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It was only a key.

Slim. Grooved. Silver.

But pressed into Skye’s palm, it felt like something more. A beginning.

A paper tag dangled from it, a number inked in thick black strokes that matched the one on the plaque by the door. Her door, she reminded herself. Her house.

She slid her thumb along the stem, rotating the key until it caught the light, a white-hot flash that made her pupils contract. The fierce heat that had greeted her at the port was dogged in its pursuit, and Skye shifted beneath the weight of it, senses alert as she breathed in the scent of dust, heard the distant buzz of a tinny engine, looked down to see lilac petals strewn in artful heaps along the stone pathway; a beauty so raw as to be insolent.

Change your life for €1, the headline had read, and Skye had clicked on the link – of course she had clicked on the link. Following similarly successful schemes launched in France and Italy, the municipality of a remote Greek island was offering six individuals the chance to buy a house for one euro. There were stipulations, naturally. The new owners must commit to spending a minimum of two years on Folegandros and must renovate their properties – all six of which had been abandoned since the end of the Second World War – in a manner that was in keeping with the traditional village setting. Demand was expected to be high, and in order to give every person an equal chance of winning, there would be a lottery. The button to place a one-euro bid had been at the bottom of the article, the deadline for entries just hours away. It had felt like fate.

Skye had the key in the lock when she heard the crunch of approaching feet and turned in time to see a man coming towards her. When she recoiled, he stopped, raising both hands in the universal gesture of surrender.

‘English?’ he asked, in a voice that was heavily accented.

Skye agreed with a murmur that she was.

‘You are one of the lottery winners,’ he said.

There was no upward inflection to the statement, and Skye did not immediately reply. Instead, she allowed herself a few beats with which to study him, take in the heavy brows above shrewd dark eyes, pale short-sleeved shirt tucked into belted jeans, workmen’s boots knotted tight. He was taller than her, but not so tall that it was notable, and seemed harmless enough. Though didn’t they always?

Skye folded her arms.

‘You heard about that then?’ she said, to which he nodded briskly.

‘Of course. We are all’ – he paused, chewed over his next word; searching, perhaps, for the correct one to use – ‘eager to see who is coming.’

‘Am I the first?’ she asked, though the question was rhetorical. The woman who’d presented her with the key had told her as much. Skye had registered a slight reticence on her part, as if by turning up one day prior to the agreed moving date of 3 June, she’d upset the proverbial apple cart. It was unclear whether the locals had been consulted about the scheme, though she had to assume some form of permission had been granted. If the village of Ano Meria’s existing inhabitants were hostile towards their new neighbours, it would very quickly become impossible for them to live side by side, let alone harmoniously.

The man rubbed a hand across his stubbled jaw, smoothing out the beginnings of a smile.

‘In Greece, we have a saying for those that like to be early,’ he said. ‘It goes something like “the children of the wise cook before they go hungry”.’

Skye considered this. ‘Where I’m from, we say it’s the early bird that catches the worm,’ she replied, and was rewarded with a gravelly laugh.

‘Where do you live in England?’ he asked.

Skye motioned to the house, then more widely into the space around them.

‘This is where I live now,’ she said. ‘What came before no longer matters.’

‘Entáxei,’ he said. ‘So, you want to become a Greek?’

‘I don’t think that’s possible.’ Skye unfolded and refolded her arms.

‘If you say you are a Greek, then I promise not to argue with you.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But you must understand that we do not have many Greeks here with hair like yours.’

Skye patted her blond locks self-consciously.

‘And you will have to work on your accent.’

She narrowed her eyes, and he smiled, extending a hand.

‘I am Andreas. Andreas Vithoulkas.’

‘Skye.’

Their fingers slid together briefly, and he repeated her name several times.

‘It’s Skye with an “e”,’ she explained. ‘I was named after an island, which feels ironic.’

Andreas cocked his head to one side. ‘Are you going to have a look at your house?’ he asked, gesturing at the still-locked door.

‘In a minute I will.’

When he failed to take the hint, Skye drew in a long breath and exhaled it sharply.

‘Ah, sorry.’ Andreas pressed a hand to his forehead. ‘I have not explained myself. I am a contractor,’ he said. ‘A builder. I am the one who will be helping you finish the house.’

‘Oh, you will, will you?’ Skye replied. ‘And do I get a say in this, or …?’

He shifted from one foot to the other.

‘Of course, you are free to hire another person, someone from Santorini, or the mainland, but that will take a lot of time. I am the only person doing this job who lives here, on the island.’

His presumption stung, however well meant it might have been, and the sigh that escaped Skye’s lips was laced with mild frustration. How best to communicate politely that what she wanted was to look around her new home for the first time alone, without some stranger in tow? He was friendly, yet he was still a man – and as far as she was concerned, that meant he was also an unknown entity. An awkward silence bloomed, during which she did little more than stare at the ground.

Andreas cleared his throat. ‘I am intruding,’ he said. ‘Sorry. I will come back tomorrow, if that is OK with you?’

Skye drew herself up, faintly ashamed of having so clearly communicated her displeasure. ‘Of course,’ she said, though before she had time to say more, Andreas had nodded and turned away, quickly disappearing from view between the boundary of her modest property and the larger one beyond. She waited, rooted to the spot, unsure whether he would return. Why had she left it to him to figure out what was playing on her mind? When it came to corralling a classroom full of children, she never used to have any such qualms. But then that had been before; she had changed over the past few months in ways she didn’t want to admit, was not yet ready to accept.

‘Get a grip, MacKinnon,’ she muttered, fumbling to get the key into the lock. The door was stiff, and she had to shoulder it to get it open, flakes of blue paint falling over the threshold. It was dim inside, faint light streaming in from around the shuttered windows. She located a switch on the wall, blinking as a lone yellow bulb flickered into life from a cord in the middle of a cracked wood-panelled ceiling. The open-plan living space was empty save for several piles of timber and a scattering of bricks, while the thick shaft of a defunct fireplace banked up from one corner. Stairs leading up to the second storey hugged the wall closest to the door, though there was no banister. Someone had left a stack of newspapers on the bottom step. Skye made her way towards an open archway at the far side of the room, through which she discovered a kitchen, or the approximation of one. The plug sockets appeared new enough, as did the crude strip lighting, but the uneven slate tiles were scarred by another time.

There was a second door in the kitchen that led outside, a brass key that opened it on the sill. Skye went into what she supposed was her garden – a rectangular waste ground hemmed in by a tumbledown stone wall. The wall would need to be repaired, the weeds pulled up and the numerous heaps of what looked concerningly like animal droppings cleared away. She could not fault the view, however, and stood for a few moments to admire the sweep of mountain set against its cobalt backdrop, the confetti-like smatter of pale rooftops, and the faraway ribbon of sea beyond. A church was perched high on a distant cliff, pure white and softly edged, reminiscent of a fallen cloud.

The enormity of her decision astounded her afresh, though Skye knew that regardless of how much work was required, being on Folegandros was preferable to the alternative. She could never return to the place she had left behind.

A light breeze shifted the leaves of an overhanging tree, and the sun broke through with dazzling clarity. Turning back towards the house, Skye bent to retrieve one of the fallen rocks from the ground and held it in her hands, feeling its warmth, the uncompromising strength of it. As the sound of bells began to ring out across the hillside, she took the stone and slid it back into the wall.

All that was broken, she would rebuild. One small piece after another.
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Lottery wins did not happen to people like her.

That had been Skye’s first thought when the email arrived, her second that she must have fallen foul of an elaborate hoax. She called the number provided with disbelief, and only when the man on the other end calmly confirmed that yes, she was one of the six that had been selected, and no, he was not a fraudster who’d somehow hacked the entry list, did Skye accept that it was real.

After that, she’d had a month to make the necessary arrangements, though with no job to resign from, and only a meagre collection of possessions to pack, the only real task on her to-do list had been sourcing the means by which to fund her new life, and that sizeable hurdle had come close to unravelling her completely.

Relief in having made it to the island had diluted any excitement she might otherwise have felt, but as the first hour slid by, Skye began to feel the tingles of something close to pleasure. The house was hers, every roughened stone and cracked tile of it. The wildflowers spilling out between the gaps in the walls were hers, as were the old latches on the internal doors, the stained marble basin in the bathroom and dappled glass in the window frames. She hummed to herself as she moved from room to room, a pad in hand on which she jotted down a list of jobs that would need to be done, furniture that would need to be purchased, holes that would need to be filled.

Sometime later, when she was in the process of inflating the single airbed that she’d mercifully thought to bring, a knock sounded at the door. Skye crossed to the window and peered down, immediately recognising the broad shoulders of Andreas. He had returned sooner than promised and was carrying two large carrier bags.

Scribbling security chain? at the end of her steadily growing list, she went downstairs to see what he wanted.

‘Geia sou, hello.’ Andreas held up one of the bags. ‘I have brought you a kettle, some coffee, milk and a little sugar.’

‘Oh, wow.’ Skye thawed slightly. ‘You didn’t need to do that.’

Andreas reached into the second bag and produced a toaster.

‘I had a spare one at home,’ he said, when she started to protest. ‘Ela re, take it.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’ Skye opened the door a fraction wider. As well as the kitchen appliances, Andreas had brought two chipped mugs, a selection of cutlery and basic utensils, a rather burnt-looking frying pan and some sort of plug-in stick blender.

‘For making frappé,’ he said, as she examined it. ‘You will not fool people that you are a real Greek unless you learn how to make proper coffee.’

‘I can pay you for all this,’ she offered, but he shook his head.

‘We are living on the same island now. We are friends, and in Greece, we look after our friends.’

Skye’s mind went fleetingly to her previous neighbours, their collective gazes dropping to the pavement as she passed them, twitching curtains that remained resolutely shut.

‘Thank you,’ she said haltingly to Andreas. ‘This is really kind of you.’

He lifted a dismissive hand. ‘Do you have anything to eat? Klodi closes his shop at three o’clock.’ Extracting a mobile phone from the back pocket of his jeans, he squinted at it and grimaced. ‘The taverna will open in a few hours and—’

‘It’s OK,’ she assured him. ‘I have bottled water, and now coffee, thanks to you. I’ll survive until morning.’

‘Your fridge and oven will arrive tomorrow?’ He had posed it as a question, though clearly, he did not need her to confirm it. If anything, he appeared to know more about the moving-in schedule than Skye herself.

‘Sooner the better,’ she said. ‘It does feel a bit sparse in there.’

A frown passed over his features, and Skye glanced down, her attention momentarily snagged by the eagle-head buckle of his belt. She recalled the row of motorcycles she’d seen down at the port, a battalion of polished chrome and sun-cracked leather.

‘Do you like the house?’ Andreas asked.

‘Well …’ Skye considered. ‘It still needs work, as you know, but yes, I like it. I wouldn’t have bought it if I didn’t.’

‘For one euro,’ he intoned.

A scruffy ginger cat had stalked up the path from the village while they’d been talking and now sat itself down in the shade of her boundary wall. Andreas clicked his tongue, and the animal stretched towards him, yawning as he stooped to pet it.

‘Geia sou, Tigri,’ he murmured.

Skye bent to pick up the bags. ‘I should put all this away,’ she said. ‘It really was kind of you to bring it here.’

Andreas straightened. ‘Slowly, slowly, the unripe grape becomes honey,’ he said, almost as if to himself, then smiled at her. ‘If you change your mind about eating at the taverna, you are welcome to join me, although of course I understand if you would prefer to be alone on your first evening.’

‘I think I would,’ she agreed, ‘but thank you.’

Skye remained where she was, watching as he strode back the way he’d come, exuding a nonchalance she could not help but envy. The cat, Tigri, fixed its pale eyes on her, yowling as she closed the door on it. There was no point inviting it inside, not when she had nothing to offer save for affection, and even that would have taken considerable effort to muster. It had been a long day, a journey that had begun not hours but months ago, and all she wanted now was to sleep.

The donated items, she took through into the kitchen, dumping each bag on the floor before going back upstairs. The airbed was in the larger of the two bedrooms, though rather than returning to the task of pumping, she took the ladder up to the attic room, a space she’d run a cursory eye over earlier and deemed too hot, dark and cramped to use for anything other than storage. There was only one window, a slim dormer that offered an unblemished view of the sea. Skye pushed hard against the wooden frame until it swung open, breathing in the scent of salt and warm air.

Dust motes swarmed and long abandoned spiderwebs hung drab in corners. Ducking to avoid the beams, she stepped cautiously over floorboards that creaked in protest, pausing when she encountered an indentation in one of the supporting struts. It was a letter ‘K’ neatly carved. Whoever had engraved it must have stood exactly where she was standing, their brow furrowed in concentration, thinking not of any future inhabitants who would stare upon the mark they made, but only of what it meant to them, in that moment. Skye knew that the house had been empty for more than eighty years – had ‘K’ been its last occupant, or were they someone from long before that? It felt suddenly important to know.

‘Who were you?’ she whispered, trailing her finger across the wood.

No answer came. There was no sound at all save for the faint thrum of crickets drifting up from the garden and then, so abruptly that she gasped, another loud knock at the front door. Swearing under her breath, rubbing her head where she’d banged it against one of the low beams, Skye went once again to answer it.

There was nobody there, only a lidded cool box, inside which she discovered half a loaf of bread, a generous pat of butter wrapped in wax paper, a wedge of moist goat’s cheese, one small bottle of red wine and a folded note that read: Real Greeks like to eat. A.

For the first time in what had been an undeniably peculiar day, a real smile found its way onto Skye’s face.
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July 1940

The curls of sawdust fell silently, tickling the tops of Katerina’s bare feet. She gritted her teeth, concentrated hard on the final flourish of the kappa, keen not to make more sound than was necessary. If Baba were to hear and catch her, the scolding would be severe.

‘Go, carve your name into a tree,’ he would cry, ‘leave my house out if it.’

Katerina understood why he thought the house belonged to him and him alone, but she would not accept it. This was also her house – her home. The only one she had ever known. Surely it was hers enough that she should be able to leave her mark upon it. Who cared if it was forbidden? Besides, it was too late now, the deed was done, a ‘K’ inscribed for Katerina that would now remain for ever.

Scooping up the evidence, she hurried across to the window and tossed the wood shavings out into the dawn, watching as they twisted and whirled, spiralling downwards like the birds in the fields as they snatched up insects that hovered late in the day, their bodies fat with pollen, lazy with heat. Summer had been heavy and relentless; at night she turned over across cotton dampened with her own agitation, seeking a cool spot on the mattress yet finding not one.

She would hear the rumble of Baba’s voice below, as he sat with other men from the village, heads bent together as they grumbled about war, about provisions, about that man from another land, the one with the moustache. Katerina had seen a photograph in her father’s newspaper and wondered at the man’s apparent power. He seemed so small, a nondescript face amongst so many others, of less interest to her than the dirt she scraped out from beneath her fingernails. Yet Baba’s concern was real enough to unsettle her, and, unlike her mama, who cooed and cajoled, he never pretended that she should not be worried – that they all shouldn’t be.

The sky outside was pink dipped into yellow, her beloved Aegean alive with the first dapples of light. She fastened her shoes as the bells rang out in the church, heralding the hour of five. Most of the villagers would sleep for another hour, but her goats would not. Katerina needed to milk the nanny, or there would be nothing on the table for Mama when she awoke. It was also her job to check the animals for any injuries, maladies, or small rocks caught in hooves. The herd was modest, only six in total, five full-grown and a late-season katsikáki that had been born with a leg missing. She had named her Chrysí, on account of the goat’s golden fur. On the weeks when her father travelled across to old Thira – he could not think of it as Santorini, though that was the name most people now used – Katerina would sneak the baby animal into her room overnight, soothed by the gentle bleating of its contented slumber. Her sister, Leni, had clutched her sides when she found out, though her merriment had turned to pity when Katerina confessed the truth, that she craved the goat’s comfort because Leni was no longer there. Her sister had left the family home a year ago, when she married the baker’s son, Michalis, and although Leni lived close by, and Katerina still saw her most days, she felt her elder sibling’s absence as keenly as she might a missing arm or leg.

‘You will understand,’ Leni assured her, whenever Katerina began muttering murderous thoughts about ‘that thief, Michalis’. ‘When you fall in love, koúkla, you will understand.’

Love. Such a stupid thing. She was eighteen, strong, healthy, and free to roam between her chores. A man would not let her behave in such a way – he would want to own her, as Michalis did Leni. Trap her at home in the kitchen, give her his dirty shirts to scrub while he sat with his wine or whisky. Nothing about that life appealed to Katerina. She did not want to end up pinned in a book like a captured butterfly.

But she should not think of such things, not when the day was so gilded by beauty, the land hers to explore as she saw fit. The herd had strayed further than usual up the mountainside, and the burn in Katerina’s lungs matched that of the muscles in her thighs as she trudged her way up towards them.

‘Geiá sou,’ she sang, scratching at the spot between the nanny’s ears, a smile hitching up as the goat pressed its warm head against her. Fingers still working, she counted the rest, frowning when she came up short. Chrysí was not among them, and Katerina began calling her name, softly at first, then with greater insistence, fear making a mess of her insides. She turned helplessly to the nanny goat, who stared dolefully back, her big kind eyes the colour of ripe figs.

‘Where is she?’ she pleaded. ‘Pou eínai aftí?’

It was then that she heard the bleat.

Katerina followed the sound, her body tense, chin jutted forwards. There was a roughly hewn pathway going further up the mountain, and she broke into a run, pebbles skittering away underfoot as she got her first glimpse of the young goat above. Chrysí was perched on the very edge of a high outcrop and bounced on her three hooves when she saw her mistress come into view.

‘Óchi!’ Katerina screamed, gripped by terror. The goat was not a strong mountaineer, her balance off on account of her missing limb. If she fell, Katerina would never forgive herself. Taking a deep breath, determined to remain at least outwardly calm, she called up, telling the animal to wait, that her mama was coming, that everything would be fine.

Climbing was easier barefoot. Katerina kicked off her boots, rolled up the sleeves of her shirt, and tucked the heavy folds of her skirt up into her undergarments. This area of the mountain was notoriously treacherous. In the spring, a boy had fallen while trying to pick wildflowers for his mama. Katerina had heard the woman’s howls of anguish when his small broken body was carried back to the village, and her agony had hit hard as an arrow.

Glancing up for one final time, she saw that the little goat had wisely lowered itself into a kneeling position. Good. That was good. She scoured the rocky terrain, looking for natural holds, places where the turf was deeply embedded. Stepping off the flat ground caused her arms to shake with effort, but with a grunt, she pulled herself further up, fingers curling between cracks, nails breaking on the hard edges of rocks, skin splitting as she trod hard on jagged stones. Chrysí’s bleats rang out, high and shrill. Katerina cursed as she lost her footing, her toes scraping desperately for purchase, and then she was stable again, moving faster, gaining pace, her confidence growing with every step.

‘Ela,’ she crooned, as she reached the goat, breathless with relief, though it was short-lived. She still had to get back down, and now she had the added weight of Chrysí, slung across her shoulders. The goat snuffled at her neck, warm body quivering. Katerina descended slowly, not once looking anywhere but towards the next foothold. Such was her relief when she made it back to the path that she lowered the goat to the ground and fell to her knees beside it, her whole body shaking as she fought to quell the tears.

‘Bravo,’ drawled a voice.

Katerina was on her feet in a flash, wheeling around, shock making her yell out. The man who had spoken did not so much as flinch, nor did he seem unduly alarmed by the state of her, with her skirts tucked and dark hair plastered across her cheeks. Yanking out the former, she glared at him, daring him to comment, to repeat his mocking appraisal. She had pushed over boys taller than him before, and she would do so again without thinking twice about it.

‘Very impressive,’ he said, cocking his head to one side. ‘That goat owes you its life.’

Katerina narrowed her eyes. ‘You saw me?’

He nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘And, what? You did nothing – did not try to help me?’

His nose was large, the shape of it pleasing; a beard beneath it dark as night. Katerina opened her mouth, but any further reprimands were gone, her words lost, taken like dust by the wind. She looked past him then, back down towards the village, part of her expecting the view to be different, altered in some way as she had been, by his presence.

‘What is your name?’ he asked.

Katerina felt a trembling in her arms and folded them tightly across her chest.

‘Tell me yours first.’

‘Stefanos,’ he said smoothly. ‘Stefanos Lazaridis.’

She nodded curtly but said nothing.

‘Are you going to tell me your name,’ he asked, ‘or will I guess it?’

Chrysí let out a shrill bleat, and Stefanos laughed.

‘I think she is trying to give me a clue,’ he said. ‘Maybe your name is Katsikaki …’

‘I am not a little goat!’ Katerina exploded.

‘Do not forget that I have seen you climb,’ he said, dodging backwards as she stomped towards him. ‘When I came up the hill, I thought for a moment that someone had dressed their animal in human clothing.’

‘Malaka,’ she hissed, to which he laughed, loudly and with great amusement. If only her face would stop burning, if only he would stop staring at her with such glee.

‘My name is Katerina,’ she muttered.

‘Katerina,’ he repeated.

Hearing the word come from his lips caused an odd sensation in the deepest part of her.

‘You think I am a goat,’ she said, but Stefanos shook his head, moving closer, so close that she could feel the warmth of him.

‘What I think,’ he said slowly, as his eyes trailed over her, ‘is that you, Katerina, are exceptional.’
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Skye woke with a start, heart leaping into her throat and arms thrashing.

The airbed had slowly deflated during the night, and she winced as she eased herself up into a sitting position. Beneath her, the floor was hard, the boards uneven and slightly damp to the touch. Blinking, she rose, staggering on still-slumbering feet to the nearest window, which was blocked by a wooden shutter so decrepit that it let in more light than it blocked. The sun was yet to rise fully, and clouds lay like smudges against the mountain.

So often, in recent months, she’d found herself starkly aware of her breath. The drawing in and letting go of air should have been the most natural thing in the world, and yet it felt finite, as if by acknowledging it, she was daring it to cease. Skye stood for a few minutes, watching the dark wash of distant sea, waiting until the sensation of panic abated. The room she’d slept in was all straight edges and flat walls, though the plaster was flaking away in patches and there was no shade covering the single bulb.

There had been nowhere to hang any of her clothes the previous day, and having rooted through her suitcase, Skye extracted a pair of shorts and a simple black vest top. Her crinkled blond hair she tied back off her face without bothering to brush it first, and having eyed her cosmetic bag with disdain, she left it in the bottom of her case untouched. Nobody to dress up for here; nobody expecting her to look a certain way. Sun lotion, however, was a non-negotiable, and this she lathered on thoroughly, remembering to smear a dab on the tops of her ears and along her hairline.

Downstairs in her barren kitchen, she boiled water for coffee, deciding not to risk the milk, but sawing a few slices of bread from the loaf and coating them in soft, tangy goat’s cheese. These she balanced in one hand while she unlocked the back door with the other, stepping out into her modest garden with its overhanging tree and fragmented stone wall. Steam swirled from her cup, and bringing it up to her lips, she blew gently, taking a tentative sip, followed by a bite of bread, then another, her hunger returning with a rush of ravenous enthusiasm. Skye paid no heed to the crumbs that tumbled down her chin, nor to the cheese that oozed between her teeth; she chewed loudly, swallowed noisily, smiled broadly at the simple pleasure of eating unobserved, consuming what she’d prepared so fast that her throat swelled, leaving her with no choice but to belch. The resulting sound was so loud, and came from so far down in her gullet, that Skye burst out laughing.

What would her mother say if she could see her now?

Back in the kitchen, she put her empty mug in the sink and frowned at the half-melted pat of butter she’d left on the side. Her fridge could not arrive soon enough, ditto the oven, though she had no crockery save for the two cups donated by Andreas, and nothing in the way of furniture. For a moment, Skye thought longingly of the old wing chair she’d inherited from her father. He had re-upholstered it in orange velvet, doing all the work himself, right down to the final stitch. The grooves of his body had still been visible in its cushion surround when it arrived at her small flat in London, and for weeks, she could not bear to sit in it, could not have borne the guilt of having altered any remaining part of him.

In the end, she’d had to leave it behind; she’d had to leave everything behind.

The space she was in felt suddenly stifling, the walls closing in as her hope began to fade. Before the sensation could consume her, Skye fled, pausing only to fetch her purse and mobile phone. She had not seen a single bar of signal since arriving in the village and was glad of it. What better excuse for ignoring the world than being – quite literally – cut off from it? Once outside, the sun raised her spirits somewhat, as did the sight of Tigri, who was back in his spot next to the wall. This time, she bent to scratch him behind the ears, and having responded by squirming against her, the cat let out a contented purr.

‘It’s a tough life, isn’t it?’ Skye said wryly, before turning to look back at her house. Of the six situated up on the hillside, hers was one of only two with a hip roof. The other four were flat-roofed, and only a handful had more than a single storey. The largest, which was the closest to her own, had what looked to be a long, barn-like building at the rear, and its façade was freshly whitewashed in the traditional Cycladic style, bright as a brand-new veneer. Skye studied the faded frontage of her more modest abode and noticed for the first time that there was a dark stain running up and around one corner, as if someone had sparked a giant match and held the flame to the stone.

She continued to stare, disquieted by the silence, wondering why she had not thought to question more deeply the abandonment of this place, and the reasons why nobody local had taken ownership of the houses before now. Folegandros might not be as popular as its Aegean neighbours Santorini, Mykonos and Naxos, but there were a handful of hotels on the island, and rentable apartments dotted around. Why had no property developers homed in on this tiny hamlet? The explanation provided by the municipality in charge of the lottery had been vague – perhaps deliberately so – but Skye could not shake the sense that there was more to the story. She thought again of the ‘K’ inscribed so carefully in her attic. Someone had loved that house, been proud enough of it to leave their mark. She wanted to know what had happened to them.

The sun continued to crawl steadily upwards, a single throb of gold in a gradient sky. Loose earth and pebbles trundled down the path ahead of her, while the far horizon shimmered in a haze. It took less than ten minutes to reach the island’s single stretch of tarmacked road, and Skye followed it down towards the centre of the village, admiring the criss-cross veins of stony walls, gnarled olive branches and occasional splashes of vibrant colour from a painted shutter or potted plant. The sea was her constant companion, visible in snatches of blue, and the wind coaxed loose strands of hair across her cheeks.

It wasn’t until she reached the first taverna that Skye saw another person, and while the elderly woman sweeping the terrace returned her smile, she made no attempt to speak. There were further signs of life outside a small bakery, and she stopped for a moment to inhale the scent of fresh bread. A vast bougainvillea was draped in splendour over the wall, a shower of papery pink petals below it.

Skye shook her head. It was as if she had walked into the pages of a travel brochure, only this was not a two-week vacation, it was her life, the scene in front of her not a picture postcard, but her home. She knew it was nothing more complex than luck that had brought her to the island, but it felt more profound than that, more as if someone, or something, had intervened to make sure that it happened.

The road led her onwards, past acres of sparse grassland and dust-coated parked cars, until eventually, perched on the very edge of a bend with the sea spread wide far below it, she found the mini market.

‘Kalimera,’ called a voice as she pushed open the door. Skye glanced up to see a slight, dark-haired man clutching a punnet of figs. For a moment, she was thrown, unsure what to say. The man put the tray on the top of a chest fridge and came towards her.

‘You are on holidays?’ he asked, and Skye shook her head.

‘I’ve just moved into one of the houses at the top of the hill.’

‘Ah.’ He beamed at her. ‘The lottery houses.’

‘You heard about that?’

‘Everybody in Ano Meria heard about that,’ he confirmed, beckoning to her. ‘Come, come. What do you need? I don’t have many English foods, but here there is teabags. And you will need some milk, perhaps bread also.’

He took a red plastic basket from a stack beside the till and passed it to her.

‘Are you Klodi?’ she asked, and his smile grew even wider. ‘I met Andreas,’ she went on, and he nodded.

‘Andreas is a great man – the best. He has not stopped working on the houses. For many months now, he is there every day, making things ready.’

‘He didn’t tell me that,’ she said. ‘I assumed that, well, I don’t know what I assumed. Did the houses need that much work?’

Klodi looked at her as if she’d said something funny.

‘Of course,’ he exclaimed. ‘Nobody except the goats had lived in them since the end of the war. Everything had to be done, there had to be power, and water’ – he ticked each off by tapping his hand – ‘and there is still a lot of things to finish.’

Skye pictured her cracked floorboards and broken shutters, the mound of rubble in her garden and the holes in her walls, and agreed that there were. Klodi ushered her towards a display of fresh fruits and vegetables, pointing out the best grapes, the plumpest peppers and the shiniest tomatoes.

‘We grow a lot of these things ourselves,’ he told her, with obvious pride, ‘and we have a lime tree in our garden, the fruits from which are the sweetest in all of Greece. Ah,’ he went on, as a diminutive woman in a pale-yellow dress and apron emerged through an open doorway at the rear of the shop, ‘and here is my wife, Cora.’

Skye smiled a greeting as the woman came towards them, murmuring a ‘Kalimera’ that she followed with a timid ‘Hello’.

‘Geia sou,’ Klodi said to Skye. ‘Geia sou is how we say hello in Greek.’

Skye did her best to repeat the words, feeling at once embarrassed to be so inept and encouraged by the Greek couple’s earnest expressions.

‘You are living here?’ Cora said, making the leap more rapidly than her husband had. ‘In one of the old houses? Very good. Poly kala. They have been empty for too long, ever since I was a girl.’

‘Did you both grow up on the island?’ Skye asked, helping herself to several aubergines. Klodi shook his head.

‘I was born in Thessaloniki, but I came here, to Folegandros, one summer with my family. We went for swimming one day, at the beach in Livadaki. I have seen Cora there and’ – he smiled warmly – ‘I was a lost man from that moment. I knew that she was the one for me.’

‘Just like that?’ Skye said, looking at each of them in turn.

Cora glanced at her husband. ‘It was the same for me,’ she said, pressing a hand to her chest. ‘I felt it, inside. And you?’

‘Me?’ Skye feigned a laugh.

‘You are married?’

‘No,’ she said, readjusting her grip on the handle of the basket. ‘Not married.’

Cora and Klodi exchanged a look.

‘You came here by yourself?’ the woman clarified, to which Skye reluctantly agreed. Her skin was beginning to prickle, but the two of them had her penned. To get into the aisle behind and continue her grocery shopping, she would need one of them, at least, to step out of her way.

‘I should really—’ she began, only to be interrupted by the arrival of another customer. Skye had a few seconds with which to register the unruly mass of tawny curls, stacks of bracelets and bright-pink harem pants, before the woman bowled across and grabbed her by the hand.

‘Please tell me you speak English?’ she said in a broad Australian accent. Then, when Skye said she did, ‘Thank God for that. I’ve asked about twenty people between the boat and here, and they all looked at me as if I was talking in bloody Liki.’

Klodi started to say something, but it was impossible for him to get a word in. The woman had launched into an animated story about ‘the bloody ferry crossing’, how she’d had to leave her luggage down at the port because there were ‘no bloody taxis’ and how the woman she’d collected her key from had been ‘worse than bloody useless’ at giving her directions.

‘Apparently my new digs are at the top of a place called Ano Meria, but I’ve got no clue where that is, or even if I’m pronouncing it right, and my phone’s no bloody help,’ she went on, glaring at the mobile in her hand.

‘There’s no signal.’ Skye held up her own phone. ‘I’ve had the same problem, but you are in the right place. This is Ano Meria.’

Klodi and Cora had melted away, he to resume the restocking of figs, and she to the counter, where she propped herself on a stool. The woman moved past Skye and slid open the door of the freezer, extracting a bag of ice and holding it against her chest.

‘That’s better,’ she said with a sigh. ‘It’s hot enough to sizzle steaks on the road out there. I thought I was going to pass out walking all the way up here – forty-four sure isn’t twenty-four, if you know what I mean. There was a likely chance you’d have found me in a ditch, half-eaten by mountain dogs.’

‘I don’t think they have those here,’ Skye mused.

The woman laughed. ‘Well, that’s something to be cheery about, I guess. I’m Joy, by the way.’

‘Skye.’

‘Good to meet you, Skye. Now, I don’t suppose you happen to know where I could find a load of houses that have just been given away for less than two dollars, do you?’
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It was late morning by the time Skye and her new neighbour made their way back up the hill from the village. Once it had been established that Joy was also taking ownership of a lottery house, Klodi and Cora had been effusive in their welcome, insisting the two women join them for iced coffee in the garden, before pressing gifts of fresh herbs, ripe limes and a jar each of Cora’s homemade pasteli into their hands.

‘I can’t get over the view,’ Joy exclaimed. At numerous points along the pathway, she had stopped to take it in, a hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun. The sea that had been quiet that morning was agitated by light into a blur of movement, its surface a treasure chest of sparkles. ‘As soon as the rest of my stuff arrives, I’ll have a go at painting it.’

‘You’re an artist?’ Skye said, and Joy pulled a face.

‘So it says on my tax return, but it’s been a while since I produced anything worth a bloody second look. What do you do?’

‘Teach,’ Sky said, ‘or did, until this whole moving to a tiny Greek island thing happened.’

‘When I told my folks I was moving here, my dad told me I must be ambo.’

‘Ambo?’

‘As in ambulance. He reckons I need one, to cart me off to wherever it is they take the crazies. But I don’t know, my friends were all for it. I have quite a few Greek pals back in Sydney, and they told me I’d love it over here. Bit of P and Q, find my mojo again, you know.’

Skye nodded.

‘I think I do know,’ she said.

Joy’s house was one of the smaller single-storey dwellings, though she had the benefit of a long rear garden, complete with stone-walled hut that she immediately earmarked as a studio. The interior was structurally sound, though the walls were in dire need of repainting, a task that did not daunt Joy in the slightest. She was also delighted to discover that the crate of furniture she’d shipped across had arrived before she had. Skye helped her unload a decorative patio table and two foldout chairs, a tightly strapped mattress and a stack of wooden planks that Joy would reassemble into a futon.

‘I really must order a few bits,’ Skye said, thinking forlornly of her deflated airbed.

‘Share with me, if you like,’ Joy offered, ‘though if you do, bring your earplugs. I snore louder than those drills they use to break up the highway, or so my husband used to tell me.’

Skye paused in the process of unboxing cushions.

‘You’re married?’

Joy looked away.

‘Was,’ she said, ‘until the old bastard went and died on me.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Skye began, but Joy waved her away.

‘It’s stupid,’ she said. ‘Every day that I knew him, I’d be like, “Bobby Monroe, if you don’t put your dishes in the sink, or your towels on the hook, or your dirty kecks in the hamper, I’ll bloody kill you.” I couldn’t believe it when he went and called my bluff. I still don’t believe it, a lot of the time.’

She fell abruptly silent, and Skye waited, paralysed by indecision, torn between wanting to offer her neighbour a hug, and wanting to run away. In the end, Joy got up and left the room, and a moment later, Skye followed her, out through the back bedroom onto the sunlit patio beyond. Joy’s head was down, but her eyes were dry.

‘I told him,’ she said. ‘“We’re in our mid-forties, Bobs, it’s time to stop pretending you can surf.” He wasn’t very good even in his twenties, and it only takes one slip-up, one bang on the bonce. He was there, and then he wasn’t, and I was supposed to just carry on.’

‘You have,’ Skye said, gentle but firm. ‘You are.’

Joy nodded slowly, then turned to face her. ‘Have you ever been married?’

Skye hesitated, then shook her head.

‘Smart cookie,’ Joy drawled, and then, with more humour, ‘Hey, do you think they gave all these houses away to single women? Maybe there’s an excess of unmarried Greek men on Folegandros and the locals have had enough of them jackbooting around, going after other fellas’ wives?’

‘I’d much rather live surrounded by women than men,’ Skye said, and Joy laughed.

‘I’ll raise a beer to that – speaking of which, do you fancy one?’

It was too early, and too hot, and she had too much to do, but Skye was in a ‘what the hell’ mood. Joy had got as far as unearthing a bottle opener from one of her many boxes when they heard the roar of an approaching engine and went out through the front door to investigate. A pick-up truck was lumbering into view, its bed piled high with an assortment of items including, Skye saw, with a rush of pleasure, a fridge-freezer and small oven.

‘Geia sou, ladies,’ Andreas called through the driver’s-side window.

‘Oh wow, he’s brought up my luggage,’ Joy crowed. ‘You know this guy?’

‘Barely,’ Skye said, as the truck came to a groaning stop outside her house. The passenger door was flung open, and a man hopped out and went straight around to lower the tailgate.

‘Ela, Stamati,’ Andreas said, beckoning urgently to his companion as Skye and Joy walked over to join them. ‘Come and meet our new friends.’

Stamatis, who Skye guessed to be in his late teens or early twenties, nodded briefly at the two women, grunted out a ‘Hello’, then fished a vape from the pocket of his shorts and began to suck on it. Andreas rolled his eyes theatrically.

‘My apprentice,’ he explained, ‘and the younger brother of my best friend.’

He was wearing the same belt and boots as the previous day, though the jeans looked smarter and the shirt ironed. Skye thanked him for the basket of food and wine.

‘I was worried that you might starve,’ he said. ‘I must have food every few hours, like a baby.’

‘You and me both,’ Joy agreed, going on to introduce herself. As Skye had privately predicted, Andreas knew not only what the artist’s name was, but had also gone to the trouble of looking her up online.

‘I have seen your paintings,’ he said. ‘They are beautiful.’

A bead of colour appeared on each of Joy’s cheeks that was every bit as bright pink as her trousers. It was the first time Skye had witnessed her be at a loss for something to say and felt a smile begin to tug at her lips.

‘OK.’ Andreas clapped his hands together. ‘Now, Stamatis and I, we will bring inside the appliances, and then I will come back for the rest.’

‘I can manage these.’ Joy was already reaching for one of three large suitcases, and Stamatis hurried forward to help. Left alone, Andreas turned to Skye.

‘How was your first night on Folegandros?’ he asked.

‘Fine,’ she replied, ‘although my bed deflated.’

Andreas’s brows shot so far upwards that she laughed.

‘If you think that’s bad, wait until you see the state of my walls.’

As it soon transpired, there was nothing about the house that Andreas did not already know, having spent weeks inside prior to her arrival, laying cables and digging trenches for pipes. Once satisfied that the fridge and oven were in place and fully functional, he joined her in the back garden, where Skye had escaped to while the two men worked.

‘There is a lot of space,’ he mused. ‘Perhaps you would like to have a plunge pool.’

‘A what?’

‘Many of the villas and apartments in Chora have one of these things. A place to cool off at the end of a long day.’

‘I think I’m all right for a plunge pool.’ She eyed him sideways. ‘At least for now.’

‘Or,’ he went on, seemingly unperturbed, ‘perhaps an extension along the wall there, a place for guests to sleep when they come to visit.’

‘I’m not planning on many of those,’ Skye told him.

‘Ela, surely your friends from England will come to see your new home?’

‘Nope.’

‘Your family?’

Again, she shook her head.

‘Are you on the run from the law?’ he asked, his tone jovial. ‘A fugitive.’

A rush of heat washed over Skye.

‘That’s right,’ she said lightly. ‘I’m one of England’s most wanted criminals.’

He laughed good-naturedly, and they both turned as Joy came out into the garden.

‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Been having a pokey around the place, I hope you don’t mind?’

‘You won’t have been the first,’ Skye said, with a pointed look at Andreas. ‘We were just discussing the merits – or not – of building a pool out here.’

‘A pool?’ Joy brushed a sweep of frizzy curls off one shoulder and fanned her face with a hand. ‘Hadn’t you better see to the bloody floors first?’

‘Ah, yes,’ Andreas said, reanimated by the mention of potential construction. ‘I have some things I must do this afternoon, some materials to collect, but perhaps I could come back in the morning and together we can make a plan?’

Skye looked past him, up at the windows with their broken shutters hanging loose, the whitewashed walls stained and the roof peppered with gaps where tiles had long since been taken by the wind and by the passing of time. She thought of the money she had, the contract she had signed agreeing to restore the house to traditional standards. Like her, it needed patching up, rebuilding, a second chance at a better future.

‘What do you think?’ Andreas asked hesitantly, as Joy picked her way over the cascade of stones below the wall.

‘I think,’ Skye said slowly, her gaze sliding back to meet his, ‘that tomorrow morning would be perfect.’
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They began in the front yard, Skye clutching a chipped mug of coffee that was doing little to temper her headache – a result of the three beers pressed on her by Joy the previous evening. Returning home from her new neighbour’s house long after dark, Skye had attempted to prepare a meal of aubergine pasta using the single burnt frying pan donated to her by Andreas and had not been successful in her efforts. Eventually, she’d had no choice but to gnaw on the remaining chunk of bread, which had become so tough that even soaking it in olive oil made little difference to the texture.

The morning was bright, luminously so, with a lively wind that twitched through the coarse patches of grass and flattened the damp strands of Andreas’s hair. He was in his overalls and boots, the former unbuttoned to reveal a paint-flecked T-shirt bearing some kind of logo. Skye squinted at it through her sunglasses, but all she could make out was a fish.

‘Is there something on me?’ Andreas asked, his chin squashing against his chest as he attempted to look down.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Sorry, I was—Ignore me.’

‘It is early for mosquitoes, but sometimes they will hunt during the day, if they are hungry enough,’ he said, saying the last part with a flourish of gleeful menace.

Skye, who had woken to find three new bites on her left ankle, frowned as she sipped her coffee.

‘I hate them,’ she said.

‘Ela,’ Andreas replied, ‘they are only doing what they must do to survive.’

That, at least, she could relate to.

‘I was going to ask you about this,’ she said, gesturing to a large, white concrete block that was situated not far from her boundary wall.

‘Ah, yes.’ Andreas moved towards it. ‘This is protecting your power cables. Each of the houses has one. Without them, there would be no electricity.’

‘Did you put them in?’ she asked, but he shook his head.

‘This is not my area of expertise. The power and the water were done by a separate company hired by the municipality. Stamatis and me, we helped to dig the trenches for the pipes and removed some of the old materials, then we installed the bathrooms.’

‘All of them?’

‘In five of the houses, nai. It was a big job, because at the time of the war, when the homes here were abandoned, the facilities inside were very basic.’

‘I did wonder why the bathroom was so neatly finished,’ Skye said.

Andreas brushed a fly off her arm.

‘There was not much of a budget given to us,’ he said. ‘We did the best that we could, but if you wanted to change anything …’

‘No,’ she assured him. ‘I don’t mind the plain white at all, and Joy was thrilled with hers. She has grand plans to paint motifs on the tiles.’

Her coffee had cooled, the milk leaving an oily sheen across its surface. Skye tossed what was left in her cup across the ground, watching as the liquid seeped through the dry earth.

‘I suppose we’d better do the inside next,’ she said. ‘I’ve started making a list, but—’ She paused as Andreas produced a slim notebook from the pocket of his overalls, and the stub of a pencil from behind one ear. ‘It looks as if you had the same idea?’

He showed Skye the page, but the scribbled words were Greek, and thus indecipherable to her.

‘Do either of those things say “new floorboards” or “replastering”?’ she asked.

Andreas chuckled. ‘Unfortunately, yes, they do.’

When they reached the front door, Skye once again had to shoulder it open.

‘I can fix this for you today,’ Andreas said, running a hand around the wooden edges, which were warped and misshapen. ‘I have the tools in my truck.’

‘I thought I might have a go at scraping the rest of the paint off,’ Skye told him as a confetti-toss of blue flakes floated down onto the floor. ‘Although maybe I should concentrate on the bigger stuff first.’

‘I think it is better to wait,’ he agreed. ‘When the replastering work is done on the outside of the house, there will be a lot of dust, a lot of mess.’

The stone floor of her main living area was not, according to Andreas, in a bad state, considering its age. When Skye tentatively asked how much it would cost to lay terracotta tiles throughout, he tapped his pencil against the edge of his notepad, murmuring sums under his breath.

‘The space inside is around thirty square metres, so with materials and labour, it would not be too much, perhaps one thousand, or twelve hundred euros.’

‘That seems reasonable,’ she said. ‘What about upstairs? I’d ideally like to redo both bedrooms and the attic.’

‘Wood or tile?’ he asked.

‘Wood,’ Skye replied, then, seeing his forehead crease into a frown, ‘Is that not the best option?’

‘It is the most expensive option. You can get some cheaper types of boarding, but it is better to use oak or pine, something strong and durable.’

Skye mulled this over as they continued through the house, listening as Andreas explained about limestone plastering, woodworm and the fortunate lack of subsidence.

‘Many of the buildings on Folegandros become damaged by earthquakes,’ he told her. ‘You are lucky to have won a house with good foundations.’

‘Earthquakes?’ Skye repeated faintly, and Andreas turned to her.

‘Do not worry. It is rare to feel more than a little shaking. As soon as you realise it is happening, it will have ended.’

As if in reply, a robust gust of wind buffeted the house, slamming back the shutters and making the windows rattle. Skye was becoming slowly accustomed to the constant sound of it, sometimes a whisper, occasionally a roar. It may have been a quiet island, though Folegandros was not a silent one.

‘Where do you live
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