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  For my mother


  His end was recorded somewhere and then lost;


  Or perhaps History passed it by,


  And with good reason, a thing as trivial


  as that she didn’t deign to record.


  


  C. P. Cavafy, ‘Orophernes’


  Contents


  Map


  


  Exhumation


  One


  


  Four Years Previously


  Two


  Three


  Four


  Five


  


  Pre-exhumation


  Six


  


  Post-exhumation


  Seven


  Eight


  Nine


  Ten


  


  Death


  Eleven


  Twelve


  Thirteen


  


  Reburial


  Fourteen


  Fifteen


  Sixteen


  Seventeen


  Eighteen


  Nineteen


  Twenty


  Twenty-one


  Twenty-two


  


  In Memoriam


  Epilogue


  Glossary


  Dramatis Personae


  


  A Note on the Author


  By the Same Author


  
    [image: images]

  


  Exhumation


  The rite of exhumation . . . is the last important rite that must be performed individually for a particular dead person by his surviving kin. The relationship between the deceased and his relatives is for the most part ended at the exhumation. After this the obligations of the living to the deceased are carried out collectively on occasions that serve to honour all the dead.


  Loring M. Danforth, The Death Rituals of Rural Greece


  One


  All uniformed in worn, black coats, all their lined and bitter faces bound in black headscarves, the old women gathered at the graveside. Under the broad-spreading branches of the oak which shaded the plot, the components of the grave’s furniture had been dismantled. The headstone’s front face leaned against the cemetery wall, hiding the inscription and the glassed-in photograph of the poet as a smiling young man; the candle-lamps (which had not often been lit) and the flower-vase (which had, in the main, held artificial flowers) lay discarded on a neighbouring tomb. In the years following the burial, the once-white marble kerbstones had rarely been scrubbed, and were discoloured with algae and yellow lichens. The old women took in the stone’s neglected state, and cast their offended eyes up to the heavens.


  The bell of Vrisi’s village church began to toll. In these northerly mountains, there was no hope yet of spring, and the wind which flapped the men’s trouser-legs and stirred the evergreen branches was raw; the sky was an ashen veil, cast over the day’s end.


  ‘There was a woman over in Loutro they buried too close to a tree,’ muttered one crone into the cold-reddened ear of another, inclining her head towards the oak, and to the bare and stony ground where the coffin had been laid, four years before. On that occasion, the earth – freshly dug and mounded up for the interment – was the lively brown of spring sowing; now that same earth, settled and sunk, was cracked and pale. ‘Its roots were poking through the poor soul’s eyes! Bound by that tree, she was, until they cut her free. And this tree will have claimed him, just the same!’


  The sexton leaned on his spade, impatient for his cue to break the ground, but the old women were still busy with their preparations, checking the necessities for the ritual: holy basil for blessing, and red wine to wash the bones; white kerchiefs to wrap them, and a metal box to hold them in their final place of rest.


  A little apart, in fashionable black jackets and court shoes, two younger women stood, one of an age to be parent to the other. Ready to proceed at last, the old women hustled them closer to the graveside.


  ‘Come forward, kalé, come forward,’ they insisted. ‘It’s the faces of his close kin he’ll want to see, as he comes back to us.’


  The poet’s sister and his daughter complied reluctantly, his sister encouraging her niece with an arm around her shoulder.


  ‘Courage, glika mou,’ said Frona. She hugged Leda close, and placed a kiss of comfort on her temple. ‘Courage, and it’ll soon be done.’


  Leda wiped her nose on a cotton handkerchief, and turned her miserable face from her father’s grave. Behind the eager old women, Attis Danas drew on a slender cigar, and tried in vain to catch Frona’s eye. The widow Katerina – whose deceased husband had once been mayor and still bestowed on her some status, even years after his death – gave a signal to the sexton, who raised his spade, and brought down the blade with all his strength to break the grave’s hard earth. As he threw aside the first shovelful of stony soil, Katerina raised her voice in a lament, and the old women gathered around her began to wail. They moaned and shrieked to break all hearts, and the widow’s tears ran freely as she sang: of their grief at the poet’s final sight of daylight, and of their loss of him to the darkness once again; though the weight of the earth would be removed at last from his chest, his time with them was gone, and soon he would be lost to them for ever.


  The sexton dug down deeper into the grave, where he was hindered, as anticipated, by roots of oak. The old women nudged each other, and made flamboyant crosses over their breasts. Frona put her hand up to her mouth, and bit a knuckle. Leda looked towards the cemetery gates. Attis wandered away along the paths between the tombs, struggling against the wind to relight the stub of his cigar.


  ‘That woman in Loutro,’ muttered the crone into the ear of the other. ‘She was the widow of a jealous man, whose tormented spirit possessed the tree to keep her bones out of the ossuary. Her being in there, with everyone else, was more than he could bear.’


  ‘Why did he object to that?’ asked the other. ‘If his own bones were in the ossuary, why didn’t he want her in there, with him?’


  Her companion tapped her nose, and glanced around as if it mattered who was listening.


  ‘They said she’d had a lover, in her youth,’ she confided. ‘The spirit feared she might be put to rest near him, so it had the tree bind her bones, to keep them in the ground. Mori! It took an age to get her out. The roots were tough as rope, and woven all together, like a net. They had to fetch a hacksaw, and they cut for hours and hours. But the bones were white, I remember that. The bones were white, so she was blameless.’


  ‘I doubt his bones’ll be white,’ replied the other, pointing at the hole where the sexton worked. ‘We’ll know for certain the man he was, when he comes back to the light.’


  A gust of wind blew cold. Under Frona’s arm, Leda shivered.


  ‘She feels her father’s spirit,’ whispered the women. ‘Her father knows we’re here.’


  The sexton dug down, and down; the work was heavy, and sweat beaded his face, until he pulled off his dirty jacket and threw it on to the dismantled kerbstones. Katerina’s lamenting rose, fell and died away, rose, fell and died away; the women’s tears dried, and flowed.


  When Attis returned to the gathering, the earth the sexton was shovelling was showing changes of colour, a vein of black within the paler soil.


  The sexton stabbed his spade into the ground, and wiped the last sweat from his face.


  ‘Katerina!’ he called out. ‘Katerina, come down here, kalé! Come and take your turn!’


  Katerina pulled on a pair of rubber gloves; the old women gave her a trowel, and handed her down into the hole as the sexton climbed out. They crowded round the grave, elbowing each other to get closer, their mourning role forgotten in their enthusiasm.


  ‘Find the skull first, mori!’ called one. ‘Make sure you bring out the skull first!’


  ‘Don’t break it!’ called another. ‘Fetch it out in one piece if you can!’


  Frona raised her face to the sky, and closed her eyes; Leda covered her mouth, as if she might be sick.


  ‘I can’t watch this,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Please, aunt. Don’t make me.’


  ‘We must,’ said Frona, though her own doubt was clear. ‘A few minutes of courage, and all will be done. Hold my hand, and be strong.’


  The widow squatted in the dirt, and scraped at the loosened earth with the edge of her trowel until the soil gave way to the first fragments of rotting wood.


  ‘I’ve got him,’ she said quietly, and made a cross over her breast. ‘Santos, kamari mou, come home!’


  Under her hands, and with the leverage of the trowel, the softened remnants of the coffin lid were soon removed. Beneath, there was no hollow space, but the outline of the casket filled with dirt, which gave off an intense smell of organic matter, natural as the essence of earth distilled, without putridity, but heavy with fungal decay.


  As the widow sifted through this darker, richer soil, the old women squabbled over where the head would be – Higher up, kalé, away from you, up here towards the wall – until the trowel rang out as it struck the first hard bone. Dropping the trowel, the widow covered her left hand with a white kerchief, and with her gloved right delved down into the pit.


  ‘I’ve got it!’ she said, at last.


  ‘She’s got it, she’s got it!’ they murmured.


  ‘It’s stuck,’ she said, a moment later.


  ‘The roots have him,’ they muttered. ‘The roots have him trapped!’


  ‘Wait!’


  Holding on his priest’s hat against the wind, an anorak zipped over his robes, Papa Tomas hurried along the path towards the gathering, limping from his bad hip. As he pushed his way through, he greeted those he passed closest to by name, and marked those of whom he was especially fond with a touch, until – panting from his speedy walk up to the cemetery – he reached Frona and Leda.


  ‘Forgive me, forgive me,’ he said to Frona, pressing her free hand between his own. ‘That old clock of mine has stopped again! It’s unreliable, and I should throw it out, but we grow attached to things, don’t we, we grow attached. Leda, kori mou, have courage. We shall honour your father, and carry his bones to their final rest. How are we getting on?’ He released Frona’s hand, and looking down on the widow, wished her kali spera.


  ‘You’re just in time, Papa,’ said Katerina. ‘He’s here, beneath my fingers.’


  A scrawny hand gripped Leda’s shoulder.


  ‘Don’t you worry, kalé,’ said an old woman, speaking low in Leda’s ear. ‘Your father was a good man, and his bones will be white, and clean.’


  ‘I have him!’ cried Katerina. ‘I have the skull!’


  She pulled from the earth an object black with soil, and held it before her.


  ‘Pass it up,’ called one of the gathering, impatiently. ‘Pass it to his daughter, so she can wash him.’


  But no one joined her in her demand. All were staring at the object in Katerina’s hand.


  Bewildered, Frona turned to Papa Tomas.


  ‘Panayia mou,’ said Papa Tomas, and made several urgent crosses in the air.


  


  Leda ran, and no one moved to stop her; she ran the path between the tombs, as far as the cemetery gates, where she kicked off her shoes, picked them up and ran on faster, down the lane between the snow-banks which still lay at the verges. The cement was cold and hard, and sharp stones pricked her feet; but in the exhilaration of running barefoot, her stricken face relaxed, and as she slowed down to a walk, the redness of exertion brightened her pale cheeks.


  The lane led her to Vrisi’s village square. Breathless, she brushed the dirt from her feet; the small cuts on their soles were seeping blood, and the nylon of her stockings was in shreds. She slipped her shoes back on her feet, and glanced behind. No one, as yet, was following. Out of habit learned from her father, she looked up above the foothills, searching for airborne eagles, but the skies were empty; on the road which wound in hairpins through the pine-forests, nothing moved.


  She walked slowly towards the heart of the square, where a statue stood on a plinth engraved with her father’s name – Santos Volakis, Poet – and the dates of his birth and death. The granite figure was a bland-faced man, undistinguished, and dressed in a style of suit her father had worn only at his own wedding; it held one finger to its cheek, in an effeminate gesture her father had never made, mocking in its vacuous contemplation of a wordless book the incisiveness she had so admired in him. Bright scraps of litter lay in the hardy weeds around the statue’s base; pigeon-droppings fouled her father’s shoulders and the toe-caps of his shoes.


  Along the cemetery lane, voices high with the excitement of a drama were growing close. Leda drew her coat tight round her, and lowered her head; and, trusting in this attitude to defend her against unwanted enquiry into her welfare, she set off uphill on the familiar road, in the direction of the house she had once called home.


  Four Years Previously


  


  Fence your own vineyards, and covet not those of others.


  Greek proverb


  Two


  The audience was alive with anticipation. Most of its members had arrived early, and checked the slowly passing minutes on their watches, flicking through well-read volumes brought for signing as they exchanged pleasantries with strangers. As the hands of the wall-clock moved close to the hour, a man – somewhat overweight, and rather taller than most – took a seat amongst them, tucking a leather holdall between his feet and unbuttoning his raincoat before settling into his chair.


  On the platform of the draughty hall, the Dean in all his pomposity at last rose from his seat, and spreading his arms wide as a circus ringmaster, exhorted the warmest of welcomes for the visiting speaker.


  ‘It is an unsurpassed honour for the university, and for the Department of Hellenic Studies in particular, to present to you our most distinguished guest. Santos Volakis has been called the finest poet of his generation, but I suggest that the innovative nature of his work, his mastery of contemporary poetic form and the beauty that he weaves from the words of our noble language might easily earn him a place amongst the greatest of all generations. Ladies and gentlemen, it is my absolute pleasure to introduce him to you now – Santos Volakis!’


  Clapping his fleshy hands together, red-faced and beaming, the Dean led the light (though enthusiastic) applause from the forty-two people before him, and sat down on his carved-backed chair before a bust of an ageing Homer.


  Through the hall’s high windows, rain dribbled from broken guttering to the lintels, and splashed into pools spreading across the car park. Behind the platform’s long, oak table, Santos Volakis stood, opened up a slim volume at a page marked with a strip of yellow paper, and slipped his hands in the pockets of his gabardine trousers, stooping as though his back carried some burden, his head low, as if he bore some grief. Too young by at least a decade for grey-haired gravitas, he cultivated that quality through an older man’s style of dress – a brushed-cotton shirt, a waistcoat lined with silk, a jacket with the elbows patched in ovals of green leather – and as a mark of his creativity, wore his hair down to his shoulders. With languorous abstraction, he brushed stray strands from his eyes.


  ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I shall read, if I may, from Songs from Silence, my latest collection. And aiding me with a dramatic interpretation of my work, my lovely daughter, Leda.’


  Leda stepped from behind a stage curtain of faded velvet, slender in a gown of powder-blue chiffon, satin ballet shoes tied with ribbons on her feet, her hair pinned up in an elaborate arrangement of ringlets. She brought with her to the stage two masks, mounted on silver rods: sinister, porcelain faces drawn from the dramas of ancient Greece, one showing the despair of Tragedy, the other – which she held up to conceal her own face – Comedy’s ridiculing grin.


  The clock on the wall ticked away the expectant seconds. At first, the poet seemed to have no intention of beginning. He looked down at his audience, regarding them as if they were curios on display, until his eyes fell on a young girl in the front row, at whom he smiled. Then, with only a glance at the pages of the open book, he began his recitation. In unhurried, seductive tones as dark as chocolate, his mesmerising verses span webs of erotic craving and love, of loss, grief and regret, of fierce patriotism and stirring longings to be carried home. And as he spoke, Leda gracefully mimed the poem’s sentiments, illustrating through artful movements the subtle nuances of her father’s words, from time to time switching masks, always whilst her back was to the audience, so her own face was always hidden by a false smile, or a bogus frown.


  At the end of each poem, there was a pause, which seemed to wake the poet’s listeners from the dreams he had inspired and prompt them to eager applause. As he turned the page to each fresh poem, he surveyed his audience with arrogance, assessing their ability to grasp the finer shades of meaning in his verses; and wherever he had doubts, he turned the page again.


  For forty minutes, he went on in this way – reciting, captivating, judging, moving on – until he finished the last poem in the volume. Sighing, he closed the book, said ‘Thank you,’ and sat down, as Leda slipped away behind the curtain.


  In a light sweat of excitement, the Dean tugged at his bow-tie to loosen it, and rose once more from his seat.


  ‘Marvellous!’ he said. ‘Breathtaking, absolutely! Such a privilege for all of us to hear that astonishing work read by the man who created it. And Kyrie Volakis has very kindly agreed to stay with us a while, to answer your questions and sign copies of his books, which are on sale at the back of the hall. Now, will you please join me in thanking him once again in the accustomed manner? Ladies and gentlemen, Mr Santos Volakis!’


  The Dean ushered the poet off the platform and through the hall. The people who had been his audience stood back, and watched the poet curiously as he passed, as if surprised to find him merely human.


  A short queue had already formed before the desk where the poet was to sign copies of his books; behind a table stacked with Santos’s three published anthologies, a young man waited with an open cash-box.


  The man with the leather holdall rose from his seat. Beneath his raincoat, he wore a charcoal-grey suit, whose excellent cut disguised his corpulence, to a degree, though the quality of his tailoring was blighted by the old-fashioned, white canvas tennis shoes on his feet. He made his way to the bookseller’s table, where he picked up a copy of Songs from Silence, and read a few lines before turning it over to examine the stiffly posed black-and-white photograph of the poet on the back cover.


  The fat man smiled at the bookseller.


  ‘The photograph does him no justice,’ he said, in the clear, accentless Greek of TV newscasters. ‘The man, in life, has the charisma of an artist, which the camera cannot capture. I’ll take the book.’


  As the bookseller counted out change, the fat man glanced across at the signing-desk, where the short queue had grown longer.


  ‘A pity I don’t have time to wait to have my copy signed,’ he said, pocketing coins. ‘I am a great admirer of Kyrie Volakis’s talent. Still, life’s twists and turns are unpredictable. Perhaps he and I shall meet some other time. Thank you.’


  As the fat man left the hall, the Dean saw that the poet was comfortably seated, and snapped his fingers at a faculty secretary, who rushed up with a carafe of water and a glass of acidic wine. The poet held her eyes as he thanked her, and the secretary – a woman close to forty, and no longer used to flirtation – dipped her head to hide the blush spreading up her neck, and hurried away.


  Santos removed the cap from a black fountain pen, brushed his long hair abstractedly from his eyes and looked up at a girl whose own tight-plaited hair reached down to the small of her back.


  Nervously, she smiled at him, and handed him a copy of the slender, hard-backed book from which he’d read – a handsome edition whose pale-blue jacket carried the poet’s name and the title, Songs from Silence, in graceful, white script, and on whose spine, below the publisher’s name – Bellerophon Editions – a spread-winged Pegasus carried a sword-wielding warrior.


  ‘I’m such a fan of yours,’ she said.


  ‘Who is it for?’ asked the poet, his pen ready over the title page.


  ‘Marianna,’ she said. ‘And could you please write a line from the Songs, too?’


  As the queue dwindled, the Dean came to Santos’s side.


  ‘Is your daughter not with us?’ asked the Dean.


  ‘Leda had a train to catch,’ said the poet. ‘She wanted to be home by this evening. She has an examination tomorrow, and she’s conscientious in her studies. She hopes to go into higher education, later this year.’ The poet’s speech was pedantic, and not like other people’s; he chose his words like a poor man at a market, as if they must offer best value, and once the words were chosen, they were carefully fitted together, so his sentences emerged perfect both in structure and in meaning, each one a puzzle already completed. There were no corrections, no hesitations or reversals, none of the verbal tics of common conversation. The poet was a master of his language: his most casual communication declared it.


  ‘How admirable, then, that she took the trouble to be here,’ remarked the Dean.


  The poet took a volume from the man before him, and having asked his name, began to write.


  ‘She’s a devoted daughter, and I, for my part, appreciate that devotion,’ he said. ‘She has, in the past, covered hundreds of miles to be with me at my readings. Happily, the journey today was not such a long one.’


  ‘Speaking of journeys, what time will your driver be here?’ asked the Dean.


  The poet finished an elaborate signature, and handed the autographed book back to its purchaser. He looked up at the Dean.


  ‘My driver?’ he asked. ‘They don’t supply me with a driver. I shall no doubt find a taxi, when I’m done. Please.’ He beckoned to the last customer in his queue.


  ‘No driver?’ asked the Dean. ‘But surely . . .’


  Again, the poet looked up.


  ‘There was a time,’ he said, ‘when poets were venerated, when the rewards for the work were just.’ He pointed with the end of his pen towards the bust of Homer on the platform. ‘Those days, sadly, are gone, and I shall end my days, like some Van Gogh, in penury, yet with the small hope that my work will live on, when I am gone.’


  The candour of his statement drew sympathy, whilst the pathos of his stated situation shocked his listeners – the customer waiting for his signed book, the Dean, the faculty secretary counting the proceeds from the book sales.


  ‘But there must be no question of public transport!’ said the flustered Dean. ‘We shall arrange something for you, of course! If you will give me a few minutes . . .’


  ‘Might I offer?’ asked the secretary, looking up shyly from the coins she was stacking in careful piles. ‘Wherever you’re going, it would be an honour for me to drive you.’


  Three


  Responding to discomfort – the rhythmic and persistent stabbing of an object in his lower back – the man unwillingly came to, and waved his hand weakly towards the prodding, which stopped, but too late to avoid the return of consciousness; and consciousness brought awareness of urgent nausea (which he swallowed down as best he might), of severe headache and of a mouth so dry, his tongue stuck to his mouth-roof, and produced a strange, crackling sensation as he peeled it free. There was a bad smell around him, a reminder of his grandfather in his incontinent dotage.


  Nausea, and headache: he closed his eyes against them, but as soon as he did so, the stabbing came again.


  He opened one eye on a familiar vista – the rose-patterned fabric of his daughter’s sofa. He could make out the roses clearly, and so concluded it must be day. Blinking both eyes open, he winced at the mid-morning light that filled the room, and turned his head from the sofa-back to find the source of his tormenting.


  His young grandson stood beside him, earnest in his concern.


  ‘Pappou.’


  The man’s nausea threatened eruption. The only cure was sleep.


  ‘Go away, God damn it!’ he shouted at the boy. ‘Leave a man to sleep, why can’t you?’


  Through the pounding of his head, the man heard small feet pad across the room, as far as the doorway. From there, the boy called out, Mama, Mama, and from the yard outside, his mother responded.


  ‘What is it, Myles? I’m busy.’


  ‘Mama, Pappou’s wet his trousers!’


  The man opened his eyes, and sniffed. The bad smell, the old people’s smell – was that him? In consternation, he put his hand under the blanket and touched his groin. The cloth of his trousers was damp.


  He heard his daughter hurrying through the kitchen, and her instructions to the boy to go outside. The man pressed his face to the sofa-back. There were quick footsteps, and the blanket was ripped away.


  ‘Papa! Papa! Get up!’ She shook his shoulder. ‘For God’s sake, look at the state of you! Get up, get up now, and get out!’


  Even through the haze of his hangover, the heat of her anger was disturbing. His headache was immediately worse.


  ‘Hush your noise, woman, and leave me be!’ he demanded. ‘Let a man sleep!’


  ‘Leave you be! To stink up my house, lying there in your own piss, like an animal! Get up, and get yourself cleaned up, whilst I see what I can do with this mess! And when you’ve cleaned yourself up, pack a bag. Enough, now! You can’t stay here any more.’


  He opened his eyes, and saw the roses on the sofa-back with fresh clarity.


  ‘What do you mean?’ He turned his head to look at her. She stood over him, hands on hips just like her mother, a tired, run-down woman, getting old before her time.


  ‘You have to go,’ she said. ‘I can’t cope with you any more. And Yiorgos won’t allow you in the house, not after last night. You can’t blame him, Papa. Not after what you did. And this . . .’ She wafted a hand over the sofa, over him. ‘You have to stop the drinking, Papa. Take yourself to a doctor, please! You’re killing yourself! You must see that, surely?’


  He pulled himself up to a sit and put his head in his hands, pitying himself his misery.


  ‘What do you care?’ he said. ‘A daughter who puts her own father on the street!’


  ‘What can I do?’ In exasperation, she spread her hands. ‘How many chances have I given you? I love you, Papa, but you have to leave here, for a while. For everyone’s sake – for Myles’s sake. You frighten him when you get like that.’


  ‘Like what?’


  He looked up at her, blinking.


  ‘Like last night. When you get violent.’


  ‘Violent! I’m never violent!’


  Tears grew in her eyes.


  ‘How can you say that, Papa? You hit Yiorgos! He’s gone to work with a black eye!’


  ‘That faggot you married? He should stand up for himself! He’s not much of a man to let an old man like me land one on him!’


  ‘Papa, you woke the neighbours again, you woke Myles. You terrified him so badly, he was screaming! And when Yiorgos asked you to stop singing, you hit him in the face!’


  The man laughed.


  ‘Did I, by God?’ He examined his knuckles, where there were grazes and the blue of bruises. ‘Looks like I got him good!’


  ‘It isn’t funny, Papa. I’m sorry, but you have to go.’


  The man shook his head.


  ‘My own daughter,’ he said. ‘It’s a dark day, when it comes to this.’


  


  He put only necessities in his bag: clean underwear and socks, a change of shirts, what money was left under the mattress, a half-bottle of ouzo she hadn’t managed to find. As he left the house, she cried, and tried to hug him.


  He pushed her away.


  ‘You take care of yourself,’ she said. ‘Please, get some help. There are places where . . .’


  ‘Where what?’


  She didn’t go on, but pressed something into his hand: a piece of paper, folded over coins.


  ‘Take this, and look after it. It’s our phone number. I wrote it down. I know what your memory’s like, these days. Call me when you get settled. And keep that money by; don’t spend it. It’s for the phone, for emergencies. And you’ll let me know where you are, won’t you? Papa?’


  ‘As if you cared,’ he said, slamming the door.


  The boy banged on the window, and waved goodbye.


  His grandfather blew him a kiss, and walked away.


  


  He caught a bus as far as the port town, and found himself a bar where they bought him drinks, as long as he amused them with his ramblings. But when his ramblings turned to ranting, they threw him out; so he staggered along the waterfront, singing for his own amusement, and shouting to anyone who passed to come and drink with him.


  At the last berth on the quay, a ferry was preparing to sail, the crewmen ready to cast off the heavy ropes which bound the vessel to the shore; and struck by a fancy to journey who-knew-where, alive with the thrill of adventure, he called out.


  ‘Wait for me!’ he said, ‘I’m coming with you!’


  ‘Come on, then, friend!’ The crewmen laughed behind their hands, winking at each other. ‘To malaka! Come on, you’ll make us late!’


  He staggered up the ramp, and fell down amongst the cargo. The crew left him alone, and at the ports they called at through the night, still didn’t wake him, but let him sleep, unconscious, until the first rays of a red sun lit the sky.


  


  As the same dawn broke over the university, the faculty secretary left the poet’s hotel room. Hair dishevelled, her make-up left behind on the pillowcases, she made her way downstairs to the lobby with a new lilt to her hips, which the yawning night-porter appreciated, as he unlocked the front door to let her go.


  


  By the time Hassan reached home, that first light had touched the chicken coops and set the backyard roosters crowing.


  He slipped off his down jacket, and laid his car keys on the table alongside the night’s takings. In the children’s room, the baby and his young son were both sleeping. Hassan stood a few moments over the cot, and leaned down to touch the soft, black curls on the baby’s head.


  But in the neighbouring bedroom, his wife was wide awake. Fully clothed, she lay rigid on the bed, her arms wrapped round herself against the chill.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘Are you all right?’


  She turned to face him. Her usual smile of welcome wasn’t there.


  ‘Hassan,’ she said. ‘You and I need to talk.’


  


  Another night, and far from the city and the university, cold rain was falling on the village of Vrisi. In the study of the old house, Santos Volakis sat alone in the candlelight, his chair drawn up close to the dying fire. The last glass from a bottle of indifferent wine stood beside him on the hearth; on his lap was a typewritten letter, signed in blue ink. He laid back his head and stared up at the lime-washed ceiling, where the oak beams were solid and straight, but the plaster was swollen with water damage and yellowed by smoke, and strands of broken cobwebs wafted in the draught from the hallway. The rugs on the stone-flagged floor were worn and faded; the shelves Santos’s grandfather had made – where old calfskin-bound volumes of mythology, philosophy and biography stood beside modern works of poetry and fiction – were riddled with woodworm.


  The poet’s eyes stang with weariness and wine, and he rubbed at their lids as if his knuckles might soothe their redness. The candles had burned low, and he switched on a lamp to brighten the room. Taking up a ram’s-head poker, he knocked a shroud of ash from the hot embers, and placed several small pine logs on the fire. New flames grew from the fresh fuel; when the blaze was at its height, he dropped the letter on to the fire, and watched the paper’s centre char in a round of black, before flames caught its edges and consumed it.


  He stood, and crossed to the window. Hands in pockets, for some minutes he looked out; but the lamplight and candlelight together showed him nothing but the sheen of wetness on the yard, and rain falling in silver needles from a sky where the stars were hidden by clouds.


  The phone rang. The caller was persistent, but the poet seemed indifferent as the phone rang on, and on. When it at last fell silent, he returned to his chair, and drank down in two swallows the wine left in his glass. He held up the empty glass, twisting it to catch the firelight in the crystal’s facets, until he held out his open hand and let the glass fall to the rug, where, dribbling its dregs, it rolled beneath his chair.


  The phone rang again. From his chair, the poet watched it, until seeming to find resolve, he stood, and picked up the receiver; but before the caller could speak, the poet depressed the cradle and broke the connection. He lifted his fingers, and the dial tone buzzed in the earpiece.


  He laid the receiver alongside the telephone.


  As the small hours approached, the wind’s force increased; sharp squalls bent the pine trees and smattered dead needles on the window, where rainwater held them fast. Troubled by his dreams, the poet drowsed uneasily in his chair, called back to wakefulness by the wraith’s touch of a draught on his neck, or the rattle of a loose latch somewhere in the closed and sleeping house. One by one, the candles all went out.


  In the hour before dawn, the headlamps of a car shone through the window. Outside, the driver cut his engine.


  The poet blinked away sleep, and rose from his chair. In the chill of the hallway, he switched on no lights.


  His suitcase was ready at the stair-foot. When he left, he closed the door behind him with no noise.


  Four


  Sirens were wailing across the city; the cold wind carried smoke and fragile fragments of charred ash. On the roof terrace, summer’s chairs were piled up and bound together with rope; all but one of the folded tables were stacked and secured in chains. As Attis Danas climbed the stone steps to the terrace, his view was of the city’s geography painted in lights: an arc of streetlamps marking the curving shoreline, with the sea black behind; drifts of house-lights making bright the eastern and western suburbs; and to the north, amongst the foothills, scattered lights reaching up to the famed church of Ayia Triander, high on its floodlit rock. At the head of the stairs, the savour of seared meat from the taverna’s charcoal grill was displaced by the smell of burning, and the diners’ chatter below gave way to tourist music, piped through speakers strung from the spindly cordons of a winter-naked vine.


  At the terrace corner, overlooking the intersection, a single table held a wine bottle and a flickering candle burning in an amber tumbler. Leaning on the terrace wall, looking down on to the street below, a man swilled burgundy wine in his glass and sniffed at its bouquet.


  ‘Kyrie Yorgas Sarris, if I’m not mistaken,’ said Attis, with mock formality.


  The man turned, and gave him the warmest of smiles.


  ‘Attis! How are you, pedi mou, how are you?’


  With clasped hands and back-slapping, the men embraced; as they broke away from each other, Yorgas ran his amused eyes over Attis, and raised his eyebrows in exaggerated admiration of Attis’s clothes.


  ‘Look at you,’ he said, ‘the man-about-town. And what have you done to your hair? You dog! Have you been dyeing it?’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Attis. ‘I make an effort, at least.’


  Yorgas laughed, and looked down at himself: at the overcoat he’d had for years that no longer fitted him, at the suit in need of pressing, at the white shirt missing a button at the chest. More than a day had passed since he’d shaved, and several weeks at least since he’d seen a barber.


  ‘Well, I’m an old dog, so expect no new tricks from me,’ he said. ‘As my good wife says, I’m beyond help.’


  On the streets below, tail lights flared as traffic slowed for a red signal.


  ‘What are you doing up here, out in the cold?’ asked Attis. ‘They’re holding our table downstairs. I’m sorry I’m so late. The taxi driver took a short cut, and cost us twenty minutes. Half the roads across town are closed.’


  ‘Have an aperitif, first.’ Yorgas picked up an empty glass from the terrace wall and filled it from the bottle on the table. He gave the glass to Attis, and raised his own in a toast – Yammas – before he drank. ‘They say all access to the campus area is closed. I’ve come up here to watch the sorry sight.’ He looked out to the horizon, where the glow of fire was orange against the sky. ‘Our students are burning their books. That’s enough to make a publisher’s blood run cold, and a literary agent’s too, wouldn’t you say? No doubt they’re infiltrated by anarchists. They should round the bastards up and hose them down with water one degree above freezing.’


  ‘Your publisher’s soul overrides your nose for business, Yorgas,’ said Attis. ‘Forget the offence in your handiwork being burned. The books they’re burning tonight will have to be replaced, come the morning. No books, no studying; no studying, no degree and no fat doctor’s pay cheques. Why not just look forward to an increase in sales?’


  ‘That’s what I admire about you, Attis. You always see the opportunity.’


  ‘In my experience, most problems have a solution that’ll take you forward.’ Attis drank more of his wine. ‘This is very palatable. Is it French?’


  ‘Pah!’ A flake of ash settled on Yorgas’s hair. ‘The French are amateurs at the wine-making game, compared to us Greeks! This nectar comes from Kefalonia. You know, I wish I had more of your positive view of the world. Sometimes, I feel disaster waits to ambush me round every corner.’


  A look of wariness crossed Attis’s face. Down on the street, a nightclub’s gaudy sign flashed across the windscreen of a waiting taxi.


  ‘When you say disaster, do you mean disaster in business?’ asked Attis.


  ‘Where else? I inherited a noble publishing house and a raft of liabilities.’


  From the speakers, the over-familiar melody of ‘Zorba’s Dance’ began. In the taverna below, a plate smashed on the floor tiles, to cheers and applause.


  ‘You’re not thinking of Santos as a liability?’ asked Attis, uncertainly. ‘I know sales could be better, but he brings you a certain cachet, surely?’


  Yorgas shook his head.


  ‘Not Santos. He’s a jewel in both our crowns. My problem is, Bellerophon has several such jewels, all breaking even or making losses. The market’s skewed, and it’s never talent that makes money. Sales come from popular appeal, and popular appeal is not Bellerophon’s long suit. It’s the same for you, of course. Let me ask you: who is it who makes you your money?’


  ‘Such money as it is, those you’d expect. A couple of my novelists do well – romance, if there’s sex in it, thrillers, if there’s violence. And the cookery writers. I secured a TV deal for one girl, and now she’s selling in the thousands. Santos is disgusted. He doesn’t understand why a woman who shows the nation how to make soup should be better rewarded than a man who holds up a mirror to the nation’s soul. He says he’s under-appreciated, and he’s right. I feel sorry for him, but what can I do? I’ve tried to tell him there’s no money in poetry, but he thinks he can change the world with his words. I’m afraid he’s destined to go through life disappointed; but he would be very grieved indeed to think he had disappointed you.’


  The glow at the horizon was growing brighter, lighting ever more of the sky.


  ‘Looks to me as if they’ve set the buildings on fire,’ said Yorgas. ‘And speaking of fire – how’s it going with Santos’s sister? What’s her name?’


  ‘Frona.’


  ‘So, have you asked her for a date yet? No? So ask her. Pick up the phone. She won’t bite.’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m an old man, in her eyes.’


  ‘You’re too hard on yourself. Look at you. Hardly a grey hair in sight.’


  ‘Go to hell.’


  ‘Well, don’t wait too long, friend. Maybe she’ll get snapped up. Shall we eat? I’m freezing my balls off here, and there’s kleftiko in the kitchen, if we’re quick.’


  He drained his glass, and picked up the half-full bottle from the table.


  Attis put a hand on Yorgas’s arm.


  ‘If you had a problem with Santos, you would tell me?’


  ‘Of course I would,’ said Yorgas, heading down the stairs. ‘His fortunes tie you and me together.’


  


  Two nights later, in the hour before dawn broke over Vrisi, the tyres of a fast-moving police car scattered the loose stones in the yard, and cracked the ice which had covered the pooled rainwater. The car’s headlamps, on full beam, lit up the house façade; the dark rooms were filled with white light, like the arrival of celestial hordes.


  The uniformed officer at the wheel turned the headlamps down to side-lights and killed the engine. His companion stubbed out the last inch of his cigarette in the dashboard ashtray, and exhaled a smooth stream of smoke.


  ‘Let’s go,’ said the policeman.


  ‘Pray God there are no hysterics,’ said his companion. ‘Wailing and weeping get on my nerves.’


  ‘If you don’t like hysterics, you shouldn’t have begged the favour,’ said the policeman. ‘Now come. And treat them with respect.’


  They climbed from the car. As they crossed the yard, the policeman buttoned his blouson jacket against the cold, and pulling his beret from under his shoulder-tab, positioned it on his head to cover what he could of his baldness. His companion turned up the collar of his sheepskin jacket, and pulled his slacks up higher on his waist.


  In the village below, a dog barked.


  Darkness hid the old place’s many flaws – the walls cracked by invading tree roots, the sagging gutters, the young borage and thistles choking the pots of narcissi – leaving the house a half-seen grandeur. The men stood on either side of the doorway, the policeman taking up an official’s stance: feet apart, hands clasped over the groin.


  From inside his jacket, his companion produced a spiral-bound notebook.


  ‘You can put that away,’ said the policeman. ‘You keep quiet, and hang back, like you said you would.’


  His companion raised a conciliatory hand.


  ‘It’s all the same to me,’ he said, putting away his notebook. ‘My memory’s infallible when it comes to what people say, and what I can’t remember, I make up. But if I need corroboration, I’ll come to you. I like to get good value for my money.’


  He gave a smile; the policeman turned from him, and spat on the ground.


  ‘Just leave all the talking to me,’ said the policeman. ‘Don’t be upsetting them with questions.’


  ‘Whatever you say, friend. Whatever you say.’


  The policeman cleared his throat, and banged on the door, hammering with a force which rattled the frame. His companion licked the pad of his thumb and ran it over his modest moustache.


  They waited. Behind the door, there was silence.


  The policeman hammered again. His companion stepped away from the doorway, and craned up to the first-floor windows. All remained dark.


  ‘Louder, friend,’ he said to the policeman. ‘It’s a big house; they can’t hear you.’


  ‘What do you mean, louder?’ asked the policeman. ‘Malaka. My hand’s bruised black already, banging on this door. If you can bang louder, take a turn.’


  His companion shook his head.


  ‘Banging on doors is official business,’ he said, ‘and official business isn’t my place. Seems to me there’s no one here. I’ll take a quick look round, and we’ll be off.’


  ‘They’re here,’ said the policeman. ‘Where else would they be at this time, except here at home, in their beds?’


  ‘Maybe in someone else’s bed?’ suggested his companion. ‘There might be a story there. What d’you think?’


  But before the policeman could answer him, light showed at the door-foot and behind the keyhole, and through the door a female voice asked, ‘Who is it?’


  ‘Police!’


  A bolt slid; a key turned in the lock.


  A woman opened the door. Wrapped in a candlewick robe, a man’s leather slippers on her feet, she looked at the policeman through light-blind eyes, and tried to smooth the mess of her tangled hair.


  ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘What time is it?’


  ‘Police,’ said the policeman, again, as his companion looked with interest at the woman. ‘Are you Kyria Volakis?’


  The woman shook her head.


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘No, I’m not.’


  The policeman frowned.


  ‘This is the house of Santos Volakis, is it not?’


  ‘Yes,’ said the woman. ‘Yes, Santos lives here.’


  ‘May we come in, then, kyria?’ asked the policeman, and not waiting for a reply, he passed through the doorway and stood at the centre of the hall. His companion followed, and took up a position behind the policeman’s shoulder.


  The woman closed the door.


  ‘Is this about Santos?’ she asked. ‘Is he all right?’


  ‘Are you a relative, kyria?’ asked the policeman.


  ‘Of Santos’s? Yes, of course I am. I’m his sister.’


  ‘And your name?’


  ‘Frona. Frona Kalaki. What’s going on?’


  The policeman hesitated. His companion stared round at the hall’s ornaments and artefacts – watercolours and sepia photographs hung in old frames, a chess set carved from olive wood laid out on a dowry chest, the tusked head of a boar glowering from the wall – taking in as he did so the house’s dilapidation.


  ‘There’s bad news, about your brother,’ said the policeman.


  Frona’s face fell. Feeling behind herself with her hand, she touched the corner of the dowry chest and lowered herself to sit down on its edge. The belt of her dressing-gown caught the chessboard; pawns, knights, monarchs rattled as they went down.


  From above them, over the banister rail, Leda called out.


  ‘Frona? Frona, what are you doing? Is Papa back?’


  ‘It’s not your father, no. Go back to bed. I’ll deal with this.’


  But Leda had reached the head of the stairs, and crouched down to see who was in the hall. The policeman met her eyes, then looked away.


  ‘Papa!’ cried Leda, and sank down on the staircase, burying her face in the long nightdress which covered her naked legs.


  The women’s distress troubled the policeman, making him reluctant to say more, to provide unwelcome details. His visit had conveyed the painful message; was it not now better to depart and leave the questions that would inevitably come – how, when, why? – to another man, by daylight? He removed his beret, and holding it across his chest, looked up at Leda, whose face was still hidden in folds of pink cotton, and at Frona, and in preparation for departure, said, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’


  He gave his companion a nod of dismissal, and the companion took a step towards the door.


  Then Frona spoke.


  ‘Tell me what happened,’ she said to the policeman.


  ‘Do you want anyone with you?’ he asked. ‘I can call a relative. Is there someone in the village who would come?’


  ‘Please,’ said Frona. ‘I want to know.’


  ‘We had a call from our fellow officers in Nafplio. They say your brother died by choking. On an olive, they believe. He was alone in his room, and there was no one there to help him. Your brother’s body has been passed into an undertaker’s care, to be sent here, to you. He’s on his way already. You should expect him tomorrow, or, at the latest, the day after.’


  Frona fell back into silence.


  ‘So is there anyone?’ asked the policeman. ‘I can fetch them in the car, if you’d like.’


  ‘Maria, our housekeeper,’ she said. ‘She must be told. She must come and be with us.’


  She gave the officer directions to Maria’s house. Nothing remained, then, but for the men to leave. The policeman’s companion offered Frona his hand; she did not take it, and the companion let it drop back to his side.


  ‘May your brother’s memory be eternal,’ he said. ‘I don’t doubt it will be so. He’s a great loss to us all. Not just to you, as his family, or to the people of your village, but to all of Greece. The nation mourns him. Perhaps when you’ve had a little time, we might talk. Maybe as his next of kin, you’d make a statement?’


  He took out a business card featuring a newspaper’s logo, and, ignoring the policeman’s glare, laid it on the dowry chest.


  ‘A statement?’ She seemed bewildered. ‘It’s Attis you should go to, for a statement.’


  ‘Attis?’


  ‘Attis Danas, Santos’s agent. He handles Santos’s publicity. He handles everything.’


  ‘Do you have a number for him?’


  ‘I’ll call him. I’ll call him myself, and give him your number.’


  The policeman ushered the journalist out of the door, and the women were left alone.


  


  As Attis Danas unlocked the apartment door, the phone on the hallstand was ringing. The fabric of his jacket stank of cigar smoke, his breath of stale brandy; his silk tie was rolled up in his pocket. As he picked up the phone, he glanced in the mirror, and rubbed a smear of lipstick from his cheek.


  ‘Embros?’


  ‘Attis, for God’s sake, is that you? Where have you been?’


  ‘Frona! This is a surprise! So early!’


  ‘Attis, I’ve been calling you for hours! Where have you been?’


  ‘Celebrating. A client of mine – that woman who writes the cookery books – made this week’s Top Ten. Frona, are you all right?’


  ‘Attis, you must come. You have to come, come now. Something terrible has happened. I still can’t believe it! I still can’t believe he’s gone!’


  ‘Who’s gone? Frona, what are you talking about?’


  ‘You must come, Attis, and help us. The police have been here. They came to tell us poor Santos is dead!’


  For a moment, Attis didn’t speak, but looked out through the window at the hall’s end, where grey clouds drizzled over city rooftops.


  ‘That’s not possible,’ he said. ‘How can he be dead? I spoke to him myself, only . . . When? When are they saying he died?’


  ‘I don’t know, Attis, I don’t know! You must come now, and help us. There’s only me and Leda, and Maria, and I don’t know what to do! The press were here, too. You need to speak to them.’


  ‘Of course I’ll come,’ said Attis. ‘Don’t worry. Trust me. You know you can leave everything to me. Just let me make some calls, and I’ll be leaving. So just stay calm, Frona, and I’ll be there with you in a few hours.’




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/embim1.jpg
“™ Vrisi






OEBPS/Images/bloomsuklogo.zoom2.jpg
BLOOMS B URY





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE MYSTERIES OF THE GREEK DETECTIVE

‘Lovely, delicious prose and plot — as tasty as one of those irresistible

honey-soaked Greek confections’ Alexander McCall Smith

Bl O O MiS, LBEERE T





