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For my brothers and sisters, Leo, Kolinka, Freya, Kit, Nena, and to the memory of our brother Kyril









It is strange how the dead leap out on us at street corners, or in dreams.


VIRGINIA WOOLF,
 The Waves









Prologue


2018


Iris didn’t want to get into the back of the van with the coffin but there was little choice. She scrambled up with Dora, and the two sisters knelt on either side of the body like stone angels in a vault. The doors were slammed and outside, the shouting grew louder as they lurched away. Iris and Dora grabbed hold of the wicker casket to steady themselves.


‘Oh God!’ Dora pleaded in Greek. ‘Thée mou! What are we doing?’ When they were children, Dora had been the person who showed Iris that the earth was solid. And then when it fractured, she made it safe again. Even now, when both were in their forties, Dora was the older sister who always had the answer. Today, though, she was terrified.


‘He’d have loved this,’ said Iris, trying to smile though she felt sick. Between them, inside the long basket, lay their father’s body. And yet here they were, jouncing along as if he was the picnic inside a colossal hamper and they were off to the seaside. She reached across the lid to grasp Dora’s hand, noticing that despite the fear and confusion, her sister, with her obsidian hair and black linen, had somehow remained elegant.


‘Hey, everything OK?’ Esme twisted around from the steering wheel, making them swerve. ‘Merde!’


‘We said Alekos would have approved,’ Iris called back in English. Alekos was Esme’s father too, but of all his children, Iris and Dora were the only ones whose mother was also Greek. Their parents’ language had been a way to keep secrets, when growing up in London. Later, it became a habit.


‘For sure,’ Esme called back, raising a hand in agreement, an orange chiffon sleeve drifting down her tanned arm. Even when she was a child, she had radiated glamour.


Next to Esme in the front of the van, Indigo stared ahead, his neck rigid with terror. As a child he only spent sporadic holidays with his three older half-sisters and he hadn’t been close to them. ‘How can you have half a brother?’ Iris had asked, aged five, when she first saw the solemn baby at his mother’s riverside wedding to their father. ‘Which half?’ All four had the same father but their scattered mothers had kept these siblings apart. They didn’t even have a common name for their father. Iris and Dora preferred the easy warmth of ‘Babbas’, while Indigo used the baldly Anglo-Saxon ‘Dad’. Esme called him ‘Papa’ in the French way. And this was before considering the three younger ones whom they barely knew. Until now.


‘Are the others following?’ Iris asked in English.


‘Right there.’ Esme opened her window and waved to the car behind. A gush of London summer air rushed in and whipped Esme’s long hair and clinked the talismans strung along the windscreen: figurines of the Buddha and the Virgin Mary tinkled against amulets and Indian bells. Esme’s van was messy if decorative but as always, it was the smells that confronted Iris most intensely. She identified lavender and sweet ylang-ylang essential oils, plus a hint of blankets dampened then dried, feral as foxes. There was something else, too, which Iris tried to ignore.


‘Indigo? You OK?’ called Iris.


‘Mm.’ He nodded, still not turning. ‘But bloody hell, this is crazy. Can’t believe we’re actually doing it.’


‘And what we’re doing is illegal,’ added Dora miserably. ‘They’re going to catch us.’ She whimpered at the thought.


‘Remember to breathe,’ said Esme, inhaling deeply.


‘Do you think she knows yet?’ There was no need for Dora to explain who she meant.


‘Yup, they’ll have told her.’ Indigo didn’t sound like he was breathing. Iris wasn’t sure she was either.


A siren howled wolfishly close. ‘Oh God, oh God!’ Dora muttered softly in Greek, possibly praying.


‘It’s all all right,’ soothed Iris, aware that their long-established roles were reversed and she was her sister’s comforter. ‘They’re not going to catch us. And anyway, it’s not wrong what we’re doing. We’re fine. We have a plan. It’s all OK.’ But she didn’t feel OK. Her hands fizzed, her blood rushed and as the heat of adrenalin receded, she was chilled by doubt. What on earth were they doing?


1982


By the time Iris had memories, her parents were already divorced and meetings with Alekos were irregular. When he collected her from school, she’d be pleased and anxious; there were usually surprises ahead. He was not like the other dads. ‘Ee-ris!’ he’d shout, using the Greek pronunciation. But his difference wasn’t because he spoke to them in Greek, it was something he exuded – a mix of charisma and menace. Some people were afraid, but many, including his children, chased after the magic.


Once, when she and Dora were eight and ten, they found him waiting outside the school gates, leaning on his battered Citroën Dyane. He waved and threw a cigarette into the gutter.


‘An expedition!’ he announced, picking up each in turn and squeezing till it hurt. An embrace had the potential to metamorphose and, in the no man’s land between playfulness and aggression, tickling was a catalyst. Iris dreaded these games happening in public as he was a showman and knew that surprise was part of good entertainment. He wasn’t averse to an audience. The other children gawped as though a film star had arrived. Not because of his looks – he wasn’t conventionally handsome, though his face was mobile and intelligent. It was more his ability to concentrate that drew you in. Dark, slightly protuberant eyes gave an impression of wonder or even revelation. Under his gaze, you felt observed, chosen by a king as the favourite. However, the scrutiny held an implicit demand: if you don’t interest or amuse me, you’ll soon witness the same magic sparking with someone else instead – another child or a lover. Or merely a chance acquaintance. The withdrawal was inevitable and ruthless.


‘Hop in.’ He seemed huge, though in truth, he was on the short side. It was his features that encouraged this impression: an imposing, broad nose and generous mouth, while his physical work gave him robust shoulders and resilient hands engrained with dirt. People often thought he was tall, perhaps because he filled the room. His strength was impressive, too, and he liked rough housing with men or challenging them to arm-wrestling on pub tables. This force could imply a veiled threat or a sense of protection, the two opposites in constant flux.


They sped out of London along a motorway towards Guildford, eventually turning off onto country roads. Alekos opened the sunroof, letting the girls stand up with their heads outside, and they screamed for him to go faster, which he did, skimming past high hedges, through lush tunnels of woodland and out again into brightness. When they briefly stopped at a pub, he returned to the car with crisps – salt and vinegar for Iris, cheese and onion for Dora. Not long after they left, he stopped again, this time by a small, steeply sloping field, the grass clipped, probably by the sheep that grazed in neighbouring pasture.


‘We need to be quick,’ he said. ‘You’ll help me.’ From the boot of the car he retrieved some canisters and tossed them into a leather satchel, then hefted a large can of paint. ‘Páme!’ he ordered, and they followed him over the five-bar gate, trotting up the grassy hill behind him. By a hedge at the top of the field, he used his horn-handled penknife to prise open the tin, revealing dazzling red liquid. ‘I’ll go ahead and paint the first line and Dora, you come behind with this spray. And—’ He stopped as Iris was already complaining. Always the second in line, always given the less significant role. Diminished. ‘OK, Iridoúla mou! I’ll trust you with this.’ Another spray can was placed in her hands. ‘You know how they work?’


‘Yes,’ she said, untruthfully.


‘Be very careful! You’ll go along the inside of the line to thicken it. But never leave a gap.’


Alekos dipped his brush into the can of paint and stooped to make a line, blatant as blood streaked on the grass. Iris tried to comprehend what he was creating: an oval, then a track heading down towards the car followed by another change of direction. He scampered along, leaving the girls behind. Dora moved diligently in his tracks, the tip of her tongue wedged between her teeth. Iris’s first attempt with the spray resulted in a messy patch of scarlet and she stamped on it before getting the hang and following as instructed, with her own slightly different shade of red. Before they reached the bottom of the pasture, their father was painting his way up again, creating a shape with confidence and speed. ‘Faster!’ he puffed. ‘Don’t hang around.’


‘Babba, I’ve been stung by a nettle,’ Iris moaned. ‘It hurts!’ she shouted when he ignored her.


‘Never mind,’ comforted Dora. ‘We’ll fix it afterwards.’


They followed the silhouette around and back up the hill to the starting point. Babbas was breathing hard, his face sweating, and he wiped his face with the back of one hand, leaving a crimson gash of paint. ‘Let’s go!’ He progressed to using the final spray canister and jogged down again, adding to the contour. They all climbed over the wooden gate and Babbas stood on the second bar, looking back at their handiwork. He was elated. ‘There he is!’


‘Who?’ Iris squinted at the red outline slashed across the green of a Surrey field. A human figure, his head by the gate and feet up near the hedge.


‘Can’t you see? He’s falling. Eh? Girls?’ Their father’s tone was becoming impatient and Iris’s tummy clenched into an ache.


‘Is it allowed?’ Dora’s forehead wrinkled.


‘Of course not,’ Iris said, hoping Babbas would approve and that they could leave.


‘You can’t say what’s allowed in art.’ Alekos looked at each daughter in turn. ‘The rules need to be broken. But do you see who he is?’


‘A clown?’ suggested Dora, unconvinced.


‘Icarus!’ He made it sound obvious. ‘The boy who flew. You know?’ They did know.


‘But he flew too near the sun and the wax melted and he fell into the sea,’ recited Dora.


‘And he died.’ Iris hoped to add gravitas.


‘Just by my island,’ he continued. ‘Icaria, where Yiayia Theodora was born. Into the wildest sea in the Aegean.’


‘Are you going to die?’ Iris tried to make the question casual, pretending it wasn’t something that plagued her.


‘I’m not dying,’ he bellowed. ‘I’m going to live for ever.’ And he raised his hands, stained like a butcher’s, and thumped his chest. His lie increased Iris’s anxiety. She and Dora watched as Alekos fetched his camera from the car and photographed their creation. He lay on the grass for one angle then climbed atop the gate, one foot balancing on the gatepost, before leaping to the ground. ‘Girls!’ he shouted. ‘We’re off! Goodbye, Red Boy! Addío, Íkare!’
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The Perfect Family


It was Indigo who rang Iris in Athens to let her know. He didn’t prepare the ground. No, ‘I’ve got bad news,’ or, ‘I need to tell you something.’ Just a simple, ‘Dad’s dead!’ Her brother had surely made a mistake, though he continued with details. Walking. Collapsed. The canal. Early morning. A passing dog-walker. Possible heart attack.


‘That can’t be right,’ she said. Alekos isn’t someone who subsides on a towpath. He would go down in a fireball or be torn limb from limb. Suicide? Possibly. Drowning could have worked, though not in the filthy chill of a London waterway. It would be swimming the Hellespont or shredded by sharks. He was that sort of man.


‘What was he doing there by the canal in the morning?’ She wanted explanations, as if they would crack a larger enigma.


‘They don’t know. Apparently he was wearing work clothes – that French blue kit. And his old black cap. Taking a stroll, maybe?’ Indigo sounded dubious. Their father was usually in pursuit – searching, struggling, creating. Either that or swallowed up by drink and losing all direction. He didn’t stroll. Her brother said that Heather, their latest stepmother, had gone to identify him at the hospital: next of kin.


Iris’s body turned to stone or maybe salt, the heavy solidity precarious, liable to dissolve in water. She grasped the doorway onto the kitchen balcony facing the rear of other apartment blocks, their elevated backyards packed with mops and tired plants. It was the spot where she once felt a small earthquake and the experience was comparable. What is fixed moves. Concrete could wobble like jelly. Alekos could die. Indigo waited while she wept and a neighbour’s caged cockatoo squealed its grievances in counterpoint.


‘How is Heather?’


‘As you’d expect.’ Indigo’s words were like a trick answer; what could you expect? In the beginning, Iris hadn’t expected Heather to last. How could Alekos the Terrible marry a woman with a tidy bob and velour tracksuits, a physiotherapist in her early forties who baked ornamental cakes? It didn’t make sense. True, she was younger than him but not in an outrageous way – now in her early fifties. And at least this one was some years older than Dora. As his sixth wife, Heather wasn’t going to start cooking Christmas lunches for swarms of stepchildren, but then the family had never done much gathering up the motley clan. At ten years, this was his longest marriage. And now Heather was his widow. Finally, after all the transformations, Alekos had achieved a guaranteed forever.


‘Do any of the others know?’ Iris assumed Indigo would understand even if, as sisters and brothers, they were hardly a group. He said that Esme had rung him with the news.


‘Did you already speak to Dora?’ she persisted. People often told her older sister things first, keeping Dora a few steps ahead and Iris the perpetual runner-up, filled since childhood with pure love for her and smouldering fury.


‘No.’ Indigo hesitated then admitted, ‘I tried, but her phone was engaged.’


‘I’ll tell her.’ Even at that moment of devastation Iris sensed a small adjustment in the sisterly power balance. ‘The twins?’


‘Still too early in America, isn’t it?’


‘I’ll call them later.’


Indigo thanked her. ‘I’ll let you know when there’s any news. And of course, there’s Willow.’


‘Oh god!’ Who would forget they had a new sister? True, their only encounters had been a couple of video calls, but still … Iris remembered the teenager blinking into her screen, facing the reality that as the only child of a single mother, she had suddenly acquired not only a father, but a tangle of six, much older half-brothers and sisters scattered around the world. ‘Can you tell her?’ Iris didn’t envy Indigo that task.


Iris messaged Dora immediately, saying she needed to see her urgently and was coming over. Always better to bear bad news in person, her mother had once declared, and Iris agreed. Out on the street, the heat was like a giant oven door left open, the scent of freshly baked flat bread from the Georgian bakery only adding to the illusion. Hussein stood in the doorway of his mini-market opposite and Iris looked away to avoid greeting him – she wasn’t sure she could handle it. Victoria Square throbbed with people and music and she kept her head down, her legs nearly buckling as she made her way along Patission and across the choked traffic on Alexandra Avenue. ‘Count the breaths,’ she said to herself aloud. The advantage of her familiarity with panic attacks was knowing how to breathe through crushing emotions. She zigzagged through quieter streets towards Dora’s place, keeping to the shady sides, past walls graffitied with layers of slogans and symbols. Someone had scrawled: ‘Utopia is here under the cement.’


Before she arrived, Dora rang. ‘I need to go out soon. What’s so important?’


Iris told her, subsiding on the marble doorstep of an abandoned house. Both sisters sobbed. An elderly woman plodded up and parked her shopping trolley. ‘What’s the matter, paidáki mou?’ she asked, unperturbed but curious.


‘My dad died.’


‘May God forgive him.’ She patted Iris on the shoulder and from the trolley came the aroma of fresh dill. On top was a bag of apricots. ‘Here, have one. Have several.’ Her fingers papery, she thrust some into Iris’s hands. ‘Everything will be all right,’ she said and tottered away.


‘What was that?’ Dora asked, still on the line. Iris had stopped crying, like a child distracted by sweeties. ‘Nothing. Just a yiayia. I’ll be there in five minutes.’


She arrived with the warm soft fruits in her hand like sleeping dormice, and when the sisters hugged, they squashed against Dora’s white shirt. Dora didn’t react, though she would normally have made a fuss with a damp cloth.


They sat in the kitchen, stunned. Eventually, Dora made coffee, adding sugar to offset the shock.


‘Shall we call Heather? You probably should,’ said Iris, suspecting her fifth stepmother might not pick up for her. As First Daughter, Dora was a more solid presence, whereas Iris was seen as the capricious one. Both sisters understood that Heather had married Alekos and not his family and initially, it hadn’t mattered. They all had their own lives, Alekos was free to see his children, and in the early days, the bets were already on for how long this latest cohabitation would last.


Heather answered and Iris leant in, desperate not to miss anything.


‘There’ll be an autopsy.’ Their stepmother’s voice was dull with disbelief. ‘They need to establish that it was a heart attack. He fell into the canal.’


‘So it’s possible he drowned?’ Dora rubbed the kitchen table as though consoling Heather and Iris pictured the surgical blade on her father’s skin, a saw grinding through the sternum, his heart blasted to bits. Dora asked if there was anything they could help with and Heather said she was too upset to talk. There was no point in coming to London. ‘There’s nothing you can do. He’s dead.’


‘What shall we do?’ Iris asked after Dora said goodbye. ‘I want to go.’


‘I can’t believe I spoke to him on the phone only a few days ago.’


Iris didn’t respond. It was weeks since she’d been in touch with Alekos. Perhaps it had been Dora’s turn to be the favoured daughter. Their father’s affections fluctuated.


‘I asked Babbas if he and Heather would come out to Athens,’ continued Dora. ‘In time for his name day, and then stay a bit in September, take a trip. I said the kids should see him or they’ll forget they have a grandfather.’ She moaned as she saw this was also a bereavement for her children. ‘He sent me a selfie for them. Making a ridiculous expression.’ Dora managed a smile and found the photo on her phone. Their father’s eyes popped, his tongue stretched out and one hand was splayed by an ear. More grotesque than funny.


‘Did they like it?’


‘Went crazy. And we sent one back of all three making their worst faces for him, which he loved. But he couldn’t come to Athens. Too busy.’ Dora’s eyes leaked tears.


‘Do you have any better pictures of Alekos?’ asked Iris. Even with Dora, Iris usually referred to their father by his first name and with other people the habit helped her feel she wasn’t half-drowned in the scandals and legends that swirled in the stewpot of his achievements, his art and his women.


‘Yes,’ said Dora. ‘But we don’t have much time. Antonis said he’ll leave work early and the kids will be back soon with Yiayia, and then it’ll be mayhem. Also, we have to tell Mama.’ Dora grimaced. She always had so much to do. Even in the summer holidays when the Fig Tree Nursery was closed, her orderly life was a delicate construction. This death was like an explosion. ‘You call her, Iris,’ she said with force, and Iris batted straight back, ‘But she likes you better.’


‘Don’t be silly. Mothers love all their children. It’s nature.’


‘Let’s sit quietly just a bit longer.’ Iris tried to keep a begging tone from her voice.


‘Come on then,’ Dora relented. ‘I’ll dig out the old photos.’ They closed the windows, switched on the air conditioning and slumped on the sofa while a calming chill infiltrated the room. The first photograph was Alekos as a young man with long hair and a messy beard. He was dressed in a corduroy jacket and Chelsea boots and must have recently left Greece where the Junta was making his life precarious with arrests and beatings. Still, his expression was jaunty, even challenging, his shoulder set against a grimy wall of London bricks ready to push it over.


‘Regent’s Park, 1975,’ said Dora, reading the biro scrawl on the back of another black-and-white snap. Their parents looked joyful: Niki, girlish in a short skirt and long boots holding baby Iris in her arms; and Alekos, one arm around his wife, with fashionable sideburns and a scarf knotted at the neck. Their father held Dora’s hand and she gazed up at him, whereas his fiery eyes were focused on the camera. ‘A crazy Greek taking London by storm,’ the Evening Standard had written at this time about his success as a sculptor. Conveniently if inaccurately, he was depicted in the press as a Zorba-like figure – a man of lusty, Mediterranean appetites who could show the Brits how to loosen up, dance on the beach and have more fun. Perhaps there was never a period when this variety of seduction was timelier than the early ’70s. The perfect family, thought Iris. With our dark hair and Greek faces, standing in an English rose garden. There we were, bound by blood and love. Evidence. You’d never guess that he’d soon leave. Or that he already had another secret daughter in Paris whom they didn’t learn about for years.


Iris had no memories of that time and it was hard to imagine her parents as a couple. They’d met in London in the late ’60s as runaways from the dictatorship and, though it was baffling that two such different people became involved, the facts were there: the rented basement flat in Bayswater; the wedding (Alekos’s first) in St Sophia’s up the road. Apparently, they had wild parties and didn’t mind when the police were called because in England you didn’t get locked up for long hair, miniskirts or singing songs by Theodorakis.


Dora was named in the traditional way, after her paternal grandmother, Theodora. ‘God’s Gift!’ Iris mocked. When the second child came, the couple gave up honouring mothers and called her after the fleet-footed, golden-winged messenger of the Olympian gods. ‘The iris of the eye and iris the flower,’ Niki their mother repeated, explaining the English word, ‘iridescence’, until her younger daughter grasped it. Iris connected gods with humans, appearing as a rainbow, which her mother pointed out when she spotted one edging from grubby London clouds. Niki loved etymology and the girls rarely saw her happier than when she was teaching them something. For a treat, she’d take them to the British Museum to see the stolen Parthenon sculptures, among them a rendering of the gods’ go-between, though this stone Iris was now a decapitated quadruple amputee with an Amazon-breasted, muscular torso beneath her wisp of windblown frock.


‘How do you even begin to make sense of him?’ Iris asked and Dora didn’t reply. How do you ever make sense of a parent, let alone one who was so elusive and changeable? The picture told the truth and it lied. Hard to understand which was which. So much of our parents’ past is unknowable, with only the rocky outcrops discernible above the sea of secrets, deceits and loves. No wonder many of us steer our boats away from them.


Dora left the room and returned in an uncreased dress of black bias-cut linen. She observed traditions that neither of their emigrant parents would have dreamt of and now, while Iris teetered on the edge of panic, Dora knew what to do. ‘A born-again Greek,’ Iris sometimes teased, though she occasionally envied her sister’s singlemindedness in acquiring an Athenian husband, three solidly Greek children, a full-time mother-in-law doubling as babysitter-cook, and the arts-based, bilingual nursery school she’d founded soon after arriving. The Fig Tree was now so successful that Dora had opened a second site in the northern suburbs and there was a jostling waiting list.


Antonis arrived home and held Dora in a long wordless embrace before giving a shorter version to Iris. He moved gingerly, sensing that anything loud or sudden would jar.


‘We don’t know when the funeral will be,’ Dora explained. ‘And it’s never the next day in England. But we’ve decided to go to London tomorrow.’


‘We want to be closer,’ added Iris. What else could they do?


‘Of course,’ said Antonis. ‘And I’ll come over for the funeral. We can leave the kids with Yiayia.’


‘Or bring them,’ said Dora.


The apartment door opened and Dora’s daughter and two younger sons skittered into the living room ahead of Yiayia. They’d evidently been told something and eyed the adults warily, but when Dora smiled they relaxed.


‘Give your auntie a hug!’ said Iris, kneeling and grasping as many limbs as possible while Dora was kissed on each cheek by her mother-in-law.


‘May God forgive him. May you remember him.’ There was a system, which was repeated with Iris. Yiayia had brought Dora a ‘death package’ containing incense resin, a burner, beeswax tapers, a reproduction icon and a wooden cross of the sort sold outside popular monasteries. ‘Where in England would you find these?’ she asked, pushing a little oil lamp towards Dora. ‘Don’t worry about anything. I’ll take the kids to my place or move in here for a few days. Stay as long you need.’


‘I should get home,’ said Iris after a few minutes. Her mouth had a bitter taste, the kids were screaming above the shrill baying of television cartoons, and Yiayia was up to something boisterous in the kitchen.


‘I’ll drive you,’ her brother-in-law offered. ‘It’s too hot to walk.’


‘I’m fine. I like walking.’ Though nobody likes walking on a stifling July afternoon when it’s 35 degrees, the city is baked into submission and anyone rational is sleeping in a darkened room with a fan.
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Blah, Blah, Thanatos


Back home, Iris stood in the shower letting cool water run over her, then floundered naked and dripping, opening windows. Not for the first time, she regretted her resistance to air conditioning. Dora thought she was mad. ‘Why not throw away the fridge and buy an old wooden icebox at Monastiraki?’ she’d said. ‘And while you’re at the flea market, buy a mangle and hand-wash your clothes. Get a donkey!’


Iris dreaded the task of informing people about the death but forced herself to start by ringing her mother. There was no answer. Not surprising as members of her commune in New Mexico ‘that is not a cult’ were discouraged from frequent contact with their families. Iris left a hesitant message asking Niki to call, wondering how she would take the news. She suspected her mother wouldn’t fancy joining a funeral line-up with Alekos’s subsequent wives. Or were they all widows now? Dora and she had once chuckled, imagining the number of unaccounted females who might turn up at their father’s funeral, but they’d pictured him being ninety-five and not a vibrant seventy-eight-year-old, who was working again and had once more found success.


Niki had become increasingly thick-skinned with age and now poured all the energy she previously gave to her journalism into her community. She organised their courses and retreats and had worked her way up the hierarchy into the inner circle. According to her, she didn’t need anything else. By moving to America, Niki had rejected any trace of Alekos, but she had also ditched her daughters. True, they’d been officially adult when she left, but only just – she’d gone before Iris’s second year of university. The relocation was a shock for them all but appeared to liberate Niki, whose parents had recently been killed in a car crash. Anything she inherited was handed over to her new community and that was that. She didn’t explain her motivations.


‘Gone to a nunnery,’ jeered Alekos. And it felt as drastic as that to Iris. Left to themselves in England with Alekos hovering around the notorious ‘rock bottom’, it was inevitable that Iris and Dora sought other sources of security and support. Before long they found these in Greece.


The prospect of preparing for a trip to England filled Iris with dread.


‘Remember it’s English summer,’ Dora had said. ‘Bring socks and jumpers.’ She pictured them swathed in wool as they buried their father in cold London clay, but instead of choosing funeral clothes, she wandered through the apartment examining it anew. This had been her home for twenty years and layers of previous influences remained like a palimpsest of Athenian life through the decades. The high ceilings, parquet floors and generous balconies had been the epitome of modern living when the block was built before the war.


Alekos was born there in 1940 and it was vertigo-inducing to imagine his birth on the day he had died. His mother had come from Icaria and was taken in by her godmother. She trained as a teacher and when she was married, the elderly childless widow was happy to house the family. Eventually, Alekos inherited the place, which was now the most settled home Iris had ever known. It was off Victoria Square, an elegant example of nineteenth-century town-planning that was strained by poverty, transient populations and commercial hubbub. But Iris’s fourth-floor apartment was peaceful, airy and filled with light.


She wandered into the workroom that had once been the main bedroom. The ornate brass bed in which Alekos was born was long gone, as were the icons. Sometimes, though, she lay on the floor, remembering these objects as if they too had been alive. They had witnessed so much: the dramas of birth and death; the cycles of sleep and sex playing out in hand-sewn sheets. Now, one side of the room was dominated by her worktable and tools, and packed against the opposite wall were crates crammed with wood – rescued doors and shutters from demolition sites, and driftwood, washed pale by the sea. Stripes of shuttered sunlight smouldered in through the French windows illuminating dust on some finished work that needed waxing. She was late with an order and would never achieve it before her morning flight. Grit your teeth. Call Apollo Art. Explain that they won’t get their stock.


Iris rang Mykonos Man (as she’d nicknamed him) and his condolences were perfunctory. ‘Syllypitíria. But send the stuff in a couple of days, OK? After the funeral.’ She remained silent. ‘Iris? Mykonos is bursting. The season ends in just over a month. I need it yesterday.’ She pictured him slouching in his showy shop near the port – imitation ancient bronzes, life-sized ceramic leopards and impressionistic fishing boats snapped up by tipsy foreigners who wandered in after dinner. Mykonos Man paid under two hundred euros for her driftwood mirrors and sold them for at least six hundred in August. One of her pallet ‘thrones’ (for which she’d got four hundred) went to an American for five thousand, though Iris wasn’t supposed to have discovered that. He usually took as many of her staples as she could make, especially her mobiles, with their twisting cascades of wood, held in place by twine and wire. And while they were also the hardest to pack, she didn’t receive enough big artistic commissions to stop producing these pieces.


‘I’ll be gone at least a week. Probably more.’


‘Iris, please. Just package the stuff up now and we’ll send our courier.’


She pictured herself sellotaping bubble wrap through the night and doing a rushed job on waxing the hatstand shaped like a human figure. ‘I can’t.’


‘Come on,’ wheedled Mykonos Man. ‘It’s not so hard.’


‘My dad’s died. Leave me be.’


‘Well, don’t expect a repeat order this summer.’


‘I’d never give you one.’ She hurried to cut him off before he could reply.


She couldn’t face calling any Athenian friends. If her close circle learnt that Alekos was dead, they’d come over and stay all night, feeding her brandy, making coffee, stroking her like a pet and smothering her with sympathy.


The oppressive heat was finally fading, the sky turned mauve and the first hints of night jasmine floated in along with roasting cumin from the Afghani restaurant. She should probably tell Lukas, though. They were cultivating a new version of ‘friendship’, like grafting the shoot of one tree onto a different rootstock, though it was not their first attempt and it was never simple. As she resisted the instinct to turn to him for comfort, her mobile rang.


‘Wait there,’ he said. ‘I’m coming now. Seven minutes. No, eight.’


She buzzed him in and, the lift still broken, he pounded up four flights of stairs while she waited in the open doorway. He shambled towards her, dropping and retrieving the cotton scarf he wore to prevent summer chills on the moped. Without speaking, he held her for a long time, then guided her inside as though she was injured. He put his arm around her so she could rest her head on his shoulder and she breathed in his familiar warm nutmeg-y neck and his hair that smelt of summer hay.


‘Come, let’s sit down.’


‘No, stay.’ It took him a while to understand the change in her intentions; she barely understood them herself as she pressed against him by the front door. It was as undeniable and instinctive as hunger. Fury mixed with desire, pain and pleasure battling it out between two bodies. Gripping his arms, Iris clung to Lukas, shocked at what she was doing – at what they were doing – yet compelled. She was unmoored – a boat blown from its harbour, lost to the currents and storms that coursed through body and mind.


Afterwards, she slid down and sat on the tiled hall floor, avoiding his eyes, expecting him to analyse her behaviour as the erratic psyche of the newly bereaved. She thought he’d wave his arms like the crazy professor psychiatrist he had finally become, after looking like one for so long. He’d get all Freudian and theoretical. ‘Blah, blah, Eros. Blah, blah, Thanatos.’ But he didn’t. He just put his T-shirt back on, fetched them each a glass of water and gulped his down, wiping his mouth with its faint scar from a hare lip that used to be her favourite part of him – his beauty spot.


Iris had long given up hope that she and Lukas could be together again and she didn’t want to risk their friendship on a whim. Yet that was what she’d done. Had he noticed that they still fitted in every joint and curve? Lukas was the best person she knew but they’d made a mess of things too many times to try again. Correction: she made the mess.


Back in the dregs of the previous century, there’d been a time when their idyll made her wonder if she might thwart the statistical odds and escape her parents’ broken patterns of love. With his loose lankiness and round glasses, Lukas was quirky-handsome rather than a beauty, but he was clever, kind and funny enough to make her ache from laughter. They used to sleep curled close as twins in the womb, breaths synchronised, feet curved together. Their bodies had always told the truth. And when he left for California to complete his post-grad studies at Berkeley, they’d believed they could survive the distance. ‘Only two semesters,’ he’d told her, watching the ceiling fan gust warm air across their bare skin as they lay in bed. For a burgeoning shrink, he’d been slow on the uptake about her destructive impulses and she tried not to remember what she’d done so soon after Lukas left. It wasn’t only that she took up with someone else, but that she went and married the idiot.
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With an Axe


Lukas acted as though nothing unusual had happened and followed Iris up the spiral steps to the dark roof terrace where they sat side by side on a mattress. She had found a single bottle of beer in the fridge and took a gulp, before passing it to him. He drank from its cool mouth.


After all these years of cultivating moderation and friendship, they’d fucked like irresponsible teenagers with no thought of what this would change. And on the day her father had died. Lukas was shaken most by his own lack of restraint. It had taken sustained determination to distance himself from Iris.


It was never about her beauty, he thought, glancing at her profile as she stared at the lit-up city. Though she is lovely. And with the dark looks she inherited from her father, she could be Syrian or Egyptian. Pictures of Alekos as a young man show the same curling black hair, which in Iris’s case revealed the first strands of grey by her ears. No longer a girl. But with Iris the appeal was always something else. Even though he knew how destructive she was, she made the world more alive. There was something in her nature that electrified him. The more he knew about the brain, the less he fathomed his own behaviour. And what Iris had done when they were young was just as incomprehensible. It had been unspeakably painful. True, it taught him the anatomy of a broken heart and its long repair, always useful for a professional of the human psyche. But even with all the ‘work’ he’d done on putting space between them, the pull back towards her always returned.


When they’d been a couple all those years ago, he sometimes fantasised about the life he would lead in his forties. As far as a career went, he’d pretty much succeeded. He not only had his day job at Dafni (‘Don’t call it a madhouse,’ he chastised when Iris teased) but managed an afternoon private practice and pro-bono work. These were real achievements that pleased him. But now, sitting close to Iris, he had to admit he’d messed up his personal life and had no faith in it ever improving.


‘You’ve crapped all over our marriage,’ Natalia had shouted before they separated. ‘You’re incapable of taking on responsibility. Call yourself a psychiatrist? You couldn’t understand the mind of a fly!’ Lukas had believed that his affection for Natalia would obliterate Iris’s allure, especially after Yiorgos was born and he was overwhelmed by paternal love. But even that wasn’t enough.


In fact, it was Natalia who understood before he did that the attachment to Iris was more complex than he admitted. His wife had been jealous of his old flame and accused Lukas of gaslighting when he ridiculed her worries. ‘I’d never get involved with her again,’ he insisted, nearly believing himself. ‘She’s a mess. She goes from one disastrous relationship to another. Why would I want that?’ And yet he found himself tilting towards this crazy creature who didn’t want children, who thought marriage subjugated women, and who preferred life as a struggling, habitually penniless artist to anything safer.


‘So strange,’ said Iris, gazing out across the urban sprawl, the Parthenon an illuminated shipwreck marooned in a sea of rooftop aerials and blinking lights. ‘Life going on as normal. I’d expect a black-out. Athens should go dark, like an acknowledgement of his death.’


‘Mm.’ Lukas wasn’t concentrating. Perhaps this was a chance after all. His divorce was two years signed, Natalia and he managed the shared parenting. Maybe he could forget all the promises he’d made to himself and try again with this human he couldn’t ignore. She would never be simple – he knew that.


Better as friends, he determined. ‘I could come to London,’ he said, recoiling instantly. Wanker! You’re out of control. You can’t leap into the middle of this family bereavement and pretend it’s not more complicated. Iris was looking away from him at the distant contour of Mount Egaleo where the city lights dwindled to darkness. She pushed some unruly hair away from her face, rubbed her forehead and let out a groan. Trying to erase the sadness, he’d put a bet on it.


‘I’ll be all right. Don’t worry. Dora will be with me. Plus an impressive collection of half-sisters and -brothers. And what about the madhouse? And the refugees?’


‘Oh, they’re all fine. Even Lucky Luke needs a holiday occasionally. That’s what they call me at the hostel. And I haven’t had a break since last year.’ He refused, however, to beg. ‘But you’re right. I shouldn’t intrude. Let me know when the funeral is and maybe I’ll dash over. I’d like to pay my respects to your babbas and his life of adventures. You don’t find people like that any more.’


From the street came the bass boom of rap from a car’s speakers, accompanied by dogs barking and a descant of distant sirens. Suddenly, much closer, a deep male voice roared, ‘I’m going to kill you all with an axe!’ A metallic clanging sounded like a man climbing a ladder towards them, probably holding a weapon.


‘Oh my god!’ Lukas jumped up and stood between Iris and the edge of the terrace, ready to defend her. He peered over, trying to spot the assailant. ‘Should we call the police?’


Iris gave a wan smile. ‘Don’t be scared. That’s only Savvas from downstairs. It’s one of his favourite phrases. He goes onto the balcony and hits the railings. Wait a second and you’ll hear his mum.’ Sure enough, a soft female voice became discernible as the banging and shouting diminished. ‘A remarkable woman,’ Iris explained. ‘She’s kept him out of institutions for decades. Says he’s the sweetest kid, though he must be nearly forty and certainly doesn’t look very sweet.’ One more howl of, ‘With an axe,’ reverberated and the disturbance died down.


Savvas and his imaginary axe cut short Lukas’s overheated fantasies. ‘Well, I should leave. You need to sleep if you have an early flight.’ A ghost of disappointment traversed her face, but maybe he wasn’t such a good judge of anything any more. Above them, a bat made elliptical laps in the warm, orange-tinted darkness.


Downstairs in the hallway Lukas tried to avoid the spot where they’d been so wild and uninhibited only an hour or so earlier. At least Iris had an excuse for being out of control, whereas he felt guilt at his own actions, knowing he couldn’t blame the ‘seduction’ on her. ‘That looks good,’ he said, gesturing through the workroom’s open door to distract himself from the dizzying image of her cleaving to him, face tensed as if in agony. Now, she stood close enough for him to inhale her scent, provoking a memory of them sprawled on warm flat rocks after a long swim. He had watched salt crystallise on her back and the aroma of Iris’s skin was overwhelming.


‘Yes, I’ve been busy,’ she said and he was briefly disappointed that she took him at his word rather than seizing him again. ‘And now I’ve completely screwed up with Mykonos Man,’ she continued.


‘I saw that piece in Athens Eye. What was it? “Original and humorous, referencing mythology as well as the environmental crisis.” Not bad.’ He could play cool too.


Her smile became a grimace. ‘I regretted telling them that stuff about Alekos. I hate people saying I’m copying him by being a sculptor.’


Iris’s wooden constructions were completely different from her father’s bold, metallic creations, and Lukas found hers more interesting. Even her repeat pieces were original and beautiful, though she dismissed them as tourist tat that she only made to keep the wolf from the door.


‘Was it true what you said about Alekos teaching you carpentry on Icaria?’


‘Would I lie?’ This time she grinned, before looking appalled, and he supposed she was once again facing the fact of her father’s death. You must do it over and over until you become used to it. He knew that, though he half-wished he wasn’t so good at interpreting her expressions.
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