeping steady, same as usual. It worked, at least it had so far. Her mind touched her grandmother sometimes. Yia-yia had smelt of lavender, her face had been crumpled and kind. She had given Sofie her precious necklace, a little chain made of gold. And then Sofie made herself think about something else, like how to persuade Athena to buy her jeans like Gabriella’s or the taste of lemon ice cream at Capriccios and Yia-yia’s image would fade.

A large woman with long white hair and a creased dress got out of the sports car. Her face drooped on one side. She’d had one of those operations, Julia told her, to make her face smoother and it was worse than if she hadn’t bothered at all. Her fault, Julia had said, smiling. The woman was a writer who won a prize for her book last year, the news coming through at supper when all the guests were here. Peter was pleased but the others had seemed downcast.

A man with a shaven head jumped out of the van; he had the look of a boxer but was something important to do with films. His name was Paul, he’d been coming for years. He knew everyone in America, Julia said. He had a different woman with him each year. The new one struggled out of the passenger seat; she wore a ring and was carrying a squirming toddler that she put down on the drive.

A guy with thin grey hair stepped down from the back seat of the van, blinking in the light. He’d been before too. Christos said he was head of a big company that made phones and was incredibly rich. He was pale and tall like the plants Sofie grew at school without light, as an experiment. Three boys got out of the back, clambering down awkwardly. One was his teenage son, Steven, pale like his father. Last year he had hunched at the table, playing games on his phone. This time he had friends: a dark-haired skinny boy with spots, and a shorter, fatter one whose curly orange mop looked wet with sweat.

Everyone stood there silently like the start of the play she’d seen with Mama. The actors had been on stage when the curtains went up, but no one had said anything for a while. Sofie was afraid they’d forgotten their words. Mama explained afterwards that the pause was important, it was a sign of danger, a warning to watch out. A few moments later, as if an invisible director had whispered start, everything happened at once. The men laughed and shook hands with each other; Paul kissed the white-haired woman on the cheek. The three boys swarmed down the steps, there was a splash then shouts and laughter. They must have dived into the pool with their clothes on, hoping to impress Julia, though Sofie imagined her getting up and walking away with that slouchy new walk of hers.

The toddler staggered across the drive to the steps. The mother didn’t notice; she was holding Paul’s arm as if he was an expensive handbag that might get stolen if she dared put it down. Sofie ran, bent to the child, and encircled him with her arms. She didn’t touch him, she knew better than that. A moment later, the mother was there, shrieking and lifting him high as though Sofie was a disease he might catch. The child began crying. The woman was new, she didn’t understand the rules; you had to pretend to be nice to the servants, nicer than was natural. It was a sham of course, a show. Everyone knew that too.

Sofie walked back to her olive tree and sat down. She would be asked to baby sit, sooner or later. She hugged her knees, inhaling the traces of earth and salt on her skin. They would take her help for granted, in the same way they accepted the silky sheets and the thick white towels, the food, the flowers, and the sparkling water in the pool. Did they think these things appeared by magic? Christos said it was more complicated than that; they knew the family worked hard, but it was easier to pretend they had no idea.

Peter allowed the family to live on the estate year-round in a converted olive store near the donkey sheds. They didn’t pay rent, but they worked instead, looking after the guests in the summer, taking care of the garden and the yacht, harvesting olives in the winter, and repairing things. The money they earned in the summer had to last them until next year, together with the cash from Babas’s fishing. Money in exchange for effort. Equations were supposed to balance but this one didn’t, at least not for her. She was needed all the time, in the kitchen, in the house, and in the guests’ cabins for cleaning and for laundering the sheets. She helped serve the meals. There were some good things: Christos taught her backgammon in the afternoons and Dimitrios took her round the fields on his motorbike if everyone was out. At night she watched nature programmes with Babas or picked out films from Dimitrios’s DVD collection. Then there was her secret place where she could sometimes escape: the shed at the back of the beach where the old boat was stored. The hull was perfect to rest against, and the shafts of sun that came through the gaps in the roof gave just enough light for reading. No one else ever went there, it was hidden by trees. It smelt of creosote and diesel oil and it was very quiet, with only the noise of the sea and the birds, the scratchy sounds of mice and lizards to keep her company.

There wasn’t time to go today, already the light had deepened. The smells of dry soil and rope from the hammock folded themselves inside the scent of wine and fish from the kitchen, the cigarette smoke from the men round the table and, when the women joined them, the sharper scent of perfume.

It was Nico’s bedtime; this was Mama’s busiest hour, so Sofie watched him while he cleaned his teeth, then read him a story from Mama’s Legends of Greece and Rome, she had read them so often, they both knew them by heart. She stroked his hair till he went to sleep, then changed into a fresh shirt, though it didn’t really matter what she wore. None of the guests looked at her, most of the time they didn’t notice she was there. They didn’t notice the fish stew either, though it had taken Babas hours to catch the fish and Mama more time to simmer it with fennel, capers, and ouzo. The guests swerved to avoid the plates as Sofie set them down; it felt as if they were swerving to avoid her. Athena walked back to the kitchen. She was limping a little. Her feet in her best shoes were starting to swell. Once the food had been set out, Sofie sat on the low wall circling the terrace, half hidden among the red bougainvillea, watching as Athena had told her to do.

Peter served everyone. Julia didn’t even glance at the food on her plate. Paul arrived late and sat beside her, his wife and child on his other side. His head bent towards Julia, while his wife tried to talk to the pale grey-haired guy who was smoking and shovelling in food at the same time. Jane watched her daughter and sipped her drink. She hardly touched her food.

The younger boys sat on the opposite side of the table from Julia; the pale guy’s son was still looking at his phone; the spotty boy, now in a blue shirt, talked loudly; and the ginger one in pink linen laughed with a noise like the pig on Syrios’s farm. He knocked his wine over. Sofie picked up the spare tablecloth next to her on the wall, but the woman with white hair said it was an offering to Bacchus and waved her away.

Peter’s mouth was smiling but his eyes were everywhere, darting to the spilt wine, Julia’s plate, her face, Paul’s face. Paul’s hand touched Julia’s as he filled her glass, her hair swung as she turned towards him, and Peter watched it all. Gabriella talked about sex a lot; it sounded disgusting to Sofie, but even she could tell that sex, the possibility of sex was being traded around the table. All the time the woman with white hair talked non-stop, a wrinkled hand on Peter’s arm. The stream of conversation reminded Sofie of oil, the green-gold oil from Peter’s trees, coating everything in a smooth layer, disguising the taste of what was underneath.

The shadows from the trees were very dark. The child began crying. His mother left the table with him, her mouth was angry, so was her walk. She might have thought a baby would bind his father closer to her, but before she was out of sight, Paul had moved even nearer to Julia. Jane left the table, carrying her glass of wine, and walked unsteadily to the house. The boys stopped talking altogether. The dark-haired boy pushed his seat back, scraping the stones. He and his friends were frowning though no one seemed to notice. Sofie recognized the moment from those nature programmes when the young males began to turn away from the group, looking elsewhere.

Her feet tingled and stung and, looking down, she saw little red ants were running over them, sending pinpricks up her legs like darts.





Chapter 2

Julia

London, 2023

We are a perfect family.

That’s what you might think, it’s what James would want you to think, one of those perfect families you see in an upmarket Sunday newspaper supplement. People want role models: it seems we fit the bill. A headmaster in his thirties and his lovely family, youth, brains, and beauty wrapped in a package. We were in GQ this week: Charlotte, my beautiful Lottie, fifteen years old, surfing in Cornwall, blonde hair flying; James, on the lawn with a Labrador, borrowed specially; me, in our Westminster kitchen, homemade focaccia on the island.

My husband has the important job and salary. I am the wife and mother, though not of his child. I am the cook for school events; chef sounds better but, all the same, a job that doesn’t threaten his. Never mind that I am the cleverer of us two, I needed the marriage and accepted the trade-off. You wouldn’t think that from the wedding photos of seven years ago. I look radiant, slim as a knife in backless ivory at the door of Chelsea Registry Office.

Father was dead by then. Mother was there, ravaged but making an effort. No one dreamt she’d outlast him. Lottie was eight, angelic in a white frock with her ringlets, it was impossible to tell how much she disliked James, even then.

Perfect lives you might say, looking at the magazine, perfect daughter, homes, clothes, hair, and teeth. You would have trusted in those images, they have power, which is what my story is really about: truth and power, how it’s traded and how lost.

A headmaster’s life is marked out in bells: assembly and lesson bells, lunchtime and prep time; they ring out across the narrow streets between the main school buildings and our house, louder and more insistent than the chimes from Big Ben, though we hear those too. Even if the bells didn’t echo in every room, I would still hear them. Even now I hear them in my sleep.

Back to the present, because this is a story that needs to be told as it unfolds.

Today is the first day of the autumn term. The London sky at dawn is clear, tinged tenderly with pink. It will be hot. In a couple of hours, the school children will dress in their thick winter uniforms, ties, and blazers. The doors of school will close behind them, shutting out the woods, the sandy beaches, and the sea.

James sits at the island in the kitchen, the lowest of the four storeys of our narrow terraced house which stands in a street of identical Georgian homes with dark brick walls and sash windows, three streets from the school. James is hungry after his work-out; he eats a mix of oats and seeds, yoghurt. Fruit. Two eggs. I eat almost nothing. Usually, nothing.

The kitchen looks over an enclosed and shady courtyard where the stems of a passionflower climb the walls, leaves yellowing, tendrils seeking the sun in vain. The plant is a long way from its sisters in Mexico, where we saw them on our honeymoon. It’s supposed to climb and sprawl in the heat, to throw up flowers and then fruit, but it’s struggling. I should root it out but it’s still alive.

It isn’t the first day of term for us. We’ve been back a month. A headmaster needs to set the course and steer the ship, never mind that it sails with a momentum of its own, piloted by others. With his hand barely resting on the wheel, James can focus on what he does best, charm. He charms the parents, especially future ones. He murmurs, with a self-deprecating smile, that he’s like a GP. He knows enough to diagnose and refer, though, here his voice dips in sincerity, the buck stops with him. You wouldn’t think that to look at him this morning: his face is calm. He knows the day ahead will be full of challenges, but he is confident others will meet them. Others, like me.

I sit opposite, reading his diary on my tablet, adjusting as I go, tapping in additions with comments for Libby, his PA. I keep abreast of the educational news, especially the current topics, sexualized bullying in private schools and paedophile teachers. We talked about it last night, but James is confident neither are problems here. James is always confident, it’s part of his charm.

He smiles when I pour coffee, but I doubt he sees me clearly, though he would if I wasn’t perfect: if my hair wasn’t shining with highlights and cut so it swings; if my body were not slim; if I didn’t smell of Chanel No. 5 or wear beautiful clothes. He pays for whatever I want, he’s generous like that. I represent the school and therefore him. Appearances are everything. Luckily, he can’t see inside. I hide my anxiety well. I make lists.

There are twenty items today. I’ve ticked off the first five already. The dawn run. Tick. James’s clothes laid out ready. Tick. The muffins with which to greet the staff preparing the food for the evening event. Emails sent to Libby. Diary updated. Tick. Tick. Tick.

The list frees my thoughts, which return to Lottie. She went back last night. Boarding was James’s idea, he thought it best she separate herself from us when she turned thirteen; after all he explained, he was her headmaster as well as stepfather; it could be tricky for her and in any case she needed independence. Anthony, her father, my first husband, was tracked down and consulted. He agreed as long as he didn’t have to pay the fees. Lottie was happy, she wanted to be with her friends and, I suspect, away from James, but I miss her. The boarding house is a mere six streets away; the kind of distance I could run in ten minutes, but all the same, I miss the late-night confidences, the random jokes and passing hugs, her sleepy freckled face at breakfast. I miss the stomping way she ran upstairs, the music, the scent of bubble bath. I even miss the mess, the games kit by the door, her scattered shoes. The toast crumbs and dropped butter knives, the empty biscuit packets in the cupboard. I’d wondered if moving out might make us closer still, but she’s more distant these days, she shares less. It’s her age, James says. He tells me not to worry but he can’t police my thoughts any more than I can. I can’t stop the background ache of missing her all the time.

James turns to the leaders, then skims the education pages. He has ten minutes left. He knows I’ll tell him when it’s time to slip on his jacket and walk the narrow streets that bring him to the school, through the stone archway and along the sides of the grassy square to his office. Libby will be waiting with a list of the day’s academic events, aligned with the social ones sent by me. I know the outline of his days before he does, and that today will end with the parents’ evening for future pupils.

You would think that the first parents’ evening would concern the current children, but you would be wrong. School life is about business: the next step, the cash flow. The first day of term is always about the future.

James is fine with that. James is fine with anything his team suggests, which is why everyone loves him. He trusts people, they trust him back. The mothers adore him. It doesn’t matter what the school children think of him, he is not someone they are expected to have opinions about, which makes him a little like God; they take him for granted as they do God. They feel safe, as I do. I doubt the pupils love him, though I did. I do. We are talking in the present tense, and in the present, I tell myself quite often we are deeply in love.

When we first compared notes, it was obvious my dreams had been brighter than his. I’d planned to set up a language school after university. I wanted to teach Arabic and Mandarin and link pupils across the world, but by the time I met James those dreams had faded. I was thirty-two, a single parent, teaching part-time, tutoring at night, clinging on by my fingertips. James’s dreams had never been dreams; they were ambitions. My dreams had won a student award but look where I am now and look where he is. Ambition wins every time.

The bell goes, the one that wakes the boarders. A few streets away, Lottie will be waking, wandering into the bathroom in her new pyjamas, yawning and greeting her friends. James stands up, tall, and broad-shouldered, his looks catch at my heart, still. I smile and hold out his jacket and he puts it on. He tells me I’m on edge today, and that’s not a good image to project, especially at parents’ evening. I need to be calm, and I promise to try. We kiss, my tongue in his mouth and his hand on my arse. I push my pelvis into his. I want him to remember this moment. I want him to remember the sex last night. I need him to think of that when he is with Libby or walking to lunch with a young student teacher. The equation balances: sex and cooking in exchange for a home and Lottie’s education. Money matters since I have so little of my own. It’s more than that of course, there’s his kindness, he’s always been a generous man. His looks count too. I want him to think of us standing in the hall, the bunch of dahlias to our right on the polished table. Our reflections in the large eighteenth-century mirror look like the cover of a book. Not a love story as it turns out, but you would have to be clever to guess that. The blood red dahlias would give you a clue.





Chapter 3

Sofie

Paxos, 2003

Ants swarmed over Sofie; their bodies crawled between her legs. They crept to her abdomen and then to her chest in their thousands. Some trickled along her arms, up her neck and into her ears. She heard a voice shouting; her eyes snapped open. It was a dream. She was in her bed, in the room she shared with Nico. It was her voice.

Nico’s wide brown eyes were level with hers. He was running a small Lego car over her arm. She forgot to close the shutters last night and the bright light must have woken him. The room was warm, he was wearing his swimming trunks. She wanted to stay in bed, but this was his promised time. He would spend the rest of the day with Mama in the kitchen or hanging around with Dimitrios, who might allow him to pull up weeds or pick tomatoes, but no one had time to play.

It was no use protesting. She was still in her pyjamas, a thin top and thinner shorts, and as soon as her feet were on the ground, he began tugging her out of the door. He was strong for a four-year-old, unrelenting when he wanted something. They had to be quiet: they weren’t allowed on the beach when the guests were here, and they shouldn’t go into the sea. Neither of them could swim.

It took ten minutes to hurry down the path and through the trees on the headland, crunching on pine needles, jumping down narrow stone ledges to the beach. The air was mint fresh. They avoided the easier steps leading from the garden path through a gate to the quay on the other side of the cove, too exposed. Babas might spot them, or one of the guests. Nico ran over the pebbles and straight into the sea, while Sofie walked to the edge of the water and stood ankle deep, ready to wade in and pluck him back.

This was the year she should learn to swim. Christos would teach her: he offered every year, but she was scared. What if there was something hiding beneath the water that no one could see, like the shark in that film? She stepped further, a little deeper, shivering with fear. Most people plunged in and swam, emerging with a grin, as if they had shed something they didn’t want in the water. She made herself go forward and now she was up to her knees.

She heard the boys before she saw them, two figures emerging from the dazzle, walking slowly at the water’s edge, footsteps crunching in shingle: the two new boys without their friend. Even at a distance they looked tired. They were wearing what they wore last night but their shirts were crumpled, the pink linen stained. They were smoking, blue-grey fumes drifted in the air.

Nico was still in the water; he hadn’t noticed the boys approaching. Would they be angry that she and her brother were on the beach? They were new, perhaps they didn’t know the rules. Sofie faced away from the shore, that way they might walk on by, but the crunching stopped. She stepped further, the water creeping higher, reaching to the divide between her legs.

“Nico,” she whispered. He carried on jumping up and down, his hands slapping the water, and took no notice at all.

“Hey.” The new voice was English, it had an unfamiliar, twangy accent and sounded amused. Could they see through her thin clothes? Was that funny? She didn’t dare turn round.

“Hey there.” There were two voices this time, they sounded impatient. What if they reported her for being rude?

She turned around. Both boys were taking off their shirts and their trousers. The ginger one had rolls of fat on his front, the dark one was scrawny. She saw him notice her glance and smile. She looked away quickly, her skin prickling.

“Nico, come back,” she whispered, hoarsely this time.

He was muttering to himself in that fast way he had and still hadn’t noticed the boys. She wanted him closer, much closer, for herself as much as for him. The next moment, she was up to her waist.

The boys splashed up to her, one on each side. “Had a swim then?”

She shook her head, not looking at either of them.

“Why not?”

“Fovos.” Unnoticed, Nico had come near. He spoke so rarely to strangers that she stared at him, surprised. The boys seemed to know what that word meant. Fear.

“Aha.” The dark one gripped her arm with his thin fingers, his clasp surprisingly strong. The cold shivered to her shoulder.

“For God’s sake, Jay,” his friend said, laughter feathering his voice.

“Fuck off, Ginger.”

Jay bent so his mouth was level with Sofie’s ear. “Would you like me to teach you?” he whispered. The words were warm and wet in her ear.

She stood very still, excitement swelling alongside surprise. He had heard what Nico said, and he wanted to help her. No one usually noticed her. She wanted to close her eyes as she did when the sun was too bright; she wanted to bask in the moment.

“I’ll take care of you.” His breath moved her hair.

Ginger was grinning but she didn’t look at him. This kind of thing didn’t happen, not to her, not when guests were here, when all the days were the same, with lists of jobs to do and no time to spare. This was a moment to hold close and examine later, to share with Gabriella who would be jealous.

She nodded, her heart fluttering.

“Trust me,” Jay whispered.

He took hold of her by the waist and tipped her body forward, his arm pressed under her abdomen like a clamp as her face dipped into the water. She could hear Ginger’s grunting laugh.

“Kick,” Jay said.

There was a little block of stained concrete among the pebbles on the seabed beneath her; she had never seen the bottom of the sea like this. She felt weightless and very strong. A quicksilver pulse of excitement, of triumph coursed through her body. Jay told her to kick again, and she felt her feet break the water into shards. For those moments she was someone else, someone different, with power and daring.

And then her lungs were bursting, so she put her feet on the ground. Jay’s arm slid away, and she was standing, gasping for breath. Jay was grinning but now she felt awkward. She was in the sea with a guest against all the rules and her clothes were clinging to her like wet paper. She turned and ran, kicking through the water to the beach. Nico followed more slowly, picking up stones for his collection. They scrambled up the cliff to the wood, the boys’ voices following them into the trees. She reached the path and Nico caught up and raced her back, both gasping with laughter, though she wasn’t sure why.

Nico showered first. Sofie threw him a towel when he’d finished and showered quickly, dried and dressed. A clean skirt, her tight shirt. Gabriella had a bra, a lacey one with a pink satin bow, but Athena hadn’t noticed Sofie was growing and changing, that her breasts were swelling. They felt sore, especially the nipples. There was no point in asking Athena for a bra, she couldn’t spare the time to take her daughter to the shops while the guests were there. She would just have to wait. Sofie tucked her curls behind her ears, shoved her feet into plimsolls and hurried outside.

It was hot now. The cicadas had started. The males had tiny drums hidden under their bodies; the noise attracted females, Dimitrios told her, though Sofie thought that couldn’t be right, surely it would scare them away. Dimitrios was already in the vegetable patch, watering the lettuces. She waved, and he grinned back with a thumbs-up sign. Even if her eyes were closed, she would know exactly where she was in the garden, the dark odour of wet earth mixed with the sharp smell of tomatoes and the bitter scent of lettuce. She rounded the stand of lemon trees and hurried through the courtyard at the back of the house with its beds of sage, thyme, and peppery basil. The kitchen door was wide open.

Athena was walking back and forth, slippers slapping against the soles of her feet. The radio was playing the Bouzouki music that Athena loved. She danced to it sometimes in the kitchen at night, but mornings were busy. She was throwing away the shells from the oranges she’d just juiced. Sofie was late, squeezing the oranges was her job. Athena didn’t say anything, there wasn’t time to talk, though a swirl of words from the guests outside flowed into the kitchen. Babas said talk in the morning was a luxury you had to be rich to afford.

Athena’s eyes were shadowed with tiredness, but she looked as calm as she always did. It seemed impossible that her mother had ever had thoughts like Sofie’s, multitudes of wordless ideas, frightened and hopeful, fluttering together like birds in a cage. Athena must have let those kinds of thoughts escape a long time ago, she seemed so peaceful, her movements so certain. How did you get to that stage?

Athena handed Sofie the basket of bread and the jug of orange juice. Sofie carried them both to the terrace outside where the family was sitting. Jane took a slice of bread from the basket before Sofie had put it on the table and placed it on Julia’s plate, but Julia ignored it completely.

Sofie ran back and brought out slices of thin pink ham and hard-boiled eggs, Athena’s fig jam. Her stomach growled as she hurried back and forth, bringing a cake studded with apricots and almonds, peaches, and bowls of creamy yoghurt.

Christos was cleaning the swimming pool beneath the terrace; she could hear his footsteps and the splashy sound as he dragged the net through the water. When Sofie looked over the wall, a fragment of blue gleamed from the pile of old leaves and cigarette stubs by his feet. The friendship bracelet. It would be swept up and dumped with the rest of the rubbish
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