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12 December 2018


‘Cher is my new style icon,’ said Athena, grabbing a fistful of popcorn from the large bowl on Laurel’s lap.


‘I’m not sure she does a big range of kaftans,’ replied Laurel dryly, staring at Cher on the TV screen as if she were a goddess. She’d lost count how many times she watched Mamma Mia! Here We Go Again since Angie sent her a copy of the DVD. It was everything and more that she’d hoped it would be. She only wished she’d been able to see it at the cinema with Marnie, but Athena had been bitten by the Mamma Mia bug too and together they’d enjoyed it numerous times curled up on the sofa, which made not having her grandmother to share it with much easier to bear.


‘I could go platinum blonde!’


Laurel glanced at Athena and laughed, tossing a handful of popcorn at her.


‘What?’ she cried, pretending to be offended. ‘I could carry it off!’


‘Yeah, right!’ Laurel laughed at Athena, shaking her head at the old woman, and returning to the climax of the film.


Laurel saw so much of herself in Sophie, taking on a rundown villa and turning it into her own. She could hardly believe that six months ago she was stuck in her tiny London flat, feeling so adrift after losing Marnie; it had taken an impulsive holiday to Skopelos, a lot of her grandmother’s courage, and sprinkling of Mamma Mia inspiration, but she had found the same drive and passion as Sophie, too, and she was determined to achieve her dream whatever life threw at her. It was as if the film had been made just for Laurel. She saw something of her friends in Tanya and Rosie too. She’d loved having Helena with her these last few months, the two of them working every minute of the day to turn Villa Athena into a vibrant, homely guest house once more. But she missed Angie’s spark and wished she would return sooner rather than later.


From the side-table Laurel lifted the card Angie had sent with the DVD.




Hi Laurel, how’s it going in paradise?


I really wish I could spend Christmas with you but I’m on call (don’t babies know to wait until after the holidays to be born?) and Alex is visiting, remember? But my flights are booked for summer, which can’t come soon enough!


For now, I enclose a little something to see you through the off-season. Enjoy!


Angie x





So much had happened since Angie had left in the summer: the first guests arriving, the villa at maximum capacity, taking on extra staff, the brilliant reviews, the exhaustion and elation of working twenty-hour days, seven days a week for three straight months, and finally the season tailing off and the time to relax a bit.


Beside her Patch purred contentedly, only stirring a little when Laurel’s phone pinged with an email alert. ‘Oh – my – God,’ she said, quietly, reading the email.


‘What is it?’ asked Athena, not taking her eyes away from the television.


Laurel spoke disbelievingly. ‘Hidden Gems are sending a critic to write about the villa.’


‘What is Hidden Gems?’


‘It’s a website that specialises in luxury boutique hotels. It’s really exclusive.’


‘Great! When are they coming?’


Laurel skimmed the rest of the email. ‘This can’t be right.’


‘What can’t?’


‘It says someone’s coming on December the twenty-fourth.’


‘December twenty-fourth? But that’s Christmas Eve.’


‘And it’s also only twelve days away.’


‘Rather you than me!’ sang Athena, digging into some more popcorn and restarting the DVD. ‘I’ve never been happier to be retired!’


Laurel went to the hall to look at the reservations book. Passing the side-board she picked up the framed photo of her parents at Glossa, and then the one of her friends – the picture Alex had taken on the boat trip during the summer. Laurel had looked at it every day since then, each one of them beaming out at her – Angie, Emily and Chris, Helena, Theo and Yanni, and Mark. She’d thought of them all, wondering what they were up to back home. With the imminent arrival of the critic she couldn’t help but wish they were all back together at Villa Athena, able to lend a hand just as they had for the relaunch party, but she knew this was an event she’d have to tackle alone.


‘Who writes a review on Christmas Eve?’ Laurel muttered, turning to the correct page to discover exactly zero reservations for the day before Christmas.


 With a shawl wrapped around her she went out to the courtyard and sat down to consider how she might fill the villa’s rooms and restaurant on the day before Christmas. She couldn’t possibly have a critic visit when it was empty. The whole point of Villa Athena was its vibrancy and warmth; without guests she felt certain the ethos of the place would be lost on a critic. Uncertain what to do, she called Angie.


‘Hiya, Pet,’ answered Angie.


‘Ang, you’re not going to believe what’s happening.’


‘What’s going on?’ Laurel could tell by the bustling sounds in the background that Angie was not at home. She heard her apologise to someone, probably for bumping into them.


‘A critic from Hidden Gems is coming to the villa on Christmas Eve!’


‘Laurel, that’s amazing!’ she yelled.


‘Right, it’s amazing that they’re coming but it’s also the worst possible timing – I have no bookings. He arrives in twelve days. How am I going to fill up the villa? Nobody comes to Skopelos for Christmas!’


‘That’s true.’


Laurel couldn’t help but think that her friend sounded a touch distracted. ‘Is this a bad time? Are you out Christmas shopping?’


‘No, no, it’s fine, really. Talk to me.’


‘Are you sure you have to work over Christmas? Couldn’t you come up with a mystery illness that can only be cured by Greek sunshine?’


Angie laughed. ‘I’d love to but sadly I think I’d be rumbled.’


‘It could be a blessing in disguise… the NHS could fire you and you could move to Skopelos to be with your man and best friend.’ Laurel thought back to June and how she’d successfully match-made Angie with Alex, the island’s rather dashing taxi-driver. They’d flirted for years on Angie’s many holidays to the island, and over the summer they’d finally realised how much they both meant to each other.


‘As idyllic as that sounds, I’m not sure Skopelos has enough demand for a midwife.’


‘I hear they’re making great advances in geriatric pregnancy, you could be a trailblazer!’


‘You’ve also forgotten that Alex is spending Christmas with me – his first in the snow.’


‘You have snow?’ For a moment Laurel couldn’t help wishing she was back in the UK, building snowmen in the garden with Marnie and drinking hot chocolate afterwards to ‘defrost the icicles from our toes’. For all it was lovely to live in a climate where it was warm all year round, the winter in Skopelos wasn’t quite as beautiful as the summer. When Laurel had left the house that morning it had been neither hot nor cold, and the sky had been an insipid grey. Laurel found she missed the extremes of weather. And it didn’t help that she hadn’t the distraction of guests to fill her days.


‘We don’t have a lot of snow,’ said Angie, which made Laurel feel a bit better. ‘Just enough to delay the trains and to put Twitter into overdrive.’


Laurel laughed lightly. ‘Are you excited about Alex arriving? Have you made all sorts of plans?’


‘Things are coming together,’ she said, non-commitally. Laurel wondered if she was feeling nervous – it had been several months since she’d seen Alex, and it would be only natural to feel a bit anxious. ‘But more importantly we need to figure out how to help you. First we need to figure out who this critic is – have you googled him?’


‘That’s a good idea,’ said Laurel, putting Angie on speakerphone and googling William Duvarney Hidden Gems. Immediately a whole host of images popped up.


‘I think it might be the bearded guy in the tweed jacket,’ said Angie, who had done the same search.


Laurel clicked on the image. ‘William Duvarney, critic.’


‘Looks like a real stiff,’ laughed Angie. ‘You’ll have your work cut out trying to impress him.’


‘He certainly doesn’t look like our usual clientele.’ The villa attracted a more laid-back individual. Laurel worried how she might impress him at the busiest of times, let alone the quietest.


‘But you love a challenge.’


‘There’s a challenge – and then there’s the out-and-out impossible. I’m not masochistic.’


‘Maybe he is!’


Laurel chuckled. ‘Not helpful, Angie.’


‘Have you invited Janey?’


‘She has to spend Christmas with her in-laws-to-be. And besides, she has Tom to look after.’


Laurel missed Janey, and Tom, Marnie’s cat. It was hard to be without the best friend she’d had since she was four years old, but, like Laurel’s, Janey’s life was changing, and it was only a few months until her wedding. Laurel suspected it wouldn’t be long after that they’d try for a baby. The change wasn’t easy but she knew they’d be friends for ever, they just couldn’t share every detail of each day any more, as they’d done for so long.


‘What about Chris and Emily?’


‘They’re stuck at home with the baby.’


‘I thought they planned to shove the baby in a harness and take it wherever they went.’


‘Best laid plans and all that.’


Laurel loved that she and Emily had been in regular contact before and after the birth via Facetime. It had given her such happiness to see Emily take to motherhood with all the minute attention to detail Laurel had expected. She’d laughed endlessly watching Chris trying to keep up with all her rules about cleanliness and hygiene, and little Arabella was irresistibly chubby and giggly!


‘Then that just leaves…’


Laurel knew immediately whom Angie was referring to. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’


‘Laurel, come on, I know as well as you do how much you want to see Mark again.’


‘You can want things that aren’t good for you, you know.’


‘You haven’t stopped thinking about him since he left. What harm would it do to ask?’


Laurel hated to admit it, but Angie was right. She wished so much that she’d agreed to the gorgeous Irishman’s suggestion of staying in touch as friends. Why had she told him it was best not to cling on to false hope, to cut all ties with no regrets? At the time it had seemed like the right thing to do – everything had felt so complicated, with Laurel staying in Skopelos, and Mark still trying to get over his ex-fiancée – but almost as soon as he left she knew she’d made a mistake. Not a day had gone by when she hadn’t thought of him, wondered what he was doing (and with whom), and wishing she could pick up the phone and call him, to hear his sexy, lilting accent once more. In fact, she’d lifted the phone on numerous occasions, pulled up his number, imagined the conversations they might have, but she’d never quite plucked up the courage to press call. Mark was the only cloud that had hung over Villa Athena since the summer.


‘Laurel?’


Laurel realised she was biting her nails. ‘I can’t just invite him for Christmas out of the blue.’


‘Why not?’


‘We haven’t spoken since the summer.’


‘So?’


‘Angie, I’d look like a complete nutter.’


‘Or you might look like a girl who still has feelings for a boy. And believe it or not, boys like to know they’re wanted, just like girls.’


Laurel felt herself cave. ‘Maybe you’re right.’


‘There’s no maybe about it, I am! So write him a message and send it. Capiche?’


Laurel sat with Patch in the courtyard in the cool of the evening, listening to Athena’s peals of laughter at the movie floating from the house. She composed a message to Mark. For once she didn’t agonise about its wording, she didn’t sit for hours deliberating, she just simply, matter-of-factly, wrote the words:




Mark, I’ve missed you. Would you like to spend Christmas at Villa Athena? Let me know, Laurel xx





And without a second thought she hit send.
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Laurel woke the next morning and immediately checked her phone to see if Mark had replied. He hadn’t. Her stomach twisted.


‘I told you it was a bad idea,’ she muttered, as if Angie were in the room with her. She thought of what Marnie would tell her: ‘give him time to think’ would be the first piece of advice, followed by, ‘if it’s not right for him then it’s not right for you’.


Bolstered by Marnie’s pragmatism she got out of bed and into the shower before heading downstairs for breakfast.


‘What’s your plan for today?’ asked Athena, who was devouring a stack of pancakes as big as her head in the kitchen. Laurel never failed to be cheered by Athena’s passion for enormous, sugar-laden breakfasts.


‘I’m heading out to drum up some interest for William Duvarney’s visit.’


‘William Duvarney,’ Athena mumbled, derisively, through a mouthful of pancake. She jabbed her fork in the air as she spoke. ‘What does he know about anything!’


‘I expect he knows quite a bit about boutique hotels given that he travels the world writing about them.’ Laurel put a slice of Theo’s handmade sourdough into the toaster.


‘Does he know the work that goes into running these places? Because I’ll bet he hasn’t an inkling as to how hard you’ve worked these last few months. I thought I worked hard when I ran this place but you make me look like a slouch.’


‘I guess great hotels appear effortless; the point is that guests shouldn’t be aware of how much work has gone on behind the scenes.’


‘Well, my review would give you five stars. Who cares what Mr Duvarney thinks.’


‘Thanks, Athena.’ Laurel’s heart warmed with pride; it wasn’t often that Athena praised her. ‘Unfortunately, I do care. A great review from Hidden Gems would bolster bookings for next year. Villa Athena is nothing without guests.’


Athena reneged. ‘I take your point. So, what you gonna do to fill this place up on Christmas Eve for the great William Duvarney?’


Laurel grabbed her slice of toast and spread a little honey on it. ‘First of all I’m going to see Helena to talk food, and then I’m going round the island inviting everyone I know!’


‘Good luck,’ called Athena, as Laurel headed out the door, her toast between her teeth.


‘Hello?’ Laurel called, knocking on Helena’s front door and heading inside. The two of them had long since abandoned waiting for doors to be answered. They lived in and out of each other’s homes. Helena had in many ways filled Janey’s shoes, the person who knew Laurel’s day-to-day existence inside and out; she was like family.


‘Laurel!’ cried Yanni, running towards her.


‘Good morning, Yanni,’ she said, squeezing him tightly. Laurel couldn’t believe how rapidly Yanni had grown up since starting school; he was so full of boisterous energy. But for all his new-found confidence he still adored Laurel and always greeted her with a hug.


‘Hi Laurel,’ said Helena, who was busy clearing breakfast dishes from the table. ‘What brings you here at this hour?’


Laurel explained about the critic’s visit on Christmas Eve.


‘What an opportunity,’ said Helena, excitedly. She abandoned the dishes and sat down at the table, where Yanni was engrossed with his toy soldiers and a tank.
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