
 
[image: Cover image: One Night Beneath the Lemon Trees by Mary Karras]



   
About the Author

Mary Karras was born in London in 1978 to Greek-Cypriot parents. Growing up she developed a keen interest in the concepts of community, cultural dissonance and belonging, leading her to pursue a degree in English Literature and Language at King’s College London. Since graduating, Mary has worked for several national newspapers including the Telegraph, the Guardian and the Independent. One Night Beneath the Lemon Trees is her second novel.




Also by Mary Karras

The Making of Mrs Petrakis 




Nico

March 1990





NICO LEMONIADES THUMPS the breakfast table and the boiled eggs quiver in their silver cups like frightened bald heads. He raises his palms to his face with a triumphant ‘Aha!’ but the bluebottle has made good its escape and is now thrashing hopelessly against the kitchen window.

‘Where was I?’

He was in the middle of reciting a beloved anecdote when he became distracted by the trajectory of the moribund fly and lost concentration. 

‘The English man, Pappa?’

‘Ah yes, the English man.’

His wife, Aliki, frowns into her coffee cup while his daughter, Melina, glances down at her watch, the halcyon days when she would hang on to his every word at breakfast a distant memory.

‘I’m going to be late for work.’

‘Just a minute.’ Nico picks up a piece of thickly buttered toast and waves it in front of his audience. ‘So, the English man is walking down the street, dressed up in his smart business suit, when he walks into a lamppost. Straight into it. What does he do, do you think, after he has walked into the lamppost?’

Melina pushes her chair back suddenly and the unpleasant sound of metal legs grating against the floor tiles reverberates around the room. ‘I’ve got to go, Noni will kill me!’ Her voice is high-pitched and urgent. She still sounds like a child, Nico thinks, as her wet lips press fleetingly against his exposed scalp and her wavy brown hair tickles his ears and nose. Like a little girl hurrying for school. He draws the hair aside as if it were a veil and looks up at her from his seated position. 

‘He takes his hat off, bows his head regretfully and apologises to the lamppost! How funny is that?’

Her fingers tickle the grey tufts of hair clinging on for dear life behind his ears.

‘Do you get it?’

‘I get it, Pappa. The Greek man would have kicked the lamppost in frustration but the English man apologises for getting in its way. Cultural differences.’

‘It’s genius, no?’

‘Maybe the first time?’ She winks affectionately at him as she dashes out into the hallway to grab her jacket and handbag. The wretched bluebottle, seizing an opportunity to break free from its domestic prison, follows dizzily behind her.

The front door slams shut and, for a brief moment, the ensuing silence rings in his ears. Her absence allows the invisible gossamer that binds them to snap free, and he and Aliki float their separate ways. His wife to the sink to rinse the dirty plates and refill the kettle, and Nico to their bedroom to peer out of the window at the street. In twenty minutes’ time, she’ll finish the interminable washing-up and ask if he wants another cup of coffee. He’ll shout back, ‘Yes please, wife,’ and he’ll sit with her for a bit but there’ll be no need for stories about the Englishman. Not without Melina. 

He shuffles up the stairs, gathering the dust that has settled along the bannister, and enters the master bedroom with a faint grunt of effort. He pushes the thin net curtain to the side and cleans the misty glass with the palm of his hand, leaving a dirty, rainbow-shaped smear in its wake that obscures rather than clarifies his vision. 

Familiarity. The row of soot-stained houses lining Lancaster Gardens, Harringay, execute their usual morning routines, flinging open their doors and spitting their occupants onto the pavement one by one. Mr Williamson, kissing his pretty wife on the lips and hurrying down the steps with his tie flapping behind him – rushing off to his important job, no doubt, in an office in the City. Mrs Richardson dragging two fat, bespectacled children down the street to the school, her own glasses sliding down her large pink nose as she curses motherhood. Mrs Henderson emerging, gazelle-like, from her house to snatch up gold-topped milk bottles before the neighbours can catch a scandalous glimpse of her rollers. 

Melina. Heading the wrong way up Lancaster Gardens towards Burleigh Street, instead of left out of their front door and towards the bus stop on Bishop’s Avenue. He stares until the lovely bundle of wavy hair turns the corner and disappears from his view. He wonders where she could be going on a damp Tuesday morning. Why she would be taking a detour today of all days, when she was running late for her job at the hairdressing salon. When she made such a point of it at breakfast. 

‘Nico! The kettle’s boiled. You want another coffee?’ 

He is about to let go of the curtain when he sees it. The moribund bluebottle. It has finally succumbed to its inevitable fate and expired on its back on the windowsill. 

They eat the fish and chips Melina has brought home for their supper. They pass a bottle of ketchup round the table and use the greasy wrappers as convenient plates. It’s raining outside and the water drums against the glass like an insistent visitor, impatient to come in – or perhaps to take his leave. Blustery twilight scenes contrast with the steamy, cosy ambience of their little kitchen and, presiding over their meal for the second time that day, Nico feels a twinge of paternal pride. 

‘Heavy rain in March, whatever next?’ he chuckles. ‘Do you remember how hot it was in Morphou the day we were married, Aliki?’

His wife looks up from her papery fish to scan her husband’s face. ‘Our wedding day?’ As usual, she finds it wanting. ‘How could I forget? My mamma fainted twice.’

There’s an uncomfortable shuffling of wrappers while each of them contemplates the implications of the statement. 

Nico sighs. He dips a warm, soggy chip into a splodge of ketchup and shovels it into the back of his mouth. ‘So! Where were you going this morning, Miss Melina?’

His daughter nibbles daintily on a piece of cod and he remembers how, when she was eleven or twelve, she decided to become a vegetarian. ‘Vege-what?’ Nico’s response was to march down to her favourite chip shop and order her a piece of battered haddock.

She gasped down at her plate in horror. ‘Pappa, fish is still meat!’

‘Of course it isn’t,’ he teased affectionately. ‘It’s a vegetable, like chicken, no?’

Her childish resolve had lasted a whole week after that.

She looks tired this evening, he thinks, finishing the soggy chip and attempting to skewer an uncooperative pickled onion with the complimentary fork. Her light brown eyes are ringed with smudges of grey and her pale skin is almost translucent beneath the kitchen lights. ‘Did you not take the bus to Turnpike Lane as usual?’

It’s a question meant to satisfy only a nascent curiosity. A mild itch. The truth is, he forgot all about Melina’s mysterious detour up Burleigh Street after his morning coffee with Aliki, but the look that now passes between the two women bothers him like indigestion. 

There’s a sudden onset of coughing. Aliki is choking on a mouthful of food but she raises her hand in the air to signal that she’s OK. She can still breathe. 

‘Bloody fish bones,’ she rasps between sips of tap water. ‘Melina, go to the English place next time. He’s much better than Pappa’s and cheaper as well.’

Melina nods. She spies an opportunity to change the subject and snatches it out of the air like a ball player. ‘Guess what?’ It’s an art she’s no doubt learned while cutting hair. ‘Small talk,’ she calls it. An ironic name, Nico thinks, for dreary, never-ending conversation.

‘Mrs Karagianni came in for her perm today. You know, the wealthy woman who always leaves a huge tip? Well, her daughter’s baby is due the same time as Noni’s. The exact same day and everything.’

‘Noni is pregnant?’ Aliki claps her hands together in delight. ‘I didn’t know! Marshalla! Did you know, Nico?’

Nico tries to chime in with his own congratulations but fails to summon any joy for Antigone or her foetus. He feels like he’s reaching into a hat and pulling out nothing at all. Not a rabbit, not a sweet. Nothing. 

Truth is, any mention of the salon where his daughter works gives him heartache. At twenty-five, she should be a qualified doctor or lawyer by now – a job that she could be proud of and, if he’s entirely honest, he could brag about on Green Lanes. There was no glory in massaging Mrs Karagianni’s scalp in Noni’s salon. Sweeping up discarded hair and gossiping about babies. 

‘Choices,’ Aliki always tells him. They had to let their daughter make her own choices, lead her own life. After all, isn’t that what they had done? 

Nico’s chosen life fits him badly, like a tight nylon tank top. 

‘We have to let her make her own choices, Nico.’ 

He wonders, sometimes, if Aliki has any idea what she is talking about, stuck in the house all day washing dishes and sorting out the clothes into piles of darks and lights. Placing them into laundry baskets and stuffing them into the washing machine. Who made her an authority on such important philosophical matters? 

There were the little choices, of course. Like what to eat for breakfast. Whether to add milk or sugar to one’s coffee or smear butter across a piece of toast. Choices that filled a person’s day and made very little difference to it either way. Nico didn’t mind choices like these. In fact, he celebrated the flavour and the variety they sprinkled on his routines. Sugar, tea, coffee, marmalade.

Then there were the bigger choices. Deciding which car to buy or where to go on holiday in the summer. These choices left no indelible mark, either. No permanent scar. A person could buy a blue car instead of a red one and enjoy a pleasant life afterwards. Nico wasn’t intimidated by these possibilities.

It was the important, life-changing ones he feared the most. The choices that could ruin a life before it had properly started. He’d been faced with a decision of this enormity once, in the old graveyard at the back of their church in Morphou, although he didn’t realise it at the time. He didn’t recognise its significance and he certainly didn’t know that this choice would have tentacles that would reach for him in the years to come. Squeezing the life from his weary body by way of remuneration, in tiny, bead-like drops. Was it so terrible that he wanted to prevent Melina from making the same mistakes?

He sighs as he studies his reflection in the mirror. He licks the tip of his thumb and sweeps it slowly over his eyebrows. First one and then the other, but it’s of no use. The grey, unruly arches refuse to be subdued and spring back to life as soon as his saliva has dried. He gives up, pulling a little comb out of his shirt pocket and brushing the grey tufts sprouting at either side of his bald head. The colour and consistency of these tufts is now the same as the stubborn hair emerging from his ears and his nostrils. He wonders if this is how it will end: at sixty-five, with bits of him growing into other bits. Into soft, jellied orifices and cavities. His eyeballs, his lips and eventually his brain, until there is nothing left of Nico Lemoniades to behold except a small mound of grey bristles.

He reaches across for his glasses and pushes them up along the rim of his large nose. He was handsome once. At least, that’s what she used to say. ‘You’re not bad for a lemon farmer, Nico’ – and if he’d been a little taller, she teased, he may even have been the town’s catch. 

‘Like you, you mean?’

‘Exactly like me.’

Her kisses tasted salty, like the Mediterranean Sea. 

It’s time to venture out. After breakfast with Melina and coffee with Aliki, it’s time to zip up his lightweight jacket, lace up his shiny shoes and march down to Green Lanes to buy himself a newspaper. Since retiring from Sonny Smith’s cash and carry, his walk has become the best and most important part of his day. It keeps him occupied, allows him to appear useful. How are the shopkeepers of Green Lanes to know that when he returns home and kicks his shoes off, he’s not engaged in worthy pursuits but sprawled out on the sofa watching On the Buses and devouring chocolate? That sourcing a newspaper is the focal and not the starting point of his day. That since retiring, he’s been feeling more morose, more regretful and more introspective than he was in those first, lonely years of marriage on Cyprus.

He calls up the stairs that he’s going out to buy a newspaper and Aliki replies that they’re out of salami. 

‘Well, which one should I get, wife?’

‘The one you bought last time!’ Her voice sounds laboured and muffled, as if it’s coming from the inside of yet another bloody basket. A rabbit, forever digging holes through piles of dirty clothes. She looks like one too, he thinks snidely, reaching for his keys. Like an ugly little rabbit with giant crooked teeth.

Nico mumbles an inaudible goodbye that sounds more like an expletive. He stomps up Lancaster Gardens towards Burleigh Street and Green Lanes and dissolves into the oncoming traffic. The road is long and busy, even on a Wednesday morning. Shopkeepers stand in front of their grocery stores and polish their aubergines and watermelons, and many wave as he walks past. He’s a familiar daytime sight and they greet him cheerfully, respectfully. He’s ‘Kyrie Nico’ on Green Lanes – a ‘sir’, if you will, and not the ‘mister’ he was in Sonny’s cash and carry for so many repetitive years. 

‘Come on Mister Nico, get a shifty on. You think I have all day to watch you drag a bloody crate across the floor?’ 

When he first started working for Sonny Smith he assumed, in his naivety, that his boss’s rhetorical questions demanded genuine responses. ‘I don’t know, Mr Smith, since I am no in charge of you.’

Cue howls of laughter. Jokes involving bubbles and banana boats. ‘No in charge?’ Greece and Cyprus merging into one giant, foreign country. ‘What does that mean, Bubble boy?’ Nico shrugging his shoulders in confusion.

Yianni’s grocery shop is open for business and the proprietor salutes him from behind the till. Nico notices that the man’s white apron is smeared with unappealing brown marks, and that his fat stomach bulges out at either side of the gaping material like cream squirting from a cake. A terrible advert for a shop selling food, he tuts. Nico acknowledges the man’s enthusiastic greeting with a restrained ‘Good morning,’ and wanders over to the fridges to choose salami. He smiles knowingly to himself. It wouldn’t pay to be too keen, too grateful for the recognition. On the Buses was his secret alone. 

Yianni follows him. Nico spies him waddling around the counter and across the shop floor and thinks that he’s even fatter than he was last time. Cholesterol, Nico thinks, unkindly. Nobody knows when the proverbial axe will fall or what lurks ahead but, for Yianni, the future was definitely saturated with cholesterol. 

He peruses the delicatessen display as the shopkeeper wrings his hands on his filthy overalls and hovers excitedly beside him. ‘She wants a salami, but easier said than done. Sending a man out to do a woman’s work. Honestly, what’s next?’ he scoffs. ‘Asking me to sweep the floors and iron the clothes?’

He turns around and winks conspiratorially at Yianni, who coughs once, then twice, into his large sausage fingers and fiddles nervously with his facial hair. 

‘You need the toilet?’ Nico decides on a branded salami. Lightly spiced and stuffed with garlic and peppers. Bit of everything. That should shut her up. ‘I can wait if you need to take a piss.’

‘No, no.’

‘A cold, then?’ He puts a couple of metres’ distance between the pair of them, to be on the safe side. ‘You sick?’

Yianni shakes his head. ‘I’m fine. I’m not sick.’

Nico is feeling extravagant today. Perhaps he’ll buy a halloumi to grate over his spaghetti as well. He looks around for the Cypriot cheese and spots it nestled happily between the feta and the anari. Yianni steps out in front of him as if committing suicide by taxi, unable to contain his mounting anxiety any longer. 

‘Um, Kyrie Nico?’ He doesn’t mean to disturb Nico’s perusal of the meats and cheeses this morning, but there is something he needs to tell him. He chews at the side of his fat cheek. He’s been agonising over it since Tuesday, when he saw her at the top of Burleigh Street getting into his car, and if it was his daughter he’d want to know. That’s what persuaded him in the end, and the wife agreed. That they’d want someone to tell them if the shoe was on the other foot, and it could just as easily be nothing.

‘Yes?’ Nico’s grey arches shoot up in curiosity as Yianni takes a deep breath. The garlic and pepper salami drops to the floor and disappears beneath the fridges.

Nico exhales irritably as he paces around the dusty front room like an animal trapped in a cage. He opens cabinet doors, looking for his bottle of brandy, but it’s not where he last stashed it. She’s most likely moved it, he thinks. Aliki, the benign tornado. Flinging objects in the air with her useless feather duster so they land in new and random places.

‘Aliki! Where’s my bottle of Metaxa?’ He stops short of demanding that she come and find it for him. He wants to flip the new information around like a pancake first, and to do that he needs peace and quiet. He gives up looking for the bottle when he spies a packet of Bensons and a lighter hidden behind a paper file marked ‘Bills 88’. He groans softly, delightedly. It’s been years since he smoked a cigarette. She’ll no doubt chastise him when she smells it on his breath, but his lungs are screaming for a drag before he’s even straightened up and unwrapped the film. 

He’d huffed to Alexi’s afterwards and bought his newspaper as usual. Newspapers are more than just rolled-up fly swats to Nico. They offer glimpses into a foreboding world that he can safely scrutinise from his sofa, conveying to him things he needs to know in order to sound knowledgeable, without putting him in harm’s way. They allow him to lecture Mr Barnaby next door, for instance. ‘Take Maggie Thatcher’s poll tax . . .’ he once shouted through the small hole in the fence when he noticed the man stooping over his hydrangeas. ‘The English elect a woman into power and they’re surprised when she squeezes their nuts. It’s genius, no?’

Tumbleweed. Nico thinks Mr Barnaby is stupid and uneducated and he enjoys patronising him with the day’s news as the man waves back from La La Land. When he doesn’t seem interested enough in the point Nico is trying to make, Nico tries to cram the whole paper through the hole. ‘Look, Mr Barnaby, look what the woman is doing to the country!’

‘Leave him alone,’ Aliki yells from the back door when she gets wind of his antics. ‘Come inside and have your coffee.’

He sinks into the couch and concentrates on steadying his racing pulse. On the sensation of the grey smoke filling his lungs, on the familiar movement of his hand shifting from his mouth to his side and back again. On the flicking of the ash onto yesterday’s discarded paper. The embers, curling up like dead bodies and immediately growing cold. 

He loves his daughter the most. Melina. Her name means ‘honey’ in Greek and she is so named because her lovely brown irises are speckled with yellows and golds. She is the best part of him. A shining star. She is supposed to be going places. She has a bright future waiting for her, a nice career, a doting and – preferably – rich Greek husband and a clutch of kids that will jump into Nico’s lap and call him ‘Bappou’. If only she felt the same way, he thinks, his face threatening to crumple into a ball. If only she loved him as much as he loves her.

When Yianni finally blurted the thing out, Nico got down on his hands and knees and tried to retrieve the bloody salami. It’s funny what seems urgent in the heat of the moment. There was Yianni, wringing his fat sausage hands together and desperately trying to croak out the account that would break his heart, while Nico crawled around on the floor and pulled mouse turds out from beneath his fridges. It had been the same that night in the graveyard. She’d asked him a question, the most important one he would ever be asked in his life, and he’d been intent on finishing that last, fateful cigarette. Blowing smoke into the night sky as if he didn’t cherish her with all his heart.

Afterwards, Yianni wanted reassurance that he’d done right by him. ‘You don’t look so hot, Kyrie Nico – you’re as white as flour. Leave the salami,’ he urged, ‘and please sit down.’ 

Nico replied that he was perfectly fine because he didn’t believe anything that wasn’t printed in the newspaper or that he hadn’t seen for himself. ‘With. My. Own. Eyes.’ He almost poked them out trying to make the point while the shopkeeper looked like he might vomit.

‘Of course, Kyrie Nico.’

Of course, his arse. Nico opens the back door and flicks the cigarette butt out into the garden. Its dying sparks summon the cat. She darts out from beneath the bushes and advances happily towards him. He buries his head in her soft grey back and screws his eyes shut. ‘A Turkish boy? Are you joking me?’ They’ve never bothered to name her, so she’s still just ‘the cat’, but being anonymous somehow suits her. Of all the men, he mutters to himself. Of all the men in the world.

It’s time to call Aliki. ‘Wife!’ Nico clutches the bottom of the bannister with both hands and he can feel this morning’s breakfast burning a hole through his flesh. Threatening to spill out of him. Aliki navigates the stairs carefully, as if they might be booby-trapped, and it bothers him that she’s not rushing to his side like she usually does.

‘Metaxa? Bit early for drinking brandy, isn’t it?’

He ignores her perpetually sarcastic tone. ‘What time is Melina finishing work?’ 

Aliki’s brow creases in confusion and her hands fly up to stroke her short grey hair. It’s still interspersed with streaks of obsidian black and it suits her, this interesting bob. ‘Same time as usual, I expect.’ He has to concede that she has weathered the ravages of time far better than he has and it’s ironic, really. ‘Why?’

Ironic, along with everything else. ‘I wish to speak with her, that’s why.’

Before Aliki can head back to the safety of her housework, Nico grabs her firmly by the arm and spits the words into her ear: ‘I don’t want you there this time, wife.’ Her pale flesh is soft and compliant beneath his cold, hard grasp and he wonders how she’d react if he squeezed it tighter. If she would squeal or call out in pain. Search his beady eyes for the reason that she married him and tut at her own desperation.

‘This is a father’s job, you understand?’
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The heat felt different that year, the kind of heat that sucked the life right out of your eyes, nose and mouth and left you completely breathless. It was the afternoon of the orange festival of 1954 – he remembers it well because it was the day he first laid eyes on her. The Orange Parade, the annual ode to the citrus trees that held the town of Morphou, Cyprus, by the balls. Without them, there was nothing. 

He can still recall events in vivid detail. The colours, the smells, the peals of excited laughter. They were out in the streets, maybe as many as a hundred of them from the surrounding neighbourhoods, lining the roads and cheering in unison. Someone was shouting into a crackly megaphone, ‘Mind your feet!’ as trucks and floats crawled through the tight spaces, each decorated with orange ribbons and brimming with baskets of fruit. 

His father was standing next to him, pouring his own excitement into his ear. ‘Thank God for the oranges and lemons. What would a couple of dumb peasants like us have done otherwise, hah? We’d have starved, that’s what we’d have done!’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Nico snapped moodily, although they both knew it was true. 

Nico’s eyes were irritated by sweat and dust, and he thought he imagined the sight of her at first. That she was a magnificent, fruity mirage born solely from his confusion and dehydration. 

‘Who’s that, Pappa?’ He jabbed his father in the ribs. 

‘Who?’

‘“Who?” he asks me! How many dark-haired beauties do you see up there on the float? Her. The girl on the throne.’

‘The Orange Queen?’ His father chuckled. ‘How the hell should I know?’ 

She was surely the most beautiful woman at the parade and perhaps on the whole of the island. No, she was definitely the most beautiful woman on the island. ‘She’s wonderful.’ The float had stopped briefly to flaunt its cargo and Nico fought his way through the spectators with his elbows to claim a better view, ignoring the ensuing insults.

‘Watch it, garo!’

‘Donkey brains, you’re standing in my way!’

‘Orange girl? Over here!’ He waved frantically and she glanced over, vaguely amused by the commotion in her honour. She tossed him an orange from a basket at her feet and her dark eyes shone with just the faintest hint of impudence. The right amount, he thought later. As if she knew she was very beautiful but was practised enough to pretend. It was a moment between them, really. A passing moment and nothing more, but as he reached up and plucked the fruit as it hurtled through the sky, he knew it was the start of everything. 

‘Like I said,’ his father chuckled, ‘thank heavens for the oranges!’

Nico found out where she lived. In a pink, single-storey house on the outskirts of Morphou, they told him. The family was new in town. The girl, her mother and the crazy older brother. The mother was a widow but they were a private family and nobody knew the circumstances of their arrival. ‘Be careful,’ they warned. ‘They’re not right.’ 

He showed up the following evening, rapping eagerly on the door and oblivious to the advice of the town’s bigmouths. 

The infamous brother answered. ‘What do you want, stranger?’ His dark shadow blocked the family doorway. 

He wanted to see the Orange Queen again, to talk to her. Perhaps to accompany her on a walk. Desire emboldened his words that night and there was no hesitation. No crack or waver in his voice. 

‘A walk?’ The brother’s rancour sprayed from his mouth in a fine mist and infused the air around them. ‘You implying my sister is a whore?’ 

‘Of course not.’

‘The town’s tart?’ 

‘Did I say that?’ Nico secretly hoped that she was the town’s tart. That she would hear the raised voices and materialise behind open shutters in her thin orange veils. Better still, that she would show up wearing nothing at all, and, as if her brother saw the same filthy fantasy float before his own eyes, he punched him square in the teeth. ‘I suggest you go and screw yourself, little man. My sister has her sights set far higher than you.’ 

Nico collected himself from the dust and staggered off into the night, undeterred by the bleeding and the bruising. The busted, swollen lips and references to his physique. He lusted after his Orange girl for weeks, abandoning the market stall he owned with his father to follow her around like a lovesick dog until, finally, chance threw another citrus fruit up in the air. 

‘Please, I just want to talk with you. I’m going insane here!’ He almost licked her face at the delicious sight of her, cornered, at long last, inside a vacant shop doorway. 

‘Somewhere discreet,’ she replied flirtatiously, glancing over his shoulder for reprimanding fishwives. ‘I swear to God, if my brother finds out, he’ll chop me into pieces with his fruit knife.’ 

‘We can talk wherever you like.’ 

‘Just talk?’ The wicked glint in her eyes contradicted her cautious words. 

‘I promise.’ 

‘The graveyard, then. Tonight.’ She pushed past him and fled before anyone could notice the encounter, her long black curly hair trailing tantalisingly behind her. 

Tonight? Eight slow and painful hours. Nico’s trousers wept in agony. 

They met in secret in the old cemetery behind St Angelo’s and Nico immediately broke his promise. He couldn’t stop himself. He could hear his resolve snapping like chalk as he relieved her tanned body of its flimsy dress and emptied himself into her among the gravestones. He had never felt more alive than in those sweet, delicious moments, completely surrounded by death. 

Afterwards, they slumped against the concrete crosses and smoked Craven A cigarettes as the cicadas chirruped admonishingly in their ears. She seemed almost ethereal that first night, sitting among the graves with the moonlight illuminating her face. Nico was almost afraid to speak in case stirring the atmosphere revealed her to be nothing but a ghost. 

He withdrew another cigarette and tapped it twice on the red packet, taking his time to shove it under his nose and inhale it before lighting it. As if feeling exultant slowed life right down to a series of magnificent, still images. ‘You’re really beautiful, you know that?’ 

‘I know.’

‘You know?’ He threw his head backwards and laughed. For the first time since he was a small boy, he really laughed. The sensation of it was so unfamiliar that he almost forced the sound back into his lungs. ‘Wonderful!’

She finished her own cigarette and flung the butt into the darkness, sitting up to pull her dress over her small breasts and refasten the knots at the shoulders. ‘What’s so funny about looking in the mirror and recognising your worth?’

‘Vanity?’ he teased. ‘Nothing, apparently.’ It was the relief after weeks of chasing her, more than anything else. Relief that she was finally sitting across from him. That she was his. ‘Perhaps your brother’s right, after all. You’re too good for a sunburned lemon farmer like me.’ 

They were the very best months of his life. He confided in his Orange girl, told her things that nobody, not even his best friend Giorgio, knew. That he was melancholy living with his parents. An almost thirty-year-old man, sleeping in the back room of his childhood home and listening to them either arguing or praying. He was bored of harvesting the lemons from his father’s fruit trees. Waking up at first light to load baskets onto the back of the truck and drive to the market, only to repeat the same interminable morning he’d already endured the day before. 

She moaned about missing Limassol, where they’d lived until a mysterious incident forced them to flee. Morphou was too small, it was too far from the sea. ‘You should have seen our house, Nico, right by the water’s edge. You could walk all the way out along the pier and see the Mediterranean glistening for miles in every direction.’ She was afraid of her brother, who’d lost his marbles after their father died. Flinging knives across the room to skewer the mosquitoes. 

Nights when they were too tired to talk or share intimacies, they would slump against the crosses, smoking cigarettes and listening to the sound of the cicadas. The stars shone brightly and only for her. When there were no stars and no lights, Nico would strike matches so he could read the inscriptions on the worn gravestones. ‘This poor, dead bastard has been lying here for more than half a century.’ He whistled through his teeth. ‘Think of all the things Sergis Katsouris has missed in that time. Two World Wars, the ending of empires, the invention of flight. Doesn’t that make you feel, I don’t know . . . alive somehow?’

She crinkled her nose in confusion. ‘You like all this?’ 

‘I said it makes me feel alive, and it’s hardly strange given our desire to exist. Where better to feel that you exist than in a place full of people who don’t?’

He could have lived like that forever. Making love to her in the darkness before reading the epitaphs of the skeletons, but, the following summer, something changed. When she came to him, her eyes were no longer full of longing and mischief but brimming with a new and unsettling fear.

‘There is something I have to tell you, Nico. But first, I’d like to know what your intentions are towards me.’ 

He knew what she was about to ask, what she wanted from him.

‘Do you ever plan on asking me to marry you, or are we to live like this forever? As secret lovers in a graveyard?’

His heart sank quickly. He wanted to marry her, of course he did, but part of him agreed with her crazy brother. She was too good for the likes of a sunburned lemon farmer. He had nothing to offer her except the shirt from his back and a basketful of his father’s citrus fruit. If she’d been anyone else, any other woman in Morphou, he wouldn’t have given the thing a second thought. He would have crawled on his hands and knees and proposed to her among the graves and the stars, but this one? This beauty deserved better. 

Looking back, he should have shared his thoughts. He should have held her tightly, told her that he was just a farmer and that she belonged with a successful doctor from Greece. He should have given her the opportunity to brush his concerns to the side, but he was too long about the thing and his silence cut her. He could see it in her eyes, in the sudden tensing of her shoulders. He lit another cigarette, blowing a series of flimsy smoke rings into the night sky. 

‘You’re unbelievable, Nico, you know that?’ She shook her head slowly in disgust, rising to her feet to brush the loose dirt from her dress and into his upturned face. 

If he’d known it would be the last time, he would have run after her. He was sure of it! Chased her through the paths between the neglected stone crosses and out into the dusty streets. Pursued her round the lemon trees and pressed her face to his chest so she could hear what she meant to him. ‘What did I do?’ Or perhaps he’d have done nothing at all . . .

The next morning, his father loaded the rusty Bedford all by himself. He cursed his son and his rotten luck to have sired him while securing the leather straps around the baskets. ‘Garo!’ He swore loudly enough for Nico to hear through the open bedroom shutters before he rearranged himself back into sleep.

Another scorching Saturday in Morphou. The sun had already reached its zenith when Nico arose for the second time and broke his fast with koulouri and cheese. He washed his face to soothe his throbbing head and scurried to Mr Andreas’s kafeneon to revitalise his spirits. It was quiet in the café. Most of the regulars were out toiling in the fields or selling their fruit at the markets and Nico sat brooding in the corner until Giorgio showed up to keep him company. 

Giorgio, his old school friend, looked like the paintings of the ancient Grecians that decorated his mother’s urns. He was a tall, dark-skinned man with large wide-set eyes and arms that could carry a man for miles. ‘He’s a loyal shilo, your Giorgio,’ his pappa used to say. ‘A loyal dog. A true Greek. They don’t make men like that any more.’ They certainly didn’t make men like Giorgio. He bought a bottle of ouzo for them to share and they drank until oblivion erased his nagging conscience. It was a good day. One of the better ones, in fact, and Nico ended the night on his knees with his braces hanging limply by his side, singing an ode to the moon. 

As he prepared to stagger back to his feet and head home, he noticed Aliki standing in the shadows with her father. He wrinkled his nose in drunken contemplation. He’d seen the young woman at the market – it was hard to avoid people in a small town – but that night, as the moonlight caught her brilliant black hair and her impossibly pale skin and turned them both to silver, he convinced himself he knew her well. 

‘Aliki mou?’ 

That he liked her, even. 

Someone like Aliki, he thought, lurching clumsily towards her, was far better suited to a peasant like him. A plumper, plainer woman with rabbit teeth, who would be flattered by the male attention. ‘My sweet Aliki?’ A woman who looked like Aliki could not afford to be choosy. 

She would later claim, with her father as her witness, that he’d asked for her hand in marriage. Nico would forever protest that he’d blacked out drunk and could barely recall his own name, never mind a proposal. Either way, the seeds of the future were sown.

Still, far better to marry beneath him and feel virile and potent, he commiserated, than to marry someone like his Orange girl and crane his neck like an etiolated sapling. 

They moved into the white house Aliki’s father had built for whichever one of his daughters should marry first. Nico tried and failed to learn a trade to supplement his income. His father-in-law was a carpenter who ran a small workshop in his yard and, after weeks of invitations, Nico reluctantly agreed to a trial. He managed to stick at the thing for a week, a whole seven days, before his Cypriot temper got the better of him and he almost decapitated the man with a saw.

His mother’s brother was a cobbler. The hunched old uncle lent him a wooden desk and some tools – a cobbler’s knife, a hammer and a pair of pliers. He taught him how to mix up glue using cardboard and white spirit and they conversed beneath the low arches of Nico’s new house as they waited for passing trade.

When Mr Hamboulides hobbled up to Nico’s porch with his expired shoe in his hand, the heel flapping hungrily from the under-sole, his uncle stumbled to his feet and smiled encouragingly at the pot of glue. He issued instructions, even standing behind his nephew at one point to bend his arms into the required positions. ‘Here, like this.’

Nico’s head throbbed from the concentration and the exposure to the midday heat. Beads of sweat pricked his brow and dripped into his eyes as his hands refused to do as he commanded. He soon abandoned the desk and the tools and sent Uncle Artemi back to his rusty tin shack. He was no good, he shouted at the old man, at things that required discipline and application. His stupid mother, claiming to know him best, should have known better. In reality, he was drinking too much and hadn’t slept in months. When he held his hands out in front of his face, his fingers shook perceptibly and he could barely see straight, never mind make an acceptable cabinet or fix a hungry shoe. 

He went back to harvesting the lemon trees and accompanying his father to the market when he could be bothered to crawl out of bed. It was an unskilled job, but one his limbs at least remembered. More importantly, he was finished by lunchtime so he could slope back home, shower and siesta, and be at the kafeneon before four. 

The anticipation of the first drink of the day excited Nico more than anything else. The musty smell of the café; wood mingled with sweat and spirit; the familiar and comforting creak of the chair as he relinquished his weight after a long, laborious morning. Then the arrival of the bottle; its presentation in the owner’s large, hairy hands; the twisting and popping of the lid. The glugging of the clear liquid into the glass and the kick of the first sip, like a horse’s hoof to the chest. The gradual obscuring and melting away of an increasingly intolerable reality. 

Giorgio was always the first to join him. His face was flushed with heat and exertion and his builder’s arms were covered in a fine layer of cement dust. Next came Giorgio’s friends, Kyriaco and Panayioti. Kyriaco, a short, hirsute man with a mono-brow and an unflattering convict’s haircut, made Nico uncomfortable. His volatile outbursts were frequently spliced with fits of troubling laughter, as he shook or stood on the tables to make a point, sending Mr Andreas into a spit-filled frenzy. It would invariably fall to Giorgio to pay for his friend’s outbursts but, curiously, he seemed to relish rather than resent this responsibility. 

Panayioti was as different to Kyriaco as night was to day, and it was hard to believe that they could complement the same person without tearing his soul in two. Panayioti was a quiet man with floppy black hair and lips better suited to a girl. He played the bouzouki at weddings and had recently stolen his next-door neighbour’s bride. It was rumoured that the husband wanted him dead, that he’d offered a reward for his head, and Nico wondered how the pair of them, Panayioti and Helen of Troy, slept at night.

‘How could a man with friends like Giorgio and Kyriaco be afraid of anything?’ Panayioti giggled when Nico posed the same question. Glancing over at his best friend’s biceps, Nico supposed he had a point. 

In the summer, Mr Andreas dragged the little tables outside the café so they could take advantage of the evening breeze. As the sun sank below the horizon and the moon rose up to take its place, he lit the foukou to chargrill them a meze of pastirma sausage, halloumi cheese and kalamari rings. Their mouths watering in anticipation, they shouted for another bottle of whichever spirit remained in the decimated stash after an afternoon of heavy drinking, raising their glasses to women with legs that went on forever and to Aphrodite herself. 

‘To EOKA!’ As the day died, Kyriaco ended up on the tables, loudly professing his love for Grivas, and Giorgio would drag him down by his shirt and remind him that Mr Andreas loved his tables and his glasses but he especially loved the British.

Evenings when Nico was still vaguely sober, he would stumble back up the stairs of the white house, kick off his boots and dump himself unceremoniously on the porch like a sack of potatoes. ‘Wife, I’m home!’ Aliki would prepare a supper of fried rabbit and salad and they would eat outside in near silence, listening to the sounds of an island preparing for sleep. Housewives screaming for their kids to come to bed, doors slamming shut, dogs barking at the moon. The odd car revving laboriously up a hill. 

‘The jasmine’s out.’

Her attempts at polite conversation only infuriated him further and he would shove his empty plate towards her and stumble into the kitchen in search of another drink to wash away the rage. 

‘A toast!’ He filled his
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