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Praise for The Green Shore


“Bakopoulos is ambitious, sympathetically attentive to her characters and frequently perceptive. When she combines those virtues with her strongest writing, her promise as a novelist shows.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Must List”


—Entertainment Weekly


“A tour de force.”


—The Detroit News


“ The Green Shore is an extremely compelling, deeply personal tale . . . this searing literary accomplishment renders clear a monumental episode in our world history through the very intimate portrait of one family.”


—Milwaukee (WI) Shepherd Express


“The writing is lush, tinged with sexual longing and fear and with dreams that are interrupted.”


—The Lansing (MI) City Pulse


“Bakopoulos weaves a most intriguing tale, a braid of the personal and political, with deftly complicated characters that we come to care for, and hope for, deeply.”


—The Portland Oregonian


“Deeply imbued with the passion and honor synonymous with Greek culture, abundant with sensuous imagery and stimulating discourse, Bakopoulos’ debut novel is a sumptuous and provocative portrait of the nexus of the personal with the political.”


—Booklist


“Bakopoulos takes an event from halfway around the world and places the reader in the midst of the love, the angst, and the turmoil. Lovers of Greek culture and history—and students of its current political upheaval—will find much to discuss in this compelling novel.”


—Library Journal


“The Green Shore is an engrossing novel about political oppression, played out on an intimate family scale. Bakopoulos charts the subtle, gnawing pressures of life under the Greek junta—the steady drip of daily coercion—with an exacting empathy. In particular, her depiction of love under tyranny—by turns hesitant, furtive and liberating—is as astute as it is moving.”


—Peter Ho Davies, author of The Welsh Girl


“Natalie Bakopoulos has that rare gift, the ability to imagine a traumatic historical event in the form of individual lives and ordinary details. The Green Shore is compelling, personal, and full of quietly real moments.”


—Elizabeth Kostova, author of The Historian


“The slow descent of political oppression and its invasion of private life—both these subjects are treated with insight and deep feeling in Natalie Bakopoulos’s ambitious novel. Her characters are ‘on fire, exploding from the inside out,’ and they all reveal themselves memorably under the terrible (and sometimes ordinary) political and private circumstances in which they find themselves.”


—Charles Baxter, author of The Feast of Love


“The family at the center of Natalie Bakopoulos’s gripping debut novel exists at the crossroads where the personal meets the political, as they indulge their idiosyncrasies and develop their destinies during Greece’s military dictatorship of the late 60s and early 70s. There’s plenty of drama and catharsis, as befitting a Greek tragedy, but the book remains, at heart, a meditation on the constant pain of nostalgia for times and places we have lost, and an exploration of how we express love—of family, partner, and country—in times of oppression.”


—Eleni N. Gage, author of Other Waters
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For Eleni, in loving memory




Will the gift and good fortune be granted to us that one night we can go to die there on the green shore of our native land?


—KOSTAS KARYOTAKIS, “SLEEP”





Prologue



APRIL 1967


That April, just weeks before national elections, three men in dark suits met in the center of Athens. In a small house on Aspasia Street they spoke briefly, shook hands, and left in separate cars. At the Greek military headquarters—a massive cement structure surrounded by tall walls topped with barbed wire and studs of glass—senior military commanders held forth around a table.


Earlier that day at the Hilton Hotel, the king and queen had dined and a political party meeting convened—all signs of routine democratic activity. Now a middle-aged sentry stood on a balcony. Through binoculars he looked out at the lit-up city, waiting. There was the Acropolis, there was Lykavittos Hill, there were the lights that lined the avenues. Athens still looked like Athens.


As the evening turned to night, men in plain clothes assembled inconspicuously, through the narrow, tree-lined streets of Kolonaki, from the residential section of Papagos. From Pangrati, from Kypseli, from Ambelokipi, military men kissed their wives and left them sleeping in their beds. Behind the old soccer stadium at the heart of the city, restless soldiers smoked cigarettes and a few played cards. Some, filled with nervous apprehension, told off-color jokes.


In Psychiko, men with bayonet-tipped rifles gave orders, rousing a couple from sleep and shoving them into a car. “Hurry up,” they shouted. The woman was without her eyeglasses and both wore pajamas. Nearby, another man climbed to his roof while his sons took cover beneath their beds.


Three in the morning and the military headquarters were alight, as if manned by careless children whose parents have left them alone. In an empty room, a record player left on by a second lieutenant from Kyparissia blared to no one. One soldier from Kalamata pored over a map of the city; another two argued over the proper frequency of a radio signal. Obsessed with valor, one young officer cocked his rifle, released it, and cocked it again. In a pane of glass he caught his reflection and was startled by what he saw.


Outside the illuminated windows, most of the city slept.





Part One
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April to November 1967


The night that is only night I no longer know


—ODYSSEUS ELYTIS, “I NO LONGER KNOW THE NIGHT”
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Just after midnight, Vangelis—trusted neighborhood cab driver, friend of her uncle, and painter on the side—delivered Sophie and a few other girls to a party in Psychiko, a winding, lush neighborhood filled with stately homes and embassies. Sophie’s recent love interest, Nick, was throwing the party because he had the house to himself. His parents, both left-leaning lawyers, had gone to Thessaloniki to promote the rights of a local political campaign, and in those few days they had transformed that elegantly run-down house with its curvy French furniture and old, expensive rugs into a student headquarters: making posters and distributing leaflets, writing letters to newspaper editors, and mostly discussing their visions for their country and what it could become.


After Sophie’s friends crawled out of the backseat, bare legged with scarves in their hair, and disappeared behind the wrought iron gate, Sophie leaned forward between the seats to pay Vangelis. As always he refused her.


“I work until sunrise,” he said. “Shall I collect you then?” His deadpan delivery was intentional. Some nights, when she was out pasting up flyers, she knew he idled nearby. Other nights she had been creeping up to her gate just as he was driving in from his shift. He’d nod to her, tip his hat, and bring in the milk bottle from his front porch.


Sophie slumped back in the seat and returned her drachmas to her purse. “I’ll pay you next time,” she said.


“Is that a yes?” Vangelis asked. His gaze shifted to the side mirror, as if someone was behind him. Then he turned to her, waiting for her reply.


“If it’s on your way,” Sophie said. They both knew, though, she didn’t need to answer his question. As dependable as the rising sun, Vangelis would be at the curb, holding his cigarette between his pinkie and ring finger, like a bouzouki player. She thanked him and kissed him on his rough, unshaven cheek.


Behind them the music from the back garden drifted to the street, along with a medley of enthusiastic voices. The air was heavy with honeysuckle, so sweet Sophie could taste it in the back of her throat, like wine. Others arrived on foot and motorbikes, and a handsome guy in a leather jacket opened the wrought iron gate and she and others passed through the blossoming grounds. Three young men with thick sideburns and turtleneck sweaters stood on the Doric-style entrance porch, smoking. Only after she moved past them, down the lantern-lit walkway to the back of the house, did she hear Vangelis drive away.


The party was at maximum blare, with students everywhere, women in miniskirts flirting with men in tight jeans and slim shirts. She could hear the excitement in the loud music and the clink of ice in glasses, the profusion of words and ideas and the overlaying thing nobody spoke of but everyone felt. Sex. The yard vibrated with the combined heat of politics and passion. The elections were slated for the next month, at the end of May. Would the king allow the elections? A woman with a large purple flower in the middle of her dress insisted that he would not. She sipped her drink through a straw; two young men nodded eagerly in front of her. On the house’s large back porch, bodies she didn’t recognize moved closely together, and Sophie brushed through a crowd of chirping girls, barely managing to survive yet another squad of men, and was nearly dragged to dance by a short insistent law student with wild, curly hair.


Nick. Where was Nick? Their situation was not exactly clandestine, but it wasn’t particularly open either. He was two years her senior, having finished his undergraduate work in chemistry, and was now planning to study medicine abroad. But even had he still been a student, their paths wouldn’t have crossed much because she was studying French. Sophie didn’t know exactly how he spent his days because mostly she met him in the middle of the night. She had noticed him at several student-based political meetings, and they had officially met marching in the center of Athens, day after day, supporting former prime minister George Papandreou. Their physical connection had been so strong that it had embarrassed her, the way they kept brushing up against one another, like aloof but aware cats. The first time he drove her home and kissed her outside the arched gate to the yard, she wanted to drag him up to the roof or into her bed. Instead she went inside alone and didn’t fall asleep for a long time. Two nights later, she snuck out of her house and met him in a park, and there began a pattern of moonlit coupling.


Mostly they met up in groups and then they’d sneak away together later, after she was allegedly safe at home. But a relationship? She wasn’t sure if it was, or if she even wanted it. The sex was entangled with the urge of their commitment, which seemed to spill into bed, and sometimes when they made love she saw him speaking and sometimes when she saw him speaking she couldn’t help but think of his arched body.


In the parlor, a group gathered around a young man dancing zembekiko; one student strummed a guitar and another played a bouzouki, and people drank wine and raki out of goblets and tumblers that seemed reserved for special occasions. A few gathered around a baby grand, but no one played it. “Nick’s looking for you,” a blond boy called to her, and she felt a pleasurable shiver to be identified so closely with the host and relaxed into the party, trusting he would find her.


Sophie wandered through the large manicured garden. Rows of lanterns threw eerie, lovely glows across people’s faces. She approached the small bar set up in the corner, where Nick’s cousin Loukas, home for Easter, was pouring himself a cheap-looking yellow whiskey over shards of ice.


“What can I get you?” he asked.


She eyed the variety of bottles on the table. “Whatever you’re having,” she said.


He went for the whiskey but instead reconsidered and poured her a glass of red wine. “I brought it from France,” he said, and smiled at her. They’d been briefly introduced three nights before, when he’d arrived. She finally saw a chance to ask him about France but before she could a spritely woman took his arm, stood on her tiptoes, and whispered something in his ear, her light-brown hair shiny and straight and so long that it almost reached the hem of her impossibly short paisley dress. Loukas laughed, squeezed Sophie’s shoulder, and told her to enjoy the party. Then, he set off rather deliberately across the crowded garden, arm in arm with the girl.


Sophie wanted to call after him: Wait! Don’t walk away! She felt good in his presence, Nick’s older cousin, she reminded herself. She had heard much about Loukas, but had he heard about her? Did men share their most intimate details that way? When Nick talked about Loukas it was more an outpouring of random facts, often divulged as trivial bits but always with a fraternal sort of pride. Sophie knew Loukas had completed his undergraduate studies in the States, at Cornell, and graduate school in Paris, and now he worked for an architectural firm in Lyons. He and Nick smoked the same brand of loose tobacco; Loukas had been the one to teach him how to roll a cigarette.


But Sophie held back and instead went inside. In the center of the dining room was a large teak table. The chairs had been pushed against the wall and a group of students assembled a newsletter, spreading the leaflets across the tabletop and poring over them like generals planning a war. Glasses, coffee cups, and ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts and pistachio shells dotted the sides. Any degree of formality the room usually held had been temporarily suspended.


She joined a group and immediately began to talk. While she was giving her opinion on the placement of an editorial she had written on the upcoming elections, Nick appeared and slid his arm around her waist, looking over their work.


“Hi,” he said. He kissed her on the lips, full, suggestive. Sophie realized this was the first time they had admitted any affiliation in public. “Looks good,” he said.


For the next few hours they drank and danced and she enjoyed the glow of the evening. No matter where Nick was, Sophie was aware of him: beneath a huge, ancient fig tree; underneath the trellis covered with grapevines; or dancing with others in the crowd. While Nick mingled, flirting with girls who beamed at him, he always found her again. Sophie felt an odd charge from this jealousy and liked this approach and retreat, a dance in itself. Before her friends could tell her they were going to a club in Kypseli, she caught Nick’s eye and he motioned for her to follow him. They slipped through the tidy maze of vines and apricot trees, back around the house to the side spiral staircase.


Nick’s bedroom was remarkably spartan compared to her cluttered one: a bureau, desk, and mahogany bed covered in faded linens. A dark red robe hung from the bedpost, and the large desk in the corner was neatly stacked with books. Though it was late, the party had hardly quieted, and a group of slightly older guests, perhaps Loukas’s friends, gathered around a small bonfire in the far back garden. When Nick opened the shutters, the flicker of the flames delineated his face. Just the two of them now, and Sophie stepped out of her shoes and pulled her dress over her head. Nick watched her from near the window, and then he moved toward her. In the dark the two of them fell together, in secret, once again. Hushed, attentive, close and ready.


Suddenly came the sounds of men shouting, nothing more than the noises of persistent revelers, they assumed, the whoop and fuzz of a late-night second wind. Until they heard a sharp scream, not celebratory but distressed, at which Nick lifted his head. The fire of a gunshot brought him out like an animal into traffic, and within seconds he was on the dark terrace, pulling on his shirt and pants almost simultaneously while looking over the edge. Sophie dressed and hurried after him.


First came a surprising silence, like the beats between a concerto’s slow movement and its louder, faster finale. The bark of voices and slap of footfalls and panicked start of motorbike engines. Chaos.


Nick urged her to duck and motioned for her to follow him into his parents’ bedroom, which faced the street. They kept the lights off and peered out the windows.


Soldiers with rifles surged through the front garden, around the side of the house. Sophie and Nick watched, speechless, as more soldiers entered. Nick headed toward the stairs, ready to run down. But Sophie grabbed his hand and stopped him.


“The newspapers, the flyers,” he said. “All those things on the table.”


“Too late,” Sophie said. They could hear noises coming not only from below but from down the street as well. “The roof. We’ll be able to see what’s going on from there.” She pulled him to the back terrace. Unlike her home in Halandri, no staircase provided easy roof access, so Nick grabbed a chair and stood on it to help her up. Then he climbed up himself. Together, they crawled across the flat roof to the front of the house, where they lay, side by side, looking down into the yard. They watched astounded as friends were handcuffed and thrown into trucks, the menacing growl of their engines filling the night, while others tried to scale the wall. Sophie moved to get up and Nick stopped her. “Just stay low,” he said, his arm arched over her like a fence. “Oh, God,” he whispered. “My parents’—”


“Your parents’ what?” Sophie asked. The sound of her own voice frightened her.


“My parents’ everything.”


Maybe they had come for Nick’s parents but the whole mess of bearded and denim-clad and miniskirt-wearing student radicals they found instead was a veritable windfall. And his was not the only family targeted: in a house down the street, many lights were on, thrown open in a careless rage. More men in black berets stood in the burn of the headlights. A large truck and a few jeeps crammed with more soldiers filled the street. A man and woman, in pajamas and handcuffs, were being forced into a large black car. The motorcade moved down the road, stopping farther down. Vigilantly, methodically, yet as casual as the postman going door to door. Shouting, shouting, there was so much shouting. In the distance, a dog barked, croupy and erratic, and after another short and swift gunshot, it stopped.


Sophie spotted Vangelis’s cab one street over and had the sudden urge to flee. “I have to get home. I have to go.”


“You’re crazy,” Nick said. “You can’t go anywhere.”


“Come with me,” Sophie said. “We should get out of here.” She knew Nick wouldn’t let her go alone.


“I can’t leave. Please just wait. Let me think for a minute.”


But Sophie didn’t know how long Vangelis could wait, and who knew if there were soldiers still in the house? Think, think, damn it, who had time to think? She threw herself onto Nick as if he were ablaze, a flat, forceful hug. Before he could grab her she scrambled to the back of the roof, lowered herself to the terrace, and slipped down the metal spiral staircase that led to the ravaged empty garden. The bonfire smoldered.


This was not the first time she had had to sneak out of Nick’s house, though the other times had been because of a sudden, unexpected arrival of parents, not soldiers. Her best bet seemed to be to climb over the cement wall and into the neighbor’s yard; she didn’t know who might still be lurking in the front or inside. From there she could get to the street where Vangelis waited. More voices shouted in the distance.


She gathered her courage and ran for the back wall. Scaling the blocks, she scraped her knee. She dropped over the other side, landed awkwardly, and scampered through the neighbors’ yard and out their front gate. It squeaked and clattered shut, and Sophie cringed, but she was away.


Sophie headed toward the corner where she had seen Vangelis but stopped abruptly when down the street from the cab she saw a military jeep and a barricade. The cab’s lights were off, but the jeep’s were on, and in the glare Sophie could not make out what was happening. She couldn’t tell if Vangelis was there but where else would he have gone? She crouched behind a hedge of jasmine just as a military truck rumbled onto the street.


Then, one soldier opened the jeep’s door and motioned to the people inside. They emerged, and Sophie thought she spotted Vangelis in the crowd, but she wasn’t sure. One by one the prisoners, partygoers only moments before, were transferred to the truck and driven away. Two remaining soldiers got back into the front seat and dimmed the lights. But a beam of moonlight still shed light on their faces, and Sophie thought they looked younger and more confused than any of those who had been taken away. One leaned his head down on the steering wheel, and in the passenger seat the other rubbed his eyes.


A wash of guilt rose inside her so suddenly her body ached. She imagined Vangelis’s wife asleep, waiting for him to return with the dawn. She wanted now to return to Nick’s but just the thought of walking back into that yard scared her. Forward, forward. Traipsing through the street like a mangy dog was obviously not a good idea either. Those soldiers had a reason for raiding Nick’s house in the first place. Or had the party been an unplanned detour, an opportunity?


She hoped Nick had stayed on the roof and she was cursing herself for not doing the same. The two soldiers still idled not far away from her, though they seemed half as alert as she. Still. What if they saw her? She shifted her weight and then crouched lower behind the bushes. To walk to her house in Halandri from here was not impossible, though it would take her a very long time. Or she could try to hail a taxi. She had nothing with her: her purse sat on Nick’s desk. She wondered if anyone had found it, riffled through it, added her name to some sort of list.


The driver started the jeep and the men pulled away as quickly as they’d come. The only evidence of their presence was the paltry barricade. She could walk right around it and back to Nick’s. Yet Sophie knew she needed, for once, to think before she acted.


What if they were waiting for her at Nick’s? What if they’d come back and found him on the roof? She crawled out from the bushes to Vangelis’s cab. Maybe he was hiding somewhere too. Maybe she hadn’t seen him in the crowd. The window was halfway down, and she tried the door. It was open, so she crawled into the backseat and lay down, covering her cold, bare legs with Vangelis’s cardigan sweater. When he returned, she would be waiting for him. She couldn’t allow herself to imagine another outcome.
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Across the city, in a chic neighborhood in the foothills of Lykavittos, Sophie’s uncle Mihalis was drunk. Crumpled in his pocket was a letter from his estranged wife, Irini.


In the corner of a terrace, Mihalis poured himself a drink. A group of remaining guests sat around the patio table; a couple who had just met talked quietly in another corner. Evan, the host, sat among them while his wife, Simone, cleared abandoned glasses. Inside, a group of women washed dishes and put food away. Mihalis watched through the kitchen window as a gregarious, balding professor in Evan’s department—irritatingly, Mihalis thought—tried to coax the women to dance.


Evan wandered over to Mihalis. “You’re brooding,” Evan said. “I can see that.” He began to pour himself another drink but the bottle he chose was empty. “One moment,” he said. He disappeared inside and came back with a few beers and some tsipouro, which he arranged on the bar, and a bag of hazelnuts, half of which he poured into a bowl and set on the table.


“Don’t encourage the locusts to stay,” Mihalis remarked. “Let them go home to drink their own liquor and fuck their wives.”


“You’ve been like this all night,” Evan said.


“Irini has written me. She wants to come back to Athens.”


Evan poured his drink.


For the past three years, Irini had held a position at the university in Thessaloniki. The job offer had come at a good time: she and Mihalis had been fighting incessantly. To friends they maintained the move was strictly professional—but to themselves they could not ignore the truth. They had been living disconnected lives for months. Holidays came and went, and though they’d plan to reunite for those, Irini would at the last minute decide to visit friends in Paris or join her sister in Santorini, and would Mihalis like to come? But Mihalis hated leaving Athens, and she knew this. Sometimes, she’d plan a visit back and then say she had fallen ill, a claim whose veracity Mihalis never doubted. After all, he had thought for a long time that he made her sick. Other times, she’d simply have too much work, and Mihalis never offered to visit her instead, though he had no work at all. Soon they ignored the topic of holiday visits entirely. They were better together when the pressure of being together lifted. Or maybe they were just better apart.


Before Irini had left, she and Evan, a literature professor and critic, had taught in the same department in Athens. They knew each other very well. Mihalis had expected Evan to be surprised by the news of her return, or delighted, or to let on that he had already known. Something. But Evan seemed blasé, noncommittal even.


“I tell you my wife is coming back and you have nothing to say?”


Evan sighed. “It’s a little strange you even call her your wife, don’t you think?”


“She still is my wife,” Mihalis said.


Evan parted his lips to speak but was interrupted by a couple who were leaving. He stood to wish them good night and to accept their compliments for the evening. Evan seemed to know everybody in Athens, and while he accompanied these guests to the door more guests arrived.


It occurred to Mihalis then that Irini might already be back in Athens. Evan had gone out a few nights before, and when Mihalis had asked him whom he had seen, he had been evasive and quickly changed the subject. Maybe in a crowded, dark bar she had touched Evan lightly on the arm and said, “Don’t tell him I’m here yet.” He and Evan had a lifetime of complexity and conflict and familiarity between them—Evan’s own wife, Simone, was a fiery Brit who Mihalis knew firsthand could be itinerant—and he wouldn’t put it past his friend to withhold this information just to have one up on him.


Mihalis went quickly from sulking to seething. He stood up, snatched the new bottle of tsipouro, and stormed out past the guests, bumping shoulders and upsetting drinks. He left out the front door and walked up the block.


Away from the party the night felt quiet, but he felt edgy and apprehensive. Mihalis had lived in Athens long enough to intuit its mood, its opinions, its underbelly. The air, it was in the air. Something imminent. He was overcome with the urge to walk.


Rising above Athens was Lykavittos Hill, crowned by a small, whitewashed chapel that Mihalis could see, at turns, glowing during his climb. His sober self might have taken the funicular railway to the top. To not slip while sober was a feat of balance; to not fall while drunk would be a feat of the divine. And because he was not a believer, Mihalis took those broken steps slumped on his hands and knees, like some nocturnal beast.


Almost to the top, next to an overpriced café that was closed for the night, Mihalis sat down on a bench beneath the calm, unfinished moon. He felt a little dizzy. From behind him he heard breathing, murmuring, and turned to see two teenagers in the shadows. The boy had the girl pressed against the wall, her skirt riding up to expose a long, lean thigh.


“Hey,” the boy said. “What are you looking at?”


“Oh, go fuck yourself silly in the bushes,” Mihalis said. He rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head, catching his breath.


The girl came around in front of Mihalis. “Are you okay?” she asked. Her face, reflected in the lights that lined the flights of steps, was delicately beautiful. And as he stared at her, her expression changed. “You’re the poet,” she said, excited to recognize him. “Aren’t you? I’ve seen you around Omonia. Do you need help?”


“No,” he said. What sort of help would she offer him? Had she been just a little older Mihalis would have made an inappropriate comment, but he resisted.


The boy joined her. He shifted on his feet and blew air from his mouth, clearly impatient. “Come on,” he said. “He’s fine. Just drunk.” He took her hand and began to pull her away.


The girl resisted. “Are you sure?” she asked Mihalis.


Mihalis waved them on. “Go,” he said. And the girl allowed herself to be led back toward the shadows of the café. The boy, emboldened, called back, “Write us a poem, why don’t you!”


Now Mihalis wished he’d spoken more to the girl, just to spite the little prick. But they were gone, so he continued up the last several steps to the top.


To stand at the narrow promontory beside Saint George Chapel was to gain a tremendous view of the city’s vast constellation of lights. From there, Athens looked as though it had been built in a bowl. And in the farthest distance he could see the red bow lights of ships on the blackened sea.


Mihalis was grateful to be alone. Now he felt his exhaustion. He sat down and rested the bottle of tsipouro between his feet, wishing he had instead taken some water. His mouth was dry. The sense of foreboding had returned. Mihalis removed the crumpled letter from his pocket and folded and unfolded it a few times. He used his lighter to read the words. Then he lit a cigarette and gazed out at the city.


Over the past few days he had countless times tried to write a reply, only to stop. How to begin such a thing? With too much to say, Mihalis simply said nothing, and the longer he went on saying nothing, the more saying anything at all seemed an insurmountable task. He had often thought, over the three years of their separation, to send Irini copies of his most recent poems, an indirect way of communicating, but he never did. When he’d imagine them through her eyes, they were suddenly not good enough.


Some nights, when their marriage had become difficult and Mihalis had slept on the couch, he’d awake to find Irini sitting on the floor next to him, her head near his face. She’d press her cheek next to his, or her nose to his forehead, and close her eyes. Other nights, she led him back to bed with her, not necessarily for sex—though there were nights when this ultimately led to sex—but to sleep with their bodies entwined, as they should, as was expected of husband and wife. But inevitably the next morning, the light filtered in and with it the harsh reality of their marriage. In the day, they were accustomed to their misery, and the sweetness of night couldn’t defeat it. In the day, they behaved as they expected of each other.


Mihalis took up too much emotional space, Irini had said, and left no room for her. He found a small piece of comfort in the fact that she seemed happy these days, at least when this observation didn’t enrage him with jealousy. Her voice, during their phone calls—the frequency of which decreased by the season—seemed content and at ease, and it was almost as if he were talking to a woman he didn’t know or one he had just met. He tried not to think about what she was doing for companionship or any other things that threatened his sanity. He knew he should probably let her go but no man wants to think of his wife with another. Eventually, he knew, she’d want to marry again. Wouldn’t she? Was this what her letter was about?


Mihalis stood, walked to the edge of the wall, and climbed atop it, looking down at the dark café. He wondered if the teens were still somewhere below. Then he unzipped his pants and relieved himself over the edge. “Underneath an incomplete moon,” Mihalis said in his best oratory voice, “the poet pisses on young love.”


When he was finished he walked over to the row of telescopes set up for tourists. But instead of the usual movement of nighttime traffic processing down the main streets, he saw stern, neat lines of military trucks and tanks. He pulled his head back for a moment, then looked again. He was torn between staring through the telescope, looking out with his naked eyes, and returning to the city itself. It felt very surreal.


Then the alarm and the panic set in. He swore, he spit, he peered once again through the telescope and saw more tanks positioned in the central square of the city. Trucks were lined up nearby, probably full of soldiers or citizens roused from sleep. He looked to the north near Halandri and thought of his sister, his nieces and nephew. What in the world had happened? Up there, alone, he felt removed and powerless. Fuck, he thought. Not again. Would they ever have any peace? He stumbled back to the steps of Saint George’s and grabbed the bottle of tsipouro. He meant to hurl it out into the night, but instead when he chucked it it smashed against the low stone wall. The sheer force of this awkward fling set him off balance, and he fell, sprawling onto the uneven, jagged ground.


There Mihalis lay. His lungs felt as if they were shrinking, his chest tight; the dread pressed down on his shoulders, pinning him to the ground. He tried to get up again but felt light-headed, so he stayed still on the path and stared at the sky, hoping the moon could soothe him while the rest of the country derailed. But the bleating background soundtrack of sirens finally forced him to get off the ground. He moaned, lifted his head, and pushed his body up with his hands. Then he began to make his way down the brittle steps.


Past the café he encountered the two teenagers again, giggling and running through the darkness like scurrying mice, oblivious to the momentous shift taking place in the city below them.


“Listen to me,” Mihalis called after them. “Get yourselves home. Don’t walk the main streets. There’s been some sort of takeover.”


But the two disappeared again, behind a trellis lined with jasmine and lantana. For a moment he wondered if he had imagined them. But no—he was in control of his faculties again, like the drunk who sobers up upon glimpsing the reflection of his own slack-jawed face. He knew what he was witnessing, and it terrified him. There had been talk of a coup for weeks; who exactly had succeeded in pulling it off was unclear.


He wouldn’t go back to his sister’s, where he was currently staying, more or less. Halandri was much too far so he headed back to Evan and Simone’s. It was a long way to the bottom, but he had no choice but to slouch his way back toward Athens.


By the time he reached their house at the base of the hill, he was sore and exhausted. Early light spilled through the citrus trees, and a cool, sharp-toothed wind blew over the garden. Evan was awake and sitting on the back veranda, a transistor radio in front of him and a heavy wool sweater wrapped around his shoulders.


When he saw Mihalis, he jumped up. “What happened to you?” he asked. “You look like a wild man.” Military music blared from the radio. “What are you doing wandering around during this?”


Mihalis collapsed into a chair and took a sip from Evan’s glass of water. Then he helped himself to Evan’s cigarette burning in the ashtray.


“There’s been a coup,” Evan said. His brown eyes, the chiseled Byzantine features that women could not resist, were strained, as if he had been in and out of sleep himself.


“Yes,” Mihalis said. “I see that.” He brushed off his suit, which was covered in dust. His pants had ripped open and his knee was a bloody, dirty mess. Somewhere on the climb down, he had taken off and lost his tie.


“So where the hell have you been?” Evan asked.


Mihalis wiped his raw and grimy hands on his thighs and winced from the sting. “What are you, my wife?” he snapped.


Evan glanced toward the house, and a strange look came over his face. The military music stopped and a forceful voice declared that anyone out on the streets would be shot down without warning. Evan gestured to the radio and lit himself another cigarette. “Arrests all through the night. You should stay here awhile.” His voice was strangely monotone. He seemed to be in shock.


Mihalis closed his eyes. His mind gave him an image from the civil war, years and years before: young Evan sitting across from him in a tiny, dirty, sickly lit cell, sleeping upright against the damp wall while his head lolled down on his chest, like a child who had fallen asleep in a stroller. No, he thought. Not prison again, not the constant fear of being chased again. When he opened his eyes Evan was watching him but didn’t say anything.


Mihalis stood up. “I’m going inside to clean up, make some coffee,” he said. It was one thing he knew: through all sorts of imprisonments and wars, the body continued to need what it needed. And now his body felt as though it were falling apart. He thought of the young couple, making love in the bushes while a coup raged below. “Keep the radio on, in case there’s any news.”


Inside, he was careful to be quiet. Simone, pregnant, was surely sleeping. He stepped into the first-floor bathroom and flipped on the dim light. He looked at himself in the mirror, searching for signs of decay. He could already hear it in a poem: The morning after the coup, the poet undergoes a narcissistic fit. He tightened his right bicep and felt it with his left hand. Still young. He was strong, he was slim, and he supposed he was handsome enough. He felt hungover and wanted to lie down. The morning after the coup, the poet realizes his age. Chronologically forty-four, but much older by any other measure. He took a shower, not bothering to wait for the water heater.


As he passed the den with only a towel around his waist, he noticed a small figure curled up, asleep. It was not Simone’s golden head but a raven-haired one. Sensing movement, the figure rose up to face him.


The corridor was dim, and the shutters of the den were closed, but still he was flooded by so much sensation: her perfume, a strong gardenia; her high cheekbones, almost sharp; her black straight hair and her heart-shaped lips. She was thinner, but her skin was still bright and youthful. She touched his hair, messed and wet from the shower, and took his torn-up hands in hers and examined his face.


The morning after the coup, the poet reunites with his wife.
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In the northern Athenian suburb of Halandri, at the end of a block lined with citrus trees and bitter laurel, sixteen-year-old Anna woke to the early wobbly light and morning sounds that usually lulled her insomniac self to sleep: the clink of spoons against coffee cups; the scattered shifts of frequencies and squawk of stations as her mother adjusted the radio, which she was having particular trouble with that morning. These familiar sounds reminded her of being a child and listening to her father do the same. Sometimes, in that in-between time of sleep and consciousness, she thought she could still hear him, swearing when he couldn’t get a strong broadcast signal. On these mornings she would wake with an even deeper sense of his absence, which sometimes lingered into the afternoon.


That morning, she heard Taki trudge into the bathroom and then flap down the stairs. His dry voice already rambled at this early hour but she wasn’t sure about what. The radio grew louder. Instead of the usual morning program, Anna heard military music. A strange choice for any time, let alone breakfast.


She rubbed her eyes, rose from bed, and set her bare feet on the cold tile floor. The morning was cool but soon it would break into April’s midday warmth, and Anna was reminded that Easter, then summer, were just around the corner. Her neighbors were having breakfast on their veranda, wearing sweaters. The small radio in front of them played the same music that sounded downstairs. She waved at them and they nodded back at her, looking a little grave.


She found her mother and Taki at the table, sitting completely still and staring at the radio as if it were a television. Anna had walked into not her kitchen but a painting of it.


“What’s going on?” Anna asked. Neither answered her.


Both Taki and her mother looked stunned. “It’s the goddamn communists,” Taki said. “It’s why I’m leaving this place. The country’s a disaster.”


“You don’t know that,” her mother said quickly. Something in her voice, an uncertainty and kind of resignation, scared Anna, and she didn’t ask questions. With the stir of the upcoming elections, the recent street demonstrations, and an overall restless populace, Anna had been on edge for weeks, and she had come to know the nighttime workings of the house as if she were the director of a play and the stage a cross section of the dwelling’s two levels, like the dollhouses she had played with as a child.


Anna usually heard Sophie run the water full blast while she brushed her teeth, and Taki wake to take an unbelievably loud piss without lifting the toilet seat. She knew Sophie often climbed from her terrace down to the garden, barefoot so her landing would not sound, and disappeared, slipping into a pair of shoes she kept behind the shed. And shortly before daybreak, just when Anna’s eyelids were finally growing heavy, her sister would return. Around this time, her uncle Mihalis either woke to get a drink of water or was just himself returning home. He stood by the back door to let their new cat Orpheas in from its midnight wanderings, and Anna heard his gentle calls: psst pssst pssst. She liked the image of their uncle expecting the cat and instead discovering Sophie emerging from behind the shed, bleary eyed and barefoot and undeniably sheepish.


But Anna had finally slept and missed the usual nighttime routine, and the bizarre, frightening news coming from the radio alarmed her. She went upstairs but instead of finding her older sister in a tangle of sheets, her eyes covered with a lavender mask, Anna faced an empty bed with neatly made corners. No, it wasn’t because Anna had finally slept—she hadn’t heard Sophie because Sophie had not come home at all.


Anna swept past her mother and brother in the kitchen without mentioning Sophie; they were as usual arguing about something. She went outdoors and called to the cat, who didn’t come. Around the side of the house, she descended the cement stairs that led to the basement room where her uncle stayed. She knocked on the door and without pause pushed it open.


He wasn’t there either. His bed was also made and the stack of clean T-shirts and underwear Anna’s mother had put there the day before, ironed and folded, was not disturbed. On his dresser was the usual pile of notes and notebooks, worry beads and small jars of medicine. Sometimes Anna wouldn’t see him for days. She had no idea where he spent most of his time. He had a secret life all his own; he just happened to live in their house.


Back in the house, her mother was trying to use the phone. “It’s dead,” she said. She returned it to its cradle, letting her hand linger.


“Sophie isn’t here,” Anna blurted.


“What do you mean she isn’t here? Where is she?”


“She was at Nick’s party last night,” Taki told her.


Anna’s mother looked at them both. “Who’s Nick?” Her voice was sharp, startling. “Where does he live?”


“I can’t stand the guy,” Taki replied, as if this precluded him from knowing anything else. But when pressed by their mother he revealed that he knew Nick lived in Psychiko, the suburb next to Halandri, though neither he nor Anna knew his last name or address.


Anna walked over to the window and opened the shutters. More of the neighborhood was awake now and some brave neighbors stood out on their terraces, waiting for an explanation. Someone knocked on the door, and her mother went to answer it.


Anna listened to Vangelis’s wife talking to her mother downstairs. Though Vangelis’s shift had finished two hours earlier he still was not home, and Anna heard her say that many people, mostly leftists, politicians, and students, had been arrested, including another neighbor whose children were terrified and now wouldn’t answer the door. There had been tanks in Syntagma Square, and though Halandri normally felt far removed from the center of Athens, suddenly now it did not. From an adjacent balcony one man argued it was a collaboration with the Soviets; another that it was an American conspiracy; another was sure it was conservatives; another said definitely the king. It was his voice on the radio, was it not?


Anna heard her mother respond, “Well, I can’t just sit here and wait.” Then came the jangle of keys. “Do not leave the house,” her mother called to them.


“They’re telling everyone to stay inside,” Taki said. “You’re just going to drive up and down the streets, looking for Sophie?”


For a moment their mother paused. “Yes,” she said finally, and she left. Anna and Taki watched her drive away. With his typical insolence Taki pulled a sweater over his head and said he was going to see his friend Spyro, who lived two blocks down. The heavy front gate to the yard banged shut. Anna did not like to be alone in the house in general and that morning was no exception. Had she not still been in her pajamas she would have chased after him. Her only option was to wade through that familiar anxiety, telling herself that, like all other things, it would pass. She wanted to go for a walk but was too frightened, so she wrapped her wool blanket over her shoulders and went up to the roof. As eerily quiet as it was that morning, from there she felt the kinship of the neighborhood. She could even see Spyro’s house. She sat down at the wrought iron table that Taki had dragged there. Sophie, in an attempt at elegance, had covered it with a worn, red-and-black embroidered cloth.


Come on, she thought. Where was everybody? She stared out across their garden, the grapevines, her mother’s favorite mousmoula tree, already bearing its orange-brown fruit, always the first of the season. Any bit of movement in the neighborhood relieved her; one neighbor folded laundry on her porch and from another house she could hear the rise and fall of quiet conversation. Radios tuned to the only station accessible, a sort of draconian stereophonics.


Two toddlers played in the garden across the street, babbling and shrieking with delight. Anna envied their unawareness. They didn’t know their country was in shambles. They didn’t know of her recurring nightmares from having years ago watched men arrest her father for helping to organize dock workers or for being seen with a certain newspaper. Always charges of communism that led to lost jobs, a few months in jail. Taki told Anna he was going to the States because he didn’t want to pay for what he saw as his family’s mistakes. Only a few days ago he had repeated this to their mother, and she had slammed her bedroom door behind her and not come out for hours. It was the word mistakes, she knew, that had set her mother off.


She stretched her legs. Her slippered foot banged into something, and she yelped. She bent over and peered under the tablecloth. There was Taki’s radio transmitter. Strange. He was always very watchful of it and when he was finished, he carefully brought it back to his room, where he kept it in a box underneath his bed. He didn’t like anyone else to touch it. Though he only used it for entertainment purposes, nothing political or subversive, he guarded it as if it were the key piece of a revolution.


One year earlier, when Taki had returned from the army with a short haircut, an expertise in poker, and some old military radio parts, he built the transmitter. After he and Anna had attended their English lessons, they perused the flea market in Monastiraki, where he bought what to Anna seemed like a box of junk. But soon he had the transmitter working. To test it, they called Spyro, instructed him to tune his radio to the correct frequency—1590 AM—and started talking. Spyro was on their roof before Taki was done with his ranting and chatter. And within minutes they had dragged Taki’s turntable up there as well, powered by a long extension cord hanging down to his bedroom. For the rest of the hour they played music—from Manos Hatzidakis to the Beatles. Soon Taki was broadcasting regularly: Friday nights at eight P.M. Word of mouth was a strong force in Halandri and within two weeks many had begun to regularly listen. Though he kept his identity ambiguous, many knew it was him, and Anna knew he liked it when a pretty girl at a party murmured a song request in his ear or winked at him in the square. Anna liked it too, the pride that came from hearing her brother’s voice.


Anna moved from one corner of the roof to the other, surveying the streets like a hesitant guard. Any moment now, she thought. She imagined Sophie climbing from the back of someone’s motorbike, the glossy curtain of hair covering her face; she imagined her waving up to the roof, as if nothing were wrong. Over and over, Anna counted to ten then said to herself, Okay, now. She’d look in four directions, thinking for sure she’d see Sophie ambling down the street in that lackadaisical way of hers. Her older sister had always behaved as if the world knew it was obliged to wait for her, whereas Anna always felt herself chasing behind.


The morning sun was strong but there was still a slight chill to the air. From their roof, you could see all the way to Lykavittos, awash in the early morning light. One month before, on Clean Monday, the start of Lent, Anna and Mihalis had perched on the roof and watched the colorful display of kites. On Filopappos Hill south of the Acropolis, in unbuilt stretches of the city, and all over the countryside, people flew kites to commemorate the lifting of sins. When they had been children, Taki and Sophie had each flown their own in the large empty lot across the street. As a girl, Anna had been afraid the kite would lift her up and carry her away. Instead, she kept her hand on Taki’s, as her brother suggested. He always told her she was helping.


Anna still preferred to watch the bright shapes flutter and soar. It was strangely moving, that vast skyline bursting with such color. At a house a few doors down, she saw a torn kite strewn on a terrace, flapping in the breeze. She stood up and walked to the edge of the roof again. No sign of her mother, no sign of Sophie. Anna descended the winding staircase and halfway down jumped onto the balcony outside her room. She thought she heard a car door slam, and because few people had cars in their neighborhood she expected her mother’s key in the heavy front door, the sound of her footfalls on the stairs. But the house and the street stayed quiet.


Anna crawled into bed, where she felt slightly more protected. She knew that whatever had happened during the night was more than serious. Yet she found herself intractably separated from it all: politicians, armies, student groups, kings. Who was running things? What side was anybody on? What did it matter? She felt groggy. She didn’t want to think about Sophie, God knows where; or Taki and his anti-everything attitude; or her uncle Mihalis, probably already arrested, one of the usual suspects who had been rounded up before and who always expected he’d be rounded up again. She wanted to think about nothing.


There was nothing to do but wait.
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In April, fecund and green, Athens erupts with life. The trees rustle in the wind, and hyacinths and lupine bloom in the parks. In the summer, the land is sun baked and dry, resigned to a barren calm, but in the spring, it writhes and it kicks. There was a particular smell of the city at this time of year that Eleni had always associated with spring, a heady mixture of earth and spice and wet foliage, with a hint of gasoline. But now she’d forever associate it with something else.


That morning, Eleni drove aimlessly through the winding streets of Psychiko. At every corner, she encountered police: there one day to protect, the next to inspect. They stopped cars, checked identification cards of passengers and drivers, and sometimes searched the trunks. Each time she was stopped she affected a bored look when she rolled her window down, as though all this fuss were of no concern to her. Yet her pulse raced. A question, a wrong look, or an impudent response could make her sound guilty. With her political history, and that of Christos, her departed husband, it wasn’t as if she were above suspicion. Each time she was stopped she was simply told to go home, and each time she said that’s where she was going.


What was most surprising to her was this: the police seemed just as uneasy as any of the passersby. Some had the startled looks of six-year-old boys woken from sleep; others looked like they were being pestered by gnats.


The neighborhood was winding and dense, with its grand houses set back from the road, their lush entry gardens hidden behind walls. Large trees loomed over the streets. The avenues seemed deserted but in her chest Eleni could feel the distant thunder of trucks. The barrel of a tank peeked out from a narrow street, and she diverted quickly onto an even quieter road, worrying the hum of her engine was too conspicuous. Surely there were people in all these houses, having breakfast, drinking coffee, listening in shock to the radio, but you wouldn’t know it from the outside. It seemed the entire neighborhood had evacuated.


Realizing the road was a dead end, she quickly turned around in front of a magnificent yellow house. This one? she wondered, looking a moment at its large, empty porch before driving away. Eleni continued to drive up and down the streets that had not been blocked off. Now she almost wished she had bought Sophie the Vespa she had been asking for; at least she’d have something substantial to spot. Because what, really, could she be looking for? An abandoned hair band? A purse? A shoe on the sidewalk? Sophie rarely rode a bicycle and she didn’t have a car. Beyond knowing he was in this neighborhood, Eleni had no idea where this boyfriend lived; she now couldn’t even remember his name.


She tried to temper her anger. Sophie could be in trouble, and Eleni felt a horrible tightness throughout her body, in her temples, her stomach, her chest. She imagined her daughter’s face approaching these officers, accusing and confrontational, afraid of nothing. Eleni fought the urge to go to Dimitri, the man she had been seeing for the past year. He lived not far away, in Filothei, but as adults with separate pasts, they kept the workings of their households separate too. She did not want to involve him but more specifically was embarrassed to tell him she had no idea where her daughter was.


Finally, Eleni turned toward home. Her daughter was okay, she thought, trying to reassure herself, only unable to call because the lines were down. She had simply not used her judgment; Eleni had certainly not been the perfect twenty-one-year-old. This was just bad luck, getting caught at a friend’s house. And, speaking of poor judgment, here she was actually endangering herself by ignoring the warnings on the radio.


At the next intersection was a greengrocer. Eleni was about to continue when she noticed the grocer in his store, standing near the front windows. He stared at her, as if he didn’t know whether he should hide or wave. She stopped the car and got out. The sign read CLOSED, but when she went to the door he opened it for her. She could hear him playing the Greek military radio, she hoped more out of astonishment than allegiance.


“You’re open?” she asked.


“No,” he said. She could feel him watching her, wondering what she was doing driving around at a time like this.


“May I buy a few things?” If she couldn’t find her daughter, she could at least make sure the rest of the family had plenty to eat. Who knew what would happen next?


He motioned for her to get what she needed. In the cramped store she gathered more than they could probably eat before it went bad; as much as she hated to waste food, it was worse to not have it at all. She felt a horrible sense of déjà vu, back to the Nazi occupation, during which many, including her grandparents, had starved. She added rice, macaroni, and two bags of lentils, and was suddenly grateful for all the tomatoes, green beans, and olives she had canned and stored in the cellar.


As she cautiously moved through the narrow aisles, the grocer didn’t take his eyes off her. “You shouldn’t be out,” he said. “It’s not safe.”


“I’m headed straight home,” she said. “I’m a doctor,” she added. “Night shift.”


For some reason this, or the fact that her stocking up indicated her preparation for a disaster, made him warm to her a little. “Have you heard anything?” he asked.


“No more than you,” she said, motioning to the radio.


“They took my brother last night,” the grocer said quietly. “My nieces are staying with us upstairs now. One of them won’t leave the closet.” His shoulders slumped a bit, as if admitting this made it a little less frightening. “As soon as I find out where they’ve taken him I’m going to show up there and raise hell. I just don’t want to scare the girls.”


Eleni watched his lips move but didn’t hear anything else. She had been so preoccupied with her missing daughter that somehow she had dismissed the idea of Mihalis being arrested. A nihilistic poet was sure to be high on the list, though her brother seemed, to her, such a free spirit she couldn’t imagine his being considered any sort of threat. Then again, he was no longer the ten-year-old boy she sometimes imagined him to be.


“You’ve been very kind,” Eleni said. She paid him.


He handed back her change. “It’s nothing,” he said.


But they both knew it wasn’t. She loaded the bags into the backseat and drove down a few more winding streets of the neighborhood until she reached the same police checkpoint again, though this time the officers were not so indifferent. When she showed them her identification, one of them recognized her. She remembered the mole on his cheek and the reek of his cologne.


“You just passed here,” he said. “Now where are you going?” Two other officers stepped closer to the car. A third stood on the other side of the road, smug, smoothing his mustache like some comic-strip villain.


“The hospital sent most of us home,” she said. “Because of the—” She wanted to say curfew, or coup, but stopped. Perhaps it was insulting to the soldiers, who had, in a sense, caused this. Or maybe they liked having such power. Then she added that she had stopped for groceries; her nerves made it hard for her to stop rambling.


The police officer looked her up and down, and Eleni tugged her skirt over her knees. To verify her story, she pointed to the snake and staff on her front window—the mark of a physician—but the man’s eyes were still on her legs.


“Step out of the car,” he said. Slowly, she did. He made her stand on the curb. Then he crawled into the backseat, where he pawed through the bags of food, spilling much of it onto the floorboards. Behind her, only one other car waited, idling. Normally at this hour the side streets would be teeming with cars: people headed to work and negotiating the neighborhoods to avoid the traffic on the main roads. But as she waited for the man to decide whether her second pass or those groceries were enough to detain her—she wondered if stores had been forbidden to open; would they ask her to turn the grocer in?—she noticed the silence. No cars, no horns, no buzzing of motorcycles. Just the sound of the officer grunting as he heaved himself back out of the vehicle. He slammed the door and shook his head to the other officers. “Last time,” he warned her. “Go home.”


“Thank you,” she said, ashamed at her deference. She got back in the car and he waved her forward. Then, by way of dismissing her, he banged on the trunk as if slapping her ass.


*   *   *


When Eleni arrived at the house, she had convinced herself that Sophie and Mihalis, Anna and Taki, would all be having breakfast and listening to the radio together at the kitchen table. In fact, she had imagined it down to ridiculous detail: Sophie in her father’s pale, old pajamas that she insisted on wearing; Mihalis in his blue robe and slippers; Taki eating toast with honey; Anna looking happy just to have everybody nearby.


But when she got home, she only found Taki and his friend Spyro sitting on the front porch, staring into the street. The radio blared from inside. Spyro’s tousled light-brown hair, heavy-lidded eyes, and uncharacteristically worried expression brought to mind her holding both little boys’ hands as she had walked them to primary school. The news that morning had reduced these two young men to diminutives.


“Well?” Eleni asked.


They shook their heads. “Phone lines are still down,” Taki said.


“I saw Sophie last night, at the party,” Spyro said hesitantly.


This gave Eleni some comfort. Still, hours had passed, not to mention a shift of power, and the comfort was fleeting. She walked outside to unload the car, and the boys followed to help.


Taki took one bag in each arm. “What—for the bomb shelter?”


Eleni glared at him, placed a bag atop her hip, and shut the car door with more force than she intended.


“Shut up, Taki,” said Spyro. He took the bag from Eleni.


“What?” said Taki. “It’s probably just some idiots playing some stupid joke.”


“In NATO tanks?” Eleni stopped on the front porch and looked at him, incredulous.


Inside, she plopped the groceries on the kitchen table, not bothering to put them away, and walked upstairs. She knew her older daughter hadn’t returned, but she felt compelled to check her room anyway. She sat down atop the neatly made bed. Sophie’s dresser, in contrast, was cluttered with poetry books and makeup, dozens of hair ties and headbands, a few bottles of French perfume—gifts from Irini. Her closet was messy and overflowing, and one dresser drawer was not quite closed, a pair of black stockings hanging out. For a moment she thought of calling to Anna, who was embedded somewhere in her mess of blankets. But if she was sleeping, a rarity for her youngest, why wake her? For what?


Her children had not even been born yet that April twenty-six years before, when the Nazis had plowed in with their tanks and cars and motorbikes and raised their flag over the Acropolis. Few could forget the way it hung there, a red and black and haughty splotch over the bright blue sky. Now whoever this was had taken over Athens in the same way, their tanks barreling through the streets, a fresh horror of humanity. There had been rumors of a king’s coup or a communist takeover—tensions between left and right only mounted, never went away—and though it was the king’s voice purportedly on the radio, Eleni thought the suddenness, the shock of it all, suggested another agenda entirely.


She wondered how Christos would have reacted to this new incursion. His absence, particularly strong that morning, was the reason she had no idea where Sophie was half the time. Once a parent becomes missing, she had come to understand, whether by death or disappearance or the rare and often undiscussed divorce, the entire system of domestic checks and balances becomes void. The one who is left either becomes strict and tyrannical with the children or allows the children to exist on their own. Autocracy or anarchy. Eleni chose the latter, or, more precisely, the latter chose her. Even though her children were small at the time of Christos’s death, after the initial pain, the grieving, the loss, something else settled in, a new system of quasi-collectivism that even Anna, the youngest, was aware of. They lived in that house as individuals with the same rights, like students in a dormitory. The People’s Republic of Iliopoulos.


She remembered well this loss of control, how one day it seemed the power dynamic had shifted, and she felt strange telling her children to go to bed, to clean their rooms, to wash their faces. That, too, was when the odd hours began; it was not unusual to come downstairs at three A.M. and find two of her children playing quietly on the floor—Taki with his train, Sophie with a doll, or Sophie with the train, Taki with the doll; even the specificities assigned to gender were overturned.


But summers, when the children were no longer in school, this domestic coup was at its strongest. Even their diurnal rhythms were up for question. They slept during the day—not the usual late-afternoon nap, but through the mornings, through the afternoons, arising sometimes not until the evening sun dropped. Many times, she’d hear her children traipse down from the roof at sunrise, when she was getting up for her shift at the hospital. Other times, she’d wake to find their bedrooms empty and all three of them asleep on the roof, lined up with blankets and pillows like campers far from home.


Now they came and went without so much as a question, and evidently at all hours of the night. Order had unquestionably gone the way of their father. And now order in the entire country of Greece was being imposed by some new, self-appointed “father,” their supposed savior whose name was being bellowed out.


When she came back downstairs, Taki and Spyro, to her surprise, were putting away the groceries. Taki looked up at her. “I’m just saying, this might blow over in a day or two,” he said.


Eleni could see fear behind his nonchalance. Yet how wonderful it would be if her son were right. Not knowing what else to do, she made herself another coffee and sat on the porch.
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Reuniting with one’s estranged wife is never without trouble, though one way to do so with minimal altercation is during a military coup. And when you’ve known each other since you were teenagers, Mihalis thought, decades could pass with minimal communication and countless damages, and you still could find some sort of comfort in each other. Add political instability and fear of arrest to the equation, and there they were: Mihalis and Irini sitting across the kitchen table from one another as if it were any Friday afternoon.


Except that it wasn’t any Friday afternoon. Together Evan and Simone, Mihalis and Irini listened to the dreadful things the radio was blaring that morning, the military marching music interspersed with a harsh voice that hailed the coup as a triumph against immorality, communism, and atheism.


People were told to stay home, stay quiet. Many streets were closed to traffic, and phone lines remained cut. Yet friends in the neighborhood dropped in anyway to share any sort of news. One friend of Evan’s had been on his way to the airport when his taxi was stopped and told to turn around. They learned a friend of Simone’s had been arrested, as well as a neighbor’s uncle who was a member of parliament. A voice on the radio announced the numbers of the articles of the constitution that had been revoked. Anything defending the right to free speech was annulled. They no longer had any sort of protection from arrest. These things were announced as casually as a weather forecast.


“Insanity,” Evan kept mumbling, standing up to pace.


Late that afternoon, after the visitors craving news had stopped arriving, after it seemed they had learned all they would learn that day, they encouraged one another to rest.


Mihalis lay in the small upstairs den, the lights off. The couch pulled out into a bed, though Mihalis didn’t bother. Sleeping on a couch held a certain lure of familiarity. Simone, holding a clean set of sheets, was a bit quick to offer Irini a bed at the other end of the house. Irini followed her, looking back at Mihalis, saying, “We’ll talk more about this later?” Whether she meant the state of the country or the state of the marriage was unclear. Irini had always wanted to discuss everything, until she hadn’t wanted to talk about anything at all. In fact, Mihalis was sure his inability to talk finally made her desist, detach, and eventually depart. “A poet who won’t articulate,” Irini often said. “Brilliant.”


Now Irini was staying in Kifissia, in the old villa she had inherited from her aunt. A perfect country escape, tucked away at the end of a dirt road, the place was modest but charming, and thinking of it made him nostalgic. He and Irini had often visited her aunt there; some nights after dinner, the two of them, still young lovers, climbed to the roof to stare at the night sky, and from there the stillness and beauty made them feel they were in another world. Right now, to be in another world sounded ideal.


Despite his exhaustion, he moved in and out of a restless sleep. Sometimes he’d wake up and think, What if they come to arrest me here? What if they come now? In five minutes? He had vivid, unsettling dreams. In the early evening, he heard Evan and Simone murmuring in the kitchen below. Though heavy shutters covered most of the house’s windows, in the kitchen they were always wide open. In the twilight, Evan and Simone were on display to the street. Mihalis thought of those stories from the night before, the soldiers breaking down doors with axes. Here they could simply step right in. He wondered if Irini also lay awake and he took some reassurance from the fact that Simone was a foreigner, and foreigners were usually spared.


He washed his face, used Evan’s toothbrush, and joined Evan and Simone in the kitchen, where Evan was wondering if the arrests would lead to executions. Though he was exaggerating, the basic idea of civil rights had become a past luxury. Strangely, no matter how disconcerting, they longed for these bits of information. The more knowledge they had, the less anxious they felt.


But anxious all the same. Though they did not know it exactly, they could construe the truth, which was this: Ten thousand people had been arrested in a matter of hours, including not only the current prime minister but the former, seventy-nine years old and ill; his son, who was set to begin campaigning for the election; a leader of the left in parliament, as well as many other members of the legislature. Young and old men and women. Students. Garden-variety intellectuals. Factory workers, publishers, cab drivers, whores. Actresses exiting the stage, journalists typing their bylines, and an assortment of leftists who’d paid their dues after the civil war and would now fill the old jails again. Mihalis wondered if they would be among them. He looked at Evan, drinking his coffee and staring at the kitchen table. Irini appeared in the doorway and adjusted her glasses. They were all thinking the same thing.


Simone filled the briki to make Irini some coffee. “I don’t remember how you like it,” Simone said.


Mihalis did remember and thought the comment, innocent on the surface, was meant to be a passive-aggressive insult, the sort Simone coaxed into an enviable art. You’ve just been gone so long. Is not a woman who stays with her less-than-ideal husband always a bit guarded around a woman who leaves? Simone had always been bothered by Evan’s friendship with Irini, and Mihalis was certain this was why, one late night when Irini and Evan had been away at a translation conference in Paris, Simone had come to Mihalis. But that had been years ago.


Irini told her heavy-sweet—vary glyko—and Simone added the sugar and stirred. The two women watched the coffee boil and foam, their shoulders touching in some strange, newfound solidarity that Mihalis irrationally but intensely felt was directed against him. When it was ready, Simone poured Irini a cup and one for herself.


Irini brought the demitasse to her lips and held it there. “Maybe we should leave,” she said. Not until Evan responded for them to please stay put for now did they all realize Irini meant something else.


“As protest or precaution?” Mihalis asked.


Irini shrugged, as if motivation was beside the point. She lowered her chin and narrowed her eyes. Oh, how he knew that look! For a moment he wanted to pull her toward him.


“We could go to Paris. We both have friends there,” Irini said.


His affection lifted. What Irini said was true, though it annoyed Mihalis the way she said it: we both have friends there. Implying she had her own set of friends there, friends he didn’t even know.


“Athens is home. If anything, we should stay and fight.”


“From jail?” Irini quipped.


Mihalis shrugged. “That hasn’t happened yet.”


Evan agreed that leaving until things blew over was not a bad idea. “But actually doing so might be difficult,” he added. “Who knows what’s happening at the ports, the borders?”


“What do you mean? We know the airport has already been shut down,” Simone said.


Mihalis sipped his coffee and looked straight at Irini. “I don’t believe in running away from things. It’s cowardly.”


Irini sighed, set down her cup, and stretched her hands above her head. Then she settled back into her chair, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s not cowardly. It’s proactive.”


Both Evan and Simone held their tongues. Mihalis could feel that this conversation was now between himself and his wife. He stared at Irini. He noticed faint lines at her forehead, her first signs of aging.


“We should stay,” Mihalis said.


“You’re not scared they’re looking for you?” she asked.


Mihalis glanced around the room. Once more he thought of Evan across from him, the two of them in that tiny, dirty cell. He set his coffee cup back on its saucer.
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For Sophie, morning arrived all at once, a grotesque assault of light that startled her awake. She didn’t want to move, fearful that what had actually awoken her was a gunshot or worse.


Keeping her head low, Sophie cranked down the window for some air. She lay on her back and tried to straighten her legs. Her hips ached from sleeping in the cab’s backseat. She’d spent half the night trying to get comfortable, her body tense from every sound outside the car. Dozens of times she’d nearly left, only to convince herself to stay, to wait for Vangelis. But now, with morning, it was clear she’d made the wrong choice. Still, at least she hadn’t been discovered.
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