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CHAPTER 1

The door slammed behind me. I stepped up on to the pavement, my white dress shining like a lost cloud caught out after dark. In the cool night air, the clarity of mind that had eluded me all day suddenly reappeared. Where could you get a taxi from round here at 3 a.m. on a Monday morning?

I walked up the road towards the train station. My zebra-print heels were as inflexible as pokers and after the long walk across London, felt as though they were branding the tops of my toes. My phone battery was practically dead and I hoped to God there was a taxi rank at the top of this hill. For the first time that day, somebody answered my prayers.

As the car pulled away from Sebastian’s road, the screen on my exhausted phone flashed up. ‘I’m sorry I’ve hurt you. I hope at some point we can talk.’ I thought of him lying there in the bed, his cobalt-blue eyes glazed over. He was paralysed, unable to do or say anything that might in any way compensate for showing me what the world looked like when you didn’t have a heart. He hadn’t even bothered to come after me. That’s how little he cared, how inexorable all this was to him.

And then I remembered. In my haste to escape that awful conversation I had left my make-up bag in his bathroom. I couldn’t manage without make-up any more, the way I’d begun to feel. I had to get it back. ‘Send it to my office. Do it immediately.’

‘Of course,’ came the reply.

As the car wound its way down to south London, a series of tableaux played out through my mind. Sebastian smiling at me on the corner of Oxford Street, his dimples radiating out of the geometric perfection of his face. Sebastian clutching me to him in an unyielding embrace. Sebastian, naked, his muscular beauty slapping my senses to attention. Sebastian calling me Nichi mou. Sebastian pinning me down and pulling me by the hair until my head spun. Sebastian giving me the headiest orgasm of my life.

But Sebastian was an emotional leper. If only I could put a bell round his neck to warn womenkind away from him. If only I could undo the ties that bound me to him.


CHAPTER 2

‘Ela, Nichi mou!’

That’s effectively Greek for, ‘Honey I’m home’, and meant that Christos was back. His footfalls echoed up the staircase to our flat, the flat we had recently moved into together in an unfashionable part of west London. Then there was a light thud and I heard him pause as he reached the door. It sounded as though he was carrying something cumbersome.

‘Do you want a hand?’ I called to him from our large room, which doubled up as living quarters and boudoir.

‘Wait a minute . . . wait!’ I could hear the grin in his voice. ‘Don’t come out!’

I smiled to myself. Usually, ‘don’t come out’ meant that Christos had a present for me. Ever since we first got together at university he had regularly brought me gifts. It could be anything from a picture of a miniature sausage dog (I have a minor obsession with sausage dogs) ripped out of the newspaper, to the Shorter Oxford Dictionary in two volumes, to a pair of shoes I had been lusting after but couldn’t afford on my media intern’s budget. One of the first things he ever gave me was a white lace skirt with a fuchsia underlay. I remember being unsure about it. It seemed almost too stylish and I was unconvinced that it would suit me, much less that it was my size, but it fitted perfectly. ‘Is this man for real?’ I remember thinking, before kissing him in admiration. ‘Beware of Greeks bearing gifts,’ he had intoned theatrically. He loved to play up to the idea of the ancient hero.

The truth of the matter was that Christos was pretty mythical. We met in the kitchen of our final-year university accommodation when we were just twenty years old. He was such a cliché of handsome Mediterranean man that I remember trying to mentally resist him as a matter of principle. He wore blue jeans, and a tight white T-shirt that highlighted his biceps and bronzed skin to ambrosial perfection. He was the model you would actually have lusted over had he featured on one of those tacky ‘Love from Greece’ postcards. I was so captivated by his chiselled face, dimpled chin and his dark pooling eyes that I let him stand there, hand held out in greeting, for what felt like hours, before I managed to shake it. ‘I’m Christos,’ he offered, in his inimitable accent, and beamed at me.

If I’d doubted that love at first sight was possible, partnering up with him at the Latin dance class a week later persuaded me otherwise. My skin sung when he brushed against me, and by the time he had carried me over a puddle on a midnight walk a week or two afterwards, I had no doubt whatsoever that this was the man I always wanted to love.

Now the door flung open. Christos heaved a bright white table with folding legs and two plastic chairs into the room. We’d been eating dinner on our laps for the past fortnight, in what was effectively a glorified studio apartment, complete with a mattress you could fold away and a humming fridge.

‘Where did you get those from?’

‘Heh!’ He puffed himself up, stood legs apart, hands on hips, and pulled an imperious face. ‘Us Greeks have ways!’ he boasted, then paused for a second. ‘Ikea.’

I hated moving house, loathed decorating and DIY, but Christos made home-making a pleasure. Since we’d moved in, he had done his utmost to transform the appallingly decorated chintzy room into a vaguely acceptable twenty-first-century living space. Now we had rugs and a brightly coloured polka-dot duvet, and an electric-blue painting of a souk at midnight, which we had acquired on a trip we had made to Morocco just before my finals.

I went over to kiss him. He wrapped his arms about me and squeezed me until I squealed in satisfaction. Then he took the table and chairs and arranged them by the bay window.

‘There!’ He elongated the e, as I did. He loved to mimic my Yorkshire accent.

‘Are you hungry then? Shall we have the left-over melitzanesfor dinner?’ I asked, trying out one of the new chairs.

‘Yes. But first I must clean that table. And find some mats,’ Christos said, and disappeared off to fetch a cloth. Like many Mediterraneans, he was exceptionally house-proud. Unlike many Mediterranean men, he was also prepared to do the cleaning himself. He attributed this in part to his no-nonsense mother making him chip in with the household chores as a child, but also to his  abortive time spent in the Greek army, ‘where we mainly polished our guns, and sat around under fig trees, eating.’ The truth of the matter was that Christos had been a unit commander and was skilled in close mortal combat. Only his physical strength gave him away as having been a fighter. Otherwise, he was as gentle as he was genial. But his soldierly skills came in handy when you wanted him to win you a soft toy from the rifle range at the fairground. Or take your weight as you wrapped your legs around him and had sex against a wall.

‘So I heard from the university,’ he called from the kitchen. ‘Looks like I can start my PhD in the autumn.’

‘Bravo, Christos mou!’ I called back.

While my studying was over, Christos’s had hardly begun; he now needed an engineering PhD to ensure he could compete at the highest level in his chosen profession. As much as part of me would have liked to begin a PhD myself, in something as arcane as Petrarchan love poetry or gender studies, my career trajectory in the media simply depended on me being able to make decent coffee and begging editors to give me a break. But I was looking forward to supporting him as he had me. I would never have got a First without Christos’s endless encouragement in that final year of my degree; not without his humour, not without his cooking a delicious dinner for me during an essay break. But mostly, not without being able to have passionate sex with him every night, sex which always ended in simultaneous orgasm and S’agapos (I love yous). Afterwards we would fall asleep wrapped up like a couple of gratified cats and I would marvel at my ridiculous luck in having met him.

Christos came back into the room carrying a cloth in one hand, plates and cutlery in the other. He was grimacing. ‘Yeah, I’m so bored with studying but diamond rings don’t come cheap now, do they?’

I shook my head and started to laugh. Christos had been teasing me about marriage and children ever since I’d told him at university that I thought they were a means of patriarchal control. I’d relaxed my radical feminist rules a little since then but I was still pretty sure that marriage and a family weren’t really for me. Truth was that I’d never met a more respectful, equality-minded man, but he still loved to rile me by pretending that he was a domineering male who planned to keep me captive, unable to work or read or socialise with the outside world, ‘where your only duty is to serve me! Me, your Kyrios (master).’ He would teasingly push me to the bed and make what he called gorilla fists before grunting in my face. And then I would usually grab a fistful of black curls at the nape of his neck and pull him into a long, deep kiss to stop him monkeying around.

‘No diamonds today, thank you!’

‘Oh Nichi, when are you going to accept your destiny as my wife and mother to my children?’

‘When someone gives me a proper, paying journalism job, perhaps.’

I was happy about Christos’s PhD news but it also reminded me how anxious I was about my own professional situation.

‘Look it’s going to happen, Nichi mou. You’re just starting out. Patience, my eager Egg. Now, would the Golden Egg like salad and some rice with those melitzanes?’ He hovered a serving spoon above my plate the way his grandmother used to do.

‘Egg’ was another of Christos’s affectionate nicknames for me, meant to quell my anxiety about having a round face, a face I had once starved into a brace of angles when I was anorexic as a teenager. Food was central to Greek culture, and the mealtimes I had once dreaded had become a happy daily ritual with Christos. He had shown infinite patience and sensitivity when we first met and at times I still struggled to eat without fear.

‘Ne, efharisto.’ I nodded. He fondled my cheek.

I tried to use Greek with Christos whenever I could. I had wanted to learn it from the moment we met. I loved language, how the words at our disposal shaped not just what we said, but how we thought about the world in the first place. How could I not want to learn Greek, when it promised to mesh me even more tightly with this incredible man? Outside of the flat we mainly spoke it on the tube so we could gossip about people. Or I would use it to talk dirty at him in otherwise inappropriate locations: on the phone during lunchtimes at work, in the Persian carpet room of the Victoria and Albert museum. Standing in the checkout queue in Sainsburys.

‘So you haven’t forgotten about the wedding this weekend, have you?’ I asked him as we ate.

Mouth full, he shook his head.

‘Rachel texted me again today. She wanted to know what I was going to wear. I haven’t even thought about it.’

‘I’ll tell you what you’re going to wear!’ Christos affected his ‘Master’ voice. ‘That dress you wore to my graduation dinner. The cream netted one with the red flowers, the prom dress, silk, shows off your . . . assets.’ He said assets in a filthy whisper and added a dirty ‘Hehheh.’ Christos loved to play at being what he called ‘a sleazy Greek’.

I laughed again. ‘And what about you? Will you wear that very expensive, impulse-purchased designer shirt that you only wore ONCE to the charity ball, Christos?’

‘No,’ he replied. ‘I’ll ask my sister to send me a new one.’

‘But you look like a Jean Paul Gaultier model in that shirt! Please wear it,’ I pleaded.

‘Ha! You mean I look like a gay underwear model and I’ll get hit on by loads of men and you will find it hilarious again!’

‘Well, it’s not your fault you’re so good-looking gay guys fancy you. If society only valued heterosexual male beauty as much as it did female, it wouldn’t be a problem. Anyway,’ I smirked, ‘you mean I’ll get off on it again.’

‘Nichi!’ he growled, pretending to chastise me for being what he would call crude. ‘Look, I don’t worry about gay men hitting on me; it’s a compliment! Besides, I’m getting so old. Soon we are going to be withered and toothless and saggy and hairy and no one will fancy us, Nichi mou.’

‘I will always fancy you,’ I said softly. ‘Unless you carry on doing that weird scrunchy thing you do with your feet when you think the floor is dirty.’

‘But Nichi mou,’ he replied in a grave voice, ‘if I stop doing that then I will probably die of a terrible disease long before I become withered.’

‘Yeah, or hypochondria!’

‘It’s a Greek word, you know, hypochondria!’ he said, triumphantly.

‘Yes, Christos, I know,’ I said, rolling my eyes.

‘And if I stop doing that thing with my feet, my penis will rot off, just to spite you, because you didn’t believe me!’

I shook my head and laughed in spite of myself. These ridiculous conversations. Christos had an almost pathological obsession with his own decay.

‘Ah!! You don’t have an answer to that one, do you! Do you, Nichi mou, you want me to KEEP my penis!’

‘I want you to shut up talking about your penis and plan this wedding trip with me, please!’

‘Feisty. I like you feisty.’

Still laughing, I pressed on. ‘So I don’t think we need to stay over. Rachel says we can drive back to London that evening. Only that means you can’t drink.’

‘Oh, I don’t care about that.’

‘Well, it should be the other way round really, since I don’t even like drinking that much.’

‘Ha! No, Nichi mou, I’m going to get you drunk so I can take advantage of you.’

‘Like at your graduation dinner, you mean?’

Christos and I had a habit of slipping off to have sex in the toilets on formal occasions. Usually just before dessert was served. When I mentioned one of these episodes to my friend Gina, she asked me how I managed not to ruin my dress. ‘By taking it off. There’s usually a peg you can hang it on, somewhere.’ I was never sure who instigated this cocktail cottaging, as I called it. We just always seemed to know instinctively when the other was up for it.

‘You exploited me that time. You told me I reminded you of the Turkish Delight Man.’

The Turkish Delight Man was a tanned, turbaned nomad who featured in a TV advert I had been utterly obsessed with as a child. He trekked through the desert to bring a tearful princess Turkish Delight to mend her broken heart, before slicing it in front of her with his scimitar. Even at the age of four I suspected the scimitar was meant to represent something else.

‘Well, you do remind me of the Turkish Delight Man, Christos mou! And any other number of delicious exotic poster boys!’

I’d always been a shameful exoticist. In contrast to my own light-skinned, light-eyed, blonde colouring, I loved dark-haired, olive-skinned men. And when I met Christos it was impossible to admire anyone else.

‘Nichi, it’s ridiculous that you remember that advert, nearly as ridiculous as you being mesmerised by David Bowie’s crotch in Labyrinth.’

‘But EVERY girl of my generation was obsessed with That Crotch, Christos, you have to understand. And at the end when King Jareth offers himself up as Sarah’s slave. Why does she refuse him?’

‘Because she knows what’s sexy. And it’s not that! I’ll never understand David Bowie. It’s where our cultures clash.’

I laughed. It had always been a source of amazement for both of us that, in fact, we hadn’t experienced any real culture clash. We had grown up in such different worlds, and yet it never caused a problem.

I was born and brought up in Wakefield, a former mining town in West Yorkshire that before its brief coal-driven heyday, had last been truly significant during the Wars of the Roses. Still, I was happy growing up there with my younger brother and our various pets, running my parents ragged as they ferried me to my endless dancing and gymnastics classes, Brownies then Guides, and brass band practice, constantly in need of stimulation and a stage on which to perform.

My parents divorced when I was nine and after the usual bout of awkwardness, they were genial enough to attend all our various birthdays or school plays or parents’ evenings together. With my dad only ten minutes up the road, life soon settled down into cheerful suburban normality again.

At eleven, I went to a prim, studious girls’ school where, when not concerned with getting into dinner on the first sitting or endlessly redecorating my hymn book, I was mostly obsessed with becoming a Shakespearean actress, and ploughed all my extracurricular energies into school plays and musical ensembles. Later, I was ferociously independent and hadn’t lived at home since I was eighteen years old and went off to university. I felt close to both my parents and Alistair, my brother, but now that my mum lived in Australia, although we spoke often on the phone, meeting up was a once-a-year event.

Despite being based for the most part in Athens, Christos’s family were more present in his daily life than mine were. They knew what friends he saw, where we went at weekends, and always what we had for dinner. But I appreciated their involvement for what it was – absolute care. They had welcomed me into their fold, more formally than warmly at first, but they always asked after me. I knew they were touched that I had made the attempt to learn Greek. I would be visiting them for the third time at the end of the summer, just before Christos began his PhD. I was already looking forward to it.

As if on cue, Christos’s mother called.

‘Giasou, Mama!’

I cleared the plates away and went into our shabby kitchen as they chatted about Christos’s day. The more Greek I knew, the more invasive it seemed to listen to their conversations. But I couldn’t fail to hear ‘Melitzanes, Mama!’, which made me smile.

I noticed that Christos had tried to prettify the windowsill with a pot plant he knew would die at my hands within the next few weeks. He had also bought me a pink elephant watering can as an encouragement to care for it.

Suddenly Christos’s voice broke into my thoughts. Was he arguing with his mother? I paused, holding the knife I had been drying, and tried to decode the frantic Greek. I could pick out the odd thing. References to the garage. Work. Helping your father. Christos had spent most of his childhood and teenage years helping with his father’s garage. All that tinkering with filthy engines was part of the reason he’d decided to study engineering. I carried on filling up the cutlery drawer. Soon, he said goodbye to her and I wandered back into the room.

‘What was all that about?’

‘Just Mama being Mama,’ he shrugged, smiling and cracked his shoulders. ‘OK, I’m going to take a shower. How am I still wearing these clothes?’

Christos was interning at a shipping company before he went back to studying, and was dressed in office smarts, white shirt, charcoal trousers. There was little he looked better in. He started to unbutton the shirt. Underneath was a white T-shirt. I’d never figured out why he needed that too.

‘It would be shameful not to wear a T-shirt underneath!’

‘What, because we could see your nipples?’

‘Nichi!’ That chastising growl again. ‘No, because it would bring shame on my family. Are you going to have a shower with me too, Nichi mou?’ he asked, advancing to where I stood watching him undress, and sliding his hands over my hips. He pretended to be sleazy again.

‘No, I already had one before you came home.’ I replied. ‘But I might take all my clothes off and get into bed and wait for you.’

Quickly, coyly, I pulled off my jersey dress.

‘Yes. That is how I like my woman!’

I rolled my eyes at him once again, and kneeling on the bed in my diaphanous blue underwear, underwear that Christos had bought me, I reached up to plump the pillows. Suddenly, something struck me across my backside.

‘Hey! What’s going on?’ I cried, startled, clutching my stinging right cheek.

Christos stood there in his candy-striped boxers, brandishing the black leather belt. He was laughing uncontrollably. ‘Sorry Nichi mou, sorry, I guess I just whipped it off too quickly.’ He had accidentally caught me with the tail end of it as pulled it out of the loop on his trousers.

‘Well, do you want to watch what you’re whipping next time, please!’

‘Ha ha. I WHIPPED you. Hilarious!’

When Christos came back he had a question for me. ‘So, Nichi, what do you think about people that like being whipped?’

‘Doesn’t do it for me,’ I replied. ‘And I suppose you have to wonder why people enjoy it in the first place. Especially women.’

‘I don’t trust it either,’ Christos agreed. ‘But what do you think, is it a kind of self-harm for women, Nichi mou?’

‘Probably,’ I said. ‘There’s just something about that makes me feel uncomfortable. And anyway, why would you need it if you were having perfectly hot sex in the first place?’

‘Exactly!’ Christos grinned and pulled me into him.

Early the next morning Christos’s phone rang. ‘Mama!’ he murmured, barely forming the word with his lips. As she spoke and he listened, I watched his forehead solidify into creases, until he looked like a pained classical statue.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’ve really got to go help at the garage this weekend. I’ll just fly over on Friday evening after work and come back Monday morning.’

I felt a prickle of annoyance. It was already Wednesday. ‘Isn’t it a bit of a long way to go just for the weekend? Are they that desperate?’ Christos’s parents worked so hard and I knew that they struggled without him but something about this summoning of him and his readiness to go, set a faint alarm bell ringing.

‘They need me, Nichi mou. it’s not like it happens all the time.’ He pulled me to him and stroked my cheek. ‘I’ll miss you, Golden Egg, but you’ll be all right. It’ll only be a couple of nights.’

“OK, well, if they need you,” I sighed.

“But it means I can’t go to the wedding, Nichi mou.”

Oh. The wedding.
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