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About the Book


Three of these stories were previously published in Victoria Hislop’s ebook collection, One Cretan Evening.


In ten powerful stories, Victoria Hislop takes us through the streets of Athens and into the tree-lined squares of Greek villages. As she evokes their distinct atmosphere, she brings vividly to life a host of unforgettable characters, from a lonesome priest to battling brothers, and from an unwanted stranger to a groom troubled by music and memory.


These bittersweet tales of love and loyalty, of separation and reconciliation, captured in Victoria Hislop’s unique voice, will stay with you long after you reach the end.




About the Author






Victoria Hislop read English at Oxford, and worked in publishing, PR and as a journalist before becoming a novelist. Her first novel, The Island, held the Number One slot in the Sunday Times paperback chart for eight consecutive weeks and has sold over two million copies worldwide. Victoria acted as script consultant on a 26-part TV adaptation in Greece, which achieved record ratings for Greek television. Victoria won Newcomer of the Year at the British Book Awards 2007, and her second novel, The Return, was also a Number One bestseller. Her third novel, The Thread, was a bestseller and was shortlisted for Popular Fiction Book of the Year. Her short story collection,


The Last Dance And Other Stories, was widely acclaimed. Victoria’s books have been translated into more than 30 languages.




Victoria’s new novel, The Sunrise, will be published in September 2014.




Visit www.victoriahislop.com
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Author’s Note


Some of these stories touch on the current economic crisis in Greece, which is causing extreme hardship to ordinary people. Readers might like to read about the work of the following charitable organisations:


The Smile of the Child: www.hamogelo.gr


Caritas, a Catholic charity currently working in the southern suburbs of Athens: www.caritas.org


The Salvation Army, which is now operating in Athens and Thessaloniki: www.salvationarmy.gr
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STAVROS HAD CHOSEN to be celibate. He knew plenty of priests who were married and had children, even some who had fathered children without a wife, but there was already a woman in his life, in whose name he served: the Panagia, the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God.


A year earlier he had arrived in Ladrisi to assist Papa Apostolos, the octogenarian who had been the village’s spiritual shepherd for more than fifty years. When he died he was greatly mourned, but Stavros more than adequately took over his duties.


In his care was a parish comprising a village of no more than four hundred, and three nearby hamlets, each of them with its own minuscule church. The priest’s house was set up on a hill, on the edge of the village, two minutes’ walk from the church, and from this vantage point he could see the other smaller churches that were part of his remit, scattered in the valley below. The young man, who was fresh from the seminary, thanked God for blessing him with such a tranquil parish.


Plenty of women made their way out of the village and up the path to his home. They kept him supplied with dishes of warm food and jars of sweet preserves and would happily have brought him their company too, but he shied away from any contact that might be misconstrued as friendship.


In most rural places, women seemed to outnumber men by at least two to one. There were women on doorsteps, women in the market places, even women toiling in the fields or gathering wood in the forests. In the village where Stavros lived, there seemed even fewer men than was the norm. Except for funerals and memorial services, he only glimpsed men as he passed the kafenion. He would nod, sometimes pass the time of day, but never stop.


On the hill behind his house Papa Stavros had his own beehives which he expertly tended, a skill he had learned from his grandmother, and he always carried a small jar of dark, almost treacle-black honey when he went to visit the sick. He would mix for them a hot, sweet, comforting potion, to which he would add herbs and a squeeze of lemon juice using fruit from his own tree. By the end of his first year as priest, the widows of the village gave their verdict: this young man had remarkable powers.


They trusted in the inspiration behind his teaching, and were transported by the purity of his chanting, but the efficacy of his simple ‘medicine’ was what really gave them faith. His reputation for healing spread among the women, and the church was constantly illuminated by hundreds of candles. These days the big wooden box with the narrow slot for coins had to be emptied each week, and supplies of the dark, ochre candles needed constant replenishment. They regarded Papa Stavros as a miracle-worker.


When they were sick, the men of the village took a different kind of medicine. They cured their aches and pains with raki, a fire water that seemed to banish all germs, and scorned the women’s faith in the priest’s remedy. It was, after all, just honey and water, they said.


‘Holy potion, crazy notion,’ they laughed.


‘Still, it does no harm,’ said one.


‘Whatever keeps them happy,’ agreed another.


Papa Stavros had a thicket of a beard that completely obscured the lower half of his face, and beneath his tall black hat a flowing mass of black curly hair that ended just above his shoulders. Through this densely hirsute landscape, the priest’s eyes shone as black as ripe olives. There were a few creases around them which were the inevitable result of having to squint against the sunshine, but his hands revealed his youth. They were as unlined as the skin of a newborn.


In the evening, when his visits were completed and he had performed all his priestly duties in his four churches, he returned home to eat. This was when he most benefited from the love and adoration of the local women. Almost every day, something was waiting for him: a small pot with some bean stew, fasolakia, some soup or even a kleftiko, a ready-to-eat combination of meat and vegetables. They would come to collect the dish the next morning, so he was in the habit of leaving it outside, washed and ready for collection. And after he had eaten, he would spend the rest of the evening reading the Septuagint, the bare bulb in the ceiling providing only just enough light, even for his young eyesight.


One day in May, an epidemic broke out that Papa Stavros could do nothing to curb. The village school, a single room where twenty-five children were huddled close to learn their lessons, was the perfect environment for the spreading of such a sickness. Kyria Manakis, the new teacher, noticed that three siblings had come out in a rash and gently suggested that they should stay home the following day. Her youth and inexperience meant that she had not acted quite fast enough. Their mother should have been called immediately, but those few extra hours in the classroom allowed the virus free rein. Within a day, measles had swept through the village school like an outbreak of plague and the classroom was half empty. Katerina Manakis was obliged to close the school but diligently gave each child who was still well some exercises to do at home and a book to read.


Gradually the children recovered – but just as they were due to return for the end of the summer term, the teacher herself noticed a tell-tale rash on her chest. She languished for a week alone in her home, with feverish temperatures and spots that covered her entire body. The widow who lived next door called a doctor from a nearby town. He got out his stethoscope, peered into her throat, felt her glands and then crossed the room to wash his hands in her sink. If she did not turn a corner within a few days, she would need to go to hospital, he said.


On the tenth day of her sickness, when the doctor had administered more antibiotics than even he considered safe, Papa Stavros visited.


Katerina Manakis was aware of a bright shaft of light falling across her bed as her front door was opened and sunshine flooded into the darkness. In the semi-delirium of her sickness, she mistook the flash of light for a divine apparition.


‘Katerina,’ whispered the old widow who lived next door and was keeping an eye on the teacher. ‘The priest has come.’


With the widow’s help and an extra pillow, Katerina sat up in bed. The light in the room was filtered through the curtains but across the room she saw the priest warm some water, pour it into a glass, stir in a little honey and finally sprinkle in a few herbs.


He spoke very gently to her and took her limp and sweaty hand. She felt the marble-cool fingers and when she drank the tincture that he offered her, it was as though her fever fell away. Papa Stavros visited each day for a week. He was a man of few audible words but prayed silently as he sat at her bedside, his head bowed. With each day her temperature dropped and her rash receded and within a fortnight she was on her feet, owing her recovery to God and to the miracle-working priest.


Katerina Manakis was sad when she realised that she would no longer hear Papa Stavros’ businesslike tap on her door, but was glad to be convalescing and to feel her strength growing in the constant warmth of the summer days. She found herself surveying the street in case the priest appeared and guiltily hoped that one of the widows in the street would soon be in need of his healing powers.


As soon as she was strong enough, Katerina Manakis went to the nearest town to buy a small, beaten silver image of a woman to put beside the icon of the Virgin. She would hang it on a narrow ribbon next to dozens of other silver tamata in the church which had been left as supplications or thanks for answered prayers. There were images of hearts and hands, feet, arms, legs; in fact every part of the body. There were also many dozens of small silver babies. Over the years, every woman in the village had prayed for successful conception or thanked the Panagia for a beautiful infant who now kicked his legs in a wooden crib.


For the first time since she had come to the village, Katerina found herself sitting on a doorstep with the elderly ladies. She would notice them flush slightly whenever the priest approached, observing how they looked down a little bashfully at the cobbled street when he stopped to greet them. To her mild shame, Katerina realised that she was doing the same.


‘He’s so handsome,’ said one.


‘Yes, he’s a very fine young man,’ sighed another.


‘Such wonderful eyes,’ said a third. ‘Like melting chocoate.’


As widows, they never felt it was wrong to lust after the priest.


Katerina kept her thoughts to herself, fondly remembering his quiet voice and his silent prayers. She watched his retreating figure and reflected that he looked like a man who was happy with his own company.


In spite of his solitude, Stavros was not as lonely as other priests in the same situation. The reality was that he did not live alone. He had a constant companion: a parrot. Nikos was already in residence when the young priest had arrived. Some of the villagers said that the parrot had been in the old priest’s family even before Apostolos’ birth. So there was speculation that the bird might be well over one hundred years old.


The magnificent blue-green parrot was a fierce creature and mildly cantankerous. He guarded the house more aggressively than a mastiff. When a widow crept up to the door with Stavros’ dinner, she would hear a terrifying squawk from within, warning her that she had come far enough. That was why they always left their offerings on the doorstep.


Cats hung about outside, sometimes attracted by the smell of meat. Occasionally, one of them would jump onto the ledge and see the bird inside, staring at them with a beady eye, but when they heard him screech they would slink away.


The parrot had a range of phrases. His own name (‘Niko, Niko’), the name of his original owner and now ‘Stavros’. Occasionally he would also say ‘Panagia mou’, which could be an expression of piety but also a gentle expletive, depending on how it was said. With the parrot it was hard to tell. It did not sound pious.


Nikos, whose wings had been clipped many years before, remained all day on his perch, which stood in the centre of the single-room dwelling. During the evening, when the priest was there, he would come down from the perch and flap in an ungainly fashion from the back of one chair to another. He was even given a place at the table with his own enamel plate, on which Stavros placed half a slice of bread. When he was not pecking, he would gaze at his owner, head tilted slightly to one side, with a look that was somewhere between devotion and disdain.


Usually the priest would read while he was eating, but in the past few weeks he had been distracted. He carried his plate to the sink, the food half eaten.


‘I can’t stop thinking about her, Niko,’ he said, running the plate under cold water. He might as well have been talking to himself, but he was comforted that there was some kind of response from the bird.


‘Niko! Niko! Ti kaneis; Niko!’


The parrot tipped his head on one side, his eyes flickering. He flapped his wings, edged off the table and hopped onto the back of one of the chairs, turning his back on Stavros. He liked to be on his perch by dark and it was now ten o’clock.


Before going to bed himself, Stavros washed his face and hands in the kitchen sink; if he wanted hot water, he had to boil it on the small gas stove. He then lay down to sleep on the couch, which was built into the wall on the other side of the room.


He had never suffered from insomnia in his life. Each day was full, with visits, reading and prayer, so he went to bed tired out, but lately he had found himself tossing and turning, unable to relax. In the early hours, when he finally succumbed, he was pursued by visions of the young teacher and constantly muttered in his sleep.


Usually sunrise or the chiming of the church bell, whichever happened first, would wake him. Nowadays he woke himself calling out her name. Such disturbed slumber gave him little refreshment and in the morning he was almost too exhausted to leave the house. This continued for many weeks.


Nikos’ nights were as fitful as the priest’s. For a while he would doze, but he was roused every time his master cried out, flapped his wings anxiously, pecked at the seeds in his bowl and shifted from foot to foot.


The weeks passed and Katerina Manakis was growing stronger. The summer days were starting to cool and in a few days it would be time for the school to open once again and she would be there at the front of the class, fully restored, smiling, her dark, braided hair gleaming. The day before school was due to begin, she walked up to the priest’s house to leave a portion of chicken with mountain greens that she had made. As she approached, the pack of skinny cats darted guiltily away.


Then, quite audibly, she heard her name being called: ‘Katerina! Katerina!’


The priest never locked his door, so she turned the handle, pushed it open and went in. There did not seem to be anyone there, but in the half-darkness she could see the glint of an eye.


‘Niko! Katerina! Niko! Ti kaneis? Ti kaneis?’


The young woman’s heart felt as if it would burst from her chest. Then she laughed out loud.


She had heard that the young priest had a parrot. Other people had mentioned it to her. But she had never pictured such a large and exotic creature. And she realised that it was the bird who had spoken her name. She smiled, mystified.


As she turned to leave, she heard her name again. This time the voice came from behind her.


‘Kyria Katerina. Kalimera.’ It was the priest. ‘I’m so glad to see you’re strong enough to take a stroll.’


Katerina was mortified. She was standing in the middle of the priest’s house, like a burglar caught red-handed.


‘Yes, I am much better.’ she said, flustered. ‘Look . . . I just brought you something, as a thank you. That’s why I’m here.’


‘That’s very kind. I’m so well nourished in this village,’ he said, taking the pot from her. ‘I’ve never eaten like this in my life.’


It felt strange to be talking to a woman right in the heart of his home, a woman who shyly held out a dish of warm food to him, whose eyes sparkled and whose cheeks were flushed.


‘But the only reason I came in was . . . I heard someone calling me, so I opened the door, and . . .’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I heard my name . . . At least, I thought I did.’ Katerina flushed. She felt very ashamed, embarrassed even. What on earth would the priest think of her?


Nikos was slow to learn, but once something stuck in his vocabulary, he could never unlearn it.


‘Ti kaneis? Katerina! Katerina! Niko!’


Stavros looked at the parrot and then at Katerina. How could he explain this? Except for his own name, the bird had not learned a single new word since he had arrived. Until now.


The priest and the parrot held each other’s gaze.


‘Niko!’ said the priest, laughing. ‘I didn’t know you had learned a new word.’


‘Ti kaneis? Ti kaneis?’


‘Very well, thank you,’ he replied, smiling broadly. He wanted to add: ‘Better than I’ve ever felt before.’


When he turned round, he realised that Katerina had already slipped out of the house. He could see that she was already halfway down the street and began to hurry after her. There had been no ‘goodbye’. Words had been left hanging.


Then he stopped. There was no need to rush.


‘I’ll return her dish tomorrow,’ he said to the bird.


Nikos tilted his head and puffed out his bright turquoise feathers.
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