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CALL ME RARAOU if you don’t mind. 

Roubini’s my Christian name, of course, but when I made my theatrical debut they baptized me Raraou and now that I’ve arrived – look, I’ve even got it jotted down right here on my identity card: ‘Mademoiselle Raraou. Thespian’, so they’ll carve it on my gravestone, too. Quite honestly, I don’t care if I never see Roubini again. Don’t want to know about her. Same goes for my last name, Meskaris. Crossed it out long ago.

I was born in Rampartville, the capital city, even if it’s only a provincial capital. Guess I was around fifteen when we left the place. Me and my ma and half a loaf of dry bread between us, a couple of months after they made a public spectacle of her it was, they were still celebrating that so-called Liberation of theirs. Not even wild horses could ever drag me back there. Ma neither. Buried her right here, I did, in Athens, the only luxury she ever asked for, her last will and testament. ‘My child, I’m dying, but grant me a last wish, bury me here. I never want to go back there’. (She may have been born in the place but she never said the word ‘Rampartville’.) ‘I don’t care how you do it, just get me a lifetime grave. I never made you do anything else. Don’t you ever let them take me back, not even my bones.’

So I bought the plot, nothing special really. And visit her now and then, maybe take her a flower, or a chocolate, or sprinkle her with a few drops of cologne – that I do on purpose because as long as she lived she never let me, not once: that kind of thing was for sinful women she said. Once in her life she wore cologne I think. At her wedding. Well, now I sprinkle on all the cologne I want and, if she doesn’t like it, just let her try and stop me. The chocolates are because she was always telling me how she used to dream of chocolate during the four years of the Occupation: just one piece of chocolate of her own to eat, that’s all she wanted. But afterwards the bitterness came over her, real bitterness; she wouldn’t even glance at chocolate. 

So I’ve got my own little apartment, two rooms plus hallway, and my government pension as daughter of a fallen hero of the Albanian campaign. My actor’s pension should be coming through any day now too, just as soon as all the forms get approved, and generally speaking I’m fortunate and happy. Got no one to worry about, no one to love, no one to mourn. I do have a stereo and records, left-wing songs mostly. I’m a royalist myself, but those left-wing songs just turn me to jelly. Fortunately I’m so fortunate. 

My father, he was a tripe washer by trade, but we never told anybody. He used to buy the tripes and the guts from the slaughterhouse, rinse them out and turn them inside out one at a time for making spiced liver sausages to roast over the coals. I remember him as a young man, he would have been what? around twenty-four at the time? What I mean is. I remember his 1932 wedding picture; if you really want to know, I don’t remember what he looked like. When they called him up in 1940 me and my two brothers were already born: one of them is older than me. He’s still alive somewhere. I think.

My only memory of my father is from the call-up when Mother and I saw him off at the railway station. He was so afraid he’d miss the train he went rushing on ahead with Mother hurrying after him, dragging me along behind her: the tears were pouring down her face but she didn’t care what people would say. I remember seeing my father standing there in the railway carriage going off to war, and us, all we had to our name was that one twenty drachma piece. Mother tried to hand it to him but he wouldn’t touch it. Then she threw it through the train window; at first he was crying, then he starts cursing and throws it right back at her, and Mother picks it up off the ground and heaves it into the carriage with all her might. All the other recruits are laughing, but the coin drops inside. She yanks me by the arm and we leave on the run. Now, did he ever pick it up, or did someone else grab it? We never knew. That was the last time I can remember seeing my father as a young man, from the front. Mostly I remember his back as he sat hunched over, rinsing out the guts. So I keep in touch with his face in that old wedding photo. I forget dead people, people who disappear from my life, people like that: what I mean to say is, I forget what they look like. All I know is, they’re gone. Even Ma. She was over seventy-five when she died, but when you come down to it I never really had a good close look at her, so I keep in touch with her in the wedding photo where she’s a girl of twenty-three, that’s a good forty years younger than me. So I’m not bashful about taking her chocolates, now she’s like my daughter. Age-wise, I mean. 

Thank God, for the war in Albania I always say. At least I got a pension out of it. Frankly I couldn’t care less if our nation was defeated. Anyway, you think maybe it’s the first time? Me, I’m as nationalist and as royalist as they come, but a pension’s a pension. Who’s going to look after a poor orphan girl like me? 

So when Father went off to the war with the twenty drachmas, we went home, tidied up the place, bought some bread on credit and Mother took on a job as housekeeper in a good family and did sewing at night on that little mini sewing-machine of hers, the manual one. She wasn’t a real dress-maker, mind you: did things like blouses, underwear, kids’ clothing, helped out at funerals too – she made winding sheets for corpses. Every now and again we’d get a postcard from the front saying I am well best wishes. I would write the answer: I was just finishing my elementary school at the time. Mother, never went to school. ‘Dear Diomedes, the children are well I am working hard please do not worry take care of your health I kiss you by the hand of our daughter Roubini your wife Meskaris Asimina.’ 

I could never get it out of my mind that those cards of my father’s smelled of guts. That’s how I never could eat tripe, it always reminds me of how human bodies smell. Couldn’t eat Easter soup either, even if I am a God-fearing person. Why just last year this impresario was making fun of me and saying How am I going to fit you into our new review Raraou? Nowadays people like to hear dirty talk but you, you’re such a little goody two-shoes. 

Well maybe I am but the men always lusted after me. Still do, in fact.

This was the same impresario who used to stick a piece of styrofoam into his underparts to make a more manly bulge. Even on tour when we wanted go for a swim he used to stick a hunk of it in his swimsuit. All us girls in the troupe knew it so some of us would go feel him up, pretend sexy, but actually knock it out of place. But any girl who made that mistake would never work for his troupe again. I lost my job because when he started cursing me, Why you little slut and your bitch of a mother, for two cents I’d … I tell him. What with, smart ass? Styrofoam? So twice he kicks me in the behind. Big deal. Go on, kick away I say, you, you’re stuck with those two inches of yours till you croak and ain’t no plastic surgery can change it.

Well, maybe my father was skinny and hairy but he was all man. Our place only had one room with no partitions and an outdoor toilet. One time I saw him naked changing his underpants and let me tell you I really felt proud even though I didn’t understand why back then. My older brother, he couldn’t get along with my father. He was just a kid but he was always talking back: one day my father told him something when he came back from work, which he didn’t do much; usually he just went out into the back yard and rinsed out some tripe; brought the work home, you see. So my brother, he goes and throws some dirt into the big tub with the clean tripe and just like that he pipes up, ‘You ain’t a man.’ Remember, this is a thirteen-year-old kid talking. Anyway, that’s when my father speaks up. You’re no son of mine he says. Well, you ain’t no father of mine you gut sucker, says my brother Sotiris. So go find yourself another father says my father and he goes into the house. Sotiris follows him inside, throws open the window and starts yelling Father! father! at every Tom, Dick and Harry passing by. And crying. Just imagine somebody going by in the street and hearing that. Then Mother gets up, closes the window, goes into the yard and rinses off the tripe. All set, she says: and he throws the tripe over his shoulder and leaves to deliver it to The Crystal Fountain, that was the name of the restaurant. Ma wipes her hands, covers the sewing-machine with a pillow-case and leaves; she had a neighbour woman’s body to wrap for burial. Mind they don’t go killing each other when your father gets back, you hear, she tells me. So when my father comes back he sits down on his bench in the yard pretending to smoke but I tell him, Come inside Pa, Sotiris has gone. And Father comes in and when Mother gets back from work she’s got sweet rolls for us. They’re in mourning, can’t eat sweets, she says. So we eat the rolls and Mother leaves again, We’re going to sit night vigil over her she tells my father, I’ll make the coffee, you go to sleep. 

My brother Sotiris spent his evenings hanging around outside a house of ill-repute, Mandelas’ brothel it was called. Rampartville had three whorehouses all together but this was the place with the high-class patrons. I already knew what a whorehouse was and what they did inside. I actually set foot in one, during the Occupation. Must have been around thirteen I suppose: some Italian sent me on an errand. But I didn’t see anything reprehensible; they even treated me. 

One other time I went calling on the whores, a couple of months later. Our parish priest, name of Father Dinos, sent me, from Saint Kyriaki’s church. Our house was right behind the sanctuary, you see, and every morning on the dot of half past six Father Dinos appeared. He was our alarm clock. And on the dot of half past six, he’d go round to the back wall of the sanctuary for a piss before mass. Time to get up for school, Ma would call out. ‘Father Dinos just pissed.’ On account of we didn’t have a clock at our place so that was the only way we could be on time for school; if we were late the teacher would whack us with a ruler, five times on each hand. So one day during the Occupation, back when we were just about to break our record, twenty-six days without bread – boiled weeds was all we had to eat – and we were really curious to see how long we could last … like I was saying, on the twenty-sixth day, Father Dinos calls me over, ‘You’re a good girl’, he says. ‘I want you to run an errand for me, but you mustn’t tell anybody.’ He takes me into the church, and then into the sanctuary, I knew women weren’t allowed in there. Don’t be afraid, come on in, Father Dinos says. You’re still without sin. So he plunks this chunk of holy bread wrapped in an embroidered cloth napkin into my hands. I try to refuse, I’ll sell myself before I’ll feed you on charity was what Ma used to say. But the priest wouldn’t take no for an answer. You know The Crystal Fountain restaurant? he asks. Of course I did: the Germans were using the place as a canteen. Go and ask for Madame Rita and give her this. Tell her it’s from Father Dinos, she’ll understand.’ And I stand there gaping at him. ‘She’s a poor woman without any means of support and it’s our Christian duty to assist her. Off you go now, and be careful nobody steals it from you, and don’t forget to bring back the napkin; it belongs to my wife.’ 

I knew who Madame Rita was, all right; she was the number one whore in Rampartville, and she worked in the highest-class whorehouse, plus she did Germans on the side. She was rich, and she was tall. Walking along all I could think of was how scared I’d be because I’d never seen a German so close up; I was so scared I forgot to smell the crusty white holy bread. All of us were terrified of the Germans because they never spoke. The Italians we got to like because they laughed, teased the women in the street and sometimes threw bread to the kids. Little loaves of army bread they called paniota. So when I got to The Crystal Fountain my legs were like rubber imagining how scared I’d be. From hunger too, maybe. Ma wouldn’t let us walk unless we had a very good reason, every step is a wasted calorie (that was a new word she’d learned) and every step was one step closer to the Grim Reaper. 

So anyway I walk into The Crystal Fountain. The place is full of Germans eating, fortunately, me they didn’t even turn around to look at me: the waiter comes over, a Greek he was. What do you want, little girl? he asks (For reasons of hunger I was kind of underdeveloped for my age, didn’t start my monthlies until I was seventeen, if you can imagine.) I ask for Madame Rita. The waiter gives a kind of vulgar laugh. Hey Rita, another surprise from the reverend! he calls out. And Madame Rita gets up from another table. She’s all woman, but nice, really nice. What do you want sweetheart? she asks me. I give her the message and the holy bread. Ah, from the good father, she says. Here, sweetie, Mmnnh. And she gives me a kiss. What a nice lady, she looked like she was so happy. Pretty old too, I think to myself. Old to me the thirteen-year-old is what I mean to say. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-six at the time. Anyway, it was a big thing for me to meet her, like being socially accepted in a way. Why, I was so excited I even told Mother, even though I swore to the priest I wouldn’t tell a soul. During the Occupation my mother stayed at home. There was no work, only two or three homes in Rampartville were hiring cleaning ladies, besides, who needed a seamstress for things like breeches and kids’ clothing? They didn’t even sew up the dead in winding sheets any more. People were buried wearing whatever they had on when they died. Mother still did the night vigils out of respect for the departed but she could only come back at dawn. The curfew was in force back then, from seven o’clock at night. 

I hardly get Madame Rita’s name out before Mother slaps me. You should have brought it here, she said. That was the first time she ever ordered me to disobey, a priest too. I cried, because it was cold as well. Mother was working at the sewing-machine and to comfort me she let me give her a hand. She was unstitching our flag, the one we hung up beside the front door the day my father left, and one other time, too, when our army took some city or other somewhere in Albania. Korce I think it was. Now was the Occupation and the flag was worse than useless, it was downright dangerous especially if they ever searched our house. They searched all the houses, a Greek interpreter and two Germans. At first they sent Italians, but the Italians always got involved in small talk with the Greeks, so the Germans relieved them of that job. But they never got around to searching our place, which I took as some kind of social humiliation. Anyhow, on the subject of flags, I never kept one around the house again. I may be a nationalist but I never could figure out what good they’re for, except maybe in a patriotic number or two in some musical review or other. 

So there we were, my mother and me, unstitching the flag. Lucky for us it was a big one; I can still remember how my father got it, years before. This butcher he worked for went bankrupt, owed Father for three days’ worth of washed guts and tripe. So Father requisitioned the flag and a scale, the kind where you hang the meat from a big hook to weigh it. He was too late for anything else, everybody else had got there first: the only thing left in the shop was the flag and the scale. When we unfurled it on October 28th, the day my father went off to war, it just about covered the whole front of the house. Reminded me of one of those patriotic songs we used to sing in school, the one about Mother Greece with her blue eyes tucking in her children for the night. Fortunately for us, Ma remembered we had the flag. At first we used it for a bed sheet. Now, after we unstitched it Mother cut it into four shifts and two pairs of drawers each. In fact, I remember mine were cut from the middle of the flag, the part with the cross: we couldn’t unstitch that part, so I ended up with drawers in our national colours with the cross right in the crotch. Anyway, we wore those undies all winter long. And there was no danger of them finding a flag in our house – if you had one, you were resisting – if ever they searched us. Still, I’d given up hope of that. But when Father Dinos spots our underwear hanging out to dry on the line behind the church one day, he figures everything out. How could you, woman? he asks our Ma. And Ma snaps back Alexander the Great would do the same thing if his kids didn’t have any clothes to wear. The priest never breathed a word about our underwear again. 

Truth to tell, the Authorities did come calling – once. Before the Occupation it was, during the Albanian war. Five months after my father left, he stopped writing. Mother sent me over to some neighbours who had a radio on the chance I’d catch his name in the dead and wounded bulletins. Maybe altogether ten houses in Rampartville had radios back then, all good families. The neighbours were theatre people which we called the Tiritomba family because they played in our town in a musical called Tiritomba, you remember that song before the war that went ‘tiritomba tiritomba’. They were really from Rampartville all along, but it was pure happenstance that they happened to be passing through town on tour when the war broke out. So they had to stay put. Good people, especially Mlle Salome, the impresario’s sister-in-law. They had a place of their own in Rampartville, an inheritance. Nice folks, I’ll tell you all about ’em later. The house is still standing today, not a brick touched. Seems they forgot to sell it. 

Mlle Salome we asked to listen for the casualty reports so I wouldn’t go wasting my time for nothing. Went to police headquarters and to the prefecture too, looking for information. Were we supposed to put on mourning and hang the black crepe over the front door or weren’t we? But nobody heard my father’s name. Don’t worry, said Mlle Salome. If the unthinkable’s happened, the Authorities will inform you for sure, and you can pick up the medal. 

That’s why we didn’t put in any black curtain cords either.

So, one day a gendarme and a guy in civilian clothes come knocking, asking Mother if she heard any news, or if she knew anything about Father’s politics. We showed them the postcards from the front, such as they were; what else were we supposed to show? He’d been absent without leave from his regiment for more than a month, they said.

As soon as Granny found out she rushed right over: just about tore my mother’s eyes out, in fact, on account of we hadn’t put up the black crepe. Granny wore black the whole Occupation: one day she managed to lay hands on some wheat, so she boiled it up as an offering for the deceased, sent us over a plate and for two days we had food to eat. 

But we never hung up the crepe or wore mourning.

You won’t catch me mourning him unless I get orders straight from the government, besides, it’s bad luck Mother said. Later, a lot later, after Liberation, we finally got a letter from the government saying that my father Meskaris Diomedes had been declared missing on the field of honour and that his family was entitled to a pension. Well, it just wouldn’t have looked right to go into mourning then. Besides, the religious waiting period was long over. That’s the pension I still get to this day, but we only started collecting it much later, of course, after we left Rampartville for good.

Those two were the first officials ever to set foot in our house. Later, around the end of the first year of the Occupation they finally came looking for weapons. Italians, this time. They rummaged through the chest-of-drawers and then checked out the floor, some floor, nothing but hard-packed earth, wall to wall. One of the Italians took a long look at Mother. My name’s Alfio, he said, you can find me at the Carabineria. Looked like a nice man, the homely type; shy too. He spoke a few words of broken Greek. After they left, my brother Sotiris called her a slut and I smacked him one. 

That earth floor of ours was nothing but trouble. Ma was a real housekeeper; like mother like daughter, I always say. We had to keep the floor damp all the time. If we used too much water it would turn to mud. So we all took a mouthful of water and sprayed it over the floor to keep down the dust and make it hard like cement. Sprayed it during the winter time, too, all of us together. And after the spraying came the tamping. We’d lay down a board and all of us walked up and down on it, then we’d move the board to another spot and start all over again. Because if we didn’t look after the floor it would turn back into dirt, and weeds would start to grow, mallow mostly, but once a poppy sprouted right next to the sink.

I know, I know it’s sinful to say, but I always loved that earth floor of ours. Maybe because I always had a love for earth, ever since I was a kid; figure it out if you can. I was always dreaming I had a little piece of earth all my own. Always carried this lump of earth around with me in my school bag. And I had this little corner in our backyard all to myself, called it my ‘garden’, built a little fence with sticks and planted green beans, but they never grew, planted them at the wrong time of year it seems. After that, I set up a little garden, right under my bed.

In winter we kept the floor covered with rag rugs and dusters but it was no use, the weeds kept popping up. One day, early in the morning it was, I look over and I see the rug moving, rising up: it’s a snake, I say to myself. I lift up a corner of the rug and look: it was a mushroom! Like the sun rising right out of the floor.

We did our best, whitewashed every Saturday and dusted every day, but there were always fresh cobwebs in the corners. But the spiders always popped right out and wove their webs all over again. Leave them, Mother told me one day, they don’t hurt nobody and they eat the flies besides. What’s more they keep us company.  

Must be from back then that I get these dreams of mine about snow falling in the house. Here I sit in my apartment in Athens, and there’s snow right in the house. Snow in the corners, snow at the feet of the console, snow on top of the chest-of-drawers and all over the washbasin. How can that be? I say to myself: doesn’t the place have a roof? Then I wake up. Sometimes I dream there’s snow in Mum’s grave. It’s nothing but a little hole in the ground: can’t imagine how I’ll ever fit in when the time comes. There are snowflakes in the corners. Nothing else. Not even debris from the casket; nothing. Nothing’s left of Mum but snow.

So, we’re in the second year of the Occupation, and one day I burst out laughing. Let’s make a bet how many days we can last, I tell my brothers. Twenty-six days without bread, weeds and raw coffee, coarse-ground coffee was all we had to eat. A couple of days before there was a grocer’s break-in, but all I could grab was some coffee. We had a handful each to eat every afternoon, then go outside to play. Ma didn’t like us playing because we fainted a lot: we weren’t hungry any more, but we walked really slowly. The shop break-in was the first; up until then, self-respect was all that held us back, the whole population. But that day the Red Cross was supposed to distribute free food. The three of us queued up from eight that morning; I didn’t go to school that day, in fact we didn’t go to school much any more. Mother never went to a food handout, I don’t know why, maybe she was embarrassed. But she gave us permission, as long as we were clean. 

There we were, queuing. Around half past three they announced there wouldn’t be any food distribution. Then all of us, must have been close to 300, kind of shuddered at the same time. Silence. Then we all turned back and broke down the doors to three shops, pushing with our backs. One was a ladies’ drapery that had been closed for a long time. We snatched whatever we could lay our hands on. There were civil servants’ wives, and even Mlle Salome, strutting around dressed to the nines. People were trampling over someone lying on the ground. It was my brother Sotiris; but he wasn’t hurt, he was just lying there letting the people walk all over him while he stuffed something into his mouth. I managed to snatch a can, turns out it was full of that coarse-ground foreign-tasting coffee; the only kind of coffee we ever had at our house, before the war that is, was the Turkish variety. Like an apparition I see Mlle Salome come sashaying out of the ruined shop just as pleased as punch even though they’d ripped the fur collar off her coat. Always the charmer, she was. She’d looted some cosmetics, some rouge, a box of Tokalon powder and a lipstick, she showed it all to us afterwards. Found out later she was in the Resistance, even if she was from a good family. But what do you expect from an impresario’s sister-in-law after all. 

It was our twenty-seventh day without bread. The coffee was gone too. Mother had been gone all morning and the three of us were huddled in bed together, trying to keep warm, if only we had the pullet to sit on our feet and keep us warm. Poultry give off more heat than people, you know.

The pullet was a present from Mlle Salome, bless her heart, wherever she might be, even though she never made it to Athens. Broke into somebody’s chicken coop, stole the bird and passed it on to Mother. Boil it and feed your kids the broth, she said, their glands are starting to swell.

The pullet had bright-coloured feathers and a long neck; a lively bird she was, too. Didn’t have any idea we were in the middle of an Occupation. Ma please let’s not kill her, we begged. All right, we’ll let her grow a little, maybe we’ll get an extra portion. Maybe she’ll even lay an egg or two. But the first eggs we had to eat were when the English marched in to liberate us. So we kept the pullet about six months, tried to feed her, and I even dug up the odd worm: put her out to peck around for weeds and bugs in a vacant lot up the hill. We had to make sure nobody would steal her so the three of us carried her hidden under Sotiris’ overcoat. We had to carry her, it was all she could do to stand up she was so exhausted. 

That day when we get to the vacant lot I put her down to scratch for worms but she flops over on her side and looks up at me, too weak to scratch. I give her water but she can barely drink. Kids, I say, she’s not long for this world, let’s get back home so we can cut her throat before she croaks. But Ma says, No I won’t do it, and later that afternoon the chicken looks me in the eye one last time and drops dead. From hunger. I picked her up; she was heavier dead. You’re not going to bury her? You’re crazy, you think you’re rich or something? Mlle Salome shouts from her balcony when she spies me digging a hole in the yard. She’s still warm, come on, pluck her and boil her! A whole chicken going to waste!

I go back inside. Saying, Ma, where’s the trowel? My brothers pull back the bed and I dig a hole right in the corner I was saving for my little garden and buried her nice and pretty then we put the bed back, just so. Every morning after that I moved the bed so I could have a look. One morning I found a snail right there on top of my pullet’s grave. Now you decide to show up, says Ma. Where were you when the chicken could have used you for food? And she picks it up in the palm of her hand and puts it outside in the grass. O she talked lots about the chicken, we even had a name for her, but I can’t for the life of me remember what it was, now, decades later. 

So there we were the three of us, huddled in bed trying to stay warm. In the afternoon Mother came back from the nearby villages where she’d been making the rounds and she had some fresh broad beans and a pocketful of wheat which she boiled up for us to eat. There’s no olive oil? asks Fanis, the youngest of the lot. Of course he knew there wasn’t any. No, says Mother. But if we had any you’d give it to us, isn’t that so Ma? asks Fanis, looking for reassurance. But Sotiris gets to his feet. Ma, I’m going to puke, he says. And Mother pops him one. It’s a sin to throw up good food, she says. You’ll go straight to hell. You don’t respect me, isn’t that so? Try to pick a few beans for you and get shot for my trouble. It was true: her head was spattered with blood, there, around her bun. Sotiris blushes, then pukes anyway. Ma slaps him without so much as a word, marches him over to the sink and washes out his mouth, and sits down on the window-sill. When night comes she gets to her feet, opens her little chest and pulls out her face powder – it was her wedding present – and powders her face. Then she takes her big sewing scissors and lets her hair down. She always kept her hair in a bun. That hairdo makes you look older Asimina, Mlle Salome would tell her. You look like a little old lady. 

When Ma let down her hair it fell almost to her waist; me, I get my lovely hair from my mother, that’s for sure. So, as I was saying, she goes over to the sink and starts to cut off her hair with those sewing scissors of hers while we look on wide-eyed. As soon as she finishes she cleans up the sink, twists the cut hair into a braid and throws it into the garbage can and tells me, Go ask Mlle Salome if she’ll lend me her lipstick.

Mother never ever used make-up. Before that afternoon not once. And never since. Only one other time they smeared lampblack all over her face when they publicly humiliated her right after Liberation it was. Last year at the funeral, as they were lowering her into the ground. I dropped my lipstick into her casket beside her. Just to do it my way, for once. 

Mlle Salome was the impresario’s sister-in-law, I think I mentioned. ‘Artistes’ we called them, but they were fine people all the same. We are the Tiritomba family, Mlle Salome liked to declare with a simper. She had a sister, Adrianna, widow of a certain Karakapitsalas. An actor, he was, her late husband, and together the two of them toured the provinces with their troupe. What a life! He was the one who discovered my, shall we say, theatrical talents. Come October 28th, the day the war started, they just happened to be performing in Rampartville. The impresario enlisted then and there. But no sooner did he get to the front than he bit the dust: stray bullet. That’s what they told Adrianna to console her. But the truth is a mule kicked him in the head and he died on the spot. The troupe broke up. Some troupe! I mean, they were mostly relatives. Whenever one of their leading ladies would dump them in the middle of the tour to marry some guy in some small town or to work in some whorehouse along the way, which was pretty often, they had to fill in the role themselves: mostly it was Mlle Salome who took over the role, besides, she could play the mandolin. One time, in Arta I think it was, and Adrianna was still weak from childbirth. Anyway, there she was, playing the role of Tosca. But she was still nursing the kid so they had to change the title to Tosca, indomitable mother. 

So I nip over to Miss Salome’s place and she’s delighted to lend me the lipstick. Fortunately it was wintertime and she had it in the house. In summertime she kept it in the ice box at the coffee house down the street to keep it from melting. Mlle Salome taught me the trick, bless her heart. When I became an actress in a road company I’d butter up the coffee-house owner in this village or that so he’d look after my cosmetics: by then they had fridges, not ice boxes. Even today I always keep my lipstick in the fridge. 

Anyway, I get the lipstick from Mlle Salome and take it to Mother. By now I’m really curious. She puts on some lipstick, the short hair really did wonders for her but she didn’t realize it. Then she puts on her coat. Back soon, she says, be patient. And sure enough, she came right back with a determined look in her eye. Listen to me, she says, there’ll be a gentleman coming any minute now. You go out and play in the yard, and in about a half hour I’ll call you. If it rains wait in the outhouse or the church. And she filled the washbasin with water and got out a clean towel.  

We went outside and picked some buds from Mrs Kanello’s rose bushes, peeled off the outer leaves and ate them thinking how it wouldn’t be long before summertime and we could eat the buds from the grapevine, they’re really delicious: rosebuds are too sweet. And we hid behind the garden wall, because the man we saw going into our house was not some Greek gentleman it was Alfio the Italian from the Carabineria. Mlle Salome was hanging out laundry on her balcony. God help us, she says. Look at this Adrianna, come quick! Adrianna appears and Mlle Salome shouts at us, Hey kids, they’re searching your house, but her sister says, Shut up Salome, don’t go judging people, and shoves her back into the house. 

We were getting impatient and so hungry even the rosebuds didn’t help, so we went into the church. Not long after that we saw Alfio go by, then Mother called us Come on in kids, and we went back to the house.

Mother slides the washbasin full of rinsing water under her bed and tells me to set the table. And she puts out bread – paniota it was – and margarine and a big can of squid. We said grace and ate so much there were still crumbs left over. Then Sotiris gets up from the table, throws down his napkin and says to Ma, You’re a whore. Ma didn’t say a word but I stood up, I was ready to scratch his eyes out. I smacked him, then he opened the door and walked out. Twenty-eight years later I ran in to him in Piraeus. He didn’t say a word. Never saw him since. Mother never saw him again; never even tried. 

Anyway, I cleaned off the table that night and we slept as sweet as can be, with full stomachs, and you know something? From then on Fanis and I slept better, just the two of us, instead of three in the same bed. Before we went to sleep I say, Ma you want me to empty the water? No, she says, I’ll look after it. And she thanked me. From that evening on I always spoke to her in the polite form, until the day she died. And today, when I visit her on All Souls’ Day, I speak to her in the polite form.  

Before bedtime I returned the lipstick to Mlle Salome, washed the dishes and shook out the tablecloth. But the crumbs I kept, and scattered them underneath the bed where my pullet was buried. That night I got up on the sly and helped myself to more bread and margarine.

From that day on we were never hungry again. Signor Alfio started feeling more at home, and Ma didn’t have to put us out before he came any more. When he came visiting right after sundown twice a week he brought us a little of everything: olive oil – not much, mind you – and sugar included: he liked a cup of coffee afterwards. He would come in and wish us all a good evening and we would greet him politely, then I’d say to Fanis, Let’s go outside and play and out we went. One day we had to play in the rain because the church was locked up tight. Mrs Kanello was just coming home – she had an umbrella – and she says to us, What are you poor kiddies doing outside in the rain? you’ll catch your death. Shame, you bring shame on our neighbourhood, shouts Aphrodite’s mother from across the street. What did she ever do anyway besides crocheting lace for her precious Aphrodite’s dowry? Before the war all she ever did was sit there on the stoop and crochet by the light of the street lamp just to save on electricity. Now was the Occupation and the blackout and she’s still at it: you can’t teach an old dog new tricks I say. Where was I? So Mrs Kanello goes up to our front door and calls out, Asimina, your kids are safe at my place. Then she turns to us and says, Come on my little lambs, and we huddle under the umbrella and she takes us to her place, a two-storey house it was. She gives us sage tea to drink, with dried figs for sweetening. We drink the tea then we eat the figs. All the while Mrs Kanello is looking out the window: finally she says. You can go home now, off you go. 

One day Mrs Kanello comes up to me in the street and says Child, from now on you show your Ma more respect; take no notice of the neighbours.  

Mrs Kanello was in the Resistance and everybody knew it. But even if she was, she still got on just fine with our family, always had a cheery good morning for us kids. She was a gorgeous women with curly hair like the goddesses from the museum at Olympia where they took us on a school trip before the war. Only she wore pins in her hair, big thick hairpins made of bone, and I don’t remember seeing any goddesses with hairpins, I noticed them because my mother’s were made of metal, more like wire. 

Mrs Kanello was tall and built like a man, and when she went by you could feel the earth shake. She worked as a telephone operator at the Three Ts, which is what we called the phone company back then. And today, even though she’s over seventy, she walks like an amazon, now there was a woman for you, even though she doesn’t have any of my, shall we say, femininity. Before the war, in the evenings, she and her sister used to sit on the front stop and croon ‘Those eyes of yours’, or maybe ‘Don’t shed your tears, it was just a wild fling …’ Every evening they’d sing but they never seemed to get any better: still, they were honest girls, even if they couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. But when the Occupation started, the singing stopped. Her sister disappeared. Went off to the mountains to be with her fiancé people said.

Nowadays Mrs Kanello can sing to her heart’s content. Mind you, I don’t approve of her songs politics-wise, I mean to say. She’s still living there in Rampartville, but her children are in Athens. So when she comes to pay them a visit, she drops by to see me too. There I’ll be, in the kitchen brewing coffee and I overhear her singing to herself, just as off-key as ever, but I don’t mention it because she’s kind of sensitive, always thought she was some big deal as a singer. Her kids grew up just fine though; why she’s even got a married daughter living in Europe, but she never took on airs, socially speaking. A good-looking woman, widowed, with a pension, which she got strictly on her own; one look at her from behind and you’d swear she was my age, that’s what I say to make her feel good. Got the idea from this psychiatrist after the time I had a fit on stage; since then it’s tough to find work with a reputable company. Anyway, my director takes me to this psychiatrist, you can bet your life it’s on my health insurance card. Don’t you worry, dear, the doctor says, go on a pension and take a long rest. And say nice things about people. Saying nice things about people is the best medicine. You artists are always saying nasty things about people, especially you actors, that’s why you’re all so unhappy. 

After that it takes more than a little fit or two to faze me. I don’t even stick my head out the window any more, just close it and wait, what’s there to worry about? It’s just a fit, it’ll soon be over and done with; five or six hours and it’ll be finished. Why, I even bite into a hand towel so nobody can hear me, learned that trick at the movies. That’s why I say nice things about Mrs Kanello’s waistline and her appearance too, and besides she’s a fine lady, with a fine pension.

She married before the war, fine looking man, and a hard worker too. They had four children, one after the other, but come the Occupation there she was, stuck with the little tykes and a husband who couldn’t work any more. The way I hear it, he opened the window one night around midnight and, all of a sudden, he was bewitched, wham, right in the eyes, may even have been the evil eye; people are always jealous of good looks and happiness. Anyway, from then on the poor man suffered some kind of phobia, never left the house again; imagine, barely thirty years old. A fine, handsome man, for sure. He helped out with the housework, looked after the kids while his wife was working at the TTT, even learned how to repair shoes; he fixed ours for free! Only you didn’t dare ask him to stick his nose outside. He got as far as the balcony maybe twice, after Liberation. Finally, thirty-four years later he left the house with honour and dignity, his own kids carrying him in an open casket. They held the funeral at the town cathedral – Mrs Kanello spared no expense. She used to work double shifts at the TTT, then line up for the public soup kitchen, bring home the boiled wheat in her lunch bucket, feed the kids, do the laundry and next morning off she’d go to work at seven o’clock sharp. 

On Sundays, she and Mlle Salome used to scour the countryside for food to steal. Aphrodite tagged along too, coughing: that was while she could still get around. Pieces of fruit from garden fences, or vegetables from garden plots, you name it, they grabbed whatever they could lay their hands on. It was a scary business. Let me tell you; the peasants had illegal guns and they’d start shooting at the drop of a hat, before you even set foot on their land. Anyway, one time they came across a grazing cow. Hey, there’s one they missed, says Mrs Kanello and she lies down right smack under the cow’s udder and milks it into her mouth, then she gets up and holds the cow while Mlle Salome and Aphrodite take their turn at the tit. After that incident she always carried this little bottle around with her, but she never ran into a stray cow again. 

One thing we never could figure out was how come they were always toting bags or baskets full of vegetables on those country outings of theirs. Later we found out the baskets were filled with hand grenades. They were really secret messengers all along – Mrs Kanello was the leader – and the grenades were for the partisans. Who would ever suspect a couple of half-starved women? And Aphrodite was only seventeen at the time. Mlle Salome even brought along her mandolin, they made like they were going for an outing in the country, downright batty they looked. The grenades they handed over to Thanassis, a retarded kid about my age, the schoolmaster’s son from a village name of Vounaxos.

Half the TTT was occupied by the Italians. In the meantime, Mrs Kanello managed to pick up a few words of Italian, learned it from a Teach Yourself book – what a gal! – the better to eavesdrop on the Occupying Powers. She wrote everything down on scraps of paper she dropped off at the public urinals. That was another scandal, a woman hanging around in the men’s urinals, a lot of people were whispering about immoral behaviour. In fact one old fellow gets all confused one day and asks her, What are you doing here, you virago? But she fires right back at him, Come on, old man, button up, you ain’t got much to show there. 

All that I found out later; I heard they even gave her a medal, when the Republic came in. But still, people say that on account of her lousy Italian she passed on mistaken information and they blew up the wrong bridge, but they were probably saying that out of jealousy; people were jealous of her because she was a linguist. Anyway, back then, every so often some peasant or another would come by the TTT during work hours and drop off a basket of potatoes or mustard greens. From your Godmother he’d say. The rumour was that Mrs Kanello had a lover. Only my mother didn’t believe it and took her side (Signor Alfio was visiting her regularly back then). Mrs Kanello a lover? Can’t be: she’s an honest woman. Finally Mrs Kanello finds out and says to Ma, Shut up Asimina and let ’em talk. I sure as hell don’t want ’em thinking I’m doing anything else. Because she was one patriotic lady, let me tell you. The baskets were crammed full of grenades, bullets and all kinds of ammunition hiding there under the potatoes. And she’d go strutting by – can you imagine, she had to be crazy! – in front of the Carabineria just as proud as you please carrying those food baskets of hers; after all, it was right on the way to her house. Had to rest every so often, too; those baskets weighed a ton. The Italians at the Carabineria knew her; half of them worked with her at the TTT in fact. So one fine day, one of them comes up to her when she sets down the basket right next to the sentry post in order to catch her breath and the sentry says, Signora, let me give you a hand. She was pregnant again, by the way. That’s very nice of you, she says, and together the two of them lug the basketful of ammunition all the way to her door. Mangiare, eh? says the Italian (that’s how they say ‘eat’). What am I supposed to do with four and a half bambini to feed? she says. Talk about a dingbat! 

When her belly starts to show Aphrodite’s mother pipes up, Are you crazy? Getting yourself knocked up when everybody’s going hungry and starving! How are you going to manage? I really wasn’t all that wild about it, says Mrs Kanello. I’ll have a tough time hauling the ammunition, but my husband’s indoors all the time, he can’t go to the movies, can’t find his favourite sweets, what’s he supposed to do for entertainment? Still, she wouldn’t hear of getting rid of it, no matter what Plastourgos’s wife said, even if she was a trained midwife and an honest woman besides. So Mrs Kanello went about her work with a bulging belly, not to mention those Sunday outings of hers with the hand grenades.

But one day they call her into the Carabineria for questioning. Seems someone squealed on her about the outings with the mandolin. What I really mean to say is. I know who – a woman it was – squealed on her. She’s married to a member of parliament now, so I don’t want to get involved and maybe get my pension cut off. 

We knew all about the Resistance; but even if they slit the throats of our dear ones we would never breathe a word, even if we were nationalists back then. Mother sent me to find Signor Alfio before it was too late, but I couldn’t find him. So they held her, questioned her for five hours in the Carabineria, even beat her, and her seven months pregnant. Fortunately Signor Alfio finally appears, I know the signora from the TTT, he says, she’s all right. And the whole time that dingbat Kanello is screaming at them, Let me out of here, it’s my shift, I’ll get fined! Finally they let her go. She lost one of her shoes in the beating – we all wore clogs with thick wood soles back then – and when they told her, Get going, off with you, she hustled down the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her.  

When she reaches the street she realizes she only has one shoe. Corporal, give me back my shoe! she shouts. An upstairs window pops open and the clog comes flying out, hits her smack on the forehead, you wonder how it didn’t knock the poor woman out – those women’s clogs weighed a good five pounds each. Anyway, she slips on her shoe and stalks off swearing, with a goose-egg this big on her forehead, cursing Italy up and down like you can’t imagine.

Like I say, all the women wore open-heeled wooden shoes back then: you tell me where were we supposed to find shoe leather – any kind of leather – for soles? When all their pre-war shoes wore out, the women changed over to clogs. Before, the only people who ever wore them were washerwomen, poor washerwomen at that, to keep from slipping on the soapsuds. But during the Occupation they were all the rage, even ladies from the best families just had to wear them. They made the soles from a solid piece of wood, with thick, high heels that looked something like upside-down castle turrets, and the uppers they wove into patterns taken from curtain material: then the women would take them to the shoemaker and he would tack them together, and hey presto, you’d have your year-round open-toe, open-heel model. In wintertime women wore them with long woollen stockings plus ankle socks against the cold: chilblains were the biggest problem. And when you’d get three women walking down the street together, the Italians would rush out on to the balcony of the Carabineria with their guns at the ready. The drumming of clogs on the pavement sounded like a machine-gun going off. Not to mention the howls of pain from inside the houses from sprains and twisted ankles and suchlike. What did they really want with those massive five-inch wood heels anyway? So you take the high heels and hunger, and people got so dizzy that the streets were full of women with dislocated joints, high society ladies too. Me, I wore clogs for the first time just before the socalled Liberation, when I began to be a little miss.  

Six weeks after the beating Mrs Kanello gave birth. The pains came at night but it was curfew; what a dingbat, always doing things topsy-turvy, just how were they supposed to fetch her mother all the way from the other side of Rampartville? Sure, Plastourgos’s wife volunteered. She was a trained midwife and as honest as they come. Lived close by too, but the women didn’t trust her. She was too educated they said and, worse yet, she was too young: they wanted somebody with plenty of experience. Fortunately Signor Alfio was just leaving our place so he escorted me over to fetch her mother, who delivered her just fine. The old lady had me stay to boil water but when I opened the door to hand her the kettle she cursed me for bringing an Italian to her house. Now people will say I’ve taken an enemy of the Motherland for a lover, she said. Anyway, the baby came out just as fine as you could wish, a little boy. That’s my last one, said Mrs Kanello. How was she supposed to know she’d have yet another one when the war was over, when Scobie was running the country. 

Bright and early next morning Kanello is up and around, suckles her newborn, swaddles it and then herself; around ten she picks up her lunch bucket and an extra cooking pot and is just about to go out the door. Her mother is furious: You heathen, you’re not going out? You still got thirty-nine days to go, you’re unclean! But just try and hold her back, unclean or not: she wasn’t about to miss the Red Cross soup kitchen. 

The lady neighbours – Aphrodite’s mother and the Tiritombas, you know, the impresario’s family – spot her queuing for her portion of porridge, looking pale as a sheet and thin as a rail. Padded belly or no padded belly, it was no use: she was ash-white from loss of blood and her eyes were glazed over. She did her best to walk like Scipius Africanus but she couldn’t stand up straight. What’s the matter? the impresario’s wife asks her. What happened to your belly? They prod her and poke her just to make sure, then carry her back home, and she’s braying the whole way back about losing her ration. Just then Mother comes out on to the street. What with Signor Alfio she didn’t have to queue at the soup kitchen. I’d go instead, with ration coupons; Sotiris was gone but we used his coupon anyway. So what, if it was illegal? The Red Cross ladies gave me his portion. They couldn’t imagine how a cute little girl like me could be cheating them. 

While Mrs Kanello was recovering my mother put in her first appearance at the food line, to pick up her rations for her. At first the Red Cross ladies drove her away, but Signor Alfio went over and told them something in a low voice and they dished up the rations for Kanello’s family without saying a word; in fact, they even threw in an extra spoonful. It went on that way for a whole week, which was how long Mrs Kanello was bedridden. The other women in the queue made nasty remarks about Mother, here comes the collaborator, they’d hiss. Well, maybe we were collaborators, but Aphrodite’s mother and the Tiritomba family took our side. Poor Aphrodite, she couldn’t come to the food queue any more because she’d just come down with consumption. 

Just as soon the new mother could get around, Ma stopped going to the soup line. But Mrs Kanello, she talked to us, treated us like human beings, even when they humiliated Mother in public right after the so-called Liberation. Anyway, before we knew it, she was back on her feet, caring for Aphrodite too. The girl’s consumption was getting worse by the day, but she kept on crocheting her doilies. One day Kanello tried to convince some village yokels to sell her a little olive oil. He kicked her out. Believe you me, was she fuming! On the way back to give Aphrodite’s Ma the bad news, she runs into the daughter of the local newsstand owner, Koupas was the guy’s name. Koupas’ brood mare, we called her; well-built and plump she was, and as far as we were concerned that made her just about the best-looking woman in town. Get a load of the fat oozing off her, the men would say, drooling. But she wouldn’t so much as glance at a man because she was shacked up with an Italian officer. Anyway, Mrs Kanello spies her coming down the street, shaking and shimmying, and out of the blue she grabs her and starts pounding her for all she’s worth. And the poor girl stands there whining, Why are you hitting me, Madam? Who are you? Have we been introduced? What did I ever do to you? Introduced or not, fires back Kanello. Take that, you fat cow! 

That was the best she could do for Aphrodite. And meantime, the poor kid was getting weaker and weaker. 

Aphrodite, now there was a real beauty for you. With a real bust. She and her mother crocheted lace for other girls’ dowries, but come the Occupation the customers dried up. I never had much of a bust myself, before or after the Liberation, and later when I was in the theatre, you know, my various lovers and admirers really let me hear about it, teeny tits they called me. Not only did Aphrodite have a bust, she had lovely skin, the colour of ripe grapes, and clear blue eyes, the only pair of blue eyes in the district, all the rest of us were darkies. Me, I only turned blonde since the Dictatorship. She had this warm laugh and hair that seemed to curl in the wind. A gorgeous girl. But six months after she got consumption all that was left of her was a shrivelled up sack of skin, like some saintly relic. Even her eyes went pale. Ma would take her margarine whenever Signor Alfio brought us some, but the girl kept getting thinner and thinner. Her knees where thicker than her thighs. Be brave my little one, her ma would tell her as they crocheted away, We’re almost there, Mr Churchill says so. That was because we heard over the underground radio that Churchill was winning and Hitler was losing. Mrs Kanello told us the same thing when she’d come back from her ammunition delivery outings with a basketful of wild artichokes. She had bats in her belfry, that woman. One day, so she said, as she’s slogging along bent double under the load, she reaches the top of a little hill. All around her, nature (what does nature care about people’s troubles, anyway?) is dolled up in its Sunday best; she turns to Salome and says, I’m going to celebrate, and blow off a hand-grenade. Been carrying them all this time, never once heard one of them go off. So she climbs up the hill, pulls the pin – that’s what she called it – and heaves the grenade down the hill. All springtime echoes with the explosion. In fact, one of the strings on Salome’s mandolin pops. Then two German soldiers come dashing out of the swamp at the bottom of the hill, underpants down to their boot tops; they must’ve been performing some unnatural act or other when the grenade went off. The Germans officers wouldn’t let the soldiers go with local women, that’s why they had to satisfy each other, so people said. 

Mrs Kanello’s front window was bright and sunny all day long. Later, when our Fanis came down with adenoids because he grew too fast and had to spend most of his time in bed, Mrs Kanello would invite him over and sit him down in the window, The sun’s full of calories, nothing like it for what ails you, she said. We gave him a medicine called antipyrine, something like quinine powder but bright yellow and bitter. Our front window got no sunlight. We only had one floor and it was behind the church.

That’s when Mrs Kanello got it into her head to bring Aphrodite over for some sunlight. But Aphrodite didn’t care about anything any more, all she did was smile that faint smile of hers. She didn’t even care that she wasn’t getting any news from her father in the partisans. Plus in addition we had some unseasonal rain storms. Aphrodite would sit for hours on end at her window, with the curtains half-drawn, staring off into the distance, seeing nothing. As her condition got worse, her mother had to lift her up and carry her over to her chair. For hours on end she would draw invisible shapes on the window glass with her fingertip. I waved at her from the street as I went by, but I don’t think she even saw me. 

In the meantime the Tiritombas family left town, on tour, believe it or not. I’ll get around to that in a minute, it’s a whole story in itself. If you can imagine. A whole company going on the road on account of a goat!

We weren’t hungry any more. Not that we were living like royalty, mind you, but with what little Signor Alfio brought us every week we managed to stay on our feet, and little Fanis got over his adenoids. Signor Alfio kept on seeing Mother: better for him than going to some streetwalker not to mention no worry about venereal diseases. Besides, he was married back home plus he was shy, he couldn’t have made it with a whore, also he loved his wife, and praised her to the skies whenever he talked to us. So that’s why he preferred to satisfy his sexual needs with a nice clean-living little housewife.

Leave the house? Mother wouldn’t hear of it – except maybe the odd evening when Mrs Kanello invited her over for some chit-chat, or maybe to help hang out the washing. Meanwhile, the toughest regulations were lifted; the conquerors realized we were law-abiding subjects, the curfew didn’t begin until midnight. The movies started up again: now it was all German operettas, of course, with Marika Rökk, and those Hungarian tear-jerkers with Pal Javor and Katalin Karady, plus the odd Italian item. 

Fanis and me would go to the movies together. Signor Vittorio would get us in for free, he was from the Carabineria too – a replacement. Signor Alfio had gone back to his home country by then. It was cheap, general admission – only five million. Nothing, really, when you think that a box of matches went for three million, but where were we supposed to find the money? Anyway, I stuffed Fanis’s pocket full of raisins and off we went to the five o’clock show. Before we went in we asked old Uncle Grigoris at the ticket window, Any food? And if he nodded yes, then we went in. 

Because we only went to the movies that showed food. Nobody ever ate a bite in the tear-jerkers. But in the operettas there were always banquet scenes, tables piled high with food, while the leads just talked, and no one ate, hardly touched a bite. It was so bad one day a man shouted out at Willy Frisch up on the screen, Eat something, for God’s sake! People came to drool over the food scenes, and they burst out laughing. But this German soldier, he thought they were insulting the fatherland, so he ripped the man out of his seat and beat him. 

We always got our fill with those movies, because there was a second food scene, where the star would take the female lead to a restaurant, or some swanky club to try and seduce her. At first all they would do was drink, and people would be getting impatient. But then would come the food. Mostly disgusting stuff like oysters and caviar – ever since then I can’t even look at seafood. You think they ever ate things like bean soup or roasts or boiled pig’s heads? In one film they did eat some eggs though. Most of the time when the food scenes were over, Fanis would tug me on the sleeve to go home because then came the love scenes and the mushy stuff. Since then, in fact generally speaking, I never cared much for love-making, it always seemed a bit like a kind of surgical operation there in bed, with the male of the species flopping around all over me, even nowadays, is what I mean to say. 

Signor Vittorio, he wasn’t as gallant as Signor Alfio. Even if he was an interpreter, too. Signor Alfio brought him by one evening saying he was going back home and he wanted to introduce his replacement to Mother. That evening he was so upset he forgot to bring us food. I’d say he was just about ready to cry when he kissed us, me and our Fanis. Anyway, he gave us some money, and we walked him to the corner so as to leave Mother alone with the new gentleman. Meantime, we could hardly wait for the introductions to end. Mrs Chrysafis, the lady with the narrow two-storey place just across the street, gave us a recipe book and in the evenings I would read recipes to Mrs Chrysafis and Kanello’s kids. First would come the main course, then the desserts, all chock full of meringues and custards. 

The money Signor Alfio gave us we clutched tight in our fists, and when Signor Vittorio left we hurried into the house. But Mother told me to get same paper, she wanted to write something. So I dug around until I found my school bag, pulled out my pen, my ink pot and tore a lined sheet of paper out of my exercise book, I hadn’t opened the bag for three years. Roubini, she says, after your brother’s asleep I need you. Fortunately our Fanis dropped right off and I wrote a letter to Signor Alfio just as my mother dictated it. Then I wrote it out again, clean, and the next morning Fanis delivered it to the Carabineria: fortunately Signor Alfio was still there, so he handed it right to him. The original I still have right here in my purse. 


Respected signor Alfio,


I am the lady who you have been visiting for these last two years, just behind the church of Saint Kyriaki, Asimina by name, and I write you by the hand of my daughter Roubini being as how I am illiterate.


I thank you for such regular visits for two years now, for your kindness and for your food. Also I thank you for introducing me to your successor, as I am a homebody and I never could have found him all by myself.


Know that wherever you may be for the rest of your life I will always be thankful to you for rescuing my children from death by starvation, but also for giving me much satisfaction. I confess that as a man I esteemed you more than my spouse and primarily you made me a woman with the kindness which you showed me.


I am a married woman, maybe a widow even, but I had tender feelings for you which it never happened to me before in my life to desire a gentleman so much. I never revealed them but I am telling you now when you are not present and you will not come back again to my house. I do not condemn my maybe dear departed husband, but if we had peace I would never take food from you. And the shirts and the underwear I washed for you I washed with pleasure, and I would happily wash them for you for my whole life. And as I was washing them in the soapsuds, I imagined you were my blessed husband, this you should know also. 


I send you my blessings. You are the enemy of my nation but you have a little mother waiting for you I know that much. I do not know what nation means and I never saw what they call a nation.


I hope that you and your family will keep well, and that you have a safe return to your missus. She seemed so nice in the photograph you showed me. You were a real gentleman, and truly warm. That brought me comfort, especially in the wintertime, I felt so guilty with my children outside in the cold but fortunately you finished quick and neat. I want you to know that I only began this work with you, before I never did such a thing. And that with you I felt truly wonderful maybe it is not a patriotic thing to say it maybe it is a sin even, but I am not afraid for there is nothing above to punish me, for if there was, why did not it help me in my hour of need? Does the Above only exist to punish? Then it does not exist. 


I hope that you are well pleased with our cooperation, you are a man of fine sentiments, I have heard that all the Italians are like that, by nature.


I wish you health and long life, and I wish for victory for your country and for mine also. And so you can understand how genuine are my emotions I end with two cheers Long live Greece, Long live Italy.


Your very respectfully yours,


Meskaris Asimina


(by the hand of her daughter)




 

I copied the letter out, then we broke down in tears and we didn’t even know why, just sat there in each other’s arms, crying hush hush, trying not to wake up my kid brother. I remembered the money from Signor Alfio, laid mine on the table and opened Fanis’s fist in his sleep and took his. Then I gave it all to Mother and that night I slept in her bed for the first time, I didn’t even ask her and she didn’t ask me. She even let me empty the washbasin. 

Back then we turned up money on the street too, small change, the odd 50,000 note. My teacher Mr Pavlopoulos – I wasn’t at school any more – he lived right around the corner from the church but he still said hello and every 15th of the month he’d take me along when he went to pick up his pay. They paid him in bills, two gunny sacks half full, and we lugged them along, him carrying one, me the other. A bit on the short side he was, but a good looking man, my first love, I think, but at the time I didn’t know it. Where could he be now? Always gave me a million drachma bill or two. The small stuff we found on the street, we saved it for the collection plate, Fanis and me, when we went to church on Sundays. Not that Father Dinos would scold us if we didn’t give anything, that’s for sure. Why we went to church every week was so we could take communion at the end which Father Dinos cut up into good-sized slices, plenty of people – and he knew it – the only reason they came at all was to get a bite of holy bread, he gave us two extra slices, For your parents, he said. But if the faithful didn’t contribute he’d give them holy hell. So you can snatch the holy bread, but you can’t quite reach the collection basket to help the church, eh! He knew what he was talking about all right; some of them were wives of black marketeers or peasants who bought houses in Rampartville with payment in kind, say, two cans of olive oil and two loads of wheat for a house with a courtyard, you know, the kind of people the partisans sent packing.

Sometimes we tried our luck at Saint Athanassios church, their parish priest was a saintly sort. He made us a sign to wait till after mass and then he slipped us a whole slice of holy bread. Still, we didn’t make a habit of it, seeing as how every time his son Avakoum would go by swinging his censer all dressed up in his altar-boy get-up, he hissed in my ear how he wanted to talk dirty to me and me, I was supposed to sit there and like it. That’s what all the men want from me anyway, generally speaking, but back then I just wasn’t in the mood. That’s all they ever want, you bet your life, maybe I do egg them on a bit, I admit maybe I am a bit of a tease, what am I supposed to do? Not come across? 

After Alfio henceforth Mother never went to mass as she knew it would scandalize the faithful. Only one time she went for evening prayers and some woman hissed, Collaborators get out of church, Father Dinos cuts the woman off cold: breaks off the prayer and says, Now listen to me, do not judge your fellow man, the Church is big enough for everyone. But Mother, she never went again. Here in Athens even, the only church she ever set foot in was the chapel at the cemetery, in her coffin I mean. Generally speaking, I inherited my self-respect from her. Once on tour, up in north Thessaly I think it was, some smartass starts making remarks right in the middle of the performance, How much a one-night stand? he yells. Once he says it, twice, so I stop the show, step up front stage and say, Listen here mister, just who do you think you’re insulting like that? I paid my money didn’t I, miss? he shoots back, You’re an actress, right? So you’re a whore. Listen here, mister, I say. So maybe we’re whores, but buggered out we ain’t. We got our work to do, so sit down and shut up. That got a laugh, but afterwards the director comes up to me and says, Raraou you got a hole where your brain ought to be. 

Not long after Signor Vittorio took Signor Alfio’s place Aphrodite died, poor thing. Fought death to the last, she did. Hour after hour we waited, every night for two whole months, first my mother then Mrs Kanello spent the night at their place, so her mother wouldn’t have to meet death alone; it was their first death. Her mother couldn’t sleep, all night long she crocheted away on Aphrodite’s dowry (after the Occupation she went and sold it all) and every so often she’d take off her glasses and check to see if her sleeping daughter was still breathing. Then back to her crocheting. Next to her my mother was nodding sleepily, and I was cat-napping with my feet all warm and cozy under Aphrodite’s covers. Good girl, keeping her feet warm, Ma said, but Aphrodite couldn’t feel the warmth. Couldn’t feel the cold neither. I say to Ma, Ma wake me up if she dies when I’m asleep. I don’t want to catch it. I thought you could catch death. 

One time our little Fanis goes to their place on an errand and Aphrodite sends him away. Don’t come in here, I’ve got the sickness, she said. The sickness, back then that was what they called consumption, it was kind of a fashionable sickness you read about in novels where the hero abandons the heroine and she gets consumption every time.

Not that I never saw a corpse before, mind you; far from it. Before the war it was an everyday sight. Back then in Rampartville if you went to take your appendix out, most likely they’d cart you out of hospital dead, from wealthy families too, this banker’s son died in an operation and he was only seventeen. 

I was just a little girl, maybe seven years old, when I saw my first corpse and believe you me I wasn’t impressed. Looked just like everybody else, far as I could see. Lying there in the casket with the bearer walking alongside holding the cover and the priest following along behind, chanting and greeting people he knew on the street. Further back came the mourning family, and then altar boys carrying the church banners on the ends of long poles (sometimes they’d even start fencing with phem), and behind them came the mourners and the curious. They planned the funeral march so it would pass through all the main streets of Rampartville, that’s what almost all the relatives of the dear departed insisted on, plus it was kind of a social recognition, a way for the dead man to bid farewell to the street where he used to take his Sunday stroll. Wherever the procession passed, the shopkeepers would close their doors for a moment out of respect, make the sign of the cross, then it was back to business. People on the pavement would doff their hats and wait with bowed heads for the remains and the priest in his full church get-up to pass by. 

So when Aphrodite died it was nothing special, just so I didn’t go catching death from her. Ever since I was three I heard plenty of stories about dead people, how they climb up out of their graves at night and make the living do their bidding. Fairy tales, that’s all it is, my godmother told me once. Don’t you believe a word of it child, dead people are good people.

Later, what with the Occupation and the partisans, I saw plenty of dead people, forget the coffins. Saw a two-week-dead corpse all puffed up, hanging from the bell tower, back when the partisans liberated us and before the English liberated us. And I saw Security Battalion Home Guards, Secbats we called them back then, trussed up against the wall with their bellies sliced open in an X all the way from the shoulder and their trousers pulled down to their knees. Now that I’m over sixty (even if I don’t look a day over forty – there was this man pulled out a condom so I wouldn’t get pregnant, can you believe it!) and I’m shocked at the sight of a dead body, as I should be if I may say so. Well, a small town girl is one thing and a lady from Athens is another you’ll say, and an artiste to boot, but these eyes of mine have seen plenty, you can be sure about that!

I didn’t see Aphrodite dead because on the afternoon she expired I was playing outdoors, Mrs Kanello spots me and sends me off to a farm close by to fetch milk for our little Fanis as he was a growing boy.

When I got back, Aphrodite had breathed her last breath. Her lamp ran out of oil, Ma said, go pay your last respects. Me, by the time I reached the top of the stairs the door was wide open like it was some kind of name-day party, in fact two Italians had wandered in thinking it was a house of ill-repute. I look into the girl’s room, but all I see is her feet, and Mrs Kanello rubbing them, trying to keep them warm, and Aphrodite’s mother is sitting there still crocheting her lace. But just then Fanis calls out from downstairs, Come quick, partisans, They caught some partisans, let’s go and see! We head for the square; nothing. When they brought in dead partisans they usually dumped them in the square, as an example. But this time they captured live ones and they were holding them at the gaol house, which was really a rented house. 

There were even some women partisans. Small people they were, nothing but skin and bones and dressed in rags, I never saw women wearing army tunics before, they looked like peasants. The Italians let us stare at the partisans but then a truckful of Germans came roaring up and they shooed us off, Via, via, they said. We left. So, that was my first look at real live partisans. They had them locked up in the kitchen, more than twenty of them, don’t ask me how they crammed them all in there. Anyway, you wouldn’t catch me in an army tunic even if I was freezing to death, even if not one but ten Motherlands said I had to, back then I was fashion conscious and I didn’t know it, that’s why the men just couldn’t keep their hands off me. Some can’t even today. 

Anyway the partisans, they really disappointed me, as men. All us women used to whisper about them among ourselves. I imagined they were all like some kind of Captain Courageous in those penny novels Mlle Salome used to read us: real giants ten feet tall, well-fed with victory smiles just like the American actors in the movies after the war who went around liberating exotic countries. Mlle Salome worshipped the partisans, makes sense you’ll say, after all, she was from a left-wing family. Well, we used to get together at the Tiritomba family’s place before they went on the road, and trick our hunger with jokes. Aphrodite’s mother would be there with her lace, my mother would bring her mending, and Mrs Kanello would bring along fried chick-pea cakes for snacks. Everybody talked about what Mr Churchill said on the radio the night before. Mrs Adrianna Tiritomba was hard at work knitting a sweater from unravelled wool, the Partisan’s Sweater they called it, it was Mrs Kanello’s idea, just as they used to knit Soldier’s Sweaters when we had the war in Albania. 

Mlle Salome was knitting a pair of breeches. One day she opens them out to measure, we do a double take, the things were a good six feet long, with a pouch the size of a kid’s head right between the legs. What in the world’s got into you, you made them big enough for three men, says Mrs Kanello. You’re only saying that because you’re a royalist and you want to bring down the Movement, snaps Salome. The partisans are giants and here you are, trying to tell me they’re midgets? Well, says Mrs Adrianna as she points to the pouch hanging there between the legs, If you’re starving you dream about bread. That set off a ruckus. But from that day on I got it into my head that the partisans were taller than normal people; that’s why I was so disappointed when I saw my first live specimens in the gaol-house kitchen that evening. 

After we left the gaol house I felt sleepy and went right home to bed, so I missed it when Aphrodite expired. Signor Vittorio even came by but I told him Ma’s out and he left. After, I washed the dishes and cleaned up the floor, some little shoots were poking up through the earth again. In fact, over in the pullet’s corner the earth had started to sink, as though the pullet was sinking deeper and deeper into the ground. 

I only made it to the funeral but I didn’t stick around for long, there was a memorial service close by, so little Fanis and I snuck over to get some sweets.

But I did go along on Aphrodite’s last outing, about a month before she died.

About a month before she died Aphrodite ups and says, Ma, take me for an outing, I want to go to the seaside.  

There was a little port about eleven kilometres from Rampartville by train, for the provinces back then it was an enormous distance, nothing like getting around in Athens these days with the trolley-bus. Of course it wasn’t the first time for me; before the war our school went on a trip there. But Aphrodite had never seen the water before, not once, she was always making plans to go, back before the war, but somehow things just never worked out. Come the Occupation there was no way you could go. The Germans had requisitioned the train and the only civilians who had permission to ride it were the black marketeers. So all poor Aphrodite could do was to stare at the sea from the top of a hill just up from the church, where we used to graze our dear departed pullet. Then all of a sudden, a month before she dies she comes out with, Ma, take me to the seaside. 

Her mother Mrs Fanny had the windows closed and the shutters barred from a couple of days back. Keeping out the cold draughts, she said. But down deep she was getting the house ready for mourning. Got to let my husband know about the girl, I was supposed to tell Mrs Kanello for her. That’s when I discovered Aphrodite’s father was in the partisans but they kept it hush-hush and Mrs Kanello made me swear on the holy icons not to breathe a word to my ma, seeing as how because Signor Vittorio might catch on. Also she let drop that Mrs Fanny wasn’t getting along with her husband; an unfortunate marriage it was. Anyway, she tells me to tell the sick girl’s mother, God help him, Mrs Fanny if your husband hears about it and tries to come into town they’ll grab him and make mincemeat out of him. 

On the spot Mrs Kanello up and leaves kids and husband behind, takes off from work just as bold as brass and goes off to look after her mother. (Now there’s an old strumpet if I ever saw one, ninety-six and still flirting with her grandchildren if you please, a temptress right up the last, old lady Marika was, and a real doll. I’ve got to admit it, I confess, even though she chewed the hell out of me when I went to her place with Signor Alfio. But now she’s gone to a better world by far, God rest her soul.) 

At which point Mrs Fanny bars the front door too. The hunger was really something, but she was of good family so she wouldn’t dream of asking for food or fighting for a place in the queue at the soup kitchen. What was the use, anyway? The consumption inside her daughter kept getting bigger. Things went on that way for about a month, me, I’d forgotten they even existed, what with their house closed up tight and not a word. Only at night, sometimes, I heard a kind of howling sound, like a wolf. It was Mrs Fanny howling in her sleep, from hunger. Instead of dreaming dreams full of food to let off steam, all she did was howl, at least that’s how Mrs Kanello explained it to me after the war. I could hear the howling, for sure. If you’re not getting enough nourishment you don’t get a good night’s sleep, you see, and I asked Mother, what’s that noise? Go to sleep, she would say, it’s a jackal in town, or maybe the Germans are torturing someone at the Kommandantur. (She never had a bad word to say about the Italians.) 

And one morning in April Mrs Fanny throws open all her doors and windows like she won the jack-pot. Neighbours, she calls out in a voice that sounded like she was laughing and at the same time tears were running down her cheeks, let’s go for an outing to the seaside. Doors popped open on all the balconies, but Mrs Fanny called on our little one-storey place first, and believe you me it was a big honour for my poor mother. Asimina, Aphrodite’s mother tells her, she’s lost all her blood, no chance anyone will catch the sickness. And she wants to go to the seaside.

And we all came out of our houses. How many women are we? asks one. They counted me as one of the women. Eleven altogether. My brother Fanis tagged along too. What with the train requisitioned by the Germans, we set out on foot for the port to give Aphrodite her first look at the sea and then say goodbye, that was always her wish before the war.  

And the front door swung open and four lady neighbours carried Aphrodite out perched in a chair, and we set out, leaving the door open so the house could breathe. 

And not much remained of Aphrodite. Her breasts are gone, I said to myself. Her legs were shrunk: just like a little girl again she was, like an eleven-year-old boy with malaria. Just as if when she was starting to grow taller and get bigger, her body took fright and tried to shrink back into itself again.

And we carried her sitting in her chair, the eleven of us, all eleven kilometres to the port, trading off carrying the chair every 100 paces or so. Along the way the villagers threw stones at us so we wouldn’t steal their green crab apples or the buds on the grapevines along the stone fences. But little Fanis managed to swipe a head of lettuce.

And even me. I took part in carrying the chair along with three other women a couple of times. When I think about it, it was that day, on that very excursion, was when I was given the honour of becoming a woman. The others were all older than me but not one of them called me the kid or the dim-wit, nobody was afraid I’d tire myself out, nobody did me any special favours, not one. So by the time we finally reached the seaside, I wasn’t a kid any more. I was a grown-up and a woman.

And we spread out our blanket on the sand right by the water just as Aphrodite wished. And we set her down; the day was cool with a brisk breeze blowing in off the water and all of us had goose bumps. The salt spray spattered Aphrodite, but her skin didn’t feel anything any more, not even goose bumps. And she was like a piece of unclaimed baggage, like a trunk the morning steamer had left behind. That’s how come I knew Aphrodite was dying, she wasn’t getting goose bumps. The drops of spray and the salty surf, one big waste of time they were, couldn’t get a rise out of Aphrodite. All she could do was smile that washed-out smile of hers.  
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