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To Puppy, lord and master of my heart














In the desert


I saw a creature, naked, bestial,


Who, squatting upon the ground,


Held his heart in his hands,


And ate of it.


I said: “Is it good, friend?”



“It is bitter—bitter,” he answered;


“But I like it


Because it is bitter,


And because it is my heart.”



— Stephen Crane


We live in the pit of a hellhole where every moment is a miracle.


— E.M. Cioran














Ill Angels Only


My story begins at the end – both the story’s end and my own.


My son found me. Crack of dawn on Friday, five days before he turned twenty-four. He knew right away I was dead, although nothing had changed around the house; maybe because, even in death, I greeted him at the door as always.


It was late December and the radiators were on full blast. I was on the bed, stark naked. I’d put on a lot of weight the last few years, and when I slept both clothes and covers felt suffocating. It was like something from a tragic poem of suffering and love: he was naked when I first saw him and now, the last time he’d ever see me, I was naked too.


After he’d assessed at a glance my deathly state, he turned to the window, thinking whether he should open it – to let the soul of the departed fly away, as they believed in the old days. Something bothered him, though: he didn’t want me to catch a chill, lying there stark naked. So he just stood there, immobilised, staring at me.


If I were alive and, upon waking up, found him staring between my big fat thighs, I’d have been terribly ashamed and pull the sheet to cover myself. Yet I was now beyond shame. Also, my son’s fixed stare made sense in a way. That’s where I came from, he thought. And now… Now he pictured himself as a leaf, a flower or a fruit brutally wrenched off its branch. For a while, we sat like this and felt the pain together, and then, although he knew he ought to leave me just as he’d found me, totally untouched, he started to tidy me up.


With a wet cloth he wiped the dried bile off my chin and, raising my head on the pillow, he closed my gaping mouth. Then he pushed my legs back together and covered me up with an old sheet, part of my dowry which had sadly outlived me. And these ministrations were as tender as a poem’s verses: I used to wipe the drool of his tiny baby’s chin in the same way, I used to cover him up in the same way when I woke up early in the morning and found him curled up in his crib without his blanket.


What followed is unimportant. Only those moments, while I lay next to him, unable to put my arms around him and comfort him, and so I merely said, Cry, my chick. Cry the hurt away. But it was too soon; it was only an eerie feeling that filled his heart at that moment. He would cry the next day, he would cry years later, he would cry a thousand times as hard as he didn’t cry that morning.


And so my story begins. My name is Katerina, and I died by a route dark and lonely, for there was too much in me I could bear no longer. I died terrified and deserted, choking on my own venom. But I don’t deserve your pity, so don’t pity me. I died by my own hand.


As befits a murderess.


The Cover-Up


It’s the dawn of the twentieth century, and in Samsun, Turkey, a silent crime occurs: a woman’s past is bluntly erased and so will remain unknown for more than a century. But the fate of this people – my people, my son’s people – is written with sacrifices and crimes: a palimpsest of hate.


Her name is Sarah, and at the age of twenty-five, poor and unmarried, she is already doomed to spinsterhood. Who would ever marry a Jewess with hair as red as the beard of Judas and without so much as knickers on her arse? And yet, against all odds, Dimitrós Konstantinidis does: an unsuccessful textile merchant, orphaned and thus free of judgmental parents. However, in order to reconcile himself with the fact of wedding a woman who’s a year older than him and a descendant of Christ-killers into the bargain he asks (or rather demands; men rarely asked for things in those days) that Sarah forswear her true name and lineage. He might not be rich, but he’s a good Christian who crosses himself and fasts during Lent (at least in public) and if he’s to have a family with her he won’t tolerate her raising his children (sons, that is) to be Christ-killers. And so, without further ado, he renames his bride Katina, takes her by the hand and marries her in front of a handful of people in a remote tiny church.


A married woman now, with a roof over her head, Sarah soon turns into Katina at heart and churns out Dimitrós’s brood – although all three children are girls, following one another like stabs in his heart: Irini, Ariadne and Fotini. And as if that weren’t bad enough, their being dowry-demanding wenches, the wretched things look as different from one another as if they were spawned by the Twelve Tribes: Irini blond and blue-eyed, Ariadne swarthy as a gypsy, and Fotini redheaded and freckled like her mother.


And yet, thanks to Katina’s thrifty housekeeping – her unnameable origin had its benefits after all – and industrious Dimitrós working night and day so that his daughters want for nothing, their wealth grows steadily, and at the beginning of the 1920s the Konstantinidis pack is practically well-off: the girls at a good school with piano lessons and foreign languages, meat on the table every day, and thanks be to God.


And then the Asia Minor Catastrophe happens and they suddenly find themselves in Upper Town, Thessaloniki, without two pennies to rub together. Gentleman and businessman Dimitrós is overnight a spawn of the Turk, and young Irini, who used to be on the top of her class, is suddenly cast amongst smart Greek girls who look down on her and whisper behind her back: “Her family lives in a shack. Can you imagine?”



This shack will haunt Irini for the rest of her days. She who wanted to be a doctor when she grew up now crouches by the hearth to warm her freezing hands, while in the pot her dinner of boiled potatoes seethes like her smarting pride (“What’s for dinner tonight, sis?” – “Bread and teeth to chew it with”). Moreover, she has to cook for the little ones because, as if things weren’t bad enough, their mother died just after they emigrated. They took her away in the public horse-drawn cart.


Irini, my mother, quenches her hunger with dreams, while her two younger sisters live in their own private worlds – literally. Although they won’t be diagnosed for decades, Fotini, the youngest, suffers from a mild form of mental retardation, while Ariadne – she of the green eyes and the raven-black hair, a beauty sought after by prospective husbands ever since she was twelve – has begun to exhibit the early signs of the paranoid schizophrenia that will plague her till the end of her life.


A lot of hereditary illness in my family; a heavy legacy. As if that first crime (the re-baptism of my Jewish grandmother) was now exacting Biblical vengeance on her innocent girls. But what can you do?


At least Irini is mentally stable – though physically weak. The hardships of her adolescence will cost her a lung lost to consumption and a slight yet persistent hump. Like her late mother, at twenty she’ll resemble a grown woman, and so will run into the arms of the first available suitor, preferably one who will be able to restore her to her childhood grandeur.


We were all stricken by the Catastrophe. Our lives were all blighted by that shack.


Father’s Malice


In January 1901, my father, Minas Horianos, is born in mountainous Karditsa. Second son, second in everything. The firstborn son, his brother Vangos, has his future laid out before him: school, then studies, and later an illustrious career in the army, where he’ll be known by the moniker ‘Vangos the Commie-Slayer’. Minas, on the other hand, grows up with barely a rare, stray caress from his Vlach mother Katingo, who spoke no Greek at all. Minas lived like a mute, but with plenty of contempt and corporal punishment from his father, the village priest.


The last bitterness the young Minas is forced to swallow comes in the form of Communion wine – because, in order to remind him just how inferior he is, my ogre of a grandfather makes his own son receive Communion after every other villager, amongst them an old, phthisic woman that Minas despises. And one morning, when he couldn’t be older than eight at the time, he knocks the chalice out of his father’s hands and says: “May the devil ride your mother!” And with a parting gob of spit in the aghast priest’s face, he leaves his homeland forever.


He’ll be taken in by a kind-hearted uncle, a pastry maker in Karditsa – although his kindness does not extend to the inside of his home. Little Minas spends the cold winter nights shivering in the henhouse in the yard. And as if this hardship and the backbreaking labour with which he pays for his keep weren’t punishment enough, his sleepmates give him chicken lice. For the rest of his life he’ll bear these two evils in mind like the two faces of the same beast: every time he sees a priest he’ll spit showily on the ground, murmuring: “Go clean the chicken lice from your filthy beard, you motherfucking goat.”



The 1920s find him in Thessaloniki at a market stall in Modiano Arcade, peddling balls of yarn, spools of thread, thimbles and other sewing paraphernalia side-by-side with the future magnates of Greece’s second-largest city. Working like a dog, he’ll make money, and by 1930 he’ll be the owner of a large grocery store, almost like a supermarket at that time, which will provide for generations of idlers to come… (The building, unlike its first inhabitants, still stands.)


In 1931, my father Minas will meet my mother Irini, younger by a decade, fall head-over-heels in love with her and marry her. And what about Mrs Irini Horianos? Years later – while confiding to her youngest and most troubled daughter (me), her long-time confidante since, because even if she blabs, who would ever believe crazy Katerina’s lies? – when I ask her whether she too had fallen in love with dad, she’ll reply after an uncomfortable pause:


“I learnt to love him over the years.” As if Minas were a foreign language, which she’d been forced to become fluent in, though she found it hard and uninviting.


Readers, doctor, look no further: therein lies the seed of all evil.


Encephalitis, They Said


In 1933, Dimitris is born – a blond, green-eyed, gorgeous baby. Irini, proud mother and home-maker, already has a cleaner (it’s big, that house overlooking the Thermaikos Gulf, and how could she manage the housework alone?), but following her son’s birth she also employs an nanny – a distant niece of hers from a village in Roumeli called Zoë – to share some of the maternal burden.


Zoë is an interesting case. The seventh daughter in a row, a few hours after her birth in 1924 she is placed inside a baking tin like an uncooked baby pie and is left up on the roof to freeze to death in the night and free her father from the task of feeding another mouth which will grow into one more dowry-devouring wench. Hearing her weak whine, the village priest will save her, retrieving baby Zoë and raising her with the help of his barren wife as if she were their own.


This feat of salvation will follow Zoë for her entire life like an aura of blessedness and she will share it, along with her tenderness and love. She’ll practically raise her aunt Irini’s kids all by herself, and even though she’ll never have children of her own, she won’t ever grow bitter or envious. My son will worship her like a second mother and on the night of her sudden death my brother Agis and I will be jolted out of our sleep, convinced there’s been an earthquake.


But let’s go back to Dimitris, my brother whom I never met – he died at the age of twenty, a little while after I was born.


During the first three or four years of his life he was an angel, a baby of cherubic beauty and calm: he never cried, nor screamed – he just smiled and smiled, though he was extremely timid and reserved when it came to being kissed, caressed or otherwise touched. But even this was viewed as cute: a sort of babyish coyness.


Until, that is, he reaches the age of five and our little Dimitris still hasn’t spoken a single word. And in the meantime, his idiosyncrasies have gotten out of hand: if you so much as get close to him – let alone try and touch him – he starts kicking and screaming like a little devil. In all probability, the poor kid suffered from some form of autism. However, back then a condition like this was very hard to diagnose, and my parents didn’t want the stigma that their firstborn had any defect.


So my mother will ship Dimitris off to Switzerland, to a mental hospital for children, where she herself will never once step foot, claiming that she ‘can’t bear the anguish’ and has ‘the other children to think of’. Only my father Minas goes there and back every now and then, taking time off work which is as important to him as life itself, in order to see his son, his baby, growing up like a dumb animal. A little after his fortieth birthday, after one such heartrending visit, he’ll suffer a mild stroke which will leave a permanent paralysis on the left half of his face.


Relatives, neighbours and miscellaneous busybodies are told that, at the age of two, Dimitris contracted a rare case of encephalitis which left him brain-damaged for good.


Besides, there were more children to come.


More sickness to hide.


His Eyes


If one thing had indelibly smeared the soul of the adolescent Irini as she saw the world around her crumble and vanish, it was the loss of beauty: their handsome two-storey house in Samsun, her luxurious clothes, the euphony of the French language, the songs she used to sing at the Conservatory. During her entire life, she would struggle to find that long-lost exquisiteness once again – and life would go against her wishes in every possible way.


The year is 1939. In a short while, Greece is going to be swallowed up by the war, yet my father won’t serve in the army. Initially his brass-hat brother will declare him ‘father of an invalid child’ and then the stroke he suffered will render him unfit once and for all. In the autumn, Myron emerges from the womb; the second-born, whom, however, my mother shall always view as her firstborn: the first one that came out right – that’s how she pictures him as she strokes her distended belly.


However, bad luck won’t give the poor woman a break. Myron is born with a full head of thick black hair, and a case of strabismus just as striking. In vain does the doctor try to assure her that this flaw may correct itself over time. The months pass and reality is dishearteningly plain: Myron is cross-eyed.


For the first time, Papa Minas is furious with his beloved. “Two children you gave me, and they’re both freaks. It’s as if I married into the circus!”



Mama Rini wails and sobs. “He’s your son, what does it matter if he squints a bit?”



“A bit? He can look at his breakfast with one eye and his dinner with the other!”



And so on and so forth. Stubbornly, my mother refuses to accept that this unfortunate finishing touch spoils indeed the picture of baby perfection that little Myron is. She fattens him up like a prize pig (it’ll take him many long, hard years to drop his childhood flab), and shows him off to her woman friends as Nature’s most sublime creation. Even when her third son, Kostakis, lays dying and wheezing in the crib, stricken by a bad case of whooping cough contracted from his older brother Myron, her sole concern is not the moribund infant but her treasured firstborn, who’s coughing his poor heart out. Kostakis is buried unmourned.


Half a century later, a few days after Rini’s death, a neighbourhood priest from the island of Tinos will track me down to inform me that for fifty years in a row, never missing one, Mrs Horianos gave him a votive offering to take to the famous icon of the miracle-working Virgin Mary: a pair of big, beautiful eyes etched on a piece of silver.


“For his eyes, Father,” she’d say. “For my baby’s poor eyes.” Even though Myron was forty at the time and a father of two himself.


By the Pricking of My Thumbs...


…something wicked this way comes.


For most of the family and the world at large, wickedness will be incarnated in the form of my older sister Cleo. I, too, shall believe it.


But now I know. The evil approaching was me.


The Sinister Hand


In the spring of 1946, my brother Aegisthus is born. I wonder, did my mother know what an unfortunate name she’d given her own son? Luckily, someone must have told her something, because she shortened it to Agis.


Agis is born with a heart of gold. He will love me more than any other woman in his life and he’ll be the man of my dreams. If you find the thought of siblings in love disturbing, you should have seen the two of us together…



But his birth isn’t devoid of drama, either. Despite his blond locks and his cute little face, Agis’s blue eyes are also crossed – imperceptibly so compared to Myron’s, yet perfectly straight they are not. And since it will be necessary to wear thick-lensed glasses from the age of two (he’s very short-sighted just like his brother), this slight imperfection will be magnified.


By now, Mama Rini is resigned to her fate: some women bear twins, some have stillborns, and she is destined to make squinters.


Even though he’ll grow up under the shadow of our mother’s favourite son, Myron, Agis will never hold a grudge against life like my sister Cleo will. He’ll endure uncomplainingly the misfortunes that beset him: his lisping, the taunting and bullying of his older brother, his bad grades at school and his left-handedness which his mother will try and beat out of him. It will be Zoë who stops her when she gets too carried away with the thrashing of the poor child, though eventually Agis learns to write with his right hand, something which perhaps is responsible for his dyslexia. (And yet, decades later, I remember him playing football with his son Minas, and shooting – naturally – with his left foot. Human nature won’t change, no matter how much violence it’s subjected to).


Maybe my mother ought to have stopped at three (or, as she saw it herself, two) children. But my father was always chasing her around to ‘mount’ her, even in their old age, and apparently they hadn’t gotten wind of condoms.


So, in The Year of Our Lord 1948, Cleo is born.


Banana Liqueur


Around the age of four, little Cleo, a chubby, naughty and gluttonous toddler, is left unsupervised for a few minutes, so she sneaks into the kitchen to rummage for some hidden treat – and deep in the cupboard under the sink she finds a bottle of banana liqueur. She’s too young to read, but on the label there’s the picture of a banana, and Cleo loves bananas more than anything in the whole wide world, therefore the yellowish liquid seems to her wildly desirable.


As luck has it, the bottle cap is a bit loose and she manages to unscrew it. She’s already raised the bottle to her eagerly parted lips when Zoë comes into the kitchen, sees her, lets out a piercing shriek and wrenches the bottle from her stubby little hands – because the bottle doesn’t contain banana liqueur but drain cleaner.


I’ll be told this story a few years later, when I’ll be already at the mercy of the tyrannical regime imposed by Myron and Cleo, who, envious of my special bond with Agis, submit us to daily torments.


And I’ll keep fantasizing about a delightfully different ending to that story: Zoë walking into the kitchen too late, and my older sister thrashing and groaning on the floor, while the corrosive acid eats up her insides and she’s drowning in her own blood.


Oh, we really loved each other to death, the Horianos siblings.


But Why?


Many times I will wonder about my older sister’s inexorable pull towards destruction – her own, and the destruction of those close to her who made the mistake of treating her with love. I still wonder furtively, through my son, and have yet to find an answer.


I don’t believe ‘bad people’ exist, even though I’ve been repeatedly burnt by actions which would appear like the definition of evil to any outsider. I don’t think Cleo meant the damage she inflicted. Maybe she was urged by some undiagnosed pathology; or maybe it was her way of self-defence, a mistaken self-defence – as mistaken as every human thing is most of the time.


One thing is certain: during the first years of her life, when she most needed it, Cleo was deprived of love like one starved of food.


A Child Disowned


Let us re-examine the human backdrop of the Horianos family between the late 1940s and the early 1950s.


For starters, there is no visible father: he’s been swallowed up by the store.


Mother is invisible, too. When not out shopping, spending her limitless pocket money on antiques, fancy wigs, and pastel-coloured suits, she’s travelling with her husband under the pretext of importing luxury goods for the store, while her true purpose is the elevation, social and emotional, afforded by her jaunts abroad. (Papa Minas’ view on travelling, aphoristic like the majority of his views, is: “Trees here, trees there. Houses here, houses there: what’s the bloody difference?”) At home Rini can be found only during stints of redecoration, where once again she ignores the animate décor (her four children, whom she has fully surrendered to the care of Zoë) in favour of new wallpapers, porcelain monstrosities, Oriental rugs and paintings: that is, with everything and anything that can keep her as far away as possible from the never-forgotten ghost of the shack in the slums.


Zoë is then nearly twenty and, despite her heart of gold, has her own shortcomings, the greatest and most dramatic of which is the uneven distribution of her love: she showers Agis and me with it, while only a few drops fall occasionally on Myron and Cleo.


And as for the four young siblings…



Myron, on the threshold of puberty, fat, cross-eyed and forever Mum’s pet. First of his class at the German School, relentless nemesis of his brother Agis (whom he calls a ‘dumbass’ for his mediocre grades, and ‘pussy’ because of his weakness and inability to react aggressively to the various psychological forms of torture he subjects him to), and unholy ally of Cleo’s, whom he also scorns but finds useful in the ploys he devises in order to disturb the peace and make his younger siblings suffer. (Sometimes I think that, after all is said and done, Myron might have been the sickest of us all…)


Agis finds himself in a constant state of confusion and panic, with Zoë as his sole protector, although the poor girl always has her hands full since she also takes care of the housework.


Cleo, the little devil – officially, too: Zoë calls her ‘Lucifer’. Her only contact with her parents is the slaps and thrashings she receives for her numerous transgressions.


Last and least, me. The accident.


Accident in Milan


July 1952. To celebrate their wedding anniversary, Mr and Mrs Horianos travel to Milan – after much nagging by the alluring Rini (whenever it came to extracting money, my late mother could play the sex kitten with great success), who craves to milk her dearest Minas for all he’s worth, and attacks his check book in the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele like the hawk plucks the hen.


And at night, in their suite at the Grand Hotel, Mama Rini gives herself to her husband with much insouciance and abandon, certain that, being by now over forty and having a womb repeatedly battered, she is unable to conceive anymore. If only.


(In fact, as if by instinct, the next morning she buys a wooden, bas-relief Madonna with Child – a young, pretty woman cradling a rosy-cheeked, sexless Jesus in her arms – although her home is otherwise entirely devoid of religious objects. I shall grow extremely fond of this particular Madonna and eventually hang her above my marital bed, despite my husband’s intense dislike of what he sees as an intrusive piece of Catholic kitsch. Now it’s been passed on to my own son, but his own husband, who actually has the same name as mine, won’t let him show it off – and good for him: the gaudy Virgin has brought enough bad luck as it is).


How romantic and luxurious all this sounds, right? Conception in Milan, though not immaculate, under the canopy of such a wide bed that unwilling bodies need not touch… I’ll fantasize about that magical evening many times, pondering on the first moment of my existence, although as my life and illness turned out, I never got to see Milan up close.


You see, Mum had recounted the entire story to me – and without omitting the key factor: that she neither wanted nor believed that she could become pregnant again.


A random, accidental existence: like slipping and falling; like taking a handful of pills hoping to finally sleep and dying instead.


Melek


My melek. That will be my mother’s pet name for me. My angel. Even Dad, who, in his mid-fifties, half-paralyzed and with his hair completely white, looks more like my grandfather, moved perhaps by the fact that I’ve gotten both the name and the looks of his Vlach mother, grants me a rare term of endearment: the little lamb.



I’m a good-natured agneau carnivore: I eat whatever’s on my plate. I go to bed without fussing, I accept bath-time or examined by the doctor forbearingly, smilingly.


It’s not strange, of course; just sad that these three or four years of Heaven couldn’t last a little longer.


I’m still too young and my parents’ defenceless pet, so I’m not subjected to the daily hell meted out by the Myron-Cleo unholy alliance – but not so young that I don’t comprehend deep in my soul the love that pours out of Zoë’s and seven-year-old Agis’s hearts like so much golden rain. If I was able to give love in years to come, it was because I gorged on it in my early life.


I grew up, however. And the angel turned into a demon.


I nearly forgot to say. I was born on April 2, 1953.


It was Holy Thursday.


Domestic Crimes


When four siblings out of four end up on medication by the age of forty, something very bad must have happened during their childhood.


Doctors tried to explain, to heal, at times even to conceal; spouses, affectionate and weary, struggled to cure with love, devotion, threats and indignation what couldn’t – or wouldn’t – be cured; and children were injured, some of them badly, while wading in the psychic minefield of people unfit to be parents.


Through these written lines, I’m still trying to understand. To look into the souls of those responsible, who were none others than those who raised us.


My parents, then: a rather crude father, prone to cruelty and sarcasm against those he considers his inferiors or minions, full of profound complexes and a nasty temper; when, at the age of seventy-eight, he’ll show his sweet side for the first time, at the birth of my son, the entire family will be aghast – even I will think first of senility and then love. As to his own children, no sweetness is ever forthcoming: competitive with the boys, an ogre to the girls: one of those fathers who demanded to be called ‘Sir’ just by the sheer, rocky steepness of their physical presence.


My mother: a woman who has suffered adversity and humiliation, who has lived and grown old without knowing the pleasure of romantic love, and strives, like the heroine of a cheap sentimental novel, to fill her inner void with a load of the overpriced crap that the antique dealers and decorators of Thessaloniki keep plying her with. She takes frequent trips on her own and longs to move to Athens where she believes she’ll be able to rub elbows with the heirs of old-monied, respectable aristocracy, but her husband refuses to give up his small-town prominence for big-town anonymity. And there are also the kids to consider…



And Zoë. A woman of good intentions yet deeply traumatized, with countless phobias (of dogs, cars, invisible dangers) which she will pass on as neuroses to the distant cousins she raises on her own, ignored by their parents and at the mercy of God, playing favourites with us in very clear and distinct ways, Stalinist almost: two of the children are treasures, and the other two are shit.


And then, in 1953, I enter the picture, breaking the proverbial camel’s back for Mama Rini, who was looking for any excuse to avoid the burden of motherhood.


Her three older children (Myron, fourteen, Agis, seven, and Cleo, a mere five, poor thing, squealing and wailing: “I don’t want to go to thchool!”) become half-boarders at a private school: that is, they stay there after the lessons end until seven or eight in the evening when fed, exhausted and ready for bed (bunks in the same room, for God’s sake, in a 2,000 square feet apartment) they return by taxi to a home which has become the vast playroom of little Katerina.


The reaction to this maternal act of treason – which even in my nonexistence I find vile and unforgivable – varies from sibling to sibling. Myron and Cleo view it as a challenge and vow to make my life miserable, whereas Agis, who is spared the taunting of Myron, is overjoyed and adores me even more.


But why would my useless mother do such a thing? What was it that bothered her so? Didn’t she have her sanctum sanctorum with a four-poster bed always kept under lock and key – in order to partly escape the nocturnal humping – and even her own palatial bathroom, out of bounds to the rest of us who made do with a tiny cubby-hole and a bathtub slightly bigger than the inside of a coffin?


It defies explanation.


Anyway, it reminds me of a quote by Hitchcock, whom my son idolizes, used in the trailer for Alfred Hitchcock Presents:



It’s time we brought murder back where it belongs: at home.


It Was the Best of Times


Do not think, though, that only tragedies befell the Horianos family and its luckless spawn. We also had a few great memories.


First and foremost, no matter how clichéd the phrase ‘we wanted for nothing’ may sound, in our case it was true to the point of excess.


Was it a car Mama Rini’s heart desired, so she could go on excursions to the popular seaside spots of Peraia and Baxe-Tsiflik without taking the bus with the hoi-polloi? Then her Minas would go out and get a car, one of the first to appear on the streets of Thessaloniki (this is 1931 we’re talking about), a monstrously huge Ford imported straight from America, although he couldn’t drive and never really learned to: I always remember him parking the beast with the front in first, and if Myron happened to make fun of him by pointing out that Dad didn’t know how to reverse, Minas would grunt, “You son of a goat, I’m going forwards, what’s the point of reverse? Why should I go backwards like some kind of crab?” And there were trips aplenty, whenever Mama Rini wanted to, or when we kids kept pestering her. We’d climb into the huge back seat and finally poor Zoë would squeeze in last, with half her bum squished against the window so as not to crowd us, while in the front seat Dad would be chain-smoking and Mum would tell him not to go so fast and he would reply that if she wanted a slow, leisurely ride he’d rent her a carriage with a dying horse so it could take a full two days to go to Epanomi Beach and back.


It was during one of these rides that Agis gave Dad the nickname Hog-Slayer.



We had just passed the outskirts of Phinicas – still an expanse of muddy fields back then, before the construction fever struck – when an enormous pig wanders into the road we’re speeding down.


“For God’s sake, Minas, hit the brakes,” Mum orders.


But he just honks the horn without changing lanes.


Whereupon there’s a massive thud as we drive right into the pig – we’re talking serious car bodywork back then; today most cars would have been wrecked and the beast wouldn’t have felt a thing – and we kids turn around and see the unfortunate beast on its back, trotters in the air.


“Oh no, Dad, you killed the poor little piggy,” Cleo says, though judging by the way she was looking at it, she seemed sorrier that we couldn’t roast it on a spit.


“Minas the Hog-Slayer,” Agis says. “May this crime weigh on your soul.”



And Dad retorts infuriated: “How was this my fault, you stupid boy? I kept honking and honking – the damn pig was deaf!”



During another outing to Peraia, there was a mishap which, though amusing in retrospect, might have ended in tears.


We’re on this creaky wooden pier – I may not even have been born yet, but death’s funny that way, it makes you think as if you’ve lived since the dawn of time – and suddenly one of the rotten planks gives in and Agis, still a toddler (which means I definitely don’t exist), tumbles through the gap and into the sea.


Not that it was that deep – two feet at most – but suddenly the rest of the gang just look at one another in bafflement and horror: my parents can’t swim, Myron is chasing after Cleo who’s jealous and wants to dive in as well, so who’s left to save Agis? Dear Zoë, unable to swim either, but just like the adoptive mother in Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle feared nothing at that moment.


So the blessed woman jumps into the sea, grabs Agis and raises him out of the water while she stands on the sandy bottom and, with her own head underwater, starts to drown.


Luckily, a man walking near the shore at that moment, sent probably by God, had heard all the ruckus, rushed into the water and retrieved both Agis – who was absolutely fine – and Zoë, blue-faced and half-dead, who retched half the Thermaikos Gulf before regaining her senses.


(Is it any wonder, then, that in moments of great sorrow, all the Horianos kids – or the Country Bumpkins, as our classmates called us because our Dad was old and coarse while our Mum dressed up like Jackie Kennedy in pastel suits with matching hats, purses and high heels – would rush into Zoë’s comforting arms and whisper, ‘You’re our real Mum’?)


Also, because Mama Rini demanded it, like all self-respecting plutocrats – never mind that our money was so new it was still hot off the press – we used to rent a cottage in the picturesque village of Platamon, where we’d frolic in the snow in the winter and enjoy the sea during the summer.


We’d even go there off-season; whenever Mum was visited by the Spirit of Urgent Redecoration, we were sent off packing to Platamon along with Dad and Zoë, so she could go nuts with the furniture people and the various decorators her obedient husband paid through the nose for.


As for us kids, the Pactolus River flowed steadily. School, foreign language tutors, music classes, ballet lessons, sports – you name it. Pocket money whenever we asked for it and for whatever we wanted to splurge it on – cigarettes, books and records for me, clothes and imported cosmetics for Cleo, and for our brothers, fistfuls of money to throw around and impress the It-girls of that day and age – treating everyone in the patisserie to ice cream and soft drinks, posing as the eligible bachelors they imagined themselves to be.


And the food, oh God, the food we consumed in that house! It’s no mystery that Myron and Cleo ended up like blimps before they even hit puberty – what’s really amazing is the fact that Agis and I managed to remain skinny.


Say we had a hankering for chestnuts – but not just chestnuts. Myron would want a chestnut cake, Agis some boiled, chocolate-covered chestnuts, Cleo a box of marrons glacés and I a bag of roasted ones, not roasted on the kitchen stove though but from a street vendor. Meaning that Zoë had to run like Daffy Duck back and forth all over the city to accommodate everybody’s tastes and Papa Horianos spent insane amounts of money until we’d had our fix.


There’s a forest of chestnut trees on Mount Hortiatis, towering over Thessaloniki. Well, come autumn, we’d pick those bastards clean.


It’s not a small thing to grow up without ever being deprived of a single thing – it’s a huge deal, actually, even if we took it too far and ended up dumb as bricks because of all this pampering. It’s really something owning a first edition of Bonjour Tristesse, delivered days after it had hit the shelves in France, or a signed Beatles album.


Yet, for some reason, despite the Amalthean splendour of our home, it was its underlying poisonous sickness that stayed with us. In years to come, therefore, those luxuries would seem insignificant and pointless.


In a book I read through my son (this is one of the great things about having been loved: you get to read books even after you’re gone), two sisters, raised with a silver spoon like us, are talking.


‘Thank God for simple pleasures’, says the older sister to the younger one.


And the younger replies, ‘But why do they have to be so simple?’



The Photo


“Smile, Katerinaki” – little Katherine – “Say ‘cheese’!”



And I do.


Why does Myron torture us with such malevolence, why does he take pleasure in our anguish? Perhaps, being Mum’s firstborn, her pet, he’s had time to develop the only child’s brattiness and views us as intruders: in his room, in the heart of Mama Rini, in his unclouded existence. I hesitate to call it sadism, because I do not know if he suffered from a disorder, poor kid, or if he simply inflicted violence upon us knowing he was the stronger.


Whatever the cause, over the years Myron turned into our worst nightmare. Agis, the second-born son, the bad student with the skinny fragile frame, is the butt of his pitiless jibes and cruel jokes: sissy, squirt and retard are the mildest epithets he uses, until my poor brother – seven years younger than Myron – runs sobbing into Zoë’s reassuring embrace – which feeds Myron’s hate even more. With Cleo, things are even simpler, if more savage: she’s a lard-arse, a beached whale, a pregnant cow, lucky not to live in a village where they’d slaughter and roast her fatty rump – a taunting that makes little Cleo, nine years Myron’s junior, react either with outbursts of fury, or with fits of crippling despair and insecurity: she’s too ashamed of her weight to go to school, or for a walk, terrified that everyone will be watching her with the same disgust as her older brother: Here comes Piggy.



And what about Little Katerina? Ah, the runt of the litter is already a scaredy-cat because she’s so little and also infinitely gullible. So Myron keeps devising ways to terrorize me. Seeing how much Zoë loves me, he takes me aside and explains very seriously that the reason she has such love for me is that I’m her actual daughter, albeit of an unknown father, which means I’m a bastard, and that the people who consent to treat me as their daughter could toss both of us out in the street any day now.


Not that it takes such intricate fabrications to scare me. Take the Lair of the Poo Witch, for instance: soon after I turn three and learn to use the little W.C. everyone shares except our prissy mother, Myron convinces me that in the storeroom between our bedroom and the toilet lives a demon named the Poo Witch, who goes out at night to hunt children down and drink their blood. And every night he keeps plying me with sour cherry juice, so I’ll get up in the dead of the night desperate to pee and he will sit on his top bunk and watch me shaking like a leaf in the dimness of the corridor, terrified that the moment I take another step, the Poo Witch will open the door of the storeroom and pounce onto me. Often I’m so paralyzed with fear, I don’t make it to the toilet and wet myself, and if Zoë doesn’t wake up to change me and my wailing disturbs our mother’s sleep, I also get a spanking for scaring her in the black of night.


My biggest fear, however, is heights. Even though we live in a first-floor apartment, I never dare go out on the balcony – I take only a couple of tiny steps, provided there’s someone standing in front of me, blocking the view that makes me faint with terror. I even start crying when I’m made to sit on a stool that’s too tall, like a kitten that’s climbed so high it can’t get back down on its own.


Myron, of course, has exploited my phobia to the limit: during a family outing to the café located at the top of the White Tower, while everybody’s busy with their ice cream sundaes, he grabs me and holds me right on the ledge, telling me, “Look at the lovely view, Katerinaki!” And naturally I start squealing and Dad slaps Myron across the face and Mum gives me a slap on the bum as well, because – she’s done it again, the cursed brat! – I’ve wet my panties, certain that Myron was going to drop me.


And yet I still trust my oldest brother completely. Like a beaten dog, I never hold a grudge, and a single kind word or gentle caress makes me forget all the torments he’s submitted me to.


So here we are on that fateful day.


Myron has just got a brand-new camera as a birthday present and he’s been taking pictures of me nonstop, laughing at the way I make eyes saying ‘cheese’. So, when he suggests putting me on top of the wardrobe in Dad’s bedroom so I’ll look like a statue on its pedestal, I’m fooled fright away, even though my heart shakes at the sight of the seven-foot wardrobe, which, to someone as tiny as I am, looks about as tall as an apartment building.


Next thing I know, I’m up there – so high up I’ve started unawares to whimper. But Myron, speaking in a velvety, soothing voice, convinces me once more that I’m in no danger, no danger at all, don’t be silly, even if you slip and fall I’ll catch you, don’t you trust your own brother? Of course I do – I’m four and he is seventeen. So I regain my courage bit by bit and start posing again, tittering and shrieking at the jokes Myron makes to make me forget my fear.


Then, suddenly: “Now wait a second,” he says. “I’ll just go to my room and develop the photos, so you can see how pretty you look.”



And Little Katerina waits and waits, until the smile trembles and fades from her lips. And then comes terror, wild and powerful like a monster, and I start crying and screaming, but Myron has closed the bedroom door behind him, and by sheer bad luck the house is deserted – even Zoë, usually close to the rescue, is on the roof with our washerwoman, Simela, helping her hang the Horianos family’s endless laundry out to dry.


Mama Rini will be the one to find me – hours later, face drenched with tears, voice hoarse from howling, my corduroy dungarees soaked in pee – and take me down from the wardrobe.


She won’t give Myron a beating, he’s too old for that and besides she could never bear to strike him, but she’ll do something even worse. “That’s why God made you cross-eyed,” she’ll tell him. “So your eyes match the ugliness of your soul.”



Smile, Little Katerina.


The Murdered Tutu


When her daughter turns five, Mama Rini decrees that Katerina, as befits any young girl of good stock, should take ballet lessons post-haste.


And, lavish as ever, she presents me with a complete ballerina’s costume, removing it from an enormous white box like a wedding dress: white leotard, eggshell satin slippers, and a resplendent tutu, plump and fluffy like a cloud and softer than a breeze to the touch.


As is to be expected of a girl my age, I am so thrilled by my new outfit, I demand to try it on at once, promising that I won’t even eat if Mum doesn’t let me wear it till bedtime.


However, lurking in the shadowy corners of our home into which I roam giggling and performing clumsy pirouettes is Cleo who – understandably; she’s a ten-year-old girl – feels so furious she’s about to explode.


So she goes and finds Mum and declares that she, too, wants to take ballet lessons, and wants a tutu just like mine, only better.


“You’re not ballet material, dear,” the tender-hearted mother replies. “You’re already tall, you walk all crookedly – plus you’re too fat to be a ballerina.”



Which not only makes Cleo (who, despite the blows, both literal and figurative, of all these years, remains a little girl) hate her own graceless and overweight self, but her puny, bony sister even more.


Thus when night falls and after I’ve taken off my outfit under penalty of getting the belt, and hung it up in a prominent spot inside the wardrobe, Cleo, sleepless and restless, climbs off her bunk cradling the tailoring scissors she’s pilfered from Zoë’s knitting basket and cuts the tutu to ribbons.


Next morning, upon wakening, I see my ravaged tutu and start screaming. Zoë rushes over, but my desolate wails have already awoken Mum who forces a confession from Cleo with a couple of backhand slaps. “Damn you, you vile creature!” she cries, and goes on slapping her, sending the occasional slap in my direction as well in hope of shushing me up.


Whereupon Papa Horianos invades the scene of the early-morning drama, tall and stout and furious – a fearsome figure. “What devil has possessed you at the crack of dawn, you bloody wenches?” he demands and I try to explain what happened, sobbing all the time, and Cleo is also crying, and Mum has collapsed into a chair because she only has one lung left and she’s worn it out with all the beating, and finally Dad starts yelling with his booming ogre’s voice, scaring us shitless and effectively shutting us up.


“You, slut, I should send you to work in a cathouse!” he bellows at Cleo (I’ll only learn the true meaning of the word – not a house full of cats, at any rate – years later from Agis, who hadn’t missed a second of the incident). “But you’re lucky it’s Sunday. So, if I pay for both of you to become ballerinas, will you make peace and shut your holes, or shall I fetch my belt and skin you alive?”



And on the afternoon of the very next day we are given two brand-new tutus, identical bar their sizes. However, I never went to a single ballet lesson. My childish heart was heavy with the memory of my first tutu which Cleo, in her meanness, had murdered with a pair of scissors.


The Horrors of Others: The Extended Family


But let us take a look at the rest of the clan.


Firstly, our mother’s sisters: Aunt Ariadne and Aunt Fotini.


The former, a woman of exquisite beauty, married a textile factory owner from Thessaloniki – but her disorder has already shown its first symptoms. A little after their honeymoon cruise around the Mediterranean, she comes to our place and confides to her older sister that Vlassis, her husband of a few weeks, on the night of their nuptials and every night that followed, has been raping her – in fact, sodomizing her. Mama Rini nearly has a stroke, so she calls Vlassis at once, and the poor man breaks into tears of relief, because, according to his version of the events, Ariadne had disembarked the cruise ship at Rhodes, after stealing some money from his wallet while he slept, and had been missing for ten whole days – which he spent searching for her frantically all over the Aegean Sea. And when Mum, who was suspicious to begin with, corners her sister, Ariadne confesses that she ran away.


“And what on earth did you do in Rhodes, you bloody fool, a woman all alone in a strange place?”



“I fucked sailors,” is Ariadne’s coquettish reply.


The shock is so great that even though they’re grown women, our mother slaps her sister across the face.


To make a long story short, Vlassis comes running to our place along with Dad and a psychiatrist, who has a brief consultation with Ariadne, sedates her and says he would like to have her committed to a mental hospital the better to diagnose her condition, were it not for the fact that Ariadne, as he had determined during his examination, was several months pregnant – so advanced, in fact, that it was doubtful whether Vlassis was actually the father. However, our uncle had a heart of gold; not only he didn’t begrudge his wife the possible premarital cuckolding and its consequences, but held her in his arms as if she was a wounded little bird and vowed that he’d help her get well and that the child, in his eyes, was his and his alone, end of story.


Thus is born my cousin Eva, who in years to come will be my closest, most beloved friend. But as divine retribution for her mother’s sin – at least that’s how Ariadne views it, sobbing on her sister’s bosom some months later – Eva is born with a large birthmark on her cheek, which requires special treatment abroad in order to be removed. “I don’t want her, Rini dear,” our aunt wails. “That monster is no child of mine. It’s Satan’s offspring, he raped me in the arse each night on the boat.” The daughter flies off with her father to Switzerland and her mother is hospitalized for a round of electroconvulsive therapy.


As a result of the radiation treatment at so young an age (at least that’s what the doctors ascribed it to back then), Eva will exhibit a precocious growth rate. At the age of eight she will get her first period, and by ten she’ll develop big, round breasts; at twelve, she’ll look as tall and fully grown as any adult female, so much so that she’ll start getting in to cinemas to watch NC-17 films.


Ariadne will never truly love her daughter. She’ll never forgive Eva the fact that, whereas she had been gorgeous, the fruit of her loins is a rather plain girl. The first time she’ll come upon her half-naked in her room, studying in puzzlement her newly blossomed breasts in the mirror, she’ll tell her scornfully: “If you ever find yourself a man, just make sure to turn all the lights off before you undress.” Poor Eva succumbs to a violent depression and spends six whole months in bed, refusing to go to school or even feed herself, so her mother sends her off again to Switzerland, this time to be hospitalized in a psychiatric clinic for teenagers.


Despite the years she’ll spend abroad, studying and managing over time to make a normal, satisfying life for herself, Eva will carry around her mother’s illness like a cross she has to bear. Her father’s early death will bring her unwillingly back to Greece and Ariadne – who, in spite of numerous stints in mental hospitals and all the pills she’s taking, will continue sneaking out of the house and sexually assaulting unknown men in the streets (once, after an absence of an entire month, she is found working in a whorehouse like one of the regular girls). Living with Ariadne will wreck Eva.


Honour thy father and thy mother – and see where that gets you.


Then there’s Mum’s youngest sister, Fotini, or Auntie Fifi, as we all call her – everyone but Dad, the most foul-mouthed man I met in my whole life (with the possible exception of my son), who usually refers to her as ‘your shit-for-brains sister’.


Even though she’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer (Myron’s milder assessment), Auntie Fifi manages just fine: at thirty, an old maid by the standards of that day and age, she meets Gus, a middle-aged man with a Greek restaurant in Astoria, New York, who is recently widowed and childless and on the lookout for a woman to take care of him.


Fotini devotes herself to him completely, and although she’s unable to conceive, the two of them will have the happiest of marriages and live to a ripe old age together (even as an eighty-year-old widow, Auntie Fifi will burst to tears at any mention of Gus). They will adopt a young girl from a town near Larissa and raise her lovingly, doting on her: my cousin Kostoula, owner and manager of her father’s restaurant to this day and mother of eight, if you please.


So why have I included Fotini in this chapter?


The reason was a photo, sent from New York along with the misspelled and slightly pious letters Auntie Fifi regularly wrote to her oldest sister.


For a few months after her wedding and expatriation, the sweet, naïve Fotini is convinced by a devious woman married to a dentist that a pair of dentures is not just the natural outcome for every human being, but actually much preferable to our natural teeth – and so Auntie Fifi goes and has thirty-two healthy teeth extracted.


And as if that weren’t bad enough, she goes to a photo booth and takes a snapshot, proudly holding up her brand-new sparkling dentures, while her wide, broad grin reveals her still bloody gums.


Lastly, a few words about my father’s family.


Of the eight children of father Dimitrós Horianos, the three girls will all die before their twenties: the first two of fever and the last one of tuberculosis. Panos, the youngest sibling, joins the guerrilla army after the end of WWII and is killed in an ambush set up under the orders of his older brother, a high-ranking officer of the national militia. He’s only twenty-five.


As to our Uncle Vangos the Commie-Slayer, fate has in store a severe retribution for his fratricidal crimes: his twin daughters, Elsa and Dora, at the age of seven, fall into a dried-up well hidden in the undergrowth and are killed, while he spends the last decade of his life in a vegetative state as a result of a massive stroke (or of syphilis, according to my father, who’d never stopped hating his brother).


I learn all these details from Agis in my teens; also that the ‘Gang War’, as many of our school teachers referred to it, was in fact an actual civil war, complete with heroes and scoundrels. Therefore, in my simple mind, the story of our uncle and his daughters takes the perspective of an ancient Greek tragedy with the requisite catharsis. You’d be right, of course, to think, Wait, he might have been a monster – but how was that the poor little girls’ fault?


Well, it wasn’t. No one’s guilty, or we all are. Or both.


Be that as it may, those two young cousins who never got to grow up, to live, who departed this world while in the midst of innocence and joy, will be the object of my envy many times in years to come. A furious, white-hot envy.


The Quiet Years


It’s such a pity that I remember so little of what happened between my fifth and twelfth birthdays – although, thankfully, those weren’t the only blissful years of my life.


All that remain are a few scattered images and feelings.


It’s during those years that I become fluent in French, taking vengeance on Cleo who is terrible at learning foreign languages and would rather have her eyes gouged out with a red-hot poker than read a book.


It’s during those years that my beloved brother Agis, an adolescent of thirteen with the tastes and sensibilities of a much older man, teaches me about books and music without pressuring or patronizing me: he simply shares with me all that he loves passionately, letting me find my way towards my own profound passions. For instance, although he’s a fervent fan of Mikis Theodorakis (and goes recklessly to clandestine record-playing gatherings at friends’ homes, or shuts himself in our room to listen through headphones so Mama Rini won’t freak out with the ‘Commie songs’), I become a lifelong devotee of Manos Hadjidakis, whose passing, thirty-five years later, I’ll mourn more than the death of my own father.
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