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One


 


‘Remind me why I’m here, in the boiling heat, about to spend ten days with women I’ve hardly seen for years and might not even recognize?’


Nell glanced at Dora, who, despite her protestations about the heat, managed to look cool and elegant in a bronze off-the-shoulder dress more suited to a cocktail party in Canary Wharf than a ten-hour ferry trip in the blinding heat.


‘Because it’s an adventure,’ Nell replied, grateful that she was wearing serviceable cotton. ‘Because we’re going back to the magical Greek island we fell in love with when we were eighteen. We used to be inseparable, remember? We were going to be friends forever – except maybe Moira. And then life got in the way. Husbands. Children. The demands of domesticity.’ She paused, embarrassed, remembering that Dora had neither husband nor children. ‘And in your case, your big job,’ she added quickly. ‘I think it’s a lovely idea getting together. Even Moira. And also it means a lot to Penny, and Penny’s an exceptionally nice person.’


‘How unfortunate for her,’ Dora drawled.


Nell looked round the dock at Piraeus, the port to the Greek islands, for any sign pointing to the terminal where the four of them were supposed to meet but could see nothing useful, and certainly no sign for Zanthos.


The truth was, they’d all been surprised when Dora had suddenly agreed to come. Dora had a glamorous life in public relations. Once Nell had seen a gossip piece in the paper with the headline ‘Pandora Perkins, the scariest PR in London’.


Nell consulted the email from Penny again, feeling grateful she didn’t have a life like Dora’s. Working as receptionist in a GP’s surgery couldn’t remotely be called glamorous . . . The shock hit her that, actually, she wasn’t. Three weeks ago she’d opted for retirement after that last run-in with the new practice manager from hell. She was now an ex-doctor’s receptionist. ‘Oh look, there’s a sign saying Passenger Terminal,’ she pointed out. They rounded a corner away from the line of huge ferries, each with its aft end open like a gaping mouth for all the cars and container lorries to drive in, and almost tripped over a red-faced man pulling two vast suitcases plus an overnight bag while his wife strode insouciantly ahead.


‘I wouldn’t mind one of those,’ Dora remarked, looking after them.


‘What, the suitcase?’ Nell glanced at the bags to see if they were made by Louis Vuitton, Dora’s usual taste.


‘No, the husband. I always wondered what they were for. Now I can see.’


They both giggled. Nell looked at her watch, grateful they had left plenty of time to find the terminal and buy their tickets. To be honest, Nell always left plenty of time for things. She thought people who were late were selfish and rude.


‘I don’t see why we didn’t buy the tickets online,’ Dora pointed out. ‘Queueing for tickets feels like masochism in this day and age.’


‘Penny said it would be cheaper.’ Nell realized that Dora probably couldn’t imagine a world where counting the pennies mattered. ‘You know your problem?’ She tried not to sound sharp. ‘You’re too used to turning left on aeroplanes. Experience real life for a change. We’re retracing the holiday we all shared when we were students. It’s significant. A milestone.’


‘I hate milestones. They remind me how many miles I’ve come.’


Dora’s attention was suddenly grabbed by two Orthodox priests who were walking past them swathed in black, with tall black hats and beards that would have made your average Shoreditch hipster choke on his sourdough sandwich. ‘Look, they’ll know, they’re Greek and it’s their duty to be helpful to strangers.’


Dora strode forward and shook the hand of one of the priests enthusiastically. He blanched with shock and stepped backwards, as if Eve herself had materialized on the smelly dockside, the fateful apple in her hand, ready to bring about man’s eternal fall from innocence.


‘Excuse me, but do you know where Terminal P1 is, to the Cyclades Islands?’ Dora enquired.


He shook his head violently and scuttled off in the opposite direction.


‘That was helpful,’ Dora complained. ‘To think I assumed meeting at the terminal would be like catching the Eurostar and I could buy a cappuccino and a copy of Grazia.’


‘Come on, it must be round here,’ Nell said. Even though it was so early in the season, the sun was beating down and Nell found she was sweating profusely. There were people everywhere, pushing and shoving. Apart from two little boys sitting on the harbour wall fishing, it was more a scene from hell than a Greek holiday fantasy. She’d been told you could see the Acropolis once you were on the ferry, but at the moment all she could see were angry-looking people shouting at each other and a row of smokers sitting puffing away next to a heap of suitcases. They rounded another corner to find a bright-red-painted building with ‘Passenger Terminal’ written above it.


Not only was it closed, but chained and padlocked. They plonked themselves down on the bench outside and leaned on their pull-along bags. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’ Nell wiped the sweat out of her eyes. ‘I know. Why don’t we ring Penny? I bet she’s found it.’


She delved into her backpack just as a curious figure came into sight, wearing a long dress in a rather unfortunate shade of purple, embroidered with the kind of key patterns you find in Greek temples, and reading a book as she walked along, apparently oblivious of the chaos around her. Her hair was an untidy birds’ nest that made Nell think of the Edward Lear poem about the old man who found two owls and a hen, four larks and a wren had all made a nest in his beard.


Nell suddenly realized who it was. ‘Moira!’ she greeted the third member of their little troupe. ‘Have you found the right terminal yet?’


The newcomer closed her copy of Robert Graves’ Greek Myths and Legends and looked round hazily. ‘Sorry, no. I’ve just come from the Archaeological Museum in Piraeus. You really ought to go.’


Dora lifted an eyebrow just enough to imply that archaeological museums were not exactly on her list of essential activities.


Moira taught classics at one of the most famous colleges in Cambridge, and lost few opportunities to remind you of it. ‘I’m so excited,’ she announced, staring off into the blue distance of the sea. ‘Our ferry stops at Ios, where Homer was buried, and I want to get off and at least offer some kind of libation. The only thing is you only get six minutes.’


‘I hear Ios is a party island now,’ Dora pointed out bitchily. ‘Vomit in the streets and twenty-four-hour booze cruises. What would Homer think of that?’


Moira shook her head in horror. Nell watched, fascinated, hoping no larks or wrens flew out.


‘Though in the Odyssey he does talk about the wild wine that leads men on to sing at the top of their lungs,’ she informed them, ‘and to dance and blurt out stories better not told.’


‘I’ve had some of that,’ Dora agreed.


‘Me too,’ agreed Nell. ‘Though not for far too long.’


‘We’ll have to put that right,’ laughed Dora. ‘Do you remember retsina?’


‘The one that tastes like Dettol?’


‘The very same. We’ll see if they have some on the boat.’


‘When we find it,’ Nell sighed, her usual energy beginning to deflate in the heat. ‘Oh yes, I was going to ring Penny.’


‘Hang on,’ Moira pointed behind them, ‘isn’t that her now?’


Dora and Nell turned round just as a smiling figure bore down on them about twenty feet away, looking almost the same as she had when they first met as students – frumpy clothes, straight fair hair, freckled face and an air of almost desperate eagerness.


‘My God,’ whispered Dora. ‘She’s wearing an Alice band! At our age! I gave up those when I was twelve. And she looks so keen to please, just like this spaniel we had when I was a kid that never stopped wagging its tail. Even at burglars.’


‘Not a spaniel,’ Nell found herself whispering back. ‘A golden retriever. Dora,’ she added guiltily, ‘you’re a bad influence. Behave yourself. Hello, Penny,’ she greeted her friend with a smile. ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’


‘Spanakopita!’ Penny announced proudly.


‘Is that “good morning” in Greek?’ Dora enquired, trying to suppress a giggle.


‘That’s kalimera,’ Moira corrected repressively.


‘Don’t you remember, girls?’ Penny gushed. ‘When we caught the boat last time we were starving and this is what all the Greek people were eating. They’re spinach and cheese pastries.’ She held out four greasy triangles.


Nell was the first to take one. ‘Delicious!’ she pronounced.


Moira ate hers in one bite and almost choked while Dora screwed up her face, reluctant to risk getting grease on her unsuitable outfit.


‘Well, here we are,’ Penny was almost bursting with excitement. ‘The adventure begins! The terminal’s just round that corner.’


They lined up for their tickets, which turned out to be very easy to buy once you found the right place, and just as Penny had said, considerably cheaper than pre-ordering online.


Tickets in hand, they went off to look for the ferry, pulling their bags behind them, a strangely assorted group: Nell pretty and neat in beige cotton shorts and crisp white shirt, her dark hair in a bob; Moira looking like a member of the Bloomsbury Group on holiday; Dora rich and glamorous, looking as if she might own the ferry line rather than being a foot passenger; and lastly Penny, who did indeed rather resemble a retriever eagerly chasing a ball.


‘Thank goodness for pull-alongs,’ Penny grinned round at the others. ‘Do you remember last time we had to carry our suitcases right across Athens because we couldn’t afford the bus fare?’


They reached the water’s edge, where a row of ferries was lined up.


Dora’s gaze fastened on a small, sleek vessel called Sea Cat 3, which was clearly built for speed. ‘I don’t suppose we’re going on that one?’ she asked longingly.


‘I think that’s ours there.’ Moira pointed to a large, lumbering vessel with a yellow funnel. ‘It stops at six different islands, and one of them is definitely Ios. I really will be able to get off and make my libation!’ She could hardly contain her classical joy. ‘And we should see the sun set over some of them.’


‘Terrific,’ commented Dora.


‘Try and view it as a mini-cruise,’ Nell suggested pacifiyingly.


‘A cruise without a four-star restaurant, a spa, or even a swimming pool?’ Dora replied waspishly. ‘I’m going to sit over there in the shade.’ She pointed to the bright orange waiting area.


When she was out of earshot, Moira raised her copy of Greek Myths and whispered to Nell behind it. ‘I have to say, I do wonder why on earth Dora is joining us.’


Nell glanced over at Dora, who was elegantly raising a real old-fashioned cigarette to her shimmering bronze-lipsticked lips. ‘Yes,’ she replied calmly. ‘The same question had occurred to me.’


To add to Dora’s annoyance, the boat was packed with people returning home for the festival of a local and much-revered saint. The green fabric banquettes had been instantly colonized by entire families, the children sitting on their parents’ knees or running up and down screaming with joyful exuberance; the passageways were choked up with suitcases and baskets full of food being taken home for the festival. The only available seating was in the cafe area.


Nell went off to inspect the menu. ‘Well, basically, girls,’ she reported cheerily, ‘it’s moussaka and chips or moussaka and chips.’


Above their heads an enormous TV screen relayed a football match at maximum volume. ‘Time to resort to the grape,’ Dora announced, plonking down a bottle of retsina and four glasses. ‘Let’s see if it tastes as bad as we remember.’


Moira rather primly put her hand over her glass. ‘I don’t really drink.’


The others looked at her in amazement.


‘Euch!’ winced Dora. ‘It really does taste like Dettol!’ But she drank it all the same.


After they’d finished, Dora went off to explore whether there was any chance of a cabin, announcing that it was the only way she could survive the night.


‘There must be some reason she’s come,’ Moira insisted. ‘I mean, slumming it with the likes of us is hardly her scene.’


‘Of course she came!’ Penny replied, shocked. ‘It’s a reunion. I’m sure she wouldn’t have missed it for the world.’


Outside the cafe window, the sky was turning apricot with streaks of magenta. ‘Come on.’ Moira grabbed her rucksack. ‘We’ll miss the sunset.’


‘But what about the seats?’ Nell asked, panicking at the thought of a whole night sitting on the crowded and none too clean floor. ‘Why don’t I stay here and keep them?’


Their dilemma was solved by the return of Dora, announcing she had secured a cabin with four bunk beds. ‘Imagine – the purser said we could have it cheaper if we let a stranger have one of the bunks, but I couldn’t see who would agree to sleep on the floor.’


‘I would have,’ instantly volunteered Penny.


‘I know you would, Penny,’ replied Dora, who seemed to have softened somewhat now she had the prospect of a cabin. ‘But I was only joking.’


‘Come and see the sunset before you go to bed,’ Moira suggested.


‘Yes, come on Dora,’ Nell seconded. ‘It’s your first night in Greece! Enjoy it! You don’t have to stay up late.’


It was a glorious evening on deck. The wake of the ship seemed to be made of liquid silver and the wind that blew through their hair was warm and caressing. Nell stared up at the stars. She thought she could see Orion’s belt but didn’t dare point it out for fear of a half-hour lecture on the other Greek-myth-inspired constellations from Moira. She hadn’t seen so many stars since she’d taken Willow to the London Planetarium. She wouldn’t think about Willow on this beautiful night. She’d accepted Penny’s invitation because it had felt like getting away from what she knew was becoming an unhealthy obsession with the daughter who wouldn’t talk to her. And surely it would be fun to spend some time with her three friends from college, ill-assorted though they might be? Wasn’t that part of the fun? She certainly hoped so. She made herself concentrate on the thousands of stars and planets above her, sharp as jewels in the blackness of the open sky.


‘I wonder what the weather’s like at home? Horrible, I hope.’ This mild statement seemed almost blasphemous on Penny’s lips.


Towards the stern on the top deck, a group of lively young people sat on their bags drinking wine and playing guitars.


‘Do you remember how incredibly bold it was, going to Greece when we were young?’ Nell’s voice seemed to hum with pleasure at the memory. ‘Not like now, when they all fly to Bali or South America. The Greek islands were the height of adventure. An unknown frontier!’


‘And no hotels or Airbnb!’ Penny laughed. ‘Just a little Greek lady dressed in black waiting at the dock to offer you a room.’


The group of young people were clearly in Sixties nostalgic mood. ‘If You’re Going to San Francisco’ segued into ‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’.


‘Do you remember the cafe in Zanthos that had the only jukebox in the village?’ Penny asked them. ‘And the one record it had was “Black Magic Woman”, and we played and played it? I’m going to ask them if they know it.’ She jumped to her feet.


‘Oh, God, stop her, someone,’ Dora begged, but it was too late. In five minutes they were all joining in the chorus.


It was too much for Dora, who got to her feet and made for the cabin, where she sank gratefully onto the bunk bed, trying to ignore the smell she hoped wasn’t carbon monoxide and deafen herself to the clanking and clattering of the ramp going down at the first island to let off cars, vans and loud, excitable pedestrians. She stopped herself thinking about how many years it had been since she’d last heard that song.


At least, she comforted herself, things couldn’t get much worse than being below the car deck in a two-foot-wide bunk bed in thirty-degree heat.


Moira announced she was going to find the purser and ask when they would dock at Ios, while Penny and Nell went into the bar and bought a bottle of wine to share with the singers on deck. They were an assorted bunch who had met each other at a hostel in Athens and decided to travel on together to Ios, where apparently the party never stopped.


They ranged in age from about seventeen to thirty, the girls mainly in tiny shorts and tank midriff tops, the men in Lycra and t-shirts, as if they might be about to jump onto a bike and join the Tour de France.


‘They’re like a modern version of us,’ Nell laughed.


‘Without the Afghan coats and hippie shawls,’ Moira agreed. ‘Do you remember that Berber wedding dress you found in Kensington Market and wore for about two years till it smelled worse than a camel?’


Nell laughed at the memory. ‘I loved that dress. It absolutely appalled my mother. Which was part of the charm.’


‘Do you think they mind having us oldies sitting with them?’ Penny asked anxiously, suddenly reminding Nell of a gun dog who has dropped its master’s pheasant and fears an angry reprisal.


‘I doubt they’ve even noticed,’ Nell replied. ‘And if they have, we probably remind them of their parents.’ She stood up, holding out the bottle. ‘Anyone for a top-up?’


‘Ooh, Demestica,’ said a pretty girl with a mass of dark curls. ‘We’re going up in the world!’ She made a place for Nell to sit next to her. Nell beckoned Penny and Moira to sit down too.


The moon began to rise. ‘Look, it’s almost full!’ Penny pointed out with satisfaction, as if she’d ordered it from Harrods. The warm breeze felt like being wrapped in the lightest of silk scarves.


Penny laughed happily. ‘Do you remember that fringed shawl of mine? The one with the embroidery that we kept over a lamp when I wasn’t wearing it?’


‘The black one with red and pink roses on it?’ Nell replied. ‘Whatever happened to it?’


‘I left it in my parents’ car and Mum put a pack of paté down on it. Deliberate sabotage. She said I looked like Gypsy Rose Lee and everyone was laughing at me. They were good days, weren’t they?’ She took Nell’s hand for a moment and squeezed it. ‘Thanks for coming. To be honest, I’m not sure what to expect.’


Nell squeezed back. ‘I jumped at the chance! Living on your own, you don’t get too many opportunities for adventure. The thrill of being a Single Lady on Saga cruises can definitely wear off, I assure you!’


Whether it was a tribute to the presence of Nell and Penny, they didn’t know, but one of the guitarists began to play Bob Dylan’s ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’.


Nell sang along with the bit about your sons and your daughters being beyond your command, and felt a lump come to her throat. Willow was certainly beyond her command. She was only in Weybridge, but still Nell hardly ever saw her – or her baby granddaughter. Willow: the only known example of a daughter who preferred her mother-in-law to her own mother!


Maybe she had no one but herself to blame. She had been the one who’d had the affair that ended the marriage all those years ago. And Robert, her ex-husband, had wasted no time in reminding their daughter of it at every opportunity. Grudgingly Willow had stayed with her, but she’d spent half her time with Robert and his new wife. And now, since she had married and had a baby of her own, Willow seemed to spend every free moment with Marigold, her husband Ollie’s ghastly mother.


Nell had to stop herself reaching for her phone and checking the latest Happy Family photographs on Instagram.


Opposite them, a young woman in the tiniest shorts Nell had ever seen began to furiously scratch a mosquito bite. Without really meaning to stare, Nell noticed that her legs were covered in them. ‘Our campsite turned out to be in a swamp,’ she explained.


Her boyfriend leaned across to examine them more closely. Hopefully he would reassure her a bit.


‘Christ, you look awful,’ was his only comment.


Nell shook her head and shrugged at Penny. Bloody men.


Next to her, Penny felt the carefree moment drift away. That was just the kind of remark her husband Colin would have made. She really ought to ring him.


Deep down in the recesses of her mind the connection between Colin and the nasty comment reverberated, but Penny stowed it safely away in the hidden place where she kept anything that might threaten her marriage.


‘Shall we go to bed?’ She pulled Nell to her feet, realizing how late it was getting. ‘I wonder what’s happened to Moira.’


‘Probably tucked up in her bunk by now, dreaming of nymphs and satyrs.’


‘I hope she doesn’t miss Ios. Or get stuck there with all the party people.’


‘Dora would probably be delighted if she did.’ They exchanged a telling look. ‘I hope Dora’s going to be OK in Greece. She seems to have such different standards to the rest of us.’


‘I’ll look after her, don’t you worry,’ Nell promised.


‘Nell, you are a star.’


As if prompted by her comment, they both looked up at the amazing velvet blue above them, studded with stars that seemed so much nearer than they were at home, and couldn’t help smiling. For the first time, it really was beginning to feel like an adventure with no responsibilities. They could forget supermarkets, and parking, and whether the washing machine was working.


‘When we wake up we’ll be in Zanthos!’


The last thing Penny did as she climbed into the bottom bunk, her large feet sticking out the end as she stretched, was to open her wallet and take out a blurred photograph of a small Greek village with a blue-domed church and bright white cube-shaped houses climbing up a steep hillside, above a ridiculously blue sea.


There was silence in the cabin apart from Dora’s gentle snoring. Penny put her head down on the pillow, trying to do her mindfulness exercises to help her sleep and not think of Colin’s last words to her. That he certainly felt sorry for her friends if she’d organized the whole thing. That she couldn’t even put a sandwich in a paper bag without screwing it up.


But sleep wouldn’t come. Colin’s words kept going round and round in her head, until she sat up and fumbled in her backpack, checking the printout of their accommodation for the twentieth time. Her daughter Wendy laughed at her for relying on pieces of paper instead of her phone, but Penny found paper reassuring.


There it was. ‘Traditional Greek house with four bedrooms and sea view.’ It had been surprisingly good value. Probably because it was early in the season.


Penny tucked the confirmation into her handbag, and finally fell asleep.









Two


 


Nell woke up with a jolt. They had docked already. Penny and Moira were still asleep but Dora stood looking into the small mirror on the wall, perfectly made up at six in the morning.


Nell closed her eyes again. She had gone to sleep with Zanthos so clear in her mind. In some ways it was still the biggest adventure she’d ever had. On the night they’d arrived all those years ago their ferry had been delayed, and it was much too late for the little Greek ladies who waited on every dockside offering rooms for about five pounds a night to foreign visitors. They certainly couldn’t afford a hotel and there didn’t seem to be any sign of a hostel.


That was when Nell, to her eternal shame, had sat down on her suitcase and wept.


It had worked, too. A young English guy had materialized out of the dark and offered them all somewhere to stay for the night. Nell would never forget the moment she’d woken up the next day, sharing a bed with Penny, Moira sleeping on the floor on one side of the bed and Dora on the other in sheets thoughtfully provided by their host, in a dazzlingly bright white house, a Greek blue sky blazing outside and the smell of patchouli joss sticks mixed with a sweet, pungent scent she didn’t recognize. ‘The Dawning of the Age of Aquarius’ from the musical Hair had been blaring up through the floorboards.


‘What’s that smell?’ Nell had asked shyly. ‘Is it a scented candle?’


‘Haven’t you ever smoked a joint before?’ asked Dora, breathing the smoke in deeply.


Nell hadn’t wanted to say no, that she’d led a sheltered life in Sevenoaks.


It had been too late the night before to unpack nightdresses. ‘Shall we all wrap our sheets round us,’ Dora had suggested with a laugh, ‘and appear as Greek goddesses?’


And so they had.


Rather unromantically, their host’s name was Geoff and he lived in South Kensington, a trustafarian no doubt. He had rented the house for the whole summer. He surveyed them all, a libidinous glint appearing in his eye even though it was eight in the morning: ‘Well, girls, I see you’re dressed for an orgy.’


Through a subtle system of antennae they all agreed it was time to go and edged towards the stairs, threw on their clothes and bade him farewell. His face as they waved goodbye had been a picture. Clearly, he’d expected to sleep with at least one if not all of them.


Laughing, they’d bumped their suitcases down the steep and narrow cobbled street, narrowly avoiding donkeys carrying huge loads and interested old men with caps and huge moustaches sitting on wooden chairs outside their homes, until they found what seemed to be Zanthos’s only cafe.


They had ordered thick Greek yogurt with honey that tasted like the food of the gods and played ‘Black Magic Woman’ on the jukebox, not yet knowing it was the only pop music track the establishment possessed.


Nell had looked at the others and sighed with happiness. ‘I have definitely woken up in heaven. I don’t care if I never see Sevenoaks again. One thing –’ she paused before demolishing the last spoonful of her yogurt – ‘where are we going to sleep tonight?’


It was Moira who had surprised them all.


She had been on the same landing as they had at college, but not really part of their friendship group. Coming as she did from the wilds of Lincolnshire, she lacked the sophistication of the townie. And then there was her problem with kilts. Her wardrobe seemed to possess no other type of outfit. ‘Probably her school uniform,’ said Dora, who was already flirting with the outrageous fashions of Zandra Rhodes.


Moira was also a lot more dedicated to her studies than the rest of them. Their goals were more to do with having a good time than getting a First. But, as usual, it had been kind-hearted Penny who had included her in the invitation all those years ago. ‘Three is never a good number, and anyway how can we not invite her when she’s studying classics and we’re going to Greece? Besides,’ Penny had added unconvincingly, ‘she’ll be able to fill us in on the Greek myths.’


This, they had discovered, had turned out to be only too true.


‘I have a good feeling about this place,’ Moira had announced. ‘I think we should sleep on the beach and save our money for food and travel. The gods will look after us.’


And so they had. And the gods had done their bit. No one stole their luggage or paid them any unwelcome attention. And they had agreed on one other thing.


‘Basic rule of adventure,’ Dora had grinned round at the other three. ‘Never tell your parents. At least, not until you get home!’


‘Can you imagine what my parents would say if they knew I was sleeping on the beach?’ Penny had giggled.


Nell had only met Penny’s parents a few times, Dora maybe once. They were the backbone of the tennis club, the golf club and the church flower rota.


None of them knew Moira’s parents – a housewife and a father who was an evangelical preacher. ‘My dad would have me crucified,’ Moira said.


‘I hope that’s a metaphor,’ shuddered Dora, who came from Wembley, which although suburban was close enough to London to have some of its reflected gloss.


‘I just won’t ever tell mine,’ Nell had announced, and ditched Sevenoaks and all it stood for forever.


‘Oh my God!’ Moira woke up with a start. ‘I slept right through Ios!’


‘Maybe just as well,’ consoled Penny. ‘It might have been a big disappointment.’


‘Yes,’ seconded Dora, ‘it’s probably more stag night from Basildon than jolly nymphs and shepherds.’


As they fought their way up the stairs through the throngs of heavily laden locals and stood on the deck in the pale morning sunshine, they were stunned to find a giant cruise ship moored in the harbour behind them.


‘Look at the size of it!’ Nell marvelled. ‘We never saw any of those before.’


The harbourside was almost as packed as Piraeus. Huge groups of Chinese tourists thronged all along the quay deciding which boat trip to take, and behind them a row of about thirty cafes were all full to bursting.


None of them spoke as they looked round, trying to get their bearings and see at least something they recognized from their original visit.


Dora, eager to unpack and have a shower, hailed one of the larger taxis, and Penny gave the driver the address. Only she noticed the slight raise of the eyebrow as he registered the location of the house where they were to spend the next week. ‘Endaxi, ladies, OK, OK. No problem if you lose your handbag there. You are next to the police station.’


Moira thought this a strange comment, but decided to let it pass.


‘How has the weather been?’ asked Nell. The quintessential holidaymaker’s first question.


‘Too hot, kyria,’ the man replied over the sound of all his religious symbols knocking together as they dangled from the rear-view mirror. ‘Easter wet. Processions all happen in the rain and then the heat arrive and not go away.’


They all smiled at each other. This was just what they wanted to hear, coming from a long, cold English spring.


‘Look at all the tiny roadside shrines,’ pointed out Nell, fascinated by the plethora of crosses and painted icons, often with jam jars of flowers in front of them. Moira began explaining that Christian shrines had often been converted from earlier ones to Apollo or Athena.


Ten minutes later the driver negotiated his way into a huge car park, packed with cars, taxis hooting and coaches disgorging large groups headed by umbrella-wielding guides.


‘Can this really be Zanthos?’ Moira stared out of the window, for once struck by no appropriate classical quotations. ‘I mean, it was tiny! There can’t have been more than five hundred people living here.’


‘Zanthos very busy now,’ endorsed their driver. ‘Season starting very early. Was week after Easter, now big ships come from beginning of March.’ He drew up in the far corner of the car park. ‘This address you give me.’


He pointed to a house down a narrow turning. It was a charming house – dazzlingly whitewashed with the classic bright blue painted windows and front door, the exterior covered in pink and purple bougainvillaea. It had just one obvious drawback: it was only yards away from the fume-filled pandemonium of the car park.


‘Good God.’ Dora shook her head. ‘It’s like bloody Piccadilly Circus!’


‘There was supposed to be a sea view!’ Penny blurted, on the edge of tears.


‘There probably is, from the roof,’ Nell, ever the diplomat, reassured, a skill honed over many years of dealing with angry patients and harassed doctors. ‘Come on, let’s go and see inside. Is the owner meeting us here?’


They started to unload their bags from the taxi. ‘Zanthos quiet place in evening,’ the driver informed them. ‘Go to Lefkas for having fun!’


Dora shuddered. At that moment, the front door opened and a smiling Greek lady appeared on the doorstep. ‘All the single ladies!’ she greeted them, in what Nell supposed was a tactless reference to Beyoncé’s megahit song. She led them into an interior courtyard with a pebble mosaic floor, fashioned at one end into the shape of a fish. ‘Is very old way of making floor,’ their new landlady informed Nell, who was studying it and wondering if it would work on her small patio at home. ‘Is called hohlaki. Need great skill.’


‘I’m sure it does,’ agreed Nell.


As promised, there were four bedrooms and two shower rooms, one on the ground floor and one upstairs, and a roof terrace which did indeed have a view of the sea – if you could mentally blot out the row after row of cars and coaches in front of it.


‘Oh dear,’ Penny sighed, Colin’s words about her inability to organize anything ringing in her head.


‘Not OK?’ asked the landlady, visibly disappointed.


They all looked at Penny, who burst into tears and rushed downstairs to her bedroom.


‘It’s fine,’ said Nell firmly.


‘Good. Good. Two keys on kitchen table. Here my number in case of emergency. You want I bring breakfast?’


‘No. No. We’ll go out for breakfast. Thank you.’


Their host backed away, still smiling until she finally disappeared down the narrow staircase to the floor below.


‘It is not bloody well all right,’ flashed Dora as soon as she’d gone. ‘It’s in the middle of a sodding car park for a start! There are probably cockroaches underfoot, and the whole place is more basic than a boarding house in Blackpool!’


‘The location leaves something to be desired, I grant you,’ Nell conceded, ‘but it’s clean and comfortable and extremely good value, and to some of us, Dora, that happens to matter. Besides, Penny’s been to a lot of trouble setting it all up. If you need five-star luxury, quite possibly there’s somewhere in the village where you can find it. Otherwise, just shut up, will you, and make the most of it. A skill you’ve probably never used before.’


Tension crackled between them as they contemplated ten days in each other’s company.


Moira put down the guidebook she was holding and tried to say something positive. ‘It says here there was a temple to Apollo on top of the hill just behind us. Did you know the Greeks believed he pulled the sun across the sky every day with his fiery chariot?’


‘Oh good God, Moira.’ Dora slumped down on a chair. ‘I think you’re mistaking me for someone who actually gives a fuck.’


‘That’s your problem, Dora,’ Nell turned to the small fridge and examined its contents. ‘You don’t seem to give a fuck about anything. Except possibly yourself. Glass of water, anyone?’


Penny sat down on the bed next to her bag, trying to work up the courage to go back downstairs. Almost without thinking, she’d checked her phone. There was a nice message from her daughter Wendy. Nothing from Colin. She’d already left three messages, but possibly he’d hardly noticed she was away. In fact, he’d looked quite gleeful when she’d first told him she’d be going. And of course she’d filled the freezer. It was probably only when he ran out of food that he’d notice, and then no doubt he’d go and stay in that club of his, ridiculous outdated institution that it was, and be fed nursery food by subservient waiters and drink too many gin and tonics with the other old bores.


Oh God, this was so different from her fantasy. On the internet it had looked like a lovely village house and she hadn’t thought to ask how far it was from the beach. Typical. Colin sometimes told her she was a waste of space, and that was exactly what she felt like today.


There was a knock on the door, and Nell’s face appeared. ‘Come on, we’re all going down to look for the beach and have some breakfast. So stop looking like a squashed plum and let’s go out. It isn’t the end of the world. It’s a perfectly nice house apart from the unfortunate location.’


She held out her hand to Penny. Penny willed herself to take it.


‘Look, you did all the work while the rest of us sat back and let you. Maybe it’s a lesson to us all.’


Penny allowed herself to be led downstairs, where the other three were waiting. ‘Why don’t we try and find our cafe on the beach?’ Nell suggested. ‘I mean, the village may have changed but at least they can’t have moved the beach!’


They made their way through groups of tourists in the steep narrow streets, all dutifully looking up at carved doorways and glimpses of the blue-domed church.


‘Look at that,’ Moira pointed to what was obviously a bar, called The Sunburnt Arms. ‘That’s quite witty.’


‘And look at all these cash machines,’ Nell marvelled. They stopped and studied the bank of three ATMs. ‘Do you remember how long it took to cash a traveller’s cheque when we were here? About half an hour in a stiflingly hot bank? I wonder what happened to traveller’s cheques. Do you think anyone still uses them?’


‘And poste restante,’ chimed in Dora. ‘I was really impressed by the cool guys with dreadlocks and dark brown tans who were eternal travellers and picked up money and letters from their poste restante addresses. Like something out of Graham Greene or Hemingway.’


‘Probably cheques from their parents in Tunbridge Wells,’ Nell pointed out laconically. ‘OK, what’s happened to the main square?’


When they’d last seen Zanthos it had seemed to consist only of the main square plus a few vertiginous side streets leading up to the Acropolis.


‘Isn’t that where Penny attacked the donkey man for being cruel?’ Nell asked, pointing at a small side street.


‘Doesn’t seem to have done much good,’ Moira commented as a donkey passed them carrying a vast air-conditioning unit. ‘And no, Penny, you are not allowed to have a go at him.’ They passed a dimly lit interior from which the aroma of coffee drifted enticingly out. ‘Come on, let’s look for the beach in a minute. I’d kill for a coffee.’


‘Do you have any yogurt and honey?’ Nell asked the waiter, and tried to hide her disappointment when he brought not the delicious home-made Greek yogurt they remembered with a pot of honey and wooden swizzle stick to serve yourself, but the kind of pre-mixed carton you could buy in Tesco.


‘Look,’ she suddenly remembered. ‘See what I found in my impenetrable filing system.’ She held out a photograph of them all at eighteen, on the beach where they’d slept for a week.


Penny, tall and flaxen-haired, smiled out shyly from the picture, her skin reddened from the sun. ‘Oh God, look at me, I always go the colour of a ripe tomato!’


Moira wore an embroidered peasant top with blue jeans; Nell was in the famous Bedouin wedding dress. ‘They must have thought I was completely barmy!’ she laughed. Finally there was Dora, in a tiny miniskirt and camisole top. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t get arrested,’ Nell laughed.


‘Or cause a riot!’ Moira seconded.


‘I do remember being followed by some old guy who kept jabbering on about free love. I told him he could pay like everyone else, but fortunately he didn’t speak English and had no idea what I was saying.’


‘I remember trying to communicate with my kalimeras and kalisperas,’ Penny laughed. ‘Not like now, when everyone speaks English.’ They finished off their coffees. ‘Right,’ Nell announced, ‘to the beach!’


There was only one way to the sea and they picked their way down the narrow path, laughing and teasing each other, realizing with relief that by bringing back the past they had started to enjoy the present.


At the bottom of the street they stood and looked around, stunned. Their little beach with its tatty cafe was now a St Tropez-style enclosure with row after row of spanking new sunbeds and colourful striped umbrellas. Instead of the wooden cabana cafe, there was a large glass-enclosed restaurant.


‘Bloody hell!’ Moira squawked. ‘Twenty euro for a sunbed and umbrella! We didn’t have that much to spend in a week!’


‘Come on, we deserve it,’ Dora decreed. ‘It’s only early and we can stay all day.’


They all plonked their bags down on their chosen sunbeds – except for Moira, who, as a point of principle, insisted on putting her towel down on the sand.


A sleek middle-aged man in chinos and a white t-shirt approached them for payment. Nell had a sudden brainwave. ‘Hello, aren’t you Yorgos? I remember you when you were about six!’


Yorgos stared round the group. ‘Po po po!’ he exclaimed. ‘You are the English girls! We never forget you here! You came early to Zanthos, long before all this!’ He gestured round to the smart surroundings. ‘When my mum cook on an oil barrel and my dad have only old – what is English word – deck chairs on the beach!’


‘How is your dad? Takis, wasn’t it?’ They all thought of the charming Takis, who, despite a face that looked like a Greek Mr Bean and his habit of wearing crumpled linen shirts and shorts, had won them over at once with his friendly hospitality.


Yorgos grinned like a madman. ‘Takis! Yes! He has gone to Kyri. My brothers and I run this place now.’


‘Where is Kyri?’ Moira asked.


‘A dot in the ocean, full of goats and relatives. Best to keep far away. Where are you staying?’


Penny started to look anxious again. ‘At the back of the town. A nice house big enough for four,’ Nell supplied swiftly.


‘Have you been to Lefkas? Is entirely new part of Zanthos. Not enough room in the town for tourists, so they develop Lefkas. For the young people. Now, you must stay here for the day as my guests!’


‘Well . . .’ Penny began.


‘Brilliant,’ interrupted Dora. ‘We’d love to.’


‘And you must eat with us also. I will tell my wife to let my brothers know. She will cook you a wonderful lunch! Yassas, famous English ladies.’


‘Did you hear that?’ Moira commented. ‘Tell his wife to cook. Some things don’t change.’


‘Don’t complain,’ Dora reprimanded her. ‘This is a definite improvement. Lunch here with Yorgos and his brothers, back to the house for a siesta, and then tonight let’s go and see this Lefkas place.’


‘Didn’t he say it was for young people?’


‘Come on, Penny, we’re only going to look at it,’ Dora said. ‘A couple of cocktails and you can be back in bed with a nice cup of cocoa.’


Penny settled back on her sunbed under an umbrella, refusing to rise to Dora’s comment. She wasn’t as silly and naive as Dora was making her out to be. And anyway, maybe now they’d met Yorgos, things weren’t so bad after all.


‘Do you have a changing room?’ Dora asked him.


He nodded enthusiastically. ‘Not like when I was a child and we had to lock the toilet to keep the hippies out!’


Dora strode off to put on her bikini. No unseemly messing about with towels in the great British holidaymaker tradition for her.


The individual changing rooms were clean and well lit. They even had locks. As Dora stripped off her dress and delved into her bag for her bikini, her eye was caught by a copy of Vanity Fair left by a previous guest. She sat down as if she had been suddenly winded.


On the cover was a large photograph of Venus Green. Venus Green, blonde and beautiful winner of a reality TV show, budding megastar with a voice and personality like a young Kylie Minogue.


Venus Green, whose PR, best friend and mentor Pandora Perkins had been for the last five years. Until the little bitch had dropped her three weeks ago and appointed a rival thirty years younger.


Later that evening, the taxi dropped them at a rank in what seemed to be the middle of nowhere about two miles from Zanthos. ‘Excuse me,’ Nell asked an old man sitting by the side of the road with an equally ancient dog. ‘Where is Lefkas?’


He pointed down the road.


They walked for about a hundred yards until they turned a sharp corner revealing an entirely new town like something from a futuristic film. Down one side of the road, giant screens seemed to be showing football games or pop videos at maximum volume under flashing neon signs offering slot machines or cut-price cocktails.


‘Oh my God!’ Moira clutched Nell’s arm. ‘Look at that aberration! How could anyone create such a monstrosity?’


There, in front of them, in shiny plastic bricks, was a miniature version of the Acropolis, so brightly illuminated they had to shield their eyes.


At the end of the newly created road was a beach. Gratefully they made for the shore, where they hoped to sit and have a quiet drink. There seemed to be a small crowd of people standing in the sea, chatting and drinking bottles of beer. As they approached Penny let out a muffled shriek.


Mainly over sixty, the men were round and pot-bellied, the women leathery and tanned. And they were all entirely naked.


‘What do you know!’ Dora shook her head in startled disbelief. ‘I think we’ve discovered Lefkas’s nudist beach at happy hour. What a very edifying sight.’


In the end they bought a bottle of wine and took it back to the house with some hummus and olives. Thankfully all the tour groups had returned to their ship, and the car park was quiet and empty.


They settled themselves into comfortable chairs on the rooftop terrace and Nell opened the wine just as the cruise ship turned round and began to depart from the harbour, making way for another two ships which had been waiting for entry.


As they watched, a terrifying flash of blue lit up the horizon, followed by a deafening and almost instantaneous crash of thunder. After that, the whole sky seemed to erupt in a kaleidoscope of colours and sounds so dramatic that they had to run for cover, just as the heavens opened and sheets of driving rain swept across the patio.


‘Do you know, girls –’ Dora held up her glass towards the multicoloured sky from the shelter of the nearest bedroom – ‘I think Zeus is sending us a message. Time to abandon your lost dream and return to Athens, where people wear clothes and the Acropolis is made of real stone. As it happens, there’s a boat leaving tomorrow, and I vote we get on it. What do the rest of you think?’


For a moment no one broke the shocked silence, interrupted only by more cracks of thunder. Then Moira turned almost apologetically to Penny and Nell. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m really longing to see the new Archaeological Museum in Athens. Everyone says it’s even better than the BM.’


Nell shrugged, mystified.


‘British Museum,’ elucidated Dora.


‘But what about the money?’ Nell demanded, although she was also thinking of Penny, whose idea it had all been, and how disappointed she was going to be. ‘We paid for the whole stay in advance.’


‘I’ll cover it,’ said Penny, quietly determined. ‘I didn’t tell you the reason I planned all this. I had a legacy from my dad. My parents had saved all their lives so they could travel when they were older, and then they never did. “Don’t postpone your dreams,” Dad told me when he was dying, “because that’s what we did.” So I decided to spend some on coming back to Zanthos – because maybe you’ll think I’m a suburban saddo, but that holiday was one of the happiest times of my life. I felt young and daring, as if everything in life was going to be wonderful.’


She didn’t mention the fact that she hadn’t told her husband about the legacy. This was going to be her money to spend the way she wanted to. Colin had been so rude about her dad’s little investments, just because he saw himself as a big-city whizz; but as it happened, they’d come good in the end.


But now the holiday was collapsing, and he’d find out anyway. He’d say she was a failure, and he’d be right.


‘I know,’ Nell suggested, sensing some of Penny’s anxiety without needing to be told. ‘Why don’t you and I go to another island? There were six on the way here, remember. We could even go to several.’


‘Be island hoppers!’ Penny’s sad spaniel face visibly brightened.


‘Real jet-setters,’ Nell laughed.


Dora tried not to smile. It was hard to imagine two more unlikely members of the international rich. ‘I’ll deal with the landlady,’ she volunteered. ‘I’m sure she won’t charge much if we say we’re leaving because of the noise from the car park that she happened to forget to mention in her ad.’


As good as her word, she went off to find their landlady. Half an hour later she returned, smiling broadly. ‘Result! She says if we don’t make a big noise about it in our review, she’ll let us off the rest of the stay. Lucky for us it’s so early in the season.’


She slipped a small package quietly into Penny’s hand.


‘What on earth’s this?’ Penny asked.


‘Just a little thing. I seem to remember you bought one when we came before.’


Penny undid the tissue paper to reveal a silver snake bracelet, with glowing eyes made of blue glass, that you wrapped round your upper arm.


‘Oh God,’ Penny bit her lip. ‘I really did have one just like this! I bought it from a street vendor and couldn’t eat for a day because it took all my money. Thanks, Dora.’


‘Now you can feel young and daring again. Sorry for being a party pooper.’


‘Maybe not young.’ Penny slipped the bracelet onto her arm. ‘But certainly daring.’ Something about the snake armband already made her feel a little more fearless. And if she and Nell went island-hopping, she wouldn’t have to let Colin know it had all gone wrong.


‘Tell you what,’ Dora suggested. ‘Why don’t we all go out for a last blowout dinner together?’











Three


 


Penny touched the talisman of her new bracelet for courage as they climbed on board the ferry next morning. She hadn’t even called Colin to tell him of their change of plan, and he certainly hadn’t got in touch with her. ‘I think I’ll stay on deck,’ she said to Nell. ‘Which island do you think we should go to?’


‘Moira thinks definitely Ios,’ Nell grinned. ‘She slept through it on the way out so she’s going to make a dash to Homer’s tomb when we stop. She says we can go with her. Lucky us.’


‘OK, Ios it is!’ Penny agreed. ‘But didn’t Dora say it was the party island?’ she added dubiously. She didn’t want to find herself on another Zanthos.


Nell waved her guidebook. ‘This says Ios is the prettiest island in the Cyclades. Has anyone seen Moira, by the way? Lost in her guidebooks as usual?’


Penny looked round the deck. Moira was usually at the front of the boat, eager to point things out to them. ‘Oh, I know,’ she suddenly remembered. ‘She said she was going for a little lie down in Dora’s cabin.’


‘That’s not like Moira. Too much retsina last night?’


They smiled conspiratorially, imagining that with their new plan there would be plenty more carousing to come, as they watched Zanthos gradually receding beyond the frothy white path of the ferry’s wake.


‘I hope you don’t mind too much?’ Nell asked Penny. ‘About Zanthos not working out?’


‘Not since you came up with your brilliant suggestion. Zanthos turned out to be a big disappointment. Unless I roman-ticized the place in the beginning.’


‘No you didn’t,’ Nell reassured her. ‘It was amazing back then. Friendly. Unspoilt. Genuinely Greek.’ They remembered the sight of the overweight nudists, and began to laugh. ‘I wonder if it’s what the locals wanted: to be invaded by cruise ships and Russians drinking beer for breakfast?’


‘I suppose once you invite mass tourism in, you don’t get much choice.’


They sat down and sunned themselves on a varnished wooden bench, and before long they had nodded off in the warm and soporific wind.


‘Nell! Penny! Wake up!’ They were roused from their slumber to find Dora, barefoot and anxious and wearing just her slip, standing in front of them. ‘It’s Moira! She’s been really sick and I don’t know what to do!’


Nell, with all her years of dealing with demanding patients at the surgery, snapped into action mode. ‘Let me have a look. What’s the cabin number?’


They followed the panicking figure to find Moira leaning out from her bunk, white as whey, noisily puking into a plastic duty free bag from Athens airport. She was so desperate that she hadn’t noticed it contained Dora’s new perfume.


Nell sat on the end of the bed. ‘Has she had diarrhoea as well?’


Dora nodded, unwilling to go and look at the devastation in the toilet.


‘I can see you make a natural nurse,’ Nell commented wryly. ‘Anyone got a thermometer?’ Nobody had. She laid a hand on Moira’s damp and sweaty forehead. ‘Yes, she’s got a temperature all right.’


‘I bet it was that octopus we ate at the harbour last night. Do you remember, we couldn’t resist because the fisherman said it was caught that afternoon?’ Penny blurted. ‘Moira liked it so much she ate mine as well.’


From the bunk, Moira groaned at the memory.


‘I’d better go and look for someone in authority.’ Nell jumped up. ‘Give her bottled water, and if anyone’s got Dioralyte, give her that too to rehydrate her.’ She disappeared towards the stairs, leaving Dora and Penny in charge of the patient.


Nell seemed to be gone an inordinately long time. Moira continued to puke while Dora looked on, horrified. Penny tried to hold back their friend’s tangled mass of hair.


‘It looked like a bird’s nest before, so God knows what it’s like now,’ Dora commented unsympathetically.


‘Shut up, Dora,’ Penny surprised herself by replying, ‘and go and look for some bottled water.’


Grateful to leave the war scene of their cabin, Dora pulled on some jeans, tucked her slip in as if it were a camisole and scuttled off. Just as she got to the staircase, the ferry juddered to a halt.


Nell reappeared, accompanied by a white-clad official with epaulettes on his shoulders. ‘This is the purser. They’re sending a small boat from the island we were passing and they want us to get off. They’ve phoned a doctor, who’ll be waiting for us on the quay.’


‘What, all of us?’ Dora asked, horrified.


‘Come on, Dora,’ Nell replied. ‘You wouldn’t like it if we abandoned you with food poisoning in some godforsaken place, would you?’


‘I wouldn’t have had second helpings of undercooked octopus,’ Dora stated.


‘Oh for God’s sake, stay if you want!’ Nell had no time for this diva-like behaviour. ‘Penny, can you get Moira’s things?’


Penny almost skidded across the puke-sodden floor of the cabin and gathered up all the stuff she could see.


‘Hey, that’s mine,’ protested Dora, when Penny picked up a Prada rucksack.


Penny threw it at her. ‘And good luck if you come down with salmonella in Sloane Street.’


The purser and one of his underlings carried Moira up the steps and across the deck to the lifeboat area. A small Greek caique was bobbing up and down beside the ferry like a duckling next to its mother. Moira was laid inside its small wheelhouse with Nell, Penny and the luggage following. It had almost started to pull away when a tall figure in a sick-smeared white top, looking more like Medea or one of the Maenads than a smart London PR, half threw herself into the boat. One of the ferry passengers chucked the Prada rucksack down after her, then handed her her suitcase rather more gently.


As they headed through the choppy, white-horse-crested waves towards the shore they could hear Dora throwing up over the side. ‘Oh my God,’ Nell half-laughed. ‘She’s being seasick. I hope the wind’s not blowing the wrong way.’


Eventually Dora sat down, looking pale and undignified. ‘So where the hell are we going?’


Nell asked the captain for the answer in halting Greek.


‘He says the island’s called Kyri. It has only five hundred inhabitants.’


‘Oh, brilliant. Nightlife central, then,’ Dora commented grudgingly. The others ignored her. ‘Isn’t Kyri the place Yorgos was talking about – where Takis went? A speck of land full of goats and relatives, to be avoided at all costs?’


‘We don’t have much choice, as you may have noticed,’ Nell pointed out crisply.


As the small boat buffeted its way towards the shore, they could make out a neat harbour with the usual jumble of bright white cubes climbing up the hillside towards a tiny blue-domed church. A row of cafes lined the quayside, one of them decorated with streamers of bunting. ‘For the saint’s day,’ the captain informed them, without elucidating which saint. Every island seemed to have its own special saint, quite often mummified, which they carried round on high days and holidays.


Nell kept stroking the groaning Moira. ‘Nearly there now. You’re a VIP. They’ve made a special stop for you. Look, there’s the doctor standing on the quay. And an old Greek lady swathed in black, just like the old days. She’s probably come to offer us rooms.’


‘And I can imagine what they’ll be like,’ muttered Dora.


‘Isn’t this what we wanted?’ Nell threw at her. ‘A genuinely unspoiled island just like Zanthos used to be?’


Dora had been about to reply ‘Not this unspoiled,’ but in a rare moment of tact, thought better of it.


‘You can sort out payment for the boatman,’ Nell told her as the small boat pulled in and the captain and his sixteen-year-old assistant helped Moira onto dry land.


Dora reached for the Prada bag, hoping it hadn’t got completely soaked.


‘Ochi, ochi . . .’ No, no. The captain shook his head vigorously, as if being paid was almost an insult. ‘Four beautiful ladies coming to our island is enough payment,’ he announced with a bow. ‘The saint requires us to do good deeds.’


The doctor was indeed waiting for them at the quay and had enlisted two youths with a makeshift stretcher. Moira was duly carried off to the surgery, still holding onto Nell’s hand as if her life depended on it.


‘Kalimera, kalimera,’ the old lady greeted them. ‘My son has beautiful rooms in his hotel over there on the side of the water, if you need somewhere to stay.’


At the word ‘hotel’, Dora visibly perked up. She followed the black-clad figure, while Penny went off in the wake of the doctor. Not looking where she was going, she walked slap-bang into what seemed to be a washing line draped with huge orange rubber hanging out to dry. Stepping back, Penny took in the suckers, pale and menacing like something from a horror film.


‘Oh my God, it’s octopus! Quick, don’t let Moira see. She’ll probably have a relapse!’


When they were finally in the doctor’s surgery and Moira was laid out on his couch, he asked what they thought she had eaten.


‘Octopus,’ replied Nell. ‘But it was freshly caught. We saw the fisherman bringing it in.’


The doctor nodded curtly. ‘Probably cooked it on his engine. They all do. I keep telling them it’s not a good idea.’


‘Oh my God, you’re not serious.’


He smiled, feeling Moira’s pulse and popping a thermometer into her mouth. ‘The fishermen think it tastes best that way.’


‘I am never, ever going to eat octopus again in this country,’ Penny muttered.


‘Somebody ought to give them a few cooking lessons,’ commented Nell, who had done a Prue Leith course with some of her divorce money in the hope of either a new career or a new man to cook for. Unfortunately neither had materialized.


‘Leave your friend here with us,’ the doctor offered. ‘My wife and I will look after her while you find somewhere to stay. There is not much choice on an island like Kyri, but the hotel is good.’


‘Will she be all right?’ Penny asked anxiously.


‘She needs rest, and little food. I will give her antibiotics also. These things are very common on holiday.’


‘Oh, thank goodness,’ Penny breathed. ‘Our other friend has gone to check out the hotel.’


‘That is good. It is only the other side of the harbour. You will like it, I think.’


They left Moira sleeping under the peaceful eye of the doctor’s wife and headed for the hotel, looking around them for the first time.


The town was indeed very small, arranged along the two extended arms of the harbour. Three or four narrow streets stretched up the hillside, lined with purple bougainvillaea. None of the buildings was above three storeys high. They had elegant curved entrances, first-floor balconies with iron railings and doors in the usual bright blue.


‘What an elegant little place,’ Penny admired.


‘Probably the Venetians,’ Nell commented. ‘They seemed to get everywhere round here.’


Cafes and small restaurants lined the waterfront, in front of which stretched a horseshoe-shaped fringe of beach lined with tamarisk trees. The beach seemed to be full of laughing children playing a game with bat and ball attached by stretchy string.
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