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Chapter 1


London – 1988


IT’S GROWING LATE when she walks into the police station and outside, the red rays of the retreating sun streak the sky like flames. She’s distraught. The policeman behind the glass looks up at her as she makes her way towards him. Her hands are shaking and she grips the counter to steady herself. Her whispered voice is filled with urgency and panic. 


Please. I’ve lost my son.


The policeman sits bolt upright, galvanised by the information. He’s caught off guard. He wasn’t envisaging. Not this evening. 


Your son? When did you last see him?


She is small and pale and her large dark eyes are wide and watery. Two muddied pools. She’s disorientated. A shadow of a lost self. She hugs her clothes tightly around her chest and disappears into her embrace. 


This morning. He went out to play football in the schoolyard with his friend and he didn’t come home. 


The policeman grabs a pen, opens his notebook.


Can I take some details? How old is he?


He’s eight. 


Eight? And what’s his name?


The woman hesitates. Her breath mists the glass in front of the policeman’s face and she raises her finger hesitantly and draws five letters in it.









Chapter 2


London – 1974


PETRAKIS BAKERY SITS in the heart of the London Greek Cypriot community, ensconced snugly between Themis Continental Supermarket and George Groceries on Green Lanes in Harringay. The warm, mouth-watering scents of rose water, cinnamon and sugar waft around the little shop and sticky pastries glisten behind half-steamed windows, delighting hungry locals. Maria Petrakis is proud of her bakery, and of her delicious shamali in particular. Green Lanes may be no stranger to a Cypriot bakali selling overripe watermelons and garlic olives and even the odd stale galatoboureko, but nobody’s syrup and semolina cakes taste quite like hers. The customers agree, and the till rings all day long as baklava and pastitsia fly off the shelves. Ting ting! The sound, Maria thinks, of satisfied bellies and a successful business.


At the end of a long hard day behind the counters, she will carefully arrange some of the leftover pastries into a cardboard box and make her way slowly up the stairs to Costa, who’ll sprawl out on his favourite orange sofa and finish them in front of the telly. 


You’re making me fat, Mamma! 


You don’t need to eat them all at once, hah?


Costa, her only child – her beautiful Katerina, may God rest her soul, died when she was little – is twenty-five and still living in the small two-bedroomed flat above the bakery with her. It’s true that he is getting fat, but it’s also true that he should have married years ago and be raising a houseful of children by now. Instead, he follows her around the kitchen like a bored, hungry cat looking for food. 


Maria is certainly not oblivious to her son’s shortcomings but everybody knows that a lack of facial symmetry doesn’t stop a man from getting married. A woman perhaps, but not a man. It didn’t do Themis of Themis Continental any harm. Or George on the other side, although judging by his years and the size of his wife’s bosoms, she suspects money was the allure in their union. Costa is lazy and that is the fact of the matter. Lazy and insolent. 


Maria decides it’s time to take matters into her own hands while firing up her ovens in the back room of her shop early one morning. The day has barely begun, but enough is enough. Besides being sick to the back teeth of the insurmountable piles of laundry and insinuating questions from the customers, Maria needs to make sure that Costa doesn’t bring an English girl home to her. A xeni, with eyes the colour of ice cubes, who would turn her nose up at their traditions or worse, ridicule them. And God forbid she drag her Costa away to a tired old town in the middle of nowhere so they can live alone like hermits, miles away from the community. This very thing did, in fact, happen to her favourite customer, Mrs Koutsouli, and the poor woman has never got over it. 


Her son, such a beautiful boy, a real leventi as they used to say back home, married a woman named Linda and moved to Maidstone. Maidstone, indeed! Imagine that? Maria had never heard of this place and Mrs Koutsouli was practically a broken woman and who could blame her? Such a waste of a perfectly eligible son and years of motherly sacrifice. And for what? she’d cry when she came into the shop for her box of bourekia. A quick civil ceremony with no God or priest in sight and a couple of grandkids whose names she couldn’t pronounce. Ptu! A kick in the teeth more like. Maria tuts at the memories. She considers herself fair, but she has to draw the line somewhere and this is most certainly it. No, what she needs is a nice Greek girl. From Cyprus, preferably, but Greece would do just as well. 


She quickly discovers, however, that finding a nice Greek girl in a bakery selling nice Greek pastries is not as easy as it seemed in her head. Modern girls apparently don’t want to be probed about their love lives by a gojiakari who could pass for their grandmother. An ageing lady of sixty with tired, olive-coloured skin and a silver-grey knot for hair. They are not interested in the proxenia of her day where relatives played cupid for blushing couples who would sit coyly across the table from one another while their parents drank kafe and planned their wedding. You could say no of course, if you didn’t like the boy, but you couldn’t say no forever. Once was acceptable. Expected, even. Twice, maybe. But sooner or later you needed to pick a groom and get on with it. A woman’s ovaries wouldn’t wait forever. 


But times have moved on and girls want to find their own husbands. Not for me, thea, the pretty ones giggle when she mentions her son and points to the ceiling above them. Their faces blazing brighter than her upstairs carpets. He’s a little short, she’ll admit. For a man. A little fat, perhaps, but his heart is made of golden syrup. I’m in a hurry, another time. Or sometimes, I have a boyfriend. It never did her any good, choosing her own husband. No good at all. Suit yourselves. She’s not disheartened. There are plenty of opportunities for the patient matchmaker and you only need one of them to say yes. 
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The girl walks into Maria’s bakery on a wet Saturday afternoon in September, while Maria Petrakis is remembering her own proxenia to Michali. Ach, Michali. Her parents hadn’t liked him, but she had thought him a hero for working at the base in Nicosia and couldn’t have cared less for their sentiments. A labourer, he’d told her afterwards. Sweeping the floors and cutting the grass for Mr Styliano. A caretaker really, and not a soldier at all. Not that it would have mattered. She was so far gone with the fairy tale she’d made up in her head in the space of time it had taken for her to eat sweet gliko with his parents and go for a stroll around the neighbourhood with him, that she’d have married him anyway and the outcome, she supposes, would have been just the same. 


She could tell her parents didn’t approve of him because they were sullen and pensive when they returned home from the proxenia. Her father had gone straight outside to sit in the yard and fiddle with his long black beard and her mother had sighed deeply as she’d tied her apron around her waist and prepared the lunch, the long silver blade of her knife moving adeptly through the flesh of the tomatoes and tapping impatiently on the chopping board as it sliced. 


She, in contrast, had been full of expectation. A husband, at long last. A chance at a proper life like Thora’s and she’d even thanked God for him that day. Thank you God for sending me Michali! She’d shaken her head and laughed about it afterwards, of course; oh, how she’d laughed. More of a wail than a laugh. Life’s cruel tricks. The doctor calling her lucky after her daughter had died. Lucky? Tell me doctor, how am I lucky? She was lucky, he’d said, that she could at least sleep and she’d snorted at the absurdity of this declaration. She had a lot to still be thankful for, he’d told her. Her son, her husband. She certainly wasn’t thanking God for Michali a few days into their marriage when he’d well and truly wiped the smile off her face and almost sent her flying home to her Pappa. 
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The girl’s large umbrella almost engulfs her and she shakes it outside the door so as not to wet the floor and props it carefully against the wall to dry. Her slow, deliberate manner catches Maria’s attention and she finds herself back in the present, spying out of the corner of her eye as the girl runs her fingers through her short brown hair and wipes her feet on the doormat. She’s polite. The first in a short list of criteria.


Yia sas. Maria nods a hello in return and goes back to arranging kourabiethes into a butter biscuit pyramid for the window display. She’s careful not to lose concentration and drop one on top of the other so the whole thing topples over like it did last week. Such a bother and icing sugar everywhere. The perils, she’d said to Costa later. The perils of running a bakery! See what I have to go through?


She walks over to the counter and stares at the pastries lined up in rows and coordinated by size and colour. The browns together, then the golds and then the creams. A little trick she’d learned over the years. People liked rows and people liked categories. You had to know people, and she really did. You couldn’t stick a sweet baklava in with a spinach spanakopita and hope for the best. 


Are the loukoumades fresh?


The girl taps her wet finger against the glass and it leaves a smudge Maria will have to clean later.


Of course. Rest assured, I get them from a very reputable supplier. 


And the shamali?


The shamali I bake myself. 


A silent fanfare. Her semolina cakes are unparalleled, she beams proudly. On Green Lanes or anywhere else. Just ask around and anyone who knows me will agree. Except for the jealous ones, she thinks. And possibly those thieves, Mr and Mrs Papavasilakis. 


The girl walks along the length of the shop, veering from the sweet to the savoury and then back again. She’s killing time, Maria thinks. Some of the customers dither like that because they enjoy basking in the warmth of the bakery and the conversation, but today she’s glad of the procrastination. It gives her time to study the soft contours of the girl’s pale round face and her smooth dainty hands. Her short hair tucked behind her ears like a schoolgirl’s. She’s still a child, Maria thinks. Barely a woman at all. When she looks up from the pastries, Maria discerns a familiar sadness spilling from her large dark eyes. Perhaps she has been touched by the war or perhaps there’s something else. 


Have we met?


I don’t think so, Kyria. 


Madam. The girl calls her Kyria and not thea. Her manners, impeccable. She feels silly. Of course she doesn’t know her. Why would she? She’s no longer in Kyrenia, where everybody knows everybody else and the neighbour is likely a cousin. At the same time, she can’t shake off the feeling that she’s seen the girl’s face before. A whisper, a shadow. A memory of a well standing in another life.


In a dream, perhaps.


I’m sorry?


By this point her excitement is mounting higher than the biscuits in her precarious pyramid and her mind is almost entirely made up. Further conversation might spoil fate and cause it, and her, to walk out into the English rain, never to be seen again. God forbid she ends up like poor Mrs Koutsouli. She looks at her watch. It’s ten to six. Good enough. She walks over to the door and carefully closes it. Then she twists the shop sign around from ‘Open’ to ‘We’re Shut!’ and clasps her hands together. 
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The girl regards her with suspicion and Maria winks back. A free cup of tea for a compatriot, she assures her. Nothing more and nothing less. Her name is Elena and she is nineteen. Maria’s right, she’s practically a child. She hails from northern Cyprus. Or did. It’s theirs now. Her mother sent her to England to live with her sister after the first bout of fighting and when they all still thought President Makarios was dead. Poor Makarios and she was glad that the radio stations had got it wrong and that he’d managed to escape in the end. They nod their heads in shared sorrow. He didn’t deserve it, what happened to him. Her mother could smell it. The stench of rotting meat, she’d said, seeping through a stalemate bolstered with promises nobody intended to keep. Empty words. The blood of young men, boys even. A terrible thing, war. 


They sip hot tea and eat warm honey doughnuts at the little wooden table next to the till, where customers stop for a pastry and a gossip when they’ve nowhere else to be. Tea and conversation, who can resist? The girl’s shoulders relax. She bites into the fluffy pastry ball and golden honey oozes out of the bottom and runs down her chin. Maria chuckles to herself as she licks her fingers one by one. An excited child who can’t sit still in her chair. 


You’re right. These are delicious!


She kicks her feet against the legs of the table and it reminds Maria of a young Costa. Rubbing his belly and waiting for dessert. 


Eat! Eat! You’re far too thin!


An attempt at humour rather than a reproach. 


Elena’s sister and the husband were nice to her at first and Valentina had even been happy to see her. A tentative calm had persisted at the start of August when it looked like the war might have been a storm in a cup of chai. All that worry for nothing, they’d thought, and she could practically see her mother kissing the cross around her neck in gratitude and raising her hands to the sky. Her neighbour, Mrs Pavlou, dancing on her porch in delight, the blood of her eldest son spared. But then the Turks invaded for a second time when their backs were turned. A surprise to everyone except, perhaps, her boss, Mr Aleko. People began to lose their livelihoods and then their lives and by the end of August it became clear that there would be nothing left to return home to. Elena could sense her hosts retreating into their dark hollow shells like worried snails. We’re stuck with her now, what are we going to do? A relative in need, it seemed, was a burden. 


Maria nods sympathetically. She leans back in the creaky chair and slurps her tea. She’s sorry, she tells her, that there’s no cinnamon down here, but she could brew her a proper pot upstairs another time if she’d like. While she pities the girl with the big dark eyes, it’s a story she’s heard over and over these past weeks. A quarter of the Cypriot population displaced by civil war. Homes in the north lost, people forced south. People from the south forced north. She’s sad about it all, of course she is, but she’s glad she and Costa are out of it and this doesn’t feel like her war. Michali had been right all along. He would be enjoying this, she thinks. His smirk baring his rotten yellow teeth and dividing his face in two. I told you so. Didn’t I tell you so?


Elena is worried that her mother hasn’t called. 


Perhaps the phone lines are down?


Yes, that’s what I thought. 


Perhaps the phone lines are down. Who knows? That’s the story Mrs Pantelis is holding on to, at least. Holding on to it like a child clutching a bottle of milk. Her customer, Mrs Pantelis, whose only son was a soldier in the Cypriot army and hadn’t called home in a month. A whole month and she was going out of her mind with the worry. Wondering this and that. Whether he’d been captured and whether the Turks were feeding him and if he had a patch of shade to sit in. His skin is so fair, she’d say to Maria. You’ve never seen such a pale Cypriot! I do hope he has a palm tree to shade beneath. Maria would commiserate with her at the back of the shop and stroke her dry leathery hand and tell her whatever it was that she wanted to hear. Of course he’ll have a palm tree. And a hat. And I’m sure he’ll you call soon. It would all be OK. 


Maria places her hand over Elena’s and squeezes it as if she’s Mrs Pantelis. She looks around the bakery at the bare yellow walls above the door and the cake counters, and wonders if she should hang pictures. She’d painted it yellow when she’d first bought it twelve years ago because it reminded her of the sun. A nice cheery colour, yellow. You couldn’t go wrong with yellow. It needed paintings, though. Something traditional to remind the customers of home and maybe a tapestry or two. And her girl. She’d brought her with her, the doomed young lady who used to hang over her refrigerator in her old kitchen, although she still couldn’t face her. She was in her suitcase, gathering dust, along with her British passport and the dress she’d worn the last time she’d seen him. 


When Costa had arrived home from school that day, he’d found her in the kitchen, rinsing their plates and crying into her steaming pot of okra. She’d told him that the onions she’d been chopping earlier had stung her eyes and they’d spilled out onto her cheeks. It had been the theme of the past few months, lying to Costa. In reality, she was missing him. He’d only been gone a quarter of an hour and already her chest ached with the heaviness of it. She couldn’t imagine living the rest of her life without him. There were other things, too, of course. She pitied the boy and she was afraid, in some measure, of the burden of guilt she’d have to carry around with her. But mostly, her tears were for him. 


Elena is still complaining about her sister. Their dingy house stinks of cigarette smoke, but when she opens the windows for some fresh air the noise from the road outside almost pops her eardrums. So many cars, she’s never seen so many cars! Like angry wasps buzzing around her. It’s a wonder her sister can stand it, but then it’s a wonder her sister can stand many things. Like her husband, for a start. 


She locks herself in the spare bedroom they’ve begrudged her and she writes to her mother, although she hates writing letters and by the time she’s sealed the envelope and licked the stamp she feels positively sick.


She’s been taking the bus from Edmonton to Green Lanes, where at least she recognises familiar names and signs. Valentina told her where to stand and wait for it and to count the stops before she had to get off. She was surprised, at first, to see so many Greek shops in London, of all places. Such a foreign city a million miles away from home. Her friend, Andoni Pavlou, will whistle through his teeth when he comes back home from the war and she tells him about Green Lanes. A Greek Lane? he’ll tease. She wishes he was here now, to keep her company and make her laugh with his jokes. 


She likes to wander aimlessly around the bakalies, the Greek Cypriot grocers selling pungent cheeses and shiny purple aubergines and garlic salami. She likes the smells and the colours, she tells Maria. The split pink and green watermelons and the baskets full of shiny black and green olives swimming in brine. So many baskets! She likes the way the shopkeepers stand outside the door and twiddle their moustaches and beckon her inside. They remind her of her Pappa and Green Lanes reminds her of home, or what’s left of it. 


Apart from the weather, of course. The sky, so grey and foreboding. Is it always like this? Maria closes her eyes and nods her head in confirmation. But just you wait, she warns, until the winter. You haven’t experienced cold until you’ve spent a winter in England. The chill can cut through your bones. And she can almost see herself, thirteen years earlier, standing in Mrs Iacovou’s house, watching the rain splatter against the windows and feeling like her heart would burst with happiness. She took in lodgers for the company, she used to say to Maria. She didn’t need the money so much by then. Company and the stories they told. She should hear the stories, she could fill a lifetime of pages with them. Some running away from things and some running towards them and one of them had even murdered his wife, she’d hissed. It’s God’s honest truth. Maria would sit by the crackling fire in the evening and drink her zivania and nod politely and marvel once again at the bitter irony of it all. 


Later, when she’d had enough, she’d walk up Mrs Iacovou’s well-worn staircase to her rented room, giddy with the drink but still careful not to place her feet in the centre of the steps to avoid treading the same path as the murderer she’d been told about, and she’d close the door quietly behind her. She’d watch Costa sleep and stroke his curly hair, splayed out on the pillow beneath him, and she’d congratulate herself on her discretion. It’s a quality she’s come to nurture over the years. Discretion. Far better to be reticent and tight-lipped than like her garrulous customers, noisily blabbing their affairs to all and sundry. She’d undress and crawl into her cold bed and draw the cheap, itchy blankets that caught on her skin up to her chin, and she’d allow herself to think of him. Always him, and the little bakery she was going to buy on Green Lanes. She’d toss and turn in anticipation, excited for her new life to begin and the memory of the old one to disappear. Her real life, she’d say to herself. The life she was meant to lead. 


Winter? I hope I’m not still here in winter! Elena wrinkles her nose at the thought of it and Maria’s impatience gets the better of her. She’s heard enough childish moaning about strange sisters and foreboding skies and salty olives in baskets. Let me help. She reaches over and pats the girl’s hand. Despite her many great sins, God appears to have smiled on her this evening. She’s lucky, and not in the way that Dr Pantazis had meant, either. The situation is perfect. For her and Costa at least, and quite possibly the sister. Besides, when all’s been said and done, she likes the girl. She’s rather pretty, too. Not in an intimidating way, but in a way the girl in the neighbouring house might be pretty. A pretty that sneaks up on you slowly and taps you on the back. And she’s Greek. Maria casts her eyes furtively to the ceiling and thanks God. A nice Greek girl in a nice Greek bakery at long last, and it had only taken a couple of months.


If you want to stay out of your sister’s hair for a bit, why don’t I ask my son to keep you company, hah? 


She’ll plan a wedding. Not just any wedding but a huge celebration and she’ll post invitations covered in gold and silver glitter to everybody on Green Lanes and all the way up to Finsbury Park. That should cover it. People will be clapping and dancing to the bouzouki while she proudly circulates silver trays stacked high with tasty koubes dressed with lemon, and shamali, of course. Freshly baked this morning and every bit as good as the ones I sell in my shop! she’ll exclaim. 


Costa wants to get married, he just doesn’t know it yet. And the customers, overcome with joy they’ll be. Her only son, married at last and such a relief for you, Kyria Maria, they’ll say. After all these years when she’d nearly consigned him to the sofa with his box of cakes and now here he is, practically a married man. 


He can show you around Green Lanes, she ventures respectfully. Just until you go home, of course, which I’m sure will be soon enough.









Chapter 3


London – 1981


THROUGHOUT THE FIRST six months of the baby’s life, Elena is overcome with a gloom so intense that it takes all her willpower not to be swallowed up by it entirely. All the colour, it seems, has drained out of the world and swirled down a long, dark hole along with all the joy. Where once there were yellows and golds to admire, now there is only grey. So deep is the sorrow that afflicts her soul that she has no energy left to love the poor child who lies in her cot for hours cooing and gurgling and reaching up for her feet, while Elena paces anxiously around her bed and wishes she would vanish into thin air like all the other things which once made her happy. 


She misses living with Maria. It’s been years since they moved out of her mother-in-law’s flat above the bakery on Green Lanes, but she wishes she was there now, curled up on the sofa with Costa in Maria’s red and orange front room, her head nestled on his large soft chest, as he ate sticky shamali left over from the shop downstairs. They used to do that a lot when they were first married. Cuddle up together and watch telly while Maria tended to the evening clientele. Costa used to call them the bargain hunters. The tight-fisted stragglers who came in at closing time to pick up a cheap pastry or three. Well, if they’re going begging, Kyria Maria, they’d chuckle and he’d roll his eyes and sigh when she related her stories. She was becoming a complete pushover.


It’s the aromas she misses the most. The way the sugar smelled when it was caramelised and the scent of vanilla and ground almond biscuits wafting around the shop. The smell of hot bread and toasted sesame seeds drifting upstairs into their bedroom at five in the morning when Maria got up to knead the dough and light her ovens. The different fragrances and noises heralding the start of a new day.


She shakes her head at the memory because she can’t wait for the day to end now. She counts down the hours and the minutes until it’s time to bath the baby and lay her back down into her cot so she can, at least, escape the thought of her for a few hours. Until she wakes for a feed or a nappy change and the day begins again. Time, seemingly interminable. 


She’d go and see Maria if she felt braver but the thought of taking the baby on the bus makes her nauseous with anxiety. Riding on the hot, stuffy number 29 with the child sitting on her knee screaming at the top of her lungs. She imagines people staring at her as she tries to squash her cries with her balled fist. Tutting their disapproval at this disruption to their otherwise pleasant journey and Elena nodding in disbelief because what she would give to trade places with them. To have her short journey interrupted instead of her life. 


She’s almost six months old, darling. Costa points out. Do you want to try and take her out somewhere by yourself? 


Not really. 


It’s the crying that gets to her the most. Not the noise of it so much as her body’s reaction to it. A bolt of electricity accelerating the beating of her heart and making her feel faint and giddy, like she’s about to pass out. All of a sudden, she’s in her bedroom back home thinking of Valentina. 


Costa is concerned. He tells her this as they sit quietly at the table of their new white kitchen, drinking cinnamon chai brewed the proper way and eating toasted koulouri bread and butter. I’m concerned about you. It is the best thing about the place, the kitchen. The rest of the house is shabby and old and needs decorating but the kitchen is brand new. There’s even a door leading to the garden, made entirely of glass to let extra light flood in. She basks in it now, picking at her breakfast.


He’d called his old school friend, Johnny, to ask for his medical opinion and whisper behind her back, she supposes. A doctor specialising in women’s problems, who lived in a house with seven bedrooms and a garden longer than their street. Elena always wondered what a gynaecologist could have in common with a baker’s son. Perhaps he liked Maria’s cakes, Costa the convenient conduit. 


Elena, are you listening to me?


A conduit for cakes. That has a nice ring to it. She isn’t really listening. She knows what he is about to say and she doesn’t want to take tablets for her bad mood. She doesn’t care what Costa’s friend thinks. He can diagnose her over the telephone all he likes but she knows why she’s feeling this way, why a sickness has infected the house. Why the light from their new kitchen door has changed from a golden yellow to a steely, ominous grey. It’s because of her, Katerina. She’s cursed them. Naming the baby after the dead sister at his insistence has brought bad luck on their heads. 


She dips her toast into her tea and watches it bloat like a sponge floating in a bath full of warm water. It reminds her of her sweet Pappa soaping her hair and rubbing her back and the sound of laughter echoing around the room. She only laughed when he was there or at least that’s how she remembers it. She hates me, she’d whisper to him when they were alone. My Mamma hates me. 


Costa says they’ll shorten the name. We’ll call her Nina. 


It’s the same name, she sulks. It’s the same name and it won’t change anything. He reaches out to stroke her short, brown hair and runs his fingers playfully across her pouting lips to cheer her up.


We’ve invoked her. Why couldn’t we have named the baby something else?


Come on. You know I don’t believe this silly superstition. Old wives’ tales from the villages. My poor, dead sister is resting in her grave and wishes us nothing but happiness.


She might be dead and buried, Elena thinks, but the spirit is immortal like Pappa and the cat. Or Valentina’s baby, trapped in the place between Heaven and Hell. 


She wonders where she’s put the censer and olive leaves so she can bless the house with holy incense and drive Katerina’s spirit away. It’s what her mother used to do when things were going wrong and someone or something was to blame. She’d frantically burn olive leaves and circle the smoke around their heads three times to make everything right again. Then she’d cross herself three times as well and hope that was the end of it but, of course, it never was. 
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It’s the first day of December. A cold, crisp winter morning. It’s snowed so much overnight that when Elena pads into the kitchen in her dressing gown and slippers to make coffee, the room is illuminated in a light so brilliant that it stuns her eyes. Apart from the time her father took her up to the Troodos Mountains to visit Uncle Pedro and there was ice on the banks by the stream, she’s never seen snow. Not like this. Snow so soft and deep that it’s as if a duvet has been thrown over the garden to render everything featureless. Everything, that is, except the apple tree in the middle, which looks a bit like a reluctant bride with her arms outstretched and her head drooping downwards.


She takes the small metal jisveh pot out of the cupboard and spoons kafe, sugar and water into it, careful to get the quantities of coffee and water right so there’s plenty of froth when it’s cooked. Her father wouldn’t drink it without the froth. It needs more kaimaki, my darling, he would say to his wife, as he slid it back towards her. Lenou would tut and curse and roll her eyes at the inconvenience of it all because, of course, she’d have to start all over again and she already had plenty to do as it was. This is not a kafeneon, Savva, she’d retort. Make it yourself next time!


Her father never went to the kafeneon. The mysterious, smoky coffee shop where idle men drank kafe and played backgammon into the night, boasting, all the while, about their beautiful mistresses. He preferred to be at home with his family. Teaching his daughters things about the world instead of wasting his time talking nonsense with the local good-for-nothings. The dregs at the bottom of the wine barrel, he used to call them. The toothless no-hopers with tiny minds spouting broad, ridiculous statements. The narrower a man’s mind, he used to say, the bigger his proclamations. That’s why she married him, Lenou would reply. Because he wasn’t a man of the kafeneon. And plenty were, he’d better believe it. Plenty were.


She sets the pot on the hob to boil. Her poor Pappa. Long since dead. He passed too soon when she was only nine and she can barely remember his face, although she can still recall how tall he was and the way his arms bulged beneath his tight clothes. Arms inflated by years of hard work. How the time flies. In a few weeks the child will be a year old. Elena claps her hands together as her blood once again begins to flow around her body. A whole year. They should have a party to celebrate her birthday and she could put her in one of those frilly dresses that look like the fancy wedding cakes Maria sometimes displays in her shop window.


She is roused by the hissing and spitting from the pot and she lifts it off the hob by its handle and decants coffee into two small round cups, careful to measure equal amounts of froth into each one. She picks them up and walks over to the back door, drawn to the snow. A red-breasted robin hops cheerfully about on the veranda, leaving a heart-shaped pattern behind. She leans on the door. The thud of her forehead on the cold pane of glass startles it and it flies away. She’s sad, for a moment, at the loss. How silly, she thinks. To miss something that was never yours to lose.


There is sound and movement coming from upstairs. The ceiling creaks in excitement. The baby must be awake. Elena turns and walks hurriedly out of the kitchen. The hot cups burn the tips of her fingers and she quickens her pace up the stairs, eager, for the first time in a long while, to see the little girl’s smiling face. 
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Maria Petrakis is in the centre of a scrum. Customers push and shove each other out of the way in an effort to buy the biggest, tastiest flaounes before they sell out and the shop shuts for the day. Eiy, eiy my friend, I was next! Elena is reminded of piglets on a farm, jostling greedily for their mother’s teats. It’s the same every Easter. She never bakes enough and people are nervous about going home empty-handed on Holy Saturday, the holiest of days. What would they do, at midnight, when they returned home from church and there were no cheese and raisin scones to break their fast and eat with their boiled eggs? Tradition at threat. The end of the world. 


Maria notices Elena hovering nervously in the doorway and tosses her an apron, here, make yourself useful, and the pair of them sell flaounes until closing time. Greek Easter is a busy, lucrative time of year for Petrakis Bakery, and – praise be to God during his holy week – Maria does very well out of it; though, of course, she is far too busy to go to church to thank him in person. Costa called her a hypocrite for it and she almost snapped his head off in response. How was she supposed to bake enough flaounes to feed the whole of Harringay single-handedly if she was sitting in church every night with the little old spinsters? The child didn’t think, that was his perennial problem. 


Thank God for you. I thought I was going to suffocate in a sea of sesame seeds this afternoon.


Elena drinks chai while Maria rolls up the sleeves of her blue dress and mops the floor beneath their feet with detergent. She must secretly enjoy the pandemonium, Elena thinks. Being surrounded by impatient customers waving pound notes in her face. It must make her feel special. Not that she blames her.


What a way to die, hah? Death by sesame! 


You could bake more?


She has a soft spot for Maria. That first day in the bakery, when she looked like she’d seen a ghost, she’d revealed a vulnerable side, and the idea that even the mighty Maria might have a secret soft spot enveloped her in comfort. 


Maria finishes cleaning the floor and pulls up a chair opposite Elena. She grabs a handful of pistachios from her apron pocket and cracks them open between her two front teeth, throwing the shells into Elena’s empty tea cup and shovelling the nuts into the back of her mouth. Her long grey hair is pulled back into a knot and her lined olive skin glistens with the exertions of her busy day. 


She’s getting too old for this, she thinks. For all of it. The early-morning baking, firing up the ovens at the crack of dawn come rain or shine. The pressure of ordering in the freshest pastries from the best suppliers to suit the whim and fancy of every customer in north London. Sell Mrs Charalambous a box of stale baklava and word gets out and poof, that’s it. That’s the end for Petrakis. They’d never forgive you, this lot. They’d brand you a cheat from here to Manor House. Such a huge responsibility. Retire then, Costa would suggest. 


Sell it, you’d get a good price for it. 


Sell it? Sell it? she’d yell back. As if! 


Child didn’t think at all.


Elena asks if she’s going to church for the Christos Anesti and Maria looks up at her. Poor, pale, birdlike Elena. A girl crushed by life and forced, in a sense, into the body of a woman. Her short brown hair hanging lifelessly around her ears and her dark eyes burdened with eternal sadness. Such sadness. It was easy to forget, sometimes, that she was there at all. She is fond of her daughter-in-law, she really is, but there is always something the matter with her. 


Church? You bloody joking me? I’m far too busy to sit around praying all night. This problem, that problem. Always with the unsolvable problems. Maria lowers her voice and clears her throat in an attempt to insert some kindness into it. Look, my darling … There was a time in her life she could have easily succumbed to the blackness, she tells her. Very easily. But she chose, instead, to come back to the light and live, if only for her son. It wasn’t easy and there are days when it is still tough to be alive, but the alternative to life is a death of the soul. Imagine, to lose the very essence of who you are while your body carries on living without you? 


Elena doesn’t need to imagine it because her mother-in-law has perfectly described the past long, laborious year. A year of darkness punctuated by baby cries and the constant slamming of doors, of her heart in her ears. She pokes her finger into her cup of empty pistachio shells and whirls them around and around. 


Hade, come. Let’s change the subject, Maria insists. She’s upsetting her now and she didn’t mean to. Why don’t they leave the nut shells alone and talk about their lovely little Nina instead?









Chapter 4


Cyprus – 1960


MARIA PETRAKIS IS in a bad mood. Her husband, Michali, has invited his boss at the base round for dinner so now she has to cook for five at short notice, instead of four. On a Sunday, too. Her supposed day of rest. Day of rest? She should be so lucky!


Michali’s excuse is that he feels sorry for Mr Styliano. He lost his wife a few years ago and has nobody to talk to. 


Why should I care, hah? She mutters under her breath. Death comes to us all and what a blessed relief that will be. 


She bangs metal pots and pans together on purpose, leaving cupboard doors open and making more noise than is holy. She’s not usually this grumpy or eager to stand up to her domineering husband, but it’s even hotter today in Kyrenia than it was yesterday and the kids have been getting on her last nerve with their constant squabbling. Her head throbs with the onset of a migraine as the kids dance around her long skirts like malignant little elves.


Enough! She grabs them both by their hair and hurls them out of the back door so she can skin the rabbits and prepare the tava in relative peace. Kids, who’d have them? She opens the fridge door and takes out a brown paper parcel wrapped in string. She carries it over to the small wooden counter and opens it carefully to reveal the pair of lifeless rabbits Michali bought from the butcher. She expertly lifts off their skin with the sharp edges of her knife, trying not to think of the animals on her parents’ little farm. Tava is her signature dish and she hopes Mr Styliano appreciates the extra effort she is going to on his behalf on a Sunday. Ptu! She pretends to spit onto the floor. She can’t remember the last time she had a day to herself. Even half a day would suffice. She hacks the animals into pieces and arranges them neatly around potatoes in a large metal pan. She scatters chopped onion and fresh tomatoes over the meat and sprinkles cinnamon and oregano over the top. She looks around for the olive oil and swears under her breath when she can’t find it. Why couldn’t Michali invite the man over on a Monday or a Tuesday when she had plenty to do anyway? 


The dish finally soaked in oil, she wipes her bloodied hands on her apron and carries the pan outside to the domed clay oven in the backyard. Costa and Katerina are kicking their ball against the chicken coop, flustering the hens and making her head pound. 


Mamma, Katerina hit me!


Costa, if you two don’t shut up I’m going to come over there and slap you both until your backsides are on fire, do you hear me? Now get lost, the pair of you!


The kids pick up their ball, hop over the back wall and walk off down the road in their tatty shoes. Maria pushes the stew into the mouth of the oven with the shovel and thinks she’ll have to take them shopping for new things tomorrow. It won’t do to have them looking like the children of beggars. She and Michali are not rich by any stretch of the imagination, but they can afford to buy their children shoes, God be thanked. There are plenty of people who can’t. Like Mrs Kemal across the road whose husband is Turkish and can’t get a job in town. Her boys wear trousers that are too short and vests that have holes in them. Serves her right for marrying a Turk, some of them snigger behind her back, but Maria feels sorry for her. She knows what it is like to marry someone who ultimately ruins your life. 


Maria sits on the back step beneath the almond tree and dabs at the beads of sweat forming on her tanned forehead with the edge of her dirty apron. Her thick eyebrows soak up the worst of it and shield her brown eyes from the Cypriot sun. A heat haze distorts the neighbouring pink and white houses which surround their yard and the sound of the cicadas is almost in tune with their flickering. The intensity of the summer heat takes her by surprise every year. She looks at the oven, once white and now black with soot, and wonders if it’s hotter outside than it is in its furnace. She takes a long, deep breath, grateful, at least, for the shade of the almond tree. 


She loses her patience with the kids far too easily but, she consoles herself, who doesn’t? Raising children under the constant glare of the sun, with little money and hardly any input from Michali, who spends every spare moment at the kafeneon drinking kafe and scoffing Greek delight with his cronies. It’s enough to test anyone’s resolve. Still, she ought to practise a little temperance. Especially with her darling Katerina, who is, after all, only eight years old. True, she can be a grass snake at times, but her blue-eyed cherub brings her so much joy. 


Maria remembers when the baby was first born and her mother had come round to visit. She’d peered into the bassinet, pulled back the thin cotton sheet and gasped at the child’s beauty. Those eyes, Maria! she’d exclaimed. They will stay blue, too. Mark my words. 


She’d been right, her mother. They did stay blue. The bluest eyes she had ever seen. Bluer, even, than the Mediterranean Sea on a clear summer’s day. Her mother had declared that the baby looked just like her beloved sister who’d died in infancy, and had to be named after her. Her name was Katerina, which just happened to be Maria’s favourite name. Katerina. The perfect name for the most beautiful girl she had ever seen. 
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Mr Styliano clears his throat and raises his glass.


To the cook! Michali, you are lucky to have her.


He winks surreptitiously at Maria and she reddens at the audacity of the man. Truth be told, she’s knocked back a few ouzos while Michali wasn’t looking and, despite her earlier misgivings, is rather enjoying this impromptu evening with his handsome boss. A woman can never receive enough compliments in her book. Heaven knows, she isn’t going to get any from her own husband. 


They sit around the kitchen table, which Michali has dragged into the yard, and watch as the sun dips beneath the roofs of the houses opposite. The oppressive evening heat sticks to Maria’s skin, making her arms tingle and loose strands of grey hair curl around her ears. The table is draped in Maria’s best white and blue tablecloth in honour of their guest. The colours of Greece, Mr Styliano chuckles, pointing to the cloth. True patriots, hah?


If only the kids would stop licking their plates like hungry wild animals, she’d be in danger of actually having a good time. She grabs Costa by the ear and hisses into it.


Costa, in God’s name! What are you doing? We have a guest!


He kicks the table leg in embarrassment and Michali slaps him hard across the face and sends him to his room with his cheek throbbing. 


The silence is quickly filled by talk of politics and Maria rolls her eyes. She pushes back her chair and gathers the plates, relieved, for once, not to be included in the stilted conversation of men. 


Michali, let me ask you this, how old is your son?


He’s eleven.


Mr Styliano considers this for a moment. He pretends to count, nodding imaginary numbers with his head.


Eleven? Then he is exactly the right age for war. 


Mr Styliano pours himself another ouzo and offers the bottle to Michali.


The British have gone and Grivas is hiding in Greece and so now what? You think a Greek president and a Turkish vice president can live together happily? Like husband and wife? You think President Makarios can maintain his grip on an island seething with nationalist headcases shouting for a union with Greece, or do you think there will be a war? Think about it. 


He taps his fingers on the table and Michali grows silent, fiddles with his glass. He knows that Mr Styliano is right. He’s worked at the air base long enough to have seen and heard things and he recognises an untenable situation when he sees one. There’d been a truce of late, a ceasefire, and Cyprus declared an independent nation, but how long would a fragile peace last?


That night, as Maria is washing dishes in the kitchen, her husband approaches her and puts his hands on her shoulders. He broaches a conversation they’ve evaded many times before. 


I think we should leave.


Maria stops what she’s doing but she doesn’t turn around to face him.


No. 


Maria, if there’s a war, our son will be in the front line. Do you understand what that means?


Of course I understand, Michali, I’m not an idiot, but there won’t be a war and especially not now. It’s in no one’s interests to fight. 


What would you know? There are more people interested in creating war than keeping peace around here, take it from me. 


He tells her about a friend of a friend. A Turkish man stabbed over a loaf of bread. A Greek man struck with a bottle in revenge. 


You think they were fighting over bread?


Maria doesn’t care about the bread. About war. About any of it. Who cares if the neighbours are Turkish?


I’ll take my chances. Go away and leave me alone. 


And with that Michali grabs the plate from her slippery wet hands and drops it to the floor.




OEBPS/html/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Contents

 
		About the Author

 
		Title Page

 
		Copyright

 
		Dedication

 
		How to use this eBook

 
		Chapter 1

 
		Chapter 2

 
		Chapter 3

 
		Chapter 4

 
		Chapter 5

 
		Chapter 6

 
		Chapter 7

 
		Chapter 8

 
		Chapter 9

 
		Chapter 10

 
		Chapter 11

 
		Chapter 12

 
		Chapter 13

 
		Chapter 14

 
		Chapter 15

 
		Chapter 16

 
		Chapter 17

 
		Chapter 18

 
		Chapter 19

 
		Chapter 20

 
		Chapter 21

 
		Chapter 22

 
		Chapter 23

 
		Chapter 24

 
		Chapter 25

 
		Chapter 26

 
		Chapter 27

 
		Chapter 28

 
		Chapter 29

 
		Chapter 30

 
		Chapter 31

 
		Chapter 32

 
		Chapter 33

 
		Chapter 34

 
		Chapter 35

 
		Chapter 36

 
		Chapter 37

 
		Chapter 38

 
		Chapter 39

 
		Chapter 40

 
		Chapter 41

 
		Chapter 42

 
		Chapter 43

 
		Chapter 44

 
		Chapter 45

 
		Chapter 46

 
		Chapter 47

 
		Chapter 48

 
		Chapter 49

 
		Chapter 50

 
		Chapter 51

 
		Glossary 

 
		Acknowledgements

 
		Author’s Note

 





Guide



 		Cover


 		Title page


 		Contents

 






OEBPS/images/seen.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
W ¥ O VYV e VY N Ye VYV SN Ye » D e

ONE FAMILY, TWO COUNTRIES

4
4
{
4
1
¢
<
4
s
S
<4






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
TWO
ROADS






