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  Goofy would wish me to thank four vets: Dino Bourlogiannis in Corfu; Keith Butt; Richard Allport; and Clive Elwood; to whose remarkable skill and compassion he owed his life. This book is dedicated to my beloved friend Spiros Anemogiannis, who loved him too.
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    CHAPTER 1

    All over dog

  


  Nothing moved on the terrace in the afternoon sun, except the quick flick of lizards in the rough dry stone walls. Suddenly, there was a frantic scrabbling from behind the wall itself. A black nose and a ginger and white face appeared, followed by the rest of a small dog, who made a giant leap for me.


  As my friend Daphne said, “Dog looked at Belinda. Belinda looked at Dog. And it was all over .”


  I have always loved Paxos. It has the lush green calm that Corfu, in the days when it flaunted its beauty at the writer Lawrence Durrell, once had. I had always liked the way that, when they made small-scale maps of the Ionian Sea, they didn’t bother to put Paxos, let alone its tiny sibling Anti-Paxos, on the map at all. They were just left to the imagination . . . As a child, arriving by caique, I was bewitched by it; as an adult, when tired and saddened by the pressures of the outside world, I used it as a place where mentally one could detox from London, as far from the canapé circuit as it is possible to get. I would take long walks – christened “death marches” by my friend Daphne, who often came to stay – when I rented a small house in the hills. Armed with a water bottle and a straw hat that would have shamed a seaside donkey, I would climb steep paths through the olive groves, exhilarated. Every sense was awakened: I’d catch a sudden intense whiff of fresh figs, oozing their perfume over a sunny wall; shiver, after climbing a hill in the hot sun, at the extraordinary transition into the deep dark cool of the porch of a lonely church, shockingly white amid the olive trees. I loved it. Of course I was just a visitor; but I knew by sight the mothers, fathers, children, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins of almost everyone in the tiny village of Loggos.


  Up in the hills, the small stone house that had belonged to Spiro’s mother Electra baked like a golden bun in the sun, among crumbling terraces of olives and almond trees. It was one of those hot afternoons on Paxos when the only thing to do . . . is absolutely nothing. Everything was mesmerised by the heat, the stillness burst only by the tantrum of crickets. We would wait for evening before moving again, when a cool breeze would lift the air and the Paxiots – who are inveterate nocturnal animals, young and old – would suddenly emerge down in the village beside the sea, talking on the jetty walls, drinking, eating, sniffing the scent of jasmine mingled with their last cigarette in the night air. They prepared for this tremendous burst of night-time activity with a short but very sweet sleep; we followed their example, drowsing in the hot afternoon without a thought of interruption.


  Having hurled himself into my arms, this refugee dog was going nowhere. He was – debatably – spaniel, with a beautiful head and dark intelligent eyes. His stocky body and broad white chest seemed to justify legs rather longer than those God had given him. God had also made him ginger, over his ears and in patches elsewhere. The proud body and slightly stubby little legs gave him an endearing and entirely original shape. He licked me confidently.


  I rang my friend Spiro, who had rented me the house for the summer. “Oh, that is Goofy! He runs away from his owners up the hill. Belinda, that is a wonderful dog – he came to stay with me in the winter.” I wasn’t sure that the name Goofy suited him at all; he was too sussed out, too bright. But then I remembered that my Greek neighbours sometimes adopted English or American showbusiness or sports celebrity names for their dogs; there was a poodle-shaped animal at the village shop who answered, bizarrely, to the name of Alan, after an unwitting Alan Shearer.


  As the evening cool came, I walked down the dappled stone track through the olive groves to the village by the sea, my new companion running delightedly in small circles round me. I expected that on arrival in the village, Goofy would be off, prospecting for food from holiday-makers at the tiny tables by the water. I was secretly rather flattered at his loyalty. He would head off towards each café table and cajole food, focussing pleading eyes on the most tender-hearted target. Then he would run back to me. Never was a dog so gregarious; but he was also touchingly faithful.


  Goofy’s attachment made me feel a little awkward; I knew he had a home to go to. Spiro assured me that it wasn’t a problem, as his owners worked from early in the morning until very late at night, and kept Goofy tied up on a short chain. He said the dog wasn’t at all keen on this: whenever it was possible, Goofy made his escape.


  Night wore on, and Daphne and I had to drive in my little car to the port of Gaios, where a friend had arrived. Farewell Goofy . . . but in a single bound, he jumped onto the back seat of the car, front paws squarely placed so that he could lean out of the window as we drove, as proud as the figurehead on the prow of a ship. As his ears flew back in the wind, it looked as if he were smiling . . . I gave myself a shake.


  When we tumbled out in the port, I became concerned. Would I be responsible for the dog becoming lost, so far from home? But Goofy stayed proprietorially by my side, as we picked up my friend Laura and brought her back to our village for drinks and dinner. When we drove her back that night and returned to my house, Goofy was still on board. Daphne, attempting to forestall what she saw as a disaster, suddenly announced “The dog needs to get out here”. There was the track which led to the painted gate, which led to the house where Goofy was kept chained up . . . Firmly, she placed Goofy on the path to his home, slammed the car door, and instructed me to drive. “What a terribly nice dog”, I said. “Stop it”, she said.


  She could have saved herself the trouble. Two hours later, padding barefoot into the kitchen for a glass of water, she found two eyes glowing amber in the dark with entreaty. Without waking me, she locked the dog outside. He would have to go home. But when I woke in the morning, and threw open the doors from my bedroom onto the terrace, there, having curled up for the whole night outside my room, was Goofy.


  Goofy would have been the despair of pedigree breeders. He had his good points: his coat was white with patches of burnished copper, like splashes of cinnamon, distributed over his ears and body with the casual artistry and assurance of an abstract painter. He could have been what they call a Britanny spaniel; perhaps a mixture of Cocker and Springer; but the little lamb-chop legs had led to one of the villagers naming him Stumpy.


  Goofy might have been short in the leg department, but he was very long on wits. Intelligence positively shone from him. He approached humans on equal terms, fixing his eyes on theirs. One foreleg was already thinner than the others, and wasted, and gave him a lolloping gait that was the price, I later discovered, of ill treatment. I was deeply impressed that he never allowed this to interfere with his willingness to know people, and if he could, trust them.


  Imagine you were appointed teacher to a class of small boys, and discovered that fully one in three of them was called by the same name. Despite the rich opportunities for confusion ( Spiro, have you seen Spiro? Yes, he and Spiro went to Spiro’s friend Spiro’s house . . .) boys are called after the patron saint of Corfu, St Spiridon; and since Christian names are passed down families, there will be no escaping Spiros on the islands till the end of time.


  But for me, there was only one Spiro. He was not a boyfriend; yet as Goofy was to teach me, deep instinctive sympathies can exist between beings of very different breeds. I had been visiting the village for several years before I got to know him. I would see him arriving mid-morning on a battered Vespa he had painted the colour of deep red wine, dark circles under his eyes from a string of late nights, long dark corkscrew curls tied behind his neck. The tiny jetty of Loggos stretched like a white finger into the sea; on it, the old customs house had become the Taxidi. Tables and chairs faced the sea on both sides, so that you could dangle your toes in the water as you looked at the tiny harbour on one side, or scanned the channel for elusive glimpses of dolphins on the other. Spiro had filled it with his own idiosyncratic character and personality; I, who fancied I knew a bit about the subject, thought it the most simply beautiful bar in the world.


  Spiro decorated the bar with sheaves of wild arum lilies, and filled fishermen’s panniers with huge watermelons, to make cocktails with iced vodka; he played the accordion with friends on the mandolin and bouzouki; he discussed literature from Plato to Marquez; he was kind, passionate and impulsive. He did not suffer fools gladly; one morning as we sat over coffees, a philandering middle-aged Englishman came over to tell us all about himself. “I’ve just heard my girlfriend is on the ferry on her way here, and my wife is still on the island!” he said. “Now that will be interesting...”“No,it won’t”, said Spiro.


  Best of all, on lost afternoons, I would sit behind him on the Vespa and we would bump along tracks I didn’t know existed, to deserted villages that had crumbled into ruins. Here we would explore, collecting old bottles and ceramics that would be cleaned and would reappear in the bar; when I next returned to Paxos, there they would be; signs that I belonged.


  It was because of Spiro that I had rented the little house in the olive groves; it was because of Spiro that I was in the right place to be found, one hot afternoon, by a dog on the run.


  Many times I had puffed up the hill to the tiny hamlet in the olive groves, high above the sea, and seen the painted garden gate to the house where I now knew that Goofy lived. Spiro explained that Goofy’s owners could not look after him during the day, or even the evening, so he was chained up for interminable periods. Spiro wasn’t keen on my being alone in the hills; entirely unsubstantiated stories circulated about the danger from refugee Albanians. He suggested that we offered to Goofy’s owners to look after him while I was in Greece. The owner shrugged his acceptance, and Goofy – I thought temporarily – was mine.


  My funny little timeshare dog and I became a familiar sight, walking miles over cliffs where the gulls wheeled at sunset; visiting villages where old ladies in black clucked like maternal hens at the sight of him, and fed him titbits; chasing basking cats. I felt the soft pressure of his head on my foot, as I read quietly in the evening. An old fisherman on the quay observed, stroking Goofy’s ears, “Einai filos me ollous: He is friend with everybody .” He could be a handful: in the morning, when lying down on the terrace to start my exercises, I would complain when he clambered all over me. But he learnt quickly; within a week, I found him taking a position exactly parallel to mine. As I stretched forward, one white furry leg stretched out in imitation. I was becoming awfully fond of Goofy.
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