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To my sons, Leo and Pablo






Ancient Greek has four distinct words for love: agápe, Éros, philía and storgé. The Greek language distinguishes how the word is used.


Perhaps in the same way that the ancient Greeks worshipped twelve gods yet kept an open mind about a possible thirteenth deity, there could also be a word to describe a fifth kind of love.
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Part One




Love on a Greek island, 1936


The power of the full moon has always been respected and revered by the people of the island. They believe that under the influence of an August moon, rational thought is likely to desert a person, especially those who have fallen under the spell of love. Anything can happen during such a time. It’s a dangerous and wayward period; its effect on lovers, young or old, has no mercy. When the hot jasmine-scented air intoxicates the senses and moonlight fills the sky, human sap begins to rise and mischief is afoot. The moon shimmering over a balmy sea promises delights beyond the imagination and anyone can fall prey to its power and be led astray.


In days gone by, mothers of young girls would keep their daughters under lock and key anticipating this danger. It was on such an August night that an ardent, rebellious young girl managed to escape her mother’s watchful eye and run to the seashore to meet the boy she loved.


She knew that by the time the moon had made its way high in the sky, the light would be too bright to provide shelter from prying eyes, so the young lovers arranged to meet after sundown but before moonrise. That was the magical hour when the world was cloaked in darkness and the sea was as still as glass.


For weeks the two sweethearts had planned their secret meeting to coincide with the twenty-eighth day of the calendar month and the day the girl would turn fifteen. Concealed by the blackness of the night they felt safe to kiss and embrace, lie in each other’s arms and wait to witness the mystery of an August moonrise. They watched in awe as the glimmer of gold on the horizon rose gradually to become an enormous amber globe, hovering over the sea and bathing everything in its warm glow. But before the moon rose higher, illuminating the beach like a spotlight betraying the young lovers, they ran to take refuge in one of the many caves under the rocky cliffs on the beach. It was on that night, the night she turned fifteen and the full moon reigned in the sky, that she gave herself to the boy she loved more than anyone else in the world, while they both pledged eternal love to each other. He had turned sixteen three months earlier.


‘I will love you for ever,’ he said.


‘I would die rather than stop loving you,’ she said back.
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London, 1999


Anna’s mobile was on silent. She’d turned it off during dinner. It always irritated her if Max or the kids answered theirs while they ate. Dinner was a time just for them; anyone else could wait. After all, if they were all together what emergency could there be that couldn’t wait? The only thing that Anna ever worried about was if her old dad might need her, but then again he always called on the landline.


She was emptying the dishwasher when she noticed the phone vibrating on the kitchen counter. Unknown number. She hesitated for a second before picking it up. Then came the stranger’s voice.


‘Mrs Turner?’


‘Speaking.’ Anna had an uneasy feeling. It wasn’t often she was referred to by her married name, and the man’s voice sounded serious.


‘This is Dr Morris, from the Whittington Hospital,’ he continued.


She stopped breathing.


‘Dad.’ Her whisper was barely audible. She nearly dropped the phone.


‘We have Mr Turner here,’ the voice carried on. ‘He is fine, but you might like to come to the hospital. Your husband gave us your number. He is in A and E at the moment.’


Within minutes Anna had grabbed the car keys and was running upstairs for her coat, alerting Alex and Chloe who were both in their rooms. Max had apparently suffered a heart attack.


‘Kids! Kids!’ she screamed at the top of her lungs, as she ran two steps at a time to the bedroom. ‘Your dad’s in hospital. Let’s move, let’s go!’


‘What happened?’ they both asked in unison, rushing out of their rooms.


‘He was fine at dinner,’ said Chloe.


‘He went for a run . . .’ added Alex. ‘He was OK.’


‘I don’t know what happened,’ Anna said, out of breath, ‘but apparently it’s his heart, so let’s go and find out. Chloe, you drive, I don’t think I can.’


Max looked grim as he lay waiting to be dealt with in one of the A and E cubicles.


‘Am I glad to see you guys,’ he said, giving them all a weak smile as they rushed to hug him.


‘What on earth happened, Max?’ Anna squeezed his hand and kissed him gently on the lips. ‘I knew running after dinner was a bad idea,’ she said, worry etched on her face. ‘It seemed you were gone a long time, but then again I thought you might have popped in on John.’


‘To be honest,’ Max replied, his voice rather faint, ‘it’s all a bit of a blur.’


He was having his usual sprint up the hill and around the block a few times, when he felt unusually short of breath, he began explaining. He had felt a burning sensation in his sternum. ‘I just thought it was heartburn. I started blaming the Chinese food I had at lunchtime.’ He cursed the fried bean curd: ‘You know how I prefer it steamed.’ He looked at Anna. ‘It kept repeating on me and I thought I should never have eaten it. I was sure it was some kind of acid reflux. Then, next thing I know, I’m here and apparently being prepared for an angiogram.’


‘Oh Dad,’ Chloe said, fighting her tears, ‘you gave us such a scare.’


‘What’s going to happen now? What’s an angiogram?’ Alex asked, looking at his mum.


He was a lucky man the cardiologist told Anna later on, and hopefully he might get away with a stent placed in his blocked artery instead of the alternative, which was open heart surgery. Max had always considered himself lucky and it was a matter of luck that when he collapsed, a woman with a mobile phone who was walking her dog saw him.


In the end he needed bypass surgery. His physical recovery was swift, and within a couple of months he said he felt like his old self again. ‘Lucky escape,’ he kept telling everyone. Max’s brush with death was a big deal for the whole family. The children and Anna all rallied around him.


‘Dad just needs to know when to slow down,’ Chloe told her mother. ‘He isn’t as young as he thinks he is. You have got to tell him, Mum, I’m serious. I’m only seventeen and half, I don’t want to be an orphan just yet,’ she said, masking her anxiety with mock annoyance. Alex, on the other hand, decided it was his duty to keep an eye on his father, so when Max started to run again he joined him.


‘I need an incentive to start exercising,’ he told Max, ‘it’s so much better with company.’ What Alex, a natural worrier, really meant was, ‘I have to make sure you don’t overdo it, Dad, and I’m the only one who can!’ At fifteen he also had more obvious things to worry about, like exams and girls, and his father’s possible demise was not on the agenda just yet either, so he was going to make sure he helped him back to health.


They were a close family, the marriage a long and fruitful one; Max and Anna were happy in each other’s company, never short of conversation and still doing things together. They would have been together twenty-five years next anniversary, for which Anna had been planning a surprise trip to Cuba. There was talk about going for the millennium and taking the children, the New Year’s Eve of a lifetime. But then they thought about Anna’s father and her siblings, and the trip was put on hold.


‘Anyway,’ Chloe had said, when they were discussing the alternatives for the anniversary, ‘I hear that Cuba is celebrating the millennium in 2001, so we can always go next year . . .’


Both kids wanted a party, a big family affair for their parents, but Anna was reluctant.


‘Go on, Mum,’ they urged her, ‘it’s time we had a family celebration, we haven’t had one since Nonna died. It’ll be good for us all.’


‘I know. You’re right,’ she said, ‘but you know your dad, he’s not one for parties. Besides, we’ve both been talking about Cuba for so many years, this is our chance, we want to get there before it all changes; we’ll have a party another time.’ So it was agreed. She was going to book the tickets and surprise him nearer the time.


His collapse had been totally unexpected. It really frightened Anna, and reminded her once again about the precariousness of life. Her mother’s death four years earlier and Max’s mother’s death just a year ago, had also been a huge blow and she trembled with the thought of losing Max too; they had so much to live for, still so much more to do together.


Anna helped nurse him back to health with zeal, and everyone helped, especially Chloe. She and Anna had always been close, their relationship mirroring what Anna had with her own mother. In fact, the three generations of women had shared a close bond. Nonna, as the children called their grandmother, was Italian and bountiful in her love for her family. Her loss cost them a great deal so the near loss of Max made them appreciate what they had even more. It seemed to bring them all even closer.


‘Silly old Dad,’ Chloe said once he was out of danger. ‘What did he want to do that for? His trouble is that he never knows when to stop!’


Despite all the reassurances that he was going to be fine, Max was devastated by what he regarded as the failure of his body. He had always prided himself at keeping it in tip-top condition, and he was fanatical about exercise and healthy eating, often arguing about it with Anna, who was much less neurotic about her longevity.


‘Your genes and DNA have much more to do with how long you live, than how often you go to the gym,’ she’d tell him. ‘Look at my dad, he’s never jogged in his life and he looks twenty years younger than his age.’


‘You can look young but it doesn’t mean you’re healthy,’ Max would argue back, and so the discussions went on. He was determined he was going to live forever or at least live like he was going to live forever.


The realization that he too was going to die at some point, and possibly soon given his recent collapse, hit Max with a force so powerful it felt as if he had collided with an iceberg. He was still so young. Perhaps not in years, he was going to be fifty-six next birthday, but certainly in spirit. He was full of vigour and zest, bursting with ideas, plans and schemes; death had no place in his life. Then it suddenly seemed to be all around him. First, his best friend; one minute the two of them were sharing a fine bottle of Bordeaux, the next he was gone, dead in front of his very eyes. That was a terrible shock but he put it down to the fact that Stewart was overweight and didn’t take care of himself. Then his mother. No illness, no warning, she just went to bed and never woke up. Then again, she was eighty-six. But Max? What good reason was there for him to collapse like that? What good reason did his heart have to give way?


He might have boasted and tried to convince everyone that he was back to ‘his old self again’ and that everything was fine, but Anna wasn’t fooled. His bouts of moodiness were now coupled with an uncharacteristic short fuse. His behaviour was not that of the Max she knew. Gone was the humorous banter, the gentle caresses. Anna had never known Max not to be physical with her. She had a lifetime of close tenderness with him. He’d always tell her that his favourite moment of the day was when he sat in bed at night watching her get undressed and ready to lie down next to him. Anna wasn’t even aware of the effect she had on her husband. She didn’t do it provocatively, no seductive underwear or lace, she could be simply taking off her jeans and T-shirt and he would put his book down to look at her.


‘Ah! My moment of Zen!’ he’d tell her laughing. ‘I am one lucky man!’


Anna, always bashful, would joke back and make light of it but never tired of hearing it.


When Max took to staying up late or finding his book far more absorbing than his wife’s naked body Anna started to worry. Perhaps the heart problem has affected his libido, she’d tell herself. These things have consequences. Or maybe he’s depressed.


She wanted to help, be there for him, as was her habit with her husband; patience had always been one of her virtues, but nothing could have ever prepared her for what followed.


Max was leaning casually against the kitchen counter, one hand clutching a cup of coffee, the other plunged deep into his trouser pocket. It was approximately a year since his collapse. He was speaking words that she’d never imagined could come out of his mouth, words that didn’t make any sense to her. She put her hand on the table to steady herself and swallowed hard to stop from crying. The trembling which first started in her limbs travelled inwards until it felt as if all her internal organs were ricocheting around inside her.


‘She loves me,’ she heard him say, eyes averted, his lips set in a hard line. ‘It’s a strong connection,’ and ‘I have come to a crossroads in my life.’ She couldn’t comprehend. The lump that rose in her throat grew bigger, making it hard to breathe. He’s not rational, her brain screamed. Mid-life madness, fear of dying! it bellowed again, and then she remembered reading somewhere that every woman whose husband is having an affair believes he must be going through a nervous breakdown.


It had been months, she told herself, since his surgery. She’d been there for him, cared for him, supported him every step of the way. Surely he could see everything was going to be fine now? I mustn’t cry, just hear him through, she’d told herself again, trying to muster some control.


‘I don’t understand. What are you saying, Max?’ she finally said, her voice a mere whisper in contrast to the screaming inside her head. Was he confessing to an affair and about to beg for forgiveness, or was he saying he wanted to leave her?


‘And you . . . do you love her?’ she’d forced herself to ask.


‘I’m in love with her . . . yes.’ His reply landed like a fist in Anna’s belly.


‘In love?’ she’d stammered, trying to imagine Max in love with someone that wasn’t her. They had been married a quarter of a century and had two grown-up children to show for it. She’d never visualized the future without him. She always thought they were moving forward together, committed to each other, their families, their friends. Now here he was talking to her in another language, as if he was a stranger. And what about last year? Anna’s brain screamed again. How much love and support could a man have from his family, from his wife?


‘Who is she?’ she whispered again.


‘She is an academic, a lecturer at the university . . .’ his voice trailed off. Anna held her breath. She didn’t want to hear any more. It was more than she could bear. Max had hit her where it hurt; touched her most vulnerable spot. A woman with brains! An academic, probably beautiful, possibly younger and clever! None of those things really mattered to Anna, except the brains. It wasn’t that Anna didn’t have any; she was clever and talented and perfectly bright, but she’d never considered herself Max’s intellectual equal; it was, she knew, her own hang-up. She had gone to college, not university, she had an art diploma not a degree; he was the brain, the brilliant professor. She admired him and deferred to his ‘great’ intellect. She knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help it, she had always put him first.


‘Are you in love with her, or do you actually love her?’ she’d heard herself ask, tears blurring her vision.


‘What’s the difference?’ Still he avoided her gaze.


Anna now flushed with anger. The disbelief, confusion and hurt she’d been feeling turned suddenly to fury.


‘You know perfectly well what the difference is,’ she hissed at him.


Of course Max knew; Anna teased him often enough about it.


‘English is such a rich language,’ she liked to tell anyone who’d listen, ‘but in defining love, the Greeks have the edge.’ It amused her and made her feel smart to elaborate on the subject of love. The Greeks, she’d explain, have four words for love and each one describes a different emotion. Agápe is the big love, storgé, the tender mother love, philía friendship, and Éros sexual love. ‘Agápe,’ Anna would relate, ‘encompasses all the other loves in one big absolute and supreme emotion. Éros on the other hand, according to the Greeks, is the love that in English is referred to as falling in love. It’s all about passion, desire and obsession, it takes you over but ultimately it’s ephemeral.’


So yes, Max should have known perfectly well what Anna was referring to. Her anger took hold.


‘Max! Max!’ she shouted. ‘What is wrong with you? Listen to yourself!’ She choked back her tears. ‘It’s me you’re talking to, Anna, your wife, remember?’ He stood rooted to the ground like a defiant child. He had no reply.


‘Do you still want to be with me? Do you still love me?’ she asked, after waiting a few moments for him to end the silence. She’d never imagined she’d ever have to ask that question of Max. He was her soulmate, her best friend, her lover, the father of her children. How could Max not love her?


‘I think so . . . I don’t know,’ came his noncommittal answer, spiking her through the heart.


‘You don’t know?’ she burst out again. ‘After twenty-five years of marriage that’s what you say to me? What about your children? What about Alex and Chloe, do you know if you love them?’


‘I need space, time to think. I’m confused,’ he mumbled.


In the weeks that followed, Anna felt she was living in a bad dream. Max was still at home but unable to make any decisions about the future. The two of them tried to behave normally in front of their children and then in private Anna would explode, frustrated with Max’s inability to discuss or express his feelings. Time and time again she would catch Chloe looking at her quizzically.


‘Mum, what is going on, what is wrong with Dad?’ she had asked more than once, but Anna was determined to keep her children out of it until she herself was clearer about the situation.


Every time she was on the verge of telling him to pack his bags and go, she thought of all the years they’d been together. If Max was out of his mind, then she had to stay sane. A few months of madness versus twenty-five years of a good marriage; she had to give it some more time, but how long?


Determined that her life would not come to a complete halt, Anna tried to carry on as usual. She’d been walking down Piccadilly towards the Royal Academy of Arts. It was the final days of a major Monet exhibition and she’d talked herself into going. Thoughts of her life spinning out of control were clouding her brain. A concrete sky pressed down over the city, like a damp ceiling threatening to burst. As she walked along, all she could think of was: Is this it? Is this really how all these years of a good marriage are going to end?


She must have been distracted. The pedestrian lights had turned green; she was quite sure of it. The girl standing next to her stepped off the kerb, so she automatically followed her. The motorbike came from nowhere. The screeching brakes and deafening sound of the horn jolted Anna out of her daze and back onto the pavement with a jump. But the girl ahead of her wasn’t quick enough and she took the vehicle’s full impact. She was now lying on the tarmac, her body sprawled across the road like a broken toy. Her bag, and one of her shoes, had come off and were lying by Anna’s feet. Anna looked at her in disbelief, her knees started to give way and she leaned on the traffic lights to avoid buckling over. Within seconds, a crowd gathered. A woman took Anna’s arm and guided her towards a bench. The biker, apparently unhurt, was frantic and hovered over the girl. A man ran over saying he was a doctor and people were calling for an ambulance. Time lapsed. Anna thought it was like a film in slow motion.


The girl was still in the middle of the road. A pool of blood was now visible under her hair. Sirens could be heard in the distance.


Anna sat on the bench in a kind of trance, the woman stayed by her side. People talked, paramedics did their job, police held back a gathering crowd of onlookers.


‘Are you OK?’ the woman asked softly.


‘Will she be all right?’ Anna said in a voice so weak she hardly knew it belonged to her.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied and patted Anna’s hand. ‘I’m sure he was speeding. You were very lucky.’


When she looked back at the girl again the paramedics were putting her in the ambulance; the blanket that had covered her earlier to keep her warm was now over her face.


Anna sat staring into space. The crowd dispersed and she eventually collected herself and walked across the street to the Royal Academy. Heading straight for the ladies, Anna locked herself in one of the cubicles and burst into a torrent of tears. She cried silently for a long time. She cried because she was shocked and afraid, she cried for that poor wretched girl whose life had been cut down so suddenly and prematurely. She cried for Max, and for herself, and she cried because she knew how easily it could have been her now lying in a morgue somewhere. Locked in the cubicle in one of her favourite places in the world, Anna came to a realization. Enough was enough and it was time to try and take control again. If her husband was incapable of making any decisions, she had to do it. She would carry on, with or without Max.


The day after her lucky escape Anna felt an overwhelming need to see her father. She’d been avoiding him, cutting her visits short since the crisis with Max for fear of upsetting him, not trusting herself not to break down and until she knew what was going to happen there was no point involving him. Since her mother’s death, she’d been left with a huge weight of responsibility, not only for her father but for everyone else in her family. As a daughter, a wife, a mother, and the sister of three brothers, Anna had, willingly or not, inherited her mother’s role as the matriarch in the family by always having someone to worry about. But if there was ever a time she needed merely to be someone’s daughter, it was right now.


They met in the grounds of Kenwood, her father’s favourite walking spot. It was a sunny afternoon in May when the roses were in bud and the rhododendrons in full bloom and London looked its Sunday best. They walked arm in arm, Anna fighting back the tears.


‘I feel the time has come to return to the island, I want to see the family.’ Her father stopped walking to look at Anna. ‘This could be my last chance.’


‘What do you mean “your last chance”, Papa?’ she replied, feeling her knees go to jelly, fearful that there might be something wrong with her eighty-year-old father.


‘I don’t know, Anna mou,’ he carried on, speaking in Greek, which was always a sign that he was saying something of importance. ‘I have a premonition this could be my last summer. These days, time is getting short and I want to be there.’


‘Why? What’s the matter?’ The jelly feeling was spreading to the rest of her legs.


‘No, no, Annoula mou, there’s nothing really wrong. Not that I know of anyway.’ He smiled, sensing her panic. ‘I was thinking about things, and I just feel at my age it could be any time now, you know . . . I’m next in line. Remember what happened to your mother? Fine one day and then suddenly gone.’


Such uncharacteristic gloom from her father took Anna by surprise. She’d been used to him being optimistic, strong, and full of vigour but his wife’s death had affected him badly.


‘Don’t talk rubbish, Papa.’ She tightened her grip round his arm and carried on walking. ‘You’re perfectly fit and healthy, so don’t think such nonsense. Anyway, it’s a great idea. How long were you thinking of going for?’


‘Two, three, maybe even four months, perhaps the whole summer or more. I don’t know, I just don’t want to rush back.’


‘OK. That’s good,’ Anna said slowly and immediately started to worry; four months was far too long for an old man to be on his own. ‘It’s a great idea, Papa,’ she tried not to sound negative, ‘but don’t you think that’s rather a long time to be there on your own?’


‘Why don’t you come with me then, like old times?’ He stopped walking again and turned to her. ‘The children are away this summer, aren’t they? Didn’t you tell me Chloe is going to America and Alex is travelling around Europe? Max won’t mind if you spend some time with your old father, will he?’ Taking hold of her hand, he looked his daughter straight in the eye. ‘You haven’t been back since your mother died, Annoula. Maybe it’s time?’


Anna’s reluctance to return to the island had much to do with wanting to preserve the memory of being there with her mother and with feeling that she couldn’t face it without her. They’d all spent three blissful weeks together there that last summer, and then, two months after returning to London, she was gone.


Her father’s unexpected wish to recapture the past stabbed Anna with a sharp nostalgia and a yearning to return to Greece. Her mother, she thought, had gone forever. There was nothing she could do about that, but her father was still here and he needed her. Besides, she was exhausted; she had spent so much emotional energy on Max in the last few months, she now felt totally empty and worn out. It was time to think of herself too.
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The island was barely visible from the boat but Anna was already on deck, leaning out as far as she could, straining her eyes trying to see it. It shimmered in the far distance like a white dove floating on the liquid blue of the Aegean. Filled with the same happiness she’d always felt when approaching this place, she reverted to being ten years old again. Arms outstretched, hair blowing wildly in the breeze, face soaked by the salty spray, she screamed with joy, oblivious to anyone else around her. As they got closer, the rocky hills and mountains started to become visible and she could just make out the church of Agios Nikolaos high on a rock, glistening in the sunlight. This was their island and they were both returning after so much time.


The instant Anna stepped off the boat and onto dry land, she was flooded with a sense of familiarity and well-being. This place always had the ability to make her feel nurtured, cherished and loved.


When she was a small girl and they’d arrive as a family for their summer holidays, the entire village would gather at the little harbour to welcome them. That was the time before mass tourism, when visitors on the island were still a novelty. Anna always marvelled at how many people her father seemed to be related to in the village, and how much everyone who knew him from before he left loved him. People would rush to help with getting their luggage off the boat, and wish them a good stay. ‘Kalosorisate,’ they called out, the customary welcoming greeting. Anna and her brothers spent several glorious weeks running wild on the island and, when it was over, none of them wanted to leave the freedom and their friends to return to a captive London life. They felt genuinely welcomed and liked there. Philoxenia, hospitality, is a matter of national pride to the Greeks and when Anna was older she often compared how this philoxenia, this love of the xenos, the foreigner, contrasted to the fear and suspicion of the unknown, of the other, so often demonstrated by certain British people.


The early July sun was already high in the sky and blisteringly hot when they finally arrived after the long boat journey from Piraeus. London had been wet and miserable and she stood at the harbour waiting for her cousin Manos to help with the luggage. The midday heat, beating down on her back, started to melt her English blues away.


The local people from Anna’s childhood were long gone and there was no crowd to welcome them or to wish them a good stay, only Manos, beaming with joy at seeing his favourite uncle and cousin again. ‘Kalosorisate!’ he bellowed, hugging them both. The once sleepy harbour was now transformed into a buzzing little port, full of pavement cafes, restaurants and bars. The only place that remained unchanged was the old kafeneon – or coffee shop – in one corner of the square, where for over a century the men of the village would gather to play cards, smoke and gossip. As always, the men – young and old – were sitting in groups, playing with their worry beads, smoking, drinking and surrounded by a forest of chairs.


Chairs are an essential part of kafeneon life. You would never see a Greek man drinking his coffee without a collection of them around him, it’s impossible for him to occupy only one chair at a time; the allocation per person has to be at least three – one to sit on, another to put his leg on, and a third upon which to lean his elbows, leaving his hands free to make elaborate gestures. A fourth chair, where the coffee and a glass of water would be placed, is optional depending on the presence of a table nearby. This chair ritual is a peculiar Greek phenomenon which Anna had observed very early on in her life. She would often ask her father about it but for him it was natural and logical – how else would a man drink his coffee and talk to his friends comfortably?


The dusty road up the hill to the house, not too great a distance from the village square, was too far on foot with all their luggage. It snaked through vineyards and olive groves with magnificent mountainous views, the bay and the little harbour below. The sight of the house always gave Anna a thrill. The shrubs and trees her grandparents had planted so long ago were inextricably linked with her early years.


The crowds hadn’t welcomed them off the boat earlier, but they made up for it by being at the house when they arrived. Her father’s first cousin, Thia – Aunt – Ourania, was there, along with a variety of relatives, waiting under the vine-covered pergola. It is possible, Anna always thought with amusement, that the Greeks have more relatives than any other nation. She had lost count of how many people she called auntie or uncle, and how many cousins she had. Strictly speaking, as Max never failed to remind her, no one is entitled to be called an aunt or uncle unless they are a sibling of one of your parents. But that is not the case in Greece; here on the island everyone is one happy family! The densely leafed vine, klimataria, twined and twisted over the wooden structure and covered the entire front of the house; it was laden with huge bunches of green grapes that would soon turn a deep burgundy and be ready to eat in a few weeks. The organic roof made the space beneath it feel like an outside room. A big wooden table had been laid out with food and drink, ready for a welcoming feast in true Greek style.


Anna’s father, Alexis, was an only child and very fond of his cousin, and since her grandmother had died before she was born, Anna considered her Thia Ourania her closest surviving female relative. Ourania had never married so had no children of her own, yet she was extremely gifted when it came to dealing with them and her life’s work as a schoolteacher had been perfect for her. She loved her job, and the several generations of children she taught on the island loved her back. When she was young, and had first started teaching, there had even been a few youths who carried a lustful yearning for their pretty young teacher not so many years their senior. On some occasions, these young infatuations became troublesome, causing more than a flurry of gossip in the village.


‘What does she expect if she looks like that!’ tongues wagged accusingly. ‘It is Greek island blood that runs through the veins of those boys!’


Her good looks were not Ourania’s fault and nor did she flaunt them, but at the same time she refused to act like the formidable teacher. However, over time, not wanting to offend or give fuel to the youthful fantasies and narrow minds, she was forced to conform. Her floral summer dresses were put away and her dark curls tamed.


She was tall, taller than most of the women in the village, and her very name, Ourania – meaning the one from the sky – evoked in Anna’s young mind celestial images and heavenly powers. She had kind eyes, the colour of warm chocolate, and as a little girl, Anna remembered secretly wanting to snatch the comb that held her hair in that tight bun and watch it tumble freely over her shoulders. She could, Anna used to think, be almost as beautiful as her own mother, if she didn’t look so severe. They were quite similar in many ways, those two; about the same height and build, good skin and a profusion of dark hair. But the biggest similarity was their eyes. They both possessed the same wide, intensely dark, melancholic eyes.


Thia Ourania stood there under the shade of the klimataria with all the other relatives – nearly eighty years old, tall, handsome, and upright as ever. Even though her hair had now turned to silver, still pulled back in that severe fashion of hers, the eyes were the same as always: warm, deep and gentle. Overjoyed, Anna dropped her bags and threw herself into her auntie’s arms, the way she had as a little girl.


‘Welcome,’ Ourania said in Greek, kissing her niece on both cheeks and enveloping her in a strong embrace. ‘It has been too long!’ She turned round to look at her cousin. ‘You too, Alexis,’ she said, her voice breaking.


It had indeed been far too long – over four years since they’d seen her, or any of the other relatives. It had taken them this long to make the journey back – a journey they couldn’t face without Anna’s mother. Until now.




3


Anna woke up to the distant sound of a dog barking. Within moments, a second one started up and pretty soon half a dozen more seemed to join in the chorus. This was not a sound you would hear in North London. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Anna slowly remembered where she was. In an instant she was out of bed and running barefoot through the house to the courtyard to find Alexis dressed, freshly shaven and sitting under the vine, drinking coffee and reading the newspaper.


‘Kalimera, Annoula!’ He peered over his glasses. ‘You must have been tired!’


‘Oh my God, Papa, what time is it?’ Anna tried to gauge the time by where the sun was.


‘It’s nearly noon.’


‘I missed the best part of the day.’ She slumped down next to him. Early morning on the island had always been her favourite time, before the sun was high and the heat started to numb the senses.


‘You must have needed the sleep, so don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of days to be up with the dawn.’ He smiled and reached over to touch her hand. ‘We are here now.’


The previous evening’s celebrations had carried on well into the night and much food, wine and raki had been consumed. The stream of welcoming visitors continued until Thia Ourania eventually told everyone it was time to leave.


‘It’s good to be back, Papa. Nothing has changed,’ Anna replied, breathing in the heady aroma of the garden and holding it in for as long as she could. This garden was completely different from the conventional English equivalent with its green lawn and regimented herbaceous borders. Here, anarchy reigned: no grass, or plan. Flowers grew haphazardly from pots or beds, scent beckoning a myriad of buzzing bees and butterflies, roses competing with freesias, pinks with arum lilies, bushes of scented geraniums, rosemary, lavender and pots of basil. A jumble of big old tins had been recycled as flowerpots, the writing on them still betraying that at some point they’d contained olive oil, olives, sardines, or any other foodstuff that might have been bought in bulk. No one had thought this garden through. It had evolved over the years, just like the island itself. Decades of history, generations of adults and children had passed through this house, this village, this island. For Anna, many happy memories and experiences were woven from the fabric of this place.


At that moment, sitting there with her father in the courtyard of their old family house, she experienced a kind of peace and tranquillity that she hadn’t felt for months. The dappled light, filtering through the vine leaves, cast moving patterns on the table, the cicadas sang tirelessly, and a woman’s voice drifted over the rooftops calling her child to the midday meal. How many times, she thought, had her own mother called her and her brothers to come to the lunch table in much the same way? For a split second Anna fooled herself and fancied it was her mama calling for her from inside the house.


‘It’s like she is here with us, Papa,’ she whispered, and felt the memory hit her like a fist in the pit of her stomach. Emotion rose to her throat and filled her eyes until the tears fell one by one in great big drops on the brand-new oilcloth Thia Ourania had used to cover the outside table.


In just a few days in the old house, in the garden, with her father and daily visits from her aunt, Anna began to feel like her old self again, ready to explore the places of her youth. On her way down the steep path to the square, she met old Costis trying unsuccessfully to usher a goat away from somebody’s garden. As soon as he saw her he waved excitedly.


‘When did you arrive, Miss Anna?’ he asked, hobbling towards her. ‘Is your father here too? How long are you staying?’ he continued, without waiting for an answer. She had known this man since she was a little girl. He must have been about the same age as her father and like Alexis still looked strong and fit, despite his toothless grin. He used to have a herd of goats that he brought to some fields near their house, and was obviously still doing the same.


‘It’s good to see you, Costis.’ Anna smiled, glad to see that little seemed to have moved on since she was here last. ‘Where do you take the goats, now that all these houses have been built up here?’


‘Oh, no problem, Miss Anna,’ he chuckled. ‘I always find somewhere, and you know goats, they’ll eat anything!’


Costis used to bring buckets of goats’ milk to the house to give to Anna’s mother for the ‘babies’, as he had called the children when they were small. ‘Goats’ milk is as good as mother’s milk,’ he told her, ‘it makes them healthy and strong.’


‘Shall I bring you some milk?’ Costis asked. ‘Remember how you loved it when you were a baby?’


‘I wouldn’t know what to do with it, Costi,’ Anna laughed.


‘Ask your Thia Ourania, she’d know!’ he said, waving goodbye.


She had forgotten how everyone knew everyone here. In some ways, she thought, making her way towards the village, it must be comforting to have the support and help of your community. But, then again, not being able to do much without the whole village knowing, must be suffocating. Anna remembered how oppressive it had been for her as a teenager. Alexis was always worrying and anxious about what people would think if any of the children misbehaved.


The village square too, was unchanged. The pedestrianized centre accommodated chairs, tables and umbrellas laid out by the three cafes doing business. No matter how hot it was elsewhere, a cool breeze always blew from the sea there. No sooner had Anna sat down than a small crowd gathered; the woman from the kiosk where Anna always bought her newspaper, the three waiters from the cafes, and the baker’s wife. All stood around her smiling and firing questions. ‘How long were they staying? Where were her husband and the children? How did they all cope without her dear mother? What about her brothers, and how was her father? Was he well?’ The questions kept coming and she barely had a chance to reply.


‘Why don’t you all calm down, and let the lady speak,’ said a warm, throaty rasp of a voice behind Anna’s back. ‘And, Stavro, where are your manners, get the lady a drink.’


Before she could turn round to see who it was, the owner of the twenty-unfiltered-Carelia-a-day voice was standing in front of her, shaking her hand. He was tall for a Greek, with a strong, rough, earthy body and a big, broad smile. I’ve never seen him before, he must be a fisherman, she thought, shaking his hand. The sun-baked skin, strong hand grip and developed muscles could have been a fisherman’s, or those of a man who worked the earth, but the whiff of his cologne, well-cut Levi’s, expensive black T-shirt and fashionable loafers told a different story.


‘My name is Antonis Zevros.’ He flashed even white teeth and pulled up a chair.


‘May I?’ he asked, already sitting down. ‘I own the taverna over there.’ He gestured to the restaurant across the street with his chin.


He spoke English with a heavy Greek accent tinged with American. ‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Anna, and very happy to speak English with you. I was living in Chicago for twenty years and I miss it. I came back to the island last year because my old mother got sick and needed me. She thought she was going to die,’ he said, taking his turn, not letting Anna get a word in, which was fine by her. She was glad to be let off the hook. ‘I came rushing back and took her off to Athens to see the doctors. We were all scared she wasn’t going to make it.’


‘Did she get better?’


‘Oh yes, she’s just fine! I think it was a trick to get me back,’ he laughed. ‘Which was probably just as well. It was time to leave.’


‘What happened? Didn’t you like Chicago any more?’


‘You could say that. The American sweet dream turned a little sour. American wife, American house, American business, the full catastrophe, as Zorba would say. It didn’t work out.’


Baffled by so much personal information, Anna sat there listening to this complete stranger talk about his life. The rest of the crowd slowly dispersed, returning to their work. Stavros brought Anna ice-cold lemonade and Antonis Zevros sat with her as she sipped it in the cool shade. He wasn’t young, but not old either; she guessed somewhere between forty and sixty, she couldn’t tell. He had smiling eyes the colour of treacle, a strong, firm, square-jawed face, etched with deep laughter lines; lines that betrayed a life history, which she was now learning about whether it interested her or not. His thick hair, long enough to cover his ears and fall in soft curls over his eyes, was still quite dark, flecked with only a touch of grey. Max’s hair, Anna thought, had already gone almost completely grey.


‘Are you glad to be back home now?’ she asked.


‘For years I was missing this island really badly, but now I’m here, I miss it there.’ He laughed again. ‘Eh, human beings, we don’t know what we want!’


Antonis Zevros was spontaneous, boisterous and full of Antonis Zevros; so Greek, Anna thought, and smiled to herself. But despite that, she liked him; the sparkle of his eyes and easy smile were infectious. She was amused by the way he referred to her as Miss Anna and by the way he drew her into his conversation.


‘So, Miss Anna, you too are divorced, yes?’ He asked this in that blunt way Greeks have in these parts that guarantees to shock the English.


‘No!’ she heard herself reply sharply, a sting in her heart and irritated by his presumption; her marital status was not something Anna wanted to discuss and at this point divorce was not in her vocabulary. She knew of this particular characteristic, ‘Greek tact’, as Max called it; it’s not meant to offend, but nevertheless, it usually did. No matter how many times Anna tried to explain to her husband that nothing was said with malice, somehow or other someone managed to get his back up.


‘OK,’ Max would often complain, ‘I know I put on a bit of weight, but does your uncle really need to draw attention to it?’


‘Anyway,’ Antonis went on, affably oblivious to Anna’s reaction, ‘how long are you staying? You must come to my taverna for dinner, you’ll be my guest. Tonight!’


‘Thank you, I promise I will,’ she replied and meant it. ‘But tonight I’m with my father.’


And then, to her astonishment, Anna found herself revealing to this over familiar man she’d just met, feelings she would only ever share with her closest friends. She told him about her mother’s death, about not having come back to the island for so long and about how her father wanted to make this journey his last.


But she didn’t tell him everything. She held back from spilling out to this stranger that she had also come to the island to escape the melancholy and confusion which Max had plunged her into and to put space between them in order to work out what they both wanted from each other and their life.


But then again, maybe she didn’t mention any of those things because for the first time in months, during the hour Anna sat in the cafe with Antonis Zevros, those things had actually slipped her mind.
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‘I must tell you who I met today,’ Anna said with a mouth full of salad, a few hours later over lunch with her father and aunt. They were sitting at the table under the vine tree, feasting on Ourania’s homemade spanakopita, which she brought along with crusty bread, a bottle of red wine and a salad of ripe tomatoes and rocket. Her aunt had been turning up every day since their arrival with a cooked meal and produce from her garden that tasted of the sun. It was wonderful to be looked after and Anna could see her father was beginning to find his old self again in his cousin’s company.
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