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About the Book


Beloved author Victoria Hislop returns to Crete in this long-anticipated sequel to her multi-million-copy Number One bestseller, The Island.


25th August 1957. The island of Spinalonga closes its leper colony. And a moment of violence has devastating consequences.


When time stops dead for Maria Petrakis and her sister, Anna, two families splinter apart and, for the people of Plaka, the closure of Spinalonga is forever coloured with tragedy.


In the aftermath, the question of how to resume life looms large. Stigma and scandal need to be confronted and somehow, for those impacted, a future built from the ruins of the past.


Number one bestselling author Victoria Hislop returns to the world and characters she created in The Island – the award-winning novel that remains one of the biggest selling reading group novels of the century. It is finally time to be reunited with Anna, Maria, Manolis and Andreas in the weeks leading up to the evacuation of the island . . . and beyond.
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Inspired by a visit to Spinalonga, the abandoned Greek leprosy colony, Victoria Hislop wrote The Island in 2005. It became an international bestseller and a 26-part Greek TV series. She was named Newcomer of the Year at the British Book Awards and is now an ambassador for Lepra. Her affection for the Mediterranean then took her to Spain, and in the number one bestseller The Return she wrote about the painful secrets of its civil war. In The Thread, Victoria returned to Greece to tell the turbulent tale of Thessaloniki and its people across the twentieth century. Shortlisted for a British Book Award, it confirmed her reputation as an inspirational storyteller.


Her fourth novel, The Sunrise, about the Turkish invasion of Cyprus and the enduring ghost town of Famagusta, was a Sunday Times number one bestseller. Cartes Postales from Greece, fiction illustrated with photographs, was a Sunday Times bestseller in hardback and one of the biggest selling books of 2016. Victoria’s most recent novel, the poignant and powerful Those Who Are Loved, was a Sunday Times number one hardback bestseller in 2019 and explores a tempestuous period of modern Greek history through the eyes of a complex and compelling heroine.


Her books have been translated into more than thirty-five languages.


Victoria divides her time between England and Greece.


In 2020, Victoria was granted Honorary Greek Citizenship by the President of Greece.
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Praise for Victoria Hislop


‘Storytelling at its best and just like a tapestry, when each thread is sewn into place, so emerge the layers and history of relationships past and present’ Sunday Express


‘Intelligent and immersive’ The Sunday Times


‘Fast-paced narrative and utterly convincing sense of place’ Guardian


‘Beguiling. Her characters are utterly convincing and she has perfected her knack for describing everyday Greek life’ Daily Mail


‘Vivid, moving and absorbing’ Observer


‘Fascinating and moving’ The Times


‘Excellent’ Sunday Telegraph 


‘Captivating and deeply moving’ Look


‘Stunning . . . Intricate, beautifully observed’ Express


‘Wonderful descriptions, strong characters and an intimate portrait of island existence’ Woman & Home
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Chapter One


FOR SOME WOMEN, pregnancy is a period of good health and joyful expectation, but for Anna Vandoulakis it was a time of misery and nausea. The doctors insisted that she was confined to her bed for the first three months, telling her that it was the only way to save the baby. During these interminable weeks, she lost her vitality along with her porcelain-smooth complexion and her long, glossy curls, which fell out in handfuls. 


Once the obstetrician had confirmed that the pregnancy was stable, Anna’s husband, Andreas, invited all the estate workers to enjoy a glass of his best wine. More than a hundred of them gathered in front of the house in the Elounda hills to toast the forthcoming baby. Everyone was aware that the arrival of an heir was long overdue and the continuing health and prosperity of such a vast estate as owned by the Vandoulakis family was dependent on the continuation of the line. It was a matter of concern to them all that Andreas and Anna Vandoulakis should produce some offspring.


Anna did not make an appearance. Instead she watched through the fine gauze of her bedroom curtains, noting that her husband’s cousin Manolis was the first to arrive and the last to leave. She could not take her eyes off him even for a moment and was certain that he regularly glanced up towards her. Even this did not allay her greatest fear: that he had forgotten her.


Except for those glimpses from an upstairs window, Anna had not seen Manolis even once during the pregnancy. How could she be seen by someone she wanted to impress when she looked so plain? She resented all that the baby was taking away, even before it arrived. 


In the final few weeks she became ill again and was confined to bed. The baby was lying the wrong way round in the womb, her back against Anna’s spine, and the birth itself was painful and traumatic. The scrawny infant did not make herself any more welcome when she screamed, almost without pause, throughout the day and into the night. The exhausted Anna then declared that she found breastfeeding repellent, and a wet nurse had to be found.


The birth brought Anna no relief from her self-loathing. Almost overnight, she went from being bulky to looking gaunt, and she could not bear the sight of herself in the mirror. For someone who had previously spent several hours a day admiring herself in one, this was a significant change. Anna was unrecognisable from the radiant and beautiful woman she used to be. Andreas was dismayed by what had happened to her, and when he asked his mother, Eleftheria, whether this catatonic state of depression was normal after pregnancy, she had to admit it was not. It was not so long since Andreas’s two sisters had given birth, and both of them had been immediately caught up in the joys of motherhood. Eleftheria had expected Anna to be the same. She was particularly surprised that her daughter-in-law had turned down the idea of inviting her father to come and see the new arrival. Although they had never really extended any hospitality to him, Eleftheria found it strange that Giorgos Petrakis was not being given the opportunity to see his first grandchild. Surely, she thought, he deserved a little happiness, given that his other daughter, Maria, was a leprosy patient on Spinalonga, the island where his wife had died some years before. It was Anna’s choice, however, and she was not going to intervene.


When the baby was around ten days old, Andreas came in one evening a little later than normal. As usual, Anna turned her head away when he leant to peck her on the cheek. 


‘I went to see the priest,’ he announced. ‘To fix the date of the baptism.’


Anna could not object. She had been refusing to leave the house, so Andreas had been obliged to make the arrangements alone. In the Vandoulakis family, a child was always baptised within a few weeks of birth. Any later than that broke with tradition.


‘I have also been considering who should be her godparent,’ he said bluntly. ‘I think we should ask Manolis. He’s already part of the family and I can’t think of anyone else who will always be there for our daughter.’


Manolis was the obvious choice for nonós, given that neither Anna nor Andreas had any close friends, but Anna had been reluctant to suggest it herself. She could scarcely suppress her joy.


‘That’s a lovely idea,’ she said. ‘Will you ask him tomorrow?’


It was the first time Andreas had seen his wife smile for many months. 


That night, she steeled herself to look in the mirror. She recoiled. Her skin was dry and sallow and the shadows under her eyes were purple. The hair that she had once been so proud of was thin and matted, and her body had lost its contours. It was a shock, but now that she had an incentive, she resolved to regain the looks that she had prized so much, the looks that had made her such a prize. The baptism would be the first time she would encounter Manolis after many months, and also the first time that she would be seen by other acquaintances and family members. 


It was more than enough to motivate her. She began to eat better, to take fresh air, to apply the best face creams, to massage olive oil into her hair until it gleamed again, and quickly summoned the dressmaker to make her a new outfit for the occasion. 


As soon as she began once again to pause in front of mirrors rather than avoid them, her vanity returned in full. Although she was still slightly slimmer than she had been in previous years, her breasts became plump again and she enjoyed the contrast with her new, smaller waistline.


She threw herself into the practical preparations for the baptism, organising the feast, the flowers, the music, the various robes for the child and favours for the guests. It was to be a grand event, with as many people as could be crammed into the Elounda church for the service and hundreds more invited to the festivities afterwards. 


When the date finally came in late September, Anna felt ready. She was renewed and excited about the day. The dress she had had made accentuated her hourglass figure and flattered her regained curves. It was made of crimson silk.


She and Andreas arrived with the baby to an already full church. In the front rows sat all the members of the Vandoulakis family. The patriarch, Alexandros, upright and dignified; Eleftheria, his wife, elegant and expressionless, determined not to betray the slightest emotion, even on this special day for her granddaughter. Olga, the elder of the two sisters, and her husband, Lefteris, sat with their four unruly children between them. Eirini, the other sister, sat with her two-year-old daughter on her lap, nervously looking around for her husband, who eventually arrived halfway through the service. 


The others at the front of the church were the numerous lawyers who serviced the needs of this wealthy family, the bankers who managed their riches, and the mayors and town councillors of Elounda, Agios Nikolaos and Neapoli, effectively the capital of the region. This contingent was formally dressed, the men in suits and the women in tailored dresses. Behind them were those who worked on the estate, the land managers, the suppliers of agricultural equipment and livestock and so on. There was an almost visible line to be drawn between the two groups. They were differentiated by the quality of cloth, the fineness of the fabrics worn by those in the front rows being in stark contrast to the rougher weaves at the back. 


The only member of the family who was talking animatedly to various guests was the nonós himself. Unlike other members of the family, Manolis was as happy chatting with the bankers’ wives as to the workers on the farm. 


As soon as Anna entered the church, all eyes turned to look at her. 


‘Panagía mou, what is she wearing?’ Olga whispered behind her hand to her sister.


Eirini was equally aghast. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she murmured.


‘It’s so vulgar for such an event, don’t you think? Bright red?’ continued Olga.


‘I agree entirely,’ said Eirini. ‘But not exactly out of character . . .’


Anna had chosen scarlet because it suited her perfectly. She had never looked more beautiful and she knew it. The rich colour was a daring contrast with her pale skin and chocolate-dark hair, and the cherry lipstick was a bold touch that few women could have worn as well. 


She saw no one but Manolis. It was so long since they had met, and even from a distance this reunion was having an effect on them both. He stared at her, transfixed.


Andreas wanted to hand the baby to its mother.


‘Anna, I think it’s customary . . .’ he said, holding out the little white bundle to her.


His wife was distracted for a moment and did not respond. 


‘Anna?’ 


She was gazing into the distance.


‘Anna!’ insisted Andreas, irritated by her lack of response now.


Flustered, she took her daughter and cradled her in her arms, her legs shaking so much she could scarcely stand. Manolis was approaching, ready to play his central role in the most important spiritual moment of this child’s life.


He touched Anna lightly on the arm and leaned in to kiss the baby’s cheek. 


She breathed in, inhaling his scent. Soap? The fields? The brand of sweet tobacco he favoured? If her arms had not been full, it would have been impossible to resist touching his hair, but feeling the sensation of his jacket on her bare arm was enough for now, as they paused before their walk down the aisle. 


Out of the corner of her eye she saw Manolis take a sideways glance, and knew it was a look of admiration.


‘I think it’s time,’ said Andreas impatiently. ‘They’re waiting.’ 


Clad in ornate gilded robes and a tall hat embellished with elaborate stitching, a priest stood waiting at the font. He had a beard that almost reached his waist and held a golden crook. His two assistant priests, more modestly dressed, flanked him. They were dwarfed by his majestic height and imposing presence.


The trio began to process down the aisle, Anna in the middle as exquisite as a rose in full bloom, on each side of her a man, handsome, almost aristocratic, in a dark suit. Dressed in this way Andreas and Manolis were even more disconcertingly alike than usual. 


Tucked up in Anna’s arms and swathed in white lace, the baby was sleeping, blissfully unaware of the trauma shortly to come. It began soon enough: the stripping-off of her clothes, repeated plunges into the font, the coating with oil, the cutting of her hair, before she was dressed again and carried round and round with candles flickering close by. Being passed from parent to priest to nonós accompanied by the constant sound of unfamiliar chants and wafts of strange smells was enough to terrify the child, even without the additional rituals. 


Sofia, as she was baptised, screamed loudly for the first part of the ceremony, with only the occasional phrase of the liturgy audible above her wails. The first moment of respite was when Manolis fastened a pretty gold cross around her neck, his official gift to her as godfather. 


Anna smiled. Perhaps she likes pretty jewellery, she reflected, just like her mother. She hoped that Manolis had noticed she was wearing the earrings he had given her for her saint’s day.


For much of the latter part of the ceremony, Manolis held the baby in his arms. She was much quieter then and gazed up at her nonós as the priest unfurled a white ribbon to encircle them both. After ninety minutes, it was finally all over and the great crowd filed outside and milled around noisily in the sunshine, happy to be out of the stuffy church and looking forward to the socialising that was to follow. For many it was the first time they had seen Sofia, and the women in particular wanted to get a closer look. They clustered around Manolis, who held the now tranquil bundle with enormous pride.


‘Lovely brown eyes, just like her father,’ several of them said.


‘And she’s definitely going to have her mother’s luxuriant hair,’ said one.


‘Yes, look at the curls she has already!’ agreed another. 


‘She’s beautiful!’ 


‘So pretty!’ 


‘What a perfect baby!’


‘Ftou, ftou, ftou!’ responded Manolis. Any kind of compliment might attract the Devil’s attention, and pretending to spit was the customary way to deflect it.


From a short distance away, Anna watched him. At the same time, she was talking to her father, Giorgos, trying to encourage him to come to the party planned for the evening. He was reluctant, given that he always felt uncomfortable in the presence of the Vandoulakis family. It was not merely his status as a humble fisherman. The far greater issue was the taint of leprosy. The death of his wife on Spinalonga had been hidden from Anna’s in-laws at first, but his younger daughter’s diagnosis and departure to live there could not be concealed. Even if they had managed to bury their prejudice where Anna was concerned, this grand family made no effort to conceal their disdain for her father. It was only sensible to keep him at arm’s length, they agreed.


Once Giorgos had agreed to join the celebration for a short while, Anna seemed happy and moved away. She was ready to leave now. 


There was a brief pause while a photographer corralled the parents and godfather to be photographed on the steps of the church. Anna stood in the middle holding Sofia, Andreas and Manolis on either side. It was a formal shot, the one needed to mark the day. Immediately afterwards, Andreas drove Anna and the baby back to their home high in the hills of Elounda. It was a spacious and airy property, set in the middle of olive groves, with a view over some of the few thousand acres that belonged to the family. This was only a small proportion of what they owned. 


Since moving in, Anna had made significant changes, not only with interior decoration, but to the exterior too. At the front of the house she had flattened an area to create a terrace. This was where the party was to take place. Trestle tables strewn with flowers were set out in long rows, with bottles of wine and raki running down the centre of each one. Under nearby trees, goats were being turned on spits by a team of chefs.


Guests were arriving in their hundreds. They stood about in groups and helped themselves to wine and copious quantities of food already cooked and waiting in dishes on a buffet. Many showed no restraint and ate greedily. Most had some kind of commercial relationship with the Vandoulakis family, and there was a sense that such a rich feast was their entitlement. 


As soon as they had returned from church, Anna had handed the baby to her nursemaid. The child was already asleep and there was no need for her presence during this part of the day.


Giorgos was among the last to arrive and nervously surveyed the throng for anyone he knew. Maria’s best friend, Fotini, noticed him standing alone and hurried over with her brother Antonis. The two families were closely intertwined. Giorgos’s face lit up when he spotted them. He regularly saw Fotini in the family taverna in Plaka, but it was a while since he had seen Antonis.


‘How are you?’ he asked affectionately. ‘Even more handsome than ever!’


‘Yes,’ said Fotini, poking her brother’s arm, ‘he’s too handsome for his own good.’


It was not a matter of opinion that Antonis was the best-looking man at the gathering. Even from childhood, his huge brown eyes had held the attention of anyone who looked at him. They were the shape of almonds and the colour of chestnuts.


‘And too fussy!’ she teased. ‘We should be baptising a child of his by now. But he won’t even look at the girls.’


‘Fotini . . .’ protested Antonis good-naturedly. ‘That’s not true. I just haven’t found the right one yet, that’s all.’


‘You’re waiting for her, aren’t you?’ said Giorgos supportively. ‘Marry in a day and you’ll regret it for life.’


A few minutes passed with Giorgos asking the younger man all sorts of questions about his work on the estate. It was a demanding job but clearly one that suited Antonis. He had fought with huge bravery for the resistance during the German occupation and returned with extraordinary powers of endurance and physical strength. Manual labour was almost effortless for him and, as Giorgos observed, made him seem more god-like than ever. 


Manolis sauntered across to chat with them. Over the past few years, he and Antonis had become best friends. Antonis had been wary of him at first, but the two men had eventually found that they had much in common, not least a great passion for music. They often played together, Antonis on his thiáboli, a wooden flute, and Manolis on his lyra. 


Giorgos congratulated Manolis on being the nonós. Like everyone who saw them together, he was always struck by the similarity between Andreas and his cousin. At just under two metres, the two men were both taller than the average Cretan. They had the same thick brown hair and high cheekbones. The only physical difference was that Andreas was slightly heavier about the jawline, but it was their contrasting demeanour that allowed even a stranger to tell them apart. Manolis had deep creases around his eyes, the result of constant smiling and laughter, whereas Andreas was dour, his seriousness showing even in the hunch of his shoulders.


The musicians were striking up now, and the first tune was for the stately siganós, an eight-step dance that everyone could join. On Anna’s terrace there was an area big enough for a hundred people to form a circle, and this was what they began to do. Once the space was filled, a second circle was formed inside the first, and then another, until there were four concentric rings. There were ten musicians: two bowing on lyra, three strumming on laoúto, two on guitar, one on a fiddle, one drumming on a tabor and one on mandolin. They made a full and rich sound. Everyone knew the complex step pattern even for the next dance, with its fifteen beats, and small children who had been running amok until now slotted between the adults and confidently blended into the ebb and flow of the movements, never putting a foot wrong, as though they had learned these dances in the womb. 


Giorgos felt it was a good time for him to leave. After observing the dancing for a short while, he exchanged a few formal words with Anna’s in-laws, then slipped away unnoticed to make his way home. 


At one point, encouraged by Antonis, Manolis went to his truck to fetch his lyra. He took a seat, held the delicate three-stringed instrument in his left hand and drew the bow across the strings with his right. It looked so small in his large hands, but out of it he conjured an immense sound, skilfully sustaining the melody against the insistent strumming of the laoúto. The notes came tumbling out, faster and faster, and for an hour or more he played without pause. 


There was no end to the musicians’ stamina. The music flowed over the guests as if it was seeking escape into the hills around them. Manolis gazed into the middle distance. Though his seat was at the end of the row, he was at the heart of the music and the centre of attention. 


A well-known singer joined them around ten o’clock. It was the moment that ignited the evening and brought the spirit of kéfi, of almost frenzied celebration, to the occasion. 


Later, Manolis danced the solo zeibékiko. The audience gathered to admire his display of acrobatic turns and pirouettes, and it was clear that he was showing off rather than expressing the anguish that the dance usually conveyed.


Andreas spent most of the evening moving between groups of guests to thank them for being there and for their gifts for Sofia. From time to time he caught a glimpse of his wife and noticed that she was smiling. It was the first time in almost a year that he had seen her looking happy and relaxed. At last, he thought, she is back to her old self. 


Once the dancing began, he lost track of her, but occasionally he spotted a flash of red. As the great circle revolved, he could see her face more clearly. She seemed enraptured, held captive by the spirit of the dance. 


It took many days to recover from such a gléndi. Autumn was coming and there was much work to be done on the estate, but all the workers were a little sluggish. 


‘The boss only has himself to blame,’ Antonis commented to Manolis. ‘There was more raki than water.’


‘I think we drank every drop there was,’ laughed Manolis. ‘It’ll be time to make this year’s supply soon.’


The grape harvest was starting in a few weeks and would eventually be followed by the distillation process, which would create the firewater that fuelled so much merrymaking on the island.


The two friends were at the kafeneío in Plaka. The day’s work was over and Manolis had gone there to rehang his lyra on the wall behind the bar. This was where it lived. He often played it spontaneously and by popular demand from his friends in Plaka. 


‘She is my only love,’ he often joked.


Dancing next to Manolis at the baptism had fired Anna’s longing to be with him again. His lithe figure and the energy with which he danced and played his lyra filled her with lust. She set about constructing an opportunity for them to be alone, and two days later her desire was fulfilled in all ways. 


The nursemaid who cared for Sofia throughout the day had taken her for a long walk. The child was a restless creature, even more so during the days following the baptism, and only the motion and vibration of her pram lulled her to sleep. 


Anna was unrestrained in her pleasure that afternoon. The day was hot and the windows wide and Manolis clamped his hand over her mouth to muffle her groans. In ecstasy, and in the spirit of near-violence that sometimes characterised their lovemaking, she bit down on his fingers. 


‘Anna!’ 


He moaned with pleasure as she let out a final uncontained gasp.


For a while they both lay still, the sheets damp and twisted beneath them. 


Manolis played with a strand of Anna’s dark hair that lay fanned out across the pillows and wound it round his finger. 


She turned her head towards him. 


‘I can’t live without you,’ she whispered, only just loudly enough for him to hear.


‘You don’t have to, agápi mou,’ he said quietly. 



Chapter Two


OVER THE FOLLOWING year, Anna and Manolis fell into a pattern of seeing each other several times a week. As godfather, Manolis now had even more reason than usual to call in at the house. Sofia created the ideal pretext, though he always timed his lunchtime visits with the child being taken out for a walk. He also had the advantage of knowing when Andreas had to visit customers in Sitia or Iraklion. 


Anna lived for the present. At the very most she thought two or three days ahead, or to when Manolis’s next visit was going to be. She did not want to be bothered by thoughts of the following month or year. All she knew was that she had never felt happier than now. 


One morning she was sitting contentedly flicking through a magazine as the housekeeper, Kyría Vasilakis, polished the furniture around the edges of the room. Anna was humming. The glossy pages featured fashions for autumn, and her dressmaker was scheduled to come that afternoon to measure her for some new gowns. There was a shape with a cinched-in waist and exaggeratedly full skirt coming into vogue, and she knew that it would flatter her, especially now that her figure was filling out again. The dressmaker would be bringing fabric swatches, and Anna had already planned to order three in the same style. 


She leaned over the back of her seat to show Kyría Vasilakis one of the images.


‘That will suit you perfectly, Kyría Anna!’ cried the housekeeper, giving the appropriate response. ‘And you’re looking better and better by the day!’


Everyone had noticed the recent transformation. There was colour in Anna’s cheeks again, and her hair shone. She looked even more beautiful now than before her pregnancy. 


‘Doctors can do plenty for us, but if you ask me, I think you’ve had the eye.’


Anna often found her housekeeper’s home-grown wisdom and superstitions mildly annoying. Kyría Vasilakis was a great believer in the power of one person to cast a spell on another, usually on account of jealousy, by giving them ‘the eye’. In her view, everyone needed protection from the máti, the evil eye. She never ventured outside her own home without wearing her blue glass talisman, believing that it protected her from all kinds of woes and illnesses. 


On the subject of health in general, Kyría Vasilakis was in her element, and not to be deterred. 


‘Ordinary medicine can’t treat everything, you know,’ she continued.


Anna resumed her perusal of the magazine. She did not want to hear her housekeeper’s views on herbal cures and the human body. In order to be prepared for this afternoon, she needed to study pleats and gathers and necklines, and was becoming irritated by this intrusion into her concentration.


‘But there’s something those doctors never lose patience with,’ Kyría Vasilakis went on, ‘and that’s leprosy. They just keep trying and trying.’


Anna sighed audibly. If only the woman would just go away. 


‘And they say they might be making progress with it! Who would have thought? People have been dying of it for thousands of years and now they’re talking of a cure!’


For a moment, Anna could hardly breathe. Her chest had tightened and she sat motionless, her sweating hands clutching the magazine until its pages crumpled within them. 


‘You see, with some diseases, even I agree there’s no place for herbal remedies. They’ve been trying those for centuries – snake oil, cactus extract, all sorts. Nothing has ever worked. But it’s so nice that those wonderful doctors never gave up, isn’t? They just kept on and on . . .’


The surfaces were thoroughly beeswaxed now. Kyría Vasilakis was never happy until she could see her reflection in them. She finished off by flicking her feather duster over an ornate clock, straightening the lace cloth on the dresser and plumping up some cushions. Anna sat frozen.


‘Can I bring you something, Kyría Anna?’ the housekeeper asked. ‘If there is nothing more you need doing in here, I’ll start the lunch. I can shake the rugs out later.’


Anna shook her head. She just wanted the infernal woman out of the room. She had heard enough. Slamming the magazine down on the table in front of her, she tried to control her trembling. 


Kyría Vasilakis’s casual comment had thrown her into turmoil. The discovery of a cure for leprosy was her worst nightmare. It would mean the return of her sister Maria from Spinalonga. 


The man Anna loved with her whole being had once been engaged to Maria, and she was seized with terror that her own relationship with Manolis was now in jeopardy. 


When the dressmaker arrived with his assistant – it had taken them since early morning to travel by bus from Iraklion – he was told that the client was indisposed. Anna had announced to Kyría Vasilakis that she had a migraine, and had withdrawn to her room and closed the curtains.


For the next twenty-four hours, she stayed in bed, tortured by the housekeeper’s words, but late the following morning, she remembered that Manolis had promised to visit. The thought of his arrival drove her to get up and into one of her favourite dresses. 


With her make-up carefully applied and a favourite necklace and matching earrings clipped in place, she dabbed some perfume onto her neck and went downstairs. The house was silent except for the sound of a ticking clock. Sofia had been taken out for a walk by the nursemaid, and Kyría Vasilakis had the afternoon off. 


Anna sat down at the kitchen table and read the front page of the daily newspaper. It was waiting there for Andreas to read when he returned from the estate. It was the first thing he did each evening. He was a creature of habit. There was little in it to interest her. A rise in the cost of fuel. The death of some politician of whom she had never heard. A tremor on some islands further north. 


She put a jug of lemonade, freshly made by Kyría Vasilakis, and two glasses on the table, and sat waiting. What seemed an age after the clock struck two, she heard the sound of the latch. Annoyed that Manolis was seven minutes later than she had expected him, she remained sitting, stiff and upright. Instead of a smile and her open arms, it was her back that greeted him. 


Manolis was familiar with Anna’s sulks. They never bothered him, because he usually found a way to dispel them. 


‘Kaliméra, agápi mou,’ he said breezily. There was no reply. 


He saw that Anna was pretending to read the headlines, and stealthily pulled a flower from a vase on the sideboard. 


She felt a tickling on the back of her neck, but stayed stubbornly still. Manolis then leant forward and caressed her neck with his fingers, at the same time taking the flower and sliding it into her cleavage. Anna spun round, her resolve to remain angry melting away. 


As Manolis made love to her that afternoon, Anna reacted to his touch with great passion. Thoughts of her sister’s return made her responses even more explosive than normal, and she ran her fingernails hard down his back, feeling them penetrate the skin. 


For a short while afterwards they lay still, and Anna rested a hand on his chest. It was only a few minutes, though, before her fears rose once again. In very few ways was she capable of restraining herself, and she told her lover what the housekeeper had said. 


‘So you think nothing will change?’ she persisted. Rumours of the cure had created an unease in her that she could not allay.


‘What do you mean, moró mou?’ 


‘You must know what I mean! Nothing would be the same if they . . . if they came back.’


Manolis realised what was on her mind. What Anna really meant was ‘she’, not ‘they’. Rumours that a cure for leprosy might be closer had begun to circulate more widely, and he had heard the gossip that even the most deformed might soon be back and living among them. But Anna was thinking only of one person. Maria had been on his mind too, but he had suppressed any thoughts of her reappearance and how it might affect his life. He was reasonably certain that he and Anna’s sister had each relinquished any hold on the other when she left for Spinalonga, though there had never been a formal end to their engagement.


Almost roughly, he pulled Anna towards him and gave her a lingering kiss on the lips. He could feel her relax beneath him.


‘Promise me you’ll stop worrying,’ he said softly. ‘Nothing is going to change between us. The little one’s nonós isn’t going anywhere.’


‘The little one’s father . . .?’ Anna responded. 


‘Who knows?’ Manolis cut in. ‘She is my little vaftistíra, my little baptised girl. I am her spiritual father. That’s what matters.’


Although they had tried to be cautious in their lovemaking, both Anna and Manolis knew that the question of paternity could not be absolutely certain. The child bore a resemblance to both the men in her life, and given the cousins’ strong likeness to each other, this was no surprise. Manolis had occasionally wondered, but preferred to put this doubt to the back of his mind. Anna, on the other hand, seemed to relish the idea that her lover was the father of her child.


Manolis wanted to reassure Anna, however, that if Maria ever did return, it would not end their relationship. There was no possibility of him marrying a former leprosy patient. 


He kissed her again, and for the second time that afternoon they made love, this time more wildly than before. It was only the sound of Sofia’s loud, insistent crying at being lifted out of her pram downstairs that disturbed them. 


Manolis leapt from the bed and dressed hastily. He listened at the door for a moment and then, glancing back over his shoulder, smiled at the flawless naked form of his lover on the bed. 


Languidly Anna raised a hand to her lips and blew him a kiss. 


Then Manolis turned, picked up his dusty boots and padded down the back staircase out of the house. 


Anna lay for a few moments before she got up, washed herself at the corner basin and chose something fresh from her wardrobe. Everyone knew that Kyría Vandoulakis always had a sleep in the afternoon, so the maid would not expect to see her for a while. She did her best to straighten the sheets, and as she was plumping the pillows, she noticed a tiny speck of red, a trace of Manolis’s blood, on one of them. She removed the pillowslip, dropped it into the laundry basket and found a fresh one in the linen drawer. 


The months passed. Anna was demanding and passionate and emotional, a combination that Manolis could not resist. Her mood was intensified by an ever-deepening terror: the possibility of a cure for leprosy. Whatever Manolis said to reassure her, her dread about what Maria’s return could mean gnawed away at her. Fear and fury grew, making her mood febrile and her behaviour less rational. When Manolis visited, she was careless about whether the windows were open or closed, or whether she straightened the sheets after he had gone. It was almost as if she wanted their affair to be discovered. 


What would happen if – and it was still no more than this – Maria came back? She constantly circled back to the same question and it was impossible for Manolis to make her understand his position. How many times did he have to promise her that he would never exchange her for her sister? The very notion of it was preposterous. But the idea was like a grub burrowing into her skin, laying its eggs and breeding more. 


Manolis resigned himself to Anna incessantly pressing him on the subject. Normally he exerted something close to magic over his lover, but on this subject he was powerless.



Chapter Three


ONE EVENING THAT summer, Manolis was enjoying a second carafe of raki outside the kafeneío in Plaka. He loved the view of the bay and in general scarcely gave the sight of Spinalonga a second thought.


Giorgos was coming across the water towards the village. The boat glided over the surface of the sea, leaving behind it a mesmerising pattern of ripples, as even as the lines of a ploughed field. 


Manolis watched the old man tether his boat below and make his way up from the jetty. He often bought Giorgos a drink after he had made a delivery to the island, and the two men always chatted for a while. Giorgos was a man restrained in speech and emotion, but today he looked happier than usual. It was evident even in the spring in his step. 


‘You’ve heard the rumour?’ he asked simply.


Manolis nodded and the two men clinked their glasses together. 


Manolis thought of a particular moment a few years earlier when Giorgos had appeared in the bar. He remembered the pallor of his skin, the stoop of his shoulders and the way he had avoided Manolis’s eye as he told him the terrible news about Maria. When Manolis thought about it now, his overriding emotion had been sorrow for the old man. He had felt little else. It was Giorgos he had pitied, not himself. 


Manolis had always maintained that he had loved Maria once, but in recent months there had been plenty of time to reflect on this. Beyond question she had been very different from anyone he had ever met before, but her purity had been little more than a tease for him. The idea of her virginity had been alluring because he had enjoyed the anticipation of taking it from her, but when she disappeared from his life, it was sadness he had felt, rather than grief. He believed that the fates had played a role in removing her from his life.


Now that he thought about it, he recalled also feeling something close to relief. He had never been able to imagine himself waking up next to the same person day after day, knowing that this beginning would be some kind of end too. 


Even if it was hard to admit to himself, at the core of his relationship with Maria had been another pleasure: that of stirring her sister to a fury. The idea of Anna’s jealousy gently but constantly simmering always sweetened his day, and made their eventual coming together all the more ferocious in its passion. 
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