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‘I loved this delicate and engaging story of love and grief so much that it made me wish I was still a bookseller so I could press it into the hands of all my customers . . . It’s so honest and beautifully written’


Cathy Rentzenbrink, author of THE LAST ACT OF LOVE
	

‘Barker’s attempt to triangulate a void is haunting. Yet even from the depths her memories glow with life, the writing gleams with precision’


Rhik Samadder, author of I NEVER SAID I LOVED YOU


‘The story of a relationship defined by departures . . . arresting and beautifully written’
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About the Book


When Xanthi Barker’s father died when she was in her mid-twenties, she could make no sense of her grief for a man who had been absent for most of her life.  Her father, poet Sebastian Barker, had left Xanthi, her mother and her brother to pursue writing and a new relationship, when Xanthi was a baby.  Growing up she had always struggled to reconcile his extravagant affection – a rocking horse crafted from scavenged wood, the endless stream of poems and drawings and letters, conversations that spiralled from the structure of starlight to philosophy to Bruce Springsteen – with the fact that he could not be depended upon for more everyday things. Though theirs was a relationship defined by departures, he always returned, so why should this farewell be any different, or more final?


WILL THIS HOUSE LAST FOREVER? is a heartfelt and wholly original memoir about the pain of having to  come to terms with a parent’s mortality, the way grief so utterly defies logic, and about learning to see the flaws in those that we love, and let them go.
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There’s another world mixed in with this one.


You see it when someone dies.


The holy spirit of life and death


And the monumental lies.


‘Double Take’, Sebastian Barker







 


SSB’s Dictionary



Presuppositionology: the study of what people presuppose. Particularly looking at the false or problematic assumptions underlying statements of fact or value judgements.
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31st January 2017



My dad is dead. He died three years ago. I miss him and I wish he hadn’t died.


But he is also not dead, and the previous three sentences are all lies.


He is dead because he died on 31st January 2014. It’s a recorded fact and you can find it on the internet – he was a poet, not famous, but known to some people, with his name on books you can buy. I have the receipt for his death certificate in a brown box made to look like an old-fashioned book on the shelf beside my bed.


But he is also not dead because I saw him this morning, waiting at a bus stop, and he gave me a wave.


And so though he is dead and I can’t call him up, sometimes I am walking a long way and it is exactly what I do. His voice is the only right thing for that walk and he knows what I’ve called him for, and he’s expecting me. He’s still on my phone’s list of favourite numbers so I can call him with one click, one press of the thumb, if I want to, but he is dead and nobody answers. But once in a letter addressed from the mountains of somewhere I’d never been, in the blue ink of his heavy pen he wrote: ‘I talk to you, but without a telephone line the words tend to go astray.’ So like when I was a child and didn’t hear from him for months, I don’t believe that because he doesn’t answer it means he isn’t speaking to me.


It seems that he must be dead because he doesn’t know anything about my life now. People with living dads have conversations in real time, discussions about work and Tube strikes and retirement plans. When someone says to me they are going to see their dad, a hollowness gapes invisibly in my chest and I can’t say anything like, ‘Oh yeah, dads, those old guys, all bad jokes and struggling with the internet.’ I can only say disturbing things like, ‘Just wait. When they die, the jokes get worse.’ We never had a chance to talk about important things like becoming a parent or how to bleed a radiator or the way a mind smashes open like a gas canister or a supernova flaming out into the world when a person dies and you can’t see them any more, how time opens up like a giant’s mouth and swallows something you did not know you had, and you didn’t know what it was, so haven’t got the words to ask for it back, and that I got pregnant, and the mad shock of elections around the world and what he thinks of the EU or Donald Trump, in fact we never talked about politics at all. My dad is dead because he doesn’t know anything about 2017, or 2016, or 2015 or most of 2014.


But he is also not dead because nothing has changed. I never would have talked to him about these things. He left when I was a baby and didn’t visit all that much. When he did visit, he was easily bored and didn’t like to talk about what he called personal matters. We would not have discussed work or my prickling anxiety, heaving overdraft, disappearing boyfriends, abortion. I would not have known about the giant’s mouth, and I could not guess what edifying things he would have said about Trump. We talked about space–time and DNA and words he made up, like ‘presuppositionology’, and the first ever life forms on the planet – chemolithoautotrophic hyperthermophiles, he says, say it again, try again, slowly now, once more – the majesty of aphids and the psychoactive quality of conversation, whether or not two people could ever be said to know each other. He is not dead, because we’re still having these conversations, because I have the notes and letters he wrote as addenda, can open at any time all the footnoted emails he sent.


But he is also dead because now I talk to nobody about these things.


You might say that he is dead because he had a funeral. There was a church service and a burial and a wake and several guests. But it is also true that he didn’t have a funeral because the funeral we attended was not his. People wore strange clothes and faces and did not say anything they meant. The hall was so large that nobody could fill it up, it was only an emptiness, and everybody felt conspicuous and sober. It was February, and cold, and there was nowhere to sit and the elderly guests complained. If my dad were to have a funeral, it would not be like this. He made the personal request to me years ago that Bruce Springsteen be played at his funeral, the song ‘No Surrender’. In fact, I promised him. So he is not dead, because this has not happened yet.


When he dies, I know exactly what kind of funeral he would like and I will make sure to organise it right. He wants Pink Floyd and Bob Dylan and impassioned, drawled speeches made by scruffy, opened-up people drinking too much wine and stealing cigarettes and dancing. He’s a poet and he’ll have a poet’s funeral. There were none of these things at the funeral I attended, except wine, but I learned from him years ago, before I knew what wine was, that it was a different thing drunk from glasses or a copper jug, and a different thing drunk with friends or people who didn’t even know he had children. Also, though supposedly his face was on the funeral leaflet, it was a peculiar, irregular picture, like he was wearing someone else’s expression, someone else’s clothes. Several people commented he would have been dismayed. ‘He was very vain,’ his sister said, ‘he would have wanted to look his best.’ For this reason it is quite easy, even appropriate, to believe that it was not his, but a stranger’s funeral.


On the other hand, he has a grave, and a gravestone with a line of his poetry carved into it. The stone is Welsh slate. It is smooth and earth-cold and hand-carved and when I visited the stonemason, there he was, going: Look! Look at that – the way the mason’s hand forms the letters straighter than a stencil, no need for a ruler, the way he sees through the tips of his fingers like an insect. He was dead because the stonemason could not see or hear him, because the stonemason knew nothing of him but the name he carved into the slate, because I had driven there with his wife, and we had not taken a trip alone together before, because it was six months since he had died, and I had been through the death-ache of it, and as my brother insisted: he was deader than dead – but he was also not dead because I heard him say it. He is not dead, because who I mean is him – the living one.


The living one: he’s whispering at the back of my neck as I type this. I’m draped in the warm balm of his smile. He’s my dad and I know him.


‘Take the presence of your husband or your wife or your friend – of your loved ones’, he wrote. ‘Each is unique and obviously so.’


I can feel him here behind me. But he is also dead, because I can’t touch him, and I am losing the memory of his shoulders, and the way he squeezed me against his side, and because I won’t ever again walk into a room in which he is sitting and watch the space between us light up with the snap-magic that erupts when both our particular mouths go hello grinning.


He is dead because this is painful to think about.


But he is also not dead, because it is impossible not to think about. I can see every moment of him: rolling his sleeves up and reaching for his gnarly wooden hammer; his eyes half shut in his racing-green Rover singing Bob Dylan’s ‘Pat Garrett’; making toasted cheese sandwiches in a machine he used a clamp to keep shut; waving a glass of green wine in the late sunlight, a blanket tucked over his faded legs; smoking Rothmans and reciting his poetry, blind drunk, under the Greek sky two decades ago; eating a picnic at his desk on Father’s Day, just before he got ill, while he explained his new poem to me and could not believe that I understood him, his joy making me lose any of the familiar resentment, and he said, ‘What are you doing with your hair? Pulling your hair like that. That’s just what my mother used to do.’


But he is dead because this is not the whole truth. There are things I don’t want to remember: his silence, his absence, his indifference to our lives; hanging up on me when I said something he didn’t like; telling me quite casually he hadn’t wanted me, a fourth child. The mystic poet-wanderer and the cold, intellectual snob – how can I tell it isn’t only the latter who died, and my real dad is hiding somewhere? The other died, and I’m not sad about it. I won’t see him again and I don’t mind one bit. I hated him, as I felt his hatred of me. But there is another dad, a realer dad, the dad I let myself remember, and I will wait for him forever as I’ve been waiting for him my whole life.


But he is also dead because I remember nothing.


I saw him lying on the floor. I felt the warmth go from his face. The paramedics cut off his T-shirt. Later other strangers put him in a bag and carried him to a van. It was hard to get him down the stairs and my brother went to help, trying to press his final love into strength and logistics, but it was traumatising, he said, he wished he hadn’t gone. My dad would never have allowed this – not my brother’s pain, he wouldn’t have helped with that, but he would have found a better way to engineer the transportation. He could have solved things like that. Though he could not have solved the nauseating awkwardness of all of us, both intimate and unknown to each other – his daughters, his son, his wife and ex-wife – sitting there all day in that house which was no longer his, crying and shaking and not saying anything and then saying too much, talking about work and failed MOTs and the last time we’d each seen him and soup and nothing, my mother taking care of everybody, her own feelings stashed far outside the house. If he was not dead, there is no way my mother would have been in that house.


He is dead because he has always been dead. Death, abandonment, it makes no difference. He is dead because it is so typical of him, disappearing when I turn up to need him.


But he is also not dead, because it is hard to tell the difference, sometimes too hard, and I hate him for that and want him to die.


He is not dead because he would never give me what I wanted.


He is dead because I saw him in the chapel of rest. He was frozen. It was disturbing. His skin was like agar, like a dead jellyfish washed up on a manmade beach. But he is also not dead because he was there the day I first touched a dead jellyfish, first recorded this sense memory, and so he was there too, that day, looking over his own plasticised face with me, wondering what to say or do. He is not dead because it was him in me, looking at the him he was no longer in, thinking about the mechanisms of things, considering it necessary to know.


He is dead because they put him in a suit. He is dead because he didn’t wear suits, not often. He wore trousers and tough cotton shirts tucked in but open so you could see his T-shirt. He wore T-shirts and jumpers, but mainly tough cotton shirts, and he was never cold. Never. Never that cold ever at all.


He is dead because they nailed the coffin and put him in a hearse, and because of that funeral, though it was not his funeral, and how heavy it was for the men to carry him in.


He is dead because they buried him, I was standing there, we threw in handfuls of soil and holy water from a plastic squeeze bottle with HOLY WATER handwritten on a sticky label on the side. But he is not dead because that bottle was absurd. He is not dead because none of it made sense. He is dead because death doesn’t care about sense, and because we prayed and rode in limousines. But he is also not dead because out of the corner of my eye, standing there beside the swathe of lawn in the middle of the urban-sprawl grasslands in which they supposedly buried him, I saw him sail off into the silver-blue sky, heard him whisper-cry, Let’s go. He is not dead because I don’t believe it, and whoever tells me otherwise, I don’t give a damn how they look back pitying, all-knowing, whatever they’re thinking, I just remember that, see him up there, smile.


He is not dead because I saw him in the Hagia Sophia, one year later. He did an arabesque, gliding down the chandelier, after tiptoe-dancing around the multiplicity of religions, smoothing his way through Christ, Peter, Mary, the word of Allah, tourists, camera phones, gold leaf. He is not dead, because I doubled over right there and laughed until strangers were alarmed and my eyes watered and I had to sit down. He is not dead because it is just like him, these appearances, sudden and frank and winking and silent, and though there is so much more you want from him, you’re not getting it, no matter what you do, and though you hate him for it you have to admit he does a spectacular job of making such a small thing gorgeous.


He is not dead because he has never been the kind for conventions, for obeying society’s petty rules. Dead? he’ll be saying. Well sure – but have you thought about what that means?


He is dead because I’m angry with him: this confusion is his fault, he was always filling up my head with fantastical thoughts, other worlds and possibilities he could never remain close enough to uphold, and because he abandoned my mother with two tiny babies and never said sorry and so he deserved it.


He is dead because he wanted to die, he was ready for it, grateful, when he heard.


He is dead because he drank himself to death.


He is dead because he’d had enough of life, and said so. He’d had enough of watching us grow up.


He is dead because he lived his life for metaphors. He is dead because he spent his life alone in a room, filling journals with meticulous handwriting and watercolours nobody ever saw. He is dead because he is a metaphor – what happens when you mistake writing for life.


But he is also not dead because this ambivalence is metaphysical, because it brings him back and keeps him changing and I no longer believe it is possible to die. But that being alive is just the finite tip of a person. And death is only a pit stop. A momentary collapse into nothingness before smashing back, straight through the sense of this ersatz fact: he died.







 


What happened first: a love story







 


 


 


My mother first met you one Friday night in the spring of 1983 in a pub in Nottingham neither of you had been in before. You were staying with friends nearby because you were reading at a poetry festival the next day. My mother was a teacher there. But your friends happened to be her friends also, the only people she had met since moving to the city who could talk and laugh and think the way she needed to. You were sitting with your drinks at the table when she walked in, warmth already tumbling from between her blonde hair and denim jacket. When she sat down, you took off your glasses, looked straight at her. She didn’t know then that you could not see without them.


She was twenty-six, had left home years before and had nothing to go back to. This job, this city was only a way to keep moving forward. She was desperate to get away from the feeling of frustration that clawed at her teeth. Usually she and her friends spent their weekends searching for whatever they could find – what life and conversation – drinking gin and listening to the Eurythmics, making each other laugh and swirling around the dance floor in the smoke. You were a decade older, a poet living from residency to residency, both shyer and bolder than my mother, as she was both shyer and bolder than you. You liked each other immediately.


That Friday night after the pubs closed, the four of you walked across the city in the rain back to your friends’ flat. You talked to my mother and she talked to you. ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ had come out that week and you had both gone out immediately to buy it, could not get enough of listening to it. When you came back the next day, after your reading, you brought her a box of Turkish delight.


It wasn’t long before you came back another weekend to see her. She cooked for you and you played each other records and the days disappeared and you could not stop talking, all these things my mother had never been able to say coming out of her mouth. And you could not believe how she made you laugh. And you could not believe how she made you think. And you could not believe how she made you feel, thirty-seven years old, but you had not felt that way before. How she looked at you. How she knew what you meant. You told her that the kind of poetry you were interested in had no home in England. You had to go to Greece, you said, where the poets had not lost their spiritual core. You wanted to buy an old house there, somewhere quiet, a village in the mountains far from anywhere, a ruin that you could rebuild, whatever you could afford. You were going there next month to look for somewhere, no you’d never built a house before. You had a glint in your eye, as though daring her to disbelieve you. As though all the unlikely things you said were not strange at all if looked at the right way. As though my mother was exactly the person to look at them like that. She told you how lost she’d felt, how hard it was to get where she wanted to be.


‘You don’t belong here,’ you said. ‘You’re a fish out of water. Come with me. You could lend me a hand.’


It was months until the summer holidays but you wrote to her, as you said you would. You had found a place, a pile of stones that was once a house, centuries old, in a village way up in the mountains. You had bought it for the price of a used car and would start work on it immediately. You gave her the phone number for the village cafe and as soon as she’d reached the end of the last day of term, she changed a twenty-pound note into fifty-pence pieces and took them to the nearest phone box to ring you.


She waited, the large plastic receiver sticky at her ear, listening to it ring and ring. Her nerves crept in. What time was it in Greece? Her stomach churned in anticipation. There was someone waiting to use the phone. She was about to hang up, thinking to try again tomorrow, when a gruff voice answered.


‘Ne? Ne?’ followed by a tangle of Greek. The man sounded furious.


‘Sebastian, Sebastian,’ she repeated. Her third fifty pence dropped.


‘Ne, ne,’ the voice kept saying.


Was he saying no? But he sounded positive, not furious any more but welcoming. She did not know whether to hang up when the shouting was replaced by muffled voices and then a long silence. The phone clicked and she put in another fifty pence, and then another. Then the voices got louder and she heard someone clear their throat and then finally, you said her name.


Your voice, over the crackly line, was both changed and familiar. There wasn’t much time left to speak. She told you she could come next week. ‘Get to Kalamata,’ you said. You’d pick her up there. That was the only instruction you gave her.


Like that, it happened.


Less than a week later my mother flew into Athens and found her way to the train station where she bought a ticket to Kalamata. In the fragments of language she could piece together, she understood the train would leave that night, arriving sometime in the morning. She waited on the darkening platform until the train arrived, a line of metal carriages clattering to a halt with no other passengers on board. Inside, she had to grip the edge of the spongy seats to keep from falling off them. The ill-fitting panes in the windows shook, the night air cutting through the gaps. This draught and her bewilderment kept her from sleeping and instead her tiring eyes tracked the landscape through the window as it got darker and darker.


In the early hours, the train ground to a halt and she heard the conductor’s muffled shouting. She was too tired to care why they were being held up. Her eyes were no longer focusing on the world outside when a dull thud sounded against the window opposite and she looked around to see two hands pressed against the glass and a face between them.


Your face. Your hands.


She sat up. ‘Sebastian,’ she said.


‘Come on,’ you said, ‘get off the train.’


She dragged her bag out of the carriage and when her eyes found yours a huge smile spread over her face. ‘Where are we?’ she said.


The conductor appeared to slam the door behind her, waving at you in acknowledgment. Then the two of you embraced for the first time in months and the engine started up again, leaving the station deeper in the swallowing dark that surrounded it. You’d intercepted her train in a small town much closer to the village than Kalamata. The station was barely more than a stone arch, the Hillman Avenger you had driven over from England parked on the other side of it. You set off. The road had no street lights. My mother had never seen so many stars. As the road wound through the valley, the crickets hummed through the car’s open windows and you told her what had happened so far.


You’d arrived at the pile of rocks, no words in Greek, no knowledge of stone work, roofing, how to tear down a mountainside of cacti. For the first week you didn’t know what to do. You got up every day and walked down to the house and stared at the rubble. Rumours spread through the village. You were garnering cold stares and baffled tuts. One morning you set out early up the mountain, looking for fallen cypress trees to make new beams for the roof. You were ecstatic to find one, only a few miles up from the village, just the right size and length, and set about dragging it back. On entering the village you noticed crowds of people – it was Sunday, so you guessed they were churchgoers – but soon found yourself in the middle of a wedding. Imagine, you told her, a half-naked Englishman dragging a tree on his hip through the ceremony? You were scolded, but a couple of men helped you carry the trunk home, then ordered you back to join the party.


The next day when you went to stare at the rubble, you noticed children gathering to watch. The day after, they were back again. And the next day too, a little closer this time. Soon, you noticed they were laughing at you. Not only laughing but mocking you, imitating your movements, how you picked up a stone, stared at it, lowered your glasses and put it back down. They mocked your glasses, your gestures, your clothes, egging each other on, until all you had to do was frown and they fell about in fits of laughter. Finally you could not take any more. You took your tools and tossed them at their feet.


‘You do it,’ you said.


Most of the children jumped back, hiding behind bushes and trees. But one girl came forward. She picked up the hammer. She tapped it against a piece of wood. You took it and showed her how to handle it properly. You thought what it would be simplest to demonstrate, and tried to think of something easy to make. You decided to build a ladder. You needed a ladder, after all, before you could do anything else. So the children stayed and spent the day with you, helping to build a ladder. You showed them which nails to use, which saws. You showed them how to sand the edges.


And that night they must have gone home to tell their parents – the crazy tree-trunk Englishman taught us how to build a ladder – because the next day two men turned up and said, that’s it, we’re going to help.


My mother laughed, watching your face tell the story while your eyes stayed fixed on the road, the mocking children visible to her as though you had conjured them. Things were different now, you said. Work was under way. Men came every day to work on the house. There was the carpenter whose hands were like plates, the shrewd, gentle roofer, the tiler with fingertips like a gecko who could walk across a beam on his bare feet, and the schoolteacher who never got his hands dirty but sat in his suit smoking and watching all day. You had been demoted, relegated to the job of hod carrier, along with the hard-drinking shepherd, who could not be trusted with a hammer, you were told. In charge of it all was the engineer who had spent twenty years in the navy and so spoke some English and loved to clap you on the back and shake you by the hair at the end of the day. He told you what to pay everybody, but he would take no money for himself. When you tried to give him something, he pushed your hand away in disgust.


My mother watched the valley fold into mountains, purplish-black shapes textured with glinting stones and animals’ eyes. She questioned you for details, taking in all the names, the characters, the new words and jobs. Images formed in her mind: a roof made of cypress trees, clay tiles moulded on the thighs of the makers, a house rebuilt from fallen stones in the centuries-old tradition. All the time, the tarmac road was narrowing. Soon it disappeared, fading into a gravelly track. The Avenger’s worn-out tyres growled in the rubble but the engine kept pulling. The yellow beams of the headlights barely reached three metres. You might have been driving into a pit of tar. The climb went on and on. My mother watched how carefully you drove, leaning forward, your fingers wrapped around the thin leather steering wheel. Finally the car slowed and stopped, but it wasn’t until she heard the jerk of the handbrake that she believed you had arrived.


‘That’s the cafe,’ you said, pointing into the black. ‘We’re staying in a place just underneath. No one’s lived there for decades but it’s warm and dry. I’ll take you there in a minute. But first come and see the house.’


You left my mother’s bags in the car and she followed you down a hill so steep it made her knees ache. She clung to the feeling of your hand wrapped around her wrist. She could hear your breathing and the gentle burr of sleeping chickens. The darkness smelled of goats and sage, milk and warm stone, months turned to days turned to minutes waiting for this. The ground flattened and you veered to the left, then down another sharp hill, shorter and stonier this time.


‘This way,’ you said.


You guided her up a pile of rocks and stopped. Then you put her hands on what she realised were the arms of a ladder.


The ladder you built, she thought.


‘Hold this,’ you said.


She watched the shadows of your legs disappear into the darkness. When the swaying-crunching stopped and there was silence, my mother felt her body tense, but she did not feel afraid. It was only the sense of having come so far away from where she had been two days before. Then she heard your voice, calling her up. The ladder was made of rough wood and as she slid her hands upwards she thought of your hands on it, your tools, your plans. The wood seemed to bend with each step. When your hand found her shoulder, she took a breath and realised she had been holding it. You helped her on to a platform made of stones and two creaky planks. As her eyes adjusted, she could make out the shape of the house.


Its rectangular walls were high on the side where they were sitting but collapsed at the opposite end. In the space below their feet she could make out the remains of a floor under a jumble of collapsed beams and below that, a spiky tangle, the mountain. On the one remaining wall were two arched windows, empty of glass, and behind them, a pale light had begun to creep over the mountain edge, illuminating the tree-dense valley and vast plains below. Above, the sky’s thick dark was fading too. She felt your eyes on her, watching her take it in. She knew you were waiting for her reaction, and she was trying to find the words for what she felt, pressed inside so much unknown. A dog howled through a chorus of crickets. Your voice was so close she could have touched it.


‘What do you think?’ you said.


She took a breath. ‘It’s beautiful.’


In the morning you woke together in the borrowed house, a mattress rolled out across a creaking metal bed frame on the stone floor. My mother stretched and looked around the room she’d seen only by moonlight. There was a stone sink and two wooden chairs beside a fireplace, a metal grate above it and two pots, one small, one large. My mother brushed her hair with her fingers and went to press her face against the round hole in the door. Sunlight burned through the glass. She opened the door and the golden heat licked her ankles. Outside, a vine hung overhead, dappling the concrete, sticky grapes hanging in bunches. She could hear men’s voices shouting slightly above, a jagged, rolling argument, and wondered if they were the people she had heard about. When she went back inside, you were dressed already, tidying up. Work started early here, before the heat. What job would she have? Would they let her help? You told her she could certainly help with something.


‘Nobody believes what I’m doing here,’ you said. ‘They don’t think it’s possible that I’m here to write a poem. There are only three possibilities, they’ve decided. I’m a smuggler, a madman, or a spy looking for the gold the English dropped in the mountains during the Second World War. Perhaps you can convince them otherwise. Every night in the cafe somebody starts demanding I tell them the truth.’


My mother didn’t know what she could do about that. But she did not know the effect she had on people. She did not know how she was.


Within days, it was clear you were right. Everybody loved her, and by association, began to love you. A man with a woman made sense. You were a young couple, out there to start a family, a new life away from cold, expensive England. My mother had a smile for everybody. She chatted to the children and soon their mothers invited her to sit with them on their terraces in the afternoon sun or into their kitchens to sip thick, bitter coffee while they cooked. She tried home-made sausages and fresh feta, hearth-cooked liver and glistening purple olives, working out the language through gestures and guesses. She remembered the names of children, godchildren, grandchildren, cousins and brothers and sisters. She pored over family photos, delighted in the babies placed in her lap. She walked all over the village, right to the top of the mountain to see the tiny, bruised shepherdess, dressed in black for twenty years mourning her only child. She and my mother sat together drinking hot, overproof liquor, exchanging stories that neither and both understood until they had tears in their eyes.


My mother explained you, translated for you and let the children translate for her. She explained no, you weren’t married yet, no children either – yet! the women’s knowing smiles insisted. When they would release her, my mother went to help you with the house, making fresh lemonade or stripping bamboo for the roof. You showed her how, when you stopped at midday, the men tossed salt around, drinking it straight from the shaker.


The summer passed like this. On Sundays, you went to the beach, or drove to the nearest town to eat octopus or souvlaki and chips. My mother had never seen anything like it before – watermelon, calamari, taramasalata, aubergine. You relished watching her eat, could not believe her delight. You talked and drank the local krassi, viscous yellow wine that you called liquid gold, smoked and sat up late in the cafe, eating monkey nuts and sardines, my mother the only woman there. You imagined the house together, the pink marble sink and the arched front door, the balcony that would look out over the mountain. When September came and she had to go home again, there was no question that your life was now together.


That autumn you returned to London and my mother came to live with you. Then the two of you drove back to Greece together, arriving at Christmas to a house finished in structure only. There were doors, windows and a floor but no water or electricity. For furniture there was a mattress, two wooden chairs and a pile of stones with a flat stone on top for a table. At night you could hear rats running across the floor, dragging anything soft or pliable that had not been secured. They terrified my mother, but you promised they’d disappear once you’d lived there a little longer, along with the scorpions, who had been disturbed by all the moving rocks. You did the plumbing yourself – a sink upstairs and a toilet downstairs that could be reached by a ladder through a square hole cut in the floor.


When the electricity was switched on, you invited everyone in the village to celebrate. There was a party in the house, dancing to bouzouki music on the newly waxed floors, jugs of wine in the sink. The Greeks had laughed at your decision to leave the bamboo lining of the roof uncovered, to put no ceiling in – it was what their grandparents used to do – so the engineer insisted on hanging a swing from one of the exposed cypress trunks. At the height of the party, the elderly village president sat down on it to make a speech, too tired to stand any longer. He swung gently back and forth, his feet skimming the floor, sipping and spilling his wine as he toasted my mother and you, and declared you official members of the village.


Back in London again, all the two of you wanted was to get back to Greece. But it was hard to find the money, the resources to make a life there possible. You wrote and she taught and it got cold and you argued and you made up and you did not know how you would get back there, and then you did.


And when you did, all of it made sense.


The two of you and the red tiled roof, the thick cypress beams holding it up, the whitewashed walls and the cross above the door, the goat-bell hung on a wire for a doorbell – it was more beautiful than either of you had imagined. A single, long room with a fireplace and sink at one end, a bed and four arched windows at the other. Every time you went back, you added to it, fixed it, built something else that you needed. By 1985 there was a bathroom downstairs, where the animals used to be, with a shower and a smooth stone floor.


In 1986, you got married, and nobody was surprised when the two of you returned the following summer with a baby. A little boy with bright blue eyes like his father. The baby, my brother, was baptised in the village, dipped in oil by the Papas and passed to his godfather, the engineer, who kissed his forehead and wrapped him in white cloth. Returned to my mother, sanctified but distraught, he didn’t stop quivering all the way home. The baptism took place the same day as the Panagia festival, so there were tables and chairs delivered to the cafe, souvlaki and beer and dancing until late in the night.


‘Your son belongs to the village now,’ people kept saying. ‘He is baptised here. Why are you leaving? You must come and live here for good.’


That night it was decided – as soon as you got some money together, you would.









 


A meeting







 


 


 


31st January 2014: the day you ended. A date to mirror the other, your birthday, the first day of you. Sebastian Smart Barker, 16th April 1945 to 31st January 2014. That’s sixty-eight years, nine months and fifteen days. Eight different decades and fourteen different Prime Ministers. Three wives, two divorces, three daughters, one son. Both parents, a sister and several of your best friends dead. Fourteen books of poetry published and three of essays. One wall of journals full of your meticulous handwriting tracking your thoughts and obsessions since 1962.


How quickly


A CV


Turns into


An obituary


You wrote. But I don’t care about any of that. I am selfish. And devoted to you. I want only the bits that are mine.


I was born on 14th November 1988. The last time I saw you was 29th January 2014.


14th November 1988 to 29th January 2014: the shorter slice of reality during which we coincided.
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