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Were there never rain


Could the springs so joyful be?


Were the sun not to shine again


Would God’s nights ever an end see?


If love did not reign supreme


Would the world be enough for me?


—Orhan Seyfi Ari (1918–92)







   

Prologue


London, 2008


‘There never was a more loving friendship than ours . . .’ Lambros said, his eyes filling with the memory. ‘Nowhere on the island could you find such good friends as the two of us, despite our differences. Orhan and I would do anything for each other, we were family . . . we were like brothers. How could we let our friendship perish like that? It’s unforgivable!’


Stella sat silently, listening to her father talk. She had heard these stories of love and friendship repeated many times over the years but she never tired of hearing them. She took pleasure in his tales from a far-off country, marvelling at the bond that had so closely tied those two boys and their families together. From a place and a past that was opening up to her through his words. Yet in contrast to the pleasure she received from her father’s stories, the melancholy of recounting them invariably ended with the old man shedding tears of sadness.


Father and daughter were sitting in the garden among the roses, basking in the sun on an unusually hot day in early June. Stella had come to visit him. This was her favourite month and even on days when the sun didn’t grace them with an appearance, nature always did her best. This peaceful garden in north London was bright with flowers and sweet-smelling herbs, thanks to the hours Lambros spent tending them.


She came to visit her father often now that Athina, her mother, was gone, even though she knew he could cope perfectly well on his own. While her mother was alive her parents had always been busy, forever dashing off to something or other. It had been a constant source of frustration that they were less available for her than she would have liked them to be. She missed the old family house in the leafy London suburb favoured by many Cypriots and where her parents made their home when they first got married. She and her brother had been born there, her own children spent most of their pre-school days there with their yiayia when Stella was working. She missed her mother, she missed having little children, she missed the old days. Now that her father was alone she enjoyed recalling some of those times with him. Her visits gave them the chance to talk of the past, to remember. Lambros especially needed more than ever to recapture his youth, his friendships, a time of innocence and love, before he came to England, before he married and had a family . . . before he became someone else.


Stella had grown up with her father’s stories from his youth but these days she was hearing them more often.


‘We have to do something about it,’ she told her brother one day while the two of them had lunch together. ‘Honestly, Spiros, all he talks about when I see him now is Orhan. He remembers the old times, their youth, and what happened – and then he cries. What could have happened that was so bad to make an old man cry like that?’ Stella looked at her brother.


‘I know . . .’ Spiros replied, ‘I noticed it too and can’t imagine. You’ve got to get him to talk about it; he’d tell you.’ He gave Stella a little smile. ‘You’re good at that.’


‘I’ve been thinking we should try and find him, bring the old men together.’


‘You’re right,’ Spiros mused. ‘Since Mum died he talks about Orhan and the past a lot. Do you think he’s a bit depressed?’


‘No, I don’t think he’s depressed, I just think he is very sad, and that’s why I think we could try and find Orhan. You never know, he might still be alive.’


‘He’s the same age as Dad, isn’t he?’ said Spiros, reaching for his glass of wine. ‘Eighty-something isn’t so old, especially for these old Cypriot boys.’


The next time Stella went to visit her father he had just made himself a Turkish coffee and was about to carry it out to the garden. She let herself in and announced her arrival from the hall, hoping he could hear her – he was getting quite deaf these days, but since his hearing was apparently the only faculty that was failing him so far, no one was too worried. ‘I hear what I need to hear,’ he would tell them.


‘Yiasou, Papa!’ she called out cheerfully. ‘Where are you?’ she asked, much louder than usual.


‘In here . . . in the kitchen,’ his reply came immediately. ‘And no need to shout, the whole street knows you’re here now,’ he added with a chuckle.


The French windows leading into the garden were wide open, flooding the room with light, and Stella could see the newspaper spread out on the garden table outside where Lambros had been sitting.


‘Come, I’ll make you some coffee too,’ he said, putting down his cup and picking up the bricky to make another. ‘You like it sketo don’t you?’ he asked and pulled a face. ‘How can you drink it without any sugar at all? Far too bitter for me . . . but then you ladies are always watching your figures . . .’ he chatted on, glad to see her.


Once again Stella joined her dad in his fragrant summer garden with a plate of sesame biscuits she had bought from the Cypriot patisserie. Sitting down, she allowed him to transport her back in time to a world of people she could only imagine, yet which over the years had become as real as the world she lived in now.


Cyprus, 1946


The light summer breeze carried the call for evening prayer over the rooftops along the narrow streets of Nicosia to the two young men’s ears. Lambros and Orhan had been taking a stroll inside the walled city after studying all day when the muezzin’s voice announced that the sun had started to set, so it was time for the faithful to remember Allah once more and make their way to the mosque for prayer.


‘Is that the time already?’ Orhan turned to his friend, incredulous at how late it was. ‘I thought it was much earlier,’ he added, as they turned left into a side street towards the mosque.


‘It must be something to do with my stimulating conversation,’ Lambros said jokingly, ‘or maybe because it’s high summer.’ He looked up at the sky. ‘I thought it was much earlier too.’


No matter where he was, or with whom, the Turkish boy, Orhan, always observed the prayer five times a day. More often than not, the two friends were taking their customary stroll together when evening prayer was called. The Greek boy, Lambros, was always glad to accompany his friend to the mosque and wait outside, guarding his shoes while the other prayed. Although one was Christian and the other Muslim, the two young men shared a deep friendship based on mutual respect and love for one another despite their different faiths.


‘Don’t you ever get mixed up with all of these shoes here?’ Lambros pointed at the sea of footwear outside the mosque when Orhan re-emerged. ‘I often wonder if anyone ever makes a mistake and walks off with someone else’s . . .’ He added, ‘There are so many of them and they’re all so alike.’


‘You, my friend, might get mixed up but I do not,’ Orhan retorted while doing up his laces. ‘I’m well acquainted with my shoes – maybe you have too many to remember them all?’


‘I think you know well enough that’s not true . . .’ Lambros replied, pretending to be offended, but aware that his friend’s remark bore an element of truth. His family’s apparent wealth bothered him only if it meant that it might set the two of them apart. Lambros’s family was indeed quite well off; his father and uncle were the owners of the local bakery and general store which supplied the neighbourhood and beyond with bread and groceries, while Orhan’s family lived less comfortably. But the disparity between the households hadn’t always been there.


The two boys, born in the spring of 1928 in a remote village in the Troodos Mountains to the west of the island, had begun life quite differently. Orhan’s father, Hassan Terzi, was a master tailor with a thriving business while Lambros’s father, Andreas Constandinou, owned a small and meagre general store in the village.


Hassan was the only decent tailor for miles, continuing in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps. His reputation had travelled as far as Paphos, the third largest town on the island, supplying the entire male population of his own and most of the surrounding villages with his handmade suits, shirts and overcoats. Andreas Constandinou, on the other hand, had to compete for his living with the municipal market and local farmers.


‘The only way to make a proper living is to leave this village,’ Andreas would often complain to his wife Maroula. ‘If we want to prosper and provide for our children we need to go to Nicosia.’ His grandfather owned a plot of land outside the city walls of the capital and Savvas, Andreas’s older brother, who had been living and working away from the village for years and was now running a successful business in Nicosia, was always asking them to join him there.


‘Savvas’s business is thriving and I could be part of it,’ Andreas would try to convince his wife. ‘He has already started to build a house and we can all live together, we can give our children a better future there.’ But Maroula was reluctant. She was happy in the village. She had no complaints or ambition for wealth. Her boy Lambros and her daughter Anastasia were growing up nicely out here in the country. The big city alarmed her. The children were still young, though it didn’t stop her worrying about their future, especially the girl’s. A daughter had to be provided with a dowry if they were to find her a good husband and Maroula was more than happy to help to supplement the family’s income.


‘God will provide, Andreas, there’s no rush. We’re managing, aren’t we?’ she would argue. ‘We have enough to eat and I’m not frightened of work.’ Maroula was a good seamstress and was able to take in sewing work which Hassan made sure came her way regularly.


‘God bless him and all his family,’ she would tell her husband when another garment came into the house for alterations. ‘We couldn’t wish for better friends, Andreas. If we lived in the city would we have such good neighbours?’


‘There are good and bad people everywhere, Maroula,’ was his reply.


‘There is much danger in the city, Andreas. How could we marry our girl off to a good man when we don’t know anyone there? A patched-up shoe from your own village is better than a brand-new one from another.’ She would quote the old and much-used adage alluding to finding a good match from your familiars, close to home. ‘I’m happy here with the people I know,’ Maroula continued. ‘Where would I find a friend as good as Hatiche in the city?’


The two families lived side by side. Lambros and Orhan were the oldest siblings in their families and they were inseparable, like their mothers.
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Cyprus, 1920s


Kyria Maroula and Hatiche Hanoum, as the children politely addressed each other’s mothers, were as generous in spirit as they were in spreading their love and laughter to their children and their families.


The Constandinou and Terzi houses were separated only by a row of orange, lemon and mandarin trees so close that often when Maroula threw open her kitchen window looking out on to the trees she had to battle with their foliage. When the blossom was in full bloom the heady aroma that flooded the room was almost overwhelming. Most mornings, after the two women finished their household chores, they would pause and take it in turns to make coffee for each other.


Whenever the weather was fine in spring and autumn, they would sit in each other’s backyard enjoying the warm sunshine, while in winter they would sit beside a log fire as the rain, or sometimes snow, fell outside. Winters in the mountains were cold, often bitterly so, but they didn’t last long, and when summer arrived, it was welcomed with jubilation. A mountain breeze kept the climate temperate and there was no shortage of trees in Maroula’s and Hatiche’s backyard to take refuge under if the temperature rose too high.


No fences or borders separated the two houses, and the hens roaming the yard as the two women sat drinking their coffee belonged to both households. When the children were small they would sit on a rug by their mothers’ feet, and then toddle about chasing the chickens when they were a little older. First came the boys, Orhan and Lambros, then barely a year later came Leila.


‘Oh, how I long for a daughter,’ Maroula said with yearning as she cradled her friend’s newborn baby girl.


‘You’ll have one soon, I know,’ Hatiche replied. ‘I saw it in the cup! The coffee grounds never lie. Believe me, it’s your turn next.’


‘Inşallah,’ God willing, Maroula answered, using the customary Turkish expression which Greeks often used as well.


‘Glad to hear you speak some Turkish, my friend,’ Hatiche exclaimed in Greek. ‘I’ve been thinking that it’s about time to teach you some more. How many years now have I been speaking to you in Greek and all you say to me is Inşallah or Maşallah?’


As the majority of the Cypriot population was made up of Greeks, most Turks were obliged to have some knowledge of Greek and more often than not they were fluent. Hatiche was one of them, as were her parents and grandparents before her. Apart from the unavoidable mistakes many Turks made in not being able to distinguish gender, her vocabulary and pronunciation were excellent.


‘I have tried,’ Maroula protested, ‘it’s just that I’m no good at memorizing the words . . . Don’t you remember when you were married, I tried to learn some phrases so that I could impress your grandmother at the ceremony? I was hopeless . . .’ A sense of guilt and embarrassment made her stop; she knew her friend was probably right to be disappointed in her – most Greeks never made the effort to speak Turkish or indeed had a need to. ‘Why don’t you teach me how to say Come for coffee, then?’ Maroula added to please her friend as she reached for a plate of sesame goulourakia she had baked the day before. These delicious biscuits, rich in butter flavoured with vanilla and covered in sesame seeds, were everyone’s favourite and no one baked them better than Maroula.


‘If you teach me the words, then when it’s my turn to call you I’ll say it in Turkish!’


‘Well, let’s start with afiyet olsun,’ Hatiche replied with a smile, taking a biscuit from the dish Maroula held out to her.


‘Afiyet olsun to you too,’ Maroula repeated, recognizing the words for ‘good appetite’.


Maroula set her mind to learn the simple phrase Hatiche taught her. She practised at home, repeating the words over and over, until one morning, throwing open the green shutters of her kitchen window, she proudly called out to her neighbour. The suppressed giggles and raucous laughter that came from across the garden were not at all the response Maroula had expected. She had hoped for praise not ridicule, but in her haste and excitement she had muddled her words and instead of asking if Hatiche had finished her chores and would like some coffee, she had said something along the lines of ‘Have you finished your toilet ablutions?’ At which point Hatiche made her way round to Maroula’s house to explain her mistake, amidst much laughter from both of them. Laughing was what the two of them did best; ever since they were little girls, their friendship had been based on good humour and fun. After that incident Hatiche gave up trying to teach her friend any more Turkish.


‘Just stick to the few words you know,’ she said and patted Maroula’s hand. ‘Since my Greek is so good we have no problem.’


‘I told you,’ Maroula said apologetically, ‘I’m useless at this,’ and their giggles were carried across the yard to the neighbouring houses.


Ever since childhood the two friends, both born in the spring of 1909, had always been inseparable, forever laughing and looking for fun together. When they were not at school they spent most of their time playing and inventing games. Their family homes were in the same street separated by three houses. Although they went to different schools, Maroula to the Greek elementary and Hatiche to the Turkish one, they had singled each other out to be best friends early on. The two schools were side by side so they walked there together each morning and after their homework they would meet in the street to play. On school days, their play was restricted to a few hours and they were not allowed to wander far. Some other kids on their street often joined in but when the time came to go inside to study neither of them minded; both girls were good pupils and took their homework seriously.


‘I never had the opportunity to go to school,’ Maroula’s mother would say, unable to read or write herself but proud to see her daughter was keen on learning. ‘But you have, and what’s more you have brains. So, learn all you can while you can.’


School was free only until the age of twelve so most children, especially girls, would leave at that age, unless their parents could afford to send them to one of the towns or larger villages to learn a skill. For girls, it was usually sewing; for boys, a trade like carpentry or silversmithing, otherwise they would start to work in the fields with their fathers.


So during term time the girls were good, but come the summer they would run wild. For three whole months, they were free to roam the hills and valleys with nobody asking questions. There were many children in the neighbourhood: boys and girls, Christian and Muslim, or Mohammedans as the Greeks referred to them, and they would all gather under the big cedar tree at the end of Hatiche’s and Maroula’s road to plan their day. The hillsides with their lush vegetation were perfect for hide-and-seek and climbing trees. Away from the grownups’ prying eyes, the boys’ games would often turn mischievous; budding sexual curiosity would compel them to chase after the girls with one aim: to lift their skirts and look at their panties. The girls would protest amidst much yelling and screeching, but were also secretly thrilled with this wicked pursuit. At six and seven, they took each other at face value; they were all friends and they accepted their differences – Greeks or Turks, nothing mattered but fun. At around the age of nine, Maroula fell madly in love with Ali, a Turkish boy with huge brown eyes and golden skin who lived three streets away from her. He was a year older than her and if he chased her she willingly let herself be caught.


‘When I grow up I will marry Ali,’ she told Hatiche the first day he peeped up her skirt.


‘Not sure your mama will agree,’ Hatiche replied, having heard her parents more than once say that Greeks and Turks could never marry.


The two families were on good terms and their mothers would often have coffee together to read the coffee grounds, but unlike their children, the friendship between the women only went so far. Hatiche’s mama had a special gift for fortune telling and many of the Greek women in the street would join them to hear what she had to say.


‘They are good people,’ Maroula’s mother would tell her when Maroula seemed to spend more time in her friend’s house than theirs. ‘But they are different from us, we are Christians and they are Mohammedans.’ The last word rolled from her mouth with a certain disdain. ‘They do not believe as we do in Jesus Christ. Maroula mou, they have their own religion which is not ours!’


She was always trying to convince her daughter of the difference between the two families, but apart from the religion that everyone always mentioned and the funny way Hatiche’s mother spoke Greek, Maroula could never understand what set them apart. What she and most people saw were two girls who resembled each other, not only physically but temperamentally, too. When they were little they were both skinny and wiry, running around the countryside like two little mountain goats. Then when puberty set in they filled out in all the right places, which drove the local boys mad.


Plump and full-breasted, brown-eyed and pale-skinned, Hatiche and Maroula married for love, unlike the marriages arranged for most girls in the village. Maroula’s childhood infatuation with Ali had long passed and her attentions turned to an older Greek boy who made it his aim to win her heart. Each of the girls fell in love with a young man from their village and both caused a scandal by choosing their match.


‘She’s stolen my heart, that little Hatiche,’ Hassan, the son of the village tailor, would tell his friend every time he saw her collecting water from the spring in the village square. ‘She’s plump and ripe as a tasty peach and when she turns her eyes on me I lose my head.’ Hatiche’s eyes were all Hassan ever saw of her face, which was modestly covered with her scarf whenever she went out to get water, but for him it was enough to feel the thunderbolt of her gaze strike him.


‘Her friend is a beauty too, and I aim to make her my wife one day,’ Andreas, who worked in his father’s grocery shop, told Hassan. Love’s arrow had pierced his heart, too.


The girls were well aware of the attentions of the two boys, who miraculously always seemed to be in the square whenever they went to fetch water at the communal tap or when they sat outside each other’s houses to do their embroidery. But meaningful looks were all that were exchanged between the four of them; no words were ever spoken.


The first time that Andreas summoned the courage to speak to Maroula was at the Easter Midnight Mass. He searched for her among the throng of people packed into the small church of Agia Ekaterini and seized the opportunity to stand near her without causing offence. He fought his way through the crowd and stood silently by her side, listening to the liturgy and breathing in her fragrance while waiting for an opportunity to speak to her. That moment came after the priest pronounced the Kalos Logos, the words proclaiming the good tidings of Christ’s resurrection. Christos Anesti, he announced in a joyful melodious chant to the people, who responded in unison as each in turn lit a candle from his blessed flame.


The church was now lit only by candles, which bathed the congregation in a warm glow. As the room reverberated with the jubilant Easter singing of Christos Anesti, Andreas leaned a little closer to Maroula to light his candle from hers.


‘Christos Anesti,’ he whispered in her ear.


‘Alithos Anesti,’ she replied softly, confirming the resurrection in the customary response above the chanting of the service, and edged a little closer to him.


Although there was a small chapel in the centre of the village, most people chose the steep climb to the church of Agia Ekaterini, built on the summit of a nearby hill, in order to hear the long-awaited announcement of Anastasis, the glad tidings of life’s victory over death. Those who arrived early were able to gather inside, but as the crowd increased many had spilled out into the churchyard and stood under the stars, their singing resounding across the hillsides.


Outside the church, in a far corner of the churchyard, a huge pyre had been assembled, built during several days beforehand by the entire male population. It was to be set alight towards the end of the service in order to burn the effigy of Judas. This ritual could only take place after the priest had spoken the words of Christos Anesti, whereupon the fire would be lit. Soon the flames would rise into the night sky, followed by a series of explosions from the lighting of fireworks which would echo round the hills and mountains, signalling the start of two days of celebration.


After Andreas’s success at approaching Maroula, Hassan was eager to do the same with Hatiche.


‘I need to speak to her but I can never find her alone,’ he said wistfully when his friend described how he had managed to be with his love without anyone noticing. ‘The trouble is, I can’t think of any time when she could be alone for me to approach her,’ he complained. ‘There’s always someone around. Her father watches her like a hawk.’


‘You could try speaking to her when she’s with Maroula,’ Andreas suggested. ‘They’re usually alone.’


Eventually Hassan found his opportunity one hot July day while Hatiche was outside her house buying some figs from an old man who passed by every week with produce from his trees. She was bending over to choose figs from the basket, examining each one before placing them on a tray as carefully as if they were eggs, when Hassan walked by and stopped, on the pretext that he too wanted to buy some fruit.


‘I hope I am not intruding,’ he said politely, gazing at the girl’s face for the first time. In her haste and in the summer heat, when she heard the old man calling outside the kitchen window, Hatiche had run out of the house without covering her face. The sight of her naked features made Hassan’s heart soar with desire and love for her. Unable to tear his eyes away from her, he tried to memorize every detail lest this was the last time he might see her uncovered.


‘She has a beauty spot in the middle of her left cheek! You can’t imagine how lovely she is,’ Hassan told his friend, bursting with excitement later that day, ‘and her lips are full and red like the ripe cherries on our tree. How can I find a way to make her fall in love with me?’


‘Going by how I’ve seen the girls look at us, I think it might not be too difficult, my friend,’ Andreas replied with a cheeky smile. ‘I’m sure we can find a way.’


Andreas was not wrong; every time the girls went to the village square to fill their pots with water their hearts fluttered with anticipation at seeing the young men. Aphrodite’s little love child had done his job well on them, too.


‘Have you seen how he smiles?’ Hatiche whispered into Maroula’s ear once she realized she was in love with Hassan. ‘He has the most perfect teeth! He’s so handsome.’


‘I have, and he is!’ Maroula murmured. ‘But have you noticed Andreas’s eyes? I’ve never seen eyes that colour. Are they green, or are they brown? I just don’t know . . . they’re the colour of olive oil after a first pressing,’ she went on in a whisper until she spotted her mother pushing open the back door into the yard. They were sitting with their needlework in the shade of a trellis covered with jasmine, daydreaming and talking about love and the boys when the appearance of Maroula’s mother put an end to their secret conversation. Both girls agreed that each other’s love was as handsome as could be but their own choice was the best. Besides, a Greek girl or boy would never have entertained romantic notions for a Turk or vice versa, no matter what Maroula had thought when she was nine.


‘It’s mainly our religion that sets us apart,’ Maroula’s mother had told her, not for the first time, when she announced at the age of seven that her new best friend was the Turkish girl Hatiche who lived three houses away from them. ‘Their customs are different to ours,’ she continued when Maroula asked her to explain the differences, but without much success.


‘What customs?’ Maroula asked.


‘Their faith, what they believe in, who they pray to . . .’ her mother tried again, aware of the quizzical look on her daughter’s face. ‘We go to church, we pray to our Agia Ekaterini and we cross ourselves, they don’t.’


That much Maroula knew, yet it still didn’t explain what divided them.


‘They go to church, too,’ the little girl replied. ‘Hatiche told me they do.’


‘No, they don’t,’ her mother answered, ‘they go to the mosque . . . it’s not a church.’


Hatiche had told Maroula that the place they went to pray was a church – their church – so why was her mother now telling her otherwise? She really didn’t understand; as far as she was concerned they were neighbours who lived in the village like everyone else. In her friend’s house she had even spotted an icon of the Panayia, the all-holy Virgin Mary, along with a blue evil-eye stone on top of a chest of drawers, just like the ones they kept at home beside her mother’s shrine to the Virgin Mary. So, she wondered, what set them apart? Hatiche’s mother, Ayşe Hanoum, seemed just like her own; like any Greek mother, apart from her asking them to take their shoes off when they entered the house.


At seven the two girls were inseparable best friends, recognizing no difference between them; not until later, when they were older, did Maroula become aware of a few disparities. For her part, she found most of them inconsequential, such as not eating pork, which she didn’t like anyway. But some of their customs she found interesting and appealing, especially the beauty preparations which Hatiche’s mother concocted to use on herself and her daughters once they came of age. One of those was the use of halaoua. When her daughters reached puberty, Hatiche’s mother decided that her girls must start depilating as she had at their age, and her mother and grandmother before her – she came from a long line of hirsute ladies.


‘When you marry, your husband will expect you to be clean without too much hair,’ she told her girls. This was around the time when Hatiche and Maroula fell in love with Hassan and Andreas. Although she had no inkling of this – the girls kept their secret well hidden – she realized the time had come to think about preparing her daughters for marriage.


The most effective and clean way to remove hair, Ayşe Hanoum explained, was with halaoua, a mixture of sugar and lemon juice which was heated over an open flame then left to cool off before it was kneaded into a gum-like paste. Once the correct consistency and texture was reached, she would apply it over the skin, pressing down with her palm onto the patch of unwanted hair before peeling it off with a swift action of the hand to leave the skin, as if by magic, smooth and hair free. There was only a little pain involved for just a moment or two, she reassured them, but the final result was so miraculous that it was worth the discomfort.


‘So . . .’ Hatiche whispered to Maroula conspiratorially, trying to explain about the ritual of halaoua one day, ‘my mother thinks we have to start preparing for marriage! She says it’s time to make our bodies look beautiful!’


‘My mother hasn’t mentioned anything like that to me . . .’ Maroula replied, wondering if perhaps this was one of the cultural differences she had been warned about.


‘I hope Hassan comes to ask for my hand soon, before they start arranging matches for me,’ Hatiche said, with alarm in her voice this time.


‘When is your mother going to do this hair removing for you?’ Maroula asked, running her hand over her leg to feel the coarse hair that she had been cultivating on both legs and arms for at least two years now. What to do about it had been quite a worry for her: how would she ever take her clothes off in front of Andreas once they were married? All was fine when she was dressed, her long skirt and underskirt covered everything well enough, but she knew there would come a time when she would have to reveal all and she feared Andreas would run away in fright once she was naked. ‘Do you think your mother would do this for me too?’ Maroula asked hopefully.


‘I don’t see why not,’ Hatiche replied, ‘you’re like a sister in our house.’


Maroula’s mother knew all about halaoua but most Greek women didn’t practise it; this was the Turkish women’s custom. Then again, Maroula’s mother thought it was immodest for women to be concerned with their appearance. Beauty, she believed, came with piety and not vanity; furthermore she didn’t share her daughter’s hair problem.


‘If God didn’t want us to have hairs on our body then he would have made us smooth-skinned,’ she told Maroula when the girl first told her how Hatiche’s mother could help her.


‘I’d rather not be hairy like a man, whether God wants it or not,’ was the young woman’s reply, and the next time her friend’s mother prepared the sugary mixture for herself and her daughters, Maroula took her turn to have the treatment applied to her upper lip. Her facial hair, she decided, was in more urgent need of attention.


‘Next time we do the legs,’ Ayşe Hanoum told her. Maroula soon learned to use halaoua on herself when her mother was out of the house, although she preferred to ask Hatiche’s mother to do it for her. Maroula learned to follow several beauty rituals when visiting her friend. There were cream applications for the body and face, aromatic oils for the hair, black kohl for the eyes to make them look deep and mysterious, and mastic gum to chew in order to keep the breath fresh. Maroula’s favourite was the application of henna. Often after halaoua, Ayşe Hanoum would apply henna using a transfer pattern on her daughter’s palms, feet and nails. When the henna dried it would turn anything it touched a bright orange, leaving a pleasant aroma lingering in the room.


‘What is the meaning of this?’ her mother shouted when Maroula turned up with henna on her hands one day. ‘These are not our customs, my girl! What will your father say, what will people in the village say when they see this?’ She turned her face to the little shrine of the Panayia and crossed herself. ‘You’ve gone too far. What’s next? Changing your faith?’


Maroula gasped. How could her mother suggest such a thing? What harm did any of this do to anyone? Her parents knew that she loved Hatiche like a sister, but that had nothing to do with wanting to abandon her own faith or her family. That would never happen. She was a devout Greek Orthodox, as Hatiche was a devout Muslim; Maroula went to church and believed in the power of prayer, while her friend observed her own religious rituals. There was never any conflict between them concerning their religion nor did they ever discuss it, whatever their parents might suspect. She had never doubted her faith, she always felt a particular connection with Agia Ekaterini, and every Sunday without fail when they went to the church with her mother she lit a candle in front of the saint’s icon. How could her mother ever doubt her faith? When she was the one who always told Maroula that whether you were Christian or Muslim, what really mattered was to be a good person.


Nevertheless, it was one thing to believe something, and another to put it into practice.


‘I’m worried for her, Kyriako,’ she told her husband that night. ‘Hatiche is a good girl but our daughter is spending too much time with the Turkish family. She has a strong head, our Maroula. What if she comes home and tells us she wants to marry a Turk one day? Eh? What then?’
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So it came about that when Andreas, a Greek boy, knocked at her parents’ home to ask for Maroula’s hand and confess that the two of them were in love, instead of kicking him out of the house for his audacity, and putting their daughter under lock and key for her immodest behaviour in claiming to be in love with a boy whom they had not vetted or chosen for her, Maroula’s parents welcomed him with open arms.


As soon as Hassan heard the good news he proceeded to do the same and duly went to Hatiche’s family to ask for her hand in marriage. There was much resistance from her father in questioning the credentials of the boy, which of course he knew were excellent – the small community was well acquainted with its inhabitants – but that was not the point. Any decent family had to be involved in the choosing of their children’s match, whether Turk or Greek. That was one custom the two communities undoubtedly had in common. Making sure they knew and approved who their children – both boys and girls – were going to marry was very important for all families. Once a match was made it wasn’t only down to the couple to make a life together because after marriage the two families would become one. Vetting and approving where a bride or groom came from was of utmost importance.


The girls were delirious at the fortuitous outcome, despite the wagging tongues of the villagers, whose vitriol was mainly directed at them for being female.


‘You would never see a daughter of mine marrying for “love”,’ the women said as they gossiped by the well.


‘I blame the parents for letting them roam about,’ it was agreed.


‘Girls need to be kept indoors in the name of decency,’ said another.


‘Love? What’s love got to do with marriage . . .’ they all tutted.


The two friends married their sweethearts a month apart, and each attended the other’s wedding. Since a wedding was the main source of entertainment in those days for the entire village, celebrations would always last for three days and three nights, starting with the night before the ceremony.


Maroula and Andreas married in 1927, on a fragrant day in early May, after the snow had melted in the highest peaks and the streams and rivers were overflowing with ice-cold water, as sweet as nectar, that would keep everyone well supplied throughout the year. The village square was decorated in preparation for the evening feast. Under the leafy branches of the old plane tree, trestle tables and chairs had been set up in line to accommodate the entire village, Greek and Turk alike, while the bride was at home with her family getting ready for the church. Andreas, too, was at his house, attended by his friends, while the shaving ceremony was performed by his first goumbaros, a custom always observed on the wedding day to confirm the trust the groom holds for his best man. As tradition has it, in Greek Orthodox weddings the groom has several best men, but his first goumbaros is considered the most honoured. He stands beside the groom during the ceremony while the other best men stand in line next to him. Throughout the wedding service the men remain by the groom’s side until at the end of the ceremony they write their names in turn on a long piece of white ribbon, to symbolize and confirm the goumbaros’ lifelong loyalty and allegiance to the groom. The same applies to the bride as her own ribbon is passed down the line from her first goumera, bridesmaid, then to the rest of the women.


Hassan knew that as a Muslim he could not be offered the honour of being Andreas’s first goumbaros; that position was given to Yiannos, Andreas’s first cousin, but he hoped that he might at least be one of the several men who participated in the ritual. To their disappointment neither Hatiche nor Hassan was granted permission by the priest to participate.


‘You are, and always will be, my best man,’ Andreas told Hassan, as they shared a glass of zivania a few days before the wedding. ‘Our faith is the only thing that separates us, my friend. We each abide by the laws of our faith but it does not get in the way of our friendship! If my religion doesn’t permit you to stand by my side in the church then, no matter, we will always stand by each other’s side in life.’


The preparation for the religious service for both Greeks and Turks, which was always accompanied by music and songs, was almost as important as the marriage ritual itself, full of symbolism denoting fertility and prosperity for the couple.


At Maroula’s house, all the female cousins and aunts had gathered to dress her. Hatiche and her mother were present, together with several other Turkish friends of the family. For some days before the wedding, Ayşe Hanoum had been applying all her treatments to beautify Maroula, as this was one occasion when her mother would have no objections. A bride must always be beautiful, smooth-skinned and fragrant for her wedding night.


When Maroula was finally ready, eyes kohled, cheeks and lips rouged, hair arranged to perfection, and helped into her wedding dress, the band started to play the traditional song that calls for all her relatives to give their blessing in turn by passing a red scarf around her waist to guarantee the new bride’s fertility.


Although not a relative, Hatiche was determined to at least participate in this ritual performed at home and not in the church, so she took her turn behind Soula, one of Maroula’s cousins.


‘She can’t do this . . .’ Soula whispered into Maroula’s ear, pointing behind her at Hatiche, ‘she’s not Christian!’ she gasped.


‘She’s not a cousin either . . .’ Maroula snapped furiously in reply. ‘She’s much more than that, she’s my best friend!’


The Turkish wedding rituals were similar to those for the Greek ceremony, based on the same intentions to evoke fertility and prosperity. On a hot day at the end of June, barely a month after the whole village had celebrated one matrimonial union, it was repeated all over again for Hatiche and Hassan. Like Hatiche, Maroula too was determined to participate in the preparations for her friend’s marriage.


The night before Hatiche’s wedding, all the women gathered together in her house for the henna ceremony, which Maroula – having never attended a bridal henna before – was anxious not to miss. Hatiche, clad in a purple and red dress and red veil, looked more like an exotic dancer than a bride-to-be, in contrast to the virginal white garments of a Greek bride.


The room was full of colour and movement as the women arrived, all dressed in reds and purples. At one point Hassan’s mother, her head, shoulders and arms covered by a crimson and gold scarf, placed some henna in Hatiche’s palm over a gold coin and covered it in gauze and a red glove; then she softly started to sing. One by one the women joined in the singing as they sat waiting for the henna to dry. Young and old, their voices blended together in a sad melody. Unable to understand the words, Maroula wondered why on such a jubilant occasion the songs didn’t reflect the mood. Gradually the sounds became more joyful and she was told that the earlier songs displayed sadness for the departure of the bride from her parental home, but now it was time for them all to rejoice in her future nuptials.


At sunrise next day the preparations for the wedding party were already under way as once again the trestle tables and chairs made their appearance under the old plane tree in readiness for the wedding feast. Once again the entire village, Greek and Turk alike, came to celebrate the union of Hatiche and Hassan. Unlike the Greek ceremony, the Turkish wedding would not be blessed officially by the imam until the eating and drinking, dancing and singing were over. Only then would the holy man, in the presence of a few close relatives in the groom’s parental home, perform the religious rites.


Once the festivities came to an end, as custom demanded, Hassan returned to his house and waited for Hatiche to be escorted to him. Maroula insisted on being one of her attendants, so together with several other female members of the family she accompanied Hatiche in their procession through the village, the bride dressed in white lace studded with colourful beads and sequins, her head and face covered by a red veil. Musicians playing drums and pipes led the bride with her attendants to her groom and her new family.


Both brides brought a good dowry from the parents. Maroula’s father had already laid the foundations of a house for her with Andreas’s help on the little plot of land which his own father-in-law had given to his daughter as part of her dowry. Now it was his turn to help the newly-weds in typical Cypriot tradition. Andreas and his father were struggling to keep their little grocery store going, so any help from Maroula’s father was welcome. It was a modest little house made of used wood, stones and rough bricks. The bricks, a mixture of straw and mud, kept the house warm in winter and cool in the summer and in no time at all it was ready for the couple to move in; whereas Hatiche and Hassan had to continue living with his parents until her house was completed. She insisted that it had to be next to her friend’s. The only request made by Maroula for her new home was for three bedrooms because, as she informed Andreas, she planned to have many children. ‘They don’t have to be big rooms,’ she told her father and husband, ‘but so long as they accommodate enough beds I am happy.’


‘God willing, you will get your wish, my girl,’ her father said and promised to build as many rooms as their materials allowed.


Maroula was granted her wish for three bedrooms but she didn’t get her wish for the many children she had planned and hoped for; nonetheless she was more than grateful for the healthy son and daughter God did grant her and the house Andreas and her father had built for her. It was humble and compact but there was room enough for them all over the years. In the little garden that ran along the front of the house Maroula planted roses, and by the front step, a jasmine to climb around the door, which opened into an iliakos – a square entrance hall – leading to the rest of the house in typical Cypriot style. A huge fireplace in one corner, as in every room, kept them warm in winter.


After moving in, Maroula set about making the best of what she had, and her years of skilful embroidery and crochet work paid off in her decorative covers for the chairs, beds and tables, adding colour and warmth to the rooms. In the absence of the precious china or silverware displayed on shelves or in glass cabinets in more affluent homes, Maroula hung on the walls some of her patterned paneria, a kind of flat basket used to dry the handmade pasta that her mother prepared, which she had woven from reeds when she was a schoolgirl.


The toilet, as in all the village houses, was a hole in the ground at the end of the yard: no such luxury as the so-called ‘European’ flushing lavatories which, since the British colonization of Cyprus, were starting to make their appearance on the island. Maroula made it her first duty to wash down the floor of bare trodden earth daily with buckets of soapy water and try to keep it as clean as was humanly possible; she prayed for the day that civilization would arrive in their village.


‘I’ve heard from Andreas’s brother, that in Nicosia, when you go to the lavatory you sit on a kind of chair to do your business,’ she told Hatiche almost in disbelief while they were planning their houses.


Just a few days after Maroula and Andreas had moved into their new home the village priest, Father Ioannis, came to visit. As the Greek Orthodox custom requires, a new home must be blessed and sanctified by a priest to ensure the well-being of its residents and banish evil from the house.


‘Once the good father blesses the house it will be truly yours, Maroula mou,’ her mother told her as they prepared for his arrival. She was busy undoing a string tied round a linen cloth in which she had carefully wrapped two icons as a gift for her daughter. ‘God’s blessing, and the people who live in it, is what makes a home,’ she added, just as Father Ioannis entered the open front door holding a bowl of holy water, followed by a troop of fellow villagers who were seizing the opportunity to take a good look around the new house.


‘Welcome, Father,’ mother and daughter said in unison as they kissed the priest’s hand in turn. Dipping a sprig of basil into the bowl, Father Ioannis made his way round the house, followed by the procession of villagers, entering each room to sprinkle holy water on anything and everything in his path and praying for the benediction of the home and its residents.


‘The Holy Virgin and Agia Ekaterini will always look over you,’ Maroula’s mother told her after the priest and the rest of the village had finally left. She was lighting a candle in front of a little shrine she had just made in a corner of the iliakos where the two icons that she had unpacked earlier now hung, one of the Panayia and one of the patron saint. She had brought them both from her own home and was now passing them down to her daughter, as her own mother did for her when she first married. ‘These are the essential things you need to make your home, Maroula mou,’ she said again and crossed herself. ‘Everything else comes with time. You’ll soon have more possessions than you need and you won’t know what to do with them all, especially after you’ve been blessed with a few children.’ Maroula knew that her mother was right, as she so often was, and soon she would have her best friend living next door to complete the sum of all she had ever wanted.


Hatiche’s house, due to her father-in-law’s prosperity, was built of stone instead of mud bricks, and was altogether a more impressive affair when it was completed. Although it consisted of just one storey like Maroula’s, the several steps that led to the front door gave it a grander appearance than her neighbour’s. The same basic layout applied to the structure. The front door opened into a sunny entrance hall, the iliakos, with doors leading off to the rest of the house; however, the rooms here were bigger and included a large dining room separate from the kitchen, and a living room.


The two houses differed not only in size but also in appearance. Whereas Maroula and Andreas’s furniture had been mainly handed down by both sets of parents, Hatiche and Hassan’s house had an overall Turkish interior with newly constructed furniture in the Ottoman fashion. In the sitting room low divans, covered in opulent purple and red fabrics, lined all four walls to serve as comfortable seating areas, with low brass tables in front of them to accommodate the coffee hour, which was apparently any time of day if Hatiche had anything to do with it. Multicoloured stars and crescents were painted high on the walls near the ceiling, and above the divans a wooden shelf held ornamental china and gourds that Hassan had cleverly carved in ingenious intricate designs. When light fell on the gourds they shone and glittered as if they had been filled with precious jewels. As in the home of Maroula, whose mother had made a religious shrine with her old icons, in a corner of Hatiche’s house there was now a little shrine with verses from the Quran and several wise sayings. Maroula knew the meaning of these proverbs, which had been translated for her by Hatiche’s mother, Ayşe Hanoum, when as a little girl she had first seen them in the family house. These were now passed to Hatiche, just as her own mother had gifted her the icons.
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