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Clair – Dorothy Parker said it first

Birthdays, eh? Pinnacles of delight until we’re twenty-one. After that, they’re just annual records, shoved into a concertina file of years.

Stop being cynical. And subjective. Fair point, I suppose. Few of us can deny the fairy tale glee of having our own special celebration day. I can. Could. Did. Given the birthday I faced. The ogre rose menacingly from the calendar, eyeballed me across three short months and grabbed me by the ‘throat? Ego? Libido? Apologies. I’m an artist; I mix metaphors as well as paint.

My introspection was stimulated by a brilliant writer who, facing the same trauma said: “... there was something, something pretty terrible... Not just plain terrible. This was fancy terrible. This was terrible with raisins in it...”. That remarkable, terribly clever woman spoke to me directly across time and an ocean – to me, that knot of self-doubt skulking behind a shed in Aborigine Road, Guildford. 

Twilight, early May. As her words dimmed on the page, I sipped whisky from a tea cup and sneaked a risky cigarette. The last cigarette – maybe. The hall light wasn’t on, so Jess couldn’t be home yet. I’ll give it five minutes. Five minutes of solitude to mourn my looks and feel guilty for all the wasted time and opportunities. Five minutes to contemplate making a list of ‘things to do’ before the Terrible Birthday. And to know I wouldn’t make it – or do them.

Her voice stabbed the dusk.

‘I knew you’d be down here!’

Back indoors my accuser perched on a chair arm. I slumped on the sofa opposite.

‘It’s a fair cop. Let me have it, I deserve it.’

‘This is serious.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I mean – what kind of an example is it?’

‘A bad one.’

‘You said you’d give up before your birthday.’

‘I will. There’s still three months to go.’

I pulled rank and turned the spotlight on her AS level revision. History, it seemed, was no longer a candidate for A levels, nor even a topic for discussion.

‘But I thought you liked – ?’

Jess rose impatiently from the chair arm.

‘OK, there’s obviously no point in trying to talk to you at the moment, not with your hormones all over the place. Why don’t you finish your whisky? You’re obviously dying to. Think I’ll join you– ‘

‘Obviously you think you have me at a moral disadvantage. But emphatically no.’

She stalked to the door and made a passable attempt at a withering look.

‘Mum – you are so unreasonable at the moment! I’ll be glad when your menopause is over!’

Game to Jess. She left a grisly silence in the room as the word bore down on me. Menopause.

I waited for the bedroom door to slam, then topped up my drink. The real crisis, of course, was reaching fifty. How do I deal with this appalling slice of life? Problem you never had to face, Dad. Bless you. I raised my cup to his painting over the mantelpiece, ‘Blue Period 1’, J Harkin, 1951.

‘Here’s tae us, wha’s like us. Damn few an’ they’re a’ deid!’

Well, most of them. 

My book had disappeared but I couldn’t be bothered looking for it. Dorothy wouldn’t have minded. She knew what I was going through.

That night, I was roughly seventeen hundred miles north west of the island and unaware of its role in my next phase. Would I have felt differently if I’d known?
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Still Clair – Terrible times on the way

We made it to the end of AS levels. 

June. The imminent weight of great age fell away simply because it was Saturday and sunny. Veering toward the gamin, I plopped a loose denim dress over a tight white T-shirt, scrunched my hair up and finished with wooden bead earrings and red clogs. Jess, sober in jeans and jogging top, was appalled. 

‘You can’t go out like that, Mum! You look like a bloody art teacher.’ 

‘I am – was – a bloody art teacher.’

I drove her up to Heathrow, despite protestation. But with exams behind and freedom ahead, she abandoned her sulk by the end of the road, enthusing over her solo flight to Scotland. Which liberated me, too. 

Imitating art, the M25 truly was ‘The Road to Hell’. It was touch and go whether Jess would make check-in but we made it with ten minutes to spare. It meant heading straight for the drop-off zone instead of short-term parking and ruled out hanky waving in Departures. To avoid irritating my spirited daughter, I resisted maternal instructions and advice. 

‘Have a great time, darling! Give Maggie lots of love and hugs. And Jack and Tatty.’

She sauntered into the terminal with no sense of urgency while I sat amidst transient Mercedes and BMWs, immobilised by anxiety in the L reg. Polo. If she doesn’t shift her arse she’ll miss... My mobile rang. 

‘Mum, go! You’ll get a ticket.’

‘Have you found the right check-in desk?’ 

Stupid question. Invites sarcasm. Which it brought. Inevitably. The leave-taking was ruined and the umbilical cord snapped back like coiled steel. Sod you, then. Awkward little cow. I slung my mobile at my bag and headed for Richmond. 

Acute pain flagged the thirty year time lapse since last wearing clogs. I leaned against the wall of the old house dabbing the raw bridges of my feet while I waited for a response from Sonya’s entry phone. Probably not up yet. Or has Brian stayed the night? Should I try again or – ? Sharp treble static cut across my dither – 

‘Shit – is that the time? Clair? Come in.’ 

Buzz. Not up yet. Clogs in hand, I padded barefoot through the porch and up the wide, carpeted staircase. Her front door was ajar, somewhere a loo was flushing; Sonya’s day was just beginning. Will Jess have taken off, yet? Sonya appeared clad in a plum satin dressing gown, slightly askew. Her expensive copper hair was a dragon’s nest and her face was streaked with last night’s make-up. She lit two Dunhills and passed me one. 

‘Darling. You’re here.’

‘Thanks. Are you all right?’

‘Fine – for a re-tread of all the bits Cher’s had cut off and sucked out.’

She took a long drag and shuffled out again. 

‘Scrape this gunk off my face. Help yourself to stuff.’

I made coffee and took it to the sitting room. The last remnants of haze were lifting from the river making the Vale of Richmond look Turner-esque. Did she forget I was coming? Will Jess be over Gloucester? Or the Lake District? Sonya swept back in looking cool in khaki cotton trousers and top, head swathed in a towel. 

‘Had Jolyon back here last night for a bit of touchy feely. Kept the telly on for company. Then it felt a bit like dogging so I chucked him out. Couldn’t sleep for hours wondering if his red patches were herpes.’ 

Jolyon was a mildly porcine PR client who’d lusted after her for years. 

‘Does this mean you and Brian – ?’

‘Certainly not. But I can’t spend every night alone with a Rampant Rabbit while he’s snuggled up to Madame Cellulite.’ 

The last being Brian’s wife. 

‘This coffee’s disgusting. Which jar did you use? Gravy granules? 

‘As if you’d possess such a thing.’ 

‘So-o-o-o, Jess got off to a flying start?’

I related the flawed farewell then unburdened Jess’s recent AS level traumas, the imminence of her sleeping with new boyfriend Raz, of her hitting seventeen, nagging for driving lessons, an iPhone and a tattoo of the Buddha’s entrails. And her monumentally annoying fixation with my menopause. Sonya pounced on that. 

‘Oh god, the bloody ‘m’ word. Everyone’s obsessed with it! By the way, I’ll get her the iPhone – one of my retail accounts. Yep, menopause ­ menopausal, peri-menopausal, sub-peri-menopausal. I refuse to have a biological crisis just to provide material for Woman’s Hour. Drives me bloody tatah!’

She paused for breath. 

‘Oh my god, Clack, what have you come as? A bloody drama teacher?’

Clack – Sonya’s pet name for me since teacher training college. Brian, Sonya’s boyfriend, was – possibly still is – financial director for a small film independent. She was joining him on a business trip to LA and, consequently, had urgent clothes shopping to do. She lent me a pair of men’s – Brian’s?– flip-flops and we set off. Flapping along next to her I felt like Goofy. 

‘Where are you working now, Clack? Not those solicitors, still?’ 

‘No. They found that email I sent you calling them a bunch of bloodsucking incompetents. I’m PA to a fourteen-year-old at a software company, now.’ 

I looked at the price tag of a shirt and replaced it like a live grenade. The place was way beyond my extravagance limit. 

‘I know you hate teaching, but wouldn’t it pay more?’

‘It’s all crowd control and no teaching. I thought about marrying for money, but billionaires are so bloody choosy.’ 

‘True. Bastards.’ 

Sonya spoke with authority having met more than one.

‘Don’t you dare go marrying old Gluefeatures– ‘

Howard – and I’m not rising to it.

Sonya lined up a jade silk crossover top with a foxily slit, weasel slim skirt and set off on the hunt for shoes. Emerging back into George Street with a dizzying pair of heels, she had a pang of conscience.

‘Come on, Clack, I’m spending for Britain! What d’you fancy? Something floaty? Less galumphing?’

We huddled into a fitting room where I struggled into a dusky pink top and trousers and turned to the mirror, expecting the worst.

‘Fabulous! I’ve never seen you in that colour before. You’ve got great arms, no bingo wings – well, none to speak of.’

‘The trousers are too tight.’ 

‘No, they’re not.’

‘I’m too old.’

‘Your head is, your bum isn’t. You’ll be billionaire bait – or at the very least, shaggable– ‘

‘But– ‘ 

‘Shut up and get your Play School gear back on. I’m starving and I’m dying for a fag and a pee.’

At the bistro, the waiter responded to Sonya’s flirting as far as was polite and good business – and then some. She always got her man. With liquid green eyes, gin-sodden voice and spectacular breasts, her sex appeal was not just intact but remarkable, even to gay men and straight women. Much as I loved her, I wished her pheromones would hibernate occasionally. She winked, as the waiter slid away.

‘A little bit of ‘what if?’ does you good. So, how is Gluefeatures? Why aren’t you two stuck together this weekend?’

Gluefeatures was Howard’s old nickname that Sonya had treacherously shared with Jess.

‘He’s visiting Stepmother Bunce in Dorset.’

‘No invite yet?’

‘Thankfully not.’

We were back at the flat when Jess rang from Maggie’s. She’d left her lunch on the Oban train. It was raining. Mr Scrymgeour was just putting the car away and, yes, Maggie looked fine and sent her love. Demented yapping distracted her. 

‘Ohhh! Jack! Tatty! Hello-hello-I-love-you-too-got-to-go-’bye-Mum.

– but Jess... ?’ 

There was no point in trying to call her back.

Sonya opened a bottle of Sancerre. Thirty years on, alcohol still played a key role in our friendship. In fact, only the loon pants and platform boots were gone.

‘How’s Maggie?’

‘She’s fine – amazing, as ever. Seventy-eight last birthday.’

‘Bugger, I missed it! Give her my love – I’ll organise some flowers.’

Prompted by the subject of age, Sonya lurched into the familiar list of woes concerning Brian; thirteen years her adulterous lover and still using wife, kids, business, even mother-in-law, as excuses not to move in. I couldn’t stomach yet another re-run and tried a lateral approach.

‘I’d swap Howard for Brian any day.’ 

You lie through your teeth, Clair Harkin, they’re rivals in repulsiveness. Sonya’s features melted in sympathy. 

‘Poor you. Sports car at his age! And the Rab C Nesbitt hair.’ 

What about Brian’s beer gut, ear hair and personality by-pass? And your sports car? But Sonya was in heroic mode, her chic sitting room was an amphitheatre and she was the tragic heroine. Which left me the rôle of chorus – as usual. All womankind, she declaimed, well, women of a certain age, were undervalued because of the double standards that still governed society. Hardly original, Sonn, but I wouldn’t dare say so.

‘How many female actors over fifty are still at the top? Playing leads? Judi Dench and – Judi Dench. Yeah, well, all the Dames, Maggie, Diana and Vanessa – Helen Mirren. But – but look at the flabby old middle-aged male newsreaders! Why do the women have to be trim, cute and under forty? What’s wrong with being forty-five, fifty, fifty-five and talented? Creative? It threatens men of the same age, that’s why. Because they’re not in as good shape physically or mentally. Age is a state of mind, other people’s minds!’

I hunched miserably on the carpet. Coming up fifty and what have I got to show for it – apart from Jess? Other women become brain surgeons, climb mountains, screw a celebrity – but me... I’m just a big fat mediocre vacuum. I put a cushion over my face and whined into the kapok. 

‘I don’t want to be fifte-e-e-e-e...’

Sonya, safely a year away from the event herself, grimaced with alcoholic compassion.

‘OK – OK sweetheart – how about... how about don’t be?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Don’t be fifty – bugger off for your birthday! Go abroad, and when you come back, leave all the crap of the last fifty years there‘

‘What?’

‘Go back to Greece– ‘ 

‘Oh yeah, so who am I? Shirley bloody Valentine or an extra in Mamma Mia?’

‘Why not? Shag a Colin Firth or a Pierce Brosnan! Or a... that Swedish one nobody’d heard of – and go to – Hey, yes! Symi! Remember Symi? Go there – turn the clock back. Take your new pink gear. Find a boy and turn him into a man. What fiftieth birthday?!’

That’s how the Symi idea started. It was Maggie who made the idea a reality.  

Maggie – Late June

There was a fire in the grate even though it was officially summer. Evening sun burnished the top field and gilded the window frame, throwing shafts of warm shadow across the room. 

‘Incidentally, Jessie James, do not, repeat, do not tell your mother that you and I were well down a whisky bottle on your first evening.’

‘Scout’s honour!’

Jess had a look of her grandfather, James. But at this moment she bore another resemblance, almost as familiar. I felt a catch at the similarity.

‘She’s on at me about everything at the moment, anyway. Getting really neurotic about being fifty. Still, I suppose it is incredibly old.’

She took another slug of malt with the nonchalance of the young and tactless. 

For a while, there were only the sounds of the fire, the ponderous old clock and the occasional cry of a gull winging shoreward. Jess sat on the floor in the front parlour, sifting through the box of photographs, ones that hadn’t made it into an album, yet. Probably never would. They told stories of escapades and mystical experiences, days on the loch and by the sea, of Hogmanays and holidays; they transported long dead pets to befriend anew and childhood scrapes to savour. Most of the old, two-inch square, black and white photos had faded to sepia over some sixty years. None from the blue box, though, not yet.

‘Is that Granddad James – next to you?’

I sat forward in the rocking chair, peering over the rim of my whisky tumbler. 

‘That’s him. You’ve seen all these before, JJ, surely?’

But I was pleased that she wanted to look again, not least because then I could, too.

‘Wish I’d known Granddad.’

She stretched full length on the rug. She had never expressed the same wish about her father, Clair said. Probably just as well.

Displaced by her movement, both dogs snuggled up again, whimpering in an effort to get as close as they possibly could. 

‘He was so clever.’

I knew from the direction of her gaze that she was looking at James’s study of Connie nursing baby Clair. It was atypical of my brother’s painting style, showing a softness and fluidity in contrast to the energy of his other work. His rendering of the lone mother and child, however, had proved a chilling prophecy.

‘Was it very difficult for Granny after he died? I mean, they didn’t like single mothers then, did they?’

‘People weren’t easy on unmarried mothers. But your grandmother was a widow, so she got a lot of sympathy. It was difficult for her, though, because women couldn’t earn much, there was no childcare and she didn’t have any relatives over here – except for me, and I was at work all day. Her own family didn’t want her back.’

‘That’s so not fair – just because she fell in love with my Granddad and he didn’t have any money. What a bunch of snobs! Or was it because he wasn’t American?’

‘Who can say?’

Jess was thoughtful for a while, attending to Jack’s ears and Tatty’s tummy. 

‘This is my other home, isn’t it, Maggie?’

‘It is, lass.’

‘Good. By the way, could I have driving lessons for my birthday, please?’

Tired out from her journey and rather more whisky than she was used to, the we’an fell asleep curled up with Jack and Tatty in front of the fire, still clutching her glass of malt. I watched her until near midnight, musing on how she embodied the past I knew and yet moved into a future that I wouldn’t. She had arrived, a seven-pound bundle who brought so many questions and created so much love. And now, being a young woman and so strikingly beautiful, continued in exactly the same vein. Not at all biased, then? Me? I leaned over the slumbering huddle of dogs and girl, gently disengaged the whisky tumbler and stroked the shining black hair.

‘Come on, Jessie James, you’ve had a long day. Time for bed.’

As Jess tottered out sleepily, I collected the strewn photographs and dropped them back into the shoebox. The other box, blue, tied with ribbon and hidden in my dressing table, contained my photographs of Julia. But they were for another time. 

Later, pulling up the coverlet, I thought about Clair’s forthcoming ‘big’ birthday. Jess and I would talk about it tomorrow.  

Still Maggie – Early July

Of course, despite the best of intentions, Jess and I didn’t get around to deciding anything about her mother’s birthday and she whirled off South again, leaving me to get used to the croft without her voice and chaos filling every cranny. So, the problem of Clair’s fiftieth was still filtering through the gravel in my old head. I thought a whiff of sea might help.

Esmeralda was nibbling new grass in the upper field and the water pipe was sunk in the burn. I came back across the low field into the back garden, threw my leather gloves into the lean-to and called Jack and Tatty. They bounded out of the house to the five-bar gate, barking. There was no need for such a mighty barrier across the drive; I should ask Wally Scrymgeour about removing it. Still, it was handy for times like this with Tatty in an inviting condition. 

There were pale green candles on the pine tips and the earth burst with scrambling fern. The honeysuckle was strong enough this morning to scent the salt breeze. Marvellous infusion. Senses thrilling to it as ever, I strode down the incline to catch up with the Westies. And, as ever, I found it strange still to be walking down the lane without footsteps alongside mine. Of course, I was missing Jess, that’s what all this was about, despite three long phone calls and a couple of emails. I hoped the cheque was enough to buy a few driving lessons, just to get her started off. Later on, she would need some help with funds for an old jalopy. Clair’s baby seventeen! Seventeen years since that extraordinary day. And now the baby’s taking driving lessons! Baby of the baby. Near fifty years – and no time – since James’s telegram: “Am Dad. Mother baby girl well”. Not written as he would have but, in those days, the Post Office was strict about content. Now Jess’s latest email ran through my mind. We should have discussed her mother’s fiftieth birthday properly while she was here. Why hadn’t we? It required action. 

As I followed the two shaggy white bodies tumbling down the lane, I realised I hadn’t sprayed Tatty with repellent. Still, there was nothing likely to get at her on the strand this morning. Besides, this was just a quick outing before kirk. The dogs had disappeared from sight but not hearing. Something on the beach must have excited them. I trekked up the ridge to the crest by the folds of grey rock, looking out towards Oban and Mull. Silvered by the receding tide, the beach mirrored the morning sun, making me blink. They were down by the surf, two dark spots against the light, bouncing with excitement as they scolded something floating in the shallows. A figure moved along the sands from the south. It was Isobel Mudie, walking her husband Archie’s dog, Jasper, some sort of cross between Lurcher and Irish Wolfhound. It would be wise to get to Tatty with all speed. No knowing what that combination might produce, even if it were physically possible! Too late, Jasper picked up a scent and caught sight of the distant Westies. I tensed, prepared to defend Tatty’s honour. But, unaccountably for a healthy dog with all his equipment intact, Jasper reeled around and lolloped off in the opposite direction. Can’t take after his master, I thought. Isobel hailed me as we met on firm ground at the top. 

‘Good morning, Margaret. It’s a fine morning?’ 

‘Good morning, Isobel. Beautiful. In charge of Jasper?’

Isobel sighed, watching Jasper canter into the distance. 

‘So I am. Indeed. For the weekend. Archie’s across in Aberdeen again.’

Archie being ‘across in Aberdeen’ was an old Kilachlan intrigue. For years, Isobel’s husband had headed eastward ‘on business’. But he’d been spotted more than once dropping south at Crianlarich instead of joining the A85 to Perth. What was more, Nessie Scrymgeour had seen envelopes addressed to ‘Glasgow Parking’ as she hoovered his dressing room. The widely-held theory was that while his Range Rover was being clamped in a Glasgow street, Archie was getting clamped nearby. Popular opinion was that if Isobel was aware of Archie’s deception, she was surprisingly tolerant; if she wasn’t, she was astoundingly dense. And I – knew what I knew.

‘Your great-niece will be away by now?’ 

‘Jess? Yes, left on Tuesday. Flew from Glasgow.’

‘Did she, indeed? Well, now!’

Isobel reacted as though Jess had simply flapped her arms and taken off. We watched Jasper gallop in a wide loop then stop, scratch an ear and roll off balance, threshing shaggy limbs in the wet.

‘You’ll be at coffee after the service, Margaret?’

‘Wouldn’t miss my cup of Fairtrade and a flapjack. But I won’t stay long. I have an appointment on the internet.’

‘No indeed, not with the cost of international calls.’

Isobel was sublimely ignorant of information technology, too. We stood for a few moments contemplating Jasper wriggling on his back until she, to our mutual relief, terminated the encounter. 

‘Indeed, well... best be getting back, then.’

She chafed her hands pointlessly, it being July and surprisingly mild. 

‘Mustn’t keep the minister waiting!’

A single woman living alone is nothing unusual, especially at my age. But I had never been dignified with the title of ‘Mrs’ and there was also the matter of my ‘friendship’ some years ago, so Isobel treated me with some awkwardness. Not an uncommon reaction around here. Small coincidence, then, that the last witch executed in Britain met her fate in Dornoch, only a broom’s flight away up Loch Ness. While Isobel trailed after Jasper, I strolled to the water’s edge where Jack and Tatty worried the remains of a cormorant, tangled in fishing line and gnawed by fish. Poor thing, caught by other fishers then eaten by its own prey. 

‘Come on, you two, drop! It’s time for God and the flapjacks.’

Back at the cottage after kirk, there was an email from Jess – it’s not just Clair and I who are telepathic – and she gave me just the inspiration I needed for her mum’s fiftieth birthday treat. I sent an email to Clair. That sounds very casual. In fact, it followed much cajoling from Julia (she who was innocent by some years of personal computers) to get on with it. I told Clair about ‘dimitte diem’. That was our special phrase, Julia’s and mine. She would approve of Clair knowing it. Of all people, Clair could put it to good use. Then I wrote a large-ish cheque and took the Westies for a snuffle to the post box. It would catch first post Monday.

Clair – Maggie takes the sting out of Terrible

Maggie sent me an email:

‘Dear Clair, What a marvellous idea to spend your unmentionable birthday in Greece. I spent mine on a wet Sunday in Glasgow, although it was more of a dry Sunday really, being before the licensing laws changed. Enough of me. May the retsina – or something less like turps – flow on your birthday. And forget all this Carpe Diem nonsense – don’t seize the day but let it go. Dimitte diem. (dimitto = to leave, forgive, send away, abandon etc – ‘forgive’ might be asking a bit much, I suspect). Sadly, I never follow my own advice. 

You are a wonderful woman and deserve the best in all you do. Indeed, you have the best in Jess. I send you much love, many thoughts, all power to your strivings, truth to your hopes and dreams

Maggie

P.S. Early birthday present in the post. You are to bank it!

P.P.S. Esmeralda ate Wally Scrymgeour’s Scottish Daily Mail yesterday. Hope she doesn’t turn Tory on me.’

Maggie is my father’s younger sister. Esmeralda is a goat. Sometime after Jess came back from Kilachlan Maggie sent me a cheque, a big one. I worried whether she could afford that much. But after a lecture on the generosity of receiving, Jess filled out my deposit slip and marched me to the bank. Then we went online and booked the holiday. Afterwards, I reread Maggie’s email. It left my insides warm with love. Dimitte diem. Let the day go. 

The phone interrupted my thoughts and I picked up without thinking. I always forget to monitor calls. Drives Jess demented. It was Howard, my... the person I was seeing. Served me right.

‘Hello, Howard. How did the conference go?’

He’d tell me anyway. It never occurred to him that my interest in his work might not be genuine. He might have been gibbering in ancient Norse for twenty minutes before he asked dutifully for my news. I delivered it clumsily in anticipation of a hurt reaction. But he took it well, saying that he wasn’t familiar with Symi or, for that matter, any of the Greek Islands and weren’t they full of students? He pointed out that it was very brief notice and outlined a few other shortcomings in my plans. Was surprised, too, that Jess was coming. That Jess is ‘coming’? Not ‘going’– ‘coming’? Shit! He thinks he’s in on it! I fell against the wall, winded. 

‘Howard– ‘ 

‘Just a minute – the twenty-fifth? That means we’ll be away for... Oh – I see! You want to be away for the big one! Silly girl. It’s not going to hurt that much! I promise you, when I– ‘ 

‘Howard!’

‘You don’t have to explain. It’s quite a watershed for a woman, I know.’

He made it sound like the onset of incontinence. I had to be blunt. But I wasn’t. I improvised, lied, apologised, blamed myself, blamed the travel company, the school summer holidays – a foolish point to make when talking to a Deputy Director of Education – and finally, used Maggie. Maggie’s name would put an end to it. He always referred to Maggie as ‘redoubtable’, largely because he didn’t know how to deal with her. 

‘The holiday’s a gift from Maggie – for a mother/daughter bonding jaunt. Exclusively.’

Maggie will back me up. I gabbled recklessly, compounding the untruth.

‘Besides, I got the last two places.’

‘I see. Hum. Well...Don’t worry, my love, we’ll think of something.’

Good old Howard, he only compromised when he knew he was beaten. I put the phone down, exhausted, as Case, one of our two lodgers, bounced down the stairs and swung round the newel post gustily. 

‘What up, Clair? You sho’ bumpin’ tonight, real dime, ba-donka-donk. Gotta roll out dis crib now. Bust out de rent a.m., straight?’

Or some similar shite. The gangsta slang was a leftover from his last drama school project. Case, of the precise cornrows and devastatingly beautiful body, was a child of Swindon. He also owed a month’s rent. 

‘Peace out ma homie!’

He gave me a high five, did a jêté through the front door and escaped. The other lodger, Phee, was away on a storytelling workshop and Jess had already left for work at the restaurant. I was alone in the house. A dimitte diem moment if ever there was one. I sat on the back doorstep with half a tumbler of whisky, chain smoking and dreaming of the Aegean. Hot days and warm nights, wine dark sea, tamarisk trees, hornets the size of vultures... I wrapped the stubs in kitchen foil, stuffed that into a broken eggshell, put the whole lot in an empty baked beans tin, crushed it underfoot, then hid it in the bin under last night’s take away cartons and this morning’s half-eaten breakfast. Jess’s olfactory organ had astonishing range. 

Thereafter, Howard dropped the subject of Symi – apart from a few ‘I think Clair’s trying to tell me something’ cracks at the Aborigine Road Neighbourhood Watch barbecue that Saturday – and crooning ‘I left my heart on Symi Island’ during the routine session of coitus later.  

Howard

The conference in Nottingham was the usual affair, the usual fare and an unfairly small proportion of the fair! The DfE sent along a very junior junior, a trainee in tedium. Fiona must have known about it when she volunteered me to attend. Coming back, queues on the M1, accident at Lutterworth and had to refuel at Newport Pagnell. Didn’t get home ’til gone six. No messages. Had a shower. Rang Guildford. Clair vague as ever. Had booked a holiday on some Greek island to avoid her fiftieth. All very Shirley Valentine – or what’s that other one? Full of pop songs? Greek island. Well, suppose I can understand her wanting to escape the birthday. Big one for a woman, something ending, not a lot to look forward to. Unaccountably, she hadn’t discussed it with me first. Not only that, it seemed she hadn’t considered my involvement at all. You see? Vague. And she was taking the daughter. Invoked the redoubtable aunt, too. No doubt I could sort it out, find a flight etcetera – involve a lot more cost than if she’d thought of it in the first place. Reassured her I’d think of something. Will ask my shared PA, Pat, to sort. Remind her not to mention it around the office. Wouldn’t want Dame Fiona to accuse me of misusing staff time. 

Went down to Guildford that weekend for some god-awful session with Clair’s Neighbourhood Watch group hosted by some Eugène Terre’Blanche lookalike and his pantomime dame wife. Unlike dealing with Dame Fiona, I’d learned with Clair never to explain or to reason, just act. So, I teased her a bit about the Greek holiday – made remarks like “Any other chap might think you were trying to put him off”. She looked suitably sheepish. Didn’t object to a spot of the old horizontal jogging later on, though. Happily.   

Maggie

It went down well. I was a wee bit concerned we’d have a tussle about it, knowing how Clair is about accepting gifts. But I have a feeling Jess put her straight on a few points. Anyway, good. They’re going to Symi, a Greek island Clair and Sonya visited on one of their jaunts. I have a feeling that was the year Connie’s mother died. Yes, in fact it was, because I remember them coming back to the flat in Thirleby Road, both filthy dirty and tired out having flogged up from Victoria coach station with half of Greece in their rucksacks. I still have the evil eye Clair brought back hanging in the back porch. Come to think of it, I still have Sonya’s bottle of ouzo at the back of the drinks cabinet. Aways... I remember telling Clair her grandmother had died and that Connie was in Florida attending to matters. Clair never met Emily and wasn’t sure how to feel given the negative press Connie had given the old lady. As it was, she didn’t get the option of flying over for the funeral. Or the wedding. And the next time she saw her mother, Connie was Mrs Dubrowsky. 
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Clair – Nothing too Terrible so far

... wine dark sea and a coastline the colour of myth... That familiar headland rises from fabled depths and down every darkening slope, dwellings of ochre, cream, russet and pink tumble in jubilant – 

‘ Hey – I just got a direct tweet from Raz– ‘ 

... greeting. A last flourish from Helios as he dips below the western hills–

‘He says Cancun is awesome.’

... beckons me across the waters, their Stygian black silvered by sister Selene’s–

‘His brother’s been grounded for barfing in the pool.’

The happy little pastiche of Greek myth racketing round in my head collapsed. So much for fabled depths and tumbling dwellings. Jess, my bid for human perfection, was more interested in a 3 x 2 inch screen than in the blue rapture of the Aegean or the stunning panorama of Symi harbour. 

The bovine surge to collect belongings started well before the ferry nudged the quayside. We joined the herd at the back of the boat, sweat settling in every crease. Our bags, of course, were under a mammoth turd of luggage; our carefully ironed holiday clothes would look like the scrapings of Jess’s bedroom floor. This was not a propitious start. Even so, shuffling to board the gangway, lungs clogged with body odour and ship’s diesel, I still felt the holiday excitement of a child. Of course, I had to think of Jess being parted from her boyfriend and suffering post AS level stress. I wasn’t the only one with something difficult to face. We could help each other through these two weeks. 

As we stepped onto the stone quay, a green sort of fly’s eye on wheels slewed towards us and lurched to a halt, a chunky mermaid and ‘Symi Port Harbour Service’ stencilled on it. An ample Greek, white shirt straining, emerged from the tiny cab and landed solidly on sandalled feet. I nudged Jess matily.

‘Blimey, it’s Captain Pugwash!’ 

She reacted with one of those ‘you really should take your medication’ looks and continued clicking a response to Raz. To be fair, Pugwash was a generation before her time and didn’t wear a baseball cap or a Bugs Bunny tie. But I had tossed the ball lightly – it wouldn’t have hurt her that much to pat it back. 

‘Kalispera Mixailis!’ 

Our travel rep, a sociable Scot, hailed Pugwash then turned to us, curving a corporate grin. 

‘Clair and Jess Harkin? Kálos eeltháte stin Symi. Welcome to Symi.’ 

At the airport, with all the world-weariness of her seventeen years, Jess had assessed and rejected the rep’s romantic potential in a split second. Peeping humbly through my burkha of desiccating hormones I decided there was no hope for me anyway and so no point in passing comment. He continued, jauntily unaware of our contrasting reactions. 

‘Aphrodite Apartments, it’s no distance – if you’d just follow the folks over there, Pickfords have arrived.’ 

He nodded towards a mule being loaded with cases. Jess glanced up and her eyes bulged with indignation. 

‘You mean that donkey’s got to carry all those bags?’ 

‘It’s a mule – it’s used to it. See you on The Giorgios in the morning? ‘

He winked at Jess and nodded at Pugwash. 

‘I’ll give Mixailis your regards, aye? Unless you’d like his mobile number?’

But Jess barely heard, her thumbs skittering across the screen in a blur of interchanging text and icons. So much for animal rights. So much for her loving Greece at first sight. Equine pathos and Hellenic charm were no match for the iPhone and the WIND mobile network.

Metallic geranium and warm sage seduced me with every breath as we journeyed round the harbour. Jess carried on – texting, tweeting or emailing – as our beast of burden clopped up a cobbled slope. 

‘Come on, JJ, take a look around or you won’t know what you’re texting about.’

She remained impervious. When we reached our accommodation, however, she focused a scowl on the mule driver as she snatched her bag. I called out apologetically as man and beast wound on up.

‘Kalinichta – efháristo !’

“Parakaló!” resonated back over the clacking hooves. 

We hauled our grips up several uneven treads to a small terrace shaded by a large mulberry tree. A plaque over the door read ‘Aphrodite One’. The key was in the lock. 

‘Look, JJ, no need for Neighbourhood Watch on Symi!’

‘Mmm. Cool.’ 

Inside, it was – cool – wonderfully cool. I flipped the light switch, illuminating white walls, marble floor, simple furniture. We dropped everything, savouring the chill. Jess, though, was still gripped by iPhone fever. How to buck her out of it? By this time, I was hyper on nicotine withdrawal. The opportunities for a sneaky drag since leaving Guildford had been nil. I didn’t need a scene on the first night. Inspired by desperation, I started a hectic, clumsy strip, heading for the shower. 

‘Beat you to it!’ 

Jess finally dropped her newborn to struggle out of her jeans, shrieking. 

‘Not fair! I need the loo!’

‘Tough!’

‘No-ho-o!’

She laugh-howled, pushing past – and won. Or thought she did.

Half an hour later, dried and well sprayed with insect repellent, we sat on plastic chairs under the mulberry tree sipping overpriced whisky, late of Gatwick. Far opposite, a plantation of sapling white masts rose over rippling black water that flickered firefly reflections of taverna lights. Jess’s face, though, was uplit by her phone. I prodded her.

‘No telling Maggie I’m weaning you on whisky.’ 

As if Maggie would deny her – either of us – anything. Jess “h’mm-ed” and took another sip. Her phone blooped an incoming text. We’d been travelling more than twelve hours so, despite the view and the sensual caress of warm air, bed was irresistible. iPhone at her fingertips, Jess sank swiftly into sleep, limbs spread-eagled carelessly under a single sheet. I lay staring at the vague pattern shed on the wall by the mulberry tree, restless with the heat. Or was it a hot flush? Or night sweats? Wondered if I dare have a sneaky cig outside. Rejected it. I got up at three to check that I’d plugged in the mosquito machine (I had), at three ten, to check that I’d locked the door (I had). Wondered if I dare have a sneaky cig outside. Rejected it. Twenty minutes later I finished my water and crept to the fridge to pour another. I timed the sips, hoping to bore myself to sleep. Rejected sneaky cig before I thought of it. When my tired brain eventually gave way, it toppled into a kaleidoscope of losing Jess, missing planes, failing exams and, as ever, beating my fist on a locked bedroom door, calling for my Daddy. 

Daylight poked me awake. Jess had hardly moved. I watched the incredibly beautiful young problem I’d brought into the world and tried to stave off my habitual wave of guilt. As ever, fear seeped into the vacuum. Jess was growing up too fast. Blossoming too soon. Where was that tiny body with pale blue veins tracing delicate ribs? Abandoned to relentless adolescence, that was where. Heading fast into womanhood. There already, probably. Come on, definitely. For Jess, the transition had been easy. Not for her the revulsion I had felt at first menstruation. She announced it to the world – or so it seemed. Wearing a bra was an achievement for Jess, whereas I had squeezed my mother’s roll-on girdle over my chest to disguise my swelling breasts. And at seventeen, Jess had male friends, good male friends, as well as boyfriend Raz. To me at that age, young males were another species. Now, I felt protective anger as men turned their heads to watch my daughter. And maybe a touch of envy? ‘Indeed, you have the best in Jess...’ Maggie had written me. I welled up. Bloody menopause. 

Maybe it wasn’t working yet. The Greek magic. But then I’d hardly given it a chance. Impatient with myself, I flung off the sheet, slapped barefoot across the marble floor and threw open the door – to a sudden punch of heat and a stunning transformation. The hill opposite glowed, the painted houses shone in bright relief. Far below it, people worked on boats, served customers, strolled along the quayside. And I glimpsed the little Pugwash car wheeling into a narrow street. Symi was awake. I squinted beyond the harbour to where parched rock plunged into cobalt water. Little by little, the blue fused with soft silver that dissolved distantly into the smoky lavender hills of Turkey. And it happened, I found myself fending off the dread of going home. Oh – the relief. It was working. Greece. Symi.  

Fraser

To: Annie 

From: Fraser

Subject: All right all right all right 

Sister of mine, anyone who can make me feel a shit from 2,000 miles away doesn’t need to go to university because they have a PhD in emotional blackmail already. OK, THIS is how things are on Symi: 

Bill Paterson voice over: Symi – the island that ALTERS LIVES. Then I take over – (Bill’s fees make my buttocks clench in terror). 

1/ The ships that brought big trouble to the Trojans were built with pine from Symi. 

2/ The Greek Gods got stocious on white wine made from Symi grapes and behaved badly ever after. 

3/ Same Gods made Prometheus feed his liver to the vultures for fencing the secret of fire, then commuted it to community service on Symi where he either turned into a monkey OR spawned a race of monkeys OR, arguably, both. Understandably, monkeys are a touchy subject on Symi. 

4/ Symi’s been invaded a few times but the locals always make the best of it. They conned the Turks into funding the sea sponge business and the Italians into building real estate to-die-for. The Germans were a bit trickier – but with a little help from the Allies, the islanders kicked them out. War in the Dodecanese ended at a taverna on the harbour in... SYMI! 

Back to Bill: ALTERING LIVES. 

Me again: All these interesting facts make Symi A GOOD THING. People come here and find...

Big finish from Bill (blowing my budget entirely): THEIR LIVES ARE TRANSFORMED.

Then there’s me in person. Still here. On Symi. Trapped in the grasp of Anatolia. Don’t get excited – Anatolia’s not a love interest, it’s a chunk of Turkey. 

How are you, anyway? How’s the we’an? F xx

I sort of had this vague feeling it was time to grow up. My wee sister Annie seemed to be on the right road and kept offering me directions. Helpfully. Unasked. Easy for her, being both twenty-three years old and a thousand years clever. Certainly more than her parents – our parents. Definitely more than me, despite eleven years’ difference. And a super hero. I would say heroine, but no one could accuse Annie of being that girly. Kick starting her life again the way she did. She’s also got a thing for Bill Paterson. The actor. Well, for his voice. Well, his politics. Old enough to be her granddad. Any normal bird her age would have the hots for – I dunno – Ewan McGregor? Maybe even he’s too old. Anyhow, me ask Annie about ego mechanics? Stand the indignity of conceding she knows better? I’d rather walk down Argyle Street wi’ a feather up ma airse. I love her to wee mint drops though. And Jude. Did I not mention Jude? Annie’s we’an. He’s just the DB. 

It was my third season with Aegis. Tooling along. Mel – my – this bird in Lindos – was near enough, far enough. Sun. Sea. Beer. And the music. Work – just enough to keep me going. The Harkins: Didn’t really notice them in that week’s intake. Not until we got back to Symi and the bimbette had a strop over the mules carrying cases. All I needed on a transfer day. The mother looked resigned, like she’d been there a million times. Kind of tall, she was. Bizarre hair. Nice eyes. Not unfriendly, but more like she was a spectator than a player. Social work is not in my job description, though. And she was way too old. The Annie-in-my-head said: “Too old for what, knobhead? For being a human being?”  

Clair – Not Terrible at all – in fact, quite nice, really

On our first morning in Aphrodite One I made tea and drifted happily into the day. Around nine thirty Jess shambled onto the terrace, frowning at her phone. Whined.

‘Why didn’t you wake me up? You’ve had breakfast and – everything.’

Just then, a tiny brown lizard with a bright blue tail and immaculate timing scuttled across the dry earth and stopped on a rock, apparently sizing up this fortnight’s tenants. Awed, Jess crouched down to photograph it on her iPhone but it made a swift dash for the tree, skirting the trunk and disappearing through a hole in the wall. 

‘Shit. Would’ve been so cool to tweet that to everyone.’

Despite her missing the shot, the unexpected bonus of a resident reptile eclipsed her tetchy mood. She swung back indoors, ignoring the glorious vista, to start her morning ritual.

The gathering onboard the boat Giorgios was a complimentary introduction to the island. I had promised Jess that if it was tiresome we could leave but suspected she’d take so long getting ready we’d miss it, anyway. To my surprise, she reappeared by five past ten already dressed – in cut offs and a skimpy top. Her long black hair was still wet and slicked back, her white skin a defiant challenge to the Greek sun, eyes a near reflection of the Aegean. All my own work. Well... 

‘Have you taken your pills, Mum?’ 

My daughter the quack. 

‘Wild yam root, dong quai, black cohosh, B12, B6, lecithin, calcium with vitamin D – um – ginkco biloba. My short-term memory’s improved already.’ 

‘Ready then?’

We negotiated the treachery of Symi’s alleys and stairways, their design – or lack of it – hazardous enough to make Jess put her phone away and concentrate on avoiding broken ankles. Relieved to reach the harbour unscathed, we strolled along making mental notes of bars, a pharmacy, tavernas – and lingered far too long looking at clothes. 

An old chap, grinning around four or five teeth, helped us aboard the – blue and white, naturally – Giorgios. Jess hissed at me.

‘If this is Symi, are the people here called Symians?’ 

‘No.’

Twenty or so holidaymakers sat along the cushioned side seats or lounged on the low cabin roof of the wooden vessel. The rep was recapping toilet etiquette to a scattering of self-conscious laughter.

‘Greek plumbing isn’t quite so robust as you’re used to – so don’t flush anything you haven’t swallowed first– ‘

Jess did a gagging mime.

‘Like – gross!’ 

‘Ssshh!’

He spotted us. 

‘Hello you two, out clubbing last night were we?’

Everyone turned to look. I elbowed Jess before she could make another caustic remark.

‘Help yourself to a drink, ladies. There’s coffee, fruit juice, wine, ouzo – but take it easy, our captain, Panos, doesn’t allow dancing – unless it’s with him.’

The little audience gurgled with mirth. Panos leered at us from under a black monobrow, sounding like a sixty-a-day man.

‘Kalimera. Have anything you want.’

‘Including me’ was the unsubtle implication – aimed at Jess, of course. I wondered if he genuinely believed stale tobacco breath filtered through a clumpy moustache could be seductive to a seventeen-year-old girl. But, true to conditioning, I simpered girly thanks while Jess gave him a toxic glare before sidling along to a space under the central canopy. Following, I spotted that she carried an ouzo and a retsina. 

‘If you’re sick, I’m not holding your head!’ 

‘Sshh! Mum, everyone’s looking.’

Which, of course, they weren’t. The rep’s talk continued.

‘You’ll have noticed the Kali Strata stairway by now – I see one or two of you still on oxygen.’

Pause for polite titter. 

‘Kali Strata means ‘good steps’ and there are three hundred and odd of them leading from Yialos, down here, to Chorio, the old town at the top. What’s good about that, I hear you ask? They’re the reason the inhabitants of Symi have such shapely calf muscles! There used to be an old yia yia mou – a grandma – waiting halfway up with a cup of water for you. No charge, it was sheer altruism on her part. But if you didn’t buy a bundle of her dried herbs you’d be wise to watch your footing on the way down.’

Cue laughter. Jess took a few snaps to tweet back to friends as The Giorgios nosed toward the harbour mouth. The rep – whose name was Fraser Buchanan – pointed out a few shops along the way, advising on souvenirs. Although sponge diving was no longer a regular industry, sea sponges were still a popular souvenir of Symi. Jess was glad to learn they were protected from over-harvesting; it meant she could buy one and keep her eco-conscience clear. I decided not to let on that they were animal, not vegetable. We passed Harani boatyard and Nos beach heading for Nimborio. ‘Emborio’, from which Nimborio derived, Fraser said, meant commerce, and the commerce on which Emborio thrived in earlier days was piracy. These days, though, on the far side of the bay were the floats and antibiotic tanks of a fish farm. 

‘Not so much swashbuckling as fish suckling!’

I thought he was quite amusing. Jess was busy reapplying factor 30 having either not heard or not understood. 

By the time the boat anchored in the middle of Nimborio Bay, a good third of its human cargo were clearly itching for their first plunge. Jess, stripping top and shorts to reveal her new nano bikini, cautioned me to watch her iPhone then was off over the side in a diamond spray. Several others followed her, greeting the water with theatrical yelps. The Aegean in August is not cold. Fraser joined them, diving perfectly from the rail. He had a lean, lightly tanned body. Just on the modest side of handsome, I decided. Preferring a slightly more sedate, less public introduction to the aquatic element of my holiday, I lifted a plastic cup as I watched, realising too late it was Jess’s ouzo. Captain Panos was heartily amused by my choking and lifted a coffee cup in toast. 

‘Yamáss!’

He tilted his head to pout from beneath his abundant eyebrow in a way he obviously thought sexy.

Like most travel companies, Aegis ran local tours. Amazingly, Jess agreed to a picnic on Sesklia Island.

‘Why not? After all, thanks to Maggie we can manage two weeks here, so we need a bit of structure.’ 

I resisted any allusion to her normally anarchic lifestyle and handed over the euros. 

‘Afraid we can’t manage the trip to Turkey, it’s a bit too much.’ 

I watched her in the booking queue, pausing from her phone to chat with a youngish blonde woman. The age range of our fellow travellers looked to be late thirties to mid-sixties. Jess must have noticed there was no one near her age but she hadn’t complained. More tolerance and sophistication than I gave her credit for.

Back in Yialos, she was desperate to swim again. I hadn’t brought my costume. She waved to the far side of the harbour.

‘Fraser said to use the hotel. Why don’t you get your stuff and meet me there? We can use their umbrellas.’

It offered the opportunity for a sly nicotine fix, so I agreed and made my way up a random series of paths and stairways alone, catching Aphrodite One unawares. As I put the key in the door, I saw a flurry of movement and a wisp of blue tail along the wall, but even though I froze, the little git wouldn’t show itself again. Just like my bloody memory these days. I lit a cigarette and, six minutes’ guilty bliss later, stubbed the butt at the base of the mulberry tree and threw it over the side wall. Brush, gargle, mint. Just who’s the teenage daughter here? Riffling through hastily offloaded clothing for my swimsuit, a glimpse in the dressing table mirror revealed that I was a woman-soon-to-be... that age – but still fighting the same battles of youth, feeling too deeply, speaking unwisely, giving too recklessly. Or perhaps I’ve played a trick on time, gone straight from puberty to senility. If only. At least that way I’d escape the bloody, bloody ‘m’ word. Suddenly reality shifted a gear. I could see Maggie there, Connie, too – and no doubt my father, all in one face. A ‘specular’ moment! I remembered it from English Lit. The Brontë girls and Virginia Woolf had them a lot. So did Harry Potter, come to think of it. I concentrated on what there was of Maggie in me. My instant cure for negativity. And I left the wrinkles in the mirror. 

I tried another random, bone shattering route back to the harbour, some steps were glassy smooth stone, others rough concrete and all were splattered with ripe figs. Eventually, clinging to walls and sweating more with fright than exertion, I arrived at the back of a refreshment kiosk. The few teenagers lounging under its canopy ignored me as I passed through its shade into the vivid heat of the quayside. ‘The Way of Overripe Figs leads to The Shop of Sullen Adolescents.’ There has to be a profundity in there somewhere. Halfway around the harbour, buying a telephone card, I was waylaid by the shop’s cigarette counter. They had Silk Cut, but only in boxes of two hundred – I still had three single ones left. I will have given up before two hundred. The alternatives were the amusingly named Assos and the more sophisticated sounding Karelias, both in packets of twenty-five and both of unknown quality. Risk Analysis: High – Jess discovering them outweighs the questionable benefit of Greek brands. I remembered Greek cigarettes as comparatively rough and decided to take the middle ground. Twenty Marlboro Lite invaded my shoulder bag flanked by a support squadron of mints. 

The answer machine was on in Kilachlan. I left Maggie a message of love, thanks and exhortation to join us. Sonya’s Los Angeles flight was today so she’d hardly be up for a chat. I loitered by the bridge, puffing a consolatory Marlboro Lite, alert for any sign of my living conscience. Even though she was easily quarter of a mile away and probably underwater. 

‘Gliurrrgghh!’

I remembered why I didn’t like Marlboro, either. The remaining Silk Cut must be saved for times of crisis. And I will give up before my birthday. I popped a mint and chased it round my mouth, tooth decay being preferable to the ire of Jess. 

There were no free tables outside the Hotel Nireus. I sat on the edge of the quay, dangling my feet in the water, book open, attention elsewhere. Having missed the film of the first book I was, on Jess’s insistence, reading Phillip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy and was a chapter into The Subtle Knife, already loathe to turn the final page. A few yards out, Jess waved and dived under like a baby seal, popping up inches away, glistening and pulling her nose.

‘It’s super-salty! You must come in, it’s wonderful!’

‘Where did you leave your things?’

‘With Mandy and Richard over there!’

The blonde woman she’d been chatting to at the meeting waved across. 

‘Go on, Mum, Mandy’s great, she won’t mind keeping an eye on yours as well.’

‘This is based on the many years you’ve known her?’ 

Jess responded by kicking off backwards, drenching me. I pulled myself up and crossed to Mandy and Richard’s table. ‘I have the best in Jess?’ Best example of a pain in the arse. Sometimes.

‘You must be Clair! Saw you at the meeting.’ 

Vowels well north of Watford and her hard ‘g’ a Manchester giveaway. 

‘I’m Mandy – and Rip van Winkle there’s Richard.’

Mandy indicated the white-haired man at the table, snoozing over his paper.

‘Jess says it’s a special holiday for you – ’

I tensed. Jess promised not to – 

‘– ’cos you were here before, a long time ago. Gorgeous, isn’t it? Sit you down. ‘

Sorry, Jess. Mandy pulled a chair across, causing Richard to stir slightly.

‘Don’t worry – he sleeps for Britain! Would you like a drink? We’re on Mythos beer – Greek – but it’s not bad. Or d’you want a swim first?’

Mandy was built to demoralise the peri-menopausal woman. Petite, with chin-length natural (I assumed) blonde hair, huge dark brown eyes, cheekbones to die for and a personality the size of the Trafford Centre. Her conversation was funny, self-deprecating. Halfway down my beer I knew that she came from Bolton (so nearly right), lived with husband Richard in Leeds, was a PA for an IT software company on Whitehall Riverside business park – and that Richard was a consultant in electronic engineering, working from home...

‘My Mum wasn’t keen on me marrying an old man – or crossing the Pennines – but she just loves Richard. They get on like toast and dripping. None of this ‘mother-in-law’ stuff!’ 

Jess arrived, panting, glittering with droplets. Mandy passed her towel.

‘Thanks, Mandy. That was brilliant! Aren’t you going in, Mum?’ 

‘Maybe after lunch.’ 

‘I knew we’d forgotten something! Richard! Come on, lover, time for lunch!’

Richard jolted reluctantly from some reverie. 

‘Hmm? Oh – hello, you’ll be Clair. I’m Richard.’

‘Uh – huh – hello...’

I was besotted. Instantly, painfully. Simultaneously, I was aware that this was not a problem. He was safe as – as a married man with a sexy little blonde wife half his age. And about three fifths of mine. Now, Clair, don’t get bitter... 

Mandy and Jess led the way while Richard and I sauntered behind. His voice was soft and measured, his eyes kind behind gold-rimmed frames. He was as restrained as his very young wife was outgoing, extracting information as easily as she dispensed it. I heard myself tell him about Guildford, about work, about the house... He ribbed me for living in the affluent South East. 

‘How can you sleep knowing that you’re personally responsible for the unfair distribution of wealth?’

I was joyously on form.

‘Sleep? I buy it from poor people.’

His laughter was intensely gratifying – until he noticed that Mandy and Jess were out of sight. There was a moment of real concern that ended abruptly when we spotted them poring over a menu outside a taverna called, oddly, Catherinettes. Richard noticed a plaque on the wall behind them. It read:

THE SURRENDER

OF THE

DODECANESE TO THE ALLIES

WAS SIGNED

IN THIS HOUSE

ON THE 8TH OF MAY 1945

Jess took several photos on her iPhone. On the strength of its historic importance we decided to eat there. Richard was fascinated by the place and talked about the Greek experience in World War II. It tied in with my sketchy knowledge, based mainly on what I’d read in Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. Jess had just started reading it and was agog. 

‘So, all that’s really true?’ 

‘Sadly, yes, and a lot more.’

He was so sensitive to her naïveté that I fell for him another fathom or two. Mandy was in relentless comic mode.

‘So long as the food hasn’t got a World War Two use-by date.’

Lunch was, though, delightful in venue, menu and company. Jess charmed and was charmed by our new friends, sharing girly chat with Mandy and relating to Richard almost as to – a father figure? It was near four when we left. I’d relaxed into Greece as easily as pulling on a favourite old cardigan. Even if there isn’t the chance of a sly smoke.

Whether through too much booze, not enough nicotine or the sheer perversity of the Richard/Mandy thing, I slithered into melancholia on the way back up to the apartment. Poor Jess, she’s never had a significant male influence in her life. History repeating itself. Jess, however, twittered and prattled alternately about Richard and Mandy and predicted an outstanding holiday. Back at Aphrodite One we showered and dressed then sauntered back down to Yialos to check out the shops, bars and a cyber café Jess had researched on the internet. We sipped cold beers, condensation puddling on the computer desk in the humid evening air. Jess called up her morning email to Maggie, sent from the quayside, so I wouldn’t repeat anything.

‘Kalimera (Good morning) Maggie!

Symi so FAB!!!! Best place ever - Island bUtiful – Mum rocking! Lovely utha people – RU sure U cant cum?– stil time be4 mums bday – flite 2 Rhodes then hydrofoil / fery 2 Symi. PLEASE? (You cdnt bring Jack & Taty or Esmeralda. EU regs or smthg. But Mr Scrmgr cd lk after them.) Just had realy cool boat trip & swim in harbr. Lunch @ WW 2 caf w Mandy & Richard. Tell U more 2moro 

Megaluv&hugs Jess’

Knowing Maggie would struggle to decipher it I elaborated on the ‘join us?’ theme in my message.  

Maggie – Wednesday

Half past eight this morning and letting the dogs in from the lower field, I thought, ‘They’ll be on their way – I hope’. They’d be on the plane, I reckoned, waiting to take off. If they weren’t delayed. Jess had more or less begged me to go with them. I don’t think Clair was party to the invitation. Not that I wasn’t welcome, I knew that. Apparently, they’re two hours ahead of us in Greece.

Still Maggie – Thursday

Today, I walked down to the shop for a few bits and pieces and missed Clair. She was on the answer phone when I returned. They’d arrived on the little island and it was clear she was happy to be there. I know you shouldn’t say it these days – but she did sound as though she was in the next room. And there she was on a baking hot harbourside in the Aegean. Marvellous! Not so marvellous to miss her, though. Received an email later, written by Jess but from the both of them. Full of excitement and holiday happiness, beaches and boats – and more pressure to join them. As if I could. Maybe if I felt 100%. 

And you can stop that, Julia. I am quite well. I’ll see a doctor if need be. 

Clair – Turned out nice again

Mandy and Richard were there the next morning, Friday, at the mooring for the Aghia Marina taxi boat. With the queue it was uncertain whether we’d catch the first shuttle. Mandy’s blonde hair and size ten – or even more demoralising, eight – figure crossed the linguistic barrier. She nodded to Richard who was the last person to hop aboard. 

‘Thought I’d break him in gently. The book says it’s the second beach along and they’ve got toilets. But they’re in the taverna, so we might have to buy a few beers.’ 

Delighted chorus of ‘Shame’!

Aghia Marina was the name of the tiny chapel on the island at the centre of a little bay. The taverna, facing it, was more an elegant alfresco trattoria than simple beachside café, with terraces for sun loungers. Jess found four loungers together and was in the water straight away, rejoining us tingling with happiness and insisting on everyone taking a dip. Which we did, one by one, throughout the day. During her brief moments betwixt phone and sea, she became irritated with the course of Captain Corelli. 

‘She’s getting old! It’s nothing like the film!’

Richard sympathised – 

‘Hollywood never felt constrained by authenticity.’

Then he translated it into simpler English for Jess. Immediately she wanted us all to cast Hollywood versions of our own lives. She picked Keira Knightley as herself and Dev Patel as boyfriend Raz. Mandy had no problem in casting Richard. 

‘He’s a dead ringer for George Clooney.’

Yes, I can see where she’s coming from. Richard peered over his spectacles, brushing back a lock of white hair. 

‘Eye test for you when we get back, Toots. By the way, Sophia Loren’s playing you.’

‘But she’s at least seventy – nearly eighty! And she’s got black hair!’

‘’Allure of the mature woman. Pop on a wig, my love – and I’ll finally get to be a toy boy. Please?’

I’m fif – forty nine, my libido volunteered, does that make me too young for you? Nobody, including myself, could identify my movie doppelganger. Jess shattered the impasse by casting Homer Simpson as Howard and Marge as me. The cruelty of her accuracy was shocking. 

‘Don’t worry, Mum, he’d only have a small part – if the rumours are true.’

‘Jess, that’s enough!’  

Where did she get that sharp tongue? And that information? Mandy broke the heartbeat of silence. 

‘You lot carry on – my bladder needs comic relief!’ 

Jess escaped with her to the bar. Richard winked at me and re-immersed himself in le Carré. 

I couldn’t believe I’d waited until the second day to get into the water. I used to be off the ferry and straight in. Even so, that first moment underwater was still as thrilling, still as familiar. I’m back. The sea floor was sandy and bare and there were few fish. It didn’t matter. I snorkelled timelessly in my silent, blue world. When I sloshed back, Richard and Mandy had gone to find a table for lunch. As I towelled off, Jess said – 

‘I looked at the menu, Mum, it’s not too expensive – if we just have Greek salad.’

That shame again. For all her short life, Jess had had to consider prices. Yes – millions of kids in this world have it a lot worse. But I should have made it better for mine. 

’Let’s spend today in style, JJ. Plenty of time for packed lunches after this.’

A party of Italians lounged one terrace up. As we headed for the tables, the men’s eyes flickered towards Jess. An older man made a comment to a younger one and they laughed. Bastard! I want to smack his old, bald head! But as I passed him, he smiled and raised a hand in greeting.

‘Ciao.’

He had the sexiest eyes... Perhaps I’ll let him off. I half-raised a hand in response, flushing magenta from head to foot, no doubt. So much for Black Cohosh, then.

Over lunch we all bantered as though we’d known each other for years. Later, Mandy and Jess swam along the rocky wall of the bay while Richard read and I wrestled with a dilemma: Do I enjoy this moment with Richard or sneak round the back of the taverna for a Marlboro? Eventually, I compromised and disappeared up to the loo for half a cigarette. I passed the sexy Italian baldy who, this time, didn’t notice me. No sexy young daughter in tow? I returned sucking a mint and tried to concentrate on The Subtle Knife. At one point, Richard and I reached, simultaneously, between the loungers for a drink and the hair on his arm brushed mine. Fffff! If he noticed, he ignored it. Minutes later, Mandy and Jess returned with tales of rainbow fish and abandoned anchors. I smiled, envying the firmness and the lack of cellulite on their two bikini-clad bodies. 

Around five, we made our sun-weary journey back to the port. Mandy dragged Richard off into the back streets to scour a few shops before scaling the Kali Strata to their Chorio villa. They planned to visit St Michael’s monastery at Panormitis on the following day. Mandy rolled her eyes, as they waved goodbye. 

‘Just a loada monks wi’ mucky habits.’
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Fraser

Panos had a virtual orgasm when the Harkin two got on The Giorgios. Imagined himself as the meat in a mother/daughter sandwich no doubt. Some chance. The one too serious, the other too young. It didn’t take long for Nikos to stake his interest, though. Nikos is rep for another company but we share an office – and an apartment. Always up for it, Nikos. Why would this week be any different? Not to say he wasn’t discerning. Nikos has standards – when there’s a choice. And bimbette Jess was a wee stunner... He hit on her on the Saturday morning at his Uncle Nektarios’s supermarket unleashing his animal magnetism like a chav unchains a Pitbull. Invited her up to the Saturday night gig at Angelina’s Bar in Chorio where I am a musician of sorts and he – isn’t. Bimbette says it might not be right for her mother who’s older than she looks. And I’m thinking ‘If your aged mother heard you say that you’d get your arse kicked from here back to Rhodes airport’– because in truth, her mother was fairly fit for an older woman. So, I made some cheesy remark about bringing her along. Then booted Nikos and his testosterone back to the office and Paid Work. There was an email waiting for me.

‘To: Fraser

From: Annie

Subject: Re: All right all right all right don’t go on.

1/ Does Bill take his holidays there?

2/ Don’t believe the bit about Anatolia.

3/ We’re fine, Jude, me and R D Laing. 

4/ What you doing tonight? (Me – essay & Pinot Grigio) A & J xx

I replied– ‘

‘Subject: Bill???– not saying

Anatolia really is not my dusky, full-breasted, clandestine love slave. Look at a map. Glad you, Jude & the Mind-y man are good. Tonight, I’m going to give my golden oldies selection at Angelina’s Bar. 

Have a glass on me. F xx’ 

Clair – Kalimera – Jess?

Saturday was the third full day on the island. I emerged from kinder dreams to see an empty bed. Outside, I found the terrace table laid with a basket of rolls and a cafetière of coffee. But no Jess, just a note saying ‘Rest in fridge – JJ x’. The cafetière was lukewarm, so had been made a while ago. I toyed with the thought of a sneaky Marlboro, even got as far as delving through the tear in the lining before chickening out. Consequently, I was fairly annoyed when it was another hour before Jess arrived back with a carrier. 

‘Yoghourt, feta, tomatoes, peppers, honey and a bottle of red wine.’

‘But you’re not eighteen yet, they shouldn’t– ‘ 

‘Oh, Mum – we’re in Greece – and I look forty five!’

‘No. I look forty five – nine.’

‘Fraser said you don’t look old enough to – erm – so, er, how was breakfast?’

She was usually better at hiding gaffes. 

‘Lovely, thanks.’ 

There was definitely a whiff of rat. I let it go while we prepared a packed lunch and then headed for the bus to Pedi. Fraser had mentioned a beach a short walk from there. I showed Jess The Way of the Overripe Figs and Shop of the Sullen Adolescents where, today, only one of them manned the kiosk – and she smiled a ‘Kalimera’. Another preconception shattered. We smiled and said ‘Kalimera’ back. 

Jess sat in the bus shelter, reading. Cheated of nicotine, I paced slowly up and down, checking the harbour for Richard and Mandy. Couldn’t see them. Ten minutes later we pitched about as the driver countered precipitous inclines and hairpin bends, mobile phone in one hand, cigarette – lucky bastard – in the other. Jess, still frowning over Captain Corelli, snapped–

‘Chill out, Mum, he’s done this thousands of times.’

We got off at a dead end – presumably Pedi terminus – and looked around for signs to Aghia Nikolaos beach. There were a couple of small beachside kafeneions, two tavernas and a small strip of beach with elderly straw-thatched umbrellas held together with wire. 

‘Nikos said it’s about twenty minutes from – here... down to the right.’

Jess trailed off realising her blunder. Nikos? Rat aroma intensified. I said nothing. We set off down the side of the long bay, passing between the houses and tamarisk trees at the waterside. Festoons of washing and fishing nets made the place look homely until the path met the rocky shore and dwindled to a precarious-looking track. Twenty treacherous minutes later we reached the little beach. 

It was a lazy day of sunbathing, snorkelling, eating and drinking. Loos and cold beer at the small taverna plus our packed lunch were enough to keep us in comfort. Jess finished Captain Corelli, annoyed with Louis de Bernières for lousing up the love story and sent copious messages to say so. I started the third of the Pullman trilogy. As we waited for the return taxi boat Jess remarked for the third or fourth time–

‘Good day, yesterday, I really like Richard and Mandy.’

‘Mmm.’

‘I don’t think Mandy wanted to do that monastery. I said she could come with us today, but she wouldn’t. Don’t know why. They are married after all, they must see enough of each other at home.’

Such innocent reasoning.

It being Saturday night we dressed up with no particular place to go. Or so I thought. Jess approved of my recently acquired pink linen extravagance.

‘Wow, Mum – you look so cool. Sonya’s a good influence on you.’

‘That’s not what your Gran used to say.’

From alongside our apartment some wide steps led up to the Kali Strata and Chorio. The small bar we entered there at Jess’s casual suggestion was dark and reeked of stale smoke. No EU bullying directives for Symi. Dreading temptation or withdrawal symptoms, I turned to go and walked into the lean, lightly tanned, too-young-for-me, travel rep., Fraser.

‘Off so soon? Anything I said? Kalispera, Jess.’

‘Fraser!’

Exhibiting a social ease that I didn’t even aspire to, Jess kissed him on both cheeks. A tad familiarly for three days and for her initial value judgement on him, I thought. Was this the rat I’d smelt earlier? And then she’d said, oh so casually: “That bar looks OK – why don’t we try it?” Exactly how random was this choice? 

Perched on a bar stool in her cheap, high street dress, hair tamed to silky curtains, Jess attracted both open and covert admiration, stirring my usual anxiety. The bar was run by Angelina and patronised tonight by her competitor, a dour Brummie called Nobby who eyed Jess beadily.

‘Now young lady, Angelina’s got a reputation to maintain here, so don’t you go raising the tone.’

A shortish Greek woman slapped him playfully round the head – 

‘Eh! Leave the customers alone, Nobby – lucky I got any ’cos of you!’

I offered Fraser a drink, certain that travel reps weren’t paid much. Jess wanted white wine. Mental note: keep count. For all her seeming sophistication, she hadn’t developed much sense about booze. Fraser accepted a mineral water.

‘Got to keep my head clear for later.’

Jess had almost given up any pretence of coincidence.

‘He’s playing a set! Nikos said he’s really good.’

Angelina agreed with her, passing my change.

‘Is true, Fraser got better taste in music than friends!’

I squeezed Jess’s arm. 

‘You are a mine of information about our travel rep., darling. Thanks to – who did you say? Nikos?’

‘Mum! I told you, he shares the tour office with Fraser.’ 

I’d been had. Why do I never see through her? She prattled on until Nikos joined us – medium height, closely cropped black hair, devastating smile – and Jess went gooey. OK, Jess, I can relate. I am now a giant, nearly-fifty-year-old gooseberry. Nikos took my hand.

‘You are Jess’s mother? You’re joking me!’

The fusion of colloquial English with his Greek accent gave the platitude charm and originality, I decided. Plus, I have a profound capacity for flattery. He insisted on buying the next round on the grounds that he was related to Angelina and got staff prices. Jess sank her second white wine in half an hour. 

‘Cheers, Clair!’

She beamed at me as she raised her glass, her subtext being: ‘You get heavy with me and I’ll outdo you’. 

Bloody hell, let it go. Just... dimitte diem. That said, I kicked maternal care under the table and joined in the spirit of the evening. Fraser and Nikos topped each other with tourist tales and eccentricities of the locals, most of whom Nikos was related to by blood or marriage. 

‘It’s not strange I’m so handsome, all Symiots are beautiful until they are thirty – then poof! They lose the teeth and hair, the nose comes to the chin and they er – dry up – like an empty pig bladder. And that’s the women!’ 

Much laughter.

‘It’s lucky I have nine years to go!’

Groans all round and a hollow fisted gesture from Nobby. I wondered just how inaccurate the claim was. His laughter lines seemed deeper than I’d first noticed and there were one or two white hairs in his chin stubble. Could I persuade Angelina to grass on him? Around ten thirty, Fraser disappeared behind the bar. Nikos whispered.

‘He is putting on his Elvis Presley suit.’ 

‘He so isn’t!’

Jess enjoyed the tease like a small girl. Or is it the wine? But Fraser reappeared unchanged, carrying a Fender 12-string acoustic. I suddenly felt very edgy without any justifiable cause. What if he’s dire? 

‘Good evening. I’m Fraser, you’re on holiday – and this is for all the poor buggers who aren’t.’ 

Coasting the laughter, he went into a strong version of John Sebastian’s ‘Summer in the City’. OK, he was quite good. In fact, he was – good. He followed with ‘Love of the Common People’, Robbie Williams’ ‘Angels’ then REM’s ‘Man on the Moon’. After which, by way of comic reduction, he played ‘Obladi Oblada’. With audience participation. He’d gauged the average age and taste of the clientèle about right. Catching my eye, he shrugged – presumably in apology. Suddenly, Nikos grabbed hold and pulled me across to the small platform. And Fraser introduced ‘a song from the shows’. I won’t, won’t, won’t do it! Whatever it is – 

‘I can’t do this.’

‘Yes, you can. Here!’

Oh brilliant. He knotted a black headscarf under my chin and another on himself in a parody of – whatever it was they called Greek grannies. I’m playing a pig’s bladder. Thanks, Niko. Jess was gleeful, banging the table and whistling through her fingers. Fraser struck a chord and trilled.

‘Biddly diddly diddly diddly deeeee!’

Oh no – ‘Cabaret’– ‘Two Ladies’. 

‘Und I’m ze only man, jah!’

Fraser lisped, camp as Christmas. It was a well-rehearsed interlude designed to feature a hapless member of the audience. Nikos was no slouch in the comic arena, singing both female parts, bumping hips and comparing his false boobs with my genuine if inferior-sized ones. Did I think you were attractive earlier? You smarmy – 

‘Biddly di di dee, we like it – ’

Nikos trilled, rolled his eyes and towed me round the tables, flirting with the men and remarking on the women’s fashion sense. I stumbled stupidly behind as the double entendres bounced off me. 

‘Oh, for god’s sake, Clair – you can do this!’ 

It was Sonya speaking.

‘Go on – crack your face – do a shimmy at that old bloke.’

Oh, what the hell... 

Jess clapped and hollered as I broke away from Nikos and shook my 34A’s at an astonished elderly man. Laughter welled through the audience. Encouraged by success, I risked my pink linen trousers, swinging my foot onto a table and lunging, causing the occupants to whisk their drinks away. And when a German’s wife pushed me from his lap, I shrugged and waggled my little finger, raising yelps of delight. Even Fraser succumbed, dropping a chord and half a refrain. The bar was on its feet, cheering as I blundered back to the arms of a very tipsy Jess.

‘Mum – you’re assolutely – really really – ’mazin’!’

I shook my hair free of the black headscarf as Nikos flopped next to us fanning himself with his. A beaming Angelina delivered another round of drinks. 

‘These are – um – ‘on the house’– for being such good entertainers.’ 

Fraser had a job to calm the audience and the ‘ladies’ had to take another bow before he was allowed to introduce the last song of the set. It was ‘The White Rose of Athens’. Despite my recent high, I felt my eyes pricking. When will all this emotional crap leave off? Nikos put an arm round me and traced a tear, which only made matters worse. 

‘You are very sad? Why is that, beautiful lady?’

I snapped at him, honking into a tissue.

‘I’m not beautiful, Jess is beautiful and I’m – just her mother.’ 

‘Jings to mickty! I should have such a mother!’

The Scots catchphrase turned my tears to laughter just as Fraser returned. 

‘Hands off, pal, I saw her first. Angelina needs your help at the bar and I need a beer.’

I saw her first? Nikos vacated the seat and Fraser sat next to me. 

‘You have to be the secret love child of Liza Minnelli and Bob Fosse.’

A chronological impossibility – but I was suddenly self-conscious. And flushing. 

‘Ach away! On your bike, pal! Anyway, how about you? Talk about lights and bushels...’

I’m talking too fast and too loud. At which point, arch-conspirator Jess slid off her seat, soused. She had her uses. 

Only after I insisted that we knew our way home did Fraser reluctantly wave us off. Once alone, though, I couldn’t find our short cut back and had to follow the steps down into the middle of Yialos. Jess was spectacularly sick on the Kali Strata, projected a midnight snack to the fish in Yialos harbour and threw up again on the climb to the apartment. 

At four that morning the insomnia was less ghoulish than usual as I re-ran the evening like a film, picking up at different points... the secret love child of Liza Minnelli and Bob Fosse... You are Jess’s mother? You’re kidding me! Hands off, pal, I saw her first... Applause. Biddly diddly diddly diddly dee!   

Fraser

That night, Bimbette turns up at Angelina’s bar with mother in tow. And she’s looking, like – amazing. Her Mum – Clair – I mean. They don’t look much alike – well, maybe the shape of face. Clair has really curly brownish hair, long, and Jess has straight black hair. We all shared a table until it was time for the set. While I was singing, even though it was dark, I sort of kept catching sight of her. She looked as though she liked what she was hearing. Come the set piece, ‘Two Ladies’, instead of going for a bloke, Nikos goes for Clair and I thought ‘Oh no, this is really going to fall flat on its arse’. But it didn’t. I mean, she was a bit surprised at first but she certainly called his bluff. Shimmed up to guys, sat on their laps and shook her boobs. Very nice boobs. Cute bum, too. Everyone loved it. I mean, loved what she did. Very funny. Even Nobby, our po-faced refugee from Cannock Chase, cracked his face. She got to me – I totally lost it. End of the set, I went back and sat with them. Just for a moment, I thought Nikos had decided to take a crack at Clair instead of the bimbette. Which would have been inconvenient because whenever the two of us have hit on the same bird, he’s won. Turns out not, though. Bimbette was off her head – Clair and I just caught her before she hit the floor. I offered to walk them home but Clair said no. Probably wanted to give the we’an a roasting. Not without cause. Myself, I was peed off they had to go home so soon.  

Maggie – Saturday

Around six that evening in Kilachlan, sunny, humming with insects, I was at the top end of the garden milking Esmeralda. Leaves danced transparent in the light and long fluorescent strands of grass fringed the back lawn behind the wire fence where it was safe from Esmeralda’s molars. Jess named her Esmeralda after the cartoon of the Hunchback of Notre Dame. How like my great-niece to have a goat as her familiar. I noticed Jack and Tatty snuffling around in the corner nearest the burn. Something interesting must have passed that way recently. An otter perhaps? Otters. Wouldn’t that be a joy? Unless you were a gamekeeper, of course. But it was probably a rat or a young fox – or maybe a water vole. I’d have to search the dogs for ticks later. Disgusting wee beasts. Esmeralda lunged her head round, nudging me on the shoulder for not paying attention to the job in hand... 
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