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PART ONE





Chapter 1

The Ionian Sea, Monday 3 October 1869

The first-class passengers were affronted by the way the
captain and chief steward had handled the situation that
morning in Messina, and they exchanged their outrage in
fiery terms with fellow ticket-holders. So fiery, in fact, that a
detached observer might have said their high-pitched,
animated voices betrayed a sense of excitement rather than
anger. For all their annoyance they were alive now in a way
they had not been at dinner the previous night, or, indeed, at
any time since coming on board at Marseilles. It was perhaps
because they sensed the Orient was now upon them.

Their complaint was that untold numbers of riff-raff had
been let on at the Sicilian port, and as the steamer had
already been complete with European passengers, the new
arrivals ended up being herded, baggage, livestock and
accompanying vermin, on to the only remaining open
spaces, including the upper weather deck and the interior
first-class deck. Benches and chairs were thrown aside in the
hurry to lay down sheepskin rugs, cushions and quilts.
Assorted Levantine journeymen – wizened elders and shrieking
children, the bearded and the veiled – fought for a patch
to roll out their belongings, and in no time the old French
vessel's decks were teeming with cross-legged figures in
coloured silks and turbans. Those in the know had paid
coins to shoeless boys from the quay side who slipped aboard
soon after the ship docked and were still busy scampering
around the deck, dodging each other to reserve the remaining
deck space for a few pennies a plot.

The first-class ticket-holders complained that their
promenade would be curtailed and that surely some mistake
had been made; but the new passengers, deaf to such
protestations, spread themselves out comfortably, clan
encamped back to back against clan, babbling in multiple
dialects, playing with strings of beads and singing songs. The
men smoked cheroots and spat husks from their mouths,
while their womenfolk broke bread and peeled garlic. A
cross-beat of drummed rhythms, dislocated melodies and
burbled voices pervaded the scene like a subdued carnival
above the continuous rumble of the ship's engines. Those
European passengers who had been at breakfast when the
invasion occurred now noticed a pungent scent hanging
in the morning air, smoky, spicy and unclean; it drifted down
the decks past the polished brass window frames of the
upper-class salons. The occasional gentleman would still
venture out of these quarters, but most of the ladies confined
themselves within, safe from unsavoury sights and smells or
perhaps worse by night. After their initial outrage had
subsided, they whispered to each other breathlessly about it
over their coffee, where one of them, a spinster from
America, fell into a swoon at the talk of dusky cut-throats
and slave-snatchers, and had to be carried back to her cabin
in the ladies' section.

The wind had vanished and it turned into an unusually
hot day for early October; but by the evening, when the sun
set over a glass-still Ionian Sea, the air outside began to nip.

In the half-light they glided past a wooden fishing vessel
which was rocked, but only gently, on ripples created by the
passing steamer. Those who cared to look would have just
made out the figure of a stooping fisherman illuminated by
a candle in the boat's cabin, sitting down alone to his
evening meal.

One passenger leaning against the ship's rail noticed the
little scene as he lifted his collar up around his neck and
folded his arms in front to warm up. His rather aquiline nose
had begun to redden in the chill. He wore neat and well fitted
clothes, fashionable but not flamboyantly so. He
looked about thirty years old, a good age: young and athletic
enough still to be called a fine young man, with all the handsomeness
that description implied; fresh enough still to be
innocent to wonders and novelties, and yet old enough not
to allow his heart to leap at the first hint of beauty, not to
swallow the world and its promise without first tasting and
recognizing its constituents.

His name was Godwin Tudor and he had been on this spot
for several hours, having picked his way across the deck dwellers
earlier in the day to find a place to observe the view.
As he gazed at the passing waters fading in the gloom he was
brought abruptly back to his senses by an awareness that he
was not alone. A short and stocky young man had arrived
beside him, wrapped in a fur-collared coat with a black hat
pulled low. He had a fresh face with soft, almost blushing
skin that seemed too young to sustain the thick dark
moustache that hung beneath his nose. He introduced himself
as George Farkas, an Englishman of Greek parentage
returning to the land of his ancestors in order to fulfil a
commission on behalf of his father, Theodore Farkas, of
Liverpool, recently deceased. He spoke briskly above the
background drone of the engines, a sound which Godwin
felt as a distant tremor in the varnished wood of the ship's
rail.

Mr Farkas explained that his family had left their village
in northern Greece sixty years before; they had settled in
Liverpool, taken jobs at a mill, and from humble beginnings
had risen meteorically. He was now the proud head of a farm
machinery empire, building traction engines, hay-loaders,
potato-spinners. 'And we are planning to take the machines
out into the field, to plough and harvest. You may have
heard of us. Farquharson. Appointed to the Crown Estates,
the Duchies of Devonshire, Cornwall, and the Cooperative
Association of Norfolk Grain Producers, to name a few.'

'Of course,' said Godwin with a genuine smile. 'Your
machinery is the envy of every farm in the land.'

'You are really much too kind, and that is an exaggeration,'
replied the young man, looking out at the dark seascape with
a satisfied smile, as if he were surveying his own estate,
boundless in size and yield. 'But did you know that half a
century ago we were not Farquharson, but Farkas and Son.
And we were not the only ones. There are others like us, who
found fortune beyond the shores of their enslaved homeland.
I tell you, now that Greece is free from the Turkish yoke
there will soon be no nation on earth to compete with her.
We are a people who not only take opportunities, we make
'em. And we have our ports, our wonderful climate, our
position at the navel of the earth between East and West.
What a people we will become!'

'You come back often then?' Godwin asked.

Farkas looked ruffled by the question. 'No, actually this is
my first visit. But I feel as if I have known the country all my
life. The pine and the cypress, the olives shimmering silver in
the Aegean breeze against a background of vines and figs,
crowned by an azure eternity.' He raised a gloved hand to the
black night sky.

'You're a poet as well.'

'I only dabble,' said Farkas shaking his head modestly. 'Yes,
this is my first visit, the first of many. I come with three
hundred thousand drachmas to build a museum to the
memory of my father. Have you any idea how many pounds
that is? Ten thousand!'

'What sort of museum?'

'Antiquities, of course. What else?'

'It merely occurred to me that many others have spent
fortunes housing relics from Greece's past, but with your
expertise you could lend great service to the Greece of today.
Perhaps in the area of agriculture.'

Farkas received the comment with a cold stare. 'Sir, we may
be men of commerce, but we are also men of culture. Greece
did not acquire her rank as the foremost nation of the
ancient world merely through the sweat of her labourers and
the blood of her foot soldiers. Thankfully, there were men
then, as there are men today, set upon a higher goal. Good
evening, sir.' He was clearly piqued as he put a finger to his
hat and began to weave his way back through the seated
groups on the deck, his leaden coat brushing their coloured
velvets and silks as he passed. The indelicate footwork he was
obliged to undertake, in order to keep his balance, made him
curse more than once.

Godwin could not sleep that night and eventually gave up
the struggle, turning instead to write his journal. The berth
was barely wide enough for him to turn. There was very little
other room in his cabin – a seven foot windowless cube –
and any spare space was taken up with his photographic
equipment; he had insisted on keeping these cases with him
rather than store them in the hold, because of their fragility,
especially the chemical bottles and sixty-four precious plates.
His only company as he lay too cramped to move was the
noise of the ship's four engine cylinders and the throb of
the monstrous flywheel that cut through the decks from top
to bottom at the centre of the vessel; he could distantly hear
the restless movement of the chain-links, the hiss of steam
valves and the churn of the propeller shaft buried deep
below, which sent a shudder down the hull from end to end,
through iron and steel, through every joist, dowel, bolt and
pane of glass.

Then, close to dawn he was aware of another sound which
he did not instantly hear as a human voice, but soon recognized
for what it was. He had not heard it before, but had
read others' accounts of its extraordinary haunting quality,
the very music of exoticism. He leapt from bed, snatched his
coat and notebook, and hurried up to the fore weather deck
to see and record for himself. He was halted by what he saw
when he arrived. The bed rolls and covers had been packed
away, and the entire deck, edge to edge, was full of men on
their knees, in neat rows, bending forwards on individual
mats, lowering their heads towards the bow of the ship. An
imam stood on a raised step near the prow and was chanting
verses from a book that he held; it was a powerful nose resonant
sound, piercing and twisting through the dawn air
like a virtuoso clarinet.

A dull mist hung, rain began to spit and the clouds looked
threatening. The lightest part of the sky was directly behind
the singing cleric, eastwards, where the clouds had broken,
allowing a clear patch for the pre-dawn glow. It was the
direction the men on deck were sending their prayers,
the same way Godwin now was looking, the way they were
all heading. Against the distant area of cloudless sky, a thin
blue headland came into view, the coast of Messene, their
first view of Greece.

Godwin remained until the ritual's end, watching the
headland grow in colour and shape, before it slid majestically
around to the port side as the great steamer turned
south, its first change of direction since the previous evening.
By this time the men had dispersed and the little settlements
on the deck had been deftly rearranged for the day ahead.

The weather now closed in and it began to rain heavily.
They sailed near enough to the western seaboard of Greece
for Godwin to be able to pick out the shapes of far-off
bushes and rocks, and to see the occasional cluster of hillside
houses beneath dark low cloud. It was a barren wilderness of
a landscape, a god-forsaken place, its shores unwelcoming,
its hillsides defying habitation.

Rounding Cape Malea in the early afternoon, the steamer
turned once more, and now faced due north for the final leg
of the journey, the approach to Piraeus, port of Athens. By
the time they passed the island of Hydra, night had closed in.
Rain now lashed at the windows, blowing horizontal in
heavy gusts. The ship lurched from side to side with a
forward and back roll, in an unending cycle, the ship's rail
shuddered and a sour fragrance of vomit hung in the air.
Progress had slowed.

The lights of Piraeus all at once appeared through the impenetrable
darkness ahead as they turned into the mouth of
the harbour, and Godwin could no longer resist the temptation
to go out on deck and watch their arrival. He had
pictured Greece so often in his reading and had imagined
sailing into this port, with its famously narrow entrance and
basin-like interior, but nothing that he had ever read or
imagined prepared him for this. Piraeus could not have contrived
to be less hospitable. It was eleven o'clock, the rain
had settled in for the night and joined with an unruly wind
that whipped in from the sea, circling on itself as it hit the
shore to blow back from the opposite direction. Hats were
tossed off heads, thin soles slipped on the damp deck; ropes,
rigging and shackles near and far lashed rhythmically against
a forest of swaying ships' masts. The awesome outline of one
or two men-of-war could be seen in the deeper water.

It was not the first storm Godwin had weathered on his
journey to reach this point. The most fearsome had been the
fury of his father. Sir Harold Tudor was a distinguished
retired politician with puritan taste and frugal ways, who
considered frivolities such as humour and expressions of
sentiment to be constituents of an unmasculine temperament.
Poetry – excepting that in the English Hymnal –
belonged either in the nursery or a woman's boudoir; and
notions such as self-fulfilment or career happiness were the
very terminology of sin, stuff that an adult should leave
behind in childhood, along with toy swords and masturbation,
to be replaced by the higher ideal of service. He was
deaf to Godwin's protestations about the wonder of travel
and the marvels of the Levant, but that came as no great
surprise. Sir Harold had been deaf to much of what his son
had said throughout his lonely upbringing; and especially
since Godwin's inexplicable childhood illness. A succession
of doctors – the finest in the land – had reported back to Sir
Harold, scratching their learned brows apologetically, and
conceding that there was no known scientific cure for 'voices
in the head'. Perhaps the boy should be sent to a Mesmerist?
And as for the child's long weeks of apparent inertia and
inability even to communicate: Sir Harold viewed it all with
the deepest suspicion, interpreting it either as a tremendous
piece of deception, or, if genuine, as a sort of divine reprimand
placed upon himself for having spawned so useless a son.
Which was very different from the way he regarded his elder
child, Henry, the golden boy who could do no wrong, who
had won military glory in India, produced five grandsons,
and who now held the parliamentary seat for Salisbury. The
sallow-cheeked Godwin had never been able to compete.
When, as a teenager, he had recovered from his long illness,
equally inexplicably, it served only to reinforce his father's
conviction that the whole thing had been concocted.

Sir Harold declared his opposition to Godwin's foreign
tour at a formal meeting in his study; and for the duration of
the quiet, controlled interview, his outstretched palm was
sealed to the surface of his desk in a gesture of indisputable
finality. Young men who travelled and who dallied in the
so-called gentlemanly pursuit of knowledge, he said, were
nothing more than wastrels and burdens to their families.
But Godwin had resolved to achieve his end, and devised
a plan to justify the trip in his father's eyes. He would pen a
pictorial encyclopaedia for schoolchildren, and illustrate it
with his own photographs, on the subject of Greek
antiquities. It would be the start of great things, he explained,
his chance to make good the wasted years. He vowed that the
venture would bear fruit and influence, for the good of a
whole generation of young gentlemen. The point had been
made, and had received a surprising endorsement from his
otherwise matrimonially obedient mother. Godwin thereby
retained a thread of credibility and was reluctantly allowed
to go. But that stormy night in Piraeus, as the steamer's
anchor chain rumbled into the black water of the harbour,
he felt a chill. He had not anticipated that Greece would be
at all like this.

A swarm of rowing boats, with flaming torches in the prow
of each, had already begun to cross from the dock, and soon
the ship was invaded by guides, porters and hotel touts,
energetically recommending themselves and their establishments
in a burble of broken French and English. Most of the
travellers were too tired and disheartened by the weather to
put up much resistance, and allowed themselves to be
herded into small groups for the rowing boats. Godwin
found one canvasser who declared himself to be commissionaire
from the Hotel d'Angleterre in Constitution
Square, the very hotel to which he was bound. The man
sported an extravagant moustache and was dressed in the
customary Greek style, with a thickly pleated white kilt, or
fustanella, together with woollen stockings and an embroidered
jacket. He led Godwin, along with a group of
other travellers, to a waiting boat, while near to them a pair
of sheep were being slung like medicine balls over the rail
and into the hull of a gaudily painted caïque alongside.
There they lay on their backs motionless with fear and
confusion as they were lassoed tight around the neck. Other
items of cargo were piled in from the ship around them –
barrels, timber cases and large wicker baskets.

The rain had not let up, but the commissionaire talked
incessantly as they crossed over to the customs dock,
welcoming them to the most beautiful country in the world,
which he would be happy to show them, either by the hour
around Athens, or by the day, taking them into the reaches of
Attica; every desire could be accommodated. In the meantime
they should relax, make themselves 'comme si vous
étiez chez vous' in his boat, while he managed the arrival
protocol on their behalf.

One boat overtook them on the inside and pulled into the
dock a few yards in front. Godwin saw the uniformed
customs officers step aside and move themselves further
down, vacating the area for a smartly dressed reception
committee hovering nearby. He then saw Farkas emerge from
the boat and climb on to the quay, followed by a young
woman, a tiny creature with white skin and round cheeks,
like a porcelain doll. The waiting group of portly men now
formed a semicircle, and each shook Farkas heartily by the
hand while umbrellas were held out to protect him and his
wife from the rain. The short formalities complete, they
climbed into a collection of what looked like state carriages
and drove off into the night.

The guides and touts who had been so predatory on the
ship's deck now acted as bodyguards to shield their disembarking
passengers from the hordes who waited on the
dock. Those passengers who had stuck out and come ashore
independently were now swamped by a crowd of opportunists,
shoeshines, water-sellers, mule-drivers, beggars and
an army of hoteliers' boys. Tempers were short all round, and
disappointed touts did not hide their anger, but cursed
openly at passengers and spat at the ground by their feet.

It was at this point that Godwin realized he could not
account for one of his photographic cases. The hotel
commissionaire railed at the porter responsible in the most
violent terms and seemed about to strike him, but Godwin
intervened, shouting above the growing hubbub that the
others should go on into Athens and that he would follow as
soon as he had retrieved his case. He then began to fight his
way back towards the quay against the tide of people, the
wind and the rain, holding firmly on to his hat.

After searching fruitlessly for a while, he decided to retreat
into one of several taverns set back from the sea-front, thinking
that he would be able to make himself understood to the
dockside officials once the rush of disembarkation was over.
Relieved to be sheltered from the squall, he took off his wet
coat and hat, and was surprised to hear a voice calling him
from across the room.

'Mr Tudor, come over and join us.' One of his travelling
companions from the steamer was there, a middle-aged
Dane called Pedersen who had several times on the journey
boasted his familiarity with Greece and the Greeks. Godwin
had not particularly taken to him or his complacent assuredness;
he was the sort of man who prided himself on being a
citizen of the world, the possessor of privileged insights, one
who liked to let it be known that he had travelled much,
mixing freely with all types of men and cultures, and was
therefore qualified to sit in judgement over them.

He was standing with a group of swarthy and moustached
men, and they were huddled around a pan of charcoal for
warmth, grinning at some piece of shared humour. 'Come
and see what we have here,' Pedersen said, and then rattled
out a few sentences in Greek to a small elderly man who
stood near to him guarding something between his feet.
Godwin could now see that the group had gathered there to
see what this man had in his possession, and they were all
looking to the floor for him to reveal it. Godwin approached,
wondering what it could be, so small and low to the ground,
that had them all so enthralled. The men were dressed
roughly, like country labourers, a few of them in dirty
fustanellas, and carrying rifles, as though they had returned
from a day's hunting. The small man at the centre did not say
a word, but stood back to disclose his prize with a blank
expression.

'George is very proud of himself,' Pedersen said, nodding
in the little old man's direction, 'because today he has not
only done a great service for his country, but more importantly
he has ensured that he and his family will not
starve for the next quarter of a century. Just see what a
treasure he has procured for himself.'

The man took something spherical out of a colourful
woollen saddle-bag on the floor, and Godwin wondered if it
might be some kind of ball, a sporting trophy, perhaps. It
was wrapped in cloths which the man now peeled off, not
without a slight flourish, and held out his prize for everyone
to see. His fist was clenched tight around some silvery hair.

Godwin was not prepared for the sight. It was a man's
head, staring sightlessly from between half-closed eyelids, its
beard tangled beneath an open mouth, out of which hung a
dusty tongue. It was a broad face, with deeply graven lines
and dark skin, almost noble, a face that had seen much life,
that had loved and loathed its full share. The little crowd let
out a cheer of approval, and everyone smiled. One onlooker
squeezed its lifeless cheek as if it was a baby. Pedersen sipped
his drink and looked at Godwin.

'My God.' Godwin stared at it. 'Oh my God.'

'Mr Tudor, meet Christos Drakos,' said Pedersen gesturing
to the head. The skin of its neck had been cut coarsely and
dangled down in torn strips, congealed with blood. 'Mr
Drakos here was a famous outlaw about twenty years ago,
and there has been a very high price on his head – this head
– for a long time. He was a legendary personage, and quite
ruthless, a thief, a bully and a murderer. Of course, he's been
in retirement for a while. Rumour had it he was suffering
from a slow disease of the mind. Quite harmless and
pathetic, really. He met a girl, had a child and has been keeping
bees on Mount Hymettus for years. Under an assumed
identity. This nice fellow was his friend, until he discovered
the truth, a week or so ago, and then all he could think about
was the prize money. He got him at the well, as the old
bandit went for his drink.'

Suddenly, the door of the tavern burst open and a group of
armed policemen came in. The officer in charge quickly dispersed
the group of onlookers and began asking questions of
the small man in possession of the head. He held it close to
him now as a schoolboy guards a precious toy from rival
children, but the chief officer grabbed it from him with both
hands and held it up by the ears to examine it closely in a
better light. He strained towards it aggressively, but seemed
almost overpowered by the calm expressionlessness of the
dead man's face.

A policeman appeared in front of Godwin and barked in
his face for not having moved back, so that Pedersen had to
take his arm and lead him away. He accompanied him outside
to help find the missing luggage. Pedersen's easy
command of Greek reduced the task to a couple of enquiries
and they found the wooden chest in a warehouse not far
from where they had stepped ashore. It was covered with an
old rug and tucked away beneath a customs officer's desk.
The official on duty looked embarrassed, shrugged his
shoulders and scratched the back of his neck, claiming complete
ignorance. One of the officers had found the box
abandoned on the quay earlier, he said. When Godwin
opened it he found that its precious contents of collodion
glass plates were miraculously still unbroken.

It was by now after two o'clock, and the bustle of Piraeus
had begun to subside. ' There is much in this country to repel
the visitor,' Pedersen said as he took his leave of Godwin,
shaking his hand. 'Especially the Greeks. Take my advice, my
friend, and forget any romantic notions you may have of
Alexander, Achilles and the like. Modern Greeks are a
monstrous race. Don't trust them. The most honest man in
Athens would be a man of exceedingly doubtful reputation
in London or Paris, shunned by respectable society. He
makes a virtue of deceit. He is idle, insolent, undisciplined
and never to be relied upon. But don't be put off,' he concluded:
'you will find passions here you never knew you
possessed.' He patted the Englishman condescendingly on
the back, waved and disappeared into the night.

Godwin had left it late and now had to pay well over the
odds for a carriage and driver to take him the few miles into
town. The journey was uncomfortable, the bench was not
upholstered, and he could hear the wheels splash through an
endless succession of puddles; the occasional splatter of mud
would come through the window which had long since lost
its glass. By three o'clock they had entered paved streets on
the western fringe of the city, lined on either side with
elegant new buildings, and shortly after came to a large open
area, planted with young fruit trees. This was Constitution
Square, home to the royal palace at its upper end, and
Godwin's hotel at its lower.





Chapter 2

It was the first clear dawn since Godwin had come to Athens,
eight days earlier, and he was well placed to observe it.
He stood in one of the uppermost alleys that clung to the
Acropolis' flank, and watched as the sun broke above
the bleak outline of Mount Pentelicus, twelve miles to the east.
All at once, the vast and barren plain of Athens, stretching all
the way from the encircling mountains to the sea, was
flooded with golden light, clear and evenly spread. In
summer, the force of the sun in that shadeless wasteland
was such that it sucked the life from plants and turned the soil
to sand; but by the late autumn, especially after a week of cloud
and rain, its warmth was a welcome respite. Godwin longed to
disappear into the dreamy haze of that distant landscape.

How far it all seemed from the manor house in Surrey that
he called home; that large and symmetrical Elizabethan warren
with its ornamented ceilings and black oak timbers, where
his parents' stately lives at one end of the immense
windowed gallery were insulated in every sense from the
world he and his brother inhabited as children at the other.
Even here, alone, with Attica spread before him, he felt his
stomach move at the thought of the corridor outside
his father's study, that portal to the seat of ultimate, unassailable
authority in his life. He remembered the faint
odour of beeswax, the noiseless hinges of the door as it
opened to summon him across the threshold, and the perfectly
engineered click of the handle as it closed behind him.
Everything about that room announced the character of the
man who occupied it. Purpose and utility hung in the air like
a scent, a masculine scent – stripped of sweetness but strong
in dignity. The furniture was polished mahogany with castors
that gleamed like gold in the morning light. There were no
ornaments, no decoration and no art; the walls were empty
except for row upon row of gilt-tooled books, and three large
maps: of the constituency, the nation, and the world.

Godwin blinked as he shook aside the memory and
looked down at Athens before him. He could see that the city
was expanding. The tiny original hovels that snuggled into
the shadow of the Acropolis were giving way to broad
avenues and impressive new residences. Building work was
everywhere and defined the daytime atmosphere in the city;
clouds of marble dust billowed from hand-powered stone
saws, picks and hammers vied with each other in syncopated
cross-rhythms, sites were being cleared of scrub, men in suits
and top hats measured out quadrangles on the ground with
lengths of string, and cartloads of cut stone rumbled daily in
convoys from the quarries of Pentelicus. The city was fast
modernizing, and Godwin was captivated by the urgency of
the transformation. This was a people reborn and hungry for
prosperity.

Within a few days he had jettisoned his plan to make a
photographic record of antiquities, seduced instead by the
immediacy and peculiar juxtapositions of the modern city.
The ruins failed to surprise or particularly inspire him. He
had already been up to the Acropolis twice, and his findings
echoed everything he had read and re-read in many other
accounts. He felt that he was the voluntary participant in an
overcooked intellectual cliché, and was repelled by the
guides who dulled everything with their platitudes and
horse-fly persistence. In any case, it was not the hallowed
marble hulks dotted here and there around the city that
impressed him, but the life that continued in and around
them. The ancient archway towering solitary out of the dust
was less interesting than the old men with anxious faces who
drew up simple wooden chairs in its shadow, and sat for
hours over empty coffee cups, tossing strings of beads and
staring at passing foreigners.

The defiance Godwin felt towards his distant father tasted
like sweet triumph as he decided to cock a snook at the
degrading tourist caste into which it was assumed he would
contentedly merge; instead, he determined to explore the
heart of this young country, observe its nascent culture and
seek out its wildness. To this end, he resolved to follow up
the two leads he had brought with him. First, there was the
English Minister in Athens, Sir Thomas Wishart; Godwin had
a letter of introduction. The British Legation was a short walk
from his hotel and he had called by there earlier in the week
to leave a carte-de-visite. Two days later a letter arrived for
him at the hotel from the Minister's wife, Lady Wishart,
inviting him to dine at the Legation the following week.

And then there was his old school acquaintance, John
Straker, who lived in Athens as secretary at the Legation.
Godwin had sent a message a few days ago warning Straker
that he would like to call by this morning, and although he
was a little surprised not to have had a reply, he decided to
walk the distance to Straker's home anyway. It was not far,
and would take him through the heart of the city's most
colourful district.

The sun was now quite high in the sky as Godwin began
to make his way through the bazaar quarter around the old
mosque. Trading was already under way. A nut-seller had
opened out a collapsible trestle in the street, his first opportunity
for days, because of the rain, and was warming his
hands in front of the cylindrical stove he had lit for the roasting
pan. A passing donkey, laden to three times its own
width with fruit baskets, helped itself to the mountain of
hazelnuts, starting an exchange of noisy remonstrances
between its driver and the nut-seller. A jingling bottle cart
rolled on past, with metalled wheels that bounced over the
cobbles, while old dogs lay asleep in safe nooks and shadows
on the side, their scarred muzzles resting in the dirt after
their adventures of the night. All manner of craftsmen and
merchants were beginning to hang out their wares in front of
narrow shops, using great rods to reach hooks above the
ground. Gunsmiths, carpenters, rug weavers, a man peddling
remedies, another telescopes. The diversity of stores
juxtaposed in peculiar combination gave the impression of
boundless abundance, and as Godwin picked his way down
the alleys – an incongruous figure with his cane and English
tweed shooting jacket – he felt invigorated with the novelty
and curiosity of it all. It was as if anything might be found
here, luxuries or necessities, animal or vegetable, alive,
pickled or dried. A child was selling birds, a chained monkey
danced to the prods of a dwarf's stick, an old shoeshine with
cropped white hair and a face like Bismarck stooped to polish
a young soldier's boots. All the while men with hanging trays at
their waists meandered beneath the overhanging canopies,
advertising their produce – olives, onions, trinkets, tobacco – in
rasping nasal tones. And the smell of bread, that indispensable
bedrock of nutrition in every Greek household, wafted here
and there from the many bakers' shops.

Godwin arrived outside an impressive portico at the
address he had written on a card, and was met by a manservant
who led him through a dark vestibule into a
courtyard. It was paved with white marble around a pretty
mosaic, centred on a circle of lemon trees and a fountain. All
around were battalions of glazed pots, full of soil, which
must have been beautiful and abundant at a different time of
year, but the plants had been taken out or cut down to brown
stalks for the winter. The servant who received him was a
young man and still handsome, but had a tired pallor about
him, like a fruit that had lost its moist bloom from being left
too long untouched in its bowl, and needed replacing before
the flies descended.

On asking whether Kyrios Straker was at home, Godwin
received the reply, 'He sleeps.' It was surprising, given the
time, and, determined not to be thwarted, Godwin said that
he would wait until the gentleman was up. He felt sure
that Straker would not be offended. They had known each
other well enough as boys not to have to stand on ceremony
to any great degree.

Straker had been a serious type at school, quietly reliable;
not a rule-breaker, but a solid alibi for those who were; his
blue-eyed, open-faced testimony, ingeniously inventive in its
deceit, rescued his friends from many a tight scrape, defusing
the housemaster's suspicions – a man who quite visibly
melted whenever Straker opened his mouth. To the disappointment
of his father, John Straker never showed much
interest in the estates he was set to inherit, which were said
to stretch uninterrupted from one coast of northern England
to the other, and was happiest when walled up for hours in
the classics library. After university his interests had turned to
oriental studies, and he later joined the civil service in the
hope of one day earning a post in the Middle East. Greece
was the nearest he had yet come.

The house was fashionably Pompeian, with a colonnaded
cloister surrounding the open courtyard, off which various
rooms radiated, and out of one of them there now emerged
a boy of about fourteen. He took no notice of Godwin, but
walked straight across the mosaic towards the vestibule,
looking at the ground and scratching his ear through the
folds of a yellow silk turban. He did not exchange eye contact
with the servant either, who opened the front door for him
to leave and closed it straight after.

A few moments later Straker himself appeared from an
adjacent door in the shadows. Godwin immediately got up,
but Straker did not walk directly across to where he stood,
preferring to take the long route, around three sides of the
cloister, hands held behind his back, like a monk in thought.
He was dressed in what looked like white linen pyjamas with
gold thread beaded around the edges, and a full-length
dressing-gown over the top.

Godwin was surprised at how much he had changed. He
had lost his fresh-faced beauty, put on a lot of weight, and
his hair was oiled back to his skull, down to a little curl at the
neck, which gave him a rather rakish look. When he arrived
in front of Godwin he looked up with a faint smile. The voice
sounded the same, plaintive and produced in the front of his
mouth, where the teeth protruded very slightly.

'Good to see you, Tudor. Is your father well?' he said,
before turning to one side and sinking into a chair next to
him. 'It's warm enough to sit outside for a bit, don't you
think?' He then called out to the servant, who came running,
suddenly animated by his master's voice, and knelt down on
one knee beside him, holding Straker's hand as he listened
to his instructions.

'Has he gone?' Straker asked softly.

'Yes, sir.'

'Did he say anything?'

'No, sir.'

Straker then waved his man away with a flip of the wrist
and sat staring towards the other side of the courtyard.
Godwin felt a prick of alarm at his friend's condition. There
was an uncomfortable ambience in the house, like a disease
that bided its time in the shadows, gnawing almost imperceptibly
at its victims as it multiplied. He could sense it
like an affliction that was noticeably hostile towards him for
having come in fresh from the outside, fit and able as he was
to observe its advancing decay.

'I was shooting last week, up at Lake Copais,' said Straker
inconsequentially. 'Snipe.'

'How was it?' asked Godwin.

'Too many birds. Not really sport. Would you like a
smoke? Abdul picked up some excellent Livadia tobacco on
our way back. Did you know most of the tobacco that goes
for Turkish in London is actually grown in Greece?'

'No, thank you, I don't take it.'

Godwin defused what threatened to be an awkward
silence by talking about his experience of Athens so far and
his plans for the future. He noticed that Straker did not
touch his coffee until it was nearly cold, then drank it all in
one and proceeded to eat the sediment, scooping it out by
the fingerful. Godwin had seen old Greek men in cafés
do the same.

'Might I see you on Sunday night for dinner at the Legation?'
Godwin concluded. 'Lady Wishart has invited me.'

'I will be there,' replied Straker, 'won't I, Abdul?' He yelled
the last syllable in the direction of the kitchen, from which
his servant now came running. 'Have you met my old friend
Abdul?' he asked Godwin, taking hold of the servant's finger
and swinging it.

'Of course. He met me at the door.'

'Abdul's from Cairo. I've had him ever since I travelled
there after Oxford. We've never been apart. Would you like to
go back to Cairo, Abdul?' he asked, turning to look at him.
Abdul did not answer but looked at his master with a pained
expression. 'It's all right, you can speak freely, old boy.' Abdul
stared on and blinked in silence. 'Well, go if you want,' sang
Straker in a sort of high-pitched falsetto, letting go of his
hand and waving him away again. 'Problem is, you don't
know what you want.'

Godwin got up to leave. 'Until Sunday, then,' he said.

At this, Straker's expression changed as if he was reminded
of something, and he looked at Godwin quizzically. 'By the
way, has anyone warned you?'

'About what?'

'I wonder how you'll get on. We don't dine there very often,
if we can help it. Too bored with each other's company.
Occasionally the Greeks like us to put something on, or we
have to call them to heel for something, so Wishart goes
through the old dinner routine. This one's for Edgar Brooke,
who's on a visit. Has anyone warned you?'

It was the first time Godwin had heard the name. It did
not mean anything to him, nor did it create much of an
impression. Just two short words thrown out by the weary
voice of John Straker in the courtyard of his Athens villa, that
sunny morning of 11 October 1869. Edgar Brooke. Three
little syllables punctuated with four mildly explosive
consonants, that required a satisfying click of the tongue to
enunciate. In time to come he would remember first hearing
the name, and wonder that something so pivotal to his life
should have arrived before him in so cursory a manner.

'Warned me of what?'

'About him. Brooke. The fellow coming to dinner. He's
very –' Straker paused and skimmed the tip of his tongue
across the front of those slightly buck teeth, '– very unusual.
Doesn't come to Athens very often, especially since his wife
died. I think she had him pegged, but now there's no one to
keep him on the straight.'

'So he's not resident in Athens?' said Godwin.

'No. He owns an estate out on the island of Pyroxenia,
bought by his father from the Turks before they abandoned
the country. He was born in Greece, and that's half the
problem. Doesn't really know where he is or what he's
about. English, Greek, Greek, English. And living all the way
out there, as well, he's rather cut off. Forgotten how to
behave. You'll see. Strange place he runs out there. Strange
family, all in all.'

Godwin was intrigued, but Straker volunteered no more
on the subject and held out his hand from where he sat.

Godwin shook it before being led by Abdul – who hurried
from the kitchen with a tea towel over his arm – towards the
outside door.
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