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   For Alea

  

 
  
   “And then, what?”  
– Graffiti in Athens

  

 
  
   1. How to Disappear Completely

   The last time I had a fever was in the spring of 2013. Back then I was living in Thessaloniki in northern Greece, where I paid €117 a month for a room with a mandala on the wall and a double mattress on the floor. The fever came like a traitor. For months I’d been existing on greasy cheese pasties, smoking weed, and slipping into a state I would later identify as depressive. In my delirium, all I ate were the bananas a local communist boyfriend of sorts had brought me. The fever was cold in the morning and boiling at night. When my temperature rose, the mandala gained psychedelic properties and the mattress no longer made sense. The feeling was so alien and extreme that I thought I was dying.

   It always embarrasses me a little to think of those months in Greece. They remind me of how I failed at the elementary business of being twenty-two and living a subsidised and carefree existence in a foreign country. With hindsight, my sole obligation was to create memories of youthful enjoyment that would sustain me in the subsequent greyness of life. It was such a resounding failure that I’d have to alleviate it in later years, regularly returning to Greece under various humane and professional pretexts. My visits would usually begin with lofty intentions, like filming a documentary or destroying a relationship with a future in the name of hedonism. But in the end, the existential threat of the mandala and mattress would always appear; like an accusation it floated over the coves of Ikaria and glasses of raki in Cretan tavernas. It would remind me that things are always a mere step away from collapse, and there’s nothing to do but try and run the other way.

   The first phrases I learnt in Greek were thelo na eimai mazi sou, “I want to be with you”, to xapi tis epomenis imeres, “the morning-after pill”, and oriste ta resta sas, “here’s your change”. On the tenth day of the fever the communist boyfriend took me on his motorbike to Ippokrateio, the nearest municipal hospital to my mattress. It might have been the fever, but I remember the place being full of Orthodox friars wandering along courtyards and corridors amid clouds of flies and trailed by their numerous progeny. I can see myself waiting in a crowded room, then going into a consulting room with a choreography of three or four doctors: one smoking by the window, another feeling my throat, a third cracking jokes about my chances of success in adult cinema. In Greece I had a porn-star name; I soon learnt to smile knowingly every time I mentioned my surname. They charged me five euros for the visit and prescribed me an antibiotic, which I paid full price for at the pharmacy.

   Yiannis Boutaris, then mayor of Thessaloniki, often said Greece was the last Soviet-type society. The phrase was initially intended to be provocative, but by the end of his mandate it was a cliché lazily rolled out to foreign journalists. Boutaris was a winemaking entrepreneur who entered politics in his late sixties and gave off a refreshing air of constantly making a comeback. A divorced, reformed alcoholic with a tattoo of a lizard on the back of his right hand. He talked about restoring the memory of the Jews deported during the Nazi occupation and dared to criticise the unions, the only effective power in the city. He ran as an independent in 2010 and won by just 419 votes. He was said to have been granted the mayorship by the Jewish voters, of whom there were no more than a thousand but who were grateful for a public representative confirming their existence.

   I met him in 2019, years after the fever, while visiting on one of my attempts to reconquer the city under a professional pretext. It was a snowy morning in January, and he had a few weeks left as mayor. I turned up to the interview unshowered and wearing the previous day’s clothes, all nervous and hungover.

   When I was twenty-two, Boutaris had seemed legendary and unapproachable. Now I was almost thirty and sitting across from him in an office covered with stickers bearing anti-fascist slogans, like a teenager’s bedroom. He was wearing his trademark outfit: red braces over a white office shirt. Next to him was his press manager, primed to jump in at the mayor’s first outburst. Disenchanted, bored with the conversation from the get-go, Boutaris sat there chain-smoking in total defiance of the municipal ban. It had been a tedious, interminable Friday. A snowstorm had brought the public transport network – consisting of a couple of bus routes – to a standstill, and the mayor had been fielding insults on Twitter all day. He said the Soviet mentality thing right at the beginning of the interview. The doctors from Ippokrateio burst in like a hologram, performing a Russian ballet, smoking at the window, and ensuring me a promising future in the world of porn, while friars wandered the corridors and patients crowded into the waiting room.

   Like a tour guide rattling through the last visit of the day, the mayor continued with a long diatribe about the city’s 2,500-year history. Famous visitors included Paul the Apostle, North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh, and a false Jewish messiah named Sabbatai Zevi, who had garnered a group of fanatical devotees in the seventeenth century. The city had a rich history, perfectly exploitable as tourist bait, that it had decided to turn its back on. The same way it had turned its back on his administration. In his eight-year mandate, progress had been minimal. Boutaris’s most conspicuous project, building a museum to honour the memory of the murdered Jews of Thessaloniki, had dissolved into semantic and ontological discussions at the city hall.

   Was it not unfair, as the opposition argued, to focus on a single exterminated community when so many others had suffered during the occupation? Where would the money come from to maintain a museum, aside from the contributions of Israel and Germany? What is to be exhibited there, in a museum dedicated to a non-existent community?

   All these questions seemed irrelevant on that snowy January morning, when an already retired Boutaris wanted to believe the project would go ahead.

   “In the end it will be called the Museum of the Holocaust and Human Rights of Thessaloniki. The name is problematic because Israelis don’t have much respect for human rights.”

   “We’d better not talk about that,” the head of press said, smoothly intervening.

   I’ve never been a good interviewer; when faced with the slightest reluctance, I tend to avoid discomfort and trust that I’ll be able to fill in the gaps with intuition and wit. A silence followed, bringing an end to the discussion about his pet project.

   As I was on my way out, he asked for the first time where I planned to publish the interview. “It doesn’t matter. Nobody gives a shit about anything we talked about,” he said, answering his own question, and lit up another cigarette.

   *

   Nearly five hundred years before I first set foot in Thessaloniki, Erasmus of Rotterdam, the bastard son of a Catholic priest, died in Basel. Sometime in his twenties he had gone to Paris to study and become a Doctor of Theology. He carried with him a bag of coins, a stipend courtesy of the Bishop of Cambrai. The stipend given to him by the bishop was “desperately meagre” and only enabled him to stay in a sordid, bleak residence, in which the ascetic bedrooms converged with the latrines and the monastic discipline was ironclad. This was a shock to the refined nature of the frail, sickly Erasmus. In his later travels through Europe he made sure to sleep in the most exquisite boarding houses and associate only with three or four illustrious personages from each country, which allowed him to experience a cosmopolitan love for all nations but also gave him an elementary ignorance of the quagmires and passions of each. Perhaps this is why his grand dream of pan-European unity failed before it could even take off, and his profile languished to the point of irrelevance in the turbulent turn of the century through which he lived.

   Half a millennium later, the Erasmus academic exchange programme would link the name of the monk with international drunkenness and dilettantism. The European authorities endowed the scholarship with a meagre stipend, similar to the one Erasmus had received when he set off for Paris. In practice, only those with an additional source of income could afford to go on Erasmus. This was the case for me. I was approaching the end of my university studies and unsure what to do next. So I listed a number of European universities in a document with the official EU letterhead. It was the year 2012; Greece was synonymous in the news with decadence and chaos, but to me it crackled with nervous energy and the promise of extreme experiences I could never find in Barcelona. I was automatically assigned to the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki because no other student had picked it as their first choice.

   Before leaving, I learnt a few things about Thessaloniki. It was the second-largest city in Greece, capital of the northern province of Central Macedonia. It was also a university city and a transit hub for Greeks from all over the country. Dinos, a painter from Athens who was studying at Barcelona’s Faculty of Fine Arts, described it as dirty, sleepy, and lazy, little more than a youthful indiscretion, a place where the days passed by apathetically and without relevance. Dinos had improvised tattoos all over his arms and legs, like doodles sketched idly during a phone call, and he had a dragon-like nose with thin, delicate nostrils. I appointed him my Greek teacher after meeting him at a free concert that summer; we agreed that we’d have a class in his shared apartment in Gràcia every Thursday. In the first lesson he wrote down the alphabet, with each letter in upper case and lower case and accompanied by its Latin equivalent, on a blank page of a notebook, which I tore out and put in my pocket. That was the end of the classes. I continued to go to the Gràcia apartment fairly regularly. We would fuck without kissing and then I’d loll on the bed and listen to Dinos moaning about how he hated Barcelona and felt displaced and miserable there. My patience paid off because he would then tell me fables about places with exciting names like Samothrace or Ikaria, which were without doubt the most beautiful and special places in the universe. It was important not to walk around Thessaloniki half-asleep, said Dinos, and to keep the spirit of exploration alive.

   Every time Dinos mentioned Thessaloniki, his dragon nostrils scrunched up ever so slightly. I attributed his disdain to a certain capital-dweller snobbery, perhaps even to an envy of the leisurely pace of life in the northern regions. I sensed that there was something genuine and wild about Thessaloniki, a heartbeat impossible to find in any major European city. I guessed this mainly from the brittle-sounding name and the fact that it appeared to have no tourist attractions of note. Little had been written about it, and the few foreign writers who had been there only mentioned it in passing, without hiding their disinterest or disappointment. Apart from a brief lapse during the First World War, it had not been the setting for any memorable historical events. There must have been something obstinate about it, something difficult to pin down.

   On the shuttle bus from Thessaloniki airport I put the knowledge I’d gained from Dinos to use for the first time. I’d chanted the alphabet repeatedly in the previous weeks, and now it allowed me to read the word that appeared in every doorway: ENOIKIAZETAI. I later learnt it meant “to let”. The city of rentals rolled by on both sides, its industrial greyness pigmented by decades of graffiti. I had a piece of paper with an address written on it, and I asked some passengers which stop I needed to get off at. They proceeded to discuss it among themselves at increasing volume until they forgot I was even there. Finally I arrived at Aristotelous Square, which seemed a fairly central place, dominated by a Lenin-like statue that actually represented the Greek liberator Venizelos. From there it was just a matter of making my way up to Hagios Demetrios, the church dedicated to the city’s patron saint.

   The church was a brick building that would have passed perfectly well as an annex of the municipal library. Without a second glance at it, I continued to lug my suitcase up the street to No. 96 Agiou Dimitriou. The doorway was next to a Byzantine souvenir shop and, like all buildings in Greece, its intercom didn’t list the apartment and stair numbers, only the half-erased surnames of past tenants. The cold was hostile, and with half-frozen hands I pressed random buzzers until someone let me in. I’d be staying with three Greek students, friends of an acquaintance in Barcelona who’d agreed to let me sleep on their sofa while I looked for a room.

   Inside the apartment the atmosphere was festive and raucous, with people sitting on the floor and passing around a bottle of vodka. For a moment I thought they’d thrown a welcome party for me. It turned out to be goodbye drinks for a friend who was leaving for Lisbon on her Erasmus the same night. I left my suitcase in a corner, where it would stay for weeks, and I joined the party as if I’d just got back from nipping out to the corner shop for tobacco. A jovial, effeminate half-Greek, half-Albanian guy chatted me up in elliptical English, and at midnight, clutching our bottles, we all made our merry way to the central station to wave off the girl who was catching the night train to Athens. The Albanian and I took pictures of each other swigging vodka straight from the bottle while doing wheelies on a baggage trolley. The omens were good; it seemed like a decent city to live in.

   In many ways, I would never leave 96 Agiou Dimitriou. After three weeks on the sofa, I dragged my suitcase a few metres and moved into one of the bedrooms when one of the tenants failed to reappear. It was the room with the mandala and mattress. I took the crumpled paper with Dinos’s alphabet on it and stuck it on the wall like a flag. The room had a small balcony with side views of the Hagios Demetrios church-library and was directly above a pharmacy and a Cretan grocery store where I would bulk-buy litres of raki. On clear days, the profile of Mount Olympus could be made out to the right, beyond the calm, sparkling waters of the Thermaic Gulf. It was a perfect suite, promising full, decisive months.

   *

   We say that a city is beautiful or spectacular or abominable depending on how we felt when we were there. We walk broken-hearted through the majestic avenues of Vienna and they seem cold and incompatible with life; we fall in love with a pestilential suburb in southern Serbia because we experience an intoxicating sense of independence and power there. Thessaloniki is by all aesthetic standards irredeemably ugly. The streets are almost invisible under the accumulated rubbish and cars parked three deep; the monuments and historical spaces are so obscenely neglected that when you come across one you have to look away and quicken your pace.

   There isn’t much to do, apart from partying and protesting and simply existing as the hours drift by. The monotony is only broken once a year by a documentary film festival.

   Despite all this, I’ve met people who have lived in Thessaloniki for a spell and speak of it with an almost fanatical glint in their eye, as if they’re all in on a secret. Sometimes I try to work out exactly what it is that makes Thessaloniki such an elusive treasure. It isn’t the gastronomy, which ultimately tends towards the mouth-wateringly greasy gyros and bougatsa; or the stone alleys of Ano Poli ascending the hill to the ruined castle; or the traditional tavernas that crown some alleys, offering live rebetiko and warm raki with honey; or the waterfront promenade caressed by a forgotten end of the Mediterranean. Most of the time, the glint in the eye simply evokes the sensation of feeling young and idle, because Thessaloniki is as much a city for the old and worn out as it is for those who feel they have time to spare and the right to waste it.

   For a while I was one of those people who talked about Thessaloniki with that fanatical glint. I defended and praised the city as if it were a lost Arcadia. In my case, the deception was particularly perverse because I knew deep down that I’d been unhappy there, with an overwhelming, rootless misery like I’d never known. But my urge to be the kind of person who enjoys and reveres Thessaloniki was more powerful than the memory of my failure. The reasons for the defeat were concrete and shameful, and they had to be masked by an objective knowledge of the history and particular circumstances of the city. I tried, unsuccessfully, to protect myself with a bibliographic shield to deal with my failure, as we so often do in life.

   *

   My first and main guide was Dafni. Dafni was my housemate at 96 Agiou Dimitriou, and she came from a three-house hamlet in Central Macedonia. She exuded a ferocious magnetism and carried her excess weight with a self-assured air that made you feel inadequate and unoriginal by comparison. She was eternally broke but always had what she needed to eke out an existence. Her father, an unemployed ex-policeman, used to send her packages of pasta bearing the EU logo. She rarely cooked them. Dafni seemed to be at peace with the fact that her purpose in life was to lounge around in bed, smoke weed, and eat greasy cheese pasties. We were the same age, but she’d been with the same boyfriend since she was fourteen, giving her an aura of practical wisdom.

   The boyfriend in question was studying in Corfu. When he came to visit, the rest of us would decamp to the bedroom that belonged to Gina, the third housemate, where the orgasmic screams weren’t as clearly audible. Dafni couldn’t care less that her friends knew the details of her orgasmic variations. She was every inch a nucleus of certainty. The world moulded like plasticine to her opinions. “You skinny women spend your lives imprisoned by the fear of not being thin any more,” she told me once, in the blend of rudimentary English and gesticulation we used to communicate, as she lay in bed with a comically long joint wedged between her index and middle finger.

   I wanted to please Dafni and abide by her rules. She taught me how to navigate the city. To cross the street you had to step out boldly wherever it suited you best, and if a car came you faced it and unleashed a particular barrage of insults. Arriving only half an hour late to a meeting was “British”. Frappé, an infamous concoction made with whisked Nescafé, was taken metrio me gala, with sugar and milk. The neighbourhood of Rotonda, taking its name from the cylindrical temple built by the Roman emperor Galerius in 305 BCE, was to be avoided, because that was where the lowlifes went to sell heroin. Those lowlifes were making a comeback, liquefying young people’s brains and psyches, and when the anarchists carried out raids there, you had to do your bit by looking the other way. The anarchists were organised into a complex web of alliances and subgroups that were usually at odds with each other, like anti-Roman factions in Judea. Good people, but best not to get too mixed up with them.

   The Aristotle University was somewhere you only went for lunch or for a rave. The canteen was free and open to everyone. At the weekends, the faculties held punk concerts or twenty-four-hour raves. The best parties, which often carried on into the following night, were the ones at the Faculty of Engineering.

   Its free canteen was a source of pride among the students, and any threat to impose prices prompted riots and pickets. Occasionally the pickets coincided with strikes by the cleaning staff, who often protested about their labour rights. Mountains of rubbish the height of the average human piled up all over campus, overflowing with plastic frappé cups and Alfa beer cans that students tossed nonchalantly onto the pile.

   To pass exams, you had to pay the corresponding student union fee. Paying dues and various extras was the best way to ensure fair treatment in society. If I needed to have surgery in a public hospital or get my driving licence approved, I’d have to take along an envelope containing the stipulated amount to be sure of a positive outcome.

   Dafni was also in charge of paying the apartment’s bills, a process that involved standing in long queues at the relevant offices to settle them in cash. Every month we’d deposit banknotes in one of the fridge drawers, then she’d collect them to do the payment rounds. If we had no electricity or internet one week, it was understood that she must have used the money to cover her personal expenses.

   The apartment was like the city itself, a chaos that inexplicably subsisted in a state of precarious inertia. It was this chaos Mayor Boutaris wanted to eliminate. He argued that it was worth sacrificing a few grams of anarchic freedom in exchange for clean, free-flowing streets, punctual public transport, efficient bureaucracy, and a culture of remembrance based on the Berlin model. To Dafni, these Europeanising aspirations seemed nothing short of covert Nazism. Her way of thinking was bold, subversive, and defied the common sense and decorum to which I naturally gravitated. Dafni had the kind of untamed Mediterranean Far West temperament that made my existence in Barcelona seem lazy and naive.

   Suddenly it was clear: we’d become accustomed to living with a veneer of rules, schedules, and limitations to avoid the question of whether we’d be able to survive in the open, among the dirt and laxness, without the paternal protection of institutions.

   The problem with dirt and laxness is that they are hard to keep at bay. They always find a way to slip through the cracks. For a while my bedroom balcony was a good refuge. I would sit there with a frappé and a cigarette and, as my gaze wandered from the church-library to the distant promise of Mount Olympus, I could dream up a coherent account of that place and the life I led in it. The story always fell apart quickly. The mess of the apartment defined everything. The kitchen was hidden under a mountain of dirty utensils and dishes in various stages of putrefaction. The bathroom looked as if it had been transplanted from a port nightclub at 4 a.m. The small living room was always filled with friends and acquaintances and a permanent cloud of marijuana that hovered over a conversation going in circles. One of the regulars was Pavlos, the communist student who would later bring me bananas during my spring fever.

   If I passed through the room to go to the toilet and joined the group for even a minute, I could kiss goodbye to the rest of the day. I could barely understand what was being said, but the soporific cadence of the conversation was contagious. There was no natural light in there, and under the electric glow of a bare bulb the hours slipped by, with morning, afternoon, and night indistinguishable from one another. If it weren’t for the Alfa cans, the plastic cups full of coffee dregs and the takeaway gyro wrappers, it could have passed for a nineteenth-century opium den.

   The hardest part about living at Dafni’s pace was getting through the hours without expecting anything in particular. There had been some semblance of structure in that I received regular bank transfers and knew the date of my return flight. But for the first time, the structure became invisible. I was technically there on a university exchange, but any academic pretensions soon faded. The offices of the Aristotle University were never open when I got there, either because of some official strike or because I was incapable of waking up early enough to arrive before one o’clock.

   It took me weeks to find out that the School of Journalism and Mass Communications was located off campus, on Egnatia, the main avenue, named by the Romans. The front door was wedged between two cheap clothing shops and could only be identified as part of the university by a transparent plaque. The classrooms were accessed through a corridor with galleries of shops on either side, going up in a lift blackened by decades of
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