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To Jim, whose faith never wavered





No words were lost on Hermes the Wayfinder

who bent to tie his beautiful sandals on,

ambrosial, golden, that carry him over water

or over endless land in a swish of the wind  . . .

A gull patrolling between the wave crests of the desolate sea

will dip to catch a fish, and douse his wings;

no higher above the whitecaps Hermes flew

until the distant island lay ahead  . . .

Homer, The Odyssey
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Prologue

It was the spring of the year; the air was light and bright, the alpines were in bloom. It was a fine day to be out.

   She had been out there for two days.

   They had found her, at last, but they were not treating her with reverence, or due respect. How could they? Beneath the rising helicopter, she dangled between a soldier’s khaki-trousered legs, arms flung wide like a welcome, her own legs spread, open to them all. The deafening beat of the rotors, amplified and echoing off the canyon walls, killed all talk; but the men of the search party had already fallen into silence, now they were bringing her up. Along the unfenced roadside, in small, sombre groups they waited – soldiers, policemen, civilians – looking across the scree of landslips, down towards the dry, rock-strewn riverbed where she had lain.

   Dropping low over the dirt road, the helicopter hurled out debris: dust, stones, vegetation ripped from its roots. Behind the windscreen of an old, black Toyota, the driver draped his arm around the shoulders of a man with tear-red eyes, who, flinching, turned away his face.

   Shielding his own eyes from the debris, an army officer screamed orders at a group of young soldiers – Line up, four-a-side, line up! – but his words, lost in the roar of the rotating blades, failed to reach them. Running forward, mad with impatience, he seized one of the boys by the arm and dragged him into place, pushing and shoving the boy’s comrades into the two rows he had planned.

    Catch her as she comes down, he shouted. And don’t screw up!

   They didn’t hear him. They pulled faces and made obscene gestures at his back. New National Service conscripts, hair shorn grey and muscles still soft, they stood in two shambolic rows, hearts racing and self-conscious, arms outstretched to receive her.

   Due respect, they had been told. Due reverence.

   The other men looked on.

   She began her descent. The wide canvas sling beneath her underarms set her at an angle, so her spread legs came first. At once, the boy soldiers were confounded: how to look up to receive her and not look up her skirt? Due respect, after all. But as she descended, the storm of whirling dust grew worse, more distracting. Snorting dirt from their nostrils, spitting grit into the road, when her legs came within their reach, none of them noticed. Above them, the winch man was yelling: Get hold of her, you cretins! They didn’t hear him. Then her legs were before their faces, changing their dilemma – no longer how not to look up her skirt, but how ever again to think of a woman’s legs without seeing these: the glistening of protruding, splintered bone, the foot angled bafflingly to the shin, the livid bruising spread over the yellow-tainted skin, the heaviness of purple at the backs of thighs and calves where her blood had pooled.

   Steeling themselves to touch dead flesh, they took the weight. Her naked arms were cold, no worse than that. Preparing to remove the sling, they were coping, and confident that they had borne the worst. Then, the two boys at her head saw their mistake: her eyes were not closed as they had thought, but gone, eaten. Shrieking, they pulled their hands from under her. Her head snapped back. The officer, who had placed himself at a suitable distance, moved his mouth in curses they couldn’t hear; running forward, he bullied the gagging boys back into place, putting her head in their hands as the others struggled to free her from the sling.

   It was done. The officer signalled to the helicopter crew, who winched up their man and slewed away, upwards and to the south, out towards open sea.

   The silence in the helicopter’s wake seemed profound. Unprepared for the sudden quiet, the men coughed, ground out cigarettes, looked around. Some action was expected of them. She was here; now what? The boy soldiers held her at their waists, faces averted and grimacing.

   Stepping up to the army officer, the Chief of Police brushed dust from the sleeves of his jacket and smoothed his hair. Now the air was clearing, the nauseating smell of her began to drift over them. Flies came from nowhere to settle on her face.

   ‘Who’ll take her down?’ asked the army officer. He knew their superstitions and beliefs, and the local taboos.

   ‘I’ll ask Lakis.’

   Lakis, the Cretan, an outsider. Any job for cash. The Chief of Police beckoned to the tall, balding man standing beside a white pick-up and gestured – towards the corpse, towards the vehicle, a twist of the hand to ask the question in the silent language of the Greeks. Lakis bowed his head, Yes.

   The army officer signalled to the boy soldiers. Staggering to the tailgate, they slid her into the truck, face-up on its dirty floor.

   The Chief of Police called out to a black-robed priest – a young man, heavily bearded – who sat on a rock, smoking a thin, untidily rolled cigarette. The priest stood, flicking ash from the skirt of his robe. Approaching the pick-up, he looked in at her, and reached over the side to fold her arms across her breast. He raised his hand and made, slowly, the triple cross of the Orthodox church. Lowering their heads, the men all signed the same symbol, over their hearts.

   Lakis took his seat behind the wheel. Hitching up his robes, the priest climbed in beside him, followed by the Chief of Police. Slowly, they moved away down the mountainside; one by one, the trucks, cars and jeeps of the search party followed.

   It was no time for humour, but as he put the truck in gear Lakis could not resist a crude remark about the smell she brought with her; before they had reached the first bend in the road, the Cretan, the priest and the Chief of Police were all laughing.





One

Early morning, and a sombre sky. The sea, stirred to sand slurry by a bitter wind, had turned opaque. The tyres of the slow-moving garbage truck spread wide the pools of overnight rain; water ran through rusted guttering on to the steps of the National Bank and dripped on to the tables of the deserted fish market. On the café terrace, a stooping woman swept at wet leaves falling from a plane tree; in the church tower, a solitary bell tolled for mass. The small boats at their moorings rocked and tipped, pulling at their ropes. Beyond the headland, the horn-blast of the approaching ferry was lost in the rain-heavy squall.

   On the upper deck, leaning on the railing which overlooked the stern, was a stranger, a fat man. He had stood there since the dim dawn had given enough light to show the dark sea passing beneath them, watching the foaming wake rise and fall away, waiting for the first view of their destination. From time to time, he took a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of the raincoat which flapped around his thighs, and smoked, the cigarettes burning down fast in the gusting wind; to every vessel he sighted he raised a friendly hand, as if acquainted.

   As the boat docked, he did not join the small, impatient crowd waiting below for the ramp to drop, but waited, watching, as the passengers pushed on to the quayside.

   A crewman, probing with a screwdriver into the workings of an anchor winch, called out to him.

   ‘End of the line, friend.’

   The fat man smiled.

   ‘Good day to you, then,’ he said, and, picking up the holdall at his feet, made his way down the iron staircase and on to the quay below.



He stood apart, sheltering from the rain under the portico of a butcher’s shop. He smelt blood, and chlorine bleach. The crowed thinned, shouting greetings and goodbyes, carrying away its strapped-up suitcases, its bags of groceries, its badly behaved children, its crates of fruit. Then the crowd was gone, and he was alone.

   He stepped out from the shelter of the portico into the rain.

   He had, at first, no clear idea of where he would find them; but they gave themselves away. At the harbour’s end, in the lee of the high sea wall, a dozen vehicles were haphazardly parked; amongst them, almost hidden, was a car in their distinctive livery. As he drew close, the car’s white signage became clear: Astinomia. Police.

   The stone face of the building to his left was alive with flourishing, pale-trumpeted convolvulus; and there, wrapped around with tendrils, obscured by greenery, he found their sign – POLICE – and an arrow angled upwards, following the long line of a slender stone staircase.

   The fat man ran, quite lightly, to the top of the steps, where he faced a heavy, unmarked door. He pulled it open and walked through.

   Their office, grand in its proportions, was austere. The plaster coving beneath the lofty ceiling was ornate; but the unvarnished boards of the floor were bare, and dotted with hammer-bent tacks, as if some covering, carpeting or linoleum had been ripped out and not replaced. They might have moved in only yesterday, or be leaving tomorrow; or they might have been there for years, without caring or noticing that there were no blinds to cover the cracked panes in the high, narrow windows which looked out across the sea, no lampshade on the naked light-bulb swinging from its long length of flex in the draught from the door, no filing cabinets, no procedural manuals, no posters or notices pinned to the pale walls, no chairs for visitors to sit on as they made their complaints.

   He stood at the centre of the room and placed his holdall carefully at his feet, as if it might contain something fragile. The three policemen watched him, silent and unwelcoming, as if he had intruded at a crucial moment on some private conversation. The undersized man at the utilitarian, steel-topped desk behind the door (whose uniform, too large, diminished him further) tapped the lead of a blunt, chewed pencil on the desktop, setting a slow rhythm for the lengthening silence. His eyes moved from the fat man to the door, as if he planned to leave the moment an opportunity arose; the contents of his desk – a stapler, an ink-pad, a rubber stamp, nothing more – did not suggest there was anything to detain him here. Across from him, a broad-set man, bull-headed, heavy-jowled, with thick, white hair and comical, dark eyebrows, leaned his elbows on a similar desk, similarly empty: three ballpoint pens, all neatly capped, two opened letters in their envelopes, and an ancient Bakelite phone, whose plaited cord ran down between his feet and out through a hole drilled through the skirting at his back. His wet, red lips were slack, implying a bovine slowness and plodding wits. When the fat man entered, he shifted so his jacket’s upper arm – embroidered in silver with a sergeant’s chevrons – was forward, towards the fat man, ensuring that his rank would not be missed.

   And at the back of the room, so far from the windows that the light was weak and the room was left in shadow, sat the third. He stretched his slender legs, crossed at the ankles, through the knee-hole of a capacious antique desk, between two ranks of small, brass-handled drawers with tiny locks. To left and right the desk held stacks of paperwork – cardboard files, blank forms, forms filled out and signed in duplicate and triplicate, applications for licences, parking tickets, violation-of-permit notices, summonses, dockets, memos, letters, business cards, candy-striped computer printouts – and on the floorboards all around his feet were piled more files, their spines bearing dates, or numbers, or names. At the centre of the desk, lying on the worn, gold-tooled leather, one file, closed, with a name handwritten in dense, black capitals: ASIMAKOPOULOS. And from between the stacks of paperwork, like a rat peering out from a hole, he watched the fat man, the skin of his face eerily pale in the shadows, the deep black of his narrowed eyes and clipped moustache stark as ink drawn on white paper.

   The dark eyes looked the fat man up and down, taking in his bulk, admiring his suit – both the cut of it, which flattered his bulk, and the cloth, a fine, grey mohair of such quality that, as the fat man moved, it shimmered with a lavender sheen. The eyes approved of the sports shirt the fat man wore beneath the suit – rich purple, with a small, green crocodile over the left breast. They noted that the waistband of his trousers was belted with Italian leather. But the grey curls of the fat man’s hair were too long, and the prominent frames of his glasses were unfashionable, and dated. And his shoes, his shoes were baffling. For who but an eccentric, with such a marvellously tailored suit, would wear tennis shoes – old-fashioned, white canvas tennis shoes?

   The fat man looked round at them all, and smiled.

   The sergeant sat up straight in his chair, and shook the sleeve of his jacket so that the stripes lay flat on his arm.

   ‘May I help you, sir?’ he asked.

   ‘I’m here to see the Chief of Police.’ The fat man’s accent was clear, and well-bred. All his words were beautifully enunciated, like newscaster’s Greek; such clarity of speech told them he was not from these islands, nor from anywhere within two hundred miles of their boundaries.

   ‘I am the Chief of Police.’ The man in the shadows spoke quietly, but with arrogance. He pulled his legs in beneath his chair, and he too sat up straight.

   The fat man stepped over his holdall and crossed the room to stand before the overladen desk. He held out his hand. His manicured fingernails were filed square, whitened at the tips and buffed almost opaque.

   ‘My name,’ he said, ‘is Hermes Diaktoros. I have been sent from Athens to help you in your investigations into the death of Irini Asimakopoulos.’

   The constable behind the door dropped his pencil. It rattled on the floorboards, then rolled, as if making its escape, towards the door.

   The Chief of Police, leaning forward to take the fat man’s hand, hesitated. The undersized constable jumped up from his chair to pick up his pencil, and the Chief of Police glared at him. Then he took the fat man’s hand, and shook it, firmly, and pursed his lips as if about to speak. But he said nothing.

   So the fat man went on. ‘I expect you’re surprised at my name: Hermes Messenger. My father’s idea of humour. He was a classical scholar.’

   The Chief of Police still didn’t speak. He had no idea what the fat man was talking about. The constable, back in his chair, tapped his pencil on his desk.

   ‘I call these my winged sandals.’ The fat man pointed to his tennis shoes, beaming at the joke. There was silence.

   ‘I’m sorry,’ said the fat man to the Chief of Police, ‘I didn’t catch your name.’

   ‘Panayiotis Zafiridis,’ said the Chief of Police. He indicated the bovine sergeant: ‘Harris Chadiarakis’ – and the undersized constable – ‘Dmitris Xanthos.’

   ‘A pleasure,’ said the fat man.

   The Chief of Police leaned forward across his desk.

   ‘Why are the Metropolitan Police interested in Mrs Asimakopoulos’s death?’ he asked. ‘It was in no way suspicious. I’m afraid you have wasted your time coming all this way. Perhaps if you had telephoned first I could have saved you the journey.’ He shrugged, and put on an expression of regret. ‘Your problem, now, is there’s no ferry out till tomorrow.’ He hesitated as if thinking, then pointed to the phone on the sergeant’s desk. ‘Maybe we could requisition the coastguard launch to take you to Kos this evening. There is someone in their office who owes me a favour. You’ll get a flight to Athens from there with no problem at all. Harris, get me the Port Police Office.’

   The sergeant’s hand went to the phone’s receiver, but the fat man turned to stop him.

   ‘Just a moment, please,’ he said. He looked back at the Chief of Police. ‘Where is the body?’ he asked, in a low voice.

   The pencil tapping became faster.

   The Chief of Police reached, frowning, for a notepad and a plastic ballpoint pen.

   ‘Who has informed the Metropolitan Police of this death?’ he asked, scribbling with the pen until the ink began to flow. He sounded concerned. ‘I believe we should take action in this matter. Wasting police time is a serious offence.’

   The fat man stepped forward and, placing the fingertips of both hands on the Chief of Police’s desk, leaned towards him.

   ‘We were talking about the body,’ said the fat man. ‘I’d like to see it as soon as possible. Then I can get on with my investigation.’

   The pencil tapping ceased. The Chief of Police considered for a moment, then spread his hands.

   ‘She was buried yesterday,’ he said. ‘There was no reason to delay. As I’ve said, the death was in no way suspicious.’

   ‘It matters not,’ said the fat man, easily. ‘I’ll make do with the autopsy report.’

   Simultaneously, the sergeant and the constable opened drawers in their desks, found pieces of paper there and began to read.

   ‘May I sit down?’ asked the fat man, politely.

   Sighing, the Chief of Police stood, and from the darkness of the corner behind him, lifted out a cane-bottomed chair.

   ‘Thank you,’ said the fat man, placing it at an angle to the policeman’s desk and sitting down. ‘I wonder if you might have an ashtray I could use?’

   Opening one of the brass-handled drawers, the Chief of Police produced a heavy, cut-glass ashtray already half-full of grey ash and butts stained brown with filtered smoke.

   The fat man reached into his pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes incongruous with these late years of the twentieth century – an old-fashioned box whose lift-up lid bore the head and naked shoulders of a 1940s starlet, her softly permed platinum hair curling around a coy smile. Beneath the maker’s name (Surely, thought the Chief of Police, they went out of business years ago?) ran a slogan in an antique hand: The cigarette for the man who knows a real smoke. Taking out a matchbox and shaking it, the fat man frowned when there was no answering rattle from within. He placed the matchbox on the desk and searched again in his jacket pocket. Producing a slim, gold lighter, he knocked the tip of a cigarette on the desk, lit it, and replaced the lighter in his pocket.

   ‘The autopsy report,’ said the fat man, exhaling smoke as he spoke. ‘I’d like to have my own copy, for reference.’

   The Chief of Police smiled and leaned back in his chair.

   ‘You know,’ he said, ‘here in the islands, we do things a little differently from the way things are done in the city. We like to take a more personal approach. Being that much closer to the community we serve.’

   ‘And where are you from originally, Chief of Police?’

   ‘Patmos,’ said the Chief of Police. ‘I come from Patmos.’

   ‘And you’ve served here how long?’

   ‘Over a year.’

   ‘And you feel you have got to know the people here well, in that short time?’

   The Chief of Police ignored the question. Instead, he went on: ‘In cases like this, part of our job is to avoid scandal for the family concerned. A good name is very important to these people.’

   ‘Where is the autopsy report, Chief of Police?’ The fat man was beginning to sound impatient.

   ‘Well,’ said the Chief of Police, ‘I decided it was unnecessary. No autopsy was performed.’

   The fat man’s expression began to change, from genial to dangerous.

   ‘How is that possible?’ he asked. ‘Mrs Asimakopoulos was a young woman in good health, was she not?’

   The Chief of Police gave a sideways nod of assent.

   ‘It was your duty to have an autopsy performed. You know full well it was. So explain to me why there was no autopsy.’

   The Chief of Police, believing he held all the aces, smiled triumphantly.

   ‘Because,’ he said, acidly, ‘the cause of death was clear. Though not what was written on the death certificate. It was a delicate matter.’

   ‘So what was written on the death certificate?’

   ‘Accidental death.’

   ‘And what, in your opinion, was the true cause of death?’

   ‘Suicide.’

   ‘Suicide?’

   ‘She jumped off a cliff.’ He shrugged. ‘Absolutely no doubt. Cut and dried.’

   ‘Even if it were suicide,’ said the fat man, playing with the ash in the ashtray with the burning end of his cigarette, ‘what could possibly be “cut and dried” about a woman in a small, close community like this one committing suicide? What possible motive could she have had?’

   ‘It was a copycat suicide. She had the idea from the postman.’

   ‘What postman?’

   ‘The old postman who committed suicide.’

   ‘And what was his motive?’

   ‘Who knows? Wife unfaithful, money troubles  . . .’

   ‘So was Mrs Asimakopoulos’s husband unfaithful? Did she have money troubles?’

   The Chief of Police sat forward again.

   ‘Mrs Asimakopoulos was herself an unfaithful wife,’ he said.

   ‘Really? With whom was she unfaithful?’

   ‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.’

   The fat man looked at him for a long moment. ‘Do all supposedly unfaithful wives here jump off cliffs?’

   The Chief of Police laughed. ‘If they did, there’d be only us men left.’

   The fat man did not smile. ‘So why this one?’

   ‘She married a local man. She had relatives here who introduced her to her husband. But she wasn’t from here. She came from the mainland.’

   ‘And you think that was sufficient reason for her to kill herself?’

   ‘Possibly. Maybe she felt isolated. Homesick.’

   ‘How long had she lived here?’

   ‘I’ve no idea. One year or ten, what’s the difference? Harris!’

   The ponderous sergeant, interrupted as he clipped one of his cheap, ballpoint pens into the breast pocket of his shirt, flinched.

   ‘I’ve no doubt you can enlighten us,’ said the Chief of Police to the sergeant. ‘How long had Mrs Asimakopoulos lived here?’

   The sergeant looked from the Chief of Police to the fat man, pushing out his lower lip as he considered.

   ‘Two years,’ he said, at last. ‘I don’t believe it’s more.’

   ‘It’s three, at least,’ interrupted the undersized constable. ‘My mother-in-law’s brother lived in that house before Asimakopoulos rented it, and he’s been dead a while now. Three years at least. Maybe even four.’

   The sergeant opened his slack, wet mouth to object, but the Chief of Police raised a hand to silence him and turned back to the fat man.

   ‘In answer to your question, she hadn’t been here long,’ he said.

   ‘But certainly long enough to settle down and start a family?’ suggested the fat man. ‘Did she have children?’

   ‘I don’t believe so.’ He looked back to the sergeant, who slowly shook his head.

   ‘That’s quite unusual for this part of the world, wouldn’t you say – a young woman, quite recently married, and no offspring? If she was barren, that might be an important causal factor in depression. But you’ll have spoken to her doctor about her mental health, I’m sure; if there were physical problems, I’m sure he would have mentioned them, would he not?’

   The sergeant returned all his attention to his ballpoint pens, whilst the constable bent below his desk to re-tie his shoelaces.

   ‘Our doctor is a very busy man, as I’m sure you’ll appreciate,’ said the Chief of Police, smoothly. ‘But Mr Asimakopoulos was his wife’s senior by some years. Some would say he was a lucky man, to have a younger woman to keep him warm at night. But who knows? Perhaps he was lacking the . . . potency . . . of someone younger. A younger man might well have succeeded where he failed, the right man for the job  . . .’

   His expression brightened with lascivious speculation, but when the fat man frowned he averted his eyes, and rubbed at an invented itch behind his ear.

   ‘How old was Mrs Asimakopoulos,’ asked the fat man, ‘exactly?’

   ‘Twenty-five, twenty-six, thereabouts. Maybe a little more, maybe a little less.’ The Chief of Police smiled. ‘I don’t know exactly. In my experience, you can’t force corpses to answer questions about themselves just because there are forms to be filled in.’

   ‘You didn’t ask the family?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘What did you ask the family?’

   ‘I thought it better to let them get on with their lives in peace.’

   ‘Your consideration does you credit, Chief of Police, but it makes you look a poor policeman. And perhaps you would be good enough to tell us all’ – he turned and gestured at the two men apparently absorbed in paperwork – ‘if we don’t all know already, how much you charged for your consideration?’

   Colour flooded into the Chief of Police’s cheeks, but the fat man, clearly expecting no answer to his question, stood and stubbed out his cigarette.

   ‘As a man worthy to wear your badge, perhaps you should be asking yourself the question you seem to have neglected, Chief of Police. Perhaps you should be asking yourself, did she jump, or was she pushed?’

   The Chief of Police forced a laugh of derision. ‘Such drama, Mr Diaktoros! Murder, and bribery! These are the sleepy Greek islands! I’m afraid you have been too long on the mean streets of Athens.’

   The fat man picked up his holdall and addressed the undersized constable.

   ‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘if you could recommend a hotel with a decent room?’

   But the Chief of Police interrupted his reply.

   ‘As I suggested, the Port Police launch  . . .’

   The fat man went to place a hand on the constable’s shoulder.

   ‘Walk with me,’ he said. ‘Show me the way.’

   As the door closed behind the fat man and the constable, the Chief of Police pulled his ashtray towards him, and, taking a cigarette from a crumpled pack, bent it to straighten the curve it had acquired. He picked up the matchbox the fat man had left on his desk and slid it open.

   Sleek, with long feelers flailing, a huge cockroach darted forward out of the matchbox and scuttled at speed across the back of the policeman’s hand, on to the file which lay on his desk.

   ‘Jesus Christ!’

   In revulsion, he swiped the vile creature to the floor, where it ran for cover amongst the candy-striped computer printouts.

   As the bewildered sergeant looked on, the enraged policeman pursued it, stamping here, there, here, until the cockroach at last evaded him and disappeared amongst the stacks of official files.



The undersized constable took the fat man to the Seagull Hotel, an open-all-year rooming house owned by the policeman’s second cousin. They walked side-by-side around the harbour, the constable full of questions he dared not ask, his anxious eyes scanning doorways and balconies, alleys and stairways, to see who observed them. The fat man strode with confidence, nimbly sidestepping the rain-filled potholes, and genially greeting everyone they met.

   At the hotel door, the fat man thanked the constable and dismissed him, then watched as the man in uniform made his way slowly back to the police station, stopping here and there to speak: to the stallholder selling fruit and vegetables, to the proprietor of the electrical shop, to the patrons at the tables of the outdoor café. As he spoke, he pointed towards the hotel, and heads turned in the fat man’s direction, so the fat man knew he had chosen well: the constable would be an excellent emissary in spreading word of his arrival.

   The lobby of the hotel was dark, and unheated, and the dour woman behind the reception desk was buttoned into heavy, home-knitted woollens. The desk was covered in yellowing newspaper, on which stood four squat candlesticks and an uncapped tin of Brasso. The woman looked him up and down over stern, half-moon glasses and smiled a lupine, hand-rubbing smile. Beyond her canines there were no teeth in her upper jaw; when she spoke, the fat man caught the fetid whiff of halitosis.

   ‘Good day, sir, good day,’ she said, laying down a cleaning rag. ‘Are you looking for a room? I have one nice room free on the first floor, very clean, lovely view. No finer view in Greece.’

   She lifted the edge of the newspaper and pulled towards her a leather-bound register. With Brasso-blackened fingers she flicked week by week through its pages, from January towards this day’s date. All the pages were empty.

   ‘Will you be staying long?’

   He glanced around the lobby, at the rows of unused glasses on the shelves behind the little bar, at the bowls of dusty, artificial flowers in the window recess, at the icon of the suffering Christ above the entrance to the WC.

   ‘A few days, perhaps,’ he said. ‘Not longer than a week, certainly.’

   ‘If you’re staying more than two nights, I can give you a special rate. It’s the cost of doing laundry that’s expensive, on short stays.’ She named a price. It was extortionate. ‘Much cheaper than hotels in Athens, I’m sure.’

   ‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said. ‘In Athens, I don’t frequent hotels. I’ll pay you half that, if you’re including breakfast and a daily change of linen.’

   He had expected argument, but none came. Instead she smiled at him, and he knew he had been fleeced.

   ‘I’ll get my husband,’ she said. ‘He’ll show you to your room.’



His room was cold, with no comforts: the floor was bare-tiled with no rug to warm the feet; the faucets in the poky bathroom dripped on to stained porcelain; the bed was hard and narrow and, beneath its starched white pillowcase, the single pillow was discoloured with the secretions of many strangers’ heads. The doors out to the balcony were swollen with winter rain, and needed a sharp kick to open them. Outside, leaning on the rust-spotted, cast-iron railing, he lit himself a cigarette and let his eyes travel beyond the harbour across the open sea, towards the outlines of the snow-capped Turkish mountains. But the beauty of the view was diminished by the lack of sunlight, and the low, cobweb-grey clouds hid the far horizons. He shivered and, stepping back into the room, stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray at his bedside; then, picking up his holdall, he made his way out of the hotel and along the harbourside.

   The windows of the tourist emporiums were shuttered closed; the unswept backstreets were spoiled with wind-blown litter. Too early in the year for Easter’s rejuvenations, in places the flaking whitewash had dropped like scurf from the walls of houses, exposing raw stone and brick beneath.

   He came to the café where the undersized policeman had spoken with the patrons. It was a small kafenion of the old Greek style; a sign over the door gave the proprietor’s name: Jakos Kypriotis. The wooden tables, outside and in, were covered in sheets of gingham-patterned plastic, held down against the wind by elastic knotted under the table rim. Between the glass-fronted fridges of imported beer and Fanta orange soda, a once-handsome man with Brylcreemed hair and an Errol Flynn moustache leaned on a stone sink; he gazed through the open doorway and across the sea, as if his heart and thoughts were very far away.

   One of the terrace tables was occupied by three old men. A half-litre bottle of cheap retsina, almost empty, stood between them; before each of them was a tumbler well-filled with the yellow wine. The fat man pulled out a chair at a neighbouring table and sat down, and as he sat, the old men fell silent. The fat man glanced behind him for the proprietor.

   Then one of the old men turned in his chair.

   ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, and he smiled a broad simpleton’s smile, raising his hand in a cheery wave. The fat man inclined his head, politely, and glanced again into the café, where the proprietor was still absent in the distance.

   The old man stood, and, holding out his hand, took an unsteady step towards the fat man. The two remaining at the table shook their heads.

   ‘Sit down, you old fool!’ said one. ‘Leave the man alone!’ But the simpleton, grinning, still proffered his hand to the fat man.

   ‘Pleased to meet you,’ said the simpleton.

   The fat man took his hand and shook it.

   ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said. Beaming, the simpleton stumbled back to his seat. The fat man looked again over his shoulder to where the proprietor had not moved.

   The man who had not yet spoken raised his glass with a trembling hand and sipped at the wine. He leaned towards the fat man.

   ‘You’ll have to shout,’ he slurred. ‘He’ll stand all day, pretending he doesn’t know you’re there. Jakos! Customer!’

   The proprietor withdrew his reluctant eyes from the horizon and came to the doorway. He looked resentfully at the fat man, and raised his eyebrows in question.

   ‘Greek coffee, please, no sugar,’ said the fat man. ‘And a bottle for the gentlemen.’ He indicated the old men, and the proprietor tutted his disapproval as he turned to go inside. The simpleton jumped up, and grasped the proprietor’s arm.

   ‘Jakos, pleased to meet you, pleased to meet you!’ The simpleton held out his hand, but the proprietor ignored it and, wrenching his arm from the old man’s grasp, went scowling to the stove.

   The simpleton, dejected, sat down.

   The third man drank again from his glass and, squinting, viewed the fat man. His eyes were deeply lined, as if the squint were habitual to him – perhaps through myopia, perhaps from the irritation of cigarette smoke: one cigarette, freshly lit, burned between his nicotine-stained fingers, whilst a forgotten second was a still-smoking, ashy remnant in the foil ashtray before him – or perhaps he was trying to pick the fat man’s true image from two or three which split and swam before him. His rail-thin body was wasted from long-term abuse; the hand holding the cigarette shook.

   ‘You’ve a friend for life, now you’ve shaken his hand,’ he said, clapping the simpleton hard on the back. ‘But you’ll struggle to get much out of him except, “Pleased to meet you”. He’s an old fool. I say that as one who’s known him man and boy. When he was young, he was a young fool. Now he’s old, he’s an old fool, and a pain in the arse. Still. We’re all what God made us.’

   ‘Indeed,’ said the fat man.

   ‘You’ll be from Athens.’ The old man spoke triumphantly, as if he expected to impress the fat man with his perception. So the fat man put on a look of surprise, which made the old man smile. ‘I went to Athens once,’ he said.

   But his companion contradicted him.

   ‘You’ve never been to Athens, you lying bastard. You’ve never been further than St Vassilis.’ He named the monastery and its hamlet five miles away, at the far side of the island. This man had a curious disability, a fusing of the vertebrae at the top of his spine. Unable to turn his head, when he spoke, his eyes swivelled towards the target of his remarks, but his torso remained rigidly facing forward. It made him both comical and grotesque, yet he might once have been an attractive man.

   ‘I might’ve been to Athens,’ protested the smoker. But, anxious not to pursue the matter, he decided the moment was right for introductions.

   ‘Thassis is the name,’ he said to the fat man. ‘Thassis Four-Fingers.’ He held up his left hand to show the stump where the index finger should have been. ‘This is my friend Adonis’ – the fat man’s eyes widened at the irony of the deformed man’s name – ‘Adonis Spendthrift they call him. Tight as a nun’s cunt on Good Friday. And this,’ he gestured towards the simpleton, ‘is Stavros Pleased-to-Meet-You.’

   Stavros, beaming, jumped up.

   ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, and the fat man shook his hand.

   The proprietor placed a glass of water and a small, white china cup before the fat man; the tarry coffee had the caramel scent of burned sugar. He nicked the cap off a bottle of retsina beaded with condensation and stood it at the centre of the old men’s table, then leaned his shoulder against the doorframe and looked out to sea.

   Thassis Four-Fingers seized the cold wine and held up the bottle to the fat man.

   ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Thassis, ‘and good health to you, sir.’ He splashed cold wine into their glasses; all three raised their glasses to the fat man, and drank.

   The fat man sipped at his coffee.

   ‘You’ll have business here, I expect,’ said Adonis, twisting his eyes towards him.

   The fat man bent down to his holdall, unzipped it and fumbled inside. He pulled out a bottle of shoe-whitener. Like a dancer, he pointed his left foot, then his right, inspecting his tennis shoes. Removing the plastic cap, he dabbed the sponge applicator carefully on a scuff mark on the toe of the right shoe, and on a small splat of mud on the left. He twisted his feet, first the left, then the right, examining the shoes for further blemishes. Finding none, he replaced the cap, placed the shoe-whitener inside the holdall and zipped it up.

   In fascination, the old men watched him. They had forgotten Adonis’s question when the fat man sat back in his chair and answered it.

   ‘I’m here to investigate the death of Irini Asimakopoulos.’

   The proprietor brought his eyes back from the far horizon.

   ‘What’s to investigate?’ he asked. ‘Fell off a cliff, didn’t she? Could happen to anyone.’

   Laughing, Thassis spluttered into his drink, but the fat man said nothing.

   So the proprietor asked him, ‘What’s your idea, then?’

   Adonis, a shrewd man, smiled.

   ‘He thinks somebody pushed her,’ he said.

   ‘Who’d push her?’ said the proprietor, derisively, and immediately from his uninhibited drunkenness Thassis provided an answer.

   ‘Theo Hatzistratis’s wife would!’ he said. And he laughed again.

   No one joined him in his laughter. Digging him with his elbow, Adonis turned his eyes towards the vegetable stall, where a woman was complaining at the number of caterpillars in the cauliflowers.

   ‘What’d I say?’ asked Thassis.

   Silently, the proprietor disappeared into the back of the café.

   ‘Why would Theo Hatzistratis’s wife want to push Mrs Asimakopoulos off a cliff, Thassis?’ asked the fat man.

   ‘Why’d you think?’ asked Thassis. He dropped his head, suddenly maudlin. ‘Women. All the same. I’d sooner put my hand in a bag of snakes than trust a woman.’

   ‘Are you saying that Mrs Asimakopoulos was having a relationship with Theo Hatzistratis?’ the fat man asked Adonis.

   ‘I’m saying bugger all,’ said Adonis. He emptied his glass and banged it down on the table.

   There was silence for a while. Thassis began to hum a tune, a morbid song of a man’s doomed love for a faithless girl; his humming grew louder until he broke into song, then shouted the lyrics at the top of his cracked old voice.

   The fat man walked inside and paid what he owed. When he wished the old men goodbye, he received no reply.





Two

From the sea, the island of Thiminos showed exactly what it was: rock, one huge rock, so undercut by the salt water of the southern Aegean it seemed to float free, rising and falling in the swell. Mostly, the cliff faces of its coasts were sheer; where the slopes were gentler, they were all thin dirt and stone. There was little else: a few black pines rooted into the mountainsides at improbable angles; thorny, run-down shrubs between the boulders. And yet, here and there, it held a colourful surprise – on an empty beach, a tiny, white chapel in a garden of fresh, fuchsia-blossomed evergreens.

   It was an island with no beauty of its own, but around its shores, where the sea ran the gamut of all blues – turquoise and lapis lazuli, sapphire, ultramarine and cobalt – the water and sunlight changed it. Grey rocks on the beach shone silver; there was gold in the dull soil on the mountain slopes. Fool’s gold. Tricks of the light.

   There was one way in and one way out: by sea. Five nautical miles adrift from any shipping lane, from the island’s shores even the great tankers heading for the oil-rich nations of the Arabs were only micro-silhouettes. At night, their distant lights were strings of diamonds, slipping slowly away over the edge of the world.



One year before the fat man came to Thiminos, Andreas Asimakopoulos prepared for sea.

   ‘For certain,’ he said, untying the oily rope that moored the boat to the jetty, ‘I’ll be back with you by Wednesday.’

   Irini caught hold of his arm, and he brushed her cheek with dry lips; the odour of fish was about him already, even before he cast off.

   ‘Take care,’ she said. ‘Good fishing.’

   She watched until the boat was out of sight, around the headland; in the moment when he disappeared from view, she waved once more, for luck. Whenever he left, she wished he would stay; his absence rubbed salt into her loneliness.

   Then Tuesday night brought storms. She lay alone in bed, listening as the wind tore through the branches of the eucalyptus trees along the road and the rain pounded at the windows. She wasn’t worried for his safety; he took care of his safety very well. She worried they would lose some roof tiles, and there was no one to replace them; she worried that a tree would come down on the house, and she would die alone. At midnight, she warmed a glass of milk and sweetened it with honey; propped up amongst the pillows (his and hers), she sipped, and drifted into dreams.



When the night was over, she went walking, away down the empty road to the sea. The wind was still high; as she passed beneath the shimmying branches of the pale-barked eucalyptus, their limbs groaned, like souls racked.

   And the wind was cold. It passed straight through her jacket, and through all the layers of her clothing. It gnawed her fingers, and drew the blood of her face to the tip of her nose, leaving her cheeks drained and pale. When she reached the seafront, even within the arms of the crescent bay the waves were whipped up and frosted with foam. To the right, where the shingle beach was narrowest and the road surface low, each seventh wave flowed smooth as cream across the road, up to the church wall, and the wall’s base had become the terminus for the sea’s flotsam: driftwood and plastic, shells, skeins of weed, bottles and rusting cans. Where the bus should stop, a deep pool had formed, and at its edge lay a tangle of yellow fishing-net, matted with sand and the white blade-bones of squid. With the toe of her boot she turned the net, releasing a small green-backed crab, which, frightened by the light, scuttled towards the in-running sea.

   The church clock struck nine. Overhead, rain threatened.

   She had known he wouldn’t come. At the jetty, there were no boats. Beyond the bay’s shallows, the mast of a solitary yacht dipped towards the water’s surface, to port, to starboard, like the blade of a metronome, a corner of its furled sailcloth flapping loose.

   She walked the road around the curve of St Savas’s bay, watching the headland at the bay’s mouth, just in case he still might come; he still might, and she still might have company tonight. The few white-painted houses were shuttered, their doors – head-on to the sea, a rope’s length to the moorings – were closed. On the terrace of the small hotel, a woman swept languidly at wet leaves blowing from an overhanging almond tree; in the shelter of a ramshackle chicken coop, a rooster crowed over a run of shivering hens.

   By the boatyard, the beach was crowded with boats, veterans hauled from the sea to pass the winter. Out of their element, the curves of their flanks seemed flat, the flow of their forms rigid; their paint was salt-bleached and cracked, their varnish lifting and peeling like dry, callused skin. Between their hulks, the shingle was stained with spent oil and diesel.

   Last Easter, they had argued here. The root of their argument was the same as always: the promises he’d made before they married, he now chose to forget. He’d said they’d go away, and see the world; now, all the plans she talked about he ridiculed. It was his laughter that had made her angry.

   Outside the boatyard workshop, she stroked the red-leaded ribs of a half-built caique. Shut away from the cold, the men were working, within; there were heavy blows, from a hammer, and the whine of a circular saw, slicing hull planks.

   The men were working, so there would be fire. And behind the workshop, the brazier was stoked high with offcuts of fresh pinewood; its sap-sweet smoke billowed blue in the lee of the wind. She offered her palms to the flames, closing her eyes against the smoke, sniffing at the clean fumes of hot tar rising from a black, battered bucket at the brazier’s feet.

   The whine of the saw became silent; the latch of the workshop door rattled.

   She didn’t want to talk to them. They’d know Andreas was away. The older one, the one with rotten teeth, had a peculiar sense of humour; and the short one, the one with the missing fingers, would proposition her.

    Me and you, he’d murmur. No one will know; I’m not the kind to talk. We’ll have a good time. Just tell me when to come.

   She lowered her hands from the brazier, and went on.



The house at the road’s end was tall and once grand. Jutting out into the water, its broad terrace was worked from stones taken from the sea. On the lintel was fixed a painted sign: Café Nikos. To the back of the terrace, as far as possible from the water, stood a single table, and four chairs; at the table, wrapped warm in heavy clothing, face hidden by the peak of a sheepskin cap, sat an elderly man.

   She approached him carefully; he might be sleeping. She stood at his side, and watched the slow rise of his breathing. She waited, then placed a hand on his shoulder.

   He pushed up the peak of his cap, like the slow opening of an eye.

   ‘Uncle Nikos,’ she said. ‘Kali mera.’

   The old man sniffed, and wiped rheum from his nose.

   ‘I thought you were asleep,’ she said. ‘If you want to sleep, I’ll leave you.’

   ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said. ‘Only a fool would sleep out here, in this cold. Bloody wind. It gets right in my bones. Sit, sit, Irinaki. I’ve been watching you. I watched you all along the road.’

   ‘What have you done with all the tables?’

   ‘I stacked them round the back, out of the storm’s way. I’ll fetch them out again.’ He placed his hands on the arms of his chair, as if he might get up. A muscle tensed in his face, a wince. His hands relaxed. ‘By and by,’ he said. ‘It’s still blowing. I’m too old to be hooking furniture out of the sea.’

   ‘I was looking for Andreas. He hasn’t come.’

   The old man cast his gaze across the far sweep of the sea like a wise old salt, like a weather-hardened seadog or a time-served seaman. He was none of these, but he liked to play the part.

   ‘No,’ he said, ‘not today. The weather’s set now. Three, four days. He’ll not be back before Saturday.’

   Unhappily, she sighed.

   ‘All winter, the sea keeps us prisoner,’ she said. ‘No way in, no way out.’

   He patted her knee. ‘Sit a while. I’ll make us some coffee. I’ll put something in it to keep out the cold.’

   ‘Not for me,’ she said. ‘Andreas doesn’t like me to drink.’

   ‘Well,’ he said, smiling, ‘who will tell him? When the cat’s away, my dear, the mouse can do exactly as it pleases.’

   He hauled himself from his chair and walked heavily, with the carefulness of the suffering old, into the flagstoned kitchen.

   He was not in business for the money, but for the company. He called his house a café, put chairs and tables on his terrace, and served drinks to anyone who sat down with him; but on days when he had no appetite for gossip or brewing coffee, and on days when he thought the calamari fishing might be good, the café was closed.

   He blamed the calamari more and more, when customers found the kitchen door locked and the house silent. But in his heart, he knew his time was growing short. At night, the pains in his stomach too often wrecked his sleep, sabotaging his ability to battle through the day. These too were days when he ‘went fishing’, shut away in the bedroom at the back of the house, blinds drawn, with a jug of water to drink and a pot to piss in, dozing, dreaming, remembering. Some days, he believed he’d never again leave that bed. On better days, he swigged chalky antacids directly from the bottle, and thanked God for some relief. But there was blood in his stools, and his appetite was all but gone. He was a frightened man: afraid to see a doctor, afraid of dying alone in the night, more afraid to show need, and fear.

   He spooned coffee from the jar, and took the brandy bottle from the shelf. But the brandy was not his vice; it was from the medicinal-blue bottle of Milk of Magnesia that he surreptitiously unscrewed the cap, and, turning his back to the terrace, drank like a man addicted.

   She put her hands around the coffee cup to warm them, but the coffee, cooled by milk and brandy, had no heat. He had added too much alcohol; it flamed her cheeks red, and set her stomach on fire. It worked its magic quickly. Soon, the bleakness of the outlook mattered less.

   He took a cigarette from the packet and struck a light from a box of matches, cupping it against the wind. His hands shook, and the swelling of his joints made him clumsy, but he had had many years of practice. He drew in smoke.

   ‘So,’ he said, wiping his nose with a finger. ‘Have you spoken to your mother?’

   ‘The phone’s still out of order. I went to the company office to tell them. Twice. They said they’d come. But they haven’t been.’

   ‘Because they’re idle.’ He flicked ash on to the wet stone terrace. ‘Go again. Make a nuisance of yourself.’

   ‘It won’t make any difference. They won’t come for me. They won’t work for foreigners. Andreas can go, when he comes home.’ She looked towards the headland and the cloudbanks which hid the mainland. ‘If the weather were clear, we might see our village from here. I can see it, sometimes.’

   He dropped his cigarette butt into a puddle by his chair, watching the paper change from white to grey as it absorbed water. Her eyes were wet. He believed it was the wind, stinging them.

   ‘You’re deluded,’ he said. ‘Our village is fifteen miles up the coast.’ She crushed his cigarette butt with her foot. ‘You should phone your mother. She’ll worry, if you don’t. Use a public phone. If they’re working.’

   ‘She worries less, now I’m off her hands.’

   ‘She misses you. Like you miss Andreas.’

   ‘With him gone, there’s nothing for me to do.’

   ‘Some women,’ he said, ‘would be glad to have the freedom of an absent husband. No meals to cook. No shirts to wash. Time to walk, and talk to me.’

   ‘When you came here, Uncle, why did you stay?’

   ‘Plain and simple. I fell in love with your aunt. And with this place. Look at that.’ He swept his arm across the breadth of the bay. ‘All this beauty. And listen.’ The waves were breaking on the jetty; across the bay, the canvas of the yacht’s loosened sail snapped in the wind. ‘Silence. No traffic. No crowds. Peace, and quiet. The secret of a happy life. What more could you want?’

   ‘Life,’ she said. ‘Excitement.’

   ‘Excitement is vastly overrated,’ he said. ‘Take it from me.’

   ‘A change of scene, then. Athens. Australia.’

   With a gesture, he dismissed both.

   ‘Forget all that,’ he said. ‘Put it out of your mind. He married someone else. Your life is here, now. Andreas isn’t the travelling kind.’

   ‘He told me he was. He told me he’d take me anywhere I wanted to go.’

   ‘Men say all kinds of things, when they’re in love. Your life is here now.’

   ‘That’s easy for you to say. You travelled everywhere. Saw the world.’

   ‘I travelled for my work.’ Venezuela, Costa Rica, Brazil. ‘It was hard being away.’

   The women, all those beautiful, willing women. It was hard to come back.

   He took another cigarette from the pack. She stood, and took their coffee cups inside the house whilst he recalled. At night, he had played poker in smoky, run-down bars where the rum was cheap and red-lipped whores played salsa on the jukebox. And whether the cards were with him or against him, whether he was lucky or not, he always kept enough bills in his shirt pocket to take a girl back to his room. They’d go all night, those Latin girls, they’d lick and suck and ride until the sun was rising and all he wanted was to sleep. They didn’t fake it, like all Greek whores who were only in it for the money. Greek girls were too inhibited; they had too much religion. Those Latinas just loved to fuck. One, he’d stuck with for a while – Flora, with that tiny waist and those massive hips, just begging for it. And the night he had to leave her, she brought her sister too, to make it memorable. Memorable! They’d tied him to the bed and made him watch the two of them together, unbuttoning each other’s blouse, kissing each other’s tits, playing with each other’s fannies – sisters, for the love of Christ! – until he was begging them to come to him. And they left him tied up and rode him all night, taking turns to slide on to him, taking their time to get what they wanted, until he was so sore he begged for them to stop. Next morning, his parts were so swollen he could hardly walk; he had to take a taxi to the train station. And the driver had known the girls he was talking about, had slapped him on the back, laughing commiserations at his discomfort, and told him it was good he was leaving town, that no man alive could take two nights with those two.

   He could feel a pleasant swelling in his trousers; if she hadn’t been here, he might have gone to bed, given it a pull and tried to make something of it. But she was here, and sitting next to him again. The memory could be conjured back, when she had gone.

   ‘It was hard to be away,’ he said. ‘It’s the sacrifice some men make, to feed their families.’

   ‘Maybe marriage isn’t for everyone,’ she said. ‘Maybe not everyone’s made to stay in one place. I know what you think, Uncle. You think I carry a torch for Thomas. Mother thinks the same. But it wasn’t him; I wasn’t in love with him. He was gone too long. But all those postcards – the cities, and the beaches, and the outback – all those places he’s seen, all the things he’s done, I want to go there too. Maybe not for a lifetime, but I want to see it all for myself. You think no one should have dreams. Andreas is the same. Sometimes I wonder what my life would have been, if I hadn’t married Andreas.’

   ‘What’s the point in wondering that?’ he asked. ‘You shouldn’t think that way. We take the road we take. Then we make the best of it. There’s no gain in wondering where the path not taken would have led. Anyway. All women marry. When that first baby comes along, you’ll see I was right. A woman’s joy in life is in her family.’

   ‘Babies tie you to the house for ever,’ she said.

   ‘You’ll be surprised,’ he said. ‘You’ll find there’s nowhere else you want to be.’

   She nibbled at the tip of a fingernail. There seemed nothing else to say: the price of oranges, the prime minister’s mistress, the postman’s sudden death had been exhausted between them, days ago. But she, having nowhere to go, was not inclined to leave; and he, having no other company, wanted her to stay.

   And so she said, ‘Shall I tell you what I dreamed last night? You can tell me what it means.’

   In anticipation, he leaned forward in his chair and steepled the tips of his fingers. He had invented himself a reputation as a student of dreams, as an interpreter of their meanings and warnings. It was, he claimed, a skill he had learned on his travels. But his talent was not in the reading of dreams; it was in persuading the credulous of his ability to do so. He possessed no special knowledge, outside the reading of popular texts of psychology and the handed-down interpretations of old women: a dream of fish was bad luck, a dream of crabs meant a difficult courtship, a dream of lizards meant an enemy’s knife in the back. His self-promotion as seer fed his voyeurism, and his appetite for gossip; by this means, his harvest of all the island’s troubles was always fresh. But over time his vicarious habit, his close attention to the nocturnal adventures of his neighbours, his long experience of life and his knowledge of what became of his dreamers had given him a certain insight. Twice, he had understood that the dreamers had foretold their own approaching deaths. He had kept silence; time had proved him right. And he knew the symbols of betrayal and infidelity: kisses and thieves, abandonment and foreboding. His observations were rarely direct. Not everyone wants to hear the truth. But he might, sometimes, pour a little poison in an ear as he refilled a glass of ouzo, or drop a dark hint as he removed an ashtray. A word to the wise is sufficient. The wilfully blind could choose to remain so.

   ‘I dreamed,’ she began, ‘that I was sitting in a wonderfully comfortable armchair. It was the most comfortable chair I’ve ever sat in. It was as if it was made for me; I felt happy sitting there.’ She shifted on her wooden, cane-bottomed chair. ‘You know, Uncle, these chairs are not very comfortable. They’re too hard to sit on for long. You should buy some new ones.’

   ‘But that,’ he cried, pointing a triumphant finger towards the sky, ‘is my masterstroke! Over the years, I have given this a lot of thought, a lot of thought.’ He banged a fist on the rain-spattered table. ‘Think! Consider, my dear, the people who live here, the people who visit my makeshift café. They are, by nature, amongst the laziest people in the world. They are not like other people, not even like other Greeks, and certainly not like other nationalities, Germans, say, or Japanese. Here, they sit for hours and hours over a single cup of coffee, telling you how hard they’ve been working and how tired they are. When it rains, they won’t go to work; even the children don’t go to school if it’s raining. To do a job which would occupy a German for ten minutes would take one of these people a day and a half.

   ‘Now, I want you to imagine what would happen if the chair you’re sitting on now were comfortable. You have nothing else to do today. You would settle into your chair – and perhaps never leave! I would be bringing you coffee all day long! Later on, you would ask me for blankets and a pillow, and sleep where you sit! When George the bus driver came in to drink his beer, he would sit down, make himself comfortable – and decide not to drive the bus any more today! Beyond all doubt, Athimos the plumber would do the same! There would be no more public transport on this island: our drains would remain forever blocked! So I, in a moment of genius, had this idea. I sought out and installed in my café the most uncomfortable chairs I could find. It was not difficult; we Greeks are very good at producing uncomfortable chairs. And you’ll find none of these hand-picked chairs has four legs the same length. They throw you slightly off balance, so you can never quite relax. Always, within half an hour, your backside is numb. You stand up to relieve it, and whilst you’re standing up, you might as well go about your business. It is a carefully thought-out strategy which has so far never failed me. It is perfect for ousting both bores and drunks alike. It is a strategy so brilliant that I wrote to the government suggesting a national ban on comfortable chairs in any form. Imagine the improvements in productivity! Greek manufacturing would lead the world! But I must be honest: they haven’t yet replied. Probably some ambitious politician has stolen my idea and is furthering his career by selling it as his own.’

   There was a short silence.

   She smiled at him. ‘And who could blame him?’

   He grinned, and lit another cigarette.

   ‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘I was sitting in my comfortable chair, somewhere I knew, perhaps our kitchen. But it was without any other furniture. Then I looked up, and there was a woman sitting opposite me. She was sitting on a wooden chair, the kind that never has four legs the same length. And uncomfortable.’

   ‘Exactly like these,’ he put in.

   ‘Exactly like these. And she, she was the most beautiful woman you could ever imagine. She wasn’t young, though she had no lines in her face, not even when she smiled. Her skin was porcelain smooth, and bright with health, touched with gold, as if she had been kissed by the sun. Her hair was the blonde of a Scandinavian, all beautifully woven with flowers. And her face – her lips were full like a young girl’s, and her eyes were captivating, mesmerising . . . Such a beautiful, beautiful face. On her forearm, she wore a coiled bracelet, a silver snake with jewelled eyes, and she was so lovely I gazed and gazed at her. I wanted her hair, and her bracelet. I wanted to be like her. No, more than that. I wanted to be her.

   ‘And I knew she was in the wrong chair. She didn’t speak to me but I knew we should change places. I didn’t want to, not at all. I wanted to stay in my lovely chair, but I knew I must give it to her. So I got out of my soft armchair and she went and sat in it, and I sat on her uncomfortable one. Then she smiled at me and pointed towards my feet. There was a parcel there I hadn’t noticed, some kind of gift in a box, gorgeously wrapped in cellophane and ribbons, and I knew it was for me.’

   She was silent, remembering.

   Nikos said, ‘Did you open the parcel?’

   ‘No.’

   He leaned forward to press his point. ‘Take an old man’s advice, Irinaki. Don’t.’



They sat on for a while, in silence, growing colder.

   ‘Dreams of Aphrodite are always dangerous,’ he said. ‘Especially to married women.’

   ‘Aphrodite?’

   ‘Who else could she possibly be? Listen to me, Irini. I’m quite serious. You must avoid the gift of Love she brought you at all costs. It will end in heartbreak. Love your husband. He’s a good man.’

   ‘Yes, he’s a good man,’ she agreed. But love? She looked past him, considering: was affection an adequate substitute, or just a pale form of an emotion valuable only in its deeper state?

   ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘old age is making you superstitious. There are no gods.’

   ‘Why so certain? Look.’ He gestured towards the hillsides, and at the open sea. ‘This is their terrain. They’re not far away. Some say when the people stopped believing in them, they ceased to exist. But this view’s still what it was when Jason built the Argo and the Minotaur was eating virgins in the labyrinth. Two thousand years, and nothing’s changed; and don’t think they’ve gone! Orthodoxy is just a façade, a veneer. If you look around, really look’ – he pointed to the centre of his forehead – ‘using this eye, then you start to see. They’re here. They’re watching. And interfering.’

   Far inside his stomach came a shot of pain, as if a spiteful finger had found and poked at the heart of its disease.

   ‘They play with us still,’ he said. ‘And they still don’t play fair. Christianity demands a life of good behaviour, but there’s a straightforward payoff at the end. That’s why it was so easy to persuade the ancients that they should dump Zeus and his whole rotten family in favour of the Israelite. The old gods are self-serving, and vindictive. Except on rare occasions. Sometimes, when the mischief had been bad, old Zeus would make amends. Sometimes, he’d do the right thing. He had it in him.’

   ‘You shouldn’t talk this way,’ she interrupted. ‘Mama would think you’re leading me into paganism. We’re Christians now.’

   ‘Yes, but why?’ he persisted. ‘Why did we change allegiance? I’ll tell you why. Reliability. You know where you are with Christ. Live a good, clean life, and buy your passage into paradise. With the old ones, virtue made them jealous. And happiness was worse. They didn’t like to see mere mortals happy. If you were too happy, they’d rape your wife or kill your herds or sink your ships. No wonder they were ousted. Only they didn’t go far.’

   ‘But if they’re here,’ she said, ‘why don’t we see them? There were so many of them. People used to run across them all the time, in ancient times. I’ve never met anyone who’s met a god.’

   ‘Perhaps you met one,’ he said, ‘in your dream last night. And if you met one in the street, I suppose they’d look ordinary enough. They wouldn’t go in for bright lights and halos and crowds of angels, would they? They leave that to the opposition. They’re more underhand. Discreet. Sly.’

   The church clock struck ten. She closed her eyes and, flexing the cold-rusted joints of her fingers, turned her face to the sky as if the sun would warm it. Outside the hotel, two men were talking to the woman there, and as they spoke, the woman continued to sweep, her hands moving the broom forwards and back, compelled by habit. When the taller man threw back his head, it was a moment before the wind brought his laughter to their table, so that man, and laughter, seemed disconnected; and, though dismissive of her uncle’s odd advocacy for deities long dead, it seemed possible, at least, that someone other than the man she could see might have laughed – someone who stood, invisible, beside her chair.

   She shivered. The two men were on the road, heading towards them.

   ‘We have company,’ he said, squinting his eyes into clearer focus. ‘Our respected constabulary, hard at work.’

   ‘I must go,’ she said, rising.

   ‘Irini.’ He grasped her hand and held it between his own. His skin was pale between the bones, and moulded over every vein. ‘A favour, my dear. Go for me to the cemetery, and take your aunt some flowers. I can’t go myself. My old legs won’t walk that far.’ He released her hand, and delved into his trouser pockets. ‘Yellow. Yellow was her favourite colour.’

   ‘Last time, you said pink.’

   ‘Did I? Well. As you say, we all like a change.’ He offered her a banknote of low value.

   ‘You should go yourself, sometimes,’ she said. She looked at the banknote. Her mother said he kept a fortune hidden in the chimney. ‘You could take a taxi.’

   ‘Pah.’ He pinched at his tongue as if pulling at a swallowed hair, then turned in his chair and spat. ‘Waste of hard-earned money. The walk will do you good. And call your mother. Don’t forget. Say hello from me.’

   ‘Why don’t you call her?’ She pushed her chair beneath the table, and pocketed the banknote. ‘She’d like to hear from you, too.’

   ‘I would if I could,’ he said. ‘You know I would, but I’ve been waiting a month for them to come and repair the phone.’



Panayiotis Zafiridis, recently installed as Chief of Police, believed in the power of first impressions. He was keen to impress the ladies; the new leather jacket, the sharp creases in his trousers, his close-cut, slicked-down hair all said so. Stellios Lizardis, his constable, believed in the power of advertising. He belted his trousers high on his waist, to lift and plump his genitalia. As they passed close by Irini on the road, they spoke respectfully – Yassas – but, a few paces on, the Chief of Police stopped and turned to make a full assessment.

   The comb which held her hair in place had slipped, and lustrous, black hair coquettishly hid one dark eye. He scanned the slow switch of her wide hips, and ran his tongue across his thin lips.

   ‘Look at that,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t you just—’

   Lizardis held up his hand.

   ‘Don’t say that here. She’s the old man’s niece.’ He inclined his head towards Nikos’s house, where, with a carrying wind and the amplifying power of water, Nikos might catch their words.

   They had reached the boatyard. Inside the workshop, all was silent.

   ‘He might make an introduction,’ said the Chief of Police.

   ‘She’s married.’

   ‘I like them married. They demand less time.’

   Lizardis was ambitious. He was keen to impress the new man with his local knowledge.

   ‘I can tell you about her,’ he said. ‘When she was still on the mainland, my brother’s friend’s brother knew her. He knew the family very well.’

   The Chief of Police took Lizardis by the arm, and pulled him behind the wooden flanks of a beached boat.

   ‘No one will overhear, here,’ he said. ‘How well did this guy know her?’

   Lizardis shrugged.

   ‘He was posted close by her village for his National Service. There was some family connection, so he went visiting from time to time. He made a move on her, once. He didn’t get anywhere.’

   ‘No finesse, then,’ said the Chief of Police. ‘A woman like that wants careful handling.’

   Lizardis shook his head.

   ‘It wasn’t that. She was engaged to someone else. At least, there was an understanding. Whether they’d exchanged rings or not, I don’t know. But the family wasn’t happy: the fiancé had gypsy blood, on his mother’s side. He went away, to make his fortune in Australia. The way I heard it, her family paid his ticket to get him out of the way. He was gone a long time – years – with her sitting at home, waiting for the call to go and join him. But when the call came, it was from his sister, saying he was marrying someone else. Well, they didn’t let her know it, of course, but the family was over the moon, because all this time they’d had someone suitable lined up, someone she wouldn’t even look at. So when they knew the gypsy was out of the running, straight away they went paying their respects to their groom-in-waiting. They were all ready to go to the priest and get the banns read. Happy ever after.’

   ‘Groom-in-waiting? You mean the guy she’s married to now?’

   Lizardis shook his head.

   ‘It got complicated. True or not, rumours went about that she and the gypsy had been more than friends before he left.’

   ‘You mean he’d been screwing her?’

   ‘That’s what people said. So then the family’s choice pulled out. Soiled goods. She was high and dry and not getting any younger. There was a big family conference, and they settled on Asimakopoulos. He was in the market for a wife. Old man Nikos here introduced him to the family.’

   ‘Not exactly made in heaven, then, this marriage?’ The Chief of Police’s voice was hopeful.

   ‘He’s a decent guy.’

   ‘But she’s been around, hasn’t she? And if she likes those gypsies, maybe there’s some hot blood there, just waiting for the right hot-blooded man  . . .’

   Lizardis’s face showed doubt.

   ‘He wasn’t a full-blooded gypsy,’ he said. ‘The gypsy blood was generations back. And my brother’s friend’s brother didn’t get anything from her except a slapped face.’

   ‘Even so,’ the Chief of Police clapped Lizardis on the back, ‘we have to start somewhere, do we not?’

   They crossed the beach and made their way to the café, where Nikos sat, waiting, at his table.

   ‘Chief of Police,’ said Nikos, ‘good morning to you. And Stellios, how are you?’

   Nikos’s smile was broad. The Chief of Police was always welcome, at Nikos’s café; Nikos had a particular interest in him. He had observed about Zafiridis a tenseness, and a watchfulness, which his newness to the job, and to the place, could not explain. The Chief of Police, suspected Nikos, was not quite what he seemed: he was a man with something to hide, some secret he would not want to see revealed. There was a challenge there, which could be met; if played carefully, if lulled and wooed, the Chief might make a slip. A man with secrets – a man who lied – was always vulnerable to error; a man with secrets who held high office was a pigeon ripe for plucking.

   Nikos offered them the best of his dubious chairs. Zafiridis, sitting back from the table, crossed one foot over his knee. Above his short, beige sock, the flesh of his calf was pallid, and sparsely covered with feeble, dark hairs; amongst them ran the tail-end of a knotty vein, swollen and varicose.

   The wind scattered powdery ash from Nikos’s cigarette; like flaking skin, it settled on Zafiridis’s thighs.

   ‘Who was that lovely young lady we passed on our way here, Nikos?’ asked the Chief of Police, stroking away the ash.

   Beneath the table, his companion prodded at his foot.

   ‘You mean my niece, Irini,’ said Nikos, unconcerned. ‘She’s a lovely girl, isn’t she? She’s married to my good friend, Andreas Asimakopoulos, a fisherman. They have a house, away up the road.’ He pointed with his thumb. ‘But what about your family, Chief? You said last time we met that your wife would be joining you, soon. Has she still not arrived?’

   He glanced at Zafiridis’s right hand, and confirmed what he had noticed before: the third finger bore no gold ring.

   ‘She doesn’t like to travel, when the weather’s bad,’ said Zafiridis.

   ‘You’ll be missing her,’ said Nikos. ‘And tell me, have you sampled any of our local delicacies yet?’

   There was a note of mischief in his voice. The policeman looked at him with frosted eyes.

   ‘You’ll find our oysters very good,’ said Nikos. ‘I’ll tell Andreas to bring you some, when he returns.’

   ‘In that profession, he’ll be away a good deal of the time, your friend,’ said Zafiridis. ‘Your niece must get quite lonely.’

   ‘She has me. We keep each other company.’

   ‘Forgive me, Nikos, but an uncle is not the same as a husband.’

   ‘Your concern for my niece’s well-being is touching, Chief. Are you afraid she may be molested on the way home? Or perhaps your interest is more . . . personal?’

   Lizardis cleared his throat, loudly. The Chief’s thin mouth bent, like a rod, into a smile with no warmth.

   ‘Just doing my job, Nikos,’ he said. ‘It’s my job to protect people.’

   ‘Well,’ said Nikos, baring his teeth in his own cold smile, ‘don’t plan on offering your kind of protection to my niece. You would insult me. In any case, she’s a respectable girl, and not corruptible by you.’

   The Chief of Police laughed. ‘What a low opinion you have of me, Nikos. And what a high opinion of women. You and I both know that in here’ – he tapped himself with a finger where his heart should be – ‘in here, they’re all whores. All open to the right offer. And now, how about making us some coffee?’



At the house, Irini was alone. The day slipped slowly by, and into early decline. The lark which Andreas kept for the sweetness of its song seemed listless in its tiny, bamboo cage. Irini filled the pot from which it fed with fine seed, and waggled her fingers through the bars to stir the bird to eat; but the lark turned its head away, and remained unmoving on its perch.

   She sat down at the window and watched a spider weave its web beneath the sill, then watched the struggling of a moth that blundered into it. She knocked moss from the outhouse roof, and swept the scattered geranium leaves from the courtyard steps. She picked and tied a bunch of sage, and brewed hot tea from some of it; but the tea swam with drowned mites, and she threw the sage away. She thought of Andreas, and whether he was keeping dry; she thought about Nikos, and whether he was staying warm.

   As evening fell, beneath the small domestic sounds – the chink of a cup cleared away, the bright applause of a TV game show, the drip of water in the sink – the silence gathered strength. The silence, day by day, was growing louder, and the day was almost here when she would understand the paradox: that this silence was not silence, but the swelling sound of emptiness.
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‘Anne Zouroudi writes beautifully —.
her books have all the sparkle and light of
the island landscape in which she sets them’
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