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The Figurine
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Of all the ancient art that captures the imagination, none is more appealing than the Cycladic figurine. An air of mystery swirls around these statuettes from the Bronze Age and they are highly sought after by collectors – and looters – alike.

When Helena inherits her grandparents’ apartment in Athens, she is overwhelmed with memories of the summers she spent there as a child, when Greece was under a brutal military dictatorship. Her remote, cruel grandfather was one of the regime’s generals and as she sifts through the dusty rooms, Helena discovers an array of valuable objects and antiquities. How did her grandfather amass such a trove? What human price was paid for them?

Helena’s desire to find answers about her heritage dovetails with a growing curiosity for archaeology, ignited by a summer spent with volunteers on a dig on an Aegean island. Their finds fuel her determination to protect the precious fragments recovered from the baked earth – and to understand the origins of her grandfather’s collection.

Helena’s attempt to make amends for some of her grandfather’s actions sees her wrestle with the meaning of ‘home’, both in relation to looted objects of antiquity . . . and herself.

Victoria Hislop’s irresistible new bestseller shines a light on the questionable acquisition of cultural treasures and the price people – and countries – will pay to cling on to them.
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Victoria Hislop is the multi-million copy bestselling author of eight books, including The Island, The Return, The Thread, The Sunrise, Those Who are Loved, The Last Dance and Other Stories and Cartes Postales from Greece. Her books have been translated into forty languages. Her most recent novel, One August Night, returned to Crete in the long-anticipated sequel to The Island and spent twelve weeks in the Top 10 hardback fiction charts.

Victoria was executive producer on the adaptations of The Island, Cartes Postales and One August Night for Greek television – and recently took part in Dancing with the Stars, also on Greek television.

Victoria divides her time between England and Greece and, in 2020, was granted honorary citizenship by the President of Greece. She was recently granted an Honorary Doctorate by the University of Sheffield and is patron of Knossos 2025, which has raised funds to rebuild the new research centre at one of Greece’s most significant archaeological sites. She is also on the British Committee for the Reunification of the Parthenon Marbles.
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Μα πάνω απ’ όλα σμίλεψαν

μορφή κυρίαρχη,

αυτή της γης-γυναίκας

. . . γυναίκας γόνιμης, καρποφορούσας,

παραγωγή της ίδιας της ζωής

Above all else they carved

one dominant form,

Earth-goddess mother

. . . woman fertile, and fruitful,

and source of all life

 

Nikos Stampolidis

Director-General, Acropolis Museum




Foreword

Many great twentieth-century artists were inspired by the simple beauty and primitive form of the Cycladic figurine. Picasso, Modigliani, Brâncuşi and Henry Moore were among them. As a result, the appreciation of these third-millennium BC figurines grew. In 2010, for example, a single figurine, less than ten inches in height, was sold for more than $16 million in a New York auction house. This popularity, however, has also led to massive illegal excavation and clandestine trade.

The theft of cultural treasures and the falsification of provenance diminishes our understanding of civilisation. Every object illegally removed, smuggled and sold impoverishes the victim country and is often linked to broader criminal activities such as money-laundering and drug and arms trafficking. The war against perpetrators continues to be fought on an international scale.

Beauty has always cast its spell, but down the ages has always driven some to crime.




Part One




Chapter One

1968

Helena stood at the top of the aircraft steps, blinking into the sunlight, a hot breeze blowing strands of hair across her face. Why was everything shimmering? So dazzlingly bright?

‘Páme mikrí,’ said the air hostess, holding her hand tightly as they descended onto the melting tarmac. ‘Let’s go, little one.’

At passport control, Helena’s airline ‘auntie’ showed the child’s stiff new passport to an official, before taking her to retrieve her brown plastic suitcase from the carousel. Helena was then handed over to a driver, who was parked directly outside the exit. As they approached the large black car, she noticed a silver statuette perched on the front of the bonnet. A shiny, winged lady.

The fifty-minute drive took her along the sea (so blue, so calm) and then into a network of busy, colourful streets, where she wound up her window to keep out the fumes. Twice when the car had to stop because of the traffic, a few children clustered round and peered in to look at her, and she shrank back into her seat, embarrassed. In another street, someone approached selling flowers. Everything seemed exotic and strange, the buildings tall, the roads narrow.

Finally, in an area where there were fewer people, much fancier dress shops and more trees, they stopped outside an elegant apartment block. ‘Edó eímaste,’ said the chauffeur, speaking for the first time. ‘We’re here.’

The building was cream-coloured, and Helena could see grey marble steps leading up to a pair of glass doors. On either side of the entrance were big plants with large leaves that looked as if they had been polished.

This must be Evdokias 45 in Kolonaki, where her grandparents lived.

There was a small, stout woman with silvery permed hair standing on the pavement. She wore a blue skirt and a matching silky blouse with a bow at the neck. When Helena emerged from the car, the woman clapped her hands together in delight. She looked nothing like Helena’s mother, but this must be her grandmother.

‘Koukláki mou! Koukláki mou!’ she cried, hugging Helena so tightly and for so long that the little girl wondered if she would ever let her go. She did not understand the term of affection but found it in her dictionary later. She had not been called a dolly before.

When she was finally released from her embrace, Helena followed her grandmother up the steps, past a brass plate with five buttons, into a gleaming foyer. A smiling uniformed man behind a desk stood up to greet her. The chauffeur had brought Helena’s suitcase inside and the concierge picked it up and ascended with them in the mirrored lift, smiling and chatting all the way. By the time they got to the fifth floor, he knew Helena’s name and age, her favourite colour and favourite ice cream, and she knew that Kýrios Manolis was going to be a good friend.

The apartment door was wide open, and Eleni Papagiannis led her granddaughter inside. Helena looked around her, wide-eyed, intimidated by the high ceilings and low lighting. The ubiquitous glint of gold, floor-to-ceiling windows and ornate framed mirrors in the alcoves reminded her of stately homes she had been taken to on school visits. She felt a long way from her parents and her plain but comfortable semi-detached home in Suffolk, but was determined to put on a brave face, just as she had promised before waving goodbye to them that morning. It was only for two weeks, she told herself, and even now her grandmother was speaking Greek to her, which meant that she was bound to be more fluent when she returned. This was one of the reasons she was here, but she might have to ask her grandma to slow down a little.

She was taken on a tour of the drawing room, dining room and kitchen. It was here that she met Dina, the maid, who was busy scrubbing the floor but sprang to her feet to welcome this important visitor.

‘I’m so happy to meet you at last, little Helena!’ she beamed. ‘Your room is all ready!’

Helena was shown the spacious bedroom where she would sleep and understood that it was a special room for guests. They passed doors to four other bedrooms and three bathrooms. Finally her grandfather’s study was pointed out, but she was not taken inside.

Most exciting of all was the large balcony, which had a spectacular view of the Parthenon. It was an image with which Helena was already very familiar and she suddenly felt more at home.

‘We’ll go there one day,’ promised Eleni. ‘But for today, I thought we would go for an ice cream? Would you like that?’

Helena nodded.

On the day she arrived, Helena’s grandfather got home mid evening. General Papagiannis was in uniform and was at least a foot taller than her grandmother. If she had expected the same welcome from him, she would have been disappointed. Stamatis Papagiannis was noticeably unaffectionate. Her mother had warned her that his manner might be rather formal, but she had not really understood what this could mean. At this first encounter, he was clearly dismayed by the vivid colour of his granddaughter’s hair. Kókkino was the first word she heard him say. Red. It was not meant as a compliment but as a criticism, and she felt her skin going crimson with shame. Her green eyes appeared to be even more offensive to him. ‘Prásino!’ he spat, as if it was a swear word. She realised that he had only seen a photograph of her in black and white.

Fortunately, her grandmother poured such kindness on the eight-year-old that she began to savour each day, almost regretful at how quickly time went by. She discovered that they shared the same name, but in Greek it was pronounced ‘Eleni’. Her grandmother renamed her Elenaki, little Eleni, and in return Helena was to call her Yiayiá.

The child was swept away by the thrill of being introduced to the colourful, dusty and flamingly hot city, and her grandmother helped dispel her homesickness with unlimited treats. Her first summer fortnight in the Greek capital seemed full of sweetness; not just her introduction to zacharoplasteíon specialities such as baklava and orange cake dripping in syrup, but also the fragrant lacquer that her grandmother sprayed in her hair, the scent of the jasmine flowers that blossomed profusely on the terrace, and the beeswax that Dina used lavishly in the apartment. And then there was her grandmother’s name for her, glykiá mou, a term of endearment that Helena soon learned meant ‘my sweetness’.

The excitement of the bustling city could not have been a greater contrast with her small town in Suffolk, where a bus only passed through twice a day to connect it with the county town, the local cinema only opened its doors on a Saturday, and a major event was the annual visit of a funfair.

Helena embraced the strangeness of everything in Greece, from the calls of the street sellers to the unfamiliar food she ate in local restaurants. She was unsure at first about the sharp-flavoured white cheese and the bitter black olives, but after a while she got used to all the odd flavours, even the way the water tasted. Her early days with her grandmother were safe and cloistered. On the first day, they went to Zonars, her grandmother’s favourite place to meet her smart women friends, for ice cream. The following day they went to a beach, where the pale, fine sand was unlike any she had ever felt beneath her feet and the sea was warm and blue. She was allowed to swim as long as she kept her grandmother in sight, and as soon as she got out of the water, she had to sit in the shade of a big multicoloured umbrella.

Everyone who met Helena, whether they were known to Eleni Papagiannis or not, commented on the dramatic colour of her hair and usually lifted up one of her long bunches to examine it more closely.

‘Kokkinomálliko! Little redhead!’ they exclaimed, in tones that ranged from admiration to disdain. Helena was used to standing out from the crowd, even at home, but people were not usually so nakedly curious or rude. The only place where she blended in was Scotland, where all her cousins had similar colouring and even more freckles than her.

Her grandfather was mostly absent, sometimes for several days at a time, or he went out very early in the morning, returning late. Helena rarely saw him in anything other than his army uniform, and he remained a remote but intimidating figure. She could not tell her grandmother that she found him frightening, and only admitted to herself that she was happier on the days when he was not around.

One evening, however, he was home in time for dinner, and before he ate, he summoned her into his gloomy study, where he sat behind his desk and interrogated her in Greek about her day. She found the encounter terrifying, mostly because she was afraid of making errors and sensed his irritation when she did.

Before the ordeal began, Helena’s grandfather (she was told to call him Pappoú but generally avoided it) picked a cigarette from the silver box next to his ink blotter, put it in his mouth and leaned forward. From his gesture, Helena understood that she was expected to light it for him with the table lighter, a heavy lump of solid metal engraved with his name, and she quickly worked out how to flick the lever to bring the flame shooting up from the base. As he took his first clearly satisfying inhalation, he sat back and listened to her struggle with her narration of the day, plumes of smoke rising between them. Every few seconds he interrupted her flow to correct her.

At the end of her account, his mouth curled into a smile but his eyes remained lifeless. Helena had never come across anyone with two separate parts to their face that seemed entirely independent of each other. After that, he got up without a word and she watched his towering figure leave the room to have dinner with her grandmother. She sat for a moment staring at the cigarette still smouldering in an ashtray.

When this process was repeated a few days later, he told her that the best way to learn was to fear failure. Every time she made a mistake, she had to put her hand out to be smacked. He only struck her lightly, but it was enough to leave a mark, and more than enough to humiliate her.

Helena was determined not to let these encounters with her grandfather sour her stay. Most of the day he was absent, and the joyful novelty of the outings with her grandmother more than made up for the sessions with him. Whenever they went anywhere further than a few hundred yards away, they travelled with her grandfather’s driver in the well-polished Rolls-Royce, and the thrill of being driven around in the luxurious car was something she loved. She sat in the back with her yiayiá on the cream leather banquette and observed the city. There was always something to look at as they waited in the traffic: a man with an accordion, a bootblack, a shop with all its wares hung up for display outside, a priest who looked ten feet tall in a huge black hat. None of these things would be seen in Dellbridge.

The large numbers of soldiers and policemen on the streets puzzled her, given that nothing out of the ordinary was going on. She quizzed her grandmother about why there were so many, when in her own little town there was a single bobby who spent most of his day sitting in the station.

‘Perhaps that’s why England is such a lawless place, agápi mou,’ said her grandmother. ‘When you have plenty of men in uniform around, no one dares to steal.’

Helena did not respond. The only crimes she had ever heard of in Dellbridge were shoplifting from the Woolworths make-up counter and speeding on the new bypass.

Whenever she saw her grandfather in his army uniform, though, it was impossible to imagine anyone committing a crime in his presence, unless they cared nothing for their own lives. A teenager in Suffolk would certainly not steal a lipstick if there were people like him on every street corner. She found Stamatis Papagiannis quietly sinister, like a dormant volcano. If and when he was going to erupt was unknowable, but the threat felt constant.

On her first Sunday, the only day she saw her grandfather in civilian clothes, she was taken to the nearby church and told that this was a weekly outing. Both her parents were atheists, and Helena only went to her town’s plain parish church a few times a year with school, so the Greek Orthodox traditions seemed very strange to her. There were no hymns for the congregation. All the singing was done by a group of men. Their other-worldly voices were beautiful and harmonised perfectly. Very little was spoken, and the priest swung a silver incense burner back and forth, back and forth as he chanted, filling the air with an intoxicating scent that lingered on her clothes for days. It was yet another part of the sweetness of Athens that she enjoyed so much. The priest was theatrical, with the longest white beard she had ever seen, ornate vestments trimmed with gold and a tall hat. He was nothing like the vicar who did the school services and was only distinguishable from the young teachers by his dog collar.

Helena was not bored even for a second, there was so much to absorb: the painted figures all around her with their big doleful eyes, the rows of silver charms representing prayers that hung on ribbons before some of the icons, the bundles of skinny candles that people planted into bowls full of sand, the sight of one old lady after another stooping to brush their lips against the glass-fronted image of a saint, passing their right hand in a triangular motion from head to heart, then right and left, over and over again. She loved the colour and ceremony of it all.

As they were walking home, her grandfather asked her who her noná was.

It was an awkward moment because she did not recognise the word.

‘He means your godmother,’ whispered Yiayiá.

‘Oh, I don’t have one,’ responded Helena casually. ‘Or a middle name like all my friends. I wasn’t baptised.’

‘You weren’t baptised?’

Helena recognised total incredulity in his voice. At first she mistook it for pity, but she quickly realised it was anger, and the force of it shocked her, given that he had emerged from a holy place only minutes before. She heard the word noná repeated, and then her mother’s name, in Greek, of course, spoken many times over. Maria this, Maria that. He appeared to be furious with his wife, his daughter and his granddaughter in equal measure, though Helena could not quite work out the reason or what she could do about it.

Eleni Papagiannis tried to calm her husband down as Helena reddened with embarrassment at being the cause of this outburst. People on the street were looking at them and she was glad when they reached Evdokias 45. Her grandfather continued up the road, his stick tapping loudly and firmly on the pavement. The old lady was pale and her hand visibly shaking as she pushed open the door. She merely nodded at Kýrios Manolis as they stood waiting for the lift.

‘He has a rendezvous with friends in a kafeneío,’ she explained to Helena, ‘and they will probably have lunch together after that. Army colleagues. Men he trained with many decades ago. Some of them have retired now, but many are still active. They love to meet up on a Sunday.’

Helena said nothing as the two of them went up in the lift. She was sure it was all a lie, and the more detail her yiayiá went into about her grandfather’s social plans, the less Helena believed it or cared. She had a growing dislike of him: his uncontrolled temper, his apparent lack of feeling for his wife, the sour smell that hung around him.

Back in the apartment, they sat down to the lunch that Dina had very evidently made for three: lamb cutlets and salad. Neither of them ate much.

‘It’s a little too hot to eat, isn’t it?’ said Dina as she cleared the plates. Helena looked at her and thought how kind she was to pretend there was another reason for their lack of appetite. She wondered how many times the maid had needed to smooth over such a situation. Dina reminded her of the nicest teacher at her school, who was always encouraging children to be kind, teaching them that it was the only rule that really mattered.

After a long siesta, and when the day had cooled, they were driven up Lycabettus Hill so that Helena could see the view across the city. They sat for a while to have a cold drink in the café, and she tried to cheer her grandmother.

‘I’m sure I can find a noná, Yiayiá,’ she said, sipping her lemonade. ‘I’ll see if Mum can ask Mrs Wilson who works at her school. She’s her best friend. Or maybe Dina could be?’ she added as an afterthought, noisily sucking the last mouthful of lemonade through her straw. She was not sure if it was her words or the gurgling sound that was the reason for her grandmother’s disapproving look.

She did not see Stamatis Papagiannis again that day, but when she was lying in bed that night, trying to sleep beneath the noisily whirring fan, she heard the sound of raised voices, mostly her grandfather’s, from down the corridor. Angry shouting was not something she was familiar with, and she buried her head under her pillow.

When she got up the following morning, she found her grandfather already at the table, sipping coffee and reading his newspaper. She supposed that Kathimerini, as it was called, was equivalent to The Times, which was the one her parents had delivered each day. He looked up when she sat down and spoke to her in a voice unrecognisable from the one she had heard on previous days.

‘You’re in for a special treat later today, young lady!’ he said, almost warmly. ‘You should put on your best dress. And I want to see some smiles from you, Elenáki mou.’

Eventually, when her grandfather had left the table and disappeared into his study, her grandmother appeared, wearing a long-sleeved dress. It seemed strange for the heat of the day.

Around six in the evening, after a long and listless day, Helena excitedly ran down the stairs, beating her grandparents, who had taken the lift, to the foyer. The chauffeur was waiting in the street to take them to their destination. The occasion was a historical pageant, and Helena’s grandfather was given privileged seating at the huge parade ground on account of his army status. The three of them had front-row places and a clear view of everything that took place.

Helena immediately noticed a group of men in throne-like seats on a decorated stage and asked who they were. Her grandmother explained that they were army colonels who had stepped in the previous year to run Greece properly. It was the child’s first glimpse of the triumvirate who had staged the army coup.

It was left to Eleni, who seemed more deferential than ever to her husband that day, to give Helena explanations and commentary. Stamatis Papagiannis sat unsmiling, focused on the action and occasionally glancing across at the men on the dais.

Helena had never witnessed such a spectacle. She was spellbound by the action and the terrifying proximity of the performers. It began with a re-enactment of one of Alexander the Great’s battles. Hundreds of men dressed as warriors of ancient times galloped into the sanded arena of the marble stadium and encountered the foe, leaping off their horses for man-to-man combat. The sound of clashing swords just yards from her face and the roar of the crowd was thrilling. At the end, an army tank disguised as a chariot trundled around the perimeter of the stadium parading the military junta’s symbol: a phoenix rising from the flames.

‘Those three men,’ Helena’s yiayiá told her in an interlude between battles, ‘are doing an excellent job. The one in the middle is Georgios Papadopoulos, our prime minister; to his right is Stylianos Pattakos, to his left is Nikolaos Makarezos.’

Helena nodded out of politeness. Great Britain had a prime minister, Harold Wilson, and every time she saw him on television, he was smoking a pipe, so it was no surprise to her that his Greek counterpart was smoking one cigarette after another, rather like her grandfather. More surprising to her was the row of priests clad in black sitting immediately behind him. Some of them were smoking too.

Yiayiá’s explanations remained bland and neutral, but Helena was conscious that her grandfather was listening in, ready to correct her, which he did once or twice, or to emphasise a point.

After an interval, during which Helena ate an ice cream, there were further battle displays. These were re-enactments of events that took place during the 1821 War of Independence against the Turks, ‘the revolution’ as it was known.

‘The men with the baggy coloured pantaloons are the Turks,’ explained Eleni Papagiannis. ‘And those in the full white skirts – the fustanélla – are the Greeks!’

There was one horse, bigger than the others, that circled around the battle, ridden by a man with an impressive helmet.

‘Kolokotronis,’ the old lady said great pride in her voice. ‘The hero of the revolution.’

From the Turks came blood-curdling screams as they waved their cutlasses in the air, but soon afterwards they were collapsing on the ground, slain by the mighty enemy. Finally, only Greeks were left standing. These men were the righteous winners. This was the clear and patriotic message.

Once the revolution re-enactment was over and victory declared, everyone stood as a vast flag, a blue cross on white, was paraded around three or four times to ever-increasing cheers from the eighty-thousand-strong crowd. It took eight men to carry it and eventually to spread it like a rug in front of the raised platform.

This was the cue for Papadopoulos to stand up and strut towards the microphone at the edge of the stage. There was a fresh surge of sound from his adoring supporters, who rose again to their feet and began to sing, apparently unprompted:

Vásta ta kleidiá, vástaxe gerá,
To ónomá sou tóra pia aiónia tha meínei.

The words had no meaning for Helena, but the enthusiasm of the crowd was rousing, and she liked the music and the jaunty rhythm.

‘Elenáki mou,’ said Eleni Papagiannis, ‘I’ll tell you what it all means later, but for now just join in with the chorus.’

Then came the words that were repeated every few lines. Hesitantly at first, but growing in confidence each time, Helena sang them out lustily:

‘Oré, Geórgio Papadópoule.’ Hurray for Georgios Papadopoulos.

For the first time that evening, her grandfather smiled.

‘Brávo, Elenáki mou! Brávo!’

Her grandfather’s pleasure at hearing her sing these words at the top of her voice appeared disproportionate to the effort involved. It seemed an easy way to earn praise from the severe octogenarian.

Georgios Papadopoulos spread his arms wide and high, a gesture of gratitude for the adulation. When the very last voice from the crowd was silent, he began to speak, his face partly obscured by the microphone, which was set a little too high for a man of his stature.

Neither his appearance (balding, thin moustache) nor his voice (high-pitched and hoarse, a screeching sound like fingernails on a blackboard) was what Helena had imagined for a leader of Greece. They were sitting just beneath one of the loudspeakers, and the noise of the reverberations and the shrill amplified sound was worse than a dentist’s drill. Instinctively she bowed her head and put her hands over her ears, hoping the speech would be over soon.

Her grandmother snatched her hands, pulled them down and firmly held on to them.

‘Show some respect!’ she scolded in a harsh whisper. ‘And don’t do that again!’

Papadopoulos ranted for what seemed like hours. Helena sat there rigid. The words were incomprehensible to her and Yiayiá no longer helped her out with any translation. She glanced at the old lady, who was fanning herself and listening with rapt concentration. It appeared that she was as avid a supporter as the rest of the audience, hanging on every word the man said.

Why, Helena asked herself, was everyone listening to this tirade? It seemed to her that the audience had been very polite from the moment they had entered the stadium, and yet they were being harangued as if for some misdemeanour. The tone of the address reminded her of when the headmistress made the entire school stay in at lunchtime because one person had written rude words on a toilet door. It seemed to Helena that he would never stop, and her eyelids began to feel heavy.

Eventually, though, he did finish speaking, and the audience stood once again. Out of respect or fear, Helena did not know. A military vehicle roared across the stadium, stirring up a cloud of dust. Papadopoulos climbed into it and then waved a regal farewell to the chanting crowd as he was driven away. The vehicle was followed by several more that came to collect others of sufficient seniority.

Soon the Papagiannis party was escorted to the exit. On the way, her grandfather paused to be greeted by many other men in uniform and their wives. Eleni Papagiannis shook dozens of hands too, and briefly introduced her granddaughter, who dutifully smiled each time, exactly as she had been instructed.
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It was Dina rather than Yiayiá who came in to wake her the next morning, and sunshine flooded in as the maid threw open the curtains.

‘Ti óra eínai?’ Helena asked, blearily wiping her eyes.

‘It’s eleven o’clock, agápi mou!’ Dina declared. ‘And I have a lot to do today. Will you help me?’

Stamatis and Eleni Papagiannis were having an important reception that evening. Yiayiá was already out at the hairdresser’s, and the maid was charged with getting the apartment ready and making everything spotless. From the door handles to the photo frames, nothing was going to escape Dina’s duster. Helena was handed one too. They began with Eleni’s collection of china figures on display in a glass-fronted cabinet in the drawing room. Helena had never been allowed to see them close to. Dina took every piece out and lined them up on various side tables.

‘It’s called Meissen,’ she explained.

‘What does that mean?’ asked Helena.

‘That it’s very special china. And the way you tell if it’s real is by this little pair of crossed swords on the underside.’ Dina inverted a lady in a crinoline and showed her the symbol. ‘Each one is worth many thousands of drachmas,’ she concluded.

Very gingerly, Helena touched the head of one of them with a duster and then stood back and watched Dina.

There were dozens. A monkey band, allegorical figures, women representing the four seasons, classical gods and goddesses, a shepherdess, a shepherd grabbing a shepherdess, a sultan riding an elephant, exotic birds, several different breeds of dog, a lion, a leopard. And many ladies who danced.

Helena had a few china cats she had won at a funfair the previous year, but her parents had no such treasures.

While Dina very carefully tended to the figures, Helena was given the task of polishing twenty crystal tumblers with a special cloth and placing them neatly on the sideboard, next to decanters of various kinds of whisky. She lifted the stopper from one of them and recoiled at the smell.

‘How do people drink that?’ she shrieked. ‘It’s disgusting!’

Dina laughed, putting her nose up to it as well.

‘I have no idea, paidí mou, my child. It smells like poison to me.’

Helena spent a happy morning chatting and giggling with Dina. In the afternoon she watched her preparing trays of canapés, and was even allowed to help garnish them.

In the evening, she was instructed to stay out of sight.

Spying through a crack in the door on the arriving guests, she noted that they were all men. Some were in uniform and others not, and a few of them brought gifts, which were left on a console table in the hall.

Once the doorbell stopped ringing and the last guest had arrived, her grandmother came into the kitchen and watched Dina adding the finishing touches to her miniature tarts.

For an hour and a half, Dina came and went with platters, and every so often she refilled the ice buckets. All the while Helena stood on the little balcony off the kitchen. She counted the number of limousines that were parked in the side street below and watched the chauffeurs as they leaned on their bonnets, chatting to each other and smoking. One of them spent the whole evening shining his chrome wing mirrors.

At 9.30 precisely, the sound of male voices filled the hallway as the guests all left. Simultaneously, Helena heard the sound of car ignitions and engines purring. She looked down at the guests being magicked away in their luxury cars.

With both her grandparents in bed, she was free to stay up and nibble at some of the untouched platters of food. Chatting with Dina was a good way to practise her Greek. Dina was from a village in the Peloponnese and spoke very little English, so the two of them often found themselves giggling as they tried to communicate.

‘Mathaíno grígora mazí sou!’ Helena told her. ‘I learn fast from you!’

The maid would be up for another few hours airing the drawing room, puffing up the cushions and clearing the over-filled ashtrays. There were also the vases to empty. Although the flowers had been fresh that morning, they had wilted in the heat.

There was more official entertainment for Helena that week. She was taken to a display of traditional dancing and song in the National Gardens. The night was as warm as ever, and she spent most of her time fighting off the midges that were attracted to her pale skin.

‘This,’ said her grandfather as the dancers gathered in a circle in front of them and the musicians struck up the first notes, ‘is the essence of Greekness.’

Helena did not really know what that meant, but she tried to work it out during the display.

‘Tsámiko,’ he added, as if that would help her to understand.

The ten men in extravagantly pleated white tutus, the same style that Helena had seen at the revolution re-enactment and which her grandmother had described as fustanélla, and ten women, demure in headscarves, full white dresses and red aprons, began to dance. The patterns were complex and the dancers’ steps were perfectly synchronised. The men had many opportunities to display acrobatic prowess, bending, limboing and jumping in the air to attract audience applause.

Helena was reminded of the Scottish dancing she had seen, and the kilt that her father kept in his wardrobe, but mostly she sat trying to suppress her giggles at the sight of the huge black pompoms on the men’s shoes.

The dominant sound was the clarinet that kept up a constant wail above the din of drums and violins.

‘Your grandfather used to be able to dance like that when I met him,’ Eleni Papagiannis said with a sigh on their short journey home. She was sitting in the back with Helena, and her husband was in the front talking stiffly to his driver.

Helena found it hard to imagine.

‘But after he was wounded, he never danced again.’

She had assumed that her grandfather used a stick because of his age.

The chauffeur was now parking outside the apartment, so it wasn’t until the next day that Helena found the opportunity to ask more.

‘He was shot,’ said Eleni Papagiannis, sotto voce. ‘During the war.’

Helena felt it displayed her ignorance to ask which war. Second? First?

‘We had only been married a year, but he was so brave. He spent many months in hospital, but they managed to save his leg.’

‘Poor Pappoú,’ Helena said. ‘It sounds like he was lucky, though?’

‘He was, agápi mou. It happened during the Asia Minor campaign, and if there had been more brave men like him, we might have won against the Turks and the Catastrophe would never have happened. Who knows?’

She would ask her mother when she got home what this campaign was, and what Yiayiá meant by the Catastrophe. History had never really interested her very much.

‘He was a hero, Helena,’ Eleni Papagiannis said firmly. ‘He is a hero.’

The word ‘hero’ was one she heard so often here, used for everything from Greek gods to the Colonels. Stamatis Papagiannis, with or without his limp, did not seem to fit the mould, but she nodded in any case.

Even though her homesickness had completely gone after the first week, Helena was excited when it was time to pack for her journey home. On the morning she left, Eleni Papagiannis took her out for a final ice cream in Kolonaki Square before the chauffeur drove her to the airport.

She had so much to tell her parents and knew how pleased her mother would be with the improvement in her Greek. Her grandfather was not there when she left, but both Eleni and Dina gave her firm hugs before she got into the limousine.

‘We’ll see you next year, won’t we?’ said Dina, sniffing into a handkerchief. ‘Promise?’

‘Of course!’ Helena reassured her. ‘Na metrísoume tous mínes.’

They made a mutual promise to count the months.

When Helena landed back at Heathrow, the first person she saw as she came through the arrivals gate dragging her small case was her mother, elegant in a yellow coat, her dark hair wound up in a bun. Mary McCloud always stood out in any crowd for her eye-catching southern Mediterranean looks, oddly mismatched with her name, and she was often conscious that people could not quite place her. Hamish McCloud, tall and ivory-skinned with a thick head of auburn hair and steel-rimmed spectacles, stood next to her.

Mary grabbed her husband’s arm as she spotted their daughter, looking healthily different from the day she had left, with a hint of colour on her pale arms and many more freckles on her face.

‘Look! Look, Hamish! There she is!’ she said, waving excitedly.

Both of them embraced Helena heartily.

The journey home went by quickly, with Helena doing her best to keep up with their questions.

Hamish noticed, even if Helena did not, that some of her answers displeased her mother. There were clearly a few things that Helena had done that did not meet with Mary’s approval. Being taken to church was one of them.

‘It was full,’ she told her mother. ‘As full as the church in Dellbridge when we have the school carol service. And it was just a normal Sunday. And Pappoú was shocked that I haven’t been baptised. I don’t know what he said exactly, but he seemed very annoyed about it.’

‘Well, it’s nothing to do with him.’

‘But can I be? It would be nice to have a noná, Mum.’

‘I think probably not,’ interjected Hamish. ‘It’s not really something we believe in.’

‘Typical of them to bring that up,’ Helena heard her mother mutter before she changed the subject. Had Helena gone to any museums? Did she like the food?

Helena told them about the pastries, the ice creams and the pageant. Mary McCloud was keen to hear if her daughter had made any progress in her own mother tongue and chattered to her in Greek for a few moments. When Helena replied to her with a new fluency, Mary was impressed.

‘And look,’ Helena said, fishing something out of her bag and passing it to her mother in the passenger seat. ‘Yiayiá gave me a school textbook. It’s a simple reading book to practise with.’

Mary flicked through it and reached the page where there was a portrait of Georgios Papadopoulos. She had to overcome the desire to rip it out. Now that school books were published by the government, there was an image of him in every single one.

‘And she said that next year I will have to start learning the formal language. It’s got a funny name.’

‘Katharévousa,’ her mother said curtly. ‘But I think the spoken kind is enough for now.’

Mary tried her best to hide any regrets over allowing her daughter to visit her parents. But when Helena described the cocktail party her grandfather had held, she found it very hard to contain them.

‘I wasn’t allowed to go,’ Helena told her. ‘Even Grandma didn’t go into the room. But I spied on them standing about in the hallway. They all looked important and they all had big cars and chauffeurs, like Pappoú.’

Mary had read that there was a restriction on gatherings of more than five people in Greece. How typical that there was one rule for the well-connected and another for the rest.

When they got home, the postcard that Helena had written was lying on the mat. She picked it up and her parents smiled as she read it out, repeating much of what had been related in the car.


26 July 1968

I had chocolate ice cream with pieces of real chocolate and lemonade with real lemons. Went on a journey to the seaside, then went swimming. Watched boys water-skiing but Yiayiá says only boys can do it. Tomatoes very red here and melon is pink with huge black pips. Battle display with Pappoú and the prime minister talked. Went to National Gardens to see dancers. Lots of love, H xxx



She had written exactly the same words to her best friend, Jenny, squeezing them onto the back of an image of the Acropolis, a place she had not yet seen close to. Her grandmother had promised it for the following year.

‘You’ll have to send us a card as soon as you arrive next summer,’ laughed her father.

‘Next summer?’ His wife shot him a look of irritation. ‘We’ll see about that.’

She knew that Helena’s blandly worded postcard had probably been perused by the military regime. This first visit to Athens had been hotly debated before she and Hamish had agreed to it, and was the result of much compromise and negotiation. Eleni Papagiannis had written so many times inviting Helena to come, having accepted long ago that Mary herself would not return to Athens, at least not until her father had died.

It was the gentle Hamish McCloud who had persuaded his wife that it would be a terrible shame if Helena never met either of her grandparents, and that such a trip would be educational and confidence-building for their only child.

How could Mary, a teacher, deprive her daughter of perfecting a second language? The stifling conservatism of Greek society and the lack of space for dissent were already making the news in England, but ironically the military regime made it safe enough for a child to go, so Mary had relented.

‘Please, Mum,’ the child pleaded now. ‘Yiayiá was so nice. And I promise I’ll work even harder at my Greek next time. I’ll come back fluent!’

‘We’ll see,’ Mary said, hoping that the junta might be overthrown as unexpectedly as it had taken power.

A week or so later, they were in the car together travelling to Scotland, to see her father’s side of the family. Helena mentioned all the soldiers and policemen she had seen in the streets and how her grandmother was always telling her how safe it was having them there.

‘It depends what kind of world you want to live in,’ her mother responded. ‘Personally, I would rather live in a free one and risk my bag being pinched. But in any case, that’s not a daily occurrence in our lives, is it?’

The last time anyone’s wallet had been stolen in Dellbridge had been at the funfair three years earlier, and it had made the front page of the local paper.

The trip up to Scotland took longer than Helena’s journey to Athens. They sang a few songs to pass the time, mostly rounds, and then Helena hummed the tune that had been stuck inside her head for a fortnight now.

‘Oré, Geórgio Papadópoule . . . Oré, Geórgio Papadópoule.’

Her mother spun around in the passenger seat.

‘Stamáta Élena! Amésos! Stop that right now! I never want to hear you singing that ever again. Do you understand?’

Helena had never seen her mother look so angry. And no, she did not really understand.

Up until now, Helena had never questioned her mother’s simple explanation for not coming to Greece with her. She always told her that Athens was too hot in the summer and that she preferred to swim in the North Sea rather than in the Aegean, but Mary’s irrational response to the song remained with her, even as the week passed in a chaos of barbecues on gale-swept lochsides and swims in the wild waves with her five red-headed cousins.

On their way home, they stopped for a night in Edinburgh.

‘The Athens of the North,’ said her father proudly, as they approached the city.

Helena made a zigzag with her forefinger across her misted-up window and peered through it. On this damp August day, she was baffled that the place was so named.

In the afternoon, Hamish McCloud led the way up Calton Hill in the drizzle to show his wife and daughter the National Monument. It was an incomplete copy of the Parthenon.

Mary McCloud read aloud from the guidebook. ‘“Unfinished through lack of funds, this nineteenth-century replica was built with local sandstone. The project was promoted by Lord Elgin, who wanted to link his name with the glory of ancient Athens.”’

‘I know it’s not exactly the Acropolis,’ said Hamish. ‘But they did their best.’

‘This was their best?’

Helena had never seen such scorn from her mother.

‘Elgin?’ she scoffed. ‘The man who did his best to destroy the original? Outrageous vandal and thief!’

Mary McCloud turned away, muttering angrily in Greek.

‘I’m going back to the car,’ she said over her shoulder.

With rain trickling down her neck, her anorak already soaked through and her hair frizzing to double its normal volume, Helena lingered for a moment. She looked up at the twelve rain-streaked columns against the slate-grey sky, perplexed.

‘Come on, Dad, let’s go and find Mum,’ she said. ‘Maybe she feels a bit homesick.’

Holding her father’s hand, she led the way back down the hill.




Chapter Two

The following summer, Mary took a call from her mother to say that Stamatis Papagiannis had had a fall. Helena was welcome to come, but she would be a bit preoccupied with looking after him. Her ticket was already paid for, however, and Helena reassured her mother that she was perfectly content to go. There would be a few outings with Dina, at least, and this time a language tutor had been hired to give her daily lessons.

She arrived the day that Apollo 11 was to land on the moon. The previous term she had won a prize for her project on space travel. Science excited her more than any other subject at school, and she had grasped the effects of gravity, the speed a rocket needed to travel at, what the astronauts would eat, what their clothes had to be made of, how they communicated with Earth. The moon landing was going to be the most thrilling event of her life. The world was waiting to watch it relayed live from thousands of miles away, and as she was driven to Kolonaki, she spotted American flags fluttering from every building and big television screens being put up in the main squares. Unlike her grandparents, few people were wealthy enough to have their own.

When she arrived, her grandmother came out briefly into the hallway to greet her, and then disappeared again into the bedroom. The first thing Helena noticed was how tired she looked. It must be hard to care for an invalid.

The second thing she spotted, as she passed the doorway to the drawing room, was that the television in the drawing room was missing. In the kitchen with Dina, who had made her supper, she plucked up courage to ask the maid if she was going to watch the moon landing.

‘I’d like to,’ Dina said. ‘But the television has been moved to your grandparents’ bedroom for now.’

‘Oh . . .’ said Helena, scarcely able to conceal her disappointment.

‘And he doesn’t want anyone going in there,’ Dina added regretfully. ‘Just your grandmother. And me with their food.’

When the clock in the hallway struck ten, Helena and Dina were sitting at the kitchen table reading a simple book in Greek together. At that moment, they both knew that the countdown for landing had begun.

Helena glanced at Dina, her eyes full of tears. ‘I don’t think it’s fair,’ she said.

‘Look,’ Dina said, ‘I want to see this too. If we’re very quiet, we can go down to the square and watch it there.’

‘But my grandmother would never agree to you taking me out so late, would she?’

‘I don’t think she’ll know. You’ll just have to pretend for the rest of your stay here that you didn’t see it.’

Helena threw her arms around Dina and they briefly hugged one another, partners in the crime they were about to commit.

Dina quickly untied her apron, grabbed the key off the hook and took Helena’s hand. She opened and closed the door soundlessly, and instead of using the lift, which tended to judder and clank, they padded down the five flights of stairs to the hallway. Dina whispered something to Kýrios Manolis that made him smile. A moment later, they were outside and running down the street. ‘Don’t worry, Helena. He’s my friend. He won’t tell anyone,’ Dina said.

Before getting to the square, they passed an electrical goods store where people had already taken their positions to watch the TV sets that were on in the window. This was history in so many ways. For Greece, it was the first ever live transmission.

As they approached the square itself, Helena could see that outside every café a small crowd spilled onto the pavement, everyone jostling to see a screen. She and Dina stopped outside the nearest one, packed with old, young and plenty of policemen. People let Helena through to the front, where a band of even smaller children had gathered to witness the moment.

A few minutes later, the blurred image of the moon’s surface appeared on the screen above their heads. It was pocked with craters, pitted like the lumpy porridge Helena always had to eat in Scotland. The area they were going to land on was called the Sea of Tranquility, but the faces of the men at Mission Control were anything but calm. It looked cold and treacherous up there, and Helena was certain that she could hear anxiety in the muffled voices of the astronauts.

Then came the euphoria and the relief. They were down safely and everyone in every café and bar around the square and around the world cheered and clapped. ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ There was no one without a smile on their face and the other children excitedly included Helena in a spontaneous circle that turned round and round until they were all dizzy.

‘Prótos ándras sto fengári! Prótos ándras sto fengári!’ they chanted. ‘First man on the moon!’

It was a joyful moment. The café was offering shots of tsípouro to the adults and orangeade to the children, and they all raised their glasses:

‘To the man on the moon!’

Dina elbowed her way through to Helena, her cheeks flushed from the alcohol.

‘Come on, Elenáki mou. We should go now.’

‘Oh Dina! Please!’

Helena was caught up in the fun of the moment and wanted to stay all night with her new friends. It was the first time she had met Greek children, and she was bedazzled by the way they had drawn her into their midst.

‘Prépei na fýgoume.’

Even if she had not spoken a word of Greek, Helena would have known from the tone of the maid’s voice what she was saying. They must leave.

As they came out into the street, Helena noticed that the moon was right above them. A perfect half-moon, a bright white semicircle. It was so far away, but up there, somewhere, men had landed. It was a moment of history and she had seen it with her own eyes.

They crept past Kýrios Manolis, who was asleep in his chair. When they were back inside the apartment and the door had been quietly closed, Helena went to bed. She was still shaking with excitement. She and Dina had agreed that very early the following morning they would get up to go and watch the astronauts take their first steps on the moon. It was another moment that neither of them wanted to miss.

Before it was even light, they tiptoed out again and reached the café in time to see Neil Armstrong making his tentative descent down the steps and onto the surface of the moon.

For Helena, it was even more thrilling than the craft itself coming down to land. People all around them were chatting noisily, but she listened intently, at an advantage because the spine-tingling words, the first ever to be spoken on the moon, were in her own language.

‘That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind,’ came the fuzzy sound of Armstrong’s voice from more than two hundred thousand miles away.

As they left the café, it was getting light and Helena looked up to see that the moon was no longer visible. Soon she was back in bed while Dina stayed up to begin her chores for the day. The pair of them had shared a great adventure as her grandparents slept.

Later that day, her grandmother asked her if she would like to watch a military parade on the television. She would set up a chair in the bedroom so that she could view it with her grandfather. Helena was incredulous. They had taken no interest in a momentous event in world history the day before and had happily deprived her of seeing it too. And now they wanted her to watch a parade, and a recording of a parade at that.

It was a beautiful sunny day and she could think of nothing worse than sitting in a darkened bedroom to watch a small screen, but knew she had no real choice.

The bedroom curtains were drawn, but a sharp shaft of sunlight gave enough illumination for Helena to see her grandfather lying on the top of the bed, his legs stretched out in front of him. One of them was bandaged up to the thigh, the other was naked, with varicose veins meandering up and down it like big, fat purple worms. His toes were twisted and his yellowing nails were long and cracked. Helena was both repulsed and mesmerised by the sight.

Her grandmother sat on the side of the bed and Helena perched on a chair feeling awkward. Her grandfather appeared to be dozing, so she was too afraid even to ask them whether they had seen the moon landing, the only thing that had been on her mind all day.

Suddenly there was a grunt from Stamatis Papagiannis as he stirred and then opened his eyes. He saw Helena sitting there.

‘Your grandmother said you were coming,’ he said grumpily, acknowledging her presence but little more. ‘You’re just in time for the parade.’

Helena managed a smile and then sat there dutifully watching the television. Her grandfather explained who was who, and she nodded occasionally to show she was listening, even though none of it interested her. All the strutting up and down seemed utterly pointless in comparison to a man’s first careful steps on the moon.

When the dancing began, her grandmother took her hand and led her round in a circle at the foot of the bed, attempting to teach her some of the steps. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched the fustanélla-clad Evzones. At first she was impressed that these tall men could dance with the daintiness of ballerinas, their pompom slippers always landing exactly when and where they should. Soon, though, she realised that the same steps were repeated monotonously, time after time after time.

As soon as the programme ended, she was allowed to leave the room and gratefully went back out into the early-evening light and onto the balcony, where she sat for a while trying to learn some verb constructions to impress the tutor who was scheduled to be coming for the first time the following day. Her concentration was disturbed at one point by the sound of her grandfather’s voice gruffly shouting Dina’s name. He was silent again after a while, but only after a door had banged several times.

She was curious when the doorbell rang, as they were not expecting any visitors that day. She heard the inner door being opened and the sound of Dina’s voice, followed by a man’s. Easily distracted from her homework, she went out into the hall, but whoever had come to the house had already disappeared into her grandparents’ bedroom. Perhaps it was a doctor.

Dina was in the kitchen preparing something for dinner, and Helena ambled in to talk to her.

‘Do you want me to test you?’ asked the maid. She sounded like she had a cold.

Helena handed over her exercise book and the two of them sat down at the table.

‘O ánthropos pátise sti selíni,’ Dina said, smiling. ‘Man landed on the moon.’

‘Eídame ton ánthropo na patáei sti selíni,’ responded Helena. ‘We saw man landing on the moon.’

‘Brávo, Elenáki mou,’ Dina said, praising her for mastering the complex grammatical construction.

At that moment, Helena’s grandmother walked in.

‘Can you make Arsenis some coffee, Dina.’

‘Who is Arsenis?’ asked Helena.

‘He’s your grandfather’s nephew, agápi mou. Your uncle,’ said Yiayiá.

Helena had never thought about other relatives she might have in Greece.

‘He’s come to see your grandfather, but I know he would be happy to meet his young relative.’

Yiayiá left the kitchen, and a few moments later, a slight man, older than her father but younger than her pappoú by a long way, with copious greying hair styled into a severe side parting and plastered down with Brylcreem, strode into the room. Helena noted how neatly his moustache was clipped, how crisp were the creases in his trousers, how white his short-sleeved shirt, how polished his brown shoes. For the heat of the day, he seemed too smartly dressed.

From the way Dina greeted him, it was obvious that he was a regular visitor but not one she liked. She knew to make his coffee sweet without asking, and put it on the table, along with a glass of iced water that she clumsily slopped and a piece of loukoúmi, a Greek sweet. Helena noticed that he did not say thank you.

‘So, this is Helena McCloud,’ he said in English, with an accent that Helena had only heard on BBC television. He put out his hand to shake hers, and she looked up at him before taking it. His skin was cold and dry. ‘And how do you like Athens, my little redhead?’ he asked.

‘I like it very much,’ Helena answered, blushing to her roots with fury. Uncle Arsenis was still holding her hand tight, and she had to tug it away from him.

‘I must take you to some museums,’ he said. ‘Have you been to the National Archaeological?’

‘No,’ she said.

‘Your uncle would be a good guide,’ said her grandmother, walking in. ‘He’s an expert in ancient things.’

Helena noticed the smile that spread across his face.

‘Well, I should go. And perhaps next time we’ll go on a little jaunt together.’

He winked at her as he said this, and Helena hoped that she would not have to go on any such jaunt. This uncle gave her the creeps, from the feel of his bristly moustache, which had brushed her face like a garden broom when he bent to kiss her on the cheek, to his audacity in calling her ‘redhead’. Just because he was family didn’t mean he had any such right to be so familiar.

As he left the apartment, Helena noticed him pick up a small canvas holdall that had been left by the front door.

With her grandmother entirely preoccupied with her bed-bound husband’s needs, Helena was left in Dina’s company again, and at dusk, the maid asked her if she wanted another adventure.

Except for the early-morning excursion to the square, Helena had been inside all day, and she nodded enthusiastically.

‘Will Yiayiá mind?’

‘She suggested it, paidí mou.’

They walked side by side through Kolonaki Square and down Vasilissis Sofias Avenue. It was one of the grandest streets of the city and led to the parliament building, from where they turned left towards the National Gardens. They passed many groups of soldiers on their way, but Helena was used to that by now.

‘Have you been to a cinema before?’ asked Dina as they walked.

‘Yes,’ Helena answered. It seemed a strange question to ask a child. Of course she had. Three times. The film she had loved best of all was The Sound of Music, and she had learned the words to all the songs from the record her parents had given her for her birthday.

‘This one might be a bit different,’ said Dina with a twinkle in her eye.

Soon they arrived at their destination, the Aegli cinema, and Helena saw a group of people standing by a gap in a long wall. Dina purchased tickets from a small kiosk, then they queued at a stall for souvlaki and went inside. Taking seats in the second row, they waited for the film to begin, enjoying a delicious feast of juicy cubes of meat made all the more succulent by a squeeze of lemon juice. With a fizzy orange drink in her hand, Helena was bursting with excitement even before the programme began. Above them, swallows swooped and dived against the inky sky.

Higher still was the waxing moon, a fraction larger than the night before and even brighter. She was just thinking about the astronauts and whether they were still up there when the lights went down and they were all plunged into darkness.

Operation Apollo had been
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