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			Prologue

			2008

			‘Wasn’t it brilliant?’ said Laurel, brimming with excitement after leaving the cinema.

			Marnie put her arm round her granddaughter as they walked in the cool night air, the summer sky only just beginning to darken, and pulled her close with joy. ‘It was the greatest film I’ve ever seen!’

			‘I almost choked on my popcorn when they slid down the banister!’

			‘And those dance sequences – I haven’t laughed until I’ve cried in years.’

			‘What about Pierce’s singing?’

			They paused to look at each other, both wincing in delight and bursting into fits of giggles.

			‘I still wouldn’t kick him out of bed!’

			‘Marnie!’

			‘I’m serious. Would you?’

			Laurel thought for a moment. ‘Maybe Pierce but not Colin Firth!’

			‘Of course – it’s always the shy, awkward one for you.’

			Marnie linked Laurel’s arm and they ambled home, singing ABBA hits and trying out Meryl’s dance movements on the pavement. 

			At home Marnie put her keys on the sideboard and checked her reflection in the mirror. Her face looked younger to Laurel, glowing with happiness. ‘Your mother would have loved it.’

			‘Do you think so?’

			‘I know it,’ she said, turning to Laurel with a look of deep love in her eyes. ‘It captured something of her spirit in a way I’m not sure anything else has since she died.’

			Laurel wished, as she always did, that she had a memory of her parents, a memory of their spirit, the thing that made Laurel, Laurel. Marnie had tried to share as many memories of Laurel and her parents as she could – her mother dancing round the kitchen to ABBA with Laurel in her arms, her father sitting in their parked car with Laurel pretending to steer – but still Laurel hankered after a memory of her own, not one that she’d been told, but it was something she knew she could never have. 

			‘Did I ever tell you your parents fell in love on holiday?’ said Marnie, in the kitchen, putting on the kettle. 

			‘You did.’ 

			Laurel suspected Marnie had shared every scrap of information she had about her parents, and them falling in love was definitely one of Marnie’s favourite moments. 

			Marnie made the tea, whistling ‘Slipping Through My Fingers’, and handed Laurel her mug. ‘Do you know, I think it’s time I gave something to you.’ She left the kitchen and quickly returned with a shallow box not much bigger than a laptop.

			‘What is that?’

			‘Let’s call it an early eighteenth birthday present.’

			Full of excitement, Laurel opened the lid and unfolded the white tissue paper that concealed what lay inside. Peeling back the paper, she discovered an item in denim fabric. She pulled it up to unfold a pair of dungarees – she knew instinctively that they held a story. 

			‘They were your mother’s.’

			‘Really?’ said Laurel in wonder. She held them against her body.

			‘They should be the perfect fit, you’re exactly the same size as she was.’

			Laurel immediately took off her skirt and popped them on. 

			‘They feel amazing,’ she said, going out to the hall mirror.

			Marnie joined her. ‘She used to wear them all the time. If you breathe deeply you can still smell the faintest trace of her scent.’

			Laurel gazed in the mirror, imagining her mother was reflected there, feeling as close to her as she ever had, the scent of the dungarees bringing her to life. 

			‘I love them,’ she said, her voice catching. 

			‘I thought you would. Your mother did too. When I saw Meryl wearing a pair, I knew it was time you had them.’

			Laurel turned to hug her grandmother. ‘Thank you, Marnie. I couldn’t have wished for a better present.’

			‘You’re welcome,’ she said, brushing the hair from Laurel’s face with her hand, and looking into her eyes as if they were her daughter’s. ‘I’ll miss you when you head off to university.’

			‘I’ll miss you too.’

			But just then an idea came to Marnie and her face lit up, her violet eyes twinkling. ‘Do you know what we should do?’ 

			‘What?’

			‘We should make a promise to visit the island in the film next summer, when you’re back from uni – have a little adventure of our own.’

			‘Deal!’ said Laurel, loving the idea, excited about the trip already.
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			2018

			Dear Ms Dempsey,

			 

			Please be aware that you have ten days of annual leave outstanding for the year. You have rolled your leave over the maximum number of three times. If leave is not taken in full before the end of June, you will lose the entitlement. 

			 

			Sincerely,

			Liz Hemsworth

			Human Resources 

			 

			Laurel reread the email, removed an earphone and clicked open her calendar. 

			‘Huh.’

			‘What?’ asked Matt, the team-assistant, who sat next to Laurel in the open-plan office where they worked.

			‘I’ve still got ten days’ holiday to take.’

			‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ he chuckled. ‘You’re always here.’

			Laurel didn’t like to admit it but Matt had a point. Since her grandmother died ten weeks ago, Laurel had thrown herself into work. It had been easier for her to focus on organising corporate events and weddings for the hotel she worked at than to dwell on the heartbreak of losing the woman she loved most in the world.

			‘So, are you going to take it?’ 

			Laurel shrugged. ‘I’m not sure.’ 

			Matt didn’t seem to hear her. ‘Where will you go? God, just think of the choice! If I could go anywhere I’d go to Yosemite National Park and climb El Capitan.’ 

			‘Right,’ replied Laurel, looking at the events planned for the next couple of months. She realised that if she were going to take leave it would have to be soon – next week soon – the big events booked in for July and August would require her to be there. Doubting that her boss Jacqui would agree to her taking time off, Laurel almost put the thought out of her mind. It was only when ‘Dancing Queen’ began playing through her headphones that she was reminded immediately of her favourite montage in her favourite movie, Mamma Mia!, and a flash of inspiration came to her. 

			‘Matt?’

			‘Yup?’ he answered, not looking away from his screen.

			‘Let me know when Jacqui’s finished in her meeting, will you?’ 

			‘Sure.’

			Happy that the coast was clear, Laurel did a sneaky Google search of Skopelos, the Greek island where Mamma Mia! was set. There was something irresistible to Laurel about the inimitable joy of the movie, the lavish dance routines and OTT performances. Regardless of whatever cloud darkened her day, there was always Mamma Mia! to make her smile. 

			Within seconds of her search thousands of images of crystal blue bays, rugged cliffs and white-washed homes with orange pan-tiled roofs flashed up in front of her. 

			Laurel was instantly transported to the night when she and Marnie had seen Mamma Mia! at the cinema, and the promise they’d made that the following summer they’d visit the island together. But one summer followed another, and before Laurel knew it she was laying her grandmother to rest. Laurel didn’t have many regrets in life but not taking that trip was one of them. 

			With that thought in mind she pulled up TripAdvisor. Dozens of Skopelos hotels and guest houses appeared, all with perfect swimming pools, blue skies and large parasols. But for all their immaculate facades and crisp white bed linen it was something less perfect that caught Laurel’s eye. Villa Athena, perched high on a cliff, overlooking a turquoise sea, looked a little tired – the bed linen had a definite whiff of the eighties and the décor was decidedly un-chic – but Laurel was drawn to its faded charm and its higgledy-piggledy feel. There was something about it that reminded her of Donna’s guest house in the film.

			Laurel skim-read the reviews.

			‘Quirky house but stunning location.’ 

			‘A bit like an episode of Fawlty Towers.’ 

			‘Owner is as mad as a box of frogs!’

			And when she searched for Villa Athena on Google, the only result she found was via TripAdvisor – no website, Facebook or Twitter. It was as if the place didn’t exist, and yet Laurel was charmed and intrigued. She was about to check availability, when she felt a presence over her shoulder and heard the noisy clearing of someone’s throat. 

			‘How’s the Dental Award Ceremony coming along?’ asked Jacqui, who had appeared at Laurel’s side like a ninja.

			‘Fine,’ said Laurel, quickly closing the window and removing her headphones, hoping Jacqui hadn’t spotted what she was looking at. 

			‘Good, because I need the full itinerary on my desk by end of day. Understood?’

			‘Absolutely!’ Laurel shot Matt a look that said, ‘I thought you were meant to be my lookout, you git’, and returned to her work, even though all she could think of was a trip to Skopelos.

			 

			‘Only me,’ called Laurel, entering her apartment. 

			Tom, her grandmother’s ageing grey cat, slunk round the doorframe, his tail in the air, and meowed. 

			‘Have you had a good day?’ she asked, hanging her jacket on the back of the door. 

			He turned his back on Laurel and moseyed into the kitchen.

			‘Mine was pretty average too,’ she said, removing her shoes and following him. ‘In case you wanted to know.’

			Tom stood next to his food bowl, his green eyes staring at Laurel.

			‘Hungry? What do you fancy?’ Laurel asked from the fridge, weighing up the cat-food options. ‘Two-day-old tuna or something pertaining to rabbit liver?’

			Tom meowed. 

			‘Right,’ said Laurel, scraping the last of the tuna into his bowl. ‘I don’t fancy my options much either.’

			With a ‘healthy eating’ prawn curry heating in the microwave, Laurel went to her bedroom which, if she opened the Velux windows and stood on tiptoes, afforded her a view of Clapham Common. She took off her work clothes and pulled on her mother’s dungarees, which always made her feel closer to her mum, and a bit like Donna, the character that Meryl played in the film, too. 

			The ping of the microwave took her back to the kitchen where she ate at her small table, Mamma Mia! on in the background, while browsing through a selection of brochures for the flats she planned to view at the weekend. 

			‘I don’t really like any of these flats,’ she said to Tom, when he’d finished eating and had sat down on the floor beside her, no doubt hoping for a prawn to come his way. ‘Plus they’re all ludicrously expensive. How could I fritter away all of Marnie’s money on just two hundred and fifty square feet?’

			Although Laurel liked her job and loved her friends in London, she’d never quite felt she belonged there, and the more she looked at buying a flat in the city, the more she had a desire to go somewhere else. When her grandmother was alive, Harrogate had felt like home, but, having been through all the options of what to do with Marnie’s home: live in it; sell it; rent it out; Laurel had even toyed with turning it into her own little boutique hotel, she decided to put it on the market. There were too many memories and without Marnie, it didn’t feel like the home she’d loved. 

			Thinking of the trip to Skopelos, she pushed her supper aside and went to the framed picture of Marnie in her men’s jeans and a pink and purple Liberty shirt, which she kept on the shelving unit beside the one of her parents in their high-waisted jeans and polo necks. 

			‘Fancy a glass of wine?’ she asked her grandmother, taking down the picture and pouring herself a glass. She sat down on the sofa, Tom jumping up beside her, and stared at Marnie’s photo. She studied her violet eyes and every wrinkle around them, which her grandmother had spent hours trying to keep at bay with her beloved bottle of Olay, a scent Laurel would forever associate with her. If Marnie were here right now, Laurel knew she’d ask her three questions: Would buying a flat bring you happiness? Is that your dream? And, most importantly, what would Meryl do?

			Stroking Tom from top to tail, it didn’t take long for Laurel to come up with the answers: the flat wouldn’t bring her happiness; her dream was to have her own boutique hotel, just like Donna’s; and Donna would be impulsive, spontaneous, and throw caution to the wind. 

			Taking a deep breath and feeling a thrill of nervous excitement, Laurel chucked the brochures in the bin and placed the photo of Marnie back on the shelf, before reaching for her phone and typing in ‘Villa Athena, Skopelos’. The image of the higgledy-piggledy guest house came up and Laurel found herself smiling. Without thinking, she clicked on TripAdvisor and navigated her way to the availability checker. When she discovered they had rooms free for the following two weeks, she booked it then and there. The rush of happiness she felt almost matched Meryl’s elation in the scene where she cavorted to ‘Dancing Queen’ with a feather boa round her neck. Laurel jumped up and, in her excitement, danced along to ‘Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!’, which was playing on the telly, shimmying her hips with her hands in the air. 

			Desperate to share her news with someone other than Tom, Laurel dialled her best friend.

			‘Hi, hon,’ said Janey, her Yorkshire accent as strong as ever despite her years in London. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘How do you feel about looking after Tom for a couple of weeks?’ Laurel asked, grinning from ear to ear and making silly faces at Tom. 

			‘I’d love to. Why?’

			‘Because I’m off to Skopelos!’ said Laurel with a squeal, which made Tom bolt for the cat flap.

			‘You’re kidding?!’

			‘Nope. For once in my life I’m being spontaneous. Marnie and I always planned to go, so I’m going for her.’ 

			‘I’m proud of you,’ said Janey, always supportive, but sounding excited too. ‘Not only would it have pleased Marnie, it’s exactly what Donna would have done!’ 

			‘And whatever Donna does—’ said Laurel.

			‘Laurel does too!’ They laughed in unison.

			‘It’s exactly what you need – you might even meet your own Colin Firth!’

			‘That I doubt, but I can forget about work, visit all the locations, find an ABBA-themed bar, and swim in the sea. It’s going to be great!’

			Later, after she hung up the phone, Laurel poured herself another glass of wine, and hugged herself in anticipation. Whatever the next couple of weeks would bring, she was more than ready for an adventure.
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			‘Jacqui?’ Laurel knocked gently on her boss’s open door the next morning. 

			‘What is it, Laurel?’ Jacqui looked up from a hefty document on her desk. 

			Laurel wished she’d been a little less spontaneous last night, seeing Jacqui face to face she wondered why she’d booked a holiday without clearing it first. ‘HR told me I have to take my annual leave by the end of June or I’ll lose it.’

			‘Uh-huh,’ she said, removing her glasses and pinching the bridge of her nose. ‘They copied me in. I assume you’ve come to tell me you’re not taking it?’

			Laurel laughed lightly at what she hoped was her boss’s very dry sense of humour. ‘Actually I’ve booked two weeks in Skopelos. I leave on Saturday,’ she said, nervously. 

			‘Lucky for some.’ Jacqui gestured for Laurel to sit.

			Laurel sat with her hands neatly placed on her lap. ‘I’ve looked at the diary and I can have everything in order by the end of the week. I’ll make sure Matt has copies of everything.’

			‘I’m sure you will. If anyone deserves a break it’s you.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Laurel, touched by her boss’s kind comment. Jacqui was a bit of a peculiar character. She was exacting in her standards, had a quick temper, and her humour was as dry as the Sahara. But it hadn’t taken Laurel too long to figure her out and she rubbed along with her better than most in the department. Jacqui had always been fair to Laurel, and when Marnie had fallen ill she’d given Laurel her full support. 

			‘I had a holiday on a Greek island myself when I was about your age. I’m not so old as to have forgotten the fun one has in the sun,’ she said, with a twinkle. 

			‘I’m sure . . .’ Laurel wondered where Jacqui was going with this. 

			‘If you’re as lucky as me you might even find someone to enjoy it with! I once met this gorgeous guy, muscles like you wouldn’t believe—’

			‘Well,’ said Laurel, her cheeks reddening, her boss lost in her memories. ‘Thanks, Jacqui, I should get on!’

			Laurel beat a hasty retreat and, back at her desk, started tying up every loose end she could think of before she left.

			‘It’s as if you’re planning on never coming back,’ observed Matt. 

			‘In my dreams!’ For all Laurel dreamed of owning her own hotel, she couldn’t quite imagine working anywhere other than The Higham, the place she’d worked since leaving university. Despite her flaws, Jacqui had been good to Laurel, promoting her regularly over the last six years. 

			‘You never know – all that sun, sea and sex might just go to your head.’

			‘Hardly.’ Laurel couldn’t remember the last time she’d got laid, though the thought of a holiday romance with someone, after so many nights alone, was quite a nice one. She hadn’t had a relationship since she broke up with Phil three years ago, after he decided he’d prefer to spend his life photographing spiders in South America than sharing a one-bed with Laurel in London. There had been an uncharacteristic one-night stand sometime last year, which Laurel had tried desperately to erase from her memory without success.  

			With things at work in order, Laurel hit late-night shopping. The only swimming costume she owned was the black Speedo she’d had at school for swimming lengths of the punishingly cold pool. It was now threadbare and the Lycra had given up any sense of support years ago. More in need of support than ever, Laurel decided a new costume was in order.

			‘Do you want a one piece or two?’ the department store assistant asked after Laurel had stared at costumes for the best part of ten minutes and come to no decision.

			‘One,’ she said.

			‘Oh,’ said the assistant, in a way that suggested that was the wrong answer.

			‘Why?’ 

			‘You’ve got a great bod,’ she said, in a drawling sort of voice.

			‘You think?’

			‘Sure. You should definitely go with a two piece.’

			‘Oh, right, okay,’ said Laurel, wondering why she was agreeing given that she’d never worn a bikini in her entire life. 

			‘Something like this would be good.’ The assistant held up a bright pink bandeau bra and tiny briefs. 

			‘No. I need straps and bigger pants.’

			The assistant rifled through the rail. ‘This would complement your skin tone,’ she said, holding up a padded bra in olive green with high-waisted ruched bottoms. 

			Deciding it was the best of a bad lot, Laurel went to the changing room where she stripped down to her underwear, trying the bikini over the top.

			‘How’s it looking?’ the assistant called. 

			‘Fine. Good!’ Laurel called back, checking the lock on the door to ensure she couldn’t burst in and find Laurel with her M&S essentials poking out. 

			‘Great! Throw it over and I’ll wrap it for you,’ said the assistant, before Laurel had really made up her mind. She wasn’t sure how you were meant to tell if a bikini suited you from standing underneath a downlight in front of a three-way mirror with your undies and socks still on. Still, she reasoned, it was better than what she had already and at least it was something ticked off her list. 

			Somehow, in between buying new swimwear, dusting off her suitcase, searching every cupboard, drawer and file in the flat for her passport, and making sure everything was in order at work, the week flew by, and before Laurel knew it, it was Saturday morning and Janey was arriving to collect Tom.

			‘How did Jacqui take the news of your holiday?’ she asked. Janey being very much up to speed on the peculiarities of Laurel’s boss.

			‘With a little too much detail,’ said Laurel, admiring Janey’s batik headband, which held her thick, brown curls in place. ‘I had to high-tail it out of her office before she told me all about her holiday fling.’ 

			‘Really? I don’t know how you manage her so well.’ She picked up Tom, scratching him beneath his chin in the way that he liked.

			‘What can I tell you, it’s my USP: Laurel Dempsey, Crank Handler Extraordinaire!’

			‘You do attract oddballs.’

			Laurel laughed, acknowledging that it was true; it was a quality she’d inherited from Marnie, who’d attracted lame ducks wherever she went. 

			‘Help yourself to juice,’ said Laurel, going into the bedroom to put her phone charger in with all her other packing on the bed. ‘I need to empty the fridge before I go, so take whatever’s in there.’

			Janey came through and leaned against the bedroom doorframe, munching on an apple.

			‘You sure you’ve got enough stuff?’ she asked facetiously, looking at the piles of folded laundry, books and toiletries.

			‘You think I haven’t?’

			‘Laurel, are you mad? You’ve enough clothes there to dress the entire island.’

			Laurel stood back to look at her belongings, fourteen of everything, neatly stacked. ‘I haven’t been anywhere before for longer than three or four nights.’ 

			‘Laurel, my little homebird, you look as if you’ve packed never to come back. They will have a washing machine, you know, and if not, you can always wash your pants in the sink.’

			‘What would you take?’

			Janey, a seasoned traveller since her gap year in India, put down her apple on the bedside table and discarded four-fifths of Laurel’s possessions. She undid in a minute what it had taken Laurel most of the week to put together. 

			‘There,’ she said, putting the suitcase onto the bed and throwing in the items. ‘That should do it.’

			‘But that’s barely anything,’ said Laurel, surveying the contents, wondering how she was to get by with only one bra and two pairs of pants. 

			‘Trust me. A pair of flip-flops, swimsuit and sarong, a dress and cardi for the evening, pair of shorts, skirt, trousers and three tops is all you need. Plus your dungarees.’

			‘Of course,’ said Laurel, who went nowhere without her mother’s dungarees. ‘But I do need my shampoo and conditioner.’ Laurel took the bottle from the pile Janey had created on the floor.

			‘They’ll have toiletries at the hotel.’

			‘But not anti-frizz.’

			Janey cast Laurel a withering look and held out her hand for Laurel to pass the bottle back. ‘You are aware holidays are about relaxing, letting your hair down, right? You’re supposed to forget about whether you have frizzy hair or not.’

			Laurel hugged the bottle. ‘There are some things I can never forget, and frizzy hair is one of them.’

			‘Well,’ said Janey, realising she wasn’t going to win this battle easily. ‘I, Janey Andrews, your best friend since we were four years old, is on this day, declaring that Laurel Dempsey will survive two weeks with frizzy hair. Now hand the bottle over!’

			‘Fine!’ said Laurel, grudgingly relinquishing it. ‘But if I have a frizz emergency I will be cursing your name.’

			‘That’s a risk I’m willing to take! And are you really planning on reading a book a day?’ she asked, looking at the stack of fourteen books. 

			‘You never know.’

			‘You can take three. No more. And I concede that your Mamma Mia! DVD is one of your life’s essentials.’ Laurel was about to open her mouth to object about the books when Janey raised a finger to tell her, no. ‘Pick three, no more. Have you got your passport and currency?’

			‘Check.’

			‘Phone and charger?’

			‘Check.’

			‘Travel itinerary and directions?’

			‘Check.’

			Janey threw in Laurel’s choice of three books and the DVD, zipped up the suitcase and gave it a satisfied thump. ‘Then that’s it. You’re ready!’

			‘Right,’ said Laurel, the reality of setting off alone suddenly hitting home. 

			‘Are you nervous?’

			‘A little,’ she confessed, feeling in need of a cup of tea.

			Janey followed her through to the kitchen. ‘You’re going to have the best time.’

			‘I know,’ said Laurel, uncertainly. 

			‘And more importantly, you’re going to be doing something that you and Marnie always planned to do together.’

			Laurel paused, swallowing a wave of emotion.

			‘I just wish she was here to do it with me.’

			‘I know,’ said Janey, opening her arms to give Laurel a huge hug. ‘She’d be so proud of you.’

			Laurel nodded, and wiped away a tear, Janey still holding her by the arms. 

			‘And you know, if she was going, she’d be here right now dancing round this room in excitement.’

			‘It’s true,’ Laurel laughed lightly, galvanised by Janey’s pep-talk and the thought of Marnie. ‘She’d probably have left by now, trying to sweet-talk the airport staff into letting her onto an earlier flight.’

			‘She was a great old girl.’

			‘One of a kind,’ said Laurel. 

			‘So, let’s go?’

			Laurel took a deep breath. ‘Yes, let’s go!’

			Janey manhandled Tom into his cat box and Laurel gathered up her suitcase and bag and together they locked up the flat. 

			‘When’s your flight?’ asked Janey, outside on the pavement. 

			‘Eleven-thirty.’

			Janey’s eyes popped wide. ‘You’re kidding? It’s already past nine.’

			‘Oh shit!’ said Laurel, digging around for her phone to check Janey was right. 

			‘You’d better run!’

			Just as Laurel was about to pelt down the road to the Tube station the postman arrived at the gate. 

			‘Morning,’ he said, cheerfully, not reading the look of panic on Laurel’s face. ‘I’ve a letter for you to sign for.’

			He handed Laurel an envelope and presented the gadget for her to squiggle something that bore absolutely no resemblance to her signature. 

			‘Got to run,’ she said, handing the postie back his pen-thing, stashing the letter in her handbag and kissing Janey goodbye. 

			 

			Laurel made it on time to check-in by the skin of her teeth. 

			‘Where are we travelling today?’ asked the check-in assistant, brightly. She was jauntily clad in sky blue and white, with a neckerchief and eye-shadow to match.

			‘I’m travelling to Skiathos,’ said Laurel, presenting her passport, marginally out of breath. 

			‘You’re almost late,’ said the woman, bristling, her nails clicking on the keyboard of her computer.

			Laurel resisted the urge to say, ‘Almost late is the same as being on time’.

			After checking in her suitcase, politely queue-jumping security – circumnavigating the barriers like a Jack Russell on an agility course – she arrived at her gate just as final call was being announced.

			‘Made it,’ she said, as she collapsed into her seat. 

			‘You sound as if you need a drink, pet,’ said a distinctly Geordie accent from above her.

			Laurel looked up to see a voluptuous forty-something, peroxide curls springing from her scalp, boobs bursting out of a white cotton top, and a bottom concealed in white jeans, which Laurel wasn’t at all certain would fit in the seat beside her. 

			‘It won’t be long until they bring round the trolley,’ the woman said, stretching on tippy-toes to cram her bag into the overhead locker. ‘We can have a couple then,’ she continued, wiggling into her seat. 

			Laurel opened her book, hoping to make it clear that she’d like to sit quietly. Her ploy did not work. Within seconds the woman said, ‘I’m Angie. What’s your name?’

			‘Laurel.’

			‘Nice to meet you, Laurel. Are you going to Skiathos or somewhere else?’

			‘Skopelos.’

			‘Great,’ she smiled. ‘Me too!’

			The announcement of the safety demonstration enabled Laurel to sit quietly again. She took out the safety card, craning her neck for a better view of the cabin crew. Angie, on the other hand, paid no attention. She was far more concerned with the in-flight magazine and checking out the latest duty-free bargains. 

			‘If the plane goes down that safety stuff won’t make a blind bit of difference,’ said Angie, once the flight attendants had finished and were patrolling the aisles checking everyone’s seatbelts. ‘There’d be a brawl. Like Newcastle on a Saturday night, just at thirty thousand feet!’

			Laurel couldn’t help but laugh. 

			‘Have you been to Skopelos before?’ 

			‘No,’ replied Laurel, the force of take-off pushing them back in their seats. ‘It’s my first time.’

			‘Ooh, pet, it’s been a long time since I said that!’

			‘How many times have you been?’

			‘More than I can remember, some I can’t remember at all, if you know what I mean.’ Angie winked. ‘I’ve been coming since before it was famous, before Meryl and Pierce and his awful singing.’

			Laurel knew it was ridiculous but she found herself feeling slightly hurt that Angie should be so rude about Pierce. It was as if she was at school again and an older kid had come up and told her Santa wasn’t real, even though she’d figured it out for herself ages ago. 

			As soon as the seatbelt sign flicked off, Laurel tucked her book away and reached for the headphones, neatly coiled in their little plastic wrapper. She was thrilled to find Mamma Mia! was one of the film choices. If I’m lucky, she thought, I might even manage to watch it twice. But a nudge on her side suggested otherwise. 

			‘You gotta love that movie,’ said Angie, placing a tissue between her boobs.

			‘Yes,’ said Laurel, who’d never seen anyone use cleavage as storage. 

			‘Is that the reason you’ve come?’

			‘It’s my favourite film. My grandmother and I always said we’d visit the island together but she passed away and now I’m visiting for both of us.’

			‘Ah pet, that’s tough. But I tell you, you’re going to love the island, you’ll have the time of your life. I guarantee it.’

			Just as Laurel thought she’d found an opportunity to duck out of the conversation and into the film, the drinks trolley arrived. 

			‘What would your granny have had?’ Angie asked, after the flight attendant had requested their orders.

			Memories of Marnie drinking Smirnoff and orange on an evening by the fire, in the garden on a summer’s afternoon, or at the funeral of a friend, came flooding back to Laurel. She remembered the smell of it, so toxic and sweet, and the sound of the ice cubes chinking against the edge of her grandmother’s favourite cut-glass tumbler. Even now it made Laurel think of her. 

			‘I’ll have a vodka and orange.’

			Angie looked impressed. ‘Good for you, pet. Let’s make it a double.’

			‘No—’ Laurel began to protest but before she could finish Angie was poo-pooing her, saying, ‘You’re on holiday! Live a little.’

			Aware that the advice was exactly what she would have received from both Janey and Marnie, had they been there, Laurel didn’t put up a fight and received her drink gladly. 

			‘Now, let’s get that movie on,’ said Angie. ‘I’m dying to see that Pierce Brosnan – if I find someone half as tasty this holiday, I’ll be a lucky, lucky girl!’
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			By the time the flight landed in Skiathos over three hours later, it felt to Laurel as if she and Angie had known each other all their lives. They’d drunk too many drinks, laughed, ooh-ed and aah-ed at all the same bits in the movie, and sung along together to the end credits. She was glad of her company and her knowledge. If it wasn’t for Angie, Laurel would have stood at the airport dithering about whether to take a bus or a cab, and learning precisely (or as precisely as Google Translate would allow) how to say, ‘Please can you take me to the port to catch the ferry to Skopelos.’

			Instead, with Angie’s help, Laurel picked her luggage off the carousel, left the airport and went straight to a taxi rank, where Angie, without a thought to the language, said, ‘Ferry port, please’ before opening the boot of the cab and throwing in both their suitcases. 

			At the port the same thing happened. Where Laurel would have procrastinated long and hard over which ticket office she should use, Angie just barrelled into the first, shouted what she needed and walked directly to the ferry. 

			It felt peculiar to Laurel, sitting on the ferry deck waiting for it to depart, that only four or five hours earlier she’d been in London, racing through the busy streets to get to the airport, and now, here she was, on the sea, with a brilliant blue sky above her, just an hour away from the place she’d dreamt of for almost a decade. 

			‘You thinking of your granny?’ Angie asked as the boat began to move away. 

			Laurel stared straight ahead, torn between imagining Marnie beside her and embracing the moment as it was, with the force of life that was Angie.

			‘She’d have loved this,’ she said, as they made their way out of the busy port. ‘She’d have loved the expectation of how Skopelos would feel, if it would feel like being in the film.’

			‘Sounds like she really loved that movie.’

			‘I don’t think anyone has loved it more.’

			‘What made it so special to her?’

			Laurel paused before answering. ‘My mum—’ her voice broke. She cleared her throat, gathering herself. ‘My mum loved ABBA more than anything. Apparently, she used to sing their songs to me when I was a little girl.’

			‘Apparently?’ asked Angie, her voice softer than usual.

			‘She and my dad died when I was two. Granny Marnie raised me after that.’

			Angie sat quietly. ‘Sounds like you’ve been through the wringer.’

			‘No.’ Laurel was quick to reply. ‘Not at all. I was too young to remember and Marnie was the greatest granny-slash-mother I could ever have had – I got to grow up in her pottery studio, every day was messy and creative and full of fun. I can’t imagine being raised by anyone else. If anyone had it tough, it was my grandmother.’

			‘But ABBA saw her through?’

			‘I believe so. And Mamma Mia! seemed to capture something of my mother in a way that nothing else had for Marnie, and I suppose for me too – I always wished I could have a stronger feeling of my mum’s spirit and when I watch Mamma Mia! I get that, a bit. Whenever Marnie watched it she’d say, “It feels like coming home”.’

			‘Sounds like this holiday is going to be a journey for you,’ said Angie, the setting sun casting the most spectacular light on the water. 

			‘A great one, I hope,’ said Laurel, thankful for Angie’s company even if it was unexpected.

			They sat comfortably together, passing the time by watching fellow passengers on the boat and inventing stories about their lives. It wasn’t long before the island appeared in the distance with its craggy cliffs plummeting into the sea.

			‘There it is,’ said Angie, casting her arms wide. ‘She’s a real beauty!’

			Laurel stared in wonder at the mountainous island, covered in dense trees and the cluster of buildings nestled in its bay. It was as beautiful a place as she’d ever seen. 

			‘We’re coming to you, baby,’ called Angie, squeezing Laurel’s hand in excitement, which Laurel felt too. ‘You’d better be ready!’

			 

			When they arrived, the sun had almost set and the lights of the town were shimmering enticingly among the white buildings, which clung to the steep slopes. Laurel drank in the scent of the sea, of the local vendors cooking and the clean, fresh air that smelt so differently from London. All at once she felt nervous and excited and bursting to explore everything immediately.

			‘Meryl was here. And Julie, Pierce, Colin, and Stellan,’ she whispered to herself as her fellow ferry passengers rushed by her on the quayside. She clutched the handle of her suitcase tightly; it was all she could do to stop pinching herself. ‘And now it’s my turn.’ She smiled, feeling instinctively that she belonged here. 

			‘You coming?’ called Angie, already up ahead, trundling her suitcase behind her. 

			‘Sure!’ Laurel ran to catch her up. 

			In the car park next to the port there was a melee of passengers all looking for taxis and buses, and local men touting for fares. Laurel tried to make sense of the system, if there was one, but Angie barrelled straight into the heart of it, like a ball scattering skittles. Laurel lost sight of her for a brief second, until she saw a hand in the air and curls leaping and falling as Angie jumped to get Laurel’s attention.

			‘Over here,’ she yelled. ‘Come see who I’ve found.’

			Laurel edged her way through the crowd, trying not to bump into anyone.

			‘Sorry,’ she said, when her suitcase became caught with someone else’s. She turned to find a guy, about her age, trying to steer his case out of the way.

			‘No trouble,’ he said, doffing his straw trilby – he had a rather nice smile, she noticed – and heading off. 

			By the taxis, Angie was clutching the arms of a large, Greek man. For someone who Laurel guessed must be in his late fifties, he wasn’t bad-looking at all, and had a rougish charm about him. His face lit up as he gazed at Angie.

			‘Alexandros,’ she said, beaming from ear to ear. ‘How are you?’

			‘Angie,’ he said, in a thick local accent. ‘How long it been?’

			‘Too long!’ she replied, looking at him fondly. ‘Look at you; you never age!’

			‘Eh,’ he smiled, exposing a gold tooth. ‘Women like you keep me young.’

			‘Alex!’ she said flirtatiously, clearly enjoying the attention. 

			‘And you have friend?’ he asked, looking to Laurel.

			Angie pulled Laurel closer. 

			‘Alex, this is Laurel. Laurel, Alex.’

			‘Hi,’ said Laurel, reaching out her hand.

			‘I met Alex the first time I came to Skopelos and he’s been looking after me ever since.’

			Alex moved his cigarette from his right hand to his left. ‘Pleasure. Where you ladies stay?’ 

			‘I’m down the front this year so I don’t need a cab but you could take Laurel to . . .’ Angie paused, uncertain where Laurel was staying.

			‘Villa Athena.’ 

			Alex dragged on his cigarette and laughed, smoke rushing all around him. 

			‘You stay with Mama Athena?’ 

			‘That’s right.’ She pulled out her itinerary to check she had the correct details ‘Villa Athena,’ she read, and handed the paperwork to him.

			‘Sure, sure,’ he said, shooing away the papers. ‘Everyone knows Athena!’

			Laurel frowned, uncertain if everyone knowing Athena was a good thing. 

			‘I’m sure it’s fine, pet,’ said Angie.

			‘I hope so,’ said Laurel, feeling a sudden knot of anxiety in her stomach. 

			‘Alex, can you take her?’

			‘For you, anything,’ he said, stubbing out his cigarette under his trainer.

			‘If there’s a problem, bring her to me at Hotel Skopelos,’ she instructed Alex, taking Laurel’s number and hugging her tightly. ‘And if there isn’t a problem, bring yourself!’

			 

			The interior of Alex’s taxi was immaculate, with no trace of the scent of sick, which Laurel had smelled so often in the mini-cabs that she took in London, usually badly masked by some cheap, novelty air-freshener. 

			‘Why you no stay with Angie?’ asked Alex, glancing in the rear-view mirror.

			‘We only met on the plane.’ Laurel wasn’t quite sure whether to speak to the mirror or the side of Alex’s clean-shaven, leathery face. 

			‘You no friends?’

			Laurel looked out of the window as they drove past the bars and restaurants of the town centre. ‘I think we’ll become friends.’

			‘That’s good. Angie is good woman.’

			‘Yes,’ said Laurel, thinking how kind she’d been to her. ‘I believe so.’

			They continued on their way out of town, through tightly packed streets with cars parked bumper to bumper. In the fading light Laurel caught glimpses down alleys and up steep stairs of courtyards, and flowers, and chapels, and a myriad of places to explore. 

			Before long they were leaving the town’s higgledy-piggledy charm behind and were onto roads surrounded by dense trees through which Laurel spied the darkening sea. 

			‘This is far as I go,’ said Alex, after five minutes or so, as they pulled up outside a large guest house.

			‘Is this Villa Athena?’ Laurel was surprised by its smart exterior, it wasn’t quite what she’d been expecting.

			‘No!’ laughed Alex. He pointed to a track in the trees and, in the distance, high above them, where a dim light shone, a building that Laurel could only just make out. ‘That’s Villa Athena!’

			 

			Laurel watched Alex’s tail-lights disappear back to town. She resisted the temptation to go into the guest house beside her to ask if they had a room for the night and instead, dug out her phone, put on its torch, and began walking. 

			‘I’ll bet Meryl didn’t have to do this,’ she said, walking deeper into the woods, following a track that crunched beneath her and proved almost impossible to pull a suitcase on. 

			It felt like an eternity to navigate the track, which wound its way up the hill in a series of bends. Laurel stopped every few minutes to un-jam her suitcase from a rock or to heave her handbag back onto her shoulder after it had slipped. By the time the large gates of the villa came fully into view she was tired and sore and ready for a lie down. 

			‘How do I get in?’ she asked, having tried the handle and found the gates to be locked. She stared at the two large, arched wooden gates in front of her and shone her torch to the right, which highlighted a wooden sign with Villa Athena etched in it, then to the left and above, which showed nothing that resembled a bell. She tried the black, cast-iron handle again but it twisted and turned without success. 

			‘Crap,’ she said, searching for her paperwork. She hoped there might be a telephone number, or an email address but when there wasn’t she found herself asking: What Would Meryl Do? There were three options: 1) Walk back down to town. 2) Camp out for the night under the stars. 3) Yell!
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