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            A polite stranger
            
 
            MAUD
            

         
 
         The day Nikitas died, his aunt came to speak to me in the evening. I was lying alone in my room as a muffled orange twilight gave way to darkness. The sounds of the Athenian night were familiar: neighbourhood dogs; mopeds whining up the hill; and the hum of traffic. Alexandra sat taut and upright on my rumpled bed, her tailored mourning clothes giving her the incongruous look of a raven landed in a laundry basket. I lay there, breathing in the naphthalene, watching her make automatic smoothing movements on the sheets. Her hand was speckled with age spots and a gold wedding ring held her husband’s looser band in place. Now I was a widow too.
 
         Alexandra took a breath before she spoke.
 
         “There’s something you need to do. You should contact your mother-in-law.” I looked at her blankly, not understanding. Petherá: the very word sounded foreign, never used in relation to me before.
         
 
         “Nikitas’ mother. Antigone. She should learn what happened.” Her speech emerged awkwardly, staccato. Aunt Alexandra normally succeeded in ignoring the existence of her younger sister, though occasionally, if she was particularly annoyed or upset by Nikitas, she would compare him to his mother.
 
         “The apple falls under the apple tree. You can never get away from that.” Too much time had gone by to speak of Antigone casually; it was almost sixty years since she had left. And she had never returned. Fixed in time as the young woman who had walked away and didn’t look back, she had become in her absence the family’s black hole, sucking emotions inwards and giving nothing back. The knowledge that she was still alive was worse than if she had died. It implied the continuation of insult and rejection.
         
 
         When I first knew Nikitas, I was intrigued by the drama of his infancy. He showed me a framed photograph of his mother as a young woman. Taken from a low camera angle, the picture presents a heroine, with eyes gazing out to a victorious horizon. She is dressed in military uniform, but it is her face that is compelling: generous lips, resolutely straight eyebrows and long, dark hair falling unrestrained, like a contemporary teenager. There was undeniably a tragic grandeur in Antigone’s appearance, but also in the lack in compromise in her life; what could bring someone to abandon her young child and leave her country for ever? Initially, as an outsider, a foreigner, in this family, I appreciated the idea of Antigone the rebel. Later, however, especially after Tig was born, I became enough of an insider to change my opinion. There could be no excuse for this stubborn old woman who had never cared enough to come back and see those she had left behind. Now that her son was dead, what could there be to say?
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         I imagine that many disastrous days start innocently enough, and the morning of October 29th 2008 was unremarkable. Later, trying to make sense of events, I looked for omens – some pattern or prediction. I tried to go over Nikitas’ last days and weeks and even wondered about the invasion of ants in the kitchen that morning – a thick jagged line of them squeezing through a crack in the door frame and proceeding vigorously around the sink and into the cupboards. Their doggedness in the face of my attempts to annihilate them with washing-up liquid was almost touching, stumbling over each other to continue the progression, like disciplined soldiers taking up the front line. As I washed their crumpled black corpses down the sink, I thought about Nikitas, but I was not worried that he had failed to come home the night before.
         
 
         When I had married Nikitas fifteen years earlier, I had known that I could not press him into a conventional home life, and in truth, our system usually suited me too. His job gave him the excuse to work unusual hours, and frequently, after writing late for a deadline or following a long evening out with friends, he would bed down at his “office” – a little pied-a-terre near Sophocles Street. Two ex-wives were only one of many indications that Nikitas’ talk of liberty was not an abstract notion.
         
 
         “I am a Greek,” he’d announce as an explanation for needs that I, as an English person, could not be expected to have or to understand. Most Greeks discuss freedom as a theoretical measuring stick for their nation’s history or for a person’s quality of life, but in Nikitas’ case, it was an urgent personal need. His desire to leave the house, to travel or to change his plans on impulse had the single-mindedness of the young child desperate to get out of the darkness and into the sunshine.
 
         The previous day, October 28th, had been Nikitas’ birthday as well as being a public holiday and, as usual, he had eschewed the “arsehole parades” that took place around the city and the birthday cakes and celebrations we sometimes organised at home. He had long ago encouraged Tig to boycott the school parade, so she had a lie-in rather than dress up in a blue skirt and sensible shoes and march the streets with her school mates, clutching blue and white flags.
         
 
         “‘No Day!’ That’s what we’re good at in Greece, so let’s say no, whether or not anyone listens,” Nikitas told her. “You should say no to fascist-style marching – after all, we’re celebrating our refusal to let a fascist Italian dictator invade our homeland in 1940. Not that it kept them away in the end.”
 
         I think Nikitas left on his birthday morning without saying goodbye, though I can’t quite remember. Perhaps I just didn’t hear him calling. I’ve gone over it many times in my head since then. Perhaps he hugged me and I’ve just forgotten.
 
         As I made toast and encouraged Tig to prepare for school, I didn’t contemplate calling Nikitas’ mobile phone. If he had been working late he would be sleeping and, anyway, he usually had it switched off, resenting the intrusion implied by being permanently available. Tig had the outraged yet somnolent look of a hibernating animal that has been woken up in mid-winter, her long, almost black hair engulfing a pale face. She took a few dainty bites and threw the rest into the bin; Greeks don’t eat breakfast – even those with foreign mothers.
 
         Tig grabbed her school bag and I forgot to check if my mobile was in my jacket pocket. We left the back way, out of the kitchen door and down the wrought iron spiral staircase at the rear of the building. The sky was filled with a sickly yellow haze and a humid wind twisted the air. This disconcerting southerly appears from time to time, carrying Saharan sand all the way across the Mediterranean, depositing it throughout the centre of Athens as a layer of rusty powder. Our hands picked up the African dust on the handrail and the leaves on the lemon tree were tinted terracotta. The lemon tree dominates our yard. It was planted by Aunt Alexandra’s father in the 1920s, when he built the house, and it now reaches to our first floor windows, the fruit ripening almost all year round. In the spring, the building is flooded with the blossom’s intoxicating scent. The fire escape descends to the courtyard at the back of the house, alongside – almost inside – the tree, so you can reach out to pick a lemon or take a leaf to crush and sniff the citrus tang. Tig sometimes climbs onto the sturdy central branches and sits there, hiding. Aunt Alexandra makes a syrupy preserve from the lemon peel, offering it as a “spoon sweet” to visitors. Chryssa paints its trunk with lime-wash in springtime, to prevent disease and infestation. I have loved this tree since I first visited Paradise Street and in optimistic moments see it as a common point of reference for the disjointed family that I married into. Our totem.
         
  
         The courtyard’s familiar smell of cat piss and jasmine was overlaid with brewing coffee from Alexandra’s ground floor apartment. Through the green grille on the kitchen window, Chryssa was visible, stirring a pot of Greek coffee on a hissing camper-gas that she preferred to the electric cooker. She spotted us and waved, calling out through the window to Tig.
 
         “Off to school, my Angel? May the Virgin go with you! Good progress!” She looked like a kindly country witch, in a worn, print dress, her grey hair twisted into a bun. Tig said good morning and waved back, more polite with Chryssa than with me or Nikitas, who were bearing the increasing brunt of adolescent wrath. I could see Chryssa’s capable, knobbly hands pouring the coffee (“sweet and heavy”, made in the traditional way) from the bríki into a cup and saucer. It would soon be carried through to Aunt Alexandra, with some cinnamon biscuits from the bakery. The two old women had the easy, unspoken companionship of people who take each other for granted, and while their official status was mistress and maid, decades of shared life had blurred the boundaries.
         
 
         I loved being part of these routines – so regular, we could time ourselves in the morning by what stage the coffee was at, and whether Kyria Lambakis, our neighbour, was just leaving for her hairdresser’s down the road (“Welcome to the girls! Good day to you both!”). It pleased me that Tig was rooted somewhere, in contrast to my childhood, with my absent parents and insecurities. If Nikitas yearned for freedom and found it within the confines of marriage, then I longed for familiarity and found it in a foreign culture. Strange how the same marriage can offer such different satisfactions to each participant.
         
 
         The looming flank of Hymettus was covered with thick, phlegm-coloured clouds through which the sun emitted the sickly glow of a spotlight in a smoky room. As Tig and I walked up the hill to Athens’ Thirteenth Secondary School, we were nagged and buffeted by the warm wind. Tig brushed away the tangles of dark hair that whipped across her face, obscuring large eyes smudged black with yesterday’s liner and accumulated tiredness – going to bed on time had been abandoned years ago. She was neither child nor woman, but something fleeting, perfect and in-between and she slipped between confident worldliness and youthful vulnerability. The wound from a recent eyebrow piercing added a touch of drama; she was forbidden from wearing the small silver bolt at school and its daily removal was still a delicate manoeuvre. She had not asked permission for this “mutilation”, as Nikitas described it, and he had tried unsuccessfully to hide his shock.
 
         “I thought you approved of individual expression and questioning the system,” Tig said, quoting him back as a challenge to counter disapproval.
 
         “Nobody else’s mother takes them to school, you know.” Tig was wired up to an I-pod, whose tinny, pounding bass was just audible above the wind’s bluster.
         
 
         “I’m only coming for the walk. I know you can look after yourself.”
 
         Tig looked at me coolly and raised a disbelieving eyebrow. Before we reached the school gates she switched from English to Greek to say goodbye. I saw her notice and then not look at Kimon, a boy she likes but is too shy to speak to. She hurried away into the yard. I didn’t stay and watch as I used to, waiting for the head teacher to make the call for prayers, and observing pupils from Albania, Bulgaria, Pakistan, China and the Philippines line up with everyone else to chant their way through Our Father, and cross themselves along with the Orthodox.
         
 
         “Soon there won’t be any ‘little Greeks’ in the school and they’ll be teaching in Albanian,” Aunt Alexandra had commented recently.
 
         Nikitas’ comment was acerbic: “She’d prefer things back to the good old days of the Colonels, with ‘Hellas for Christian Hellenes’.”
 
         I had only just arrived home when I heard three brisk knocks on the door – Aunt Alexandra’s code when she came up from her apartment on the ground floor. She usually called out: “It’s me!”
 
         “Don’t open the door if you don’t know who it is,” she warned. “Athens has changed. There are so many foreigners now.” I am very fond of Aunt Alexandra. She welcomed me into her family with generosity and despite the tensions between her and Nikitas, she has been like a grandmother to Tig. But there are times when I am reluctant to invite her in. That morning I didn’t want to hear about her aches (“If you’re above ground, you’ll hurt”), or her fund-raising evening for her conservative New Democracy friends, or her latest gossip about Father Apostolos and his troubles. I was late with the last instalment of my research. This time it was a trawl through 1930s archives for a historian writing about Metaxas’ dictatorship. Being a freelance researcher is not always easy, though I’ve built up quite a network of British and American academics who don’t speak Greek or don’t have the time and cunning to deal with the Greek civil servants who guard the material. I had planned on sending off the packet of photocopies and translations to Professor Stotter before the post office shut at 2pm. In truth though, the main reason I didn’t want to open the door for Alexandra was that I didn’t want her to notice that Nikitas had not come home. It left me feeling queasy when she drew me into an implied female conspiracy, where Nikitas was the “naughty boy” and I was conscripted into the ranks of sensible female stalwarts.
         
 
         There was another knock, louder this time. I pictured her standing on the landing outside our door, her bluish, candyfloss hair moulded into a lacquered crash-helmet, the perfect painted fingernails and heels mildly skittish for an eighty-five-year-old. She would say:
 
         “Good morning Maud”, or more likely, she would use a diminutive for my name, and then add the possessive pronoun:
 
         Kali sou méra, Mondouli mou – “A good morning to you, my little Maud.” I was diminished then possessed, all in the name of affection and intimacy. Before opening the door, I picked up some papers to make myself look busy and back up my excuse. Alexandra looked awful and it was clear something was wrong. Her voice came out high-pitched. The police had rung her after failing to find me, she explained. Nikitas had been in a car crash on the coast road early this morning. Somewhere near Varkiza. She didn’t know the details, but he was seriously injured. I was to go immediately to the Asklipieio Hospital in Voula. She had already rung Orestes in his studio upstairs and he was coming down.
         
 
         My twenty-five-year-old stepson came jogging chaotically down the steps from the roof terrace.
 
         “What the fuck happened? What’s Babas gone and done?” Orestes looked bewildered, his features swollen from sleep, and he tugged at his crumpled T-shirt, as if attempting to bring some order in the face of disaster. Since I first met him fifteen years ago as a shy little boy, he had grown into an alluring, long-limbed man, whose dark hair reached his shoulders. “A real palikári,” as Chryssa said, “strong and tall as a cypress.” His gait was languid and almost shambolic, belying the lava of anger that lurked below the surface. He was normally unshaven, wearing the baggy, low-slung clothes favoured by his fellow students, but he still reminded me of the sweet ten-year-old boy who shook my hand and made us laugh the first time we were introduced.
         
 
         “I’ll take you to the hospital on my bike – that would be quickest.” Orestes’ spirits rose somewhat at the thought of his beloved motorbike, which he rode with verve, roaring and weaving through the city’s traffic.
 
         “No, we’ll call a cab,” I said, picking up the phone to dial and observing his features fall. The taxi sped down Syngrou Avenue towards the sallow sea and then south along the coast road. Orestes rolled a cigarette, opened his window and puffed the smoke out in an exaggerated sigh. His legs juddered nervously. I experienced a bizarre clarity of vision in my fear, as though I were seeing things for the first time: the pale lines in the dusty roadside oleander leaves, the mauve tint of an old woman’s lips boarding the seaside tram at Faliro. I recognised adrenaline tingling through my skin; cold feet; an obstacle in the throat. The wind had produced a strange fog that drained the colour from everything, so you could hardly tell where the sea ended and the sky began, as though you might get lost in the greyness.
         
 
         At the turning for the hospital we waited at some traffic lights where a slim tabby cat lay folded at an acrobatic angle in the gutter. Pink 1930s buildings and ornamental flowerbeds gave the hospital a seaside holiday atmosphere and the salty air was scented with pine and eucalyptus. At a window marked Enquiries, a garish blonde woman with purple nails was peeling an apple. I bent down to speak through the opened slot but the words came out curdled, as if I had forgotten my Greek.
 
         “My husband, Nikitas Perifanis …” I paused, recognising how this language that had such a deep hold on me, and which I had started learning twenty years ago, could still retreat in moments of stress or exhaustion. It was not enough to be devoted to it, to read poetry, to dream in it, sing in it, fight in it and make love in it; Greek would never be my mother-tongue. She could become a faithless deserter in times of need.
 
         We were sent to the Ward Sister’s office, told to wait for the doctor, and stood hunched and trembling outside it by a row of patients drooped on orange plastic chairs. A medic in jeans and white coat appeared and led us a little way along the corridor, squeezing himself up against the wall in an attempt at privacy. He might have been only a few years older than Orestes, though it was obvious that he had already seen more ugliness and pain. His gaze of sympathy tempered by exhaustion was enough for me to grasp the gist of his announcement before he spoke.
 
         “The news is not good.” A distant buzzing sound of live wires touching. My body felt hollowed out then so heavy that my knees almost gave way.
 
         Nikitas’ car left the road at some point in the night. It rolled onto the rocks at the Limanakia – the Little Harbours – near Varkiza. A swimmer spotted the wreck from the sea in the morning. My husband was already dead. No other cars were involved, but there would have to be an enquiry, an autopsy. The facts appeared quite simple, he said, but we should see the local police to give a statement. Orestes gripped my forearm too tightly, like a child who doesn’t want to be left at the nursery. His skin was so white it was almost blue.
         
 
         I had often imagined Nikitas’ death; he was twenty years older and I knew the odds. But I had used his seniority like a shield as he took on the battles of age ahead of me. When I reached forty a couple of years earlier, it seemed gratifyingly youthful compared with his sixty. Although Nikitas took it for granted that I’d be the one left behind and enjoyed teasing me with “when I’m gone…”, he did not appear old. I noticed the signs that his body was ageing (his solid torso slightly softer, his chest hair sprouting white), but his presence was as powerful and vigorous as it had been when we first met. And if Tig was sometimes embarrassed that people assumed he was her grandfather, he was not; he’d swing her up in the air, making her squeal.
 
         “Don’t care what others think – they’re usually wrong.”
 
         I signed several pieces of paper without understanding what they were and was given the contact details of the police who were dealing with the case. I could not think of any reason why Nikitas would have been driving down that way at night. A man who might have been a nurse took us to the hospital’s small morgue. He didn’t speak, but his movements were deft as he pulled a lever down to open one of several metal doors and then slid out a long shelf. He peeled back a coarse white sheet and retreated discreetly. The dead man didn’t look like Nikitas. It wasn’t just the dark bruises on his face, but more the stillness. Nikitas was constantly moving. Even asleep, he sighed, rolled and twitched, letting out small yelping noises like a dog dreaming. When awake, his facial expressions were exaggerated, his gestures more expansive and voice louder or dramatically quieter than other people’s. He ate more, drank more, embraced us all with hugs that expressed affection, but that also hinted at the potentially threatening strength of a bear. The only time he became still was when he was very angry; then he was the bear before the chase. Now he looked like a polite stranger. I put my hand on his chest until Orestes pulled at me.
         
 
         “Can we leave? It stinks here.”
 
         We fled, leaving the nurse and the pungent smell of public swimming pools and school science labs. I said, “Thank you.” I wasn’t brought up in England for nothing.
 
         Orestes strode ahead, out of the hospital doors and over to some bushes where he threw up. I put one hand on his back and the other on his forehead, as I did with Tig when she was sick. When he had finished, I led him slowly over to a bench under a canopy of jasmine by the hospital chapel. Nearby, two young nurses chatted as they ate cheese pies from paper bags. Pigeons danced at their feet, darting at the falling flakes.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
 
            Half my heart is Russian
            
 
            ANTIGONE
            

         
 
         Lately, when I sit in the chair by the window, I find that rather than looking out at the familiar grey towers of suburban Moscow, I am transported back to the Athens of my childhood. I have spent my life straining to look ahead, fighting for the future, for a better world. I believed in a new dawn that never came. Now that I am getting towards the end, where the only thing that is sure is the grave’s dark night, I go backwards towards my own dawn. Mostly, I think of the good things, the early years, my parents and our house in Paradise Street before the war. I try to stop there, before everything else.
 
         Russia has been good to me. Part of me belongs here as though there was never anything else. Half my heart is Russian. Even during recent years since Igor died, I find small pleasures and consolations. The apartment is not large but it is warm and comfortable. The view from the tenth floor allows me to see the vast Russian skies that are so different to the intimate landscapes of Greece. Moscow’s ring road may not be the most beautiful place in this country, but I am able to see past the neighbouring apartment blocks to the woods. I used to go there for walks with Natalya until her legs got too bad. These days I don’t see many people, but Natalya is like family – I have known her for longer than my own flesh and blood. We meet most days, and are close enough to be able to sit together drinking tea and not talking – not that she is often at a loss for words. My inclination is more towards the written word and I still write in a notebook most days. God only knows why. Perhaps it is to prove I am still here. Certainly there is quite a collection of them in the cupboard now.
         
 
         When I first became friends with Natalya we were both in our late twenties. She had rosy apple cheeks and a voluptuous body that matched her generous character. These days she has put on so much weight that she rocks like a boat as she walks. Sometimes we still go for a steam at our local baths, and while we sit dripping in the fug, I take in the expanses of her flesh. Heavy breasts reaching to the sparse remnants of her pubic hair, calves solid and pink. In comparison, I feel like a fruit that someone forgot in the sun until the flesh became dried out and the skin hard and creased. My skeleton juts out where once it was invisible, reminding me that bones are all that will remain. Back in the changing rooms, Natalya puts on her capacious underpants and spreads out “a little snack”: black bread, some left-over bitki wrapped in waxed paper, a lump of curd cheese. And, of course, a small bottle of vodka to toast one another’s health with a cigarette or two. These small pleasures have become more significant with time.
         
 
         Yesterday we sat together in my kitchen, watching the afternoon light wane until it was the colour of iron. Natalya’s words washed over me like gentle waves and I only came out of my thoughts when she repeated a question.
 
         “So, Antigone, what do you think? Should I go?” She slid another biscuit into her mouth and waited for my answer.
 
         “Well, that depends.” I searched for a platitude so as not to betray my absent-mindedness. “Going is the easy part… it’s the return that is hard.” Luckily, Natalya didn’t notice and launched into a topic I have heard far too much of in recent times – her daughter, Lyuba.
         
 
         Lyuba’s husband is one of the new rich – a breed of men we saw appear out of nowhere in the 1990s, like the cockroaches from the rubbish chute by my kitchen. We always knew him as some kind of engineer and then one day he was driving a Mercedes, hiring bodyguards and going off for holidays in Italy. When the Soviet Union disintegrated around us, carrying all those ideals and sacrifices with it, we hoped something positive would emerge. Nobody thought it was perfect before, but we old-timers still spoke in terms of freedom and justice. But the new Russians weren’t like that; they were nothing but cowboys. Now there are no convictions or principles, no aims but acquiring money. The rest of us have been left behind like flotsam washed high by the storm, our battles and beliefs useless. So, what with all the other cowboys and their gun battles, Lyuba’s husband upped and offed to London, taking Lyuba and their daughter with him. Too many flying bullets for comfort.
 
         “Lyuba has promised I’ll have my own apartment next to hers with a maid just for me.” Natalya tried to talk herself through her fears with the idea of a little luxury but didn’t quite succeed. We didn’t mention Lyuba’s drink problem, her trips to the special clinic and her husband’s temper. Problems. Problemi. Provlímata. They’re all the same whatever the language. What can you do? It is what it is. Poor Natalya looked down and examined her hands – pudgy but always well cared-for. She still applies Pearly Cloud polish on her nails – the same colour for decades – convinced that a good manicure makes all the difference to a woman’s appearance.
         
 
         “I’ve never even been abroad.”
         
 
         I didn’t answer this time and Natalya managed a small laugh.
 
         “Lyuba said that so many Russians have moved to London they call it ‘Moscow-on-Thames’.”
 
         I first met Natalya in April 1952 when I arrived in Moscow. So we’ve been discussing her problems for over half a century. She was the technical manager at the international radio station where I worked. On the morning of my first broadcast on Moscow Here! she saw how nervous I was and came up to me smiling.
         
 
         “Beware of Greeks bearing gifts,” she said, “but always accept one from a Russian.” She offered a small glass of vodka and though I’ve never been a drinker, I downed it and accepted the lump of black bread – “so you don’t get drunk”. Then I read the news bulletin in Greek and tried not to think of who might be listening in Greece or, worse, of who could not listen because they were locked up or dead.
 
         “You are a beacon, sending out light across the monarcho-fascist darkness,” said the producer. So I thought of myself as a lighthouse, working on automatic, like a machine, and after that I was never nervous again. Onwards, upwards, tractors to plough for a better world, rockets to penetrate outer space, plans, strength, work. We were filled with optimism. I had two colleagues at the broadcasting centre whose parents had named them in honour of Soviet ambition and glory: Elektrifikatsia (Electrification) and Pyatiletka (Five-year-plan). Nobody thought that was ridiculous.
         
 
         Natalya and I became friends. She took me out to walk in the birch woods at weekends and taught me about picking mushrooms (“never tell anyone where you find them” was rule number one). In good weather we’d take picnics and when we’d eaten, we’d lie about smoking Aurora cigarettes, which she liked for the picture of the laughing sailor on the box. Our conversations were often about her unsuitable boyfriends and whether she should sleep with them. We looked like two carefree young women with our lives ahead of us. I didn’t speak about the past. I didn’t tell Natalya anything more than the bare facts of our struggle in Greece, of defeat and our escape into the huge embrace of Uncle Jo and the Soviet Motherland. Stepmother-land? Why dig into the depths? You can’t change what happened. It is what it is.
         
 
         Although I had already been living in the Soviet Union for a while, Natalya was the first Russian I got to know well. The Greeks in Tashkent stayed close together. It was a reaction to what we had lost; when you lose your fight and your country you are afraid you will lose yourself and your past. We were exhausted from years of war and imprisonment and we were humiliated. But we clung to what we thought made us Greek. We might have been dropped down in the middle of Uzbekistan, but we made Greek newspapers, sang Greek songs, cooked Greek food and soon we even had Greek weddings. The Russians liked watching us dance and recognised some of the Orthodox rituals they no longer used. But I didn’t want to cling to the place I had left and to which I had promised I would never return. Not for me the dreams of going back. I was young and stubborn enough to want to forget the past and to keep looking ahead towards the promises of a better world. So it was a relief when the authorities chose me to go to Moscow to work at the radio station.
 
         I had already been in Uzbekistan for nearly two years when they came to the factory. Many of us Greeks were employed there, manufacturing the machinery for hydroelectric energy – my early Russian lessons were dominated by technical terms that acquired a sort of poetry. “Turbine generator shaft, pumped storage, laminated steel stacks…” The unit manager said, “Please come with me, Antigona Petrovna,” and I was taken into a room where a man and a woman from Moscow asked me to read a document aloud in Greek. They concluded that my voice was suitable and a week later I was on the train to Moscow. Although I said goodbye to people who had suffered in ways similar or worse to me, I was relieved. It was like winning the lottery – leaving the wind-lashed steppes and the sub-standard housing given to political immigrants who thought they’d find their dream made flesh in the Soviet Union. I could finally shut the door behind me and start afresh.
         
 
         My friendship with Natalya helped me understand my adopted country. Although Russians have many things in common with Greeks, there is a dark, still well at their centre. We Greeks are all movement. When we have a problem we go away, we climb over the mountain, take a boat to foreign lands, search out the new. A Russian stays put, believing the problem will climb up the mountain with him if he tries to leave. He is convinced he is the butt of a huge joke in very poor taste. The whole world is against you anyway, so why bother? Greeks always suppose there’s a way out. Like Odysseus, we are convinced we will outwit the Cyclops or sail past the deadly temptations of the Sirens. Of course we Greeks are also inseparable from our particular brand of nostalgia and grief at being far from home. We leave, but all the time we dream of returning, even if it is only to be buried in the same ground that ate our forebears’ flesh. I was always determined that I would do no such thing.
 
         It was through Natalya’s circle that I met Igor. He was milky pale with blonde hair and a lanky, boy’s body. “North and South” they used to call us, because I had the colouring of the Mediterranean, with almost black hair and a complexion that went brown the minute I went out in the sun. When I met Igor, he had recently started teaching at the secondary school where he would spend his entire working life. He taught literature and carried around a large shopping bag filled with dog-eared copies of Pushkin and Chekhov, and folders overflowing with students’ essays. He was gentle and respected my silence about the past. In the early days, he still lived with his parents, so he would come to visit me in the apartment I shared with two girls from the radio station. We lay in my narrow bed under the wadded quilt, making love quietly so as not to disturb the others, listening to records, reading books, getting up to make an omelette, sleeping in a gentle embrace. We were companions from the start. Comrades. And that is as good a basis for a shared life as any.
         
 
         After Natalya married Arkady, the four of us used to take holidays, often staying in the radio station’s sanatorium near Sochi. The smell of the Black Sea reminded me of home, of day trips with my parents to Faliro. Salty rocks, hot, resinous pine trees, skin warming in the sun. Arkady was a joker, and he could make us laugh so much that we would cry. Then I would get sad because I hadn’t laughed like that for so long, not since before the war. It made me think of Markos and how we would hide from our parents when we were small, letting them shout threats into the street, until we had to smother one another to prevent them hearing our giggles. By then, Arkady would be onto the next story, or would be squeezing Natalya until she screamed, and I would get up and walk away so they couldn’t see my face.
 
         “Ah, the tragic Greek heroine with the mysterious past,” Arkady would say, in mock-theatrical tones.
 
         When Lyuba was born, Igor wanted a baby too, but I didn’t get pregnant. I didn’t tell him about Nikitas. How could I? Where would I have started? What kind of woman leaves her child? Every time I saw Lyuba, the pain was so extreme I could hardly bear it. The creases on her chubby legs, the soft belly rising and falling like a puppy as she slept, the grunts and slurps while she fed – they opened up the wounds I hoped had closed. Natalya thought I was jealous and that all would be righted when I had my own “little darling”, while Arkady gave humorous tips to Igor about what he should do to get me on my back and “knocked up.”
         
 
         Of course, Igor knew about my “women’s troubles”. I had suffered since my time in the mountains. All the women did. Eventually, Igor insisted that we visit a doctor and when my excuses ran out, we went to Natalya’s gynaecologist. She filled in the form about my medical history and one of the questions was “number of pregnancies”. I replied “none”, but after Olga Konstantinovna examined me, she was frank.
 
         “If you are going to lie to me, Antigona Petrovna, I cannot help you.”
 
         Igor looked at me. They both waited for an answer. I focused on her white coat, the badge with her name, her hair in a tall bun.
 
         “I did have a baby, but he died.” After that I had to tell so many lies that I lost track of them and even Igor’s patience dried up.
 
         “I can’t change the past, but we can leave it undisturbed,” I told him. “It is what it is.” Igor loved me, but after that he was more reserved.
 
         Olga Konstantinovna gave me some medicines and sent me for a two-week rest-cure in Yalta. But I never did get pregnant. Igor became very attached to Lyuba and she called him “Uncle”, asking him to read her stories over and over, as young children do. Sometimes he would take her out for an icecream or to a museum, and she would hold his hand. Lyuba came back from London for Igor’s funeral and cried as much as she had at her own father’s. As for me, I always kept my distance from Lyuba. Once she was over three, it didn’t matter any more as there were no recollections of Nikitas to compare. Gradually, her podgy, dimpled limbs elongated and slimmed into those of a schoolgirl, and there was nothing to provoke the physical memories of holding Nikitas, of washing him or tempting him to eat. Naturally, I tried to imagine how he would be growing, what he would be doing.
         
 
         When the pains came before Nikitas’ birth, I was taken to the hospital in a closed lorry that stank of human waste. I knew why – intense fear provokes physical reactions. I added to the mess when my waters broke. The body has its own mysterious rhythms and it took a long time for Nikitas to be born. I entered a world of my own, pulled deep into spirals of pain as if I were diving into the sea until my lungs were bursting. Each time I emerged, I gathered my strength, preparing for the next descent, far away from what was going on around me. When I saw the baby, bluish, with one eye open and looking at me, he seemed like an ancient creature, more fish than human. An independent life for which I was the vessel. Nothing to do with what had gone before.
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            Privacy and solitude are not Greek words
            
 
            MAUD
            

         
 
         Orestes and I returned home from the hospital via the police station, where I signed various papers in triplicate and saw the statement from the swimmer who had spotted the wreck. During the brief time that elapsed after I called Aunt Alexandra to tell her the news, she had taken charge; she knew what had to be done. When Orestes and I came through the front door and into the communal hall, she opened the door to her apartment, already dressed entirely in black. She stretched her arms in a gesture of resigned sadness and embrace, pulling me to her, and including Orestes, who submitted, still pallid and queasy-looking. Chryssa came hurrying up behind, emitting a raw sound of misery. Her face was wet and her eyes red.
 
         “Life to you, children. May God give him rest. May God forgive him.”
 
         I hugged Chryssa, bending down to hold onto her small frame, feeling her tears on my face that was still dry from shock.
 
         Tig was very brave. At 1.30, I walked up the hill for the second time that day and waited for her a little way from the school gates. By the time she spotted me, she and her friend, Eurydice, were already lighting up. Tig threw her cigarette in the gutter and stalked over, looking both angry and contrite.
         

         “What are you doing here?” It was hard to answer. I had already taken a sedative from a packet Nikitas kept in the bathroom, and though it had passed its expiry date, it was effective in blurring the edges, rather as the pink Saharan sand was still dulling the city skylines.
 
         I had previously imagined that if your husband died you ran into a storm of grief that would obliterate anything else. But it was not as simple as that. There were all the practical things to be done, and some of the time I was so emptied of emotion, I barely knew who I was – a cog in the machinery that surrounds a death. Then, unpredictably, the void would be filled with terror. I became like a cartoon character who runs over the edge of the cliff and suddenly realises there is nothing below them. Tumbling into the depths, I found myself letting out a groan, as though I was actually falling. Death seemed so close.
 
         Throughout the afternoon, friends and relations rang up, wanting information; questions, disbelief, more questions. I telephoned my parents, who were shaken and sympathetic, but the distance that had characterised our dealings since childhood remained. I asked them not come to Greece and they didn’t insist. They had never been close enough to understand my life and I wasn’t interested in trying any more. Now was not the time to instigate change.
 
         As the light drained away from the heavy clouds at the end of the day, I lay on my bed feeling paralysed, unable to move, as though a great weight was pressing down on me. It was then that I wondered whether I could just leave. Take Tig, go away, and it might be as though nothing had happened. I could erase Greece, make it an episode that was over, and return to a parallel ghost life – the one I would have had if I had not left England. That way, the disaster could be left behind. But even as I fantasised, I knew it was impossible. After all these years, Athens was home. It no longer mattered that I would always be a xéni – the word that used to haunt me when I heard it said of me in offices or shops. It always seemed an explanation of what I was not, what I lacked: a stranger, a foreigner and, above all, not Greek. I had struggled for a long time, trying to fit in, to do the right thing, to adapt, though eventually I preferred to embrace the freedom of existing on the margins. Still, in spite of everything, I loved Greece and I knew that going back to England could not be a solution. I had become an awkward hybrid who belonged nowhere – what an Italian friend called ne carne, ne pesce – neither fish nor fowl.
         
 
         My decision to come to Greece twenty years ago was somewhat chancy. I was embarking on a PhD in social anthropology and most of my contemporaries at Cambridge were planning to paddle up the Amazon to find lost swathes of rain forest or build their own mud hut in a forgotten African province. When I chose to examine “changing rites of passage on a Greek island”, it looked tame in comparison. My fellow students enjoyed teasing me about what was evidently my intention to live the good life in the Mediterranean – beaches and buckets of bright pink taramasalata. There’d be moustachioed men dancing, the twang of bouzoukis playing The Boys from Piraeus, and a Kodachrome backdrop of the sun-drenched Acropolis.
         
 
         I knew my decision irritated my grandfather. Desmond had been a classicist, teaching for many years at King’s College, London and was a life-long scholar of ancient Greece. His obsession was Parmenides – Socrates’ teacher and the so-called “father of Greek philosophy” – and he used to quote obscure phrases that meant little to me as a child. His favourite concerned the “wise mares” who were “straining at the chariot.” He thought this was a good explanation of life; as charioteers, we need to give our horses enough freedom to run, but also to control them so they kept on track. “And maidens were leading the way,” he would add, gnomically. When I became what he called “emotional,” he would say: “Tighten the reins on the horses, Maud. Don’t let them take control.” If my grandmother, Lucy, heard, she’d add: “Let the bloody horses have a good time, that’s what I say. Let them run wild.”
         
 
         My parents were not much in evidence. Having met at the Royal College of Music, they were just getting their first concerts with an ensemble that played early music on original instruments, when I was born. To add to my youthful resentment, they gave me a name I hated for its sturdy, old-fashioned quality. Nobody else of my age was called Maud, and it was no comfort that it cropped up through the generations on my mother’s side. Her paternal grandmother was a Maud and her death soon before my birth (plus an inheritance of £5,000) had made the choice almost a moral obligation. My grandfather never tired of quoting Tennyson’s poem Maud and “Come into the garden, Maud” was something I was sick of by the time I was five. Maud Thomas. It sounded solid and English, though my surname should have been Tomaszewski; my father’s grandparents had tried to shed their Polish past as quickly as possible when they arrived in London before the First World War. Although I had often thought of getting rid of Maud in much the same way, I never quite managed. Later, as it was almost impossible for Greeks to pronounce, it was Hellenised. I was called Mad, Maood, Mood, Moody, but more often Mod or Mond – Μοντ – which in written Greek ends with “nt” because there is no single letter for the sound of “d”. In practice, even Mond was frequently feminised to Mondy. At least it wasn’t Maud.
         
 
         My parents tried taking me on tour with them when I was very young, but in addition to their viola da gamba cases, I suppose I became one thing too many to carry onto aeroplanes and trains. It made more sense to leave me with my grandparents. So, although I spent some holidays with my mother and father, it was Desmond and Lucy who dealt with me on a daily basis, knew the names of my school teachers and what breakfast cereal I preferred. The remoteness remained, as I never became close to my parents. If they left me behind as a child, I left them behind as an adult. Tig has only seen them a handful of times.
         
 
         As a teenager, my friends envied me my freedom. When I was sixteen, I was given the small, musty basement flat below my grandparents’ house in Bayswater and largely came and went as I pleased. Desmond was too busy working to notice and Lucy was long past worrying about what I got up to in my “den”. Desmond had visited Greece in his younger days and was clear that the virtues of the country’s distant past were no longer to be found there. He felt the ancient philosophers, sculptors and politicians belonged to him and the British tradition, and he was dismissive of contemporary Greeks.
 
         “They’ve spoiled the place. And you can’t even say they’re real Greeks. They have nothing to do with the ancients, though they’d like you to think that they are all Pericles’ grandchildren. In actual fact they’re Turks, Slavs, Albanians… a Balkan blend of former Ottoman subjects. And, of course, they never had the advantage of a Renaissance or an Enlightenment.” He hoped I would study classics and dismissed my choice of social anthropology as “woolly as knitting”. After I got a place to study it at Cambridge, he said: “A pity.” Later, when I chose Greece as the country for my fieldwork, I knew it would annoy him. He quoted Byron to annoy me:
 
         “Fair Greece! Sad relic of departed worth!” Later, it became a catchphrase that Nikitas and I used when we were annoyed or depressed by Greece: “Sad relic,” we’d say, when a politician was accused of corruption or when a wooded slope outside Athens was burnt by arsonists and turned into prime real estate.
         
 
         Tig came into my bedroom and we lay together, dry-eyed and stunned. We were soon joined by Orestes, who banged open the door, kicked off his tattered trainers, and lay down on the bed next to Tig. He was angry, still trembling slightly, processing the tragedy with masculine heat and noise, as his father probably would have done
 
         “All he’s done for me, all my life, is to leave me. Ever since I was two. It always has to be about him. And now he’s really succeeded…” His voice broke awkwardly, almost like an adolescent’s. “I think he did it on purpose.”
 
         “No. The police think it was an accident.” I wanted to sound convincing for Tig, though my voice gave me away and the flicker of her eyes in my direction showed me I was failing. “They’ll give us the autopsy report tomorrow. It was just bad luck.”
 
         “Luck, like ants being trodden on? Or destiny?” Tig looked angry too, as if I should come up with an answer. I turned away, curling my body up as tight as I could, hoping I could hold myself together better like that.
 
         Within minutes, Orestes jumped up, stretching his arms and putting his shoes on with jittery movements; he rarely remains in one place if he can move to another.
 
         “Do you want to come up to my room?” He held out a hand to Tig. “Come on, doll.” Orestes had moved in to the studio flat on our terrace at the age of sixteen, after yet another quarrel with his mother and step-father, and had never left. Appropriately, this sort of apartment is known in Greek as a garsoniéra – a bachelor pad – and that is what he made it. He painted it purple, though the colour had since been virtually obliterated by posters of savage-faced heroes and provocative graffiti. The curtains were only rarely opened, the windows mostly shut, and the room stank of stale marijuana smoke, half-eaten pizzas and the faint echoes of feminine perfumes.
         
 
         From a young age, Tig became a mascot to Orestes and his school friends, charming them with her quirky, precocious questions. Later, Orestes’ girlfriends sensed they must make Tig their ally if they were to hold on to their privileged position, though irrespective of their success in this, they never lasted long. Orestes was usually surrounded by girls, but the relationships invariably petered out as something more interesting appeared on the horizon. He stayed on good terms though, and there were countless pretty girls whom I had seen progress from bewildered tears at my kitchen table (“I don’t understand what happened, Kyria Moody,” they would sob) to becoming part of his loyal coterie.
         
 
         That night, Tig slept with me, curling up on her father’s side of the bed.
 
         “The pillow smells of Babas,” she said. “It’s like he’s still here.” She cried at first but then fell asleep almost immediately from exhaustion. I lay next to her, breathing in warm hair that smelled of a fruity shampoo, like apples stored in hay. And beyond that, Nikitas. It was like an impossible riddle: how could he be dead, his body already turning into something else – a piece of meat in a metal drawer – when his cells were here, emitting his familiar, living scent? His physical self entered my nostrils – a vaporous spirit that would now fade away atom by atom. I wondered how I would bear this dreadful process.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The following morning, Alexandra took me to Mr Katsaridis, the funeral director, in the next street. We walked slowly and she was curious to know whether I had called Nikitas’ mother.
         
 
         “Be careful,” she warned, when she heard we had spoken. “My sister is one of those dangerous people who believe they are saving the world when they are really destroying it. If you speak with her again, don’t take what she says too literally. I always say, beware of grand schemes and people who don’t mind breaking eggs to make omelettes. Don’t forget she found her home with Stalin.” Alexandra already had one arm through mine, and she patted my sleeve with her other hand, as though she was closing the matter. “You are a strong woman, Mondy. And you must stay strong for your daughter. Leave my sister alone, where she has chosen to make her life.”
 
         I had often passed Katsaridis’ “Rituals’ Office” but had never really noticed it. Living so close to Athens’ most prominent cemetery, I had become accustomed to walking among death’s trades: the ranks of florists, marble-carvers and confectioners of mourning sweets, with their mocked-up memorial cakes decorated with names. “Out of here!” people would often exclaim if the subject of death or cemeteries cropped up, but not in our neighbourhood. Greeks don’t like cypresses in their gardens, for their association with graves, though their tall, almost human silhouettes grace the landscape. In our neighbourhood, however, it was normal to live below cypress trees, just as it was routine to see a black-clad woman wiping her cheek as she walked down the hill, couples going to tend a grave, or small groups of people waiting for memorials by the flower stalls. Quite often there were smiles as well as tears; it was a truism that funerals provoked both. I had previously held the mistaken belief that all this practicality removed some of death’s mystique, as though you could outwit it merely by observing it long enough.
         
 
         Kyrios Katsaridis was younger and kinder than I had expected, and supported me when I rejected Alexandra’s suggestion of bringing Nikitas home for the night. I didn’t want a wake. I couldn’t bear the prospect of sitting up all night in a crowded room looking at Nikitas’ dead body.
         
 
         “These days most Athenians choose not to bring the deceased home,” said Kyrios Katsaridis. His face was smooth, almost boyish, but he spoke with a deep and soothing voice. I wondered about this young man, what he drank at bars with his friends, how he had learned his trade. At his father’s side, no doubt, in the Greek tradition. It’s hardly a job you’d dream of training for.
         
 
         There was no question that it would be an Orthodox funeral. Nikitas did not believe in God, he campaigned for the separation of Church and state in Greece and he wrote articles about how monks on Mount Athos lived the high life, wiring up expensive televisions in their cells and carrying out business deals on their mobile phones. The very sight of a priest’s black robes on the street was taken as bad luck:
 
         “Quick, touch your balls!” he’d whisper conspiratorially to Orestes. He despised the way that Aunt Alexandra, like most of the faithful, greeted a priest by kissing his hand, and his most heart-felt curses all included the figures of Christ and the Virgin. Yet like the vast majority of his compatriots, Nikitas didn’t think twice about marking his way through life with a priest as master of ceremonies. The only reason he and I did not marry in a church – as he had with his first two weddings – was that I was not Orthodox. Tig, like Orestes before her, had been baptised when she was nine months old – slathered in oil, plunged under water, hair snipped, adorned with a cross. And she was given a name; you don’t even have one until your godparent announces it to the priest.
 
         We chose a coffin that looked like a glossed-up mahogany wardrobe with fancy handles. There weren’t any hand-woven wicker baskets or biodegradable cocoons as found these days in England, and I didn’t care.
         
 
         “We found an excellent position in the cemetery. High up, in the part we call the artists’ area. All sorts are there – singers, writers, actors. Nikos Xilouris, Viki Moscholiou…” Kyrios Katsaridis looked pleased and I tried to be encouraging to the young man, nodding and smiling ridiculously. Later, I learned that it was Aunt Alexandra’s widespread contacts and savoir faire that had procured the grave. Few but the most famous and influential are guaranteed a place in the First Cemetery these days and there had been at least one unofficial payment in addition to the hefty monthly rent we would pay for the plot. Freehold prices were mostly out of the question – pushing 100,000 euros.
         
 
         As the day ground on, our sitting room filled with friends, acquaintances, colleagues from the newspaper, people I didn’t even know, but who cared about Nikitas. Morena came in to help, taking time off from one of the other houses she cleaned, and brought her soothing presence to what became increasingly like what happened each September 15, on Saint Nikitas’ day. Then, the phone barely stopped ringing, the door was left open so people could walk in with sweets, flowers and presents and the whole thing usually went on late into the evening. Nikitas would cook and whip up the levels of kéfi (“there’s no translation – you either feel the mood or keep quiet”) with wine, stories, music and food until everyone was ready to dance or roar with laughter at his indiscreet tales about the politicians of the moment or his latest adventure abroad.
         
 
         Nikitas was notoriously contradictory and could be awkward, but he had many friends who adored him, and even more people who were entertained by or interested in him. There were others who felt his influence in the media; the number of politicians of various persuasions who tried to keep close to him was remarkable. He had spent a lifetime with these people – talking, working, fighting and drinking. He used to tell me that he didn’t care about these superficial relationships, but I saw they made him feel alive.
         
 
         “Athens is a village,” he said. “Wherever you go you find people you know.” And it was true. It was impossible to walk down the street, let alone go out for dinner, without meeting someone from his vast social network. And in restaurants, Nikitas always had one eye on who was coming and going: a disgraced minister, a minor celebrity, an attractive woman passing – they all meant something to him and his solid yet mercurial presence seemed to act like a magnet. He enjoyed it when someone sent the waiter over with a bottle of wine as an offering, and he’d jump up to drink the health of the admirer who had arranged it, and then do the same too, shoring up fragile social ties with these drinking rituals. Now that Nikitas had gone, I should not have been surprised that so many people wanted to be there. A heavy middle-aged woman with thinning hair and brown clothes came up and embraced me. She told me she worked at the paper and rubbed her red eyes.
 
         “How can he have gone?” she asked, as though I might provide the answer.
 
         Several of Nikitas’ distant cousins from the village arrived bearing food, and though I hardly knew them, they made themselves at home, making coffee for visitors, emptying ashtrays and answering the phone.
 
         “The widow must not do anything,” they insisted and the women made me sit, cosseting me as though I was physically incapable. Men wandered in and out of the apartment, smoking furiously and talking in low voices. Even in shock, I was impressed by the Greek tendency to gather together at difficult times. A private pain like illness or bereavement is public business. When someone dies, people come together, facing Charos, the personification of death, en masse, as if telling him he may have taken one, but we are all still here together. Solitude is only comprehensible as loneliness and isolation is unquestionably an evil. I used to complain to Nikitas in the old days that no one understood I might want to be alone.
         
 
         “It’s not chance that there’s not even a word for privacy in Greek,” I grumbled.
 
         “There is a word but it has the same root as ‘idiot’,” he laughed. “In ancient Greece a private individual was an idiot because he didn’t play a role in public life. In modern Greece you’re an idiot if you want to be alone. Take us or leave us.”
 
         The news of Nikitas’ death spread rapidly and people were ringing and coming over to the house in increasing numbers. Nikitas’ first wife, Kiki, arrived looking grey-faced. I knew her only from the few occasions I had reluctantly attended exhibitions of her sculptures – mostly pale, elongated female forms inspired by Cycladic figures, though hers were often slashed with black markings that represented abuse or suffering. She held my hands for longer than I was comfortable with, her skin rough from handling clay and a collection of silver bangles jangling as she moved. Kiki and Nikitas had been married briefly in the early ’70s when they were both “revolting students” (Nikitas’ joke). Their enthusiasm for each other petered out after the end of the Junta that had provided the focus of so much passion and protest and a structure for their life together. But they had both remained friendly and met occasionally for coffee or lunch.
 
         “She’s so old,” Nikitas had said last time he saw her, as though he was not also in his sixty-second year. Her wrinkles were a reminder of his own ageing and annoyed him; he preferred youth and beauty, treating them as though they rubbed off on him.
 
         I had scarcely disentangled myself from Kiki, when Yiorgia, Nikitas’ second wife and Orestes’ mother, arrived. Yiorgia used to provoke in me an uncomfortable jealousy, and though in recent years it had diminished, I still saw her as everything I was not. A partner in a law firm, she had a magnetic beauty with classical features, silky hair and breasts, which Nikitas once, unwisely, told me were her finest feature. She was studying law when she got pregnant, and their marriage had smouldered fitfully for a decade, until she asked for a divorce and got remarried (to “another arsehole lawyer”, as Nikitas said).
         
 
         Yiorgia was crying when she came in. She hugged me extravagantly, her tears wetting my face and her musky-smelling hair smothering my nose. Her bosom pressed against me. Orestes came down from the studio, looking dazed and exuding a waft of marijuana.
 
         “Mama?” He looked puzzled by our clinch and the unusual proximity of his father’s three wives.
         
 
         “My baby!” Yiorgia rushed to embrace her son, whose striking good looks matched hers. It was like a scene from a bad opera and I knew what Nikitas would have said, tongue in cheek: “Pray to Zeus – the god of family love.” I left them, my extended Greek family, and went to my bedroom. For the first time, I became aware of an unfamiliar bitter taste in my mouth that stayed with me for weeks. However much I tried to get rid of it by drinking or cleaning my teeth, it always returned. Eventually I realised that what I had always thought to be a metaphor – bitterness in emotions – could be a physical reality; emotion translated into matter. Other clichés were made flesh too; my heart really ached. I felt it heavy and bloody in my chest, as if it were pumping the misery through me.
 
         About an hour later, Orestes hurried in without knocking; he still clung to the privileges of a child.
 
         “Are you OK?” He looked at me dubiously. “Can you come through? My godfather just rang. They are running something about Babas on the news. Mega Channel. It’s coming on now.” I followed him back into the sitting room where the “party” showed no sign of ending. There were about twenty people crowded around to get a view of the television. Kiki and Yiorgia had arranged themselves in the best position on the sofa and I wondered whether they were also now widows of some sort. Aunt Alexandra hissed at everyone to be quiet from an armchair and Orestes and Tig sat on the floor. I stood, holding onto the door frame, the place you should go if there is no other protection in the case of an earthquake.
         
 
         The eccentric broadcast that passes as “news” in Greece was well underway and the usual half-a-dozen journalist-inquisitor-commentators were shouting raucously from their own “little window” on the screen. There was too much noise to make out which particular Greek politician they were gossiping about, but one man was waving his arms, red in the face with anger, while several others laughed dismissively.
 
         “Coffeehouse politics,” was what Nikitas called it, though he was not averse to appearing himself from time to time. I sympathised more with the anonymous graffiti writer, who had sprayed a wall near our house with “Freedom to imprisoned TV viewers”.
 
         The news reader eventually made an announcement about the death of “our colleague, Nikitas Perifanis”. Alexandra strained to listen, fiddling with her hearing aid, which hissed miserably. A young female reporter gave a brief résumé of Nikitas’ life, describing him as “a child of the Left”, who had battled against the Junta, showing him as a young man in the ’70s with long hair and white bellbottoms and later, more grizzled and heavier, accepting a prize for his series, Britain and Greece. Then there was a brief interview with his old friend, and Orestes’ godfather, Nikos Manousis, the poet. I could picture Nikitas shouting “Get the wanker out of here,” as Nikos managed to emanate eloquent sadness while flirting with the female reporter, whose make-up could have graced the stage of a second-rate bouzouki club. Nikos was regularly approached to make statements on television as he had the right amount of vanity and gravitas and, like Nikitas, the pedigree of having been inside the Polytechnic in 1973, when the Junta’s tanks rolled in. Both men had been studying law at the nearby School of Law, but joined the protests that turned a generation of Athenian students into heroes, martyrs and champions of the Left. Nikos’ wavy white mane and dandyish linen suits embellished with silk handkerchiefs had become a trademark, while his honeyed bass voice produced reliably elegant sentences: “a man of integrity… child of the Civil War who fought for freedom and justice… award-winning journalist who was constantly searching…” The reporter looked flushed with pleasure as she thanked the poet for his contribution and announced that the funeral would take place tomorrow at 11 am at the First Cemetery.
         
 
         There was a moment of silence in the room. The television had enchanted us with its reverse alchemy that transforms something rare or precious into something common or base; anyone can become an item slotted into the parallel world. I was glad when Orestes broke the spell.
 
         “Maláka! Wanker! He’s such a hypocrite. They’re all wankers. They talk about their own heroism, how they fought against the Junta, how they saved Greece from tyranny. All we hear about is the ‘Polytechnic generation’, but they became the establishment. They’re the ones ruling the country now – the politicians, the journalists, the professors. And look what they’ve done.” Nobody answered for a while, as though the air had been sucked out of the room. A number of people present resembled exactly the type Orestes had attacked; men who had risen to powerful positions on the reputation of being freedom fighters. They were supposedly the latest example of a noble tradition of Greeks fighting Ottoman overlords for independence or Nazi occupiers during Second World War; all part of the same impulse, merging into one another, their portraits intermingling in the public consciousness, so that flag-waving school children were unable to remember whether the heroes of the Polytechnic were fighting the Turks or whether there were tanks in 1821.
         
 
         Kiki answered first – as an artist, nobody could say that she had made a grab for power. Orestes was too young, she said, to appreciate what had been done so he could enjoy his freedom. But Orestes had answered that question during frequent arguments with his father.
 
         “What freedom?” he replied, his cheeks reddening. “What do you think my generation has got? Freedom to be unemployed after twenty years of learning set texts? Freedom to get a job earning 700 euros a month? You can keep your freedom – there’s nothing I can do with it.”
 
         I hurried from the room, furious at them all for discussing politics when Nikitas was not yet even buried.
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