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For Will





 ‘Thou seest how sloth wastes the sluggish body, as water is corrupted unless it moves.’



Ovid





Contents

Map

Dramatis Personae

Glossary of Greek Words and Expressions



Prologue

One



Seventeen Years Later

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen



Acknowledgements

A Note on the Author

By the Same Author



      
      
      [image: ]

      
   


Dramatis Personae





Hermes Diaktoros – The fat man, an investigator

Enrico and Ilias – Crew aboard Aphrodite

Remo and Ricardo – Crew aboard a visiting boat

Vassilis Eliadis (Uncle Vasso) – A wealthy philanthropist

Lemonia Bousali – Uncle Vasso’s housekeeper

Manolis Chiotis – A stranger

Spiros Tavoularis – A coastguard officer

Loskas Vergas – A bank clerk

Makis Theonas – A butcher

Captain Fanis Andreadis – An army captain

Skafidis, Kastellanos, Lillis and Gounaris – National Service conscripts

Professor Philipas – A museum curator

Lukia – Professor Philipas’s wife

Olympia – A nurse

Tavros – Proprietor of a waterfront taverna

Milto Rokos – A musician and smallholder

Socrates Rokos – Milto’s father

Kara Athaniti – A friend of Hermes, an archaeologist

Nondas – A kiosk owner and fisherman





Glossary of Greek Words and Expressions





agapi mou – my love

agori mou – my boy

ambelopoulia – a dish of songbirds

amessos – immediately

chairo poli – formal greeting

Despina – Miss

embros – hello (on telephone) (lit. forward)

frappé – iced coffee whipped to a froth

kafenion – café

kai – and

kalé – familiar form of address

kali mera (sas) – good day (plural/polite form)

kali nichta (sas) – good night (plural/polite form)

kali orexi – bon appétit (lit. good digestion)

kali spera (sas) – good evening (plural/polite form)

kalos tou, kalos irthes – welcome

kamari mou – expression of affection, lit. my pride

koproskilo – dirty dog

kori mou – my daughter

koritsi – young lady

kouklos/koukla(ra) – handsome/pretty (lit. doll, m/f)

koulouri – a circlet of bread or pastry

Kyria – Mrs, Madam

Kyrios/Kyrie – Mr, Sir

malaka – common term of abuse

mankas – derogatory word for ‘gentleman’, a spiv

meltemi – seasonal summer wind

mori! – expression of shock or surprise

mou – my

panayeia (mou) – by the Virgin

pedi mou – my child

pedia – lit. children; affectionate address to a group

poustis – slang for ‘homosexual’

raki – home-made spirit distilled from wine-skins

salone – living room

tavli – backgammon

Theé mou! – my God!

Theia – lit. Aunt: term of respectful and affectionate address to an older female

to chronou! – here’s to next year!

vlaka – fool

volta – promenade (lit.walk)

yammas – cheers

yassou/yassas – hello or goodbye (singular and plural/polite forms) (lit. your health)

yiayia – grandma

zaharoplasteio – pastry/cake shop





Prologue

The struggling bird was dangling from the twig, beating its free wing as it strained for flight, but the glue held both its feet fast, and pinned it by its last few tail-feathers. The quinces in the branches were the yellow of ripe pears; a scattering of lost feathers littered the tree’s roots.

‘Be careful with it,’ said Spiros. ‘Don’t kill it.’

As Loskas reached out, the bird’s fluttering became more frantic, its call more desperate.

‘You’re frightening it,’ said Spiros.

Loskas withdrew his hand.

‘You do it,’ he said. ‘It might bite me.’

‘What if it did?’ said Spiros. ‘You’d never feel it. Look how tiny it is.’

The boys changed places. Loskas put his hands behind his back.

‘Why don’t you pull the twig out?’ he asked. ‘If you got the twig out, we could get hold of him.’

‘It’s a her,’ said Spiros, peering amongst the foliage for the twig’s end.

‘How do you know it’s a her?’

Spiros looked at him with faint derision.

‘By the markings,’ he said, and pointed to the oval of tan plumage on the bird’s head. ‘It’s a female blackcap. The male’s head’s black.’

He reached in amongst the leaves.

‘Don’t get glue on you,’ said Loskas. ‘Don’t get it on your clothes.’

The limed twig had been set low amongst the tree’s natural branches. Spiros tugged it free, and drew out the long, straight switch, half-coated with linseed glue.

The tac-tac of the bird’s distress call was growing fainter.

‘Poor thing,’ said Loskas. ‘Let’s let it go.’

‘We have to clean it first,’ said Spiros. ‘It can’t fly, covered in glue.’ He laid the lime-twig on the ground and crouched beside it. ‘If you cover the glue in dirt, it loses its stickiness.’

Taking care around the bird, he trickled sandy soil over the grey gum.

Somewhere in the orchard, an eager voice called out.

‘There’re more birds!’ said Loskas. ‘Makis has found more birds!’

‘Go and tell him to bring the traps over here,’ said Spiros. ‘And tell him to stop yelling, or someone’ll hear.’

Hampered by hand-me-down shoes, Loskas set off at a run. By the time Spiros finished neutralising the trap, the bird had stopped moving. Afraid that trauma had killed it, he placed the pad of a finger on the bird’s chest. He felt only the ridge of a fine bone, but his touch provoked a silent opening and closing of the bird’s beak, and a beating of its free wing, which gained it nothing but the loss of one more feather.

Spiros closed his hand around the bird’s body. Poking through the loop of his thumb and forefinger, its head moved from side to side, its beak fitfully opening.

Amongst the orchard’s trees of citrus and olive, Loskas and Makis were squabbling. Spiros touched the bird’s delicate feet, and realised how easily he might damage them. Holding his breath, one by one he prised the claws from the glued switch, and, relieved to have caused no apparent injury, freed the feathers of the caught wing and the tail. With the bird liberated, he stood up, and rolled the lime-stick in the dirt with the toe of his shoe.

‘What’re you doing?’ The voice close to his back made Spiros jump. Socrates had a way of doing that, of creeping up unseen on the other boys. He tried to look over Spiros’s shoulder, but being younger, was too short to see. ‘What have you got?’

Spiros showed him the half-dead creature in his fist. Loskas’s and Makis’s arguing was growing closer.

Socrates looked down at the dirt-caked stick.

‘That’s one of Vassilis’s traps,’ he said. ‘If he catches you, he’ll thrash you! What are you going to do with the bird?’

‘Let it go,’ said Spiros.

‘What for?’ asked Socrates. ‘Why don’t you keep it?’

From between the orchard trees, Loskas and Makis approached, each carrying a switch almost as long as they were tall. Makis’s had caught a ruby-masked goldfinch, worn out with its struggle and almost dead. Loskas’s held a redstart, newly trapped and still battling.

‘Mori!’ said Socrates. ‘You’re stealing all Vassilis’s birds!’

‘We’re not stealing them,’ objected Spiros. ‘We’re setting them free. And he’s got no right to trap them anyway. He doesn’t even live here.’

Loskas and Makis laid down their lime-twigs. Loskas began to cover his in dirt, as if he were an old hand at the job.

‘This is where the most birds are,’ said Socrates. ‘You’ve got to lay the traps where there’re birds. But I don’t see why you’d let them go. We could sell them, same as he does.’

Loskas paused, his fist full of soil.

‘How could we sell them?’ he asked, curiously. ‘We don’t have cages to put them in.’

Socrates tongued an adult ‘tut’ at Loskas’s stupidity.

‘To eat, vlaka,’ he said. ‘We could sell them to eat. Vassilis makes good money from them. He gets a thousand drachma a pair.’

The other three looked at him. Spiros’s expression was of distaste, but Socrates had caught Loskas’s and Makis’s attention.

‘They’re good to eat, fried,’ said Makis. ‘Or you can pickle them, in jars. My yiayia does that, but I don’t like them pickled.’

‘And we haven’t got a jar,’ said Socrates.

‘If we sell them to eat, we’ll have to kill them first,’ said Makis.

‘That’s easy,’ said Socrates. ‘I’ve seen him do it. You smash their heads, like this.’ He squeezed his thumb hard against three fingers. ‘Or you just pull their heads off.’

‘You leave them alone!’ warned Spiros. ‘We’re not killing them, we’re setting them free! Loskas, you get them off the twigs. Then we’ll go and wash them at the well.’

‘You’ll never get that glue off with just water,’ said Socrates. ‘You have to have that special stuff.’

‘What special stuff?’

‘Listen!’

The boys became still. On the track between the houses and the orchard, a young man whistled, and called a dog to heel.

‘He’s coming!’ said Loskas. ‘Run!’

The birds forgotten, he headed off towards the furthest trees. Long before they reached the orchard’s cover, Makis had overtaken him.

Socrates snatched up the traps Makis and Loskas had abandoned.

‘Go,’ he said.

Spiros was anxious to follow the others.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked.

‘He doesn’t scare me,’ said Socrates. ‘He takes our oranges, so he owes us.’

‘But what are you going to do?’

Vassilis was very close; the boys could hear him curse his disobedient dog.

‘He steals from my family, I can steal from him,’ said Socrates. ‘And I can outrun him, any day. Go. I’ll keep him off your back.’

‘Let’s both go,’ said Spiros. ‘We can set the birds free in the hills.’

‘Go, and I’ll slow him down. Loskas needs a head start, and Makis’ll cry like a girl, if he thinks he’s in for the strap. Tell him I’ll make sure he doesn’t get caught. And I’ll be right behind you, don’t you worry.’

So Spiros didn’t wait. As he made off, Vassilis came into the clearing, and seeing Spiros heading away and Socrates holding the lime-sticks, the young man himself began to run.

‘Thief!’ he shouted, aiming for Socrates. In spite of his boots, he moved fast. ‘Rob me, would you? Koproskilo! Give me my property!’

‘Come and take it!’ taunted Socrates. ‘Here!’

He yanked the goldfinch from the switch, but the bird was badly stuck, and left behind a toe, and a spray of feathers. Socrates launched it gleefully into the air, looking up to see it fly away and thwart Vassilis; but the exhausted bird fell back to earth with a thud, and lay half-stunned and floundering at Socrates’s feet.

‘Malaka!’ shouted Vassilis. ‘I’ll teach you to steal from me!’

He lunged for the boy. Socrates dodged him, and dropping the lime-sticks, set off after his friends; but the young man had longer legs, and quickly caught him. He held Socrates by his arm, so tight it hurt; and when the boy struggled to get away, Vassilis pinched his ear-lobe, and that hurt more. Socrates stopped his struggling. Vassilis released his arm, but used the pressure on his ear to make the boy turn and look up at him. Vassilis wasn’t tall, but he had the island’s broad and powerful build.

‘I should have known,’ he said. ‘Wherever there’s trouble, there’s you. Do you know who I am?’

The boy tried again to pull away. Vassilis squeezed his ear-lobe, and Socrates yelped.

‘I asked if you know who I am.’

‘You’re Vassilis,’ said Socrates.

‘But you can call me Vasso,’ said Vassilis, almost kindly. ‘And those birds are my property.’ He tugged Socrates’s ear to stress his point, and Socrates winced. ‘Those little birds are my ticket out of here. People pay good money for them. And we all want to make money, don’t we?’

The boy said nothing, so Vassilis increased the pressure on his ear, until Socrates answered, ‘Yes!’

‘You could make some money too,’ said Vassilis. ‘If I have a good season this year, I’ll be off this island by spring. You could help me have a good season, by keeping your thieving friends away from my traps. Do you think you could do that?’

Keen to avoid more pain, the boy nodded.

‘Then you and I have a deal.’

Vassilis let go of Socrates’s ear, and tousled his hair. He reached into his pocket, took out two one-hundred drachma coins and held them out to the boy.

Socrates took them.

‘Let’s you and I be friends,’ said Vassilis. ‘You look after my traps, and I’ll look after you.’

Socrates clenched his fist around the money, and rubbed his ear.

‘I didn’t hurt you, did I?’ asked Vassilis. ‘If my father had caught you thieving, he’d have tanned all your backsides. I’ve let you off lightly, because I trust you. But if I catch those boys at my traps again, I’ll hold you responsible. Got it? Now go.’

He gave the boy a playful clip to the side of his head.

Overhead, the rainless clouds were breaking up. Socrates sprinted after his friends. As he disappeared amongst the trees, Vassilis whistled his dog and walked back to the lime-sticks, where the goldfinch and the redstart cried their despair.





One

In Mithros’s harbour, no boat ever came or went unnoticed.

By early summer, when the heat was beginning to bite and all risk of storms was past, the number of visiting craft increased fivefold, and by August, doubled again. Some left with the dawn, and some arrived in the small hours (the great ferries of the Zoutis line – whose routes were lengthy, and so were prone to delays – never docked before midnight, even when running to time). But the majority arrived as the blue afternoons became evenings, seeking out overnight berths: yachts captained by professional wanderers, or mishandled by nervous novices ignorant of seamanship and etiquette; luxurious cruisers crewed by lithe men in white uniforms; and local fishing boats bringing home sun-sated tourists from the beaches, legs dangling over the sides and nursing weary children. There were dinghies and cargo-boats, caiques and gulets, and all were watched by somebody, somewhere: by the coastguard’s duty officer, self-important on the quay, or feet up in his office with its view of the harbour’s full stretch; by the town councillor’s boy who collected the mooring fees, cycling unhurriedly from berth to berth on a brakeless bicycle; by the post-siesta crowd in the kafenions and bars, who – whether sailors or not – passed judgement on the competence of the arrivals’ manoeuvrings.

But not every boat that came to Mithros entered the harbour. Some wanted peace, or privacy, and found their way instead to the remoter coves and bays around the coast – bays like Kolona, a wide-mouthed stretch of water narrowing to a stony beach, beyond which, set some way back, was a hamlet of run-down cottages and their church.

On a day in midsummer, where Kolona’s aquamarine shallows ended, a German yacht lay at anchor. As noon approached, a second vessel sailed towards the beach, cutting its engines to anchor on the same line as the yacht. On the roof of its wheelhouse, a Greek flag fluttered; at the stern was a tattered flag of red and black. The boat showed the dilapidation of long travel: the fenders were battered, the exhaust smoked black with burning oil, the port-holes were blind with salt spray. As the anchors dropped, the captain switched on the bilge-pumps, fouling the waters with diesel.

When the engine and the pumps were switched off, the boat was quiet. The crew of four men – one blond, one black-skinned, two Greeks – were subdued. They didn’t dive into the cooling sea, or turn on music; there was little talk between them, and no laughter. One clattered crockery and cutlery, and laid the table on the canopied stern; another brought out feta, salted cucumber and bread, which they ate in near silence. The blond fetched beers from a cooler, but got no thanks as he passed the bottles round. They finished their food, and cleared the plates, and sat back down at the table to light cigarettes.

From the trees behind the shore, cicadas shrilled. The men drank more beer, but stayed sober; when they spoke, they kept their voices quiet. The sun went down, and the temperature fell a few degrees towards tolerable. As the stars came out and the gibbous moon rose, one by one the men all went below, and lay down in their narrow bunks to sleep.



Mid-morning of the following day, an islander at the shoreline was mending nets. Over a mound of yellow mesh, flies buzzed after decaying debris: fish-scales and seaweed, dead crabs and discarded bottom-feeders. The islander spread the next few feet of net, and finding a tear, hauled it up over his knees.

The shuttle moved fast as he made the repair, but as he cut the thread with his knife, the day’s brilliance dimmed, as if a cloud had passed over the sun. The islander looked up. A figure stood over him. The islander put his hand above his eyes to block the sun, and squinted up at a face he didn’t know.

‘I’m looking for a relative of mine,’ said the stranger. ‘Maybe you could help me.’

The islander stitched the next knots in the mesh.

‘Who’s your relative?’ he asked.

‘They call him Vassilis Eliadis.’

The islander’s fingers became still.

‘You’re a relation of Uncle Vasso?’ he asked. ‘I don’t see any family resemblance.’

‘We’re related by marriage,’ said the stranger. ‘But you do know him?’

‘Oh yes, I know him. I know him very well.’

He found another hole, and put the shuttle to work.

‘There’d be something in it for you, if you’d show us where to find him,’ said the stranger. ‘But we’d like you to be discreet. Our visit’s a surprise.’

The islander was silent. He stitched, and cut.

‘We’ll make it worth your while,’ said the stranger.

The islander seemed uninterested; but as the stranger turned to go, he spoke.

‘I can be discreet,’ he said. ‘Especially if you make it worth my while.’

‘Of course,’ said the stranger. ‘And I expect you know your way around here pretty well?’

‘I should do,’ said the islander. ‘I was born here, and I’ve lived here boy and man.’

‘There are things we need,’ said the stranger. ‘Our stores are low, and we need a chandler. Is there one in the port?’

‘There are two or three,’ said the islander. ‘I can show you the cheapest, if you’d like. For a consideration. You’d be taking me from my work.’

The stranger smiled.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I think you could be our man.’ He held out his hand, and the islander shook it. ‘They call me Ricardo.’

‘Socrates.’

‘Good to meet you, Socrates. When you’ve finished here, why don’t you and I have a drink, and we can talk?’



Some nights later, Ricardo, the blond and the black-skinned man climbed into the dinghy they towed behind their boat. The blond fired up the outboard, and steered towards the shore. At the jetty, Socrates was waiting; as the dinghy drew alongside, he flicked his cigarette into the sea. He stepped aboard, and offered a greeting, to which only Ricardo replied. The engine was never cut; the three made room for the fourth, and they sped away, passing their own unnamed vessel without acknowledgement to the crewman left behind.

In the weak light of battery lamps, he watched them go.



In the dinghy, the blond spoke to Ricardo in a foreign language, and as Ricardo replied, Socrates caught his own name.

‘He wanted to know what they call you,’ translated Ricardo.

‘What do they call him?’ asked Socrates.

‘Nothing, as far as you’re concerned. He doesn’t need a name.’ He jerked his thumb at the black-skinned man beside him. ‘But you can call him Remo.’

As they made the turn into Mithros’s harbour, the dinghy slowed.

‘Vasso lives up there,’ said Socrates. He pointed to the highest house on the promontory, where lights blazed at all the windows. ‘The Governor’s Villa.’

Ricardo spoke to the blond, translating what Socrates had said. The blond’s response was short.

‘He wants to know where to go,’ said Ricardo.

‘Over here,’ said Socrates. ‘Tell him to find somewhere on this side.’

There were no vacant moorings, but the dinghy needed little space. Between an elegant Turkish gulet of varnished pine and a local caique painted up for the tourists, the dinghy touched the harbour-wall, at a point where stone steps rose from the water. The blond tied up to an iron ring in the wall. The gulet’s crew looked down on them mistrustfully.

On shore, they fell in with the casual pace of the evening’s volta. Amongst the many tourists, Ricardo, Remo and the blond moved unremarked. Socrates walked ahead, assuming without looking that they were following. A shout came for him to join a kafenion table, where local men sipped coffee and eyed the girls. Socrates called out, ‘Later,’ and went on.

Towards the harbour’s end, the town was quiet. The three followed him along an alleyway, where drab businesses were doing no trade. In the doorways, the proprietors sat in shorts and cutaway vests which showed their thick shoulder hair; on the balconies above, their women spread their fat white legs under cotton dresses, sighing for a breeze to cool their thighs.

Socrates led on and up through a maze of backstreets, until they reached the lane where the Governor’s Villa hid behind its wall. Lit by a streetlamp, the lane at its far end dropped away down the hillside, giving a view of the night-black sea and the silhouettes of islands under the moon. Far out on the water, a boat’s navigation lamps glinted green and red.

The villa wall was draped with honeysuckle and jasmine, whose sensual perfume mixed with the stink of cats. From a house below the villa, Kalomiris’s piano concerto crackled from a dusty-needled record-player.

Socrates didn’t speak, but gestured to the villa door, which had no handle, only a keyhole, and a knocker in the shape of a lion’s head. Over its arch, a light burned; given the brightness of the streetlamp, it seemed unnecessary.

Ricardo spoke to Socrates, keeping his voice low.

‘Get him to open the door,’ he said. ‘Don’t let him know we’re here.’

He led Remo and the blond a little way along the lane, where they stood with their backs against the villa wall, out of Socrates’s sight.

Socrates raised the lion’s-head knocker, and banged on the door three times. He waited, until at length from behind the door, someone asked, ‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me,’ said Socrates. ‘I want to talk to you.’

A key was turned, a bolt drawn, and the door opened.

‘So you’re back, are you?’ said Uncle Vasso, his voice full of dry humour. ‘What is it you want to say?’

Socrates had no answer to the question, and in several seconds of silence, Uncle Vasso studied him, and realised all was not well. He moved to shut Socrates out; but before he could do so, Ricardo, Remo and the blond reached the door, the blond slamming his weight against it so it could not be closed.

Uncle Vasso’s expression was grim.

‘Yassou, nephew,’ he said to Ricardo.

There was no embracing, no back-slapping reunion.

‘Shall we go inside?’ said Ricardo. He turned to Socrates. ‘You, wait over there.’

Socrates shrugged his indifference, and walking away, took a seat on the stump of a pine tree. He lit a cigarette. The three men followed Uncle Vasso inside. There were footsteps on the stone-flagged courtyard; an inner door closed, and there was silence.

On his tree-stump, Socrates listened. In the house below, the record of the piano concerto was stuck; the same uplifting phrase played over and over, until the needle was lifted from the groove, and dropped back on to the record beyond its sticking point.

The silence from the villa continued. Socrates ground out his cigarette, and approached the door; he put his hand to the wood, and found it fastened shut. He pressed his ear against it. There was nothing to hear.

Minutes went by. Growing bored, he wandered to the lane’s end, and looked out over the sea. The music from below was coming to its climax, piano and strings playing loudly, and with passion.

Someone screamed.

The sound was startling, short and sharp, there and gone. Unmistakably, it came from inside the villa. Yet as the silence resettled, Socrates doubted what he had heard; as the quiet persisted, he was ready to dismiss the scream as a tom-cat’s yowl, or a child in some rough game.

But then there was shouting – a stream of protests, curses and the vilest, foulest language thrown between men – until the curses broke off, and the screaming came again, drawn-out and chilling to the soul.

Socrates ran back to the door and hammered on it. There was no answer. The screaming stopped. As Socrates listened, a new silence grew, spreading to the houses down the hillside where others were now listening, too.

Fast footsteps ran across the courtyard, and the door was thrown open.

The three men emerged, the blond carrying a satchel made from coarse-grained boar-hide. Socrates was in their way, and the blond jarred his shoulder as he went by. Socrates grabbed Remo’s arm, but Remo was moving quickly, and easily pulled free. Socrates put out a hand to stop Ricardo, but Ricardo dodged him, giving no acknowledgement Socrates was even there.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ Socrates called after them, but the men were intent on their getaway, and didn’t respond. At the lane’s end they disappeared, heading back the way Socrates had brought them.

Socrates’s instinct was to follow; but somewhere in the house, Uncle Vasso moaned.

Through the courtyard, the villa door stood open. Inside, the kitchen smelled of burning.

He went through the kitchen, into the salone. The room was ostentatious in its comforts, flamboyant in its style – a low-backed leather sofa, a lighted drinks cabinet with crystal glasses, a polished oval dining table – yet what drew the eye was Uncle Vasso’s collection, his hoard of African souvenirs. On the floor before the fireplace was a zebra-skin, on the hearth a funerary urn decorated with stick-figures. Along one wall hung spears and painted shields, and complex, beaded necklaces in frames; and on all sides were disquieting black masks, the weird, elongated faces of warriors.

Behind a burning icon-lamp, Uncle Vasso sat at the table, roped by his waist and lower legs to his chair. The dead match which had lit the lamp had been dropped on the polished table, but the burning smell – far more intense in here – was not of scorched varnish, but of singed hair.

Uncle Vasso looked up at Socrates. His eyes were swollen with crying, his face was creased in pain, and he held up his shaking hands to show Socrates his roasted skin.

‘My hands!’ he said. His voice was weak with shock. ‘They burned my hands!’

Socrates ran outside, made for the sea’s end of the lane, and called down to the house where there had been music.

‘Lemonia! Come up here, quickly!’

A woman’s voice responded.

‘What’s going on? Who is that?’

‘Come up here, quickly!’ shouted Socrates. ‘Bring bandages, and honey! Vasso needs help, and I can’t stay.’



As fast as he was able through the dark lanes he followed his quarry, kicking off his sandals and carrying them to move faster on the smooth-worn stones. Knowing the shortest route, he had the advantage of them. They, inevitably, would lose their way; they’d keep heading downhill, but they’d hit dead-ends and take unwanted detours. He knew he’d reach the harbour-front before them; even given their lead, he’d be there first.

But then he felt a sting of pain in his foot. He hopped to a stop, and swearing, picked it up. The light was bad, but by touch he found the object which had punctured his sole still embedded in the skin. Leaning against a wall and balancing with difficulty, he pulled out what was buried there, wincing and taking care not to break whatever it was. He held it up to the moonlight: a piece of glass, and the wetness glistening on his fingers could only be blood. Cautiously, aware there’d probably be more glass, he slipped back into his sandals and continued on.

His foot was painful; he limped along on his toes, so his progress was slowed. As he reached the waterfront, he saw his delay had been too long. The three men he was pursuing had already cast off, and the dinghy was mid-harbour. He shouted after them – kleftes, kleftes – thieves, thieves – so loudly the diners in the tavernas stopped eating, and the drinkers in the bars turned to stare; but in the whole of Mithros harbour, only the three men he wanted to hear him apparently did not.



Socrates needed to borrow a boat.

At his house a short way back from the waterfront, the postman was sitting on his doorstep in only a pair of shorts, his legs apart to let the air circulate around his genitals.

‘Hey, malaka!’

The postman squinted over at Socrates.

‘Hey, Socrates! Is that you? How’re you doing? Long time no see! Come and have a beer!’

He picked up a bottle and waved it in the air, then held it up to the light, disappointed to find it empty.

Socrates stood in front of him.

‘I need a favour,’ he said. ‘I need to borrow your boat.’

The postman’s face showed his reluctance.

‘When?’ he said. ‘I’m taking my boys out tomorrow. We’re going fishing.’

‘Now,’ said Socrates. ‘I need it now. To stop them.’ He pointed after the dinghy, which was by then moving out of sight around the harbour end.

The postman craned forward from his step for a better view.

‘Who are they?’

‘They’re foreigners,’ said Socrates. ‘Please, fetch me the keys. You’ll have it back within the hour, I promise.’

The postman cast around for another excuse.

‘I’d be happy to, normally,’ he said. ‘But I don’t think there’s any fuel in it. Ask Fotinos. He might have fuel.’

‘I need something quicker than Fotinos’s old tub,’ said Socrates. ‘I’ll pay you. Five thousand. Five thousand for an hour’s rental – that’s fair.’

The postman was still doubtful.

‘OK, seven and half,’ said Socrates. ‘Ten, then. I’ll give you ten thousand.’

The postman laughed.

‘Where would you get ten thousand?’ he asked. ‘You don’t have ten thousand to give me!’

‘They owe me,’ said Socrates. ‘The foreigners owe me money. That’s why I need your boat. They’re moored over in Kolona, on a cruiser. If they get to it before I get to them, they’ll be gone.’

‘Ten thousand?’

‘Ten thousand. I promise.’

‘And you’ll be back inside the hour?’

‘Inside the hour. Kolona and back, that’s it.’

The postman sighed, as much at the inconvenience of standing as at the risk of loaning his boat. He ambled into the house. Minutes went by. Socrates sat down to inspect his foot. The wound was still oozing blood; his sandal was stained with it. More time went by. He stood up, and called through the window.

‘Be quick, malaka! For Christ’s sake!’

‘I can’t find the keys,’ called the postman. ‘My damned wife’s been cleaning again.’

Eventually he appeared at the window. He had opened himself a fresh beer.

‘Here,’ he said, dropping a set of keys into Socrates’s cupped hands. ‘Remember, no more than an hour. And take care of her!’



Everything seemed to take too much time – the starting of the uncompliant engine, the hauling in of the small anchor, the loosing of the ropes to cast off – and even once all that was accomplished, the boat moved slower than Socrates had anticipated; what had always struck him as being a fast boat seemed to chug through the water as if dragging three others behind.

He reached the outer waters of Kolona Bay. The moon was high in the sky, and as he drew close, its dim light showed him the inevitable: Ricardo, Remo and the blond already aboard their vessel, the engine fired and the boat moving forward on to its upcoming anchor.

Socrates began to shout, though over his own engine at full power he could barely hear himself.

Their boat’s anchor was up, and she was leaving her mooring.

Socrates stood up in the stern, and steered at the oncoming vessel; but the postman’s boat was beginning to labour, missing and losing power.

Socrates was still shouting.

‘Malakes! Eh, malakes! Where are you going, you sons of whores!’

And then his engine died. Furious, cursing, he went to the control panel, and played for a minute with the switches, until a glance at the gauges told the whole story: he had no fuel.

But the postman’s boat glided on, slower and slower, in the direction he had been heading, towards the vessel which was driving towards him at full throttle. Socrates ran back to the rudder. At the other boat’s wheel, Ricardo waved him out of the way; but Socrates was helpless to move, and his drifting boat began a turn to port, taken round by the light breeze and the swell until she was broadside to the oncoming prow.

There was a terrible bang. Ricardo never even cut the power.

A flare went up, turning the moon blood-red. A young boy – held back from the water by his distraught mother – screamed, Papa, papa! Men came running from the hamlet, and launched their fastest craft. When they reached the place where the two vessels had hit, pieces of the postman’s boat were still afloat; but of Socrates, who had captained it, there was no sign.





Seventeen Years Later





Two

The heat of early afternoon made everything still. Close to the islands’ shores, the sea rippled with unbroken waves; far out, a crescent of calm water – silky as the skins of swimming bream – was split by the fanned wake of a white ferry, which moved unhurriedly along the arc of its heading, towards a misty smudge of land on the horizon.

Tracking the ferry, a mile or so behind, was an ocean-going yacht. Along her hull, narrow bands of gold and navy blue picked out her subtle curves, and on her prow, her name – Aphrodite – was painted in gold.

Leaning on the deck-rail, a man taller than many looked down on Aphrodite’s wake, studying the flow and forms of the tumbling sea. From time to time, he brushed salt-water splashes from his clothes: a pale-lavender shirt, and cream linen trousers of Italian design, expertly tailored to disguise a generous stomach. His greying curls required a barber’s attention; his sunglasses were of tortoiseshell, round-lensed and giving an air of academia; and on his feet, he wore white canvas shoes, in the old-fashioned style once worn for tennis.

The fat man brought his attention back from the water, and read a pencil-marked paragraph from an old copy of Herodotus. A breath of aromatic wind – fresh with oregano, pine and sage – riffled the book’s loose pages. He glanced forward. The ferry’s stern was markedly further ahead than it had been, when he had last looked. Aphrodite was losing ground.

The fat man frowned.

A crewman in white uniform appeared from the galley. Dark and balding, he had the lascivious mouth of a satyr, and a mischief-lover’s eyes. He gave a short bow.

‘Kyrie, excuse me,’ he said. ‘Lunch is ready.’

The crewman led the way to a table on the awning-covered rear deck.

As the fat man followed, he asked, ‘Is everything in order with Aphrodite, Enrico? Because it seems to me we’re losing power.’ His Greek was beautifully enunciated, the perfect Greek of TV newscasters, each word a separate entity and given equal importance within his speech.

‘We have a little problem with the starboard engine,’ said Enrico, pulling out a chair. ‘Ilias has shut it down.’

‘What problem?’

The fat man sat; with a waiter’s flourish, Enrico spread a napkin over his lap.

‘The same problem as last week,’ said Enrico, pouring the fat man a glass of chilled wine. ‘The boy’s idle; he didn’t fix it properly, and now it’s failed again. He should have stripped it right down to the filters, but he botched it instead. So now we’re back to running on one engine. Regretfully, that’s likely to make us somewhat late.’

The fat man looked around them, at the hazy blue islands which lay to the north, and to the west.

‘So,’ he said, ‘the Fates whisper the suggestion of a change of plan. And who are we to disagree? We’ll make a detour, and put in somewhere where Ilias can make a proper repair.’

He looked at each island in turn, considering, and up at the sun, establishing bearings.

‘There,’ he said, at last, indicating the most distant of the westerly landmasses. ‘Tell Ilias to change course. And tell him to make a decent job this time, and to do it quickly, because if we lose that engine a third time, I shall not forgive him so easily.’



By late afternoon, the tamarisk trees were casting shade on the guardhouse terrace. At the top of its pole, the national flag’s blue and white lines stirred in the lightest of breezes. Under the tamarisks’ feathered branches, the National Service conscripts were relaxing, stripped down to their undershirts or tanned torsos, with camouflage trousers the only gesture to uniform discipline. Gounaris and Lillis had not troubled to shave that morning; Skafidis’s beard was some days into its growth.

They had made themselves comfortable, as best they might. Skafidis had created a hammock from a bedsheet, its corners tied with rope between two tree-trunks, and lay in it with his cap over his face, his booted feet crossed at the ankles. When Gounaris dragged his mattress from the bunkhouse, the captain had not bothered to object, so Gounaris lay parallel to Skafidis, on the ground. Kastellanos and Lillis were playing tavli, the click of counters and the rattling of dice percussion to the rhythm of cicadas.

The captain sat alone at the unsteady table, and read his newspaper. A transistor radio played music from a Turkish station, the only one they could reliably receive; the announcer’s talk was gibberish to the captain’s ears.

The solitary boat moored on the bay – a run-down commercial vessel with the scrapings of careless dockings along the hull – had kept its distance. Now the ragged crew (whose raucousness had disturbed the peace all afternoon) were cramped thigh to thigh around a table too small for all six. A bottle was brought to the table; a round of drinks was poured. A pack of cards was found, and the first hand dealt.

For an hour, the crew drank, and played. The more they drank, the louder they became, with shouts of victory and dismay, with taunts and challenges. The soldiers were indifferent; the game of tavli was won, and another begun. Gounaris and Skafidis dozed. The captain read the sports news.

‘Malaka! Poustis! Poustis!’

The captain removed his mirrored sunglasses, and squinted into the blue glare, towards the boat. It was not the insulting words that caught his attention – they were commonplace to him – but the rage behind them. A fist slammed down on the table; a glass clattered to the deck, spilling liquid into the laps of two men, who jumped up and themselves began to shout.

‘Gounaris,’ said the captain, ‘go and get me the binoculars.’

On his mattress, the conscript didn’t move.

‘Gounaris, do you hear me?’ said the captain, louder.

Lillis turned round from the tavli board, and prodded Gounaris with his toe.

‘The captain wants you, malaka,’ he said. ‘Get up.’

Without trying to hide his unwillingness, Gounaris rose and went slowly to the guardhouse. When he brought out the binoculars, he didn’t hand them directly to the captain, but put them to his own eyes to survey the boat.

‘There’s trouble,’ said the young man, smiling. ‘Looks like a fight to me.’

‘Give me those.’

The soldier handed the captain the binoculars.

But even with the view magnified through the lenses, what was happening on the boat was hard to say. Not all the words being shouted were in Greek, and, whilst all the men were on their feet, some were smiling. There was pushing, and pointing, but all might still be good-humoured, and the shouting might have been no more than banter.

Yet the focus seemed to be all on one man, who was holding up both hands, head down and submissive as a kicked dog. The odds were stacked against him, five on to one. As he lowered his arms, one of the five shoved him in the chest, and knocked him back against the rail; when he objected, the man who had assaulted him stepped up close so they were nose to nose.

No possibility of a peaceable outcome seemed to remain. The conscripts left their dozing and their tavli and wandered over to the captain, Lillis in his fraying espadrilles, Skafidis’s black boots dusty and unlaced. The captain focused on the boat’s stern and studied the unfamiliar flag, then handed the binoculars to the conscripts, who passed them amongst themselves, anticipating entertainment; but the two men on the boat finally gave each other space, and it seemed their quarrel would come to nothing.

The captain put on his sunglasses, and picked up his newspaper.

The man up against the deck-rail laughed, mocking and loud.

The man who had shoved him, punched him in the face.

The man who had been hit swore, and touched his nose and mouth. He looked at the blood on his fingers, and yelled at his assailant.

The assailant grabbed the bloodied hand. The punched man tried to break away, but the assailant pulled him forward, and two others laid hands on him too; another kicked his feet away, and the sixth caught him under the armpits as he went down. Five were on to one, and the job was easy. They heaved him up, and pitched him into the sea.

There was a splash, and the victim sank. Within a moment, he was back at the surface, blowing water from his nose and his mouth, shaking seawater from his hair.

His crew-mates stood at the deck-rail, laughing; he seemed to take the humiliation in good part, and trod water whilst they joked at his expense, until, bored, they turned away, the man who had hit him sliding his palms across each other: finito.

The five crew still aboard went to work, one at the prow untying ropes, another in the wheelhouse preparing to start the engine. The man in the water called up to them, pointing to a ladder lying against the deck-rails, and when the crew ignored him, swam to the stern. He reached for a trailing rope-end to haul himself aboard, but the rope was out of his reach. In frustration, he slapped the boat’s hull. He shouted up half-laughing to the crew, but they, treating him as invisible, only smirked and winked amongst themselves. The engine fired, and the anchor-winch started up, covering his pleading with its noise.

The boat began to move, and he swam away a fast few metres to be clear of the propeller. As the distance between man and boat increased, there was no more laughing. The wheel-man opened the throttle, and the boat picked up speed, leaving an arrow of white wake in which the man in the water bobbed up and down. From the rear deck, three crewmen waved their arms over their heads in unkind farewell.

The swim to the beach was not lengthy, but the man took his time, swimming on his back in nonchalant style, glancing round from time to time in hope of the joke being over, of the boat having made a turn to pick him up; but by the time he reached the beach, the boat from which he’d been thrown was out of sight.

He sat for a while at the water’s edge, drying slowly in the last afternoon sun, skimming flat stones across the water, looking out at the horizon for the boat’s return, until the sky’s blue faded, and shifted to the pink of sunset.

Eventually, he stood, and shoeless and wincing on the stones’ sharp edges, made his way towards the soldiers at the guardhouse.



The soldiers were dispersing to various duties. The captain was still sitting at the table, and watched the man pick his way across the beach.

When he judged him to be within earshot, the captain spoke.

‘Kali spera sas,’ he said. ‘You’re trespassing on military property.’

‘Yassas, Captain.’ The man wore nothing but a pair of shorts, and though no longer young, looked as if he had once been very fit, with good tone still in his muscles. ‘I apologise, but it’s not my fault I’m here. You saw my friends’ stupid joke. And it’s getting dark, so I’m assuming the joke won’t be over tonight. So I must ask you for assistance. Can you offer me a lift to . . .’ he cast his eyes along the empty beach. ‘Well, somewhere civilised? And could I borrow some shoes, and a shirt? I’m so sorry to have to ask. My friends are idiots. They take things too far, as you’ve seen.’

The captain studied him.

‘That’s a nasty cut you have there,’ he said, looking at the man’s split and swollen lip. ‘Do your friends often treat you that way?’

‘They drink too much.’ He touched the bump on his lip and the scab of dried blood on the cut. ‘Sometimes they get carried away.’

‘We should introduce ourselves,’ said the captain. He held out his hand without moving in his chair, so the man had to step forward to take it. ‘They call me Andreadis, Captain Fanis Andreadis. I’m in charge of this unit. What shall we call you?’

Before the man gave his answer there was the slightest hesitation.

‘Chiotis,’ he said. ‘Manolis Chiotis.’

‘Ah, Chiotis! One of my favourite singers! You’re not related to him, I suppose?’

Manolis waved his hand to dismiss the suggestion.

‘Well, Kyrie Chiotis,’ said the captain. ‘I can’t take you anywhere tonight. We’re on short army rations, and we don’t have fuel to make unscheduled trips to the port. But I can lend you a shirt and some shoes, and you’re welcome to eat with us, of course. Though you’ve come at a bad time, where food’s concerned. I’m afraid it’s Skafidis’s turn to cook.’



Lillis claimed that, in civilian life, he knew about engines, and his claim had earned him the job of engineer. As it grew dark, he went to the shed where the generator was housed, and persuaded the motor into life, so its throb became the dominant background noise, drowning out the sea’s soft splash along the beach. When the generator was running smoothly, Gounaris threw the power switch, lighting the guardhouse terrace with a string of dim bulbs which drew moths and other insects. Kastellanos found matches, and set anti-mosquito coils smoking under the windows.

The soldiers had dressed down for dinner, all stripped to shorts and bare-chested, in heat which had hardly reduced since the late afternoon. Skafidis spread the trestle table with a plastic cloth holed with cigarette burns, and fastened it to the table-edge with aluminium clips.

Captain Fanis sat at the head of the table, and offered the visitor the seat to his right. Gounaris carried out a Greek salad and a basket of bread. Skafidis brought out plates of spaghetti with meat sauce and a bowl of grated hard cheese.

‘When I leave the army,’ said Lillis, ‘I’m never eating spaghetti again.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with spaghetti,’ said Kastellanos. ‘It’s only Skafidis’s spaghetti you’ll never want to eat again. You should try my mother’s spaghetti. She makes a meat sauce so good, you’d eat nothing but spaghetti for the rest of your life.’

The young men ate, and talked, and laughed.

The captain and Manolis ate too, but for a while said nothing. The sea before them disappeared into blackness; the sky was lit by a million stars, the magical incandescence of the Milky Way.

‘So, friend.’ The captain turned at last to Manolis. ‘Tell me how you come to be here.’

The soldiers laughed at some joke, and one of them demanded the passing of bread. Lillis called out for a game of poker when dinner was finished.

‘Your men are going to play cards,’ said Manolis. ‘You should tell them to be careful. It was a game of cards which landed me here with you. Look, I really need to get out of here. I’m a businessman, and there are calls I need to make. Surely you have VHF? I could get in touch with someone that way, save you the trouble of taking me to the port.’

‘This is the Greek army, my friend, the very dregs of it,’ said the captain. ‘VHF kaput. You should relax, look on this as a holiday at government expense. Tomorrow at the earliest, you’ll be leaving here.’

Manolis wound spaghetti around his fork.

‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘Maybe here’s as safe as anywhere.’

‘Safe?’ The captain looked at him sharply. ‘Are you in some kind of trouble, friend?’

‘Trouble? No, no trouble. Why should I be?’

‘Because your arrival here was unorthodox. And you haven’t yet said who your friends are. Hardly an act of friendship, was it, to abandon you that way?’

‘Maybe I misled you, calling them friends. Our arrangement was purely business. The boat was a private charter, but the guy who chartered it – my associate – was being cheap. He’s always cheap. He sends me a rust-bucket which barely floats and a crew of Albanian cut-throats, and expects me to deliver what he wants. But in fairness I made my own problems. I played cards with them, and I got lucky. In the end I had too much luck for them to stomach. When I cleaned out the mate, he got mad, and when he couldn’t frighten me into giving his money back, he rallied the troops and they dumped me overboard.’

‘You were lucky,’ said Captain Fanis. ‘There aren’t many places on this God-forsaken island where you’d have got out of the sea and found yourself anywhere but trapped by cliffs and mountainsides. It’s not a place for a man without shoes.’

‘So what’s the name of this place where I’ve washed up?’ asked Manolis, putting the forkful of spaghetti in his mouth.

‘A forgotten outpost, and one of the last of Greece’s territories before you hit Asia. This unit protects the outermost regions of our country from invasion from marauding Turks. You have landed, my friend, on the island of Mithros.’

Manolis coughed, as if choking on his food.

‘Careful there,’ said the captain. ‘Skafidis likes to lay traps for us in his cooking. Overdoses of chilli, or chicken with all the guts left in. Whole peppercorns are a favourite with him. Maybe you found one of those.’

Manolis took a drink of water.

‘I’d no idea we were so far south,’ he said. ‘Those idiots told me we were somewhere off Astypalea. They read nautical charts worse than they play cards.’

‘Do you know our island? Have you been to Mithros before?’

Manolis scratched his ear.

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t know the place at all.’

‘Well, now you know our small corner of it, Camp Kolona,’ said the captain. ‘Established fifteen years ago, by order of the military powers that be. I’ve been posted here since the day that flag was first hoisted to the top of that pole. But it wouldn’t have been surprising if you’d been here before. The tourists come in droves, all hoping to find our famous missing bull. You’ve heard of the bull of Mithros, no doubt?’

‘I’ve heard of it, yes.’

‘If you don’t know the story, it’s worth hearing.’ Captain Fanis poured himself more water, and offered the jug to Manolis, who held out his glass to be filled. ‘They say it was only luck it was ever found at all. Whoever hid it – who knows how long ago? – hid it well, so it only came to light when builders went to work in one of the old harbour houses. I could take you there now and point out the place they say it was found, in a box, in a cavity under the floor. So big, no more.’ He held his forefingers about six inches apart. ‘Just a small thing, not much bigger than your fist, all ebony and gold. An object so beautiful, they say it lit a fire in all who touched it. From all over the island they came to see it, and many went away wanting it to be theirs. Those who’d had it in their hands all said how hard it was to give it back. It created a lust in them, to keep it for themselves. Then it was stolen. Within days of being found, it was gone. Pouf! Vanished. Before the experts got here from Athens with their photographing and cataloguing, it disappeared. And from that day to this, its whereabouts is a mystery. Is that the story as you know it?’

‘That’s about it,’ said Manolis. ‘The lost bull of Mithros, a tale lacking a happy ending.’

‘You should buy a memento of it, whilst you’re here. There are some excellent souvenir shops in the harbour. I’ll point you to one where they know me. If you mention my name, they’ll give you a good discount.’

‘I don’t have time to play the tourist,’ said Manolis. ‘Listen, is there really no way of getting me out of here tonight? What about that?’ Manolis pointed to a Jeep parked behind the guardhouse, at the place where a footpath to the beach became a rough road. ‘I’ll make it right with them, if one of your boys would drive me. I’m anxious to get out of here. There’s a woman I really need to call, and she’ll have my balls on a plate if I don’t phone.’

‘So you’re married, are you?’ asked the captain. ‘Only you don’t wear a ring.’

‘I’m not married any more,’ said Manolis. ‘Ten years of that misery was enough for me. No, the lady in question is someone else’s wife. I spent a long time warming her up, and if I’m not careful, she’ll go cold on me and all that effort’ll be wasted. I see you wear no ring yourself.’

‘I never married.’

‘Really?’ Manolis raised his eyebrows. ‘An unmarried man, alone on a beach with all these young men? Don’t you worry about your reputation?’

The captain’s face hardened.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s not about what I mean. It’s what others might say that would worry me. Plainly it doesn’t bother you. But being stuck here wouldn’t suit me, regardless. I like to be where the women are. I like to have something to look at, and there’s not much to look at here. But you’re wise never to have married.’

‘I wanted to be married, once,’ said the captain. ‘And I often wish that I’d had kids. But then, these boys are my family. I’ve been father to hundreds of them, over the years.’

‘Can you understand, though, the importance of my getting to a phone?’ asked Manolis. ‘If she cools off, there won’t be another chance. So what about it? Would one of your lads drive me? Hey, lads!’

He called out to the young men, but over their joking and baiting, they didn’t hear.

‘Before you ask,’ said the captain, with a smile, ‘I should warn you that Jeep has been Lillis’s project since the day he arrived. He’s tinkered and taken it to bits, and put it back together again, and let me tell you, it’s never driven a single kilometre these past three months. You’ll come with us tomorrow, in the launch. We head out of here usually by ten. In the meantime, relax, and enjoy your dinner. If you’re a businessman, what business are you in?’

Manolis was watching the soldiers, still hoping for an opportunity to enlist their help.

‘I turn my hand to many things. You might call me a travelling salesman.’

‘We get a lot of salesmen in the islands. Everything from garden pots to snake-oil. What do you sell?’

‘I’m in the export business. You name it, if there’s money to be made, I’ll sell it. I don’t suppose you have a beer, do you? I’d kill for a cold beer.’

‘I allow no alcohol on this post,’ said Captain Fanis. ‘Army regs. And if I did, we’ve no facilities to keep it cold. But this water’s from the well here. It’s pure, and it tastes good. This boat you were on – what was its name, its registration? When we go to the port tomorrow, we’ll radio from the coastguard office and get your crew brought in.’

Manolis shook his head.

‘No need, no need at all,’ he said. ‘It was a joke, a stupid prank. Besides, I don’t remember the boat’s name. And I didn’t ever notice the registration.’

‘Where was it bound for, then? We’ll get the coastguard to track it down after it docks.’

Manolis put his hand to his head and rubbed his temple.

‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I’ve got a lousy headache. I suppose that’s what you get for taking a punch in the mouth.’ He laid down his fork. ‘If there’s really no hope of getting out of here tonight, I’d like to get some sleep.’

‘I’m sure you would,’ said the captain, after a moment’s silence. ‘There’ll be some formalities tomorrow, of course. Since you have no ID with you, I’ll escort you to the coastguard station. I expect there’ll be some paperwork before you’re free to go.’

‘I’m no illegal immigrant, Captain,’ said Manolis. ‘I’m a citizen of this country, born and bred. If you could just take me to the port, that’ll suffice.’

‘Unfortunately, that won’t be possible. The circumstances of your arrival are unusual. The vessel you were on wasn’t Greek registered, and you seem unclear as to its port of origin. Besides, you’ve no resources on which to travel. You’ll need either the coastguard or the police to vouch for you, if you want to get funds from the bank. And forgive me for pointing this out, but you don’t even have a coin to call your woman. Though I’ll be happy to give you change for the phone myself, when the time comes.’

‘I’d appreciate that. And thanks for the sandals.’

‘That’s nothing,’ said the captain. ‘One of the soles is loose, as you’ve no doubt noticed. Be careful not to trip over it. If you’d come tomorrow, they might have been thrown out, so you’re welcome to them. You’ll sleep all right, I’m sure, over in the stores. That campbed isn’t the most comfortable in the world, but you’ll be better by yourself than lying awake all night listening to my garrison snoring.’

‘I’m sure I’ll be fine.’ He got up from his chair, and looked again to the bottom end of the table. ‘’Night, lads,’ he said, to the soldiers; but they were laughing at one of Skafidis’s jokes, and didn’t hear.



Captain Fanis watched Manolis go, then turned his attention back to his plate; but as he wound strands of over-boiled spaghetti around his fork, Kastellanos stood up and reached across the table for a basket which still held a slice or two of bread, showing as he did so the leanness of his torso. Captain Andreadis glanced down at his own soft belly, and pinched a little spare flesh through his undershirt. He looked again at Kastellanos, and pushed the spaghetti away, and served himself instead a spoonful of salad. As the captain finished eating, Gounaris cleared away the plates and glasses, and Skafidis brought out a bowl of watermelon, glistening in the light, its black seeds shining. The young men grabbed for the rough-cut slabs of fruit, and bit into it without caring about the juice which dribbled from it; they wiped it from their mouths with the backs of their hands, and from their chests and bellies with their palms, and wiped the wipings on their shorts or their bare thighs, and went on ribbing each other with cruel affection, arrogant and cocky, naive and clear-eyed, optimistic about life as it beckoned them forward: into the next few minutes, where there might be the glory of a victory at poker; into the brightness of the coming years, and the brilliance of the futures which would be theirs.

When the fruit was gone, Lillis fetched a pack of cards in a ragged box, the cards themselves dog-eared and sticky with use, and so many of them nicked and bent that from ace to king of every suit might be said to be marked. All the conscripts had a handful of small change with which to gamble; all approached the game with such excitement, the stakes might have matched the highest in Monte Carlo.

They began to play. The captain watched, and the hot night moved slowly on. The soldiers won or lost, laughed, complained and jeered. Kastellanos threw his cards down, and stormed off in a rage; minutes later he was back, smiling and ready to take his chances, confident of winning back what he’d lost.

‘Shall I deal you in, then?’ asked Lillis. ‘But don’t go crying when I clean you out.’

‘Deal, malaka,’ said Kastellanos. ‘I’m feeling lucky.’

Lillis dealt the cards, and they studied the hands they’d been dealt.

The lights went out.

They groaned. In the darkness, Skafidis slapped Lillis’s head. In the new silence created by the generator’s failure, the blow was loud.

Kastellanos fumbled for his lighter, and struck it; by its flame, he found the torch kept on the windowsill for these eventualities. The dark was deep but not complete; a little moonlight, and a faint glow from the stars allowed them, as their eyes adjusted, to see.

‘Why didn’t you fill it, for Christ’s sake?’ asked Captain Fanis. ‘I told you to make sure there was enough fuel.’

‘I did,’ objected Lillis. ‘It should run for hours, yet.’

‘Go fix it, then,’ said Skafidis. ‘I’ve got a great hand here, and I want to play it.’

‘Forget it,’ said the captain. ‘It’s getting late. Kastellanos, you’re on night duty. You’ll have to use a storm-lantern as watch-light. The rest of you, turn in.’

The captain made his way to his tiny quarters, and undressed by the light of the lamp which burned before the icon of the Archangel Michael. He placed his boots side by side, folded his undershirt and laid it over a chair-back, folded his trousers and placed them under his mattress to be pressed. The room was impossibly hot; with the door ajar and the window open, still there was no air. In only underwear, he lay down on the old mattress. In the flicker of lamplight, the saint’s expression seemed to move from smile to frown.

The captain closed his eyes, and tried to sleep.



At the waterfront taverna, all the tables were taken. In the kitchen, Tavros sweated as he turned skewers of chicken and lamb over the charcoal, and kept an eye on the grilling swordfish steaks. His belief was that personal hygiene was the obsession of homosexuals, so the smell of him, sour and musky, wafted over the food. From time to time, he dipped a paintbrush into a bucket of his special marinade (the secrets of its composition were never revealed, but the smoke rising from the hot coals suggested lemon and a flourish of allspice, maybe juniper and certainly garlic) and basted the seared meat.

Out on the terrace, Uncle Vasso sat in his reserved seat at a table with a clear view of the harbour. A squat man, very overweight and very dark, with oiled grey hair and a dominant Syrian nose, he had (as always) taken some trouble with his clothes, yet still seemed more mankas than gentleman. His new jeans were in a very large size, making them too long for his height, and so the extra length was rolled into fifties-style turn-ups. The dark leather slip-ons on his silk-socked feet were vigorously buffed; the open neck of his navy shirt showed a great deal of grey chest hair, and over the shirt, he wore a jacket in pale-blue seersucker, which – being large enough to fit him around the torso – was also too long for him, and reached to his mid-thigh. Disproving Tavros’s theory of personal hygiene, he had the Turkish habit of regularly splashing on cologne, and favoured an iris-scented brand ordered from Izmir.

The men with him were talking politics, their solutions for the problems of the state becoming more dogmatic with each glass of ouzo. The dishes before them were empty, except for the oily sauces of stewed beans and okra; the ashtray was filled with crushed-out butts which Tavros had not yet found time to remove.

‘Don’t tell me that koproskilo knows what he’s talking about!’ said a hotelier. ‘He knows less about foreign policy than my grandmother!’

Across the harbour, a late-arriving vessel turned stern-on to a narrow berth, beckoned by the town councillor’s boy with a whistle.

Uncle Vasso touched the hotelier’s arm. On his hands were gloves of kidskin.

‘That boat that’s just arrived,’ he said, pointing, peering across the water, whose surface shimmered with reflected lights. ‘What flag’s that she’s carrying?’

The hotelier paused in his argument.

‘I can’t see very well,’ he said, ‘but I should say that’s Luxembourg. Luxembourg, or Holland.’

‘I agree, it’s Luxembourg,’ said Uncle Vasso. He patted the hotelier’s arm, and returned his hand to its resting place on the top of his cane.

Tavros carried out an order to the corner table, balancing his tray on a chair-back and announcing each item as he placed it before three men: a half-litre jug of red wine from the barrel; octopus salad dressed with oregano, and a plate of spinach rice; an order of fried kasseri cheese and one of courgette fritters; chicken braised with bay-leaves, served with baked figs on the side; beetroot boiled with its own leaves, sprinkled with chopped garlic. He had dipped his own fork into the spinach rice before he brought it out, and tasted it to check the seasoning; now flecks of spinach were stuck between his teeth.

‘Can I get you gentlemen anything else?’ he asked.

Untroubled by the heat in cool French linen, the fat man smiled up at him. His tennis shoes were freshly whitened; his hold-all – a bag of the type favoured by athletes, in antique but well-cared-for tan leather – was tucked under his chair. Beside him in white uniforms, Enrico and Ilias – a stately blond youth, who cultivated an air of innocence which seemed to draw the girls – sipped Dutch beer.

‘Thank you, no,’ said the fat man. ‘This will do very well, to begin with.’

A young man approached Uncle Vasso’s table. His face was lined from the outdoor life; his shirt – faded with washing and the sun – was ripped under one arm, with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows to show strong forearms. There was dust in his hair and in the deep creases at his eye-corners, and he brought with him the grassy smell of the fields. Under his arm he had a violin case, and as he took the chair he was offered, he kept his head low so his hair fell over his eyes. His greeting to the company was brief, and the company, expecting no more from him, went back to its discussion of foreign policy; but on his way back to the kitchen, Tavros called out to him.

‘Hey, Milto! Play us something! Give us a tune!’

Milto shook his head.

‘Later,’ he said.

‘What do you mean, later?’ shouted Tavros from the grill, coaxing more heat from the coals by wafting them with a piece of cardboard. ‘Tomorrow? Next week? It is later! The people want some music with their dinner! Play us something! And make it something light. Something Yiannis can dance to.’

Yiannis – a man of close to eighty, with similarly elderly companions – nodded his delight.

‘I’ll dance!’ he said. ‘Give me a tune, and I’ll show these women what I can do!’

Milto snapped open the catches on his violin case, and took out an old instrument with mellowed varnish. In the case-lid was the foxed address label of a music shop in Athens, which, given the label’s age, seemed unlikely to be there now. He ran a block of resin up and down the bow’s fraying horsehair, then put the violin to his chin, and held it there whilst he plucked the strings and turned the pegs to tune it.

‘OK, Tavros,’ he called through the kitchen doorway. ‘I’ll play.’

‘Of course you’ll play, malaka,’ said Tavros cheerfully, and slammed down a chair above the kitchen steps, and told the girl washing the dishes to fetch Milto something to drink.

Milto sat down on the chair, accepted a bottle from the girl and placed it by his feet. Then he began to play: lilting island dances, and popular tunes all the Greeks knew. For a while they clapped, and tapped their feet. Old Yiannis did his best at a fisherman’s dance, and bowed to the company and sat down when he couldn’t do any more.

When the customers began to drift away, Milto let his music follow different tracks, and slipped into slower, soulful songs.

Uncle Vasso rose from his seat, and leaning on his cane, made his way to the kitchen, where Tavros was sitting by the till, counting the takings. Uncle Vasso pushed several notes across the counter.

‘This should cover my table,’ he said. ‘What about him?’ He jerked his thumb towards Milto, who seemed lost in a doleful melody. ‘Has he eaten?’

‘Not yet,’ said Tavros.

‘Take for something for him, then,’ said Uncle Vasso. ‘Give him some of the stewed lamb, on me.’

‘He won’t eat it,’ said Tavros. ‘You know he won’t. The peppers are good. Or there’s pilaf.’

‘Serve him the lamb,’ said Uncle Vasso. ‘A man needs meat. Tell him I said he’s to eat it.’

The fat man drained the last wine from his glass, and rose from his corner table. He sent Ilias into the kitchen to pay the bill, and followed him as far as the doorway, where Milto was finishing his tune.

‘You have talent, my friend,’ he said. ‘Your playing is very good.’

Milto lowered his violin, and bowed his head to acknowledge the compliment. The fat man pressed a banknote into Milto’s hand, and Milto thanked him.

A distant church clock struck midnight. The fat man called out kali nichta to all those who remained, and followed Ilias and Enrico out into the sultry night.



Kastellanos, on watch, left the storm-lantern burning by the tree-trunk and struggled into the temperamental hammock. He disliked being on watch alone; but as Captain Fanis always said, the probability of invasion was so absurdly low, there was no point in keeping two of them awake. But Kastellanos was a town boy, not used to the sea’s strange noises as it ran up the beach stones, and the others, knowing his vulnerability, frightened him with country tales of ghosts and wraiths, which took root in his mind. Gounaris, a local boy, told of a haunting in this very place, where a man had died a tragic and violent death; of how his spirit walked at night playing his fiddle, tempting the living with unearthly music to join him in his world of troubled souls.

The others, when on watch, always claimed to go straight to sleep, and the captain turned a blind eye to their dereliction. Kastellanos, however, could rarely sleep, and in this deeper than usual dark, knew his prospects tonight were poor. He lay wakeful, and saw the captain’s lamp go out; he heard the voices in the bunkhouse quieten and fall silent.

He dozed a while, but something woke him. He listened. At first there was only the sea tumbling the stones, and the slightest rustling of the tamarisks. Then he thought he could hear music, down on the shore, and – though he dared not move to look in case the hammock tipped him out – a shadow seemed to be moving behind the storeroom.

He was almost sure enough to sound the alarm; then he wasn’t so certain, and dismissed it as his overtired brain. But as he dozed, the sound he’d heard came again: there was a footfall on the beach path, but whether coming, or going away, was hard to say.
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