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				‘Romantic and funny’ Sun

				‘Sheer romcom brilliance’ Heat

				‘This book is scrumptious! I couldn’t stop reading’ Katie Fforde

				‘Irresistibly romantic and utterly gorgeous’ Miranda Dickinson

				‘A perfect pearl of a story. I loved it’ Milly Johnson

				‘Well worth a read’ Carole Matthews

				‘Jo’s trademark warmth and wit sing from the page . . . I adored it!’ Cathy Bramley

				‘Perfect escapism’ Marie Claire

				‘Sunny and funny’ Veronica Henry

				‘Perfect summer read’ Liz Fenwick

				‘An utterly charming read full of rustic romance and adventure’ Woman magazine

				‘Perfect for those who dream of a new life in the sun!’ My Weekly

				‘A heart-warming tale’ Ali McNamara

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For my brilliant editor Emily.
Thank you for coming to find me and bringing me 
home to Headline.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Hello all!

				Welcome back if you’ve read my other books and, if you’re new to my world, welcome and come on in. I’m Jo Thomas and I write about food, families and love, with a good splash of sun and fun thrown in.

				When I write I’m always dreaming about a new life overseas and this book is no exception. This time we’re in Crete, the largest of the Greek islands.

				For me, starting a new book always feels a bit like opening the pantry and seeing what ingredients you’ve got in. When I thought about Greece, I pictured the makings of a Greek salad: crumbly white feta, shiny black olives, crunchy cucumber and juicy red tomatoes. But when I arrived in Crete I realised there was so much more to discover about this mountainous country and its food. According to Greek mythology, the god Zeus was born in a mountain cave in Crete and was looked after by a nymph, Melissa, who fed him milk and honey. The honey in Crete is amazing. It’s flavoured by the wild herbs that grow in the mountains, specifically dittany or erontas, which translates as ‘love’. And it’s here I found the heart of my story.

				With teenagers of my own at home, I also wanted to write a book about a woman who is trying to work out who she is once her daughter leaves home and she starts trying to come to terms with her empty nest. Because sometimes in life you have to go back before you can go forwards.

				I do hope you enjoy Nell’s journey into the heart of the Cretan mountains.

				Me agápi apó,

				Jo

				X
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				Firstly, thank you to James Villas for a wonderful week in Crete that gave me the backdrop and setting for this book and enabled me to explore the island and find the ingredients I needed for my story. Thank you to Vamos Traditional Village who promote ethical, sustainable eco-tourism and agro-tourism in Crete and who run cookery lessons and trips to meet the local food producers in Vamos.

				It was there I met Koula Varydakis-Hanialakis who runs a wonderful Cretan cookery course in an old olive press in the town. It was there I learned about the health benefits of Cretan cookery and how to make simple food special by using the herbs that grow on the island and, in particular, in the mountains. And it was there I first saw dittany!

				One of my really special memories of my time in Crete was a meal we had in a small mountain village at Dounias Traditional Cretan Food, where the owner and chef Stelios took time to show us his farm and kitchen, where everything is grown locally and cooked on wood-fires. If you ever visit Crete and find yourself near Drakona, do go!

				To write this book I also needed help with understanding bees, and Barbara and Harold from the Cardiff, Vale and Valleys Beekeepers’ Association were wonderful, introducing me to the bees at Dyffryn Gardens and showing me the basics of beekeeping. Any errors here are entirely of my own making!

				And finally, a huge thank you to my brilliant editor Emily Griffin, for setting me on this publication path; for your faith, encouragement and support, helping me harness my ideas and giving me the wings to fly. I’ll miss you.
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				It all began the day the Christmas decoration factory burned down.

				‘Bloody hell, it’s like New Year’s Eve at Winter Wonderland,’ says Angelica. Her festive red and green tinsel-edged earrings flash in the late-June sunshine as we huddle together outside, watching the orange and yellow sparks shoot up from the factory roof.

				Bang! Crackle! Bang, bang! Fizz . . . bang!

				We jump back as the factory’s electrics explode and fire takes hold. There’s an almighty crash as part of the roof collapses. We gasp in unison, huddling tighter together and shuffling backwards at the same time.

				‘Christ!’ Angelica, one of my closest friends despite the ten-year age difference between us, is the first to speak. ‘That was right over where you were sitting, Nell!’

				I stare at the hole where the roof used to be, sparks and smoke spitting out of it like an angry volcano. I can’t reply. My blood runs cold and I feel my hands begin to shake. She’s right. I was sitting just under that roof beam only a tea break ago.

				Gracie coughs like she’s trying to dislodge a bone from her throat . . . a whole leg bone by the sounds of it.

				‘You all right, Gracie?’ I reach down to put a hand on her back. Gracie is my other close friend at the factory. She was my nan’s next-door neighbour for as long as I can remember, and she’s mine now, ever since Nan died and I took over the house. Gracie is just five foot tall, and almost as wide, wearing one of her signature shapeless nylon dresses. Although in her late fifties, she looks much older. She nods, still coughing.

				Another fire engine arrives, blue lights flashing and sirens wailing. The girls from packing let out a roar of approval as the firemen leap from the engine, as does Rhys from baubles, who’s wearing two of them as earrings. Most of the girls are wearing tinsel round their necks and wave it like cheerleaders’ pompoms as the firemen leap into action pulling out their hose.

				‘I will be,’ says Gracie in her gravelly voice as she slowly straightens. Pulling out a packet of cigarettes from her front overall pocket, followed by a lighter, she sparks up, puffing smoke into the air, where it mixes with the thick black smoke chugging out from the factory roof. She drags deeply on the cigarette between her long, hooked painted nails, exhales, then growls, ‘Better now.’

				Sporadic bangs, sparks and flashes take us by surprise, making me leap out of my skin, but the girls from packing cheer again. ‘Better than Bonfire Night, this,’ says one in a dayglo vest top and a flashing gold Santa hat.

				I shove my hands in the back pockets of my worn and comfortable calf-length jeans. I live in jeans – I wear them to work, to the pub, at weekends. Angelica thinks I have a vintage look going on, but it’s really just about reusing things, like the chequered shirts and the fifties bomber jacket I found in my nan’s attic, and scarves made from bits of fabric to keep my unruly red hair in place. I roll the toe of my lace-up canvas pump around in the fallen white ash in front of me and push my hands deeper into my pockets, my collection of wristbands and bangles bunching together.

				‘All my Christmases come at once,’ says Rhys from baubles, fanning away the heat and smoke with a ‘Santa Stop Here’ sign. Gena, who works in the luxury crackers team, lets out a laugh like a machine gun that makes us all wince and put our fingers in our ears. It grates up and down my already shredded nerves like fingernails on a blackboard. Gena usually gets this response when she laughs. It’s the reason she’s been moved off Christmas deely boppers – those headbands with baubles on springs that can smack you in the eye if you nod your head too much – at the front of the factory. Instead she’s been put on crackers at the back to try and stop her high-pitched laugh from carrying across the factory floor.

				‘Stand back, please, stand back.’ A fireman in a big black suit and a large white helmet waves his arms at us, and we shuffle back again with a few good-natured catcalls, mostly from tinsel, trimming and fairy lights. As we move, there’s another huge bang and the remainder of the factory roof around the hole over my work station, blows off, showering pieces all over the car park.

				‘I guess we’re not going back in today then?’ says Angelica. She clicks away on her phone, taking photos of the explosion and posting them on Instagram. As one hand takes a selfie, the other does a thumbs-up.

				I look over to our managing director, short, fat Alwyn Evans, who is smoothing his comb-over nervously as he talks to the fire officer.

				‘Might as well go to the pub.’ Angelica puts her phone into her big cream and gold handbag and hangs it over her shoulder.

				I cough as the smoke catches in my throat. My chest is tight and I feel a little light-headed. I’d like nothing more than a sit-down and something to settle my nerves. I look at the hole in the roof again. My whole body is shaking. That could have been me gone if I hadn’t got out. I shake my head in disbelief and reach for my own phone, running my thumb over the keypad. I just want to hear my daughter’s voice and to tell her I miss her. I do miss her, badly.

				‘You coming, Nell?’ Angelica asks.

				I shake my head. ‘No. I gave my last twenty to Demi last night at the bus station.’ I check my phone for messages. There are none. I wonder if now would be a good time to ring, or if she’ll be busy. Who’d have thought, my daughter, nearly eighteen, and living in London. I look up at the roof.

				‘She’s gone then, your Demi?’ Angelica asks. ‘Didn’t fancy the job in packing? Decided to go for this posh job in London?’

				I nod, feeling the tears that keep filling my eyes, determined not to let them fall.

				‘Lucky beggar. Wish I was off somewhere exciting, instead of stuck here.’ She folds her arms and her bag swings violently.

				‘I took her to Cardiff last night to get the bus. She promised to text when she arrived safe and sound.’

				‘Blimey, I’m amazed your car made it that far. And she’s really ditched her A levels and gone to get a nannying job in London?’

				I nod again, because I’m not able to talk properly through my tight throat.

				‘Strong-minded, that one,’ Grace pipes up. ‘Just like someone else I know . . .’ She smiles at me and coughs, and I try to smile back, wishing I could see the funny side of this. The truth is, I’m petrified for Demi. Not yet eighteen, and living in London with a family I’ve never met, working as an au pair. She thinks I’m worrying too much, that I’ve got to understand she’s grown up now. But she’s so young. I told her to wait, to do her A levels; she has plenty of time. But she insisted A levels weren’t for her and she was ready to go. I’m just not sure I’m ready to let her.

				‘They have to fly the nest sometime. Just like you did. Your nan was beside herself when you went off travelling. But you came back safe and sound, a bit bruised maybe and with some surprise news. But you coped. The world kept spinning.’

				My face falls. I wouldn’t change having Demi for the world, but I wish I’d seen a bit more of life first. I just want something different for her. Maybe this is the best thing. I manage a smile

				‘At least you’ll get the remote control to yourself now.’ Gracie stubs out her cigarette on the low red-brick wall and then coughs some more.

				Angelica’s mouth turns down. ‘It’s a scary place, though, London. Who knows what lunatics are lurking around those street corners.’

				For a moment none of us say anything, and a hole in the middle of my heart, loosely held together, seems to rip right open. The colour, whatever is left of it after the shock of the fire, finally drains fully from my face. I could strangle Angelica . . . and I just want to bring Demi home.

				‘Oh God, I’m sorry, Nell! How stupid of me! Of course she’ll be fine!’ Angelica grips my wrist, her face screwed up in apology, and the tears I’ve kept in start to pour down my cheeks. Neither Angelica nor Gracie has children, but they’ve been like brilliant aunties to Demi over the years. Angelica buys her fabulous outfits for birthdays and sends over magazines with the latest fashions for her to look at. And Gracie has always been there, just next door, with a full biscuit tin, a listening ear and a couple of quid if Demi runs to the shop to get her milk and fags.

				At the end of the road an ambulance whizzes past, sirens blaring, and I wonder again if Demi is safe. It’s just her and me; she’s all I have.

				‘Come on, I’ll buy you a drink. You can owe me.’ Angelica links her arm through mine, not taking no for an answer, and we join the other groups of workers heading for the pub, tottering on their high heels, snowman deely boppers bobbing up and down.

				Just then, my phone pings. I have a text, from Demi. The first since I left her at the bus station last night.

				Here safe and sound. House is amazing. I’m going to love it here. x

				That’s all it says, but I hold the phone close to my chest and breathe a sigh of relief.

				‘Oh hiya, Nell love.’ I turn to see Gena, gripping on to one of her co-workers and grinning at me like a Cheshire cat. I have no idea what she’s got to be so happy about. With the factory fire, we’re all going to be out of work and out of pocket. I nod.

				‘Gena.’

				‘Sorry to hear about your Demi ditching her A levels. You must be gutted. Not the college type you thought she was going to be then.’ She smiles that Cheshire cat smile and her friend sniggers.

				I bristle and squeeze my phone as if it’s her neck. Breathing as deeply as I can, which isn’t very with my tight chest, I lift my chin and look her right in the eye. ‘Actually, she’s doing really well, Gena. Got a fab job in London. She’s just arrived and is settling in.’ I wave the phone and grit my teeth.

				‘Oooh, too good for us!’ Gena is pulled away by her giggling friend. Her laugh grates on me all over again. ‘You off to the pub?’ she asks.

				Angelica nods curtly. ‘Seems as good a plan for the afternoon as any,’ she says, clutching my arm tightly as if I’m going to do a runner.

				‘You coming, Gena?’ her friend asks, orange in clinging vest and flashing fairy earrings.

				‘No, I’ve got other business to see to.’ She gives the three of us a little wave as she teeters out of the car park on to the main road and heads in the opposite direction.

				My hands are shaking even more and I don’t know if it’s the shock of the fire or Gena’s catty comments. I’m sure Demi will be fine. She’s a smart girl, I tell myself, trying to loosen the grip of the doubts wrapping themselves around my heart.

				‘It doesn’t look as if the factory’s going to reopen any time soon. Rhys heard the firemen talking . . . it could be a couple of months.’ Angelica puts a bottle of white wine and three glasses on the ring-stained round table in front of us; a selection of crisps, nuts and pork scratchings tumble from under her arm.

				‘And we’re on zero-hour contracts. I guess that means they won’t be paying us then,’ Gracie grumbles, ripping open a bag of pork scratchings.

				Realisation suddenly hits me like I’ve been whacked with a sack of spuds. I’m skint! I have no idea how I’m going to survive if the factory is shut. No work, no money. I gave Demi the last of my savings from the jar on the dresser that I’d put aside for a weekend in Tenby. The only thing I’ve got of any value is my car, and that’s only worth a few hundred quid.

				‘We’re never going to find anywhere else to take us on at such short notice.’ Gracie confirms exactly what I’m thinking.

				‘We should go on holiday.’ Angelica beams, unscrewing the bottle and filling the glasses.

				‘Some hope. I haven’t even got my share of a bottle of wine!’ I accept a glass from her with thanks and take a slug of the sharp, warm wine.

				Angelica sits down and leans forward excitedly. ‘We could always go WWOOFing!’

				‘I beg your pardon!’ Gracie chokes on a pork scratching and has another coughing fit.

				‘WWOOFing!’ Angelica repeats with a wicked smile.

				‘I’ve heard about that. It happens on the common . . . in cars . . . exhibitionists!’ Gracie takes a sip of her drink to recover.

				‘Not dogging, Gracie!’ Angelica hoots, and even my low mood lifts. ‘WWOOFing! Worldwide . . . um, working on organic farms, or something like that. You volunteer to work on a farm in return for bed and board. You can do it practically anywhere.’

				‘What, like in the Bahamas?’ Gracie frowns and then looks like she’s imagining herself there.

				‘So that’s you sorted out, Gracie. Where would you go, Nell?’ Angelica is enjoying the game, and why not? We can all dream. ‘You can have a moment to think.’

				But I don’t need one. My hand instantly goes to my throat, remembering the weight of the necklace that used to sit there. There’s one place that’s still close to my heart. Somewhere I didn’t think I’d ever get to see again.

				‘Crete. I’d go back to Crete.’ I suddenly feel like I’m falling into one of the big fluffy clouds that used to drift across the skies there. ‘Not that I haven’t loved being here and being Demi’s mum,’ I say quickly, blushing. ‘But in Crete . . . well, I think that’s where I finally became me. Grew up. Knew what I wanted in life.’ I remember the feeling of confidence I found there. I had everything to look forward to. The plans we made to run a small boutique hotel there on the mountainside, my future laid out like a map in front of me.

				‘Why don’t you go then?’ Angelica says.

				‘I couldn’t do that!’ I laugh off her ridiculous suggestion and try and shake the sadness that comes with remembering, taking another sip of the disgusting wine to bring me to my senses. This is real life, in the Frog and Bucket, drinking acidic white wine.

				‘Well, what are you going to do then?’ She sits back, glass in one hand, a handful of peanuts in the other and she tosses one up and into her mouth.

				‘You could spend some time with that man of yours.’ Gracie raises her eyebrows. ‘Snap him up before someone else does. He’s been waiting for Demi to finally be off your hands. Now’s your chance.’

				Maybe she’s right. How else am I going to fill my time waiting for the factory to reopen? And Mike moving in, paying half the bills, would really help me out. Perhaps this is fate. It’s time the two of us finally put our relationship on a firmer footing, rather than just darts night on a Thursday and a takeaway curry on a Saturday. It would certainly take my mind off Demi being away.

				‘You’re right, Gracie.’ I slap my glass back on the table and push all thoughts of Crete out of my head. ‘That is what I should be doing.’

				I reach into my handbag, feeling fired up, and grapple for my keys, trying to ignore the monkey key ring that Demi bought me on a school trip to Bristol Zoo. Seeing it makes my heart twist again. Demi is fine, I remind myself. Her text said so.

				‘I’ll surprise him. Turn up early!’ I attempt a surreptitious sniff at my clothes to see if I smell of smoke. Then, leaving Gracie and Angelica with the rest of the wine, I head out to the car park and my battered Ford Ka. The sun has gone and it’s beginning to drizzle. I try to ignore the memory of the Cretan blue sky that’s now started taunting me.

				This is exactly what I should do right now: finally make an honest man of Mike and ask him to move in. Even Demi told me it was time I put him out of his misery and got on with my own life now that she doesn’t need me around. I throw my car keys up in the air and catch them, walking purposefully towards my car. I can’t wait to see the look on his face . . .

				I pull up outside Mike’s flat and get my spare key from my bag. I slide it into the lock, feeling surprisingly excited, push the door open quietly and step over the threshold. Then I freeze, hearing that familiar irritating laugh . . . coming from the bedroom. I thought I’d surprise him, but it looks like someone has beaten me to it. I step back out and pull the door to as gently as I can. Suddenly the laughter stops and I hold my breath.

				‘Mike? Did you hear something?’ I hear.

				‘No, now get back to bed!’ And then that laugh again, running through me like the sound of a dentist’s drill.

				I let out the breath I’ve been holding with a long, slow blow. Then, with shaking hands, I slip the key through the letter box and listen to it fall on to the mat before lifting my chin and walking away with as much dignity as I can muster, that laugh still ringing in my ears.

				It’s over . . . Just like that, it’s over.
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				I take a deep breath as I step out of the plane door and on to the steel platform at the top of the steps, lifting my face to the hot Cretan sun. The wind catches the ends of my curly, red hair, just as I remember it doing last time I was here, eighteen years ago. I gather my hair up in one hand and hold it at the nape of my neck as I make my way slowly down the steps. That’s when it hits me. That smell, filling my nostrils, my head, my chest, catapulting me back to a time when I was young, happy; when anything was possible. I sigh blissfully, despite the nerves turning somersaults in my tummy. The aroma of wild mountain thyme on the wind wraps itself around me in a huge hug, and I hold the handrail tighter to steady myself. It feels as if no time has passed at all. I touch the necklace at my throat; I’m still getting used to its weight again. My heart fills and the widest smile spreads across my face. I’m here. I’m actually here.

				‘Excuse me, madam, is everything OK?’

				I turn to see the flight attendant and a line of impatient faces behind me. A group of young girls are giggling, fooling around with excitement, and suddenly I’m reminded of the sound of Gena’s shrill laugh coming from Mike’s bedroom. The memory makes me shudder all over again, leaving me suddenly cold despite the intense heat.

				As I walked away from Mike’s ground-floor flat that day, from a relationship in which I thought it was just me stalling and we were waiting for the right time to take the next step, I realised that everything had to change. For seven years I had known where I was, what I was doing every day of the week. I’d had someone there to share the odd takeaway and telly night with. Now it was just me, and I felt like a balloon with its string cut, not knowing which direction to fly in.

				‘Everything all right?’ asks the flight attendant again. I look at her and at the queue behind me, the harassed expressions of the parents with the child who was sitting near me. I look down at the man in ear protectors, overalls and a high-vis jacket despite the heat rolling in a haze off the tarmac, holding his hands up against the bright sunlight as he squints at me. ‘Do you need a hand?’

				‘No, no . . . I’m fine. Just perfect, in fact,’ I say, pulling down my sunglasses from my head, making my hair fly about even more. Despite my thrill at being here, my nerves spin like acrobats in my tummy. I take one more deep breath, then grip the handrail again and continue on down the slightly swaying steps, snatching glances at that oh-so-familiar landscape.

				‘Goodbye, thank you,’ says the flight attendant. ‘Hope you have a good stay.’

				‘I hope so too,’ I reply, gripping the pendant in the palm of my spare hand.

				The brilliant blue sea is just beyond the airport. Large jagged rocks are dotted along the shoreline, white spray dashing against them. All the while that scent is still there, like a good friend that has come to greet me, and suddenly all my nerves start to seep away. I did the right thing coming here, I tell myself as I make my way across the hot tarmac towards the terminal building. The sun’s reflection is bouncing off the glass like it’s part of a welcoming committee. I have no idea why I was so nervous, or why I’ve put this off for so long. I haven’t felt like this in . . . years! It was time to get away from the empty house. To get a life of my own, as Demi insisted during our rather stilted Skype call on the night of the fire. I’d wanted to tell her how much the fire, the roof caving in, had scared me, and how I wanted her to stay safe and that I’d always be there for her. In return she told me about the posh house she was living in, describing the decoration and the fluffiness of the towels in her en suite in detail. I could never have given her those things. I bought what I could in second-hand shops and post-Christmas sales. Gracie was always popping round with little finds, a marked-down shower curtain or a dented tin of who-knows-what. Surprise dinner, we used to call it. A far cry from the sorts of fancy meals Demi will be eating now, by the sounds of it.

				At least here I can get away from the loneliness and the heartache. I can forget about the idea of Gena and Mike together and take time to be myself again . . . or remember who I was, at least, and the dreams I once had. I clutch my bag and shuffle forward on the worn blue linoleum floor.

				‘Kalimera.’ I smile nervously when I reach the front of the queue, and the passport control officer nods slowly.

				‘Kalimera,’ he replies, opening the pages of my passport. Then, ‘Efharisto.’ He thanks me and hands it back, smiling. The nerves settle again and I walk towards the exit.

				‘Hello,’ I hear the passport officer say behind me to the family with the boy who used my seat as band practice all the way here. They have a teenage girl with them too, on her phone, barely grunting at her parents when she’s asked to take out her headphones for immigration. ‘I can’t get Wi-Fi,’ she wails, and I have a sudden pang, wishing Demi was here.

				I pull out my phone and switch it on to see if I’ve got any signal yet, desperate to hear from her and to let Angelica know that I’ve arrived; that I did it. Gracie doesn’t have a mobile, but Angelica will tell her my news. I might even find a postcard to send her.

				When I finally decided to book my plane ticket out to Crete, I rang Angelica, desperate to persuade her to come with me. If I was going to do this, I wanted her by my side. But despite my best efforts, she turned me down. Wendy Davies, Alwyn’s personal assistant at the factory, was pregnant. They’d found out at hospital when she’d had a funny turn after the fire. Angelica had been asked to step in to oversee the repairs and to get the factory up and running again.

				‘It’s my big chance, Nell! If I can run a Christmas decoration factory, well, the fashion industry is just a step away. I could be in charge of a fashion house in London in no time. Following your Demi to the smoke.’

				She couldn’t turn it down, I knew that. I don’t think she believed I’d actually get on the plane on my own. But I suddenly had to know. I couldn’t just sit in an empty house waiting for Demi to come home. I was going to return to where I’d left off, with or without Angelica’s support. I had to. I needed to know that the decision I’d made all those years ago was the right one. Let’s just call it unfinished business. I touch the pendant around my neck again.

				And anyway, there were only so many times I could watch reruns of Mamma Mia! and Shirley Valentine. Sitting there on the settee a week after the fire, having finished a packet of Hobnobs and started on a box of Cheerios, I realised I was standing at the top of a slippery slope. So instead of watching The Holiday again, I heaved myself off the sofa and started spring-cleaning, wiping away tears as I cleared drawers and cupboards, trying to take my mind off how much I wanted Demi home, and how frustrated I felt by the wasted years I’d spent with Mike.

				There were boxes that hadn’t been touched in years under my bed and on top of my wardrobe. Stuff I’d put away and hadn’t looked at. Baby clothes, paintings and cards Demi had made. Old clothes, a pair of cut-off shorts I’d customised with stick-on gems and patches. Nan obviously never threw away anything. And that was when I found it: the necklace. Under a pile of photographs. I’d taken it off when I’d gone into hospital to have Demi, bundled by Nan into a taxi, and never put it back on again. I picked it up. The little ruby in the corner was duller than I remembered, but still there. The black leather lace was worn. As I looked at the silver, now greying, outline of half of the island, it all came rushing back to me, the person I was before. This felt like fate, what with the fire, Gena and Mike, and Angelica talking about WWOOFing. As I fastened the pendant around my neck, it felt as if it belonged there.

				With my phone in one hand I googled Crete, then, with Gracie’s initial horror still ringing in my ears and making me smile, I looked up WWOOFing and working abroad. An advert on a volunteering website jumped out at me: Help wanted in a honey factory in Crete. I love honey, especially Cretan honey – I remember the taste so well – and I know all about factories. It was perfect. In just a couple of moments I’d gone from utter despair to booking a flight on my supermarket saver points, all from my phone on my bedroom floor. With the factory closed for the foreseeable future, what else was I going to do? I’d sold my old banger and had the money from that to tide me over. WWOOFing seemed like a perfectly sensible idea. I was getting a life and it wasn’t costing me anything.

				‘Find yourself a gorgeous Cretan waiter!’ Angelica shouted as I got into the taxi to the airport. Gracie was on the front step of her little terraced house next door, puffing on a cigarette, watching the world pass by as usual. Other neighbours appeared at their doors to see what all the fuss was about. I shook my head at Angelica.

				‘That’s the last thing I want,’ I told her. There was only one man I wanted to find. Then perhaps I’d remember who I was too . . . because if I wasn’t Demi’s mum, or Mike’s girlfriend, who was I?

				Now I step outside the terminal building, my nerves returning with the heat, not knowing how I’m supposed to be getting from here to where I’m staying.

				A battered old truck with dents in every panel and a black and white wire-haired terrier barking for all it’s worth in the open boot pulls up in a cloud of yellow dust. I step back, putting my hand over my mouth, but still coughing. The window is open and a man in a large crooked-brimmed hat with a scarf around his neck, looking like something out of an Indiana Jones movie, leans out.

				‘Woof!’ barks the man gruffly. He’s about my age but with a face that says he’s lived many more lives than just this one. I can’t see much of his expression, his hat casting a shadow over it, but it doesn’t look like the brilliant sunshine is making his day any brighter. Hoping that he finds whoever he’s looking for quickly, I turn away, looking for some sign of an official representative sent to meet me.

				‘Woof!’ the man barks again, sounding as fierce as the dog. The family with the teenagers emerge through the sliding doors behind me and glance at him suspiciously. He rummages through a pile of rubbish on his dashboard, pulls out a crumpled piece of paper and waves it, seemingly at me. ‘Woo . . . fer?’ he repeats slowly, eyes narrowing.

				I look from side to side and then step forward. He couldn’t be waiting for me, could he? A sinking feeling creeps over me as I take hold of the paper and look at it.

				‘Oh God! Yes! I mean nai!’ I try and breathe despite my tight chest, my nerves made worse by this man barking at me, leaving me hot, tongue-tied and blushing. ‘WWOOFer . . . yes, I’m a WWOOFer,’ I finally manage.

				He nods, grunts, nods again and then leans over to open the passenger door with a shove, the hinges creaking loudly. ‘Ela! Come! I’ll take you,’ he says.

				My mouth is dry and a knot tightens in my stomach. My fickle friend, the warm, welcoming scent of wild mountain thyme, has deserted me, no doubt gone to meet other returning guests, and in its place is the stink of engine fumes and some kind of other smell that could be animal-related. I hold the back of my hand to my nose as I drag my case round the back of the truck and wrestle it into the cab. As soon as I get in after it and shut the door, the truck shoots off, a plume of yellow dust billowing in through the open window as we career out of the airport and slew round the first roundabout.

				Clutching my case, a barrier between me and the driver, I glance across at him. His eyes are fixed on the road ahead. His hands grip the wheel, making the veins on his dark forearms stand out. He has a scar down the side of his cheek that I can just see under the brim of his hat and above the scarf.

				Suddenly I realise that he is watching me in the mirror, emerald-green eyes with golden flecks whipping between me and the road ahead. When he looks at me, they narrow like a sniper’s, as if he’s suddenly spotted his prey and is keeping a watchful eye on it. The scenery whisks past as we head away from the airport towards the coast road, and all my resolve leaves me.

				I’m in a truck with a man I don’t know, travelling at speed. I have no idea where I’m going or who I’m staying with, and clearly this driver doesn’t do small talk. Suddenly the excitement that filled me when I first arrived is turning to mild concern, possibly with a hint of panic in there too. What have I let myself in for?
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				I grab the dusty handle and wind the window right down to let out the smell of . . . well, I’m not really sure what, and let the scent of the wild thyme in. I stick my head out and breathe in deeply, trying to relax the knot of nerves in my stomach and focus on the mountaintops in the distance.

				Shifting uncomfortably in my seat, I catch another glimpse of the driver’s piercing eyes snatching a glance at me, as if sizing me up. I have a strange sense of foreboding and familiarity as we leave the graffiti-sprayed concrete walls of Heraklion. The last time I was here . . . well, let’s just say I didn’t think I’d ever come back. I tried to keep this place locked away in a secret box in my head while I focused on bringing up Demi, working, paying the bills, but now it feels like the fire at the factory has blown the lid off that Pandora’s box.

				We head out along the coast road, dust spraying up from the wheels. It’s stiflingly hot. I look back to check the dog is still safe in the back of the truck. He looks in his element, leaning his front paws on the side, holding his head up to the wind, letting the air fill his lungs. I look out of the window and do the same. The feeling of familiarity pushes aside the sadness I felt when I left here last time, with my broken heart and the secret I was carrying, and happy memories begin to surface.

				Foamy white waves crash against the rocky coastline following the brilliant blue sea to my right. On my left, high cliff faces lead up to the mountains and their towering peaks beyond. Flanking the roadside is a series of bamboo-covered stalls, little huts made of odd bits of wood nailed randomly together, some smart, some barely standing, all selling football-sized oranges. This seems to be a job for the older generation; ancient men and women, mahogany brown, with lined faces, sitting in the shade waiting for passing trade to stop. I wonder how many of them were doing this when I was last here; how much has changed.

				My driver still doesn’t speak, and I’m struggling to work out how to strike up a dialogue with him. His face is completely shut down, not inviting any conversation at all. I don’t even know who he is. Is he just an employee, taking me to where I’ll be spending my placement, or – God forbid – is this the man I’m going to be working for and living with for the next two months? I really wish Angelica had come with me. She would have asked all the questions I’m dying to hear the answers to but am too shy to ask. She just shoots and thinks later.

				I weigh up my options and finally come up with: ‘It’s hot.’ I’m stating the absolute obvious and tut to myself. What I really want to ask is whether the Zeus’s Vista holiday resort is still there, and has he heard of the Papadakis family. Does he know a man called Stelios, and if so, what’s his life like? Is he married? Is he happy? Does he ever mention a girl he once met . . . ?

				The driver grunts and nods, his eyes sliding towards me again, then back to the road. He’s chewing the end of a small stick, rolling it around his mouth. What would Angelica have said? She’d have made him clean out the cab before we got in it, that’s for sure, in case her clothes got dusty. Angelica has a way of getting what she wants, just throwing herself into things. That’s why she’s where she is right now, I suppose, running the factory renovation. I imagine her strutting round the site in an oversized fluorescent jacket, hard hat and four-inch stilettos, carrying a clipboard and telling the workmen she has her eye on them.

				Gracie, on the other hand, wouldn’t have cared about the dust. Gracie is very easy-going, but she would never have come with me. She hasn’t left her house, other than to go to work, and bingo at the weekend, since her husband died when I was still in primary school. Since then my nan and I, and then Demi and Angelica, have been all she’s had. We’ve worked together since I started at the factory on fairy-light testing.

				I decide to take a picture on my phone and text it to Angelica and Demi, to break the painful tension in the cab. I snap a photo of the clear aquamarine water and send it to them both; I’m far too self-conscious to take a selfie in front of my travelling companion. I wonder what Demi would think if she could see me now. Sometimes I get the feeling she’s starting to feel the same way about me that I used to feel about my mum, like we’re worlds apart.

				I love Demi with all my heart and I know I should feel happy for her. A new life, with a professional family in London: it’s an amazing opportunity. So why do I feel like a huge black cloud is hanging over me?

				I realise that I’m still in shock. A big part of my life is over. The same week that Demi left home, I lost both my job and my boyfriend. For as long as I can remember I’ve been ‘Demi’s mum’ at the school gates; or ‘Mike’s girlfriend’ down at the pub. That’s who I was. Now . . . well, now I’m just Nell. I’m not even ‘Nell who works in the Christmas decoration factory’. That first evening after the fire, I didn’t have to get tea for anyone or put the washing on. I didn’t have to go looking for my hairdryer in Demi’s room or pick up wet towels from the bathroom floor. I had no idea what I was supposed to do.

				As we whizz down the coast road, I am pulled firmly back into the here and now. I hardly recognise the place. If my driver wasn’t making me feel so tongue-tied, I’d ask if we were going the right way. Instead I watch the road signs until I see one I recall and know that we are indeed heading in the right direction. But it’s nothing like I remember. I actually feel my jaw drop as I look around at the changed landscape.

				Brand-new holiday resorts have sprung up all the way along the coast road since I was here last. Clusters of hotels and restaurants, like newly birthed villages, built into the coves and onto the rocky ridges around them; holidaymakers swimming, inflatables bouncing on the white waves, terraces covered with young people in bikinis and knee-length swimming trunks, eating, drinking and soaking up the sunshine. Angelica would have been in her element. I can just picture her, new bikini on, full face of bright make-up; cocktail in one hand and a waiter hanging on her every word. I wonder how many holidaymakers ever actually leave these resorts and head up to the mountains.

				Why does everything have to change? A little wave of anger bubbles up in me. Demi and I were happy, just her and me and her two honorary aunts. Why did she need to go and look for more? Why did Mike want more than I could give him? I hold the door frame and crane my neck, looking at the overcrowded pockets of half-dressed neon-clad tourists. What if everything about the man I’m looking for has changed and is unrecognisable? Him, the town, his family. What if it’s all gone?

				My case starts to slide towards the driver as we swing round a big bend, but he doesn’t flinch as I grab it. We’re passing another bay and another resort, only this one I remember only too well, like the familiar smell of a long-lost lover, bringing back memories as clear as if it were yesterday.

				In an attempt to cool down, I pull at the ends of my knotted shirt, undoing it and stripping it off, revealing my vest top underneath. I remove the scarf from around my hair, an old bandana of Demi’s, and shake out my curls. My bangles and plastic charity bands jangle to match my nerves. The driver gives me another sideways look. The resort is bigger than it used to be, way bigger, like someone’s gone mad with Lego and built on lots of different new blocks, but this is the place all right. The resort where I spent a summer working. The place I’ve wanted to come back to. This is where I left ‘me’ behind.

				My driver starts to indicate away from the coast and up towards the mountains on the other side of the road. The indicator makes a loud, confident ticking noise. I strain my neck back as we turn off the road to catch a last glimpse of the Zeus’s Vista resort, reluctant to lose sight of it. Because now that I’ve found it again, I want to hold tightly on to the memories it’s bringing back and not let go.
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				The higher up the mountain we travel, the tighter and more frequent the bends. I daren’t look down. I hold my breath as we swing round them, nothing between us and the sheer drop down the craggy rock face beside me, where even the trees look to be clinging on for dear life. Along the roadside, every few feet or so, are little model houses, lit on the inside by candles, like doll’s houses. Some are beautifully designed.

				My driver takes his eyes off the road for a moment to look at me, and then at the little houses. ‘For lives lost along the road,’ he says flatly, ‘and for those spared.’

				We pass a small white chapel with a blue bench outside and a bell above the door. I remember that chapel. I remember the first time I saw it. And the smell of pine trees. Once again I’m bombarded with memories. I try to breathe slowly to steady my nerves. This is what I’ve come here for, I remind myself.

				The further we travel, the more I recognise: the tree in the middle of the road with white paint halfway up its trunk; the view down through the mountains to the resort below. I remember the excitement I felt at the prospect of a whole day ahead of us to spend together. And of course the nerves about meeting his family for the first time. As nervous as I feel now, knowing I’m about to retrace the steps of my past.

				Higher and higher we climb until I think we’re going to go right to the top of the mountain and over the other side. Eventually we pass through a high gorge, coming out into the light and the town ahead. Vounoplagia. I recognise it straight away, like a painting coming to life before my eyes. I catch my breath. This is the town I have pulled out of my memory box every now and again and relived in my mind, usually in the depths of darkness at night. My stomach twists into a tight nervous knot as I recall a cocktail of precious memories: his face, his smile, his soft olive skin, the sound of his laugh. I’m actually here. As we drive into the town, perched high on the side of the mountain, passing square cream and terracotta houses on the road leading towards the main street, I remember it all as if it was yesterday.

				This is Stelios’s home town. And I could be about to see him again, at any moment.

				We swing up through the narrow main street, lined with shops decorated with embroidered table runners, cream lace tablecloths and mats hanging above door frames and over big glass windows. I watch it all whizz by, wishing I had time to take everything in. Penknives and corkscrews are displayed on a big wooden board propped up outside a shop door. There is turquoise and deep orange glazed pottery on tabletops on long steps outside another shop. Nothing has changed.

				The road widens to where a mountain stream runs down through the town, with a smart bridge, and a big plane tree shading a little waterfall. In front of us is the square, the whitewashed chapel with a big brass bell overhead. The road bends again: to the left is the old town, the Venetian part that was probably totally separate at one time; to the right, the newer town, with a supermarket built into the hillside, and below that a car park and a small school that looks eerily empty. But then it is the summer holidays, I remind myself.

				I look towards the old town, trying to catch a glimpse of Stelios’s family’s restaurant – an old stone building with big wrought-iron gates into a courtyard, as I recall – but it’s not in sight. Old men sitting in upright chairs on the roadside in flat hats, short-sleeved shirts, long trousers and braces, hands resting on sticks, watch us pass with unabashed fascination. Elderly women in scarves and black dresses gather with shopping baskets. It’s almost as if the town is stuck in time. The only thing that strikes me as different is how quiet the streets are. There are no families, no children, no tourists. The shops are dark and soulless. The café chairs are empty.

				As I look around, heart racing, mouth dry, trying to spot anyone I might recognise, I catch my driver staring at me again. It’s as if he’s measuring me up, and I don’t know if it’s the effect of being back here or his scrutiny that is making me more nervous.

				‘Is this your first time here?’ It’s the only time he’s spoken since we left the airport.

				I take a deep breath. I had wanted to come back, but I hadn’t expected for so many of the old feelings to flood over me all at once like this.

				‘No,’ I say carefully, still looking around and drinking in the scenery. ‘But I’ve not been back for a very long time.’

				At first he stays silent, just focuses on the road. Then he says quietly, ‘A lot has changed around here.’

				He appears to have reached the limits of his conversational capacity, and says nothing more. But I notice that the veins on the back of his hand stand out as his fingers tighten around the steering wheel and his foot pushes down on the accelerator.

				To my relief, but also with a strange feeling of disappointment, we carry on out of the town. I want to be somewhere I can breathe the same air, yes, but not actually here. That would be too close for comfort.

				The mountain that rises up behind the town of Vounoplagia, casting a shadow over the roofs of the houses, is covered in little trees and bushes that look like they’ve been embroidered on to its surface. I look up and see big, slow-moving birds circling the peaks amongst the fluffy white clouds. It’s much cooler up here, to my relief.

				More swings and turns and I’m beginning to feel like a child after too much ice cream at the fairground. Then, around another sharp bend in the road, the truck suddenly pulls off on to what looks like a rough track. The ground is rocky and we dip and sway. I bang my head on the window and my case bounces off the driver’s shoulder and back at me as he spins around in a big circle.

				We are right up in the heart of the mountain now, in a large turning area that looks like the sort of place holidaymakers use as a vantage point to park up and take photos. But there are no tourists here. Just a rough No Parking sign, hand-made, with a picture of a car with a big cross through it. Far down at the end of the track that runs away from the turning area and hugs the belly of the mountain, there is a rough stone smallholding.

				The driver completes the circle and pulls back on to the road again, in the direction we’ve just come.

				‘Hey! We just came this way!’ I say, suddenly feeling anxious. He says nothing, just carries on driving back down the road. ‘Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I want you to stop. Let me out!’ I grip the door handle.

				No sooner have the words left my mouth than we career off and hurtle up a wide path, towards a single-storey whitewashed building with deep-blue-painted metal shutters over the windows and doors. A pink bougainvillea tree is in flower, framing the peeling blue paint on the front door, with ceramic pots either side of it. There are newer single-storey buildings to either side of the house, also painted white and joined by a trellis holding up what looks to be a vine, bearing bunches of grapes. In front of the house a small group of people are standing, staring at us with intense interest.

				‘Just stop the truck!’ I repeat sternly. The man is clearly deranged! Instantly we come to an abrupt halt, as does my racing heart for a second, and the handbrake is yanked on with a jerk and a crunch. I look around.

				‘Here,’ he says with a raised eyebrow. ‘The turning is too sharp to drive in from the direction of the town.’ He gestures back towards the road. ‘You have to make a turn.’ This is as close to chatty as he’s come. He starts getting out of the truck, and ‘Your hosts,’ he says with a nod towards the people standing in front of the low building. With a flood of relief I realise that this is it, my home for the next two months. I’m not staying with him!

				I look through the dusty windscreen at the people gathered in front of the low building. Standing with his hands clasped in front of him is a short, dark-haired man in his late forties with a thick moustache that curls over his top lip like a yard brush. He is wearing a bright yellow T-shirt, old and worn so it billows in the breeze, and dusty working trousers and boots. He lifts his battered baseball cap with a rough hand and scratches his head, then looks up at the sky briefly and nervously before replacing it and peering back at me. Next to him, a head taller, is a rotund woman about the same age, with dark hair scraped back from her face, wearing a sun-bleached and well-washed apron over her round tummy, which she runs her hands over to smooth. Next to her, much shorter than the other two, is an elderly woman. She is slight, with short grey hair held back with a clip. She is dressed in black and is fumbling in the large pocket of her dress for something.

				I suddenly feel very strange: nervous, excited, with an overwhelming feeling of homesickness and a longing for everything that is familiar. Even Gena’s laugh on the factory floor would reassure me of my rightful place in the world right now, rather than feeling that it’s slipped on its axis.

				I look from the straight-faced welcoming committee, still standing in a row, to the view down the valley we’ve just driven up. It’s breathtaking. I have never seen anything like it. The sea is far off in the distance, sparkling like an intense dark-blue sapphire, and the mountains rise up on either side like the peaks on a baked Alaska.

				I turn back to the three people staring at me. My driver is approaching them across the dusty driveway, pulling my case behind him. I push on the door of the cab, and it opens with a squeak and a creak again. I breathe in, waiting for the fragrance of wild thyme to slow down my racing heart. But it’s not there. The aroma that greeted me as I stepped off the plane, that transported me back to when I was a young woman, starting out on life’s adventure, has practically disappeared. How could that be? Is it that we’re just too high up here? In its place is the smell of pine resin and warm baked earth. And . . . goats, I’d guess, looking at the line of long faces staring at me from in between the fence posts to the left of the flat-roofed farmhouse. Or are they sheep? I have no idea.

				I step out into the warm sunshine, suddenly feeling stiff from the journey. Beside the truck, two cats are lazing in the cool of a covered seating area. Six tree trunks roofed with long dried leaves provide shade for chunky carved wooden benches and a table made from another thick trunk. My bright purple case is now at the feet of the three people staring at me like the wise monkeys. My driver greets them, shaking hands, then glances towards me with a curt nod.

				‘WWOOFer,’ he announces gruffly by way of introduction, before turning back towards his truck.

				I notice that he walks with a slight limp on the same side as the scar on his face, his right. It obviously doesn’t slow him down, though, as he’s back in the truck quicker than I can rustle up the Greek for ‘goodbye’.

				As the truck spins off in a cloud of orange dust, the little black and white dog yapping in the back, I turn to the three people standing behind my case, who look as unsure about me as I feel about them. They are staring at me as though I’ve just arrived from Mars. And frankly, that’s exactly how I feel.

				‘Hi,’ I stammer, feeling like my mouth is full of the orange dust I’m covered in after my journey. ‘I mean, yassou!’ As I say the words, the reality of my situation sinks in. What seemed like a good idea on my bedroom floor with a head full of memories and a mobile phone in my hand is now looking like an absolutely mad one!

				What good can possibly come of being here?
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