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Introduction



‘Quincy, do you know a French singer who wears big, horrible glasses but who sings very well?’


The man calling the legendary musician-producer Quincy Jones was Harry Belafonte. He happened to be in London on the night of the 1963 Eurovision Song Contest. Doubtless having nothing better to do, he had switched on the television and had seen and heard me sing.


Quincy Jones’ answer wasn’t very satisfying.


‘French … glasses … no, doesn’t ring a bell.’


‘Come on, think, man! If you ever heard this girl you’d never forget her!’


‘I know only one girl who sings in glasses, Harry, and she sings very well, but she isn’t French.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Nana Mouskouri.’


‘Good God, that’s her, Quincy! That’s her! I remember now, that was the name they said! Nana! Nana who again?’


‘Mous-kou-ri. But she’s not French, knucklehead, she’s Greek! And I know her very well, as it happens. Very, very well! We even made a record together.’


‘No! I don’t believe you.’


‘She was here in New York with me last summer. The record just came out.’


‘Well, that beats everything! So what do you say – is she the genuine article?’


‘Do you think I would have made a record with her if she wasn’t?’


‘Send me a copy, please. Send me everything you’ve got on her.’


Harry Belafonte had just parted from Myriam Makeba, with whom he had made several tours across the United States, and he was on the lookout for a new partner. He mentioned this to Quincy, asking him to keep quiet about it for the moment. Before committing himself to anything, he wanted to hear everything I had done so far, to find out everything about me.


One person he called was my French producer Louis Hazan, who respected his request for secrecy. Another was the head of Mercury, Irving Green, whom I had met earlier in New York when recording with Quincy.


After some time had passed, Belafonte asked Quincy and Irving Green to bring me over to New York, whereupon Quincy told me for the first time what was afoot. ‘Harry’s interested in you,’ he said. ‘He saw you on Eurovision and wants to meet you. Come spend a few days in New York and we’ll talk, and while you’re here we can make another record.’


He said no more, but those few words were enough to make my head whirl. How on earth could Harry Belafonte (I used to listen to him ten years earlier in our tiny Athens apartment) be interested in me? Belafonte, whose albums were among my most treasured possessions … was it really possible that I would be sitting face-to-face with this legendary figure tomorrow?


Quincy Jones and Irving Green were waiting for me at the airport. It was already dark in New York, and we were scheduled to have dinner with Harry Belafonte and his wife Julie at Trader Vic’s, the Polynesian restaurant in the Plaza Hotel. Approaching the city, I found it hard to keep calm and listen to what the two men were saying. Lord above, would I even find the strength to look Belafonte in the eye?


Harry was a man of breathtaking good looks, very tall and elegant, and he and his wife made a magnificent pair. My shyness was probably obvious to them from the first second, because they greeted me with great warmth, chatting to me as though we had always known one another. Gradually, our talk turned toward music, and more specifically toward Greek music. Harry wanted to know where I had grown up and who had taught me to sing. I described my early years at the Athens Conservatory, my love of jazz, of Ella Fitzgerald, and my early struggles as a singer in various nightclubs in the Greek capital. When we said goodnight (we had arranged to meet again mid-morning at his headquarters on Sixty-Seventh Street), I had the happy feeling that I was among friends I could trust.


When I got there, I found myself in a vast room where about sixty people, all men, were sitting talking around little tables. The noise was deafening. At the very back was a podium where two men with bouzoukis sat waiting. Clearly these musicians were here for me, and I was expected to sing.


Then a man came over to greet me with a broad smile, introducing himself as Harry Belafonte’s orchestra leader.


‘Harry’s very sorry,’ he said. ‘He can’t be here – a last-minute problem. But let me introduce you around and we can talk for a while.’


I discovered that all these people worked for Belafonte – his musicians, assistants, sound engineers, technicians, press officers, and manager. Most were black; only a handful were white.


Then my cordial host asked who I was, and I told my story again.


‘I knew you were Greek,’ he broke in, ‘which is why I had a couple of bouzouki players come along. Would you like to sing something for us?’


‘Oh, absolutely not! I didn’t come here to sing.’


‘Oh! But Harry said you …’


‘No. That wasn’t our understanding at all!’


‘What a pity. These guys will play whatever you want, you know. Surely you can sing us one or two?’


‘No, I don’t like singing until I’ve had time to rehearse.’


But then I realized I was putting him in an embarrassing position. Perhaps all these people were here just to listen to me. Perhaps I had misunderstood Harry’s words last night. I had no idea, but I felt that by sticking to my guns I was going to hurt his feelings.


‘Very well,’ I said, ‘I’ll sing, but without the bouzoukis, without anyone. I prefer it that way.’


‘Great! Thank you so very much.’


He raised a hand, the entire throng fell silent, and all eyes focused on me.


My eyes closed as I stood on the edge of that little podium, unaccompanied, and sang a cappella a half-dozen of the Greek songs that had always moved me most. I followed them with a couple of my favorite French songs. When I opened my eyes every man in the room rose to his feet and applauded. I took a deep breath and raised my eyes – and there was Harry Belafonte, standing tall and handsome at the other end of the room. He wore a cap and a leather jacket, utterly different from the man in a three-piece suit I had met the night before. Our eyes met, and he smiled. How long had he been there? At what point had he come in?


Later, someone told me that Harry’s ‘last-minute problem’ was just a stratagem to avoid having to get rid of me in person if I disappointed him. He had posted himself in the room next door with all the equipment he needed to listen to me. Once convinced of my ability, he came back into the big room on the opening bars of my last song.


He came over, took me in his arms, and said:


‘Now, do you think you’re up to a few numbers with my musicians?’


‘I haven’t prepared anything.’


‘I realize that, but Quincy says you know all the standards.’


‘Okay, we can give it a try.’


In less than fifteen minutes the musicians and I were in sync. I don’t know who suggested ‘Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child’, but after a few seconds’ hesitation we were into the rhythm, as though we had rehearsed it the day before. Then I launched into the first lines of ‘I Get a Kick Out of You’, the musicians caught up with me in mid-flight, and it was suddenly such a delight to see their smiles that I closed my eyes to keep the intoxication alive.


Then we were in Harry’s office, and I listened as he told me in calm, serious tones that he would like to have me alongside him on his next tour. The suggestion that I might step into the shoes of Myriam Makeba, Africa’s leading singer, seemed so unbelievable that I listened in total silence. For a moment I simply floated between dream and reality. Was I really in Harry Belafonte’s office in New York? Was he truly proposing that I be his partner for the next two or three years? The whole thing seemed so implausible, so improbable, that I finally interrupted him in a voice I barely recognized.


‘Excuse me … You really want me to sing with you?’


‘That’s what I’m proposing, yes.’


‘But … I mean … are you sure? You’re not going to …’


‘Change my mind? No. Why else would I have asked you here?’


And then, as though he himself were suddenly struck by doubt:


‘But you haven’t told me yet whether you’d agree …’


‘It’s the most wonderful proposal anyone ever made to me, sir.’


And I meant it. I was thirty-three, and the road I had traveled had been long and very hard …
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‘What is War’


A spring night. The movie theater was empty, the film had been over for some time, but we put off going home to bed. Bathed in sweat, my father scrambled down from his projection box and came to join us in front of the open-air screen. I don’t recall the movie he had just shown, but it must have been a good one; otherwise he would never have let us see it. Mama seemed far away. From time to time, in a familiar gesture, she patted her hair back into place whenever the breeze blew it into disarray. My big sister Eugenia gazed at the stars. Then she suddenly started talking about the movie, telling us how much she had enjoyed this or that scene. Come to think of it, maybe it was The Wizard of Oz with Judy Garland. Possibly … In any case, we had seen and loved The Wizard so many times. Eugenia was in ecstasy, and Mama was smiling at her absentmindedly, as if her thoughts were elsewhere. What could she be thinking of? Perhaps of Papa, who was now sitting on the stage a few feet away from us. He had just lit a cigarette and was looking out over the seats of his little open-air cinema as though he needed to count them over and over again. How many of them were there? Forty? Fifty? On rainy nights we helped him fold them and put them under cover.


There we were, all four of us seated at the foot of the screen, our legs dangling off the platform, when a dull roar suddenly filled the sky. It sounded like an impending storm, the distant roll of thunder, and I remember my mother’s surprise.


‘Do you hear that, Costa?’ she called out. ‘What is it?’


Eugenia stopped talking and Papa raised his eyes to the mountains, for the sound came from there. He said twice, ‘I don’t know … I don’t know’ and suddenly fell silent. He knew, we all knew: the sky had filled with black cross-shaped shadows. Very soon there were so many that they blocked out the stars.


‘My God,’ said Mama, ‘airplanes!’


The sound of the planes pierced our souls and made the earth shudder. Throughout the time it took them to fly over Athens, my father sat in dead silence, as if turned to stone. Recalling it today, in light of the sorrows to come, it was an appalling, terrifying sight. But at the time I was unafraid. We had already caught a glimpse of aircraft: in fact, sighting one was a major event that had Eugenia and me running and jumping for joy. But so many planes, and in the middle of the night – that was something we could never have believed possible. Where had they come from? Where were they going? What were they doing? I simply remember my father’s few barely audible words once the roaring had faded into the distance:


‘So it’s war.’


War? I had never heard the word.


‘What is war?’


My father wasn’t listening. He had already dropped down from the little stage.


‘Aliki,’ he said to Mama. ‘Let’s go home. We mustn’t stay here.’


That night the first bombs fell. They marked the start of the German attack on Greece, so that I can put a precise date to that evening on which our lives were turned upside down. It was 6 April 1941, and I was six and a half.


For years I believed that my first childhood memory was that wave of aircraft flying over the little cinema where my father worked. That before it, my memory had retained nothing. But I was wrong. Now I recall our excitement on evenings before the war when Papa’s friends came to our house to play cards. Even before they handed their hats to Mama, three or four men, cigarettes dangling from their lips, would take from their pockets the small gifts they had brought for us, the daughters of Constantine Mouskouri. A chocolate bar, a ball, a pencil … On card-playing nights, we gave up our bedroom to them and slept together in the big bed in our parents’ room. As we spluttered with mirth, Eugenia mimicked the voices reaching us through the adjoining wall: ‘I fold … I raise you … I call.’ This was big business and the players took it very seriously.


Of course it was fun for us to be in the same bed, but what I believe comforted us most was the reassuring feeling that those deep manly voices protected us from the whole world. All night long a slit of light shone below the closed door, and we fell asleep to the smell of tobacco that little by little wafted into our room.


They were no longer there at daybreak, and now it was Mama’s voice that awakened us from slumber. On some mornings she paced frenetically up and down the room where the men had played, and her agitation froze our hearts. What could have happened to put our mother into such a state between yesterday evening, which had begun with such warmth and friendship, and this anxiety-laden dawn? Eugenia went on sleeping, or else pretended to be asleep in order to avoid explaining things to me. I curled up under the covers, a knot in my stomach, listening to every word.


‘You knew this was going to happen, Costa, you knew!’


Papa, his voice almost inaudible, replied:


‘No, you never know that kind of thing …’


‘Why didn’t you stop? Why did you let it go on so long?’


‘When you’re hosting the game, Aliki, you can’t just quit whenever it suits you …’


‘No, the truth is you can’t stop! It’s in your blood!’


‘Be quiet! Stop talking, Aliki, I beg you!’


‘No, I won’t stop! I don’t have a penny for food or for our girls, and you don’t give a damn, all you want is for me to let you go on sleeping …’


A chair hit the floor, then another. Papa started to yell in his turn, and I covered my ears to shut out their yells, particularly Mama’s, which soon trailed off into sobs.


I have relived that scene so often, at ten, at twelve, and even now as I reconstruct it in my memory, that I am doubtless minimizing the particular terror it inspired in me at the age of six, when I understood neither the reason for their quarrels nor what was at stake.


Strangely enough, it was the German invasion that allowed me to give a name to the frightening darkness that came over my parents on certain mornings and drove them apart, a darkness that neither of them ever mentioned to us.


A few days after the bombers roared overhead on that April night in 1941, I happened to witness a dramatic exchange between my father and mother. Mama had been crying, and she turned away to hide her tears from me, while my father stood pale and silent by the window.


As I screwed up my courage to ask – just this once – what was going on, Mama must have noticed my bewilderment.


‘Papa’s going to war,’ she said.


I looked first at her and then at my father, and for the second time I asked:


‘What is war?’


Papa turned around.


‘It’s when people don’t like each other, Nanaki,’ he said very calmly. ‘They fight, they make war. Do you understand?’


I understood that the airplanes of a few nights earlier did not like us, and that my father was going off to fight them. More confusedly, though, I sensed something else – that my parents too must dislike each other because they fought. Yes, that’s it: I think that as soon as that word war was explained to me I at once connected it to the noisy squabbling that awakened us on those sad mornings. And the information brought me a kind of relief: my parents’ behavior was not so extraordinary after all. It had a name. They were simply making war.


After Papa left for the front, Mama shut herself in their bedroom to hide her sorrow from us. Eugenia and I didn’t cry. I believe we had no awareness of danger. Thinking back today, I believe our conception of war was rather more comforting than otherwise, since our parents, often so antagonistic, seemed inconsolable when they had to separate … So it seemed you could sometimes make war and sometimes love one another.


How did we survive through the seven months Papa was away fighting the Germans? The open-air cinema was closed, but its owner, Mr Yiannopoulos, did not move us out of the adjacent house. It was a tiny dwelling, located just behind the screen, originally built for a caretaker. That was why it had only two small rooms and a kitchen. Mr Yiannopoulos was fond of my father, doubtless believed the war would not last too long, and counted on reopening his cinema in the near future.


We no longer saw much of Mama, who left me in Eugenia’s keeping (my sister was the older by two years). She left to look for work, and I think she found a job as an usherette in one of the few movie houses still open, probably through my father’s contacts in the business. An usherette, or else a cleaning lady. Eugenia and I, along with our dog and our birds, waited in the house all day for her to return. I don’t remember how many chickens we had at that time, but there were a lot, and they often escaped from the henhouse to peck about under the kitchen table. And their chicks as well: they would feed from our hands and follow us about, pecking at our shins as if seeking to play. Every morning we had fresh eggs. There was also a bird-coop my father built when one of his friends gave him a pair of doves. They multiplied, and soon the dovecote was full of birds. And of course there was our little female dog …


Very surprisingly, I even remember when she was born, although I believe that took place a long time before the war. In any case, it was in the morning. I was playing on the little stage below the screen when I heard faint whimperings below. The stage was flanked by two bushes planted in small flowerbeds bursting with daisies. The sounds came from one of them. I must have been scared, because I went to get Eugenia before investigating. We listened together as we leaned over the flowers, and Eugenia saw her first, curled up among the daisies: Mr Yiannopoulos’ large bitch had just brought a puppy into the world …


She was so pretty that we gasped.


Then we had a debate over which one of us would pick up the puppy.


‘You go ahead,’ said Eugenia.


‘No, I’m scared. Its mother will bite me.’


‘But she knows us, and Mr Yiannopoulos said she never bites children.’


‘Well then, you pick it up if you’re not scared.’


‘No, you’re the one who heard them, so you pick it up.’


And Eugenia pushed me in among the daisies. I took the puppy in my arms. Its mother growled but didn’t bite me.


Our puppy was no longer a puppy when the war began, and perhaps Mama drew a little comfort from knowing that her daughters had a pet to guard them. In fact, when the air-raid sirens began to howl, the dog went with us to the shelters. I can still see the three of us racing madly through the deserted streets to the basement of the Fix brewery, about a hundred yards from our house. Eugenia dragged me along by my hand, urging me to greater speed. ‘Faster, Ioanna, faster, or the planes will see us.’ And our little dog kept her speed down to ours, as though she had no intention of abandoning us to the bombs.


How tough Eugenia was! Once we were inside those dingy cellars, sometimes lit by a solitary candle, sometimes pitch-dark, and full of the sound of women praying, Eugenia refused to join their litany. Instead, she did exactly what Mama had told us to do – she sang. She was only nine, but she had the courage to sing out in her clear voice while above us we heard the droning of the first bombers and sometimes the crash of explosions that made the ground shake. I timidly accompanied her, and sometimes one or two women’s voices would join ours.


It never even occurred to us that Mama might be somewhere out there under the bombs. She told us that she too sang during the raids, and I think it seemed to us that she was somehow protecting us from harm. Maybe we thought no German plane would ever kill anyone who was only singing.


And then one day Papa was back. He seemed to have returned from the land of the dead: his eyes were huge and set in deep shadow, he was unshaven, his hair was dirty, his uniform was dirty, but we didn’t care. We were so glad to see him again that we burst into tears. But why didn’t he come in? Why was he standing beside the hen house instead of coming to us, taking us in his arms, bouncing us on his knees? It was as if he didn’t see us, as if he no longer saw us. Then Mama took a few steps toward him and gently held his face in her hands, kissing him, whispering into his ear. He raised his head and opened his mouth as if telling us to come to him, and at last we hurled ourselves against his legs. He wrapped his arms around us, hugging all three of us together, and in the same moment something impossible happened, something terribly sad: Papa began to sob. It was the first time. We had never seen him weep, or rather break into such sobbing, and his tears at once lent an unbearable weight to his return. I think in fact that we drew away from him as though we understood that unlike us, Papa was not weeping for joy but out of a sorrow beyond our comprehension, a sorrow that submerged him. A sorrow so deep we knew there was nothing we could do at that moment to comfort him.


Papa was weeping for losing the war, for the dark days this catastrophe held in store for us, for his wife and daughters, and for Greece. It would take me years to understand him and to share his tears in secret. I would become a mother myself in 1968, under untroubled Swiss skies, at almost the very moment when an authoritarian regime seized power in Greece, and I would think back at that moment to the terrors our parents must have endured, knowing that their children now lived in a Europe plunged into fire and blood. In 1968, what we called the ‘Greece of the Colonels’ (the military junta which had seized power in a coup) was our badge of shame, and Europe was still cut in two. But Western Europe was in the process of building and we could dream of peace for our children. What kind of future could people have dreamed of in the fall of 1941, when Hitler’s victorious legions entered Greece?


Papa was back from the front but the movie theater didn’t reopen. Mr Yiannopoulos called to see us and shut himself in to talk with our father, but nobody told us why we could no longer show films. Meanwhile, Papa built himself a small radio set with valves and spools of wire he got from friends. He spent hours in his bedroom listening to that radio, the volume turned low, but whenever he went into the city, Eugenia and I glued ourselves to that radio. We picked up voices from all over the world, and sometimes American singers whose vibrant notes recalled the good old days of our movie theater.


We were no longer allowed to go out because Mama said we ran the risk of being picked up by the Germans. She said that they were everywhere, that they went into buildings and arrested men.


‘I know,’ said Papa.


‘You know, but still you go out.’


‘I have things to do.’


‘What will become of us if you’re caught?


‘Don’t worry.’


He said nothing about what he was up to, but sometimes he was away for two or three days in a row. I don’t remember how Eugenia and I discovered that he was still making war. Perhaps he told Eugenia in private, and she relayed his secret to me in a whisper. So when he went away, Papa was meeting other men, friends, like the men who used to come around for all-night card games. At least that is what we thought, and it comforted us.


Mama continued to work at various jobs, returning exhausted and with an empty shopping basket. She said there was no food in the stores. Luckily we had eggs, she said, and I believe she sometimes waited until we were asleep to pluck a chicken or two for the pot.


The Germans must have been hungry as well, because one day three soldiers broke into the hen house and took our chickens. We watched them through the bedroom curtain. It was the first time we had seen German soldiers so close up. I don’t think Mama was there, but I remember her tears later when we inspected the empty hen house.


They left the doves, but we no longer had anything to eat. Papa said the doves would have to look out for themselves from now on, and he opened the dovecote. They left, but hesitantly, flying around above our heads before settling on the branch of a big acacia tree, as if they sought to be considerate and not leave us so quickly after all these years, and their polite behavior helped soften the separation.


Besides, almost all of them had returned by nightfall. Papa smiled: it was obvious he wanted to say something, perhaps to thank them, but he couldn’t find the words. We felt the same. We watched them, counting them over and over again, and Eugenia kept saying:


‘Look at that! They’ve all come back! I can’t believe it … I can’t believe it.’


Little by little, though, their numbers diminished, and one day none of them returned.


Mama no longer sat down to eat with us. She cooked chickpeas, just a handful brought home wrapped in a scrap of newspaper which she produced as triumphantly as if she had brought home a treasure. Eugenia and I shared them, Mama claiming that she wasn’t hungry. It would take us the duration of the war to realize that she was lying. Rainy days became occasions for feasting because we collected snails and frogs. Mama had nothing with which to flavor the snails. They tasted like salted rubber, but there were enough of them to fill our stomachs, which was all that mattered. The little dog (she too was hungry) shared the snails and frogs with us.


Mama occasionally took us into the city. She must certainly have had good reasons for doing so, because nobody strolled in the streets of Athens as winter approached in 1942. The emptiness of the streets was the first thing that struck me. Where had everyone gone? In the old days it was difficult to negotiate the crowds on the sidewalks of beautiful Leoforos Syngrou Avenue, which passed close to our house and went all the way to Piraeus. Now the stores were closed, and the few passers-by were women in black headscarves, hurrying along and hugging the fronts of the buildings. And there, suddenly, was a man’s body lying across our path. He wasn’t moving, he seemed to be asleep.


‘What’s wrong with him, Mama?’


‘Hush, don’t say a word, not one word! I’ll explain later.’


As we went by the man, we could see something was amiss. His clothes were too small for him, or rather his skin looked too tight, as though his body had swollen.


Further along there were others like him, blown up like balloons and prostrate on the sidewalk. But as we hurried along, a truck drew up. German soldiers grabbed the bodies roughly by their arms and legs and swung them into the back. Eugenia and I had to stifle our screams of horror.


‘Be quiet, I beg you!’ Mama hissed. ‘Don’t say a word!’


We said nothing. But when we got home Mama didn’t deliver the promised explanation, and we didn’t dare refer again to that horrifying sight – men and women being tossed like logs into the back of a truck.


I think the realization that they were dead entered our minds only gradually. And we guessed the rest from our parents’ conversation or from remarks made by the few friends who called on us. All grown-up talk in those days was about the disappearance of this or that acquaintance. So-and-so had ‘gone’ last week. Another, ‘unfortunately,’ was unlikely to last much longer, ‘considering his present condition.’ Where could all these hungry people, hounded by starvation, be ‘going’? For some time Eugenia and I pondered the question. Finally we made the connection between the corpses on the sidewalks and those mysterious ‘journeys’ undertaken to escape destitution. They were indeed ‘going’ somewhere – but toward death, just like those bloated bodies on the sidewalks whose souls had flown away. Their ‘journeys’ were merely an adult euphemism for the horror of the situation.


During that first winter under German occupation, two thousand Greeks starved to death every day. We would know it only later, once peace had returned.


Our house was gradually emptying, but we were unaware of it. We only realized that we no longer had anything when winter ended and we had to move. Mama had been selling all our possessions in order to buy handfuls of white beans or chickpeas at unheard-of prices. She sold her wedding ring, her few dresses, her watch, our dishes, sheets, our big wardrobe (how could we have failed to notice that it had disappeared?), and finally the kitchen table, chairs, lamps, and our clothes.


She waged a secret war to ensure our survival, to triumph one day at a time. Curiously, I have no recollection of my own hunger but clearly recall my distress at seeing how thin our little dog had become, how sadly her deeply-shadowed eyes gazed at us. I recall too how determinedly I scratched the floor of the former hen house in search of moldering grains of corn which I fed to her with encouraging noises. I know today that Mama must have looked at us with the same eyes: we must indeed have been so pitiful-looking that she forgot her own suffering in order to turn everything that came her way into food.


But there must have come a time when she had nothing left to sell. And a time when she told my father, with a distress I can only imagine, that she no longer saw any way of saving us, of ensuring that we too did not join those who ‘went’. Because otherwise I cannot imagine my father envisaging the slightest alteration to his movie theater, to the little cinema that was his whole life.


Not saying a word to anyone, Papa removed a few chairs from his cinema and came home with a small sum of money.


‘There you go,’ he said, ‘this should get us through a few days.’


She didn’t ask him where those few notes came from. Perhaps she told herself she would know soon enough.


What happened next was terrible – much worse than death in the eyes of our parents who were so acutely alive to honor, dishonor, and what others might think of them.


Mr Yiannopoulos, the theater owner, very soon saw that the chairs had disappeared. My father must have confessed that he had sold them to feed his family. I know nothing of what followed between them (Papa never told us), but I can imagine that it was a scene of high drama. At a time when people everywhere were starving, Mr Yiannopolous was not particularly concerned about our suffering. Did my father think he could liquidate a business’s assets on the pretext that his family had nothing to eat? A business that did not belong to him, of which he was only a minor employee? Papa had always considered Mr Yiannopolous his friend, and had often told us so with a pride that wholly convinced us. It was obvious, after all, that Mr Yiannopolous was much more important to us than the men who usually came to visit. Not so. Mr Yiannopolous was not his friend, and it must have been a terrible shock to Papa to realize this and admit to Mama that he had been wrong. Mr Yiannopolous no longer wished to know him, or any of us. He gave us a week to get out, to leave the little house behind the screen in the condition it was in when we moved in. He told us to go away, saying he never wanted to hear from us again.


I can never forget the day we left, with all that remained of our possessions heaped on a little cart harnessed to a donkey. Were the neighbors watching? Were people already talking about what was happening to us? I burned with shame for Papa and Mama. They no longer had the strength to exchange a word. They moved around like shadows. They seemed crushed. I was ashamed for myself as well. In truth, I believe I was encountering shame and humiliation for the first time and trying vainly to defend myself against them. I was seven, but because of the war I had never been to school and knew nothing about life. How do you fight back against finger-pointing neighbors, against failure, retribution, destitution? It made me sick to my stomach.


We went on foot to the Gouva district in the suburbs. The parents of a young man my father had trained to be a projectionist had agreed to rent us a room in their house. Just one room for the four of us, but we had so few possessions that we fitted in without difficulty. Our own beds had been sold and all we had was our parents’ bed. We divided it at night: Eugenia and I slept on the mattress, which we put on the floor, while our parents slept on the base. We kept our few clothes in a chest.


It was also in this chest that Mama hid the little money she earned. After that winter and the first months of German occupation she found work again, perhaps in a movie theater that reopened in the city center, or else in a music hall. She walked all the way to work. She came home weary, and all day long my sister and I waited for her. We were not allowed to go out. Gouva was a poor neighborhood, full of dark corners and vacant lots. There was no asphalt on its twisting streets, and Communist resistance fighters had turned it into one of their strongholds. There were often skirmishes with the Germans; gunfire was heard, and Mama was afraid we might get ourselves killed.


Was Papa still working with the anti-German Resistance? I don’t know. At all events, he now committed an act of folly that drove Mama into a state of despair bordering on madness. It took us back to the worst moments of their quarrels.


One evening, Mama opened the chest to put her day’s (or perhaps week’s) wages inside. We heard her cry out:


‘Eugenia, Nana, who took the money I left here?’


Naturally, neither of us could say. The only one who could have touched it was Papa, whom we hadn’t seen for two days.


He came home at midnight, and the sparks immediately flew. He had been gambling and had lost all the money Mama had scraped together. She did not utter a single word of reproach when she learned that he had sold the theater seats. She knew it was for us. But this – how could he do this? Couldn’t he see that she was draining the last of her energy just to bring home enough to feed us? He did not react to her shouts. It was true, he said, but now he wanted to be allowed to sleep: it was too late at night for an argument. At that, she threw herself upon him as though she wanted to kill him. Papa had to defend himself, and Eugenia and I threw ourselves screaming between them, begging them to stop. But Mama was crazed with anger, exhaustion and loneliness, and I don’t believe she even heard us. Before the war she tried to spare us such scenes, probably from shame. Now she was beyond shame. We had lost everything, everything, right down to the respect of our former neighbors. And now the man who was supposed to be standing by her was robbing her. With hindsight, it seems to me that Mama would have liked to die that night, to have done with the darkness of her existence. Life outside was already so hard: how then could she go on, how could she continue to hope, if she was lied to, robbed and humiliated in her own home, or rather in this tiny room that we had been reduced to calling our home?


Papa shouted that she was insane. His face was bleeding, but even blood no longer affected Mama.


Eugenia screamed:


‘No! No! Stop, Mama! Stop! Please!’


And suddenly the door slammed. For a second Mama seemed completely stunned. Papa was gone. Papa had run away. She took a few steps between the bed and the door and then collapsed on the bed. All the fear and anger that had made us scream and race around was transformed into sobs. Eugenia went to sleep next to Mama, and I lay down beside our little dog.


Papa had disappeared, and Mama acted as though he had never existed. She no longer mentioned him, and we didn’t dare say his name in her presence. I do not know how long this separation and Mama’s silence lasted. Maybe two or three weeks.


But I remember my relief the day she finally expressed her concern for him.


‘Has Papa been in touch with you?’ she asked one morning.


And before we could even reply:


‘At least I have to know where he went.’


For a few days, she looked for him. Finally, some friends told her where to find him, and one night she brought him back to the house.


He had lost weight, he was unshaven. It was as if he had returned again from the war.


Did Mama decide that the loss of his movie theater had filled him with such despair that he had returned to gambling? Or was I the one who decided that later on, in order to find an excuse for him? I don’t know, but even today that explanation sticks in my mind: in mourning for that theater which had been his passion, Papa lost his head.


He was home again, and we slipped back into the strange routine that was our life in those days. Eugenia and I were still forbidden to leave the house. We were immured in that small room and we spent most of our days lying side by side on our parents’ bed. We slept; when we woke up, we chatted a little, sometimes we sang, sometimes played a little game or simply wandered about the room. Then we went back to sleep, and when we opened our eyes again it was already evening. I know for a fact that there were days when we ate almost nothing. In truth, we were slowly being extinguished – like two candles gradually guttering down for lack of oxygen. But we were not aware of it.


Sometimes we leaned on the windowsill and stayed there, staring out, until weariness overcame us. Our room looked out on a small unpaved square with a well in the middle. It was there that we drew water for drinking and bathing. The Germans also came there for water, and sometimes they loitered beside their truck talking among themselves as one of them filled their jerry cans.


It was on one of these occasions that we witnessed a drama which still haunts me, as though on that day I crossed the invisible frontier that is supposed to offer lifetime protection from the abyss.


Eugenia and I were watching the soldiers around the well. It was a little bit like a game in which we tried to make sure we weren’t seen. But suddenly an enormous explosion splintered our windowpanes. I don’t know now whether it was the blast or fear that threw us to the ground. When we rose to look out, the square was a scene of horror. One of the Germans lay on the ground. He had lost a leg, and blood was gushing from the wound. The others were racing for cover, and I think we heard shots and the wailing of sirens.


Then two or three trucks full of soldiers roared to a halt in the square, and soon we heard a violent knocking at the front door. ‘If ever the Germans come here, hurry down and open the door,’ Mama had warned us. ‘The most important thing of all is not to let them think you were hiding.’ We opened the door, and they immediately shoved us aside and ran from room to room. Swinging around suddenly, one of the soldiers hit us both hard with his rifle-butt. Eugenia fell, and I struck my head against the wall. But he had not done it deliberately. I have a clear memory, the kind that often sticks with us in such moments of madness, of the seconds that followed. Our eyes met, and I saw in the soldier’s face a kind of surprise, of bafflement to see us lying there barely conscious at his feet.


We didn’t interest them: they were looking for men. We realized this after they left, as we saw them hauling into the square everyone they had found in the neighboring houses – even young boys who seemed barely older than Eugenia.


They lined them up at gunpoint, shouting and hitting some of them in the back, others in their legs. My heart pounded, and Eugenia was pale as a ghost. She whispered that they must be seeking the man who had thrown the grenade.


‘What will they do if they find him?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said.


It seemed to me that the yelling and the thud of rifle-butts went on for a long time. We were too scared to breathe, yet it was impossible to avert our eyes, to stop looking. It was exactly as though the boys in the square were our brothers and the men our fathers. We couldn’t turn away, couldn’t think of something else.


And suddenly they killed one of them, in front of the others, before our eyes, and I believe they killed another as we stifled a scream that turned into a sob. And we ducked beneath the window ledge and saw no more. Witnessing that murder was so horrifying that we wanted to batter our heads against the wall to forget what we had seen, to erase it, to forget it. My God – just to have been somewhere else when it happened! When we recovered our senses, we were in one another’s arms, weeping. The soldiers were shoving the other men into trucks.


That night, we told Mama that the Germans had been attacked, that a soldier had lost a leg, that they had arrested all the men in the neighborhood, but we did not mention the man who was executed before our eyes, nor the other one who was probably shot while Eugenia and I, traumatized by terror and anguish, ducked out of sight under the windowsill. Perhaps it would have helped us to tell her, but we couldn’t; there were no words. It was as if the pain had instantly acquired a hard shell in the bottom of our hearts, had become stone, unreachable, impossible to dislodge.


Neither Eugenia nor I would ever speak of that episode again. Not to each other, not to our mother. This is the first time, as I write these memoirs, that I have attempted to recall the scene and to describe it in simple terms. I believe I am doing it in order to understand a terrible recurrent dream that I’ve had ever since. In it I am a child running across the muddy ground around the well in that square. The longer the dream lasts, the more exhausted, more terrified and more frantic I become. What has happened to the path I was on? Am I losing my reason? My terror increases, my stomach contracts. And I keep on running, gasping for breath, my heart thudding as if about to break. Dear God, what will happen to me if I can’t get away from here? Then the nearby well begins to draw me in. I try to keep away from it, terrified of falling into it. I hate its cold, black mouth, but at the same time it continues to exert its pull. I realize, with a growing sense of horror, that it must be my only way of escape from this place, this nightmare.


Mama’s conclusion from our account of the drama was that if my father had been there he too would have been arrested and perhaps shot. Perhaps it was to flee this accursed spot that we moved house yet again. Our new home was closer to our former neighborhood. It was near Filopapou Hill, in the house of friends of Papa, much warmer-hearted people than our former hosts, if my memory is correct. This family had two teenage sons whose different fates would strike us forcibly a few years later, during the civil war. All by themselves the two of them embodied the whole tragedy of Greece: the elder boy was an officer, loyal to the king; the younger a Communist. Eventually they hated each other so bitterly that the younger son rejoiced when his brother died in the fighting.


But in 1941, when we first met them, they took us in with warmth and generosity. The older son devoted all his energies to finding food for everyone. He sometimes brought back from his trips to the mountains a kind of wild salad (I remember it as delicious). You carefully washed the roots and then cooked the leaves, like spinach. His young wife was full of kindness toward us, and I recall that it was our contact with her that gave me my first inkling of physical love, of desire. I even began to wonder how babies were made, and she explained it to me with a delicacy that left me full of dreams. Observing the way she looked at her husband, and certain tender gestures she reserved for him, I was soon astounded to realize that I had never seen my parents kiss or even hold hands.


Doubtless the German occupation became less harsh in 1943, for that autumn, just before my ninth birthday, I found myself at school for the first time. Eugenia was two classes ahead of me, because unlike me she had begun her schooling before the war.


I remember my curiosity, my excitement. We sat three to a desk, and for the first time there was someone looking after us – a pleasant but demanding lady. We no longer had time to sleep or dream, to wonder if Papa would return home at night: suddenly we found ourselves with a considerable number of things to learn. I had the feeling that I was emerging from a protracted lethargy, and I hung on our teacher’s words with single-mindedness and intense eagerness.


We couldn’t afford notebooks, so I scrawled my first letters on the back of my father’s old movie scripts. Back then, every movie scheduled for projection came with dialogue notes or screening notes, and luckily Papa had kept them all.


How did Mr Yiannopolous find us again? Surprisingly enough, after behaving so harshly, he had come to apologize, Papa told us. He proposed that Papa take over the movie house again and return to our little house behind the screen. On hearing the news, I realized how much I loved the place and how sorely I had missed it. The little stage below the screen! Movies! And everything the movies taught us about the greatness and beauty of the world, life’s mysteries, people’s love for one another, how people dressed, walked, danced, sang … That tiny stage where I secretly mimicked Judy Garland in Everybody’s Singing and The Wizard of Oz, or Marlene Dietrich in Shanghai Express, in The Blue Angel … Oh, Marlene Dietrich! Her inimitable way of moving about, of flaunting her long lashes and her cigarette-holder …


We found it hard to believe that Mr Yiannopoulos would really restore this little Garden of Eden to us, but he did. A few weeks earlier, we had watched the British tanks roll into Athens. Mama wept, we applauded, and the soldiers blew kisses and tossed us chocolate bars and even a can of corned beef from their turrets.


Very soon there was a rumor that soup kitchens would be opened, and Mama took along the only container she could find, a cracked enamel bowl we had once used to feed the chickens. Was the bowl too small? Or were the rations strictly portioned out? I have no idea. But I remember that blessed day when the war ended and the four of us once again sat around a table, just like before. But only Eugenia and I ate. Papa and Mama had divided the soup in two. They said they were not going to eat, and Eugenia and I made no protest. Yet we knew it was unjust, unthinkable. And even if we hadn’t known, all we had to do was look into their faces. Their enormous eyes, deep-set in hollows, told us that the smell of the soup was driving them crazy.


‘Don’t eat too quickly,’ was all Mama said. ‘You’ll make yourselves sick.’


How could we have been so selfish?


Later on, I was angry at myself. Very angry! And it occurs to me that my lifelong determination to repair the injustices, the countless wounds inflicted on my parents, originated in this innocent, childish debt I owed them.
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Papa Had Hoped to Have a Boy


I wish I could remember the name of the movie with which Papa reopened the theater doors early in 1945. Was it David Butler’s The Littlest Rebel, with Shirley Temple? No, I believe we saw that one just before the war. (Just like every other film starring Shirley Temple, who shared pride of place in my heart with Judy Garland.) Besides, it must have been a British movie, because the British had just liberated us and were provisionally running the country. So I lean toward Anthony Asquith’s Fanny by Gaslight, with Stewart Granger.


With Papa locked away in his projection booth, lining up his reels and making the final adjustments, I stood on the stage looking out over the rows of empty seats with a lump in my throat, midway between laughter and tears. Could life really begin again as though nothing had happened? The last time the family had gathered here, helping Papa count the seats, was that April evening in 1941 when hundreds of aircraft suddenly filled the sky. Then I was six and a half; now I was ten. I believe I was waiting for the surge of emotion that used to fill me as dusk made its swift appearance and we waited for the first spectators to trickle in. Would I be overcome by the same curiosity, the same excitement? As if we had not lived through what we had endured since then? Yes, the old feelings seemed to be there, unchanged. Oh, the thrill when the first couple came in, the wife seeming to hesitate over which would be the best seat, with me dropping behind the bush in the same instant, determined not to be seen!


My heart beating fast, I spied on them from behind the daisies. There were couples and whole families, and every one of them had that moment of hesitation before choosing a seat. Sometimes they recognized friends and made a detour to greet them and exchange a few words. Did my ten-year-old eyes tell me how much they had changed in the last four years? Remembering the scene today, I can’t help thinking of what they had gone through. All of them had been hungry, and many had lost loved ones, a child, a mother, a father. Sometimes their whole families and all their possessions as well. When I think of the Greeks of 1945, all I see is sad, emaciated faces. But it probably didn’t shock me back then. What did strike me was their look of expectation, the hunger they all shared for a film that would transport them far from where they were to a world utterly unlike their own. You saw it from the way they took their seats and their satisfied eyes as they looked at the screen. Well, that’s something that hasn’t changed, I said to myself, just as impatient as they were for the show to begin – something the war hadn’t managed to destroy.


Fanny by Gaslight was a drama about a minister of the British crown who hires his illegitimate daughter as a lady’s maid in order to help and protect her. But his wife, unaware of the existence of this illegitimate child (conceived many years earlier), suspects her husband of deceiving her and threatens to divorce him. Driven to distraction, the man kills himself. Stewart Granger did not play the lead role, but thanks to him I discovered that night that a young man could turn my head. It was a disturbing feeling, which I mastered only little by little, but it meant that I would wait with growing excitement for each of the handsome Stewart’s new films.


When the show was over I returned to my hiding place at the foot of the screen. There I watched the spectators slowly come back down to earth and stand up as if from a good night’s sleep, and I recognized something that would never have occurred to me before the war but which now sprang to mind: they were no longer the same people, the movie had transformed them. The tension had gone from their faces, and they seemed to float between sleepiness and a sense of liberation, as though they had been separated from themselves, from their suffering, and now saw the world through a child’s eyes.


When he joined us, my father too was transformed. I could have sworn he was younger.


‘Papa, did you see how people are no longer the same at the beginning and the end of the movie?’


‘Well, what do you think happens? That they change halfway through the show? Of course they’re the same!’


Neither my mother nor my father understood what I was trying to say, and they never tried to understand. So this transformation people undergo at the movies assumed a considerable importance in my child’s mind, like a unique discovery that no one else shared but which never ceased to fascinate me. Why? What did my wonder at the secret power of movies reveal about my buried desires, my dreams?


I found the beginnings of an answer a few months later, at a variety show to which my father had managed to get us tickets. It was the first time I ever entered a real theater and viewed a live performance. The show was a kind of revue, a blend of sketches, acrobatic numbers, ballet, and song. Very soon I began to weep. Not from boredom or fear: I wept because I was not on the stage, or rather because of the distance that separated the little girl I was from the performers I was watching.


Fifty years and more have gone by, and today I can describe very simply what I experienced that night. But at the time I was ashamed of those stupid tears and the distress they caused my mother.


‘Why did you cry the whole time, Nana? Didn’t you like it?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Your father was so glad to get those tickets.’


‘Don’t tell him I cried. I’ll just turn my head the other way.’


Eugenia was in seventh heaven, and when we got home she did all the talking while I concealed my sorrowful longings in our bedroom.


Several times in the days that followed, Mama talked to me. She wanted to understand – and so did I. It was very strange at the age of ten to weep throughout a show created expressly to dazzle, charm and amuse. Very strange!


And suddenly as I sat there, drawn in on myself like a snail, eyes swollen, my mother probing me again, I felt my anger rise, a truly hate-filled anger.


‘I don’t like my life!’ I exploded. ‘I don’t want to go on like this!’


‘You don’t like your life, Nana? But what do you know about life? The war has only just ended. Soon everything will be much better.’


‘You don’t understand. I don’t want to be in the audience while they’re up on stage.’


‘Well, where do you want to be?’


‘Up on the stage!’


‘On the stage? Doing what?’


‘I don’t know. Anything. But I don’t want to be in the audience any more. It’s horrible being down there with them.’


‘How can you say that? Everyone was laughing and clapping.’


‘Yes, and I was so unhappy!’


‘I could see that.’


‘I would rather have left the theater.’


In fact, though, I didn’t utter those last words out loud. I was suddenly ashamed to realize that I was jealous. So I had wept from bitterness and jealousy throughout the show. How could I admit that my heart was full of such hateful, contemptible feelings? Nowadays I deplore envious people, yet it was envy that first set me on the path I already yearned (however confusedly) to embark on. I did not yet know it, but I wanted to be on the performers’ side of the frontier, side by side with the people who lifted us out of ourselves, transforming us for a few brief hours.


What did my parents say to one another about it? No doubt they were concerned over my fascination with the movies, with performers. I worked well at school, but I spent almost more time on our little stage imitating Shirley Temple in Poor Little Rich Girl, or singing ‘Over the Rainbow’, the song from The Wizard of Oz which I knew by heart. I believe Mama finally told Papa that I had wept in the theater. Because soon after that episode (quite incomprehensible to him), he sought the advice of our kindly next-door neighbors, and the word conservatory was heard in the house for the first time.


These neighbors weren’t simple folk like us. They lived in a stately, beautiful house whose majestic railings rose a few steps away from our little backyard. They often came to the cinema, always taking the trouble to greet Papa and to ask Mama how we were doing in school. Sometimes they would chat with us or tease us.


Papa told me that he spoke to our neighbor of my astonishing passion for the movies, mentioning to him that I imitated Hollywood’s younger stars and danced all on my own on our stage.


‘I see. Well, perhaps she wants to go into the movies,’ our neighbor apparently said. ‘But that’s a road full of pitfalls and unknowns … better not to think along those lines. What else does your daughter like?’


‘As I said, she likes dancing … And singing too, like her mother.’


‘That’s true; your wife has a nice voice. We sometimes hear her singing.’


‘Well, it’s the same with Nana. She sings all day long.’


‘Then why don’t you enroll her at the Conservatory?’


I was only ten, but I remember Mama’s excitement when my father reported this conversation. So there was a school whose sole aim was to turn you into a singer! It was obviously the first she had ever heard of it, and she was immediately in favor. She said that Eugenia and I, who sang so beautifully, would surely be accepted by this school. She was happy and seemed full of excitement, and I no longer recall whether it was that day or a little later that I heard her say: ‘I too would have loved to study music!’


In any event, that remark made me look at my mother with new eyes, as though suddenly aware that she had lived a life of her own before bringing us into the world and even before she met Papa. Why did she talk about herself so seldom? Perhaps it was the war or the many disappointments of her life with my father. All we knew in those days was that she was a native of Corfu and came from a big family. Eugenia remembered that we had gone to Corfu in 1939 to see her village and meet our uncles and aunts, but I was too young to remember …


Mama would have liked to study singing. If she had known about it, she might have entered the Conservatory and become a singer … By slowly developing this slender thread while I took my first steps at the Conservatory, I gradually learned where I came from, where Eugenia and I both came from.


Mama spent only two or three years at school, in her mountain village about an hour’s walk from the city of Corfu. Just long enough for her to learn how to read and write. She was one of nine children, and I never knew exactly where she stood in the sibling hierarchy. The boys worked the land and handled the olive presses, while the girls worked as house-maids in homes in and around Corfu. So at the age of nine or ten Aliki entered the service of her aunt and uncle – a couple who had themselves found work in the home of the Kapodistrias family, a name illustrious throughout Greece. Count Ioannis Kapodistrias (John Capodistria) became the very first ruler of independent Greece in 1827, but he was assassinated four years later. Aliki would remain with this couple until she was eighteen, helping to run the household and cook their meals.


She told me that she sang well, and that others noticed it, but in those days you wouldn’t dream of becoming a performer, of earning a living with your voice. What future did she dream of, then? She wanted to leave, to say goodbye to the tiny island of Corfu and travel to the mainland, and I believe she once came close to eloping with a sailor. At eighteen, she was a pretty girl, and there must have been many sailors around. She probably saw him again and gave him – and herself – some hope, but then she pulled back. At the last moment she decided not to go with him, and his ship left port without her.


It was after this disappointment that she went to see Maria Kapodistrias, the family’s unmarried daughter. Maria was not much older than Mama, and the family knew Mama well, for her aunt often brought her to the house to help with cooking or ironing. Maria was about to leave for Athens, and Aliki, who also wanted to leave and see Athens, asked her if she might have need of a cameriera, a housemaid.


‘Let me think about it,’ said Maria.


And a few days later:


‘Fine. I’ll take you with me since you’re so anxious to go.’


It was 1924 when she first saw Athens. One year earlier, Kemal Atatürk’s Turkey had insisted on a population exchange with Greece. Four hundred thousand Turkish Muslims left Greece for their country of origin, while one and a half million Greeks were expelled from Turkey. These refugees converged on Athens and its large port of Piraeus, seeking work. Destitute families slept in the streets or in the communal barracks that sprouted in the suburbs. Mama was astonished by all this poverty, by the violence of relations between different groups, by the hardships of which she had had no inkling. Life in Corfu was not easy but everyone managed to find work there. Here, men and women who had recently arrived were begging the people of Athens not to let their children starve … Was Mama sorry she had left her family? It is very likely. But she steeled herself and learned to look out for herself.


When she had to leave Maria Kapodistrias’ service she struggled hard to find work, eventually landing a job as usherette at the Ideal, one of the big movie theaters in central Athens. There, in 1929, she met my father for the first time. He was the Ideal’s projectionist. She remembered that he was highly respected; in those days, good projectionists were hard to find.


Constantine Mouskouri was twenty-two in 1929, one year younger than Mama. His parents came from the Peloponnese, but he was born in Athens. Why had his family come to Athens? My father didn’t tell us, and perhaps he never knew, because the family very soon came to grief. He was fourteen when his mother died, leaving behind three boys and a little girl, whose father put her in an orphanage. The boys took care of themselves. Constantine could read and write. He had left school and picked up occasional jobs in workshops repairing the electrical appliances which were then all the rage – ventilators, radios, illuminated signs.


It was there that he encountered his destiny in the person of a customer who took a liking to him. Papa was lively, intelligent, curious, smiling. As this man watched him work on a disassembled radio, perhaps he was impressed by Papa’s skill. In any case, the two of them struck up a conversation.


‘Everything electrical fascinates me,’ said Constantine.


‘So I see. What do you want to do later on?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘If you like, I can teach you a trade. Have you ever seen a movie?’


‘Gosh, no! I don’t have enough money.’


‘How would you like to go tonight? I can get you in for free: I work in the projection booth.’


Next day Papa became this providential man’s assistant. He remained in the job for two or three years, learning the trade and becoming a projectionist in his turn. And a good one, beyond any doubt. He was soon noticed by the two leading theater owners of the day, Damaskinos and Michaelidis. They owned most of the movie houses in the center of the capital, in particular the Palace and the Ideal. He was put in charge of the projection booth at the prestigious Ideal.


Mama’s looks went straight to his head. But he was shy, and let a few days go by before plucking up his courage to invite her to the terrace of the café across the avenue from the Ideal. That is all he ever told me. In Greece, parents are reluctant to discuss their love for their spouses with their children. Mama secretly dreamed of a man who would protect her and with whom she could build a family. But she was on her guard. Back then, all young women shared a fear of the kind of man who might destroy their honor. So she forced the issue: if he loved her as he said he did, then he must marry her! He agreed. A few months later, in the spring of 1930, without really knowing each other, they tied their lifelong knot.


Their first child was born in 1932, and they gave her the pretty name of her late grandmother, Constantine’s mother Eugenia.


At this time Damaskinos and Michaelidis sent Papa to Khania, the second largest city of Crete, where an open-air cinema was about to begin operation. He would not be required to stay there for long: he was simply to help the manager with the technical installations and with the theater’s official opening.


My parents later told me they were warmly received by the manager and his family. He offered them a room in a tall, narrow little house which also included the projectionist’s cabin. My father had only to walk down a few steps to be at work behind his projector.


It was in that room that I was conceived. And it was in the streets of Khania, walking with Eugenia, feeling me grow inside her, that Mama’s illusions were first shattered. Papa was with her yet he wasn’t. He would go out to meet a friend and not return until the small hours. He had a good job and they should have had enough money to live on, but the money disappeared, and Papa often had to sign away the following month’s pay. Mama was aware that many Greek men gambled, but with him it was an obsession that devoured everything, that made him lose his head. I believe that their first quarrels erupted in Khania, a place far from the rumors of impending war, where they might instead have drawn closer to one another. It was a little city with a slightly Venetian feel to it, slumbering elegantly between the White Mountains – always snow-capped in winter – and the deep blue of the Sea of Crete. Papa was an affectionate, generous man, and if Mama’s reproaches drove him to violence it was because he was angry with himself. He was ashamed, but he lacked the words to tell her so and very quickly resorted to anger. Later on, I so often saw them hurt each other that I can readily imagine what went on before I was born.


Mama had already given him a daughter, and now Papa wanted a son. That was what he said, over and over again, on evenings when he didn’t go out to play cards but stayed at home, dandling Eugenia on his knees or gently placing his ear against Mama’s stomach with that sudden impulsiveness typical of men. Mama would gladly have given him the gift he hoped for, and although she didn’t really care what my gender would be, she sometimes caught herself wishing for a boy.


The night her labor pains began Papa was nearby, playing cards with a few men inside the theater, just three floors beneath our room. Mama was alone with Eugenia, and sent her to get help. The manager and his wife came running.


‘I’m going to tell Costa,’ said the man, at once turning to go downstairs. Papa left the card game and came up to gauge the situation for himself.


‘Right,’ he said, meeting Mama’s imploring gaze, ‘I’m off to get the midwife.’ He hurried back downstairs, but couldn’t help looking in to see how the game was going. After a while he sat down and picked up his cards again.


It appears that the other players kept reminding him that his wife was in labor and that the midwife would certainly not come if he didn’t go fetch her.


So he left, but nobody could say after how many hands. Nor whether he was winning or losing.


By the time he picked up the midwife it was too late. Mama had brought me into the world as best she could with the help of the manager’s wife and eldest daughter, Ioanna, who would be my godmother and whose name I was given as a mark of gratitude. It was Ioanna who changed my sister’s name from Eugenia to Jenny, and she has been ‘Jenny’ ever since. All that was left for the midwife was to register the birth and administer post-natal care. It was 13 October 1934.


I can picture my mother’s resentment and humiliation when she heard about my father’s behavior that night. I can also imagine my father’s disappointment at Heaven’s refusal to give him the hoped-for boy. ‘What a shame you’re not a boy!’ he told me as soon as I was old enough to hear.


Did my parents’ love life end there in Khania as a result of that episode, so disappointing for both of them? That is what I believe today as I remember Mama’s melancholia when we were little, the sadness that overwhelmed her on certain days, and those few words (also heard very early, but whose implication was lost on me at the time): ‘As soon as you’re grown up, I’m leaving.’ She was probably afraid to pronounce the word ‘divorce’, which to her implied shame. But she needed to utter out loud her hope for another kind of life. Perhaps she also needed to convince herself that she would have the courage to leave.


On our return from Khania, Mr Yiannopoulos offered my father the projectionist’s job at our little open-air theater. Our parents had not saved a penny, and although the adjoining house was really too small for the four of us, it seemed a gift of providence. We moved into it in 1936, a year when Greece was deep in social and economic crisis. With the approval of King George II, General Metaxas had just assumed dictatorial powers in order ‘to save the country from the abyss of Communism,’ as he put it. In other words, life in Athens was not easy. For once, our parents must have felt they were enjoying the protection of Heaven.


Jenny remembers that our respective roles were portioned out to us most curiously before the war: she was the girl of the house, talented and industrious. Mama taught her embroidery, knitting and darning. I was the boy Papa had hoped for in vain; he took me to soccer games every Sunday. No sooner was the war over than the whole system reasserted itself in exactly the same way, and by now I was old enough for it to stick in my memory. Jenny helped Mama, while I worked hard to interest myself in soccer and retain what my father taught me of sports. I was entirely aware of his disappointment at my failure to be male, and I did all I could to act as though I were a boy and thus to be worthy of his affection.


But that didn’t stop him saying, Sunday after Sunday, ‘What a pity, Nana, that you’re not a boy!’ And I also remember how this enduring regret of his eroded my sense of self-worth and, little by little, destroyed me. Perhaps ‘destroyed’ is too strong – an adult term – but I can find no other to convey the hopelessness that sometimes overwhelmed me. I felt rejected, useless, a failure. I longed to disappear. I never again wanted to meet that disappointed look in my father’s eyes, a look that appeared whenever he recalled the boy denied to him.


I was not even allowed to play soccer with the boys to console my father (in those days, there was no such thing as a girls’ soccer team). Compounding my deficiencies, I turned out to be horribly inept in sewing class at school. It was Jenny, skilled and swift, who invariably took over my work and saved my skin. As a result I felt good for nothing – neither for standing in as a boy nor for handling the tasks expected of a girl.


‘That child,’ my parents would tell their friends, ‘either weeps or else she laughs, but she weeps a lot more than she laughs. The rest of the time she doesn’t say a word, she just sits in her corner.’


It’s true that I didn’t say much, but I laughed all on my own, and I was even swept away with happiness on evenings when we were allowed to watch the scheduled movie. I tested the salutary power of actors and performers on myself: they lifted me out of my sorrow and transported me into the world of dreams.


Which was precisely the story of little Dorothy, played by Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz. Dorothy lives in Kansas. She isn’t very happy in the midst of a family in which nobody pays her any attention. When a spiteful woman tries to steal her dog, she appeals to her family for help, but not one of them lifts a finger. So Dorothy decides to escape. As she flees through the chaos of a tornado she is knocked unconscious by a window blown out of its frame and enters the land of dreams. This land is cheerful, and it is in color, whereas the real world was black and white. Eager to meet the wizard of Oz, she asks the Munchkins, the inhabitants of this sun-filled land, to show her the way. She is joined by a scarecrow, who is full of ideas despite his claim to have no brain. Then a man made of tin, who contends that he has no heart, tags along. Finally a lion, insisting he is a coward, completes the little group. Along the road they meet a witch who tries to block their way. Pooling their talents, they manage to kill her and find the wizard.


Later on, once I was in my teens, I developed a deeper appreciation of the moral of Victor Fleming’s movie, and it inspired me in shaping my own life. In the end, the wizard is revealed to be a charlatan. It is true that he advises Dorothy to return home. But the important lessons come from the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Cowardly Lion. They show her that we must use our intelligence, our heart and our courage in order to surmount problems rather than put our trust in some magician who doesn’t really exist. Like Dorothy, I remembered that lesson.


Papa’s realization that I was a good singer, good enough to consider applying for the Conservatory, pierced the leaden skies of my childhood like a bright shaft of light. It didn’t matter that I was still too young for the Conservatory: the notion was now firmly in place. And singing offered me what soccer denied – I could exploit it to the hilt and at last win Papa’s heart. I saw him relax before my eyes, I saw him put on a broad smile, and I whispered to myself that for now, at least, his disappointment at my gender was diminishing.


I remember the lady who interviewed us (Mama, Jenny and me) at the Conservatory. She was a German, smiling but with an underlying severity. She heard me first, followed by Jenny and then delivered her judgment: ‘The young one has true feeling for melody, but her voice is a little hoarse. Her sister’s voice is magnificent, and she has a fine pair of lungs.’ I thought to myself (but without a trace of jealousy) that even in singing Jenny was more talented than I was. But Jenny didn’t identify herself with Judy Garland, she was not dying to perform on stage, and she hadn’t wept throughout that variety show. I was the problem, not Jenny, so Mama talked about me. The German lady understood at once, and she was looking at me when she said that we would have to wait a year or two, that I was still too young to enter the Conservatory. I later realized that Jenny would have been accepted there and then, but neither she nor Mama pressed the point, and the German music teacher (who may well have suggested it) said nothing further.


Meanwhile, I had to content myself with school, where I was an attentive pupil (although the teachers reported that I was ‘perhaps too well behaved’). Because we had not attended school during the war, Jenny and I were both two years older than our classmates. How had other girls of our generation managed? All of a sudden it seemed that we were the only ones to have missed out on school. I believe this situation inhibited me somewhat. What’s more, I didn’t want to attract attention to myself. I wanted no one to know my background – a father who failed to come home every second night, Mama’s shrieks and tears when he reappeared, their terrible quarrels, our poverty, our lack of basic necessities … It seemed to me that I was the only one to have such parents, and that the best way of deflecting attention from them was to be a model student.


Our compulsory school uniforms were helpful in that endeavor: everyone had to wear a little black dress with a white collar, effectively concealing the black sheep in the flock. Otherwise, on non-school days, we had only one kind of garment, a pretty flower-pattern dress with white shoes, which Mama gave us for Easter. It was spring clothing – perfectly appropriate for a season in which the acacia bloomed and the scent of flowers wafted a festive atmosphere through the streets of Athens. When school reopened in the fall we dyed the shoes black and Mama bought us dark sweaters that transformed our summer dresses into winter clothing.


For Greek Orthodox Christians like us, Easter was much more important than Christmas. We are more concerned with celebrating Christ’s resurrection than his birth. For instance, we don’t exchange gifts at Christmas, but at Easter we receive an egg adorned with red candies (and new clothes in the Mouskouri household). And the religious celebrations throughout Easter Week are sumptuous, awe-inspiring, magnificent. For children like me, dying to escape the world of black-and-white, that miraculous week seemed truly to embody the land of dreams, the luminous land of dreams.


We spent the week at church or in processions – every evening, prostrating ourselves, praying, singing in chorus. Easter celebrations were my first encounter with the performing arts, well before I discovered the movies. And it was very early on, in church, that I encountered the joy of shared emotion, of hearts uplifted, of the power of song over the human spirit. And the power of words and images, for each year we listened with the same fervor to the story of Christ’s Passion as though we were hearing it for the first time. It was in church that I first glimpsed the possibility of another world, a world attainable on condition that you wanted it enough and strove to acquire the means to create it.


Mama had been raised in this religious and moral environment, and she rather than Papa was the one who made us go to church. She was the one who spoke to us of the patron saint of Corfu, Agios Spyridon, whose mummified body we bore through the city streets. It was a deeply moving procession, with people throwing themselves flat on their faces, praying, weeping, swooning … According to legend, the saint’s body failed to rot away because God protected it. But one had to be worthy of God’s protection, and Mama showed us the way: never cheat or lie; take a stand against injustice …


I concurred. I loved everything Mama said, I was utterly convinced that she was right, and I worked hard to keep from sinning. In fact, it was in this frame of mind that one day I found myself judging my father.


That morning I was leaving for church for confession. Mama stopped me on the threshold.


‘Your father is home, Nana,’ she said to me. ‘He came home late last night. Before you leave you should wake him and ask his forgiveness.’


Right then I didn’t hesitate for a second, and my father, still half-asleep, forgave me. But immediately afterward, all the way to church, I felt a mounting anger of an intensity I had never before experienced: ‘Why did I go and ask his forgiveness?’ I asked myself. ‘To give someone your forgiveness you have to be a saint yourself, and I don’t believe Papa is any kind of saint. He’s been playing cards again all night long, he’s making Mama unhappy, he’s making all three of us unhappy. He knows it, and he makes no attempt to change.’


I was more than angry: I was disgusted. Perhaps this was the first time in my life I was fully conscious of injustice, and ready to rebel.


I had another new experience that year: I discovered myself, my face, my body. This had not interested me at all during the war, when we probably didn’t even possess a mirror. But now we had a small mirror above the sink, and I didn’t like the girl I saw. My face seemed an expressionless blank, my eyes were set too far apart, my cheeks were too full. In short, nothing of what I saw pleased me, unlike Jenny who was so beautiful. Until then, it had never occurred to me to compare the two of us, but now that I had this picture of myself I couldn’t help thinking of Jenny’s face. She was full of light, alive, luminous, while I seemed to be the personification of grayness.


I was about to write that I found my face gloomy and misty, just like my life as a substitute boy, when suddenly the word misty takes me back to my twelfth year, which I spent in the classroom. Everything that winter seemed bathed in gray. Since I was taller than my classmates, I was always seated at the back of the class, and although I was a diligent pupil I had trouble following the teacher’s discourse when she explained it on the blackboard. One day she asked me to answer the question she had written there, and I couldn’t even see the question.


‘Could you read it out to me, Miss? I can’t read it.’


‘What do you mean, you can’t read it? Can’t you see the letters?’


‘Yes, but it’s as if they were in a fog.’


‘Come closer and tell me whether you see better.’


I moved to the front row and was able to see the letters. I went home that night with a short note saying I should consult an eye doctor as soon as possible.


How angry my father was! He wasn’t unkind; he was much angrier with himself than with me. But he was genuinely angry.


‘You saw perfectly well when you were small, Nanaki.’


‘So why can’t I see the blackboard properly any more?’


‘Why? You want to know why?’


‘Yes please.’


‘Because you watch movies the wrong way round – from behind the screen!’


‘Well, that’s sometimes true, but not all the time … I often watch them from in front.’


‘Yes, but when I tell you that you aren’t to watch a film, you watch it anyway from behind the screen. Do you think I haven’t noticed?’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was serious.’


‘Yes it is – very serious! Because that’s what has damaged your eyesight. Let’s hear what the doctor has to say. I should have put a stop to it, punished you, it’s all my fault.’
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