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            Call Me Raraou
            

         
 
         CALL ME RARAOU if you don’t mind.
         
 
         Roubini’s my Christian name, of course, but when I made my theatrical debut they baptized me Raraou and now that I’ve arrived – look, I’ve even got it jotted down right here on my identity card: ‘Mademoiselle Raraou. Thespian’, so they’ll carve it on my gravestone, too. Quite honestly, I don’t care if I never see Roubini again. Don’t want to know about her. Same goes for my last name, Meskaris. Crossed it out long ago.
 
         I was born in Rampartville, the capital city, even if it’s only a provincial capital. Guess I was around fifteen when we left the place. Me and my ma and half a loaf of dry bread between us, a couple of months after they made a public spectacle of her it was, they were still celebrating that so-called Liberation of theirs. Not even wild horses could ever drag me back there. Ma neither. Buried her right here, I did, in Athens, the only luxury she ever asked for, her last will and testament. ‘My child, I’m dying, but grant me a last wish, bury me here. I never want to go back there’. (She may have been born in the place but she never said the word ‘Rampartville’.) ‘I don’t care how you do it, just get me a lifetime grave. I never made you do anything else. Don’t you ever let them take me back, not even my bones.’
 
         So I bought the plot, nothing special really. And visit her now and then, maybe take her a flower, or a chocolate, or sprinkle her with a few drops of cologne – that I do on purpose because as long as she lived she never let me, not once: that kind of thing was for sinful women she said. Once in her life she wore cologne I think. At her wedding. Well, now I sprinkle on all the cologne I want and, if she doesn’t like it, just let her try and stop me. The chocolates are because she was always telling me how she used to dream of chocolate during the four years of the Occupation: just one piece of chocolate of her own to eat, that’s all she wanted. But afterwards the bitterness came over her, real bitterness; she wouldn’t even glance at chocolate.
         
 
         So I’ve got my own little apartment, two rooms plus hallway, and my government pension as daughter of a fallen hero of the Albanian campaign. My actor’s pension should be coming through any day now too, just as soon as all the forms get approved, and generally speaking I’m fortunate and happy. Got no one to worry about, no one to love, no one to mourn. I do have a stereo and records, left-wing songs mostly. I’m a royalist myself, but those left-wing songs just turn me to jelly. Fortunately I’m so fortunate.
         
 
         My father, he was a tripe washer by trade, but we never told anybody. He used to buy the tripes and the guts from the slaughterhouse, rinse them out and turn them inside out one at a time for making spiced liver sausages to roast over the coals. I remember him as a young man, he would have been what? around twenty-four at the time? What I mean is. I remember his 1932 wedding picture; if you really want to know, I don’t remember what he looked like. When they called him up in 1940 me and my two brothers were already born: one of them is older than me. He’s still alive somewhere. I think.
 
         My only memory of my father is from the call-up when Mother and I saw him off at the railway station. He was so afraid he’d miss the train he went rushing on ahead with Mother hurrying after him, dragging me along behind her: the tears were pouring down her face but she didn’t care what people would say. I remember seeing my father standing there in the railway carriage going off to war, and us, all we had to our name was that one twenty drachma piece. Mother tried to hand it to him but he wouldn’t touch it. Then she threw it through the train window; at first he was crying, then he starts cursing and throws it right back at her, and Mother picks it up off the ground and heaves it into the carriage with all her might. All the other recruits are laughing, but the coin drops inside. She yanks me by the arm and we leave on the run. Now, did he ever pick it up, or did someone else grab it? We never knew. That was the last time I can remember seeing my father as a young man, from the front. Mostly I remember his back as he sat hunched over, rinsing out the guts. So I keep in touch with his face in that old wedding photo. I forget dead people, people who disappear from my life, people like that: what I mean to say is, I forget what they look like. All I know is, they’re gone. Even Ma. She was over seventy-five when she died, but when you come down to it I never really had a good close look at her, so I keep in touch with her in the wedding photo where she’s a girl of twenty-three, that’s a good forty years younger than me. So I’m not bashful about taking her chocolates, now she’s like my daughter. Age-wise, I mean.
         
 
         Thank God, for the war in Albania I always say. At least I got a pension out of it. Frankly I couldn’t care less if our nation was defeated. Anyway, you think maybe it’s the first time? Me, I’m as nationalist and as royalist as they come, but a pension’s a pension. Who’s going to look after a poor orphan girl like me?
         
 
         So when Father went off to the war with the twenty drachmas, we went home, tidied up the place, bought some bread on credit and Mother took on a job as housekeeper in a good family and did sewing at night on that little mini sewing-machine of hers, the manual one. She wasn’t a real dress-maker, mind you: did things like blouses, underwear, kids’ clothing, helped out at funerals too – she made winding sheets for corpses. Every now and again we’d get a postcard from the front saying I am well best wishes. I would write the answer: I was just finishing my elementary school at the time. Mother, never went to school. ‘Dear Diomedes, the children are well I am working hard please do not worry take care of your health I kiss you by the hand of our daughter Roubini your wife Meskaris Asimina.’
         
 
         I could never get it out of my mind that those cards of my father’s smelled of guts. That’s how I never could eat tripe, it always reminds me of how human bodies smell. Couldn’t eat Easter soup either, even if I am a God-fearing person. Why just last year this impresario was making fun of me and saying How am I going to fit you into our new review Raraou? Nowadays people like to hear dirty talk but you, you’re such a little goody two-shoes.
         
 
         Well maybe I am but the men always lusted after me. Still do, in fact.
 
         This was the same impresario who used to stick a piece of styrofoam into his underparts to make a more manly bulge. Even on tour when we wanted go for a swim he used to stick a hunk of it in his swimsuit. All us girls in the troupe knew it so some of us would go feel him up, pretend sexy, but actually knock it out of place. But any girl who made that mistake would never work for his troupe again. I lost my job because when he started cursing me, Why you little slut and your bitch of a mother, for two cents I’d … I tell him. What with, smart ass? Styrofoam? So twice he kicks me in the behind. Big deal. Go on, kick away I say, you, you’re stuck with those two inches of yours till you croak and ain’t no plastic surgery can change it.
 
         Well, maybe my father was skinny and hairy but he was all man. Our place only had one room with no partitions and an outdoor toilet. One time I saw him naked changing his underpants and let me tell you I really felt proud even though I didn’t understand why back then. My older brother, he couldn’t get along with my father. He was just a kid but he was always talking back: one day my father told him something when he came back from work, which he didn’t do much; usually he just went out into the back yard and rinsed out some tripe; brought the work home, you see. So my brother, he goes and throws some dirt into the big tub with the clean tripe and just like that he pipes up, ‘You ain’t a man.’ Remember, this is a thirteen-year-old kid talking. Anyway, that’s when my father speaks up. You’re no son of mine he says. Well, you ain’t no father of mine you gut sucker, says my brother Sotiris. So go find yourself another father says my father and he goes into the house. Sotiris follows him inside, throws open the window and starts yelling Father! father! at every Tom, Dick and Harry passing by. And crying. Just imagine somebody going by in the street and hearing that. Then Mother gets up, closes the window, goes into the yard and rinses off the tripe. All set, she says: and he throws the tripe over his shoulder and leaves to deliver it to The Crystal Fountain, that was the name of the restaurant. Ma wipes her hands, covers the sewing-machine with a pillow-case and leaves; she had a neighbour woman’s body to wrap for burial. Mind they don’t go killing each other when your father gets back, you hear, she tells me. So when my father comes back he sits down on his bench in the yard pretending to smoke but I tell him, Come inside Pa, Sotiris has gone. And Father comes in and when Mother gets back from work she’s got sweet rolls for us. They’re in mourning, can’t eat sweets, she says. So we eat the rolls and Mother leaves again, We’re going to sit night vigil over her she tells my father, I’ll make the coffee, you go to sleep.
         
 
         My brother Sotiris spent his evenings hanging around outside a house of ill-repute, Mandelas’ brothel it was called. Rampartville had three whorehouses all together but this was the place with the high-class patrons. I already knew what a whorehouse was and what they did inside. I actually set foot in one, during the Occupation. Must have been around thirteen I suppose: some Italian sent me on an errand. But I didn’t see anything reprehensible; they even treated me.
         
 
         One other time I went calling on the whores, a couple of months later. Our parish priest, name of Father Dinos, sent me, from Saint Kyriaki’s church. Our house was right behind the sanctuary, you see, and every morning on the dot of half past six Father Dinos appeared. He was our alarm clock. And on the dot of half past six, he’d go round to the back wall of the sanctuary for a piss before mass. Time to get up for school, Ma would call out. ‘Father Dinos just pissed.’ On account of we didn’t have a clock at our place so that was the only way we could be on time for school; if we were late the teacher would whack us with a ruler, five times on each hand. So one day during the Occupation, back when we were just about to break our record, twenty-six days without bread – boiled weeds was all we had to eat – and we were really curious to see how long we could last … like I was saying, on the twenty-sixth day, Father Dinos calls me over, ‘You’re a good girl’, he says. ‘I want you to run an errand for me, but you mustn’t tell anybody.’ He takes me into the church, and then into the sanctuary, I knew women weren’t allowed in there. Don’t be afraid, come on in, Father Dinos says. You’re still without sin. So he plunks this chunk of holy bread wrapped in an embroidered cloth napkin into my hands. I try to refuse, I’ll sell myself before I’ll feed you on charity was what Ma used to say. But the priest wouldn’t take no for an answer. You know The Crystal Fountain restaurant? he asks. Of course I did: the Germans were using the place as a canteen. Go and ask for Madame Rita and give her this. Tell her it’s from Father Dinos, she’ll understand.’ And I stand there gaping at him. ‘She’s a poor woman without any means of support and it’s our Christian duty to assist her. Off you go now, and be careful nobody steals it from you, and don’t forget to bring back the napkin; it belongs to my wife.’
         
 
         I knew who Madame Rita was, all right; she was the number one whore in Rampartville, and she worked in the highest-class whorehouse, plus she did Germans on the side. She was rich, and she was tall. Walking along all I could think of was how scared I’d be because I’d never seen a German so close up; I was so scared I forgot to smell the crusty white holy bread. All of us were terrified of the Germans because they never spoke. The Italians we got to like because they laughed, teased the women in the street and sometimes threw bread to the kids. Little loaves of army bread they called paniota. So when I got to The Crystal Fountain my legs were like rubber imagining how scared I’d be. From hunger too, maybe. Ma wouldn’t let us walk unless we had a very good reason, every step is a wasted calorie (that was a new word she’d learned) and every step was one step closer to the Grim Reaper.
         
 
         So anyway I walk into The Crystal Fountain. The place is full of Germans eating, fortunately, me they didn’t even turn around to look at me: the waiter comes over, a Greek he was. What do you want, little girl? he asks (For reasons of hunger I was kind of underdeveloped for my age, didn’t start my monthlies until I was seventeen, if you can imagine.) I ask for Madame Rita. The waiter gives a kind of vulgar laugh. Hey Rita, another surprise from the reverend! he calls out. And Madame Rita gets up from another table. She’s all woman, but nice, really nice. What do you want sweetheart? she asks me. I give her the message and the holy bread. Ah, from the good father, she says. Here, sweetie, Mmnnh. And she gives me a kiss. What a nice lady, she looked like she was so happy. Pretty old too, I think to myself. Old to me the thirteen-year-old is what I mean to say. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-six at the time. Anyway, it was a big thing for me to meet her, like being socially accepted in a way. Why, I was so excited I even told Mother, even though I swore to the priest I wouldn’t tell a soul. During the Occupation my mother stayed at home. There was no work, only two or three homes in Rampartville were hiring cleaning ladies, besides, who needed a seamstress for things like breeches and kids’ clothing? They didn’t even sew up the dead in winding sheets any more. People were buried wearing whatever they had on when they died. Mother still did the night vigils out of respect for the departed but she could only come back at dawn. The curfew was in force back then, from seven o’clock at night.
         
 
         I hardly get Madame Rita’s name out before Mother slaps me. You should have brought it here, she said. That was the first time she ever ordered me to disobey, a priest too. I cried, because it was cold as well. Mother was working at the sewing-machine and to comfort me she let me give her a hand. She was unstitching our flag, the one we hung up beside the front door the day my father left, and one other time, too, when our army took some city or other somewhere in Albania. Korce I think it was. Now was the Occupation and the flag was worse than useless, it was downright dangerous especially if they ever searched our house. They searched all the houses, a Greek interpreter and two Germans. At first they sent Italians, but the Italians always got involved in small talk with the Greeks, so the Germans relieved them of that job. But they never got around to searching our place, which I took as some kind of social humiliation. Anyhow, on the subject of flags, I never kept one around the house again. I may be a nationalist but I never could figure out what good they’re for, except maybe in a patriotic number or two in some musical review or other.
         
 
         So there we were, my mother and me, unstitching the flag. Lucky for us it was a big one; I can still remember how my father got it, years before. This butcher he worked for went bankrupt, owed Father for three days’ worth of washed guts and tripe. So Father requisitioned the flag and a scale, the kind where you hang the meat from a big hook to weigh it. He was too late for anything else, everybody else had got there first: the only thing left in the shop was the flag and the scale. When we unfurled it on October 28th, the day my father went off to war, it just about covered the whole front of the house. Reminded me of one of those patriotic songs we used to sing in school, the one about Mother Greece with her blue eyes tucking in her children for the night. Fortunately for us, Ma remembered we had the flag. At first we used it for a bed sheet. Now, after we unstitched it Mother cut it into four shifts and two pairs of drawers each. In fact, I remember mine were cut from the middle of the flag, the part with the cross: we couldn’t unstitch that part, so I ended up with drawers in our national colours with the cross right in the crotch. Anyway, we wore those undies all winter long. And there was no danger of them finding a flag in our house – if you had one, you were resisting – if ever they searched us. Still, I’d given up hope of that. But when Father Dinos spots our underwear hanging out to dry on the line behind the church one day, he figures everything out. How could you, woman? he asks our Ma. And Ma snaps back Alexander the Great would do the same thing if his kids didn’t have any clothes to wear. The priest never breathed a word about our underwear again.
         
 
         Truth to tell, the Authorities did come calling – once. Before the Occupation it was, during the Albanian war. Five months after my father left, he stopped writing. Mother sent me over to some neighbours who had a radio on the chance I’d catch his name in the dead and wounded bulletins. Maybe altogether ten houses in Rampartville had radios back then, all good families. The neighbours were theatre people which we called the Tiritomba family because they played in our town in a musical called Tiritomba, you remember that song before the war that went ‘tiritomba tiritomba’. They were really from Rampartville all along, but it was pure happenstance that they happened to be passing through town on tour when the war broke out. So they had to stay put. Good people, especially Mlle Salome, the impresario’s sister-in-law. They had a place of their own in Rampartville, an inheritance. Nice folks, I’ll tell you all about ’em later. The house is still standing today, not a brick touched. Seems they forgot to sell it.
         
 
         Mlle Salome we asked to listen for the casualty reports so I wouldn’t go wasting my time for nothing. Went to police headquarters and to the prefecture too, looking for information. Were we supposed to put on mourning and hang the black crepe over the front door or weren’t we? But nobody heard my father’s name. Don’t worry, said Mlle Salome. If the unthinkable’s happened, the Authorities will inform you for sure, and you can pick up the medal.
         
 
         That’s why we didn’t put in any black curtain cords either.
 
         So, one day a gendarme and a guy in civilian clothes come knocking, asking Mother if she heard any news, or if she knew anything about Father’s politics. We showed them the postcards from the front, such as they were; what else were we supposed to show? He’d been absent without leave from his regiment for more than a month, they said.
 
         As soon as Granny found out she rushed right over: just about tore my mother’s eyes out, in fact, on account of we hadn’t put up the black crepe. Granny wore black the whole Occupation: one day she managed to lay hands on some wheat, so she boiled it up as an offering for the deceased, sent us over a plate and for two days we had food to eat.
         
 
         But we never hung up the crepe or wore mourning.
 
         You won’t catch me mourning him unless I get orders straight from the government, besides, it’s bad luck Mother said. Later, a lot later, after Liberation, we finally got a letter from the government saying that my father Meskaris Diomedes had been declared missing on the field of honour and that his family was entitled to a pension. Well, it just wouldn’t have looked right to go into mourning then. Besides, the religious waiting period was long over. That’s the pension I still get to this day, but we only started collecting it much later, of course, after we left Rampartville for good.
 
         Those two were the first officials ever to set foot in our house. Later, around the end of the first year of the Occupation they finally came looking for weapons. Italians, this time. They rummaged through the chest-of-drawers and then checked out the floor, some floor, nothing but hard-packed earth, wall to wall. One of the Italians took a long look at Mother. My name’s Alfio, he said, you can find me at the Carabineria. Looked like a nice man, the homely type; shy too. He spoke a few words of broken Greek. After they left, my brother Sotiris called her a slut and I smacked him one.
         
 
         That earth floor of ours was nothing but trouble. Ma was a real housekeeper; like mother like daughter, I always say. We had to keep the floor damp all the time. If we used too much water it would turn to mud. So we all took a mouthful of water and sprayed it over the floor to keep down the dust and make it hard like cement. Sprayed it during the winter time, too, all of us together. And after the spraying came the tamping. We’d lay down a board and all of us walked up and down on it, then we’d move the board to another spot and start all over again. Because if we didn’t look after the floor it would turn back into dirt, and weeds would start to grow, mallow mostly, but once a poppy sprouted right next to the sink.
 
         I know, I know it’s sinful to say, but I always loved that earth floor of ours. Maybe because I always had a love for earth, ever since I was a kid; figure it out if you can. I was always dreaming I had a little piece of earth all my own. Always carried this lump of earth around with me in my school bag. And I had this little corner in our backyard all to myself, called it my ‘garden’, built a little fence with sticks and planted green beans, but they never grew, planted them at the wrong time of year it seems. After that, I set up a little garden, right under my bed.
 
         In winter we kept the floor covered with rag rugs and dusters but it was no use, the weeds kept popping up. One day, early in the morning it was, I look over and I see the rug moving, rising up: it’s a snake, I say to myself. I lift up a corner of the rug and look: it was a mushroom! Like the sun rising right out of the floor.
 
         We did our best, whitewashed every Saturday and dusted every day, but there were always fresh cobwebs in the corners. But the spiders always popped right out and wove their webs all over again. Leave them, Mother told me one day, they don’t hurt nobody and they eat the flies besides. What’s more they keep us company. 
         
 
         Must be from back then that I get these dreams of mine about snow falling in the house. Here I sit in my apartment in Athens, and there’s snow right in the house. Snow in the corners, snow at the feet of the console, snow on top of the chest-of-drawers and all over the washbasin. How can that be? I say to myself: doesn’t the place have a roof? Then I wake up. Sometimes I dream there’s snow in Mum’s grave. It’s nothing but a little hole in the ground: can’t imagine how I’ll ever fit in when the time comes. There are snowflakes in the corners. Nothing else. Not even debris from the casket; nothing. Nothing’s left of Mum but snow.
 
         So, we’re in the second year of the Occupation, and one day I burst out laughing. Let’s make a bet how many days we can last, I tell my brothers. Twenty-six days without bread, weeds and raw coffee, coarse-ground coffee was all we had to eat. A couple of days before there was a grocer’s break-in, but all I could grab was some coffee. We had a handful each to eat every afternoon, then go outside to play. Ma didn’t like us playing because we fainted a lot: we weren’t hungry any more, but we walked really slowly. The shop break-in was the first; up until then, self-respect was all that held us back, the whole population. But that day the Red Cross was supposed to distribute free food. The three of us queued up from eight that morning; I didn’t go to school that day, in fact we didn’t go to school much any more. Mother never went to a food handout, I don’t know why, maybe she was embarrassed. But she gave us permission, as long as we were clean.
         
 
         There we were, queuing. Around half past three they announced there wouldn’t be any food distribution. Then all of us, must have been close to 300, kind of shuddered at the same time. Silence. Then we all turned back and broke down the doors to three shops, pushing with our backs. One was a ladies’ drapery that had been closed for a long time. We snatched whatever we could lay our hands on. There were civil servants’ wives, and even Mlle Salome, strutting around dressed to the nines. People were trampling over someone lying on the ground. It was my brother Sotiris; but he wasn’t hurt, he was just lying there letting the people walk all over him while he stuffed something into his mouth. I managed to snatch a can, turns out it was full of that coarse-ground foreign-tasting coffee; the only kind of coffee we ever had at our house, before the war that is, was the Turkish variety. Like an apparition I see Mlle Salome come sashaying out of the ruined shop just as pleased as punch even though they’d ripped the fur collar off her coat. Always the charmer, she was. She’d looted some cosmetics, some rouge, a box of Tokalon powder and a lipstick, she showed it all to us afterwards. Found out later she was in the Resistance, even if she was from a good family. But what do you expect from an impresario’s sister-in-law after all.
         
 
         It was our twenty-seventh day without bread. The coffee was gone too. Mother had been gone all morning and the three of us were huddled in bed together, trying to keep warm, if only we had the pullet to sit on our feet and keep us warm. Poultry give off more heat than people, you know.
 
         The pullet was a present from Mlle Salome, bless her heart, wherever she might be, even though she never made it to Athens. Broke into somebody’s chicken coop, stole the bird and passed it on to Mother. Boil it and feed your kids the broth, she said, their glands are starting to swell.
 
         The pullet had bright-coloured feathers and a long neck; a lively bird she was, too. Didn’t have any idea we were in the middle of an Occupation. Ma please let’s not kill her, we begged. All right, we’ll let her grow a little, maybe we’ll get an extra portion. Maybe she’ll even lay an egg or two. But the first eggs we had to eat were when the English marched in to liberate us. So we kept the pullet about six months, tried to feed her, and I even dug up the odd worm: put her out to peck around for weeds and bugs in a vacant lot up the hill. We had to make sure nobody would steal her so the three of us carried her hidden under Sotiris’ overcoat. We had to carry her, it was all she could do to stand up she was so exhausted.
         
 
         That day when we get to the vacant lot I put her down to scratch for worms but she flops over on her side and looks up at me, too weak to scratch. I give her water but she can barely drink. Kids, I say, she’s not long for this world, let’s get back home so we can cut her throat before she croaks. But Ma says, No I won’t do it, and later that afternoon the chicken looks me in the eye one last time and drops dead. From hunger. I picked her up; she was heavier dead. You’re not going to bury her? You’re crazy, you think you’re rich or something? Mlle Salome shouts from her balcony when she spies me digging a hole in the yard. She’s still warm, come on, pluck her and boil her! A whole chicken going to waste!
 
         I go back inside. Saying, Ma, where’s the trowel? My brothers pull back the bed and I dig a hole right in the corner I was saving for my little garden and buried her nice and pretty then we put the bed back, just so. Every morning after that I moved the bed so I could have a look. One morning I found a snail right there on top of my pullet’s grave. Now you decide to show up, says Ma. Where were you when the chicken could have used you for food? And she picks it up in the palm of her hand and puts it outside in the grass. O she talked lots about the chicken, we even had a name for her, but I can’t for the life of me remember what it was, now, decades later.
         
 
         So there we were the three of us, huddled in bed trying to stay warm. In the afternoon Mother came back from the nearby villages where she’d been making the rounds and she had some fresh broad beans and a pocketful of wheat which she boiled up for us to eat. There’s no olive oil? asks Fanis, the youngest of the lot. Of course he knew there wasn’t any. No, says Mother. But if we had any you’d give it to us, isn’t that so Ma? asks Fanis, looking for reassurance. But Sotiris gets to his feet. Ma, I’m going to puke, he says. And Mother pops him one. It’s a sin to throw up good food, she says. You’ll go straight to hell. You don’t respect me, isn’t that so? Try to pick a few beans for you and get shot for my trouble. It was true: her head was spattered with blood, there, around her bun. Sotiris blushes, then pukes anyway. Ma slaps him without so much as a word, marches him over to the sink and washes out his mouth, and sits down on the window-sill. When night comes she gets to her feet, opens her little chest and pulls out her face powder – it was her wedding present – and powders her face. Then she takes her big sewing scissors and lets her hair down. She always kept her hair in a bun. That hairdo makes you look older Asimina, Mlle Salome would tell her. You look like a little old lady.
         
 
         When Ma let down her hair it fell almost to her waist; me, I get my lovely hair from my mother, that’s for sure. So, as I was saying, she goes over to the sink and starts to cut off her hair with those sewing scissors of hers while we look on wide-eyed. As soon as she finishes she cleans up the sink, twists the cut hair into a braid and throws it into the garbage can and tells me, Go ask Mlle Salome if she’ll lend me her lipstick.
 
         Mother never ever used make-up. Before that afternoon not once. And never since. Only one other time they smeared lampblack all over her face when they publicly humiliated her right after Liberation it was. Last year at the funeral, as they were lowering her into the ground. I dropped my lipstick into her casket beside her. Just to do it my way, for once.
         
 
         Mlle Salome was the impresario’s sister-in-law, I think I mentioned. ‘Artistes’ we called them, but they were fine people all the same. We are the Tiritomba family, Mlle Salome liked to declare with a simper. She had a sister, Adrianna, widow of a certain Karakapitsalas. An actor, he was, her late husband, and together the two of them toured the provinces with their troupe. What a life! He was the one who discovered my, shall we say, theatrical talents. Come October 28th, the day the war started, they just happened to be performing in Rampartville. The impresario enlisted then and there. But no sooner did he get to the front than he bit the dust: stray bullet. That’s what they told Adrianna to console her. But the truth is a mule kicked him in the head and he died on the spot. The troupe broke up. Some troupe! I mean, they were mostly relatives. Whenever one of their leading ladies would dump them in the middle of the tour to marry some guy in some small town or to work in some whorehouse along the way, which was pretty often, they had to fill in the role themselves: mostly it was Mlle Salome who took over the role, besides, she could play the mandolin. One time, in Arta I think it was, and Adrianna was still weak from childbirth. Anyway, there she was, playing the role of Tosca. But she was still nursing the kid so they had to change the title to Tosca, indomitable mother.
         
 
         So I nip over to Miss Salome’s place and she’s delighted to lend me the lipstick. Fortunately it was wintertime and she had it in the house. In summertime she kept it in the ice box at the coffee house down the street to keep it from melting. Mlle Salome taught me the trick, bless her heart. When I became an actress in a road company I’d butter up the coffee-house owner in this village or that so he’d look after my cosmetics: by then they had fridges, not ice boxes. Even today I always keep my lipstick in the fridge.
         
 
         Anyway, I get the lipstick from Mlle Salome and take it to Mother. By now I’m really curious. She puts on some lipstick, the short hair really did wonders for her but she didn’t realize it. Then she puts on her coat. Back soon, she says, be patient. And sure enough, she came right back with a determined look in her eye. Listen to me, she says, there’ll be a gentleman coming any minute now. You go out and play in the yard, and in about a half hour I’ll call you. If it rains wait in the outhouse or the church. And she filled the washbasin with water and got out a clean towel. 
         
 
         We went outside and picked some buds from Mrs Kanello’s rose bushes, peeled off the outer leaves and ate them thinking how it wouldn’t be long before summertime and we could eat the buds from the grapevine, they’re really delicious: rosebuds are too sweet. And we hid behind the garden wall, because the man we saw going into our house was not some Greek gentleman it was Alfio the Italian from the Carabineria. Mlle Salome was hanging out laundry on her balcony. God help us, she says. Look at this Adrianna, come quick! Adrianna appears and Mlle Salome shouts at us, Hey kids, they’re searching your house, but her sister says, Shut up Salome, don’t go judging people, and shoves her back into the house.
         
 
         We were getting impatient and so hungry even the rosebuds didn’t help, so we went into the church. Not long after that we saw Alfio go by, then Mother called us Come on in kids, and we went back to the house.
 
         Mother slides the washbasin full of rinsing water under her bed and tells me to set the table. And she puts out bread – paniota it was – and margarine and a big can of squid. We said grace and ate so much there were still crumbs left over. Then Sotiris gets up from the table, throws down his napkin and says to Ma, You’re a whore. Ma didn’t say a word but I stood up, I was ready to scratch his eyes out. I smacked him, then he opened the door and walked out. Twenty-eight years later I ran in to him in Piraeus. He didn’t say a word. Never saw him since. Mother never saw him again; never even tried.
         
 
         Anyway, I cleaned off the table that night and we slept as sweet as can be, with full stomachs, and you know something? From then on Fanis and I slept better, just the two of us, instead of three in the same bed. Before we went to sleep I say, Ma you want me to empty the water? No, she says, I’ll look after it. And she thanked me. From that evening on I always spoke to her in the polite form, until the day she died. And today, when I visit her on All Souls’ Day, I speak to her in the polite form. 
         
 
         Before bedtime I returned the lipstick to Mlle Salome, washed the dishes and shook out the tablecloth. But the crumbs I kept, and scattered them underneath the bed where my pullet was buried. That night I got up on the sly and helped myself to more bread and margarine.
 
         From that day on we were never hungry again. Signor Alfio started feeling more at home, and Ma didn’t have to put us out before he came any more. When he came visiting right after sundown twice a week he brought us a little of everything: olive oil – not much, mind you – and sugar included: he liked a cup of coffee afterwards. He would come in and wish us all a good evening and we would greet him politely, then I’d say to Fanis, Let’s go outside and play and out we went. One day we had to play in the rain because the church was locked up tight. Mrs Kanello was just coming home – she had an umbrella – and she says to us, What are you poor kiddies doing outside in the rain? you’ll catch your death. Shame, you bring shame on our neighbourhood, shouts Aphrodite’s mother from across the street. What did she ever do anyway besides crocheting lace for her precious Aphrodite’s dowry? Before the war all she ever did was sit there on the stoop and crochet by the light of the street lamp just to save on electricity. Now was the Occupation and the blackout and she’s still at it: you can’t teach an old dog new tricks I say. Where was I? So Mrs Kanello goes up to our front door and calls out, Asimina, your kids are safe at my place. Then she turns to us and says, Come on my little lambs, and we huddle under the umbrella and she takes us to her place, a two-storey house it was. She gives us sage tea to drink, with dried figs for sweetening. We drink the tea then we eat the figs. All the while Mrs Kanello is looking out the window: finally she says. You can go home now, off you go.
         
 
         One day Mrs Kanello comes up to me in the street and says Child, from now on you show your Ma more respect; take no notice of the neighbours. 
         
 
         Mrs Kanello was in the Resistance and everybody knew it. But even if she was, she still got on just fine with our family, always had a cheery good morning for us kids. She was a gorgeous women with curly hair like the goddesses from the museum at Olympia where they took us on a school trip before the war. Only she wore pins in her hair, big thick hairpins made of bone, and I don’t remember seeing any goddesses with hairpins, I noticed them because my mother’s were made of metal, more like wire.
         
 
         Mrs Kanello was tall and built like a man, and when she went by you could feel the earth shake. She worked as a telephone operator at the Three Ts, which is what we called the phone company back then. And today, even though she’s over seventy, she walks like an amazon, now there was a woman for you, even though she doesn’t have any of my, shall we say, femininity. Before the war, in the evenings, she and her sister used to sit on the front stop and croon ‘Those eyes of yours’, or maybe ‘Don’t shed your tears, it was just a wild fling …’ Every evening they’d sing but they never seemed to get any better: still, they were honest girls, even if they couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. But when the Occupation started, the singing stopped. Her sister disappeared. Went off to the mountains to be with her fiancé people said.
 
         Nowadays Mrs Kanello can sing to her heart’s content. Mind you, I don’t approve of her songs politics-wise, I mean to say. She’s still living there in Rampartville, but her children are in Athens. So when she comes to pay them a visit, she drops by to see me too. There I’ll be, in the kitchen brewing coffee and I overhear her singing to herself, just as off-key as ever, but I don’t mention it because she’s kind of sensitive, always thought she was some big deal as a singer. Her kids grew up just fine though; why she’s even got a married daughter living in Europe, but she never took on airs, socially speaking. A good-looking woman, widowed, with a pension, which she got strictly on her own; one look at her from behind and you’d swear she was my age, that’s what I say to make her feel good. Got the idea from this psychiatrist after the time I had a fit on stage; since then it’s tough to find work with a reputable company. Anyway, my director takes me to this psychiatrist, you can bet your life it’s on my health insurance card. Don’t you worry, dear, the doctor says, go on a pension and take a long rest. And say nice things about people. Saying nice things about people is the best medicine. You artists are always saying nasty things about people, especially you actors, that’s why you’re all so unhappy.
         
 
         After that it takes more than a little fit or two to faze me. I don’t even stick my head out the window any more, just close it and wait, what’s there to worry about? It’s just a fit, it’ll soon be over and done with; five or six hours and it’ll be finished. Why, I even bite into a hand towel so nobody can hear me, learned that trick at the movies. That’s why I say nice things about Mrs Kanello’s waistline and her appearance too, and besides she’s a fine lady, with a fine pension.
 
         She married before the war, fine looking man, and a hard worker too. They had four children, one after the other, but come the Occupation there she was, stuck with the little tykes and a husband who couldn’t work any more. The way I hear it, he opened the window one night around midnight and, all of a sudden, he was bewitched, wham, right in the eyes, may even have been the evil eye; people are always jealous of good looks and happiness. Anyway, from then on the poor man suffered some kind of phobia, never left the house again; imagine, barely thirty years old. A fine, handsome man, for sure. He helped out with the housework, looked after the kids while his wife was working at the TTT, even learned how to repair shoes; he fixed ours for free! Only you didn’t dare ask him to stick his nose outside. He got as far as the balcony maybe twice, after Liberation. Finally, thirty-four years later he left the house with honour and dignity, his own kids carrying him in an open casket. They held the funeral at the town cathedral – Mrs Kanello spared no expense. She used to work double shifts at the TTT, then line up for the public soup kitchen, bring home the boiled wheat in her lunch bucket, feed the kids, do the laundry and next morning off she’d go to work at seven o’clock sharp.
         
 
         On Sundays, she and Mlle Salome used to scour the countryside for food to steal. Aphrodite tagged along too, coughing: that was while she could still get around. Pieces of fruit from garden fences, or vegetables from garden plots, you name it, they grabbed whatever they could lay their hands on. It was a scary business. Let me tell you; the peasants had illegal guns and they’d start shooting at the drop of a hat, before you even set foot on their land. Anyway, one time they came across a grazing cow. Hey, there’s one they missed, says Mrs Kanello and she lies down right smack under the cow’s udder and milks it into her mouth, then she gets up and holds the cow while Mlle Salome and Aphrodite take their turn at the tit. After that incident she always carried this little bottle around with her, but she never ran into a stray cow again.
         
 
         One thing we never could figure out was how come they were always toting bags or baskets full of vegetables on those country outings of theirs. Later we found out the baskets were filled with hand grenades. They were really secret messengers all along – Mrs Kanello was the leader – and the grenades were for the partisans. Who would ever suspect a couple of half-starved women? And Aphrodite was only seventeen at the time. Mlle Salome even brought along her mandolin, they made like they were going for an outing in the country, downright batty they looked. The grenades they handed over to Thanassis, a retarded kid about my age, the schoolmaster’s son from a village name of Vounaxos.
 
         Half the TTT was occupied by the Italians. In the meantime, Mrs Kanello managed to pick up a few words of Italian, learned it from a Teach Yourself book – what a gal! – the better to eavesdrop on the Occupying Powers. She wrote everything down on scraps of paper she dropped off at the public urinals. That was another scandal, a woman hanging around in the men’s urinals, a lot of people were whispering about immoral behaviour. In fact one old fellow gets all confused one day and asks her, What are you doing here, you virago? But she fires right back at him, Come on, old man, button up, you ain’t got much to show there.
         
 
         All that I found out later; I heard they even gave her a medal, when the Republic came in. But still, people say that on account of her lousy Italian she passed on mistaken information and they blew up the wrong bridge, but they were probably saying that out of jealousy; people were jealous of her because she was a linguist. Anyway, back then, every so often some peasant or another would come by the TTT during work hours and drop off a basket of potatoes or mustard greens. From your Godmother he’d say. The rumour was that Mrs Kanello had a lover. Only my mother didn’t believe it and took her side (Signor Alfio was visiting her regularly back then). Mrs Kanello a lover? Can’t be: she’s an honest woman. Finally Mrs Kanello finds out and says to Ma, Shut up Asimina and let ’em talk. I sure as hell don’t want ’em thinking I’m doing anything else. Because she was one patriotic lady, let me tell you. The baskets were crammed full of grenades, bullets and all kinds of ammunition hiding there under the potatoes. And she’d go strutting by – can you imagine, she had to be crazy! – in front of the Carabineria just as proud as you please carrying those food baskets of hers; after all, it was right on the way to her house. Had to rest every so often, too; those baskets weighed a ton. The Italians at the Carabineria knew her; half of them worked with her at the TTT in fact. So one fine day, one of them comes up to her when she sets down the basket right next to the sentry post in order to catch her breath and the sentry says, Signora, let me give you a hand. She was pregnant again, by the way. That’s very nice of you, she says, and together the two of them lug the basketful of ammunition all the way to her door. Mangiare, eh? says the Italian (that’s how they say ‘eat’). What am I supposed to do with four and a half bambini to feed? she says. Talk about a dingbat!
         
 
         When her belly starts to show Aphrodite’s mother pipes up, Are you crazy? Getting yourself knocked up when everybody’s going hungry and starving! How are you going to manage? I really wasn’t all that wild about it, says Mrs Kanello. I’ll have a tough time hauling the ammunition, but my husband’s indoors all the time, he can’t go to the movies, can’t find his favourite sweets, what’s he supposed to do for entertainment? Still, she wouldn’t hear of getting rid of it, no matter what Plastourgos’s wife said, even if she was a trained midwife and an honest woman besides. So Mrs Kanello went about her work with a bulging belly, not to mention those Sunday outings of hers with the hand grenades.
 
         But one day they call her into the Carabineria for questioning. Seems someone squealed on her about the outings with the mandolin. What I really mean to say is. I know who – a woman it was – squealed on her. She’s married to a member of parliament now, so I don’t want to get involved and maybe get my pension cut off.
         
 
         We knew all about the Resistance; but even if they slit the throats of our dear ones we would never breathe a word, even if we were nationalists back then. Mother sent me to find Signor Alfio before it was too late, but I couldn’t find him. So they held her, questioned her for five hours in the Carabineria, even beat her, and her seven months pregnant. Fortunately Signor Alfio finally appears, I know the signora from the TTT, he says, she’s all right. And the whole time that dingbat Kanello is screaming at them, Let me out of here, it’s my shift, I’ll get fined! Finally they let her go. She lost one of her shoes in the beating – we all wore clogs with thick wood soles back then – and when they told her, Get going, off with you, she hustled down the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her. 
         
 
         When she reaches the street she realizes she only has one shoe. Corporal, give me back my shoe! she shouts. An upstairs window pops open and the clog comes flying out, hits her smack on the forehead, you wonder how it didn’t knock the poor woman out – those women’s clogs weighed a good five pounds each. Anyway, she slips on her shoe and stalks off swearing, with a goose-egg this big on her forehead, cursing Italy up and down like you can’t imagine.
 
         Like I say, all the women wore open-heeled wooden shoes back then: you tell me where were we supposed to find shoe leather – any kind of leather – for soles? When all their pre-war shoes wore out, the women changed over to clogs. Before, the only people who ever wore them were washerwomen, poor washerwomen at that, to keep from slipping on the soapsuds. But during the Occupation they were all the rage, even ladies from the best families just had to wear them. They made the soles from a solid piece of wood, with thick, high heels that looked something like upside-down castle turrets, and the uppers they wove into patterns taken from curtain material: then the women would take them to the shoemaker and he would tack them together, and hey presto, you’d have your year-round open-toe, open-heel model. In wintertime women wore them with long woollen stockings plus ankle socks against the cold: chilblains were the biggest problem. And when you’d get three women walking down the street together, the Italians would rush out on to the balcony of the Carabineria with their guns at the ready. The drumming of clogs on the pavement sounded like a machine-gun going off. Not to mention the howls of pain from inside the houses from sprains and twisted ankles and suchlike. What did they really want with those massive five-inch wood heels anyway? So you take the high heels and hunger, and people got so dizzy that the streets were full of women with dislocated joints, high society ladies too. Me, I wore clogs for the first time just before the socalled Liberation, when I began to be a little miss. 
         
 
         Six weeks after the beating Mrs Kanello gave birth. The pains came at night but it was curfew; what a dingbat, always doing things topsy-turvy, just how were they supposed to fetch her mother all the way from the other side of Rampartville? Sure, Plastourgos’s wife volunteered. She was a trained midwife and as honest as they come. Lived close by too, but the women didn’t trust her. She was too educated they said and, worse yet, she was too young: they wanted somebody with plenty of experience. Fortunately Signor Alfio was just leaving our place so he escorted me over to fetch her mother, who delivered her just fine. The old lady had me stay to boil water but when I opened the door to hand her the kettle she cursed me for bringing an Italian to her house. Now people will say I’ve taken an enemy of the Motherland for a lover, she said. Anyway, the baby came out just as fine as you could wish, a little boy. That’s my last one, said Mrs Kanello. How was she supposed to know she’d have yet another one when the war was over, when Scobie was running the country.
         
 
         Bright and early next morning Kanello is up and around, suckles her newborn, swaddles it and then herself; around ten she picks up her lunch bucket and an extra cooking pot and is just about to go out the door. Her mother is furious: You heathen, you’re not going out? You still got thirty-nine days to go, you’re unclean! But just try and hold her back, unclean or not: she wasn’t about to miss the Red Cross soup kitchen.
         
 
         The lady neighbours – Aphrodite’s mother and the Tiritombas, you know, the impresario’s family – spot her queuing for her portion of porridge, looking pale as a sheet and thin as a rail. Padded belly or no padded belly, it was no use: she was ash-white from loss of blood and her eyes were glazed over. She did her best to walk like Scipius Africanus but she couldn’t stand up straight. What’s the matter? the impresario’s wife asks her. What happened to your belly? They prod her and poke her just to make sure, then carry her back home, and she’s braying the whole way back about losing her ration. Just then Mother comes out on to the street. What with Signor Alfio she didn’t have to queue at the soup kitchen. I’d go instead, with ration coupons; Sotiris was gone but we used his coupon anyway. So what, if it was illegal? The Red Cross ladies gave me his portion. They couldn’t imagine how a cute little girl like me could be cheating them.
         
 
         While Mrs Kanello was recovering my mother put in her first appearance at the food line, to pick up her rations for her. At first the Red Cross ladies drove her away, but Signor Alfio went over and told them something in a low voice and they dished up the rations for Kanello’s family without saying a word; in fact, they even threw in an extra spoonful. It went on that way for a whole week, which was how long Mrs Kanello was bedridden. The other women in the queue made nasty remarks about Mother, here comes the collaborator, they’d hiss. Well, maybe we were collaborators, but Aphrodite’s mother and the Tiritomba family took our side. Poor Aphrodite, she couldn’t come to the food queue any more because she’d just come down with consumption.
         
 
         Just as soon the new mother could get around, Ma stopped going to the soup line. But Mrs Kanello, she talked to us, treated us like human beings, even when they humiliated Mother in public right after the so-called Liberation. Anyway, before we knew it, she was back on her feet, caring for Aphrodite too. The girl’s consumption was getting worse by the day, but she kept on crocheting her doilies. One day Kanello tried to convince some village yokels to sell her a little olive oil. He kicked her out. Believe you me, was she fuming! On the way back to give Aphrodite’s Ma the bad news, she runs into the daughter of the local newsstand owner, Koupas was the guy’s name. Koupas’ brood mare, we called her; well-built and plump she was, and as far as we were concerned that made her just about the best-looking woman in town. Get a load of the fat oozing off her, the men would say, drooling. But she wouldn’t so much as glance at a man because she was shacked up with an Italian officer. Anyway, Mrs Kanello spies her coming down the street, shaking and shimmying, and out of the blue she grabs her and starts pounding her for all she’s worth. And the poor girl stands there whining, Why are you hitting me, Madam? Who are you? Have we been introduced? What did I ever do to you? Introduced or not, fires back Kanello. Take that, you fat cow!
         
 
         That was the best she could do for Aphrodite. And meantime, the poor kid was getting weaker and weaker.
         
 
         Aphrodite, now there was a real beauty for you. With a real bust. She and her mother crocheted lace for other girls’ dowries, but come the Occupation the customers dried up. I never had much of a bust myself, before or after the Liberation, and later when I was in the theatre, you know, my various lovers and admirers really let me hear about it, teeny tits they called me. Not only did Aphrodite have a bust, she had lovely skin, the colour of ripe grapes, and clear blue eyes, the only pair of blue eyes in the district, all the rest of us were darkies. Me, I only turned blonde since the Dictatorship. She had this warm laugh and hair that seemed to curl in the wind. A gorgeous girl. But six months after she got consumption all that was left of her was a shrivelled up sack of skin, like some saintly relic. Even her eyes went pale. Ma would take her margarine whenever Signor Alfio brought us some, but the girl kept getting thinner and thinner. Her knees where thicker than her thighs. Be brave my little one, her ma would tell her as they crocheted away, We’re almost there, Mr Churchill says so. That was because we heard over the underground radio that Churchill was winning and Hitler was losing. Mrs Kanello told us the same thing when she’d come back from her ammunition delivery outings with a basketful of wild artichokes. She had bats in her belfry, that woman. One day, so she said, as she’s slogging along bent double under the load, she reaches the top of a little hill. All around her, nature (what does nature care about people’s troubles, anyway?) is dolled up in its Sunday best; she turns to Salome and says, I’m going to celebrate, and blow off a hand-grenade. Been carrying them all this time, never once heard one of them go off. So she climbs up the hill, pulls the pin – that’s what she called it – and heaves the grenade down the hill. All springtime echoes with the explosion. In fact, one of the strings on Salome’s mandolin pops. Then two German soldiers come dashing out of the swamp at the bottom of the hill, underpants down to their boot tops; they must’ve been performing some unnatural act or other when the grenade went off. The Germans officers wouldn’t let the soldiers go with local women, that’s why they had to satisfy each other, so people said.
         
 
         Mrs Kanello’s front window was bright and sunny all day long. Later, when our Fanis came down with adenoids because he grew too fast and had to spend most of his time in bed, Mrs Kanello would invite him over and sit him down in the window, The sun’s full of calories, nothing like it for what ails you, she said. We gave him a medicine called antipyrine, something like quinine powder but bright yellow and bitter. Our front window got no sunlight. We only had one floor and it was behind the church.
 
         That’s when Mrs Kanello got it into her head to bring Aphrodite over for some sunlight. But Aphrodite didn’t care about anything any more, all she did was smile that faint smile of hers. She didn’t even care that she wasn’t getting any news from her father in the partisans. Plus in addition we had some unseasonal rain storms. Aphrodite would sit for hours on end at her window, with the curtains half-drawn, staring off into the distance, seeing nothing. As her condition got worse, her mother had to lift her up and carry her over to her chair. For hours on end she would draw invisible shapes on the window glass with her fingertip. I waved at her from the street as I went by, but I don’t think she even saw me.
         
 
         In the meantime the Tiritombas family left town, on tour, believe it or not. I’ll get around to that in a minute, it’s a whole story in itself. If you can imagine. A whole company going on the road on account of a goat!
 
         We weren’t hungry any more. Not that we were living like royalty, mind you, but with what little Signor Alfio brought us every week we managed to stay on our feet, and little Fanis got over his adenoids. Signor Alfio kept on seeing Mother: better for him than going to some streetwalker not to mention no worry about venereal diseases. Besides, he was married back home plus he was shy, he couldn’t have made it with a whore, also he loved his wife, and praised her to the skies whenever he talked to us. So that’s why he preferred to satisfy his sexual needs with a nice clean-living little housewife.
 
         Leave the house? Mother wouldn’t hear of it – except maybe the odd evening when Mrs Kanello invited her over for some chit-chat, or maybe to help hang out the washing. Meanwhile, the toughest regulations were lifted; the conquerors realized we were law-abiding subjects, the curfew didn’t begin until midnight. The movies started up again: now it was all German operettas, of course, with Marika Rökk, and those Hungarian tear-jerkers with Pal Javor and Katalin Karady, plus the odd Italian item.
         
 
         Fanis and me would go to the movies together. Signor Vittorio would get us in for free, he was from the Carabineria too – a replacement. Signor Alfio had gone back to his home country by then. It was cheap, general admission – only five million. Nothing, really, when you think that a box of matches went for three million, but where were we supposed to find the money? Anyway, I stuffed Fanis’s pocket full of raisins and off we went to the five o’clock show. Before we went in we asked old Uncle Grigoris at the ticket window, Any food? And if he nodded yes, then we went in.
         
 
         Because we only went to the movies that showed food. Nobody ever ate a bite in the tear-jerkers. But in the operettas there were always banquet scenes, tables piled high with food, while the leads just talked, and no one ate, hardly touched a bite. It was so bad one day a man shouted out at Willy Frisch up on the screen, Eat something, for God’s sake! People came to drool over the food scenes, and they burst out laughing. But this German soldier, he thought they were insulting the fatherland, so he ripped the man out of his seat and beat him.
         
 
         We always got our fill with those movies, because there was a second food scene, where the star would take the female lead to a restaurant, or some swanky club to try and seduce her. At first all they would do was drink, and people would be getting impatient. But then would come the food. Mostly disgusting stuff like oysters and caviar – ever since then I can’t even look at seafood. You think they ever ate things like bean soup or roasts or boiled pig’s heads? In one film they did eat some eggs though. Most of the time when the food scenes were over, Fanis would tug me on the sleeve to go home because then came the love scenes and the mushy stuff. Since then, in fact generally speaking, I never cared much for love-making, it always seemed a bit like a kind of surgical operation there in bed, with the male of the species flopping around all over me, even nowadays, is what I mean to say.
         
 
         Signor Vittorio, he wasn’t as gallant as Signor Alfio. Even if he was an interpreter, too. Signor Alfio brought him by one evening saying he was going back home and he wanted to introduce his replacement to Mother. That evening he was so upset he forgot to bring us food. I’d say he was just about ready to cry when he kissed us, me and our Fanis. Anyway, he gave us some money, and we walked him to the corner so as to leave Mother alone with the new gentleman. Meantime, we could hardly wait for the introductions to end. Mrs Chrysafis, the lady with the narrow two-storey place just across the street, gave us a recipe book and in the evenings I would read recipes to Mrs Chrysafis and Kanello’s kids. First would come the main course, then the desserts, all chock full of meringues and custards.
         
 
         The money Signor Alfio gave us we clutched tight in our fists, and when Signor Vittorio left we hurried into the house. But Mother told me to get same paper, she wanted to write something. So I dug around until I found my school bag, pulled out my pen, my ink pot and tore a lined sheet of paper out of my exercise book, I hadn’t opened the bag for three years. Roubini, she says, after your brother’s asleep I need you. Fortunately our Fanis dropped right off and I wrote a letter to Signor Alfio just as my mother dictated it. Then I wrote it out again, clean, and the next morning Fanis delivered it to the Carabineria: fortunately Signor Alfio was still there, so he handed it right to him. The original I still have right here in my purse.
         
 
         
            Respected signor Alfio,
 
            I am the lady who you have been visiting for these last two years, just behind the church of Saint Kyriaki, Asimina by name, and I write you by the hand of my daughter Roubini being as how I am illiterate.
 
            I thank you for such regular visits for two years now, for your kindness and for your food. Also I thank you for introducing me to your successor, as I am a homebody and I never could have found him all by myself.
 
            Know that wherever you may be for the rest of your life I will always be thankful to you for rescuing my children from death by starvation, but also for giving me much satisfaction. I confess that as a man I esteemed you more than my spouse and primarily you made me a woman with the kindness which you showed me.
 
            I am a married woman, maybe a widow even, but I had tender feelings for you which it never happened to me before in my life to desire a gentleman so much. I never revealed them but I am telling you now when you are not present and you will not come back again to my house. I do not condemn my maybe dear departed husband, but if we had peace I would never take food from you. And the shirts and the underwear I washed for you I washed with pleasure, and I would happily wash them for you for my whole life. And as I was washing them in the soapsuds, I imagined you were my blessed husband, this you should know also.
            
 
            I send you my blessings. You are the enemy of my nation but you have a little mother waiting for you I know that much. I do not know what nation means and I never saw what they call a nation.
 
            I hope that you and your family will keep well, and that you have a safe return to your missus. She seemed so nice in the photograph you showed me. You were a real gentleman, and truly warm. That brought me comfort, especially in the wintertime, I felt so guilty with my children outside in the cold but fortunately you finished quick and neat. I want you to know that I only began this work with you, before I never did such a thing. And that with you I felt truly wonderful maybe it is not a patriotic thing to say it maybe it is a sin even, but I am not afraid for there is nothing above to punish me, for if there was, why did not it help me in my hour of need? Does the Above only exist to punish? Then it does not exist.
            
 
            I hope that you are well pleased with our cooperation, you are a man of fine sentiments, I have heard that all the Italians are like that, by nature.
 
            I wish you health and long life, and I wish for victory for your country and for mine also. And so you can understand how genuine are my emotions I end with two cheers Long live Greece, Long live Italy.
 
            Your very respectfully yours,
 
            Meskaris Asimina
 
            (by the hand of her daughter)

         
 
         I copied the letter out, then we broke down in tears and we didn’t even know why, just sat there in each other’s arms, crying hush hush, trying not to wake up my kid brother. I remembered the money from Signor Alfio, laid mine on the table and opened Fanis’s fist in his sleep and took his. Then I gave it all to Mother and that night I slept in her bed for the first time, I didn’t even ask her and she didn’t ask me. She even let me empty the washbasin.
         
 
         Back then we turned up money on the street too, small change, the odd 50,000 note. My teacher Mr Pavlopoulos – I wasn’t at school any more – he lived right around the corner from the church but he still said hello and every 15th of the month he’d take me along when he went to pick up his pay. They paid him in bills, two gunny sacks half full, and we lugged them along, him carrying one, me the other. A bit on the short side he was, but a good looking man, my first love, I think, but at the time I didn’t know it. Where could he be now? Always gave me a million drachma bill or two. The small stuff we found on the street, we saved it for the collection plate, Fanis and me, when we went to church on Sundays. Not that Father Dinos would scold us if we didn’t give anything, that’s for sure. Why we went to church every week was so we could take communion at the end which Father Dinos cut up into good-sized slices, plenty of people – and he knew it – the only reason they came at all was to get a bite of holy bread, he gave us two extra slices, For your parents, he said. But if the faithful didn’t contribute he’d give them holy hell. So you can snatch the holy bread, but you can’t quite reach the collection basket to help the church, eh! He knew what he was talking about all right; some of them were wives of black marketeers or peasants who bought houses in Rampartville with payment in kind, say, two cans of olive oil and two loads of wheat for a house with a courtyard, you know, the kind of people the partisans sent packing.
 
         Sometimes we tried our luck at Saint Athanassios church, their parish priest was a saintly sort. He made us a sign to wait till after mass and then he slipped us a whole slice of holy bread. Still, we didn’t make a habit of it, seeing as how every time his son Avakoum would go by swinging his censer all dressed up in his altar-boy get-up, he hissed in my ear how he wanted to talk dirty to me and me, I was supposed to sit there and like it. That’s what all the men want from me anyway, generally speaking, but back then I just wasn’t in the mood. That’s all they ever want, you bet your life, maybe I do egg them on a bit, I admit maybe I am a bit of a tease, what am I supposed to do? Not come across?
         
 
         After Alfio henceforth Mother never went to mass as she knew it would scandalize the faithful. Only one time she went for evening prayers and some woman hissed, Collaborators get out of church, Father Dinos cuts the woman off cold: breaks off the prayer and says, Now listen to me, do not judge your fellow man, the Church is big enough for everyone. But Mother, she never went again. Here in Athens even, the only church she ever set foot in was the chapel at the cemetery, in her coffin I mean. Generally speaking, I inherited my self-respect from her. Once on tour, up in north Thessaly I think it was, some smartass starts making remarks right in the middle of the performance, How much a one-night stand? he yells. Once he says it, twice, so I stop the show, step up front stage and say, Listen here mister, just who do you think you’re insulting like that? I paid my money didn’t I, miss? he shoots back, You’re an actress, right? So you’re a whore. Listen here, mister, I say. So maybe we’re whores, but buggered out we ain’t. We got our work to do, so sit down and shut up. That got a laugh, but afterwards the director comes up to me and says, Raraou you got a hole where your brain ought to be.
         
 
         Not long after Signor Vittorio took Signor Alfio’s place Aphrodite died, poor thing. Fought death to the last, she did. Hour after hour we waited, every night for two whole months, first my mother then Mrs Kanello spent the night at their place, so her mother wouldn’t have to meet death alone; it was their first death. Her mother couldn’t sleep, all night long she crocheted away on Aphrodite’s dowry (after the Occupation she went and sold it all) and every so often she’d take off her glasses and check to see if her sleeping daughter was still breathing.  Then back to her crocheting. Next to her my mother was nodding  sleepily, and I was cat-napping with my feet all warm and  cozy under Aphrodite’s covers. Good girl, keeping her feet  warm, Ma said, but Aphrodite couldn’t feel the warmth.  Couldn’t feel the cold neither. I say to Ma, Ma wake me up if  she dies when I’m asleep. I don’t want to catch it. I thought you  could catch death.
         
 
         One time our little Fanis goes to their place on an errand and  Aphrodite sends him away. Don’t come in here, I’ve got the  sickness, she said. The sickness, back then that was what they  called consumption, it was kind of a fashionable sickness you  read about in novels where the hero abandons the heroine and  she gets consumption every time.
 
         Not that I never saw a corpse before, mind you; far from it.  Before the war it was an everyday sight. Back then in Rampartville  if you went to take your appendix out, most likely  they’d cart you out of hospital dead, from wealthy families too,  this banker’s son died in an operation and he was only seventeen.
         
 
         I was just a little girl, maybe seven years old, when I saw my  first corpse and believe you me I wasn’t impressed. Looked just  like everybody else, far as I could see. Lying there in the casket  with the bearer walking alongside holding the cover and the  priest following along behind, chanting and greeting people he  knew on the street. Further back came the mourning family,  and then altar boys carrying the church banners on the ends of  long poles (sometimes they’d even start fencing with phem),  and behind them came the mourners and the curious. They  planned the funeral march so it would pass through all the main  streets of Rampartville, that’s what almost all the relatives of the  dear departed insisted on, plus it was kind of a social recognition,  a way for the dead man to bid farewell to the street where  he used to take his Sunday stroll. Wherever the procession  passed, the shopkeepers would close their doors for a moment out of respect, make the sign of the cross, then it was back to business. People on the pavement would doff their hats and wait with bowed heads for the remains and the priest in his full church get-up to pass by.
         
 
         So when Aphrodite died it was nothing special, just so I didn’t go catching death from her. Ever since I was three I heard plenty of stories about dead people, how they climb up out of their graves at night and make the living do their bidding. Fairy tales, that’s all it is, my godmother told me once. Don’t you believe a word of it child, dead people are good people.
 
         Later, what with the Occupation and the partisans, I saw plenty of dead people, forget the coffins. Saw a two-week-dead corpse all puffed up, hanging from the bell tower, back when the partisans liberated us and before the English liberated us. And I saw Security Battalion Home Guards, Secbats we called them back then, trussed up against the wall with their bellies sliced open in an X all the way from the shoulder and their trousers pulled down to their knees. Now that I’m over sixty (even if I don’t look a day over forty – there was this man pulled out a condom so I wouldn’t get pregnant, can you believe it!) and I’m shocked at the sight of a dead body, as I should be if I may say so. Well, a small town girl is one thing and a lady from Athens is another you’ll say, and an artiste to boot, but these eyes of mine have seen plenty, you can be sure about that!
 
         I didn’t see Aphrodite dead because on the afternoon she expired I was playing outdoors, Mrs Kanello spots me and sends me off to a farm close by to fetch milk for our little Fanis as he was a growing boy.
 
         When I got back, Aphrodite had breathed her last breath. Her lamp ran out of oil, Ma said, go pay your last respects. Me, by the time I reached the top of the stairs the door was wide open like it was some kind of name-day party, in fact two Italians had wandered in thinking it was a house of ill-repute. I look into the girl’s room, but all I see is her feet, and Mrs Kanello rubbing them, trying to keep them warm, and Aphrodite’s mother is sitting there still crocheting her lace. But just then Fanis calls out from downstairs, Come quick, partisans, They caught some partisans, let’s go and see! We head for the square; nothing. When they brought in dead partisans they usually dumped them in the square, as an example. But this time they captured live ones and they were holding them at the gaol house, which was really a rented house.
         
 
         There were even some women partisans. Small people they were, nothing but skin and bones and dressed in rags, I never saw women wearing army tunics before, they looked like peasants. The Italians let us stare at the partisans but then a truckful of Germans came roaring up and they shooed us off, Via, via, they said. We left. So, that was my first look at real live partisans. They had them locked up in the kitchen, more than twenty of them, don’t ask me how they crammed them all in there. Anyway, you wouldn’t catch me in an army tunic even if I was freezing to death, even if not one but ten Motherlands said I had to, back then I was fashion conscious and I didn’t know it, that’s why the men just couldn’t keep their hands off me. Some can’t even today.
         
 
         Anyway the partisans, they really disappointed me, as men. All us women used to whisper about them among ourselves. I imagined they were all like some kind of Captain Courageous in those penny novels Mlle Salome used to read us: real giants ten feet tall, well-fed with victory smiles just like the American actors in the movies after the war who went around liberating exotic countries. Mlle Salome worshipped the partisans, makes sense you’ll say, after all, she was from a left-wing family. Well, we used to get together at the Tiritomba family’s place before they went on the road, and trick our hunger with jokes. Aphrodite’s mother would be there with her lace, my mother would bring her mending, and Mrs Kanello would bring along fried chick-pea cakes for snacks. Everybody talked about what Mr Churchill said on the radio the night before. Mrs Adrianna Tiritomba was hard at work knitting a sweater from unravelled wool, the Partisan’s Sweater they called it, it was Mrs Kanello’s idea, just as they used to knit Soldier’s Sweaters when we had the war in Albania.
         
 
         Mlle Salome was knitting a pair of breeches. One day she opens them out to measure, we do a double take, the things were a good six feet long, with a pouch the size of a kid’s head right between the legs. What in the world’s got into you, you made them big enough for three men, says Mrs Kanello. You’re only saying that because you’re a royalist and you want to bring down the Movement, snaps Salome. The partisans are giants and here you are, trying to tell me they’re midgets? Well, says Mrs Adrianna as she points to the pouch hanging there between the legs, If you’re starving you dream about bread. That set off a ruckus. But from that day on I got it into my head that the partisans were taller than normal people; that’s why I was so disappointed when I saw my first live specimens in the gaol-house kitchen that evening.
         
 
         After we left the gaol house I felt sleepy and went right home to bed, so I missed it when Aphrodite expired. Signor Vittorio even came by but I told him Ma’s out and he left. After, I washed the dishes and cleaned up the floor, some little shoots were poking up through the earth again. In fact, over in the pullet’s corner the earth had started to sink, as though the pullet was sinking deeper and deeper into the ground.
         
 
         I only made it to the funeral but I didn’t stick around for long, there was a memorial service close by, so little Fanis and I snuck over to get some sweets.
 
         But I did go along on Aphrodite’s last outing, about a month before she died.
 
         About a month before she died Aphrodite ups and says, Ma, take me for an outing, I want to go to the seaside. 
         
 
         There was a little port about eleven kilometres from Rampartville by train, for the provinces back then it was an enormous distance, nothing like getting around in Athens these days with the trolley-bus. Of course it wasn’t the first time for me; before the war our school went on a trip there. But Aphrodite had never seen the water before, not once, she was always making plans to go, back before the war, but somehow things just never worked out. Come the Occupation there was no way you could go. The Germans had requisitioned the train and the only civilians who had permission to ride it were the black marketeers. So all poor Aphrodite could do was to stare at the sea from the top of a hill just up from the church, where we used to graze our dear departed pullet. Then all of a sudden, a month before she dies she comes out with, Ma, take me to the seaside.
         
 
         Her mother Mrs Fanny had the windows closed and the shutters barred from a couple of days back. Keeping out the cold draughts, she said. But down deep she was getting the house ready for mourning. Got to let my husband know about the girl, I was supposed to tell Mrs Kanello for her. That’s when I discovered Aphrodite’s father was in the partisans but they kept it hush-hush and Mrs Kanello made me swear on the holy icons not to breathe a word to my ma, seeing as how because Signor Vittorio might catch on. Also she let drop that Mrs Fanny wasn’t getting along with her husband; an unfortunate marriage it was. Anyway, she tells me to tell the sick girl’s mother, God help him, Mrs Fanny if your husband hears about it and tries to come into town they’ll grab him and make mincemeat out of him.
         
 
         On the spot Mrs Kanello up and leaves kids and husband behind, takes off from work just as bold as brass and goes off to look after her mother. (Now there’s an old strumpet if I ever saw one, ninety-six and still flirting with her grandchildren if you please, a temptress right up the last, old lady Marika was, and a real doll. I’ve got to admit it, I confess, even though she chewed the hell out of me when I went to her place with Signor Alfio. But now she’s gone to a better world by far, God rest her soul.)
         
 
         At which point Mrs Fanny bars the front door too. The hunger was really something, but she was of good family so she wouldn’t dream of asking for food or fighting for a place in the queue at the soup kitchen. What was the use, anyway? The consumption inside her daughter kept getting bigger. Things went on that way for about a month, me, I’d forgotten they even existed, what with their house closed up tight and not a word. Only at night, sometimes, I heard a kind of howling sound, like a wolf. It was Mrs Fanny howling in her sleep, from hunger. Instead of dreaming dreams full of food to let off steam, all she did was howl, at least that’s how Mrs Kanello explained it to me after the war. I could hear the howling, for sure. If you’re not getting enough nourishment you don’t get a good night’s sleep, you see, and I asked Mother, what’s that noise? Go to sleep, she would say, it’s a jackal in town, or maybe the Germans are torturing someone at the Kommandantur. (She never had a bad word to say about the Italians.)
         
 
         And one morning in April Mrs Fanny throws open all her doors and windows like she won the jack-pot. Neighbours, she calls out in a voice that sounded like she was laughing and at the same time tears were running down her cheeks, let’s go for an outing to the seaside. Doors popped open on all the balconies, but Mrs Fanny called on our little one-storey place first, and believe you me it was a big honour for my poor mother. Asimina, Aphrodite’s mother tells her, she’s lost all her blood, no chance anyone will catch the sickness. And she wants to go to the seaside.
 
         And we all came out of our houses. How many women are we? asks one. They counted me as one of the women. Eleven altogether. My brother Fanis tagged along too. What with the train requisitioned by the Germans, we set out on foot for the port to give Aphrodite her first look at the sea and then say goodbye, that was always her wish before the war. 
         
 
         And the front door swung open and four lady neighbours carried Aphrodite out perched in a chair, and we set out, leaving the door open so the house could breathe.
         
 
         And not much remained of Aphrodite. Her breasts are gone, I said to myself. Her legs were shrunk: just like a little girl again she was, like an eleven-year-old boy with malaria. Just as if when she was starting to grow taller and get bigger, her body took fright and tried to shrink back into itself again.
 
         And we carried her sitting in her chair, the eleven of us, all eleven kilometres to the port, trading off carrying the chair every 100 paces or so. Along the way the villagers threw stones at us so we wouldn’t steal their green crab apples or the buds on the grapevines along the stone fences. But little Fanis managed to swipe a head of lettuce.
 
         And even me. I took part in carrying the chair along with three other women a couple of times. When I think about it, it was that day, on that very excursion, was when I was given the honour of becoming a woman. The others were all older than me but not one of them called me the kid or the dim-wit, nobody was afraid I’d tire myself out, nobody did me any special favours, not one. So by the time we finally reached the seaside, I wasn’t a kid any more. I was a grown-up and a woman.
 
         And we spread out our blanket on the sand right by the water just as Aphrodite wished. And we set her down; the day was cool with a brisk breeze blowing in off the water and all of us had goose bumps. The salt spray spattered Aphrodite, but her skin didn’t feel anything any more, not even goose bumps. And she was like a piece of unclaimed baggage, like a trunk the morning steamer had left behind. That’s how come I knew Aphrodite was dying, she wasn’t getting goose bumps. The drops of spray and the salty surf, one big waste of time they were, couldn’t get a rise out of Aphrodite. All she could do was smile that washed-out smile of hers. 
         
 
         And we sat down for a meal of raisins and two quinces cooked in grape syrup. Aphrodite, wasn’t a bit hungry, clutching two fistfuls of raisins. Hasn’t eaten a thing for a month now, said her mother. That was the only good thing about always having the taste of blood in her mouth: she wasn’t hungry any more. All the rest of us ate. And Aphrodite stared out at the sea and clutched the raisins in her hands and soaked up the sunlight with her legs wrapped in a blanket, like a little kid’s legs they were, and late that afternoon she let out a single cry of Viva! Then she clammed up.
 
         And on our way back to town we had to trade off chair-carrying chores more often. Nobody had any decent food to eat for months and it was as if our strength had got smaller. Not one of us sweated because not one of us had anything left to sweat.
         
 
         And by the time we stopped halfway back to town to pick wild greens the weather had turned cloudy. The hills had gone reddish brown and now they were turning dark grey. Little Fanis sat down next to Aphrodite, he didn’t know what to pick, what did you expect from a man? so he was having himself a good time; after all, we were on an outing and when you’re on an outing you’re supposed to have fun, aren’t you? So down he sits next to Aphrodite and he asks Aphrodite, how come you caught the sickness, what’s the sickness Aphrodite? Always was a bit simple minded. Seems that’s when Aphrodite finally admitted to herself that she was going to die and she says, The sickness is a little girl without a home and she likes blood to drink and she’s always cold. And whenever she sees a good person asleep without anybody to watch over him she cuddles up inside his chest to keep warn and sucks his blood and never comes out.
         
 
         We got back home that evening. Seventeen days later Aphrodite was dead from the excess of tuberculosis. They stuck a little paper flag on top of her grave: it was a greeting from her father. Afterwards, when the partisans liberated Rampartville, he came back and put a real flag on her grave, a cloth one. One year later during the so-called December uprising in Athens it was, just before the Civil War, they captured him and slit his throat. But Mrs Fanny his wife is alive and well, right here in Athens what’s more.
         
 
         Strictly between us, all this heroic business never made any sense to me. I always say, What if we just let the Germans through our Nation, just let them go about their business and leave them alone? Wouldn’t it have been better? Wouldn’t we have spared ourselves the Occupation, the starvation? I mean, just what do we have to show for it, family-wise and nation-wise, all that rushing off to Albania to the front lines and all the knitting sweaters and for nothing, the whole lot of it? The other countries, the ones who didn’t try to stand up to the Germans, were they so stupid? That craphead Churchill, a curse on his grave, how come we were the only ones he fooled? And furthermore, I always say, Exactly what did we get out of the so-called Liberation? A face-full, that’s what we got. We take the money from the Marshall plan and we rebuild Mandelas’s brothel in Rampartville and a night-club in Athens, the Neptune Club I think it was, on Syngrou Boulevard. They say it was the first building in Greece to be built with American Marshall money, back when we had the Tsaldaris government if I’m not mistaken.
         
 
         That’s what I told one impresario and he gives me the boot smack in the middle of a tour. Being a bit of a queer wasn’t good enough for him, no, he had to be a patriot, and me. I’m not patriotic too maybe? You can bet if I was a boy no way would he dump me right in that dead-end dump but I gave him a piece of my mind, and how, and he just stood there gaping with little bubbles coming out the corners of his mouth.
 
         Three days after Aphrodite’s funeral who should appear but Mrs Kanello with a newborn baby in her arms. The whole neighbourhood is stunned. Father Dinos gives her a tongue-lashing. Don’t you talk to me that way, she tells him. Aris is his name and that’s what you’re going to baptize him. I shall never bless the name of an idol-worshipper’s god, he roared; still, he could take a hint. Aris just happened to be the top partisan bigshot back then, so after things had calmed down a bit, Aris is what he ended up baptizing the kid. We all thought she was off looking after her sick mother. Mother’s just fine, so don’t start getting ideas, she’ll last until Liberation and then some, said Kanello. The kid’s my sister’s. (Her mother lasted until Liberation and the first beauty pageant and the Dictatorship: one tough old bird, believe you me.)
         
 
         What happened was that her sister the partisan went and got herself knocked up and it was just about her time, that was the whole mystery. Her husband hid her in a sheepfold seeing as how she couldn’t very well keep up with the band in the rough country and take part in attacks what with her belly up to her eyeballs, what’s more she was useless as a fighter. Plus, Captain, someone in the band piped up, she makes an easy target.
 
         So they sent out a call for Mrs Kanello. She pads herself, pretending to be pregnant, strolls right through the German lines and delivers her sister’s baby, another dingbat, that sister of hers. Her husband left her a rifle and a few hand grenades, just in case. So Mrs Kanello cuts the cord, everything’s just fine, and then she goes and lobs a grenade over the top of the hill for good luck, anyway, the kid came out male, scared the bejesus out of the sheep, it was all they could do to coax them back into the fold. Boy, did I ever get my fill of milk up there, just like a snake, Mrs Kanello told us as she suckled away. Come on, you little outlaw, suck, she’d say, and she’d unbutton her dress and push the kid’s face up against her breast until he found the teat. Mrs Kanello’s milk was always flowing, probably because of all the kids. Anyway, she nursed the little guy until Liberation, today he’s about to retire, a merchant seaman he is and a fine-looking man. A lefty though. Too bad. 
         
 
         Back then, before the war, the women used to suckle their kids right on the front step with their breast showing, and there wasn’t a husband who said a word, of course I’m talking about the lower classes of women. But they were proper ladies in every other respect and if a stranger so much as looked at his wife sideways the husband would beat her black and blue if he was a bit of a pipsqueak. But if he had some muscle and some guy dared to steal a glance at his wife he’d whip the piss out of the guy instead. Even during the Occupation men didn’t give nursing mothers a second look, not the locals anyway. Me, maybe I was only thirteen years old, but they were always gobbling me up with their eyes. In fact, a couple of them even invited me to the dance academy. Don’t you dare or I’ll beat you within an inch of your life was Mrs Kanello’s advice when I asked her (I never asked my mother about matters of morality, since she considered herself a collaborator and a compromised woman, on account of how Italians visited her).
         
 
         The dance academy used to be a former lumber warehouse. For the town pharmacist, a certain Mr Patris who rented the top floor, it was an affront to his personal honour, he had this French wife, you see, and she didn’t really have much time for Rampartville high society. The dance academy was for men, strictly. Society mothers sent their sons there for social polishing. Girls learned to dance from their mothers, or arranged for private lessons at home from the academy. The dance master Mr Manolitsis taught the tango, the fox trot and the waltz mostly, plus the rhumba and the hesitation waltz. Come Liberation, he started teaching swing. He was plumpish, short and light-footed and he wore high heels and he always danced the lady’s role himself, and when he went by on his way to church he always greeted us politely. After ten lessons the most advanced pupils danced with each other and Mr Manolitsis took on the next group of beginners. But even when the lessons were over and the pupils graduated, they didn’t leave. They spent their afternoons at the academy, it was like a kind of social club and everybody there dreamed of dancing with a real woman, not with some classmate or other.
         
 
         Still, a few girls managed to sneak in. But if they did they could say goodbye to their good name, at least till they got married. That’s how you never saw a woman go near the place. Later in the afternoon grown men would show up. They would dance with one another, men and boys, taking turns leading, so nobody’s masculinity would suffer. They even say high school kids used to smoke cigarettes in there.
         
 
         That was one of the things the grown-up women talked about at our get-togethers at Mrs Kanello’s place. In wintertime we sat in a circle, you see, we were used to sitting in a circle around a charcoal brazier. So there we sat in a circle, with nothing in the middle, who could afford charcoal? Aphrodite’s ma would drop by too, always brought her crocheting, she did, the same old lace for the dowries. Can you believe it? after Liberation she actually found some customers, everything she crocheted for her daughter during the Occupation she sold as a good price, why even a British officer bought some.
         
 
         So we sat in a circle around the charcoal brazier that wasn’t there, each of us with a blanket thrown over our laps to keep warm, and to hide our flab, cracked Mrs Kanello. But she avoided making remarks about flesh if my mother was around; Kanello was what you’d call a born self-taught gentlewoman. She’d steer the conversation around to social life in Rampartville, or politics. At least we’re rid of those bastards the royals, she said. Just wait’n see what happens if the Brits try and stuff them down our throats after we win, it’ll be the partisans all over again. Then my mother would open her mouth and disagree, You can’t have Greece without a king, she said.
         
 
         At Mum’s forty-day memorial service I got it from Mrs Kanello how right after her first Italian, Signor Alfio, she ran to Father Dinos to confess her sins and – this is the priest telling Kanello, mind you – what was really bothering her worst was the royal family. (Father Dinos was the biggest gossip in the neighbourhood; if you wanted everyone to know your deepest secret, just go and confess, so be it.) Mother was a royalist. She believed the Allies would win and bring back the Crown with full honours. The worst thing for Ma was sinning with the enemy, said the priest; how could a turncoat and an adulteress like her bear to live in the same country with the royal family, that was so honest, such a shining example? Don’t worry your head, Asimina, the priest told her – what a nut he was! – how are you supposed to keep your kids alive? If I was in your place I’d be a whore too. Get a load of this, Rita’s sweetheart the whore-priest calling her a ‘whore’. That’s when Mother really hit bottom, said Kanello. She always knew she was a turncoat, but a whore? Never even crossed her mind. So when the priest called her one there went her self-respect.
         
 
         Well, naturally, back then I didn’t know what they were talking about, sitting around the imaginary charcoal brazier; all I could think about was that before the war we used to put aluminium foil over the coals to keep them burning longer. Politically speaking, I didn’t have a clue.
         
 
         The better class of people in Rampartville, they didn’t think too highly of the partisans. After the first year of the Occupation, almost all the more affluent homes in town began to invite the Italians in. Some even opened their doors to the Germans, they were bullheaded, the Germans I mean, wouldn’t set foot in the house of a conquered people. But the Italians, talk about friendly. Why, open your door and they’d come strolling right in, with all the gratitude in the world. They weren’t even too proud for our place, dirt floor and all. I know, I know, Signor Alfio and Signor Vittorio, they weren’t exactly the cream of the crop you’ll say.
         
 
         Homes like that, they didn’t respect the partisans at all, that much I picked up from Kanello, and later from Salome. Sometimes, for their evening parties they hired the Tiritomba clan to put on a sketch, and Italians would be there. They were always good for a laugh, the Italians I mean, even if they didn’t understand a word, applause too; as obliging as can be. One time Mlle Salome took me along for a bit role. You don’t have a speaking part, she went; just stand still and I shove you towards Adrianna, and she shoves you back at me, nothing to be scared of.
         
  
         Scared? Me? I knew what Italians looked like already, didn’t I? So I played in the sketch, and if I do say so myself, from that night on I knew I was destined for the stage. By the way, I almost forgot to mention that they had food like in the movies, too. The minute the hosts went downstairs to show their guests to the door the troupe made a rush for the half-finished dinner plates. Eat, eat, said Mrs Adrianna, but if you leave grease spots on my good dress I’ll whip the stuffings out of you. She had me dressed up in medieval dress, a Cavalleria Rusticana kind of stage costume or maybe it was an opera castaway. Anyway, I tucked my shift into my drawers, tightened the drawstrings (we didn’t have elastic back then), and stuffed my corset with whatever I could lay hands on. No one even noticed; I took it all home and the family ate its fill.
         
 
         Those fine upstanding citizens, the ones who made the Italians at home, they hated the partisans. Just you wait, when the partisans march into town one of these days heads will roll, that’s how Mrs Kanello put it. Over the clandestine radio we kept hearing about the royal family’s health; they were safe, somewhere in Africa I think it was. Why doesn’t some cannibal do the Christian thing and eat them, said Mrs Kanello, and we shivered. I’ve got a confession to make, deep down I’m a republican, but I never held with the idea of getting rid of the royals. It was awfully discourteous, doing a thing like that and expelling the royal family like they did, in the plebiscite. Since then, us having no royals makes me feel like I’m on stage without my drawers on. I want to vote for them every chance I get, every election, whether it’s for parliament or for city council, I don’t care: whoever’s on the ballot, I cry a little bit and I write, ‘I vote Royal. Raraou.’ Our member of parliament has my voter’s registration book; I gave it to him when he brought us to Athens, all expenses paid. Still has Ma’s too; she may be dead, the poor dear, but she still keeps on voting.
         
 
         That’s that. Fine with me, I mean, go ahead, be patriotic, with all the left-wing stuff and the trade-union talk and all the marches; me, I’ll demonstrate and I’ll go on strike just as good as the next man but give me the royals any day. Ever since they kicked them out I never really enjoyed Easter, even though I get my Easter bonus. Before, before the republic came in I mean, I used to go to mass at the cathedral every Easter and when I lit my candle, I told myself, the King was lighting his from the same flame! And the Commander in chief of all the armies would be there too! and after mass was over I’d go back to my little apartment, light my own little candle and keep the flame alive until the next Easter, even though I’m not a religious person. Nowadays, that’s it for the candles. We want people to treat us as Europeans and we don’t even have a royal family? I don’t get it.
         
 
         Nowadays I stay away from Easter mass. Not that I’m the religious kind; no more than I have to be. I used to think Mother was religious because she never said a word about God and all the rest. But one afternoon when she sent us over to the church so we wouldn’t get wet from the rain while Signor Alfio was visiting, I told her I was scared of the church, especially in the dark with the saints up there on the altar, all full of spite, they looked downright uncivilized, and Mother says, Don’t be afraid Roubini. God doesn’t exist. Take your little brother Fanis and stay put or else you’ll catch your death. That’s all church is good for. Plus the holy bread the priest gives you every Sunday. So, she says, take our little tyke and wait there till I’m finished, don’t be afraid of the church, there’s nobody there. It’s your own home you should be afraid of.
         
 
         That was the only catechism I ever got from my mother.
 
         When she was on her last legs here in Athens, when I knew that she was on her way out I thought maybe she wanted to take communion, but I had to bring it up in a roundabout way so as not to make her suspicious, so I said, Mum, how about I call a priest to say a couple of prayers, what do you think? And she rolls over and turns her back to me and stares at her little bottle of pills.
 
         Only one time I heard her cry, Holy Mother of God! The day when the Germans crushed our little Fanis’s hand. That was before we knew Signor Alfio. I can still see it all plain as day, the whole neighbourhood was crazy with hunger. And Aphrodite’s ma Mrs Fanny passes the word that Liakopoulos’s warehouse is full of potatoes. Word spread like wildfire through the neighbourhood and we all congregated in the little square in front of the store, just a bit down the street from the church. I figure there must have been a good fifty of us, women and children mostly. It was around noon on a Sunday; some of the people had it in mind to break the door down, they were carrying pick-axes. But the Germans got there first: it was Liakopoulos himself who called them to come and restore order, the mob was threatening his goods. Get back, shouted Kanello. She had an axe in her hands and was about to lunge when we heard the truck. Get back, it’s Germans, get back! They won’t stop, they’ll make mincemeat out of us.
         
 
         We flattened ourselves against the wall across the street, the army truck came to a halt in front of the store and Mr Liakopoulos was standing there in the window, wearing a hat and a tie, if you please, staring at us, the idiot, as if he still didn’t know what was going on.
 
         The Germans pointed their machine-gun right at us. We weren’t afraid, why should we be? Every day they pointed machine-guns at us. Then two of them climbed down from the truck, ripped open the metal shutter and went into the storeroom. Then Mr Liakopoulos understood; he’d just tied this own noose. So, they tear open the shutter and what do they see? Inside the storeroom are sacks of potatoes stacked all the way up to the ceiling. The Germans started loading them into their truck. When Mr Liakopoulos saw what was happening, something came over him: his daughters carried him back into the house, one of them even splashed water over his face.
         
 
         ‘Maybe we won’t be eating your stinking potatoes, you son of a bitch,’ shouted Kanello, ‘but you won’t be selling them on the black market either!’
 
         ‘Watch how you’re talking, lady,’ one of Liakopoulos’s daughters shouts back at her, ‘or I’ll turn you in to the Kommandantur.’
         
 
         ‘Go ahead and try it you slut,’ Kanello yells. ‘The partisans aren’t far away. I’ll have them burn your house down and the lot of you along with it, I’ve got my ways!’ (Sure enough, their house went up in flames when the partisans attacked the town; coincidence, most likely.)
 
         So there were the Germans emptying the storeroom; it was a regular potato requisition. And there we stood, petrified and drooling. I hope they turn to rocks in your guts and plug up your ass-holes, shouted Mlle Salome, but in a low kind of voice, more like a mutter.
 
         No one made a move. The truck was parked right in front of Liakopoulos’s door. Across the street was us, crowded together, and between us, the little square, empty. We didn’t want anything to do with the Germans. Just kill them. I try not to think about Germans because I only get upset and lose my sleep, even today.
         
 
         Three potatoes popped out of one of the sacks as two Germans were loading it into the truck. Huddled against the wall we let out a groan. Nobody move, said a man’s voice. The German with the machine-gun on the truck smiled at us and pointed to the spilled potatoes with the barrel of his gun. Don’t let them fool you, don’t move an inch, said the man. The other Germans stopped their loading, watching us, waiting to see what would happen. As for me, it was as though I could hear us breathing. They’ll crush them when they back up, said Mrs Fanny. They’ll crush them, the pigs.
         
 
         The Germans stood there, smiling. And we stood there.
 
         And then poor little Fanis comes running out of the crowd and makes for the middle of the square, ungainly as a plucked chicken. We stand there petrified. Little Fanis looks at Mother with a faint smile on his face and makes a bee-line for the potatoes and picks up all three of them. Nobody makes a move, then the smiling German with the machine-gun leaps down and smashes the boy’s hand with his rifle-butt. The potatoes tumble to the ground. Fanis bends down to pick them up and the rifle-butt comes smashing down on his fingers over and over again. I’m sure I could hear the bones snapping, but people say I’m being silly whenever I tell the story. The boy is howling now and all together, as one, we move forward. But the other three Germans take aim at us; I hear the click as they cock their rifles. We freeze again. The soldier with the machine-gun has it trained on us again. And in the middle of the square the kid is writhing and flailing around like a chicken with its head cut off. His hand was twisted backwards in the direction of his elbow. Then the Germans go back to work. Three Greek men take a step towards the kid, the Germans bring their rifles to the ready again, and the Greeks step back, while the little boy is still dancing around in the middle of the square.
         
 
         And then Mrs Kanello steps out of the crowd and heads toward Fanis. My mother is about to faint. Holy Mother of God, his hand, she cries, and I’m trying to keep her upright but half of her is leaning against me and the other half on the ground. I’m doing all I can but she slips out of my hands and falls. The soldiers pick up their guns again and aim at Mrs Kanello but she just keeps on walking towards our little boy as if she was God almighty. She kneels and takes him in her arms, she was wearing long black stockings, before the war the poor people wore them for mourning but come the Occupation who could be bothered with the niceties, bury them fast and get it over with, so the merchants sold off their stockings – nothing but useless surplus it was. As she kneels down to take the boy in her embrace, her stockings tear at the knee and run all the way to her ankle, I recall. A German comes up to her with a pistol, I can remember the dialogue to this very day, word for word.
         
 
         German: Little boy of you?
 
         Mrs Kanello: Yes. Of me little boy.
 
         German: Him thief. Punish.
 
         And the German turns on his heel and grinds the potatoes into the dirt, one at a time.
 
         Mrs Kanello is kneeling there with one knee in the gravel, the boy’s head resting on her other knee. As a matter of fact, you could see the white flesh above her stocking tops. We didn’t have proper garters back then, they made their appearance during the Civil War. I remember just like yesterday how white her thighs were, there above her stockings. I wanted to help my brother but I was scared to death, besides, I was holding my mother’s head.
         
 
         Meantime the German crushes the last potato. Slowly Mrs Kanello gets to her feet, begins to drag the boy over towards us as best she can, of course; she was as hungry as everybody else, suckled her kids until they were five when there was no bread to eat. But suddenly rage overwhelms her and she cuts loose at the Germans.
 
         ‘So he’s a thief?’ she says. ‘Me, I’m a thief too! And all these people, they’re nothing but thieves,’ and she points to us Greeks. ‘We’re all thieves. But what’re you? You call yourselves a country? Well, you’re nothing but a tribe. Your fatherland? I shit on it. Your flag? I spit on it! I dance on the grave that waits for your kids! Us, thieves? Maybe so. But we didn’t build Dachau. We didn’t build Belsen!’
         
 
         Mrs Kanello knew what she was talking about, she’d been to party meetings. But the German couldn’t have understood Greek much more than those few words of his.
 
         Then she picks up the boy in her arms and strides towards us in a towering rage, turning her back on the German, as if exhausted, and he picks up his rifle and shouts: Halt! And Mrs Kanello never even turns to look at him, just speaks, her eyes on us all the while.
 
         ‘You want to shoot me?’ she says. ‘Go ahead, shoot. All you’re good for is shootin’ women. Screw them you sure as hell can’t.’
 
         There she stood motionless. There stood the Germans. And us. Then, fearlessly, she turns back towards him (I was shitting my pants I was so scared, she told me dozens of years later) and lights into him.
 
         ‘What’s wrong? Come on, shoot! Get it over with. No food for three days and my kids are all over me because I can’t feed them and Churchill with his baloney over the radio – come on, shoot, I need the rest, I can’t take any more. Three days without food in my own house! Your women have enough to eat, I hear, well, may you never be buried in your own soil, may the vultures eat your balls! Your women, all they do is stuff themselves and make lampshades out of human skin! Go on, you son of a bitch, shoot! You too, the rest of you!’ and she gestures at the other Germans, their fingers on the trigger. ‘Shoot, you assfucking queers, fucking yourselves so you won’t dirty yourselves on the Greek girls. Shoot! But one of these days you’re gonna pay! The Muscovite is coming – you know the song? You’ll puke it all up, every last bit.’
 
         ‘Unfortunately, Mrs Kanello,’ I tell her at Mum’s memorial service as we’re talking over the past, ‘the Germans never paid us back. Not then, and not now. We never even asked them. Look how they’re our precious allies today, and oh so politely they let our men go to work for them, and in the United Nations they snap their fingers and we come running. We win the war, and them, they’re back on top.’
         
 
         ‘Us, win the war, Roubini?’ says Mrs Kanello, ‘you call that winning the war?’ And she broke down and cried. But at Mum’s funeral she didn’t shed a tear. Only at her husband’s funeral, but never mind, I won’t say a thing about that.
 
         So Mrs Kanello turns her back on the Kraut and starts towards us.
 
         He didn’t shoot. Meantime, Father Dinos had somehow got wind of the situation: there he came, full steam ahead, all decked out in his vestments – he’d left in the middle of a wedding – with his chasuble flapping in the wind. He came to a stop without a word. Mrs Kanello comes over, Get up Asimina, she tells my ma, we got to look after the kid’s hand, no time for fainting. Off we go to her house, me following along holding our little boy’s crushed hand. Straight up the stairs we go, rip up some old rags, and straighten out Fanis’s hand, and he doesn’t let out a peep, can you imagine?
         
 
         I didn’t have a clue what was going on outside; I was holding the washbasin while we rinsed off his hand with boric acid and camomile. Seemed like thanks to Father Dinos the Germans were gone. With the potatoes. O thank you so much, holy father, says Aphrodite’s ma. Stuff it Mrs Fanny, snaps the reverend father. And he sends out an order for everyone in the parish to turn out for Sunday service; there he reads out a curse and an anathema on the whole Liakopoulos clan. Why, at the Polytechnic Institute during the dictatorship, if even one asshole of a bishop stands up on his own hind feet, you wouldn’t have had the tanks breaking into the Polytechnic, Mrs Fanny told me later, back in Athens. But I don’t want to get mixed up in politics.
         
 
         So finally the kid comes around, Run and call the doctor, Mrs Kanello tells me. But as I’m on my way down, who should I see coming up the stairs but Doctor Manolaras. Someone had passed the word. He unwrapped our crude bandage, felt the hand. Nothing serious, he said, quit yelling. A couple of broken bones, that’s all. He had gauze bandages and Mum broke off a stick from our garden fence and we set it up as a splint. Now give him something to eat: he shouldn’t move his hand for a week, use your other hand when you peepee, he told Fanis, and the boy blushed. He won’t lose the hand, but it’ll always be crooked.
         
 
         The doctor gave him an injection, he was always injecting the hind ends of the just and the unjust with that Red Cross surplus of his. Then he said goodbye and left.
 
         And we picked up our little boy to leave. Mother could barely look Mrs Kanello in the eye, I’m so sorry for all the problems we caused you, she said, your stockings are all torn and it’s all on account of us.
 
         ‘And you, you go showing off your thighs so the whole town can see,’ pipes up her husband from the next room, as if he was dishonoured. Saw the whole thing from the little window in the toilet, he did. But Mrs Kanello didn’t answer back; she always respected him.
 
         We took the boy home.
 
         Time passed and the hand got better but it was twisted for good. Couldn’t make a fist. After the Civil War, or was it a little before? Doc Manolaras – by now he was elected to parliament – took him on as a hired hand at his spread on one of the islands. That’s where he works to this day, Fanis does, as foreman and quite a spread it is, too; you’ll have a job with me for life, the doctor promised, and he kept his promise. So Fanis is doing just fine, even if I never see him. Every year I send him a card on his name day, drop it off at Doc Manolaras’ office. I don’t have to buy stamps that way. He can’t answer, seeing as how his right hand is the twisted hand, but I get all the news from Doc Manolaras, he’s been our family MP since way back then, for life I guess you could say. If only I could latch on with a road show, I’d say to myself, and stop over on his island, so the kid could see me on stage before he dies. What kid? He’s past sixty now. And what do you think he asks me to send him, just the other day, the scallywag? Potatoes. And staring up Mrs Kanello’s thigh when he came to? A real Greek, what can you do?
         
 
         Whenever I think back to the episode with the potatoes and the garters, and I see my own suspender belts hanging from the little line over the bathtub (I’ve got a second pair), I say to myself, Honey pie, when it comes to wrapping a man around your little finger, us modern-day vamps, we’ve got it all. Take toilet paper. I mean, back then newspaper was all we had for wiping ourselves, and I’m talking about our kind of girls, well-groomed girls with self-respect. Even in the bathrooms of the finest homes in Rampartville you wouldn’t find toilet paper. Only newspaper. I should know because I worked in more than a couple of homes like that after the so-called Liberation. Newspaper cut up into little squares with scissors all nice and neat (I did the cutting), but newspaper all the same. It was God’s miracle that we got as far as we did with the men, considering we put out and still kept our virginity up front. Ah, the little ditties we used to sing back before toilet paper! Not to mention underarm deodorant. How did we ever manage to turn mens’ heads when we had so little to work with I’ll never know. And today all the girls want to talk about is solitude and angst and now they’ve got all the deodorants and creams and I don’t know what else for the most confidential uses. Us, we used cotton sheets cut in the shape of a ‘T’ over and over again until they wore out. Plus we hung out our washing over the balcony or in the yard and everyone in the neighborhood knew our time of the month. Well you can just imagine the gossip, seeing as how some of the local women were keeping track. Why, you heard things like, Did you see, Karatsolias’s wife is late with her monthlies? Nothing on the line today, what’s going on? maybe she’s in a family way? Today, nobody can tell one way or the other. Sure, sure, no more flowers that bloom in the springtime for me, I know that’s what you’re thinking. But I still buy the sanitary pads just so I can see the look on you-know-whose face. Still, they’re like a little friend sitting there in my handbag, even if I don’t use them all that much.
         
 
         Us modern-day charmers we’re spoiled so rotten we don’t know what’s good for us, all the different creams we can pick and choose between, every drugstore’s got at least ten different brands. Plus they’ve even got European toilet paper, every roll costs as much as new release cinema ticket. Saw it in one of those high-class uptown supermarkets. Not that I do my shopping there, but whenever I get over one of my fits I ring up one of my neighbours and we head for the supermarket just to blow off steam; what a sight. We make like we’re buying, we load the shopping cart full to overflowing then we just leave it standing there and walk out.
         
 
         Not to mention all the nice people you run into in the supermarket. Stars even. TV stars. I mean, not real stars of the stage: still, they’re stars all the same, though. Furthermore, you can check out the exotic foods; why, they’ve even got canned goods from Japan; makes you sick to your stomach. Reminds me from the outside of the canned food we used to get from the English when we were in high school; I was back in school by then, for a couple of years. They came driving up in their trucks and handed out the food themselves, because the Prefect went and stole the first load himself, right after the so-called Liberation.
         
 
         Some of the canned food came from UNRRA, some was army rations. If you were lucky you got UNRRA: they were chock full of food. The army rations had a chocolate bar, a cookie, a razor blade and a condom. Truckloads of English soldiers would drive up and hand out the food in the break, they were all blond and cheerful but they still looked a lot like the Greeks with those low-slung behinds of theirs. We kids blew up the condoms and the whole high school was full of cheery balloons. Our singing teacher managed to snatch one of the good ones out of my hand before I could puff it up. Once in a while we’d even blow them up in class, during the physics and chemistry lessons mostly. One day I went home waving a blown-up condom just as pleased as punch, taking care nobody would pop it and, when Mother saw me, did she ever give me a whipping.
         
 
         Anyway, a trip to the supermarket makes you feel better than going to the park, where there’s nothing but little kids talking dirty and calling you auntie. At the supermarket you can keep in touch with things, social-wise; when I’m going up and down the aisles it makes me feel as if our royal family is still ruling, reminds me just a little of those German operettas at the movies back during the Occupation, the ones with all the food. Plus going up and down the aisles is a lot better than any tranquillizer, which are pretty expensive, still, God bless my medical insurance plan.
         
 
         One time at the supermarket who should I run into but our MP Doc Manolaras’s wife, he’s the one who fixed up Daddy’s pension for me. Gorgeous woman. I kissed her hand – I know how to show my gratitude, after all – but she blushed. What are you doing, Miss Roubini? she says, I’m young enough to be your daughter. Listen to the old boiling fowl, your daughter! Me, I don’t even show my age. But I was determined to respect the social niceties. Because if it wasn’t for her husband, Fanis would never be set up for life the way he is, and I would never have my orphan’s pension as an Albanian veteran’s daughter.
 
         I can still remember her husband as a forty-year-old doctor back in Rampartvillè, in my younger days. Doc Manolaras. Even before the war he was into politics. And generous too. Wouldn’t take a thing from a poor patient, But you’d better vote for me when I run for parliament, was his line. But even the better classes of people liked him. I’m the only one in Rampartville who’s seen every rear end in town, male and female, from every social class in the whole provincial capital, he used to say. Seeing as how the first thing he did when he visited some sick person was give them an injection, even before he examined you, whether it was the runs or peritonitis or the mumps. One day he stuck it into my godmother. Let me alone, you ungodly thing, she screamed, I’ve got measles, don’t! My dear departed husband never saw me naked from behind, and now people will start talking, and here I am on my last legs!
         
 
         Maybe they were goners, but he gave them the injection first, to buck up their spirits and make them feel like science was on their side, was how he put it. Free of charge. Didn’t make any difference if you were at death’s door, he’d say, You’ll repay me with your vote, old boy, when I run for parliament.
 
         Called on poor people for their name day, he did, but instead of sweets he popped them one in the bum. That was back then, before the war. Finally, after the war, they had the first elections and he ran for parliament and what do you know, he won hands down and came first for the whole prefecture. On to minister, we shouted. MP is fine with me, he said from his balcony. Athens, here I come. I can just see the bums just waiting.
 
         He helped me straighten out my pension problems. He remembered the spicy sausages and skewered liver my father used to make. Liked good food and plenty of it, Doc Manolaras did. And when the official returns came through seems like everybody the good doctor ever pricked in the behind came to praise him, and there he was, on the shoulders of the riffraff, swaying back and forth like a flag flapping in the wind. Manolaras, Manolaras, they chanted. Your mother’s ass, croaked some dissidents, but they got the stuffings whipped out of them.
 
         Boutsikas the town porter actually did the shoulder-carrying, by the hour. So maybe he was short, but he was all brawn: why, he could unload two horse-carts in a half hour. Boutsikas had a big family and a more solid supporter for our MP you couldn’t hope to find. Maybe he wasn’t on the same side of the fence as Doc Manolaras, politics-wise, but who cares; the whole family voted for him, out of respect.
         
 
         Boutsikas got himself a pension too, thanks to Doc Manolaras. Hauling the doctor from one end of Rampartville to the other on his shoulders he came down with a hernia; that was the end of his portering days, for sure. What a hernia it was, let me tell you; everything just sort of slipped down to his knees; take one look at him below the belt with his pants puffed out right down to the knees and you couldn’t keep your eyes off and you’d say, God almighty, now there’s a man who’s got it all. Why, some women who didn’t know he was ill were jealous of his wife’s good fortune. Anyway, thanks to the pension he came up to Athens, family-wise, with all the little Boutsikases, eight or nine of them and today they sell lottery tickets at the best locations without a police permit and the mother is a night cleaner in two tax offices; they even built themselves a place, way out in the sticks plus illegal to boot, but they’re doing fine for themselves, whatever they take in they drink it away every night, their ma too thanks be to the hernia they all have work and so they always drink to the health of Doc Manolaras: wonderful people, salt of the earth, never forget a good turn.
 
         Asimina old girl, that’s how Manolaras talked to Mother (she was the only woman he never managed to puncture with his needle), you’re the wife of a hero. And all together you’re four votes, he was counting Sotiris, our eldest. Not counting the relatives.
 
         He started procedures a few days after they paraded Mother through town. As widow of a soldier fallen on the field of battle, with three orphan children your mother is entitled to a pension, he tells me. Ma wouldn’t admit she was a widow, but you couldn’t budge the doctor. You lost him in Albania, he tells me. I’ll get you a pension, the lot of you, so shut up.
         
 
         One thing was certain. My father was lost, literally. After four months of cards, we never had another sign of life from him. Or death, for that matter. Never put down as officially dead, or missing in action, never turned up when our boys withdrew. Never listed as prisoner of the Italians. Mother asked at the police, asked Doc Manolaras, even Signor Vittorio if it could be that somewhere at the front he ran into a man who etc. etc. Not even the Ministry of War knew what to say.
         
 
         During the Occupation whenever people asked after her husband her answer was, He’s gone abroad. Well, she couldn’t very well go saying he was dead because it was bad luck, and because she would be obliged to wear black social-wise and religion-wise. So she said, He’s gone abroad. When you get right down to it, Albania is abroad after all. Sure, it’s not Paris, but still, it’s abroad. And she said it with a kind of pride, Mother did. Because back then not everybody and his brother went abroad.
         
 
         That’s when Doc Manolaras gets his bright idea. Asimina old girl, he says, you’re entitled to a medal you know. And one of these days I’ll get you a pension, for all those spicy liver sausages the dear departed used to make for me.
 
         Mother thanked him, not that she believed him of course; but she did ask him not to call my father dear departed.
 
         Doc Manolaras actually had the grit to come to our place after they publicly humiliated mom. He ignored the public outcry for three votes, that’s how Mrs Kanello put it. Finally the pension came through; it took four years, and we were living Athens by then; but it came through. And after Ma died it stayed in my name, as I was the unwed female child of a heroic soldier of the Albanian campaign, missing in action. From then on, Doc Manolaras kept our voter registration books locked in a drawer in his office, six in all, two for Mother’s parents, and our four (he took out a book in Sotiris’s name too). Every election time I picked up my book and Mum’s along with the ballots which were already marked. Of course, I always threw away the ballot he fixed for me and filled in a new one where I wrote ‘I vote Royal. Raraou.’ The boys’ books he looked after himself. 
         
 
         After a few years went by I let him look after ours too: Mother had put on weight and we weren’t going to queue with all the rabble and the riffraff every four years. After I buried Mum I asked him to give me back her book, I wanted it for a souvenir. But he wouldn’t give it back; just leave it to me, Raraou, he said (finally called me by my stage name, you see), leave it to me; your dear departed mother can help us even after her death. I didn’t make anything of it, but I was a bit upset, let me tell you; that little photo made Mum look really good.
 
         Truth is, even Mrs Kanello told Ma not to wear mourning. Missing in action is one thing, Asimina, she said, dead’s another story. Forget the mourning, you’ll only get your kids upset, plus it’ll cost you money.
 
         Mourning cost a pretty penny back then, it wasn’t just a black dress and that’s all. People hung black sashes on all the curtains and put a black ribbon crossways on the tablecloth and covered up the mirror completely or hung it with black tulle for two years. Not to mention the little cakes and sweetmeats. During the Occupation of course, only the upper class could afford that kind of thing; we couldn’t even afford the flour.
 
         So that’s how Mother didn’t go into mourning. Besides, it was the Occupation; how were we supposed to afford black when we had to cut up the flag to make our drawers? Plus it wouldn’t have been polite for Signor Alfio to see mourning bands on the curtains. What kind of hospitality would that be? So he was an enemy of our country, but Greek hospitality has to be just so, you can’t go upsetting an invited guest even if he’s from an occupying army. And all this for what? The motherland? What’s that? Can you see it, touch it? Signor Alfio, he was real flesh and bone; not the motherland.
         
 
         Some people in the neighbourhood looked down on the Italians because they made passes at the girls and they ate frogs, so people said. But the best families in Rampartville wouldn’t hear of it, and I agreed. Nothing but lies! they said. Plus these days we’re sophisticated: you can find frozen frog’s legs in all the better class of supermarket. But back then if you ate frogs it was as if you were eating filth.
         
 
         People said the Italians caught them in nets under Deviljohn’s bridge just outside town. We kids played a lot near the bridge; the place was crawling with big fat frogs, but we never knew for sure whether they did it or not. During the first years of the Occupation curfew came in at six o’clock. So people who didn’t like the Italians claimed they went frog fishing after six: you figure it out. Later on, everybody forgot about it. But back then the rumours were flying thick and fast ‘the Italians are eating the tadpoles!’ Maybe they didn’t have everything they wanted in their canteens? In fact, word got around that some of the families who invited Italians for dinner actually tried frogs in tomato sauce. But that was probably just nasty left-wing gossip.
         
 
         Anyway, Father Dinos tried his best to protect Ma. That much I found out from Mrs Fanny, Aphrodite’s mother, back when we had Plastiras for prime minister. One morning, she told me. Father Dinos comes, pisses out behind the church, shakes off his birdie, pulls down his robes and calls our mother Asimina, come to the church at five o’clock, for confession. Mother kisses his hand and goes back into the house, that was back in the Alfio days.
 
         ‘Asimina,’ he tells her that afternoon in the confessional, ‘don’t worry about “the other thing”, personally speaking I give you my absolution and I take personal responsibility. Of course it’s a sin what you’re doing, but I take it upon myself. But how in the world can you let people who eat frogs kiss you?’
 
         Mum is upset. ‘Now you listen to me, Father,’ she says, with all due respect (even though he was younger than her). ‘Firstly, I don’t believe it that they eat frogs because they’re Christians too. But mainly no Italian and nobody else ever kissed me, nobody but my husband. All ‘the other thing I admit, he does it. But me, I’ll only kiss the husband that married me. When he comes back.’
         
 
         ‘Comes back from where, my poor child?’
 
         ‘When he comes back.’
 
         ‘Comes back from where? You think he’s some kind of ghost? He was just God’s little lamb, how could he ever end up a ghost?’
 
         ‘He can do whatever he wants. He’s a man and he doesn’t have to answer to me. But me, I’m not going to kiss anybody. I swear it on my wedding wreath.’
 
         Mrs Fanny gave me the whole story, back when Plastiras was prime minister. The reverend just couldn’t keep his mouth shut, as you can see; go for confession and you’d end up confessing him. Anyway. God bless him (he’s still alive). One thing for sure, Mrs Fanny’s no liar. Moved up to Athens too, along with her husband the former partisan but whatever she did, it was her own two hands that did it. That husband of hers, no sooner than they hit town, he goes and gets mixed up in the December uprising and gets his throat slit from ear to ear. It was the royalists from Organization ‘X’ – ‘X-men’ we called them – that done it. All that money for the move from Rampartville to Athens, gone to waste. Why didn’t they just kill him back in the Resistance; they were going to do it anyway, weren’t they? But what can you do? Besides it didn’t seem to bother Mrs Fanny one way or the other; after I buried my daughter I got the trick, was how she put it. So she kept on turning out the lace doilies. Being as how she didn’t want to sell her place in Rampartville she boarded up the front door and left. That’s the way it is to this day. Whenever the boards rot, Mrs Kanello nails up new ones to protect the place. I’ll never sell, said Mrs Fanny. And when I die the crows will build their nests and give me forgiveness.
         
 
         Got a ride to Athens in a truck, You can let us off here, they said a little outside town. The truck belonged to Doc Manolaras. So the driver drops them off near a little hillock, a barren place with a blockhouse on top. Mrs Fanny had it all picked out from far away; she and her husband climb up to the top and all by herself she moves her household effects into the blockhouse. Then he heads off to Athens to look for his party comrades and they bring him back with his throat slit, he was still breathing. She buries him as quick as she can, ties some dry thistles together to make a broom, sweeps the place clean, plugs up the gun ports with newspapers and turns it into a place to live. Her first night as a widow she shoves the commode over to block the door. A miracle how she ever managed, selling hand-made lace doilies, tatting and needlepoint, and all the time new patterns.
         
 
         Little by little she settles into the blockhouse, puts in a door, windows, two pots of flowers in front, builds a little wall, fixes up an outhouse and a little kitchen: she was a proper homemaker let me tell you. Later, during some election campaign, the place gets incorporated into the city plan even if it was unauthorized and she gets water and light, just like that. Still keeps up her crocheting, opened a little shop, more like a hole in the wall if you want to get right down to it. Not too long ago she tells me she’s putting in for a telephone then all her prayers will be answered.
         
 
         People are funny that way. First she survives. Then she forgets. Of course, maybe she didn’t really forget, deep down, you never can tell. Back then in Rampartville we all had her written off, all alone and helpless; thanks to Doc Manolaras we tracked her down. When her daughter died she locked herself into the house, never lit a lamp even. Only time she showed her face was at Mrs Kanello’s evening get-togethers, with her crochet hook and the thread rolled up in a ball at her feet, crocheting to finish the dead girl’s dowry, some habits you just can’t break.
         
 
         Never set foot in our house. Only once, the night she knocked at our door just after Signor Vittorio left. Asimina, she calls, open up, quick! We open the door, it was five till, almost curfew; there she stands with this strange woman. She’s looking for someone, she tells us. Then she goes off and leaves us with the woman, just like that. Come on in, Ma tells her, what was she supposed to say. The woman comes in; you could tell something was wrong. But she looked like a lady. Who are you? asks Ma. Not a word. Please sit down, I say; we were just sitting down to dinner. Bread and chick peas with olive oil, from Signor Vittorio that was. She takes a seat, but not so much as a glance at the food, nothing. Who are you? Ma asks again; don’t you want something to eat? Without a word she gets up from the chair, goes over to the bed, lies down and dies. Just like that. With her purse in her hand. We knew it right away. Dead people we saw every day. Ma stretched her out on the bed, closed her eyes, wrapped her jaw closed with a handkerchief. So get Mrs Kanello, she tells me, but now it was curfew. Mrs Kanello was working that night though so we waited at the window, the three of us, for her to come off shift. And wrapped up the stranger in some old clothes.
         
 
         Around midnight we hear Mrs Kanello’s clogs rattling like a machine-gun; like a home guard she walked. With all due respect, I have to say there was nothing feminine about that woman. But then, I’m comparing her with me, you’ll say … anyway. Mum calls her over, she comes in, looks the woman over. Not from Rampartville, she says. Whereupon I pipe up (where’d I get the idea; I was just a kid) maybe she’s some kind of messenger for the partisans. I’ll find out in the morning, Kanello says, and leaves.
 
         We kept vigil over the stranger all night, well, all right, so we nodded off a bit before dawn, and little Fanis snored right through the whole thing. To stay awake, I weed the new shoots that were popping up through the floor over in the corner, but Ma snaps at me in a loud whisper, Stop that and bring the lamp over here. So I stop my weeding. 
         
 
         First thing in the morning we go out and start asking around, all hush-hush. Nothing. At noon Kanello comes back from work: not a clue, she says; nobody expecting her, all the contacts got back safe. Seems she even telephoned around, not that I asked where, but however you look at it, we weren’t any further ahead than when we started.
 
         Meanwhile our lady neighbours pass on the word to the priest, he’ll be having a funeral to do and little Fanis goes running off to the police station. Don’t know a thing about it, they tell him, Try the Kommandantur. Can you believe it, the kid’s supposed to go ask the Krauts? Finally Father Dinos shows up along with Theofilis the sacristan and the two of them lay her out in one of those church caskets they always kept handy, for the indigent, you know. We took the funeral procession through the whole town on the off-chance maybe somebody recognizes the dead woman, asking people on the sly. Not a clue. Probably somebody from the capital, they said. We ended up giving her a hasty burial seeing as it was just about curfew time, then we all hurried home. Didn’t write anything on the grave marker, what were we supposed to put?
         
 
         I suppose I completely forgot about the incident, all these years. Anyway, just after Ozal gets in, I think it was, I’m back on the stage again, stand-in at some youth movement drama festival and who do you imagine I think of? That’s right. The mystery woman; not her face so much as her green coat. Even today, when I visit our plot in the cemetery I light my candle and burn my incense, then I drop an extra lump into the incense burner. For the unknown woman, I whisper. That’s what I call her: the ‘unknown woman’. Because I performed The Unknown Woman with this road company, you know. What I mean is, I played in The Unknown Woman, not the role of the unknown woman; had two lines to speak but I’m not complaining. It was prose after all, and besides, it was serious theatre. In the musical reviews they always stick me in the back of the crowd scenes or in the chorus. 
         
 
         The unknown woman, poor thing.
 
         I always say a little prayer for her, I know it’s being selfish but I’d like it if someone said a little prayer for me when … anyway, you know what I mean; well. I’m still young at heart and frisky as a filly, why, when I pop backstage after the show the people come up to me and say, Raraou you old fish, where’ve you been hiding yourself these days? just as nice as can be not how they usually talk to old people and pensioners generally speaking. Of course. I know what you’re going to say, I look a lot younger than my age. Don’t I know it. Even when I was a little girl I always looked younger than I was, didn’t even get a little bump of a chest until after I turned seventeen. When we used to go splashing in the puddles under Deviljohn’s bridge in the summertime I wore my drawers without a shift just like our little Fanis and the other boys. But my girl friends from school, they only took their clogs off. Well, really they were former girl friends because in the meantime I quit school; after the so-called Liberation I started going again but by then it was only once in a blue moon.
         
 
         Still, I went visiting lots of other girls. Afternoons mostly. Always went home plenty early though, back then you had to leave plenty of time to get home before curfew because you couldn’t stay overnight at somebody’s house, forbidden by the Occupying Powers. If you wanted to put somebody up you had to write a petition and get the authorities to stamp it. They had their ways of checking up, too; every front door had this printed form nailed to it showing how many permanent residents lived in that particular house plus their names and how old they were. Mrs Kanello, well, life was tough and she was hungry but she could always find something to laugh about. So what does she tell us at one of those get-togethers of hers? At most of the better houses (did house cleaning on her days off, what was she supposed to do with all those mouths to feed?) they were correcting the women’s ages. Improving them, actually. From forty-eight down to forty-two first, then down to thirty-two. And Mrs Kanello laughed and laughed, till all of a sudden one day it wasn’t funny any more. Seems she dropped by her mother’s and what do you think she saw? Her mother’s age listed as thirty-seven, that’s what! You’re nuts, Mum. Thirty-seven? I’m twenty-seven myself. But mother Marika wouldn’t budge. I am not nuts, she says. What am I supposed to do, stuck with an unmarried daughter?
         
 
         Mrs Kanello had this younger sister name of Yannitsa, couldn’t unload her on anybody. One big headache, let me tell you. Finally they managed to marry her off though, thanks to party connections. Her other sister’s husband, the one in the partisans, he kind of forced one of his comrades to marry the spinster. Party orders, he told the man. Didn’t have much choice in the matter, really. So he married the girl, even though she was older by eight years. But they lived happily ever after, had a child even.
 
         The fur really flew over at the Tiritomba’s too, age-wise I mean. Mrs Adrianna put down her real age, and that was that; her daughter was eighteen, she was forty-one and a widow, why bother to hide it? But Mlle Salome, who couldn’t have been a day under thirty-four, she wouldn’t hear of it. I’m not telling anybody my age, she declared. I don’t care if they shoot me. And there, beside her name, she writes down fifteen, doing her part for the Resistance, I suppose.
 
         Aphrodite’s mother never crossed her dead daughter’s name off the list. But in the age column she wrote down ‘zero’.
 
         Mlle Salome had her reasons, that’s for sure. Back before the war even she joined the old maids’ club; she had a swarthy complexion, all skin and bones, her hair was short and curly and she had beady little eyes like a chicken’s behind (what I’d give for those lovely eyes of yours, she gushed whenever she saw me) and a shrill voice, like somebody yelling at a deaf-mute. But all the same, she was a good-hearted sort. Not much later, the whole Tiritomba clan went off on tour, mind you. Well ‘went off’ was hardly the word for it. What really happened is that they cleared out overnight, and all because a goat, if you please. Cleared out lock stock and barrel, in the middle of the great hunger, just as the Year of Our Lord 1942 was coming to an end.
         
 
         We didn’t even have time to say goodbye and before we knew it, they were gone. If I’d have known they were going, I’d have asked them to take me along, I know I was just a little kid, but they were bound to have kid’s parts. I could have played boys even; my feminine charms weren’t all that developed yet.
 
         That day us kids were snailing down by Deviljohn’s bridge bright and early. The snails were up and around at the crack of dawn, so we had to catch them before anybody else did. We used to eat them boiled and salted; in the coffee houses they served them as an appetizer, along with ouzo. Later on, we sold them in little paper cones at the movies, instead of roasted sunflower seeds.
 
         So there we were in the early morning cold, gathering snails under the bridge when all of a sudden we see Tassis’ wood-powered jitney go by like a shot – Tassis was Mrs Adrianna’s brother. Well not exactly ‘like a shot’; the old rattletrap was doing maybe ten miles an hour. And in it, who do I see but Mlle Salome, Mrs Adrianna, her daughter Marina, plus an archangel, which may have been part of some stage set, or maybe it was a plaster statue, I couldn’t tell for sure. There were Albanian kilts and medieval costumes flapping in the wind on the side. Traviata and the like. Before I knew it, they turned off towards the mountain villages. As soon as the jitney was out of sight we went back to our snailing. We were cold. There was no sun but even with sun we would have been cold. Not enough to eat, that’s what it was. But the cold couldn’t spoil our fun. What did spoil it, around noon, was the domestic animals from town.
         
 
         Down by the riverside there were two cats crouching, waiting to pounce on the first frog that popped up. Or staring up at the sky, maybe the poor dumb creatures were waiting for a bird to drop at their feet, so to speak. Dumb animals when you come right down to it.
         
 
         House cats weren’t much good back then, what’s a mouse going to do in a hungry man’s house? They wouldn’t even let us get close enough to pat them, the cats. I mean; they were angry because we couldn’t feed them any more. Mrs Kanello had a cat but she had to tell it I don’t have anything for you, sweetie-pie, you’ll have to look out for yourself.
 
         One day we spotted a mouse in our house. Must have been just passing through, or maybe it just strolled in through the wrong door. Mother almost took it as a compliment. Mice only lived in rich people’s houses now. Back in the days before the war we had a few, but for Mother a mouse in the house was a kind of disgrace; cleanliness is next to godliness, she always said. We kept traps with bread fried in olive oil for bait. But when the Albanian front fell apart, well, that was it for the bread in the mouse-trap.
 
         We had a cat too, but she wasn’t really ours. More like half a cat. Showed up on the days Father brought the tripe to wash in the yard. I never knew who the cat belonged to. We got ourselves half a cat, Father joked. We always left her a plate outside the back door, along with a little bowl of water. But when we lost our liberty she lost the food on her plate. We still gave her fresh water every day so she would always have plenty to drink at least. At first, she kept on coming around. She came scrambling over the wall, stared at her plate, then leaped down for a closer look, dumb animal. But there was nothing on her plate, nothing but rust spots from the rain, mixed with dust. The last time she showed up on the wall she spotted the empty plate, then turned towards us and glared at us as it she was accusing us of wrongdoing, like the picture in the cathedral where you see the Archangel glaring at Eve, the one where it says The Banishment from the Garden underneath. Took one look at us and disappeared. Disowned us. 
         
 
         I didn’t even try to find her. Firstly, she wasn’t even our cat, and secondly, what was I supposed to say to her, Come back home for some food? I was embarrassed to look her in the face. When she went away she had the same kind of look on her face as my big brother, back then with Signor Alfio. I was lying a while back when I told you my big brother Sotiris called her a whore. When he saw it was Signor Alfio going out the door and saw the basin full of rinsing water under Mother’s bed and the food on the table he didn’t curse her or call her names, nothing like that. In fact he sat down and ate dinner with us and then he said, I’m going out for a walk. Even though it was curfew we didn’t try to stop him. He was gone. For ever. Today he’ll be over seventy.
 
         And that’s how our half a cat left. I never saw her again, not even down by Deviljohn’s bridge where the cats went frog hunting.
 
         But that day, when the jitney with the Tiritomba troupe disappeared over the hill, all us kids heard a strange sound coming from the town, a soft humming sound, like a deaf-mute crying. We stopped our playing and looked up. The road was empty but the sound kept coming closer. So low that it was more like a dream. Then we saw them, the pets of Rampartville.
         
 
         Lots of them. They filled the road like a silent demonstration, dogs and cats together, marching along with a determined look on their faces. Not so much as turning to look at us. All the pets of Rampartville were deserting the town. And here they were, streaming past us, along the road leading to the villages and the valley. In their eyes you could see it, the look of a mother trying to save her children. And nobody can stop her. They were heading for the countryside, looking for food. A couple of pups were hanging back and sniffing along the roadside, then they dashed along after their parents. The two frog-hunting cats joined the march, alongside a couple of dogs. Not one of them came back again, ever. 
         
 
         Fanis and I stopped playing, collected whatever snails we could gather, and went home. We told Ma and I was scared because she said, The animals have turned their backs on our city, animals know when there’s danger. Now great tribulations lie in store for us, Mother said, and I was scared; I didn’t know what that word meant and that made me even more scared.
 
         We had trouble getting home seeing as the Germans had the neighbourhood sealed off. The Tiritomba family troupe just managed to clear town in their jitney, and all because of a misunderstanding: they thought the army cordon was for them, but that’s Mlle Salome for you, always putting on airs. Because the day before she stole a goat from some collaborator, she thought that was why, and they pretended they were going on tour. But the Germans, they knew what they were doing, you think they’d go sealing off a whole district for some Greek goat, which turned out to be a nanny-goat? No, the reason was because they knew Mrs Chrysafis’s son was coming. I know who double-crossed him, but I’m not talking. Don’t want to lose my pension, the guy’s got a top position in both parties, one after the other.
         
 
         Mrs Chrysafis lived in this narrow two-storey house on the little square, on the opposite corner from Liakopoulos’, the collaborator with the potatoes: her son was in the partisans, went by the name of Valiant. The poor kid wasn’t all that bright, how many times did Mrs Kanello tell him to be careful, but he wouldn’t listen. So every so often he snuck into town to bring his mother food; she was a widow, you know. That son of hers name of Valiant was really a kind of partisan alias, he was a gendarme before, and the finest-looking man I ever saw or ever hope to see, one look at him and you’d say, Holy Virgin, just let me have him and I’ll never look at another man again, I swear. And if they ever build a Paradise just for men, that Paradise would be for him, for his perfect beauty. Mind you he might have been ugly, but for me he was handsome; today I can’t really recall what he looked like exactly and if you showed me his picture today I don’t think I could recognize him. Tall, like a fine steel blade with that golden hair of his, you’d swear his whole body quivered like the surface of the water in that uniform of his. A handsomer man you couldn’t hope to find, just thinking about him was enough to stop your tears and heal your hurt. He was a gendarme. But when the partisans started up he was one of the first to join. It was a former mate of his ratted on him, I won’t say who, you think I want to lose my meal ticket on account of a man I can’t even remember his face; plus. I may be in hot water for talking too much already.
         
 
         He dressed up as a priest to sneak into town. But that night they were waiting for him, and at dawn they shot him in an alleyway then dumped his body in the public market, by the fishmongers’ stalls.
 
         Mrs Chrysafis was waiting for him, nothing but boiled weeds that’s all she had to eat for two days, and she could only think of the food her hero was going to bring her. Mrs Kanello spots him dumped on the ground eyes wide open next to a stack of crates full of eels. She was on her way home from her shift at the TTT – because of her work she had a safe-conduct.
 
         And right through the German lines you go, Kanello; straight home and you get a two-wheeled cart with handles and a bowl of boiled chick-peas with olive oil and you go to Mrs Chrysafis’s place. Eat Chrysafina, eat, you tell her. But Mrs Chrysafis turns angry. What for? my son is bringing me food; but it was as though she knew something was wrong, so she took a few bites. And then Kanello, you tell her, Come along Chrysafina and bring the cart, poor woman, you say, Time to bring your son home.
 
         At the public market the two of them loaded him into the cart, arms and legs dangling over the sides; he was a big man, too big for the cart. A handful of small-time black marketeers were standing around, the ones with the eels, but they just looked on, didn’t want anybody accusing them of helping. Mrs Chrysafis went first, pulling the cart behind her, and Kanello took up the rear, yanking the ends of the dead man’s cassock out from the wheels. Matter of fact an eel ended up on top of him and one of the black marketeers snatched it up and threw it back into the crate. Along they went, with Kanello trying to stuff the dead man’s arms and legs back into the cart and Mrs Chrysafis towing until she fell down in a faint. Then some people came out of a store and splashed water over her. She came to, and that’s how it was that they brought the fair youth home to prepare him for burial. The Germans let them pass, just like that.
         
 
         When they get to her front door Mrs Chrysafis lifts the bolt then turns and starts pummelling Kanello. Get out of here, I’ll look after him myself, go on, get out. And she hoists the body on to her back and lugs it up the stairs. The neighbourhood was still sealed off, for fear of trouble. But we didn’t say a word of protest. We only watched.
 
         For two days and two nights she wailed over the body. Not with words; with sounds like the sea.
 
         She closed her windows and her balcony door, but left the shutters open; staged her mourning just for us, she did. For two days and two nights, hysterically. We couldn’t hear a single word, nothing but sounds like the open sea. But we could see her dressed in black with a black kerchief over her head, holding her dead son’s cassock in her hands, lashing her body or throwing herself against the walls. Through the windows we could see Mrs Chrysafis appearing and disappearing like someone going by in the street or climbing on top of trunks, or tables as  though she wanted to break through the ceiling and fly up to the sky.
         
 
         The inside walls of her house were whitewashed, and the windows were narrow.
 
         So we could see her clear as day, but bits at a time. Only glimpses of a huge black bat. Desperate to break free from its cage, she pounded against the walls, trying to find a way out. Like a huge, gawky, blind bird she was. But instead of flying towards the window, she kept crashing into the white walls.
         
 
         At night she looked even larger, as the shadows looked bigger in the light of the acetylene lamp. The house was dark on the outside, and bright on the inside, besides the acetylene lamp, she put the electric lamp and the candles to burn, for her dead son to see better. She just didn’t want to close his eyes. We could see her, like a wild blackbird missing the windows, crashing into the walls, backing up and crashing into them yet again; and then she would climb up on to a table or a chair to catch her breath. Then her shadow would cover the whole ceiling, and after that she seemed to swoon and fall, we waited for her to come to, and then we caught sight of her again. Two whole days and nights we watched over her.
 
         The first day we all stood there on the pavement across from her house and that night everybody crowded into our windows. The second night we forgot all about the curfew and, all of us women went out on to the pavement to mourn the fair lad, right outside her door. And inside she kept flitting back and forth like a bird trying to fly towards the light. The inside of her house brightly lit, and the front of it was darkest black. Nobody said a word to us about being out.
 
         At dawn on the second day she came downstairs, opened the door and begged for food, she needed strength to keep up her lament. They gave her food, she ate, bolted the door again, and went back upstairs to mourn her son. We watched over her. Every so often one of us would have to leave for work, or to answer nature’s call, or to eat. Then someone else would take his place. Mrs Kanello left all her kids right in the middle of the pavement and went off to work. Don’t you budge, she told them, even if the Germans show up.
 
         The Germans showed up. That evening it was. They stared at us, pretending to be puzzled. One of them stopped in front of Mother but before he could say a word she tells him in a soft voice, We’re watching over her. And pointed to the bat coming and going in the lighted windows, that was illegal too, the blackout was in force. Maybe he understood, maybe he didn’t, but he left, the German did. Laughed and went away.
         
 
         On the third morning comes Father Dinos, scowling like an icon and all dressed up in his finest vestments, and shouts Chrysafina! Here’s where your dominion ends! And he broke down her door and carried the body away for burial. She followed along behind like a little girl, speechless.
         
 
         There were a lot of us at the funeral. In the front of the church lay the dead man in an uncovered coffin, carefree now, his eyes still open, like a tiny rowing boat cutting its way through the waves without so much as a farewell for us. After the burial mother kissed Mrs Chrysafis’s hand and says, Don’t waste your tears, you’ll never get over it. Until you die. That was when some woman shouted, What’s that whore doing here? and Mother said, Forgive me, all of you, and took my hand and we left the cemetery. They didn’t put a cross over his grave; just a tiny little flag made from a white sheet of paper, with a blue cross painted on it. Beats me where they found the coloured pencil.
 
         Every day Mrs Chrysafis went to the cemetery and ate a little earth from her son’s grave. That’s what we heard from Thanassakis, Anagnos’s kid, the school master from Vounaxos village. If you can imagine, the yellow-skinned kid would play right there, in the cemetery. Afterwards, we heard the same story from Theofilis the sacristan; saw her with his own eyes and being as he was a bit of a gossip he told Father Dinos, figured he shouldn’t be giving her communion. If I was in her shoes, I’d eat dirt, Theofilis, he said, so get the hell out of my sight and go and sweep out the church, tomorrow’s Sunday.
         
 
         Subsequently, after the so-called Liberation it was, some partisans’ committee wanted to lay down a marble gravestone, like a kind of monument. But Mrs Chrysafis wouldn’t hear of it. All she wanted was to eat the earth from her dead son’s grave, a little at a time, just a pinch. Like holy communion, said Mrs Kanello. Kept it up even after UNRRA appeared on the scene. I don’t know what happened to her, but she was certainly still alive when we had the Junta; every three days she’d pay a visit to the cemetery, never moved to Athens, did Mrs Chrysafis. Time passed, and I lost track of her. As a matter of fact, it was Mlle Salome who asked after her, years later, when we met in some hick town near Grevena it was, and me on tour at the time. She wasn’t a ‘Mademoiselle’ any more as it turned out; now she was the wife of the biggest butcher in town. When I say ‘on tour’ you might get the idea I was the star. But at least I got some lines of my own, a whole half page of dialogue, in fact. The actress who was supposed to play the role got knocked up along the way, so they rang me; of course I did it on the cheap, extra’s pay, but when opportunity knocks, who’s going to spoil it by haggling? It was summer anyway; better than spending my holiday in the apartment.
         
 
         So there we were, playing in Grevena, and nipping up to this nearby town for a quick show. I head for the local coffee-house. Nice town, know what I mean, I tell the owner (some town, the place was a run-down dead-end if I’ve ever seen one, but me, all my life I’ve been buttering up people to survive, and believe you me I’ve survived): anyway, the guy was so flattered – here’s an actress from Athens talking to him, after all – he wanted to stand me a spoonful of vanilla treacle, but what I was after was to keep my lipstick in his icebox. It was summertime and the damn thing was melting all over the place. I always let the village coffee-house owners fight it out for my favours; had to protect my lipstick, you know.
         
 
         So there I am in this hick town near Grevena, back during the Papagos and Purefoy administration it was – you know, the field marshal and the ambassador – just after I nip over to the coffee-house to pick up my lipstick round about midday I say to myself, why not take a peek into the butcher’s, right next door, the habit stuck with me from the Occupation, butcher shops were romantic places back then. Across the street some men were taunting me in a highly unseemly fashion; forget them, I say to myself. In fact I’ll just hang around at bit longer, let them tease me; give my stock in the company a boost. So I turn my back on them – I was always more spectacular from behind – by then they were howling Hey look, it’s Raraou! they must have seen my name on the poster under my picture. I’m pretending to be eyeing some ox liver when all of a sudden I hear a woman’s voice from inside.
         
 
         ‘Why if it isn’t Roubini! Roubini? You are Roubini, aren’t you?’
 
         It was Mlle Salome, of all people. Last time I saw her was that day during the Occupation when we were gathering snails under Deviljohn’s bridge and she drove by in the wood-burning jitney clutching a caryatid.
 
         Lo and behold, there she sat at the cashier’s window in the butcher’s shop looking like Cleopatra sitting on the Sphinx, and behind her on the walls were pictures of the royal couple (the late and former, these days), and Christ. Next to them was a picture of an Alpine meadow full of woolly Merino sheep, an ad of some sort.
         
 
         Mlle Salome was sleek and portly now, but I recognized her right off. Just imagine the hugs and kisses and the tears, why she even gave me two pounds of mince meat, plus she ran over to the coffee-house, got my lipstick and put it in the refrigerator where they kept the best cuts.
 
         Remember, they were the ones who went on the lam from Rampartville just before the Germans sealed off the neighbourhood. Actually stole a goat with her own two hands, she did; they thought that was the reason. There was only one way to save themselves: take to the road. But Mlle Salome abandoned the troupe when they hit this particular town, eight months after the premiere. That was where the town butcher asked for  her hand in marriage. What swept me away were his thigh cuts, that’s how she put it, and so I bade farewell to Art, she said, waving at the joints of meat hanging all around her.
         
 
         She looked wonderful, even if she did have varicose veins. The butcher turned out to be the ideal husband, worshipped her like a goddess, gave her two kiddies. Just in the nick of time, dear, she tells me, I was over thirty-eight but in the maternity hospital I gave my age as thirty-four, I know I was taking a chance, I say to myself, but I never told the invaders my age and I’m not about to change now. Better die in childbirth. But I made it! Two kids after forty. As she talked she kneaded the mince meat, her fingers were full of rings, she was a real princess now, thanks to that butcher of hers. That night they came to the show. Darling, you were born for the stage, she told me afterwards. Remember I always said so, back before the war even? Who gave you your first role, back then in Rampartville remember? Remember how hungry we were? I still miss it a little bit to tell you the sinful truth; my waist was as slim as a wasp’s, remember how I used to look?
         
 
         Listen to that, Salome missing the hunger! I asked her about the rest of the Tiritomba family.
 
         Well, to tell the truth, their last name wasn’t really Tiritomba. And they weren’t real stage people either. Salome was from Rampartville on her father’s side, the place across from ours was her family’s, she was even engaged, before the war that is. It just happened that her sister Mrs Adrianna married an entertainer, still, deep down she was a housewife. The guy was from Salonica, name of Zambakis Karakapitsalas. Married for love, mutually. He had a troupe of travelling players, even acted himself. People said he even used to have a dancing bear in the troupe, before Adrianna, that is. 
         
 
         So, this guy Zambakis Karakapitsalas had the most lavish sets and costumes of any road show.
 
         Anyway, this opera company from Sicily goes bust in Salonica and Zambakis, who was a young man at the time, somehow scrapes together enough to buy the whole show, lock stock and barrel, even though it’s all opera leftovers. That’s how he made his name, putting on Cavalleria Rusticana or The Intrepid Albanian Maid with the same stage settings; in the Unknown Woman – get this – the chambermaid making her entrance in a broad-brimmed hat and petticoats. And the female lead in the Shepherd Lass of Granada appeared in Greek national costume along with lace gloves and parasol from La Dame aux Camélias (which he changed the title to Consumptive for Love). Well, you make do with what you got.
         
 
         He and Mrs Adrianna made a perfect match from day one, except he was the jealous kind, wouldn’t let her out of his sight, even dragged her along on tour, the man was a bit of a hotblood. If you’re not here when I want you, I’ll do it with somebody else, he said, just as barefaced as that. But they lived happily, seeing as how Adrianna had a bit of the wanderlust herself, liked new places. Before the war in Albania (fight over a country like that? Big deal!) she visited 570 villages and towns on all her various tours, picked up some wonderful home-made dessert recipes along the way; Mrs Adrianna was just wild about cooking. Me on the stage and you at the stove. Zambakis was always telling her tenderly. They had a daughter, too. Fortunately for them, on account of two plays in their repertoire had little orphan girl roles, and Mrs Adrianna always blessed her child before she went on stage to play the orphan.
         
 
         Hubby wouldn’t let her set foot on stage though, except to sweep up after the show. I want my wife to be an honest woman, the poor guy tells her. So she ran the wardrobe department: she was the one who mended Tosca’s or Marguerite the consumptive’s evening gowns, glued the sets for Nero’s palace back together when it got ripped in transit, and minded her husband in the bargain, particularly when he was playing a role where he had to wear a fustanella, she would un-eye him as a precautionary measure, and double-check to make sure he was wearing his drawers. Because one night the rogue slipped by her and suddenly there he was, dancing a folk dance in his fustanella with no drawers on, wanted to impress some young lady in the audience so it seems. That was when Mrs Adrianna whipped him for the first time. The first time, and the last time. No wonder, you’ll say, never gave her cause, never went on stage bare-bottomed again.
         
 
         They reached Rampartville in October of 1940, late in the month, just a little before ‘No’ day, as luck would have it. They only had one work lined up. The Orphan’s Daughter. The daughter in question had to be five or six years old, so they announced a contest: all families with daughters were invited.
         
 
         All the high-class mums with daughters took on seamstresses to get ready for the audition. But talk about good luck, that very same day Mlle Salome drops by to order tripe for her fiancé, takes one look at me. Diomedes, she says to my father, your daughter’s a natural for the role, let the kid do it – and pick up a few drachmas while she’s at it.
 
         Next day she takes me to the cinema herself, the ‘Olympian’ it was called, and they picked me, unanimously; have to thank Mlle Salome, she was the first one to unearth my natural talents. They didn’t pick me just because I happened to be the tripe merchant’s daughter, no, they saw that inner spark of mine and that’s the story of how I got started on my future career.
 
         So I played the part which put the high-society mums in one fine dither because some gutwasher’s kid beat out their precious little darlings, not to mention all the seamstress money. My part only lasted two minutes, no lines to speak either; I played this little girl whose mother was always beating her and sending her to her illegitimate mother-in-law and she, the mother-in-law, would send her right back again, anyway, generally speaking, they made a football out of me, right up to the final curtain.
         
 
         The premiere, which took place on October 26th 1940, was my triumph. The audience, all high-society people, was relieved when they saw the kid getting slapped around and tossed to and fro like an old rag doll; that’s what my part was. And on account of how back then nobody played expressionistic, all the slaps were real naturalistic and my head was spinning and I was seeing double, not to mention them pitching me back and forth across the stage, but the leading lady wasn’t all that strong so I fell plop on to the floor like a ripe watermelon, and a cement floor it was too. But even then I didn’t let out a peep, not a tear; from that moment on, I was in it for the glory. Got paid, too, three drachmas for the premiere: probably to make sure I’d show up for the next performance. Of course I played the second night, got another three drachs, which I handed over to my mother, and that was how I entered the world of the Theatre.
         
 
         On the twenty-sixth was the premiere, my moment of glory as the motherless child, and on the twenty-eighth the war breaks out, you’d have sworn somebody was out to sabotage me, artistically speaking. Zambakis, he’s called up on the spot and gets himself killed even before he reaches the front, kicked in the head by a mule and that was curtains, so to speak; end of career. And us, as a nation, we have to go and say that cursed ‘No’, just to spoil my future. Anyway, fatherland comes first, even if you can’t see it.
 
         Mlle Salome’s future was futzed with that ‘No’ of Mr Metaxas’, he was prime minister back then, God curse the ground that covers him: there. I’ll say it, even though I am a nationalist. That’s when her fiancé leaves for the front. Scared out of his wits and miserable, but her fiancé all the same. Not that she really wanted him; the whole thing was Mrs Kanello’s doing, August 15th it was the day they torpedoed the armoured cruiser Elli. The wedding date was set for October 28th, after the last performance. Mrs Kanello liked playing the matchmaker; even today she’s always harping on the matter, but you won’t catch me getting involved in any love match, not on your life.
         
 
         So the moment he hears the declaration of war on the coffee-house radio, Mr Fiancé dashes off to enlist, primarily he was deserting, actually, running out on love. Snuck out of town, he did, so not even his fiancée could catch a glimpse of him. Actually, it was really Mrs Kanello he was afraid of, afraid she would beat him and force him to get married, right then and there, at the railway station.
         
 
         Not too much later Mlle Salome gets a card from the front and shows it all around, just as proud as she can be. Loaned him to the nation, was how she put it. What are you so proud of? says Mrs Kanello, believe you me, I have to crawl on all fours to set you up and now you go lending him out, the nation is better than you, that’s what you’re saying?
 
         Kept his picture on her dresser, Mlle Salome did; during the Occupation she would kind of look sideways at it and say, His face reminds me of somebody, but who? Us too, his face reminded us of somebody, impossible to say who.
 
         Until one fine day during the Occupation, Mrs Adrianna’s daughter Marina goes and draws a moustache on the fiancé’s photo, just to annoy Salome. Mrs Adrianna takes one look and goes, Holy Christ and Blessed Virgin! She shows the photo to Mrs Kanello and she goes, Holy Christ and Blessed Virgin! all this time, and we never noticed! They muster all their courage and show Salome the photo, but just as she’s about to sigh with longing, she gets a good look at it and goes, Holy Christ and Blessed Virgin, why, he’s the spitting image of Hitler.
 
         That’s when we realized just who the fiancé reminded us of. Aye, so that’s why the Germans show you all so much respect when they search your house, says Mrs Kanello. 
         
 
         From that moment on Mlle Salome put him out of her heart once and for all, like a true patriot. Recovered from the complex she got when her fiancé stopped writing after the first postcard (we never found out whether he ever came back, nobody ever heard a word about him, down to this day). But she goes over to Kanello’s and says, Pay me back for the engagement rings, dear. That’s how we found out Mlle Salome bought the rings out of her own pocket. And she went back to her knitting, making sweaters for the partisans.
 
         After Mrs Adrianna’s husband died – by then the Occupation was settling in for the long haul – she says to herself, That’s all for the artist’s life and the tour we’ll live and die right here in Rampartville, in our family home. Now she was a forty-year-old housework with an eighteen-year-old daughter and her sister Salome unmarried and almost-married, and the main thing in her mind was how would they survive and what would they have to eat. So Mrs Adrianna calls all her relatives, meaning her brother Tassis. He’s the one who had the little jitney, before the war he did the run between Rampartville and a couple of villages up in the mountains, full of scrub oak, goats and now partisans. He converted the jitney to a wood-burner. But business was slow; real slow.
         
 
         They were fine for clothes though: still had the late lamented Zambakis’ stage wardrobe. All their artistic accessories were stored on the first floor, in memory of him; they lived on the second floor. Managed just fine what with bits and pieces from this heroine or that, especially Mlle Salome, she was always dressing up in cloaks and lace shawls and pill-box hats. Mrs Adrianna had a knack with the needle and thread, so she would model the costumes a bit, Madame Butterfly, Lady Frosini at Ali Pasha’s Court, the Unknown Woman, you name it. But Mlle Salome would wear the evening gowns as is, all she had to do was take them up a bit at the hem. Why, even the German patrols stopped to look, like the time she went out in a three-quarter cape, just like Errol Flynn in Elizabeth and Essex.
         
 
         One time she even took the parrot along for a stroll. The bird was an engagement present from her former suitor and now it was all hers. When we took Korce, in Albania. Mrs Kanello taught the parrot to sing ‘Mussolini, macaroni’, you’d swear it was Sophia Bembo, the singer, even if he only learned one line. Come the Occupation, they locked him in the house and tied his beak shut on account of how he would pipe up with the song; even the parrots in our neighbourhood are in the Resistance, Mlle Salome used to needle us, back when we had Signor Alfio.
 
         Come the second winter of the Occupation Mrs Adrianna took pity on me with that thin cotton skirt of mine; she brought me over to her place and fitted me in a fustanella. That’s when she found out I was wearing drawers made out of a flag. I tried it on. Looks great, she said. A bit long, but you’ll keep warm, poor kid. Wear it, and as soon as we’re liberated bring it back.
 
         I liked it fine, even if fustanellas were men’s skirts and it was way too big for me. It came to below my knees and I held it up with a trouser belt just under my arms. Mother didn’t like it one bit but no way I was going to take it off, not when my bottom finally warmed up a bit.
 
         But when it came to shoes the Tiritomba family truly suffered. Had to wear clogs, same as everybody else. All they had in the wardrobe was men’s clodhoppers with tufted toes. At first they sold off some of the small stuff for food, but then Mrs Adrianna put her foot down, It’s profanation of our dear departed, she said.
         
 
         Back then we made the rounds of the villages, selling dowry supplies to the local yokels. Me, personally, I couldn’t sell eyes to a blind man, but I went along with Adrianna, to keep up her spirits. We traded hand-knitted goods and jersey underwear for a sack of wheat … Father Dinos’ wife even managed to sell off some of the priest’s vestments. And on the way back we gathered kindling for the charcoal brazier. Those outings of ours were pretty well organized affairs. I can tell you, several women all together, because if the peasants ran into a lone woman, they’d grab all her food, Even if they don’t rape us, Mlle Salome joked one time. Who could even think about rape back then?
         
 
         But we went on other outings too, the sneaky kind. Mrs Kanello, Mrs Adrianna and her daughter Marina. Mlle Salome and me and our little Fanis – the two of us they dragged along as a kind of alibi, who was going to suspect a couple of little kids? Plus, seeing as we were so small it was easier for us to squeeze through the holes in fences. We set out fully loaded. That loony lady Kanello had us draped with hand-grenades and ammunitions of all kinds; we pretended we were off to pick dandelion greens, but what we really did was deliver the stuff to the contact who was that pipsqueak Thanassakis, the schoolmaster’s son from Vounaxos village. The man who took final delivery of all the weapons. Today he’s a top man on the nationalist side, but I’m not naming names, might cause him embarrassment.
         
 
         Mrs Kanello took us down to the ground floor at her place, tucked our shifts into our drawers, the ones made from the national flag, pulled our belts tight to get the shifts to puff out, and then stuffed them with grenades. But before that she made us pee, whether we wanted to or not, so we wouldn’t have to untie our belts before we got where we were going. And as we walked along she hissed at me, Don’t you go leaning over forward, or so help me you’ll never know what hit you.
         
 
         Mlle Salome hid bullets in her turban and a hand grenade in each cup of her brassiere (she didn’t have much in the way of a bust either, always wore puffy, pinch-waist blouses). But she wouldn’t tote ammunition in her drawers. Makes me itch, she said, I’ll give myself away. Keep your head high or so help me I’ll whip you within an inch of your life, hissed Kanello as they strolled through the German lines. If you drop so much as one cartridge and the Germans catch us, I’ll rip you in half like a sardine; a team of wild horses couldn’t tear you out of my clutches, I swear to God.
         
 
         That was the way Mrs Kanello talked. Even rubbed off on me whenever we met. She may live in Athens and her kids may be studying in Europe, but she still talks like a provincial. Me, I always make a point of speaking like a real Athenian in all my social encounters.
 
         So Mlle Salome had to walk head high with those pointy breasts of hers and a tall turban like Ali Pasha in Ali Pasha and Lady Frosini Dishonoured. I acted in that too, with a travelling company. Played the role of drowned woman number two.
         
 
         Mrs Kanello – she was as scatterbrained as she was daring – carried her grenades in a basket. When we got to our destination we met that other dimwit Thanassakis. Anagnos’ son, and handed over the stuff, for which we hid in a country chapel to undo our underwear. On the way back we gathered wild greens and onions.
         
 
         Whenever we came across a roadside shrine we had a race to see who would get there first. If we found the little lamp burning we pinched out the flame and stole the oil: poured it into a little bottle we kept with us. Mrs Adrianna always begged forgiveness from the holy icon; she was a devout woman. I have sinned blessed Saint Barbara, she would say, for instance: Forgive my sins, don’t be angry at me, a martyr like you should know what it means to go without, don’t be quick to punish me. Yes, I’m taking olive oil from you, but I’ll make it up to you in sheep’s-milk butter once our nation is restored, she said.
         
 
         Mlle Salome sang the same tune, but grimmer, turning to the icon and saying, You saints, what do you need? you can get along just fine without olive oil, particularly you. Saint Paraskevi, for instance, since you’re such a big name and number one in the heavens at that (Salome was always the one for compliments). But our kids can’t live without it. Besides, you’ve gotta keep the saints in line, piped up Mrs Kanello. If you don’t put your foot down, they won’t listen. Still, she said it with a fearful look in her eye, stealing a sidelong glance at the icon.
         
 
         That was when we hit a shrine with a lamp that was still operating. We divided up the oil. And that night we enjoyed a tasty meal of greens, porridge and olive oil to top the whole thing off nice. So what if the food tasted of burned wick; better, claimed Mlle Salome, this way we’re eating blessed food. So she was a Communist – still, every now and again she got religious.
         
 
         You figure it out. Today she’s up to her eyeballs in roasts and chops in that hick town with that butcher of hers. Sent me a double string of sausages for Mother’s memorial service though, how did she find out about it? Still, God bless her.
 
         Anyway, Mrs Kanello was scared of anything that had to do with religion, even if she called herself a left-winger. After the meal with the stolen olive oil she would recite an act of contrition.
 
         One time we filched some eggs from this chicken coop; the mother hen turned mean and put up a fight – she had one mean beak, let me tell you – but finally she backed off. Fortunately the eggs were fresh-laid. That evening, as each of us was eating an egg, we heard a dreadful ruckus from the Tiritombas’s place. Mrs Adrianna caught Salome with this strange beauty cream on her face. Her, instead of boiling her egg, she smeared it all over her skin. Not that you could call that skin, God forgive me. Still, I should be more tolerant. Because nature has endowed me with skin and with other qualities, I shouldn’t be so critical of my neighbour’s little shortcomings, should I?
 
         Sundays, mostly, was when we would make our ammunition deliveries; it was Mrs Kanello’s day off and the schoolmaster’s kid from Vounaxos wasn’t in school. How’d he do it, the poor freak, said Kanello with that provincial twang of hers, a job like that in the partisans? Had a streak of ambition, she did. Can you imagine? Actually wanted the Occupation to last so her son could become a messenger for the partisans too. 
         
 
         Thanassakis was a little shrimp of a kid, twelve years old. Of course, you’ll say, it was all because he had a donkey. He was in his father’s class at the Vounaxos school house. When he finished primary school – had a bent for book learning even then, the kid – his father rented him a room in Rampartville, out past the railway station; you couldn’t really call it a room, it was more like a shed with a low ceiling, a bed, a window with no glass, only shutters, and a wash-basin and water jug just outside the door. He used the place to rest at noon and study for afternoon classes. We had school mornings and afternoons back in those days.
         
 
         Besides the guns and bullets Thanassakis carried messages for the partisans from a couple of school teachers. Mr Pavlopoulos, who was kind of partial to me, and a tall, handsome man called Mr Vassilopoulos, Alexander the Great we nicknamed him in class, died young, poor fellow. Everybody trusted Thanassakis, first because he was so dumb nothing scared him, second because he could carry things. His father knew exactly what he was doing. What’s more, seeing he was such a tiny little squirt, with such innocent blue eyes, who could ever be suspicious of anyone with blue eyes? He knew all the minefields, learned them from his father, a devout man he was all the same.
         
 
         The fields outside Rampartville were thick with German mines, but fortunately for us, nobody got hurt. Because the numbskull Germans told the Italians, and any Italian who had connections with a Greek family told them what places to avoid when they went out looking for greens. I suspect the Italians did that because the Germans treated them like second-class allies, people said, so they turned right around and passed on the information to us; what better chance to show how gallant they were, plus get back at the Germans.
 
         Signor Alfio let Mother know where not to go for greens ‘under any circumstances’. And Thanassakis discovered two mine-fields all by himself. When classes were over in the morning ing he went back to his room to study. And when school got out in the afternoon he and the other village kids would go back to their village. It was only three-quarters of an hour by foot but they had to make it fast, because after seven it was forbidden to cross the German lines which were just the other side of Deviljohn’s bridge. But you expect kids to worry about things like that? So they were always stopping along the way, to spin their top, which was really an empty English hand-grenade. Anyway, by the time they got to the German lines, the hour was late and the barrier was down. In wintertime the kids would just duck under the bar and go on their way: because of the cold the Germans stayed crowded into the little brick hut they used as a guard house. (Thanassakis blew it up on them with a real grenade not long before the English arrived, wanted to blow off steam.) But come springtime the Germans would be standing there at the barrier like tenpins, firing off shots every time they heard footsteps.
         
 
         Thanassakis watched where the Occupation forces would go to answer nature’s call, and where they wouldn’t. That’s how he discovered the two mine-fields – ‘turd fields’ is what he called them – and so, from then on, they could come and go as they pleased.
 
         In the adjacent mine-field there was a kind of round mine planted, roasters, we called them. Thanassakis, that crazy kid, danced around right on top of the mines, couldn’t have weighed more than fifty pounds dripping wet, besides, you’ll say, those mines were built for heavy vehicles, nothing for the kids to be afraid of. Only one time one of them blew up when a cow stepped on it and all the nearby trees were full of chops; our little Fanis got there in time to grab an armful of meat, for two days we had enough to eat.
         
 
         There was the other mine explosion too, the one that blew Thanassakis sky high, but we’re talking about the Tiritomba family right now, and for what reason they so hastily went on the road. 
         
 
         Mrs Adrianna fought it as hard as she could but hunger was closing in on them, no matter how many roadside shrines they busted into. One Sunday she went and fainted on one of our outings and we just about panicked because she was loaded to the teeth with grenades. Had to drag her back to town.
 
         Her brother Tassis was in love with that rattletrap bus of his. He was always saying, Boy, I can’t wait for the English to get here, get me some spare parts and some petrol. In the meantime he converted the thing to wood-fuel. But finding wood was another story, as you can imagine. The hills were crawling with partisans. So he stole grapevine stumps from the nearby villages. His sister would send him out to scare up an ear of corn or two, but he would always come back toting a bag of vine stumps. That dingbat Kanello even got Adrianna’s daughter Marina – she was a bit older than me – mixed up in resistance stuff. Mlle Salome, you say? Out of resistance to that fiancé of hers who goes off to Albania – now there’s a man for you – to escape the marriage and who turns out to have a face like Hitler in the bargain, Mlle Salome spent all her time getting dressed up to the nines or knitting and underpants for the partisans. Occasionally we had little soirées at their place, what I mean is we had to stay over seeing that with all our chit-chat we lost track of the hour and by then it was curfew time, in which case we’d all cat-nap together. Other times we had to spend the night whenever we got word from Thanassakis that the Germans were going to seal off the town, just in time for Father Dinos to signal Mrs Chrysafis’s son Valiant not to come home, that was before his ma hauled him home shot dead in the two-wheeled cart, of course, at which time we had one less job to do. Father Dinos sent messages with the church bells. Sometimes, out of the blue, the bells of Saint Kyriaki’s would start ringing mournfully, as if for a funeral, or joyfully; at first we didn’t know what to think. That’s it, the priest’s lost his marbles, we said, but finally we figured out that he used the church bells the way we use the telephone today, some even said that he had a special way of ringing the bells to let Madam Rita know she should wash up and expect him that evening.
         
 
         Those overnight stays, Mrs Adrianna would brew up hot herbal tea, and throw in a dried fig or some grape juice molasses if she had it, for sweetening. Showed me how to weave rag rugs, she did. We tore the rags into narrow strips, rolled ’em up and I stitched ’em to a piece of matting with a darning needle, each colour – the red, the green – in its own place; Mlle Salome did the design.
 
         We couldn’t get by without those rag rugs at our place, because the earth floor was always damp and slippery; not to mention the shoots that were always sprouting up in the corners and under the bed right on top of the pullet’s grave which kept getting deeper, by now the fowl must have worked her way as far down as dead people do, I said to little Fanis. That means our pullet is as good as any human, he said. We liked the idea.
 
         The wool for the vests the women were weaving on those long dark evenings came from Mrs Kanello, but where she got it was a mystery. Except for all the old woollen stuff we unravelled. Plus somewhere she’d picked up a teach-yourself Italian book and she studied it so she could listen in on what the Italians were saying over the telegraph, that explains why they gave her the medal when the Republic came in. Why, she can still talk some broken Italian to this day.
         
 
         Mlle Salome’s speciality was underpants, Well, each to her own, piped up Mrs Kanello. Salome’s knitted underpants were enormous; when she tried them on her brother Tassis, they came up to his ears. Must be starving, poor girl; why knit them so big, you’re wasting all the wool, shouted her sister. What’ll they use that crotch sack for, bombs? You don’t know what you’re talking about, says Mlle Salome. I may be a royalist, but I respect the partisans. What d’you take them for, pedigreed freak halfbreeds like the king of England? (I guess you’d have to call her a localist; no way she’d insult anything Greek.) They’re all tall, like Captain Courageous. Me, I knew the partisans were small, mostly, and badly fed, that much I knew, ever since the Germans started dumping dead partisans in the town square.
         
 
         The Tiritombas were weak from lack of food; what could we give them? it was all we could do to get by on what Signor Vittorio brought us, not to mention Mrs Adrianna wouldn’t accept help from collaborators. One day, three Italians brought Mlle Salome home, unconscious. Panic. That’s it, we whispered, she’s blown the whistle on us. But no, we were wrong. Salome had gone out for a stroll (which wore her down all the faster) just as all Rampartville polite society would do every afternoon, come hell or high water, right up and down the main street. Still do the same thing today. I found out. Hunger was one thing, cutting off the evening promenade was another, even girls from the lower social classes would join in, putting on like people were bothering them or following them around. Anyway. Mlle Salome insisted on doing the afternoon stroll to demonstrate that she belonged to polite society, but wearing those high-heeled wooden clogs of hers and faint from hunger, she keeled over, twisted her ankle, and collapsed right in front of the Carabineria. The three Italian soldiers carried her back in a dead faint, as stiff as an Easter lamb on the spit. What really happened was that halfway back she came to, that much she confessed when I ran into her in that hick town of hers, but when she realizes she’s in the embrace of three men, she told me, is she so stupid as to come to? Officers would have been better, of course, but when times are tough, you have to make do with what you’ve got, even if it’s only soldiers.
         
 
         So the foreign lads carry her home, all I’ve got is water, Mrs Adrianna says. Plus who should the Italians bump into on their way out but Mrs Kanello who’s just sailed in with a straw basket full of wild herbs. Marina, all she was hoping was for Kanello to show up with some edibles, so when she spies the basket she pipes up, right in front of the Italians, Sweet Jesus, more hand grenades!? What happened to the corn meal? Shut up, idiot, hisses her mam. Fortunately the Italians were making eyes at the girl, they didn’t notice a thing. All this time, Tassis was out scouring the valley and when he came back he brought some vine stumps and an inner tube, stole it from a stalled Italian truck.
         
 
         Meantime the New Year was approaching. Better Black Year, I should say. The Year of Our Lord 1943. They had one head of cauliflower to their name, plus ten hand grenades in the ice-box, as well as the three Mausers stashed in the ceiling. Keep up your spirits, said Mlle Salome. The British are coming, and we’ll all be eating pudding. She didn’t have the faintest what pudding was but she was quite the Anglophile, because she liked the King of England, now there’s a real man, she would say. If he were to ask for my hand, how could I refuse?
 
         She said as she hammered a long nail into her heel to keep it in place, then stepped out to finish her promenade; you can never be too careful; people will talk.
 
         ‘Won’t be long before New Year,’ goes Mrs Adrianna cattily. ‘Think your Englishmen will get here in time for the pudding? Weren’t they supposed to be here in 41?’
 
         Still. At New Years dinner they had meat on their table. It was boiled, and there wasn’t much of it. But it was meat, and there was plenty of broth.
 
         ‘Can’t even chew the stuff,’ grumbled Mlle Salome, ‘what kind of meat is this, anyway? it’s purple. What is it, ferret?’
 
         ‘It’s as fine and tender as you could wish,’ her sister shot back, ‘just chew it; your teeth aren’t used to meat, drink some broth and you won’t go fainting away in the arms of the Occupation troops.’
         
 
         Mlle Salome gets up from the table in a huff, without so much as crossing herself, doesn’t even undo the napkin from around her neck. Whenever she’s in a huff she goes and complains  to her parrot. Into her room she goes; no parrot. Then she realizes what’s happened; like divine revelation almost. Back into the dining room she storms, napkin dangling from her neck. Cannibals, she screams! Fortunately the others had gobbled up the parrot in the meantime; in fact, Marina snatched the half-eaten portion from her aunt’s plate.
         
 
         Salome let loose a torrent of invective; her sister listened silently with head bowed, what I mean to say is she couldn’t speak because she was still chewing her last mouthful of the parrot’s thigh. Mlle Salome was devastated. You don’t respect my engagement present? You went and cooked your little sister’s love? and such like. But when she called her Medea to her face, and man-eater, Mrs Adrianna burst out:
         
 
         ‘You listen to me little lady,’ she says. ‘As if I wasn’t sorry enough I had to kill the poor innocent bird, it just about bit my finger off! What am I supposed to do? Let my kids starve?’
 
         ‘One kid, that’s all you’ve got. And barely, at that,’ Salome says sarcastically, seems as though Mrs Adrianna never managed a second one, at least that was Father Dinos’s version, the one the whole neighbourhood knew.
         
 
         No holding back Adrianna now.
 
         ‘Three. I’ve got three kids,’ she says. ‘That good-for-nothing daughter of mine who all she can do is hand out leaflets, my good-for-nothing brother who I send for wheat and what does he come back with? Inner-tubes for a bus that won’t even run …’
 
         ‘Well excuse me,’ Tassis cuts in, stung to the quick. ‘You want me to steal? With pleasure. Just tell me where to go. But you won’t catch me gleaning, a grown man of thirty-two, never!’
 
         But Adrianna wasn’t about to be stopped.
 
         ‘And my third kid is you, my precious little lady! My good-for-nothing sister. We do a warehouse break-in but you, it never occurs to you to pick up some food, to help out a bit. Nothing but Tokalon powder. And lipstick for that mouth of yours that looks like a chicken’s behind. The only reason we can still remember what a chicken’s behind looks like is because we’ve got your mouth to look at. Snotty-nosed Brit-lover!’
         
 
         She had a point there. Those were the days when people broke into bakeries, grocery stores, warehouses, ‘busts’ we called them. When we found out somebody was hiding food, our self-respect just evaporated. Even Mrs Adrianna – she was such a respectable woman back in the pre-war days and the Albanian war – let herself go, didn’t miss a single break-in. Last time around she brought Mlle Salome along all dolled up in her high heels and her turban, although she didn’t have any makeup on. In the confusion they lost track of each other. But everybody got back safe and sound. Mrs Adrianna with two loaves of bread, Marina with a half-empty sack of raisins, Tassis with a pocketful of feta cheese and a carburettor. Back comes Mlle Salome in triumph like the Empress Napoleon, with a lipstick, some rouge and a jar of face powder, some domestic brand it was, still … One of her high heels had snapped off.
         
 
         For Mlle Salome death by firing-squad was better than going out without her makeup on, which she considered indecent. When they announced our surrender to the Germans over the radio she ran straight out and bought ten lipsticks, five rouges and five pounds of talcum powder, the kind they put on babies’ rear ends; that was all she had to spend. So that’s how she faced the Occupation, fully equipped. How long could it last? Five or six months? The English are such gentlemen, they’ll set us free in no time. She was so blinded by her pro-English sentiments that she ran out of cosmetic supplies, which is why now she began stealing herself. Cosmetics only, though. Which was how come her sister was giving her hell.
 
         Her sister was right, Mlle Salome had to admit it, the King of England was a little late for his date with Greece. But she wouldn’t budge on one thing, they had to give her back the parrot’s feathers. So she washes the feathers, and hangs them out to dry on the balcony, one clothes-peg each (that she did on purpose so all the neighbours could see how cruelly her own family betrayed her), then she sews the feathers on to her turban. Later she even wore the contraption on stage when she played Angela in A Priest’s Daughter, it was a role for a seventeen year old, God forfend.
         
 
         From that day on, the day she ate her own parrot, Salome vowed on his memory to make a liar out of her sister, who accused her of being a good-for-nothing Brit-lover right in front of the whole family. Meantime, she spotted a few domestic sheep grazing on the Zafiris family pasture; not far from Thanassakis’ first mine-field. The Zafirises weren’t concerned about thievery; they were German collaborators so their animals grazed unguarded except at night when they herded them into the living room.
         
 
         Never even crossed their minds they should guard against us, Kanello and her friends that is, seeing as how due to our cowardice and our pride they never suspected us, didn’t even pelt us with rocks if we picked greens on their land.
         
 
         The day after the boiled parrot, Hey, Roubini, Mlle Salome says, let’s go digging wild onions and get some fresh air. She was dressed to kill, complete with her niece’s shoulder-pads, which were all the rage back then, even Mussolini wore them they say, one thing for sure, all the German charmers of the silver screen wore shoulder-pads, Jenny Jugo and Marika Rökk especially. Mrs Kanello didn’t approve of shoulder-pads, mostly on account of the German connection.
 
         ‘What’re you doing walking around in shoulder-pads in broad daylight,’ she says to Salome. ‘You look like that fiancée of Hitler’s.’
 
         ‘Well, no accounting for tastes,’ goes Mlle Salome. And with a yank on the arm off we went. But the remark really stung, as she didn’t respect Hitler one bit, she knew he had this relationship but never married the girl. The no-good brute, she always said, playing her along all these years, when is he going to make an honest woman out of her? If it was me I’d hand him his marching orders.
         
 
         We were on our way to dig wild onions; the sun was out, a good source of calories, is what they said. I was carrying my little trowel, you’ve got to dig to get the onions out of the ground.
         
 
         By the time we reached Thanassakis’ first mine-field I was starting to get suspicious. Mlle Salome, I ask, are we going for Resistance again? No, she says; you wait here and pretend you’re digging for onions and don’t say a thing no matter what happens.
 
         ‘See those sheep?’ she says.
 
         ‘Goats,’ I tell her. ‘They’re the Zafirises’ goats.’
 
         But even that couldn’t hold her back. She’s carrying a sack, and a shoulder bag. I watch as she steps into the minefield, leaping this way and that like Imperio Argentina when she sang in the film of Antonio Vargas Herredia, back before the war.
         
 
         The livestock were grazing contentedly. All the time looking back over her shoulder she gradually steered them into this deep ravine. Then she leaps in after them like a Souliot woman and I lose sight of her. All the while I pretend I’m hunting for wild onions. But it’s not long before I see her climb out of the ravine dragging the sack behind her, stuffed to bursting. To this day I still can’t figure out how she steered it through that minefield with those high heels of hers, the turban and the shoulder bag. She comes up to me. Give me a hand, she says, and don’t let out a peep if it drips blood a bit. I do as she asks and what do I see? A bloody knife sticking out of her bag. In the sack is a butchered goat. Let’s be on our way, she says, you go on ahead with a big smile on your face and without a care in the world, now get moving.
         
 
         Now just picture us, walking along without a care in the world, two starving women with a load like that. Truth is, it was all we could do to drag the dead goat along behind us. 
         
 
         When we finally get to Deviljohn’s bridge she says to me, You go on ahead, we don’t want to attract attention. She sees the other kids waving at me, besides, it was almost curfew time and I had to pick Fanis up. I found him of course; but in the meantime Mlle Salome sets out for home hauling the goat along behind, anyway, it was a paved road for the rest of the way to town.
 
         When we got home Salome still hadn’t shown up. Every couple of minutes Adrianna popped out on to the balcony, looking up and down the street and what does the woman see: on the wall of Aphrodite’s place Mrs Kanello is teaching Marina Italian. They were using the wall as a blackboard, and Marina had written REDICOLO MUSSOLINI without a mistake, and underneath HITLER EPYLEPTIK, which she didn’t get quite right. As she’s watching the spelling lesson all of a sudden she sees a short, stocky Italian soldier with a rifle slung over his shoulder come round the corner, probably on his way to his girlfriend’s, with a big grin on his face. He says hello to them, then spots the writing on the wall, and comes to a stop. Mrs Adrianna rushes downstairs and what does she see? The Italian with his gun lying on the ground arresting Marina, trying to be courtly and chivalrous and patriotic all at the same time; wanting to take her off to the Carabineria. So there’s Kanello looking for a way out of the mess, there’s Marina, yelling, Get your filthy hands off me, and there’s Mrs Adrianna falling over in a faint – at a time like that, yet! – when, all of sudden, they hear a sound like a burst of machine-gun fire. They turn; it’s Salome’s high-heeled wooden clogs on the cobblestones. Like in a dream, and faint from fear and hunger, Adrianna sees her sister let the bag drop and march right up to the Italian, frothing at the mouth.
         
 
         ‘Let the kid go, scum!’ she goes. ‘She’s a Greek! Hands off the Greek lass, you scum!’ She goes.
 
         The Italian mumbles something, tries to get out a few words, even Kanello can’t understand him, but all the while he keeps dragging Marina in the direction of the Carabineria. 
         
 
         By this time curfew is in force and Mrs Adrianna has come to, but when she sees blood dripping from the sack she’s just about to faint again, fortunately at that very moment we hear a faraway gunshot, from a patrol. Kanello is chasing after her five kids who came running outside to see what all the fuss was about and Mlle Salome is tugging on Marina’s other hand, Let go my niece, you nincompoop, you’ll pull her arm out of its socket! she yells at the Italian who’s starting to look worried by this time. Then comes a second gunshot and Salome is really fuming.
 
         ‘You can take your firecrackers and go to hell!’ she yells in the direction of the gunshots, just like Leonidas before Thermopylae.
         
 
         She yanks her niece’s arm with all her strength; nothing. That pipsqueak of an Italian wouldn’t let go. Suddenly Mlle Salome lets go Marina’s hand, she falls over and so does the Italian, the poor sucker, which is when Salome lands him a swift kick in the shin, he doubles over in pain, weeping and begging, ‘No, no signorina.’ Salome hears that signorina of his (she was just dying for people to call her Madame Salome) and grabs the rifle, the young Italian is weeping and clutching his shin and Mrs Kanello is screeching from her balcony Adrianna, Tassis, hold on to that overgrown tomboy or she’ll make mincemeat of the poor kid.
         
 
         Meantime Marina slaps her mother to bring her around and she comes to, sees her sister with a gun in her hand, the foreign occupant weeping, hopping around on one leg like a stork, and cuts loose at her.
 
         ‘Hey, leave the guy alone, give him his rifle back; we’ve already got three hidden in the ceiling,’ says Adrianna. ‘Mama, shut your big mouth, you’re giving us away’, squeals Marina.
 
         Fortunately the Italian didn’t understand a word of Greek plus with his shinbone hurting like that I bet he couldn’t even understand his mother tongue. 
         
 
         At that very moment we hear gunshots, machine-gun fire this time it was and the gr-gr-gr of treads. A German armoured car heading in our direction. No time to get back upstairs, we all crowd into our house: lucky for us it was a single-storey place: first went Salome with the Mauser, Kanello’s kiddies hid behind a homespun blanket hanging over their balcony. No sooner do we lock the door behind us than we hear knocking and whimpering, Aprite, aprite per pietà, belle signore!
         
 
         Kanello opens the door for a split second and we let the Italian in; saved him just in the nick of time. Can you imagine what the Germans would do to him if they found him without his gun? The armoured car whirls around angrily, pointing its cannon at one house after another, and me, I’m staring out through the keyhole. Finally it roars off; fortunately it completely misses the sack with the goat.
         
 
         ‘Go to hell’, yells Kanello after it, with impunity, of course, the Germans were long gone. We make double sure, then push the foreign kid out on to the street, give him back his gun, dust off his trousers even, he was all gratitude, Grazie, grazie mille, belle signore. Out he goes, wipes the slogans off the wall with his sleeve and goes about his business.
         
 
         Then the Tiritombas left. You, Salome orders Adrianna, you haul the trophy upstairs. And up the stairs she goes, just like Aida (I never performed that particular play).
 
         Meantime Mrs Adrianna opens the sack, sees the big game, her eyes start to glaze over again. Hey, she shouts, where’d you steal this from?
 
         ‘I killed that goat myself. That’ll teach you to call me shirker and Brit-lover,’ she said as she swept up the stairs without so much as a backward glance. ‘One leg’s for you Mrs Asimina,’ she calls out to my mom, ‘for little Roubini’s help.’ And all the while Kanello was looking on wide-eyed from her upstairs balcony, jealous probably. 
         
 
         ‘You imbecile,’ goes Mrs Adrianna. ‘If they catch us they’ll eat us alive.’
 
         ‘Let them eat our shit,’ shoots back Mlle Salome haughtily, from the balcony.
 
         ‘Don’t you go using foul language in front of my children,’ yells Mrs Kanello from her balcony.
 
         ‘Have Tassis skin the goat,’ Salome says from high up, as Marina tries to heave the sack on to her back.
 
         ‘It’s not even a billy goat, it’s a nanny’, says Mrs Adrianna as she looks closely at the trophy.
 
         Here Mlle Salome just about comes unstuck.
 
         ‘Whatever I do it’s not enough! As far as you’re concerned, my whole life is nothing!’ she said, stung to the quick, and went inside whimpering.
 
         Adrianna was right, though. It was a nanny goat.
 
         Anyway, they brought their prize upstairs and we closed our windows, hoping for some boiled goat to eat the next day; I got some macaroni put aside, Ma tells us. First time she ever mentioned Signor Vittorio’s little gifts.
         
 
         But that was the night the Germans sealed off the neighbourhood, the night they shot Valiant. What really happened is, they executed him right in front of his mother’s then dumped his body in the marketplace (I know who ratted on him, guy’s big in frozen food today, so be it, you won’t get another peep more out of me, these are evil times). The whole neighbourhood, it was crawling with Germans all night long, even broke into the church; we couldn’t sleep a wink, lying there in bed awake, listening. Every now and then we heard gunshots. Ma tucked us under the big quilt, right up to our chins. Now go to sleep, she said, tomorrow we’ll have goat to eat. What worried us was maybe we couldn’t go snailing next morning at Deviljohn’s bridge.
         
 
         Tassis wanted to skin the goat right there in the courtyard but his sisters wouldn’t hear of it. Everybody in the neighbourhood will know, said Salome, plus we’ll catch the evil eye. So he ended up skinning and gutting the carcass in the dining room; strung it right from the chandelier and slid a roasting pan underneath to catch the innards, and there was Mrs Adrianna, watching the Germans through the balcony-door curtains, all on tenterhooks. And all this time Salome was hacking up the meat as the big cook-pot was heating over the brazier. Around three in the morning the Germans withdrew and we all breathed easier.
         
 
         Come daybreak, as the cooking was in full swing, they hear Kanello hammering on Mrs Chrysafis’s door, her shouting something and then they catch a glimpse of the two of them rushing off God knows where with a two-wheeled cart which immediately makes Salome think Kanello is trying to make a break for it, leaving her kids behind. Meantime, Germans start appearing again.
 
         ‘That’s all it was, a misunderstanding, but it changed my life; and I met the butcher of my dreams,’ was how Mlle Salome described it to me years later in that hick town near Grevena when I was passing through with the travelling players. They invited me over for dinner; after all, it’s not your everyday backwoods butcher’s wife who can boast she’s had a true artist at her table. Still, she always had a liking for me, since back when she was a maiden lady. After the meal, over coffee and cupcakes – her husband went off to open the shop – she brought me up to date on everything that happened.
         
 
         The Tiritombas didn’t have a clue about Valiant; no idea where Kanello and Mrs Chrysafis ran off to either. They heard the shots in the night, saw the tanks at dawn; all Salome could think of was her own crime. She confessed to her brother and sister that the goat she murdered belonged to the Zafiris clan, the same people who worked as stool pigeons and providers for the Occupation forces. Must be us they’re after, says Tassis, and rightly so. How are we going to get out of this one? So Mrs Adrianna gets one of her brilliant ideas: head for the hills. 
         
 
         Take the show on the road, in other words. What else were they supposed to do?
 
         All night long they packed the dear departed’s costumes, rolled up the stage settings with their Sicilian-style castles oil-painted on canvas. Salome supervised the cooking of the goat. Not one of them was a real actor, of course; Adrianna was a housewife by birth, but she knew a bit about travelling shows; ticket sales, schedules, that kind of thing. Now really, can you call that a ‘travelling company’? A handful of amateurs, that’s all they were, so I discovered later, after the war. Oh well.
         
 
         Tassis, Marina and the two sisters, the whole family divvied up the roles. Tassis, he handled the dramaturgical side of things: rummaged through the dog-eared old portfolio where Zambakis Karakapitsalas the impresario kept the scripts; some of them were printed, some were hand-written in pencil, and everything on loose pages. Plus, Tassis was in such a dither that he stuck the final act of one play to the first act of another. Take Tosca, for instance, which had a happy ending off Cape Matapan. But staying alive, that was their main problem, to be honest, who gave a damn about what happened at Cape Matapan. Take care of your life and art will look after itself, Mrs Salome told me, over our second cupcake.
         
 
         Round about noon the troupe managed to get all their stuff crammed into the jitney, including Salome’s valuables: she was in fine spirits, in the search they unearthed a whole boxful of make-up accessories.
 
         And so it was we saw them turn, right after they crossed the bridge, like a stage coach straight out of a cowboy movie, except there were no Indians chasing after it, and no Germans. Still, you can’t say they weren’t decent people; fact is, they left a big plate of boiled goat on our window ledge, and one on Mrs Kanello’s front steps too, which her kids polished it off before their Ma got home from work. But their leaving was a blow for me; Tassis came and asked Ma for the fustanella I got from Mrs Adrianna as a gift. 
         
 
         We reached this village called Pelopion after six hours on the road, the now-Mrs-at-last Salome relates (takes you less than an hour to get there today) wiping some crumbs from her lipstick. We were safe. Three days we stayed there, to pull ourselves together. The village was way up in the hills, crawling with partisans, tall and handsome too, every one of them. We said we’d suffered at the hands of the Germans. And we used Mrs Kanello’s name every way we could; you remember her? (That’s rich! Me, remember Kanello? Me?) Everybody who was anybody in the partisans knew her. They let us stay in the schoolhouse, we drew up our programmes, planned our route, got letters of recommendation to other villages controlled by the partisans, and some messages to pass on. We even held rehearsals. Of course, we had some disagreements over who would play what part, Mrs Salome admitted (over a third cookie, with a shot of brandy to wash it down), my dear elder sister insisted her daughter should play all the little girl’s roles, and I did the grown women, not to mention the time I played a man, a baron he was, can’t recall the play, name of Javert – wait a second; no, it was another play where I played Javert, anyway, here, have another cupcake.
         
 
         I took one, my fourth: no danger for my silhouette.
 
         ‘That tour of ours, the one that started back in Pelopion, in the Peloponese, ended almost a year and a half later, halfway between Albania and Romania, or was it Yugoslavia? Don’t ask me. Not bad, the cupcakes, eh? Homemade. In the meantime, we learned how to act and generally how to run a road company, travelling in partisan territory, and in occupied territory too. I deserted right here, in this town. My butcher was making eyes at me, and I said to myself, Salome, when’s the next time somebody’s going to fall for you head over heels? So I gave in. You can’t imagine what it cost me, she says, tossing back a glass of brandy to help down the last mouthful of cupcake, her fifth I think it was. You know, I was really beginning to get the knack, more than any of the others, she said. Maybe she was just being catty about my success with that last crack of hers.
         
 
         ‘Every time we had a new young woman’s role to play, we just about scratched each other’s eyes out to see who would get first shot at it, Adrianna or me, I mean to say. My niece? If she so much as hinted she wanted the part (the ingenue or charming maiden as the stage directions put it), we’d put her in her place and then we’d jump all over her. You’re still young, you’ve got all the time in the world to play young women; wait till you’re grown up, her mother said one day. If we don’t play these roles now, the two of us, when will we? As you can see, Adrianna had developed a taste for the footlights, even if she was a widow. The sad truth is I paid the price; sold out my art for a bed and a lifetime of meat; still, it was all lamb-chops, filet mignon and sweetbreads.’
         
 
         But Mrs Salome needn’t have worried about the troupe. One day, as they’re pushing the jitney up a steep hill, an Italian soldier, a long tall drink of water he was, leaps out in front of them rifle and all. They all surrender at once, of course, after blocking the back wheels with rocks to keep the whole contraption from rolling back down the hill. But as they’re standing there, hands over their heads facing the occupying troops, what should they see? The Italian was just a blond-headed kid, throws down his gun at their feet, starts blubbering and surrenders to them.
         
 
         Finally they figured it out; it was a deserter (than really could have used Mrs Kanello and her Italian right then). A fine kid, name of Marcello. Heard the Germans were about to ship them off to the Russian front, at which point he turns tail, trying to find somebody to surrender to. But instead of partisans, he happens on the troupe, so he surrenders to Mrs Adrianna, and later on, to Marina, especially her.
         
 
         Turned out to be really useful. Had a knack for just about everything, he did; a born joker and comedian. What’s more he could dance, do impersonations, and sing too, so they put him on stage. Certainly he was in no position to replace Mlle Salome, but they dreamed up a number just for him ‘And now, ladies and gentleman, the great impersonator, Michael and his Italians!’, Michael they named him. And Marcello sang his canzonettas and danced his tarantellas. At the same time, Marina gave him Greek lessons. But the lessons came to a halt, due to extenuating circumstances: one morning Mrs Adrianna nabs them in bed together. Him without a stitch on and Marina wearing only her undies, and smoking a cigarette! The sky just about falls on Adrianna’s head; last time she saw a naked man was before the Albanian war. (And what a man, let me tell you, she told Mrs Kanello when they met at Mum’s memorial service, my eyes just about popped out.) Long-suffering mother Adrianna unleashes a string of curses, eyes riveted all the time on the poor boy’s private parts. Hussy, she screeches at Marina, just what do you think you’re doing? Don’t you fear God? Smoking?
         
 
         The racket brings Tassis on the run. What’s the big fuss about? he says to his sister, they make a fine couple. Still, even he objected to his niece smoking. So he snatches the cigarette out of her mouth, puts the Italian’s clothes back on, and pronounces them engaged then and there. Today Marina and Marcello are married and living in Rimini, with three kids, all boys. May you grow up to be strong and inherit your father’s best attributes, Mrs Adrianna writes to her grandchildren every New Year, that’s what I heard back during the Renegades’ government, from Mrs Kanello it was.
         
 
         Well, after they took leave of Pelopion – the only things they staged there were some Resistance sketches to build up their courage – Mrs Adrianna steered the troupe back to all the places they did so well before while her dear late husband was still alive, they’ll remember us here, she said. Even got up kind of a poster for every occasion: 
         
 
         
            Adrianna (widow of Zambakis Karakapitsalas, hero of Albania) and her travelling players 
            
  
            A new production every day 
            
 
            Starring: the ever lovely Salome Papia
            
 
            (couldn’t live without her own stage name)
 
            Featuring the ever-alluring Marina Kara
            
 
            (lopped off the rest of her father’s name).
 
            The side-splitting Tassis. 
            
 
            Admission in kind. 
            
 
            Costume and evening-gown rentals for weddings and baptisms.
            

         
 
         In villages they played the coffee-houses mostly. Admission was in kind: eggs, bread, sausage, liver, whatever people happened to have.
         
 
         Didn’t always play to sell-out crowds, either. Sometimes they performed for five spectators, or for the proprietor only. Interpretation wasn’t really a big problem; in less than a month they’d learned all the plays and all about the public as well: whatever you played, they ate it up. No problem about critics of mixed-up pages.
         
 
         Tosca was their big success. They presented it as a British play, about the Allies, and the Resistance.
         
 
         Anyhow, there was this one coffee-house proprietor who takes pity on Adrianna, seeing as how in the last act of Tosca, she has to jump off a wall. So one night, to keep her behind from taking a pounding with every fall into the wings, he sets up two inflated inner-tubes. So, with all the flare of a true artiste, Adrianna leaps from the wall on to the inner tubes, and comes bouncing right back on to the stage and ends up straddling the wall, which is how they improvised the perfect happy ending.
         
 
         Lighting was no problem; they had acetylene lamps. Main problem was commercial success. Artistic success we had, in our hip pocket, says the now-Mrs Salome as she gobbles up cupcake number six (I was keeping pace with her, with brandy though). In lots of villages we couldn’t even put on one performance: had to spend the night hungry in the jitney. Way she described it, it made me think of the time we went hungry for three days, Signor Vittorio was on guard duty; all we had was a cup of rice, and Ma boiled it up, and mixed in some sawdust to make it look like more.
         
 
         One performance, Salome goes and keels over right on stage from sheer hunger. But Tassis – he was a whizz at improvising by this time – simply slings her over his shoulder and carries her offstage like a swooning lover, and gives her a raw egg; she pulls herself together and goes back to her role.
 
         But there were some villages where they took in extra, because they rented out costumes and evening gowns to the local rich people, for weddings or baptisms, or for memorial services; in some places memorial services were more like parties, with boiled wheat and a big cauldron of barley soup full of chopped-up innards. We ate all the barley soup we could stuff into ourselves and forgave souls for all we were worth, Mrs Adrianna confessed one time, when Greece had its first beauty pageant I think it was. Our best season was the springtime; had more spectators.
         
 
         With Adrianna there was a hitch; she didn’t always remember which lines went with which play, plus she was impetuous by nature, she was always forgetting the prompter’s box and letting herself go. In this medieval costume drama, just to give you one example, she drops the sock she’s darning and enters stage right, but instead of saying to the lead, ‘It’s I, the guilty one!’ she blurts out, ‘My son! It is I, your adulterous mother!’ At which point the audience breaks in and corrects her – the play was one of our most popular ones, so most of them had already seen it the night before. In another drama, in a more patriotic vein, a Turk appears (we had him dressed up as a Nazi SS-man) and starts stealing children. And Adrianna, she’s supposed to come rushing out as a mother who they’re going to turn her children into Janissaries. This time she’s busy cooking something backstage. Adrianna, you’re on, they call her. She’s confused. What do I say? she asks. Your child, they tell her. Fine, she says, don’t let the food burn. And she comes rushing on stage full of passion, embraces the Turk SS-man and cries, My child. It is I, your long-lost mother! Well, what was the Turk supposed to do? (Tassis was playing the role.) He kneels at her feet and cries Mama! And the crowd goes wild with applause.
         
 
         ‘Little snags like that we had plenty of, but everything we did was a big success. Another cupcake?’
 
         They had their bad days too, like any normal company. One time they come into this village, not a soul to be seen. They start shouting their pitch, not a window opens. When they reach the square they see five people, hanging. They hear a commotion, and down the cobblestones comes a little boy, maybe eight years old, with his mother in a push-cart, how he ever managed to cut her down, a little tyke like that? It’s enough to make you wonder. It was the Germans killed her. Partisans ambushed them down on the highways, at which point the Germans trooped into the village and hanged the civilians to set an example.
         
 
         ‘Everyone that could make it fled for the hills; and they weren’t coming back. We could see them there, up among the rocks, motionless as tree-stumps. We helped the little boy get his ma to the graveyard, Tassis pulled the cart’, Salome went on, now she wasn’t eating. ‘Buried her, the boy knew which was the family plot. Afterwards we cut down the others, loaded the bodies into the jitney and carted them off to the cemetery too. We nearly busted our rear ends from all the digging, but we looked after the lot. The boy gave us each one’s name, and we stuck a little marker with the name on it on top of each grave, so their families could find them when they returned to their homes. After, the boy drummed up a loaf of bread and kills two chickens for us, and we left. 
         
 
         ‘There was this other village we didn’t even go near, even if it was on our schedule: from far away we saw it was burning. The place was crawling with Germans, no show here tonight, we say to ourselves; so we hide the jitney in a sheep-fold until they’ve disappeared and then go on our way. We ran into the villagers a bit further on, bent double under their belongings, the girls were carrying their dowries on their backs but you can’t very well put on a show in the open air, can you?
         
 
         ‘If you take away a few episodes like that, we did pretty well, I’ve got no complaints,’ goes Salome, and pulls out a cigarette. Smokes now, she does, even though it’s a small town. I gave her some of mine, filter-tips, and that really impressed her.
 
         ‘If you really want to know,’ she goes on, ‘I was the star of the show, thanks to my mandolin-playing. Before the war, back in Rampartville, I always got invitations to certain homes for name-day parties, I played tangos or fox-trots on my mandolin while they danced. Not that they were anything special, socially speaking, as they didn’t even have no phonograph, mostly teachers or bank-clerks’ houses it was, dear. On tour, whenever I’d forget my lines, I grabbed my mandolin and came out with a barcarole, and my partner exited stage rear with a look of ecstasy on his face, they whispered him my lines, and the show went on. Only one time, in a royalist town it was, some sonofabitch in the audience makes me sing “Son of the eagle” in honour of the king, while we’re performing The Adultress of Sicily. What could I do? I break off the love scene and do the song, but I throw in some risqué bits such as “from in front and from behind”.
         
 
         ‘Another time, this merchant takes a shine to Mrs Adrianna and in the interval he sends her a message with the coffee-house owner: If she desires to make his acquaintance and a half-sack of flour to please drop by his store after the performance. Adrianna sends back her answer: We may play kept women consumptives with camelias but we’re honest housewives; in fact, I’m going to tell my brother. 
         
 
         ‘But in comes Tassis – didn’t have an idea what was going on – as they were discussing the matter, so they disclose the immoral proposition so as to, you know, such and such local wants Adrianna to come by his store to give her flour, but she won’t go.
 
         ‘Tassis didn’t have an immoral thought in his head, in fact, generally speaking, he was an easy-going kind of guy and a bit slow on the uptake; so he goes up to the merchant. Holy Virgin, now they’re going to kill each other, thinks Adrianna. But Tassis says to the man, Thank you very much, but my sister is indisposed and can’t come, maybe you’d like me to drop by your store?
         
 
         ‘Later we tried to tell him,’ goes Salome, ‘why the merchant cursed him like a dog, called him a rotten limp-wristed artiste and kicked him in the bargain. As it happens, it wasn’t really Adrianna he wanted,’ Salome says, busting out laughing. ‘It was me, but the coffee-house owner mixed up the roles (the guy had told him, the one who plays the mother). But I never breathed a word of it to my sister. Go on, let her think someone has the hots for her, I say to myself.’
 
         Other places, further north – this was after Salome dropped out and Marcello the Italian joined the troupe – it just so happened they invited the whole audience (six people it was) up on stage, because during the first act interval word got around the Krauts were about to surround the village and take reprisals. That story I heard from Mrs Adrianna. When was it? Must’ve been when we had the National Rally government.
         
 
         The coffee-house proprietor got wind of it, and herded them all up on stage as a kind of chorus; fitted them out with costumes of sorts and they escaped certain death, the poor devils. Can you believe it, those uncultured Krauts, interrupting an artistic performance? says Mrs Adrianna as she gives me a light; she was smoking too, took herself for a veteran of the footlights, if you can imagine! 
         
 
         ‘That’s why I just don’t have any respect for German artists, they’ve got a nerve, coming here to our various festivals after the war and all. Playing their roles as if they’re still wearing their Wehrmacht helmets, men and women, it’s all the same! You want to know what I think? After the Liberation there should be one big mud puddle where Germany is, insisted Mrs Adrianna.
 
         What she never told me was how once she executed a German while he was doing a caca. They were just leaving a village in the jitney, she spots him from the window, grabs Marcello’s rifle and fires. Gets him with the first shot and everybody congratulates her, first time she ever touches a gun and bang, scores a bull’s-eye on her first shot, that bit of information I got from Mrs Marika, Kanello’s mother, she was past seventy by then and everything seemed funny to her, her daughter especially.
         
 
         Still, Adrianna was a kind soul. Lots of times she hid partisans in the jitney or drove them right through the German lines all wrapped up in the scenery or hidden in the troupe’s wardrobe.
         
 
         ‘People ought to learn Geography, really,’ Mrs Adrianna goes on, we’re still back in National Rally days if I’m not mistaken, just before Karamanlis. Came to see me when I was playing in Athens with a road company, a musical it was; just paid the apartment off. She was all for Geography, seeing as how one day while they’re on tour, about a year after they started out from Pelopion village, they come into this village and Marcello goes out to drum up an audience for the night’s show (learned Greek really well, he had; you’d swear he was from the Peloponese), people just stared at him and laughed. At which point the players realized what was going on: they crossed the border, now they were Abroad. First they thought they were in Yugoslav territory. But somehow it turned out they were in Albania. Mrs Adrianna, she gets all emotional remembering Zambakis, this is the place where my hero heroically left his bones, she says. And – I mean, was she crazy or wasn’t she? – she starts asking around, maybe her late husband’s grave is somewhere close by. Always was a simple-minded woman. Anyway, they put everything in reverse and turn back towards Greece. The border was wide open, the Albanians, they didn’t ask for passports, nothing. But before they leave Albanian soil, Mrs Adrianna plants a cross. Nothing much really, just a couple of boards as kind of a cenotaph for her spouse. She never found out that he was killed by a kick in the head from a mule even before he could contribute to the combat against the invader. Later Mrs Salome learned what really happened, from the Ministry of the Army, but she never breathed a word to her sister, if she wants to make out she’s a hero’s widow, let her. And so she collects her pension every month, just as proud as you please.
         
 
         Once they were back on Greek soil they kept up the tour for a couple months more. Things had got quieter, the Italians and partisans were nowhere to be seen, not even the Germans. But they were so involved in the artiste’s life it never occurred to them to ask why. Until one day some guy asks Tassis, Hey mister, how come you’re still burning wood to power that thing? Why not use petrol?
         
 
         Only then they noticed: across the street, above the door to the municipal office, he sees a Greek flag and rushes off to tell the rest of the troupe. As it turns out, Liberation had come to pass three months earlier but they were so taken up with the life of the artiste, and the youthful couple Marina-Marcello with their love life, that they never heard a word about it. Found out three months after the fact, celebrated the occasion retroactively, and turned back towards Rampartville, not in too much of a hurry of course; along the way they staged a show or two. Changing the titles of the plays to match the new victorious situation, of course.
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