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      Her hands were like old parchment: brown, mottled and thin; yet to my five-year-old eyes they were capable of anything, magic not least among them. Today, they were a domestic symphony rolling out the dough; the flour, like fairy dust, sprinkled on the long, flat marble. Her arms were strong and wiry, and as she kneaded she beguiled me with stories from far away. Stories that conjured wisps of sun-drenched olive groves, plum-coloured wine sipped out of short glasses on cobbled sea-front tavernas, honey drizzled over thick, creamy-white Greek yoghurt, and wild, pink-tinged peaches warm from the sun.

      ‘Yew kno’ the story of how yew got your name?’ asked Yaya in her heavy Cretan accent. Flour smudged on her soft, brown cheek as she peered down at me, a smile edging the corner of her mouth.

      I grinned my gap-toothed grin, perched on the counter, legs swinging, and clutching my latest and most cherished possession, a collection of fairy tales.

      ‘You named me, Yaya,’ I said. My name was collateral damage from my Greek heritage: I was doomed to walk through life with the rather foreign-sounding name of Ariadne.

      ‘Yes-a, but do yew kno’ who I named yew after?’ asked Yaya, holding up the index finger on her left hand, which curved ever so slightly at the tip, as if she would lift each vowel along with it in her lyrical burr.

      I shook my head, espresso-eyes wide.

      ‘I named yew after one of the most famous princesses of all-a time, eh… the one who suffered the most-e,’ she said, with a sense of pride about the latter. ‘Unlike these silly princesses from your fairy book.’

      My mouth formed an ‘o’ of surprise, my feet paused mid-swing.

      ‘Why I do this, eh?’ she asked.

      I shrugged. She was a bit mad. This wasn’t exactly news. I loved her anyway and maybe a little because of it.

      ‘Well meli mou, the goddess Ariadne suffered most terribly, and it was her bravery and courage, not her beauty, that made her a hero, which I think-e is what really makes a hero, a hero, no?’

      I supposed so. I liked the idea of the girl being the hero, though.

      Yaya continued. ‘She was the daughter of a king; a mad Cretan king ’ho ordered a young man named Theseus to enter a maze and kill a wild, monstrous beast that had killed many people before. Knowing that this young man was facing certain death, Ariadne helped ’im escape and they fell in love. Together they fled the kingdom, Ariadne believing that she ’ad found a love that would last-e forever. Only, it wasn’t to be.’

      ‘Why? What happened?’

      ‘He left her. He left her sleeping in a cave one-a night, so they say, and he run away.’

      I gasped. That was not how the story was supposed to go. ‘What happened to her?’

      Yaya looked at me with her beetle-black eyes. ‘Well, there are many different stories, and everyone tells different ones. But for me, the story my own yaya told me is still the best-e. After Theseus left her, Ariadne sank-e into despair, barely able to keep going. Feeling sorry for the woman who had sacrificed everything for this man, Dionysus, a god ’ho knew all about suffering, rescued her, though there are many who would say that in the end, she rescued him too. You see, meli mou, life is never what we think it will be; it’s not always like these stories,’ she said, tapping the green cover, leaving behind a faint film of flour. ‘It can be filled with joy or misfortune, but mostly it’s a mixture like this dough. A real hero is like the bread – rising after it has been beaten.’
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      It’s not that I hate my job.

      Hate is a strong word. I don’t hate it.

      I mean there are parts of it that I don’t like, but that’s common with all jobs, isn’t it? No one loves every minute of their job. Except maybe Jeremy Clarkson on Top Gear. And, well, look how that turned out.

      But the rest of us? Not so much love. Sometimes when I think about my job on a Sunday evening, I get this odd feeling where I lose all sensation along the left side of my body.

      But that’s normal.

      Completely normal… I’m sure. It’s the Sunday blues, right? And, anyway, it doesn’t last that long. By around midday on Monday, I’m fine. Mostly.

      I’m an obituary writer for the somewhat insalubrious London paper The Mail & Ledger, which comes out on Monday morning, and part of my job involves dealing with irate phone calls, tear-soaked letters and the occasional little old lady queuing outside my cubicle.

      Like yesterday morning when Rosa Greenberg called after The Mail & Ledger hit the stands. Rosa was phoning about her late husband George’s obituary. My hands shook as I took the call. I slouched down in my seat as low as I could, trying to avoid Kimberley’s gimlet gaze – Kimberley is my colleague, who sits in the cubicle next to mine. She was busy writing her ‘action list’ for the day with different coloured Biros to underline things like ‘priority item #1’ and ‘red flag – follow up before 12’.

      I despise Kimberley Mondsworth-Greene.

      Meanwhile, Rosa Greenberg sobbed into the receiver, ‘I just wasn’t ready. I mean it’s not like Pauline, you know, Pauline from next door. I told you about her when we spoke after, after… it happened,’ she sniffed.

      I closed my eyes, hoping that just this once my tear ducts would behave. Today I vowed, as I do every Monday, I would be strong.

      Rosa continued, ‘Pauline had time; Roger had had two heart attacks already, and even then she says she had been preparing for it. But George was… just gone. I know he was seventy-eight, but he was fine. He wasn’t young, but he wasn’t old, not really. It was too soon.’

      A loud foghorn sound announced that Rosa was blowing her nose. I took the time to surreptitiously reach for my ever-ready box of Kleenex and mop up my own eyes.

      I’d have to be strong some other time.

      Alerted to the sound like a vulture circling from above, Kimberley turned to raise an eyebrow at me. I ignored her, swivelling my chair as far away as I could to the wall opposite, while Rosa prepared to send my leaky tear ducts into overflow.

      ‘So beautiful, what you wrote… that’s why I’m calling, it’s like you knew him. I was worried about it… you know, worried that it wouldn’t be George, but it was. I know this probably sounds silly, but George would have loved to have read it. He would have been so pleased that you wrote about his time in India, dear,’ she said before ringing off.

      Afterwards, I put the phone back in its cradle and stared at the horrid blue speckled carpet until I had regained control of my wobbling chin.

      Kimberley would never cry at her desk.

      ‘Journalists’, she told me haughtily a few weeks ago, ‘are meant to be objective, to report the facts without emotion. Try to be more of a journalist, Ria,’ she rebuked, while I considered that the first action on my own ‘action list’ would be to staple her stupid list to her forehead. I suppose that wouldn’t be an objective act, though, would it?

      The thing is, being objective is fine for Kimberley, who gets to report about current affairs and breaking news. In the entertainment world anyway. Like when Kim Kardashian insured her bum.

      Oh yes.

      They ran a whole piece asking if it was worth insuring body parts and what the point of it all really was.

      People wrote in.

      There were debates.

      There were polls.

      There were people with a bit too much free time on their hands, if you ask me.

      But I digress. My point is that it’s hard to be impartial when you write about death every day.

      I’ve been doing that now for close to three years. Three very long years. I never planned on being an obituary writer – it’s not something you study for at university. No one says, ‘I’d like to do a course on financial journalism and obituary writing.’ And, anyway, when I joined the paper the job wasn’t advertised as ‘obituary writer’.

      The advert had read: writer required for popular London broadsheet (yes, they actually called themselves a broadsheet, not a tabloid – I remember that clearly), graduate level acceptable.

      And when I started I wrote about other things too, like films, events, and just once, for a single glorious moment in my career, about travel. It was a little B&B just outside Sheffield, but still it was nice, er… ish. Or it would have been if there hadn’t been a dead body in the dining room. But that’s another story altogether.

      Although in retrospect it may have been a sign, too. You know, of things to come?

      Because two days following the death of ninety-seven-year-old Mr Wimple from Sheffield, John Marshland, who wrote the obituaries, retired, and I was asked to fill in for him until we could find a replacement. That was almost three years ago – I’m still waiting for that replacement. But it’s just a glitch. Even Janice says so. Or at least she used to.

      My boss. Janice Farland. She hasn’t said much about it being a glitch lately, to be honest. Not that I haven’t broached the subject, I have – quite regularly, to tell you the truth. The last time, well, let’s just say it didn’t go so well.

      There were words.

      There were tears. (Mine.)

      And threats. (Janice’s.)

      Then there was wine. (Me again.)

      And anyway, it’s fine, really. Most of the time I enjoy what I do; okay, not enjoy really, quite the opposite actually, if I’m honest. But I do feel a sense of purpose, of value in a way. Especially after what happened to Christopher. Maybe I was meant to do this. Like some really horrible calling? Which I realise is probably just a bit morbid. But I figured, for a long time anyway, maybe you don’t get to choose your calling? I mean we can’t all be called to be singers or doctors. Perhaps this was my calling, being a professional mourner?

      Or, you know. Not.

      The thing is, and what gets me through, is that somebody has to do it. And it may as well be someone like me who gets it. Though in hindsight maybe it would be nice if I didn’t get it quite so much. And the crying will stop eventually. Everyone said it would get easier. And it will. Someday. Still, you’d think after three years that I wouldn’t cry every time someone called to thank me, or, worse, to shout at me for getting it wrong. Or just crying because it’s a Monday and I have nothing else planned that day. Crying has become my thing. You know, like how some people are good at darts. I’ve become abnormally brilliant at crying.

      I’m not saying that my job is always hard. It isn’t always. Some days are actually sort of all right. It’s just that a lot of the time it’s a bit, well, brutal.

      I mean, you’re dealing with the very worst day of a family’s life, and you’re taking notes about the person they’ve lost, which is kind of horrible when you think of it that way, which I try not to. And if you get it wrong, well, let’s just say you know you haven’t actually ruined anyone’s life, but it sure does feel that way. Which is why sometimes, on a Sunday, when I think about work I get a bit panicky because that’s when the obituaries race through my head, and I know if I’ve made a mistake it’s too late. It will be there in print for the entire world to see, or London, or the people that read The Mail & Ledger anyway, or the obituaries at least, and they’re a tough crowd, let’s be honest: retired school teachers, grammarians, my mum.

      She doesn’t read it to be gloomy or anything, she just likes to read what I write and put it in a big scrapbook; it’s nice in its own macabre way. I mean imagine bringing that out to guests.

      Although since Christopher, Mum doesn’t read them any more. I can’t blame her. If I didn’t have to, if I didn’t feel that I was needed, that perhaps what happened to me made me understand the pain of people who had also lost someone close to them, neither would I.

      Later in the day my mind was in a comfortably numb state after having spent the morning worrying over everything that could possibly go wrong yet hadn’t, when quite suddenly my body developed a will of its own and gave in, having decided that it had had its fill of anxiety for the day, thank you very much. Or maybe the meds had kicked in. The ones Mum insists on force-feeding me every morning, despite Dr Rushma telling her that perhaps it’s time for me to just go off them and see what happens. I can never really tell. It’s a comfortable sort of hum, like white noise for the nerves. I had just sat down to a cup of tea when Kimberley appeared: short and rather square in shape, with square glasses framing her square, sharp-eyed face.

      Her breathy little girl voice, so out of place with all her boxy, square angles, caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end before I could process what she was saying. I was good at tuning her out. At some point, though, she raised her square-shaped hand in front of my face and asked, ‘So, what do you think? We need about four people for the feature.’

      I frowned. ‘Sorry, what feature?’

      She gave me a look. It actually looked a little like sympathy. She even seemed a little nervous, or what constituted nervousness for Kimberley. It looked like she needed to pee, actually.

      ‘We’re doing a feature about surviving unimaginable tragedies – you heard about the guy who won the lottery, only to have his money stolen out of his bank account, and now he’s completely destitute, and his wife left him, right?’

      I shrugged. She cleared her throat, not meeting my eye. ‘Janice is thinking of calling the feature “When the best day of your life becomes your worst”, and she wants to know if you’d share your story?’

      My throat went suddenly dry.

      Share my story.

      I stared at her in horror. Janice’s awful, pithy title tearing through my brain: ‘When the best day of your life becomes your worst’.

      Who were these people?

      Then she said it. As if I could have had any doubt as to what she’d been referring to. She cleared her throat, and said, ‘About what happened to Christopher.’

      As if she knew him. As if she had any right to say his name.

      The room started to whirl. I pushed back my chair, not bothering to look at her as I rushed to the bathroom, my heel breaking on the tiled floor as I fled to the nearest stall and vomited my shattered heart into the cold porcelain bowl.
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      But I’m getting ahead of myself, you see. Or behind myself, as it were, because my life changed on the Tuesday, really. As usual I was on the M4 on my way to work in my wheezy, gobbled-up-and-spat-out Renault, a relic that had been lovingly passed down to me from my grandmother. I reached down for a slug of the filter coffee that I had prepared bleary-eyed at six in the morning, my hand groping while I kept my eye on the road in front. Instead, my finger brushed the radio knob and tuned into Sam Cooke’s ‘Twistin’ the Night Away’. I blinked in the grey light, my throat constricting and thought, simply: Yaya. The word itself was a balm. Unbidden, the memory swam in front of my eyes and I saw us: my feet in their new sparkly red ballet flats. The ones that Mum said I couldn’t have. The ones Yaya went and bought me anyway. And us, together in the kitchen with the radio turned to her favourite station, the soundtrack of my childhood: Aretha, The Temptations, The Supremes.

      I remember watching the cake rise through the glass door of the oven, her smile as I tried to help, while we both twisted the day away, our hips in time, on a sunny afternoon.

      I bit my lip and couldn’t help the watery smile on my face as my hands tapped along on the steering wheel. I barely noticed as the tears slid down my cheeks.

      I swallowed and tried to push the image from my mind. Please, just not yet. Not today.

      A car passed and honked its hooter as I’d been holding up traffic without realising it. With a fright I changed lanes and found myself taking the airport lane by mistake.

      The driver who passed shot me an odd look, mouthing the word ‘lunatic’ at me.

      I shrugged. Despite popular belief, lunacy isn’t exactly a choice. But I’m not sure if he got my mental message. He just continued to gawk. It’s not like I could exactly blame him.

      It was then that I gave a thought to my hair.

      I’m not someone who usually concerns herself with hair. Well, beyond it being clean and neat, anyway. There was a time when I did, sort of. There were hairdresser appointments, and highlights, and the obligatory consultations with Christopher before I lopped any of it off – he was such a typical bloke that way. He’d actually frowned for most of a day when I came home with a bob once, but that had been a long time ago. From the look I received from the driver, I had to wonder… had I brushed it?

      I glanced in the rear-view mirror at myself and looked away just as quickly. They were still there, the dead things in my face where my eyes should have been, and above them, the nest that was my hair shoved into an all-purpose, ratty topknot.

      I really must brush it properly, instead of just giving it a quick wash and combing my fingers through it before I shove it up and out of sight. But then I’ve been promising myself that for a long time now.

      Okay. Focus.

      At the closest exit I’ll turn around, and with any luck I won’t need to explain my latest insanity to my boss. But the thought of Janice – or The Devil-Who-Wears-Birkenstocks, as I sometimes like to call her – and our weekly ‘catch-up’ meeting makes me put my foot down flat on the accelerator. My breathing turns sharp, and my hands tighten on the steering wheel. Basically, what happens in these meetings is that Janice goes through my copy, line by line, and she lets me know what she likes. And what she doesn’t. To the point where I begin doubting my own name. Like last week.

      ‘Why do you mention this?’ she snapped, tapping the obituary of Sarah Gilbert, and the bit about her tennis career; she was one of the first pro women tennis players after World War II. ‘Honestly, Ariadne,’ she said, using my full name, which she pronounced wrong. Granted, no one can pronounce it. But still, her gall for even using my stupid bloody name made me want to stab her in the eye with my pen. ‘That was so long ago, who would care?’ she said, eyes narrowing at me as if I were an imbecile. I didn’t take the look seriously: she looked at everyone that way. I clamped my teeth in frustration, and stared at her in disbelief – was she serious?

      Sarah Gilbert would bloody care, which is precisely what I told Janice, which only made her hawk-like nostrils flare. Sarah Gilbert had been a housewife for most of her life, but before that she was a nurse in France who had seen the horrors of World War II and had done what she could to help. She’d raised three children and had been a doting grandmother. And once, a long time ago, she’d won at Wimbledon. It was an important part of her, a part of her legacy. I’d fought to keep it in, and almost won, but when the copy ran over, Janice cut it anyway. I was beside myself with anger. And rage. And, when I got home, with wine. I was beside myself with lots of wine. This was when, for an unreasonable half a day, I considered taking up drinking professionally. God knows I need a hobby.

      I’d taken two hours to open the email that came from the Gilberts the next day, dreading what it said. When I had finally opened it, I found that they had thanked me. It was polite, kind even.

      Which just made it worse.

      The signs for Heathrow get closer.

      I try to signal to get into the far-right lane, but a car is flying past me and cuts me off. My heart starts to race.

      Three exits.

      Crap! How do I get out of here?

      Two.

      No one wants to let me out! Why are people so rude?

      One.

      Oh God… I’m stuck! Okay, keep calm, Ria, I tell myself as I take the entry lane for Heathrow International, hoping to do some kind of drive-through while I press for a ticket, only to join a mad throng of cars in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Seriously? It’s barely 7 a.m.! What a mess. We’re inching forwards. What is going on? I lower my car window and stick my head out, trying to see where the drop-off lane is so I can drive through; instead, I see that one of the cars in front has broken down.

      Are you kidding me? It’s taking forever and only one car seems able to get through at a time. I’m miles behind. How long is it going to take me to just drive through the drop-off area? I quickly wind the window back up again. It’s freezing. What the hell am I going to tell Janice? Finally, after twenty minutes of slow inching forwards, my temper inching upwards accordingly till I’m in a slow, steady burn of rage, there’s a little gap in the traffic in front of me, only it’s to take me in the opposite direction of where I want to be, to the parking bay. Several airport security guards have come to see what the problem is and to help some of the frantic drivers who look as impressed as I am. It looks like it will take at least another half-hour to get out. I head towards the nearest open parking bay, pull my car in, turn the ignition off and head inside, deciding I’d rather pass the time with a cappuccino than wait for that mess to clear. I’m also in desperate need for something to steady my nerves.

      My phone starts ringing and I check inside my bag, the one I had to change this morning when the handle on the old one snapped just as I was about to leave. I’d made a mad rush to my closet, grabbed the first one I saw, which I haven’t used for years, and shoved in my wallet, phone and keys. I reach for my phone, only to see Janice’s number flashing on the screen. Seriously? She can’t give me five minutes grace? It’s not like I’m even late… yet. I swallow and decide not to answer it.

      Entering the airport through the automated doors, I breathe a sigh of relief as I feel the warmth of the interior envelop me. I’m walking blindly, blinking at the sudden racket. All around me, the airport is teeming with people. Men and women dressed in business attire, wearing serious expressions, tap away at their laptops and iPads, pausing only to take a sip of coffee, ready to depart for some or other business engagement. Young adventurers wearing excited grins huddle in groups with their large backpacks in place and maps open while they chat animatedly with one another.

      There are the holidaymakers, the visitors, and the people coming home with exhaustion etched in the creases of their clothes and in the dark shadows under their eyes. Every wall, pillar and balustrade is densely populated, the larger groups creating a cacophony along the perimeter of the building. Some people are just milling about. Others have luxury luggage on hand while they hug their friends, lovers or families one last time. The air is thick with excitement and infinite possibility, a tangible feeling that anything could happen.

      It’s infectious.

      You could go anywhere. Be anyone. Do anything.

      I’ve always loved the airport, even as a child. I remember feeling this familiar sense of longing whenever I had to fetch or drop off a friend or relative, someone visiting from abroad, leaving for some far-off – and to my child’s eye – exotic destination (everything is exotic when the farthest you’ve ever been is Wales), and I’d experience an overwhelming desire to go somewhere too.

      I still feel that way sometimes.

      A woman draped in a scarlet coat bumps into me and shoots me a nasty look as she wheels her luggage past. She comments to the man alongside her in a snarky tone, imbued with self-importance, ‘Who just stands stock still like that in the middle of a corridor?’

      My face colours and I give myself a mental shake; the rational side of my brain finally shows up. I decide to find the nearest coffee shop. A message comes through on my phone. Janice again.

      ‘WHERE ARE YOU?’

      Like that, all in caps. God, that woman! I could have been run over, for all she knows. She’d never buy what happened to me, she’d just look over her steel-rimmed glasses with that hawk-like gaze and say to me, her voice how I imagine a hawk would sound if it were a middle-aged woman who was really fond of mannish German footwear – a sound rather screechy, like a pair of fingernails scraping a blackboard – like she did the last time I was late for work because the car broke down – ‘I don’t like excuses! Why do you always insist on making them? It’s your grandmother’s funeral all over again… honestly, who needs a whole day off for that?’

      Yes. She said that.

      Yes, I managed somehow not to commit an act of violence. Unless you count what happened with the vodka bottle later, which was rather violent indeed.

      Incredibly, Janice sends another text. One that sends me over the edge, despite the fact that it’s now in sensible lower case. The words seem written in indelible ink, leaving an impregnable scar.

      ‘Kim will interview you at 10 for the feature, make sure you’re here.’

      I blink. Feature? Suddenly my blood runs cold, as I realise what she is referring to… that awful article they were talking about the day before: ‘When the best day of your life becomes your worst’. Had they honestly thought I was going to take part? Did they think I would meekly sit there and have them pick apart my life like carrion birds? My hands start to shake. I see red and all I can think of at that moment is that I need a drink, past caring that it’s barely 8 a.m. I look around rather manically and spy a little airport bar where I go in and order a vodka neat, not concerned if it’s appropriate or not. Thankfully the barman doesn’t raise a brow, but returns quickly with my order, which I down in one gulp, only to ask for another. He has kind, hazel eyes and thin shoulders, which he shrugs while he does as instructed. After the second one I’m starting to feel better. Still angry, but calmer. He holds the bottle up to offer me a third, I shrug why not, and down that one too. ‘Better?’ he asks. I nod, noticing that he has a bit of an accent, Russian I think. I watch everyone going to and fro outside the bar and there’s a part of me that can’t help wishing that just this once I could be like the people surrounding me: going somewhere; doing something, anything else.

      God knows that I need an escape from everything. It’s a feeling so profound, so consumed by its precipice of grief, that it eclipses everything else. I see Yaya’s face for just a second, her tired, worried face, and in that moment I make a choice. One of those snap decisions that changes the course of your life forever. Only, of course, I don’t realise it at the time. I pay for my vodka, thanking the barman for ‘All the betters’, who gives me a half smile and says, ‘Is no trouble, call on Sven whenever you need.’ As I stand I feel the blood rush to my head, and salute him. It’s good to have a Sven in your life, I think as I grab my bag. There should be more Svens like this. ‘Well, you’ve got a Sven in me,’ I say seriously. Then blink. That wasn’t right, was it?

      He doesn’t seem to mind. His eyes have lit up with interest. I blush furiously, giggling as I back away, hands in the surrender position. I’m feeling a bit more sloshed than I realised. To my right are the doors that lead out to my car and the drunken sleep I’m likely to have before I’m anywhere near okay to drive and face Janice; on my left is a row of counters manned by travel consultants. Their cubicles are lined with man-sized posters selling exotic destinations, each claiming a diverse and unique adventure: the magic of Europe, fun in Disneyland, tango in South America. Beneath these is the strapline: Travelstar: Your Dream, Our Promise.

      I stand transfixed.

      Minutes pass.

      I turn left.
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      WHAT HAVE I DONE?

      Why am I on a plane? To Crete?

      There has to be some mistake.

      Surely someone should have said something? Tried somehow to stop me? It shouldn’t have been that easy, should it? Even when I was about to pay, there was a tiny part of me that didn’t believe I would actually do it and something would go wrong, and when the agent asked for my passport to book my ticket, reality finally checked in to my drink-addled brain.

      Of course. I need a passport.

      Which was, I was quite sure, in the dark recesses of a drawer somewhere at home. Dejected, I tried to ignore the sudden stinging in my eyes. How could I go back now? I stood biting my lip, my throat tight with unshed tears. At the agent’s kind but expectant look, I’d opened my bag to mime looking for it and felt my mouth fall open in shock because there it was in the side pocket. As if that was where it had always been.

      I’d taken it out with shaky hands and stared at it in astonishment. Then realised, ‘Of course! I must have left it in this bag! The last time I used it was when we went on holiday…’ I babbled, happily. ‘I switched bags today,’ I said with a bit of a drunken wink, as if that explained anything.

      ‘That’s, er, nice, love,’ said the travel agent, an older lady with short, bristly blonde hair and a fondness for electric blue eye shadow, who was looking at me as if I’d gone mad while holding out a manicured hand for my passport.

      ‘It is nice, isn’t it?’ I’d replied, nodding happily at the solar-powered toy plant on her desk that was bobbing its head and telling me to ‘Have a good day’. I touched it on its little petal head to the agent’s surprise.

      ‘I will do that’, I told it in a loud carrying whisper, like the fake plant and I were sharing a secret as I handed my passport over.

      And here I am.

      The travel agent had said that I’d get a special rate if I took the flight that was boarding in an hour.

      It made sense, at least, financially. Except it doesn’t really make sense at all. Maybe I actually dozed off in a drunken stupor and I didn’t realise it? And this is just a bizarre dream. Only I feel wide awake, and worse, horribly sober, like I’ve been hit with a course of electric shock therapy; which at this point, I could probably do with.

      My chest is tight and I’m finding it hard to breathe. I’ve been ushered to a seat by the window. I’m clutching my bag like a misshapen leather teddy bear, my eyes darting frantically around.

      I must calm down. I must.

      My mobile begins to ring and I can feel eyes from all around staring at me. I scramble in my bag to switch it off, feeling like claws have attached themselves to my throat. I glance at the screen.

      Oh God.

      Janice.

      Why did I look? Why?

      I cut the call.

      My vision lightens, and I sway in my seat. I think I’m going to be sick.

      I try desperately to calm my breathing. A second later my phone starts to ring again and I stare at it in abject horror.

      A flight attendant comes over to ask if I’m all right. She has wide, gentle brown eyes and seems genuinely regretful as she asks me to switch my phone to flight mode. ‘I’m so sorry. You can make a call from the plane if you need to once we’re in the air,’ she says with a kind smile.

      I must have nodded because she’s leaving.

      I want to shout out, to tell her I’ve made a mistake, that I shouldn’t be on this plane… that they shouldn’t sell plane tickets to drunk people and that actually no, we don’t need more Svens in our lives, but she’s already halfway down the aisle.

      I stare dumbly ahead. I jump as the phone starts to ring again.

      I switch it off and put it in my bag; I take a deep breath, then another.

      Soon the flight attendant is coming round to check that we’ve all fastened our seatbelts.

      I’m looking around somewhat feverishly when I feel a pair of eyes boring into me. I look up – a young girl with very large amber eyes and wild curly red hair is peering at me over the top of her seat. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks in a loud probing voice.

      I swallow my fear, will my hands to stop shaking, give her my ‘I’m not mad, really’ smile (it’s well-practiced) and say, ‘Ah yes, quite so, I was just about to read… this,’ reaching for the inflight magazine in front of me. Inquisitive eyes watch, as I search for my perpetually lost inner calm. A woman’s head pops up next to hers and she mouths ‘Sorry’ at me, turns to the child and says, ‘Leave the lady alone, Olivia. Turn around and sit properly, we need to put our seatbelts on.’ I close my eyes when I hear her say ‘poor thing’, wondering when my grief will no longer be etched on my face. I check my lap to see what I had pulled from the flap. It’s a folded newspaper titled Eudaimonia: The Guide to Good Cretan Living. Absently, I flick through the pages. It’s an English–Cretan newspaper featuring profiles, reviews, travel tips and island news. An article about a vineyard that burnt down catches my eye. There’s a picture of a young man with his arms folded, wearing a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, looking intently at the camera. He’s tall, with vivid blue eyes and dark brown hair. There’s something about his eyes, though, that makes me look harder, something dark and familiar. As I turn to read the article, the captain announces that we’ll be starting our ascent. I take a breath and look up.

      I’ve never been very good at this part. Across the aisle an elderly man gives me an encouraging sort of look and I take heart.

      As the plane levels out I breathe easier again. The flight attendant is handing out drinks, and I choose orange juice, wishing I could also ask for a family-size pack of aspirin for the headache I’m developing, and turn my attention back to the article.

      

      
        
        Resurrecting Elysium

        

        When a fire destroyed Elysium, the thousand-year-old family-run winery in the mountainous region of western Chania, Crete, ten years ago, everyone believed that the vineyard would exist only in our memories.

        That is, until thirty-three-year-old Tom Bacchus returned just eighteen months ago determined to resurrect his family’s legacy. Bacchus is the half-brother of Tony Bacchus, whose wife, Iliana Kirosa, is the daughter of the ex-mayor of Chania, George Kirosa.

        The cause of the fire has long been shrouded in mystery; Bacchus himself was at one point suspected of starting the fire. However, nothing was ever proven. Continuing strife in the family led to mounting debt and the eventual liquidation of the vineyard despite Bacchus’ attempt to hold onto the farm.

        Despite these setbacks, Bacchus returned, and managed to buy back several hectares of the old farmstead. ‘I’m hoping that in time I’ll be able to buy back as much of the original farm as I can,’ says Bacchus, who will have his first public harvest later this year.

        

        The first-ever Greek Pinotage?

        

        In a bold move for Bacchus’ first harvest, the intrepid young wine grower has planted Pinotage (amongst the traditional Protected Designation of Origin [PDO] varieties including Cabernet Sauvignon, Carignan, Grenache rouge and Syrah), the red wine grape hailing from South Africa. The variety has an almost equal share of acclaim and disdain, with many wine critics referring to it contemptuously as a ‘new world’ wine. In fact, the irascible French wine critic Arnold Prisane once claimed that it had all the charm and taste of ‘old paint’, while the New Yorker’s food and wine connoisseur Mathew Sprint famously declared it as the only wine that tempted him to extend his holiday when he visited the beautiful city of Cape Town. Whatever the feeling about this long-contested wine (its origins lie in the winelands of Stellenbosch, where it was bred in 1925), the grape is a cross between the Pinot Noir and Cinsaut, producing a deep, smoky, earthy flavour which has become a signature variety for the country, known for its bold distinctive taste, which has proven quite popular across the globe, with some countries attempting to grow their own. However this will be the first for Greece.

        The feeling with Pinotage has long been that you either love it, or you hate it. Let’s just hope in Bacchus’ case, the Cretans love it.

        

      

      

      I study the series of photographs printed alongside the article; one shows the old vineyard before and after the fire, with the before picture depicting a lush valley in the Cretan countryside. The men of the Bacchus family are outside: an old man with dancing blue eyes has his arms around his two sons. The eldest, presumably Tony, is medium height and stocky; the angle of his body and his stiff posture make it clear he doesn’t want to be there. Tom, the younger brother, who couldn’t have been more than sixteen in the photo, appears young and carefree. He’s tall and lean, already showing signs of the striking man he’d one day become: his eyes amused, lips wide, clearly mid-laugh while his father beams down at him.

      The next photo was taken after the fire, showing remnants of the large country home, most of which was swallowed by the flames. The last photograph is of the farm as it stands today, the newly planted vines in neat rows shrouded by the early morning mist. Tom Bacchus, his face thoughtful, stands in his newly planted vineyard, so altered from the carefree youth of the photograph before. I touch the photo, almost in benediction; it looks like he needs it.

      I close the newspaper and return it to the flap in front of my seat, only to retrieve it, fold it up and place it in my bag. There’s something… something intriguing about Elysium, and Tom Bacchus. An unanswered question, something that I can’t quite put my finger on. Perhaps it’s his haunted eyes, but I can’t help but feel that there’s more to his story.
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      I’m in Crete.

      Technically I’m in an airport in Crete. But right beyond those doors lies Crete. I have nothing to declare, no baggage to claim, and the word Crete is running through my head at warp speed Crete Crete Crete Crete Crete Crete, creating a peculiar, almost mechanical tattoo in my head.

      All I have to do is go outside. Oh God.

      I must not panic. I. Must. Not. Panic.

      I. MUST. NOT. PANIC.

      Did I just think of what my mother would say? Seriously?

      Oh God, I’m panicking.

      I’m trying to remember what to do in a panic situation – something about brown paper bags. Where the hell would I find a brown paper bag? Suddenly my body jolts; someone walked smack bang into me. I look around and see a familiar scarlet coat. I blink, stunned. The woman shakes her head in disbelief and says in a loud voice to her male companion, ‘The same woman. The VERY same one from Heathrow. Standing stock still. Again. What a lunatic.’

      I blush furiously and bolt outside.

      I’m so tired of that word. I mean, it’s not funny when it’s sort of true, right? A large group of taxi drivers are standing by alongside their cabs, their noisy chatter interspersed with laughter. As soon as they spot me, they all stand to attention and begin shouting destinations.

      Or at least that’s what I hope they are shouting.

      One breaks away and starts jogging along backwards beside me, his swarthy face lit with a smile. He starts rapid firing words at me. I blink. The words are all in bloody Greek.

      And the thing is, I should be able to understand at least some of it, as I am part Greek.

      ‘Chrissoskalitissa! Samaria? Georgioupolis! Elafonisi? Xenodocheío?’

      I’m walking fast, trying to get away, when he says it.

      ‘Chania old town?’

      I pause mid-step. For just a moment, I smell the faint aroma of wild lavender, taste the sweet tang of honey on my tongue and feel the fine texture of flour between my fingers. I stare at him. He stops too and his smile broadens. ‘Chania old town?’ he asks, again.

      I feel a lump form in my throat, close my eyes and nod. During the drive, I get lost in thought. Back to another time. A time of plastic bubble-gum shoes, only child hopscotch, imaginary friends, and how it all changed when an old woman with eyes like warm coffee came to stay.

      Yaya.

      She sold her house in the Cretan countryside and moved into the garden cottage at the back of our house, which she filled with treasures that spoke of all the wonders of the island. Filling the window boxes with wild Cretan herbs, she planted a garden that seemed to be in perpetual bloom, bringing with her the sun, scent and stories from far away.

      Chania.

      I can still remember her teaching me how to say the word, which made a pleasing rasping sound at the back of my throat, like an enchantment. A word that matched the tales of the strange, beautiful and ancient city; coloured by the people who made it their home throughout the centuries from the ancient Minoans to the Venetians and Ottomans, till finally freedom hard won.

      I can’t quite believe that I’m here.

      I’d spent the taxi ride lost in memory, the countryside rushing past me, each sight a reminder, a promise. The scents were indescribable, a heady mix of wild herbs strong in the air. Yaya had said that Crete had its own distinctive scent, but I’d never imagined this. Having only English money with me, I’d left the taxi driver with ten pounds, which he said he was certain he could exchange. He directed me to the new quarter, where he said I’d be able to get euros with my credit card. He’d been kind. Not once mentioning my lack of luggage, and, sensing that I didn’t really want to talk, he’d left me to soak it all in.

      My legs carry me, almost with a will of their own, to the old harbour; the water, a shining reflection of the biscuit-coloured buildings perched along the coastline, with the stone sea wall winding around the harbour. Up ahead the old Venetian lighthouse stands sentry, as it has for centuries. As I stand in awe, a small white dog, of unknown breed, jumps onto a nearby bench to doze in the sunshine. With the sun on my face, I feel suddenly free. It’s hard to be sad or anxious now that I’m here. I walk over and take a seat next to the dog; he opens one languid eye, which closes instantly as I scratch behind his ear.

      There’s an easy warmth that heralds the start of spring. It’s hard to believe that just a few hours ago my breath was forming a mist in front of my face in icy London. I unwind my scarf and put it in my bag, seeing my passport again as I do.

      I pick it up and look at it once more, in wonder. How was it that on the day that I ended up with a bag I hadn’t used since my last holiday with Christopher, a bag that had held my passport for three years, I took the airport lane by mistake?

      

      I know what Yaya would have said. That there are no coincidences. I’d never bought into that way of thinking, not really. But this? How did I explain it? A small part of me can’t help but wonder if she’d had a hand in bringing me here. It would be like her, too.

      The photograph on the inside of my passport makes me catch my breath. Taken three years ago, my hair is long and loose, my eyes alight, trying hard not to laugh at Christopher as he made model poses at me from behind the photographer. I swallow hard.

      I’d forgotten about that day. Or, at least, I’d been trying to forget. Not just that day but all the days since. No one prepares you, though, for the sudden jolt of memory, transporting you back, against your will. I shut the passport quickly.

      I wipe a tear away, almost hearing her voice, ‘Ria, why yew sad? My meli mou is no reason to be sad, not now that you’re finally here. F-i-n-a-l-l-y.’ The word stretched out, with a roll of her big brown eyes. I can’t help the small smile it causes.

      I put the passport back in my bag and stand up; the little dog gives me a look, holds my gaze, then seems to make up his mind as he jumps down to follow. I grin, grateful for the company.

      We amble past the waterfront, with its lively atmosphere; the noisy hum from people selling their wares, the air spiced with the rich aroma of delicious Greek food, and head up a narrow cobbled street, where the sounds of the bustling harbour fade away.

      We walk beside buildings shaded in varying hues of russet and ochre, windows overflowing with begonias in countless colours. I buy a coffee to go from a taverna spilling onto the pavement with wicker-paned chairs and blue-checked tablecloths: an intersection of business lunches and groups of relaxed holidaymakers. My faithful companion stays silent at my feet.

      An old woman in a black dress smiles at me from outside a flower shop, as she places fresh, pale pink peonies in one bucket and yellow roses in another. ‘Kalimera,’ she says. I return her greeting. She looks at the dog with an expression of amused bafflement. ‘Yamas,’ she says.
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