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Translated from
the Greek by Kay Cicellis

Corning 
out of 

the 
basement,

I was faced with a crimson sea and a crimson sky; you'd have 
thought they were on fire: the sun had just set in a burst of exotic 
splendour. I tumed right to take the streetcar to Ramleh, and for 
a moment I felt as if I were tuming my back on the blood-stained 
present to rush into the arms of a différent, blue world. Squeezed 
among the crowd on the platform, I could hear people speaking 
Greek, Arabie, French. Young and old, they were ail in a hurry to 
get home after the aftemoon performance at the movies, before 
the curfew plunged the streets into darkness. The streetcar grew 
emptier and emptier as we went along. From the platform I could 
see working-class cafés, waiters bringing in chairs and tables, 
preparing to draw dark curtains across doorways and windows.
I began to feel worried about the coming darkness -  how would 
I find my way around in those unknown parts? But when I got off 
at the Gianaclis stop, it was still daylight. I could read the shop 
signs: one of them informed me that here they took in 
underclothes for laundering and ironing; another was a drugstore 
belonging to a certain Dr. Mansur,- and there was a grocer's shop -  
Beautiful Lemnos. Prasinadelis, Thomas and Co." I tumed in to 

Aboukir Avenue,- it was a tranquil hour in a tranquil place. A 
policeman in white summer uniform stood guard in front of a 
villa. Not far from there, two govemesses stood chatting together,

207
L



STRATIS TSIRKAS
The Alana

pushing their prams back and forth as they spoke. On either side 
of the Street grew large tropical trees with smooth, shiny trunks 
and umbrella-shaped fohage. Were they flame trees? "Ah, if you 
could only see them in bloom, comrade,- it's as if nature itself had 
come out in its Sunday best," a delirious Alexandrian had told 
me in Raqqa -  he was buming with fever. It had been just after 
we celebrated the end of the Euphrates march and came upon 
that other hell, the scorpion-infested steppe. A poisonous spider 
had bitten him, but he survived. "How strange," he said later, 
when I reminded him of his delirious fit, "the way a man's mind 
works... They're lovely trees, I know, but would you believe I 
never noticed them? I don't even remember photographing them. 
Anyway, you should go to Alexandria in June; that's when they 
are at their best."

It was autumn now. Would I ever see the flame trees in 
bloom? But it would be better if I couldn't stay to see them, 
because that would mean the end of the war; and, then we would 
find out at last how many of us had been left alive over there, on 
the other side of the sea.

I soon reached the Church of the Prophet Elijah. I thought it 
might still be open and I'd go in and light a candie,- that would 
give me an excuse to ask the verger about the Greeks in the 
neighbourhood. But as soon as I walked into the churchyard,
I came upon an unexpected scene. The courtyard was surrounded 
by a row of little cell-like rooms, whitewashed, spick and span, 
their doors wide open, flowerpots everywhere -  they reminded 
me of the refugee settlements back home. The priest and the 
verger sat opposite each other astride a bench, a backgammon 
board between them,- they were having a quiet game in the dim 
light that came from the cells. Farther away, some women sat in 
a circle on stools, having a heated conversation. I made as if I 
were going into the church. The women sent over a barefoot, 
shaven-headed boy, a little Greek, to fetch me. I followed the boy 
and decided not to beat around the bush.

"Do you know where Antonis lives?" I asked the women.
"You're from Greece, aren't you?" asked one of the women, 

a sharp-nosed creature, full of malice.
"That's right."
"And what do you want with Antonis -  are you from the 

police?"
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''Walt a minute, Photini," said a little old woman with snow- 
white hair, running her hand over the thick, curly leaves of a 
sweet-basil pot. "How old do you reckon this Antonis to be, my 
lad?"

The breeze smelled sweet, I felt a fine, veil-like dampness 
descending with the darkness on my shoulders. I tried to guess 
Antonis's age; he must have been about the same âge as old 
Hadjivassilis.

"About eighty, I would say," I replied.
"Ha-ha, it's not Tonis he wants,- it's Antoinos, bless him. He 

died and left us long ago. He would have been well on a hundred 
years old now; you never met him, it seems."

"That's right," I said. "Are any of his relatives alive?"
"He has a daughter who lives in Port Said, a widow with 

children. Now, what was her husband's name..."
"But here in Alexandria, I mean -  is there anyone?"
"Nobody, except for his great-nephew, who's a policeman."
"Apoliceman, really! Photini, stop saying those things," said 

the old woman. "How we ail like to exaggerate. No, my boy, we 
don't know where he lives. But I can tell you about another one 
-  don't pay any attention to her. There's Paraschos Voliadis - "

"The man's asking for relations of Antoinos," the sharp- 
nosed hag eut in. "The old man had nothing to do with the 
Voliadis family."

"Do you mean the Voliadis family from Cairo?" I asked.
She cackled again. Then a third woman butted in; she spoke 

slowly, in a ringing voice. At the other end of the courtyard, the 
verger shook the dice in his hand interminably before casting 
them on the board; he kept throwing sidelong glances at us, as if 
he were annoyed I was still there.

"Paraschos is a great-nephew of Antoinos, too," said the third 
woman. "You are right, come to think of it -  he is from Cairo.
But he moved to Alexandria years ago. The Choremi-Benachi 
firm gave him a job in their offices. And what about you, sir -  are 
you by any chance Amalitsa's son and keeping quiet about it?"

The woman who spoke to me must have been about my 
mother's âge. And she had the same way of perching her 
spectacles on her nose and throwing her head back. "We were 
bosom friends, your mother and I." I could feel this sentence 
coming. Isn't it strange the way friends, a whole group of friends,
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end up by acquiring the same features and mannerisms?
"No," I replied. "It's just that a Mrs. Hadjivassilis from 

Jerusalem asked me to find out..."
"We don't know anybody by that name/' the women replied.
I said good night. I looked back at the church, as if I still 

wanted to light that candie. In the depths of the apse, among the 
dark shadows, a great wine-red oil lamp glowed steadily. The 
golden halos of the saints flickered. The little white-haired 
woman picked a sprig of sweet basil and gave it to me. "To keep 
you company," she said, cocking her head to one side, as if 
overcome with shyness.

As I walked through the dark streets, I sniffed at the sprig of 
basil and recalled her pretty gesture. Across the Mediterranean 
Sea stretching between us, my mother's image appeared before 
me. Certain gestures, hke the old woman's, her manner of 
talking, a calm kindness, devoid of formality -  ail these little 
things, so elusive, so undefinable, which made her seem unique 
in my eyes - 1 had recaptured them again, scattered among these 
women, the white-haired one, the other one with the ringing 
voice, even the sharp-nosed hag with the restless mind. It was the 
first time after years of wandering far from home that I felt I had 
stumbled on something you might call roots,* I was not a 
complété stranger here, after ail. And yet a few minutes ago I had 
disowned my mother; I had denied being her son.

I had no difficulty finding Paraschos Voliadis. I simply looked 
him up in the téléphoné book. He was an employee in a large 
export firm; he had a téléphoné at home, too. I let the week go by 
and rang him up very early on Sunday moming. I wanted to avoid 
meeting him in a café in town, because that would involve giving 
him some sort of sign to help him identify me, and various other 
précautions. On the phone, I gave him my grandmother's name, 
Vassiliki, as a due to who I was. Our grandmothers had been 
sisters. He replied that he had just been making coffee for 
himself, and would I like to have a cup with him? I gathered he 
lived alone -  a bachelor. I got into a taxi and gave the driver his 
address.

He lived on the fourth floor of a dignified old mansion that 
had seen better days. Now it had an abandoned look; there was 
no elevator, no janitor. It stood at the beginning of the west jetty, 
on the Corniche. He greeted me with a smile, as if we had known
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each other for years. There was a shyness about him, a restraint 
touched with sadness and intimacy. The rooms were large and 
the ceilings high; the fumiture had a sophisticated simphcity: 
bookshelves everywhere, with French and English éditions; 
engravings of horses and hounds on the walls, a small water 
colour by Marie Laurencin, an oil painting by Kalmoukhos, from 
his Expressionist period. He Hved alone with his pipes and a 
remarkable variety of tobacco blends, which he prepared himself 
from mature English, Dutch, and American leaf and from flnely 
shredded cigars. In one of those pieces of fumiture, élégant and 
austere in line, he surely kept decanters of gin and whiskey.
He was a year older than I, and this was what had saved him, he 
said, from Canellopoulos's mobilisation. Yet his hair was already 
tuming grey at the temples. He was dark, with a closely shaven 
face, and dressed with discreet, expensive good taste. In brief, 
there was an English look about him. I told him so.

He removed his pipe slowly from his mouth and laughed, 
gazing at the wet pipe stem: "Our Uncle Antoinos used to say the 
same thing," he said. "I've a feeling he didn't like me much. The 
more I admired him, the more he seemed to enjoy telling me off. 
Perhaps he didn't really believe in my admiration. In a général 
way, he couldn't bear people who were undecided, vague -  the 
thinking types. He was extremely impulsive and outspoken.
A remarkable character."

"It seems we have a cousin named Antonis in the police 
force," I said.

He removed his pipe from his mouth again. His eyes darted 
about anxiously, as if he were rummaging through a heap of 
memories; then they hardened, and finally brightened up with an 
expression of satisfaction.

"Is that so? I haven't seen him for years. I had heard he'd 
become a professional soccer player or a coach or something like 
that -  a kind of sinecure. But I suppose it is possible... Who told 
you this?"

I began telling him about last Sunday, my visit to the Church 
of the Prophet Elijah. His face brightened again.

"Ah, so you've become acquainted with the Alana?"
I couldn't understand what he meant by Alana -  the church 

courtyard?
"No, no," he interrupted, "the Alana. Has Aunt Amalitsa
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never told you about the Alana? Or your grandmother? What a 
shame... I must take you there someday. For those of us who 
once lived there, it is paradise. No, that's not quite the word.
It's something différent: it's like a homeland which shaped us and 
gave us dignity, a moral background. How many générations have 
gone by since it Jfirst came into existence -  three, four, perhaps? 
They are ail bound by an extraordinary solidarity, a secret 
allegiance. You've only to say the word 'Alana' to a person who 
grew up there, young or old, and he'll fling down his weapons and 
give himself up to you."

While he talked, he opened the French window and led me 
out on the balcony. The sea was suddenly revealed to us, calm 
and shining; it took my breath away. Huge clouds floated in the 
sky, filled with light. Across the sea, on the ancient island of 
Pharos, the mute, heavy bulk of the Kait Bey Fort lay reflected in 
the still waters, like a cheap water colour intended for tourists. 
We leaned over the balcony to take in the Eastem Harbour, 
following the waterfront with our gaze up to the point where the 
Street tums upward for Ramleh. I had the impression of standing 
on the tiers of a great stadium or arena. Down below, to the right, 
on Cape Silsileh (Strabo refers to it as Cape Lochias, Paraschos 
informed me), among the camouflaged cannons, the projectors, 
the radars -  that's where the dressing rooms would be, I thought, 
continuing the arena fantasy; a small side door opens and the bull 
charges through... Then again the soft curves of the coast 
ensnared my eyes, those serpentine, feminine lines, those 
hésitations, coves, and bays opening up suddenly, revealing fine 
yellow crescents of sand. Paraschos pointed with his finger, 
explaining the geography to me. As landmarks he chose an 
apartment building with a flashing inscription near Cape Silsileh 
and, farther to the east, the Greek Hospital on Aboukir Avenue. 
Between these two landmarks lay the Chatby cemeteries. That 
was where Antoinos's bones were slowly wasting away, giving 
back to the earth the Httle substance he had borrowed from it in 
his lifetime. He had taken nothing away with him and he had left 
nothing behind -  nothing but memories.

"Just think," said Paraschos, "if Antoinos were to rise from 
his grave, with his big stick, his hobnailed boots, his heavy 
walk... how his soûl would rejoice at the sight of Alexandria 
today, exactly the way he liked to dream of it. He'd twirl his
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mustache and rub the back of his wrinkled neck, pleased as 
Punch. Tou nitwits/ he used to say to us, 'try and get this into 
your thick skulls: who do you think we are? We're only guests in 
this city. We came here, we settled down nice and comfortable, 
we raised sons and grandsons. Fine. But our host was fast asleep 
ail the while -  isn't that so? Well, let's wake him up, I say. Let's 
ask his permission, and let him say we're welcome, so that 
everything between us is put straight and we may ail be at peace. 
Because if he does wake up one day -  and he will, mark my 
words -  and finds us sitting pretty in his land, he'll give us one 
mighty kick in the arse and fhng us straight into the sea. And 
he'll be quite right, too -  w ell just have to swallow it without a 
word. Don't listen to ail those clever guys who sit in their offices 
and wear hard collars. They are Westemers, Europeans. They 
speak like Europeans, they go around with Europeans, their 
minds work the European way. Ail they think about is dough; 
how to get more and more of it and then spend it on smart trips 
to Europe. This isn't their country,- they have no feeling for it.
This land, you see, is a great juicy female, full of eggs, like those 
grey mullets we fish with a cast net when they come 
downstream in August. But if you want her to grow big and 
spawn -  well, it takes guts, it takes hard work, you've got to drive 
yourself to the limit, panting and gasping atop of her. It's too big 
a job for us, her guests,- we're not up to it. What she wants is her 
master. So hand her over to these people here; she belongs to 
them, and you'll see the results. The whole coast will fill up with 
little swarming men, who'll build tall buildings and factories, 
schools and theatres, who'll open up new roads, big streets and 
little streets, and start coffee shops where you can sip your 
aniseed drink and have a chat with God. They'll plant parks, too. 
Ail this yellow stretch of land will be dotted with red fezzes and 
black haiks, the way poppies fill the desert in springtime."'

"I say, Paraschos, was our uncle a Socialist?"
"He was nothing you could give a name to; he worshipped 

his own god. He had a good head and a good heart. He was fair- 
minded. There's the Alexandria he dreamed of, lying before our 
very eyes; y et I can't rejoice in it. It seemed more beautiful in 
Antoinos's dream."

"Why don't you write his story one day? Are you good at 
writing?" I said, pointing at the bookshelves behind us.

213



STRATIS TSIRKAS
T fie Alana

He removed his pipe from his mouth again. He gave me an 
enigmatic smile: "Well, you never know. But to get back to the 
Alana -  come and see."

We went indoors; he shut the French window and took me to 
his bedroom. His bed stood in the middle of the room, slightly 
sidewise.

"If you draw a straight line from here, you'll find yourself in 
the heart of the Alana. When I He down in my bed, I feel as if I 
were in a boat; and the waves of sleep carry me every night to my 
soul's homeland. I almost think I can hear the girls going out for 
their evening stroll, their arms round each other's waists, singing 
and laughing, slipping between fences and across gardens,-1 can 
even smell the flowering jasmine."

There was a large silver-framed photograph on the chest of 
drawers. A girl stared gravely out of the frame, biting her upper 
Up, her black hair wild and tangled. In front of the picture, there 
were a few sea shells laid out in orderly fashion, a starfish, a 
white-ear, a hollow sea urchin.

"When are you planning to marry," I asked.
"Never," he said, without removing his pipe this time.
"Is she alive?" I asked, pointing at the girl with my chin.
"Married. What about you?"
"Well, Fm rather like a sailor," I replied, in a bantering tone. 

"I have a wife in every port. When I find the woman of my life, 
rll ask you to be my best man."

"Are you staying long in Alexandria?"
"Fm leaving at noon. Back to Syria. I came here on leave, but 

it didn't occur to me to seek you out sooner. Tell me, should I try 
seeing our other cousin, Antonis?"

He shrugged indifferently: "Are you interested in soccer?"
We both burst out laughing. He never questioned me once 

about the scar on my forehead. But he kept staring at it. I got 
ready to leave. He made me write down in my address book both 
his téléphoné numbers, home and office. He would be very glad 
to see me again, if the hazards of war brought me back to 
Alexandria.

When we reached the front door, he said suddenly, "Now 
what could I possibly give you to remember me by?"

He snatched a finely carved black pipe from his rack.
"Put it in your pocket," he said. "If you don't smoke, you can
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always use it as a décorative thing, something pretty to look at. 
It's Genoese."

We parted the best of friends.

Athens, 1965

Stratis Tsirkas, Alexandrian Greek, lived in Egypt for m ore than 
50 years before settling in Athens. This extract cornes from his 
Drifting Cities (Kedros Pubhshers, Athens, 1995), originally 
published in Greek in 1965. K ay Cicellis, born o f Greek parents, 
is a novelist and short-story writer who writes in English.
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