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Preface

* * *
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Penelope Blackwood had spent thirty-seven years being spectacularly unremarkable, and had rather perfected the art.

Her spreadsheets were immaculate, her tax returns submitted weeks early, and her Tuesday evenings reliably devoted to Pilates followed by a sensible stir-fry. She had contingency plans for her contingency plans, backup chargers for her backup chargers, and once spent an entire weekend colour-coding her spice rack alphabetically by cuisine. Life was beige, perhaps, but beige was predictable, and predictable meant safe, and safe meant she would never have to discover whether she was actually capable of anything more interesting than reconciling someone else's disappointing accounts.

What one cannot plan for, naturally, is a great-aunt in Crete one barely remembers, a villa that sounds rather more romantic in a solicitor's letter than it proves to be in crumbling reality, or the sudden, terrifying suspicion that another decade of Leicester drizzle and lukewarm supermarket sandwiches might actually be worse than failure. One certainly cannot plan for Greek plumbing with opinions, village politics conducted entirely in raised eyebrows, or the highly specific sort of chaos that ensues when one tells a goat farmer one thing while one's phrase book suggests one has said something else entirely.

Penny went anyway.
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THE GOAT, THE PASSPORT, AND THE INHERITANCE

* * *
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The goat was eating her passport, and Penny Blackwood was fairly certain this wasn't in the villa's welcome pack.

She'd been on Kyparissos for exactly twelve minutes—long enough to discover that the island's main port smelled like fried fish and diesel, that her inherited villa was apparently a forty-minute uphill trudge from civilisation, and that Greek goats had the table manners of a skip at a student flat. The creature had appeared from behind a stack of crates the moment she'd set down her suitcase to consult her phone, and had gone straight for the navy-blue booklet protruding from her handbag with the dedication of a sommelier selecting a particularly choice vintage.

"Excuse me," Penny said.

The goat continued chewing. One corner of the passport's cover had already disappeared into its mouth, making a sound rather like someone eating crisps in a cinema.

"Would you mind terribly?"

The ferryman, a weathered man in his sixties who'd introduced himself as Stavros, leaned against the harbour wall and lit a cigarette. His face suggested he was watching something better than television.

"That is Andromeda," he said, in the tone one might use to introduce minor royalty. "She belongs to no one. Also, she belongs to everyone."

"How very philosophical," Penny said, reaching cautiously for her passport. "Could everyone perhaps call her off?"

Andromeda fixed her with one unsettling sideways eye and took another bite. The gilt edge of His Majesty's Government's property vanished with a satisfied crunch.

Penny had faced down irate clients who'd somehow managed to claim their dog as a dependent. She'd survived three redundancy rounds at Makepeace & Sterling by becoming so thoroughly competent that firing her would require training two people to replace her. She'd even made it through her mother's sixtieth birthday party, where Aunt Carol had asked—in front of everyone—whether she'd considered freezing her eggs before it was "too late for all that."

She could handle one goat.

"Right," she said, employing her most authoritative voice—the one she used for contractors who claimed they didn't receive her emails. "That's quite enough of that. Drop it. Drop it at once."

Andromeda ate the photograph page.

Stavros exhaled a long stream of smoke. "You are the English lady who inherit Villa Athena, yes?"

"Yes." Penny made another grab for the passport. Andromeda danced backward with surprising grace for something that looked like a floor mop crossed with a battering ram. "I am. Though I'm beginning to wonder if I shouldn't just get back on the ferry."

"The ferry," Stavros said, gesturing at the water where the boat was already a white speck heading back toward Crete, "is gone."

"I can see that."

"Next ferry is Thursday."

It was Monday.

Penny felt something familiar settle in her stomach—that particular combination of dread and resignation she usually associated with her inbox on a Monday morning. Except this time, she was three thousand miles from her desk, standing in the Greek sunshine, being mugged by livestock. She'd handed in her notice specifically to avoid that feeling. She'd sat in Gerald's office—Gerald who had the emotional range of a car park ticket machine—and told him she was leaving to claim an inheritance on a Greek island. Gerald had blinked twice and asked if she'd finish the Hendricks account first.

The villa was meant to be her grand gesture. Her plot twist. Her evidence that Penny Blackwood, thirty-four, senior accountant, who’s most exciting Friday night involved a Waitrose meal deal and a Nordic noir series, could do something improbable.

Instead, she was being defeated by a goat before she'd even seen the property.

Andromeda had moved on to the visa pages. Mongolia was going down particularly well.

"Please," Penny tried, softening her approach. "I really do need that back. I can't—well, I can't get home without it, and I've only just arrived, and honestly, this has been rather a day already."

She'd meant to sound firm. It came out rather more pleading than intended, with a slight wobble on the word 'honestly' that she absolutely hadn't authorised.

The goat paused. For one glorious moment, Penny thought she'd connected with it on some fundamental level—woman to beast, traveller to traveller, two souls meeting in understanding.

Then Andromeda sneezed directly onto the passport and resumed eating.

Stavros dropped his cigarette and ground it out under his heel. "Is no problem. In Greece, we solve this different way." He picked up a small stone from the harbour wall.

"You're not going to throw that at her?" Penny said, rather more sharply than she'd intended.

"Of course not. I throw past her. She move, you grab passport. Is ancient Greek technique."

"I don't think the ancient Greeks were particularly concerned with passport retrieval."

"You want passport or you want history lesson?"

Penny considered this. Her passport—or what remained of it—was now dangling from Andromeda's mouth like a very expensive cigar. The goat seemed to be savouring it.

"Passport, please."

Stavros lobbed the stone. It sailed past Andromeda's left ear and clattered against a mooring bollard. The goat didn't even flinch. She did, however, swallow.

"Ah," Stavros said.

"Ah?"

"Is gone."

Penny looked at her handbag, at her single suitcase containing everything she'd deemed essential for her new life (four sensible skirts, seven cardigans in various weights, and one wildly optimistic bikini that still had the tags on), and at the goat, who was now attempting to open the outside pocket of said handbag.

"Right," she said. "Fine. Perfectly fine. I'll just—I'll contact the British Consulate. There's bound to be one in—where's the nearest—?"

"Athens," Stavros said. "Maybe Rhodes. Is far."

"How far?"

"Very far."

Andromeda had successfully unzipped the pocket and was now investigating Penny's travel-sized hand sanitiser with deep suspicion.

"The villa," Penny said, in the tone of someone clinging to their last shred of sanity. "Let's just get to the villa. I'll sort everything else out from there. You said it was forty minutes?"

"On foot, yes. Is up the hill." Stavros gestured vaguely upward, where the land rose sharply from the harbour in a tumble of white buildings and grey-green scrub. "Or," he added, his face brightening, "you take Andromeda. She know the way."

"I'm not taking the goat."

"She go that way anyway. Villa Athena is her favourite place. Very good herbs growing in the garden."

Of course it was. Penny closed her eyes briefly and tried to remember why she'd thought this was a good idea. The letter from the solicitor had arrived on a Tuesday. Her great-aunt Daphne—whom she'd met exactly twice, once at a funeral and once at a wedding where Daphne had worn a kaftan and told scandalous stories about Marrakech—had left her a villa on a Greek island. The whole thing had felt like something that happened to other people. Interesting people. People who didn't have a favourite hole punch.

But the letter had been real. The villa was real. And Penny had realised, somewhere between her morning porridge and her sensible commute, that if she didn't do this—if she didn't take this one utterly improbable chance—she'd spend the rest of her life wondering whether she'd been right to play it safe.

She'd been absolutely terrified she was right.

"Fine," she said, opening her eyes. "Fine. Let's just go."

Stavros hefted her suitcase with one hand—she'd packed it herself, how was he making it look weightless?—and set off up a narrow path that appeared to be constructed entirely of spite and geology. Andromeda trotted after him, shooting Penny a look that might have been triumph.

Penny followed, her sensible travel shoes slipping on loose stones.

The path wound upward through what estate agents would probably call "rustic charm" and what Penny was currently calling "a deathtrap." Buildings clustered on either side, their walls the colour of sun-bleached bone, their shutters peeling blue paint. Bougainvillaea exploded over doorways in violent shades of magenta. A woman in black sat in a doorway, shelling something into a bowl, and watched them pass with the patient interest of someone whose primary entertainment was seeing what happened next.

"Villa Athena," Stavros said over his shoulder, "is special place. Your aunt, she live there twenty year."

"I didn't know that." Penny dodged around a sleeping cat. "She never mentioned it."

"Daphne never mention many things. She was—" he paused, searching for the word, "—private person. Also, very loud. But private."

That sounded about right. Penny's mother had described Daphne as "the family embarrassment," which Penny had always suspected was praise in disguise.

They climbed higher. The harbour fell away below them, the water turning from murky green to impossible blue. The air smelled like sage and something sweet Penny couldn't identify. Her cardigan was becoming a serious tactical error.

"How much further?" she asked.

"Soon."

Which meant, she was learning, absolutely nothing in terms of actual distance.

Andromeda stopped to eat something from a bush. Stavros didn't slow down. Penny's suitcase, bumping along behind him, seemed to be having a better time than she was.

They rounded a final bend, and Stavros stopped.

"Villa Athena," he announced.

Penny looked.

The villa looked back.

It was white—or had been, possibly during the Bronze Age. Now it was more of a suggestion of white, as if the paint had decided that clinging to the walls was too much effort in this heat. The roof appeared to be terracotta tiles held together by hope and possibly bird droppings. A veranda ran along the front, supported by pillars that leaned at angles that would have given a structural engineer heart palpitations. The garden was less "landscaped" and more "nature's hostile takeover."

It was, Penny thought, exactly like the photographs the solicitor had sent.

What the photographs hadn't conveyed was the smell (goat, with undertones of wild herbs and something that might have been drains), the scale (smaller than she'd imagined, as though the camera had been very kind), or the fact that one of the shutters was hanging by what appeared to be a single, very optimistic hinge.

"Is beautiful, yes?" Stavros said.

"It's certainly something," Penny managed.

Andromeda trotted past them both and disappeared around the side of the building, apparently heading home.

Stavros set down her suitcase and produced a large iron key from his pocket. "Daphne give this to me. She say, 'When I am dead, my niece will come. Give her the key and tell her the electric is in the basement.'"

"The electric?"

"The switch. For power. Is off now, six month. You turn on, everything work." He said this with the confidence of someone who would be halfway down the hill before she discovered whether it was true.

Penny took the key. It weighed approximately the same as a small anchor.

"Thank you," she said. "I don't suppose you know if there's—well, is there a shop? For food and things?"

"In village, yes. Is closed now. Open tomorrow, maybe."

"Maybe?"

"Is Greece." He delivered this as though it explained everything. Possibly it did.

Stavros turned to go, then paused. "Your aunt, she love this place. She say it choose her, not the other way." He shrugged. "Maybe it choose you also."

Then he was off, disappearing back down the path with the ease of someone who hadn't just climbed a minor mountain.

Penny stood alone in front of Villa Athena.

The villa continued looking back at her, unimpressed.

From somewhere inside—or possibly underneath—came the sound of Andromeda helping herself to the herb garden.

Penny picked up her suitcase, walked to the front door, and fitted the enormous key into the lock. It turned with a shriek of protesting metal that probably woke the dead in the village cemetery.

The door swung open.

The smell hit her first—old stone, stale air, and something that might have been mouse. The hallway beyond
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