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Praise for Erica James


‘Erica James’ sensitive story … is as sparklingly fresh as dew on the village’s surrounding meadows … thoroughly enjoyable and fully deserving of a place in the crowded market of women’s fiction’


Sunday Express


‘This book draws you into the lives of these characters, and often makes you want to scream at them to try and make them see reason. Funny, sad and frustrating, but an excellent, compulsive read’


Woman’s Realm


‘There is humour and warmth in this engaging story of love’s triumphs and disappointments, with two well-realised and intriguing subplots’


Woman & Home


‘Joanna Trollope fans, dismayed by the high gloom factor and complete absence of Agas in her latest books, will turn with relief to James’ … delightful novel about English village life … a blend of emotion and wry social observation’


Daily Mail


‘Scandal, fury, accusations and revenge are all included in Erica James’ compelling novel … this story of village life in Cheshire is told with wit and humour’


Stirling Observer


‘An entertaining read with some wickedly well-painted cameo characters. It’s a perfect read if you’re in the mood for romance’


Prima


‘An engaging and friendly novel … very readable’


Woman’s Own


‘A bubbling, delightful comedy which is laced with a bitter-sweet tang … a good story, always well observed, and full of wit’


Publishing News


‘James is a seasoned champion of the genre … Promises, Promises has an extraordinary deftness of touch, coupled with some searing insights into both how relationships fail, and can work’


Daily Mirror
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‘Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.’


F. Scott Fitzgerald





Chapter One

In the beginning God made man, and when he’d got it completely right, he made Theodore Vlamakis.

This thought, though perhaps lacking in originality, came to Laura Sinclair as she gazed out at the dazzling horizon where a cerulean sky met a sea of aquamarine, and where, closer to the shore, their nearest neighbour and good friend, Theo was swimming. She watched him emerge from the clear blue water and make his way up the pebbly beach. Even by Greek standards he was deeply tanned, and with his strong muscular physique, which he kept in check by swimming at least twice a day and for an hour at a time, he made a striking impression. When he’d finished drying himself off, smoothed back his short wet hair and slipped on a pair of sunglasses, Laura found herself speculating on just how far his tan went up those long legs.

All the way, probably. Theo was not a man who did anything by half.

She sighed nostalgically, recalling a time when her own legs had been lean and firm, when cellulite and thready veins were things her mother worried about.

Banishing such depressing forty-something thoughts, she continued watching Theo as he also took a moment to enjoy the view. He really was in all respects completely and utterly gorgeous. It didn’t even matter that he was a vain forty-two-year-old serial romancer; it merely added to his charm.

Beneath the exterior of rich, dark smoothness he was  also a man of considerable kindness. When she and Max had flown over at the weekend, he had arrived within minutes with a picnic basket of freshly baked bread, wafer-thin slices of salami, sun-ripened tomatoes just picked from his own garden and a bottle of chilled champagne. ‘To celebrate the start of your summer here in Ayios Nikólaos,’ he had said, his thumbs working deftly at the cork as he insisted they leave their unpacking till later.

She watched him turn from the water, sling a towel around his neck, and move along the beach towards the path that meandered up the hillside to his villa. As he did so, he tilted his head and glanced in her direction. She waved down to him and he returned the greeting. She invited him to join her for a drink by raising her arm and making a cup with her hand. He nodded and held up a thumb. She went inside and prepared a Campari and soda for herself, and ouzo with ice for him.

They had met Theo quite by chance, last spring when he’d been on the same flight as them bound for Corfu. Sitting in the window seat next to Max, he had been delighted to learn that they were spending the next three weeks on his beloved island, hoping to buy a holiday home. He claimed to have the very property for them. ‘It is newly built and completely perfect. You will fall in love with it, I know you will,’ he had enthused. ‘I designed it myself, so take it from me, you will not find anything better, other than my own house and you cannot have that, it is mine. It is a part of me.’ They soon came to know that this was typical Theo-speak: he was never slow in declaring his feelings or his enthusiasm, or revealing his pride, which in another man would probably have come across as conceit.

He had been right though: both she and Max had fallen in love with Villa Petros the moment they saw it. Tucked into the verdant hillside of cypress trees, and with  its easy access to the secluded beach below, it was just as Theo had promised. The deal was struck without any second thoughts, and with Theo’s help they had spent most of last year decorating and furnishing the house to make it their own. Now they would be able to enjoy it properly. It would be their first real holiday in Ayios Nikólaos and Laura was looking forward to spending the entire summer there. It was just a shame that Max wouldn’t be able to do the same. He would have to make at least one trip home to keep an eye on work, although having organised a little den of Boy’s Own high-tech wizardry in the villa, there was no worry of him not knowing what was going on at the office.

The running of his own firm - a management consultancy he had set up in the mid-eighties - was a source of pride and satisfaction for Max. In its infancy, it had looked as if the risk he had taken in leaving his then well-paid and secure job would backfire on him, but the business took off and became a major success. So successful that if he wanted to he could sell the company tomorrow, retire, and they would still be able to live as comfortably as they did now. But Max was only forty-nine and Laura couldn’t imagine him retiring. Not ever. He was an energetic doer, incapable of sitting still for more than two minutes - unless, of course, he happened to be watching the tennis on telly, and in particular the current coverage of Wimbledon. Tennis was his passion, and since they had arrived, he had been glued to the huge flat-screen television he had bought for his high-tech den. ‘Go on, get your racket to the ball!’ - was a frequently heard cry that broke the peace and quiet of Villa Petros.

By the time she was back out on the terrace with a tray of drinks, Theo had appeared. He was even better-looking close up, with his instantly engaging smile. In the time it had taken him to climb the hillside, his hair had dried in the baking heat to reveal the streaks of grey  running through it, which did nothing to detract from his attractiveness. Not for the first time Laura thought how unfair it was that grey hair didn’t do the same for women.

He threw his towel over the arm of a chair in a gesture of easy familiarity and came towards her. ‘Kaliméra, my darling Laura,’ he said, giving her a languid kiss on each cheek and a cool touch on the shoulder. ‘But look at you, you are turning pink. Why is it that you English women never take proper care of your bodies?’

‘Perhaps it’s because we live in hope of a devastatingly handsome man doing it for us.’

He laughed, then spied a bottle of sun cream on the table where their drinks lay and guided her to a lounger in the shade. ‘In that case, I must not disappoint you. Now, lie down. I will do your back first.’ He poured factor fifteen into the palm of his hand and worked it into her skin with slow, sensual movements, starting with her shoulders, his fingers drifting downwards with small circular movements.

‘Thank you for dinner last night, by the way,’ Laura said, trying to pretend that she wasn’t finding the experience quite as pleasurable as she was. ‘Max and I really enjoyed it. You’re becoming quite a cook.’

‘It is the bachelor life. One has to learn to do these things.’

‘Well, when the time comes you’ll make someone a wonderful husband.’

‘Like your Max?’

‘Yes, just like my Max. And if I weren’t such a happily married woman,’ she added, as his fingers slipped beneath the straps of her swimsuit, ‘I might feel compromised by what you’re doing.’ She turned over.

‘Ah, Laura, how it hurts me to know that you are immune to my charm.’

‘Nonsense! It’s good for you to have at least one  woman in this world who is a friend and not a jealous lover.’

He poured another dollop of sun cream into his palm and gently rubbed it into her thigh. She hoped he wouldn’t pay too much attention to this less than perfect area of her body. ‘You think all the women in my life have a jealous spirit?’ he asked, his hand lingering on her hip.

‘Of course. They must have.’

‘But why? I only try to make them happy?’

‘Because, you silly vain man, they must hate knowing that they’re just one of many.’

‘Can I help it if women find me irresistible?’

‘Oh, Theo, what a typically arrogant Greek man you are. It would serve you right if one day you fell in love with a woman who had enough sense to tell you to get lost.’

He grinned. ‘But I have already, Laura. You.’

She pushed him away with a laugh and crossed the terrace for their drinks. She handed him his ouzo. ‘Sorry, but the ice has almost melted to nothing.’

‘Like my chance of seducing you,’ he said, with a wink. Then changing his tone, as though the game was over, he said, ‘When are you expecting Max back from the airport with the first of your houseguests?’

Laura glanced at her watch. ‘In about an hour. That’s if Izzy’s plane has landed on time.’

‘And this Easy, whom you mentioned last night during dinner, tell me more. What does she look like? Is she as beautiful as you? Does she have your pretty auburn hair and delicate complexion?’

‘Her name’s pronounced Izzy and she’s far prettier than I am. She’s younger, slimmer, and with hair that doesn’t need to be chemically enhanced as mine does. And I’d appreciate it if you allowed her to settle in before you go offering her the benefit of your charming beachside manner. Just keep your distance.’

He raised one of his thick eyebrows. ‘Why must you  continually think the worst of me, Laura? I always respect women. I give them plenty of space. I never crowd them. That isn’t my style.’

‘Would that be before or after you’ve broken their hearts?’

Theo took a long sip of his drink and eyed her thoughtfully. ‘You are protective towards this friend. Am I right? You think she could come to harm with me?’

‘Yes, to both questions.’

‘Why? What has happened to this Izzy that you feel the need to wrap her in cotton wool?’

‘Oh, the usual. A stupid man who took pleasure in humiliating her.’

‘Ah, the cruelty of some men,’ he said, with a wry smile. ‘She is divorced, then?’

‘No. Fortunately for her she wasn’t married to the idiot.’

‘But there is a new boyfriend on the scene? Or is she still searching for her Mr Right?’

Laura shook her head. ‘There’s no new boyfriend, and if I know Izzy, she’s probably decided that Mr Right is a figment of every young girl’s imagination and that — ’

‘But Max is your Mr Right, isn’t he?’ Theo interrupted. ‘He is far from being a figment of your imagination. He is very real.’

Laura thought of the wonderful man to whom she had been married for twenty-one years and smiled. They had met when she had just turned twenty and was recovering from the break-up of a relationship she should never have got herself into. Stupidly, she had been having an affair with her boss. Always a mistake, that, and especially if he’s married. It had been the silliest thing she had ever done, but she’d believed his every word, that his marriage was over, that any day now he would be leaving his wife. In the end, and after he’d tired of her, he had called a halt to their relationship by giving her the sack. With her  pride in tatters, she had gone home to her parents for a weepy cry on their shoulders and had met Max at a ball.

From the moment he had asked her to dance there had been an instant attraction between them, but knowing that she was on the rebound she had held off from his advances, not wanting to hurt him any more than she wanted to be hurt again. But his warmth and exuberance won her over, and within the year they were married. The following spring their daughter Francesca was born. Their marriage had been full of love, laughter and happiness, but above all else, it was founded on trust. ‘Yes,’ she said finally, in answer to Theo’s question, ‘Max is my Mr Right. But Izzy hasn’t been so fortunate. She was landed with Mr Wrong and her outlook has been appropriately coloured.’

‘Then I will make a pleasant surprise for her. I will be her Mr Sweep-Me-Off-My-Feet.’

Laura rolled her eyes. ‘My goodness, what a self-deprecating man you are.’

‘But wouldn’t it make her feel better? Wouldn’t it lift her jaded spirits?’

‘What? Have some Lothario trying to get her into bed and then be waving her goodbye before the sheets are cold the following morning?’

‘You are so very cynical, Laura. Did someone do that to you a long time ago? Before the wonderful Max?’

She frowned. ‘Most women get that treatment at some stage in their lives.’

‘Well, I promise you, I will be more subtle. Much more sensitive.’

‘You mean you’d give her breakfast?’

He smiled. ‘We shall have to see, won’t we?’

Laura was concerned. ‘You are joking, aren’t you?’

‘It is strange, but the more you protect her, the more I feel the need to rise to the challenge.’

‘Now, look here, Theo, Izzy’s a dear friend. She’s coming for a restful holiday, she doesn’t need — ’

‘But a little romance might help her relax even more.’

She watched Theo stretch out his long brown legs as he made himself more comfortable in the chair beside her and wondered if there wasn’t an element of truth in what he was suggesting. After what Izzy had gone through this last year, maybe a light-hearted holiday romance would be the very thing to boost her self-confidence. Maybe it was time for Izzy to have a little fun, and if anyone was capable of giving her that, then surely it was Theo.

‘By the way,’ she said, deciding it was time to change the subject - it didn’t do to let Theo bask in his own magnificence for too long - ‘when does your guest arrive from England?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon.’

‘And how long is he staying?’

‘Most of the summer, I think. He has the artistic temperament and needs peace and quiet to work on his latest book.’

‘He’s a writer?’

‘Yes. He writes dark tales of death and destruction. His name is Mark St James. You have heard of him, perhaps?’

‘I most certainly have. Max is a big fan. How exciting! Will we get to meet him?’

‘If you are good to me I will give it some thought.’ Then, leaning forward in his seat, he stroked her leg provocatively. ‘We could strike a deal: your wounded Izzy for my infamous author. What do you say?’

‘And there was me on the verge of asking you to stay for lunch. Suddenly I’ve changed my mind.’

‘As your Max would say, no problemo. I have an appointment for lunch anyway. But I could come for dinner tonight. I will dress myself up ready to make the big impression on the lovely Izzy.’




Chapter Two

Izzy had spent the last three hours sitting next to a hyperactive child, who had divided his time between pushing past her to go and play with the gadgets in the toilet and bouncing in his seat so that he could spill his foil-wrapped meal more effectively than any muck-spreader. ‘He’s so excited about the holiday,’ his mother kept saying, and showing no sign of restraining him as his trainer-clad feet kicked at the seat in front. ‘He’s never flown before.’ And hopefully never will again in my company, Izzy had thought.

But now, and having retrieved her luggage from the carousel, she was scanning the arrivals hall for a familiar face. She wasn’t used to travelling alone, and though it wasn’t a large airport, it still made her feel lost and unsure. But Max was easy to spot in the crowd of chatting holiday reps and taxi drivers, and not just because he was waving madly at her and wearing a brightly coloured shirt, but because he had such silvery-white hair. Laura often joked that he had started going grey while he was still in his twenties due to a misspent youth, but Max insisted that it was because he had fallen in love with Laura so unexpectedly that the shock had nearly killed him.

He greeted Izzy with one of his cheery bear hugs, which lifted her off her feet and made her think, as it had the first time she had met him, how like Steve Martin he was. It was a game she played: when she met someone for the first time, she matched them up with a celebrity  lookalike. In Max’s case it had come to her in a flash. He was Steve Martin in appearance, with his twinkling eyes and short white hair, and he was certainly Steve Martin in manner, with his quirky, self-effacing sense of humour. ‘The good thing about Max,’ Laura would say, ‘is that if he ever loses his marbles no one will notice.’ At heart he was essentially a big kid, and right now, as he took control of her trolley and steered it through the crowd, occasionally shouting ‘Coming through,’ Izzy knew that if Laura had been here, she would have been rolling her eyes at his antics.

Big kid or not, she couldn’t deny how relieved she was to be in Max’s safe hands, even if he was now standing on the back of the speeding trolley like a latter-day Ben Hur and she was having to run to keep up with him. And though it was against all the rules laid down by the book she had been trying to read on the plane - One Hundred Ways To Be A Thoroughly Modern Woman - was it really such a sin to want to hand over responsibility and let somebody else take the strain?

‘How was your flight?’ Max asked, when they were standing outside in the bright sunshine and were loading her luggage into the back of an open-topped Jeep.

‘Fine,’ she said, ‘although I came close to shoving a horrible child through the emergency exit at thirty-five thousand feet. Otherwise I don’t have a minute’s delay or a case of drunken air rage to report.’

‘How very disappointing. Okay, then, that’s the bags in, climb aboard and we’ll be off. There’s a bottle of Coke in the glove compartment if you’re in need of a cold drink. Help yourself.’

She fished out the bottle, which was wrapped in a special thermal casing, and drank from it gratefully. ‘As usual, Max, you’ve thought of everything. You’re a lifesaver.’


‘No problemo. Now in the words of my sweet old  grandmother, Bette Davis, fasten your seat-belt, it’s going to be a bumpy ride. These Jeeps are all very well, but the suspension’s hard enough to rattle your eyes out of their sockets.’

Izzy had never been to Corfu before and she took in the journey with interest. After skirting the edge of Corfu Town, Max picked up the coastal road, and before long the landscape changed from urban scruff to rural charm.

‘Breathtaking, isn’t it?’ he shouted, above the noise of the engine and the wind that was slapping their faces and sending Izzy’s hair flying. Ahead was a glassy sea of translucent blue and a carpeted headland of lush green that went right down to the edge of a stretch of bleached white sand. It surpassed all Izzy’s expectations. As though sensing her delight, Max remained silent and concentrated on the road, which twisted and turned through the spectacular scenery.

It seemed madness now that only a few days ago Izzy had nearly decided not to come. She had paid her mother a visit, to see if she would be all right without Izzy for the summer. It had been a weekend of pure, nerve-jangling hell: forty-eight hours of being cooped up with Prudence Jordan, a woman who had graduated with honours in How To Be A Repressive, Bitter Old Woman. Most of their time together had been spent in the small square sitting room at the back of the bungalow in which Izzy had grown up. The room was heavily sprigged with flowery décor - the sagging sofa and armchairs, the curtains, the lampshades, the wallpaper, the carpet, everything, had been given the floral treatment - and presiding over this horticultural nightmare was an army of china statues, lined up along the two low windows that looked out on to the garden, with their nasty unblinking, all-seeing eyes. They seemed to watch Izzy as she and her mother sanded down their teeth on stale  Battenberg cake and drank tea that could have creosoted garden sheds.

A fidgety woman who could never be still, lest she was taken for an idle good-for-nothing, Prudence would switch from pressing cup after cup of the throat-stripping tea on Izzy to ignoring her and knitting furiously. She clashed the old metal needles together, the taut, cheap wool squeaking and setting Izzy’s teeth and nerves further on edge. Prudence was a compulsive knitter and had been for nearly ten years. It had started when the local church had launched a campaign calling for volunteers to make six-inch squares to be sewn into blankets and sent to Rwanda. Her mother had thrown herself into the mission with determined zeal but hadn’t known when to stop. A decade on, and even though the plight of that part of Africa was no longer as desperate as it had been, she was still at it. Somewhere there was probably an enormous stockpile of patchwork blankets waiting to be unpicked and recycled into useful balls of wool.

‘And while you’re off enjoying yourself with your fancy high-and-mighty friends, leaving me alone,’ her mother had flung across the room, ‘where will you be if I need your help?’

‘Where I’ve always been, squashed under your thumb,’ was the honest answer, but Izzy said mildly, ‘We’ve been through this before. I’ve given you the number for the villa, and Auntie Trixie only lives four miles away. She’d be — ’

‘Your auntie Patricia’s a fool.’

It was always a case of ‘your’ auntie Patricia, never ‘my’ sister Trixie.

‘Auntie Trixie isn’t a fool, Mum.’

‘Well, you would say that. You’re two of a kind, aren’t you?’

It was a well-aimed blow. Seven years ago Auntie Trixie had brought shame to the family by divorcing her  womanising, beer-bellied husband; more recently Izzy had brought the family name into further disrepute by living in sin with a man, then being careless enough to let him slip away before she had got a ring on her finger.

‘If you had picked more wisely at the outset, you wouldn’t be in the mess you are,’ her mother had consoled her last autumn, as Izzy got through each day convincing herself that tomorrow would be better, that tomorrow she would put Alan behind her. But it hadn’t been that easy. She had thrown too much of herself into their relationship. They had just celebrated three years of being together when he had sprung on her that he felt they should take responsibility for their feelings and explore where they were going wrong.

Wrong?

That was the first she had heard of it going anywhere other than straight ahead, turn right, turn left, then up the aisle to the altar.

Though perhaps those weekends he had spent in Blackpool visiting his ailing great-aunt in the old people’s home, the sudden change in clothes and aftershave, the frequent mood swings and need for personal space should have set the alarm bells of suspicion ringing. In truth, they had been chiming faintly, but she had told herself to ride it out, to see it through. It was a concept she had been taught from an early age. But she had failed the test so many times. All she had learnt from it was that she was destined to fail because she always made the wrong choice.

‘Isobel Jordan,’ her mother would say, her hands on her aproned hips, ‘I see you’ve still not finished that embroidery. Do you want to know why? It’s because you picked the most difficult one, didn’t you? You always think you know best, but you don’t … So you’re giving up on the recorder lessons? Well, that doesn’t surprise me. I said you’d be too lazy to practise … You always  did pick the biggest sweet in the shop then find it tasted of nothing.’

The most frequent piece of advice was: ‘You know what your problem is, young lady? You don’t have the conviction to see anything through. You’re a butterfly brain, just like your auntie Patricia.’

Now, with well-practised constraint, Izzy said, ‘I’m sure if there was a real problem you wouldn’t let your differences with your sister get in the way of her helping you, should the need arise. Which I doubt very much it will. You look extremely well to me.’ She marvelled at her courage and self-control. There had even been a hint of assertiveness to her voice.

In response her mother gave her a flinty look, and slipped seamlessly into another line of attack. ‘Have you been seeing that counsellor again?’ She uttered the word  counsellor with weighty disapproval. Prudence had never forgiven Izzy for airing her dirty washing in public.

Counselling had been Alan’s idea. According to him, it had been the means by which they would explore and face the negative feelings that were destroying their relationship.

It turned out that it was an easy way for him to tell her he was leaving her for somebody else, that her own behaviour had driven him to it; a typical bit of playacting on his part. She supposed that he had thought the counsellor would protect him when Izzy learned the truth. That the non-threatening environment of her office, with its marshmallow pink walls, its comfortable chairs, the carefully positioned box of tissues, the thoughtful cups of coffee and the counsellor’s earnest, reassuring voice, would keep the peace.

He could not have misjudged it more.

Once the truth was out, Izzy had leapt up, grabbed her untouched cup of coffee and thrown its cold contents at him. Then she had passed the therapist the tissues, told  her to mop up the mess and to stick her non-threatening environment up her Freudian slip. ‘How’s that for naming that emotion?’ she had added, flinging open the door to make her getaway, ‘and guess what, I think I’ve just released the feeling and now I’m going to move beyond it!’

‘No, I’m not seeing her again,’ Izzy replied evenly, proud that she was still on top of this conversation. Then, she reached forward to put her cup on the coffee table, and somehow dropped her cake plate to the floor, scattering pink and yellow crumbs over the carpet.

So much for being a grown woman of thirty-one! She was instantly a fumbling, nervous six-year-old, waiting for the inevitable reprimand and wishing she could hide at the bottom of the garden with her father. With a sad, faraway look in his eye he had spent his time feeding leaves and small branches into a charred metal bin with a funny little chimney. His hair and clothes had always smelt of smoke, and Izzy could never pass a bonfire without being reminded of her father and the wall of silence that had surrounded him.

‘Still as clumsy as ever, then,’ her mother tutted. ‘I suppose you want me to fetch you a clean plate from the kitchen, do you?’ She made the journey to the kitchen sound like a two-month trek across the freezing waste-lands of Siberia.

That night, Izzy had slept in her old bedroom. The mattress of her childhood bed, lumpy and unyielding, smelling of mothballs, had ensured a nostalgically restless night. As had the memories invoked by that poky room, with its flaking paintwork, swirly patterned carpet, tiny knee-hole dressing table and teak-effect shelves, which held an assortment of old board games and incomplete jigsaws, which only saw the light of day at Christmas.

Lying in bed, trying to sleep, she had felt the familiar sensation of being trapped inside an airtight plastic box.  She always felt like this when she came home. A few hours into any visit with all the secrets and memories stored in the ageing wallpaper and carpets, and the walls of the gloomy bungalow began to move in on her. As a child she had promised herself she would remember how many times she had hidden in this room, under this bed, wanting to escape the charged atmosphere but she hadn’t been able to keep a tally: the occasions had been too numerous.

Any time spent with Prudence left her feeling drained, and this time she had been consumed with guilt that she had even considered a holiday.

Emotional blackmail was a relatively new trick of her mother’s. It had surfaced last year, on the day they had buried her father, and a month before Alan had left her.

‘I suppose one good thing will come out of his death,’ her mother had said, as she had nodded to Izzy to pass round the corned-beef sandwiches to the mourners who had gathered awkwardly in the sitting room. ‘It will bring Isobel and me closer together. She’s all I have now.’

Her father had spent the last six weeks of his life in his dressing-gown, a blue and green tartan affair that had seemed to get the better of him, outgrowing his frail body, making him look small and redundant, diminished. He had had a stroke, had lost the power of speech and the use of his right arm and leg, and had spent most of his time staring out of the window, through the army of unblinking statues, at his beloved garden. Until Prudence had it covered with crazy paving. How unnecessarily cruel that had seemed to Izzy. She had visited as often as she could, reduced to tears each time she saw how fast her father was declining, flinching at her mother’s no-nonsense rough handling of him, seeing the glimmer of light go out of his eyes, not that it had ever been very bright. He died on a Friday afternoon, his life trickling away quietly as Izzy set off on the long drive to see him,  and his wife knitted another taut square while watching Richard Whiteley and Carol Vorderman on Countdown.


His death caused barely a dent in her mother’s daily routine. She had her hands full anyway, what with the new postman to whip into shape and a young milkman who still hadn’t learnt to close the gate quietly at six in the morning. If Prudence missed her husband at all, it was because she had no one on whom to take out her frustration.

Which was why Izzy was getting the full treatment.

Laura had shaken Izzy out of her guilt. ‘She’s a wicked old woman for trying to manipulate you like that,’ she had said on the phone. Knowing Izzy as well as she did, she had called to make sure that the visit to Prudence had passed without incident. ‘And what if she did snuff it while you were here with us enjoying yourself? So what? We’d get you back in time for the funeral. What more could she want?’

Izzy hadn’t known Max and Laura for long, but it felt as though they knew her better than anybody else did. They had met when Izzy had moved up to Cheshire to start her new job and she had been renting a tiny cottage in the village where Max and Laura lived. She had been reversing into a small space in the high street, a manoeuvre she normally avoided at all costs - bonnet first or find a larger space, was her rule - but she had been in a hurry and there was nowhere else. Come on, she told herself, an articulated lorry could get in there. A thud, followed by a light tinkle of glass, told her, however, that she had failed. As she stepped out of the car to inspect the damage, her heart sank. Of all the cars she could have rubbed bumpers with, she had picked the shiniest of black Porsches. Damn! This would be expensive. She was just writing a note of apology for the car’s owner when a voice said, ‘Oh, dear, what a terrible shame. Will it be very difficult to replace the parts for  your lovely old car?’ The smiling man with his silvery-white hair didn’t seem bothered by his smashed head-lamp, or the dent in the moulded bumper. He placed his shopping on the passenger seat, bent down to inspect the ruined chrome-work on Izzy’s Triumph Herald, then said, ‘You look a bit shaken, are you okay?’

‘I’m so sorry. This could only happen to me. I knew I shouldn’t have tried to park here.’

They exchanged addresses and phone numbers, and the following evening she had called on him with the necessary insurance details and a bottle of wine to add weight to her apology. His wife had answered the door of their fabulously large house and insisted she stay for a drink with them -‘Max said a beautiful girl had bumped into him in the high street,’ she had laughed, leading the way through to the kitchen where the smell of cooking reminded Izzy that she had passed on lunch that day. ‘I thought he was exaggerating his good fortune as usual. But it seems I was wrong.’

Meeting Max and Laura had been Izzy’s good fortune, though, for since that chance encounter she had made two very good friends.

She was a great believer in chance, though she had to admit it didn’t always work in her favour.




Chapter Three

Laura had set the table for lunch at the shaded end of the veranda, where the low, sloping eaves of the villa provided the most protection from the fierce midday sun. While Max poured the wine and Laura drizzled locally produced olive oil over a large pottery bowl of salad leaves and diced cucumber, Izzy took a moment to catch her breath. She and Laura hadn’t stopped talking and laughing since Max had parked the Jeep an hour ago at the front of the villa and brought her inside.

Laura had given her an immediate guided tour, seeking approval, rather than fawning admiration. ‘Stunning’ was the word that kept tripping off Izzy’s tongue, as she was shown each beautifully decorated and furnished room. The walls had either been washed with fresh white paint or a more subtle tone of buttermilk; dazzling watercolours of seascapes added splashes of vibrant colour. The floors were all of cool, polished marble or white tiles and in places were covered with antique rugs that were attractively worn and faded and helped to give the villa a lived-in look.

The sitting room, the largest and most spectacular of all the rooms, faced the sea, and its row of french windows opened directly on to the veranda, which ran the full length of the house. This was edged with a low, colonnaded wall that was painted white and lined with earthenware pots filled with shocking pink pelargoniums and pretty marguerites. It was here, in the shade, that  they were having lunch and the mood round the table was as bright and informal as the setting.

‘So what’s it to be, Izzy?’ asked Max, taking a hunk of bread from the basket in front of him and mopping up the pool of golden olive oil on his plate. ‘An adventurous boat trip into Kassiópi with Captain Max or a swim and a gossip with Laura?’

‘Hands off,’ Laura intervened, before Izzy had a chance to reply. ‘Izzy’s mine for the rest of the afternoon.’

Max topped up Izzy’s glass. ‘Looks as though you’re in for a tongue-wagging session.’

‘I won’t be fit for anything if I carry on drinking at this rate.’

‘Oh, baloney! Alcohol intake doesn’t count when you’re on holiday, didn’t you know that?’

‘Is that true of calories?’ asked Laura, giving Max’s hand a playful slap as he reached for another piece of bread.

‘Yes, my sweet,’ he laughed. ‘Nothing’s ever the same when you’re away from home. The value system changes completely.’

‘Ah, so that’s why so many people have a fling when they’re on holiday,’ joked Izzy.

‘Well, not that I’m speaking from personal experience,’ said Max, ‘but you’re probably right. It’s like getting done for speeding in a foreign country - it doesn’t mean anything because without any points on your licence it doesn’t matter. Why? Thinking of giving it a whirl?’

‘Heavens, no!’

‘Perhaps you should,’ said Laura.

Izzy looked at her, shocked. Was this really the woman who, only a few days ago, had agreed with her over coffee that she ought to give men a miss for a while? ‘If I’m not mistaken, that’s a slightly different tune from the one you’ve been whistling of late.’

‘You’re right, but maybe it’s time to take stock and see what’s out there.’

‘But a holiday romance. It would be so shallow. So meaningless. So — ’

‘And potentially so much fun,’ cut in Laura.

Since she had started reading that book on the plane Modern Woman seemed to have taken up residence inside Izzy’s head. Don’t listen to her, she warned. In your current state you need an emotional entanglement like a fish needs a hook in its mouth.


‘It would be rather reckless, wouldn’t it?’ said Izzy, trying to be sensible but already tempted by a picture of herself wandering along the beach with a handsome man beneath a moonlit sky.

‘But having fun doesn’t have to be reckless,’ persisted Laura. ‘If you understood at the start what the outcome would be, that you would both know and accept that you’d be waving goodbye at the end of the holiday, where would be the harm?’

‘Is it really possible to do that?’ asked Izzy doubtfully, knowing that she was an all-or-nothing girl.

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ smiled Laura. ‘Give it a try.’

That afternoon when Max retreated to his den to watch Henri Le Conte in the over-thirty-fives doubles, Laura and Izzy changed into their swimsuits and took the path down to the beach. Tied to a post at the end of a wooden jetty that belonged to Villa Petros, two boats bobbed in the water; one was small and modest, the other a much more expensive affair.

‘The little one is ours and the gin palace is owned by our neighbour,’ explained Laura, catching Izzy’s eye. ‘He leaves it here because the water is too rough by his place and it would get smashed to pieces on the rocks. Fancy swimming out to the raft?’

They left their towels on the rocks and slipped into the cool, clear water. The raft wasn’t far and they were soon climbing up the metal rungs and lying stretched out on their fronts on the sun-warmed decking. Though it was securely anchored, there was still a pleasing sense of motion and, with her eyes shut, Izzy felt as though she was drifting aimlessly. ‘Is every day going to be as perfect as this?’ she murmured, resting her head in the crook of her arm.

‘I told you you’d like it. And, trust me, it just gets better and better.’

‘You live a charmed life, you know that, don’t you?’ Laura turned on to her side. ‘I’d hate anyone to think that I don’t know exactly how lucky I am.’

Concerned that she may have inadvertently upset her friend, Izzy opened her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t implying you took it for granted, I only meant — ’

‘It’s okay. I know what you were getting at. But I’m all too aware that Max’s little empire could come crashing down at any time, taking everything with it. Including us. If that happens, then so be it. We’d have to adapt and get on with it. Meanwhile, I’m quite happy to live by the creed that he’s worked jolly hard for what he’s got and I don’t see any reason why he shouldn’t make the most of it while he can.’

‘A sound enough creed in anyone’s book.’

They lay in silence, listening to the water lapping at the sides of the raft, and Izzy thought of her own rather more modest life at home. As a teacher in a small prep school her prospects were never going to reach the stratosphere of Max and Laura’s gold-edged lifestyle. On the whole she had always enjoyed teaching, but she was conscious that recently what had appealed most to her about her job were the long holidays. That could mean only one thing: a change was due. She had been at the school for too long. She was growing stale. Also she disliked, no,  hated, the new head, a woman who had been brought in to wield the axe. At the end of term, last Friday, there had been so many redundancies made that Izzy was sure it was only a matter of time before she herself was dismissed. Art teachers were hardly a high priority. If cuts were to be made, it was a generally held view that any old fool could teach the little dears to cut and paste.

She frowned guiltily. She shouldn’t be here lazing in the sun on a raft, she should be at home scanning the  Times Educational Supplement for a new job. But, hey, let the head make her redundant first.

It might even be for the best, given that her parting shot at the end of term had been that in the autumn the remaining members of staff were to dress in power suits. Power suits! What would she, an art teacher, do in a crisp two-piece? She didn’t have anything in her wardrobe that remotely resembled one. Her clothes, at best, could be described as ‘individual’, or maybe ‘eccentric’, but ‘cheap’ was closer to the truth. The racks and rails of her local branch of Help the Aged were her favourite stamping ground for last season’s fashion statements. Not that she was a complete fashion slouch - she knew a good label when she saw one and wasn’t slow in handing over an extra pound for quality, especially if she needed something for a special occasion. But a power suit?

Other than school, little else was going on in Izzy’s life, and had she been in danger of missing this, her mother had been only too quick to point it out to her. ‘I had hoped to be a grandmother by now,’ she had muttered on the phone, when Izzy was officially a single woman again. ‘With your inability to maintain a steady relationship there’s no chance of that ever happening, I suppose.’

‘I’m sorry to have denied you that pleasure,’ Izzy had said.

‘There’s no need to take that tone with me, young lady.  A couple of grandchildren, is that really so much to ask for?’

In the circumstances, yes, it was.

Izzy had wanted children, but Alan had refused to entertain the idea. Just as he had refused to talk about marriage. ‘We’re okay as we are,’ he would say. ‘Why go changing things?’

Izzy sat up and looked towards the shore where a selection of villas nestled into the hillside. ‘Tell me about your neighbours,’ she said. ‘You and Max have often mentioned Theo, the man who sold you the villa, especially what a sex-god he thinks he is, but what about the others? What are they like?’

Laura sat up too and pointed to the furthest villa along the bay to the left. ‘That’s owned by an elderly French couple who have been coming here for over twenty years. They live in Paris and tend to keep themselves to themselves. And to the right is a villa with yellow shutters. Do you see it? It’s just peeping through the trees.’

Izzy squinted in the glare of the bright sun. ‘Yes.’

‘That’s owned by an Englishwoman, but nobody ever sees her. She used to come here for holidays with her husband, and when he died five years ago she moved in permanently.’

‘So why doesn’t anyone see her?’

Laura shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Everyone just accepts that she’s a recluse and lets her get on with it. Now, do you see the tatty little pink house?’

Again Izzy squinted her eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘That’s owned by another Brit. But he’s let it go to rack and ruin and struggles to rent it to tourists. Apparently it’s a mess inside and out. Moving up the hillside, there’s a tiny little villa that’s owned by a German businessman. According to the local gossip, he’s not coming this summer, so it will probably be rented too.’

‘Aren’t there any locals who live here?’

‘A few, but not many. Behind the German villa is where Dimitri and Marietta live. They own one of the jewellery shops in Kassiópi and spend their summers here, running the shop.’

‘And where do they spend their winters?’

‘In Athens, like Theo.’

‘So which is his place?’

Laura pointed to the right of Villa Petros, to the tip of the lush green headland. ‘That’s his. It’s lovely, isn’t it? Quite the best house in Áyios Nikólaos. It used to be an olive press but he’s done a wonderful job of extending and renovating it. It’s a bit of a hobby for him.’

Izzy gazed up at the attractive mellow stone villa. ‘What does he do when he’s not renovating old houses - and flirting with you?’

Laura smiled. ‘You’ve been listening to Max too much.’

Izzy smiled too. ‘He may have mentioned Theo’s interest in you.’

‘It’s just a game he plays. It’s nothing serious. No, what he’s really into is property. And lots of it. He owns half of Athens, if you believe a fraction of the scurrilous stories Angelos shares with Max.’

‘And who’s Angelos?’

‘He and his wife practically run Ayios Nikólaos. Without them we’d be sunk. They take care of our villa, as well as Theo’s and several others. Angelos does all the gardening and maintenance work, and Sophia does the cleaning. Look, that’s their house, to the left of ours and further up the hill. You’ll meet them soon. They’re nice, very friendly.’

Izzy stretched her arms over her head and yawned. She had been up since five and was beginning to feel tired. ‘And what about tomorrow, anything in mind for us to do?’

‘We’ve got nothing planned. That’s the beauty of coming here. It’s total relaxation. What’s more, I don’t even have to cook tonight. Max is going to impress you with his barbecue skills. It’ll just be the four of us.’

‘Four?’

‘Don’t worry, it’s only Theo joining us for the evening. Come on, I need to get out of the sun. Give me a head start and I’ll race you back to the beach.’




Chapter Four

With a beer in his hand, Max was more than happy to be left to his own devices to deal with the intricate operation of lighting the barbecue. He waved Laura away with a stand-aside-and-leave-this-to-me expression and told her to go and relax.

Only too pleased to escape the rising cloud of smoke, she picked up her Campari and soda and went over to the group of wicker chairs, positioned to give them the best view of the setting sun when they settled there after their meal.

She leaned back into one and wondered how the evening would go. She was mildly surprised that Theo wasn’t here already. Her initial concern over him sweeping Izzy off her feet had done a surprising U-turn. She had a good feeling about the effect his company would have on Izzy. She didn’t know of a single woman who wouldn’t relish being flattered by an attractive man. The reverse was also true, of course. Men found the flirtatious attention of a beautiful woman an irresistible draw. The difference between the two was that men were inclined to take the passing attention of a woman seriously - Wow, I always knew I was a catch! - while women treated it as they would a fragrant waft of freesias: lovely, but not lasting.

Which was as close as one could get to describing Theo. He was lovely, all right, but any intimate relationship with him would almost certainly be short and sweet.

Throughout last summer when she and Max had  occasionally stayed with Theo while the finishing touches were being put to Villa Petros, Laura had seen him in action with a number of women he brought with him from Athens. She had asked him once if he ever grew tired of the rapid turnaround in his love life.

‘You are implying that I lead a shallow existence, Laura, is that it? Well, do not worry yourself on my account, I am quite happy as I am.’

She didn’t doubt that he was happy, she just wondered if he could be happier.

Max had agreed with her, saying that he was a curious man. ‘When he’s having a drink on his own with me he’s quite different,’ he said, during one of their many conversations about Theo, ‘but put a woman in front of him and it’s as if a switch flicks - he goes into supercharged charmer mode.’

Hearing a change in the strength of the waves on the rocks below, Laura turned her gaze out to sea. One of the many Minoan ferries that passed this way between Brindisi and the port at Corfu Town was gliding across the horizon. Its smooth passage made her wonder just how smooth Theo would be this evening. What kind of a performance would he put on for Izzy’s benefit?

And how would Izzy react?

Laura had deliberately not told her anything of the conversation she had had with Theo that morning. If she did, Izzy would automatically be on her guard, which would create an atmosphere of hostility between them. That would be a great shame.

No. It was much better that Izzy worked Theo out for herself, in her own time and in her own way, and decided just how seriously to take him. If she had any sense she would treat him in exactly the same way Laura did. Besides, Laura didn’t want anything to spoil Izzy’s holiday. After the tough year she had had, what with Alan, her father dying, and her dreadful mother to  contend with, a relaxing summer was the least she deserved.

The sound of footsteps on the stony path below the terrace told her that Theo was about to make his entrance. ‘Act one, scene one,’ she muttered to herself, getting up from her chair and going to meet him.

On seeing him she burst out laughing: he was carrying a bottle in each hand and between his teeth there were two long-stemmed roses. She took the wine from him and led him to where Max was opening another beer.

‘Oh, Theo,’ gushed Max, ‘red roses! How sweet! Really, you shouldn’t have.’

‘Ignore him,’ said Laura. ‘It’s the fumes from the barbecue coals, they go straight to his head. One of those roses for me?’

‘But of course, my darling Laura. Though only if I am permitted a kiss in exchange.’ He leaned into her, was about to kiss her mouth when she neatly twisted her head and he had to make do with her cheek.

‘She’s getting too quick for you, Theo,’ laughed Max. ‘Now what can I get you to drink? Beer, wine, ouzo, gin and … Ah, Izzy, there you are.’

Both Laura and Theo turned to see Izzy coming towards them. She was dressed in a black camisole top with a calf-length flowing skirt, also in black, and on her feet she wore a pair of espadrilles. Even though she had spent scarcely any time in the sun that day, she was already exhibiting a tan. With her shoulder-length dark brown hair pulled back into a loose plait, she looked all of twenty-five. Laura would have liked to study Theo’s face closely to see what his initial reaction was, but the telephone rang inside the villa.

‘Can you get that, love?’ Max said. ‘I’ve just put the kebabs on. If it’s for me,’ he shouted after her, ‘and it seems urgent, tell them I’ll call back later.’

‘It looks as if we shall just have to introduce ourselves,’  said Theo. ‘Theo Vlamakis, friend to Max and Laura Sinclair, and hopefully soon to become your friend.’ He offered Izzy the rose. ‘To wish you a relaxing holiday here in Áyios Nikólaos. May today be the start of a happy love affair.’

Izzy took the rose from him, ‘A love affair?’ she repeated, thinking that he was George Clooney to a T. He had the same short dark hair, flecked with grey, and the same thick eyebrows above a pair of magnetic black eyes. Dressed in cream linen trousers with a pale peach short-sleeved shirt that showed a finely worked gold chain at his throat, there was no mistaking the aura of natural glamour and appeal about him.

‘Yes, a love affair with Corfu and its beguiling people, of course,’ he said. ‘Now it is your turn. You have to introduce yourself.’

Self-conscious, but charmed by his words and manner, Izzy held out her hand and said, ‘Izzy Jordan, friend to Max and Laura Sinclair, and I’ve a confession to make. I’ve heard a lot about you already.’

He gave a ceremonious little tilt of his head, took her hand and raised it to his lips. ‘I am very pleased to meet you, Izzy Jordan. Though it seems you have the advantage. I know hardly anything about you. Is it very bad what Laura has confided in you about me? Does she make me sound like the empty-headed buffoon?’

Izzy laughed and withdrew her hand. Goodness, he was smooth. ‘She speaks very highly of you, as a friend and a neighbour.’

‘That’s good. That means we step out in the right direction, you and me.’

‘Theo, if you could lay off the Ionian charm for a couple of seconds, perhaps you’d be kind enough to get Izzy a drink.’

Dutifully leading her over to the table of drinks, Theo said, ‘That Max, he has such a sharp tongue on him. Like  so many English men, he is jealous of his Greek counterpart. We Greek men, we cannot understand how the English ever reproduce, especially the ones with the stiff-upper-lip public-school background. You know, Izzy, a night of passion for Max is sharing a beer with his highly esteemed Fergie.’

‘What? The Duchess of York?’ said Izzy, trying hard not to laugh.

‘No,’ grinned Theo, ‘your great man of the people, Sir Alex Ferguson.’

‘Theo, if you don’t give it a rest, you’ll feel the sharp end of one of these kebab sticks! Now, get the girl a drink.’

It wasn’t until Max was serving the fruits of his labours and insisting that Theo and Izzy sit down that Laura reappeared. ‘Who was that on the phone?’ he asked.

‘Francesca.’

Max stopped what he was doing. ‘Nothing wrong, is there? She’s not changed her mind about coming?’

Laura smiled. ‘Poor old Daddy missing his beloved daughter, is he? Don’t worry, she’s still coming. She just wanted a chat.’

‘Ah, mother-and-daughter stuff, was it?’

‘Yes. Big bust-up with the boyfriend.’

Max tipped the last of the swordfish kebabs on to the large plate of seafood in the middle of the table and said, ‘Good. He was an idiot. Didn’t have an original thought in his head. He thought he was so cool and radical when all the time he was a jumped-up little jerk.’

‘Aha, there speaks the father who thinks there is not a young man alive good enough for his daughter,’ said Theo. ‘Poor old Max, you would much rather be the one to choose a husband for her.’

Izzy knew quite a bit about the now ex-boyfriend. She had met him just once, but it had been enough to  understand why Max was so glad to know that he had seen the last of him. He had been one of those slowwitted eco-warrior types with nose and eyebrow rings and dreadlocks crawling down his back. He had been a vegetarian as well, and Izzy recalled a beanburger that Laura had made specially for him, which he had prodded at rudely and said he couldn’t eat because he could smell garlic in it. He was a far cry from what she knew was Max’s idea of a perfect boyfriend for Francesca: he had to be motivated and smart, and if he could possibly manage it, straight out of the Tim Henman mould of clean-cut good looks and behaviour.

‘Hah, baloney, to you, Theo!’ Max retaliated. ‘Just wait until you have children of your own before you start casting aspersions on my partiality.’ Then, turning to Laura, ‘She’s okay, though, isn’t she?’

‘Relax, she’s fine, currently denouncing all men as bastards. By the way, she asked if she could bring a friend with her when she comes over.’

‘Anyone we know?’

‘Sally Bartholomew.’

‘What, the Sally? Man-eating Sally? A girl who can lasso a man to the ground with her own stockings. You said no, didn’t you?’

Ignoring his question, Laura reached for the wine-cooler. ‘Now then, who needs a refill? Darling, you’re not going to wear those oven gloves all evening, are you?’

Max took them off and tossed them on to the table, then sat next to his wife. ‘Go on, then, tell me the worst. How long is she staying?’

While Laura filled Max in on the details, Izzy offered Theo the plate of barbecued seafood.

‘No, please,’ he said, taking the dish from her, ‘you are the guest here, I will serve you.’

‘But you’re a guest too.’

‘No. I am just plain old Theo from next door.’

Izzy smiled. ‘That sounds suspiciously like a man fishing for a compliment.’

He narrowed his dark eyes and looked puzzled. ‘I am sorry. Fishing? What is the allusion here? I do not understand. Your English must be too refined for me.’

‘Don’t listen to a word, Izzy,’ said Max, leaning across the table, helping himself to a jumbo-sized prawn and ripping it apart. ‘Theo’s English is as good as yours and mine, if not better. He was educated in England at one of those fancy public schools he was just condemning, and my guess is he learned very young to put people at a disadvantage with his linguistic ability. Usually pretty young girls. So be warned.’

Theo passed the plate he was holding to Laura. ‘Is your husband going to be as bad-tempered for the rest of the evening just because a nymphet is coming to stay?’

‘Lord, will you listen to him?’ roared Max. But there was no anger to his voice. Giving Izzy a smile, he said, ‘You see what you’ve let yourself in for this summer?’

‘Ah, poor Izzy,’ said Theo, turning to her and holding out a perfectly peeled prawn for her to take. ‘I don’t think you will stay sane here for long. Promise me, if you get tired of these crazy people you will come to me for a place of sanctuary. Villa Anna is so tranquil. I think it would suit you better. Eh? What do you say?’

Izzy took the proffered prawn. ‘Thank you, but who’s to say that I’m not as crazy as Max and Laura?’

By the time they had finished their meal and were sitting in the wicker chairs with a tray of liqueur bottles to choose from, the sun was setting, casting a coppery glow over the wide open sky, and across the darkening water, where the swelling outline of Albania could still be seen, lights were twinkling like stars. It was a beautiful sight and for a few minutes they all sat quietly enjoying it.

Laura was thinking how restrained Theo was being.  Compared to how she had seen him in the past, with women far less attractive than Izzy, he was playing it very cool. She hadn’t seen him once attempt to touch her, nor had he commented on her appearance. For an Englishman this would have been par for the course, but for a Greek with a sex-god reputation to live up to it was unheard-of. Was Theo smarter than she had given him credit for? Perhaps so. Instead of smothering Izzy in ready-made flattery he had chatted to her so far about life in England, the school where she taught, and how she had been unfortunate enough to meet her and Max. He had laughed at her description of bumping into Max’s Porsche. ‘It serves him right for having such an ostentatious car,’ he had said.

‘That’s rich coming from you,’ retorted Max. ‘What about the pimp-mobile you have here on the island? BMWs are as rare as hen’s teeth in these parts, never mind the Z3.’

‘You see how easy it is to rile poor old Max?’ Theo had said to Izzy. ‘Always he is coming from the defensive point of view.’

The sun had now slipped below the horizon, and Max asked Theo about his friend, who was arriving the following day. ‘You never mentioned before that you knew Mark St James.’

‘I am sure there are lots of people you know that you have not told me about.’

‘But this is different. Mark St James is an author. Quite a well-known one at that. One of my favourites.’

Theo drained his glass of Metaxá and shrugged. ‘You are entitled to your hero-worship, but to me he is just a friend. No more, no less.’

‘Is he the one whose books have been on the telly back home?’ asked Izzy. ‘The writer they describe as Cracker  meets Silence of the Lambs?’


‘Yes that’s him,’ said Max. ‘Those adaptations of his  books make a welcome change from all those bonnet dramas. Have you read any of his stuff?’

‘No. I’m not sure they’re quite my cup of tea.’

‘You should give them a try,’ urged Max. ‘The psychology is brilliant. You really feel that he knows the mind of a criminal. It’s rather disturbing, but you almost sympathise with the killer by the end of one of his books.’

‘It is his forte,’ said Theo, leaning forward to settle his empty glass on the low table. ‘He studied criminal psychology at university. He knows his subject inside out.’

‘How did you meet him?’ asked Izzy.

‘Ah, the perceptive Izzy. I see that the unlikely match of two such men intrigues you. But it is true, opposites really do attract. We met at college, and hit it off straight away. Mark thought I was a poncy fascist, and I thought he was an arrogant, foul-mouthed, narrow-minded bore.’

Izzy smiled. ‘So what changed your opinion of each other?’

For a second Theo looked serious and stared into the darkening sky. ‘He saved my life,’ he said quietly. Then, ‘But that’s a story I will leave for Mark to tell you. Now, it is time for me to do some work. I have many phone calls to make. Kaliníhta, one and all.’ He got to his feet, followed swiftly by the rest of them. He rested his hands on Laura’s shoulders and kissed her cheeks. ‘As ever, my darling, you were the perfect hostess.’ He shook hands with Max, then turned to Izzy. ‘Now that we are practically old friends, am I permitted to kiss you goodnight?’

He gave her a look and a smile that might easily have talked a girl into falling in love with him.




Chapter Five

Theo considered himself a lucky man. Just as Churchill and Napoleon had functioned on little sleep, so did he. He had worked until two in the morning, had risen at six fully refreshed, and by half past seven had been for a swim, showered, dressed and walked up the dusty potholed lane to see Nicos and his wife, who ran the local supermarket. He had returned a short while later with his breakfast: a melon and a kataífi, a finely shredded pastry bulging with almonds and soaked in honey. He was eating this now while sitting on the flower-filled terrace overlooking the sea. The scent of the roses enhanced the delicious sweetness of the cake.

His sweet tooth, according to his grandmother, was his only weakness, but then she had always seen him through such blinkered eyes, could never accept that he might be fallible. All over Greece there were women just like her, responsible for giving Greek children, and especially boys, the reputation of being the most indulged children in the world. Certainly Anna Vlamakis had seen to it that her only grandchild was the most pampered and feted.

‘You are spoiling that boy beyond redemption,’ his parents would complain. But Anna ignored their pleas for restraint and took delight in presenting him to her friends and neighbours as a handsome prodigy who could do no wrong. From an early age he had developed a talent for talking to adults without feeling in awe of them, or being self-conscious in their presence. It made  him a precocious star turn whenever Anna showed him off. As she frequently did.

After each visit he made to his grandmother in Corfu, his exasperated parents would say that he had returned to Athens with a head bigger than his shoulders and neck could support. It was as well that she had not lived any closer in those early days of his childhood, or she would have been the ruin of him. Though, of course, there might be some, including his old friend Mark, who would say that she had done exactly that.

His father had worked for the diplomatic service, and when he was posted to the Greek embassy in London, both his parents must have breathed a sigh of relief. At last, distance would ensure that Anna Vlamakis’ influence was kept to a minimum. But their relief was short-lived: his father’s duties increased rapidly, which meant that his mother was also busy, helping him host dinners and parties for visiting dignitaries. The inevitable happened: they agreed that he should spend the long holidays from school with his grandmother in Corfu.

Theo had loved Anna’s old town-house in Kérkyra with its faded Venetian façade, pretty courtyard, and ever-changing view of the harbour and old fort. He especially enjoyed going out with her. After her customary afternoon siesta, she would take him through the dark maze of narrow streets - some so narrow he could stretch out his arms and touch both walls - to her favourite zaharoplastía, a sweet-shop that sold mouth-watering cakes, and biscuits decorated with sesame seeds, coconut, apricots or chocolate. While Anna chatted with the owner, Theo would be left to make their choice, and when the cardboard boxes had been filled and tied with a ribbon they would go on to visit her friends for tea. Like Anna, these ladies had also outlived their husbands and were wealthy enough to have few worries in the world. Over pastries and liqueurs, they would share with him  risqué stories of their many lovers, during and after their marriages, smiling at each other and watching his face to see if he was shocked by their scandalous revelations. But nothing they said ever shocked him: he was too fascinated by the world of love and sensual desire they spoke of with such wistful longing.

On other days Anna would take him to the Esplanade where they would watch a cricket match while sitting in the cool shade of one of the elegant Listón bars. Often they were joined by Thomas Zika, a local businessman and lifelong admirer of his grandmother. He spoke in hushed tones, and wore a suit and tie even on the hottest of days. He was an amazing linguist and encouraged Theo to be the same, talking to him in English one minute, Italian the next.

But the days Theo enjoyed most were those he spent in the elegant high-ceilinged drawing rooms of Anna’s widowed friends. It was from those ladies that he had learned the importance of passion. His grandmother said that no one had ever lived until they had experienced what she called a Grand Passion. When he was of an age to understand things better, he had asked Anna why she had never accepted one of Thomas Zika’s many proposals. ‘Ah, Theo,’ she had said, sipping her dry martini, which she had taught him to mix, ‘it is true that Thomas loves me, and it is also true that I am very fond of him. But I do not love him. I would rather keep matters as they are. He is a close friend, perhaps the closest I have ever had, and I would not want to risk losing that by marrying him.’

‘So you think it is always better to travel through life not taking any risks?’

‘No. That is not what I am saying. My marriage to your grandfather was the risk I took and it was my moment of Grand Passion. I have no desire to replace or  even add to the memory of what I have already experienced and keep treasured in my heart.’

‘But you could have something different with Thomas.’ Smiling she had said, ‘Perhaps if he were more persistent I might reconsider. But he seems to have resigned himself quite happily to what we have.’

‘Maybe he is frightened to press you any harder, that one more proposal will turn you against him.’

‘What a lot of thought you have given to this, Theo. But I’m afraid you will have to accept that Thomas and I have reached an impasse and are both happy to live with it.’

With such an upbringing, it was no surprise that Theo tended to surround himself with women. He felt most at ease when in their company. With the exception of a few close friends and one or two business associates, he seldom trusted men.

He attributed this wariness to his time at school in England. He had hated the boarding-school just outside London to which his parents had sent him, and it was many years before he truly forgave them for forcing him into the barbarism of the English public-school system. After the life he had lived so far, it had come as a profound culture shock. He was in no way effeminate, but the regime he was expected to follow at school, with its tough macho image, appalled him. Naturally he suffered a degree of bullying for being a foreigner, but he fought back by beating his tormentors on and off the playing-fields. He pursued the goals and accolades they coveted, and with such vigour and success that in the end they accepted him into their world. After all, it was better to have the enemy in your own pocket than in someone else’s.

It was during his adolescence that he lost his virginity. He was seventeen and was spending nearly all of his free time with the wife of the new classics master. He was dull  man in his late thirties, with a pretty wife ten years his junior. Living in a small cottage within the school grounds, she was bored and lonely. To give her something to do, her husband had unwisely suggested that she help Theo perfect his English. Which she did, and a lot more besides.

She had been the only person he had missed when he left a year later. He had thought of returning to Athens, either to go to university there or to embark upon his national service, but with his parents still in London, he gave in to their wishes and stayed on in England. They wanted him to study in London, but he refused the university place he was offered there and went to Durham instead.

In Durham he experienced true bone-numbing coldness for the first time in his life. The freezing North Sea wind that came across the flat terrain cut through the layers of clothing with which he tried to protect himself as he cycled across town for a lecture. The rain was worse, icy cold, horizontal, and wetter than anything he had ever known; it slashed at his face, leaving him breathless and barely able to see the road in front of him. It was on such a raw, freezing cold day that he had met Mark.

He had heard of Mark St James already - his reputation, as they say, went well before him. He was a political activist intent on saving his generation, if not the world, from the evils of capitalism. His presence was advertised throughout college in the form of the posters he put up wherever he could, vilifying the leaders of the free world’s major industrial nations, proclaiming them to be no better than the devil’s disciples. When he wasn’t organising a protest march or a silent sit-in, he was braving the elements selling copies of whatever radical paper he was currently supporting.

It was 1976 when punk rock was bursting on to the scene and, with his hair spiked and dyed an aggressive  peroxide blond, his skinny legs covered in black PVC bondage trousers, decorated with zips and chains, the rest of him blanketed in an oversized, hand-knitted sweater that would not have looked out of place in a dog basket, the infamous Mark St James was a distinctive sight as he stood in the market-place in front of the church, ignored by the busy Saturday morning shoppers.

Theo had watched him through the steamed-up window of the café where he was having a late breakfast of coffee and doughnuts, and had admired his fellow student for his dedication to the cause. He was about to order a second mug of coffee when he noticed that it was raining again. Shivering at the thought of yet more icy rain, he suddenly felt compelled to go and offer this foolish young man a hot drink.

‘Fuck off!’ was the snarled response.

‘Considering I am the first person to offer you anything other than a look of disparagement, don’t you think you are being just a little hasty?’

An expression of hostile disdain flickered across the gaunt face, which appeared underfed and pinched with cold. The sneering blue-eyed gaze then trailed over Theo’s clothes - cashmere coat and scarf, Italian leather gloves, black woollen trousers and shiny burgundy-coloured loafers.

‘You’re that flash Greek, aren’t you?’ His voice was low and husky, as though he was recovering from a bout of laryngitis.

Theo knew all too well that this was how he was labelled in some quarters, but hearing it uttered with such menacing contempt made him wince. ‘I am only offering you a drink, not an opportunity to enslave you with my misguided political views.’

The look thawed and with a curl of lips that were chapped and bruised with cold, he said, ‘Yeah, okay  then. Who knows? I might be able to show a poncy fascist where he’s going wrong.’

For the next fifteen minutes Theo was attacked for everything he had or hadn’t done: global capitalism, world poverty, institutional power that was corrupt and killing those who weren’t already starving to death, and ultimately for being too stupid to understand the manifesto that this angry young nihilist claimed would save the world from itself. And as if that wasn’t enough, he was held personally responsible for the plight of the crumbling Acropolis in Athens. ‘You realise, don’t you,’ Mark said, leaning forward in his chair and pointing a surprisingly clean and slender finger at Theo’s face, ‘it’s the shit from all your cars that’s the problem? The Acropolis is two thousand four hundred years old, it’s survived God knows how many invasions, and you’re wrecking it with your stinking pollution. So figure this one out, pretty boy, what the hell are you going to do to stop it?’

‘Goodness, after such a display of sweet reason you mean I get a turn to speak? Well, I believe, and without my intervention, that help is at hand. UNESCO is sponsoring a rescue fund.’

‘Yeah, but will it be enough?’

‘Is anything we do enough?’

‘Better something than nothing.’

‘Which is why I offered you a cup of coffee. But now I must be on my way. I have an essay to write. It was good talking to you. Even if you are an arrogant, foul-mouthed, narrow-minded bore. Goodbye. Oh, and you should do something about that sore throat. Standing around in the cold will not do it any good. Trust me on that, if nothing else.’

They didn’t see one another again until the following week when Theo was enjoying a late breakfast once more and watching Mark trying to sell his ideology to  uninterested passers-by. This time, though, it was Mark who made the approach. He caught sight of Theo through the café window and marched straight over, comically restricted by his ridiculous trousers. He threw open the door, letting in a tornado of cold air, and sat uninvited in the chair opposite Theo. ‘I object to being described as a narrow-minded bore,’ he said angrily, causing several middle-aged women at a nearby table to raise their eyebrows and clutch at their handbags.

‘But arrogant and foul-mouthed still stands, eh?’

‘At least I’m not screwing every woman in Durham.’

‘So who is?’

‘You are, you bourgeois, time-wasting little — ’

‘Oh, please, spare me another come-the-revolution tirade. Now I hate to correct you, but your information is not all it could be. There are still a few women who I have yet to get into bed. Coffee? Or would you prefer hot chocolate? I see your throat is no better.’

‘I’ll have tea. Ordinary tea - none of that bloody fancy stuff. And if it’s any of your sodding business I haven’t got a sore throat. This is my normal speaking voice.’

‘Then perhaps you would be kind enough to lower it so as not to disturb or intimidate the good ladies here.’ He turned his head and gave them his most charming smile, the one he had used while visiting his grandmother’s widowed friends.

When Theo had told Izzy last night that it was true about opposites attracting, he could not have described his friendship with Mark any better. There always had been, and always would be, a conflict of egos between them. They were two very strong characters, but because they were so different in nature, they amused and continually confounded each other. It was a real mystery to Theo, in these early days of their friendship, as to why an essentially shy, reserved person, who only wanted to  be left alone, forced himself into a position of antagonism that made him such an obvious focus of attention.

Though they openly despised each other on those two initial encounters, they also secretly admired each other. Theo couldn’t help but be impressed by Mark’s convictions, and though it was a long time before he ever admitted it, Mark was envious of Theo’s track record with girls.

‘I can’t believe they fall for that smooth-bugger routine,’ he said one evening, many months later, when they were sitting cross-legged on the floor of his room and eating a curry he had just cooked in the kitchen he shared with twelve other students.

‘An air of sophistication is what they like,’ Theo had answered, casting a critical eye over Mark’s untidy room. The walls were papered with posters of the Sex Pistols, Che Guevara and the Jam; the single bed was covered with unwashed clothes; a small bookcase was filled to capacity with psychology textbooks, and the desk was hidden beneath a tide of files and papers. ‘Of course, the money helps,’ he added, ‘that and my astonishingly good looks.’

‘And you think I’m an arrogant bastard!’

‘Ah, but my arrogance is not based on immature angst and confused anger, as yours is. Mine comes from confidence.’

Now Theo poured himself some more orange juice from the iced jug on the table and stared at the lovely view. Just as yesterday, the sea was as smooth as glass and a hazy early-morning mist hung languidly over the horizon. It was unusually calm, this narrow strait of water between Corfu and Albania. Normally it was a wind-surfer’s paradise, especially in the afternoon when the breeze really whipped up. Sometimes the water became dangerously rough and the tourists who innocently hired boats in the morning, expecting a pleasant  day of cove-hopping, got rather more than they had bargained for. One saw them all the time, low-powered motor boats struggling against strong waves, the men pretending they had it all under control, and the women slipping on their life-jackets and worrying whether they would see home again.

He shifted his gaze to look along the hillside towards Villa Petros. There was no sign of movement on the terrace or the veranda, and he guessed that its occupants were still asleep. He pictured Max and Laura lying together, Max with one arm placed protectively around his wife’s pale, freckled shoulders, and Laura, her auburn hair fanned slightly across the pillow. They were a couple made for each other, perfectly in tune with the other’s needs, and still perfectly in love after so many years.

A twinge of envy crept up on him. Not ugly, covetous envy for another man’s wife, but a gentle twisting yearning that one day somebody would love him with the constancy with which Laura must always have loved Max.

He pushed the thought away.

It was futile to think along those lines. He could never expect somebody to love him with the intensity he craved, not when it seemed unlikely that he would be capable of offering the same in return. His track record, of which Mark had once been envious, proved that he simply wasn’t cut out for long-term monogamous commitment. And almost certainly it was too late for him to change the habit of a lifetime.

His thoughts turned to Izzy. It had been pure idle amusement on his part to tease Laura that he could help her friend to enjoy her holiday, and it had touched him to see her concern. He would never do anything to upset or annoy Laura. Though that first glimpse of Izzy last night had made him wonder: there was no denying that he had felt the irresistible pull an attractive woman always  exerted on him. It was the freshness of her face that had appealed. There was no artifice to her. No elaborate hairstyle. No ostentatious jewellery. No makeup. He couldn’t even recall if she was wearing any perfume. But she had moved with a beguiling grace that made her unconsciously lovely. She was without pretension, and from her sombre grey eyes, which were both gentle and enquiring, he had guessed that a lot was going on inside her head, and not all of it happy.

She was very different from the women he usually felt attracted to. In fact, she was the complete opposite.

Just as he and Mark had once been. And still were, in many respects: resisting polarities, but with a very real synergy between them, was what Mark said of them.

He leaned back in his seat, stretched his arms over his head, and smiled at the coincidence. ‘Well, well, well,’ he said aloud. ‘We shall just have to wait and see what the Fates have in store for us.’

Mark didn’t like coincidences. As far as he was concerned he had experienced too many of them just recently, and none had been good.

But the woman in the seat beside him was not of the same opinion. She was rather drunk and seemed to think that because he was bound for the same holiday destination as she and her husband, some high priestess of fate was at work.

He put her at somewhere in her mid-fifties, and decided she was undergoing a serious identity crisis, kidding herself that she was still in her twenties. She was wearing a pair of Christian Dior sunglasses, a tight cream lace dress, and with a head of scuzzy showbiz blonde hair, she was a real middle-aged designer dolly-babe. She was brittle thin, too, and he had the feeling that if he accidentally knocked her he’d set off an avalanche of body parts. Her lipstick had partially rubbed off and she  was left with an outline of lip-liner: it gave her a clown-like drawn-on smile.

Between her and her husband — a man of zero conversational skills but a fine comb-over: you could almost count the strands clinging to his pate — they had bought enough booze from the drinks trolley to ensure that Messrs Gordon and Johnnie Walker would be rubbing their hands with delight.

‘You know what, darlin’, I was told I’d have an important encounter with a fair-haired man today,‘ she had said, once they were pushing through the thick bank of clouds that were raining on a miserably wet Manchester below, ‘but she didn’t mention about him having such a sexy voice. You got a cold?’

‘Sorry?’ he had said, knowing that he would be. He was sorrier still that he had decided to fly from Manchester instead of Newcastle. Why the hell had he agreed to be a guest speaker for that dinner Waterstone’s had put on? If he had said no, as he normally did, he wouldn’t have changed his flight arrangements at the last minute and be sitting here next to this wretched woman.

With an irritating jingle-jangle of silver bangles on her skinny wrist, she leaned into him. ‘My tarot companion said I’d meet a man who fits your description exactly. Tall, fair-haired and wearing jeans. It’s you.’

It could also have been any number of other men on board the plane, but he kept this piece of information to himself, discretion invariably being the better part of valour.

‘I hate flying,’ she went on, undeterred by his silence, ‘so last night I gave my tarot reader a quick tinkle. Just to put my mind at rest. If it’s my turn to go, I told her, I want some warning. Like enough to book a later flight! But you’re going to bring me luck. You’re going to change my life.’

She believed it too. Every last gibbering word of  pound-a-minute make-believe. But then she would, wouldn’t she? She was probably barking mad. Had to be.

His thoughts were interrupted again as she decided, since he was going to be playing such an important part in her life, that it was time they were properly introduced. Unscrewing the metal cap of one of the miniature bottles she had stashed in her vanity case, she told him her name was Liberty-Raquel Fitzgerald. After raising the bottle of crème-de-menthe to her lips and draining half in one well-practised swig, she added, ‘This is my husband, Bob. He doesn’t say much. Say hello, Bob.’ Silent Bob obviously knew the score and did as he was told. He then got back to his book; a book Mark recognised only too well.

With nothing else for it, he knew that if he was going to get any peace he would have to lose himself in the inflight movie: a soft-focus costume drama. He was just reaching for his headphones when she told him where she and Silent Bob would be staying.

His brain, which had thus far been lying dormant with boredom, did a double-take. ‘Where did you say?’

‘Áyios Nikólaos,’ she repeated. Then, seeing what she mistook for well-I-never astonishment on his face, but which was actually horror, she said, ‘No! Don’t tell me, darlin’, that’s where you’re staying! Whereabouts?’

He told her, not so much to provide her with the information but to clarify exactly where she would be in relation to him. Was, it possible that there was more than one Áyios Nikólaos? No, he couldn’t be that lucky.

The exchanging of geographical details confirmed what he foolishly thought were his worst fears, but then she said, ‘We’re there for most of the summer. Bob’s looking to invest in property on the island. Isn’t that right, Bob?’ A nod indicated that she was correct. ‘How about you? How long are you on holiday for?’

‘It’s a flexible arrangement,’ he said evasively. ‘When  I’ve had enough I’ll be going home.’ At this rate, some time tomorrow.

She rattled her jewellery at him again and pressed a long red nail into the flesh of his forearm. ‘But you know that you won’t be leaving before you’ve fulfilled your obligation to me, don’t you?’

His dumb expression made her go on.

She pressed the nails further into his skin. ‘You know, to change my life. It’s written in the stars. It’s going to happen. I just know it is. I’ve got a really good feeling about you.’

He wished he could say the same of her.




Chapter Six

The view from Izzy’s bedroom window was enchanting, and with nobody else up on the first morning of her holiday, she was taking advantage of being able to absorb the magical beauty without interruption.

Despite the threat of mosquitoes, she had slept the night with only the shutters across her window, and the gauzy white muslin drapes had billowed gently as a cooling breeze had filled the room. She had fallen asleep to the rhythmic sound of the sea lapping at the shore below and had woken to the same. Now, as she sat on the small balcony that faced the sea, she could hear the muted clang of a church bell, and a second-shift cockerel crowing. Coming from the nearby eucalyptus trees was the motorised tone of chirruping cicadas.

It was such a heavenly morning she wished she had the talent to capture its essence. She glanced down at the sketchpad on her lap and looked at what she had achieved so far. Even to her self-critical eye, it didn’t look too bad. She waggled her paintbrush in the jar of water on the table at her side, dabbed it into her tray of watercolours and resumed work again on the hazy lilac sky that was washed with a soft, pearly opalescence.
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