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Those Who Are Loved

Athens, 1941. After decades of political uncertainty, Greece is polarised between right- and left-wing views when the Germans invade. 

Fifteen-year-old Themis comes from a family divided by these political differences. The Nazi occupation deepens the fault-lines between those she loves just as it reduces Greece to destitution. She watches friends die in the ensuing famine and is moved to commit acts of resistance.

In the civil war that follows the end of the occupation, Themis joins the communist army, where she experiences the extremes of love and hatred and the paradoxes presented by a war in which Greek fights Greek.

Eventually imprisoned on the infamous islands of exile, Makronisos and then Trikeri, Themis encounters another prisoner whose life will entwine with her own in ways neither can foresee. She finds she must weigh her principles against her desire to escape and live.

As she looks back on her life, Themis realises how tightly the personal and political can become entangled. While some wounds heal, others deepen.

This powerful new novel from Number One bestseller Victoria Hislop sheds light on the complexity and trauma of Greece’s past and weaves it into the epic tale of an ordinary woman compelled to live an extraordinary life.
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Prologue

2016

IN A SMALL apartment in Athens, four generations gathered to celebrate a birthday. A diminutive woman with silver hair smiled as great-grandchildren ran giddily around the outside of the group and adults sang:

Pandoú na skorpízis,

Tis gnósis to fos,

Kai óloi na léne,

Na mía sofós.

May you spread out the light,

Of all that you know,

So everyone says,

How wise that you are.

Though she had heard them a thousand times, Themis Stavridis listened to the words, and reflected on all the wisdom she had shared. Her family were familiar with her ‘secret’ recipes, her technique for building a slow-burning fire and how to tell an edible berry from a poisonous one. In practical terms, she had taught them all that she knew.

Tightly packed round an old mahogany dining table were eighteen family members, and several of the children had been seated on their parents’ laps in order to fit. The meal was over, the cake devoured, and now, in the late afternoon, the younger generations were becoming restless, furtively looking at their phones to check messages and time. The two-bedroomed home could not contain the energies of children, small or large, for much longer, and under their mothers’ instructions they formed a queue to embrace the nonagenarian.

In a frayed but favourite armchair sat Themis’ husband, present and absent at the same time. Before leaving, the children queued to kiss him, mostly on the top of his head or on a cheek, wherever they could reach. He appeared not even to acknowledge that they were there. His face was like a dark house. In the past five years, the lights had gone out one by one and today his wife’s radiance accentuated the contrast between them. Giorgos Stavridis had no idea that most of these people were blood relations who owed their very existence to him. At certain moments, their presence even baffled and alarmed him, now that all were forgotten and unknown.

Kisses and goodbyes and well-meant promises to meet soon took some time but eventually the apartment was quiet. Half-finished dishes of pastítsio, spanakópita and dolmadákia were spread across the table. There was still enough to feed every guest all over again. There was only one empty platter, on which remained a few crumbs and smears of icing from the creamy chocolate cake. It had been deftly divided and parcelled on to paper plates, the last of which now balanced on the arm of the old man’s chair.

Two grandchildren stayed behind: Popi, who lived close by, and Nikos, who had come from America to celebrate his grandmother’s birthday. Nikos sat in the corner of the room working on his laptop while Popi gathered dirty glasses on to a tray.

‘I’m going to help you with all this, Yiayiá,’ she said, beginning to pile up the dinner plates and to scoop untouched food into plastic containers.

‘No, no, Popi mou. There’s no need. I know how busy you young people are.’

‘I’m not busy, Yiayiá,’ she said, adding the words ‘if only’ under her breath. Popi was a translator, but her hours were part-time and her salary low. She was looking for bar work to supplement her income.

The chaos created by the party was too much for the old lady and she was secretly glad of the help.

Her youngest granddaughter was long-legged, almost thirty centimetres taller than her grandmother, but she had inherited the same cheekbones and fine fingers. Her hairstyle had upset her yiayiá when she had first arrived. It was the first time Themis had seen Popi since she had shaved her head on one side. The other side, still shoulder-length, was now streaked purple. She also had a small stud in her nose, but that was a few years old.

‘Look at all this food we couldn’t eat!’ she exclaimed with disapproval. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t be wasting so much in this crisis.’

‘Crisis?’ repeated the old lady.

‘Yes, Yiayiá. The crisis!’

The old lady was teasing her, but it took Popi a few moments to realise it.

‘I know. I know. Everyone talks of “the crisis”. But today I wanted to celebrate the plenty that we do have, rather than what we don’t have.’

‘I just feel guilty, that’s all. I can’t help it.’

‘Just for my sake, agápi mou, try not to feel guilty. Even if it feels a little wasteful.’

There was just enough space in the tiny kitchen for one person to wash and dry the plates and for another to put them away. The long-limbed Popi did not need to stand on a chair to reach the high shelves.

Once they were finished with the chores, and the kitchen was spotless, they went out on to the balcony, stepping over Giorgos’ legs to do so. Nikos joined them.

Nikos and Popi were in their late twenties but there the similarity ended. The contrast between them was startling, with Nikos dressed in a suit and Popi in leggings and a T-shirt. The pair had met only a few times in the past decade at family events, but usually gravitated towards each other when they did. Popi always wanted to grill her cousin about American politics, and on recent visits Nikos had been full of questions about Greek society. Their childhoods had greatly contrasted in terms of privilege and opportunity, but they had both enjoyed good university educations and talked to each other as equals.

Having grown up in a detached house surrounded by lawns, Nikos found plenty of things alien about Greek life. Several of them confronted him now. Open windows and ill-fitting shutters meant that everyone was familiar with intimate details of their neighbours’ lives: raised voices, babies crying, televisions blaring, a radio left playing, the relentless drone of angry teenage music. Silence was as rare as privacy here.

The ‘American cousin’, as Popi thought of him, was also unused to the way in which personal details were announced by washing lines. The number, age and size of family members was often evident; even the kind of work they did and perhaps their politics too were displayed.

Themis Stavridis caught her granddaughter scrutinising the balcony opposite. An unbroken row of black T-shirts confirmed her own fear.

‘Do you think they’re Chrysí Avgí?’ asked Popi, a note of alarm in her voice.

‘I am afraid so,’ Themis answered sadly. ‘The father and all three sons.’

‘Chrysí Avgí?’ queried Nikos.

‘They’re fascists,’ said Popi. ‘Anti-immigrant, violent fascists.’

Themis had seen on television that the far-right party had been demonstrating the previous day, and she found it deeply disturbing.

For a few moments the three of them continued to look out. There was always something to watch. Some small boys kicked a ball, while their mothers sat on a bench nearby, smoking and chatting. Three teenagers mounted the pavement on their mopeds, parked and ambled into the café close by. One man stopped another, apparently to get a light for his cigarette, but both Popi and Nikos noticed him taking a small package and sliding it into his pocket.

Themis could not sit down for long. There were dozens of plants that needed watering, then there was sweeping to be done, and finally the tiles of the balcony itself to be hosed down.

While she was bustling about, Popi asked if she could make some coffee.

‘Should I make some for Pappoú too . . .?’ asked the young woman quietly.

‘He doesn’t drink it any more,’ Themis answered. ‘It just sits there getting cold.’

‘You know it’s almost twenty years since he last went to the kafeneío? It was just after my birthday – which is how I remember it. He came back that day in such a strange mood. I knew he would never go again. I think it was the last coffee he ever drank.’

Nikos looked at his grandfather with sadness. Even he understood the significance of a Greek man ceasing to visit his kafeneío.

‘He lives in his own world now,’ said Themis.

‘Perhaps it’s as well. Things aren’t so great in the real one, are they?’ said Popi.

Themis gave her a look of sorrow.

‘Sorry to sound gloomy, Yiayiá. I can’t help it sometimes.’

Themis took her granddaughter’s hand and squeezed it.

‘Things will get better,’ she reassured her. ‘I am sure of it.’

‘Why are you so sure?’

‘Because over time life just does. Sometimes it gets a little worse again. But on the whole, things improve.’

‘Are you serious? You can say that even now? When there are people queuing at soup kitchens and sleeping in doorways!’

‘I agree that things are bad at the moment. But everyone is so preoccupied with the present day. They should look back and remember how much worse it used to be.’

Popi looked at her quizzically.

‘I know I seem a bit extravagant to you, dear, but I promise you we wouldn’t have thrown anything away when I was your age. I know I shouldn’t now, but because I can . . .’

‘I didn’t mean to be critical,’ said Popi.

‘I know, I know.’

‘You’ve lived for so many years, Yiayiá. I sometimes wonder how all those memories fit in!’

‘It’s busy in there,’ the old lady said, tapping her forehead. ‘When I look down into the street, I don’t just see how it is now but how it was before.’

‘In what way?’ asked Nikos. ‘Nostalgically?’

‘Not always. Good things happened in the past – but bad things did too. And looking down there reminds me of so much.’

‘Such as?’

‘You know that photograph on the dresser in there? The one on the right?’

From where they sat, Popi could see through the open glass doors that led back into the living room. Silhouetted on the dresser was a row of framed photographs.

‘You mean the one of you and your sister?’

‘That’s not my sister, actually. It’s Fotini. We were best friends at school. And like sisters. Perhaps even closer than that.’

The old lady pointed through the railings to the corner of the square.

‘She died. Right there,’ she said.

Popi looked at her grandmother in disbelief and then turned her eyes to where she had indicated. She had never heard this before and the blunt revelation shocked her.

‘It was during the occupation. There was a famine, agápi mou. Hundreds of thousands died.’

‘That’s terrible,’ said Nikos. ‘I didn’t realise things were so desperate here.’

When he was a child, his father had given him only the broadest outline of Greece’s history. All he knew of it then was the Fall of Constantinople in 1453 and the Greek Revolution in 1821 but he could not name even one prime minister (though he could recite the name of every American president in date order, a party trick since he was precociously small). In his teens, however, his interest had grown and he had even taken intensive Greek lessons, so keen was he to connect with his roots.

‘Yes, Nikos. It was terrible. Really terrible. She was so young . . .’ Themis paused a moment to collect herself before continuing. ‘We were hungry all the time in those days. When there is more than enough, as there is now, I like to cook plenty – simply because I can. It probably looks like extravagance.’

‘It feels like it to me, Yiayiá,’ said Popi, squeezing her grandmother’s arm and smiling. ‘But can I take some home?’

‘You can take all of it,’ replied her grandmother firmly.

Leaving her grandparents’ home laden with leftovers was a ritual. They would see her through to the end of the week and be enough for her flatmates too.

Inside the apartment, her grandfather now snored quietly, occasionally muttering.

‘What do you think he dreams of, Yiayiá?’ asked Nikos.

‘I don’t think he has many thoughts or memories,’ she answered. ‘So it’s hard to imagine.’

‘I suppose things live on in the subconscious,’ he mused.

‘Sometimes I envy him having space in his mind,’ said Themis. ‘I imagine it might be quite peaceful.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Popi.

‘I can remember too much, perhaps, and it gives me a headache sometimes. Perhaps memories can be too vivid.’

A few minutes passed. The sun had gone down now and streetlamps were coming on. Themis then leant across to touch Popi’s hand.

‘Why don’t we go out for coffee?’ she whispered. ‘Then we’ll go into the little church. There’s something I always do on my birthday.’

‘Pray?’ Popi said with surprise, knowing that her grandmother was not especially devout.

‘No, agápi mou. I light some candles.’

‘Didn’t you have enough on your cake?’ teased Popi.

Themis smiled.

‘Who are they for?’ Nikos asked keenly.

‘Come with me and I’ll tell you,’ she said, looking at Nikos, as ever mildly thrown by the strong resemblance to the man after whom he had been named.

During the course of that day, with her family crammed into the small apartment, Themis had reflected with some regret that she had nothing to bequeath her children and grandchildren. There was little of any worth except the battered table around which the family had been eating for generations.

Or was there perhaps another kind of legacy? She suddenly realised, now that Giorgos was absent in all but body, that there were things she would like to tell them. Her life story was not an heirloom, but it was all she had and she would give it to these two young people. She loved all of her grandchildren equally but had special affection for Popi because she had seen her almost every day since she was born. For Nikos, she had a particular soft spot, even though he only visited once a year.

They quickly got ready to leave, Nikos helping his grandmother into her cardigan while Popi threw on her faded red thrift-shop coat. 

Nikos would be getting a plane back to the US the following morning and Themis insisted he have some fresh baklava and proper Greek coffee before he left. They had all eaten copiously at lunchtime, but he could not refuse and soon they were at the local zacharoplasteío.

Once they were seated, Themis began to talk.


Chapter One

1930

THE SWISH OF a hem against her cheek, the vibration of floorboards as her siblings ran around, the clatter of china from somewhere unseen and the sight of her mother’s brown, buckled shoes, moulded around misshapen feet. These were Themis’ early memories.

With a small mansion, a husband at sea for months at a time and four children, Eleftheria Koralis was constantly engaged in domestic tasks. She had no time for play. The little one spent her early years in a state of happy neglect, and grew up believing she could make herself invisible.

Eleftheria already owned the two-storey neo-classical house in Antigonis Street when she married Pavlos. It had been her late mother’s dowry. The exterior had been designed to impress, with no thought for restraint. It had a grand balcony, ornate pillars and a row of baroque embellishments along the roof-line. The ceilings were finished with cornicing, some floors were tiled and others made with polished wood. The day the craftsmen had packed up their tools, with the plaster only just dry on the moulded caryatids that decorated the upper windows, was its moment of greatest glory and grandeur. From that day on, the house had seen a long and steady journey to decay.

The family’s lack of resources for making any repairs meant that cracked stonework and rotten floorboards proved a constant danger to them all. The once-prosperous family was now a struggling one. Seventy years earlier, Themis’ maternal ancestors had been part of the growing merchant class, but unwise investments meant that only the house remained. Many of the contents, including paintings and silver, had been sold off over time and only a few pieces of antique French furniture and some jewellery were spared.

Themis knew no different and imagined that all families lived in a state of warfare with a crumbling building. Cracked windows let in the dust, flaking plaster sometimes fell from the ceiling in chunks and roof tiles were sent crashing to the pavement in high winds. During winter and spring, she was kept awake by the steady ting ting ting of raindrops landing in one of a dozen buckets. It made an almost musical sound and the ever-growing number of receptacles catching the water was a measure of the building’s steady progress towards dereliction.

Another house in the street was already boarded up. In reality, it was fitter for human habitation than the mouldy building lived in by the Koralis family, who cohabited with a growing population of bacteria that even now were beginning to form spores. The ground floor was decayed, with a smell of rot rising through the floor and seeping into the walls.

The children had free run of their home, oblivious to the dangers presented by its state of decay, filling it with noise and boisterous play. Though Themis was too small to join in, she sat at the foot of the stairs and watched as her siblings ran up and down the big central staircase and slid down the smooth wooden banister rail. Three of the posts had split, leaving a hazardous gap with a sheer drop to one side.

She watched with great delight as Thanasis, Panos and Margarita flew towards her. Their mother rarely kept watch and only appeared when one of her children lost control and landed on the hard, stone-tiled floor. She responded quickly to a howl of pain and always came to make sure that the injury was no more serious than a bruise to the head, cradling the injured child for a moment but returning to her chores the moment the sobs subsided. At the foot of the stairs lay a rug still spotted with blood from Thanasis’ most recent accident. Eleftheria had done her best to scrub it clean and soon the marks would blend into the mostly faded browns and reds of the weave.

Themis ignored a ban on going under the dining table. She loved this secret place where she could hide beneath the solid mahogany and the drapes of a heavy, embroidered cloth and listen to the muffled sounds of what was happening above her. It was a place of both safety and danger; in truth, nowhere in this house was without hidden peril. A section of floorboard beneath the table had rotted away, leaving a hole big enough for a small foot to slip through. When she grew another few centimetres, her leg would appear in the room below. ‘And then you will fall through,’ said her mother. ‘And die.’

For Themis, her mother’s voice was associated with instructions and warnings.

Pavlos Koralis made an occasional appearance when the merchant ship he captained docked in Piraeus. He was a giant of a man and could easily pick up both his daughters at once. Themis could never understand why Margarita was even meaner to her than usual when their father was at home, not knowing that the older child had felt displaced the moment she arrived. She hated sharing anything, least of all paternal affection. When he returned from one of his journeys to a far-off place, Pavlos’ bag was full of strange and exotic gifts for them all. From China there were tiny embroidered slippers, a knife each for the boys and an uncut gem for his wife (fake or real, she never knew). And from India he brought carved elephants, incense sticks and pieces of silk. These were the ‘artefacts’ that added occasional glimpses of colour to the house in place of the more valuable but dour family heirlooms that had been sold to buy shoes.

When Pavlos was on leave, the anarchy in the house increased. Eleftheria Koralis tried to keep on top of domestic demands but her husband’s presence added to her duties, not just in the bedroom, but with meals and laundry. Themis associated her father’s visits with her mother being more harassed than normal and a dirtier than usual floor.

During these days, Themis spent as much time as she could in her favourite hiding place. When her father was in town, there were visitors to the house and when they ate there was constant banging on the wooden roof above her, as they thumped their hands on the table. From an early age she was familiar with certain words and names, always spoken in a raised voice and rarely without cries of outrage: ‘Venizelos!’, ‘George!’, ‘The King’, ‘Turks!’, ‘Jews!’

By the age of three, she knew the word ‘catastrophe’. Why had it happened? Who had been responsible? Up until the decade’s end and for many years beyond, there were arguments around every table in the land over who had been at fault for the events that led up to the destruction of Smyrna, the most beautiful city in Asia Minor, in 1922. The deaths of so many Greeks would never be forgotten, nor would the million refugees whose arrival had changed the fabric of society.

Themis grew up with the impression that even those who socialised together, such as Pavlos Koralis and his friends, often disagreed. The finale for any altercation, however, was always the clinking of glasses. They tipped back one measure of firewater after another, banging the glasses down hard enough to dent the table. The clear liquid fuelled their passions and their anger before a rowdy song began.

Eventually Themis would be pulled out from under the table by her mother even if she had fallen asleep across her father’s boots.

From her hiding place, Themis also overheard muted conversations between her parents and sometimes, when her father was away, between her mother and paternal grandmother, who was a regular, if not always welcome, visitor to the house. Most of these seemed to relate to the dilapidated mansion and how long they might be able to live there. One day, when her grandmother came, she heard something that made an even bigger impression.

‘They can’t live in this shipwreck of a house any longer.’

Her grandmother sounded indignant but the child loved the idea of the house being like a boat. On stormy days, with the wind whistling through cracked windows, it creaked and swayed as if they were out at sea.

Her mother’s response was not what she had imagined.

‘You have no shame,’ she hissed. ‘This is our home. Please go. Please leave, now.’

Her mother’s voice was hoarse with all the effort it took simultaneously to whisper and project her anger.

‘I worry so much for them,’ continued Kyría Koralis. ‘I just think they should live somewhere less . . .’

Eleftheria did not let her continue.

‘Don’t you dare say this in front of the children!’

The older woman’s campaign to ‘save’ her grandchildren was often conducted more subtly. Themis heard far more than she should and soon worked out the cunning ways of adults.

‘I am worried about your wife,’ the grandmother said to Pavlos when he was home from sea. ‘She works so very hard. Why don’t you move somewhere modest but decent?’

It was true that such a house needed two maids to keep it clean, and they could not afford even one.

Her mother-in-law’s interfering comments were rarely addressed directly to Eleftheria herself, so in turn she answered through her husband.

‘This is our home,’ Eleftheria said to Pavlos. ‘Whatever your mother thinks, I can manage.’

It was obvious even to Pavlos that his mother was jealous of a wife who had brought such an impressive property to the marriage and he was not surprised that there was mutual dislike. When he and his friends talked of it, they agreed that it was normal for a woman to resent her daughter-in-law, and for a wife to dislike her petherá. Eleftheria believed that her mother-in-law’s possessive attitude to her only son and proprietorial attitude towards their children undermined her own role, while Kyría Koralis believed these were natural expressions of love and a mother and grandmother’s rightful role.

Themis, on the other hand, looked forward to her grandmother’s appearances because she always brought something fresh and sweet – usually a creamy pie or cake. Her mother never made such things and the children’s exclamations of delight added to Eleftheria’s sense of inadequacy and made her resent her cheerful, generous-hipped petherá all the more. Kyría Koralis was almost sixty but did not have a single grey hair.

Like his mother’s, Pavlos Koralis’ visits were always a surprise. This was exciting when he arrived but when he left, also without notice, the children felt bereft. Themis would wake in the bed she shared with her sister and simply know, without being told, that he had gone. The booming voice no longer filled the house and the lofty, crumbling spaces felt empty. Life immediately returned to its old normality: constant squabbling among the children; play-fighting between Thanasis and Panos, which always ended with someone hurt or something broken; mild cruelty perpetrated by Margarita; the grandmother coming by for an hour, not to help in any way but just to watch her daughter-in-law as she ironed, cooked, cleaned and hung out washing, never failing to comment on how raw her hands were from scrubbing out stains from clothes and marks on the floor.

With Eleftheria constantly busy, Themis was often left alone to amuse herself. The child had never known a single hour in her life when her mother was not involved in a pressing task that would need repeating the following day.

One winter’s morning, when her mother had left in a hurry for her daily visit to the market, and Themis was under the table (her place of comfort now that she was old enough to know what loneliness was), the four-year-old child heard a bang, like the slamming of the heavy front door. It must be her mother back sooner than usual from her errands.

In fact, amongst all the cracks in the plaster, disguised among the many lines that criss-crossed the flaking paint, were fissures that went from inside to out, from top to bottom. A series of mild seismic movements over the past few decades (and an indiscernible one that day) had been enough not only to crack walls but also to create instability in the foundations.

When Themis emerged from beneath the table, where it was always dark, she faced a brighter than usual light. Shutters usually kept the room in a state of twilight but now there were none. Nor were there windows or walls. There was nothing to stop the light coming in. She walked to the edge of the room and looked out. She could see the whole of the street, to left and right, trees, a far-off tram, people walking in the distance. She looked down into what seemed like an abyss.

People had begun to gather on the pavement beneath her and were looking up, pointing at the little girl in a pale pink dress, who stood as if in a picture frame. Themis looked down and waved at them cheerfully, moving closer towards the edge of the precipice to try to hear what they were calling to her.

As her mother came hurrying down the street, moving as fast as her burdens would allow her, she noticed the crowd gathered outside her home. Then she saw the unfamiliar sight of a building, opened up like a cupboard, with the small figure of her daughter seated, her legs dangling over the edge.

The floor was unsupported by anything beneath. It was floating.

Eleftheria Koralis dropped her shopping and ran. People moved out of the way to let her pass.

‘Themis! Agápi mou! Darling!’

These were unfamiliar words from her mother.

‘Mána!’ she called back. ‘Koíta! Look!’

On the street below, a bigger crowd was gathering. It was extraordinary how rapidly people had appeared from their homes.

Even for a grown man, the jump from the first floor might have been challenging, but for a small child the fall into a pile of twisted metal and sections of broken stonework and jagged plaster could prove fatal.

‘Stay . . .’ said Eleftheria, holding the flat of her palm towards her daughter and attempting to sound calm. ‘Just stay still . . . and we will get you down.’

Carefully she picked her way over some fallen masonry, then turned to the people around her, appealing with her eyes for their help. A man had appeared with a blanket and three other men were already volunteering to hold it out so that Themis could jump. They were scrambling over the wreckage of the façade to get themselves into position. There was another audible crack as one of the side walls fell inwards. With a squeal, mimicking the way in which her siblings sometimes launched themselves off the stairs for a dare, Themis jumped. She landed lightly on her feet, in the middle of the rough wool bedspread, and before she knew what was happening found herself bundled up into a ball and tossed to the waiting crowd as the men fell over themselves to jump clear of the falling masonry.

Once at a safe distance, she was quickly unwrapped from the folds and handed to her mother. Eleftheria cuddled her for a few moments and then everything went still, as the whole house began to crumble. Every wall had supported another and now that the structure had given way the entire edifice collapsed, not piece by piece but in one swift, almost graceful, movement, sending a cloud of dust over the spectators, who now backed away, shielding their eyes from the grit.

At this moment, Thanasis, Panos and Margarita turned the corner into Antigonis Street. They were puzzled by the gathering ahead of them but could not see above all the heads to find out what was holding their attention.

Panos tugged on the sleeve of a man standing in front of them. He had to be persistent.

‘Hey!’ he yelled above the general commotion. ‘What’s happened?’

The man spun round.

‘A house. It fell down. Right in front of us. It just collapsed.’

The children had all heard their grandmother telling their father on numerous occasions that the house was ‘going to fall down around their heads’ and had spent their lives dodging the drips and being woken by chunks of ceiling landing on their beds. Their yiayiá had been right.

‘Our mother,’ said Margarita tearfully. ‘Where is she?’

‘And the little one,’ added Panos. Even though she was four, Themis was still known as this by her siblings. ‘I mikrí? The little one?’

‘We’ll find them,’ said Thanasis firmly, aware of himself as the big brother.

Nothing more could happen now. The crowd was beginning to disperse and the view was clearer for the children. The three of them stood, eyes wide, staring at the irregular pile of shattered furniture and possessions, the contents of three floors now sitting on the ground. They all noticed individual objects sticking out from the rubble – some of the gifts from their father, splashes of colour visible even in the chaos, Margarita’s favourite doll, torn books, a kitchen cabinet lying on its side spewing out pots and pans.

One of the neighbours had spotted the children clinging to each other with distress and came over. All three were suppressing quiet sobs.

‘Your mother is safe,’ she said. ‘And little Themis. They’re both safe. Look, she’s over there.’

A short way down the road, they spotted the almost unrecognisable figure of their mother, her light auburn hair covered in white dust. Eleftheria Koralis’ clothes were coated with plaster, and the fine rain that now fell made them glisten. She was still fussing over Themis as the other three ran towards her, calling out.

One of the neighbours came out with a jug of water for them all, but no one seemed to have any intention of providing more than that. Their hospitality did not extend beyond a look of concern. The children stood in a huddle staring back at the dereliction, but their mother faced away, too distressed to contemplate the sight of it.

They stood immobile for some time as the rain turned to hail. When their coats began to soak through, they realised that they could no longer stand there. Themis herself was wearing just her thin frock.

‘I’m cold,’ she shivered. ‘I’m really cold.’

‘We’ll find somewhere to go,’ said her mother reassuringly. At that moment, perfectly on cue, the children’s grandmother appeared. Eleftheria Koralis had never detested her petherá more than at this moment, when she would have to fall upon her charity.

Only an hour later, they were settling into the older woman’s newly built apartment in Patissia.

Her mother-in-law’s sense of being right was all the more galling to Eleftheria when it was expressed without words. Her manner alone was clear enough. At this moment, they were poor in possessions and destitute of options, and the children needed a roof over their heads.

The following day, Eleftheria walked back to Antigonis Street to survey the damage once again.

She noted that all the beautiful items of furniture of which her parents had been so proud were beyond repair. Fragments of polished inlaid wood and finely chamfered edging were scattered like an unsolved jigsaw, but there in the corner, defiantly unbroken, was the mahogany dining table. It was the only still-whole piece of furniture.

With utter recklessness, Eleftheria stepped over shards of glass, jagged edges of plaster and splintered wood and picked about in the debris until she had found what she was looking for. It was a small chest containing her jewellery, and with difficulty she wrested it from under a beam. She was not going to allow looters such a prize. As well as obvious valuables, she wanted to find a few clothes. Identifying an old wardrobe in the maelstrom, she took out various items and shook off the dust. They were her favourite things.

Several days of fierce debate ensued. Eleftheria wanted to bring the table to their new home and, in spite of it being oversized for the space, stubbornly refused to give in. It was either that or she would take the children to some great-aunt or other in Larissa. With enormous reluctance, Kyría Koralis capitulated and the following day, the table was retrieved, installed and resentfully covered with several layers of lace cloth that even concealed its finely turned legs.

‘That’s all I’m letting you bring in,’ muttered the older woman as her own smaller table was carried out of the apartment.

Her daughter-in-law pretended not to hear.

The area of Patissia where the grandmother lived seemed far from the centre of the city, but as she regularly pointed out to the children: ‘It has so many trees! And so many lovely green spaces for playing and sitting.’ By emphasising the strengths of the area, she subtly criticised the one where they used to live.

The children soon settled in. They loved going down into the square beneath the house and finding other children to play with, amused themselves on the roof where their grandmother hung out the washing, weaving their way between the sheets to play hide-and-seek, and frolicked up and down the stone staircase, always looking out for the woman on the ground floor who might be coming out with her enchanting dog.

Perhaps what they loved most of all was that when they pressed a light switch, the room was always illuminated and when they slept they did not breathe dust but air. After a few months, when the buds on the trees down below began to uncurl, their dawn chorus of coughs was no more.

Meanwhile, the old house had been fenced off for safety. The authorities were waiting to demolish it.

Eleftheria Koralis and her children now owned no more than the refugees who had fled from Asia Minor almost a decade before. Thousands had arrived with nothing but the clothes they stood up in and the majority still lived in pockets of poverty round the edge of the city. The problem of finding accommodation for such a wave of newcomers was still not resolved and, unless she accepted Kyría Koralis’ hospitality, the family would have to join the queue. There was nothing else between them and penury.

‘I am sure we can rebuild,’ said Eleftheria Koralis to her husband, when he returned from sea. ‘We can clear the land and start again.’

Her husband’s response was an indifferent nod. He did not express it openly but the collapse of the old house did not bother him and he was happy enough that his family now lived in his mother’s apartment. The leaks and draughts in Antigonis Street had never allowed a comfortable night’s sleep when he came home from sea.

They had not been with old Kyría Koralis for long, but unhappiness already pumped through Eleftheria’s veins.

The apartment in Kerou Street was compact and organised, everything in its place, neatly stacked, impeccably swept, washed, tidied, ordered and aligned in rows. There was a central living room with two reasonably sized bedrooms and a small room previously used as a study by her late husband. She quickly turned this into a bedroom for herself, while Eleftheria shared her double bed with the girls and the boys took the other, twin-bedded, room.

Themis liked the whole family being on a single floor. It gave her a sense of security to hear her grandmother’s snores, audible even from behind the closed door, and her mother quietly muttering in her sleep. She was even protected from Margarita’s occasional spitefulness. The hair-pulling and pinching had stopped now that there was someone else close by.

Instead of dust and danger, there was the cheerful sound of music from a radio, the fragrant scent of cooking, the gentle glow of an oil lamp on the iconostasis and a sense of calm. The apartment might not have been big enough to run around in, but this meant that the older ones were allowed to play in the leafy square below and even to explore the nearby streets. The city became theirs and they soon got a sense of its limitless possibilities.

Kyría Koralis enjoyed the challenge of feeding them all in spite of continuing austerity. It was she who now disciplined the boys to do their homework when they came home, making them sit at the kitchen table until it was done. Bribery (a candy, more time playing in the square, even the promise of a visit to the sea) was a tactic she willingly used.

Only Eleftheria grieved what had been left behind and dreamed of regaining their lost life. The demands of a crumbling house had given her a raison d’être and nowadays she could find little incentive to get out of bed in the morning. Kyría Koralis began to be perturbed by the sight of her daughter-in-law slumped on her pillows at midday.

Whether the grandmother actually took over the family so completely that it eroded Eleftheria’s will to live, or whether the younger woman’s loss of will meant that the old lady was obliged to step in, would be hard to say. Themis had no sense of what came first. All she knew was that their current situation had been caused by the collapse of their home and her siblings told her that everything was better in their new life.

For many months, no one acknowledged that anything was wrong with their mother and Kyría Koralis carried on as if her daughter-in-law’s behaviour was normal. She sometimes took in a tray of food when the children had left for school, but Eleftheria rarely acknowledged or ate it.

It appeared that she was slowly and steadily starving herself to death. One day when Kyría Koralis came back from her errands, she found the big double bed empty. Perhaps she had finally decided to ‘pull herself together’, the old lady thought.

Tiptoeing across the hallway, she peeked through a crack in the door to the small room and noticed her daughter-in-law’s outline beneath the counterpane. She crept in, removed her own clothes from the cupboard and swapped them with Eleftheria’s, which hung in the larger room. The exchange was done quickly. That night, she lay on the big bed with the girls leaning against her, a generous grandmotherly body providing a pillow for the sprawled tangle of arms and legs.

When Pavlos Koralis next visited, which happened less and less these days, it was with his mother that he discussed what should happen to the derelict Antigonis Street house. Themis was sitting in the corner one day doing a drawing when a lawyer came to the apartment. Themis was five now but adults still seemed to believe her either simple or deaf, and although much of the language was beyond her, she understood enough. It seemed that everything was to be decided between her father and her yiayiá, and she heard an unfamiliar word being used in relation to her mother. As she later attempted to describe it to Panos, it sounded like ‘sick’, but longer. The word they had in fact used was ‘schizophrenic’.

Eleftheria rarely emerged these days from the room at the back of the apartment. Pavlos Koralis and his mother agreed that the kindest action would be to find an appropriate private institution. It was the only solution for someone afflicted by such ever-deepening depression. A judge had granted power of attorney to Pavlos Koralis and he had managed to sell the site of his wife’s old mansion. Proceeds from the house sale would be used for her care.

The children were told that their mother needed to go to hospital for a while. They all understood that she was ill since why else would she stay in bed all day? And the promise that she would be treated, get better and then come home again was believed. Only Themis and her grandmother were there when a nurse arrived to escort her, and the small bag Eleftheria took with her supported the notion that her absence would be short.

Themis was briefly hugged by her mother and was puzzled that even on a cold day she left without putting on a coat. From the balcony, both grandmother and child watched the fragile figure being helped into a car and driven away.

When they returned from school, the other children were distraught that their mother had gone. They had hardly seen her during the past months, but knowing that her small room was now empty caused great distress. Margarita kept Themis awake with her crying that night, and even through the walls she could hear her brothers sobbing.

The psychiatric institution near Drama where Eleftheria Koralis now lived was in a decaying building with high ceilings and cracked walls. It was more than six hundred kilometres away and Pavlos Koralis only visited once, early on in her stay.

‘Pavlos thinks it reminds her of somewhere else . . .’ commented Kyría Koralis to one of her friends. ‘He says he hasn’t seen her more contented since they first married and moved into that awful house.’

Twice a year, a letter arrived reporting on her condition. She remained ‘stable’, but against what measure it did not say. The question of diagnosis was never raised, a fact that seemed not to trouble anyone, and the children accepted their mother’s need to convalesce. Even if she had not been so far away, they would not have been allowed to see her.

A wedding photograph of Pavlos and Eleftheria stood on Kyría Koralis’ dresser, more or less the only reminder of the absent couple.
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