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‘We dance around in a ring and suppose,

But the secret sits in the middle and knows’
            
Robert Frost
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Kill dead time
         
I was down below, exploring her. My tongue teased the opposing skin, twisted it, smeared it with its warm lubrication. My mind wasn’t in it though. My thoughts raced off, elsewhere. At one moment, my gaze fixed on the facing wall. It was my wall, marking the confines of my room. Three candles were burning in the silver candelabra. Their candescent light flooded the room. I drifted in their warm glow. I gazed again before me; only darkness now and a dim light in the distance. I proceeded. A stone door barred the entrance. I uttered the password. A crack opened in the middle of the stone. Light rain. I proceeded further still. Vegetation, mountain peaks, a stream babbling. Yet it was as if nature had faded away. Everything was black, draped in darkness, with only a dim light in the distance, a silver glimmer in the pitch-black forest.
‘That’s it…there…,’ I heard her saying. As if I were being given orders through a loudspeaker, my mind was completely detached from what was happening, my body acted of its own accord, mechanically. I recall how, in the past, in similar circumstances, I would think of situations involving some rhythm, some mathematical sequence, in order to keep myself in that erotic flow. It was a good way of being there and not there without neglecting my partner. For, no matter how strange it may seem, that distance appeared to have worked beneficially.
‘Yes, yes, Yannis, yes…’ I heard her shout again, louder and louder, till her limbs gave way and she burst, uncontrollably surrendering her love. I took a deep breath. The room had a musty smell about it. As if an enervating gas were escaping through the cracks in the plaster and enveloping me. When I was sure that the modest ritual was over - from her point of view at least - I rolled over on one side. I was about to sit up in bed but she, thinking that I was getting up, rushed to put her arms around me.
         
‘Yannis…it was so good. So different! Today, it was how I always wanted it to be. It was… it was just right.’
Just right and just rot, I thought. What’s ‘right’ supposed to mean? How, when I’m not even really there, can she find it ‘right’? If that was right, then what about the other times, the few times, that is, when I was there in body and soul? How right was it then? When I was there, when the veil enfolding us made me feel our bodies as one, why didn’t she tell me just how right it was then? Just right and just rot. It was a mistake, a big mistake. Like all else, a big, fat mistake.
         
‘Do you want to sleep here tonight?’ she asked, lighting a cigarette.
‘Manya love, I’m not ready to go to sleep yet,’ - a trick that usually worked - ‘why don’t we go out for a drink?’
‘Okay, I’ll go and wash,’ Manya replied somewhat irritated, and she got up.
Manya was an actress. Thirty-two years old, long, straight, red hair. Black, expressive eyes, with a blue circle around the iris. Her lips were fleshy, slightly protruding. Slender, with slightly accentuated hips. At that time, she was playing a supporting role in a TV comedy. She wasn’t bad. She wasn’t good either.
She entered the bathroom. I went into the living room and turned on the CD player. When Manya was in the bathroom, I never went in. Not that she’d forbidden me, but after love-making, there was something that made me want to leave her alone, to leave her to wash. The wind instruments began weaving above my head. Portishead. Lyricism with sharp stabs. I lit a cigarette, switched on the TV. Trash and more trash. I switched it off. Manya emerged from the bathroom wearing a bathrobe. She put on her make-up, a thick line of eyeshadow, she dressed and we left.
We walked along Mavromichali Street, then turned into Asklepiou Street. The first bar we went into was the Bright Lights, a popular haunt that recalled a French bistro. The moment I opened the door, I spotted Kostas Anagnostou, a friend and journalist, sitting at the bar. We’d known each other for a good few years. He was salaried, at the heart of the Fourth Estate. As a freelancer, I had a somewhat looser relationship with it. We didn’t sit with him as I knew he wasn’t too keen on Manya – a stuck-up starlet was what he called her. We stayed about an hour and then we went to the bar across the road, the ‘Big City’, a rock bar that hadn’t progressed beyond The Clash and The Stranglers. Fortunately, there wasn’t a soul there, and so at around three in the morning, I got rid of her quite legitimately, putting her into a taxi and waiting till it had turned the corner, supposedly noting the number.
         
I parked the old black Mini in my usual place in the cul-de-sac. Instead of going straight home, I decided to take a walk. Though it was April, Athens was deserted. The night warm. The Parliament building, beautifully lit, looked magnificent. In Harilaou Trikoupi Street, the Vovou office block seemed to be feeling the cold. Two or three transvestites on the street, they too now part of the setting. In Ippokratous Street, on a yard wall, red-painted graffiti: ‘Kill dead time.’
I went to bed and fell asleep straightaway, without the previous hours dripping even one wet image. It had been some time since I’d had any dreams. Quite some time.


        

    




Hot chocolate or madeleine?
         
It was eleven-thirty on a Tuesday morning at the end of April when I sat down in my favourite armchair in front of the balcony door. I was drinking a coffee and gazing outside. On the streets of Exarchia, the cars and motorbikes had been performing their routines since early on.
Through the open balcony door, I could see the supermarket across the street. Above the main sign, I noticed a new one in red neon: ‘Jacobs Suchard-Pavlides Chocolates.’ I smiled. Uncle Demis’s factory; the last Pavlides was a distant relative of my father. I recalled how, when I was small – six or seven years old – I’d go down to the factory in Piraeus Street and dip my hands into the vat of warm chocolate; I’d completely coat myself in it and the mixture would run from the palms of my hands. Even now, in my nose and mouth, that peculiar taste of hazelnut as it blended with the dark mixture, with the bitter taste of almond and, of course, that divine invention, Merenda! For years and years, I fed myself almost exclusively on Merenda. I used to get through a jar a day. After turning eighteen, though, I cut out sweets, just like that. The reason for my adult abstention from that chocolate paradise is most likely to be found in my excessively sweet apprenticeship in childhood. An age when everything comes in excess. And when you get older, you still have the recollection of that hot chocolate from your childhood that slowly melts in the mouth, a feeling that’s now foreign to you, a sweet recollection, fused in the memory. A lost paradise; the only true one.
         
For sometimes, the recollection of a taste, even when it’s not a small shell-shaped madeleine, is enough to bring back temps perdu.
         
I come from an old Athenian family. Markos Loukas, my father, is one of the most well-known writers in the country. My mother owns a small art gallery.
I lived with them until I was twenty-three, until, that is, I graduated from university. Afterwards, I went to the U.S.A. for postgraduate studies in Comparative Literature, began a doctorate which I never finished and returned to Greece to do my military service. After a round of two or three years working in private schools and colleges, I gave all this up just before turning thirty, took on some private lessons and began writing for various publications. In order to supplement my income, I worked for some magazines as a freelance writer; from interviews and features to cultural news and travel articles. In addition to all this – given that I had a good relationship with foreign languages, fluent English, Italian and German, and a little Spanish – I also undertook translation work for a small publishing company.
Writing is my great passion. Living in a house where the wall was synonymous with the bookcase – even the bathroom was full of books – it was only natural that my immune system wouldn’t be able to resist the writing virus. I can’t say my father exerted any pressure on me. On the contrary, he was quite against my decision to concern myself with literature. Eventually, as might be expected, I couldn’t resist the temptation to publish my creative endeavours. Four years ago, I published, at my own expense, a collection of short stories, which, despite getting a couple of favourable reviews – reads smoothly, original themes – didn’t sell more than three hundred copies.
         
What I always wanted, though, was to write a novel.

In appearance, I’m reasonably good-looking. Tallish, six feet two, brown hair, a thin face, green eyes, narrow arched eyebrows, a slightly crooked nose and, when I laugh, some funny lines that form around my mouth, rather like parentheses, making my delight appear forced – which it isn’t.
As with most people, there’s something about me that I don’t like. I don’t like it at all, I hate it, I’d like to be born again just so it wouldn’t exist. And worst of all it’s an imperfection that can’t be put right: an unequal distribution. A genetic quirk led to my being born with my right arm roughly eight centimetres shorter than the left. No one in my family could ever give me a satisfactory explanation for this. Eventually, I set about investigating it on my own. There was no sign of this anomaly in either of the two families, at least for four generations back. The problem began to appear at around twelve, when my right arm suddenly stopped growing. The left continued to develop till I was seventeen, when the present difference of around eight centimetres became fixed. The first shock came with basketball, at which I was an especially good player. The ball no longer obeyed my commands, I could no longer perform my famous reverse dribbles, while my baseball passes, which used to reach their target with goniometer precision, now urgently required projectile correction. My skill had been forever amputated by eight lousy centimetres. During the same period, when the difference was now visible to the naked eye, my schoolmates began to make fun of me -‘Hey, Loukas…you weirdo…’– but, fortunately, it didn’t last long. The years at high school passed uneventfully, except for the second field of embarrassment: girls. When the flirting began in the first class of high school, I’d always offer my left hand whenever I was introduced to a girl. Of course, that resulted in the girl being puzzled at first and ended by working against me, since it invariably provoked the question: ‘So you shake hands with your left hand?’ After not a few tragicomical episodes, I decided I’d offer my right hand, cleverly making sure to ‘withdraw’ the left so the difference wouldn’t be so obvious, at least at first sight. The techniques I developed were numerous, based for the main part on some form of trompe l’oeil. I acted somewhat like a Renaissance painter; crooked stances, imperceptible raising of the left shoulder, bending of the spine to the right, a whole pile of tricks so that the girl would see the two limbs as equal in length as possible.
         
After some time, after Nana, that is, my first girlfriend, who never attached any importance to the matter, I began to reconcile myself with the problem. Naturally, I was always obliged to take my pullovers, jackets and shirts to the dressmaker’s to have the right sleeve shortened. There were many people – and I’d checked this closely – who didn’t notice it at all, but just as every complex is its owner’s sole companion, so I too can’t recall a single day in over twenty-five years when I haven’t been concerned, albeit in passing, with this slight imbalance, this weirdo gene inserted in a generally sound, well-shaped body.
I have often reflected that whatever you are, it’s always too little; however, it’s this too little that from an early age encloses you inside a social shell: alienation.

I came to know love as a factory that was more fascinating than its products. Only on two occasions did I follow the process to the end. The first time, which lasted for four years, from twenty to twenty-four, was with Elda, a fellow student at university. We didn’t put in very many appearances at the lectures; we were always going on trips and going through various emotional dramas that would end in exhilarating sex.
The second long-term relationship began when I was thirty-three and is still in progress, six years to the good. Her name’s Anna, she’s an art historian, ten years younger than me. We met one Friday afternoon at the opening of an exhibition at the National Art Gallery. I’d gone alone, I was in no mood for company and all I wanted was to see for the first time from close up the works of my favourite painter, a French impressionist who used hardly anything but pastel.
         
Each painting was better than the next. The subjects were much the same: scenes from ballets, moments from the opera, horse races and, above all, young women. Women holding chrysanthemums, others holding anemones, women in the bath, women in the countryside. Despite his being a French painter working in Paris, the oriental influences were more than evident.
At one point I found myself looking at a painting that left me ecstatic. It was a woman sitting naked in an armchair, with her back turned. Her torso was leaning forward, her right arm was resting on the back of the armchair, while in her left hand she was holding a towel with which she was drying her hair. The painting was in pastel, with firm, sweeping strokes. My interest focused on the bones of the spine, which were sticking out of her back like an animal poised to attack. Yet, although the dominating feature was the twisted skeleton, it was something else that stole the show. A delicate hand, almost separate from the rest of the body, was gracefully holding the cotton cloth, reminding us that this delicate creature had just finished one of the most noble acts of the race: her personal hygiene.
At that moment, I felt a warm breath directly behind me. I turned round; a tall, slender girl with a pretty, intelligent face and black hair cut like a boy’s. She was standing so close to me that it would have been rather silly not to have spoken. Before I could think of anything, the girl charged straight in:
‘A women drying herself. Quite daring for the time, isn’t it?’
‘Yes,’ I replied, putting the catalogue into my bag, stalling for time. ‘I like the way the artist has captured her. An uncommon perspective. I like that element of the unusual.’
‘Do you like unusual women?’ she asked.
‘I like what isn’t easily comprehended,’ I answered with a smile.
‘Why do you think she sat up?’ she went on, unrestrainedly.
‘Perhaps he didn’t understand…’ I stammered.
‘What didn’t he understand?’
         
‘What she wanted…herself.’
‘Why don’t men ever understand?’
Suddenly, there was an embarrassed silence.
‘Well?’ she said.
‘Hang on a moment, we still haven’t been introduced,’ in order to gain a little time. ‘My name’s Yannis, Yannis Loukas.’
‘Mine’s Anna, Anna Rigopoulou.’ A smile like a pink brushstroke lit her face.
Pretty girl, I thought.
The rest was what you’d expect. A year of ardent passion that I drained to the very last drop. A passion that I experienced in all its aspects. I lived through its transformations, its cataclysmic intensity, its tiny liquid drops as they evaporated. Her body was a landscape without end, a Russian doll that continually donned new garments, each more beautiful than the last. Though all this lasted just twelve months. When it eventually came to an end.
It came to an end and the passion faded. Just as with a bang it had been born, so with a salvo it expired, and I resolved myself to the fact that it was over, that it was destined to go on for just as long as it had lasted. What remained was a pleasant feeling that, for my part, turned into a kind of erotic resignation. A resignation that spread to other areas of my life and became second nature, a way of life. I went through the motions out of habit.
         
I didn’t break off the relationship. Anna and I remained rather like friends and lovers at the same time. She was my worldly companion, an unofficial fiancée. She’d realized the change in my feelings, though she seemed to have accepted the new situation. I was sure that Anna suspected that there were other women in my life, but she never let it show. An undefined sense of duty kept her with me, a sense of devotion that patiently awaited its reward. But I was already gone, elsewhere. And this city was full of the opportunities that, albeit occasionally, give flesh and bone to that indefinite elsewhere.
I sipped the last drop of coffee and went into the living room. I switched on the computer and went straight to the previous day’s file.

         


        

    




Whatever is decoded dies
         
After an hour and a quarter, I looked up from the screen. The text was before me; it covered three pages, nine hundred and twenty-five words. I’d send it to Law 2000, a lifestyle magazine. I printed it and began reading:
         
…He opened his eyes. For a while he didn’t know who he was, where he was, what he was. A 180-degree panning round the room brought him to his senses. The objects were known to him, the air familiar, the smell recognizable. Yes, he was Nikos Marinos, thirty-four years old, single, a journalist. It was one-thirty in the afternoon and he had just woken up on his living-room couch in a two-roomed apartment in Metz, on that day, 4th July, his birthday, with a head heavy from his intemperate beer-drinking of the previous night.
            

I went on reading the next pages that described his chance meeting with an old girlfriend, the recollections from their summer holidays of two years before, his invitation to her to have dinner together.
I read it again. It’s not bad, I thought and I saved it onto a floppy disk. Law 2000 had asked for a two-thousand-word article on bachelor life.
         
I picked up the phone and dialled the number of the chief editor:
‘Hi Dimitris, it’s Yannis. I’ve finished the piece, I’ll send it to you.’
‘Okay, Yannis. Daniel will have to have a look at it too.’
‘If it’s accepted, the fee’s the same, right?’
‘Yes, sure, a hundred thousand gross, bye then.’
In recent years, this had been one of my two main sources of income. Regular contributions to two magazines, less regular work for two more. The two standard magazines were Law 2000 and Individual. I’d been at high school with Daniel Triandafyllides, the publisher of Law. He was a tough kid who went around on a motorbike. As a student, he’d got onto coke and all the rest, eventually going clean after a period of post-graduate detoxification in France. Being smart as he was, he soon grasped the spirit of the times – you enjoyed yourself, the enjoyment level was always one inch higher, you leapt but never quite reached it – and he published three highly successful magazines that sold like mad.
         
As for my literary concerns, they were at that time confined to editing my father’s autobiography. The ultimate goal, my novel, was a work constantly in progress. Or, to be honest, constantly in a state of postponement. For a good few years, I’d simply abandoned whatever I’d begun.
In the evening, I was awakened by the sharp sound of the phone ringing. At the other end of the line was Dimitris Papadopoulos, the chief editor at Law 2000. Daniel had rejected the piece.
         
‘I’ll send you some paid ads that need editing,’ said Dimitris, trying to sugar the pill.
It was the third time in succession that the same thing had happened. I wondered why. I admit that it wasn’t one of my best, it wasn’t like the ones I used to write three or four years earlier, but with that kind of writing, you’re walking a tightrope. Nevertheless, the fact was that I desperately needed the hundred thousand drachmas. I also wasn’t very happy about the rejections. I decided to go and speak directly to Daniel.

Just a month previously, Law 2000 had moved to a postmodern four-storey building in Kifissias Avenue, one of those that for some incomprehensible reason incorporates fragments of ancient Greek art in their facade. I went up to the second floor and gave my name to the secretary; a man strangely enough. After about ten minutes, the fellow announced that Mr Triandafyllides was waiting for me.
         
Daniel was standing in front of his desk.
‘How are things, Yannis?’ he said, welcoming me cordially.
‘I’ve been better,’ I murmured, and planted myself in an armchair.
Daniel sat down on his designer leather throne. The entire wall behind him was covered with a smoked-glass mirror, thus putting his interlocutor in the unenviable position of having to speak while gazing at his own reflection.
‘What’s that then, Daniel, some kind of postmodern interrogation?’
‘A little test for my colleagues. The insecure ones keep checking their appearance, the self-confident don’t care.’
‘Then I’ve most likely failed, because I’ve already noticed that I’m getting fatter,’ I retorted ironically.
         
‘That’s the trick. It’s a special mirror that enlarges the reflection by twenty per cent.’
‘You’re a satanic one all right, a real Manson of the press,’ I said, pretending to be serious.
Daniel laughed out loud.
‘You’ve a way with words, Yannis, pity you’re not able to write so well of late.’
‘That’s just what I’ve come to see you about. Is there some problem, Daniel, you’ve rejected my last three pieces.’
‘Look, you’re not new at this game. When you began, you remember what I told you. That your writing is at the forefront, your angle’s new, exactly what every editor dreams of. You have to admit though that lately you’ve come to a standstill. Or rather…you’ve taken a step backwards. In this business, you have to be always moving forwards. You have to be on top of what’s happening out there, and I mean globally, and choose whatever’s hot, whatever’s up front. Then you have to dissect it, fragment it, extract the essence. Today, Yannis, whatever is decoded dies. Instantly. Look how the young kids are writing. You have to break up the text, experiment with the syntax. We have to dismantle words in the same way we dismantle images. Whereas you’ve begun to paste them together.’
‘It’s true that I’ve come to the end of my limits. It’s not in me to dissect either time or words. Okay, I’ve got stuck. Perhaps… It’s my father’s autobiography too. I’m tired of rummaging through his archives. But why am I telling you all this…’ I said, seeing him adopt an expression that showed I’d got off the topic. ‘What do you care,’ I went on, ‘you’ve got plenty to be pleased about. Apart from your Orwellian practices’ – I glanced in the mirror and Daniel laughed – ‘you’re just fine. That’s just how you were in school, a finger in everything…’
‘All right, Yannis, I understand. We’re friends. You’re going through a rough patch. But here we’re talking as colleagues. Everybody has a block at some point. Just don’t let it get you down. Get on top of it so it won’t get on top of you.’
‘Don’t worry, no one’s going to get on top of me. Message received and understood. So long, Daniel, take care,’ I said and got up out of the armchair, casting a last glance at my inflated reflection.
         

That evening, Anna had a family engagement. I phoned Kostas, my journalist friend who hung out at the Bright Lights. We arranged to meet there at around eleven-thirty.
‘Hi there. What’s that smile for? You’re pleased because you trounced us again?’
‘Can’t say I didn’t tell you. You lost it on the right wing. Yannakopoulos, Mavroyennidis.’
‘Our turn’ll come. We’ll see who’s laughing come the end of the season.’
‘At least the team’s doing well, because everything else is…’
‘Oh, so we’re feeling down in the dumps and remembered our old friend. Is that it?’ said Kostas sarcastically.
‘I’m not joking, lately everything seems to be going wrong.’
‘You know what you need, Yannis? A bit of excitement. You’re forty this year aren’t you? Born in 1958, no?’
‘Yes, 4th July, Cancer with Leo for horoscope.’
         
‘Come off it, that’s for old ladies. What matters is that you’ve got yourself into a rut, old friend. Same old tune year after year. Articles for magazines, wracking your brain to come up with topics, trying to adapt to every bloody style. That’s not for your age, old boy. Either find a steady job and get it into your head that that’s what you’ll be doing for the next twenty years, or make a new start. Begin something new. And bear in mind that what I’m saying doesn’t only apply to your work. I’ve seen you out at night with that bit of skirt. Why are you wasting your energy, Yannis? What’s that little slut got to give you that Anna can’t give you?’
‘She gives me what Anna can’t. And I get from Anna what I can’t get from her.’
‘Sounds to me like you’ve been taken in by all that stuff you write in your magazines. I thought you kept a distance…’ said Kostas.
‘Listen who’s talking! With a new bird every other week…’ I retorted, moving into the attack.
‘Yannis, you keep making the most screwed-up mistake. You project yourself onto others. Me, old friend, I’m not you. I believe in what some wise bloke once said: love is the overestimation of its object. I don’t want love, I want to screw, I’m not searching for anything through writing, I make money, I’m not imaginative, I’m realistic, I flutter around truth and I don’t get burned, you dive straight in and become kindling. So let me get on with it in my own way and you see to it that you make some changes in your life. Anyway, let’s have another drink. I’ve had enough of all this soul-searching bullshit.’
         
Kostas and I stayed until late, downing the drink. At around one, I bundled him into the car, drunk as he was, and took him home. Then I went back to my place and flopped onto the bed. I couldn’t sleep. Between two and four, I watched The Old Man and the Sea on cable TV. Then I spent most of the night awake, thinking about Kostas’s eyes, the fleshless backbone of the swordfish caught by the Old Man, and my own eight missing centimetres.
         


        

    OPS/images/00001.jpeg
ARCADIA BOOKS





OPS/images/00002.jpeg





