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In memory of Nikos Stavroulakis
artist and scholar
who rescued Crete’s last surviving synagogue
and made it a place of prayer, recollection and reconciliation











Look how a single candle can both defy and define the dark


ANNE FRANK


I was gazing at the sea, trying to make out


a ship sunk here years ago … The broken masts


rolled to and fro at an angle to the deep


like tentacles, or the memory of dreams …


I’m not talking to you about the past I’m talking about love.


GEORGE SEFERIS, ‘Thrush’
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The World Can Fall to
Pieces Any Moment
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Yellow bananas. Custard yellow, in a blue plastic crate the colour of evening sky. Each skin has its own pattern of black streaks and dots but in this dim light they all have a mysterious blush, a kind of inner gold.


Black, gold and blue on the floor of the Afghan grocers in the high street and tears in my eyes. Everything reminds me of David. Three years without him is nothing. You get on with it, the pain becomes an everyday white noise, then some stupid thing like bananas hits out of the blue.


They’re not really bananas anyway. I know now, they are plantains disguised as bananas, reminding me how David and I brought them back here with apologies, they were bought by mistake, could we exchange them for bananas? The Afghan owner, who was so kind to me later when David died, roared with laughter. We all laughed. Right here.


I blink away the tears, buy coffee and gingernut biscuits, get out on the street, go down the alley into the park. Wet green grass, pure white sky, a few boys kicking a ball and a line of bare trees at the far edge of the playing field. I like English trees in winter, when you can see the forms and they are not cluttered up with leaves.


The phone buzzes in my bag.


‘Good luck tonight, chryso mou!’ My brother is speaking Greek because that’s our language. He doesn’t speak English except when selling CDs to tourists or taking them out in his boat.


‘Nikos. Is Mama OK?’


She’s over ninety. She had a fall last week. They say once an old person starts falling they fall again.


‘She’s fine. Will you bring a catalogue at Easter? We’re dying to see it.’


‘Mama too? I don’t believe it.’


He laughs. Mama was always prickly about me painting at home. They run a B&B, still do in their nineties, she always said paint made a smell, guests hated it, and we had big rows when I was young. But when David died I thought, dammit, I’ll go back to my roots, paint my roots – the town, the mountains, the family. Mama said just come and relax but the others leaned on her. I even did a portrait of her, which may be the best thing I’ve done. She’d never allowed me to even draw her before.


‘She’s suspicious,’ says Nikos, laughing. ‘But curious. You know how she is. Vasilis is longing to show off the catalogue in his hotel. My sister, the famous artist. Here’s one she did of me.’


We laugh, we love our brother Vasilis really, we chat on and I don’t notice those boys have stopped kicking their ball until I’m surrounded.


‘Speak English! You’re in fucking England!’


‘Shut the fuck up!’


‘Go back to your own country.’


Three of them. Shaved heads. Only about sixteen, but big. I’ve heard of people getting punched in the face for speaking Spanish, Polish and French. I can see a few people the other side of the park but over here I’m on my own.


‘Can I help you?’ I pack my voice with forty years of English husband, English daughter, English colleagues and students. ‘Come on, guys, let me pass, I’ve a sick kid at home. I need to get back.’


‘You were speaking foreign.’


‘Speak English, you’re in England,’ repeats the shortest. His face is white as the sky. A scalp of dark fur, hand on his belt.


Four stabbings in Camden last week.


‘I am speaking English. Look, let me through, I’ve got to get home.’ I start walking forward. The tallest leans back just enough to let me by, as if he isn’t really doing it. When I get out of the park I phone Nikos back. I’m fine, send everyone my love.


Nashita is on the doorstep. An elegant Indian woman of sixty, well, she must be sixty-two as we’re exactly the same age, in a smart green coat and skirt.


‘Ri! At last!’


We have only seen each other twice these forty years, when she passed through London. She’s never come here to the house. Short curly hair, that’s new. But same heart-shaped face, high cheeks, mischievous eyes and glowing skin like the moon is alive beneath. My sparky slangy friend. My closest friend, when the two of us were the only foreign students at Camberwell School of Art.


I knew her before I knew David. She was there when I met him.


We hug. By sixty-two, you’ve got a hundred selves buried inside you. I don’t know all hers now, and she doesn’t know mine. We did know, at twenty.


‘You’ve cut your hair,’ I say. ‘So glamorous.’


Over her shoulder, in the hall mirror, I catch a glimpse of the me she is seeing. Small and dark, like a feral pony. Greek tragedy eyes with shadows under. Polo-necked sweater, a helmet of black hair and dark eyebrows, one higher than the other, feathery at the inner ends, flicking up to little points. Lucky not to be getting wrinkles, good. Deep furrows round my mouth, not so good. Cheeks sunk as if I was biting them inside. When David died, I got out of the habit of eating. My daughter Katerina made me eat but now I’m on my own I don’t, much.


The kitchen is full of fuzzy morning light. Nashita smiles. ‘Where to start, yaar?’


I got an email from her after David died, saying how sorry, how sorry. And last week another, saying she was passing through London, saw my show was opening, could she see it with me? Now here she is, in my kitchen, waving a gingernut in the air before we take the bus to the gallery. She prowls around lifting photos and drawings as she used to do in my bedsit. Each of her black curls is outlined in a strand of white like a night portrait in oils.


When we first met, we were both between cultures. She made sense to me when the English did not. It was the Seventies. We bonded over our shock at English winters, English food.


That’s why they had to colonize us, Nashita said. To get a decent meal. That’s why they scorch themselves in our sun, I said. To get warm.


We had both pictured a safe clean country full of polite people and were surprised to find this was not true. But the English had politenesses of their own. I once stepped on a woman’s toe in the bus and she apologized. I tried to imagine a Cretan doing that.


Nashita had it worse because of her skin. She was called names in the street.


Why did you come to London? I asked once after a horrible encounter on the Tube.


For paintings, man.


Of course. That’s what England meant. Pictures we had studied in reproduction we could now see for real, free. We didn’t want a famous teacher to tell us how to be a successful artist, we wanted to discover what painting could be, what we could do. Our tutors didn’t take us seriously, we were foreigners and, worse, we were women. They never mentioned any women painters, they didn’t take even the Bloomsbury painters seriously. Their greatest compliment was to treat us like men.


The male students saw us as oddities. We didn’t jump flirtatiously at any chance to model for them or the professors, or any of the big male artists who blew through, we just wrapped ourselves in our foreignness, ignored the rivalries, and worked. We also talked for hours about subject, content and form, especially a painter I’d never heard of whom Nashita revered. India’s pioneer modernist, she said proudly, and showed me colour Xeroxes, dark glowing paintings, women carrying water, women whispering together. Earth tones, flat blue shadows, rust red, blazing orange, lizard green. They excited me, they made me want to paint like that. Dark, mysterious, powerful – and by a woman.


Amrita Sher-Gil, said Nashita.


Amrita died at twenty-eight. She was a girl, like us. Before she died, she blazed new paths for all Indian painters. But, like me, she began in Europe. She was only half Indian, the other half was Hungarian-Jewish.


One of her paintings, Two Girls, seemed miraculously to be about us, but also about her own half-and-halfness. A European girl with no eyeballs, as if she was blind, as if Amrita’s European self couldn’t really see. And an Indian girl in shadow, like a dark part of herself she did not yet understand.


She had to migrate to India to find it, said Nashita. That’s when she took off.


I was fascinated. I too wanted to migrate to paint. By now I had a Jewish boyfriend, had met David and his family, and loved their warm English-Jewish life. So that was another link to Amrita. I also felt a silly private claim. When I learned to talk as a baby, I could only say one syllable in any word and called myself Ri, short for Arianna. The name stuck. At eighteen, my name being part of Amrita’s felt like a sign.


Nashita and I began calling ourselves the two Amritas. Like her we felt divided, between I have a world inside which these people know nothing about and I’m lost in this snooty place I don’t understand. But the worlds we had left, and the role the English played in them, were very different. Nashita told me stories passed down in her family about the British in India that horrified me. Racism, injustices, all the exclusions. Then partition, when many of her family, whom she had never met, went to Pakistan.


Filthy Brits, she said, laughing but not. How to repair the damage is one thing. How to move on is another. And who you are. As an artist, a person.


She looked at people walking down a grey cold rainy English street. There’s a lot to exorcise, she said.


But for me the English were a force for good. The history I knew was Cretan resistance to the Germans in the war, which my dad played a small part in as a teenager. The British were our allies, the people who helped. Yes, they could be patronizing, but English archaeologists discovered the palace of Knossos, which was now boosting tourism, and my English godfather got my dad a job and paid for me to come to London to study. Nashita was at the heart of the empire that exploited her country for centuries, but the empire that exploited Crete for centuries, the people we fought against and got massacred by, were the Ottomans, the Turks.


So here we both were, in London. Did the two Amritas want to stay, in this country of watery light and even more watery food? No, said Nashita, and went back to India. But, despite the cold, and the food, I did want England as my country. It had David in it now, and his family saw England as safety, as generosity. He was born here, he was passionate about making documentaries, he had discovered what he wanted to do, and so had I. We wanted to do our work side by side, together. So we did.


Nashita looks at a robin on the birdfeeder.


‘That’s nice. We have flowers on our balcony in Mumbai but I’d love a real garden.’


‘This one’s gone wild. I’ve hardly touched it since David died. The bushes have turned into trees.’


‘So sorry, Ri. Awful. Awful.’


‘He was just crossing a road. The truck driver did his best to avoid him.’


It happened on the way to the corner shop. I was out, I was teaching, he must have been taking a five-minute break to get milk for his coffee. I know exactly what he was doing – planning his documentary on homeless hostels and people who work in them. He’d worked on it for years, we talked about it, I went with him to hostels in Camden on winter nights and did drawings. He was concentrating. That’s why he walked out without looking.


‘He was so gentle,’ Nashita says, looking at the robin.


‘Do you mind no milk? I forgot to get any. David liked white but I drink it black.’


‘Black’s fine.’ She wraps her hands round the mug.


‘Do you ever get any Amritas in your gallery?’ I want to move on. ‘There was a show at the Tate. So exciting, seeing her actual paintings.’


‘We get small ones sometimes. I advised on that exhibition but I couldn’t come, my mum fell ill.’


‘Oh – is she … ’


‘Yes. She passed. Both my parents are dead now.’


‘So sorry, Nashita. I should have written.’ How lucky I am my parents are still around. In their nineties, but still here.


I know practically nothing about Nashita’s life in India. I know she has two sons, and a husband I met once at a party. She won’t know much about mine either, she has never met Katerina. We have to pick up with each other, really, from how we were as students.


‘We so should have kept in touch.’


‘We were so far away, man. Different worlds. Do you paint here, at home?’


‘Come and see.’


We take our coffee across the hall. Our voices echo up the stairs. I’m used to being alone here now but it seems wrong, a whole house to myself.


‘We’ve been here thirty years. It was falling down when we got it. Peeling wallpaper, gas mantles poking through walls.’


I open the door. The room used to have a blue carpet, which David knelt on to spread out his papers. Now there are bare boards, canvasses against the wall, paint tubes scattered about.


‘Still the bad habits! You left paints on the floor even as a student.’


‘I must need chaos, mustn’t I? I draw all the time, but I can’t do it in a sketchbook, so there are loose sheets all over the house. ’


I pick up two tubes, check the tops are straight and drop them on my paint-carrier, the trolley David and Katerina gave me for Christmas when Katerina was ten. I remember her giggling. A hostess trolley. Hilarious. Choosing it with Daddy in John Lewis had been an adventure. Now it’s covered in jars of brushes, fossilized dabs of colour. In one corner is a tower of hard pigments piled on each other like coins. Old friends like Naples Yellow, Alizarin Crimson, Burnt Sienna and Chrome Green.


‘This used to be David’s study. When he died, I did a painting of it.’


‘Paint!’ says Nashita in a growly voice. ‘There lies salvation.’


‘Good old Cézanne.’


We laugh, remembering the men who taught us at Camberwell. They were scarred by awful things they had seen in the war, and were desperate for certainty – which they found in Cézanne. Cézanne was God. Every word he wrote, every word he said that someone randomly remembered, was dinned into us along with the paintings.


We loved Cézanne too. But we wanted the opposite, we revelled in his uncertainty. We loved the way Cézanne mixed perspectives, painted from several points of view at once, spread out an apple so you saw its other side.


‘Where’s that painting now, Ri?’


‘New York. There’s a gallery there that takes my work now, which is nice. But I kept some sketches.’


I find one. It flops in my hands and feels furry and helpless. I lean it against a wall.


‘I borrowed from Matisse, painting his studio red. Mine’s blue.’ Blue for grief. Blue for David’s carpet and the blues David loved. No shadows, just floating biros, books, video boxes, his chair and laptop, the printer that kept breaking, and his mobile. All adrift. Like me when I painted it.


I stand awkwardly while Nashita looks at it. Always nerve-racking, showing your work to someone whose opinion you care about.


‘Lost in the blue,’ she murmurs. I’d forgotten how quick she is to see the point of things, how she gets what you are doing and takes it further.


‘That’s what I should have called the big painting, Study in Blue. When I painted it, I felt like a ship sailing out of my own life. Then we cleared this place. You can’t live with a closed door, can you?’


‘So you went back to your roots, isn’t it? Crete. Your new show. That’s what the gallery website said.’


‘Yup. Katerina went to New York, everything turned nasty here with Brexit talk, and I scuttled back home. My old safe place.’


My last show was very dark. David was doing his project on homelessness and I shared that with him. The hostile environment was getting to both of us, I found myself painting city streets at night, rough sleepers under flyovers. Ironically, now he’s dead, the new show is all light and colour. I was desperate to get back the brightness I grew up with. A bit of joy.


‘You were a happy child, yaar?’


‘Sure. My parents struggled, after the war, but things were easier by the time I came along.’
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‘What’s really going on in this country?’ Nashita stares at passengers on the bus to Shoreditch. ‘What are all these people thinking? Everyone in Mumbai says, Why are the Brits tearing themselves apart?’


‘I’m not the one to ask. I’ve thought of myself as British, on and off, for forty years, but I’m more and more not. Everyone here now is fed up. They don’t know if Brexit is happening, should they sell a house, get a job? I don’t have a UK passport, I have to apply for something called Settled Status, which they say you can only do on an Android phone. It’s a mess, families and friends divided, everyone furious. You can’t know what anyone’s thinking except they’re angry and upset.’


We get off in the rain and walk through cool London, designer London. Noodle bars, pop-up boutiques and vegan cafés.


‘Last week someone scrawled swastikas and Hail Boris! on Oddbins in Hampstead. Hampstead! All four of David’s grandparents migrated here from Kiev to be safe. But hatred has happened so quickly.’


‘Happened?’ says Nashita, ducking an umbrella. ‘Or emerged? You’re not telling me it wasn’t there in the first place.’


‘Well … ’


‘We have it too. A friend from Bangalore showed me messages from the WhatsApp group in her apartment block. Kill them! Rape their women! Get Hindu seed inside those Muslim bellies! She’s the only Muslim there.’


‘Are you safe?’


‘Oh, Mumbai’s OK. For the moment.’


We reach the gallery, stand on a rainy pavement beside a craft beer shop, and Nashita looks at the painting we picked for the window. White Mountains. A hundred grey pinnacles. Hazy shadows below, a thistle-blue sky above.


‘They’re the heart of Crete, those mountains.’ I sound like a tour guide, exactly what I don’t want. ‘That heap of stones in the foreground used to be a cottage. Put in my name when I was born. For my dowry, imagine. Sort of thing that happens in Crete. Maybe that’s where I’ll go if Brexit kicks me out.’


‘You never said much about living there, back in the day.’


‘I was eighteen, wasn’t I, obsessed with getting out. When I was little, I was wildly proud of Crete. Still am.’


She looks at me as if she is going to say something, and doesn’t. I take her inside and introduce her to Josh and Marcus.


Josh is Publicity. He has a shaved skull and a neat brown beard. Katerina calls it a Hoxton Hipster. Marcus owns the gallery, selects the artists and shows, is quiet and fair and savvy with a dusting of acne scars over his cheeks like rosy gravel, and beautiful grey shirts he somehow makes look raffish. He has money behind him but also a real love of contemporary art. Under a gentle, old-fashioned courtesy he is very determined.


Also brave. I’m not cool by today’s standards. I was, twenty years ago. But after shows everywhere, Rome, New York, Sydney, Hong Kong, and paintings in the Imperial War Museum and National Portrait Gallery, my career began slipping a bit. Then David and I met Marcus by chance on Crete. Marcus was at Christie’s then and we got on. He loved Crete, it started as a holiday friendship but he got interested in my work. When he opened his own gallery, he offered me a show and when David died he encouraged me to paint at home, in Chania. He has the confidence to back me, he makes me feel wanted and understood. What more can an artist ask?


‘Nashita and I were at art school together,’ I tell them. ‘She runs a gallery in Mumbai.’


Josh makes coffee from his new toy, the espresso machine, and Nashita reads words stencilled on the wall that were not there last night, when I left.




Vibrant new work from Ri Gold. We know her as a British artist, celebrated for her expressionist landscapes, poignant figuration and social themes, generating uncertainty over questions of identity, violence and power. But after the tragic death of her husband, prizewinning documentary-maker David Gold, she turned to her Greek roots, experimenting with looser brushwork and heightened colour. Here are cities, mountains, myths from her native island of Crete, land of the labyrinth and Minotaur, and intimate portraits of her Cretan family.





In front of Nashita, I’m embarrassed. I can’t bear to think of all the people coming tonight for the opening, reading this the moment they walk in.


‘We said we wouldn’t mention David.’


‘Darling, they like a personal angle.’ Josh’s hands make unapologetic circles in the air. I can tell Marcus wasn’t sure about the David bit, but most of those words are his.


Nashita walks into the first of three white rooms. I follow, letting the paintings take hold, and feel a lift of lightness. Maybe those words are OK. Maybe there’ll be something new for me after this.


The first room is Cretan dazzle. Bright strong colours, big canvasses. Nashita laughs and puts a hand over her eyes. I grin. What people say about your work, especially at this moment when it’s unchangeable, can really go through you. Even the most well-meaning friend can make you feel raw. But I’m not apologizing for the colour.


‘I was getting back the sun in my heart.’


The first is Glass-Bottomed Boat. Broken shapes, looming through diamonds and swirls.


‘My brother’s tourist boat. It has a glass hull. You look down and see the ocean floor. If you’re lucky there’s an octopus or turtle. But also the wreck of a plane from the war. Always in the same place, unlike the turtles.’


Nashita laughs again. There are too many pictures to take in and she picks the brightest, all ochre and gold.


‘Rooms Karderini?’


‘That’s the house where I grew up. My parents let rooms to tourists. Karderini is a thorn-bird, a goldfinch, no idea why they called it that. I think they had more fruit trees once, so maybe there were more birds. The place used to be a market garden. My dad jokes that first they grew vegetables, now they grow tourists.’


‘What are those shadows round the door?’


‘Just – shadow. You have to have the dark. Otherwise it’d be chocolate-box Crete, tourist Crete. Cretan light is dry and very sharp. You’re as close to North Africa as Europe. Very black shadow. The contrast’s really violent. Isn’t India like that too?’


I think of painting for hours in that unrelenting sun, with such loud screaming from the cicadas you forget to hear them. Like you forget you are sheathed in an envelope of sweat.


‘Well, you painted those shadows,’ Nashita says. ‘But I see menace in them.’


‘Funny things happen in that light.’ Funny things also happen when people ask about your paintings. You start to think you’re hiding some deep truth. I’m really not. For a second I’m furious with Nashita. And with everyone coming tonight who might see things that aren’t there.


Opening nerves. You arm yourself and go on.


Nashita moves on to the only dark painting in this room. Shelter. A winter painting. Hooded figures standing, leaning, immersed in mobile phones.


‘That was the first I did.’


I was all over the place when I got there, nothing worked, I thought at least I could be useful. Crete doesn’t have refugee camps, like the islands near Turkey, but a lot of families have been settled there and the system’s really groaning. There’s a wonderful humanity in Greece, always, but the refugee thing is a real crisis, everywhere. This centre, the Lemon Tree, gives clothes, food, help with the system, and Greek lessons. All sorts of lessons. I did drawing workshops. Some of the girls were brilliant. Finally I painted this. Not their faces, but they felt OK with me painting them like this.


‘Lot of despair.’


‘Yup. People covered in shrapnel scars. People who lost children and husbands. Kids who’ve gone mute, who saw their parents die. I didn’t want to make art out of their suffering, I wanted to say something like, your stories are our stories. You are part of us.’


‘So what’s all this about being a British artist?’


Damn Josh. I laugh uncomfortably. ‘What is a British artist?’


She smiles, walks on to the middle room and stops by my big experiment, a hanging of waxed cloth. At first, you think you are looking at a globe floating in blue sea like Earth in space. Close up, you see it is a labyrinth of interlocking figures, with a bull’s head at the centre.


‘This must have taken ages.’


‘It did! And research. I put Minoan figurines from Knossos alongside the old Cretan myths. There’s Europa, look, and the bull that took her to Crete. That’s the beginning of Europe, Nashita – a kidnapped girl.’


Nashita laughs the boisterous laugh she always had, and peers at the bull’s head.


‘Europe is also the monster under the palace,’ I say, rather self-conscious now. ‘Crete has so many earthquakes some people say that’s what the Minotaur was. When the ground shook, the Minotaur was stirring. Others say it’s the beast at the heart of civilization, the monster in the human psyche.’


I remember the winter I spent working on this, in Knossos. Making connections, looking at statues, reading the myths. Trying to sort out the stories inside us – inside me, anyway – from what archaeologists found in the earth. Wondering if it was all a muddle of interpretation. Archaeologists dug that palace up while Freud was digging up the unconscious. Can anyone be sure about any of it?


‘They build labyrinths in ashrams today,’ says Nashita. ‘Walking a labyrinth is big business. It’s fashionable, man. The route to enlightenment. They say it promotes healing.’


‘Not with a Minotaur in it.’


Museum Courtyard took ages too, for different reasons. Personal, not mythical. Or maybe those are the same. I look critically at the sunlit garden and broken statues. Two distant figures by a table and a blood-red poppy in the foreground, rising like a resurrected spirit.


‘That small guy’s my dad. The other’s my English godfather.’


‘Your benefactor, isn’t it? The one I never saw. He was always going to come and take you out to dinner and never did. I was so disappointed. I dreamed he’d benefact me too.’


‘When I was growing up, he was with us every summer. We called him Mr Michael, he was a kind of summer uncle. He gave me my first real watercolour paint-box. It had a metal lid that doubled as a palette. I used it for years.’


Nashita looks closely at the figures.


‘Handsome guy, what I can see. Giving nothing away, though.’


‘He was with my dad in the resistance, but really he was an archaeologist. I became obsessed with archaeology. It was glamorous on Crete then. Anyway, I thought so. I called it the dark trade of the earth.’


We both burst out laughing.


‘It sounds better in Greek. Funny ten-year-old I was. He introduced me to the museum and I started sketching bits and pieces there. Someone told me Minoan Crete was the lost world of Atlantis, I loved the idea of objects from a lost world. Then I started painting. Mr Michael encouraged me to apply for a grant, he paid for me to come to London. I owe him my whole career.’


The last room is portraits. That was Marcus’s idea. First the town, then myths, then faces. Mama’s eyes stare from the back wall.


‘Do you paint your family a lot?’


‘David and Katerina, yes. Here. In Crete, I sometimes drew Papa, my brothers and their families but I’d never painted them before. See, London was where I worked. Crete was holiday-time. That changed when David died.’


Nashita glances at her watch, passes by my brothers, and pauses at my self-portrait. I look rather fierce, with circles under my eyes. Gazing at it with her, I suddenly feel something is missing, some inwardness. Nashita says nothing and goes on to my parents.


‘What are their names? How odd I’ve never known.’


‘Andonis. And Sophia.’


We stare at them. One light portrait, one dark. First Papa, sitting in sunlight in front of a yellow wall. He was eighty-nine when I painted it. His long beaky nose. The broken veins, the wrinkles everywhere. I called it Papa with His Broken Pots. His hands rest among scraps of clay that have lain apart three thousand years. You feel his fingers itching to search out edges that might join up. You also want to smile, or I do. I feel that warmth of his shining out into the gallery.


‘You adore him, isn’t it? He’s an archaeologist?’


‘Oh no! I don’t think he even went to school. He worked for archaeologists, mending ancient pots.’


Now Mama. Her forehead criss-crossed with wrinkles, like linen wrung out and hung up to dry. The slug veins of her hands. Mama, you’re so beautiful but you’ve never let me paint you. Can I, now? Well … You’ll have to sit very still. I know.


‘Portrait of the Artist’s Mother,’ Nashita says. ‘So formal, man. Do you get on better with your dad?’


‘It’s a different sort of portrait. His is outdoors, natural light. Hers is more – traditional.’


‘What’s that saucer she’s holding?’


‘Her hairpin-holder.’


Her fingers are too clumsy for embroidery now, but they were always busy when I was young. I tipped the hairpins out and asked her to hold it. Even so she couldn’t keep her hands still, she kept stroking chase-lines in the bowl.


‘You’ve got her cheekbones, isn’t it? And eyebrows. But hers are symmetrical. She must have been stunning when she was young. Have you any photos?’


‘No.’


‘What’s that empty birdcage?’


‘Always been in their room. I liked the shape.’


‘What’s she scared of?’


‘That’s just how she looks, sometimes. She’s in her bedroom, nothing to be afraid of. But she’d never let me paint her before. She really didn’t want to sit.’


When my dad saw his portrait, he laughed and said, I look like my grandfather. When my mother saw hers, she said nothing.


‘Got to catch that train,’ says Nashita.


At the front desk Josh is nudging wine glasses into line and Marcus is piling catalogues. He gives one to Nashita.


‘What are these amber spirals on the cover? We didn’t see that.’


‘A small painting in the myth room. A snail shell on a thread. The labyrinth in miniature.’


Josh wanted my mum’s portrait on the cover, but that might cause difficulties at home and anyway I wanted this. Daedalus, the artist who built the labyrinth for King Minos and also a dancing floor for my namesake Ariadne, was asked to thread a snail shell. He did it by tying cotton round an ant and smearing honey at the mouth of the shell. The ant crawled through and got the honey and Daedalus got his thread through the shell. I love that story. It seems to me to sum up everything. The quest. The problems we have to solve when we start a painting. I often feel like that ant.


Out in the rain, Nashita says, ‘Marvellous show, Ri. Wish I had more time. The colours – the shadows! Very Amrita.’


She pauses. I know what’s coming. The but every artist dreads, even with their closest friend. Especially with a friend. And Nashita is a gallerist, she judges paintings all the time. I might learn from whatever’s coming but I don’t want to hear it just now.


‘They’re beautiful. Vivid and subtle. Very powerful.’


‘But.’


‘Something’s missing, isn’t it? Disruption. The darker edge. Something cutting through familiar stuff. I don’t think Crete’s done with you. There’s more in the shadows than you’ve said. And surely more sea, in Crete? Not just through the bottom of a boat.’


‘You think you’ve done something, then your oldest friend says you’ve missed the point.’


She laughs. ‘Not missed, man. They’re gorgeous! The light, the rhythms. The colours and patterns. You know that. But there’s something – I don’t know – withheld.’ She is silent a moment. Rain drums on her umbrella. ‘What are you going to do now, Ri?’


‘No idea. Amazed I’ve got this far, to be honest. Withheld or not.’


‘Come and paint in Mumbai. See what we’re doing there. We’ve got wonderful painters, doing all sorts of new things. Let’s hatch a plan, yaar?’


‘What an idea! I’d love that.’


‘I’ll have a think about studios.’


I suddenly remember how hope feels. Fruit on every branch.


We hug again. The two Amritas.
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Tonight’s the opening. Alone in the house, the March evening dark outside, I bat away first-night nerves, try to do up a necklace David used to fasten on me, and worry about withheld. Did Nashita think the work was facile?


The clasp won’t click. I swing the thing round, peer in the mirror, flick back the little hook and look myself in the eye. My face in a frame. The same oval shape as my mum’s, but hers is classic beautiful. As Nashita said, mine is not symmetrical. My eyes are hers, brown with light flecks, but seem to challenge rather than offer mystery. Plus I carry my chin too high, I know that from press photos. And I have my dad’s eagle nose.


The phone rings. Nikos again, but anxious and urgent.


‘Mama’s had another fall. She’s in hospital, unconscious. Can you come?’


One call, and the person you are falls apart. I start breathing very fast, I feel like a smashed lightbulb. ‘Nikos look, look Nikos, I’ll ditch the opening, I’ll come now, get a night flight, did she hurt herself, what’s wrong … ’


‘No, darling, go to your opening. Tomorrow’s fine. I’ll be with her all night, they say she’s stable, nothing’s broken.’


‘How’s Papa?’ My voice sounds weird. Something in me, maybe my brain, is suddenly raw and flinching. Terrified.


‘Exhausted. But he won’t go home. I’m in the corridor, he’s sitting by her with his komboloi. The doctor was good, but he’s gone. There aren’t any nurses.’


‘Can you find a private one?’ Everyone does this, if they can afford it. There never seem to be enough public nurses. ‘I’ll pay. I’ll stay there with Mama from tomorrow night.’


No direct flights till Easter. I’ll have to wait for hours at Athens. With the time change, it’ll take all day. I’m due to go at Easter anyway, this is only a month early. My hands are trembling, the internet is maddening, but I manage to book a flight to Athens at nine, then another to Crete in the afternoon. That means airport at seven, leave here five-thirty.


In the Uber to Shoreditch, I WhatsApp Katerina. Granny ill, going Chania tomorrow, talk later if you’re free? Then I’m standing in yellow light spilling onto a pavement crowded with smokers, and people getting out of the crush. The gallery window is like an aquarium. My reflection, black dress, necklace, black hair round a very white face, overlays the White Mountains. And behind them everyone drinking and talking.


Inside it is so full I can’t see the paintings. Who can? What the hell’s the point? Marcus puts an arm round me, Josh ushers up seriously rich collectors, I smile, I can’t hear what any of them are saying, and old friends hug me, people who bought my work early on and now show up to give support. I spot critics in the crowd, some who like my work, some who don’t, and exchange smiles with artists who know what this moment is like.


I also hear a lot of people talking Greek. Josh has organized Greek canapes, dolmades, mini cheese pies. Some people – not Greeks – are drinking retsina, where did Josh get that? There’s a girl from the Embassy. A tall silver-haired man from Mykonos expects me to know who he is, though I don’t, and invites me on his yacht. I escape and hug ex-pupils, chat to art students in black leather with silver chains and emerald lipstick, art students in cherry velvet, bowler hats, mauve hair and peacock feathers, students who actually go close to the work and look at it. I love them, I feel at home with them. But while I whizz round in a defensive daze, Mama is unconscious on a hospital bed and Papa is beside her with nothing to hold onto but his komboloi. I leave early, soon as I can.


‘Mum, what happened, how’s Granny, shall I come?’ Katerina’s voice is high, almost accusing. She lost her dad so suddenly, now Granny’s in hospital and she is far away. We are both due there for Easter in a few weeks anyway, she is making a documentary on refugees, she wants to sort out filming access for Chania’s refugee shelter.


‘Tell you tomorrow, love. I’ll see how she is. If you have to come now, I’ll pay your flights. But let me get there and see.’


‘Oh Mum.’ A little sob. ‘How was the opening?’


‘All right. I left early, to pack.’


‘You OK?’


‘Yep. Bit of a shock. Goodnight, honey.’


I’d better pack for some time, who knows how long I’ll be staying, I’m finding it hard to think straight. Passport. Euros. Warm clothes, cool clothes. Crete changes so violently this time of year, it can be freezing or boiling. Pencils, graphite, oil paints, sheaves of paper. I can get materials in Chania but I’ll be stuck in the hospital and I panic without paper. My normal drawing-diary is loose leaves but I unearth a spiral notebook just in case. Not sure about charcoal, it’s difficult to fix in a sketchbook, but I pack some anyway. Then I set the alarm on my phone and turn off the lamp, wondering if Mama will be alive when I wake. The glow of the bulb dissolves in the dark.


At Heathrow next morning, the sky still black, I settle into the limbo of transition. As a student, I used to see myself as Persephone, travelling between English dark and Cretan light. Even now, the journey still has the romance of the in-between. People lining up at Gate 25 are souls waiting to cross the Styx.


I ring Nikos. ‘How’s Mama?’


‘Still breathing.’


‘I’ll be there by eight.’


‘Room thirty-one, sixth floor. We’ll have food for you.’


I buy a pack of Cadbury’s Flakes. It’s not summer, they won’t melt. Papa loves them and you can’t get Cadbury’s in Crete.


In the first plane I see cracks of watery sunrise through streaked plastic. David would be getting out the Greek phrasebook now, and peeling a tangerine. He always brought tangerines on planes, he said they were very refreshing. At Athens, I walk from International to Domestic, gaze at hills wreathed in pollution haze and spend hours drawing at a café table. A Greek newscaster on a TV screen says Earth has reversed its magnetic field. What it is like, to reverse your magnetic field?


I ring Vasilis. ‘I’m waiting for the Chania plane. Did you find a nurse?’


‘I’m collecting one today. Bulgarian.’


‘Do they know what happened to Mama?’


‘A heart event.’


The plane bumps, judders, drops a little. Seat belt signs come on. We’re going through grey cloud, solid as packed snow. Then we’re flying through last tassels of sunlight and I look down at a wrinkled sea like ripples etched in lead, and papery frills of foam round a rocky coast.


A line from the Odyssey, dinned into me patriotically in the Chania classroom, pops into my head. The island looked like a shield laid on the misty sea. Crete turns beneath us like a jewel, speckled with mossy light. For a second we seem to be plunging into that misty sea, then we are lolloping over tarmac at Daskalogiannis Airport, named for a Cretan resistance hero who was flayed alive by Turks in the 1770s. We have long memories in Crete.


On top of the aircraft steps, in the swift twilight that comes down on your skin like a shawl, I stop to look at darkening hills. In the taxi I see pale spikes of asphodel in the fields, roll down the window and let in the night. Black hills flow by and then it is all bare rock, tumbling ravines, the smell of new grass on the wind.


The hospital, built in a gentle valley outside Chania at a moment when Greece was doing well, is surrounded by these hills. I get out of the cab and breathe smells of earth. The white glow of the entrance shines through olive leaves. Inside, the corridors are dark with many missing bulbs. We’re lucky a generator is still going.


There are two wings to this building, I don’t see which to choose and there’s no one to ask. A friend who works in a Heraklion hospital sometimes gets a negative pay packet. A month’s work, then a slip saying she owes the state her insurance. After ten years of economic crisis, pensions slashed, salaries on hold, the hospitals are struggling. But I find the right floor finally, and track down a small dim room with dark figures, silhouetted against a faint loom of light from an outside lamp, who resolve into my family.


Nikos kisses me and takes my bag. I hug Papa, his gnarled hands, his face chilly even in this sickroom warmth. Nikos introduces the nurse they have hired. A bulky woman, Bulgarian, with a wide pale face and hair in a brown frizz round it like the lion in The Wizard of Oz.


‘Kyria Bisera knows the hospital. She’s found a mattress for you.’


‘Thank you, Kyria.’


Bisera smiles, and answers in Russian-flavoured Greek. ‘Pleased I helping your mother.’


‘How does she look to you?’


‘Very well. She will waking soon.’


‘There, Papa.’


‘The doctor came,’ he says hopefully.


‘He said high blood pressure has damaged her heart muscle,’ says Nikos, looking at Bisera. ‘And she may have – a diseased valve?’


‘Heart muscle it is thickening,’ she says. ‘Tomorrow, they will testing.’


‘She’s going to be OK?’ I hear my voice go up like Katerina’s.


‘The doctor says yes,’ says Nikos.


Something has happened to my knees. Nikos propels me to the chair. I see Mama on her back hung about with instruments and wires, and put my cheek against hers.


‘Mama? It’s Ri, I’m here.’


We all listen to her jagged breathing. Her lips purse in a thin O. From those famous beautiful cheekbones, her skin sags inward like soggy parchment.


‘Ri, dear Ri, welcome,’ whispers Vasilis’s wife Irene. She is small, solid, kind, and a brilliant cook, and shows me three foil-covered dishes as if the whole point of this gathering is my supper. ‘Chicken, rice, horta.’ She spoons food onto a plate. ‘Salt. Lemon.’


One of the differences between my two countries. Hospitals don’t really provide food. That’s what families do. Heaven help you if you haven’t got one.


‘You’ve thought of everything, Irene.’


‘It’s easy for me. I take food to the refugee shelter every day. In the hotel kitchen, we have the dishes, it’s easy.’


I love her. She and Vasilis run a hotel, of course she takes food to refugees. I just hadn’t realized.


‘Papa, I’ll be staying here now, with Kyria Bisera. Nikos will take you home. If anything happens, I’ll call. We don’t want you getting ill too.’


‘You’ll bring me back in the morning?’ Papa asks Nikos. Father and son look at each other through these chiffon shadows. They are so alike. Both abnormally slender, though Papa has a little pot belly now. Both have bright hazel eyes. Nikos’s nose, like Papa’s, looks like someone pulled down on it when it was still soft from the mould. Their laughing is one of the best things ever.


Papa keeps his arm round me as if he has to hold onto something, anything, female. Nikos steers him to the door. ‘I’m staying with him,’ Nikos whispers, meaning he’ll sleep over at home. Papa can’t look after Rooms Karderini on his own. Even if Mama lives, we’ll have to make changes now. Nikos’s daughter Leila works there during the day, but maybe Nikos and his wife Loukia should move in. Or me. Could that be my answer to Brexit?


My brothers live the life I would have lived if Mr Michael’s bounty hadn’t swept me off to Camberwell. Vasilis, oldest of us, is deep embedded in the tourism Chania depends on and runs his own hotel. Nikos’s music shop and radio job don’t make much, so a few years ago David and I gave him money for a boat. Nikos made a fuss about taking it but loves the boat. He has a gift for enjoying, he takes tourists out from Easter to October. Occasionally, after a lot of raki, he’ll say Crete should split from Greece and be independent, as it was for a while after the Turks left. It even had a parliament. Then he plays his lute and calms down.


I picture him taking Papa home, trying to raise a smile, and Papa gallantly responding. They are alike in the way they face things, and joke their way through if they can.


When everyone leaves, I spread my mattress, Bisera closes her eyes in the armchair and I hear an owl call outside. Mama and I are alone, as if in the heart of a snow-globe.
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I don’t want to sleep. This time alone with Mama won’t come again. Her hands hold each other slackly on her chest. One has a cannula in the back. A mottled knuckle catches the violet-yellow glow from a lamp outside. I imagine painting her like this, then rest my head beside hers on the pillow and try to face something I’ve spent my life not facing.


Nashita was right, I did always get on better with my dad. The divide was deeper and earlier than those teenage rows over painting. She got on fine with my brothers, but with me there was always something missing. I could never do anything right, I thought it was my fault. When David died, missing him opened it up again – how she seemed to resent what I became.


One thing I became was a Daddy’s girl. Mr Michael was with us in the summers, working in the museum and I hung out with him and Papa. I told myself I didn’t need Mama. It was a sadness I buried in some deep trench in my soul. The afternoon before I left for England, I sat sorting paints at a patio table. I was eighteen, nervous about a new country. The gate squeaked, I squinted though my fringe and saw Mama walking down the slope. I thought she would stop and talk. She did hesitate a moment, but then disappeared in the house. We didn’t have another moment alone before I left.


After that, I made my life in a language she does not know. Most people meeting me for the first time in Britain think I’m British. Mama and I grew closer when I had a daughter. We were here for summer and often Easter, the most important moment of Mama’s year. Yet there’s a gulf. I’ve never known why.


Her breathing is noisy but regular, like waves on a shore. In. Out. In. Her skin is the texture of wax, with an eerie glow like a candlelit turnip.


What do I know about her life before she had us? She grew up in Chania, I don’t know where but a lot of the city was flattened in the war. She lived through the bombing but would never talk about it. I think that’s when her parents died.


I know her father was a silversmith, Papa met her when he built her dad a shed. Her best friend Eleni lived next door and was in her class at school. I don’t know her parents’ names, but she called her mother Moumo. ‘I had my own pet name for her,’ she once said. ‘My own, no one else’s.’


Moumo, this unknown grandmother, was a mythical figure to me when I was growing up. I knew she was very beautiful, she kept her dowry rugs in a painted chest, and loved brushing my mum’s hair. That’s it, Mama would never say more, she made us feel it was wrong to even wonder. I grew, I learned the sorrows of Crete, the history of risings and massacres and the more recent history of the war, and assumed this wonderful being had died in the bombs.


Papa told us more about himself. He was born poor, in Chania. His father made musical instruments but got cancer when Papa was five. For the next five years, he lived in the mountains with his mother’s family. When his dad finally died, Papa was sent back to Chania to live with his mum and crippled grandfather and ended up supporting them, aged about twelve, by manual labour and carpentry, which he taught himself with his father’s tools.


He was an only child, like Mama, but had an older cousin Georgios, son of his father’s older brother, who often led him into scrapes. Just before the war, Georgios worked as a labourer for the British when they were fortifying Crete, and wangled Papa a job with them a while. Papa loved Georgios’s family, loved visiting their village in the hills, but that village was massacred by the Germans and every man in that family died, except Georgios. It is one of Crete’s many famous tragedies but for us, because of Papa, it was personal.


That was why Georgios and Papa joined the resistance. They were only teenagers, but Papa knew the mountains and became a messenger, while Georgios was a fighter. Papa thinks Georgios must have been killed. He doesn’t know as he himself was wounded, he can’t remember how, and was ill for nearly a year.


The andartes he worked with, the guerrilla fighters, lived in one of Crete’s many caves, which seemed thrilling to us when we were small. That was where Papa first knew Mr Michael, who was an archaeologist co-opted as an agent by the British. After the war he stayed with us every summer. He taught Papa to mend pots and got him a job in the museum. Papa was lame from his wound and Mr Michael paid for an operation so it didn’t hurt.


Mr Michael was a glamorous figure. He was English but worked in America, brought us presents, we looked forward to his coming. He played football with my brothers and tried to teach them cricket too, but it didn’t take. He funded a hotel management course for Vasilis, bought Nikos an antique Cretan lute, and made us feel special because he knew Crete in a special way. A deeper way, I annoyed my school-friends by insisting, because he knew what lay under the earth.


When I started going to the museum where Papa worked, and drawing archaeological bits and pieces, Mr Michael was delighted. He worked in the museum all summer and he and Papa often swapped stories there about life in the mountains. Painting away in my corner, I felt proud to be part of their memories. Now, as Mama lies here unconscious, I suddenly wonder what she made of that and whether she minded.


Bisera gives little rusty snores. Her sleep makes me feel more alone with Mama. I close my eyes and wake when I hear a little snuffle from her and a whimper.


‘Mama? You OK?’


‘Where am I?’


‘You’re safe in bed. In hospital. You’ve been ill, but you’re going to be OK. They’ve all been here, Papa, Nikos, Vasilis. They’ll be back tomorrow. Want some water?’


‘Will you say kaddish for me?’


‘What?’


She’s silent.


‘What did you say, Mama?’


Christ. Christ. What was that? I feel I’ve been hit round the head. After a moment, her breast starts juddering up and down, her hands unclasp, and the one without the cannula crawls over the sheet towards me. I put mine down, she clutches it.


‘Will you?’ she whispers urgently. ‘Nikos, Vasilis and you too? All of you? Say kaddish?’


She really said it. Is she delirious? Maybe that heart event affected her brain.


She is getting agitated.


‘Of course, Mama, if that’s what you want. But you’ll be fine, we’ll take you home, Katerina’s coming for Easter.’


That seems to calm her. The clock ticks, the corridor seeps yellow light under the door, the heating whirrs, instruments buzz. Her forehead is dry and cool. But the world is exploding in little senseless pieces. I’ve never heard that phrase, say kaddish, in Greek. I heard it first in English, when David’s aunt died. Then they said kaddish for David. But there are no Jews on Crete. I got suspicious looks when I married one. There is lots of antisemitism here under the surface. David never saw it, he had some quality of sweetness that made even people who couldn’t speak his language be nice to him straight away.
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