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            ‘A beautifully written, superbly detailed and addictive historical novel mostly set on the island of Lesvos. I savoured every word.’
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE
      

         

         Molyvos is the ancient name of a coastal Greek village situated on the north-eastern Aegean Island of Lesbos. Although its official Greek name is now Mythimna, the former name is still in demotic use. The island is separated from Turkey by the narrow Mytilene Strait and was part of the Ottoman Empire until 1912. In Greece, Lesbos is pronounced Lesvos and is often referred to as Mytilene, after its capital. The spelling of all transliterated names varies from source to source. Arrested Song is set in the twentieth century, during the most turbulent era of modern Greek history. Although the characters and plot are fictitious, the historic events on which the story is based have all been thoroughly documented. The reader may find it helpful to consult the historical highlights and glossary at the back of the book.

      
   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE
      

         

         There were cats everywhere: on faded cushions and fraying rugs, on chairs and shelves and chests and tabletops. Cats blinking and swishing their tails, cats curled up in sleep, cats energetically licking each other’s fur. The moment she stepped into the hallway, the intense odour caught at Calliope’s throat. Zenovia the fortune teller was getting old and increasingly eccentric, living alone with her ever-growing feline tribe. Her only son had died in the Balkan Wars; her philandering husband had long since fled to Salonika. Calliope had been a child when all this had happened, but the villagers had immortalised the scandal in an amusing ditty echoing the national anthem. Whenever Zenovia’s name was mentioned, someone was bound to recall the disgraced notary, though by the end of 1940, Molyviates were more interested in Zenovia’s clairvoyant gifts than in her marital past. Months earlier, she had publicly predicted an imminent war that would take village men away from home to battle a new enemy.

         And this prophecy had come to pass. Calliope’s husband, Kimon Alexiou, had been among those drafted back in October to fend off Mussolini’s advancing army. Not long after, the distraught Zenovia came down with acute pneumonia and was still recovering around Christmas when Calliope was charged with delivering a plate of her mother’s holiday cookies.

         It was a chilly December afternoon, with rain pelting the creaky Turkish shutters. Zenovia’s house was one of the oldest and grandest in the village, but her kitchen was shockingly chaotic, as cluttered as most kitchens might be only during a spring clean.

         ‘Sit down, sit down, my child.’ The old woman set about making coffee. She drew an ivory comb out of her dishevelled hair, then reinserted it with a heavy sigh. There was an exchange of pleasantries, followed by a long talk of potential German involvement. Eventually, the conversation turned to Johnny the Australian, a local man who had prospered in Melbourne and had just returned to marry off his two sisters, and perhaps find a bride.

         Calliope sipped her coffee. When the rain stopped and she made to leave, Zenovia reached into her sleeve and pulled out a none-too-clean handkerchief.

         ‘Would you like me to read your cup?’ she asked, dabbing at her reddened nostrils. ‘I’ll do it for free.’

         The offer was received with a smile, a quick shake of the head. Staring into her cup, Calliope heard herself voicing a question that had surfaced one day when the old woman’s putative clairvoyance was being rehashed in the neighbourhood.

         ‘I couldn’t help wondering,’ she said, ‘what you tell people if you ever foresee some misfortune – an accident or death, or some serious illness. Do you tell them the truth?’

         The old woman cackled. ‘People are right about you,’ she said, wagging her head. ‘You and your questions! No one else has ever asked me this, my child. No one.’ Her face screwed up in a strange little smile.

         Calliope waited. ‘So?’

         ‘So!’ There was a barely perceptible shrug but still no reply. Zenovia sat casting about the room with her rheumy eyes, seemingly lost in thought. After a moment, both she and Calliope began to speak, their words colliding.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Calliope. ‘You—’

         ‘No, no, my child. Please go ahead and say—’ She coughed, her eyes watering. ‘Whatever you were about to say.’

         Calliope hesitated, then went on to amend her question.

         ‘I was going to ask… do you think that some people are born lucky and others unlucky?’ She looked straight into Zenovia’s eyes, thinking both of her drafted husband and her late father, Philippas Adham, who had died prematurely after contracting measles from his pupils. ‘And… how is it possible that the dregs in my cup would have anything to say about my destiny?’

         At this, Zenovia began to pluck lint off her woollen sleeve. She sat plucking it for a long, silent moment.

         ‘I don’t know about luck,’ she finally said. ‘Sometimes I believe there is such a thing, other times, I’m not sure.’ She shot Calliope an appraising glance, then smiled obliquely. ‘I can tell you one thing,’ she added. ‘I don’t need to look into your cup to know that yours is not an ordinary destiny, my child.’

         ‘An ordinary destiny!’ echoed Calliope. ‘So, you do believe there is such a thing as fate!’

         ‘I’ll tell you what I believe,’ Zenovia said. ‘Only… well, it’s not exactly an original idea. Who said it – character is destiny – do you know?’

         ‘Heraclitus, I believe,’ answered Calliope, who had been mostly educated at home, by her headmaster father. Zenovia had been raised in Constantinople; she, like Calliope’s own father, had arrived on Lesbos back in 1914, along with countless other Anatolian refugees. She was closely related to the local doctor, a victim of other political upheavals.

         ‘Well, whoever said it was probably right, don’t you think?’ Zenovia was saying.

         ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Calliope, eyes sliding towards the window. ‘My mother says I have a difficult character,’ she added.

         Zenovia chuckled. ‘Strong-willed women are often thought to be difficult,’ she said. ‘You were always different from other girls. Even as a child.’

         ‘Oh yes?’ Calliope studied her face. ‘You remember me?’

         ‘Of course I remember you! You were an ugly duckling as a child, your nose always stuck in a book.’

         Calliope shrugged. Whenever she recalled her own childhood, what she saw on her mental screen was a pack of jeering boys, hands snatching whatever she was reading and casting it in the air, ripped pages whirling down like feathers. ‘Book-eater! Book-eater!’

         A sigh escaped Calliope’s throat. ‘My mother keeps trying to teach me how to sew and embroider, but I’m hopeless at it. Everyone says I’m a born dreamer.’

         Calliope’s father had been the only one who seemed to understand her. She had vivid recollections of herself clambering up trees and hiding for hours among leafy branches. She was Amelia Earhart, bold and free! She was a young stowaway headed for exotic shores! Her father had a brother who had settled in Paris, and who was in the habit of sending fine chocolates every Christmas. The pleasure of the annual treat was eclipsed only by the collectable photographs in the fancy chocolate box: the Eiffel Tower and the Pyramids; the Statue of Liberty and the Taj Mahal.

         ‘I used to dream of marrying a sea captain so I could see the world.’ Calliope smiled to herself, eyes hazy with recollection.

         Zenovia sighed. ‘We all have our foolish dreams,’ she said.

         ‘I suppose.’ Calliope stared out of the darkening window, thinking of the tantalising stories she’d heard over the years. Zenovia’s husband had reportedly been frequenting a Mytilene brothel. One night, arriving home late, he found the door barred and his personal possessions strewn around the garden. For years, villagers spoke of a chamber pot being emptied on the notary’s balding head, of pyjamas and shirts draped over fruit trees, trousers hooked on oleander bushes, belts and socks and shoes scattered on the ground, amid rotting pears and ant-infested peaches.

         Calliope imagined all this, though all she could see just now was Hektor, the village fool, who was living in Zenovia’s garden shed in exchange for help with domestic chores. He was standing outside the shed now, chopping firewood, while the wind kept gusting around him, strumming through bare tree branches.

         ‘He’s such a good man,’ said Zenovia, tracing Calliope’s gaze.

         ‘Yes,’ said Calliope vaguely. Hektor might be hare-brained, but he saw to it that Zenovia never ran out of food or firewood, and that her cats were fed whenever she felt indisposed. The rest of the time, he worked as a messenger and rubbish collector, trudging through the village every morning with the municipal horse, ringing his bell. The villagers were indulgent towards Hektor, who, despite his difficulties, seemed to be in on everything going on in the village.

         ‘He’s sharper than you might think,’ Zenovia put in, as if reading Calliope’s thoughts.

         Calliope averted her eyes. ‘I wouldn’t know,’ she said. One day, walking her dog at night, she had come upon Hektor in the hilltop fortress, spreadeagled on the ground, trying to count the stars.

         ‘I don’t know what I’d do without him,’ Zenovia said, more or less to herself. She brought her cup to her lips, watching Hektor gather the firewood.

         Calliope pushed her chair back and reached for her satchel, ready to go.

         ‘Anyway,’ said Zenovia. ‘Please thank your mother for me. And happy new year to you both. I hope Kimon comes back soon, safe and sound,’ she added, stopping to blow her nose.

         Calliope thanked the old woman, turning down an offer to have her fortune read another day. She could not for the life of her say why she was afraid to have her cup read when she didn’t believe it was possible for anyone to predict the future. She smiled down at the old woman, vaguely apologetic.

         ‘Time tells the end of a story, Kyria Zenovia,’ she said, quoting the village doctor, who was a dear friend. She paused to pet one of the cats, who had jumped off the banister and was rubbing itself against her legs. ‘Happy new year to you.’
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            ‘How glorious it is – and also how painful – to be an exception.’
      

            Alfred de Musset
      

         

      
   


  
   
    
     
      ONE
     

    

    
     I
    

    
     The year began on a melancholy note, with the sudden return of two gravely wounded men. The younger one, Molyvos’s football champion, had had his leg amputated below the knee; the second, one of the blacksmith brothers, had come back from the front with his head swathed in bandages.
    

    
     Although the Italians had failed to repel the Greeks, both Mussolini’s and General Papagos’s troops had been thwarted by Albanian weather. The
     
      kapheneion
     ’s wireless, which had once blared out exultant reports of Greek victories, was now broadcasting bulletins listing the names of the dead and wounded. As Easter approached, many believed the Germans were preparing to send reinforcements.
    

    
     ‘They’re allies after all – they’ve got to help Mussolini, like it or not!’
    

    
     ‘They are allies, but if they wanted to help the Italians, wouldn’t they’ve done so by now? Why didn’t they send their troops all this time?’
    

    
     ‘Why? Because they know those Italians are bumbling fools, that’s why! Their fathers must have been singing arias while they fucked their mothers!’
    

    
     The men brayed with laughter. A joke was a joke, but there was only one fact offering a modicum of hope: Churchill had offered to send expeditionary forces to Greece, to buttress the country’s defence against potential German invasion.
    

    
     Calliope had overheard the old men argue outside the
     
      kapheneion
     as she walked her dog. She, too, was anxious about the country’s future, though in the past two months, her inner turmoil had less to do with politics than with matters of the heart. She had fought with her husband the night preceding the general draft and they had not reconciled before his departure. There had been occasional quarrels over Kimon’s drinking and poker games in recent months, but their last confrontation in late October had nothing to do with either.
    

    
     Kimon had come home on that rainy autumn evening looking oddly breathless, as if he had run all the way uphill. He followed Calliope to the kitchen, where she was preparing to feed him, and made for the ouzo.
    

    
     ‘There’s something I’d like to discuss,’ he said.
    

    
     ‘Oh?’ Calliope lowered herself onto the day divan, mechanically groping for her open book. ‘What is it?’
    

    
     He pulled up a chair and reached for his cigarettes. ‘I want you to listen to me, Calliope. Are you listening?’
    

    
     ‘Of course I’m listening!’ She tossed the book aside. ‘I’m all ears!’
    

    
     Kimon lit a cigarette. He took a sip of ouzo. ‘Ioanna’s gone into labour,’ he said. Ioanna was his older brother’s wife. She’d been expecting her fourth child.
    

    
     ‘Good. She was overdue,’ Calliope said, then stopped. ‘Is there a problem?’
    

    
     ‘No. No, we were just wondering what… what you’d say to adopting the new baby.’
    

    
     ‘Ioanna’s baby?’ Calliope stiffened. She had been married nearly four years and, in all that time, had failed to conceive. ‘Are you serious?’
    

    
     ‘Yes, I… we thought that—’
    

    
     ‘Absolutely not!’
    

    
     The mere idea, Calliope’s response suggested, was too preposterous for words. In truth, the adoption of a sibling’s child was not uncommon, either because a family had too many mouths to feed or, as sometimes happened, because God had not seen fit to bless a couple with children of their own.
    

    
     Calliope sat struggling with her inner havoc. ‘We’re still young. I’m barely twenty-five,’ she finally said. ‘Anyway—’
    

    
     ‘What?’ said Kimon.
    

    
     Calliope hugged herself, listening to the grandfather clock tick in the hallway, the crackling of the fire in the hearth.
    

    
     ‘Anyway what?’
    

    
     ‘I don’t like Ioanna’s brats!’ she finally blurted, her mind flying back to a summer day on which she had caught two of Kimon’s nephews preparing to set fire to a pregnant cat.
    

    
     ‘Ioanna’s brats? We’re talking about a newborn, Calliope! Ioanna might be a little too easy on her kids – all right, she
     
      is
     too easy – but the child… he wouldn’t have to be a brat if you brought him up?’
    

    
     Calliope raised her gaze, filled with intense but not quite diagnosed feelings. ‘I can’t do it. I’m sorry – I just can’t, Kimon.’
    

    
     ‘But why, in God’s name? Just give me one good reason and—’
    

    
     ‘I don’t want someone else’s child!’ Calliope erupted. ‘I already have a dog I adore,’ she added, trying for a smile. She had recently adopted a delightfully playful stray: a black half-grown mongrel she had named Sappho. Her previous dog, Socrates, had died under mysterious circumstances
    

    
     ‘You’re so stubborn!’ Kimon said, reaching for an ashtray. ‘Like a mule!’
    

    
     ‘Fine, I’m stubborn.’ Calliope picked up her book as she had seen her mother pick up a dish of peas to be shelled or a skirt to be hemmed, declaring the subject closed. A moment went by. ‘I can’t help it, Kimon!’ she suddenly cried, hands flying out, pleading for understanding. ‘I can’t help the way I feel about something so final, can I?’
    

    
     Kimon said nothing. In the hallway, the old clock struck nine times, then fell silent. Sappho stirred, whimpering in her sleep.
    

    
     Calliope rose, heading for the bread bin. Across the garden, their neighbour turned on the evening broadcast. For months now, there had been outrage over Mussolini’s aggression. The Italians had sabotaged Greek fishing boats in the Ionian Sea, sinking a warship on a sacred Orthodox holiday. In spring, Kimon had been called up for military exercises. A national draft seemed all but inevitable.
    

    
     It was as the news wafted into their kitchen that a sudden thought struck Calliope:
     
      Kimon is worried about a full-scale war. He’s afraid he might not make it back from the front!
     
    

    
     The insight struck her with the force of dire revelation. All at once, she could feel her will starting to weaken.
     
      But does he want a child to avoid being drafted
     , she
     
      or does he just want to ensure that he has an heir?
     
    

    
     Slowly, mechanically, she put the knife down and turned to face her husband.
    

    
     ‘Look, Kimon… let me think about it, all right? I
     
      will
     think about it, but… please, I’m not making any promises. It’s not easy, taking another woman’s child.’
    

    
     Kimon made an ambiguous gesture, then rose, pausing to down his ouzo. ‘I told Vangelis I’d let him know tonight.’
    

    
     ‘Tonight!’ Calliope stared for a long moment. ‘Then the answer’s no,’ she finally said, bitterness flooding her mouth. ‘I don’t like Vangelis and I don’t like Ioanna, and I don’t want their stupid child!’ She turned to feed the fire. Her brother-in-law was bad-tempered and his wife a greedy, quarrelsome woman. Kimon himself had said as much in the past, but on that particular evening, when Calliope brushed past him, Kimon’s hand flew out and slapped her face. Hard. She had never before been physically struck, not even as a child. Her father had been passionately opposed to corporal punishment; her mother had not dared cross him.
    

    
     For a long moment, Calliope stood paralysed at the whispering hearth, a spurt of blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. Gingerly, she touched it, inwardly recoiling.
    

    
     
      What now?
     
    

    
     The question kept repeating itself in Calliope’s head after Kimon left, slamming the door behind him.
    

    
     She found herself lifting kitchen utensils at random, clutching them for a moment as if trying to recall their precise purpose, then replacing them with a shaky hand – on the wall, the shelves, the scarred kitchen table. There was something maddening about the kitchen’s irreproachable order: the hanging plaits of garlic, the gleaming copper pans, the bouquets of wild herbs. The room was silent now, except for the wind rattling the shutters. Dazed by her own impotence, Calliope left the kitchen and, heavy-footed, began to mount the stairs. Her mouth had stopped bleeding, but something within her had begun to ebb away and could not be arrested.
    

    
     When the call to arms came in the morning, she and Kimon barely managed to exchange a word. They stood side by side outside the town hall, waiting with the other draftees for military transport. There had been announcements and speeches and patriotic songs. The women and children were saying goodbye to their men, whom they might never see again.
    

    
     ‘We’ll beat the stuffing out of those cocky bastards!’ the draftees promised their weeping wives and mothers. ‘We’ll show Mussolini what we Greeks are made of!’
    

    
     Kimon had never been one to bluster. He appeared pale and drawn in his khaki uniform, his bloodshot eyes blinking against the morning light.
    

    
     ‘Forgive me,’ he finally said, hearing the rumble of wheels. ‘Please forgive me.’ He made no attempt to kiss Calliope, but clasped her hand and stroked her hair, waiting for absolution. They stood facing each other in the rising wind, surrounded by the overwrought crowd. What was there to say? The hand caressing Calliope was the same hand that, only hours earlier, had viciously slapped her face.
    

    
     She could still feel both sting and insult, but, at the same time, a small surge of wifely solicitude.
    

    
     Her feuding emotions had left Calliope too muddled to respond. Though her anger would take days to dissipate, awareness was already dawning that solicitude could at times be almost as disconcerting as rage.
    

    
     But she was still young on that late-autumn day, still getting to know herself, still resisting inner contradiction. What she longed for, in those final moments, was emotional clarity. Unable to find it, she stood barely breathing, inwardly agitated, outwardly as impassive as the facade of the freshly painted town hall.
    

    
     Everyone’s farewells were necessarily brief. But, in the months to come, Calliope would always recall how, in that short, chaotic interval, she had stood dry-eyed amid the lamenting wives, trembling a little, failing to answer her repentant husband’s plea. She had wished him well as he turned to go, had managed that much. But Kimon had marched away towards the waiting trucks with death in his eyes, unforgiven.
    

    
     Calliope could not forgive herself either. She was still grappling with her inner anguish in February when a letter finally arrived from the front. She read it over and over throughout the day, but her husband’s tender words did nothing to placate her heart. That night, an unsettling dream jerked her awake: Kimon had returned home brain-damaged and blind, with his manhood blown off by flying shrapnel.
    

    
     Flinging back her blankets, Calliope scrambled out of bed, her thoughts wild. For a moment she paused, muddled, then swept straight across the room, towards a massive wardrobe she had shared with her husband. The house was at its coldest just before dawn, but she ignored the chill, propelled by a mysterious force. Perhaps she was still dreaming?
    

    
     She became aware of her own laboured breath, an odd taste clinging to the back of her mouth. Standing before the wardrobe, she reached out and opened the creaky pine doors with their floral motifs, then stopped, suddenly hesitant, as if some malevolent spirit might come leaping at her from behind the suspended garments.
    

    
     For a moment, she was about to retreat and dash back to bed but found herself instead leaning deep into the old wardrobe, pressing her face into her absent husband’s abandoned clothes: his trousers, shirts, his favourite cardigan.
    

    
     What was she doing? What was she searching for?
    

    
     In the years to come, Calliope would say that she must have had the sort of premonition Zenovia the fortune teller claimed to have experienced the night before her only son perished in the Balkan trenches. She had always laughed at such premonitions. But there it was: a portentous night that defied explanation, followed within days by an official confirmation from the Ministry of War.
    

    
     
      Missing on the field of honour
     
    

    
     II
    

    
     The village doctor was pensively jiggling the brandy in his crystal glass. It was Easter Sunday. Elias Dhaniel was thirty-nine years old, a sandy-haired, rumpled-looking widower whose facial expression somehow suggested a man listening to a joke with one ear and to some melancholy narrative with the other. He had unexpectedly become Calliope’s confidant after his wife had died tragically giving birth to her fourth child.
    

    
     When Calliope and Kimon became the baby’s godparents, Dhaniel began dropping in for coffee when passing through the neighbourhood. It was to him that Calliope had first spoken of her failure to conceive, her reluctance to adopt Ioanna’s child. The one thing she could never bring herself to share was Kimon’s shocking assault. More than three months had passed since that final quarrel, but she was still too ashamed to speak of it, even to this most trusted of friends.
    

    
     With his thoughtful eyes and ascetic features, the doctor resembled a poet more than he did a physician. Not that Calliope had ever met a poet, but she’d read about them in foreign novels. Dhaniel’s parents and siblings had been slaughtered in Smyrna, trapped by frenzied nationalists bent on ridding Turkey of its ethnic minorities. Calliope’s own father and uncle had also been orphaned.
    

    
     Calliope was doing her best to enjoy the holiday, with the four boisterous children gathered about, absorbed in their new games. She had recently travelled to Mytilene, returning with gifts for the children and a dress for herself, the colour of ripe cherries. The frock had puffed sleeves and a dainty scalloped collar, its mother-of-pearl buttons going all the way down to the belted waist. If only her mouth were daintier, she thought, her hands more feminine!
    

    
     She had helped her mother prepare a sumptuous veal roast with walnuts and pomegranate seeds, but Mirto was tired and, after dinner, went to have a nap. Calliope served the doctor his brandy, slipping into a discussion of Bulgaria’s alliance with the Axis powers, the growing likelihood of a German invasion. And then of the headmaster replacing her late father.
    

    
     Calliope had been invited to take over the junior class at nineteen, when a schoolmaster engaged from the mainland had suddenly died of malaria. The current headmaster was better qualified and increasingly sceptical of her idiosyncratic approach to pedagogy. She was a popular teacher, but one given to neglecting official curriculum in favour of Aesop’s fables or a Hans Christian Andersen tale.
    

    
     The doctor’s children went on playing on the threadbare Turkish rug. The doctor sipped his brandy, his eyes travelling from the copper brazier to Calliope’s wedding portrait. She traced his gaze, her thoughts wandering back towards her missing husband. All winter, she had thought she would never forgive him, yet there was no arresting her straying imagination: Kimon hunkered down in a freezing Albanian trench; Kimon felled by an Italian bullet.
    

    
     At that moment, as if to distract her from her melancholy musings, the doctor’s cherubic son came toddling in from the kitchen, startled by a shrieking owl.
    

    
     He had hazel eyes as round as marbles and pale, silky hair yet to be cut. Yawning, he clambered onto his godmother’s lap, thrust his thumb into his mouth and promptly fell asleep. Not for the first time, the thought that the child had never known his mother sent a spasm of pain through Calliope’s chest, though she could not imagine loving little Aristides any more deeply had he been her own.
    

    
     ‘Another brandy, Doctor?’
    

    
     ‘Please.’
    

    
     They went on to talk about Calliope’s uncle, the village mayor, who had suffered a heart attack the day after the general draft, then about an elderly neighbour, who nearly died after taking a relative’s medication.
    

    
     Ever since a Mytilene man opened a pharmacy in the village, people had been buying drugs as if they were Turkish delights. If a neighbour had been helped by some medication, another would be sure to hurry and buy it. Why waste time and money on a doctor, they reasoned, gulping down heart pills for gout, antispasmodics for blood in the urine. There was as yet no law requiring a prescription.
    

    
     ‘You have no idea how discouraged I feel sometimes,’ Dhaniel said, gazing thoughtfully at his sleeping son. ‘We live with one foot in the Middle Ages, the other in the twentieth century.’
    

    
     Mirto returned then, bearing a plate of Easter cookies baked by the doctor’s mother-in-law. After his wife’s death, Stella Gravari had come from Mytilene to raise the children, but she was spending the holiday in the capital, with her elder daughter’s family.
    

    
     Mirto served the cookies, then the doctor said it was time to go.
    

    
     ‘Oh, but it’s still early!’ Calliope protested. The doctor was the only one with whom she could still have a serious discussion.
    

    
     ‘All right, one more drink, then we really must go.’
    

    
     ‘One more cookie!’ Aristides lisped. He had slid off his godmother’s lap to join his sisters on the floor. Calliope noted that he had a chocolate smudge on his sailor collar. For some reason, the small stain tugged at her heart. In the shadowy garden, a passing bird called, its odd querying cry ripping through the night.
    

    
     III
    

    
     The Germans arrived in the village on a ravishing spring morning, shortly after Easter. The local
     
      kapheneion
     owner and his daughter, Dora, were on their way to work when they spotted a jeep roaring towards the village: a German vehicle, raising dust and stones, almost running over a stray dog dozing on the gravel road.
    

    
     The girl was helping her father run the coffee shop. She had been known as Dora the weeper ever since her fiancé, injured in Albania, had written to call off their engagement after getting an Athenian nursing aide in the family way.
    

    
     Dora did not write back. In the years to come, she would often be observed weeping, not only for her own melancholy fate, but for the entire world’s sorrows. Even after the war, she would continue to be known for two things: her remarkable ability to start bawling at the slightest provocation, and her refusal, after being jilted by the baker’s brother, to eat baked products ever again.
    

    
     But on that historic spring morning, she was carrying a basket of fresh bread and, as the foreign jeep flashed by, she dropped the basket, letting its contents roll on to the dusty road.
    

    
     ‘They’ve come! The Germans have come!’ she was soon announcing, darting from shop to shop, spilling the news to merchants, shoppers, hawkers. She was a seventeen-year-old girl, with mellow eyes and flaring nostrils that gave her the look of someone perpetually trying to sniff out some peculiar scent. ‘We saw them with our own eyes, me and my father! They’re here – right here in the village!’
    

    
     There were no Germans to be seen as yet, but having alerted everyone in her path, Dora fled to her father’s
     
      kapheneion
     , sobbing, her headscarf
    

    
     ‘Ach, Holy Mother, what’s to become of us? Why would God free us from the Turks, only to drop us into the Germans’ clutches? Why,
     
      Panaghia mou
     ?’
    

    
     It was a question neither the Virgin nor Dora’s father seemed likely to answer. A man of few words, Yannis Rozakis was often sought in times of dispute or trouble. If there was a solution to a problem or quarrel, the
     
      kapheneion
     owner was sure to find it. The one problem he seemed helpless against was the sight of a weeping woman.
    

    
     Rozakis was a middle-aged man with a prominent nose and, on his left temple, a kidney-shaped birthmark he was in the habit of rubbing in stressful moments. He rubbed it thoughtfully now, then fled to the balcony, as far as he could get from the sound of his daughter’s sobs. And there he stood, leaning over the sea, puffing on a cigarette, while Dora pursued her impossible questions.
    

    
     By noon, the shopkeepers had all abandoned the
     
      agora
     ; housewives had stopped hanging laundry and shaking rugs, bolting indoors with their whiny
    

    
     A telegram had arrived from Athens, but Tomas the telegraphist could not find anyone to deliver it. Surveying the empty street, he spotted Rozakis and Dora locking up the
     
      kapheneion
     . Would they do him a favour and take the telegram down to the
    

    
     The Rozakis family lived only halfway down to the harbour, but Dora quickly offered to go.
    

    
     Tomas thanked her, scratching through his hair. He was a tall, freckled young man – an epileptic – with a deeply alert air, like a dog hearing a distant whistle inaudible to others. He was engaged to marry one of Calliope’s favourite former pupils. They were both keen readers.
    

    
     Tomas was still at his post when classes ended and Calliope came sweeping uphill from school, accompanied by a cluster of jolly pupils. They had been singing as they approached the
     
      agora
     , but stopped abruptly, taking in the shuttered shops, the deserted
     
     The afternoon was eerily quiet. They could hear the mulberry leaves stir in the breeze, a stray dog scraping through an abandoned crate.
    

    
     Spotting Tomas, Calliope motioned to her straggling pupils to wait while she tried to find out what was happening. But in her marrow, she already knew. A week earlier, a taxi driver nicknamed ‘the American’ had reported seeing a German troopship dock in Mytilene, accompanied by destroyers flying Italian flags.
    

    
     ‘I think I’ll take the children home,’ Calliope muttered. She hesitated, then turned away from the telephone-and-telegraph office with her arms spread, like a mother hen uselessly flapping her wings to protect her chicks.
    

    
     IV
    

    
     Rozakis forbade Dora to go to the harbour alone. He would grab a cheese pie, then walk down with her to deliver the telegram and see what was what. His wife stopped him to brush dandruff off his shoulder. His younger daughter, who was betrothed to the erstwhile football champion, was preparing liquorice root for his chronic cough. Dora waited, staring out the window. Much later, she would recall that, right after they left home, a black cat crossed their path, and she forced her father to turn around and take another route.
    

    
     As they made their way down the acacia-lined street, Dora and her father ran into the village seamstress, who was taking a plate of freshly laid eggs to her elderly aunt. The carpenter’s daughter – a young deaf-mute who never left the house without paper and crayons – was sketching in her drawing pad. The doctor’s mother-in-law kept chasing her grandson, a bowl in one hand, a spoon in the other.
    

    
     Yannis Rozakis offered greetings but said nothing about the invaders, shuffling on with Dora past sun-drenched courtyards and blossoming fruit trees until they reached the entrance to the harbour. And then, all at once, Rozakis froze, his arm flying out to stop his briefly distracted daughter.
    

    
     On the wharf, directly across from Fotini’s
     
      kapheneion
     , stood a German officer, his binoculars aimed at the distant mountains. In front of the harbour master’s office, two soldiers squatted by a parked jeep, replacing a tyre; another soldier stood guard, a rifle slung across his
    

    
     ‘
     
      Kalimera!
     ’ The officer was striding towards Dora and her father, a look of resolute goodwill pasted on his face. He was tall and straight-backed and, as Dora would eventually tell her sister, so courteous! So dashing! His uniform, she would report breathlessly, perfectly matched his eyes!
    

    
     Despite the confident greeting, it soon became apparent that the German possessed a Greek vocabulary of barely a dozen words. Extracting a folded note from his pocket, he went on to read a sentence which he thoroughly mispronounced but which they understood to be an enquiry about Mayor Metrophanis.
    

    
     Rozakis and his daughter were silent.
    

    
     ‘Where-is-Mayor-Metrophanis?’ the officer repeated, his ‘r’s like the sputter of a motorcycle engine.
    

    
     The German’s Greek might sound atrocious, but when he aimed his clear, enquiring gaze at Dora, the young woman found herself placing her clasped hands under her tilted head: the mayor was ill, she mimed.
    

    
     The officer nodded; he seemed to understand. ‘Police,’ he said then, still speaking Greek. ‘Where-is-the-police?’
    

    
     Rozakis kept his gaze on the German’s polished boots, but Dora began to gesture, doing her best to answer the foreigner’s question. The police station was high up in the village, near the cemetery.
    

    
     The officer glanced up. It must have occurred to him that he might not readily find the station. ‘Come with me,’ he said to Dora in German. ‘Please.’
    

    
     The girl did not understand the request, but her father said something that left the German looking fleetingly at a loss. He summoned his adjutant, then motioned towards the hill, asking to be guided. He said ‘please’ again. He introduced himself: ‘
     
      Leutnant
     Lorenz Umbreit.’
    

    
     Rozakis hesitated. He instructed Dora to deliver the telegram and stay with Fotini until he came for her. Then he began to shuffle uphill, with the air of a man being led to the gallows.
    

    
     The lieutenant and his adjutant followed. The sea lay on their right, frothing with white caplets. On top of the sea wall, a cat lay basking in the sun, its tail twitching, eyes slitted with sleep. Rozakis walked with his hands clasped behind his back, pressing his worry beads all the way to the police station, where children were shrieking in play, chasing each other around a shady plane tree.
    

    
     Inside, the police chief was seated at his desk, trimming his new moustache before a small mirror set against the black telephone. Becoming aware of the Germans, Christopoulos dropped the scissors, jumped to his feet, and sent the mirror flying. He then uttered the only foreign words he knew.
    

    
     ‘
     
      Nasıl yardımcı olabilirim?
     ’
    

    
     ‘What, you expect them to understand Turkish?’ Rozakis sputtered. ‘Turkish, you blockhead?’ He stood for a moment, his birthmark throbbing. ‘And why would you offer to help the bastards anyway?’ He shook his head, made a disgruntled gesture, then turned and tramped out of the office, into the spring sunlight, the lilac-scented morning.
    

    
     V
    

    
     The village was perched on a hill, its maze of stepped cobblestone streets overlooking sea and pastel mountains. The main street led steeply to the
     
      agora
     , then sloped down towards the fishing harbour. In the heart of
     
      agora
     , between the barber’s and the main kiosk, was a
     
      plateia
     with a mulberry tree and a faded bench. The tree was ancient, its leafy canopy offering shelter on hot summer days.
    

    
     The day the Germans arrived in the village, Hektor the fool was coming up the wisteria-laced street, weaving his way towards the kiosk. A thirty-year-old orphan from nearby Stipsi, he wore an old man’s Turkish breeches, often a turban and a cummerbund as well. He liked to change his turban at least once a week, choosing one from a collection of colourful scraps donated by the seamstress.
    

    
     There was no telling where Hektor might turn up, or when. He was given to roaming the village, singing, occasionally climbing a tree to free a stranded kitten or help himself to someone’s ripening fruit. On that sunny spring afternoon, Calliope had just dropped off the last of her pupils when Hektor stopped her outside the butcher shop.
    

    
     ‘
     
      Ky-ky-kyria
     Ca-cal-liope,’ he spluttered, his hair standing on end like a cockscomb. He had stationed himself in the middle of the cobblestone street, and waited with his arms spread out, the smell of stale urine coming off his clothes. ‘
     
      Kyria
     Calliope, I—’
    

    
     ‘Ach, let me pass, Hektor,’ Calliope snapped. For reasons of his own, Hektor was stamping from side to side, his eyes swimming in their bloodshot sockets.
    

    
     ‘
     
      Kyria
     Calliope, I… I wish to say something,
     
      Ky-ky-ria
     Calliope!’
    

    
     ‘Well, say it, for heaven’s sake, Hektor.’
    

    
     ‘I wish,
     
      Kyria
     Calliope, that you… that you was cross-eyed…’
    

    
     ‘Cross-eyed?’
    

    
     ‘Y-yes,’ stammered Hektor. ‘I… I wish you was cross-eyed so… so your eyes could see how beautiful they are!’
    

    
     Any other day, Calliope might have laughed out loud, but today, all she did was let out a vaguely exasperated sound, then her deepest sigh. ‘Oh, Hektor, Hektor.’ For once, the busybody seemed to be in the dark about the latest news.
    

    
     ‘Cross-eyed!’ he repeated emphatically. ‘Bea-u-ti-ful, beautiful,’ he muttered, then plodded on towards the 
     
      plateia
     without another word.
    

    
     Hektor was not the only one smitten with Calliope. She was an auburn-haired young woman with bold eyebrows and amber-hued eyes that gazed at the world with the avidity of a child hopeful of new adventure. She was generally considered the most beautiful woman in the village, but, even as a girl, she had never been kept under lock and key. Not even the most permissive father would have allowed an unmarried daughter to wander through the village the way Calliope had been prone to do day and night, accompanied only by her dog. There were those who still felt that the poor headmaster should have known better than to let his only daughter become a schoolmistress, cramming her head with useless knowledge: French, German, poetry!
    

    
     But now the headmaster was dead and, what with her husband gone, the young widow was once more free to do as she pleased. There were rumours of a domestic quarrel taking place just before the call to arms, but Calliope had always been deaf to village gossip and today all that preoccupied her was the grim possibility that Hitler’s troops had arrived to stay.
    

    
     There were no Germans to be seen anywhere, but Calliope had gradually become aware of her heart as a discrete organ. It felt like some panic-stricken creature, a swallow or a mouse, trapped inside a chimney. The sensation grew stronger as she began to climb home, all but bumping into an itinerant gypsy who came from time to time to sell tablecloths or yo-yos. She was a good-looking, colourfully dressed woman but unlikely to sell much today. All around, the neighbourhood houses stood mute and shuttered, except for one derelict Turkish house that had long since lost all its doors and windows.
    

    
     For years, whenever she thought about their erstwhile Turkish neighbours, Calliope would experience a spasm of guilt, recalling how she and her cousins would amuse themselves by hiding shoes left at the entrance to the village mosque. The Turks would come out, swearing away, while three pairs of childish eyes peered through gate cracks, hands clamped over gap-toothed mouths.
    

    
     Despite such childish pranks, there had been no animosity between Greek and Turkish Molyviates. They had not worshipped together and had not intermarried, but the men had worked and played backgammon together, and the women exchanged household tips and helped each other through countless domestic crises.
    

    
     Then, one day, they were all gone, forced into sudden exile. By the time Mussolini had started to flex his muscles, the Turkish house was so decrepit there was talk of building a cinema on the site. Kimon, who loved films, had been one of the men championing this proposal, but now he, too, was gone. Everybody knew that ‘missing on the field of honour’ was just a euphemism.
    

    
     The Ministry of War’s telegram had arrived in winter, but Calliope was still being assailed by visions of Kimon’s body decomposing on alien soil, maggots swarming through his wounds, vultures pecking at his lifeless eyes. A peculiar odour would accompany these random visions: acrid and vaguely familiar, like the smell of freshly slaughtered lamb dangling from butchers’ hooks.
    

    
     The mysterious odour was rising in Calliope’s nostrils now, making her stomach roil. The beautiful spring day suddenly seemed unbearably hot. She turned away from the Turkish house, thinking to catch her breath in the shade of a sprawling pine tree. She took a step toward the public bench, only to find her legs revolting against her own weight.
    

    
     On top of the hill, a German flag was being hoisted from the crumbling medieval fortress – a bold black swastika fluttering in the sea breeze, over burgeoning fields and silvery olive orchards, and the innocent blue of the placid Aegean, glittering in the sunlight.
    

    
     VI
    

    
     At the town hall, German and Greek flags were flying side by side. Calliope had paused at the wrought-iron gate. There was the familiar scent of roses planted by a Turkish pasha’s wife, the sound of an aggrieved child whining over some parental injunction. Two stray kittens were toying with a bird fallen out of a nest. Chickens squabbled in some nearby courtyard.
    

    
     A morning like any other. A morning like no other.
    

    
     It was the second day of the Occupation. A megaphone was blaring the German national anthem.
     
      Deutschland, Deutschland, über alles.
     The anthem was making Calliope’s stomach churn
     
     She realised she had forgotten to bring her dictionary, but she had always been incorrigibly absent-minded.
    

    
     She had been summoned through the chief of police, after Rozakis and the two Germans had turned up at the station. Unable to make sense of what the foreigners wanted, the chief had sent Sergeant Floros to fetch Dr Dhaniel from his clinic. He was under the impression that the doctor knew German, but Dhaniel insisted it was French he spoke.
    

    
     Lieutenant Umbreit, however, turned out to have a much better command of French than he did of Greek. They had been given an interpreter, he explained to the doctor, but the recruit knew only classical Greek and had proven virtually useless. They were waiting for a replacement but had been led to believe that the Molyvos mayor spoke German.
    

    
     ‘A little,’ Dhaniel said. ‘But he has had a heart attack. He wouldn’t be much use to you.’
    

    
     ‘Anyone else?’ the lieutenant asked. ‘We need someone… someone to act as a liaison officer.’
    

    
     ‘Liaison officer,’ the doctor echoed.
    

    
     ‘An intermediary between us and the villagers,’ the lieutenant elaborated.
    

    
     ‘Yes. Yes, I see.’ Elias Dhaniel sighed, paused to reflect, then – as he would later tell Calliope – decided it might turn out to be useful to have her working for the Germans. He gave her married name to the lieutenant: Calliope Alexiou.
    

    
     The German raised an eyebrow. ‘A village woman?’
    

    
     ‘A schoolmaster’s daughter.’ The doctor studied the floor. ‘Her German’s probably adequate, but… well, she’s a schoolmistress now. She’s busy with the children.’
    

    
     ‘Do not worry, Doctor
     
     I’m sure we can compromise.’
    

    
     Dhaniel translated the ensuing exchange. The police chief must get the schoolmistress to present herself at the town hall in the morning, when Major von Herden was expected to meet with the village council.
    

    
     It might have sounded like a request but, calling on Calliope that evening, Chief Christopoulos made it clear: this was an order.
    

    
     ‘Not mine, you understand. It’s those bloody Germans. They want you there at ten a.m.’
    

    
     And so Calliope came. She opened the gate, feeling hot moisture spread in her armpits. The armed sentries watched her climb the mansion’s stairs: a tall, black-clad young woman wearing a widow’s head-kerchief, her golden eyes bright with anguish.
    

    
     They must have been told to expect her. Hearing her name, one of the soldiers promptly escorted Calliope indoors, announcing her to his superior.
    

    
     ‘
     
      Guten Morgen!
     ’ The officer introduced himself, as amiable as a host dealing with some last-minute party arrangements.
    

    
     Calliope did not return the greeting. She merely nodded, eyes riveted to the eagle-and-swastika badge above Lieutenant Umbreit’s breast pocket. Eventually, she looked up. She noted that the German’s eyes were the colour of a wintry sea; he had a dented chin resembling her father’s, though the officer’s face was more angular, as high-coloured as a mountaineer’s.
    

    
     The German anthem ended, replaced by the Greek. The lieutenant ushered Calliope into the former pasha’s reception room, where the village council was assembled around ‘the American’ sitting in for the ailing mayor. They were waiting for the major to arrive, as restive as schoolchildren during a tedious lesson.
    

    
     Coffee was served. Dr Dhaniel did not touch his, but the clumsy olive-mill owner spilled some on his carefully knotted tie. The German lieutenant had stepped out and was conferring with his adjutant. Calliope stared at her own hands with sudden astonishment. They were trembling like the hands of an old woman. They didn’t seem to belong to her, to respond to her inner commands.
    

    
     She hid the hands in her lap. The Greek anthem came to an end. There was the sound of clicking heels, a flurry of
     
      Heil Hitler
     s at the entrance. And then the lieutenant threw open the conference room door.
    

    
     Major von Herden had arrived.
    

    
     VII
    

    
     Calliope had never met anyone with such pale, pale eyes – eyes virtually colourless except for the thin grey rim encircling the iris. A wolf’s eyes, she would later think, recalling a picture book she had recently bought for her godson.
    

    
     Von Herden was doing his best to seem like a friendly wolf. He was years older than Lieutenant Umbreit, but his speech and manner somehow suggested prolonged rehearsal in front of a mirror. The Germans had not come to the island as enemies but as well-meaning friends; the occupation of the region was only temporary; the Wehrmacht’s aim was to protect the island against British attacks.
    

    
     Von Herden stated all this with stiff courtesy, spacing out his words as if to avoid potential misunderstanding. He waited for Calliope to render his statement into Greek before continuing.
    

    
     ‘Naturally, we shall not interfere with your authorities, nor molest anyone – provided the Occupation is respected, of course.’ 
     
      Of course.
     Calliope, translating, observed the doctor exchange looks with the acting mayor. Kyriakos Himonas’s tie was askew, his hair in revolt, as if he had forgotten to comb it on getting out of bed. Calliope thought of her husband rising in the morning and, momentarily distracted, missed the major’s next words. Something about a speech Hitler had given.
    

    
     ‘And I can tell you the Führer singled out the Greek people for special praise,’ he was saying. ‘No other nation has fought with the valour of your soldiers!’
    

    
     Von Herden went on in this vein, but eventually got down to rules and regulations. That firearms had to be surrendered was to be expected, but the order to stop night fishing left Calliope staring at the major in utter bewilderment.
    

    
     ‘In a few days, permits will be issued for daytime fishing,’ von Herden added.
    

    
     Calliope translated all this, seeing amazement spread on the councillors’ faces. This was a fishing village! Its inhabitants had lived off the sea from time immemorial, accountable to no one but God.
    

    
     A long silence followed. The birthmark on Rozakis’s forehead had visibly swelled; ‘the American’ kept running his hand over his face, as if trying to decide whether a shave was called for.
    

    
     ‘I’m sorry to say that school attendance will have to be cut to two hours,’ the major continued, looking like a parent forced to renege on a promise. ‘Two hours, six days a week, and—’
    

    
     ‘Two hours?’
    

    
     Calliope swallowed hard, then slowly turned toward the village council. ‘At least they’re not demanding we conduct our classes in German,’ she added drily.
    

    
     The comment was aimed at the headmaster but, shifting back to the major, Calliope became aware of the young lieutenant’s querying eyes. He appeared faintly amused, as if he’d guessed the nature of her aside. Did he understand more Greek than he let on? He had a deliberate, distracted way of raking his hand through his hair, like a man absorbed in solving an intricate problem. The hair was wheat-coloured, as fine as a boy’s.
    

    
     ‘Any questions?’ If not for his uniform, the major might have been a stern professor scanning his students’ faces. His listeners looked more restive than ever. ‘Please feel free to voice anything on your mind,’ von Herden said: polite, encouraging. ‘Anything at all.’
    

    
     The
     
      kapheneion
     owner was the first to speak, asking about personal travel. He didn’t state the reason for his concern, but Calliope guessed it had to do with his son, who had also failed to return from the Albanian campaign. There had been reports of families travelling to Epirus to scour the battlefields for their missing relatives’ remains.
    

    
     The major said that trips around the island should present no problem, but sea travel would require an official permit. ‘Rest assured, you’ll have permits for everything, including trade with the mainland.’
    

    
     At this point, von Herden consulted his watch, conferred briefly with his lieutenant, then went on to announce a brief intermission. He must have a quick tour of the village, then hurry back to headquarters. Lieutenant Umbreit would conduct the second part of the conference. He would also be responsible for carrying out all further directives.
    

    
     VIII
    

    
     Calliope’s anxiety had not quite evaporated but, stepping outdoors with the doctor, she was conscious of a surge of relief: she had never expected foreign invaders to be so civilised.
    

    
     They went to sit on a garden bench. Now that the megaphone was off, birds could be heard, twittering in the garden; a distant goat had begun to bleat. The council members strolled about the garden, smoking and arguing. They lingered by the fish pond, trying to decide how best to disseminate the Germans’ demands.
    

    
     The doctor was not taking part in the discussion. He could not, he said, think clearly, with all of them babbling together. He seemed, all at once, unusually testy. When Calliope spoke of German civility, he made a small, disgruntled gesture but did not bother to answer.
    

    
     ‘Von Herden even thanked me for my services!’ Calliope added.
    

    
     Dhaniel heaved a sigh. ‘You mustn’t confuse fine manners with good intentions.’
    

    
     ‘What do you mean? Would you rather have them flashing swords like the Turks?’
    

    
     The doctor was silent, his eyes wandering around the garden. Suddenly, he reached out and plucked a rose from one of the pasha’s bushes, as if searching for consolation in the floral beauty. He brought the coral-hued rose to his nose, held it there briefly, then passed it to Calliope.
    

    
     ‘The garden is technically theirs now,’ he said. ‘But why should they mind? After all, they’re only here to protect us from the British.’
    

    
     Calliope studied his face for a moment. ‘You don’t believe them,’ she said.
    

    
     ‘Ach, Calliopitsa
     
     They’re here to protect their own interests! They think the Allies might try to land here from the Turkish coast.’
    

    
     ‘But why should they ban night fishing? Do they think our fishermen might collaborate with the Allies?’
    

    
     ‘Yes! Or try to escape to the other side.’
    

    
     ‘But why?’
    

    
     ‘To join the Brits,’ he said, ‘or maybe our own forces in Egypt.’
    

    
     Calliope mulled it over, watching the major and his minions briskly stride away. Her uncle, the mayor, was still bedridden, but he had at some point aired the view that Kimon might be among those fighting in Egypt. It was widely known that some Albanian draftees had joined the Greek Armed Forces in the Middle East, but even Kimon’s mother didn’t think her son was likely to be among them. Kimon had detested army life. He would have sailed home the moment he got his discharge papers. Calliope had agreed with her mother-in-law, though who could say what changes might come over a man after a few battles?
    

    
     In the town hall garden, the councillors had reached a decision.
     
      Papa
     Emanouil had undertaken to speak to
     
      Papa
     Iakovos. The two priests would announce the new rules after Sunday Divine Liturgy; the acting mayor would see to it that notices went up all over the
     
      agora
     
    

    
     The discussion was still in progress when the German adjutant appeared in the doorway. Lieutenant Umbreit was ready to resume.
    

    
     IX
    

    
     The first thing to disappear from store shelves was bread. It was mid-June and, walking home from her new duties at the town hall, Calliope came upon a gaggle of women gathered outside the shuttered bakery, clucking like distraught hens. They stood huddled together in the midday glare, gesturing towards the sign Petros Moralis had posted on his bakery door: 
     
      NO BREAD
     
    

    
     There was no bread because there was no flour anywhere on the island. There was no flour because sea transports from the mainland had virtually stopped. Moralis could have stayed to explain all this but hadn’t.
    

    
     ‘There’s no bread,’ Calliope told her mother. She went to the cistern for a glass of water. ‘No one knows when – if – we’ll have bread again.’
    

    
     ‘No bread!’ Mirto crossed herself. ‘Mother of God, what next?’ She was stirring a pot of lentils, which were not quite ready. Calliope was hungry and irritable, itchy all over in her mourning clothes.
    

    
     ‘We can always eat cake, I suppose,’ she said.
    

    
     Mirto, who had never heard of Marie Antoinette, shot Calliope an exasperated look. ‘How can we bake cake when there’s no flour?’ She stood shaking her head. ‘May their bones rot in pitch, Hitler and his cohorts!’
    

    
     Calliope sat down to prepare her lessons. She taught only two hours a day now, but spent at least six at the town hall – morning or evening – translating the Germans’ communiques, the mayor’s questions, the villagers’ complaints about permits, house searches, shortage of boat fuel. Even Hektor the fool had a grievance: there was too much rubbish put out by the Germans; he was having to make extra trips to the village dump.
    

    
     The dump was behind the fortress, not far from the watchtower the Germans had constructed to survey the sweep of sea between the Turkish coastline and Eftalou. A military seaplane was frequently seen hovering over the village; German boats kept patrolling the sea, on the lookout for British submarines, contraband, National Resistance fighters.
    

    
     The Germans remained polite but did not hesitate to requisition anything they needed, including Fotini’s
     
      kapheneion
     in the harbour. The shop was now a German canteen, though old Fotini was duly paid for serving the Wehrmacht soldiers.
    

    
     Lieutenant Umbreit had settled into a spare room at the back of the town hall; his adjutant was billeted in the cellar, next to what used to be the servants’ quarters but was now a German detention cell. Eight recruits were lodged in the abandoned Turkish house. They had slept in tents while the house was restored and cleaned, with a skill and efficiency that left the neighbours agog.
    

    
     There had been little left of the Turks’ possessions, but the Germans burned whatever they found. They disinfected every corner, they requisitioned mattresses. Within a week, a swastika was hanging above the entrance. The place seemed deserted during the day, but sometimes, sitting at her window late in the evening, Calliope would hear the German soldiers singing their melancholy songs.
    

    
     The town hall had come to house both Greek and German administrative offices. Calliope spent much of her time running between floors, working at the desk she’d been assigned in the mayor’s office, keeping at bay any thoughts of Kimon. In the
     
      agora
     , villagers who had once detained her to enquire about their children’s progress were now posing questions she could seldom answer. Questions about produce or leather quotas, about confiscated fishing boats or relinquished gold. Gold was one of the commodities the Germans had demanded upon arrival; hoarders would be subject to the death
    

    
     ‘But it’s not right – surely you can see it’s not right,’ Calliope’s own mother-in-law protested. ‘Expecting me to give up a family heirloom as if it was a sack of potatoes!’
    

    
     Martha Alexiou was a widow in her late forties, with creamy, sumptuous flesh and blue eyes perpetually lit by fires of indignation. Since her husband’s death and Kimon’s failure to return, much of her energy had been expended in search of someone to blame for her various vexations. She would have gone on about the gold had it not been for the timely arrival of her youngest son, Pericles.
    

    
     Kimon’s younger brother had been one of Calliope’s brightest pupils, a shy bookworm obsessed with world capitals. He was going on seventeen now, suddenly focused on his unruly hair. Every day, he would comb and comb his black mane, resolutely flattening it, only to have it spring up again.
    

    
     Pericles looked older than his years, but his attachment to his former teacher seemed undiminished. He often came to see Calliope after school, offering to chop wood, or prune a fruit tree, or get rid of a large spider. All he asked in return was that she read a new poem he had just written, often two or three of them. Sometime around puberty, Pericles’s interest in world geography had given way to a new, lasting obsession with the power of words.
    

    
     X
    

    
     What the Occupation demanded above all, however, was reticence and cunning. Due to the recent requisitioning of livestock, a medical certificate was needed to purchase meat. Calliope’s mother seemed healthy enough, but the doctor officially diagnosed anaemia, offering the false document with a little ironic flourish. Oddly, as soon as the certificate had been issued, Mirto began to complain of real weakness in her limbs, sometimes of a malaise she could neither describe nor pinpoint.
    

    
     Calliope was more robust than Mirto, but her job as a go-between and document translator had proven far more exhausting than teaching.
    

    
     The Germans often confused her. She pulsed with resentment against their authority, yet could not help admiring their manners and competence. She bristled at the exclusion of Greek history from the curriculum, at being forced to facilitate the invaders’ purpose, yet could not deny the pleasure derived from the linguistic challenge. She would not admit this even to the doctor, but there was huge satisfaction in improving her command of a language that her father had taught her, and that she’d seldom had occasion to practise, except with her godfather-uncle, when his mayor’s duties had permitted it.
    

    
     But now her uncle was bedridden and ‘the American’ continued as acting mayor. He had time on his hands. Too much time, he grumbled, now that his taxi stood virtually idle because of fuel shortages.
    

    
     As an adventurous young man, Kyriakos Himonas had sailed away on a merchant ship. He worked in Chicago for several years, then returned to purchase a taxi and marry the well-dowered cousin of a Kaloni man with whom he had shared a cabin.
    

    
     Suddenly, the stonemason’s son was a man of status and means. His achievements were widely applauded, but a few drinks, and especially the company of some passing stranger, soon had him lapsing into a boastful mood.
    

    
     ‘I’m not like you aristocrats,’ he was given to saying to his social superiors. ‘I’ve sweated buckets for everything I’ve got. Buckets, believe me!’
    

    
     He liked to tell stories of his youthful exploits, mostly involving women in various ports of call. He was at the time in his mid-forties, a handsome, solidly built man blessed with what was generally regarded as American drive and vigour.
    

    
     Sharing an office with Calliope, Kyriakos did his best to emulate Mayor Metrophanis. He never left home without donning a tie, never used a simple word if a longer one could be ferreted out of his meagre vocabulary. He had brought a miniature of his own patron saint to the office, setting it next to a cherished American souvenir: the Statue of Liberty. Calliope thought her colleague foolish and vain, but always good for a droll anecdote. These days, you had to be grateful for the smallest distractions and pleasures.
    

    
     XI
    

    
     Petra’s Church of the Sweet Kissing Virgin was where Molyviates traditionally went on the Holy Day of the Assumption. Before the Occupation, most villagers would take the bus, or hire Kyriakos’s taxi. Some rode a farm cart or a mule, but virtually everybody went. It was one of the most sacred days on the Orthodox calendar.
    

    
     In that first summer of the Occupation, most Molyviates made the pilgrimage on foot. Molyvos’s sister village was five kilometres down an unpaved road but, what with the fuel shortage, the public bus was no longer running.
    

    
     The acting mayor had been granted a small quantity of fuel for medical emergencies. On that mid-August day in 1941, he had just enough left for one round trip to Petra. He was taking his own family but, at the last moment, his father complained of back pain, so Calliope’s lame mother was invited to take the old man’s place.
    

    
     Mirto went, leaving Calliope to her own devices. Around six o’clock, after a swim and a nap, she took Sappho for a long walk. At the entrance to the village, two German soldiers leaned against the sea wall, keeping an eye on things.
    

    
     The harbour was deserted. There was the sound of breaking waves, of seagulls swooping above the rippling water. The sun was still beating down on her head, so Calliope removed her kerchief. Settling down on the bench outside the harbour master’s office, she reached for her satchel and brought out a French novel. Sappho stopped to nuzzle Calliope’s feet, then went tearing after a cat.
    

    
     Half an hour had gone by when Lieutenant Umbreit came strolling into the harbour. He paused by the canteen, his eyes sweeping the deserted quay. Absorbed in her novel, Calliope was as yet unaware of his presence.
    

    
     ‘
     
      Guten Tag, Frau
     Alexiou!’
    

    
     The officer had finally crossed the wharf, his cap in his hand. Though both voice and face conveyed friendly intentions, the greeting sent a dart of anxiety through Calliope. Had she overlooked some official request? Had she forgotten to hand in something before going home?
    

    
     ‘
     
      Guten Tag
     .’ She swallowed. She crossed her legs, hand at rest on her open book. She took in the lieutenant’s binoculars, the pistol in his holster.
    

    
     ‘Beautiful day,’ he said genially, eliciting an inner sneer: a beautiful day in mid-August was hardly worth commenting on.
    

    
     She made a vague gesture. His scent intrigued her. It was a fresh, soapy smell reminiscent of her father’s shaving cream. But what was he doing here? Absently, Calliope’s fingers stirred of their own accord – opening, closing, opening, closing – on top of the printed page. The lieutenant glanced down at her hand and smiled.
    

    
     ‘What are you reading?’ He had a way of crinkling his eyes, a habit that lent him a warm, friendly look. Not the look of a conqueror.
    

    
     ‘A French novel.’ Calliope picked up the book and turned it over, letting him see the dust jacket. Polite but impassive. In four months, they had barely exchanged a single sentence beyond the absolute requirements of her job.
    

    
     ‘
     
      L’Assommoir
     !’ Surprise flickered across the German’s face. ‘And in French!’ He stood looking at her with his clear, foreign eyes.
    

    
     ‘Well, why not?’ Calliope said, mastering her irritation. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve already read it. Long ago, but…’ She shrugged, letting the statement dangle.
    

    
     ‘But?’
    

    
     ‘I have nothing else to read,’ she stated drily. There had been no new books since the start of the Occupation, but she resisted the urge to express resentment. ‘I’m rereading everything in our library.’
    

    
     The lieutenant regarded her for a moment. ‘Have you read the sequels?’
    

    
     ‘No.’ Calliope glanced up. He was probably somewhere in his late twenties – not much older than she. ‘Not yet. Have you?’
    

    
     He nodded. He smiled. A German soldier who had read Zola!
    

    
     ‘I’d really like to read Flaubert,’ she said, thinking out loud.
    

    
     ‘Well. I hope you will some day.’ He made a small, ambiguous gesture, hesitated, then turned to go.
    

    
     ‘Have you read Balzac?’ she blurted, succumbing to curiosity.
    

    
     Umbreit paused and turned to face her with a wan smile. He had studied literature and philosophy, he said, a little hesitant; had read all the French authors. ‘At Heidelberg University.’
    

    
     ‘I see,’ she said, feeling herself flush. 
     
      Heidelberg University!
     
    

    
     Umbreit stood gazing at a soaring seagull. ‘I miss my student days,’ he said suddenly. He sounded sad, yet unusually relaxed. Calliope was accustomed to seeing him bustle about, issuing orders, talking on the phone. He was unfailingly courteous but also preoccupied, officious. He turned back to her. ‘Have you read any German books?’
    

    
     ‘A couple.’ Calliope had finally risen, smoothing her black skirt. Her godfather had once been an ardent Germanophile. When Princess Frederika married the Greek Crown Prince, he had given Calliope two Herman Hesse novels on her name day. Reading them had been something of a struggle, but she had persevered. ‘My vocabulary’s still very small,’ she told Lieutenant Umbreit.
    

    
     ‘Not that small.’ He smiled. One of his front teeth slightly overlapped the other. ‘Your German’s surprisingly good,’ he said. ‘Really.’
    

    
     She managed a vaguely grateful smile. ‘
     
      Danke
     .’
    

    
     She did not see him again until the next afternoon, when she went upstairs to submit an official record of olive oil production. She knew why the Germans needed the olive mill’s records. It was the only way to determine how much oil they could reasonably expect. Umbreit took a cursory look at the sheaf of onionskins obtained from the mill. He tossed the file aside, reaching into a drawer.
    

    
     ‘I have something for you.’ He brought out a heavy black book embossed with gold letters. ‘You may borrow it if you like. Nietzsche,’ he added, the hint of a smile hovering around his mouth.
    

    
     ‘It’s kind of you, but—’
    

    
     ‘It’s all I have,’ he put in, vaguely apologetic.
    

    
     ‘
     
      Danke schön
     .’ Her gaze veered away, sweeping over Umbreit’s wall map: a German map of her own island, with red pins marking Wehrmacht garrisons along the coast. ‘Unfortunately, I don’t have much time these days and – well, as I said, German’s still a struggle.’ She paused. ‘It’s kind of you to think of me, though.’ She spoke politely, concealing her satisfaction. A Greek village girl being offered a philosophy book by a German officer!
    

    
     The lieutenant was silent for a moment, regarding her with a slightly perplexed expression. ‘Wouldn’t you at least like to try?’
    

    
     She shook her head. ‘
     
      Danke sehr
     .’
    

    
     ‘Very well.’ He tilted back in his chair, putting the book away. ‘You’re free to go, 
     
      Frau
     Alexiou.’
    

    
     She left his office and returned to the Greek quarters. Should she have accepted the book? Was it churlish of her not to?
    

    
     All afternoon, she kept struggling with herself. She would have greatly liked to read the German book – at least to try, as he had suggested. He’d caught her off guard and she had reacted instinctively: he was the enemy after all.
    

    
     She tried to find vindication in this inner reminder, kept trying to settle her ongoing confusion with the memory of the way he’d looked at her yesterday, standing in front of the harbour master’s office – his widening eyes, his raised eyebrows – when he first realised she was reading Zola.
    

    
     It was the surprise she could not forgive.
    

    
     XII
    

    
     One day, a dispute broke out between the acting mayor and Captain Yorgos, the former football champion’s father and captain of a fishing boat he had named
     
      Eleftheria
     . The Lyras family’s new caique was the finest in the village, so it came as no surprise that the Germans would commandeer it for the transport of island produce. The supplies were to go by sea to Salonika, then by cargo train to the German
    

    
     ‘The fucking bastards!’ the captain fumed, storming into the mayor’s office without so much as a greeting. ‘
     
      My
     boat to fatten up Hitler!’
    

    
     He was a thickset man with flashing eyes and a mouth agleam with gold. Looming over the acting mayor, he went on to demand that the council intervene with the German authorities. Their Italian allies had already got his son’s leg, he thundered. ‘Mimis is crippled for life, and now the motherfuckers want my boat?’
    

    
     Kyriakos listened, toying with his moustache, as attentive as a newly ordained priest at his first confession. He let the captain speak, then leaned back and tried to explain: the council had no leverage with the Germans. ‘None, I regret to say.’
    

    
     The statement was made in a grave and collected manner, as befitted the dignity of a mayor. But Kyriakos’s restraint only inflamed Yorgos Lyras. Waving his hammer-like fists, he insisted that a meeting be called to resolve the issue.
    

    
     Kyriakos regarded him from under his bushy eyebrows. ‘Can’t do that, Captain,’ he said. ‘Anyway, the council—’
    

    
     ‘The council should at least try to squeeze them!’
    

    
     ‘But that’s just what I’ve been trying to tell you: we’ve got no authority over the Germans! They take—’
    

    
     ‘They take whatever they want because you let them! The Germans spit in your face and you say it’s raining!’ roared the captain. He was an ardent communist and Germany had just invaded the Soviet Union, compounding his outrage. He turned and spat on the floor. ‘What are you, a man or a jellyfish? Is that what they taught you in America, to be the Germans’ puppet?’
    

    
     ‘What did you say?’ The mayor sprang up, sweat running from his eyebrows.
    

    
     Calliope, who had a document to finish, glanced up from her desk. ‘Gentlemen, please! I’m trying to work!’
    

    
     The men ignored her, their voices running into each other like hawkers’ cries at Mytilene’s central market. Kyriakos was jabbing his finger at the captain’s chest; Lyras’s sunburned face was contorted with rage.
    

    
     ‘Stop now, both of you!’ Calliope snapped. ‘You’re acting like children!’ She had failed to catch the mayor’s last statement, but the words tumbling from Yorgos’s lips made her bounce up from her chair, jumping back to dodge the captain’s flying spit. Were they going to end up punching each other like brawling sailors? Kyriakos was accusing the captain of cheating Mytilene fishmongers; the captain was scoffing at everything connected with the mayor, from his politics to his late mother’s honour. He was still waving his fists when Alfred Reis, Umbreit’s adjutant, happened to come by. He glanced at the two feuding men, nodded stiffly, then hurried on towards the staircase, as if nothing untoward were going on.
    

    
     Calliope sighed, irritation giving way to a surge of shame. The German had said nothing, but oh, the disdain in those frosty eyes, the barely suppressed contempt for two grown men ready to go at each other’s throats in a public office – in a woman’s presence!
    

    
     ‘Go ahead!’ she spat out as the red-faced men went on trying to outshout each other. ‘Kill each other for all I care!’
    

    
     She snatched the page she was translating and swept out of the office. She wished she could go home, but she’d promised to hand in the finished document for typing and duplication. Would Umbreit be able to hear the men’s voices in his upstairs office? Oh, maybe not: his office was in the back, overlooking the courtyard.
    

    
     She collapsed onto the garden bench, perspiration trickling down her face. Her widow’s weeds made her feel smothered in the rising heat. The black dye seeped from her collar and into her brassiere. It left stains on her neck and breasts. It made her want to scratch in intimate places.
    

    
     The men went on shouting. Kyriakos was in no position to accede to the captain’s demands, but he could have handled the situation more tactfully. Calliope was sure
     
      she
     would have, had she been in his shoes. But then, who would ever consider electing a woman to serve as mayor? Or, for that matter, even a village councillor?
    

    
     XIII
    

    
     At the end of that first, torrid summer of the Occupation, Calliope woke from an afternoon nap and, succumbing to heat and impulse, decided to burn all her widow’s weeds. Hearing her mother stir, she hastened to gather all her black garments: the cotton dresses, the blouses, the traditional widow’s kerchiefs. She then hurried out into the garden, hugging the hateful tangle with the look an overworked maid might wear while disposing of a soiled nappy. Soon, Mirto came shuffling out and found Calliope standing at the firepit.
    

    
     ‘Do you realise what you’re doing, daughter?’
    

    
     Calliope struck a match. ‘Yes, Mama, perfectly.’
    

    
     ‘Perfectly, eh?’ Mirto wrung her arthritic hands. She let a silent moment go by. ‘Did you stop to think what people will say?’
    

    
     Calliope jerked back from the leaping flames.
    

    
     ‘Let them talk! I don’t give a button any more!’ She stood watching the sizzling clothes, her face set in ferocious resolve. There was the smell of burning dye in the air, a foul odour that seemed somehow to vindicate her impulse.
    

    
     Mirto, too, was gazing at the flames. ‘Ach, my daughter, you still think you can go through life doing whatever you like, eh?’
    

    
     Silence. The underlying argument was nothing if not familiar. Watching the fire devour her mourning clothes, Calliope found her thoughts drifting towards her wedding day: the musicians accompanying her to St Kyriaki, playing their violins and accordion, the children skipping alongside the bridal
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Arrested Song.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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