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One



Until the Russian turned up with his entourage I was the only person at the funeral and I had come two and a half thousand miles to be there. The priest, in his cassock and black hat, said that yes, he would have carried out the service alone if it had come to that, delivered the eulogy about a stranger to nothing but the heavy warm air and an audience of buried bodies. I didn’t linger on my surprise at the turnout, saying only, “Is there really no-one else coming?” The priest carried with him the demeanour of a man more than halfway through a career that required little more than sympathetic nodding, and he said in good English, “Everything was arranged and paid for by Mr Prostakov, but that is all I know, I’m afraid.” I took this in, took in the unfamiliar name, and perused the flat wilderness of the graveyard. I was just three hours on the island and I had seen little more than grasslands mixing in shades of tan and umber, the edges of villages emerging from diverging roadways, and isolated villas like discarded boxes flickering in the heat of the middle distance. My taxi driver had not spoken a word all the way from Larnaca, and I had lost my thoughts to the white noise of tyres on tarmac.


“Are you a relative of the deceased?” the priest asked.


I hesitated. I said that I was not, that he was an old friend, and that we had lost touch over the last few years. The priest nodded in the way he would have done no matter what my answer had been, and we walked together out to the plot at the far end of the graveyard.


“Who was it you said paid for the funeral?” I asked.


“Mr Prostakov.”



“And why would he do that?”



“I believe he was Mr Benthem’s employer.”



I had questions, of course. Questions about Francis Benthem’s death, about his life in the years since I had last seen him or heard from him – I had brought those questions with me on the flight. But I also had more immediate questions: what was the priest going to read? Had anybody else been informed? How had this afternoon all come about?


But I didn’t ask any of them, immediate or otherwise. Through the warm air came a merciful breeze, and we both took positions at the graveside. There was Francis’s coffin, the ‘music box’ as he used to refer to them: ‘where the music stops’. He was in it, of course, and I hadn’t really given much thought to the fact I would be standing so close to the cold remains of a man who taught me everything I knew about the path I had chosen in life, and in many ways had perhaps helped me choose that path. I had met him when he was a lecturer at St Martin’s just over twenty years before, back when I was all piss and vinegar, a painter who felt he would change the world, just like almost everybody else who came through those doors. It was an institute of firebrands, from the student body all the way up through the faculty. Francis had a reputation for confrontation in the lecture hall, of deconstructing Young Turks, and was a member of the clique of the Fine Art faculty who still regularly made headlines with their work. My tilt to my moxie (as he would have put it) back then was to set fire to the establishment, of which I perceived Francis to be a member. He pointed out early on that it was an interesting tactic I had in hand, enrolling at St Martin’s and deciding to set fire to the building I myself was now in. “Welcome to the establishment,” he had said. “Set fire to what you want. It can take it.”



There seemed something so small about that box. The priest began his words but I didn’t take them in. I hadn’t noticed before, but a few yards away two gravediggers the colour of lead were sitting on a headstone smoking cigarettes, waiting for this odd little theatre to end so they could drop Francis into the ground. Francis had made a name for himself painting scenes like this just after the war, pulling shards of light onto mounds of morbid earth. He said to me once that the nineteen-forties was the only time when death was bigger than a conversation, it was a canvas rather than a scene; it was just there with all of us, like pissing and shitting, it didn’t matter where you looked you always had one eye on it. Before that and after it, he said, death was not there until it happened, either to you or to someone you knew. I couldn’t quite get over how much those two gravediggers looked like a Francis Benthem painting.


And that was how I caught a glance of the car making its way at some pace along the main road from Paralimni, the town the graveyard served. It left a gyre of dust in its wake as it silently came toward us, and the priest caught my distraction and he too looked out to the road and stopped speaking. The gravediggers looked back over their shoulders and hurriedly stubbed out their cigarettes.


I had come with few expectations other than hoping I might have my curiosities assuaged as to what had happened to my friend. But I had, I suppose, expected a large and emotional crowd to have surrounded me for the service. Even forgotten artists get one last swing at relevance when they are being buried, after all.


I looked across the hole at the priest, but it was clear from his face that he had no idea who this was.


When the car stopped – it was a long black Bentley with blacked out windows – it pulled up closer to the gravediggers than it did to Francis’s coffin, and out stepped two young girls of late teens perhaps, both pretty with long blonde hair and sullen expressions; what one might think of as well-practised mourning-gazes. Then came one man who looked around the same age as me – that is, touching forty, one side or the other – and finally an older man. The older man, coming last, had the build and swagger of authority; he was firm-footed and broad-chested, in all black – suit, shirt, tie, and shades – his bald head specked with a horseshoe of silver-white. He was thick-set, but had that intelligent look to him, an open brow and a jaw that one could imagine doing some athletic bouts of talking. The younger man held less of a presence; medium build and dark hair combed back behind his ears – he gathered the two girls together and seemed to say something to them as they waited by the car, and then they all put on dark glasses in a smooth choreographed movement. They were Russian I guessed on seeing them, or at least of that Russo-Slavic stock – they have a look, people from that part of the world, no less than people from other parts of the world have their look, and painters, like me, like Francis, have a trained eye for shoulder-width and cheekbones.


“Is this Mr Prostakov?” I said to the priest under my breath, but the priest shrugged.


The four of them walked up to the graveside; one of the girls had some flowers and she placed them onto Francis’s coffin and then took a few steps back into the arms of the dark-haired man. It was impossible to tell if any of these four had as yet acknowledged the presence of either myself or the priest, until the tributes had been paid and flowers offered, and the older man raised an upturned palm to the priest in a pliant gesture to continue. When he was still, the older man had a hunched demeanour, and he curled his bottom lip and bobbed his head slightly as the priest spoke. It might have been approval, it might not. The younger man was more alert, glancing occasionally over his shoulder to the gravediggers, who had stood from their positions, their tools ready at their sides like sentries whose sergeant had turned up. The girls aimed their shades toward the coffin respectfully, and did not move.


The priest continued on from his generic praise in English – he knew nothing of Francis after all, as he had admitted; not even that he had been a famous artist – and went on to read some verse from the Bible in Greek. The older Russian continued to bob his head and curl his lip. But at the first suggestion that the passage had been concluded he raised his hand once again, less passive this time, and flicked his wrist in the direction of the gravediggers, who applied an urgency I would not have imagined them capable of just fifteen minutes before. They came at a canter over to the plot and set about lowering Francis into the hole. As this went on, the priest went on too, in Greek, and the older man impatiently stood over the hole with a fistful of dirt. Another gesture from him, subtler, from behind his shades, and the others of his party likewise picked up dirt to cast down onto the coffin once lowered. And a strange thing: I too then found myself, from the other side of the hole, picking up some dirt having never done such a thing at any funeral before, even for my own family members.


The music box reached the floor of the grave and the diggers unhooked their tethers and stepped away. The old Russian stepped forward, muttered some words I couldn’t catch – if they were even in English to be caught – and dropped his dirt.


With all that done, the younger man ushered the girls back in the direction of the car, but the older man stayed back and approached the priest with an outstretched hand. They shook and the Russian said some words in Greek that had the priest nodding with that sympathetic look on his face. And then the Russian pulled his shades an inch down the bridge of his nose and looked over the top of them directly at me. He had powerful blue eyes and it was just for a second, but everything seemed to slow down, drag out, and then he pushed them back up, closed his eyes off to me, and turned without a word to the Bentley.


I am not a reserved man as a rule – anybody back home would tell you that – and although Francis taught me the best home for my personality was the canvas, there were still those who preferred to keep me at arm’s length. But I found conflicted in my chest the need to follow the Russian and talk to him, and the want to stay rooted by the graveside. I made eye contact with the priest, and now his demeanour did not seem quite so sympathetic, not quite so placid, and seemed something to do with taking me for a fool, and I wanted to say something unkind to him, or worse, put my forefinger to his shoulder. He seemed to read something of this in my face and the priest turned his attention away from me.


“So that was Mr Benthem’s employer?” I said.


“I couldn’t be certain,” said the priest, as he walked back to the path. “He did not give his name. He just asked if everything was taken care of and I said that it was and he said that as long as we could leave it at that then he would be leaving.”



“And that was that?”



“Well, yes. What more is there to say?”




It seemed there was no good place to begin on answering that question. I was angry, not just because Francis had been the recipient of a funeral so awash with the stuff of loneliness, but because I had come to it off the back of a letter requesting I attend, requesting, it turns out, I be the sole witness to this drudgery in the desert. And furthermore it had been a long time since I had housed the energy for a run-around the likes of which Francis Benthem enjoyed, and I knew the look of a man who could not be trusted as effortlessly as I knew how to spot a Russian. Grifters, gangsters and wide-boys had been as common as furniture when I had started out in Soho, and that kind hung around the fringes of the big art scene the whole time I had had my foot in the door – from the late ’eighties – since I had met Francis. There would always be some aspirational miscreant looking to turn an artist into a fraudster, offering to introduce you to a ‘friend of his’ who needed a Titian for a ‘private buyer’. I wagered Prostakov had a house filled with rip-offs looking down on Siberian tiger hide rugs. I was angry at how seedy Francis’s ending had been, with little evidence other than that created in my own imagination. I was angry I had gone all the way out there to begin with, to see it, to have this Francis now the one of my memory, and not the dashing, darting swashbuckler I had known back in London.















Two


There is no one easier to lie to than the person standing the opposite side of a bar to you, and yet, for me at least, a barkeep always seems to bring out a frictionless truth. The day after Francis was buried, I had walked around Paralimni, a characterless circular town of mall-shops and clean pavements, until I made myself comfortable on a barstool in a place looking out across the town square. The barmaid asked me how long I would be on the island, and I said, without even thinking, “I honestly couldn’t say at this point.”



“So you are not on a holiday?” she said.


“I wouldn’t call it that, no,” I said. “I came to say goodbye to an old friend.”



She was wiping glasses, then cleaning surfaces, then dicing lemons as we spoke, and there was nobody else at the bar, just another waiter relaying drinks orders from scattered people at a few tables on the veranda.



“And what is it you do for a living?” she asked. I said I was an artist, a painter, and she smiled in a lackadaisical way, not too impressed, but something more engaged perhaps than if I had said I was an insurance broker or a structural engineer. The usual set of questions came next, the ones that break down the defences of that original answer – What kind of artist? What do you paint? What’s the most you’ve ever sold a painting for? 




And it’s the last answer that always sticks in the craw. The most? A great deal. The only thing that matters is that it was a long time ago. It matters even more I should probably have got double for it. But the dominant point is that I had not sold a painting in nearly four years. “I think I have been holding out for a miracle, and unfortunately it was my friend who was the guy who usually provided them,” I said.


“Your friend could not help you?”



“Not this time.”



We both smiled, different smiles that may have looked on the same page to a casual observer – both half-formed and delivered with something of a shrug. I was picking apart a cardboard beermat with my fingers, and she was trying to console me the best she could with the advised distance of a professional counsellor.


“This is a good place to figure things out,” she said.


“This bar?” I said, looking around the place.



“Cyprus,” she said with that smile again. “Nobody is going to rush you to any conclusions here. There is a Cypriot way of things.”




“And what way is that?” I said.


But she just shrugged, half-smiled and half-turned away from me. She could have only meant that the Cypriot way, as she called it, is the way that things naturally come to fruition. The shrug, the smile, the turn of the hips, this wasn’t mysticism, it was the extreme relaxation of Mediterranean pragmatism. That and the unmistakeable grit of island air; it calms the most frayed of nerves.


I ordered another beer, but the serving of it was slowed by a noise outside. It was the noise of a gathering crowd, and when I looked back to the barmaid she was rolling her eyes at me.


“This happens sometimes this time of year,” she said. “It’s the heat.”



I got up from my stool and walked over to the veranda to see the crowd forming at the edge of the square just a few yards from the bar. Twenty people or so, coming down from the neighbouring mezze places and the pool hall, and in the centre were two young Cypriot-looking men stripped to the waist. I found myself stepping out onto the veranda, but still not yet out onto the street, as the two young men raised their fists to guard and began circling each other. The barmaid was at my shoulder.


“A street fight?” I said. “That can’t be good for the tourist trade.”



“It’s not,” she said. “Can you watch the bar for a second while I go and get my boss.”



I said I would, and no sooner had she disappeared off the forecourt than the fight began. The first few punches were swings that turned over nothing but air, but these were well-built guys in their early twenties, athletic, and they could clearly both box – I prepared for the show to get a little brutal. The first punch shaved the one guy’s cheek, and I winced knowing if it had connected fully it would have likely knocked him into the middle of next week. More swipes at the air but these were good punches, it was just the ducks and dives were better. I’d seen a fair few brawls in my time – more than my fair few in actual fact – but this had a brutal poise, an artistry not often seen at chucking out time on Berwick Street. The crowd that had gathered did not holler and bay for blood, but they watched intently, offered a few calls of encouragement. I could not help but feel they were there mostly to make sure nothing got out of hand.


The pace picked up as the two broke into a sweat in the midday heat, and the one man who had had his punches blocked up high was already showing bruises on his forearms. A few body blows, which landed from both, were taken courageously and then the wrestling ensued and the one man lunged and threw the other back into the middle of the road, the crowd parting as he went. I saw then at the door of the pool hall a very pretty young dark-skinned girl standing alone watching with her hand nervously up to her mouth, and I wondered if this was the cause of the dispute. It seemed somewhat honourable, and more so by the minute, the way the two men had squared up, the way they had stripped to the waist, the way they boxed rather than brawled – at the outset, at least – and now I had decided it was for the honour of a beautiful young girl. Two weeks before I had been drunk in south London and watched as a woman pushed her boyfriend into a pile of bin bags outside the pub they had both just been kicked out of, before going on to attack him with her shoe as he tried to heave himself up from the spilled kebabs and vomit splashes.


I was looking across to this girl as I felt someone go past me and then became aware that the barmaid was back at my shoulder. The tank of a man who had walked from the bar into the square was “the boss”, the owner of the bar I was drinking in, and the entire atmosphere seemed to change. It took perhaps a moment to realise that it was not changing darker, for the worse, but was actually about to signal the end of the fight. The boss was an impressive looking gentleman, perhaps around his forty-year mark, and built like a battle ram, with his neck down into his enormous shoulders and his prominent forehead out in front of him as he walked. This was a man who knew the inside of a gym intimately, but beyond that he commanded the space around him and I couldn’t put my finger on how or why he had that command. The crowd split and some backed off quickly, and the two opponents dropped their guards the moment they saw him. Immediately they looked younger next to him, maybe eighteen or nineteen, and their heads sunk. The boss brought his forefinger up like a baton and began a tirade of Cypriot Greek that was my introduction to the language as martial art. He pointed at them, and then at each of the businesses along the square front in turn. I don’t know what he said, although the theme was clear. They both meekly nodded but he went on, and then the pretty girl cantered over and began to apologise in the space left by her suitors’ silences. Finally, the boss clipped the one guy around the back of the head like he was a misbehaving schoolboy, and when the other objected he raised a fist and that was the end of that. Both fighters clearly could not afford for things to go any further and they pleaded for forgiveness. The girl was close to tears. It was not clear by the time it all ended which of the two had won her heart, but at least both of their hearts continued to beat.


The boss marched back into the bar and on seeing me – his anger had clearly blinded him to my presence on his way out into the square – he changed course through the tables and came up to me. His face altered as he did so, from stern and purposeful to relaxed and friendly.


“Sir,” he said as he walked up, “please accept my apology for what you just had to witness in the street. I will tell Veronika to pour you a drink on the house.”



His voice was soft and I was thrown by it a little. It was far from the intimidating ferocity I had just witnessed out in the square. I nodded in acceptance of the offer – never turn down hospitality, I thought – and he was gone off again through the kitchen swing doors, gesturing to the barmaid his instruction en route.


“That was quite a thing,” I said back at the bar.


The barmaid nodded as she tiptoed up to the tall chrome beer tap and poured me my third beer. “People do as they’re told for Furkan,” she said.


I wanted to talk more about what had just happened, I was curious about Furkan and about the characters out in the square, but I caught something out of the corner of my eye. A long Bentley with blacked out windows had pulled up outside the bar.


I did not recognise the man who stepped out of it but I knew straight away he was looking for me. It was safe to assume he was the unseen driver of the car at the funeral the day before. I was nervous; he was a big man, hired for his physique, I guessed, as much as for any administrative role he may have been asked to fill in whatever business Mr Prostakov was running. And this man spoke with the low gravel-inflected tones of the stereotype muscle, his voice wet with Russian undulations.


“Are you the painter Mr Benthem sent for in his will?” he said once up to me. I tried to steady my hands by holding on firmly to the beer glass and I looked over the top of it at him as I drank slowly. “You are the painter?” he repeated. I nodded. “Mr Prostakov wishes to extend you an invitation to his home. He regrets to say he is busy today, but would like you to come here…” he handed me a card from his jacket pocket; “… at noon tomorrow.”



I took the card. The address I glanced at meant nothing to me.


“What does Mr Prostakov want with me?” I said.


The man looked faintly surprised. “He has something for you.”



And he dipped his head politely to the barmaid and turned and left, the Bentley pulling off with idiosyncratic grace.


It took a few minutes to compose myself, before turning to the barmaid and saying, “Can you tell me anything about Mr Prostakov?”



But she could not. Cyprus is crawling with Russians, she said. And they bring with them a lot of Russian girls, so young women like her tend to be left alone. It was not an exchange that left me feeling particularly positive.


The barmaid, Veronika, and I did not really talk again that afternoon, although I stayed for two or three more beers, before getting a taxi down to Nisi Beach where I slept hunched against a rock for a few hours and woke up feeling extremely unwell – a mixture of the acidic Cypriot lager and the fact I had fallen asleep in the shade and awoken in the full glare of the sun. I walked up to the main street and ordered a plate of pork chops in a sports bar before getting a taxi back to the hotel in Protaras I had quickly checked into just a few hours before the funeral. It was an austere and unwelcoming place, gleaming with tile work, a lobby with only vending machines for furniture, an out-of-order elevator, and a staircase prohibitive with the hot heavy stench of stale air and sweat. The sun had dipped but the heat had stayed, and I was not feeling much better. I made the mistake of making the promised phone call back home near the breeze of my balcony open to the evening buzz of Protaras’ family vacationers filling the streets in search of their evening meals.


“I think I may have got some sunstroke this afternoon,” I said to Clare who would have been both waiting for my call and assuming it would be late. I knew immediately almost everything I would attempt to say would be ammunition for her. I had left abruptly, without much of a plan of how to circumnavigate various familiar-yet-new financial problems I had brought down upon us.


“I am glad you’re finding time to hit the beach,” she said. “Also glad you find time to call. It sounds like you booked in to party central.”



“No, actually. It’s the family resort. Just the wrong time of day. It’s normally very quiet so far as I understand it.”



“Okay.”



“I’m serious. I didn’t come here to escape, Clare.”



“And yet escape you did. As you tend to do. I had no intention of stopping you going to your friend’s funeral, but you could have gone about it differently.”



“The story of my life,” I said with an unintentional sigh.


“You can turn this into a series of meaningless idioms if you like, but tomorrow I have to phone my father to borrow some money, and you know what he’s going to say? He’s going to say what the fuck are you still doing with that dickhead?”



“And what are you going to say?” I said.


“Well, let’s just say I didn’t used to have to think about an answer in advance.”



That was the kind of conversation the two of us were getting used to. The sad thing was we both knew Clare wanted me back in London because I had a duty to clear up my own mess, and not because she missed me or wanted to see me. It would have been a rare thing indeed in my experience to have been in a relationship not drowning in clutter. I guess that’s what had happened even between Francis and me. He had served his time at St Martin’s and had bailed me out himself enough times, but when he left, without much fanfare it must be said, it felt like the cutting of a cord, as if he had had enough of the clutter – not just with me, but with all of the kind of life we knew back then. And it was ten years, or thereabouts, between him leaving and me receiving that letter from a solicitor in Larnaca, informing me of his death, with a return flight booked and paid for. All sorted. I’d figured he just wanted me to say goodbye.


Clare did ask about the funeral, of a man she never knew and a man I had barely mentioned in the years of our relationship; but she believed me when I said this stranger had been like a father to me, and she asked how the funeral had gone, and, for some reason, I had lied about it almost entirely. I said it was well-attended and I had been pleasantly surprised to see some old friends there: “Y’know how funerals are; they bring all sorts of things out of the past and bring them right up to your nose.”



“Some old friends?” she said.


“Not girlfriends,” I said.


“I didn’t mean that, you wanker.”



I wasn’t sure if we were joking with each other or not.


“But it does mean I’d like to stay a few more days,” I said. “Who knows what might come out of it. There are a few dealers here, and some friends of Francis’s from way back who might have some connections for me. It’s networking, y’know? Just hold off calling your dad until the end of the week, will you?”



Clare sighed deeply.


“I have two auditions tomorrow, so I’ll call him Friday,” she said. The tone was delivered so there could be no doubt this was a stay of execution and not a relaxing of Clare’s feelings toward me at that time. The conversation had exhausted itself, and had tapered off to something much more demeaning than the usual combat – it was being dismissed now.


“Was there anything else?” Clare said.


Regardless of her anger, and how much I had been dreading calling her, I had enjoyed hearing her voice. It was always so steady and confident and even as she was reprimanding me I felt I was being done some good rather than just being reminded of my failings. She had wanted to tell me she was cancelling the lease on my studio, and that if I didn’t take the art teaching position at the tertiary college next term she would leave me. She wanted to tell me it was not my talent that was driving us out of our home, but my personality. At the lowest, loudest points in recent months she had said all of these things, and much more besides. I looked out over the family vacationers wandering the wide streets of Protaras, down to the waterfront, took in a lungful of warm salty air, and felt my head begin to spin. I put my feet up on the balcony and tilted my head back in the chair, knowing full well I would regret sleeping out there, inviting as I was the external noises to infiltrate whatever lucid drunken dreams were coming my way.
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