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  Among the Lemon Trees








  Prologue




  Larnaka, 1961




  The sound of crying came from one of the bedrooms. Through the half-open door Olga saw her sitting bent over on the edge of the bed, head in hands, sobs wracking her body. She had never seen her cry; the sight was confusing. For a moment she stood by the door watching, unsure how to act. Finally, she crossed the room and sat by her side.




  ‘What is it?’ Olga asked, arms around the shaking shoulders. The woman raised her head, eyes pleading.




  ‘I didn’t mean to love him,’ she said and covered her face with both hands. ‘Please forgive me.’








  1




  Larnaka, 2010




  Eleni stared into the open casket. Peaceful was the first word that came into her head. Then no words, just an overwhelming feeling of sadness. She placed a small bouquet of violets on the old woman’s breast over her heart and wiped her tears with the back of her hand. When she was a child the mere thought that this woman might one day not be there had been inconceivable.




  ‘Please don’t die, Tante mou,’ she’d cry, clinging onto the woman’s legs.




  ‘I won’t. I promise. Not just yet, anyway,’ she’d laugh, and kiss the top of Eleni’s head. Death had already played a prominent role in the young girl’s life. Her mother and father, both gone all at once before she could even remember them, and she couldn’t bear for anyone else to leave her. Tante’s laughter, a throaty chuckle, would always make her worries fade away, and for someone so young she had a few.




  *




  That morning Eleni had woken to the clatter of dishes. A beam of light was escaping through a crack between the shutters onto her legs sprawled on top of the tangled sheet. The heat was already filling the room. There was no air conditioning in the house; the two old women who had lived there had had no need for it, they always told her. This was a villa, with thick stone walls and high ceilings built to withstand the summer heat, they insisted, but Eleni thought otherwise. She opened her eyes very slowly; her head was throbbing. ‘How can I have a headache while I’m asleep?’ she thought, pressing her palm against her forehead for relief. ‘I wonder if Adonis has a headache too . . . and Marianna . . .’ The thought faded away as her eyes closed again. She lay motionless for a while, willing the headache to go, trying not to think about the previous night’s events. Finally, she opened her eyes again and fixed them on the ceiling, letting her brain wander. There was so much to take in, so much to digest. She felt overwhelmed. Slowly she sat up and her feet found the floor. First there is the funeral to deal with. Then I can think about everything else.




  She declined her cousin Adonis’s offer of a lift, and braving the inferno that was the July sun, made her way on foot through the narrow streets of the old town. Given it was mid-morning, it was probably a foolish move. Her head was heavy from the previous night’s revelations and drinking but she wanted some space alone.




  Larnaka in 2010 was very different from the Larnaka of her youth, she thought, but in some respects it was getting better. At last, there were signs that some of the old buildings left to ruin were being renovated. There had been a time before she left when it seemed anything with character and history had to be replaced by oversized concrete mediocrity. She was thankful that St Lazarus’s bell tower was still soaring above all the buildings that surrounded it in the square.




  She was first to arrive at the church; she needed some time alone. The modest coffin stood by the altar, its simplicity a contrast to the opulent interior of the Byzantine cathedral. St Lazarus, named after the patron saint of Larnaka, was no larger than an average church, yet once inside, the magnificence of the iconostasis, chandeliers and frescoes left you in no doubt of its importance. Christ’s friend had apparently fled to Cyprus for safety after his resurrection, and was ordained by St Paul as the first bishop of the island. He lived there for the rest of his life. Now deep in the catacombs of the church stands a sarcophagus bearing the inscription ‘The friend of Jesus’, in which the saint’s holy relics are believed to be stored. Every year on his name day they are brought up to the church in a heavy silver casket so that the faithful can pay their respects.




  The cathedral was always Tante’s preferred place of worship and she would take young Eleni there for the Sunday service. Eleni would sit obediently beside the older woman, anxious not to lose her in the crowd. Later, when Eleni was older and rebellious, the girl would reject the ‘oppression’ of religion and argue fiercely about it. ‘I don’t want to be told what to believe by anyone,’ she’d sulk; nevertheless, whenever she felt the need for solitude she too would seek it in St Lazarus rather than in the Catholic church where her grandmother and aunt went to pray.




  She didn’t hear the other two tiptoe into the church, rather sensed them. It was always like that with the three of them. They seemed to know instinctively when one or the other was near. Now, they all needed to sit together for a while before people arrived and the service began.




  The news of Katerina’s death had come as a sad shock to Eleni, Adonis and Marianna. Tante, as they called her – a variation on the German word for auntie – was neither their aunt nor their blood relative, yet all three loved the old lady like family. They felt deep respect and gratitude towards her; her influence on them had helped to shape who they’d become. For her part, she’d adored all three; they were the children she never had.




  They hurried back to Larnaka for her funeral: Eleni from London, Adonis from New York and Marianna from Nicosia. Unlike the other two, she didn’t have far to travel, just a mere forty-minute drive, a journey which she had lately been making at least twice a month in order to visit the old woman.




  For Eleni, Katerina was almost a mother. She was hardly more than a year old when her parents, Sonia and Nicos, were killed together in a car crash and it was Katerina who took care of her and cherished her as her own. It wasn’t difficult: Eleni was an adorable child left traumatized by the loss of both parents. Besides, Katerina had also helped to bring up the little girl’s mother and aunt years before, when the Second World War was still raging in Europe. The sisters, six and eight, were only a few years younger than Katerina when she came into the house as a maid at thirteen, but her natural maternal and domestic skills shone through.




  As the Greek Orthodox Church buries its dead immediately, Eleni had had no time to lose and had left London in quite a rush. Her main concern, which proved to be relatively easy to address, was to organize someone to take over her lectures at the university where she was teaching. Home was fine: Simon, her husband, was more than capable of looking after himself and the dog. The kids, Christopher and Anthony, were both away studying – finally out of their hair, as the saying went, although if anything, Eleni liked having her boys ‘in her hair’.




  Even so, it was easier to have only one person to think about instead of three at the same time. In fact, she hardly had to think about Simon at all – he was very independent and an even better cook than she was, so he was going to be fine while she was away. They’d all wanted to come to the funeral – both boys and Simon were fond of Katerina – but there was no time to make arrangements at the last minute.




  Eleni knew Tante had been ill but the last time she had hurried back for a flying visit, only a few months earlier, it looked as if she was recovering well.




  ‘Don’t worry, my lovely, I’ll be fine,’ she had told Eleni. ‘You know me . . . I’m a tough old mountain nut, it takes a lot to crack me,’ she joked, and her laughter had filled the room as usual, reassuring Eleni that all would be well once again.




  Now she bitterly regretted that she had not stayed longer. But Katerina had never been one to dramatize, so Eleni had flown home, reassured.




  This time Simon was insisting that she should take her time.




  ‘Stay as long as you need,’ he’d said when the news arrived. ‘Don’t hurry back, your aunt will probably need you. And you need to be there . . . plus, since Adonis is coming from New York, you must spend some time with him.’




  ‘You’re right, I must,’ Eleni agreed, knowing very well that she would need time, and that the trip was going to be an emotional one. ‘I haven’t seen Adonis for two years – in fact I can’t remember the last time Marianna, Adonis and I spent time together. I know we Skype but it’s not the same as meeting up and spending time with them.’




  ‘The last time you saw Adonis was in London, wasn’t it? When he came to visit us,’ Simon said, handing Eleni a cup of coffee.




  ‘I just don’t know why we always leave it so long. Life slips by and we hardly notice.’ She reached for the cup. ‘We should all make more of an effort. When was the last time you saw your friend Mark in Sydney? Honestly, Simon, life is so short . . .’




  They had delayed the funeral for a day to allow Adonis time to arrive from New York. Eleni drove out to the airport in her grandmother’s old sports car to collect him. She parked the car, walked into the terminal and waited, reflecting how they both loved to drive that car, a host of childhood memories tied up in its fabric. Recently she had missed her cousin more than ever. They were so close in age, and though they were cousins, considered each other more as siblings. After growing up under the same roof in their grandmother’s house, with Katerina looking after them, their connection was deep.




  The wait for his flight to arrive and disgorge its last passengers seemed an eternity, and when Adonis eventually appeared he looked shattered and puffy-eyed. They fell into each other’s arms and both burst into tears.




  ‘Don’t take any notice of me,’ he finally said, tears turning into an embarrassed giggle. ‘I’m just tired and emotional, and besides it doesn’t do here for a grown man to be seen crying in public.’ He darted a furtive glance around him.




  ‘Don’t be silly – who cares about them!’ Eleni scolded him and gave him a bear hug. ‘I bet you anything that all these macho Cypriot men would be the first to cry if anything happened to their mama or their favourite auntie!’ And picking up his flight bag from his feet, she ushered him towards the exit.




  ‘Let’s go and see your mama, she’s at the house waiting for you. Marianna is waiting to see you too.’




  ‘So, how is my mother?’ Adonis asked his cousin as they drove across town to the old house.




  ‘Rather broken, I’d say,’ Eleni replied. ‘I don’t think she knows how she’s going to live without Katerina.’




  ‘We all thought Tante was going to live forever . . . how are any of us going to manage without her?’




  ‘I know . . .’ Eleni replied. ‘Just knowing she was there made me feel safe . . .’




  ‘We all did,’ he said and let out a sigh.




  ‘Did Robert mind your leaving so suddenly?’ Eleni asked. Adonis’s African-American partner, Robert, whom he had wed in a civil partnership three years previously, was a psychiatrist, and as Adonis told his cousin when he announced their partnership, ‘he’s the most supportive life partner a person could ever wish for – and he’s good for the soul, too.’




  ‘No, he was fine, of course!’ Adonis replied. ‘He was a darling as always, and as you know he adored Tante too – he’d have come along if he could have. But it was all such a rush.’




  ‘I know . . . the same with Simon and the boys. Anyway, if it’s OK with you, we’ll drop your bags, see your mother briefly and then meet Marianna for a coffee. I asked her to meet us before we all go back to the house. She can’t wait to see you.’




  ‘I’m in your hands, whatever you want to do,’ Adonis replied, closing his eyes and sinking back into the seat.




  ‘I know you’re exhausted and probably want to lie down,’ Eleni continued, ‘but I’ve been in the house for the last twenty-four hours consoling your mother, and I need to breathe.’




  ‘It’s OK, Eleni mou,’ Adonis laughed. ‘I can use some caffeine . . . I’ll sleep later, and besides I can’t wait to see Marianna either; I can’t remember when we were last all together.’




  They met their old childhood friend in a cafe on the long stretch of promenade – The Finigoudes, ‘little palm trees’, named after the long row of palms planted along the seafront some hundred years ago, was a popular meeting place. Now the mop-heads of the little palm trees tower over most of the tall buildings on the strip.




  No sooner had they sat down than Marianna came running across the road towards them, waving wildly. It had been some time since the three of them had met there.




  The Finigoudes of their youth was quite different to how it was now. When they were growing up it was still a sleepy promenade, a place for families to stroll along the seafront, with many of the old buildings still standing and only two or three family restaurants. But sometime in the 1990s globalization hit the area with a vengeance. In a few years, reconstruction and modernization totally transformed it with bars, restaurants and cafes turning the promenade into any fashionable Mediterranean resort found in Italy, Spain or France.




  ‘At least now we can get a decent cup of coffee,’ Adonis said settling down next to a massive fan, after finally releasing Marianna from his bear hug.




  ‘Exactly!’ Eleni added. ‘For those of us who don’t like Nescafé or don’t always feel like a Turkish coffee.’




  ‘You mean Greek coffee!’ Marianna corrected her.




  ‘Oh please, don’t you start being politically correct!’ Adonis protested. ‘The coffee is as Turkish as it’s Greek as it’s Arabic! It’s ridiculous to insist on calling it Greek coffee.’




  Eleni was amused to observe how quickly her two friends reverted to their childhood tactics of winding each other up.




  ‘You’ve lived in America too long, that’s your trouble,’ Marianna retaliated.




  ‘Come on, you two! Stop arguing about nothing,’ she butted in. ‘You know what Katerina would have told you . . . Stamatate! Stop! Anyway, we have bigger things to talk about.’ She reached for her black Americano. ‘Tonight, Auntie Anita wants us all at the house for supper. Apparently she wants to talk to the three of us about something, before the funeral!’




  ‘Supper! My mother? Talk?’ Adonis looked at the others in amazement. ‘When has she ever done any of that? Especially cook!’ He laughed. ‘Perhaps Tante has left some food in the freezer!’




  ‘Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind,’ Eleni said. ‘It’s all very mysterious.’




  True to character, Katerina had indeed left the freezer as she always did, full of her home cooking. She had actually alerted Anita to the fact that in the event of her demise she was leaving her with enough food to last a month and she was also bequeathing to her the cookery book she had inherited from Olga.




  ‘There will be enough food for a while,’ she’d said as she folded pastry one day, ‘and after that,’ Katerina looked at Anita and gave a little chuckle, ‘I suggest you start studying your mother’s bible . . . and by that I mean her gastronomic bible.’




  ‘Don’t talk such nonsense, you’re as fit as an ox,’ Anita had replied in a state of panic, denying the inevitability of Katerina’s fate. ‘You are much fitter than me.’




  Anita of course knew well enough that her friend’s cancer had spread and the end might be close. She had taken to accompanying her to the hospital and during the last visit their family doctor had been quite explicit about Katerina’s condition. But Anita refused to lose hope, believing that her old friend would pull through. ‘Miracles do happen, Katerina,’ she insisted. ‘I believe in the power of the Almighty and you have always been so strong.’




  Nevertheless, since the last visit to Dr Demakis, Anita took herself every morning to the Catholic church to light a candle to the Virgin Mary and pray for her friend’s recovery.




  ‘Believe what you will, Anita mou, but I suggest you start reading some recipes just in case,’ Katerina had teased her friend.




  That day, with tightness in her heart, Anita had picked up her mother’s cookery book for the first time. She knew all about Olga’s ‘bible’, yet as much as she loved its contents she had never actually read it. She took it to the sofa by the window and started to leaf through its pages. She had a lot to learn and she knew that once Katerina had gone, she would have no choice but to start cooking and looking after herself. But then again, she thought, there were plenty of bakeries down the road that would deliver her orders. Still, whichever way it went, she knew her culinary tastes would have to change.




  Now that Katerina had gone, Anita felt lost. She was the last remaining member of the old clan, and living in the big house by herself terrified her. She had never lived on her own or knew how to. In the last decade after her mother Olga died, it was Katerina who had taken care of her, as she had done all Anita’s life.




  Anita had made a huge effort to look her best for her son. The last time he’d visited she had been rather unwell, and most of his time there she had spent in bed. She could sense his disappointment in her, but then again she always sensed his disappointment in her. She had never really been much use as a mother; always ailing with something or other and mainly with her bad nerves. In truth Katerina had been much more of a mother to Adonis than she had, and she felt guilty.




  For their supper on the night before the funeral Anita defrosted a huge baking tray of pastitsio – baked pasta with layers of aromatic meat sauce – which she knew was one of Katerina’s specialities and one of ‘the children’s’ favourites. She never stopped referring to her son and niece and their friend Marianna as ‘the children’. ‘I know you’re grown up now, but you’ll always be “the children” to me,’ she’d defend herself when one or the other complained of being infantilized.




  Waiting for ‘the children’ to arrive, she took the opportunity to lay the table with the best linen and table service. She was good at that. She might not have been a cook but she was very good at making the table sparkle. It had been a long time since she’d made such splendid preparations for dinner, she mused, possibly not since that last Christmas when they were a family and her sister was still alive. In the last years, she and Katerina had taken to eating in the kitchen where it was warm and cosy and easy to clear up. She longed for the old days, for the exquisite china to be set out, the silver and the crystal, for the wine to flow and her mother’s stimulating conversation. But times had changed. She and Katerina were the only ones left and what do two old ladies have to talk about? And now Katerina too was gone. How long, she kept thinking, before her own turn came?




  How would she start, how would she be able to speak to them all alone with no back-up and help from her companion?




  For months Anita had pleaded with her dying friend to agree to summon the three children and speak to them together.




  ‘Please, Katerina,’ she had implored, trying to convince her to agree.




  ‘It would be so much easier if we did it together,’ she persisted. ‘It’s time.’ But Katerina would not be persuaded.




  ‘I have given my word of silence,’ she told her, ‘and besides, what good can it do now? It was all so long ago; all that is past now. Let it be, Anita. Don’t stir it up.’




  But Anita was troubled. She was burdened and needed to speak out.




  She asked Adonis to open the bottle of single malt whisky she had bought for the occasion and handing each one of them a crystal tumbler, an heirloom from her grandfather, she began.




  ‘My children, let’s drink to our beloved Katerina. We will all miss her, but she will live on with us through our thoughts and the memories we have of her.’




  Their glasses raised for the toast, Eleni, Adonis and Marianna stood in a state of confusion and anticipation beneath the sparkling crystal chandelier in the saloni, the large reception room usually reserved for entertaining guests.




  The high ceilings and airy bright rooms of this house held so many childhood memories. Portraits of grandparents hanging on the walls smiling down on them, botanic illustrations and paintings were all as known to them as each other. The opulent red velvet sofas, heavy Linser Textiles curtains over floor-to-ceiling windows, the dark mahogany sideboards and glass cabinets full of silver and crystal, were all so familiar, and yet everything that night seemed strange. They stood in mournful silence waiting for Anita to speak.




  ‘I have much to say,’ she continued, ‘but let us eat first – once again Katerina has provided a feast for us.’




  Anita sat at the head of the table, the others around her. Reaching for the bottle sitting in the silver ice bucket, she filled everyone’s glasses with the perfectly chilled white wine, then stretched across the table and started serving the food.




  They ate in almost complete silence, each lost in thought and contemplation. After they finished eating the main course and the plates were cleared, Anita fetched a platter of fruit and placed it in the centre of the table.




  ‘Now, before I begin our story,’ she looked at the three of them, ‘I would like, on this night before we say goodbye for the last time tomorrow to our beloved Katerina, to honour her memory by asking each one of you to say something about your tante. To share a memory, something you cherish about her, what she meant to you. I am well aware of the influence she had on each one of you and the love you all felt for her. Then, when you all finish, it will be my turn.’




  Eleni, Adonis and Marianna darted bewildered glances at each other. In all the years they had known Anita this was the first time they had seen her so articulate, and in control. She always stayed in the background in life, hiding behind her ill health and bad nerves. First it was her mother, the dynamic Olga, who reigned over the household, and then Katerina who ran the home and took care of everything including Anita.




  ‘Eleni mou,’ Anita said calmly, looking at her niece, ‘let us start with you – after all, Katerina was like a mother to you.’








  2




  ELENI





  ‘She wasn’t like a mother to me,’ Eleni said quietly, ‘she was the only mother I ever knew. She made me feel safe and loved . . .’




  One of Eleni’s earliest memories was sitting in the warm and cosy kitchen, something simmering on the stove for lunch, watching her tante bake baklava. Sometimes Adonis was with them too but mostly she was alone with Tante. Later on when Eleni was a little older, keen to introduce the girl to the finer traditions of Cypriot home cooking, Katerina would encourage her to help.




  ‘First we prepare our filo pastry,’ Katerina would explain, ‘then we slowly lay it out in the tin, layer by layer, like so, and only then do we start with the filling.’ The young Eleni, holding a wooden spoon, was poised over a large bowl filled with the sweet, sticky, crunchy mixture, eager to start the next stage in the process. That part, she remembered vividly, was her favourite. The chopped walnuts, pistachios and almonds, sugar, and honey fragrant with cinnamon and ground cloves: a heavenly mixture of edible delight for the young girl. It was all she could do not to tuck in and start eating it with the wooden spoon before it was cooked. Eleni was sure that those cooking days with Tante started her lifelong love affair with cinnamon.




  ‘After baklava can we make Mama Sonia’s koulourakia?’ she would ask, eager to continue in the blissful atmosphere of the kitchen with all its aromatic treats. Sonia’s famed koulourakia were delectable almond cookies sprinkled with rose water and dusted with icing sugar, making them look as if they had been left out in the snow – not that Eleni knew much about snow, apart from a few visits to the mountains in the winter and from Christmas cards.




  Katerina always talked to the girl about her mama. She talked while they baked, and Eleni wished she could remember her mother making koulourakia as she was doing with Katerina, but by the time she was old enough to remember, her mother and father were already dead.




  ‘Please, Tante, can we make koulourakia now? Please?’ the young girl would plead.




  ‘In a few days, when the baklava is all gone, then we will make them too,’ Katerina would promise, smiling and ruffling the girl’s hair. Eleni felt safe in the kitchen, nothing could harm her there, so long as Tante was with her telling her stories, showing her how to cook, and always laughing. When Katerina laughed Eleni felt everything was all right with the world; there was no danger and no one was dead.




  If she closed her eyes tight and whispered the name Sonia a few times, she could invoke an image that was her mama. The close-up framed photo on the sideboard helped. Everyone said that Eleni looked like Sonia, but she couldn’t tell. Her mama was beautiful with red lips and gleaming black hair; her own hair was a mass of light brown curls, almost blonde by Cypriot standards. The only feature she could see that they shared was a little dimple on the chin. Eleni thought she looked more like Tante than the photograph of her mama. Katerina had big dark eyes, almost black, and so did Eleni, so she was happy enough and felt lucky that she had two mamas.




  Another photograph stood on the sideboard. This one was of Sonia and Nicos, Eleni’s parents, a young couple standing with arms around each other by the salt-lake. Shimmering in the distance on the edge of the lake, like a scene from Arabian Nights against a blue sky and palm trees, was the Hala Sultan Tekke holy mosque, one of Eleni’s favourite places to visit as a child. When she was older she loved to listen to Katerina tell her the story of the holy place. The mosque, she’d explain, was built on the burial ground of the prophet Mohammed’s beloved auntie, whose name was Umm Haram. While Umm Haram was riding a donkey during a visit to Cyprus she fell off and died on that very spot, where the mosque was built in her honour. Eleni liked the name – it was like a sound she made when she was eating mama’s koulourakia. ‘Umm,’ she’d repeat to herself with pleasure. Katerina always tried to talk to the girl like a grown-up; how else would she learn anything? During winter months she would take Eleni to the holy site, especially when the pink flamingoes landed on the island to feed on the lake, rich with brine-shrimp and algae. It was an enchanting sight and the little girl would watch the hazy pink cloud hovering over the water like a mirage as the birds in their thousands dabbled their beaks through the shallow water.




  She liked that picture of her parents in front of the mosque and lake. It looked exotic and glamorous, but her parents were standing far away and Nicos was wearing dark glasses so Eleni couldn’t really see his face, so they were like a mirage too. He was tall and was smoking a cigarette and she thought he looked handsome. Glamorous, she thought years later when she was a student, and understood its meaning was the appropriate word to use for that photograph. Glamour, magic and sorcery were all alike, she decided, cloaking what one saw with a mysterious aura and altering reality. Who were those two people who she was told were her parents? Would she ever know?




  Throughout her life her parents had remained a mystery to Eleni. While she was growing up, Nicos was hardly mentioned; she knew almost nothing of her father apart from what Katerina told her. No one else seemed to mention him. In almost all the photos of Sonia around the house she was alone – there was only that one picture where Nicos was with her. There were a few pictures of Eleni as a baby with her parents when they lived in Vienna – she was born there, they told her, but she didn’t remember anything of the place; she had barely begun to toddle when they came back, and her only memories were of Larnaka.




  She was growing up in a house of women where men didn’t seem to feature, and of course they held a fascination for her. Obviously her cousin Adonis was there, but he was a boy not a man so he didn’t count. The only man, apart from her teachers, that she saw regularly when he visited them at home, was Father Bernardino. But she never thought of him as a man either – he was the family priest and wore a dress.




  Even though Nicos was apparently persona non grata in the Linser household, Katerina obviously felt it was important for little Eleni to have some idea of her father.




  ‘He was tall and handsome, your papa,’ she’d tell her as she stirred something or other in the aromatic kitchen. ‘Your mama loved him. Eros is blind, my girl,’ she would sigh and Eleni imagined a blindfolded angel with a bow and arrow.




  She loved to hear stories about her mother, and Katerina had plenty of those.




  ‘She was a rebel, your mama,’ she’d tell Eleni and laugh.




  ‘What’s a rebel?’ she asked, thirsty to hear more.




  ‘She wouldn’t be told what to do by anyone. She had a mind of her own, that girl,’ Katerina would say, still laughing.




  ‘Our head is our own, so isn’t our mind in our head our own, too?’ Eleni quizzed Katerina, perplexed.




  ‘Of course it is.’ The older woman smiled at the girl. ‘But when you are young you have to listen to older people who know more than you and guide you . . . your mama thought she was born knowing everything.’




  ‘Was I born knowing everything?’




  ‘No, Eleni mou, you weren’t,’ she’d tell her and give her a hug. ‘You are a very good girl. You listen to those who know more than you.’




  Eleni loved nothing better than to hear Katerina tell her she was a good girl. She always tried her best for her.




  MARIANNA




  ‘If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be the woman I am now,’ Marianna began. She always knew that it was down to Katerina that she was now living in a nice little flat in Nicosia, the island’s capital, with a good job as a dental nurse, a nice car and understanding two other languages. Her English was not bad and when she visited Venice and Rome on holiday she had enough Italian to order in a restaurant and get around; the sound of German, too, was quite familiar since it was regularly spoken in the house that was to become her adopted home. Olga, Eleni’s and Adonis’s grandmother who welcomed Marianna into her home, was partly Austrian and partly Italian and encouraged her grandchildren to speak both languages. The mere fact that she had the opportunity to travel to these places and had been exposed to these other cultures filled her with gratitude at how her life had turned out. She also knew that if it hadn’t been for Katerina and the Linser family, the most she could ever have hoped for was a job as a barmaid or a waitress.




  The first time Marianna saw Katerina was in the kitchen of the old home, preparing lunch for the family. She was wearing a light blue apron with a pink rose motif on it and she was standing in a pool of sunshine which poured in through an open window. Marianna fancied that the woman had a halo around her head, and to her young girl’s mind she was the embodiment of the perfect mother crossed with how she imagined the Panayia, the Holy Mother of God, would look like if she was cooking for baby Jesus.




  ‘And who is this?’ Katerina said looking up from her chopping board when the three children walked into the kitchen. ‘Who is your friend, Eleni mou?’ She smiled and looked at Marianna. ‘What’s your name, honey?’ she asked again sweetly. The girl, too shy to speak, stood silent, looking at the woman with awe.




  ‘Which one of you children would like a piece of bread and haloumi before lunch?’ Katerina continued cheerfully, sensing the girl’s confusion, and opened the fridge door.




  Marianna couldn’t remember the last time anyone had spoken so kindly to her.




  It was mid-September, the autumn term at the elementary school that Eleni and Adonis were attending was well underway, and according to custom, the children went home for their lunch. That day, for the first time, the cousins had invited Marianna to come back with them. The fact that their house was only a four-minute walk from school made them the envy of their fellow pupils.




  ‘Won’t your mama mind?’ Marianna had asked reluctantly when Eleni suggested she could come for lunch. ‘Will there be enough food? What if your mama gets angry?’




  ‘My mama is dead,’ Eleni said in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘But my tante won’t mind at all, or my yiayia, or my thia – they all like children and we always have more food than we can eat,’ she told her new friend and linked arms with her as they walked on.




  ‘Tell her, Adonis,’ Eleni shouted to her cousin, who was walking ahead of them. Tell her it’s OK to come home with us.’




  ‘Yes! Come,’ the boy said, turning round to look at the girls. ‘Come – we can play snakes and ladders.’




  It was a while after the term had started when the cousins had first noticed Marianna making her way to school alone. The two of them were laughing and joking, running and playing, as they always did on their way to class, when Eleni saw the lone girl walking near them.




  ‘Yia sou!’ she greeted her, breaking away from Adonis and falling into step with her. ‘What’s your name? Mine is Eleni and his is Adonis, do you want to walk along with us?’ she chattered, hardly giving the girl a chance to reply.




  ‘It’s Marianna . . .’ she finally said in a small voice and gave Eleni a shy look.




  ‘I’ve seen you in the playground, you’re in the other class,’ said Eleni as they walked on.




  ‘Where do you live?’ Adonis asked, joining them and kicking a stone that lay in his way.




  ‘Not far . . .’ the girl replied, her voice trailing off into silence.




  They walked to school together that day and every day after that. Each morning the cousins waited for Marianna to pass their house and together the three of them made their way to school. The girls were in the same year and Adonis in the class above. When school was over Marianna would walk with them till they reached their house and then she made her way home alone. They never knew exactly where she lived. It was a long time before they found out.




  After that first lunchtime visit, Marianna hardly ever went home again for her lunch. No one missed her, or if they did, nobody seemed to care, and before long she started going home with her new friends after school too, for the evening meal. As this was becoming a habit, Katerina encouraged her to stay and do her homework with the cousins under her supervision, and eventually the girl hardly ever went home at all. Marianna had finally found the warmth and tenderness she had always longed for and as long as she was welcomed she couldn’t bear to part with it.




  ‘Perhaps we should go and talk to her family,’ Olga had said once it became obvious that the girl had become a fixture. One more mouth to feed was no problem for them. Besides, Olga liked the girl and thought it was good for Eleni and Adonis to have another friend, a surrogate sibling, around. She loved the idea of a large family, the house was big enough, and she had always wished there were more grandchildren. She herself had been an only child and had longed for a brother or a sister, and the untimely death of her younger daughter had left her with the wish to fill her home with the sound of children’s cheerful laughter.




  ‘Why hasn’t anyone enquired where she is?’ Olga asked Katerina a few weeks after Marianna’s arrival. ‘Do we know who her family is?’




  ‘Yes! I do!’ the other woman’s reply came quickly. Olga might have been too busy to give much thought to the young visitor or ask any questions till now, but Katerina had made it her business to find out.




  Marianna’s home was a shabby little room on the wrong side of town, at the back of an establishment that called itself a ‘cabaret’ but was widely known as a brothel. She lived with her grandmother, a neglectful old woman going by the name of Sotiria, who had worked there in her youth but now, too old for the job, stayed on as the cleaner.




  Soon after her conversation with Olga, Katerina went looking for Sotiria. She had recognized the signs of poverty and neglect and felt duty-bound to help the child. Marianna reminded her of her past self long ago, and now it was her turn to do as others had done for her all those years before. Marianna needed rescuing and she would now be under Katerina’s protection, come what may.




  She found the old woman on her knees, scrubbing the bar floor.




  ‘If you want her you can have her,’ she said when Katerina finished explaining why she was there. ‘I hardly see the girl anyway. I don’t know where she goes, but she’s never around here, that’s for sure. Makes no difference to me where she is.’ She shrugged and went back to her scrubbing. After that, the girl never went back to sleep at her grandmother’s, and Sotiria never bothered to seek her out.




  Marianna was the illegitimate child of Sotiria’s daughter, who abandoned the baby with her mother after giving birth and fled to Greece with a man who promised her fame and stardom as a dancer; or at least that was what Sotiria had always told the girl. As far as the father was concerned Marianna knew nothing about him, most probably because no one knew or cared who he was. ‘Your mother is a beauty, she can sing and dance like an angel and she has the body of one too! You, my girl, could never fill her shoes.’ The old woman wove all sorts of fantasies about her absent daughter and Marianna was growing up on a diet of lies. The only tangible evidence she had of her phantom mother was an old photograph of a young woman in an exotic costume dancing on a table in a smoked-filled room surrounded by men.




  Like Eleni, Marianna had a mother known to her only by a black-and-white silvery image. A mother whom neither girl remembered, whose only link to her child was a piece of bromide paper. That photograph was one of two things Marianna took with her when she left her grandmother’s house; that, and her school satchel.




  ‘My grandmother says that my mama is a great dancer and a beauty,’ Marianna had told Eleni, taking the photo out of her pocket to show her friend. ‘I think one day she will come and find me!’




  ‘My mama will never come and find me because she’s dead,’ Eleni replied as they compared pictures.




  ‘They’re both so beautiful, and they have the same hair,’ Marianna pointed out.




  ‘And the same smile!’




  ‘Just like us! We have the same hair,’ the girls would tell each other. ‘I wish we were sisters!’




  ‘We are almost like sisters,’ Eleni said and gave her friend a hug, ‘and even if we don’t have our real mamas we have Tante, don’t we? And she is the best mama ever!’




  ADONIS




  ‘She was the one person in my life who encouraged me to be myself,’ Adonis said in a whisper. Now it was his turn to speak but the words seemed to catch in his throat; emotion was choking him. ‘I know you say she was like a mother to Eleni, but in my mind she was like a mother to us all.’ He turned and looked at Anita. ‘I think she mothered everyone . . . including you,’ he said, looking at his mother. The old woman nodded and wiped her eyes with her lace handkerchief.




  ‘It’s true,’ she agreed. ‘We were almost the same age, but she had the maternal instinct.’




  Adonis remembered his childhood as a happy one on the whole, and Katerina had played a huge part in making it so. He had grown up in a house of women who loved him. There had been men, too, at different intervals, but by the time he was old enough to know the world, they had long gone. Olga had divorced the children’s grandfather when her girls were young and Adonis’s own father was by all accounts a scoundrel who went the same way as his grandfather when Adonis was still too young to remember.




  If Eleni and Marianna thought of each other as sisters, then Adonis was their big brother and protector. Taller than most of the boys his age, he ensured there was never a question of anybody bullying or bothering either of the girls. If they did, they had Adonis to answer to.




  For their part Eleni and Marianna adored their ‘big brother’ and when they were young they always included him in their games. He drew the line at playing with their dolls but everything else was acceptable, especially delving into the dressing-up trunk that Katerina kept for them in her room. The three would often disappear for hours to transform themselves into their favourite characters. Eleni would turn herself into a nurse, or sometimes the Austrian Empress Sissi, inspired by stories from her grandmother; Marianna would invariably emerge dressed up as an exotic dancer – ‘like my mama’, she’d tell them – and Adonis, whose fantasy was of joining the Church, would clothe himself as a Greek Orthodox priest. He would perform religious ceremonies wearing one of his grandmother’s discarded long dressing gowns while chanting and blessing the home and all who lived in it. Around his neck the girls would help him hang several old crucifixes on chains and ribbons, and holding a bunch of keys on a long piece of string he would ceremoniously swing it back and forth as he walked around, the jingling sound of the keys imitating the priest’s incense burner. He particularly liked the flamboyant ceremonial Greek Orthodox regalia, especially that of the archbishop. His mother and grandmother would encourage him to go outside to run around with the other boys playing cowboys and Indians, but Adonis was content in the company of his ‘sisters’. The rough-and-tumble games of his school friends were not for him.




  ‘I’m not so sure how good it is for him to play only with the girls,’ Olga would tell Anita and Katerina, ‘and this obsession with the Church . . . I don’t know how healthy it is. He’s too young.’




  ‘There is nothing unhealthy about it,’ Katerina would leap to his defence. ‘A calling to the Church is no bad thing, Olga. In any case he doesn’t only play with the girls, he’s recently started to play football too.’




  ‘I think we should encourage him to do more of it,’ his grandmother would persist. ‘He’s athletic enough!’ But Olga didn’t have to worry for too long. As Adonis grew older his religious fascination and games with Eleni and Marianna did diminish, even if they didn’t altogether cease. He gave up his ambition to become archbishop but continued to go to church with Katerina every Sunday. Olga was particularly pleased when Adonis was made captain of his football team at school, and then in his early teens with the appearance of girls other than his ‘sisters’ in his life. He attracted them as few boys did at that early age. There wasn’t one girl in either Eleni’s or Marianna’s class who hadn’t fallen in love with Adonis.




  ‘I’m glad to see he has expanded his horizons,’ Olga would say with relief.




  ‘It was natural that he’d want to play with the girls when he was young,’ Katerina would reply, defending him as always. ‘I told you he was going to grow out of it.’




  All the same, Adonis was far more comfortable in the company of females than of his male contemporaries. He thanked his friendship with his sisters for that; he seemed instinctively to understand girls, he liked their way of thinking and their warmth. He loved being around them. But girls loved him more.




  Whereas other boys had to work hard at getting a girlfriend, Adonis always had the prettiest girl in town on his arm and seemed to exchange one for another with an enviable regularity.




  Eleni and Marianna, both a little younger than him, hadn’t yet reached the age for dating and would quiz him with curiosity.




  ‘What do you do when you’re alone with a girl?’ they’d ask.




  ‘Do you kiss each other?’ they both wanted to know.




  ‘Do you do the mouth-kissing thing?’ Eleni would ask, giggling. ‘You know, tongues and all that?’




  ‘Stop it, you two!’ Adonis would scold them and laugh. ‘I’m a respectful kind of boy!’ But the truth was that Adonis didn’t feel inclined to do any of that with any girl, no matter how pretty she was. He put it down to his religious beliefs.




  Tall and athletic, with a mass of black hair, olive-green eyes, strong chin and a Roman nose, he looked like one those Greco-Roman statues in the Cyprus Museum in Nicosia.




  ‘Our young Adonis, true to his name,’ Katerina would boast.




  Good looks weren’t all that Adonis possessed. He had brains, too.




  Mathematics was his subject, which made him the pride and joy of Olga and Anita, but especially of Katerina, who made sure homework was done with clockwork regularity. She hadn’t had the chance of a formal education herself and she was determined the children would, no matter what.




  ‘You carry on like this and you will be a doctor or a lawyer, my boy,’ she would tell him. But Adonis had his own plans; he wanted to be an architect.




  ‘You can go to the University of Athens and then come back to Cyprus and build beautiful houses,’ she’d tell him, swelling with pride, ‘God alone knows how badly this island needs them now.’




  Ten years on from the Turkish invasion the island was an architectural disaster. Buildings were being hurriedly thrown up everywhere unplanned in a haphazard attempt to reconstruct the towns, and the refugee camps were still evident. Although Adonis had only been a young boy during the invasion in 1974 he remembered the fear that had gripped him, and his whole family, during that time. Katerina was right; he would become an architect in order to rebuild what he remembered had been lost.




  Apart from the aftermath of those weeks of fighting and the architectural carnage left behind, Adonis remembered all too well how terrified he was, and would secretly thank God in his prayers every night for being too young to be called up. So many young men and neighbours had to take arms and go and fight. The mere thought made Adonis tremble in his shoes; he wasn’t one of those boys who romanticized war – on the contrary, he dreaded it. He recalled the panic that spread through the household during those hot summer months of fighting when Olga insisted they must take refuge in the cellar, and the fear, sadness and repulsion that engulfed him when injured people were sometimes brought to the house. The fighting, which lasted barely a month between July and August during the hottest months of the year, and which ended with the partition of the island, felt like a lifetime to the young children in the Linser household. They didn’t really understand what was happening and why suddenly there was a war. Every child growing up on the island was aware of tensions between Greeks and Turks but it didn’t really touch their lives much, nor did they imagine there could be blood spilled over it. They were just children; they only knew what the adults told them.




  ‘It’s a very complicated situation,’ Olga said when Adonis insisted that someone tell him why Turkey was invading and sending parachuting soldiers at dawn to attack the island.




  ‘Why doesn’t anyone stop them?’ he’d ask. ‘We’re only a small island – why doesn’t someone help us?’




  ‘You are too young to understand, my boy,’ Olga would try to explain. ‘It goes back so many years; they’ve been fighting over this land for centuries . . . It’s strategic, you see,’ she continued, struggling to explain the complexities of Cypriot politics, ‘it’s geographic. Everyone has always wanted to own this island, Adonis mou, you know that from your history lessons.’ But his grandmother’s attempts to illuminate him didn’t really satisfy Adonis, nor did he understand. He did of course know from school all about the many conquerors the island had endured over the millenniums: the Venetians, and the French, the Ottomans and the English, but that was a long time ago – it had nothing to do with now, with their modern lives. This was the twentieth century – no place for war, surely.




  The one thing he did understand and saw all around him was the hundreds of homeless people looking for refuge. The influx of refugees from the north of the island, which had been captured by the Turkish army, was now turning their family house, and every house in town for a period of time, into dormitories until the authorities could find a way to accommodate them. People opened their doors to whoever needed help.




  Whole families – parents, children, aged grandparents – fled their villages with nothing more than the clothes they stood up in. The nearest place not under siege was Larnaka, so the town was flooded with people trying to escape the hostilities.




  During that time there was one particular family that passed through the Linser household and who stayed with them for several weeks. There were five of them: parents with twin baby girls and a boy called Stavros, who was the same age as Adonis. After the fighting stopped and the family was housed in one of the refugee camps, Stavros continued to visit the Linser home to play with the children, and the two boys became staunch friends; a friendship which was to last until Adonis went to study at the university in Athens.
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