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For Nips



Chapter 1

Twenty minutes late, the hydrofoil from Lipari to Panarea rose out of the water and gathered speed. Eleanor Blake, sitting in the nose of the boat, was suddenly conscious of her own breathing: for the first time since leaving London she felt the unmistakable retch of dread.

It was several seconds before she registered the sound of a man’s voice above the groan of the engines: ‘Excuse me! Hello! Excuse me?’

The accent was English. She panicked, instinctively guilty, but saw immediately that it wasn’t what she’d feared. The man was a complete stranger; he probably just wanted the seat next to her. He was very tall and she found herself tipping her head right back as though assessing the height of a cliff. His smile was wide, patient, a little lopsided.

‘Is anyone sitting here?’

When she still didn’t respond, he rattled out something in fluent Italian and finally Eleanor found her voice. ‘No, please, go ahead…’ She snatched up her bag and watched as he lowered himself into the aisle seat.

‘Thanks. I thought you might be English,’ he said. ‘Can you believe how full this thing is? I bet it’s well over legal capacity.’

‘Oh,’ Eleanor said, alarmed.

‘So much for island hideaways and best-kept secrets and all that rubbish. All paths are beaten now, aren’t they, even the ones through the Tyrrhenian Sea? Are you going to Salina or Panarea?’

‘Panarea. I didn’t know we stopped anywhere else.’

‘Only for a minute, they do a kind of bus route thing around all the islands. Salina’s the next one along, between Lipari and Panarea.’

‘Right.’ She supposed he must be one of those know-it-alls who behaved like a tour guide. His eye contact was steady and serious.

‘I’m Lewis, by the way.’

‘Eleanor.’ She suddenly couldn’t help giggling.

He looked at her with curiosity. His eyes were an unusual golden-brown colour and strands of his longish dark hair kept falling into them. He had a distracted, crumpled look about him that was really quite attractive, Eleanor thought, surprised she’d even noticed. But it was impossible to ignore the warm, physical bulk of him – the seats were narrow and his shoulder and thigh now seemed absurdly close to hers, something that hadn’t struck her about her neighbour on the window side, an elderly Italian woman with gold shells at her ears and a large cake box on her lap. Eleanor edged imperceptibly towards the cake box.

‘So did you stay in Lipari long?’ he asked.

‘Just one night.’ The Eleanor of old would certainly have enjoyed describing the hotel she’d just left, a conversation piece by anyone’s standards with its 1970s cruise liner theme, the armchairs made of curled cane with orange-and-brown terry-cloth cushions, the terrace walls dotted with ‘portholes’, the thick twists of rope for handrails that couldn’t possibly be needed on dry ground. But instead she was tongue-tied, even a little afraid.

‘Don’t suppose you got to the archaeological museum while you were there?’ he went on, undiscouraged.

‘No.’ She was a bit thrown by this. Museums? They were the last thing on her mind.

‘It’s really excellent, one of the best in Sicily. I recommend it if you’ve got time on your way back. It’s just a few minutes from the corso, right by the church, you can’t miss it.’

Eleanor nodded, wondering what the corso was, but before she could ask a baleful droning noise started to seep through the cabin, making them both look up. She thought at first that it was one of the other passengers in some kind of distress; then for a split second it crossed her mind that she herself may even be the drone. She’d noticed recently that she seemed to have less and less control over what came out of her mouth; like last night, in the hotel restaurant, when she’d listened to her own order with as much interest as the waiter. Then she realised that this was music, some sort of jingle coming through the speakers, and an ancient black-and-white TV monitor was flickering into life at the front of the boat.

She looked at her new companion, already accepting him as an authority figure, and he grinned at her alarm. ‘I don’t think they’ve kitted this thing out for about thirty years, it’s completely falling apart. We’ll be lucky to get there in one piece.’

‘Oh.’

‘So are you on holiday?’

‘Yes.’ Eleanor paused, before blurting, ‘I’m meeting up with my fiancé on the island.’

‘Ah, right.’ She thought she sensed a slight retreat. ‘Not travelling together?’

‘No, he had more time off work than me.’ This, she told herself, was probably true. ‘He went a few days ahead.’

‘Well, it’s a small place. I’m sure we’ll all bump into each other at some point.’

‘Yes.’ Eleanor felt another, much more painful, prickle of nerves. She really was almost there – provided the boat didn’t crack in two and drown them all. What on earth was going to happen over the next few days? She began fiddling with the ticket still clutched in her hand, tearing at its edges. Then it occurred to her that this Lewis might notice she wasn’t wearing an engagement ring and she quickly tucked her fingers into the cuffs of her shirt.

‘It’s a volcano, you know, Panarea?’ said Lewis. ‘Inactive, obviously…’

She barely listened as he talked on about the tiny villages, the shrinking off-season population, the sense of isolation. Instead she imagined Will waiting on the jetty to wrap her in a huge welcoming hug, turning on his beauty in that way of his, like a movie star in front of the camera. For a few minutes the fantasy tricked her and she sank back into her seat, her whole body suffused with happiness.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Lewis had given up on her and was reading a newspaper, pausing at intervals to unfold, flap and fold it again. She was relieved their conversation was over for now: chit-chat with a stranger required a skill she’d let lapse in recent months. She supposed she ought to try to rediscover it since the hotel she’d booked had only twelve rooms and half-board accommodation was obligatory – she probably wouldn’t be able to eat alone as she had last night in Lipari. No, she’d be sharing meals with other people, holidaymakers, like the hundred or so filling this boat, most conferring excitedly about the identities of the various bumps of grey land they could make out through the window. The famous Aeolian Islands, islands that she’d never heard of until four days ago.

Glancing past the old lady to take a look too, she was shocked to see the changed colour and swell of the water. From her table on the breakfast terrace that morning the sea had looked exactly as it was supposed to look in this part of the world – flat, petrol-blue, pulling in and out in safe little breaths – but here it was ash-grey and swollen, with horrible yellow-white spittle staining the windows. This couldn’t be right.

Suddenly the engines went dead and the boat lurched massively from side to side. Eleanor allowed her fingers to search for the life jacket under the seat as a murmur spread through the cabin. ‘What’s happening?’ she said, faintly, to neither neighbour in particular, horrified that her eyes had filled with tears. The lady with the cake just looked at her and made a snickering noise through her nose, but Lewis lowered his paper, instantly solicitous.

‘Nothing to worry about, the sea’s a bit rough, that’s all. We’re just coming into Salina, see? It’s only another twenty minutes to Panarea.’

His eye lingered on her. Without the noise of the engines she felt exposed, self-conscious, and wondered for the first time how she must look to this man. Her hair, she knew, might have been styled by a clown. She’d had it cut in London yesterday in a last-minute attempt to alter her appearance and a kink had sprung up in the humid Sicilian air – not a pretty curl to brush her brow and accentuate her eyes, but big flossy curves worthy of the double-takes she’d been attracting. She hoped her face wasn’t too flushed, but a few hours in the morning sun had already left her skin seared and itchy. And even her eyes – grey-green and large, undoubtedly her best feature – couldn’t rescue her, for they were red from crying.

The boat docked. A small crowd shuffled off and another shuffled on: a trio of girls with backpacks and two or three couples wheeling suitcases along behind them. Expectant faces hunted for seats.

‘Well, Salina looks beautiful,’ Lewis said, as the boat accelerated again, and he leant over Eleanor to look out of the window. ‘Incredibly green for September, isn’t it? I’ve heard it’s a lot quieter there than Panarea, not so popular with the Milan crowd.’

All at once Eleanor felt grateful for his efforts with her. He didn’t have to be so friendly. And wasn’t this the sort of distraction she should be indulging in, anyhow? The inconsequential passing of time that proved that life went on? She racked her brain for a detail from her guidebook to contribute to the conversation: ‘Isn’t Panarea full of celebrities or something?’

‘Yeah, it’s supposed to be some kind of retreat for wealthy businessmen from the north – and their model girlfriends, of course – all playing at living the simple life. You know, a bit like Marie Antoinette in her little hameau at Versailles.’

Eleanor nodded, pretending to know what an hameau was.

‘It’s almost all private villas, apparently. There are hardly any hotels. Actually, someone was telling me that property prices there are among the highest in Italy.’

‘It sounds a bit more exclusive than I was expecting,’ Eleanor admitted.

‘Well, they’re letting us in, aren’t they, so it can’t be that chi-chi.’

Eleanor, who didn’t think she had ever heard anyone use the word ‘chi-chi’ before and certainly not a man, ignored the twinge in her stomach at the memory of the price she’d been quoted – and duly paid – for this impromptu break.

‘So where are you from?’ Lewis asked.

‘Originally Devon. But I live in London now.’

‘Whereabouts? Hey, are you all right?’ He peered at her in concern. ‘You’ve gone really pale.’

‘I suddenly feel dreadful. The water seems to be getting rougher.’ In the open sea once more, great smoke-coloured waves were sloshing against the boat, building up into noisy, slamming assaults. Eleanor had a horrible feeling she was going to be sick, and her eyes moved between the old lady’s cake box and Lewis’s thighs for a likely receptacle.

‘The currents on this stretch are famously bad,’ Lewis said. ‘It can get quite dangerous, I heard.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, a hydrofoil got dragged on to the rocks at Panarea a few years ago. No one died, though, don’t worry.’

‘Right.’ Eleanor tried hard not to think about this latest tip as rolls of queasiness rose inside her in direct opposition to the rhythm of the water; it felt painful, like being a rider unable to get the measure of her horse’s stride. Surely they were almost there by now? Breathing deeply, she tried to focus on the safety photographs on the wall by the TV monitor. A man with a moustache was neatly strapped into a life jacket, standing smiling in a three-quarters pose; the backdrop looked like a golf course.

‘Here, take this…’ Lewis passed her the white seasickness bag from the seat pocket in front of him. ‘You know it’s just your eyes and ears sending the brain conflicting signals? It’s decided you must have been poisoned, that’s why you want to—’

‘Thanks, that helps.’ She slapped the bag over her mouth, conscious of both Lewis’s and the cake woman’s eyes fixed on her as she panted in and out, causing the bag to inflate and deflate in a way that would have made her laugh had it been someone else doing it. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing herself anywhere but here. Slowly the sickness subsided and so, miraculously, did the currents. When she next dared look up the boat was sliding serenely along a rocky coastline and before long a line of grinning faces bobbed into view.

‘Panarea! Panarea!’ The door was wrenched open, ropes knotted and people were standing and fussing over their luggage. Eleanor stood, too, scrabbling for her bag. Beside her, Lewis was already in the aisle.

‘Where are you staying?’ he asked. ‘Do you need some help – you’ll probably feel a bit wobbly when you get off this thing?’

‘I’m fine now,’ she said, half cross with relief. ‘I’m sure my, er, boyfriend will be waiting for me.’

‘All right, well if you’re sure, I’ll leave you to it. My bag’s out the back.’

She watched him walk off through the cabin, newspaper tucked under his arm; he had the stoop of someone long accustomed to being the tallest person in the room. Waiting for him to disappear from sight, she fished her sunhat from her bag and shuffled down the ramp, pushing through the hugging scrums on the jetty before finding a spot to stand still and take another long, deep breath. She considered a cigarette, then decided against it: her hands were shaking too much.

In front of her was Panarea. The tiny harbour was lined with cafés, all crowded with people, some sitting right out on the rocks on a wooden deck. Red-and-blue striped fishing boats rested higgledy-piggledy on the rocks, as though arranged with elaborate artlessness by a magazine stylist. Behind, the island climbed in gentle terraces, with bright, whitewashed houses and flowers cascading over low walls. In the distance was a vast gnarl of a mountain, pocked with grey rock and glittering with silvery-purple highlights. She stared, realising that she hadn’t considered for a moment how the island would actually look. Its beauty was a shock.

But right now she needed to concentrate on getting herself to the hotel as inconspicuously as possible. It was vital she look relaxed, anonymous, for it would be disastrous to be spotted now and the jetty and harbour front were teeming – clearly the whole island had piled down to inspect the new arrivals. She clamped her hat to her head, covered half of her face with oversized sunglasses and began walking down the jetty behind a family and several couples, as if attached to their party. Everyone gazed around, dazzled by their delivery into paradise, and she tried to mimic their delight as they registered that this glorious sun-drenched spot was to be their home for the period ahead.

Reaching the waterfront strip of cafés and bars, the group slowed up: a collection of three-wheelers and golf karts were knotted together in a little traffic jam.

‘Rush hour in Panarea,’ said a woman to Eleanor in heavily accented English, and then laughed with unexpected fierceness. She looked in her mid-forties, her forehead deeply creased, eyes vivid and intense.

German, thought Eleanor and smiled at her. German was unconnected, German was safe. And how handy it was that other Europeans knew English so well; she knew next to nothing of their languages. Moving on a step or two, she saw that one of the karts had the name of her hotel painted on its side in pink: ‘Albergo delle Rose’. She hurried over, head down, as the driver, a tanned boy in a pale-blue T-shirt, reversed out of the tangle and indicated the passenger seat: ‘Prego.’

‘Thank you.’

Safely seated, she slid another glance at the cafés, both alert for that one familiar face and entirely unprepared for seeing it so soon. She had never before witnessed such a choreography of glamour: elegant, pin-thin women with glossy brown faces were sitting watching the jetty scene, their clothes expensive wisps, gleaming black hair pinned back with flowers and silver clips. Long toned legs were crossed gracefully or stretched out in the sun, feet bare or dangling pretty sandals. Almost without exception each of these astonishing-looking creatures was paired with a heavily tanned man who had either a phone locked to his ear or a screen in his palm, his attention elsewhere.

Eleanor stared in stupefied admiration until the three-wheeler pulled away at top speed and took a right up a steep lane. Less than ten seconds later they were braking into the driveway of a hotel. The boy leapt out, pulled out her bag and set it down in an empty reception area. No sooner had she followed than he took off again in his kart without a word.

‘OK.’ She waited, feeling more and more ridiculous as various faces she recognised from the jetty began appearing from the lane – on foot, of course. The German woman was among them, trailing behind her a middle-aged man and teenage girl, both long haired, long limbed and, Eleanor soon noticed, long faced; they looked like a pair of sulky spaniels being taken for a walk in the rain against their will. The girl was as cool and gorgeous as any of the women at the waterfront, her blonde hair sun streaked and her skin perfectly smooth.

‘You have taken the taxi?’ the woman called to Eleanor. ‘A nice idea, I think.’ She laughed again in that oddly ferocious way. ‘Holidays are for the relaxation!’

‘They are.’ Eleanor wasn’t at all surprised to see Lewis sloping into view next, a battered brown leather bag slung over his shoulder. He was smoking, which somehow seemed to highlight his boyishness next to the German couple; he looked young enough to be their son. She avoided eye contact and the smirk she felt sure would be on his lips, but from the corner of her eye she saw him fall into easy conversation with another set of arrivals and told herself that he likely hadn’t seen her climb into the buggy. He hadn’t seen her climb out. She busied herself taking off her hat, patting down her hair and hunting for her passport.

Once a group had gathered and the desk bell been repeatedly rung, a round white-haired old woman appeared through an archway to the right and moved towards them at the pace of a sloth shrugging off deep sleep. She spoke extremely rapidly, however, and began making what Eleanor took to be some kind of welcome address in Italian. A truncated version in German followed, before she finished, briefly, in English: ‘Welcome to this Albergo delle Rose. I am nime Giovanna. Give the passport. Dinner is in the owl.’

Eleanor pressed forward, suddenly feeling that she couldn’t bear a moment longer in transit among all these tourists. She needed to lie down.

‘Your nime?’ asked the sloth. Eleanor noticed she had several teeth missing at the back on both sides.

She handed over her passport.

‘Please careful yourself een sunshine,’ the woman cried, loudly, leaning towards Eleanor’s face. To her horror, Eleanor realised a small mole on her chin was now the object of inspection. The other guests had stopped talking and were looking over with interest as Giovanna declared, ‘You’s too white, inglese, you’s will burn, get the cancer.’

‘Yes, yes, I have sunscreen,’ Eleanor muttered, weakly. This seemed to satisfy the old bird and she was at last despatched with her key up a nearby staircase. Behind her she thought she heard a round of titters from the waiting group.

The room was small and pristinely clean, with pretty pink and blue tiles and a carved dark-wood bed and desk. The only other item was a low-slung white sofa with silk cushions the colour of bougainvillea. She cleared the desk of its hotel stationery and carefully laid out her most important possessions: monocular (recommended by ornithologists and chosen over the binocular model for its lightness and discretion); digital camera and charger; torch with spare battery; notebook and pen; guidebook. Then she sat on the edge of the bed, the cover cool against her legs, and finally allowed herself to take stock of her feelings. She felt swamped with dejection. Now that she had arrived, the whole thing seemed farcical. What was it Lizzie had called it, when she’d phoned Eleanor at the departure gate in a last-ditch attempt to talk her out of it? ‘Mission unhinged’. Her best friend in the world had thought she was mad, had been sick with worry for her. So why hadn’t she listened?

A knock at the door made her jump and she pulled on her sunglasses before answering, faintly aware that this would seem peculiar in a shuttered room.

‘Come in!’

‘Hi there, I’m Sophie, another guest.’ The woman was English, in her late thirties and approachably pretty, with pale, plump skin and silky blonde hair to her shoulders. ‘You left your hat on the reception desk…’

‘Thank you so much,’ Eleanor said, feeling as though she’d been caught by the teacher doodling obscenities in her maths book. She knew she needed to stop behaving so guiltily; it would only stir suspicion in regular civilians like this one. It was good to have her hat back, though. She placed it on the desk and turned back to Sophie. ‘I’m Eleanor.’

Sophie looked with eager eyes over her shoulder and into the room. Eleanor supposed she was checking to see if it was larger or nicer than her own. ‘Goodness, that looks very organised,’ she said, indicating the desk with its neat arrangement of tools. ‘We didn’t think to bring a torch. D’you think we’ll need one? Aren’t there street lights?’

‘I’m not sure. I wouldn’t want to get lost at night,’ replied Eleanor, lamely.

‘There’s no chance of that. According to my book there’s only one road on the whole island.’

This was disconcerting news. Eleanor’s own guidebook hadn’t mentioned this, nor included a map, for that matter. She’d imagined herself prowling round a labyrinthine network of alleyways, like a medina, perhaps, with plenty of places to duck into and lie low.

‘What’s that telescope thingy for?’ Sophie asked.

‘Oh, er, that’s my monocular. I got it from a shop for birders.’

‘Birders?’

‘You know, bird spotters. It’s so I can see all the flora and fauna close up. Apparently, the island’s full of it.’

This was pathetic, she knew, but Sophie smiled encouragingly, showing small straight teeth. ‘Well, all you’re missing are the infrared goggles and Swiss Army Knife,’ she said, merrily. They both laughed, Eleanor a note too long.

‘OK,’ said Sophie. ‘Well, I’m going to get a large drink after that journey from hell. We’ll see you at dinner, shall we? Otto ora, va bene?’

‘Yes. I mean sì.’ Eleanor closed the door. Generally, she loathed Brits who insisted on showing off their language skills to their compatriots when English would have done perfectly well. But she hadn’t understood much of Giovanna’s trilingual address and had been wondering about dinner. Now she could look up otto ora in her book.

Eight o’clock. Good, that should be long enough to pull herself together.


Chapter 2

Dinner was a lot more enjoyable than Eleanor had expected. The ‘owl’ turned out to be a lovely vaulted hall, with low, candle-lit alcoves and tiled seats stacked with red-and-silver embroidered cushions. It was already noisy with conversation when she walked in, voices crashing off the stone walls and causing everyone to speak even more loudly. There were two long tables, one of which had been claimed by a party of Italians, the other reserved for the non-Italian arrivals. Evidently, smoking was permitted, which was very good news indeed for someone who had become somewhat reliant of late.

Sophie was already there, all showered and shiny in the kind of classic white shift dress that always looked better on the last night of a holiday than the first. She insisted Eleanor take the seat next to her.

‘You’ve taken the shades off then? I thought you might be a pop star or someone famous.’

‘I’m afraid not.’ Just an idiot, Eleanor thought, cringing.

‘Meet my husband Tim!’

‘Ciao, Eleanor.’ Tim was an eager-looking sort of man in his early forties, with a fleshy, still-attractive face and a jocular, well-spoken delivery that Eleanor guessed would get ten times louder after a few drinks. Dressed in well-ironed khaki, he looked as though he were ready to lead a team into paintball battle. From the pair’s style and easy worldliness, she felt she could pin down their west London postcode without needing to uncover a single personal detail. She wondered if they were now assessing her with equal haste: spinster takes holiday alone to rediscover long-buried passion for ornithology? Or something more poignant, perhaps: sheltered London girl seeks solitude to recover from loss of old family pet? She wished her reason for being in Panarea were so innocent.

Next to arrive were the German woman, Katharina, and her spaniel husband, Stefan. He’d looked quite striking from a distance, with his muscular build and thick hair dusted with grey, but now Eleanor looked more closely she saw that his eyes were small and close set, screwed up as though someone had just squeezed a lemon in his face. He dressed reasonably well, though, with no evidence of the socks-and-sandals crime she might have expected. Katharina, meanwhile, with her curly dark hair down her back and fat lips coated in pearly pink, had the air of a previous, more forgiving fashion era.

‘And who’s this young lady?’ asked Tim with barely contained lechery, holding out his hand to the Germans’ daughter, who was looking disconcertingly sexy in a cropped white T-shirt with the words ‘Tennis is Life’ stamped across her breasts.

She regarded him with a passive, slate-eyed gaze. ‘My name is Nathalie,’ she said, finally, her tone conferring instant subhuman status on a surprised, but undeterred, Tim. Eleanor found her chilly self-possession distinctly unnerving.

‘Just fourteen,’ tinkled Katharina, as Tim took an unconvincingly long time to absorb the girl’s pledge to her favourite ball sport, even cocking his head in scrutiny. Nathalie just looked bored, hooking her arms over her seat-back and looking over Tim’s shoulder at the Italian table. Eleanor glanced at Katharina. Though handsome in a weather beaten sort of way, she must surely be hurt by the readiness with which this new man overlooked her to smack his lips over her nymphet daughter. Fourteen? With her glossed pout and mascara-thick eyelashes, the girl looked at least nineteen.

‘Hi, all,’ came a new voice. ‘I think I’m with you, is there space?’

It was Lewis. He hadn’t changed his clothes from the journey, Eleanor noticed, as he took the empty seat opposite her, but exuded the same freshman enthusiasm as the others. With a new round of introductions, there was palpable relief that in spite of the exotic setting they’d be sharing meals with their own kind. Eleanor was certainly pleased that she wouldn’t need to struggle with her one-day-old Italian at a tableful of glamorous couples from the mainland.

Best of all, there were now no other places left at their table. It would have been appalling luck to have booked the very hotel where Will was staying. (Her strategy, given such an event, had been simple: run and hide.) She instantly felt more relaxed: no danger could possibly lurk here. Her real mission would begin tomorrow, but for now she could lower her guard and allow herself to be distracted for a few hours, make the best of meeting the other guests.

Katharina fixed her eyes on Lewis and spoke with renewed command. ‘You are living in London, Lewis, so what is your job, please?’

‘I’m an archaeologist,’ he said, making Eleanor realise how little she’d thought to ask in their conversation on the boat. ‘I teach at one of the London colleges, do research, a bit of writing. What about you, Katharina? Did I hear you’re from Cologne? That’s a lovely city, I was there last year.’

Eleanor opened her mouth to join in, but at the same moment Sophie pounced. ‘Isn’t this hotel wonderful? So spare and stylish. We tried to rent a villa, you know, but it turns out you have to organise it months in advance just to get on a waiting list – that’s if you’re willing to stump up ten grand, or however much it was.’

‘It is a lovely island,’ Eleanor agreed. ‘So secret and hidden away.’ She brandished her cigarettes. ‘Do you mind if I…?’

‘God, no. Everyone seems to here. I don’t think they bother with smoking bans in the middle of the whatever-it’s-called Sicilian ocean.’

Eleanor lit her first cigarette of the evening. It tasted dry, dirty, reassuring.

‘We just adore Sicily,’ Sophie went on. ‘You know, this is our first holiday on our own since Rory was born. We had our fifth wedding anniversary last month and we said, “Right, enough is enough, we’re human beans in our own right”.’

‘Human beans?’

‘That’s what Rory calls them. God, I must get out of the habit or you’ll think I’m one of those mums.’

Eleanor wasn’t sure what those were, but she did know it was already too late to alter the course of this conversation. ‘How old is Rory?’

‘Four last month, gorgeous little teeny-weeny,’ Sophie pouted. ‘It feels so strange to cut the cord. I can barely remember life B.C.’

‘B.C.?’

‘Before Child.’ Sophie adopted an excessively dramatic tone, as though performing the ogre in a children’s bedtime story. ‘You’re still B.C. yourself, I take it?’

‘I certainly am.’ Smoking furiously, Eleanor braced herself for the slew of Rory-related tales to come. She was well versed in the dynamics of conversation with fond mothers: once warmed up, her friends with children would run through anecdotes like waiters listing specials. However, after a whistle-stop account of the key moments from conception to kindergarten, Sophie surprised her by switching slickly into information-gathering mode.

‘So, what about you, Eleanor? What’s your story? What fabulous luck to find an English girl at the same hotel. We heard Panarea was all Italian glitterati – not that Tim and I would recognise a famous Italian if he landed on us from a great height. Oh, unless it was Pavarotti, of course. Hang on, he’s dead, so that seems unlikely. Who, then? Sophia Loren, is she still alive? Help me out here, Eleanor!’ She was obviously the kind of person who addressed all comers with the same confidence that they would be as interested in hearing her opinions as she was in sharing them. It was not so different from Lewis’s tour guiding. Eleanor found both styles comforting; they meant less effort on her part.

So why had she chosen Panarea for her holiday? Sophie now asked. Which airport had she flown into and did she have to stay overnight in Lipari en route? Eleanor shot a look at Lewis, who thankfully was preoccupied with Stefan, and tried to keep her answers economical and bland. She knew she wasn’t a good liar and even when she sounded convincing, her blushing usually gave her away. ‘… And since no one was free to go away with me, I thought I’d catch some late-summer sun on my own. Much nicer than hanging around the flat all day watching daytime TV.’

‘So you’re not with anyone back in London?’

Again, she checked Lewis. She should never have mentioned a boyfriend to him, a fiancé, no less. That had been silly. She prayed he wouldn’t bring up the subject himself out of politeness. But surely he must be speculating already? If he’d overheard any of her check-in exchange with Giovanna, he’d know she hadn’t even enquired about the arrival of another guest, had clearly not been joining anyone and was here at dinner alone. Now it was obvious the group would be sharing all hotel meals, she realised she’d have to put him right as soon as possible, which was a shame. It had given her a sweet artificial glow to present herself as someone’s fiancé, one of a pair.

‘It’s complicated,’ she said, finally, lowering her voice so Sophie had to crane forward to hear.

Her new friend nodded knowingly. ‘When isn’t it? Well, I think it’s wonderful when girls go off on holiday solo. I did that a few times before I got married. You think it will be miserable, being away on your own, but it’s total bliss, isn’t it? Just non-stop reading and drinking and convincing yourself you’re over whichever bastard last darkened your door.’

This was getting a little too close to the bone and Eleanor felt anxiety rise again. ‘Do you work?’ she asked, hurriedly changing the subject. ‘I mean other than being a mum.’

‘No, I used to work in the City for Tim’s bank. That’s how we met. He was a fund manager, head of department, actually, and I was his assistant, would you believe it?’ It seemed a perfectly probable way for a husband and wife to have met, but since Sophie hooted loudly at the absurdity of it, Eleanor could think of nothing to do but giggle along.

‘But since Rory, I’ve been at home. Picking things up off the floor, mainly. I can’t imagine being released into the wild again. But maybe I’ll start my own business, do a course or something. A friend of mine’s just started doing mosaics, went on a fantastic course in Padua. Anyway, I’m not thinking about anything this week except being completely lazy; maybe even have a go at producing a little sister for Rory…’

Eleanor wondered if she had shared this scheme with Tim, and looked across the table to where he was draining the last of a jug of red wine into his own glass. His dark hair had ruffled to expose pale glimpses of scalp, but his eyebrows were strikingly plush over blue eyes. He’d slipped into the role of leader as comfortably as an old dressing gown: the atmosphere was already festive and excitable. With an easy gesture he silenced the table for a toast: ‘Here’s to a great gathering of Europeans and a holiday of a lifetime! To leaving our troubles behind!’

Fat chance, thought Eleanor; she for one had come to Panarea in search of her troubles and, if Lizzie was right, maybe even to make new ones. But everyone responded to Tim with happy little ‘chin chins’, slopping wine all over the place as they clinked tumblers around the table. Tim slapped Lewis on the back and cadged himself a cigarette before predicting that the seven of them would all be like old friends by the end of the week. Eyeing Nathalie’s unimpressed face, Eleanor doubted this, too.

‘She’s a right little heartbreaker, isn’t she?’ said Sophie, following her glance. ‘Just look at those pert little bosoms. Makes you wonder how all that gorgeous leanness can turn into, well, into you and me, right under our noses!’ Chummily, she indicated Eleanor’s stomach, a shining white portion of which had popped out above her waistband. ‘No offence, Eleanor, but her trunk would fit three times over into ours!’

Eleanor felt dismayed to be categorised with Sophie in this uninvited comparison of ‘trunks’ (and she would have preferred a term that did not bring elephants to mind). After all, the woman had claimed only minutes ago that her body had been ‘slackened’ beyond salvage by the arrival of Rory (‘Came into the world as though heaving himself through a manhole. Can you imagine how that feels, Eleanor?’). She had liked to believe that weight loss had been the single welcome side-effect of her own recent miseries.

‘I just shudder to think of a Lolita like that getting her mitts on Rory.’ Sophie gave a theatrical little quiver before straightening up to fork pasta into her mouth.

‘He’s only four, though, you said?’ Eleanor asked.

‘Yes, four and two months, but you can’t help worrying about the future – they grow up faster than you think, you know. I dread the day I have to share him with another woman.’

Katharina leant across the table to join in, evidently having missed Sophie’s previous comments about her daughter. ‘You are getting that very right,’ she said in her deep, rolling voice. ‘These bambinos, they grow very quick. You pull the eyebrows only one time and now they’re with the fourteenth anniversary!’

Baffled, Eleanor looked at Katharina’s eyebrows: they were narrow, neatly arched, rather elegant.

‘I know exactly what you mean, Katharina,’ Sophie said. ‘There’s no time for personal grooming when there’s a kiddie around. Since Rory came along, I’ve only had time to have my hair cut twice. In four years! It used to be so sleek and gorgeous, but now look at the state of it. It’s like hay fit for a horse’s nosebag. I’m totally ashamed of myself.’

Before Katharina could reply, Tim burst in from the left: ‘Just look at the ladies, closing ranks as usual, and we haven’t even reached the fish course!’ And he exploded with laughter, causing his neighbour to wince faintly. This, and the rapid fire of Sophie’s chatter, made Eleanor suspect the couple had not been out much lately.

On cue, two of Giovanna’s boys appeared with a vast platter of roasted fish and dishes of sautéed potatoes and fried aubergine slices with tomatoes and capers. Everything smelled delicious. One of the boys was the teen who’d collected Eleanor from the jetty; he was very good-looking, she now saw. Predictably, he was eyeing Nathalie, who had yet to contribute to the evening’s conversation.

Looking around the noisy room, Eleanor saw that all the hotel guests, with the exception of Lewis and herself, were in couples. She wondered if the Italians at the other table would assume that they were a pair. After all, they were sitting opposite each other and she had helped herself to his cigarette lighter. She watched him as he mopped up the garlicky fish juices with a piece of bread and bolted it down in a couple of bites. His hands were very pale, she thought, considering he was an archaeologist and must spend half his time scrabbling around in the dust for shards of old terracotta. Perhaps he wore special gloves.

Stefan turned to Lewis and asked loudly: ‘Lewis, where is your girlfriend? Are you alone here in Panarea?’

‘She’s in London,’ replied Lewis, colouring slightly as all faces turned his way. ‘She couldn’t get the time off and, anyway, I’m partly here for work myself. I’m writing a paper about the local archaeology – there’s a fantastic ruined Bronze Age village on the island, and Roman traces on the islets, as well.’

‘I’ve never heard anyone use the word “islet” before,’ cried Tim, in a bid to wrest back the spotlight, and Sophie rewarded him with a whoop of laughter.

Eleanor, still panicking that it was only a matter of time before Lewis remembered to ask after her fiancé, caught his eye and gave what she hoped was a calm, sane smile. ‘What does your girlfriend do, Lewis? Is she an archaeologist as well?’

‘No, no, she’s a teacher. She teaches pre-school kids.’

‘How lovely,’ Sophie said. ‘Those girls are angels from heaven, if you ask me. Well, except for the ones you read about who leave the kids to play with loaded guns while they text their boyfriends.’

‘There are no guns in Chiswick, darling,’ Tim said, and began to explain to the table the extraordinary talents of little Rory’s nursery teacher, how she’d transformed singlehanded the boy’s Terrible Twos into the delightful brand of infant maturity they were confident would lead to Oxbridge and the Cabinet. ‘No more tantrums from the little bugger, thank Christ, it’s all proper sentences now. Quite the young philosopher, isn’t he, Sophe?’

As Sophie picked up the tale, Lewis looked as relieved as Eleanor felt at the change of subject. She decided he was probably the sort of man who felt uncomfortable talking about himself, but could drone at length on subjects like sport, tax returns and, of course, museums.

‘So is that what you studied at university, archaeology?’ she asked him.

‘Yes, and ancient history, at Bristol. That’s where I met…’ He paused to take a final mouthful of bread and she waited patiently while he swallowed. ‘… Where I met Rebecca, my girlfriend.’

‘Right.’

‘And what do you do, Eleanor?’

‘I’m a designer for an advertising agency – we do a lot of Internet stuff.’

‘Where are you based?’

‘Hammersmith. I haven’t been with the company long. Actually, I’m not sure it’s for me – or that I’m for them.’

‘Why’s that?’

Because I’m completely obsessed with something else and have no energy or imagination left for work … Her spirits dipped at the thought. It was true that during the last few months she’d barely noticed her work life and had as much presence round the office as a zombie: slow, dead-eyed, tripping people up as they tried to pass. She was lucky she hadn’t been formally warned or even encouraged to leave: there’d been a lot of late mornings and she’d been less than sparkling in creative meetings.

‘Oh, no reason,’ she told Lewis. ‘I’m just not sure I’m cut out for that kind of thing. I get frustrated dealing with clients. There are too many compromises in the work.’

That sounded reasonable enough and she hoped Lewis would view her as a purist, committed to her true artistic values in a cynical commercial world, but he just smirked and said, ‘What did you expect, going into advertising?’

‘I know, you’re right,’ agreed the purist. As she tried to come up with something more intelligent, Stefan cut in and she watched gratefully as Lewis asked him about his job (which, from what she could gather, amounted to the occasional gig as a jazz guitarist). While part of her was enjoying the old tingle of first conversations with new people, another was already exhausted by it, craving instead the usual occupant of her waking mind. How strange it was to find herself on the subject of work, to be asked to think about her career, when she’d spent the last few months talking about one subject and one subject only: Will. When he wasn’t being discussed with her friends, she was replaying conversations with him in her head or scripting new ones, constantly refilling herself with his presence.

At last, dinner was finished, including a whole flask of lemon liqueur Giovanna had brought out with the pudding and coffee. Even Nathalie had been allowed to dip into that, not that it had sweetened her demeanour in the slightest. Eleanor tried not to meet the youngster’s unpleasant gaze.

‘Andiamo, let’s get this holiday off with a night to remember!’ declared Tim, getting clumsily to his feet. ‘Drinks down at the harbour, no excuses!’

Stefan relayed the call to arms to the Italian table and one or two stood gamely. They lacked the urgent alcoholic flush of the Brits and Germans, Eleanor saw, that sense of an emergency mission. She knew it was impossible for her to go too.

‘I won’t join you, Tim, I think I’ll get an early night. I still feel a bit queasy after the journey.’ This was desperate, particularly given the appetite she’d displayed for the huge meal and bottomless jugs of wine, but Tim let her off with a bit of slurred teasing and Sophie even gave her a kiss goodnight before she was able to escape up the stairs. She wondered if it was too late to call Lizzie in London. But there was nothing to report yet and, in any case, Lizzie was not a great fan of her plan. She was on her own here.
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