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Where are your idle afternoons, your mornings bright with sunlight?

Your founts, your belfries in the dusk, your churches pale with moonlight?

Where are your dove-white houses now, your soft winds and your waters,

 Your happy throngs, in summer time, your golden sons and daughters?

 



One fiery moment burnt them all, when roofs and walls were riven,


And whirled them flaming to the sky and through the gates of Heaven . . .

. . . Let us live in peace together in a second age of gold,  In honour, freedom, fame and wisdom, like the famous Greeks of old!


 



 



George Psychoundakis  
The Cretan Runner  
Translated by Patrick Leigh Fermor




The Island of Crete, Greece

SUMMER 1936




HEAVENLY

I first saw the old Orfanoudakis house on a warm, sunlit afternoon; the only sound a lone bullfrog and the cicadas. The village around it was sleeping. It had taken a week to get to the island from Athens by seaplane and then five hours up a narrow mountain track from the Sea of Crete below. This last stretch was in a donkey cart owned by a fisherman, Petros.

Our companions were his mother, two of his six children and a crate of squawking chickens. When Petros stopped in the village square he pointed ahead to the house, Hugh’s family’s house; a majestic structure dominating a row of tiny white houses, their windows like mouseholes. I raced up the steps of the wide street and stopped in front of it.

It was dilapidated certainly, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed, I felt sure. I turned in delight to Hugh, but he was struggling with our luggage; the sunlight caught a flash of a silver coin in his hand and there was much kissing and hugging and welcoming cries of ‘Kalos orisate’ from Petros and his family.

I ran down, but my offers of help were waved aside by Hugh.

‘Come and see, it’s beautiful!’ I cried excitedly. He struggled under the weight of the baggage, his face red and sweating.

‘It’s really old,’ I said, ‘and just how it used to be, I think, when your grandfather was here.’

‘Great-grandfather,’ he muttered, gasping for every breath.  I was hugging myself with delight and jumping up and down so hard my straw hat fell off and rolled down the street.

And then he was beside me. ‘Christ Almighty, Evadne,’ he gasps, ‘we can’t stay here, it’s a ruin.’

I looked at the shutters along the front terrace. I suppose they had no paint left and they were hanging off rather precariously. But the front door, open on one hinge, looked welcoming to me and there were crimson geraniums blooming happily in a large stone amphora on a second terrace above.

‘Oh, Hugh, don’t be such an old pessimist; a lick of paint, a nail or two and it’ll be fine.’

Hugh sighed bleakly as he set the trunks down. ‘This, Evadne, is supposed to be our honeymoon. We’ve been married for two years and never had a proper time to ourselves and now are you telling me I must start hammering and painting?’

‘Well, Petros said there were no hotels so we’d better make the best of it, hadn’t we? Anyway, I bet it’s beautiful inside.’ And in my eyes it already was.

The steps leading up to the front door were aged and weathered with brown stringy weeds and yellowing grass pushing up through the cracks. Hugh resisted all my efforts of help and, scarlet-faced with exertion, struggled with insistent determination up step by slow step.

As I crossed over the cracked and broken stones of the threshold, an oddly poignant flicker went through me. The day was bright with sun, but inside the large room that awaited me, it was cool and dim. The rays spilling in at the windows on one wall cast an almost romantic light so that, for a moment or two, the room, even with the sagging beams high in the ceiling and the cracked and broken white walls seemed full of all the dreams I’d ever had and, I believe, all those still to come.

I waded through bits of straw, shredded birds’ nests and mountains of dust. Here were all the memories of lives lived to the full and yet only the cicadas outside seemed alive.
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This morning it is the mosquito that wakes me; that insistently wretched, whiny buzz. I stretch my arm across the sheet, still warm and damp from the heat of the night, but there is only space. No body there. I stumble out of bed and up the rickety stairs, hanging onto the rope. From the terrace window I can see the first crack of dawn break the sky.

I can also see Hugh on the steamer chair outside. His head back, his mouth open and with every breath, a small snore rumples the silence. It takes only a moment to slip out of my nightgown and into yesterday’s dress. It’s lying on the floor with all the others – no wardrobe.

Thank goodness for stone floors: no boards creak as I creep out of the house. I pause every few steps and listen; the snores are quiet but regular. He can sleep anywhere, my husband. I once found him at an embassy dance leaning against the wall of the ballroom surrounded by chattering matrons who hadn’t noticed they had lost his attention.

It is ten days since we came up that mountain path and every day for me has been a delight. The villagers here have opened their arms and their hearts to us. I have, I think, for the first time in my life a sense of belonging. At first we were just a curiosity. No one here has met an English person before. They struggled with our names but were quickly defeated by Hugh and Evadne so we became ‘You’ and ‘Heavenly’.

I laughed but Hugh said rather crossly, ‘They must know Evadne was a Greek goddess!’

I remembered what he had told me, the daughter of Poseidon, but I had seen the blank look in their eyes. ‘Apparently not, in this bit of Crete.’

‘Its probably the way your’re saying it. And I don’t for one moment think they’re calling you Heavenly. It just sounds like it. Personally I’d be quite happy to settle for Mr and Mrs Timberlake.’

I think any visitor; even from another island, is a subject for gossip and astonishment. A day or so ago Irini from a  house along the street paused as she was sweeping and pulled at my arm. ‘Athens?’ she asked. ‘Have you come from Athens?’ When I said I had indeed lived there, she took hold of the sleeve of my dress and stroked it. ‘Like my niece,’ she said, ‘she went to Athens once.’

Even so early I am not alone out here; as I walk up the path, there are several villagers on the way to their gardens at the edge of the village and they greet me cheerfully; ‘Yiassou’, ‘Kalimera’. With one or two I exchange a comment about the weather, although so far it seems it is never anything but sunny and clear. With every step the sky lightens a little and over in the east I can see the first rays of today’s sun. It will be warm in an hour and very hot in three.

The road where our house is leads with wide steps up, up and round and round. Near the top is a kafenion called ‘il Piperia’ and its courtyard is shaded by a huge and very old, pepper tree from which it takes its name.

This is the only bit of the village that Hugh seems to enjoy.

He sits with the local men as they play cards or backgammon and, spurning the thick, sweet coffee they offer, drinks the local wine or raki. This tastes to me like cough mixture. I once suggested I accompany him there, but this was greeted with derision: ‘Men only, old girl, strictly a boys’ club.’ He then strode off up the road, seeming not to notice that any woman he passed stared in horror at his bare legs, frantically crossing herself three times as if she had just been passed by the devil.

Further on up, the road branches off to the school and winds around to the other parts of the village. Just as Petros described on our journey up here, there is the cluster of houses forming Pano Panagia, the upper village; self contained almost, sitting atop the rest as if keeping a watchful eye. There is Mesa, the middle part; by far the largest, containing our house at the edge. Further down is Kato, the lower, snugly tucked in at the bottom. I look about me with delight. Two great ribs of mountains enclose this paradise, the slopes gently falling away beneath. Every curve in the land is  like a caress; every view is contained in a frame of cypress and olives.

By the time we arrived here from the embassy in Athens, I was already in love with the island. And in this village, Panagia Sta Perivolia, and the old house I have just left, I have found somewhere I want to call home.

But only yesterday, a letter arrived asking Hugh how he wanted to arrange our return travel: by ferry or flying boat? And I don’t want to leave.

In Athens and the embassy it seems there is nothing but talk of war and the German Chancellor, Hitler. One minute he’s a friend, the next he’s the enemy. Here in the village, life is so much simpler; it is regulated only by the sun and the moon, the seasons and the crops. I have tried talking to one or two of our neighbours and I know, given a chance, I could get to know them, be happy here, but Hugh can hardly wait to be back to the endless round of parties and receptions we have left behind. He loves all that.

I am up in the hills now, not even overlooking the village far below, and the sun is already higher in the sky; it is going to be a very hot day. It crosses my mind that I should have brought my hat, but at that moment I catch my foot on a stone half hidden under a great golden clump of briar, and fall. A horrid, clumsy fall that has wrenched my ankle round.

Oh bugger! As I try to stand, I fall again; it’s sprained, I think.

I manage to get onto all fours and peer around me. I am on one of the ancient goat tracks that pepper these hills and although I can see for miles, there is no sign of anyone. I have no idea where I am. I try to think how long I’ve been walking: an hour? Longer? And in which direction is the village?

Birds are singing and somewhere, far away, the bells of a flock of goats tinkle.

‘Hello, hello. Is there anyone here?’ I call.

But out here who on earth is going to hear that bat squeak of a sound? I call again for help, this time in Greek, ‘Atrape mou!’ and again as loud as I can, ‘Atrape!’ and then, sinking  back in desperation, ‘Oh damn and bloody hell, won’t someone atrape me?’

The sun is high and beating down on me, and the fall has left me giddy and nauseous. There is a tremor of panic and I feel frightened and alone.

And then a moment later, ‘Hello!’ comes from somewhere and after a pause, ‘Where you are?’ A miracle. Someone is near and they’ve spoken in English! I wave my arm in the air as high as I can. ‘Hello,’ I call again, ‘I’m here!’ And I can see her now, running towards me. She stops when she reaches me, and looks down in astonishment.

‘Panagia mou!’ she says. I’m not sure calling on the Virgin Mary is going to help me much. But at least she’s here.

She is young, probably the same age as me but tiny. Stocky, sturdy but with a lively, twinkly face; golden from the sun, with the rosy cheeks of one who spends a lot of time outdoors. Instantly I am reminded of one of the junior nurses I trained with who laughed easily and made everyone’s day brighter.

We speak in a mixture of Greek and English and, in spite of the giddiness, I laugh.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name. No one here speaks English, so how is it that you do?’

‘Anthi,’ she says. ‘It’s short for Rodianthi. I’ll explain about the English later. And you are Heavenly, aren’t you? Everyone knows you.’

A wave of giddiness sweeps over me and I press my head down between my knees.

‘You stay here,’ she says. ‘I must leave you for a little and get my horse. He is tethered further up the mountain.’

‘You will come back, won’t you?’

She stands now, very still. ‘You don’t know me yet, Heavenly, but when you do, you will know I never break my word.’

‘You are an angel, Anthi. I hope you and I will be friends.’

It seems to take forever, but it is probably no more than twenty minutes before she is back beside me. She is on her  horse and goats are skittering around her. I have closed my eyes and tried to shield my face from the sun.

‘Heavenly?’ she says, and I look up.

She pulls her straw hat from her head and tries to tug it over my hair. It is hard; my hair is wiry and wild and in this heat, all over the place.

‘Put the hat over your face if it won’t stay on your head, you are already starting to burn.’ She clears a large bundle of grasses from the back of the saddle, throwing them down any old how.

‘Anthi, I’m sorry but your goats are attacking me!’ And as she quickly moves to shoo them away, one starts to eat my dress and the other is hungrily licking my foot.

‘I’m sorry about them,’ she says as they move away, bells clinking, and we both laugh.

Between us we manage to get me up into the saddle and she jumps up behind me. ‘Entaxi?’ she says. ‘You are OK?’

‘Entax.’ And I am, just.

And so we travel home, in considerably more comfort than I could have managed alone.




ANTHI

We don’t speak much as we move towards her house. Heavenly, I think, is in pain and although she doesn’t complain, her body is tense in my arms as I hold the reins around her. The sweat runs in rivers down my face and neck, soaking into the thin cotton of my shift. In spite of her protests I made her keep the hat. She needs lessons in how to dress for this climate. No hat, and her frock, I can see, is fine linen, layered in tiers of palest green and grey, and underneath what appears to be a silk petticoat. Beautiful certainly, costly I am sure, but not appropriate for a ride in the hills on days like these.

I look at her, this strange and rather wonderful-seeming creature they call Heavenly; like something out of a story, come to earth in the hills of Panagia. Her hair is a shining golden red and stands out like a halo all around her face in curls and waves. It must be painful to brush. She is a little older than me, I think, but she looks young. The eyes that look back at me from time to time are the colour of fresh spring grass. I can tell her legs are long and her arms too. In spite of all the finery, I can see that her hands, gripping the pommel of the saddle, are tough hands, working hands.

From the village square and the small hall that serves as our community centre, we ride up the steps to Heavenly’s house. As soon as we turn, I see the tall figure of her husband outside, and as we approach I see the anxiety creasing what is a handsome face. Behind him are the Kanavakis brothers, Spiro and Katis, two of the biggest raki drinkers in the village.  They look odd in contrast with the tall fair Englishman; two swarthy, fat shepherds beside a china figurine. He runs down the steps, gesturing the others to follow.

‘My dear, what on earth happened to you?’ The three of them struggle clumsily to lift her down.

‘I feel very silly,’ she says, ‘but I tripped over, sprained my ankle, I think, and probably would have died if Anthi here hadn’t rescued me.’

He carries her through the house and she smiles back at me. She already looks better, just being in his arms. ‘Come on, Anthi, we need a drink, we’ve earned it!’ I tether Astrape outside and climb the steps.

I think I had been in the old Orfanoudakis house as a child, but for years it has been empty and shuttered. No one in the village seems to know its story, only that English people owned it and have now come to live in it.

I gasp aloud as I go inside; it seems as if I have entered a cave, so dark and musty, so cool after the heat of the day outside. The room we are in is vast. At one end I can dimly see that there is a wine press and what is probably furniture, but it is piled in heaps in a corner, and what feels like a century’s worth of dust rises as we step across the floor. As my eyes grow accustomed to the gloom, I can see there is a faded beauty here, and Heavenly’s laughter seems to bring it to life.

There is a high, beamed ceiling and the bamboo struts across it are cracked, the daub and wattle hanging down, moving gently in the breeze. The dust tickles my nose and a stream of sneezes come out.

The Englishman she calls You smiles as he places her carefully on an army camp bed at one end of this great room.

‘I can see you are shocked,’ he says, ‘but my wife insists we stay here in this broken-down wreck.’

‘Stop complaining and make us coffee and pour some brandy for your guests.’

The Kanavakis brothers bow hastily, giving embarrassed glances in my direction, and back out of the door, muttering goodbye. I think they have had several brandies here this  morning and they are off now, I guess, to the Piperia to have a few more. With their departure I feel curiously alone. There is an unspoken intimacy between this English couple. He is moving around what I guess is some sort of makeshift kitchen while talking over his shoulder to her.

He is a handsome man; his fair hair flops into his eyes and he is clean-shaven. I’m not used to that. But the first thing that is really strange are his trousers. They stop at the knee, leaving his lower legs bare. I have never seen a man’s bare legs before, and I turn quickly away, feeling myself begin to blush. My husband Manolis takes his clothes off in the dark, or sometimes sleeps in them. Certainly no Greek man would wear such revealing trousers.

I sit beside Heavenly on the floor and You hands us brandy in cups, but I realise I have been away most of the morning and I have duties and must be gone. I gulp my brandy and rise to leave. Heavenly catches my hand. ‘Promise me you will come back soon?’

‘I will, I really will.’

 



I ride away across the horizon, blue and sunlit. Seabirds are wheeling inland. I can see the village below, sheltering in the side of the mountain.

I like this Heavenly, I hope she stays. I can’t see her house any longer, but I can see the row of cypress trees nearby. They were planted by my great-great-grandfather, and they always make me think of my father; he loved them. I still miss him so much. He would like Heavenly, I know it. I remember now one night, I was eight years old and I heard him tell my mother I was special – different – not only to my brother and sister but to all the other children in the village. I liked to hear this, so I listened more. ‘She could read when she was four,’ he said, ‘do her numbers when only five. That is special.’ My mother said something I couldn’t hear and laughed. My father roared back at her. ‘Never!’ he said. ‘This child will stay at school. Go to the college in Heraklion if we can make it happen. Travel the world. Be a proud woman. You and  Ririca’ – she’s my sister – ‘will sew her trousseau if she wants one. Anthi will do better things than any of us.’

But when I was ten my father died and his dreams died with him. My mother and my uncle made what they thought was a good marriage for me and at sixteen, I was the wife of Manolis Manadakis; at seventeen, the mother of Despina; at eighteen, my son Constantinos was born after only six and a half months in my belly; then, at twenty-one, my beautiful Voula was born to me.

 



I am home now, and as I pass our animal room, the door swings dangerously, straining the broken hinge. For weeks now I have asked Manolis to mend it. Huh! Wait for sheep to sing in tune, I think.

As I dismount, I feel a soreness between my legs. I rub myself there softly. Manolis was drunk again last night and the memory of his violent thrusting in me still hurts.

There must be better ways to show love than to cause this burning? I smell clean, at least. I have learnt to get up as soon as he’s done and wash myself, rinse away his mess. He is always snoring by then, the moment he rolls off me, and if I am careful like this there will be no more babies.

I am so late home! These long summer days when I don’t go to help in the school are precious. I am not used to idleness. I’ll finish hiving the bees and then go to collect Despina and little Voula. They have been with my neighbour, Maria, playing with her daughter Athena. Voula is too young to play but she loves to be with her sister. She will surely be wanting my milk now.

As if she sensed me, I hear a small cry from Maria’s house. Quickly I am there and Voula is in my arms. Her dark eyes are open and she is smiling already. I’ll take her with me to the bees and feed her there under the olives.

Her soft, warm plumpness is like a piece of heaven in my arms; the milky smell of her, the dark curling wisps of her hair and those velvet eyes I could look into all day. I am lucky in my girls; they came into the world laughing and seem  never to have stopped. Even Manolis, when he is sober, can only gaze at them, astonished that these little peaches are the product of his angry coupling between sheets damp with his sweat.

My hat is crammed onto my head and as I bend to Despina, it falls to the ground. I pick it up and as I raise it I can smell a faint, delicious perfume. Heavenly! I remember that red-gold hair of hers, so different to mine. My hair is like a thorn bush. When I married Manolis it was my shining crown, now it already has streaks of silver – twenty-two years old and hair like my grandmother! As we walk to the bees, I remember how buxom I was on my wedding day; round and firm, just how my bridegroom liked me. But I quickly learnt to become what he didn’t want – that way he left me alone.

So now I am more like a carrot than a peach – my body is hard, tough. I prefer it this way; muscled from the work, and soft – well, huh! slack – around the belly from the babies. My body, my hair, my thoughts and my heart, they are mine. This is who I am.




HEAVENLY

‘Funny little woman.’

‘Oh, Hugh, is that all you can say? I thought she was very special, and she did save my life. If it weren’t for her, I’d still be lying on the side of a mountain, burnt to a cinder by the sun.’

Hugh loped across the room and patted me gently on the head.

‘Oh, dearest, please don’t get steamed up. I was worried, you know, but what could I do? I’d no idea where you’d gone and anyway, you know you would hate it if I came running after you.’ His eyes are so soft and kind, a pleading in them for understanding, forgiveness. ‘Please, let’s go home.’ He is actually on his knees now, a quiet desperation in his eyes.

‘Home? Where’s home?’ I ask it gently, for his eyes are alight at the very thought of leaving this house, this village.

And here is the problem, and sometimes it seems small, just a little difference between us; other times it is as big as the world.

I don’t want to go back to Athens and that embassy life and Hugh does.

This beautiful old house, nestling warmly into the side of the hill, its stones soaking in the golden sun over the mountains and sea of Crete are exactly where I want to be. I see it in the future, filled with rugs and hangings, comfy old furniture and children laughing from room to room.

Hugh sees it only as the ruin it is now. He sees nothing but the holes in the roof. The beams of the ceiling I see rich with  the deep blue of new paint he sees as precarious mantraps that will fall at any moment. From the terrace I look down to the still blue sea and think of swimming, while Hugh looks down and sees a life-threatening donkey track as the only way out.

I know that we must make a decision soon.

I dread returning to our life in the British Embassy in Athens; supposed to be our home.

We arrived there a long year ago, from a short posting in Paris, and I had done everything I thought was expected of a diplomat’s wife. I learnt Greek. I went to tea parties with the other wives. I took part in endless discussions about hairdressers and dressmakers. In truth I was bored to within an inch of running away. I had read every book in the embassy library . . . well no, not quite true – I had passed by the shelf of motorcar handbooks.

The excitement among the wives reached a peak with the abdication of the King. They all clustered round the wireless to listen to his speech to the nation from Windsor Castle, twittering like magpies. In fact we had known for days that this was to happen, so I found it hard to join in the thrill of it all.

And then there were the never-ending speculations about Wallis Simpson: her hair, her clothes, her shoes, her waistline. All this made me feel like the most frightful snob, as though I was somehow better than them, which is simply not true. I am genuinely sad that I can find so little in common. I would love to have a friend. For one thing, none of them have ever worked. Never, ever earned any money. Well, Nancy, Malcolm Fitzwilliam’s wife, accompanied an elderly great-aunt round the Peloponnesus the year before she married him, but I don’t feel that quite counts.

When Hugh was asked to come to Crete to sort out some minor demonstrations that were taking place at the tomb of Venizelos, near Chania, it seemed all my prayers had been answered. At first he thought to make the trip alone, but I am afraid I made rather a fuss and he brought me too.

The king had asked the ambassador for help in a potentially tricky situation and Hugh had been entrusted with the seemingly important task of political manoeuvring for the king, who had recently returned from twelve years in exile. I was thrilled to think of us, well me anyway, involved in the real world. This was what I thought we would be doing all the time.

But sadly I was considered to be merely the wife, a minor irritant – ‘Send her shopping or to poke around a museum then pack her off to get her hair done and have lunch’ – whilst I longed to be part of the team, or at least to understand what was going on. Before we left Athens I read as much recent history of the country as I could find. I knew the importance of Venizelos, who had died only a short time ago and was buried here, in Crete, the island of his birth.

I had come to understand the tension in the air when Venizelos was spoken of. He had tried to turn the country into a democracy, but there was strong opposition from the royalists and he had major battles with General Metaxas, the king’s choice of leader. I liked the sound of this Venizelos, but Hugh looked blank when I said so.

‘Don’t involve yourself with things you don’t understand, darling,’ he said.

Actually, I think I understood more than some of his colleagues, but of course I couldn’t say so; women’s opinions are considered to be of little or no worth. For instance, Foxy was puzzled that Venizelos had been buried very quickly.

‘You’d have thought a chap like that would have a proper lying-in-state,’ I heard him say to Hugh as they played billiards one night in the embassy.

‘Dangerous times, these, old boy,’ said Hugh, as he cannoned his ball in off the red. (I remembered to stay quiet, and not acknowledge the move. Women were only allowed in the games room on sufferance.) ‘Don’t forget, not so long ago the communists held the balance of power here. The important thing now is to keep them happy. Not keep reminding them what a good chap Venizelos was; all those social reforms  he made are enough as a memorial, don’t you think? Give him a damn great funeral in the middle of Athens and all hell could break out. It’s bad enough having him stuck in Crete, where he’s still causing trouble from his grave. And not too many questions from you, old girl. At least we get ourselves away. Hopefully we can get the business sorted quickly and have that honeymoon we’ve never managed before, eh?’

I longed for that; time alone together. At last, some time we could give to each other without another meeting, another party, another dinner. It is impossible for me to say this to him, of course, he would be so hurt. Hugh loves the life in Athens, and spends much of his time playing, but he is still my own darling Hugh and that, I’m sure, will always be true.

By the time we arrived in Chania, the trouble was more or less sorted, so we decided to travel across the island and find this old house that had been in his family for ages. One of his grandfather’s brothers had married a Greek heiress. She owned two houses in Thessaloniki, and this one in Crete. Travel being so much more difficult back then, they never came here. Imagine! A couple had lived in it for years, in theory to look after it, but when they died it stayed shut up and falling apart, until now. Hugh having no brothers, it eventually came to him. How lucky we are. Ever since we first set foot in it, I have felt happy – as though I belong here.

After Athens, where life was one seemingly endless round of formality, this island was like arriving in heaven. The villagers are so wonderfully welcoming and kind. There is much poverty outside the cities, but everywhere we went we were showered with gifts – it seemed that whatever you had you shared with a visitor. And, oh, the beauty of the hills around us! Crete has only been part of Greece for twenty years or so, one coast looking towards the Balkans and the other to Arabian Africa.

And there is careless history in every stone and fractured pillar. Round every corner not only sweet-scented flowers, but the sudden chink of an ancient pavement under one’s  feet, preserved for who knows how long while the flocks of goats trod it into the earth.

‘Help me up, and get me out onto the terrace. I’m sure looking down to the sea will make us both feel better.’

He sighed and, helping me to my feet, half-dragged me, half-carried me outside. It was painful, more than I had expected; my arm too, was very sore. But in a haphazard way, we were now out in the fresh, sweet air. I was on one of a pair of long carved chairs and Hugh on a stiff upright bench that looked wildly uncomfortable. But even he couldn’t resist the lure of the mountains for long and his eyes followed the curve of the crags down to the sea far below. Turning, he gave me a smile, a special Hugh smile and, even though I was hurting, I smiled back.

‘That’s better, isn’t it? Could you be an angel and get me an aspirin?’

An hour or so later we were still on the terrace. The pain was dulled and Hugh was dozing.

 



The first time I saw him, he was asleep. Well, not so much asleep as unconscious. He was on his way to my ward from the operating theatre at the hospital where I was working. As the porters wheeled him in, his feet were dangling over the edge of the trolley. Mr Timpson Carter had removed his appendix and he was going to be in my care for the next ten days.

‘One, two, three, over.’ The porters heaved him onto the bed, but his feet wouldn’t tuck in tidily. Matron would be here in ten minutes and she’d go wild if the ward, or any of the patients, were in a mess. Hard as I tried, I simply could not get anything right in her eyes.

I was one of the youngest nurses in Greenbridge Hospital and Matron must have been part of the panel that selected me. I can’t think why, as she seemed to do nothing but find fault. I’d passed all my first year exams and I loved nursing, but neat and tidy, as she’d like me to be, I was not.

Actually, I’ve never been much good at anything. I grew up  in the shadow of my perfect sister. Where I am gawky, she is elegant. Where my hair is ginger and crinkly, hers is silky and auburn. Where my skin throws out freckles at the first hint of summer, Daphne’s is creamy smooth with a faint hint of a golden blush.

I am hopeless at any kind of sport and I seem to be all big feet and bent knees at dances, a lost cause. The best thing was when I was sent away to school. At Maple House there were lots of girls who weren’t up to much, so at last I fitted in. I never lived at home again, so there was a certain relief that I wouldn’t be sitting around the house rather pointedly not being invited to tennis parties or dances.

After my father died, my mother had even less time for us. She was on many charity committees and was constantly organising fȇtes or sales of work. She was the district organiser for the Red Cross and a gathering of strangers in a church hall somewhere, always had needs greater than mine. She would say, ‘For people like us, duty is never finished. It is expected of someone in my position, you see. My life is not my own.’ Secretly, I wondered whose it was – it certainly wasn’t mine.

She always seemed to be walking in the opposite direction, away from me. I would call to her and she would look over her shoulder at me, smile sometimes, but walk on.

I remember it was a glorious spring day when Hugh Timberlake came into my life. Most of the patients on the ward were elderly, and varied from cranky and fed-up to really miserable and whingey. Hugh was none of these. The funny thing was, I hadn’t even looked properly at his face and when I did, I could see he was very handsome. He had shaggy hair, fair, that threatened to fall into his eyes, a straight nose, quite classical, and his skin was a light gold, as though he spent time in the sun. He was altogether delicious.

I gathered his notes together and put them in a folder at the foot of his bed. Hugh Timberlake: even his name sounded romantic. At the top end of the bed he had started to snuffle a little, so I moved round to bend close and listen.

‘Sorry, nurse, I think I’m going to be—’ And he was, all down the front of my clean apron. I was so busy looking at his green eyes that I completely forgot one of the first rules of nursing: always approach a post-op patient with a bowl in your hand. And now here were Matron and Sister approaching. I stood up, feebly tugging at the sheet. I was taller than either of them, and how they hated it.

‘My goodness, what a mess you are, Tyler. Stand up straight, girl!’ That was me, Tyler. Just like a boys’ school, we were all surnames there.

‘Sorry, Sister, Matron,’ I mumbled as I uncurled my shoulders and straightened my knees. Matron raised an eyebrow and Sister went ‘Tsk, tsk’, before moving on.

One of the main things that mattered was always to be clean and tidy, just like the ward. This is the bit I fell down on, day after day. If there was some blood or sick around, it always seemed to end up on me. Once, in Women’s Surgical, a bed pan tilted over. I was in the sluice at the time and yards away, but I absolutely swear the urine crept round the corner and aimed for my clean apron. I certainly had a yellow stain, and I’d no other idea how it got there.

I also have a real problem with my hair. It is red and jumps out all around my head. Even when I pinned it up with a helmet of hair clips and squeezed it under my stiff cap – that grim linen semi-circle we made up into its shape each morning – it still sprang out and I’d frequently find strands glued to my face or, even worse, flying around the ward. I had it cut into a bob, but that didn’t work either, it seemed to stick out even more. The patients teased me about it constantly. Once, one found a hairgrip at the bottom of his cup after he’d drunk his cocoa.

My hands are all right, although they always appear too big to me. ‘Your hands are your best feature, Evadne,’ my mother would say, with desperation in her voice. I must be very plain, I thought, looking at the long, broad fingers, if these are prettier than my face.

Hugh Timberlake was on the ward for a fortnight and for  barely a moment of that time was he alone. He seemed always to be surrounded by women. Some were nurses. Plenty came from other wards when Sister wasn’t around just to have a look at him; it was rare in Greenbridge to have handsome young men with their own teeth. As for visitors, well there were bevies of pretty girls fluttering around him like butterflies. Staff Nurse had to ring the bell at the end of visiting three or four times before they could be persuaded to scuttle away; manicured fingers waving in the air, blowing lipstick kisses behind them and coquettishly swirling their flowery, frilly and expensive silk frocks.

One day his mother came to see him. I know because he actually introduced me to her. She sat beside his bed and held his hand throughout.

‘Mother, this is Nurse Tyler.’ Of course I blushed bright red. I didn’t know he even knew my name.

She was completely charming and smiled warmly at me as she shook my hand, which she held as she thanked me for looking after her son so well.

I blushed again, of course, and said I was only one of many.

She was what my mother would call a handsome woman. She looked very like him, the same green eyes. She had a lovely smile. It seemed that, after Hugh’s father died, she had remarried and lived with her husband in Ireland. She had come over to sort out some family affairs and made time to see her son before going back the next day. She stayed for the entire two hours and kissed him on the forehead as she left.

‘Her husband breeds horses,’ Hugh said to me as I changed his sheets the next morning. ‘I think he looks like a horse. I can’t think what she sees in him. She was devastated when my father died. It was so unfair, he’d fought and survived all through the war and then died of the flu. He was quite a hero: he was a major in the East Surrey regiment, awarded the George Cross at Ypres. And now she’s married to this boring chap.’

‘Perhaps she needed company. It must be so very lonely to be a widow.’

‘Do you know, I’d never thought of that,’ he said. ‘How wise you are. You’re probably right. I was away at Winchester, so there was no one for her to talk to.’

When I was changed over to the night shift, he would sometimes persuade me to linger by his bed, and we would share a whispered conversation. Until one night he said, ‘I’m out of here tomorrow, nurse, and I don’t even know your Christian name.’

‘It’s Evadne,’ I whispered. I knew he was smiling.

‘It’s a lovely name; Evadne, the daughter of Poseidon, the sea god. Did you know that?’

‘No,’ I whispered back, thinking, But I’ll never forget it now.

And then I was busy and of course when I went in the next evening he was gone and a grim old vicar had taken his place, wearing his dog collar over his pyjamas and a large cross on his bedhead.

 



It was one day, about a week later, that I went with Maisie, one of the other nurses, to tea at the Copper Kettle in Greenbridge High Street. It was a treat for us – we usually went to the ABC.

We were lingering over a cucumber sandwich when Maisie peered past me and gasped. ‘Don’t look now,’ she said, ‘but that patient just walked in. You know, the good-looking one with all the girl friends’.

I froze, not daring to peek behind me. All I could think was, thank goodness I was wearing one of my sister’s frocks and a decent pair of stockings.

He walked right past us, almost touching my chair, and sat at a table across the room. He was alone.

The waitress brought him a menu, but he pushed it aside and I heard him say, ‘Just a cup of tea please. Darjeeling if you have it.’ And he flashed the waitress that lovely smile he had. As she scurried away, looking pink and flustered, he caught sight of us.

‘He’s waving us over,’ Maisie whispered, ‘what shall we do?’ As we dithered, I saw him get to his feet and come over to us.

‘Hello, girls,’ he said, ‘what a lovely surprise. May I join you?’

Before I thought of anything to say, Maisie, blushing furiously, was on her feet. ‘Here, have my chair,’ she said, ‘I’ve got an anatomy lesson in twenty minutes.’ And she was on her way out, leaving a shilling on the tablecloth as she went.

I can’t really remember any of the things we talked about that afternoon. I just know that half an hour went whizzing by in a flash before there was a shriek and a squeal and a gorgeous girl appeared over my shoulder.

‘Hugh, darling!’ she squeaked. ‘I’m so terribly sorry. Am I unforgivably late?’ He was on his feet in a moment and her arms were round his neck. ‘Sorry, sorry, angel,’ she said. I couldn’t hear the rest as I was too busy trying to get up without knocking over the little gilt chair.

‘Here,’ I said, ‘have my seat, I have to go anyway.’ And, knowing I was blushing horribly, I was on my way to the door.

‘Excuse me, miss,’ said the waitress as I passed her, ‘that’s one and ninepence, if you don’t mind.’

Somehow I managed to get out of there. Hugh had insisted on paying for Maisie and me. He pointed out that Maisie had left a shilling towards it anyway.

I walked along Greenbridge High Street in a daze. How foolish to think anything of it at all. He was merely being polite, talking to me while waiting for his girlfriend. I tried to think no more about him and as the days passed in sleep and the nights were busy, I concentrated on the coming exams.

 



One day, Sister grabbed my arm as I was coming on duty. ‘Got a job for you, Tyler. Help out the St John brigade tomorrow afternoon.’

I must have looked puzzled.

‘There’s a garden party, fȇte sort of thing at Lady Troutbeck’s. Extra pair of hands needed. They usually fork out a good deal for us at Christmas, so Matron said you should go.  Pick up two o’clock from the nurses’ home.’ Before I could even think of a question, she turned back and gave me one of those awful Sister looks, up and down. ‘Try and look a bit decent, will you? Clean uniform, including cuffs, and for goodness sake, comb your hair!’

I was hardly at my best the following afternoon. I knew I’d barely scraped through a rather important viva on fractures in the morning. I’m hopeless at bones and the examiners, two of them, all steely grey hair and grim faces, were clearly unimpressed.

On top of that, the vicar had a bout of sickness in the night, and I’d had to wash and somehow dry my uniform at half past five this morning. It was still damp and creased at five to two, but I had to wriggle into it anyway.

I’d used a dozen massive hairpins and scraped my hair into a sort of bun on top of my head, but as I rushed past a mirror in the hall I could see it was already on its way down my neck and would, more than likely, be on my shoulders by the time I got to wherever I was going.

And then, of all things, oh horrible nasty fate, Mr Hugh Timberlake was standing in the hall. He grinned when he saw me. I gave a flustered smile while trying to hold my hair back up. ‘Are you waiting for someone?’ I thought I’d better ask.

‘You,’ he said, ‘I’m waiting for you.’

I must have looked completely stunned and inanely said, ‘Me? You’re waiting for me ?’

‘I believe it’s you that’s coming to do a spot of first aiding at the fete? Well, I’ve come to take you there.’ And he gave an exaggerated bow, then stood up, took my arm, and led me through the great oak door.

He was several inches taller even than me, and I found myself looking up into his eyes. A faint, exciting scent of cigars and eau de cologne emanated from him and gold links gleamed from the pristine cuffs that covered a hint of golden hairs gleaming enticingly.

‘I’m not sure I—’ I began, but he put his finger on my mouth and led me in the direction of the drive. Parked there  was a low-slung grey-and-silver car. He swung open the passenger door and as I moved towards it to get in, it fell off and clattered to the ground. I thought immediately it must be my fault and gasped, ‘Oh, sorry.’

He laughed, seeming unbothered, and picking up the door in one hand he somehow managed to twist it back on its gaping hinges. ‘It falls off at least once a week. It’s a terrible old wreck.’ I looked at this beautiful machine and realised it was covered in dents and bumps and scratches.

In a cloud of evil-smelling black smoke, we chugged off out of the grounds of the nurses’ home and up Greenbridge High Street.

‘Shall I tell you the truth, Evadne?’ I nodded, which was a mistake as the movement finished off the bun for ever, and I felt my hair tumbling down to my shoulders.

‘Dora told me the St John ambulance lot were short of people and I suggested she ring the hospital and ask her friend the Matron to let you out for the afternoon.’

I was scrabbling around to try and get my hair back up and started to ask, ‘Why me?’ when I remembered I’d left my cap on the dressing table. I thought I might burst into tears, but he put his hand on my knee, only for a moment though, and said, ‘Stop worrying about whatever it is you’re worrying about and give me one of those big smiles you have.’

‘Have I?’ I said, astonished, and he laughed.

‘You are a funny one, Miss Poseidon. I don’t think you have any idea how lovely you are, do you?’

I shook my head, bewildered, and the last few strands of hair dropped down and a huge metal hairpin pinged off and landed in his lap.

The afternoon passed for me in a daze. Dora turned out to be Lady Troutbeck and he had been staying with her when he was taken ill and brought into the hospital.

It was only later, after I had joined the two jolly plump girls at the St John first-aid tent, that I felt more at ease. Together we fanned and gave seats to swooning old ladies gasping for  sal volatile, or put ammonia on wasp stings, or bandaged the odd child who’d tumbled off the swings or the roundabout.

As the crowds drifted away, our little tent was finally empty. Hugh reappeared to take me by the arm to be introduced to Lady Troutbeck. She was seated on a vividly striped lounging chair on the terrace, exquisitely dressed in a riot of coloured silks and clutching a large empty glass. She smiled vaguely at me but carried on talking to the group of pretty girls around her.

‘Rather too much gin and not enough “it” I think,’ said Hugh as he led me to a small table on the now almost deserted lawn. ‘Wait here,’ he said, ‘don’t move.’

He vanished, to reappear a few moments later with two glasses of champagne. We stayed there for ages, until the sun began to go down, and I suddenly realised the time and leapt up. ‘I must get back,’ I said, ‘I’m on duty in an hour.’

He had been engaging and delightful, and more than anything, he made me laugh. Whether he was speaking about his job as a junior civil servant in Whitehall or his family, who seemed to be spread all over the world, or my life at the hospital, everything was a cause for his gentle wit. He seemed so comfortable in himself that, within moments, I felt relaxed and happy too. We also talked a little, as we had done on those long evenings on the ward, of more serious things. He was working hard to pass the Foreign Office entrance exams as he wanted to work abroad; he wanted to be part of an effort to present a positive face of Britain by working in an embassy. He took my arm as we walked back to his car. ‘Dear daughter of Poseidon, when can I see you again?’

‘I am on nights for another two weeks . . .’

‘Tomorrow afternoon then?’

‘Well, I am supposed to sleep during the day or I get—’

‘Tomorrow afternoon it is then. You can sleep in the morning and I will collect you at two.’ As we got into his car, this time without any mishaps, he said with a smile, ‘By the way, I love your hair down.’
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After that I saw Hugh every minute I could escape from the hospital. I was living in a curious world between life and death; bandages and decay, or cocktails and dancing. Rushing from one life to another was, apart from being strange to me, completely exhausting. Sometimes, as I wearily crawled into the nurses’ home by the landing window, I wondered how long I could last in this confusion before I started dancing through the ward with a glass in my hand or asking the head waiter at Claridges if his bowels had been open today.

From this moment on, it seemed as though Hugh had rescued me from a dull and predictable life. It seemed that, far from being invisible, I was noticed and even sometimes admired.

The most important thing of all was that I forgot about myself. I no longer stood with my knees bent or my shoulders rounded. I was so busy looking out at the world now that I forgot to look into myself.

This was the greatest gift Hugh gave me – myself. I no longer cared only how others saw me. Through Hugh my confidence grew. He told me I was beautiful. He didn’t seem to notice that my hands were the best things about me.

Everywhere we went he knew people. ‘You have so many friends,’ I said one night as the silver car stumbled me back to the nurses’ home.

He waved his hand dismissively. ‘You haven’t met my real friends yet. Well, Dora Troutbeck, now she’s a chum.’

I wasn’t sure why, but a shiver of unease flickered through me. Was it that Dora Troutbeck was the one person who didn’t seem to like me? She was always charming and polite, but there was a brittle surface there, in her brilliantly coloured garb. A sugared almond, I thought her; pink or cream on the outside and a tough little nut inside. We visited her house often and it was always full of the glittering people that she and Hugh liked.

I dismissed these thoughts, these doubts.

I learned to walk tall, to look at the world around me, and  lose myself in it. I had no need or room for shame or shuffling embarrassment.

And not for a moment did I question this; ask myself if it was what I wanted. Why would I?

I had never envisaged happiness in my blueprint for the future, never experienced it, so for all this I could only thank Hugh. And when one night under the stars he asked me to marry him, I thought I could know no greater joy and said, ‘Yes please’ without another thought.




ANTHI

‘Is it far, Mama?’

Despina’s question takes me by surprise. I was daydreaming about the Orfanoudakis house and the time I had been there with Heavenly just a few days ago. Hoping so much that we should see each other again soon.

‘You know when you can see our house from the top of the hill, then we are nearly home.’

‘I’m hot, Mama, too hot.’ Her voice is little more than a croak. I sigh, but do not waste my breath on an answer. Voula is strapped by a shawl to my back and if the rhythm of my walking changes for even a moment she will wake and cry piteously; and that will just be too much because here, a short way from the fields we have left behind us, there is no shade, no shelter, and I cannot stop and nourish her here in the middle of the path.

‘Please, Mama, please can I sit on Astrape? Just for a little, little bit?’

‘Vespoula mou, you know why that is not possible. You are seven now and far too heavy for poor old Astrape. He is loaded down, just as we are.’

We are all carrying home the sacks we have filled with the leaves of the tobacco plants we have just stripped. I think I have chosen the hottest day of the year to harvest the crop. We left the house at first light, the three of us, while Manolis still slept and, only pausing for some cheese and fruit with bread, we have worked until now. Looking at the harsh sun  above us, I think it is about four or five o’clock, no time for a rest for me this afternoon.

‘How many more corners, Mama?’

Through the sweat dulling my vision I can see her little face, creased and damp like mine.

‘Not many, koritsaki mou, and then you will see our garden and the tall marigolds will wave their heads to welcome you home.’

Manolis is tending the sheep today. This means that he will be sitting in the shade of a pomegranate tree in the top pasture with a flask of raki beside him. Poor man, how hard is his life! The tobacco will not wait so we have to do it for him.

The seabirds wheel and cry hungrily in the sky, only to remind me that when I get home I must prepare an evening meal and I have picked no horta or wild spinach or vegetables today, so it will take even longer.

We have one of the largest farmsteads in the whole of Panagia. That is why my mother arranged this marriage. Me? I would be happy with one garden, two goats and six chickens.

We can afford to hire in casual labourers and travellers from other villages to help us, sometimes. But still the bulk of the work falls to Manolis and, of course, now to me. Apart from the wheat and my bees, I must constantly tend my garden crops: lettuce, radish, spring onions, tomatoes, courgettes and broad beans. I am lucky that our garden surrounds our house; most of the villagers must walk each day to their plots on the edges of the village.

Apart from the wheat and maize crops, the pine trees and the sheep, Manolis and his brother Stelios own more olive trees than anyone hereabouts and, unusually for this area, many and abundant vines. The red wine they produce each year is rich and strong. Stelios is the treader. Since he was a young man, at the end of each summer, he is much in demand from as far away as Palio Kastro to spend a day treading for family and friends. His feet are magic.

I am considered better than many, I think, and one reason why, of which I am justly proud, is my horse, Astrape. The only horse around and he is mine, my very own! He is my escape. In my dreams I pick up Despina and Voula and gallop away over the hills never to return. We go to India, Africa, the Americas, wherever we choose. But it is a long time since Astrape galloped anywhere and his name, meaning lightning, is now something of a joke. Maybe once he had some speed in those long black legs, but he is a comfortable, middle-aged mount now and safe as a rabbit for the girls.

We pass the priest’s house. He is outside, fat and complacent like a squatting toad. His eyes travel over my body as I acknowledge him. Lecherous old goat!

‘Good afternoon, Papa Yannis,’ I murmur, but he is too busy staring at my breasts to answer me.

My mother thinks he is wonderful and I blame him as much as her for my marriage. I remember well the night back then when it all started.

My mother had been cooking all day for the celebration of my sister’s name day. Toiling at the hot oven did her no favours. Her face had reddened with the exertion and her nose glowed like a beacon.

She is a very thin woman: at least that is how she likes to present herself. She binds her body under her clothes. I know this because I saw her one night when she thought I was asleep.

Ririca favours my mother in looks as well as temperament. She is bony in her youthfulness. Our mother is very protective of her and slaps me hard if she catches me saying she has a nose like a clothes pin.

In the evening all the uncles arrived with their wives and my cousins. The men, as always, sat around the table, the women and children squashed in a corner together. By nine o’clock, the raki was sinking lower in the jugs and the laughter was echoing round the walls of our good room. Even the virgin in the iconostasis on the wall seemed to be smiling. There was a noise outside and Papa Yannis came in,  rubbing his hands together and calling greetings to everyone. Behind him was old man Manadakis, another fat, ugly creature who was a cantor in the church and often seen visiting Papa Yannis. I wondered why he should be here? He had no connection with our family – certainly my father had disliked him.

My mother grabbed my arm and pulled me with her into the kitchen. It was like a furnace; the great oven through the wall had been working for hours, churning out trays of cheese pies, spinach tarts, a great dish of pastitsio and the whole of a goat slaughtered in honour of my sister’s day. I thought back to my name day. I had to make do with my two aunts and their daughters coming for coffee and an almond biscuit.

‘From now on,’ my mother said, ‘you will spend time with me in here. You must learn women’s duties, and we will start with cooking.’

She marched back into the good room and I made to follow her, holding a tray of honey cakes. Ririca put her hand out to stop me.

‘Want to know why you are going to learn to cook?’ she whispered, a nasty little smile creasing her face.

‘You are obviously going to tell me,’ I said.

‘You are going to be married to old Manadakis’s son.’ She was so gleeful to be able to tell me this I could have hit her.

‘I am thirteen years old, I am not going to marry anybody.’

‘When you are sixteen, silly.’ She giggled. ‘I heard Mama and Uncle Lukas talking last night. That’s why the priest has brought him here tonight.’

I was furious, not only that I was to be married, but also that Ririca should know and I did not.

Our mother was calling for us to take the food in, so there was nothing more I could say just now, but I looked very carefully at the man sitting beside Papa Yannis and tried to remember what his son was like. I hoped he looked better than his father, who sat like a great drop of olive oil, sweating and greasy. His arms, resting on the table in front of him, were covered in a pelt of black hair like a fur. As I moved  around the table to pass the food, I caught a breath of his odour; garlic and incense, mixed with about a litre of raki – disgusting!

Late in the evening the Manadakis sons arrived to escort their father home. Just as well, I thought, he was so drunk he could hardly stand unaided. They carried musical instruments with them, a lyre and an accordion, as they had been playing at a wedding in a village across the mountain the day before. There were calls for them to give us music now. They played well; old Cretan songs that Stelios, the younger brother, sang with a clear, true voice. I looked at him curiously as they played; I supposed he was quite good-looking in a rough sort of way.

He was swarthy, dark, with a fine moustache of golden brown strands, curled at the ends. I barely looked at his brother who was so much older. At his age he would be long married, with several children.

When everyone had left that night, I helped my mother clear all the dishes, plates and glasses into the kitchen. Ririca had gone to her bed long before. Clearly, counting the money and gifts she had been given had exhausted her.

‘When is my wedding supposed to be?’ I asked my mother, as casually as if asking about tomorrow’s weather.

As I knew she would, she looked at me in astonishment. ‘What do you mean?’ she said.

‘Why, my wedding to the son of Manadakis, Mama, what else?’ I was pleased I could remain so cool and detached, when part of me wanted to scream and stamp my foot in rage.

‘How do you know of this?’

‘Ririca told me, Mama,’ I said sweetly. I knew this would make her furious, so there was a certain delight in saying it.

Her next words, however, filled me with horror.’ You will marry Manolis Manadakis when you are sixteen,’ she said.

‘Manolis?’ I almost couldn’t breathe. Manolis was the elder of the two brothers. She must be making a mistake. ‘I can’t marry Manolis, he is much, much too old!’

‘He is only forty, Anthi, a fine age; why, he’s barely older  than me.’ She was smiling smugly now, having recaptured her advantage over me.

‘Then why don’t you marry him?’ I said, and for a moment I thought she was going to slap me.

‘Enough!’ she said. ‘You will go to bed now and tomorrow the first thing you do will be to help me clean and clear the mess here. Then you will have your first lesson in cooking.’

‘But tomorrow is a day when I help in the school—’

‘First things come first. Cleaning and cooking are much more important. When you have time, if you have time, you may continue to help in the school.’ She swung round and went through the door, paused, and over her shoulder said, ‘That is for now. Perhaps later . . .’

‘Yes, what about later?’

‘Later will be for your husband to decide.’ And she was gone.

Miserably, I trailed after her. In such a few short hours my life had completely changed; my future was decided and all my hopes and dreams pushed away.

 



Voula is awake now and wriggling uncomfortably on my back. Ahead of me I can see our gate and there is someone sitting on the grass beside it. A drip of sweat trapped in my eyebrow drops free and into my eye, blurring my sight momentarily. But it is her – Heavenly has come to see us!

What wrecks we must appear. She has jumped to her feet and is coming towards us, smiling, the sun catching the gold in the red of her hair and lighting up her face. I am suddenly so happy.

‘Here, let me help you,’ and she takes the sack swiftly from Despina, who smiles with relief and pleasure. ‘What is it? Where are you taking it? Give me another, you look exhausted.’ We are drifting towards the fig tree and I drop my sacks and sigh, holding my back to straighten it. At just that moment Voula opens her mouth and wails as if she has been starved for a week.
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An hour later, the girls are fed, Astrape watered and some carrots, leeks and barley are simmering with some oil and dill. We are back under the fig tree, working on the tobacco leaves with Heavenly beside us, helping as though she is part of my family.

After Despina has checked each leaf for blight, she passes it to Heavenly to pierce with an awl. I then take it and thread it onto long strings. Later these will hang out in the sun by the barn to dry until the autumn when Manolis will press them into bales in a machine Stelios owns. Then he will take them to Sitia and sell them. There is good money to be made from this crop. Manolis likes to stash his money away in English gold sovereigns. He says this is for the girls’ dowries, but I think plenty is wasted on the cards.

Heavenly is bouncing Voula on her lap and singing a funny English song about piggies and horses and Voula is laughing and chuckling with delight.

I feel as if I have found a sudden new happiness. In spite of the heat, everything seems to exist in a glow. The crags of the mountains around us shine golden with the flowers of broom, and kestrels hover and shriek above.

Of course, this joyous, dream-like afternoon could not last. Despina is suddenly on her feet and running across the garden, the gypo. ‘Papa!’ She is shouting and Manolis comes towards us. He does not walk like a man who has worked all day under the boiling sun as we have, although over his shoulder hangs a dead sheep, its mouth open in a stiff rictus, blood slowly dripping onto his booted foot. He stands in front of us, legs splayed, and stares at Heavenly.

‘Papa, is it Easter come again? Do we have the roasted lamb?’

He still stands motionless, ignoring his eldest child who is hopping up and down with excitement, and tugging at the loose leg of his vraka.

‘This is Kyria Timberlake.’

‘I know who it is, wife, I have eyes.’ And he nods his head slowly in her direction. ‘You are welcome.’ His voice is so  cold it is hard to believe his words. But he is a superstitious man and thinks if you do not offer hospitality to a stranger, the meat you eat will be turned into human flesh in your mouth.

‘My wife has offered you refreshment, I hope?’

‘Thank you, yes.’

He nods again and abruptly turns and strides to the barn. There, on the wall, is the cross-beamed post we use as a hanging straight. Expertly he slings the lamb to fall from this, with the spike at the top through the head.

I see him through Heavenly’s eyes. He looks raddled and smells even worse. I hope he doesn’t get too close to her. The once stocky body has spread into fat. His still deep, dark eyes are sunken now in the oily craters of his face. The hairs that sprout on his flabby breasts are greying. I don’t know what colour the hairs on his head would be as there are none there. Ever since he came home from Sitia, months ago, with a crop of lice picked up, I’ve no doubt, from some whore’s pillow, even he could see the sense in shaving it lest he pass them to the girls and me.

‘Why do we have a lamb? What happened?’

‘Whatever it was, and I don’t know yet, it will give us good food for a while, so I do not expect to hear complaints.’

I sigh. I had no intention of complaining.

As if to compound his brutishness, Manolis reaches for the large knife in his belt and, pulling it out, tries the blade along his thumb. A speck of blood appears; it is sharp enough. With one movement he slits the sheep open from the head downwards. The guts rapidly spill out and fall into a slithering pool on the ground at his feet.
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