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For Kate





 ‘She harbours in her heart a furious hate,

And thou shalt find the dire effects too late;

Fix’d on revenge, and obstinate to die.

Haste swiftly hence, while thou hast pow’r to fly.

The sea with ships will soon be cover’d o’er,

And blazing firebrands kindle all the shore.

Prevent her rage, while night obscures the skies,

And sail before the purple morn arise.

Who knows what hazards thy delay may bring?

Woman’s a various and a changeful thing.’

Thus Hermes in the dream; then took his flight

Aloft in air unseen, and mix’d with night.



Virgil, The Aeneid

Book IV
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Prologue



Spring, 1863

In favourable conditions, the crossing from mainland to island was short: with a moderate south-westerly, half a day, or less. And, when the Constantinos sailed from the mainland port, the captain judged the weather pretty fair, though the wind was a little more westerly than was ideal, and fresh enough to put foam crests on the waves.

The cabin boy was the captain’s nephew, and too young to take work seriously; instead, he played a game, picking out images in the white clouds overhead.

‘Look!’ he shouted, pointing upwards. ‘An old man’s face!’

But the mate and the crewman were busy hoisting the sails; by the time they’d looked up to indulge him, the clouds had shifted in the wind, and the cabin boy’s old man was dissolving.

‘That’s no old man,’ said the crewman, head tilted back to see the sky. ‘Any fool can see it’s a ram’s head!’

‘Ram’s head, my backside,’ said the mate. ‘Look at the breadth in that beam! It’s the rear view of my mother-in-law, is that!’

The game passed time; they played on as they coiled ropes on the boat’s deck, as they set the sails and the captain steered his course beyond the harbour. The crew was cheerful; they’d been away from home for several weeks, ferrying cargo between the islands, travelling wherever the work took them: maize from Gallipoli to Chios, mastic from Chios down to Crete, citrus fruits from Crete back up to Naxos. Boat and crew were for hire, their destination always in the hirer’s hands. Now, at last, they’d picked up a shipment for home, and all their spirits were high.

Except, it seemed, for their passenger’s.

This stranger watched the horizon and smoked his pipe. Black-bearded and heavy-set, with a nose which had been broken more than once, and a scar across his scalp where no hair grew, he was silent and unsmiling. His clothes were in the Cretan style – wide trousers tucked into broad-topped, mud-caked boots – and, even though the sun (when not behind the shifting clouds) was warm, he kept his leather coat fastened tight around his body with an ornate-buckled belt.

He sat where he had chosen, on a barrel of Naxos wine, his feet resting on a box of Turkish apricots. His accent suggested origins in the Baltic; he’d claimed to have no Greek currency, and paid his fare with a silver bangle engraved in Cyrillic script. The crew’s island wasn’t his final destination, so he said; he was travelling north, to Italy, but their home, he told them, was another step on his way. When the captain asked why he didn’t take the packet – the fast mail boat that left each week for Athens – he shrugged, and said that he preferred the slower route. At his insistence, his bags were in the wheelhouse, out of the spray; he’d brought aboard a sailor’s canvas sack, and an alligator-skin suitcase with brass fastenings, more suited to a gentleman than this man. In curiosity, the captain looked them over, but found neither bag was marked: no name, no place of origin, only outlines on the suitcase where all past carriers’ labels had been removed.

An hour from port, when the hills of the mainland were fading behind them and the coast of remote Kalkos was to the east, the weather worsened. The fresh breeze which had been in their favour strengthened, and veered; the spring sky reverted to wintry grey, its benign white clouds darkening, and swelling with rain. With the sun hidden and the wind rising, it grew cold. The cabin boy fetched a blanket from the hold, and, draping it round his shoulders, took a seat close to the stranger on the wine barrels.

As the waves increased, the boat was lifted higher, pitching and rolling like a rocking cradle. The stranger placed his feet on the wooden deck, bracing his legs to hold himself steady, and stared back across the sea towards the land they had just left.

‘Are you seasick, kyrie?’ asked the cabin boy.

The stranger turned his dark eyes on the boy. The wind blew the stranger’s long hair across his face; with that and his heavy beard, it was impossible to tell if he were ill or not.

‘It never bothers me,’ said the boy, ‘no matter how heavy the sea. Never been seasick in my life.’

The stranger looked away and hooked his hair behind his ear, as if a clear view of the disappearing mainland were important. His earlobe was pierced by a gold hoop, in the fashion of the gypsies the boy had been raised to mistrust.

‘Where’re you from, kyrie?’ asked the boy. He dipped his head to admire the stranger’s belt-buckle; it was a craftsman’s work, an airborne eagle gripping a writhing snake.

The stranger’s eyes turned once more to the boy; then his attention switched back to the fading landmass.

‘You ask too many questions,’ he said, at last. ‘Where I come from, they cut the tongues from lads who prattle.’

The boy looked into the stranger’s face, expecting a smile at what must be a joke, but no smile came. Alarmed, he slipped down from the barrels and, clutching his blanket around himself, made his barefoot way to the wheelhouse.

Ahead, through the wheelhouse window, high banks of dark clouds signalled the approach of a storm. The boat rolled to port, and the boy, stumbling, grabbed his uncle’s jacket to keep himself upright. The captain was fighting the wheel, endeavouring to stay on their homeward course; in his wrists, raised veins showed the tightness of his grip.

‘Tell the men to shorten sail, fast as they can,’ ordered the captain, ‘then go below, and lie yourself down. This storm can’t miss us, no matter what. And tell our passenger he’d better join you below. He’s sitting in the way of a soaking where he is now.’

The boat rolled to starboard, more heavily than before. Above the wind and the flapping of sailcloth, both mate and crewman shouted as they struggled to reduce sail. With the rolling, the boy stumbled again, and dropped his blanket on the stranger’s luggage.

The lashings on the cargo were frayed and half-rotted, and as the Constantinos rolled, the cargo shifted, snapping one of its bindings. Crates, boxes and barrels slipped, shifting a foot or two across the deck and causing the boat to list to starboard.

Hand over hand along the deck rails, the boy made his way back to where the stranger still sat, facing the land they had left. The stranger seemed not to notice the boy’s approach, and started when the boy’s hand touched his shoulder.

‘Captain says to come below, or you’ll get wet,’ said the boy, raising his voice over the wind and the flap of the lowering sails. He pointed to the wheelhouse.

The stranger’s feet were braced now on the deck, his body rigid against the wine barrel. It was this stance, the boy observed, which gave the man his steadiness.

‘Leave me be,’ said the stranger, roughly; but as he spoke, more of the cargo slipped, shifting further towards the deck edge, and the stranger kept his place only by splaying his feet wider to hold the barrel’s weight. Cold spray hit the boy’s face, and spattered the leather of the stranger’s coat.

‘You’d better come below,’ urged the boy. ‘You’ll get the worst of it, here.’

‘I’ve paid my fare,’ said the stranger, brushing down his coat, ‘so you can tell your captain to let me choose my own seat.’

The boy started back towards the wheelhouse; but as he moved, the boat suddenly dipped, and the peak of the wave that had hit her ran up over the side, sluicing the deck boards with seawater which covered the boy’s ankles before running out through the scuppers. Beneath his bare feet, the boards were slippery, and the boy moved on in tiny steps, his anxious eyes on the crew still struggling with the sails.

‘Lash it down, lash it down your end!’ shouted the mate, but the crewman shook his head as the sailcloth billowed and thrashed, resisting his efforts to roll it tight enough to throw a rope around.

The first drops of rain fell, driving hard as pellets in the wind. Another great wave struck the port side, causing the boat to heel so far that the whole cargo – easily mobile on the now-slippery deck – shifted under its own momentum to the starboard railing, leaving only the stranger’s barrel held in place by his braced feet.

Now hopelessly unstable, with an increasing list to starboard, the Constantinos failed to right herself, but lay with her decks dangerously close to the water and vulnerable to the sea. The rain began to fall heavily, forming a mist as thick as fog, through which wind and waves moved them further and further off their intended course, closer and closer to Kalkos’s treacherous lee shore.

The mate and the crewman left their fight with the sails, and instead turned their efforts to the cargo, attempting to right the caique by manoeuvring the heaviest of the load back to mid-ships; but the angle of the deck was against them, and their feet could find no purchase on the slippery boards. Heaving on an unmovable crate, they caught each other’s eyes. They knew what they must do; they knew too that the captain would never give permission.

But the mate shouted anyway to the boy.

‘Tell your uncle we must jettison some cargo,’ he yelled, ‘or else we’ll all go down!’

Hand over hand on the deck rail, the boy at last reached the wheelhouse.

The captain wasn’t there.

‘Uncle!’ shouted the boy. ‘Where are you?’

He shivered from cold and apprehension. Crouching, he peered down the ladder into the hold, where the captain, red-faced with effort, struggled to close an open porthole half-submerged by the caique’s list. Seawater poured into the hold, drenching the captain; around him, floating objects – the mate’s going-ashore hat, a nautical chart, the bailing bucket – bobbed on rising water which had already reached the captain’s thighs.

‘Uncle!’ yelled the boy. ‘They’re asking should they jettison some cargo?’

‘Jettison cargo be damned!’ the captain shouted back. ‘We’ll jettison whatever’s cursed us with this storm!’

With some violence, another wave hit; the boat heaved, the hold timbers creaked, and overhead more slipping cargo scraped across the deck. The captain moved one foot in an attempt to keep his balance, but slipped, and went down on his backside, up to his chest in water as the porthole cover swung free, and through it the sea ran in like an open tap.

Shaking water from his hair, spitting water from his mouth, the captain pulled himself to his feet. Water streamed off him, from his sleeve ends and the hem of his jacket. Angrily, he faced the frightened boy.

‘There’s something foul aboard with us,’ said the captain, wagging a finger at the boy, as if he were to blame. ‘Someone’s brought bad luck aboard my boat.’

Another wave hit, and the caique seemed perceptibly to sink several more inches. In the wheelhouse, the mate grabbed the boy’s arm, pulling him from the doorway to look down the hold ladder at the captain.

The sight of the rising water made him pale.

‘God save us,’ he said, and crossed himself.

‘God may save us, if he wishes,’ shouted the captain, ‘but your job is to save this boat! Get forward, where you should be!’

‘The cargo must go!’ the mate shouted back, crossing himself again. ‘It’s all slipped, and it’s taking us down!’

The captain gave no answer, but moved back to the porthole, and tried again to force it shut with his elbow, his cold-stiffened fingers ready to turn the fastening screw; but the pressure of the incoming water defeated him.

‘What do you say, captain?’ persisted the mate. ‘Yes or no?’

‘Jettison the cargo and you’ll go in after it!’ yelled the captain. ‘The pair of you are no more use than women! Get it mid-ships and lash it down, for Christ’s sake! The boy’ll help you. Go!’

But as the mate turned, cursing, from the hold, a crate splashed overboard.

In fury, the captain left the porthole, waded through the water to the ladder and climbed it in two strides. As he rounded the wheelhouse, a second crate hit the sea.

Less afraid of the danger in the hold than of his uncle’s rage, the boy didn’t follow the captain, but instead descended the ladder and lowered himself into the water, which on his small body was to his waist. Half swimming, half wading, he reached the porthole, and leaned all his slight weight against it, attempting to accomplish what the captain had failed to do.

The captain was on the deck directly over his head, and above the noise of the boy’s own struggle – his splashing and the rush of water, his cursing of the sea and the obstinate porthole – came unmistakably the sounds of argument, though over the running-in of water and the wind, the angry words were lost, and the subject of the argument was unclear. Another jettisoned crate plunged into the sea; a moment later, a fist smacked a jaw, and a heavy object dropped on to the deck.

Three minutes of effort showed the boy that his task was impossible. Tired and chilled, he forced his way back to the ladder, up on to the deck, and around the wheelhouse.

On deck, the stranger lay on his back, arms splayed. A little blood ran from a cut on his cheekbone; from the back of his head, where it had struck the boards, more blood ran in the wet.

The mate, the crewman and the captain all stood in silence, looking down at the stranger.

‘Is he dead?’ asked the cabin boy.

‘Not likely,’ said the captain roughly, ‘but out cold enough to stop him ditching any more of my load.’ He kicked the sole of the stranger’s boot. ‘Bastard’s cost me a small fortune already. If we lose this cargo, I’ll lose this boat and we’ll all be out of a job. You,’ he said, laying his hand on the boy’s head, ‘go and take the helm! Bring her round to port if you can; bring her round hard, and we’ll do all right.’

But as if to prove him wrong, a wave caught the stern, and swung the Constantinos’s prow towards the sharp rocks and shallow waters of Kalkos’s shoreline.

And as the boy made his way back to the wheel, the mate raised his objections.

‘The stranger was right to do what he did!’ he shouted. ‘She’s going down anyway, now! Lighten the load, and she might at least take us within swimming distance!’

‘I’ve paid you to crew this boat, and if you don’t, I’ll lay you out like him!’ yelled the captain. He jerked his thumb towards the stranger on the deck, whose eyelids flickered briefly to show the whites of his eyes, then closed again.

‘You go down with her if you like,’ shouted the mate, ‘but I’ll not be joining you.’ He glanced across at the island’s shoreline, now less than a kilometre away, though the sea was high and rough, and the water would be cold and life-sapping. He took off his jacket and threw it aside, then sat down on the deck planks by the unconscious stranger’s feet and pulled off his boots.

The crewman crouched beside him and grasped his shoulder.

‘Don’t leave us!’ he begged. ‘We’ll never get through this without you! There’s the boy, remember – think about the boy!’

The mate shook off the crewman’s hand and got to his feet, shirt-sleeved and barefoot. Through the wheelhouse window, pale-faced and white-knuckled, the boy watched the men whose words he couldn’t hear.

In the hold, seawater was halfway up the ladder.

‘Let him decide,’ said the mate, hands on his hips, facing the captain. ‘The cargo goes, or I do. Choose! Can you swim, from here to there? Can the boy?’

The captain shook his head.

‘The hell with you!’ he said. ‘All right. Ditch half!’

The three men worked together, heaving barrels and boxes over the side, as the boat was blown closer and closer to Kalkos, a trail of floating cargo in its wake; but when half was gone, the Constantinos’s prospects were still bleak.

Shaking his head, the captain called out to his men.

‘Enough!’ he said. ‘Enough, no more! We’re beaten, lads; save your strength for swimming! Prepare yourselves, and say a prayer whilst I fetch the boy.’

He hurried to the wheelhouse, where water from the hold tickled the boy’s bare toes and the view through the window was of approaching rocks.

The captain grabbed the boy’s arm.

‘Leave it!’ he shouted, pulling him from the wheel. He glanced around, then grabbed the stranger’s suitcase. ‘This’ll float,’ he said, slipping the catches to empty the contents. He raised the lid, expecting clothes and shoes; but the suitcase contained nothing except a single object wrapped in chamois leather. The captain grabbed the object, ready to toss it aside; but in curiosity, and in the hope of recovering losses the stranger had cost him, quickly removed the chamois. The object was a painting, an icon of some age: old gold and the sorrowful features of a red-robed Virgin. ‘A few drachmas for this, maybe,’ he said to the boy and, re-wrapping it, shut it in the case.

‘Now listen to me,’ he said, bending to the boy and pressing the suitcase on him. ‘You hold on to this as if your life depended on it. And stay as close to me as you can!’ Like the mate, he shrugged off his coat and tugged his boots off his feet. ‘Keep hold of your float, and swim hard as you can for shore. No matter where; anywhere you can get out of the sea. We’ll worry about where we’ve washed up when the storm passes.’

Dragging the frightened boy with him, he joined the crewmen on the starboard side, where with each wave the deck rail touched the water.

‘Well, lads,’ said the captain. ‘Good luck to us all; St Nicholas watch over us.’

‘Swim for the barrels,’ said the mate. ‘Get hold of one, and it’ll take you in.’

The boy looked at the stranger still lying on the deck. The sea had washed the blood from round his head.

‘What about him, uncle?’ asked the boy.

‘He must take care of himself,’ said the captain. ‘If the Constantinos doesn’t go down, we’ll come and find him, later. For now, you think about yourself. Keep hold of that suitcase, and stay close; stay close to me, for God’s sake. Are we ready then, lads? Abandon ship!’





One

The work was laborious; the task was always long. The icon painter’s art required silence and solitude, and he preferred the late hours of the night, those quiet, hallowed hours whilst others slept. Each time he sat down in the lamplight at the bench, he bowed his head to ask a blessing through prayer, so that the image he created should be worthy of the venerated saint.

He followed the steps laid down by the ancient masters, giving to each meticulous process its necessary time and care. The seasoned oak panel was sized with rabbit-skin glue, covered with fine linen and sized again. Coat by coat, he built the plaster-like base of whitest gesso, sanding the flaws from each dried layer until the finish was smooth as glass. With compasses and ruler, he traced the design’s sacred geometry – the underlying cross, the squares, circles and triangles – painstakingly checking measurements and the calculated proportions: four nose-lengths in the figure’s face, two nose-lengths from nose tip to chin.

The gold leaf for the background was too delicate for fingers. Instead, he ran a squirrel-hair brush through his own hair, giving the bristles the trace of oil they needed to lift the precious tissue. On the glue-soaked polished surface, he lay down overlapping leaves until the base was covered and, with the agate-tipped burnisher inherited from his father, spent hours coaxing the gold into a rich glow.

Then, to painting. Night after night, he mixed the tempera as his father had taught him, breaking an egg and straining white from yolk. With care, he rolled the soft yolk ball from palm to palm, passing it from hand to hand until its skin was dry; then, pinching the sac over a porcelain bowl, he pricked it, and let the yolk run from the sac as his emulsion. He ground the pigments finely on a marble slab, and mixed the prescribed colours – vermilion, raw sienna, titanium white – with the egg yolk, adding vinegar and water to the right consistency. He applied the paint in the required symbolic order, working from dark to light – robes and hair, then flesh tones, then the highlights which made the holy figure radiate its sacred light. And, when all was done and dry, he mixed his varnish to the secret recipe, and glazed the icon to enhance its mystical glow.

His eyes, as they reflected on the painting, were reddened with fatigue. But the work was good, near perfect, and the icon painter was pleased. He’d studied his craft diligently, over the years, and put heart and soul into mastering the family knowledge.

Time, then, to put that knowledge to good use.



Experience had taught the travellers many lessons; the most important was, Better to stay away from others if you can.

They arrived on a morning ferry, then bided their time; they wanted no trouble with policemen, or landowners, or stone-slinging brats.

The people called them dirty. Grime filled the creases of their palms, and the children’s broken fingernails were black from playing in campfire ashes, but the travellers were not dirty; it was the odour of their way of life – of clothes washed in muddy rivers and the fishy sea, of woodsmoke and of the chickens, dogs and goats that travelled with them – some found offensive.

All day, they kept themselves to themselves. They got in no one’s way, and waited for dusk.

Then, like fugitives, in the half-light of evening they took the back roads, and drove over the hill, straight for the place they’d camped before: a piece of flat land out of town, with trees to keep them private, a spring nearby, and plentiful dry wood for them to burn. Despite the years since they’d been here, Nana remembered the way; though the names of her own grandchildren confused her, her memory for places was still sharp.

The camp was quickly pitched. They rigged tarpaulins over frames, and weighted the edges with gathered stones. They fetched water from the spring, tethered the goats and gave them hay to nibble. The children were sent for firewood, and came back arms full of sticks and branches, with pine cones and twigs to use as kindling.

The dogs sniffed round the tree trunks, and cocked their legs.

The women hiked their long skirts over their knees and squatted to light the fire. When the blaze died down, they raked hot embers to one side and put potatoes on to boil. The bread they had was stale, so the children toasted it on long sticks over the fire. They ate together, seated on the ground: potatoes, cheese made from the goats’ milk, a few cans of mackerel, leftover stew.

When it grew fully dark they lit the oil lamps, though lamps and fire together seemed to make the darkness deeper. The women sipped cups of camomile; the men opened a few shop-bought beers, and gave the children chocolate they had pinched from the same store. The men drank more beer, and turned on a radio for music, and as they drank, they sang along, and the women, catching the spirit, began to dance. The women whooped, the men laughed and clapped, and turned the music up louder.

When the fire burned low and the little ones yawned, they made up the children’s beds in the flatbed truck. The adults shared three tents.

The fire and the lamps went out; the dogs curled up together beside the ashes. The smallest baby cried; his sleepy mother soothed him with her nipple. Drifting into sleep, the children watched the sky for shooting stars, whilst an owl settled in the high branches of the pine trees, and searched with hooded eyes for moving prey.



The night had brought coolness with it, sending the people indoors to the comfortable sleep which had eluded them through the season’s worst heat. High above the port, a floodlit church shone white over the black rocks of the promontory, the steep steps which were the church’s only access descending into the dark.

Long after midnight, when the alleyways between the houses were abandoned to the foraging rats and to the cats that hunted them, an ocean-going cruiser moved over the sea, rounding the headland into Kalkos’s harbour bay. By starlight and the glow of a half-full moon, subtle bands of gold and navy picked out the curves of her white hull; navigation lamps showed the gold-lettered name on her stern: Aphrodite.

Manoeuvring around the craft moored in the bay, she came to rest between two yachts, one flying a tattered Danish flag, the other the distinctive cross of Malta. On the Aphrodite’s deck, a crewman in white uniform signalled to his colleague in the wheelhouse, who lowered the two anchors at the bows. The chains ran out fast and loud, their rattling breaking the quiet of the night, until she was made secure and her engines were cut. The crewmen went below, and the bay was still, all other craft asleep.

Only aboard the Aphrodite was someone wakeful. Through the porthole of a cabin near the stern, a light burned on, going out only with the first brightening of dawn.





Two

‘Welcome,’ said Father Linos, in English (though his command of the language – beyond this script he recited, in summer, up to four times every day – was poor). ‘Welcome to Kalkos, and the Holy Church of the Lady of Sorrows.’

As Sambeca had said to him that morning, it was the beginning of summer’s end. The hard light of mid-summer – the light whose brittle brilliance created diamonds on the wave peaks and gave taut edges to every shadow right up until dusk – was perceptibly softened, and the sky’s blue had inarguably paled. Though the day’s heat was intense enough to warrant shade-seeking, and the old women still carried umbrellas as their parasols, the thermometer had dropped by five degrees, compared with yesterday.

Inside the church, those at the front were pressed close to Father Linos, forced forward by those at the back of the crowd who couldn’t hear. The smokiness of incense mingled with coconut-scented sun lotion and the tang of fresh sweat; the visitors’ breath carried nicotine and beer, ouzo’s aniseed and spearmint gum.

The low-wattage bulbs in the brass chandeliers lit up the ceiling’s sky-blue dome, where gold stars circled a painting of a benevolent Christ. Beside the offertory box, Sambeca handed out wallet-sized photographs of the famous icon and tiny, cork-stoppered bottles of holy oil, presenting the gifts only to those she judged Orthodox.

Father Linos stood with his back to the icon and wiped the sweat from his forehead. In the sandboxes, scores of burning candles added to the heat, but Sambeca ignored his requests to snuff them until all visitors had left. Sambeca had many superstitions; a snuffed candle, she said, invalidated the supplicant’s prayers. Father Linos’s grey summer robes were stifling, his black hat a tight fit around his crown. He envied the visitors their shorts and T-shirts, their feet cool in sandals, and their bare arms and legs.

‘You see behind me,’ he went on, ‘our miraculous icon of the Virgin, which has made its home here since 1863. The icon is, of course, much older than that. It is believed to have been painted in the fourteenth century, though the place of its origin is disputed.’

He stepped to one side and held out his hand, presenting the Lady of Sorrows to the crowd. Secured behind a glass panel, the icon itself was small, both frame and painted panel formed from a single plank of oak; the Lady’s expression was unhappy, but might be read as frowning more than sorrow. For a work of such age, the icon’s condition seemed excellent; the colours in the robes and flesh tones were still vibrant and intense, and the gold leaf was still lustrous, reflecting the light of the candles in its burnished glow. Around the edges of the glass which protected the image hung dozens of offerings: withered posies and roses; necklaces, rings and bracelets in silver and gold; and tamata – aluminium votives shaped as arms, babies, men in hats – to plead for intercession, or give thanks.

‘The story of the icon’s arrival in Kalkos shows the Lady’s determination to make her home here, and to bring her holy blessings to the faithful of these islands,’ said Father Linos. ‘During the winter of 1863, four men were caught in a terrible storm at sea. Their boat went down, and they were forced to abandon ship, in rough seas and with little hope of reaching safety. But as they were struggling in the water, the Lady herself appeared to the men, shining her holy light towards them like a beacon.’

Outside, in the courtyard, a child shouted; to Father Linos’s left, a smirking teenager whispered in another’s ear. Near the open door, Sambeca picked up her broom, and swept the intricately tiled floor in rhythmic strokes, catching the heels of the back-most in the crowd.

‘The men were afraid when they saw the shining figure beckoning to them across the water,’ continued Father Linos. ‘But by keeping their eyes on her, they were able to follow her to this island’s shores. When she was sure all four men were safe, the Lady left them on a rocky beach, blessing them with a deep, refreshing sleep. When dawn broke and they awoke, they found their clothes quite dry, and gifts from the Lady to hand – a barrel of water, two loaves of bread, and in her place this beautiful and ancient icon, lying on a rock by their heads. The men were amazed, having no idea how this wondrous icon came to be in that barren place. It came, of course, by a miracle. The men understood immediately that the Lady wished them to build a church here in her honour, and three of them swore there and then to dedicate themselves to the construction of the splendid and imposing church you stand in now. The fourth – just a young man at the time – decided he wished to honour the Lady in a different way, by becoming a painter of her icons. And when he sat down to try this holy labour, even though he had never painted in his life before, the Lady gave him the gift of the art, which is a difficult craft, normally taking years of apprenticeship. This man quickly became famous for his skill, and for many years his icons were carried all over the world, and placed in churches everywhere the Virgin is honoured. When this man was on his deathbed, she appeared to him again in a dream, saying it was time to pass on his gift to his son, and she told him to take his son’s hands in his own, and the gift would pass. And so it did; and in this way the gift of painting Kalkos’s famous icons has been passed to the eldest son of each generation in this same family for over a hundred years – but never until the moment of the outgoing painter’s death.’

At the back of the crowd, a man taller than most listened closely to Father Linos’s words. He wore a linen suit, Italian in its cut and tailored to disguise a generous stomach, and beneath the suit, a polo shirt with a small crocodile on the breast. His greying curls required a barber’s attention, and on his nose were owlish glasses which gave him an air of academia. On his feet, he wore white canvas shoes in the old-fashioned style once worn for tennis.

Growing enthusiastic in her sweeping, Sambeca let her broom’s bristles catch the toe of the man’s left shoe, leaving a smudge of dust on its white toecap. He, with a frown of annoyance, asked her in a whisper to take more care.

‘The icon is most famous for its miracles,’ said Father Linos, raising his voice a little to be heard over noise from the back. ‘Each year, the Pure, All Holy One – the Panayia, our Lady – gives on the feast of the Dormition a gift of healing, and for that reason several thousand people gather here, bringing their sick and afflicted with them. From all these people, the Lady chooses one to be healed. Sometimes the healing is public – a deaf man who can hear, a cripple who can walk – and sometimes we simply do not know who has been healed: it is a private matter between the Lady and the one she has chosen. She does not favour the rich or the powerful; she chooses from amongst all equally; all who come here with their hearts open have an equal chance of being healed. But her miracles do not stop there. The Lady has answered the prayers of countless faithful over the years. Most miraculous of all, from time to time the icon weeps tears of holy oil, and many of the faithful come to be blessed with the touch of this rare gift. Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your time. When you have viewed the icon, please make your way through the rear door to our small museum, where there are many fascinating items of ecclesiastical history and fine examples of our icon painters’ work.’

The visitors pressed forward, some merely curious, others anxious to receive the Lady’s blessing. The Orthodox stepped confidently up to the glass and kissed it, making the triple cross over their hearts; believers of other denominations placed their hands on the glass, and whispered personal prayers. The dubious and the doubting were less interested in the icon than in the trappings of the faith, and pointed at the offerings made to the Lady, speculating on the value of the jewellery.

Anxious to be gone, Father Linos stood impatiently, answering the questions they always asked.

‘Why are there images of babies?’

‘To ask the Lady’s intervention for sick children.’

‘Who brings the flowers?’

‘Those who are grateful for answered prayers.’

‘What happens to the offerings when they get too many?’

‘They stay here in the church, but after a time some are moved to a special sanctuary. For how are we to know when prayers have been answered? The Lady answers in her own time. To remove these offerings from the church would be to interfere in her work.’

‘How much is the icon worth?’

The question, both inevitable and crass, was put by an Englishman whose skin was pallid as a plucked chicken’s, and whose balding scalp was showing signs of sunburn.

‘You cannot put a value on the icon,’ said Father Linos. ‘Its value to members of our church cannot be calculated. Quite simply, it is priceless. If it were just a simple painting, of a dog, or a horse, or a tree, even then it would be difficult to say; but as a piece of art alone, its age and the quality of its craftsmanship would make it worth well over 500 million drachma.’

‘What’s that in pounds?’

Father Linos shrugged.

‘I don’t know, my friend,’ he said. ‘I suppose a million, a million and a half.’

‘That’s a lot of money,’ said the Englishman, ‘especially in a little place like this.’

‘Be assured, we take good care of her,’ said the priest.

The Englishman gave no ‘thank you’ for his answer, but walked away from the priest and the icon, and followed his obese wife through the rear door.

Outside, the clock on the campanile – three-tiered and many-arched, with the sky showing through the arches a perfect match to the campanile dome’s blue – struck one. Before the icon, a grey-haired woman knelt, mouthing prayers with tears in her sad eyes. Father Linos went out into the sunlit courtyard and, ignoring protocol, removed his tight-fitting hat. Pushing his way between the chattering tourists, he left the church, and headed down the steps towards home.



Sambeca had left Father Linos’s lunch on the kitchen table, the plate covered with aluminium foil and four slices of bread wrapped in a paper napkin. She had laid out his knife, fork and spoon, and a clean glass, inverted to keep out the droning flies. She cared for him like a child or an invalid, and he had never, in all these years, voiced any objection to her coddling.

He carried his food outside, to the table under the almond trees, where he removed the foil from his plate and folded it for her to reuse. Sambeca’s repertoire was limited, and the menu varied little, regardless of the season. Today being Tuesday, she had made spaghetti; but, though she had cooked the thinner kind that he preferred, and made the Bolognese exactly to his taste – the sauce well spiced with cinnamon and cloves, the onions very finely chopped and the garlic sliced opaque, the grated cheese his favourite kefalotyri, melted into the stove-hot sauce when she plated up his meal – the heat and monotony left him little appetite, and he laid his fork back on the table with the dish untasted.

Wasps buzzed over the lukewarm food, not quite daring to settle. The priest batted them away, and wafted his hand over a house-fly crawling on the plate’s rim. But in a moment, the insects had returned, joined by a gangly-legged, red-striped hornet, which hovered lazily over the meat sauce, preparing to descend. A hornet’s taste was usually for rottenness and carrion, and if the creature touched the food, it wouldn’t be fit for supper; so Father Linos stood up from the table, and carried the spaghetti back into the kitchen, covering it with a second plate from the dresser.

In the fridge was a bowl of ripe peaches, picked that morning from the bishop’s garden. Father Linos chose the best one of the five, and went back to his chair beneath the almond trees.

With the knife’s serrated blade, he cut into the peach’s red mottled skin, and the first dribble of chilled juice ran on to the tabletop. He divided the peach into four sections, and teased them from the claret-coloured stone, which had split to free the seed-nut from its case. The flesh was creamy orange, bloodshot at the heart close to the stone; firm in the mouth, yet soft enough to be crushed between teeth and tongue, the fruit had the sugary-sour tang of citrus. On the white checks of the plastic tablecloth, the juice was the colour of cantaloupes, and its sweetness drew the wasps to drink.

With relish, Father Linos ate the first piece of four, rubbing a dribble of juice into his greying beard. He picked up a second piece of the peach; but as the fruit touched his lips, he heard the yard gate squeal on its hinges, and the slow, tired slide of Sambeca’s badly fitting slippers on the path.

He closed his eyes, bidding goodbye to any plans for the afternoon: an hour or two in the coolness of his shuttered room, free of his robes and dozing; or there might have been time to take the boat around the coast, and far from anyone’s eyes, strip down to his underpants and plunge into the waters of Navayo bay; or he might have walked down to the end of the pier, and dropped a line to catch a fish or two.

But time was always short; in the bishop’s prolonged absence, all the services fell to him, and he must be back in church to read the evening’s service.

And now Sambeca stood before him, fanning herself with the torn flap of a cardboard box, an old woman’s shapeless dress hiding her bony body. Father Linos knew Sambeca’s age, because they shared a birthday: on the day she was born, he had turned fifteen. How old was he now? He was losing count: the days dragged by, yet the years passed so quickly. Was he forty-five, or forty-six? It didn’t matter, if only he didn’t look as old as she did.

‘Yassas, Papa.’ She spoke, and his spirits sank; her voice – a monotone, and every word a sigh, coming from a mouth so averse to smiling its corners drooped in mournfulness as perpetual as the Lady’s – drained the beauty from the day. ‘Isn’t it hot? So hot! Hotter than yesterday.’

Father Linos laid the peach segment back on his plate, and, picking up the end of his beard, scanned it for drips of juice.

‘Do you think so?’ he asked. ‘I was just thinking it’s a little cooler today. If you’re hot, you should take yourself for a swim. It would do you a power of good: seawater, and the Lord’s own sunshine. I shall be going myself, later.’

With lacklustre eyes, she regarded him. Sambeca avoided the sun; the paleness of her complexion always brought to Father Linos’s mind the men he used to meet on prison visits. Deprived of sunlight, the life bled from their skin and left it ashen.

‘Cold water isn’t good for you,’ she said. ‘And anyway, I don’t know how to swim.’

‘It’s not cold,’ said the priest. ‘Warm as a bath, it’ll be.’

‘If God had meant us to swim, he’d have given us fins instead of feet. That’s what my mother says.’

‘God is more clever than that,’ said Father Linos. He picked up his knife, and began to cut what remained of the peach into bite-size pieces. ‘He gave us legs, and thus the ability to walk and swim. Or paddle. Kick your shoes off, dip your toes in the water. It’ll make a new woman of you.’

‘I’ve brasses to polish, this afternoon. And there’s a bulb needs replacing in one of the candelabras. Have you finished with that plate?’

Compelled by the habit of serving, she leaned across him to take away what remained of his peach. On her dress, he smelled the smoke of holy incense.

‘No, no,’ he said, putting out his hands to cover the plate. ‘I shall sit and finish my lunch, before I do anything else. Go, now, and get your own lunch.’

‘I can’t eat, in this heat,’ she said. ‘It turns my stomach to eat when it’s so hot.’

‘Was there something you wanted?’ he asked. A wasp landed on the tablecloth. Father Linos watched the creature closely, wondering at its ability to circle its antennae in opposite directions. ‘Because I thought I might take a nap for an hour or two, before my swim.’

‘You must,’ said Sambeca, firmly. ‘Swimming on a full stomach gives you cramp. In that cold water, you’d go straight down.’

For a moment, he closed his eyes; when he opened them, the wasp was gone.

‘So was there anything?’ he asked. ‘Only, the afternoon is getting on. It’ll be time for the service before we know it.’

‘I came to check with you,’ she said. ‘I asked him to leave, but he wouldn’t go. So I wanted to know if I could leave the church unlocked. I have to get Mama her lunch. She always has a good appetite, whatever the weather.’

‘Who?’ asked the priest. The irritation which he had tried hard to repress had wormed its way regardless into his voice; his jaw was tight, and a vein at his temple pulsed. ‘Who wouldn’t leave?’

‘There’s a man in the church, looking at the icon. I told him I was closing up, but he asked for a few more minutes. It’s the Lady’s house, so I didn’t like to insist. I suppose he’s entitled to be there, whether it’s convenient to me or not. But Mama will be upset if I’m late again. So I wanted to ask you if it was all right to leave the church unlocked.’

‘For heaven’s sake!’ said Father Linos. ‘What man is it?’

Without interest, she shrugged.

‘A Greek. But no one we know. He’s not from here.’

Father Linos sighed.

‘All right, I’ll see to it. You take yourself home.’

From a pocket concealed in the seam of her dress, she withdrew an iron key, dark in colour and shiny with use.

‘You’d better have this, then,’ she said, handing it to him. ‘I expect he’s gone by now.’

‘I expect so too,’ he said. ‘You didn’t have to bring the key down. You should have just left it in the usual place.’

‘But what if he’d seen me?’ she asked. ‘If he’d seen where I put it, he might come back when he feels like it and get up to who-knows-what. I’d better get on, or I won’t be back in time to open up for the service. I’ll go up at half past, in case they’re early. I suppose all this trouble means you won’t have time for a swim. By the time you’ve been back up there and locked up, there won’t be much time left, will there?’

‘There won’t be much time, no,’ said Father Linos, shortly. ‘But it’s surprising how much we can get out of the hours God gives us, if we put our minds to it. Go and see to your mother, and I’ll make sure all’s secure up at the church.’



In his right hand, Father Linos carried the key to the church, in his left a shopping bag Sambeca had made from some threadbare skirt. The bag – in faded, floral cotton, cut out and stitched by hand – held a towel and swimming trunks, and a small flask of well-water. It was the priest’s intention, once the church was locked, to follow the path beyond the church’s lower steps as far as his favourite beach, where the water was so clear the fish seemed to swim in air, and there was shade beneath the olive trees where he could sleep.

The waterfront, in siesta, was quiet. The boats which brought the daily tourists had moved on, and the doors to the kafenion, to the travel agent’s and the periptero were all closed; the house doors were shut too, though many windows were fastened open to draw in any breath of breeze coming off the sea. But there was no breeze, and sweat ran from under Father Linos’s hat, trickling down the back of his neck and dampening his hair.

Out on the bay, the visiting craft were unmoving on a calm sea. As he walked, he admired an ocean-going cruiser (whose name – Aphrodite – was drawn on her hull in curling script, and whose flags at mast and stern shone with a gloss, as if made not of cotton but of silk), until he noticed on an Italian yacht a girl in a scanty bikini, who lay stretched out on the deck, her face covered with a paperback book, one long leg drawn up so tight her heel almost touched her half-seen buttock. He watched her; and from a chair in the shade of a plane tree, a scowling old woman watched him, her arthritic hands folded in her lap, her legs crossed demurely at the ankles. Beneath her chair, a black cat stretched a rear leg up into the air, and lovingly licked its own thigh.

At the harbour end, the stony path to the beach lay before him; one hundred and fifteen steps led upwards to the church. In any weather, the climb was long, but the heat added to his discouragement. The sunlight created glitter on the sea; on the unshaded promontory, it reflected off the cement steps as dazzling glare. Squinting, he gazed up at the church, and considered forgetting his duty and carrying on along the pathway to the beach. But Sambeca was worse than any conscience, and she would neither forget his carelessness nor forgive it; and so, for the second time that day, he picked up the hem of his robes and began slowly to climb.

The courtyard door, when he reached it, stood open, though the courtyard was deserted. Beyond its white walls, he heard the sea break on the rocks at the promontory foot; above him, the campanile clock struck the half-hour.

The church door, too, stood open. Father Linos left his cotton bag at the doorway and stepped inside the church.

The church was dark. Sambeca had blown out all the candles and switched off the overhead lights, so only a single lamp was lit, the eternal flame before the Lady of Sorrows. Around the walls, more images of the Virgin looked out sadly from their frames; without the light of candles, their paint was dull, their silverwork and gilding without lustre.

Before the miraculous icon was a man. His light-coloured suit stood out from the shadows thrown by the wavering lamp’s flame, and Father Linos saw immediately that the visitor was no pilgrim, nor any penitent on his knees at the Lady’s feet. Instead, he was standing disrespectfully close to the icon, peering at the image through its protective glass. One hand was held behind his back; in the other, he had a torch little bigger than a pencil, whose beam was narrow but exceptionally bright; and the beam was trained on to the icon, which the visitor was examining in its light.

Disturbed by the man’s close scrutiny of the icon, the priest omitted his obligations to the Virgin’s images around the walls, and immediately stepped forward to challenge the stranger. Disbelieving Sambeca’s assertion that the visitor was a Greek – his disrespect for the Lady made that impossible – Father Linos addressed him in English, which would, he hoped, be understood by a Frenchman, or an Italian, which the cut of the stranger’s suit suggested he might be.

‘Sorry, closed,’ he announced. ‘Chiuso.’

The stranger clicked off his torch, and turned to the priest with a smile.

‘Church closed,’ said Father Linos, again in his bad English. ‘After five, again.’

‘Yassas, Papa,’ said the stranger. ‘I’m glad to see you. I have one or two questions to ask you about your work of art here.’ The stranger’s Greek was perfect, the beautifully enunciated Greek of TV newscasters. He took a step away from the icon, towards the priest, and showed himself to be both tall and overweight. ‘If you wish to lock up, I won’t keep you long. But there’s something here I really think you should see.’

The priest hesitated.

‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I took you for a foreigner.’

The fat man smiled.

‘No, no, indeed,’ he said, ‘though you aren’t the first to assume it. Which goes to show, doesn’t it, how outward appearances may deceive?’ On his feet, Father Linos noticed, the fat man wore white tennis shoes. He came lightly down the three stone steps before the icon, and joined the priest where he stood beside the candle boxes. The fat man’s clothes carried the scent of laundry dried in fresh air. ‘Allow me to introduce myself. I am Hermes Diaktoros, of Athens. Diaktoros being, as you may know, an ancient word for messenger. My father has a strange idea of humour. He’s something of a scholar of the classical world.’

Politely, the priest took the fat man’s offered hand, which was, in spite of the day’s heat, quite cool to touch.

‘Father Linos Egiotis,’ said the priest.

‘A pleasure,’ said the fat man. ‘Now, I know you must be anxious to close up for siesta, and I won’t keep you.’

He turned back to the icon.

‘She’s very lovely, isn’t she?’ he said. ‘I have been wanting to make her acquaintance for many years. Quite by chance we were passing within a few miles, and had time enough before my next engagement to make the detour. She has quite a reputation, I believe, for performing magic tricks. Magic tricks are a particular interest of mine.’

‘Magic tricks?’ queried the priest, with annoyance. ‘The Lady occasionally sees fit to grant miracles. They are acts of divine grace, not magic tricks.’

The fat man smiled again.

‘Forgive my turn of phrase,’ he said. ‘The truth is, I am not a religious man. But I am still intrigued by this lovely lady, and her special reputation. An object such as this is very vulnerable, surely? She seems so little protected, and we are infested, these days, with people of no scruples. To a collector, or a fanatic, I imagine she would have a very high value. You have heard, I am sure, of the audacious icon theft at Elona, which was only the most recent amongst many. If you lose your Lady, your island’s livelihood will go with her, and yet she seems defenceless. I have been here, alone with her, for quite some time – quite long enough to remove her from the wall, and be gone. She’s smaller than I expected, and would be easy to transport; she would fit quite easily into my bag here.’ He indicated on the floor a red leather holdall of the type favoured by athletes, somewhat worn and battered from use.

‘Yet there she is, still in her place with us,’ said the priest. ‘We must show our visitors some level of trust, kyrie. And might I point out that those icons which do go missing have a habit of returning home, even if many years – or many decades – go by before they do so. You mentioned Elona, but the Lady there was brought home very quickly, within the month, I think. And the Serres icon of Christ being taken down from His cross was recently returned after thirty years abroad. They find their way home, kyrie. And believe me, I would never be careless of our Lady. Her well-being is my primary concern.’

For a moment, the fat man regarded the priest.

‘I believe it is,’ he said, and turned again towards the icon. ‘You know, I am most impressed by the quality of this work. The craftsmanship is faultless. Or should I say, it would seem faultless to most observers. Please, step up here with me just for a moment.’

Touching the priest’s elbow, the fat man led him up the three steps to the icon, where he held up his pencil-sized torch to show it to Father Linos.

‘This is a wonderful gadget,’ he said. ‘It slips into any pocket, but is as powerful as a torch ten times its size. My uncle bought it for me in Germany. It’s a lovely little thing, isn’t it? In this environment – why do you Orthodox like to keep your temples so dark? – it lights up what you want to see as bright as day. Here, look.’ He switched on the torch, and pointed its beam at the Virgin’s face, leaning towards the flesh-coloured cheek. ‘You see this glaze here?’

With some reluctance, the priest focused on the Virgin’s face. The painted skin was coated in brittle, discoloured varnish whose fine cracks formed a distorted honeycomb.

‘Do you see it?’ asked the fat man. ‘My father has a fine collection of antiquities, and he has taught me to recognise the good from what we might call the not-so-good. But this is as fine an example as I have seen. It really is quite remarkable. So I was wondering if you knew how it was done. My father would be most interested to know.’

The priest frowned.

‘I’m sorry,’ said the priest, ‘but I’m really not sure what you’re asking me. I’m no icon painter. If you have questions about technique, you should talk to Sotiris. He’s our current incumbent.’

‘I shall indeed talk to him,’ said the fat man. ‘It’s superb work, really very special. And I have an acquaintance who would love to see this. It’s such an excellent example of its kind.’

‘I must close up now,’ said the priest. ‘You’re welcome back in the church again this evening, for the service. Sambeca opens up at half past five.’

‘Oh, I shall definitely be back,’ said the fat man, picking up his holdall from the floor. ‘I have a little time still to spare before we have to leave, so it’s entirely possible our paths may cross again.’

Father Linos watched him go; the fat man went unhurriedly, humming under his breath a traditional song, of a boy riding on a dolphin. When the priest was sure he was gone, he turned again to the icon. To his eye, there was nothing remarkable in its appearance beyond its obvious beauty. The Lady of Sorrows seemed as she had always seemed: splendid, severe, sullen.

He pulled the church door closed, turned the key in the lock and hid the key in its usual place, above the doorframe to the right, where a hole in the mortar concealed it from visitors’ eyes.

The afternoon had grown still; the cicadas had stopped singing. Puzzled by the unnatural silence, Father Linos listened. No goat bells jangled; no dogs barked, and no children shouted on the town’s far beach. There was nothing to hear but waves breaking on the shoreline rocks.

Then, low-pitched and distant, from far below his feet came a rumbling like the growl of a drowsy dog, and as the rumbling grew louder, the ground trembled, shaking his body and rattling the church door in its frame.

Instinctively, the priest ran several steps from the church building, and looked up anxiously for falling roof tiles. But the earthquake was no more than a tremor, and had already passed. For a few moments, the silence which had preceded it persisted, until the cicadas could resist their urge no longer, and burst back into song.

Father Linos picked up his cotton bag, and brushed from it the dust that wasn’t there. With the bag on his arm, he went through the courtyard door, expecting to see the stranger somewhere ahead of him; but the long run of steps and the waterfront were both deserted, and of the man in the linen suit there was no sign.
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