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          Praise for Andrea Gillies’ THE WHITE LIE:
        


          “A gripping exploration of the stories families tell about themselves, myths sometimes more potent than the truth.”

Financial Times
            
        


          “Gillies excels in her portrait of a landscape that consumes the merely human; eats it for lunch, as it were, and has slowly, over many generations, created a family in its own image.”

Helen Dunmore, The Times
            
        


          “The prose is elegant and beautiful, and Gillies has a skill for creating both character and a sense of place… I couldn’t put

The White Lie down.” For Books’ Sake
            
        


          “The White Lie is a page-turner… It is also, finally, very moving.” Francine Stock, Guardian
            
        


          “Gilles excels both at describing the landscape and at delineating those subcutaneous secrets and shared assumptions that bind families together.” Literary Review
            
        


          “A wonderfully compelling portrait of a family haunted by secrets and lies… pitch perfect on the chilling, devastating consequences of guilt.” Sally Brampton
        


          “Gillies’ beautifully crafted debut combines page-turning aplomb with psychological insight… She is a tantalising storyteller, dropping in clues, vertiginous surprises and unexpected revelations.” Marie Claire
            
        


          “There’s an echo of Virginia Woolf that lifts Gillies’ work above the average family drama… This is an unusual, unsettling, often lovely story that plumbs the depths of what family means.” The Scotsman
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Chapter One


When the minibus came round the sharpest bend of the descent, trundling along on the stony dirt road, Andros crouching and peering through the windscreen in the poor light, he didn’t at first see the woman standing taking photographs. Afterwards Nina surprised people by insisting on taking all the blame for the accident; she was the fool who’d stood in the middle of the hill road at dusk, pale-haired in grey clothes and very nearly invisible. It was all her fault, she said, all of it, not just this but everything, though down in the village not everybody thought the situation had been that cut and dried. She’d heard that Andros had been given a hard time by his wife and by his neighbours; poor Andros had been bombarded with questions. Why was he driving without lights? Had he been driving too fast? Why wasn’t he wearing his glasses? Why had he reacted the way he’d reacted and put seven people’s lives at risk?
         

It wasn’t just the facts that mattered, but the sequence. This was something Nina had thought about a lot, by the time it came to leave the island hospital: chains of events and how they could take people in unexpected directions. On her final day she’d gone around taking last pictures of things and putting her hands on them – plants, inanimate objects, the seat outside where she’d spent so many hours – imprinting them with touch in her memory. It had become important to her, this place, not least for its beauty. There could have been nowhere more ideal for recovering from trauma. The building had been designed by an architect with a taste for the cleanly modern, a one-storey arrangement of ten white rooms that formed three sides of a square. Its wide internal corridor looked out through floor-to-ceiling windows over a courtyard garden of rocks and herbs, from which a short flight of wooden steps led down to a pebble beach.

 


The hospital stay had begun three weeks before. During the first 48 hours Nina revisited the collision every time she gave in to sleep, re-experiencing its shocking suddenness. Over and over she stood on the road and turned to see the boxy white vehicle bearing down on her. She hadn’t seen it coming, nor heard its approach; her mind had been elsewhere. She’d been singing a song, “Cucurrucucu Paloma”, one she’d listened to so often that she found she could sing it herself, even though she had no Spanish. She was enjoying that aspect, in fact: how the words had become music, like an incantation, like art in her mouth that she was making and delivering to the valley. She’d looked up the English translation before coming to Greece and had written it out in the back of her notebook.
         

“They say that at night he spent the dark hours crying; they say that he wasn’t eating, that he had lost all appetite. They swear that the sky itself trembled in sympathy with his weeping, how he was suffering for her. Even when he was dying, he called out for her…”
         

It was a song that was meaningful to her and to her situation. It wasn’t about her ex-husband, who’d reacted stoically to the news that she wanted a divorce, but about her ex-husband’s brother, a man who had loved her and whom she had loved.

 


It wasn’t only that she was singing. Her camera was up at her eye, being turned from landscape to portrait and back again, so as to capture silhouettes of the nestled and darkening settlement lying below, set against the metal glow of the sea. The sun went down fast on the island, and its setting was brief and fatal. Magic might become manifest here, if a person could only be alert to it, she’d said, in the postcard that she’d written a few minutes before. She’d been profoundly unwell by then. An island is a world, she wrote, though this is an untypically perfect one; this world is a family and even its housing’s democratic. She’d wanted to read The Tempest; earlier that day she’d rummaged through the books on the English stall at the market, wondering if the universe might provide, but nobody takes Shakespeare on holiday. “The isle is full of noises,” she’d said, on first arriving at the viewpoint, having walked the long, slow incline from the harbourside. There were swallows, bats, the occasional flying insect blundering about; human voices rising up and magnified; a tiny scooter making its bee hum on the coast road. The teenage boys liked to circumnavigate at this time of day, a journey that took less than an hour, their white lights tracking and overtaking one another. She’d taken out her camera. She’d begun to sing the song.
         

So, Nina wasn’t paying attention to the possibility of the bus, but nor was Andros paying attention to the possibility of Nina. He was looking for goats. They could be hard to see on this, the last journey of the day down from the upper village, especially if he was running half an hour late (as he was today for trivial reasons), and he’d tried in the past to abolish this last run, but the women who tended the gardens – most assertively, his wife Olympia – had protested. After the accident, when Andros lost his nerve, they had to make the argument again. They needed to go up to the allotments, they said, and needed to get home again, and it was ludicrous to make them use their cars. Not all of them even had cars. What, were they going to have to take their cars up there and leave them in the sun all afternoon? It didn’t make sense. He was just going to have to grit his teeth and carry on.

Andros was almost on top of the goat when he realised it was there, a big brown billy-goat with a defiant goat expression, rotating its jaw in chewing. An immediate decision needed to be made: there wasn’t quite enough room to pass on the left – if he went that way he’d scrape along the hillside wall – but there was plenty of space at the other side, without having to venture too near to the edge and its sheer drop. He veered to the right, and that’s when he saw Nina.

Unaware of the goat’s role, it was hard for Nina to make sense of what was happening. The minibus was coming right at her, but in a pause that might have been catastrophic she saw Andros realise she was standing there, his eyes widening and mouth mutely cursing. Luckily they had compatible instincts: she threw herself backwards to his left as Andros veered further to the right, though their actions weren’t quite enough for them to avoid one another, and so as her legs rose into the air the bus clipped her hard between knee and ankle. She felt it break, her right leg, heard the snap, the impact travelling through her cells, passing the bad news through her nervous system. Her head bounced against the road and then her back, and her vision pulsed and darkened, narrowing rapidly inside a dark border line. There was a rumble that she heard through her spine, a bang, a pause, a series of thumps and then far-off-sounding shouts. Puzzled goat faces peered down as blackness eliminated the sky, and she was unconscious until, unquantifiable minutes later, she half opened her eyes and saw Andros looking down at her, and ambulance personnel preparing to lift her, saying her name, and there was pain that returned like a whip.
         

 


Because the island’s own facility had no surgical wing, Nina was taken across the bay on the boat, to Main Island and to the ugly 1970s-built hospital in the town. By the time the long, hearse-like vehicle got her over the water – by special arrangement with the ferry, which had been tied up for the day, and round winding roads to A&E, she’d begun to hallucinate. She imagined that Paolo, her husband, was there in the back of the car with her, and felt urgently that she had to explain things to him, recent events and their autobiographical origins. He didn’t respond, adopting an apparent deafness and blindness, which as she’d say later was pretty typical and meant that she kept on talking. Administered drugs began to kick in, and so by the time the hospital staff got Nina onto the examination couch she’d forgotten about the encounter with a man who shouldn’t have been there.

“I don’t want Paolo to know,” she kept saying. “You won’t tell him, will you? He’s already so disappointed in me.”

A second shot of morphine was offered, but Nina wanted fiercely to remain aware, to make decisions and exert control. She wanted information but recoiled from some of it. The leg was snapped jaggedly between ankle and knee like an object, though she couldn’t look at it and was advised not to. She’d always thought of her bones as enmeshed, wrapped, integrated things. What had happened to her muscles, her veins? Was she at risk of bleeding to death? She vomited with fear that the surgeon would amputate, her voice full of pleading. An English-speaking doctor, worryingly young-looking, said, “If they offer you more anaesthetic in there, take it, because it can get quite…” he paused, looking for the word, “…noisy.”

“Noisy?” she queried. “Noisy?”

Another face appeared, a tired thin-faced nurse, and a form was presented and Nina signed it, her signature unlike anything it had ever been before, big and looping and going off the edge of the page. “Please take the morphine,” the young doctor said. “She will get into trouble if you don’t take it.” Nina consented, and just as the senior man appeared, an emperor surrounded by courtiers, felt the warm rush of it flooding her, and her eyes rolled back in her head and the pain and the fear stabilised. Things became not just manageable, but amusing. She was able to laugh at the serious things the consultant had to say about pins and screws and bones and stitches. He took her flippancy in his stride.
         

 


Two days after the operation Nina was returned to Small Island, a place that the guidebook referred to as the calf to Main Island’s cow, but in terms of scale was more like the rabbit to Main Island’s elephant. By now she had crutches and was expected to begin to move about, though no contact was to be made between the damaged leg and the ground; not yet. It was disconcerting not to have a cast on it.

“Why don’t I have a plaster-cast?” she’d asked Dr Christos on her second day back, ensconced in her room in the cottage hospital. She’d wondered, as a tourist, what the building was for. She’d walked past it along the shore and had mistaken it for an art gallery.

“A cast is to keep things in place,” he told her. “You don’t need that because they’ve put pins inside the bone.”

“Inside, inside the bone? I thought they were alongside.”

“They’re inside, and they keep things straight. But I can see why people would prefer a cast. It feels like a protective shell.”

“Exactly. It feels wrong just to have bandages, when what’s underneath…” Nina couldn’t finish the thought. It was disturbing, the idea of inner scaffolding. Someone had been inside her leg, while she lay with her self in dormancy, inert and gaping and absent, and they’d pushed metal into the meat. She looked down at her leg, laid on the top sheet of the bed – it was too hot to stay under it, with this stiflingly hot limb swaddled tightly in crepe – and saw faint watery outlines of bloodstains. Dr Christos looked too.

“We’ll need to change the dressing,” he said.

“Can I have more morphine for that?” She was only half joking. She was beset by imaginings. But the unwrapping ritual didn’t reveal the scene of carnage that she’d feared. It was clean and ordinary: ordinary, that is, aside from the long and fairly neat cut and the Frankenstein’s-monster stitches. “When will I be walking?”

“Not for a while, but we need to get you mobile. It’ll be difficult, exhausting, but we need to get you moving on the crutches. Little expeditions at first. We’ll start with the bathroom.”
         

“How long do you think I’ll be here?”

“Depends. Once you’re whizzing about confidently and we’re happy with the general state of your health you can go home.”

“Right.” Her spirits dipped at the prospect of returning to face the music, the explanations.

“How’s the head today?”

“Still a bit nauseous, still tired, but better than it was.” She sank deeper into the pillow and closed her eyes.

“Then you should sleep. Your biggest fan is coming to see you later, by the way. The island priest. Brace yourself: there’s been a lot of church-going and candle-lighting. You know they’ve put up a shrine at the scene of the drama?” The picture on his phone showed a small stone niche, about eighteen inches high, inscribed inside with the date of the accident and fitted with a painted plaster crucifix, pink and blue, one that had been finished with gold leaf. “This has been a big event for the island,” he added.

 


Dr Christos had been there the first morning, sitting beside her bed doing paperwork. When she’d opened her eyes in the white cube of her room, its whiteness relieved only by pale-blue stripes on the windowblind, the palest possible green of the metal bed, the dark blue of the bedside chair. she saw that the chair was occupied by a man busy writing with a fountain pen, a man who hadn’t yet noticed that she’d woken. The doctor had coughed and she’d stepped out of the past, scooped from a conversation with Luca, her husband’s brother. They’d sat side by side in an armchair that was upholstered in pink velvet, one only just big enough for two skinny children. On his lap there’d been a vast book with a dusty green cover and gold lettering, a world atlas, and he’d had the page open at Italy, showing her where his grandfather came from. She was ten years old and felt sick with happiness; her heartbeat had drummed through her hip bone. It was bewildering to be bounced from this dream, one that felt nothing like a dream but like life lived over again, and into this alternative and dreamlike reality: the white room, the blue chair and the stranger. He was about her own age, this stranger, mid-forties at a guess, with shoulder-length black hair, some of it twisted almost into ringlets, and, when he glanced up towards the wall, tapping the pen thoughtfully against his upper lip, the kind of face that seems immediately trustworthy, though not handsome as such: his chin was small, his eyebrows outlandish and his nose had broken once. His wide mouth pressed wider into concentration as he returned to write on – whatever it was he was writing on – a piece of paper at the top of others in a file, which he’d balanced against the thigh of his raised leg, his ankle resting over his other knee. He was on the sturdy side of averagely built, wearing a faded red collarless shirt, frayed jeans and black cotton shoes that were rope-soled and flattened at the back.
         

 


He’d introduced himself as Dr Christos – his English accent was part southern British, part North American – and had gone to get coffee. “It’s no trouble; I have a machine in my office. They are painting my office.” He made a face. “But I prefer to sit with patients during the day, anyway. If I’m at my desk inevitably the phone rings or I’m interrupted. I look less available here.” The coffee was dense and oily and she’d made an appreciative noise. “You like it?” He looked pleased, settling himself again in the blue chair, for a hospital an unusually soft and comfortable-looking chair, apparently leaving the conversation at that.

After a short while Nina said, “It looks as if you have a lot of – what are they, patient notes?”

“All the many items of paperwork that pass through the hospital. We are having a financial crisis here; you’ve probably heard. We no longer have a manager, so all of this joy has devolved to me.”

“You speak very good English.”

The compliment might have been patronising but he didn’t seem to mind. “Thank you; in fact most of my life has been English-speaking. I left here as a student and spent some years in Baltimore and then Boston, in London and then the States again, and never meant to return, other than for… I forget how it goes, births and marriages and deaths; something to do with hatches.”

“Hatches, matches, despatches.”

“Yes! I must write that down before I forget it again.” He stared at her, an intensity about him, a deliberateness of focus, something fearlessly direct, so that she found it hard to look at him. “Your notes tell me you’re from Edinburgh. I haven’t been but hear it’s beautiful. You don’t sound very Scottish.”

“My father was – is – but my mother wasn’t. She was Norwegian. My accent is kind of nowhere.”
         

“And you have an Italian name.”

She lifted her wrist with its hospital tag. “I noticed that I’m Nina Romano here.”

“It was the name in your passport.”

“I’m Nina Findlay, but my husband’s name is Romano.”

“I don’t think I’ve met any Norwegians. We get a lot of Dutch and Germans who bring their tents and caravans and even their own bread and like to walk around naked.”

“Dutch and German people have tried to talk to me in their own languages on the beach.”

“I should have stayed in the US. I came back because my father died and my mother was ill and the years have gone by. My mother died two years ago, and I still seem to be here.” He checked his phone for messages and was silent for a minute. “Also, I should warn you that they’re preoccupied, the locals, about how lucky it was. The accident. There’s lots of talk about whether it was luck or divine intervention.”

“Lucky how?”

“They had a narrow escape.”

This was undoubtedly true. It was lucky that the incident took place just at that part of the hillside in which there was a broad ledge jutting out beneath the road. That’s where the minibus landed when it disappeared over the edge, having blown its front right tyre on a small pointed rock, one that afterwards would have a set of rosary beads, a komboskini, draped over it. Having veered away from Nina, the bus had been bumping along in loose stones just inches from the drop, and may have avoided going over the side or may not have, but the blown tyre shunted it decisively to the right, whereupon it tipped away, tilting and hesitating and then flipping over in a graceful full circle before coming to rest once more on its wheels, bouncing on its suspension and stopping dead, a mere seven feet from the precipice. After a short silence came the realisation that they were saved. Andros put his head onto the steering wheel and was sick, and the women in the back were screaming.
         

 


A church service of thanksgiving was held, its invitation ringing out from the chapel at the top of the hill, a white-painted blue-domed building with a panoramic outlook, sitting on the island’s highest point as if announcing its ocean governance, while at the same time conceding its powerlessness, marking its losses with bell-ringing. Dr Christos took a note that Nina had written, and translated it in reading it out, and returned with pictures on his camera, and pointed out the people who’d been passengers.
         

“So they’re okay, they’re really all okay?”

“Scratches only and bruises. They were brought here to be checked over; nobody had to go across the water. Four stitches was the most, and nowhere near an eye.” He went to the window and moved the vertical blind aside and opened the French doors, revealing a world outside that was vividly coloured: a stripe of sea, a vast zone of sky, the creams and greys of the garden, their cacti and agave and tropicals offset by the dotted colours of flowering herbs. The hot air that drifted in smelled first of rosemary and thyme, and then of warmed lavender. “We don’t want you doing this kind of thing while balancing on one leg. Let Nurse Yannis do it for you.”

“She does, she has – she’s very kind.”

“Windows open in the morning when the sun is round the back; closed and darkened for siesta in the afternoon; everything opened again until it starts to get dark. Or closed if you’d prefer it; if you’d prefer to be alone.” He turned to her. “Would you? Prefer to be alone?”

“I don’t know yet.”

He raised the striped blind, a roller blind, from the smaller second window. “There’s a mosquito net on this one, so it’s the one to keep open at night. Ventilation without bugs.” He took his phone out of his pocket and looked at it. “I have to go, but before I do, I meant it about working out of my office. I tend to circulate around the patients and spend time working in their company, so I’ll come and do admin here for a bit of each day, unless you’d rather not. I sit with the ones who don’t get visitors. Whole families troop through here for some of them, with bagfuls of food, hot lunches, bigger televisions, but some other people don’t have anyone. I assume you won’t be visited, unless your husband is on the way.”

“Ex-husband. Soon to be ex-husband. I disgraced myself and moved out.”

“Disgrace. There’s something delicious about the word disgrace.”
         

“He sent a text today, wanting to escort me home when I’m ready to go, but I told him not to. We … we parted on bad terms.”

“Evidently he’s forgiven you, if he wants to come to you here. What was it, this disgrace?”

“He will never forgive me. He’s not the forgiving kind. No, that’s wrong. He is the forgiving kind. He’s just not the forgetting kind. And we’ve agreed that it’s over.” Dr Christos waited. “I was an idiot. In short. For a long time quite stupid, and then for a brief time, unhinged.”

“It’d be good to hear the whole story. We’re going through a tedious patch here; dull interminable diseases and endless paperwork. Lately almost everything’s seemed tedious. Generally the people I sit with don’t want to tell me anything interesting. Or they have Alzheimer’s and accuse me of being the cousin who ruined their dry-cleaning business. Or they are – I am sorry to say this – very boring; nothing’s ever happened to them. Or they have broken their necks diving off the rocks and aren’t up to much. Sometimes I am even driven to working in my office.” He gathered up his things. “I have to go. But I will be back, that is if you don’t object to company.”



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

Chapter Two


On the flight to Greece Nina found herself sitting beside an insurance broker, a large man and the only one on board dressed in a suit and tie, clothes that were in decidedly unsummery shades of brown. Before they strapped themselves in he gave everyone within reaching distance his business card, stretching across the seats to hand out others, piles of more than one, asking people to pass them on, and made an announcement to the wider vicinity. “Anybody want to talk about Life? Instant quotes and cover given!”
         

As she took the card Nina was aware that there was unimpressed muttering in the seat behind, and an ostentatious ripping of the gift into four pieces. She inserted hers into her book. “Alternatively it makes a good bookmark,” her neighbour said, introducing himself as Keith. He shook Nina’s hand and stowed his belongings, applied a beanbag neckrest, took two pills with a miniature of whisky and fell deeply asleep with his mouth open.

 


Nina lay with her head against the seatback, her book unread on her lap. Over and over she ran through the conversation she’d had with Paolo at the airport, the look on his face. She’d had to text Luca to warn him that Paolo knew, and what it was that Paolo knew, because how could Paolo not steam round there and bang on the door? She couldn’t help visualising it, the standoff on the doorstep and what might be said in her absence. But perhaps nothing very much would be said. Perhaps the men would each decide never to mention it again. It was as likely an outcome as any other. She recited it to herself from time to time, the text message she’d sent to Luca as they’d prepared for takeoff, just before being told to turn off her phone. The repetition was self-critical. The situation had been urgent and rushed and it hadn’t been a kind message, nor convincingly apologetic.

Just told Paolo about us, the basic fact, in rush at departures, and am now on plane. Also, important detail. It was April and   after I moved out. Nothing said about February, nor about April conversations. Please stick to story for my sake. For both our sakes. Sorry.
         

Why had she written “for both our sakes”? She shouldn’t have written that. He might interpret it as some kind of a hinted threat. She’d expected him to respond straight away – Luca’s phone was always kept in view – and that they’d talk more, but the reply hadn’t arrived until the following day. The island signal was dodgy, but even so. Even so. sixteen hours later. It took him sixteen hours, and even then it was just an ok without even a full stop to follow it.

Ok
         

 


The journey to Greece had suffered a dispiriting start. Almost everyone Nina encountered on the way there seemed miserable and mean: there was a striking unanimity about their filthy mean moods. The taxi driver arrived ten minutes early and became irritable about Nina keeping him waiting, when the fact was that he was early. He hadn’t helped with her suitcase, even though she struggled with it when a wheel came off on the pavement, nor replied to her polite chat, nor thanked her when she gave him a generous and undeserved tip. Once inside the airport, the operator at the coffee counter had reacted badly to a £20 note. “Seriously?” he’d said, holding it as if it were poisonous – and the man at Security had spoken sharply when it took time to find the plastic bag of toiletries for the scanner. The staff at the gate had made a fuss about a sandwich, like it was a second piece of luggage, and made her put it in her bag for boarding.

In the middle of the flight they’d hit an alarming pod of turbulence, one of those that feels like you’ve sailed into a vacuum and are dropped like a ball. The plane sank abruptly, causing gasps and shouts of fright, before bouncing along the floor of nothingness and rising steadily again. The captain made one of his smooth, chocolatey announcements, reassuring everyone that all was well and that this kind of thing was just a fact of life and perfectly safe, although perhaps unpleasant. He didn’t say anything about being flirted with by extinction, but everyone else knew that’s what had happened, right there in the middle of the drinks service, just as the trolley caught on one of the seats and another of the cabin crew was trying to flog scratch cards. When the flight hit a second bout of what the captain referred to as lumps and bumps, one that threw the plane for several minutes from side to side, a deeper silence descended while people made bargains to enjoy life more, to go freelance and buy boats. The air in the cabin became dense with resolve, while Keith slept peacefully on.
         

“No one ever survives a plunge into the ocean in a jet plane,” Luca had said once at a family party, interrupting his wife’s account of an on-board spat. He’d been chided by a member of crew for reading during the safety demonstration. “It’s a total joke,” he’d said to the crew member, “all this rigmarole about life jackets under your seat.”

“Brother, your optimism is one of the best things about you,” Paolo told him. Nina laughed because that was Nina’s role. She had always been the glue that bound them. Her laughter, her interceding, had always been crucial, reminding each of them that they loved one another.

“It’s absolutely safe, flying, as long as nothing goes wrong, and then you’re well and truly fucked,” Luca said.

He and his wife had flown to Italy on business more often than Nina and Paolo, but that particular occasion had been a social trip, to go to the party that marked the end of the wine harvest in Francesca’s home village. She’d been born in London, in fact, but her parents had returned there to live for their retirement. While he was gone Luca emailed Nina every day, morning and night. Additionally there were frequent text messages. Think I just ate horse, but have had better. Think it was the saddle. Missing you.
         

Now, as the plane was chucked from side to side, Nina pondered why it was that she’d handed over her destiny so readily to this (possibly imperfectly maintained) airborne vehicle, its thin skin of metal the only thing separating them all from oblivion. It was clear from the faces around her that others were feeling the same. They were all together on a rollercoaster of coping and dread, clammy with alternating cynicism and trust.

 


It’d been Nina’s doctor’s idea that she go on holiday. It was mid-September when she travelled, and blustery and grey at home, the Christmas puddings already stacked high in supermarkets; it remained late summer on the island, though things would close up for the season very soon. In October the locals did other things: stayed at home, tended their gardens, watched DVD boxed sets and went on holidays of their own. Nina hadn’t been to Small Island for 25 years, but there hadn’t been much change in the interim: not in its look and layout, nor really in its culture either. It was surprising that nothing had changed, and yet what could change? Motorways and superstores were irrelevant there, and the local mood too conservative for other more optional sorts of progress. As they’d approached in the late afternoon on the little ferry, its small dominion had looked like an arid hill rising out of the sea, sticking out of the southern Aegean. It was only when they grew closer that the softer intermediate slopes became visible, the flatter sections thick with olive groves, the terracing cut for the growing of wine and the modest houses among them. Most of the shoreline was pebbly, though there were stretches of sand beach at intervals and a bigger one, a golden hundred-yard strand known as Blue Bay, a short walk from the main village. People who weren’t fishermen or in tourism made a subsistence living; though there were only two settlements there were also homes perched on contrary angles of the hill, smallholdings that worked tiny parcels of land. The main village was down by the harbour in a T-shaped arrangement: a single joined-together row of houses facing out to sea, a couple of shops, a café and two tavernas, and then between the tavernas a road going back at right angles, a no-through road lined on both sides with more simple houses. A narrow band of tarmac encircled the island, most of it adjoining the shore, and a dirt road, hard and pale and loose with grit, stretched up the hill to the top village, which was really only a hamlet and wasn’t quite at the top. This was the winding and precipitous route on which Nina had met the minibus and broken her leg.
         

 


She could see the shore road from the furthest corner of the hospital grounds. She could see the women waiting at the bus stop in the morning, on their way up to the allotments, and liked to go out and look at them waiting. They were the people whose lives she’d imperilled, though they seemed to be fine; nobody was limping and they were in their usual high spirits. She’d walked past them, these same six women, every day in the week before the accident; they were always together and always talking nineteen to the dozen. They were the first islanders she’d seen on her first morning, on leaving the hotel. It’d been a day full of promise and she’d breakfasted early, alone on the terrace in the fresh morning air, sitting under a roof made of wooden poles and the grapevine that bound them, the sunlight dappling and shifting through the leaves. Afterwards she’d packed spare clothes, a towel, suncream, biscuits, a bottle of water, two books and her journal into the beach bag, putting her swimsuit on under her dress. When she came out onto the street the women were standing at the bench, a rudimentary one that Andros had installed and painted yellow. There were more yellow benches at Blue Bay, at intervals along the road, and round the back of the island on its wilder rockier side. Nina hadn’t taken the bus. She’d wanted to walk, to see things unfold at walking speed; she’d wanted to slow everything down: her thoughts, her heart rate, her experience of hours passing. She needed to metabolise the recent catastrophe. Besides, if she took this morning bus and was the only tourist on board she’d have to go up to the top village and down again, before being taken along to the beach. That was the scheduled route; the women would only speak up, instructing Andros to take the tourists first, if there were more than two and they liked the look of them. Nina never took the bus, but she could imagine sitting opposite them on the seat that had its back to the driver – a seat they never used themselves – and being under the silent appraisal of six pairs of very dark eyes. There was something almost tribal there, something about blood and belonging that made Nina envious. All the women wore floral dresses with aprons over them, and ankle-height wellingtons; all were small and sturdy, with soft lined faces of a similar shape, wide at the brow but with pointed chins, deep-set eyes and teeth that looked older than they did. When Nina got closer, on her first morning, the conversation loosened just enough to allow for a good look at her, and they’d tonelessly returned her call of kalimera. She’d taken a photograph and was seen doing so and was scowled at, a chiding finger wagged in her direction. She’d strolled on past the harbour and had sat on the wall a while to watch the boats, which had been out very early and were pulling in and tying up. The men offered her something from the catch, and she got her phrasebook out and made a hash of explaining that she had no kitchen.
         

“Give to Vasilios,” one of them said, trying to push a pink fish, one that looked like a child’s drawing of a fish, into her hands. “Vasilios cook it.”

She shook her head shyly, though Vasilios would have cooked it up for her, there was no question; he’d think nothing of it. Favours were nothings here; it was one reason she’d wanted to come back. One of the other men dangled a tiny live squid in front of her. “Here: pet for you.” As she walked onwards she saw him beating the thing in swift reprisal against the harbour wall.
         

Now the road began to bend gently to the right, until soon she was out of sight of the village and – aside from the tarmac road – in an ancient landscape, a biblical one of shepherds and sheep. It took ten minutes to walk round the slow curve of the hill, out of human contact and observation, ten minutes that were without houses, out of sight of the fishermen and not yet within sight of the beach. She walked at a faster pace, trying not to have city instincts, but then there it was, stretching ahead, Blue Bay, shaped like a mouth turned up at the corners, one backed by Mediterranean pines, and above it on the hill a cluster of white-painted houses that marked the edge of the upper village. The pine aromas released on this beach in the evening were sumptuous: it was worth walking down here just before dark to experience the scent, released as if from storage heaters, though when she and Paolo had promenaded here before dinner, 25 years earlier, the weather had been too chilly for the effect to be dramatic. When they’d stayed here they’d been the only Britons at the hotel. Most of the visitors, even now, were day trippers who came from Main Island to swim, to stroll the quaint streets and eat on a café terrace, to buy shell necklaces and postcards and venture up the hill to buy honey from a smallholding, stopping to marvel at the view, before heading back on the late-afternoon boat, quietly across the sound in failing light. Andros, minibus owner and, as he said of himself, the island’s one truly entrepreneurial spirit, had thus far failed to galvanise support for his long-standing project, a three-storey hotel with 24 rooms. There was no lack of suitable plots, but he had one insurmountable problem: he couldn’t get the villagers behind the plan. Most crucially, he couldn’t get his wife Olympia’s support, which was a pity as she happened through inheritance to be the major landowner, and besides that was also the leader of the island council.

 


Taverna Vasilios had much better accommodation at twice the cost of the other more basic hotel, which was across the road at the T-junction and had a bunkhouse for backpackers. At the time Nina was staying there, half of Vasilios’s six rooms were taken by British people, and he’d put them together on the first floor. Next door to her were two elderly English sisters, Iris and June, who brought with them an atmosphere of period drama, in their shin-length dresses and long strings of beads, their grey hair gathered identically at the napes of long necks, and next door to them a Welsh couple, Cathy and Gareth, a professional body-builder and his athletic wife, their muscles a deeper shade of walnut every day. The other three rooms, up on the top floor, were occupied by a Belgian family, a solitary German and two mainland Greeks. She failed to catch most of their names when they were introduced. The morose Belgian couple, people Nina never saw smile, had an equally morose-looking child, who played silently with whatever toys were produced for him at the dinner table. The Greeks were easily spotted at a distance because the woman had very wide hips and the man had an extravagant moustache; they were friendly, animated early retirees and their being jovial at mealtimes earned them mutterings and rolled eyes from the Belgians. There was something about the dynamic of the group that reminded Nina of an old-fashioned detective drama and a gathering of suspects. The German, a man called Kurt who was there on his own, watched the rest of the guests with keen attention but said little. He’d come for the scuba-diving; it was Kurt who’d joined Nina in the afternoons at the island’s best swimming spot, a small, deep swimming hole, greenish turquoise, accessed from an incomplete circle of flat rocks that was positioned anonymously halfway between the village and the other headland, in the other direction from Blue Bay. On her first day Kurt had nodded his greeting to Nina before lighting a driftwood fire and stripping off, unselfconsciously and in plain view, and disappearing into the sea clad only in mask and flippers, flip-flopping into the water with his knees pulled high. Nina watched him surreptitiously over the top of her novel. He floated face down for a few minutes, his eyes scrutinising the seabed, before going into a sudden dive, his large pink buttocks rising abruptly upwards. A muffled thud followed and then Kurt reappeared, rising up like Titan, his sturdy thighs glistening, before emerging out of the water with a small octopus attached to a speargun. He dismembered and cooked it, crouching by the fire, and, seeing Nina watching, offered her a flame-curled, sucker-covered tentacle on the end of a skewer.
         

 


Nina had hoped that a beach holiday would put an end to her over-thinking. There wasn’t any doubt that she’d over-thought herself into a corner. She craved a meditative narrowing of her life, a shrunken world of small things, in which nothing’s expected other than that the smallness is fully lived in and with joy. Who used the word joy any more? She knew that joy was what she needed, in order to be cured. Joy would do what drugs couldn’t. It was all very clear in her head, but the ideal of freedom and spontaneity proved illusory, very quickly illusory; she found without intending to that she’d come up with an itinerary on the first day and was to repeat it ever after. Following breakfast on the terrace there was a morning at Blue Bay, and lunch in the café on the harbourside: tepid broad beans in tomato sauce, a couscous feta salad and a small carafe of rough wine that sent her groggily into siesta. After a shower and a sleep, the air conditioning roaring, she swam at Octopus Beach, keeping out of Kurt’s way, and returned to the hotel and showered again, clock-watching and waiting for the evening, reading on her bed. At 5pm she went out, and strolled around in the coolness of the late afternoon, and browsed at the gift shop, looking at the same few things over and over, and then she sat on the terrace with dinner and a bottle of wine, chatting a bit to the other residents, romanticising her life at home into something interesting and honourable, before retiring early with a book. This went on for seven days. She’d meant to set aside a couple of mornings to go to Main Island for the trips marked as Must See in the guidebook: the donkey ride to the caves to see the stalactites, the expedition up to the ruins of a monastery, the trip out to a sandy uninhabited islet to swim. They were all things she and Paolo had done on honeymoon. She’d go again on the boat to what the guidebook called the best beach in the Aegean, which was inaccessible by land, and where there was a seafood shack with tables under coconut matting umbrellas (it had been closed when they’d visited, because of the rain). She’d make Paolo laugh by making fun of herself, vis-à-vis the donkey situation, her fear of donkeys. The key thing was to self-deprecate before others could deprecate for you. She’d say how much smaller the interior of the main cave looked in good weather, and how much less sinister. When they’d visited together the place had been like a cathedral of the dark arts, rows of Gothic pillars with inky folds, great black mouths gaping at each side of them, yawning and full of odours that suggested the presence of wells and potholes and other hidden traps, the air heavy with damp and sulphur. She’d not wanted to go forward with the guide and his torch, and Paolo had satirised her fears. But they were young then and there were things they didn’t realise.
         

 


The writing of happy postcards was easy enough. This is paradise and I may never leave: that was all that needed to be said on some of them, the words stretched across the open white field at a diagonal so as to fill it. Others got a fuller account. My day starts with warm bread and home-made apricot jam, eaten while sitting looking at the sea, in the cool shade of a day that’s going to be hot and blue, and ends with resiny white wine and reading and wonderfully cool linen sheets that somebody else ironed. Swimming, eating, taking pictures, relaxing properly into a stack of novels, socialising when I feel like it and no dishwasher in sight: can life be bettered? It was fraudulent and necessary work. There was also the problem of what to write to Luca. She couldn’t not send him a card because Paolo might read something into that. An omission could mean anything. Much better to be chummy with Luca and very clearly over things, post-obsessive and well, as she’d insisted at the airport that she was. But how to talk to him, a man she no longer wanted to talk to, a man she felt almost violent about never seeing again, whose name made her fingernails press involuntarily into her palms? Sticking to food and drink was the answer. The quality of food and drink was a constant Luca preoccupation.
         

Dear Luca, I’m sitting here with a pot of the best yoghurt I’ve ever tasted, and amazing island honey, which tastes faintly of herbs and also of brine. The wine is much better than it used to be, fruitier and fatter. You might even approve. You would have liked the swordfish that was barbecued last night. And hold the front page: there IS a point to peppers stuffed with rice. Figs and peaches: that’s the trick. Like everything good, the sweet and the savoury. But perhaps sunshine and fresh air make all the difference. See you soon, Nina.
         

It was done. The foodie’s postcard was written and done, and she was satisfied that nothing was revealed or betrayed in its writing or reading. It wasn’t even personal; it wasn’t friendly or unfriendly. That’s what’s needed now, she reflected, ordering a second bottle of wine, smiling at Vasilios as he came to light the anti-mosquito candles: a position of perfect neutrality. Neutrality and sanity. She hadn’t added the line she was going to, about swimming out to the yacht that was anchored in the bay and how she’d swum right under it, as they had done together once when they were children, the two of them, while Paolo watched from the shore.
         

 


Three days would have been fine. If she’d stayed for three days she could have regarded the visit as a triumph, but by the fourth day the possibility of performance ripening into authenticity was gone, vanished in the night, and Nina woke with the old dread. She was afraid of the over-scheduled empty day and longed for the comfort of work. She wished she’d brought a manuscript with her: she worked as an editor of books, and craved her editorial language of secret symbols, for the absorption and certainties of a project-led life, and for the way that it could be allowed to take over the waking hours, running on seamlessly into the evening and obliterating doubt. That was always at least half what work had signified. Having drunk too much the night before, having lain awake until long after 2am, Nina slept in on the fourth morning, right through the 7am alarm, and when she came down to breakfast everybody else was already there.

“Ah, here she is,” June and Iris said together, with open relief, as if she’d been missing and was found. The Belgians looked up at her without speaking. Kurt waved and smiled, his mouth full of bread. Cathy and Gareth asked if she was all right, Cathy’s face concerned.

“I’m fine,” Nina lied. “Just got too much sun yesterday, and then stayed up too late reading.” She grinned round the room. “But maybe it’s okay to sleep in on holiday.”

Kurt was amused. “Ja, it’s okay,” he said.

Nina took her seat. “It’s ridiculous really but I do like to get to the beach early, when things are still fresh.” She didn’t recognise this voice, the persona that she’d adopted here.

“And you’re not even German,” Kurt said.

“There’s nothing like a good book.” Cathy was satisfied that all was well.

Vasilios’s teenage daughter, wearing skinny jeans and a midriff-baring T-shirt, her dark hair dipped pink at the ends, brought a basket of seeded rolls, a bowl of honey, a plate of goat’s cheese, tomato and olives, a yellow glass bowl of chopped fruit, a blue glass bowl of yoghurt. Nina looked at the feast without appetite.
         

“I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Cathy said, “but are you all right on your own? What I mean is, if you want to join in with Gareth and me, we’re off to the caves today, if you want to come. We have a hire car.”

“That’s nice of you,” Nina said, eating a slice of cheese. “Actually I’m enjoying being alone. I’ve had a very busy year, and my mother died,” – she heard herself saying this as if it was something recent; it continued to feel recent – “and my sister-in-law died – well, strictly speaking she was my brother-in-law’s wife, but I always thought of her as that… She died, and then my husband and I separated.”

“Oh no, I’m sorry, what a year you’ve had of it.”

“And all I really want at the moment is to be on my own and just recover a bit.”

“I’m often tempted to walk out on him,” Cathy said, nodding towards Gareth, who looked unsurprised, “but to be honest I just can’t be arsed to find somewhere else to live.”

 


Dr Christos came into the room and said, “Penny for them.”

Nina looked up from writing. “Sometimes you sound very English. More English than English, actually.”

“I know. I’m Dick van Dyke.” He looked in his bag. “Ah I forgot to bring it. It doesn’t matter. Tomorrow. Andros is into our local mythology, and he showed me a photograph of a mosaic floor, one they’ve found at another island. It’s from the second century. You were on it. There you were, riding a dolphin.”

“There I was?”

“Long fair hair, turquoise-blue eyes, a long nose and a certain very determined expression. It was definitely you. You had armour, too. You looked like you meant business.” As it happened Nina had been there, to the island of the mosaic, but she didn’t tell the doctor this. He said, “Do you know about the Nereids?”

“Not really. Were they mermaids?”

“Mermaids, yes. Sea nymphs. People confuse them with sirens but they were the opposite of sirens. Sirens meant harm to men, but these sea nymphs were more like guardian angels. They lived deep in a silvery sea cavern, fifty of them with their father Nereus. They came to the aid of sailors in distress. Andros is very superstitious.”
         



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

Chapter Three


Luca had always been Nina’s closest friend. When he married Francesca, when they were all really young, Nina gave him something in addition to the official gift that was really from her dad, the pair of Victorian wine glasses. This second gift was wrapped in tissue paper, a tiny thing that was pressed into his hand in a coffee shop. It was a soapstone heart, about an inch across, and had belonged to her mother.
         

“In that case I’m doubly privileged,” he said. “I loved your mother.” Nina’s mother had only recently died.

A few days later a padded bag arrived bearing Luca’s handwriting. In those pre-email days it wasn’t unusual to get letters from him. He wrote fairly often, long, rambling messages in his jagged, spidery hand – letters that covered subjects big and small, the somethings and nothings that had occurred and that he hadn’t any other way of expressing, but this was the first padded bag, the first object that had ever arrived in the post. Inside there was another heart, of about the same size; one of Venetian glass, so dark blue it looked black, but with other colours suspended within it, ones visible only when you held it up to the light. There was a note, but it was only ten words long. I thought we should exchange hearts. It seemed only fair.
         

She rang him to say thank you. In those pre-internet, pre-cellphone days, phoning demanded predictability about where a person was going to be on any given day at any given hour, and Nina was inhibited about leaving messages on Luca’s answerphone, which sat on his new hall table in his newly acquired hall like a sleek black brick. Nobody was at home when she called. All Nina could say, her low voice amplifying into the echoing high-ceilinged space, Francesca standing listening, was that it was nothing, and she’d try again tomorrow. Francesca scribbled Nina’s wish on the memo pad and left it for Luca, and Luca called from the office the following morning.

“I have something to tell you,” Nina said. “Paolo and I are going to be married.”
         

“Have you slept with him?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“When did you first sleep with Francesca?”

“Mind your own business!” His outrage was faked. If Nina had wanted details he’d have supplied them.

“It’s possible it was the same night I first slept with Paolo.”

“Oh I see. That night.” He still thought it was a joke. “When can we meet?”

“Sunday lunch at your mother’s.”

“You’re coming?”

“I’ll be there and the engagement will be announced.”

“No, I meant when can we meet privately?”

“You’re married now, Luca. Privately might be frowned upon.”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you too.”

“No, I mean I really, really miss you.”

 


Luca kept the soapstone heart in the pockets of jackets, and felt it between his fingers sometimes, its familiar smoothness, its curves and indentations. Then one day he put a suit into the dry-cleaning pile and Francesca found it on a routine check.

When he came home that night and into the kitchen, she was standing holding the thing in her outstretched palm.

“A present from Nina, wishing me love in my life, wishing us love in our lives,” he said, answering the unasked question.

His wife looked sceptical. “I’m surprised you didn’t show it to me, then, if it was about us.”

“You don’t need to be worried.” He dropped his bag and put his arms around her, his arms at the back of her neck, her face pressed into his chest, so tightly that she could hardly breathe. “It’s you I want to be with,” he said into her hair. It was copious, long, wavy, tinted auburn from its almost black.

“You danced with her more than with me, at our wedding reception. Do you know that?”

He pulled himself away. “You counted?”

“It mattered to me.” Her dark eyes were filling.

He went into the hall and divested himself of coat and shoes, and Francesca followed. “But she’s my sister. She’s like my sister. She’s been my unofficial sister almost my whole life, since we were five years old. I’ve always treated her house like my house and vice versa. At our wedding – you have to understand – our wedding was also a big occasion for Nina and me. It was like a goodbye to that life.”
         

“Luca, can you hear yourself?”

“We’ve always been incredibly close, twin-like, finishing each other’s sentences, reading each other’s minds…”

“I know. I know.”

“…and now things will be different. Someone has supplanted her. You don’t see how important that is to the two of us?” He went back into the kitchen and Francesca followed.

“You’re in love with her; you just don’t realise it.” She had begun to hear it in herself: her resignation to the facts.

“Wrong, so wrong.” He took a bottle of wine from the rack.

“So this heart doesn’t mean much to you.” She held it up between her fingers.

“It does mean a lot to me,” – as he spoke he was using the corkscrew – “in so far as it’s about my friendship with Nina. Nina’s my sister and that’s her sisterly love.”

“You carry it around with you.” She put it onto the countertop, which was a large slab of polished stone, glossy in their bleached-oak kitchen.

“I’d forgotten all about it. It was hidden in a pocket.” His voice remained unexcited.

“Hidden. That’s an interesting word.”

“Oh honestly, Fran.” He took glasses down from the shelf and filled them. “Forgotten about in a pocket. Very nearly dry-cleaned.” He gave her a glass and picked up the heart. “I’ll give it back to her if that’s what you want.”

“That isn’t what I want. What I want is for her not to give you secret signals.”

“This isn’t a secret signal.”

“Secret reassurances.”

Now Luca began to gesture with the glass. “She’s my sister! She’s been my sister without being my biological sister my whole life!”

“She is in love with you.”

“I’m giving it back. Look, I’m finding an envelope.” He put his wine down and rummaged in a cupboard. “Here’s an envelope. Look, I’m putting it in the envelope and sealing it.”
         

“Luca, calm down. Calm. You don’t need to do that: you just need to sound more convincing about what it means.”

“I’m calling Nina. I’m calling her. I’m going to put her on the phone to you.” He picked up the phone receiver and dialled.

“Please don’t. You’re just trying to humiliate me now.”

He put the phone down. “Well, I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can do.”

 


Francesca didn’t mention it again until some months later. It happened to be when Paolo and Nina were in Greece.

“The weather’s terrible over there, for September,” Luca said, as they watched the evening news. The map of Europe was uniformly grey, and there were flash floods in Athens.

Francesca’s reply was unexpected. “Did you give that trinket back to Nina?”

“Yes.”

“When did you?”

“Ages ago.”

“So that’s another one at the back of your socks.”

“Oh for God’s sake.” He got up off the sofa and spoke from the door. “I forgot about it. All right?” He went out of the room and returned with it, one hard corner in the flimsy white envelope. “Here.” He put it on the table. “Throw it away, return it, whatever you want. Your choice.”

The next morning, Francesca dropped it at Nina and Paolo’s flat. She was about to put it through the door when she realised that it wasn’t marked with Nina’s name. She didn’t want Paolo opening it and wondering, so she took a pen out of her bag and wrote Nina on the front.
         

When Nina got back from honeymoon, she found the heart waiting for her. She saw that it was Francesca who had sent it back. At least she assumed so; it was a woman’s writing on the envelope.

Luca rang within an hour of their return.

“Francesca dropped off the heart while we were gone,” she told him.

“We should have lunch,” he said. “Tomorrow. I want to hear all about it. The honeymoon, I mean. Complete with sex bits.”

“Did you hear me? Francesca put the heart through my letterbox.”
         

“I know. It doesn’t matter, does it?”

“Not really, no. Not in itself, no.”

When she got off the phone, Paolo said, “What heart was that? I couldn’t help overhearing.” She had to produce both hearts, so as to make it clear it was mutual and token and nothing.

“It was just about good wishes for married life, wishing each other love,” she said.

“Commendable of you both,” Paolo said. He used the voice he always used when talking about Luca and Nina.

Nina didn’t tell him that she was meeting his brother the following day for a drink. They met and drank wine and caught up with one another, and then, as they parted out on the street, kissing each other on the cheek, she gave Luca the heart Francesca had returned. She said, “The one you gave me is in there too, inside the envelope.”

“What? Why?”

“I didn’t want it any more,” she said, surprising him and walking away.

Francesca, who’d been told about the drink, went and searched through Luca’s jacket pockets after dinner, and then his coat pockets, and found nothing. She looked in his bag while he was in the bath, the big leather bag she’d bought him in Italy, and found the envelope there, in a zip compartment. It had been sealed and opened and imperfectly resealed. She opened it and saw two hearts, settled together into a corner. Nina, it seemed, had answered the return of the heart with a second gift to add to the first. Nina had redoubled. Nina was emphatic. Francesca put the envelope back where she’d found it, and never brought the subject up again.

 


Perhaps it was only because Nina had returned the Venetian glass heart, but Luca began to telephone more than he used to. He said he wanted reassurance that she was okay. For whatever reason, it became a ritual, their daily conversation. As he’d explain later, this was his process of withdrawal, a kind of tapering-off from the patterns of the old days. He rang from the office at his dad’s wine distribution business, to Nina the junior copy editor, who at that time was working in-house for an Edinburgh publisher. He did it when Paolo went out, which he did routinely at lunchtime for a stroll, eating a sandwich at the café across the road and dipping into the second-hand music shop. Nina and Luca told each other about their days, and the conversation wandered into the random and bizarre; the punning, the anecdotal and the irrelevant. It’d lead off into improvised riffs, the two of them laughing into their handsets. It’s how they’d always been when they were together. When winter came and Paolo went out less often and Luca didn’t feel he could call from the office, he began to ring Nina from home in the early evening, before Paolo got there – he always worked shorter hours than his brother – though he didn’t like shutting the door against Francesca. Even though he would maintain later that it was absolutely, unambiguously innocent, the covertness of it bothered him.
         

Things became a lot easier after email and texting became a normality. Things could continue, things could even increase and develop and deepen, without actual speaking being necessary, and without being defensive about being caught behind a closed door on the landline. Once there was email there was regular email, and the inadvertent privacy of the inbox, its facilitating of the sharing of the inner life, meant that the conversation could and did drift into the strictly confidential. It was easy for the penpals to confide about issues in their respective marriages; it wasn’t so easy when they were reminded, by seeing each other at family occasions, that the supposedly safe distance of the written word was really something else entirely.

In addition and long before the arrival of the domestic internet, they met sometimes for lunch. The incidence tailed off over the years: it was a regular thing before email and only intermittent after, when it became associated with drama, or with bad news. They met each time at the same small French-family-run bistro, one secreted in a Georgian back street, a ten-minute walk from each of their flats. It became their place. The tradition began two years after Nina married Paolo. It was Luca who suggested it.

“Don’t you have male friends to moan to?” Nina asked him, as they sat looking at the menu on their first visit. They’d been there for fifteen minutes and Francesca’s recent failings had already been listed, frankly but with warmth; the warmth was where the loyalty lay, hanging on by its finger-ends.

“I’m the only 23-year-old I know who’s married. Why did we marry so young?”

“You know why.”
         

“And so, what about Paolo?”

“Paolo’s perfect. No complaints at all.”

“Oh, come on. Bet he’s a bit of a Svengali. He’s always had a Svengali aspect. Bet he makes you watch history documentaries and David Attenborough. Bet he makes you go to museums, and puts important biographies at the side of your bed, and tries to talk about politics over breakfast, reading bits out from the newspaper. He’s so like your father.”

“No, he isn’t. Not remotely. And I love museums.”

“Please. We have not come here to praise Caesar, I trust. I was hoping for scandalous frankness.”

“You first, then.”

“Francesca hogs the duvet.”

“Nicely done. Paolo finishes crosswords that I started.”

“Francesca can’t cook to save her life.”

“Paolo eats toast in bed. In fact, he’s constantly eating.”

“Francesca spends hours on the phone to her girlfriends when I’m sitting in the TV room alone.”

She was getting into the swing now. “Paolo’s too quiet. And he refuses to argue with me, even if I provoke him.”

“Not even for fun?”

“Not even for fun.”

“Francesca is passive aggressive. It’s all more in sorrow than in anger. Drives me nuts.”

“Paolo never buys me flowers.”

“Francesca makes me go to the theatre.”

“Paolo tidies up my desk.”

“Francesca tidies up my desk.”

“They should have married one another.”

“I’d give them six months.”

 


It was at one of these lunches, in the week before Nina’s 24th birthday, that Nina happened to ask, over fish stew, “Do you still carry my heart?”

“Yes I do, e e cummings.” He looked at her seriously. “I carry it in my heart.”

“Do you carry your own heart, also?”

“Yes. They’re in the pockets of this jacket, right now.” He glanced down, and patted them.

“Not in one pocket together?”
         

“No, because they jiggle together and clank and people ask what’s making the noise, and then I have to lie. I’m not great at lying, though I think I might have to work at getting better.”

She was going to ask what he meant by that, but didn’t. That would’ve been in breach of the rules. Flirting was allowable as long as it wasn’t allowed to become concrete. They could play at being on the brink of adultery. Both of them knew it was only a game.

Instead she grinned at him, faux-complicitly. She said, “Can I have your one back, the heart you gave me?”

“Here you go.” He put the Murano glass heart on the table.

“What’s this? You’ve had this fitting added.” A twisted gold coil was clamped into one end, in the space at the top where it divided.

“It’s in case you wanted to use it as jewellery.” He produced a small velvet box. “There’s a fine gold chain in there. An early birthday present.”

Nina threaded it through and put it on, but couldn’t get the fastening to work, so Luca leaned across and did it for her, his face close to her ear. She could feel his breath on her neck.

 


On Nina’s birthday she and Paolo had people over for dinner. Francesca spotted immediately, as Nina took the flowers and the waxed-paper packet of cheese from her, that she was wearing the glass heart as a pendant. Her eye went to it and it kept returning. She noted how much of the evening was taken up by Luca and Nina talking exclusively to one another, how often their eyes met, how Nina’s eyes went straight to Luca’s if anything was funny or extraordinary, or if someone was wrong or dull, wanting to share their mutual recognition of wrongness or dullness. She noted that Nina and Luca came into physical contact a lot; the rough play of their childhood friendship continued, and there was poking in the ribs and shoving. Twice, Luca picked Nina up and put her down again. When Nina complained – but only to Luca, with whom ingratitude was allowed – that the cheese he’d brought was so overripe that it had achieved consciousness, Luca picked her up and put her into the larder and leaned against the door until she apologised. It had been like this always. At Luca’s wedding he’d taken joking exception to her tease about the cut of his suit, its big lapels, and what she called his mafia shoes, gleeful about her own daring. He’d lifted her up and put her over his shoulder; he’d taken her out of the marquee, long and skinny in her honey-coloured bridesmaid dress, and dumped her on the already dewy lawn. She’d come back into the gathering bearing wet patches across her back and backside, her pale hair falling out of its complicated bun, and she’d stood with her hands on her hips and said, “Right, Luca Romano.” Everyone around had seen the potential of the thing to descend into pranks, and how inappropriate that would be. Pranks were often mutual and ongoing. There could easily be a prosecco fight. There could be cake thrown. It wouldn’t have been the first time.
         

“Only kidding,” Nina assured the friends who had gathered to urge calm. She’d been taken off to a table, led by two hands holding hers, the hands of two kind friends, and she’d been put into a chair and plied with booze.

“No, no, no more,” Luca had said, at the same time, putting his hands up as his father approached. He’d gone instead to his new wife, and had waltzed her around the room, and then they’d walked around it together hand in hand, making sure to have proper conversations with people, and all had been well.



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

Chapter Four


Dr Christos came into the room to show Nina a copy of the island newsletter, a stapled A4 booklet that featured the accident as front-page news.
         

“Oh my God. They have my picture. My passport photograph.”

“I didn’t think you’d mind. It’s funny. You don’t think it’s funny?”

“Oh cheers. Hilarious. I’m sure it’ll all seem hilarious eventually.” She didn’t like the sound of her voice and corrected herself. “So what does the headline say – is it about my being stupid?”

“The woman who almost killed seven islanders. Look at your face. I’m kidding.”

“Kidding but not really kidding.”

His own expression was indulgent. He began to translate the report into English for her, and as it turned out it was purely factual, merely a blow-by-blow account of what had occurred. When he’d finished he handed the newsletter over. “Keep it. Souvenir.”

Two other photographs showed the scene of the accident and the damage to the minibus. “What does it really say, the headline?”

“The English Tourist Whose Leg Was Broken. That’s good, isn’t it? That’s passive; you were a victim of circumstance as much as anyone.”

“Not really. I was the one standing in the middle of the road.”

“Nobody sees it that way. Well – maybe one or two zealots. Maybe just the seven people on the bus, and their families and friends. Wait, that’s the whole island. On second thoughts perhaps you need an armed guard.”

He smiled to himself at the wit of his own remark, and settled himself to work, getting his laptop out and his spectacle case and consulting his notes over the top of his reading glasses, their frames as dark as his eyebrows. Nina needed something to do, so she pulled the wheeled table into position across the bed and wrote a second batch of postcards, dividing each message space into two sections with a pen line. The top half was headed On Being An Arse, and described a woman standing in the path of an oncoming bus; the second half, below it, headed Silver Linings, went on to list the upsides of the broken leg: the modernist hospital right on the beach, the herb garden and meals on tap, the utter peace and freedom, the days devoted only to reading and napping. Far better a holiday than the holiday in fact, she wrote (and how true that was, she didn’t add, and what an understatement). Smiley face; two kisses. While she was writing the last of the cards, Dr Christos went out and came back with a breakfast tray – it was still only 8.30am – one that featured a flesh-pink ceramic bowl of hard-boiled white eggs. Nina took an egg and cracked it against the table edge, and began a slow peel, imprinting in memory the impact of her browned hands on the eggshell, the tiny suction noises of its loosening. When she’d cut it lengthways in half she picked up her camera, always beside her, and took a photograph. Instagram came into her mind, and Vine, and Twitter and Facebook: places she could share her thoughts about the egg. She felt it, the old pull, but only fleetingly. There mustn’t be any more of that.
         

 


Dr Christos was watching. “You’re still getting it, the survivor’s euphoria,” he said. “I’ve had people photographing their breakfast before. The boy a year ago, for instance; the English boy whose back wasn’t broken after all.”

“Christ, what happened to him?”

“Tombstoning, he said they call it. Jumping off high cliffs into shallow water. The most stupid idea of fun imaginable.”

“A peeled egg. I know it sounds mad, but there are things I want to remember, to associate.”

“You were never in any danger, though, not really; not once we knew it was just your leg, just a little concussion.”

“It didn’t feel so straightforward at the time. Have you ever thought you were going to die?”

“No. Thankfully. I haven’t even been in hospital, not as a patient. Probably it’ll all happen at once. I’m sure my appendix, gall bladder, liver and prostate are just getting their ducks in a row.”

She smiled at him. She liked his company. “Well, not to overdramatise, but it felt like it was the end. Everything happening in extreme slow motion. The bus tilting and going over, and goats looking down at me from the slope. My vision going black at the edges, getting smaller – the window was getting smaller as if I was going blind. But I wasn’t afraid. It was bizarrely ordinary. I thought, ‘Oh well, it’s goodbye to the world, and it’s a pity because I really want to live’.”
         

“That’s a good thought to have.”

“When I woke up the ambulanceman was lifting me at the shoulder, the driver was at my feet, and another man was looking down at me. His big fearful bear face.”

“Andros. He’s a good man. He went in the car with you.”

“I grabbed hold of his wrist, did he tell you?”

“He told me.”

“In the car – I thought I was dying so I drank it all up. I wanted to take it all in, everything I could still see, all the last things.”

“What last things?”

“Just things we saw on the way. The beauty was overwhelming, the colours. There was a blue door with an angel’s head knocker, pots of flowers, strong shades of red and orange, lit windows, people ambling along who had all the time in the world. The soft summer dark. Big teenage boys on small bikes. The lights of the car flashing off a big white house, one with columns and wide steps. A scruffy cat was stretched out on one of the steps, a black and white cat, which raised its head to look at us as we went by, holding up the paw it was licking. And apparently I was talking to Paolo. I thought my husband was in the ambulance.” She made an embarrassed motion with her mouth, pulling it to one side.

“Don’t worry. It was mostly gibberish.”

“The ambulanceman pretended he couldn’t hear.”

“He’s used to it. He didn’t tell Olympia, though she worked hard on him afterwards. But he’s discreet: that’s part of the job. People say all kinds of things in the back of the ambulance.”

“It’s strange how some details stick and some don’t. I don’t remember the cup of green tea I drank before I went to sleep at the other hospital, no memory of that at all, though the cup was there in the morning. But I do remember the smell coming through the open window of my room: stale seawater and tanning oils. I remember looking out of the window and seeing towels hanging over balconies.”

“The hospital’s surrounded by blocks of flats. Holiday flats, most of them.”

 


Even though they were acutely short of beds at Main Island hospital, there’d been resistance to sending Nina back across the water and into Dr Christos’s care. It was all down to health politics, he told her: over there they had to cope with a shoddily built, tired facility, and were irritated in the extreme by the money that had flowed in from the European Union for Small Island, replacing the first aid station, converted from a boathouse, that had been in place for the previous twenty years. Before that they’d made do with the home of the island doctor, who’d been sensible enough to marry the island nurse, and people had given birth in the family’s dining room, on their dining table. The boathouse had been equipped with a defibrillator, had a well-stocked pharmacy, had a side room with gas and air for pain relief in labour, and most of the residents of Main Island judged that to be more than enough.
         

“Now that money is in such short supply, their point about our sucking up their funding is becoming less good-humoured,” Dr Christos said. “And we have trouble defending ourselves sometimes, when the only business going through here in an average week is about stitching cut feet, and dealing with sunstroke and jellyfish stings.”

“So you’re quite glad of my concussion.”

“Thrilled. Only disappointed that more people on the bus weren’t hurt.” He held his hands up. “Joke. But they might actually shut us down. We might have to go to Michael Ithika again.”

“Michael who?”

“Michael Ithika. I was going to be surprised you hadn’t heard of him, but then why would you. He’s our home-grown internet millionaire. He has a weekend house here, his own compound hidden away on the other side. You wouldn’t know it even existed unless you saw it from the air.”

“Is it his helicopter that I’ve seen coming and going?”

“It is. He lets us use it for emergencies, as long as we clean up the blood. He put up half the money for the hospital and was influential in helping to get us the rest.”

“How wonderful to be able to be a philanthropist.”

The doctor had an odd reaction to this. He drew himself more upright in the chair, seemed almost to shudder. “You don’t like him?”

“Do I like him? Well, I admire his focus. He’s been unfailingly generous to us.”

“But? I sense a but.”
         

“Everything’s always come easy to Michael. I hear myself saying that and know that I’m basically jealous… though not because of the playboy lifestyle. He has a good life, genuinely enjoys his empire and does what he wants. He’s distressingly anomalous to the conventional idea of the miserable rich person.”

“He’s a playboy?”

“Oh yes. Yes, indeed. I don’t like the way he treats women, to be honest.”

“How does he treat women?”

“As an endlessly replenishing supply. The guy needs to go out with an American and have his consciousness raised, stat.” He smiled wryly.

Nina felt a wave of admiration. “Sounds like it.”

“But I feel bad dissing him because he’s got a social conscience and he uses it well.”

“Were you at school together?”

“God, no. He’s not even 30.”

“Ah. One of those.”

“There are people here who loop the two of us together, Michael and me. The people here: they get married as soon as it’s legal and then they stick, no matter what. There’s still a real stigma about divorce. There’s even a stigma about seeing other people afterwards. Divorcees here act like widowers.”

“Why would they loop the two of you together?”

“Just because I’ve had relationships since my marriage ended. But things that look the same aren’t always the same.”

“That’s true.”

He dipped his head low and rubbed slowly at the back of it, at the hairline, his neck and scalp. Paolo had often done the same when he was weary. “I’m tired today. I didn’t get home till 2am and was called in again at six. I get rather low when I’m this knackered. Knackered. I like that word; it’s a good London word.” He lay back as if to have a nap, shuffling lower so that his head rested on the back of the chair, and folded his arms over the belt of his jeans. A cowboy belt, she noticed, with a big brass buckle. “Tell me a story.” His voice was like that of a man on the verge of sleeping. “Tell me about Nina when she was a child.”

“Only if you agree to take your turn.”

“Deal. Give me Nina at twelve and Nina at eighteen.”
         

“Nina at twelve… was long and bony and timid. She was fairer-haired than now, waist-length hair always worn in a plait. She never wore skirts if she could help it.”

“A timid tomboy. I like tomboys. Did you climb trees?”

“Timid with strangers and at school but not with my friends. There was, yes, a lot of tree-climbing, haystack-climbing, stream-damming, getting dirty and wet. A lot of playing with the boys next door.”

“Who were the boys next door? What happened to them?”

“My husband, my brother-in-law.”

“Oh, I see, I see. Right. Carry on.” His eyes were open now.

“There was a lot of bicycle riding. Between the ages of seven and twelve, I was on a bike most of the time. I was part of a gang – don’t look like that, it was all completely innocent. We played in the street: the village was quiet then. There was a lot of reading – my dad was constantly buying me books – but I watched television when I came home from school until tea time, like every other pre-internet child, and did my homework afterwards. The TV wasn’t often on when Dad was in the house; he didn’t approve. Are you sure you want to hear all this? I ate a lot of sweets; sweets were a big thing back home, before children had computers. And board games – board games were a big thing. We’d have whole-day bouts of Monopoly. What else… I always wanted a cat but I was allergic. Eczema, asthma, sensitive. I was quite serious, I think, like my dad, though my mother jollied me out of it. I played the flute, though not very well.”

“I liked that. I was entertained. Okay, my turn. Let’s see. No flutes, no tennis, no TV. Bike riding yes, and running wild – I can relate to that – but the books were few and mostly borrowed. We were poor. I had to work on the farm after school and at weekends. I hung out at the beach with my friends, flirted with girls out of the sight of our parents. Had to go to church, but it was normal; everybody did. This place was one big family then, and not only in its ideas; I mean literally. We’re all related somehow or other, though there were always two factions, the two villages. And then things changed. I was good at chess and was sent to the big adult tournament and won it. School realised I was an adept student and treated me differently. They found opportunities for me. I worked hard and went off the island.”

“I was always terrible at chess, though my dad tried. Wrong kind of brain.”
         

“Yes, your parents. Tell me.” He shuffled down a little more, crossing his legs at the ankle.

“Loving in different ways. My dad, Robert, was an academic at the university, a history lecturer.”

“Was he what he’d always wanted to be? Describe, please.” He closed his eyes again.

“He was. His ambitions were fulfilled. He’s tall, strong-featured, has brown and grey hair in a radical side parting, 1960s hair, my mum used to say. Grey eyes, a bit fierce-looking, not quick to smile. He’s from the Western Isles, a Protestant community not unlike Mum’s origins, and he has an island accent. My mother’s dead but he’s still alive. She was a housewife. A home-maker, as Dad always introduced her to people. She was good at making a home. A happy person, the most energetic I ever met, and public-spirited; she kept an eye on the old people and got their shopping. The whole village came to her funeral. She wanted to have a homewares import business but it never happened. When she was young she’d wanted to be an artist. Or an actress. Both impossibilities, though.”
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