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The music was blasting out from the CD player, filling the room with its catchy rhythm. Calli far preferred to listen to her favourite tracks on her old sound system, rather than on her mobile. She cherished her collection of CDs amassed over the years and couldn’t bring herself to throw them out, much to James’s irritation.


‘You’re cluttering up the place with last century’s technology,’ he would complain; James liked to do things his own way, but when it came to music she didn’t care. She had them all categorized and in alphabetical order, allowing her to wallow in nostalgia whenever she had the chance to play them; when they were together it was usually his choice.


That morning she had been sitting in front of her state-of-the-art computer for the past few hours, editing a batch of photographs for her latest commission and singing along to old favourite hits as she worked. Her voice, loud and clear, merged with the girl singer of Ace of Base. She liked their music – it was played often in her parents’ house when she was growing up. This part of her work was very much to her liking: sifting through the images and choosing which ones to use. Writing was a different matter, demanding far more concentration and no distractions. She was a good writer, but she always struggled with her spelling and had to focus all her attention on the storyline and how best to put it across, so her rule was strictly no music during that stage of a project. As a photojournalist she saw everything in images. Taking pictures was instinctive – the words always followed later, after time to reflect.


The story she was working on that day, which had influenced her choice of music, was for a Sunday newspaper supplement. The theme was teen parenthood, focusing on young fathers. She had spent a couple of days interviewing and photographing six lads aged between sixteen and nineteen who had unexpectedly found that their girlfriends were in the family way. With the exception of just one boy, all had embraced fatherhood with relative ease and apparently without regrets. The experience had been a revelation for Calli. She marvelled at these young men and their commitment to parenthood and sense of responsibility. She herself, at a similar age during her first year at university, had feared she might be pregnant and remembered the panic that had set in, followed by relief after the discovery that it was a false alarm for her and her then boyfriend. Under no circumstances would she or the boy have wanted a baby, unlike the song she was now singing along to. In fact, Calli mused, she had spent all her adult life panicking at the thought of pregnancy and the restrictions that it would bring into her busy life. James, her partner and the man she loved and had lived with for the past ten years, felt as she did; a baby had no place in their London metropolitan life.


‘When will you two be getting married?’ one of her Greek aunts had asked them while they were visiting family in Crete one year soon after Calli and James had moved into a flat together. ‘It’s time to start thinking about having some babies soon, no?’ the aunt carried on.


‘We’ve only been together for a few months,’ Calli had protested, horrified at the prospect of children.


‘That’s plenty of time,’ the aunt replied. ‘Besides, you’re twenty-five or six now, no? You’re not so young anymore!’


‘For goodness’ sake, Auntie, you make me sound ancient.’ Calli threw her arms in the air with mock despair. Her own mother never pressurized her, but her Greek aunties were always quizzing her.


‘You might not feel ancient, koritsi mou, my girl,’ the aunt continued, ‘but your eggs soon will be. You are only born with so many of them and if you don’t start using them soon they will go off and be no good anymore!’ All Calli could do was laugh at her aunt’s gloomy prophecy.


‘I’ll take a chance on it,’ she replied, still laughing. But James had considered the aunt’s questioning inappropriate and rude. ‘None of her business,’ he had said grumpily later. Calli, being half Greek herself, knew her aunt’s comments were not unusual. In their community, when people made a commitment to one another, marriage and babies inevitably would soon follow. ‘It’s cultural, you see,’ she told James. ‘She wasn’t trying to cause offence, she was just being her typically blunt Greek self!’


But that was then, and this was now, and Calli was no longer twenty-something but thirty-five, and for the past few months she had often found herself thinking about her aunt’s words and wondering how those eggs of hers were holding up. Everyone around her seemed to be having babies; several of her friends had embarked on their second pregnancies and whereas a year or two ago she had never entertained such an idea for herself, she now found it had begun to preoccupy her. Perhaps, she thought, it was time to have a conversation with James: see how he felt about the subject instead of brooding over it on her own.


‘I am not going to say that you should have a baby,’ Eleni, Calli’s mother, had said to her a few years earlier when the subject of having a family came up. ‘It’s up to you to decide and something you do because you want to, not because you have to, or because anyone else pushes you into it. It’s your decision, Calli mou, but I won’t say that a grandchild wouldn’t be wonderful!’


‘How do you know that you want to, or that the time is right, Mum?’ Calli asked, looking at her mother for answers.


‘I don’t know, you just do!’ Eleni replied. ‘For some people the time is never right – there’s always something to get in the way. Maybe you are one of those women, with your career and busy life. But if you discovered yourself pregnant and you felt happy about it, then I would say that’s when you know that you want to and that the time is right for you . . . I certainly did when you came along without my planning it.’


‘The thought terrifies me,’ the young woman had replied.


But of late Calli’s feelings had become confused. There was a shift, not only in the way she felt, but in her body too. In the past she’d given her friends’ babies a wide berth, making the appropriate noises of approval but keeping her distance. Recently she had felt a softening in her heart whenever someone handed her a baby to hold. Could it be, she wondered, that the overused cliché, her biological clock was starting to tick, applied to her too now, as it had for so many of her friends? She began to observe herself with interest. She became aware that this assignment for the Sunday magazine was having a significant effect on her and had brought to the surface some uneasy feelings.


While sitting in front of her computer reviewing pictures of those young fathers and listening to the interviews she had recorded of them, she began to consider her own life: in comparison, it felt rather empty. She and James, she realized, had been living a life of convenience, a life of indulgence with no adversities or great responsibilities. In contrast to what those teenage boys and their girls were having to deal with, the two of them could be described by some as narcissistic and superficial. It was quite a harsh discovery, but for the first time in years she was finding herself questioning her choice of lifestyle for the future. She hadn’t really given it too much thought; she went along with a lot of what James wanted. She knew she was something of a people-pleaser, and James needed a lot of pleasing, but she didn’t really mind – they got on pretty well most of the time.


That evening she stopped working earlier than usual and decided to make dinner. She didn’t always bother to cook. If she was working until James came home, then more often than not they would go out to eat. There were so many cool places where they lived or they’d order in – why not? They could afford it and they were free to do as they pleased. Tonight, she wanted to be at home, she wanted them to be able to talk. She decided the time had come for a serious conversation. She needed James’s full attention and she wanted him to be in a super good mood. She would cook something simple like baked fish and salad which was quick and easy to prepare but she would spend longer making his favourite dessert, the one Susan, his mum, made for him that always brought a smile to his face. She was going to make a crème caramel following her mother-in-law’s recipe, which Calli had to admit was pretty good.


‘Always best to make your crème caramel the day before you want to serve it,’ was Susan’s repeated advice to her. ‘So much better, because if you turn your caramel custard out too soon it will stay in the bottom of your ramekins . . .’ Calli didn’t even know what a ramekin was, nor did she care, when she first started living with James, and she was certainly not going to be cooking anything the day before. But she decided that if once in a while she was willing to make James’s beloved dessert, she must ensure at least that she had a few ramekins in case he refused to eat it in anything else. He was quite particular about that. ‘Not that your mother spoiled you or anything,’ she’d tease him. She didn’t really mind, it didn’t happen that often and she made it pretty clear that that was where her housewifely duties and indulgences would end; she tried to leave most of the pampering to his mother. ‘I’ll learn to make your crème caramel if you learn to make me my Greek coffee,’ she bargained.


Calli finished going through a batch of photos and turned off her computer for the day. She walked downstairs to the kitchen in search of her mother-in-law’s recipe.


For a much richer taste add an extra two yolks to the eggs, Susan had added as a footnote to the recipe. Calli started with the caramel custard, thinking that if she made it in plenty of time there would be less chance of it sticking to the wretched ramekins. The thought made her smile; her mother-in-law had little more to weigh on her mind other than making the perfect dessert or three-course dinner. But she, Calli, was different; she was occupied with her work, no time for all of that. She always referred to Susan as her mother-in-law even though she and James had never married. ‘After ten years of me living with her be-loved boy she has earned the title,’ Calli would joke to James, ‘and in any case she’s stuck with me whether she likes it or not.’


She poured herself a large glass of chilled Sauvignon Blanc and chose a Greek CD from a pile she kept in the kitchen – she found cooking with Greek music in the background inspiring and mood enhancing, and since she was still alone she could listen to whatever she chose. She gathered her ingredients, placed her mixing bowl on the counter and reached for the eggs. She cracked the first four and then separated an extra two as in Susan’s instructions. Watching the golden yolks land softly in the bowl, her mind turned to those other eggs inside her own body.


James sat back on his chair, reached for the bottle of wine and filled his glass to the brim. Calli watched and waited. She had been speaking for some time without interruption while James sat silently listening. That was not how she had envisaged the discussion. What she had hoped for and wanted was a conversation between the two of them, an exchange of views, not for her to deliver a monologue.


Dinner had been a pleasant affair with animated talk full of anecdotal chit-chat and laughter, mainly about James’s day at his law firm; he always liked to take centre stage, be the centre of attention. The crème caramel was consumed with satisfied exclamations and praise. ‘Mmm! Nearly as good as my mother’s,’ he had said, which was approval enough for her – so long as he was happy and enjoyed it, that was fine by her. But after they had finished eating and Calli started to speak, the mood gradually began to change; whereas just a short while ago she couldn’t stop him talking, all of a sudden James seemed to lose the power of speech. The more silent he became, the more Calli continued, nervously explaining how she was feeling of late about her ageing eggs and how maybe it was time to consider seriously what it meant to grow old childless. He sat mutely, listening and watching her. When she stopped, James reached for his wine and gave her a long silent look.


‘Well? Say something, James, for God’s sake!’ she burst out. ‘Surely you have something to add on the matter?’


Still he said nothing. Calli gritted her teeth and waited. Finally he leaned forward, put his elbows on the table, looked her in the eye and spoke.


‘Calli . . .’ he began, his ice-blue eyes never leaving hers. Her heart started to pound. If ever James opened a conversation with her name, she knew that whatever it was she hoped would happen, wouldn’t.


‘Calli,’ he said again and lifted the wine to his lips; he took a sip then replaced the glass on the table, as if in slow motion, before speaking again. ‘I had believed, and correct me if I am wrong’ – his voice an octave lower than usual – ‘I had believed,’ he repeated, his eyes never leaving hers, ‘that you and I have always been on the same page when it came to the issue of parenthood.’ He paused for a second before going on. ‘We, Calli, and by that I mean you and me, not just one of us but both of us, have never wanted to go down that path in life. Correct? Or not?’ 


The shock of his response made the blood rush to Calli’s head; she was lost for words. This pompous side of James was his least endearing characteristic in her view and the last thing she had expected from him that night. She had observed it at times, but if it was ever directed at her she would cut him short; he knew well enough how she felt about it. He could be quite petulant and difficult and occasionally a little controlling, which Calli put down to his job as a barrister – in her opinion it gave him an air of haughtiness that got on her nerves.


‘Yes, James.’ She struggled to steady her voice. ‘That is correct, but life is fluid and beliefs and feelings can change over the years.’ She took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then continued. ‘And please do not patronize me or try to intimidate me, you’re not in court now.’


She reached for her glass, trying to remain calm before speaking again. ‘The thing is, James, if you were actually listening to what I was trying to tell you, you would have realized that my feelings right now are in transition, which means I don’t know exactly what I want or feel.’ Calli leaned forward to face him directly, disappointment evident on her face. ‘What I had expected from you was respect . . . not this! I expected that you love me enough to engage in a conversation about how I feel and what I think, not just dismiss me without any discussion. We are not children anymore, James, we are grown-ups and that’s what adults do. We discuss things.’


‘I’m sorry, Calli’ – his voice was hard – ‘I am not open to discussion where this matter is concerned.’ His words were directed at her with breathtaking finality. She sat motionless, letting them hang in the air as she tried to take in what he had said. Neither of them spoke for a long while. Then, slowly, Calli stood up from the table, turned around and silently walked out of the kitchen.


That night she slept in the spare room. She needed time to digest what she had heard and wanted her fury to subside before resuming any form of conversation with him. She had never been a woman given to impulses, huge confrontations or hysterics. Throwing crockery and heavy objects around the room at each other was never their way as a couple, although they knew others who had violent arguments on a regular basis. But that night Calli feared that if she hadn’t removed herself from James’s presence, he would have run the risk of having a ramekin land on his head.


The next day, sitting at her desk and still brooding about the night before, Calli started to reflect. As she had expected, her fury did subside by morning; she could never sustain anger for too long. Even so, every time she remembered James’s harsh words a wave of resentment washed over her. But then the part of her that always tried to give everyone the benefit of the doubt took over and she began to look for reasons to justify his behaviour. Perhaps, she reflected, these things took time. She might have been thinking about babies lately and ruminating and obsessing about her body and the future, but he hadn’t reached that stage. Surely with time he would be willing to discuss the subject. She had just caught him off-guard with her unexpected change of mind. She always thought that James could be a little immature at times and, like a child, she needed to give him time to think about what she had said. Her mind worked overtime trying to find excuses. To be fair, she finally told herself, he might even have a point: they had always been in agreement about babies. What she needed to do was to step back and let things be, and who knew? Maybe he was right. Perhaps the two of them weren’t cut out for parenthood.
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She didn’t slip up on purpose; or if she did, the slip was surely subconscious.


They had spent the evening at a wonderful party after an awards ceremony. Calli was nominated for photojournalist of the year and although she hadn’t won, she was highly commended for her work for the Sunday magazine, so celebrations were in order. They did have a glass or two or three too many – she could never resist when champagne was on offer and since they weren’t driving home that night they both indulged. They danced and drank and laughed and it felt like old times.


Over the past few months since their uncomfortable conversation they had both been on their guard, and although they never broached the subject again, Calli felt that while it was left hovering in the ether James might have a change of heart. They continued as before, following the way of life they enjoyed, plus a few more visits to their friends with babies and children, instigated by Calli, sometimes joining them for walks on Hampstead Heath with prams and dogs and toddlers.


Sex had never been a problem between them, indeed it was an important element in their relationship – you could say it was the glue that kept them together. However, since the night of the discussion something shifted in their lovemaking. James was almost hesitant if Calli initiated sex, wary of her motives, and Calli’s sexual appetite was likewise affected. But that night, the elation of her success, the flattering attention from her colleagues and their consumption of champagne had heightened their desire and finally in the back of the black cab on the way home they both let down their guard.


‘Oh baby, that’s what I love about you,’ James breathed into her ear, ‘you are such a minx!’


‘Wait till I get you home,’ she said, feeling like her old playful self again.


She had been oblivious, had thought nothing of that evening until she missed her period, which always arrived like clockwork. She hadn’t been taking the pill for a couple of years – her gynaecologist advised her to take a break from the regime – so they had been using the rhythm method and condoms. The two together worked well and they never had problems or mishaps with the arrangement – not until now, that is.


‘Maybe you’re pregnant,’ her mother told Calli when she mentioned her concern about a possible medical problem. ‘Have you considered that?’ Eleni asked, wondering why her daughter didn’t think of the most obvious reason for a missed period.


‘Well, no, Mum!’ Calli replied. ‘Because we take precautions for that and it has never failed before.’


‘In my experience there is always a first time for everything,’ Eleni replied.


The confirmation that she was indeed pregnant filled Calli with a jumble of emotions and concerns. Would she cope? Would she be a good enough mother? How would James react and what sort of a father would he make? But her initial and strongest response was one of absolute elation. ‘YES!’ she shouted, punching the air with her fist as she sat on the loo with the test kit and a huge smile across her face. ‘My eggs are healthy and well and haven’t gone to seed!’ she rejoiced. So much for her Greek aunt, whose words had haunted her for nearly ten years. Calli disposed of the kit, pulled herself together and walked into the living room in search of her mobile to call her mother. James, she decided, needed to hear the news in person, not over the phone. With that thought Calli took a deep breath and told herself that surely this time James would come round to her news. This was different. Planning to have a baby, trying to make a conscious decision to start a family, was harder to accept but now that it was a done deed it was out of their hands. The decision was made for them and they would cope.


This time she didn’t prepare James’s favourite dessert or cook dinner for him. Instead she met him in town at their favourite restaurant, the one they always chose for celebrations, around the corner from his law firm in Soho. She was early – excited and a little nervous, she ordered a Virgin Mary and some bread and olives while she waited. She watched him walk down the stairs into the restaurant looking handsome in his dark work suit, his eyes searching the tables for her.


‘There you are!’ he said, crossing the room to her table and beckoning the waiter as he bent down to give her a kiss. ‘I’m famished and I need a stiff drink. What a day I’ve had,’ he complained in typical James fashion, loosening his tie as he dropped down beside her. ‘What’s the occasion?’ he asked, popping an olive into his mouth. ‘Have you been nominated for another award or something?’


‘Let’s have a drink and order first,’ she replied, ‘and I’ll tell you.’


The return of the ice-blue glare sent shivers down Calli’s spine. Again that stubborn silence, the grim expression, the tightly set mouth. Oh no, no! her brain screamed inside her head, not again, no!


‘Oh, Calli, Calli . . .’ he finally said, shaking his head, his voice almost inaudible. ‘How could you do this?’ he hissed now. ‘What part of I have never wanted this, not now not ever, did you not understand from our last conversation, and from living with me all these years? Did you really think that hanging out with your friends with children was going to change my mind?’


She tried to speak but had no voice. She kept her eyes as wide as she could to stop them from flooding as she looked silently at him.


‘What do you have to say for yourself?’ he went on, staring coldly at her.


His words, like a slap across her face, made her snap out of her state of speechlessness and she hit back with force.


‘I do not have to say anything for myself, James!’ she hissed back at him. ‘I did not do this behind your back or on my own!’ Her fury was quickly getting the better of her and her tears finally found their way down her cheeks. ‘You were fully present when it happened, or have you forgotten?’ She turned her head away from him; she couldn’t bear to look at him any longer.


‘It’s no good, Calli. I never signed up for this.’ His voice was harder than she had ever heard it before. ‘If you wanted a baby, you should have chosen a different man. You knew that from the start. If you want us to stay together, you choose. It’s either me or it.’ And with that, James stood up, drained his glass of wine, put a handful of money on the table and stalked out of the restaurant, leaving Calli with a pain like a sharp blade in her heart. Eventually she picked up her handbag, pulled out her mobile and called her mother.


‘Get in a taxi and come over immediately!’ Eleni’s worried voice instructed. ‘Or, better still, your father will come and collect you.’


‘No, Mama, don’t send poor Dad into town,’ she replied in a small voice. ‘I’ll be fine, I’ll make my own way,’ she added, even if at that moment all she wanted was to fall into her parents’ arms and have them take care of her. But no, she thought, she could manage; she was a grown-up.


Sitting in the back of the black cab, tears streaking her face, she remembered the last time she and James had shared a taxi and how the passion flowed between them. She was partly to blame for this, she told herself. James had shown his true stubborn colours to her on so many occasions, yet she had always chosen to ignore them. Now she could have no doubts, he had revealed them in glorious Technicolor and with such clarity that no more excuses could be made for him. As her best friend Josie always used to say, ‘When a person shows you their true colours you’d better believe them.’ Josie often told her this, especially when someone or other had let her down, but given her nature, most often Calli turned a blind eye.


‘The trouble with you, my friend,’ Josie would scold her, ‘is that you choose to see what you want to see in people, and it so often leads to disappointment.’


Now at long last it was time to open her eyes and see James for who he really was.




‘Selfish, that’s what he is!’ said Keith, Calli’s father, as he listened to his daughter explain what had happened earlier that evening at the restaurant. Keith was a solid, dependable, loving family man, who found it beyond him to understand why anyone would shun their responsibilities in such a way. His private opinion of James had never been high – he thought the young man rather pompous and full of himself – but he believed that if his daughter was happy, he had nothing to say on the matter, until now.


‘What sort of a man would behave like this?’ Eleni added, glancing at her husband.


‘Incredibly selfish,’ Keith repeated. ‘And with no soul,’ he muttered under his breath.


‘What really hurts me after all these years of being together,’ Calli told them, ‘is that at no point did he ever stop to think about me . . . about what I might want.’ She looked at her parents. ‘I guess it’s my fault for always going along with whatever he wanted, always trying to please.’


‘None of this is your fault, my girl.’ Her mother reached for her hand. ‘Remember what I told you once? What matters is that you are now pregnant. Provided you are happy about it that is all that counts, because it means you know that you want your baby and that the time is right for you regardless of James . . .’ Eleni got up from the table and with open arms walked round to where Calli was sitting. ‘Your father and I and your brother will be here to support you and love you and the baby, no matter what.’ She bent down and took her daughter in her arms. ‘And if James is fool enough to turn his back on you both, then he is not worthy of our love. It is his loss.’
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Calli returned to their flat just once, to collect her possessions with her father’s help when she knew James was at work. She could never share a home with him again, she considered his behaviour unacceptable. It was true that they had both spent years rejecting the notion of a child but then they were both in agreement. Now there was neither a choice nor a decision to be made by her about the baby, the choice was James’s. From now on, she promised herself, she would face this alone; as far as she was concerned the relationship was finished.


‘I know you have always been independent, Calli mou,’ Eleni had said, ‘but while you are pregnant it will be good for you to stay here with us. Later on you can decide what to do.’


Returning to the bosom of her family temporarily suited Calli well. She needed their support, not only because of the pregnancy – she was healthy and robust – but also to recover from the blow of James’s rejection, which had left her reeling emotionally. She had always been good friends with her mum, and her dad was a good listener. When her younger brother Alex, a martial arts instructor, first heard what James had done, he offered to go and punch him on the nose.


‘He’s an idiot,’ he said. ‘Someone needs to teach him a lesson!’


‘Thank you, Alex, but I don’t need you to teach him anything.’ Calli laughed at her little brother’s demonstration of solidarity. From as young as five or six he had declared himself his sister’s protector even though he was four years her junior. Everyone rallied around Calli, not only her family but friends too, her own and others she had shared with James as a couple.


‘I know he used to say kids weren’t his thing,’ Nick, a mutual friend, said, while trying to fathom how a man could turn his back on his partner at such a time, ‘but I never really believed him. I know I wasn’t so keen on the idea at first but as soon as Sarah fell pregnant, I came round to the inevitable.’


‘It’s true,’ added Sarah. ‘Nick was pretty shaken at first but as soon as Lucy was born he was over the moon and wanted another one straight away. I’m truly surprised at James’s behaviour.’


‘Well, I’m not surprised at all,’ Josie had told Calli when she first heard the news. ‘I always thought of him as a supremely selfish person, but then I wasn’t the one living with him.’


‘I guess for a long time we were both selfish together . . .’ Calli replied. She paused before continuing, ‘It’s when one person changes and the other doesn’t that the trouble begins.’


‘And the trouble of course began because you actually grew up,’ Josie said, ‘while James remained, and probably will always remain, in a state of arrested development.’


‘I don’t know, Josie . . .’ Calli hesitated. ‘I do now see that James is selfish, but not necessarily because he didn’t want children . . . There are many people who don’t want to be parents, for whatever reason.’ She stopped for a moment to gather her thoughts. ‘The fact is,’ she began again, ‘the more I think about it, the more I accept that it was as much his right not to want the baby as it was mine to want to keep it. But what I can’t accept is his behaviour towards me after all these years, his refusal to even enter into a discussion, his utter disregard of me. For that I can’t forgive him.’


‘Well, you don’t have to forgive him,’ Josie replied, reaching for her friend’s hand. ‘Do you think he’ll want to have anything to do with the baby when it’s born? Will you allow him access?’


‘Yes, if he wants it,’ Calli replied. ‘It’s still his child.’


‘Have you asked him?’


‘Not yet. I can’t bear to speak to him at the moment, but I will at some point.’


Living with her parents again felt strangely pleasurable for Calli. Her brother lived nearby and when he came to visit, which was now often, they would regularly eat their evening meal together as they had before they left home. Eleni and Keith were delighted to have their two children to themselves again after all this time.


‘She will be fine,’ Eleni told her husband. ‘She’s strong, our girl, a regular Cretan woman just like my mother. I always said that Calli is more like her grandmother than me.’


‘She’s got a lot of you in her too, my love,’ Keith said, slipping an arm around her slender waist. ‘You are one strong woman, my darling. It’s that Cretan spirit of yours that bewitched me, don’t you know?’ he said again and kissed her full on the lips, the chemistry and love still evident between them even after all their years of marriage. Every time Keith thought about James and his ‘treacherous’ behaviour, as he saw it, his anger flared. He was a passionate husband, loyal to his wife and children: they were his world, he would defend and protect them to the end. ‘How could that man abandon our girl?’ he would protest to Eleni. ‘And the baby too, what more could anyone ask from life?’


Keith had met and fallen in love with Eleni while on holiday in Crete, having taken a year’s sabbatical to travel around Europe in the summer of 1980. He had completed his PhD at Oxford and wanted a break before starting his first full-time position as a university lecturer in London. He and two of his friends had spent a couple of months travelling all over Greece and ended up in late August on the island of Crete. They had hired a car, determined to explore the entire island, especially its archaeological sites. Moving from place to place, they finally arrived at a remote village surrounded by mountains, with an equally remote beach by a sea more crystal-clear than any of them had ever set eyes on. Enchanted, they set up camp there and stayed far longer than they intended, not only because of the physical beauty of the location but also because Keith had fallen under the spell of a pretty girl who worked in the local grocery shop. Eleni was a teacher at the village primary school and was helping out at her family’s shop for the duration of the summer holidays.


‘He’s really got it bad,’ the other two boys, John and Tony, joked to each other when Keith would walk back from the shop laden with groceries that they didn’t need.


‘Can you at least wait till we eat the last watermelon you bought yesterday before bringing another one?’ they would tease. But Keith couldn’t let a day go by without seeing Eleni. The girl too was eager each day to see the English boy with the green eyes, golden suntan and long hair, until eventually, Keith, urged by his friends, summoned up enough courage to ask her for a date.


‘You can’t keep up this love-sick act for too long,’ John told him, ‘it’s a real downer on everyone! For heaven’s sake ask the girl out.’


‘She’s guarded within an inch of her life by some fierce-looking types in the shop . . . maybe her father, uncle, brother, cousin, I don’t know,’ Keith complained.


‘Well . . . in that case you’d better watch out. They have quite a reputation, these Cretans!’ Tony laughed. ‘You’ve seen Zorba the Greek, haven’t you?’


But Keith was braver than he appeared and his crush on Eleni was greater than his fear. He did approach her, and they did start talking, and when he realized that she liked him too he made a point of chatting to the uncle or cousin or whoever was in the shop while he was spending his money on groceries. And, as it turned out, they were all perfectly friendly and polite. The fact that he took the trouble to speak to them in Greek, even if his vocabulary was limited, went a good way towards their acceptance of him. Having graduated with a first in Classics from Oxford together with three years of modern Greek, the English boy’s command of the language was reasonably good. He was something of an oddity, unlike the usual hippy types they were used to seeing backpacking on the island. The first time they heard him speak they fell about laughing, making no attempt to hide their mockery and amusement, but Keith was determined.


‘Kalimera sas,’ he said, bidding good morning to all present in his strong and, to their ears, comical English accent. ‘Poly zesti simera,’ very hot today, he continued, causing more hilarity as he looked around the room.


‘Kalimera,’ Eleni replied sweetly, ignoring her male relatives and their teasing. She was touched that the boy was making an effort. From that day he would sit and practise words and sentences from his Greek dictionary and phrase book before setting off to the shop. Eventually the men stopped mocking him, and when he suggested to Eleni that she go out with him one evening she told him that she would have to ask permission from her father.


‘I don’t want to cause offence. I know things are done differently here from the way we behave in England,’ he had said to her. ‘If you would like me to speak to your father, I shall be glad to do so.’


‘No need,’ Eleni replied, ‘it’s fine, I’ve already asked him. He’s seen you coming to the shop every day and he likes you, my brother and uncle too.’


When Keith eventually had to return to London the romance continued at a distance for several months. He wrote to her in Greek and she started to take English lessons. The following spring at Easter he returned to Crete and asked for Eleni’s hand.


‘He’s a good boy, and a teacher too, you know,’ Eleni’s mother, Calliope, told the neighbours when it was obvious that her daughter had made her choice for a husband.


‘Good for her!’ her unmarried elder sister Froso said approvingly. ‘She is a modern girl! Remember how she used to tell us when she was little that she wanted to marry for love?’


‘I do, I do!’ her mother laughed. ‘When she was five years old she announced that when she grew up she would marry that boy Georgos because she was in love, remember that?’


‘How can I forget?’ her daughter replied with a chuckle. ‘She had a wild spirit, that girl.’ Froso, who was significantly older than both Eleni and their brother Androulios, was still living with her parents in the family home. Despite offers of marriage she had always been reluctant to enter into matrimony, preferring to stay at home with her father and mother and help bring up her siblings. Now she was considered past marriageable age.


Eleni and Keith married in the village directly after the Easter celebrations, thus continuing the feasts and festivities for a few more days. The trestle tables and chairs which had been laid out in the square for Easter remained in place to accommodate the marriage celebrations. The spring lambs that had been cooking on the spits for Easter were replaced with new ones several times over for the duration. Eleni was a young woman very much loved by her community, and the Mavrantoni family was well respected, so this wedding was not going to be celebrated only by friends and relatives but by the entire village, young and old. It wasn’t every day that one of their own was marrying an Englishman, soon to be whisked away from them. The celebrations continued for three days and the music and singing echoed around the hills and mountains while the dancing put Keith’s stamina to the test. Knowing of the Cretan custom for traditional dancing at weddings he tried his best to learn a couple of them and practised diligently, but there was no competing with the local men who were born and raised on the moves.


Since Keith’s new university post allowed him a month for the vacation, which as luck had it overlapped with the Orthodox Easter, he stayed with Eleni’s family after the wedding. On his return to London he immediately set about making arrangements for her to join him. He rented a little apartment near Mornington Crescent close to central London, booked a date at the register office for them to marry according to British law and then returned to Crete to collect his new bride.


Life in London was as exciting as Eleni hoped it would be, and Keith was as loving and supportive as she knew he would be. His job provided well for both of them, although Eleni was not content to stay at home. She was used to working and enjoyed it. She applied for a job at the Greek embassy and was taken on as a part-time receptionist. Her fluency in Greek was an asset and she soon made enough contacts to start giving private tuition to the children of compatriots living in the capital who wanted them to grow up speaking their language. This would keep her in work for many years to come – her calling as a teacher was ever useful. As her sister Froso had said, Eleni had a mind of her own; she was an enterprising young woman and managed to settle successfully into the life of the metropolis.


‘It’s a long way from my village,’ she told Keith one Sunday afternoon as they walked arm in arm in the park. ‘It’s hard to believe this is my home now! Thank you for bringing me here!’


‘I was afraid that you would miss the sea and the open spaces, and your family,’ Keith said, concerned for her.


‘So long as you are here with me, I’m happy,’ she replied, leaning closer to him.


‘I’ll always be here.’ He kissed the top of her head.


‘When I was little, I used to have these recurring dreams,’ she told him, her arm linked in his. ‘I was living in a busy place full of noise and buildings and cars, people I didn’t know all around me, yet I wasn’t scared at all.’ Eleni looked up at Keith and smiled. ‘I didn’t feel afraid because there was always someone with me . . . I didn’t know who, but I felt secure. I used to think that maybe it was my grandmother watching over me . . .’ she tightened her hold on his arm and looked up at him again. ‘I felt safe, like I feel now with you!’


‘You obviously had a premonition you were going to meet me,’ he smiled and bent down to kiss her.


‘I know! I did . . . it’s not a joke!’ she replied. ‘My mother always said I had some kind of gift of prediction . . . just like when I first met you. I had a feeling you would come into the shop, and then when I saw you, I knew you!’


It was through this gift of foretelling the future that Eleni believed she had known the very moment she had conceived. They had discussed having a family at some point and had agreed to wait a year or two, but not long after arriving in London she fell pregnant. Calli was born on the twenty-seventh of January 1982, which Keith discovered to his delight was the same date as the birth of his great hero Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart – and of course he couldn’t help but announce it to all the nurses and to anyone else who’d listen. ‘What an act to follow!’ the midwife told him, laughing, as she placed baby Calli in Eleni’s arms.


Being in London in the depths of winter with a newborn, away from her family and friends, was hard for Eleni. But both she and Keith embraced parenthood wholeheartedly and counted themselves lucky. Thinking back to those days was another reason why, now, Calli’s rejection by James hit them both so hard. Neither of them could understand his motives and they struggled to see how he could turn his back on their daughter at such a time.


‘When we had our babies there were just the two of us – no one to help – but we managed,’ Eleni would lament privately to Keith lest she upset Calli by raising the subject again.


‘Yes, but we had love in our hearts, Eleni,’ Keith said, shaking his head. ‘Unfortunately it seems that our daughter chose the wrong man for a life partner. End of story! We should all try to forget about him!’


Nonetheless it wasn’t easy for Calli to forget ten years of her life without regrets. But the baby she was carrying made up for all the heartache she was feeling and gave her strength to continue and look towards a new future. Her work kept her busy too; support from her family and friends did much to help her heal emotionally, and to her surprise she appeared to have more energy than ever.


‘It’s your hormones,’ her mother told her, ‘if they don’t make you feel nauseous, they sometimes give you a boost and you can feel even better than before.’


‘I couldn’t get out of bed from throwing up,’ her friend Sarah told her when she came to visit, ‘and look at you, all glowing skin and shiny hair . . . I hate you!’ she laughed. Calli’s due date was early November; a baby girl, she had learned after her last scan. She had had doubts about finding out the sex but eventually decided that the knowledge confirmed the baby’s presence and made the event all the more real and exciting.


‘Ah! Look, Mum!’ she said, pointing at the screen. ‘A little Eleni!’


Following the Greek custom, Calli had announced that if the baby was a girl she would be named after her beloved mother. ‘Just as you named me after Yiayia,’ she said. Mother and daughter had gone to the hospital together for the scan and when the doctor told them she was carrying a baby girl they both burst into tears.


‘She’s going to be another little Cretan thunderbolt,’ Calli said, squeezing Eleni’s hand.
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Eleni was pushing the overflowing supermarket trolley down the tea and coffee aisle when she heard her mobile phone ring in her handbag.


‘I must remember to stop dumping my bag in there,’ she muttered under her breath, diving among the groceries to retrieve it buried under a heap of shopping. Now that she had the whole family to feed again, her trolley was always more loaded than when she shopped for herself and Keith.


When eventually she found the phone it had switched to voicemail. It was Keith. He must want me to buy something, she thought, waiting to hear the message.


‘Don’t worry, love, everything’s fine,’ she heard her husband’s anxious voice reverberate in her ear. ‘Don’t panic, keep calm,’ his voice continued, ‘but Calli’s been in an accident. Can you come home please . . . straight away!’ Without a second thought and of course in a panic, Eleni abandoned the trolley in the middle of the aisle and ran out of the supermarket to her car.




‘She wasn’t the one driving,’ Keith began, anxiously trying to explain what had happened as they set off for the hospital. ‘John, you know, her assistant . . . he called me from the hospital just before I phoned you . . . He told me that he had been driving . . .’ Keith’s speech faltered in his attempt to keep calm. ‘He apparently had to swerve to avoid hitting a cyclist who came out of nowhere, and ended up having a head-on collision with a car coming the other way. But . . .’ he paused to take a deep breath before continuing, ‘but luckily they were both driving slowly, so it really wasn’t as bad as it might have been.’
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