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            Praise for Tell

            
                

            

            ‘Tell is one of the best new novels I’ve read in a while.’

            — Benjamin Markovits, Telegraph

            ‘For anyone who wants their faith restoring in British fiction … Buckley has been pursuing his own quiet path for many years now, and this novel, an intriguing art world mystery told in the form of interview transcripts, is typically innovative and unsettling.’

            — Jonathan Coe, Guardian

            ‘Given that so many of Buckley’s novels are concerned with ideas of memory, selfhood and storytelling, this is hardly new territory for him. Yet the interview conceit in Tell makes it feel fresh, the withholding of interiority requiring an unusual engagement.’

            — George Cochrane, Financial Times

            ‘Always well crafted, this novel is engaging in parts and digressive in others, which adds to its realism, capturing how people chatter their way down alleys, rarely hewing to the main road of a tale…. The buildup in Tell is perpetual, a sense that an explanation must be coming. But the author diverges from expectations and converges on reality, where remembering is not the same as understanding. Abruptly, someone may just disappear, and all that remains is the sight of a figure wandering across a bridge — no splash heard, just the fading ripples of “why”.’

            — Tom Rachman, New York Times

            ‘Buckley has once again staged an absorbing debate: a philosophical refusal of narrative linearity that is replete with stories; a constellation of episodes that does not tell the whole tale.’

            — Richard Robinson, Guardian4
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            ‘Remember then that you are an actor in a drama of such sort as the Author chooses – if short, then in a short one; if long, then in a long one.’

            — Epictetus10
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            I.

         

         The first time, the intention was simply to find a place that was quiet, but not somnolent. A town rather than a village. There had to be activity to observe. A few tourists, but only a few. Not too many people like myself. That was the plan, if it could be called a plan. During the stay, I would put my thoughts in order. I had pictured where this procedure would be carried out: a small square, the focal point, with café tables in the shade of a huge plane tree, an assortment of shops, whitewashed walls, the small hotel in which I would stay. At all times of day, encounters would occur there. In the evening, dozens would congregate.

         The most popular resorts in the vicinity were to the east of the airport, and so were the nearest historical sites of significance. Drive north and I would be leaving the sea behind – the sea was a prerequisite; sand was not. To the south lay the city, then the bay. Therefore it had to be west, initially. I followed the coast, and the road turned south.

         An hour later: a small town of immediate potential – optimum size, and open to the sea. Tables on the waterfront. No English overheard in the course of a meander through the streets. On the other side of the headland, a long and almost unpopulated beach – ideal for solitude, which would at some point be required. The main square, though, was not suitable: what I had imagined was a space in the centre of a town, through which everyone would pass, but this was not in the centre, and its café was no place for lingering.

         Onward, another thirty kilometres, westward now, leaving the water for a while, and then another town and another headland, occupied by a fort which tapered to a little causeway and a pale stone tower. The square was close 12by, and also pretty, but again not what had been envisaged – it was too neatly picturesque. Insufficient wear and tear in evidence. The beach, across the road, did not satisfy either: the sand was as drab as concrete. A woman stood a long way out, in dead water that did not reach her waist. 

         From there the road led north, in the lee of a long, high, wooded hill, with green fields and olive trees on the other side, and the road became a slot through greenery, which had an effect on the mood – green being the colour of refreshment, tranquillity, resurgence, optimism – before the view opened out and water reappeared: a huge bay, with mountains beyond, on the horizon. Then I saw the town, and the words arose in my head, as clearly as if they were being spoken: ‘This will be the place.’

         The plateia might have been created to order: a truncated triangle, touching the waterfront at its base, arcaded along the other two sides, with cafés and shops, and a lot of small tables and much-used chairs beneath plane trees, and some palms and a conifer, rising over a pavement of gleaming stone. A monument, an obelisk of white marble, was flanked by two cannons, supported on stone cradles. Children ran about; elders drank and smoked. There was no hotel on the square itself but I soon found one, perfectly situated, on a road that ramped up from the plateia, overlooking the town and the enormous bay. The decision to stay involved no deciding.

         ‘Five nights,’ I answered the receptionist. ‘Perhaps longer. If possible.’ I would be flying home in a fortnight, and intended to drive around, once the thought-ordering had been accomplished, or at least partly achieved. The school term had not ended, so the hotel was not yet busy. Accommodation would be available, whatever was decided. The new guest’s vagueness aroused some curiosity – and few, it seemed, stayed for so long. 13

         The position of the restaurant, with tables at the water’s edge, determined the choice. The waiter enquired, ‘Just one?’ I heard an undertone of sympathy. ‘Oh yes,’ I told him, with a face that signified huge pleasure that this was so. I was aware of intermittent scrutiny. A single female diner, looking around, might be misconstrued as someone in need of company, so I took out the notebook and pen, to raise a modest barrier. It signified Do Not Disturb clearly enough, I would have thought, but it did not work. The man was intrigued, I wrote. ‘You are a writer?’ he asked, charmed – ‘Lord, no,’ I said, and left it at that, compounding the enigma. I made a note of the sunset’s colouring, I see. Water almost motionless, oil-like – a superfine oil – so many colours in the surface: violet, indigo, peach, brass, dark jade. The more one looks, the more there are. Not enough names for them. The sun, sliding behind the long, jagged, narrow island that formed the outer wall of the bay, was for a moment a red-hot ball bearing, in a socket of rock. A jellyfish swam up to the wall, apparently. Not a word about my mother, or any thoughts, and the few lines written later, back at the hotel, make no mention of the first encounter with Petros, below the Ottoman castle, which definitely happened that night, after the meal, when I strolled along the waterfront road as far as it went, to the castle entrance. Coming back, I saw him on the slope, under the trees, surrounded by cats, a dozen of them, scrawny specimens, some of them semi-furless and unhealthy to the point of repulsiveness, milling around the bowls that the man had set on the ground, which he was now filling with a meaty slurry. As I passed, he looked up and tapped a finger to his brow. He was wearing a half-crushed Panama, a dull white T-shirt and fraying jeans; his hair was close-cropped and substantially grey, as was the beard – a handsome man, perhaps mid-forties. There was nothing 14more to the exchange – a brief salute, acknowledged by a smile.

         It appears that the poetic mood returned when I was back at the hotel. Observed from the balcony, the multicoloured bands of light, trembling in the harbour were appreciated, as was the disposition of the buildings. The terrain governed the settlement. Opposite the rise on which the hotel stood, the Ottoman castle occupied a corresponding hill. Between them, the plateia met the water at the semi-circle of the harbour, which aligned with the central axis of the town. I made a note of my predilection for symmetry – a mania, Tom once called it – an appealing quirk, then. Out in the bay, a single boat was moving – a ruby on the flat black water.

         To end the day, messages from Tom. The campaign continued. He’d taken a book off the shelf that afternoon and a ticket had fallen out of it – the opera in Verona, in the Roman arena. That incredible night. Do you remember it? I remembered the night that had come to be known as the Incredible Night, and I remembered the ingredients of its incredibleness: the huge sound, the blazing stage, the heat, the Perseids flitting across the sky; and afterwards, the huge room, the huge bed, the golden brocade, the tall windows left open until the morning. Of course, I replied, then noted: A memory of no atmosphere. A scene observed – experienced by someone else. I possess it, but am not in it. Before I’d closed the notebook, another message arrived. Shifting into a philosophical register, Tom proposed that he had been on an excursion from himself, and wanted – desperately – to return to the right path. That was a hell of an excursion, I replied. I turned off the phone for the night and ran a shower. As the water ran, I was thinking of Tom – a particular day with Tom, a day of no definite date, a day on which nothing special occurred, but a day 15that arose of its own accord, with an emanation of happiness. A memory of contentment: sitting at the harbour at Lynmouth, voluptuously tired, after miles of walking. Some of that contentment was borrowed from the contentment of the present moment, but some belonged to the recovered day itself. Not excitement, but a more durable thing, or so it had seemed – a true companionship. And for a while, as the water ran over me, that companionship presented itself as something that might, after all, be recovered. A temptation. I allowed myself to succumb to it – or pretend to succumb – briefly, until a distraction intervened. Condensation had formed on the window of the bathroom. Half a dozen streaks in the lower part of the pane, fed by twice as many tributaries. I watched a droplet fattening at the top of the glass. Reaching critical mass, it fell, according to the laws of physics. It fell freely, until, inevitably, a few inches into its course, it touched one of the tributaries, and accelerated along the path to the bottom. The obviousness of it made me laugh. Alone, I laughed aloud.

         Returning to the town, nine years later, more or less, I was staying in the same room – or the same room, modified. It was smarter now. Tones of sand and stone prevailed. Quantities of white-grey marble in the bathroom. Superior bedding and plusher towels. Absolutely nothing that might prompt any two-star feedback from the readily dissatisfied.

         The view from the balcony was much the same, though the waterfront restaurants were more numerous now, and sleeker too. Tables were set all along the quayside, under a long canvas awning, of strong Greek blue. The place where I used to eat had been refurbished and renamed. I sat where I had sat on that very first night, arriving at the same hour. The sun was already behind the island; 16the colours on the water were darkening – they would have been beautiful, but I made no note of them. I read my book, looking up every ten minutes or so, for a sight of Petros, or Niko. Neither of them entered the scene. My father – I wrote in the notebook, to make some thoughts of him appear. What do I feel at this moment? Some guilt – a thin atmosphere of guilt. How to describe it? A glider, as the tow rope falls away, and then it’s just you and the air and silence. An approximate comparison. Empty air, with some guilt-vapour. After dinner, I took the same walk, to the end of the road, and still saw nobody I recognized. At the café, the waitress was not Xanthe.

         Before turning out the light, I wrote: An image occurs to me – at the turn of the stairs, seeing his hand on the table, then Marion’s hand brushing across it – in that second, I understood. And: My mother died and I came here. My father dies, I come here. Tom might have seen evidence of the mania. More to it, of course. Petros, Niko, etc. Now what comes to mind? Those ghastly cats. I don’t want to be thinking of cats. I came to put my thoughts in order – as if thoughts were sheep to be rounded up and penned. Thoughts put themselves in order, or not.

      

   


   
      17
         
            II.

         

         The first morning of the return. I sat on the balcony for a while, before going downstairs. A faint grain in the air of the bay, I wrote in the notebook. Quivering water, mild light. The business of the town has begun. Vans around the square. A small boat being winched out of the water, onto trestles. Two men on the quay – one of them Giorgos? Giorgos’s build, and stiff-kneed saunter. Already a message from Patrick: All good? Installed & feeling productive? He was thinking of me, he wanted me to know. I replied – All well. Notebook active. Then I put the phone on the bedside table, where it stayed for the day.

         The new-look breakfast room was entirely white and fiercely lit, with natural light completely excluded, except for whatever leaked through from the reception area. Above the buffet, a screen showed a video, filmed by a drone. It swooped over the trees of the square and up to the castle, over the water to the half-moon beach, and on to the ruins of the Mycenaean palace, then suddenly we were inside the hotel, in the breakfast room, which could be easily transformed, we were shown, into a hall for conferences and presentations. There were no more than a dozen other people in the room, and nobody was paying any attention to the video.

         In the corner was an unoccupied table, placed more or less where John had been sitting the first time I saw him. I was intrigued by him – he looked more like a business traveller than a tourist. The crisp white shirt, though tieless, was not a shirt for the beach, and the trousers were evidently part of a suit. Eating his breakfast, he looked up several times, without seeming to see what was in front of him – as one might glance vacantly out of a window because the window happened to be there, not 18because anything of interest was to be seen outside. He had no map or guidebook. There was an air of preoccupation. A problem or a situation was being considered, it appeared. Something less severe than a crisis. Perhaps he was preparing himself for a meeting. He applied himself fastidiously to the consumption of his breakfast. The components – cereal, juice, coffee, milk, rolls, honey, butter – were placed in an arc around the plate. He cut a roll carefully in half and spread the butter as though every square centimetre of the bread had to be covered evenly. He took no apparent interest in the other guests, but there was a moment, as I was looking in his direction, when he glanced to the side, as if sensing that he was being watched, and our eyes met. He nodded, as one might nod to acknowledge someone in a concert audience – a woman for whom you had held the door open on coming in, say. Something like that. There was nothing to note in his response. It was not a greeting.

         
            ♦

         

         The dive centre was still in operation two doors down from the hotel, and the poster in the window was more or less the same as before. I scanned it line by line, picture by picture, as if by some kind of sympathetic magic the first encounter with Niko could be revived. After a minute, I was no longer properly looking at what was in front of me – I was trying to remember exactly how it had happened, and then I became aware that I was being watched from inside the office, where a man who was not familiar to me was sitting at the desk, smiling in my direction. He made a tentative beckoning gesture, with a querying look, to which I raised a hand, then moved on, down the slope, to the square. Giorgos’s café had some customers but 19Xanthe was not to be seen. I walked on, out of town, to Petros’s garage. A house now stood where the garage had been. It was definitely the same spot – I remembered the church, the view of the conical hill, the aqueduct. An element of the return, a major element, had been removed, it seemed. A huge reversal, right at the start.

         I wandered back, taking a whimsical route, dawdling along streets I hadn’t seen before – this was the only reason to follow them. The disappointment dwindled as I walked. I could pursue the story of Petros by other means. Descending towards the square, I turned left to take a less direct route to the waterfront. Children were swimming in the water in front of the restaurants and jumping off the long concrete platform. Almost empty-headed, I watched them for a while. The Ottoman castle had opened for the day, so I went up and wandered around the fortifications for an hour. I would have tested myself on the history, I imagine. What could I remember? What can I remember now? Built by the Ottomans; captured by the Venetians; recaptured; occupied by the Russians at some point – not sure when or why; reverted to the Ottomans; a massacre during the War of Independence; the French were somehow in residence for a time; then the town began to grow outside the fortress walls.

         A museum had been built inside the castle since I was last there. I applied myself to every exhibit and caption – Wringing every last drop, I wrote in the evening. As though preparing for examination, I studied the Linear B inscriptions – Two hours later, almost every fact forgotten. I went up onto the walls and surveyed the bay at length; I sat in the church, once the mosque; I returned to the walls. A space was available for thinking, but nothing was taking advantage of the vacancy. The brain sending out an open invitation, but getting no responses, I wrote. More a case of 20coming to terms than truly thinking? Not like Wittgenstein and his hut on the fjord. Not genuine solid thought. Mere mulling.

         Late morning, I came to the square again, in need of refreshment. The temperature had risen steeply. Deep in the shade, an empty table at Giorgos’s. Before, I had sat there at least once every day, for the unspectacular spectacle of small-town life. I would have been pleased with myself for that small phrase. I would pass a week or more here, I had thought, and my mind would settle in the sunlight, the warmth, the cleansing air, the rhythm of the days, the atmosphere of this society. Nothing would happen, I thought. Now I retook my seat. A delighted toddler was staggering towards the monument, his mother advancing in a crouch behind him, arms outstretched, at the ready. A man took a light from another’s cigarette, and they shook hands. An elderly gent seemed to be perplexed by a printed item that he had trapped with his stick. And then I heard ‘Hello’, and it was Xanthe, arms crossed over a tray that she was holding to her chest. In the interim, her hair had become more glorious still – a thick cascade of various mahogany-proximate tones, full of twists like a flow through rapids. She was a little fuller of figure now, and the fullness was an enhancement. The complexion was still without blemish, and the beauty of those eyes – amber, deep-set – even stronger than I remembered.

         ‘You are back,’ she said. ‘How are you?’

         ‘Good,’ I said. ‘And you?’

         ‘Also good.’

         ‘You look it,’ I told her, overly gratified at having been recognized.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said. Her demeanour was different. Before, I had noted a tension in her gaze, and what I took to be an underlying melancholy – sullenness, even – with a 21glaze of brightness on top. It took some effort for her to be sunny with the customers, I felt. I had observed her: it wasn’t just that it took some effort to be sunny with me. A number of times I glimpsed her off-guard, collecting a tray from the bar, or waiting for more customers and watching the strollers passing, and what I often saw was an expression that I had summarized as brooding. It went well with those remarkable eyes. She would make a wonderful killer, I noted one day. Now, at first resighting, she was more at ease, as might have been expected, given the additional years. No effort was visible in the smile and the way she moved was a little looser, slower. Now I noticed the gold ring, but did not remark on it.

         Taking a chance, I asked after her father.

         He too was well. Last year he had been unwell for a while, but now everything was OK. Her parents were not working so much now. ‘I’m in charge,’ she told me, raising her eyebrows as if to say: ‘Isn’t that a surprise?’ She gestured towards the café’s shopfront. ‘I made big changes,’ she said proudly. ‘As you can see.’ The café was completely indistinguishable from the café that I recalled. It took me a second or two to understand. This style of joke, from Xanthe, was something new. ‘Welcome back,’ she said, straight-faced, then took my order.

         I took the book out of the bag, and the notebook and pen. The splendid Xanthe! Now the boss, I wrote. And married. There’s something in her manner – something specific to us – to me & her. And as I was writing this, an idea arose, a melodramatic idea, but effective, like a jingle that hooks you despite its inanity: Ring + (maybe) wry look in the eye = wife of Niko?? Before she came back, I shut the notebook and opened the paperback.

         ‘Another book,’ she said, amused. ‘Always a book.’

         On request, I showed her the cover. First time round, I 22had brought the Odyssey, and Xanthe had guessed I was a professor. Unaccompanied, reading Homer and making notes – I was not obviously a person on holiday, or having fun, for that matter.

         The Iliad was ‘super-boring’, said Xanthe. ‘All fighting, fighting, fighting. Blood and smashed teeth.’

         ‘There’s a great deal of blood,’ I agreed. ‘And loads of broken teeth.’

         ‘Stupid big boys with spears.’

         ‘Nobody’s guilty of overthinking, certainly,’ I said. Then, on the second beat: ‘I like that in a man.’ This produced an uncertain look, and a small laugh.

         Another table required her attention. I read a page or two before she came back. We talked about her father’s health for a while, but nothing about her own life, so the barely credible conjecture about herself and Niko became slightly more credible. ‘Nothing much changes,’ she said at one point, and I took this as a cue to ask about Petros. I had seen that the garage was no longer there, I told her. Had Petros left? No, he was still around, she answered, and he still had a garage, on the same road. I had given up too soon, that’s all. If I’d walked another five minutes, past the school, I would have found it. Then she said: ‘Your other friend is still here too.’ I thought I saw the beginnings of a smirk, and it irked me, a little, this touch of condescension from a woman young enough to be a niece, if not a daughter. Niko, she informed me, was married to the woman who ran the shop in the far corner of the square, the one that sold a lot of stuff for tourists. Xanthe pointed to it. ‘Her name is Arina,’ she said. ‘She’s very nice.’ Another development of the story was immediately forthcoming. ‘Your old friend, the car man, he pretends he is a poet now,’ she told me. He hadn’t stopped fixing cars, but he was writing poems in his spare time. 23‘Really,’ she said, widening those lovely eyes. Evidently it was risible, the very idea of a mechanic-poet. Worse – such was the self-delusion of the mechanic-poet, he had even paid to have his poems printed in a ‘sort of book’. Should one feel inclined, one could buy a copy at the shop of ‘Mrs Niko’ – she kept it with the guidebooks. It was hard to miss, Xanthe said – the cover was bright blue and it had a terrible drawing of the bay on the cover. ‘Terrible poems, terrible drawing,’ she said. Maybe Petros had done the drawing himself. It wouldn’t surprise her.

         Again Xanthe was summoned to another table. Most were in use now and I was sitting in the midst of half a dozen conversations, none of them in English. I was immersed in the life of the town, a life to which I had only the most limited access. There was more than a little self-congratulation in this, in having chosen a place that was not a resort, and in resisting the fantasy that some sort of special relationship was being formed. I was nothing to these people; almost nothing. I listened but understood nothing that was being said around me. It was unavailable to me, but I was finding it pleasurable to move upon the surface, I noted. I put the book aside and listened, and as I listened the figure of my former husband appeared, only a memory of him, almost bleached of all emotional colour: Tom with me, at a table similar to the one at which I was sitting, in another small town, in the south of France, two tourists surrounded by other tourists, several of them likewise English-speakers, some of them talking loudly, most of them not, but Tom could hear nearly everything, the eavesdropper extraordinaire, relaying a disagreement that was happening four tables away, and a young girl’s delight at what she had seen that afternoon, and more, as though he had set microphones among the leaves of the plane tree under which we were all sitting, and then 24lifting a finger and cocking an ear, because a birdsong had entered the sound-picture, and he could name it, of course, because he could remember them all, as he could remember the music that he had recorded, whereas to my ears so many warbles and tweets were indistinguishable. And from the eavesdropping my mind slipped into another scene, a generic scene rather than one particular moment, and in that scene he was sitting beside me, in a concert hall, listening, leaning forward slightly, as he often did, with fingers meshed, listening acutely, not merely receiving the music, but reaching into it, concentrating as I might concentrate on a page of a document, whereas I was a recipient rather than a reader of the music that was being performed, taking it in as one might take in the view of a landscape or a perfume, and I think it came to trouble me, that my enjoyment was more superficial than was my husband’s, that he heard gradations of tone that I could not, just as some people can detect and identify a dozen intermingled elements in a perfume that to others is a single pleasing scent, and no matter that the very idea of ‘depth’, as he said, made no sense when the subject was the experience of sound, just as it would make no sense to say that person X saw crimson or cobalt more deeply than person Y, nevertheless it was in terms of depth that I tended to think of it, as if musical sounds were something like the sea, and I remained in the shallows, or on the surface, looking down, sometimes marvelling, but never within it. Thinking of T, the sound-gourmet, the eavesdropper extraordinaire, I wrote, and then something that had come back to me: T walking around that room/hall in Venice – where exactly?? – clicking his fingers to demonstrate the acoustics and I couldn’t hear the things that he was hearing. Some tenderness in this recollection. And I made a note of a middle-aged couple at a neighbouring café. 25Now, only a few weeks later, I have barely any memory of them, though it seems they reminded me of my father and Marion, not because their faces bore any resemblance to the faces of my father and Marion, but because they were wearing closely harmonized outfits – white polo shirt + chinos; white blouse + sand-coloured skirt – and the way she looked around as he sorted out the coins. Seeing them, I felt a weak resurgence of the Marion reaction, the low-voltage panic I sometimes felt when left alone with Marion, a woman I found as dull as she found me hard, I’m sure, or unspontaneous. An effort was needed to make conversation with her, to simulate affection or interest. I was uncharitable, I know. I have been uncharitable, in many situations. Professionally, that has been no handicap. My father, I hope, had no idea of the effort it took. Always so straight, so dependable – I would never have been suspected of dissembling, I wrote, at the café table. Which was the point at which, I think, I became aware of the impression I was making – specifically, of the scrutiny being transmitted from an adjacent family. And I wondered: was it the case that I had some need to be observed in this way, writing – thinking deeply, apparently – at a café table, as though at work in my room at home, while others were relaxing and enjoying what was around them? ‘Is she a writer?’ Is this what I want people to ask themselves?

         I packed up and pushed back the chair, and Xanthe raised a hand in goodbye, and at exactly that moment a white van with a big blue turtle painted on the side drove down the side of the square. ‘There he is,’ Xanthe called out, pointing, and I glimpsed the driver’s profile. I looked back to Xanthe and she acted out a small pantomime, nipping her lower lip with her teeth and smiling as she shrugged and raised her hands, open-palmed, in a moment of mock hopelessness or consternation. Now I 26understood the situation, or thought I did: we were allies, of a kind, because we had made the same mistake, she was telling me – but the mistake had been fun, hadn’t it?

         Now I had to go to Arina’s shop immediately. The book was easily found, a shallow stack of four copies, beside a carousel of postcards. The drawing on the cover was obviously not the work of a professional, but it was recognizable as a view of the bay from the castle walls. The fishing boat looked more like a toy on a floor than a real boat on water, and the scale wasn’t quite right. Not absolutely terrible, though. The title was hand-drawn, elegantly, in a style that looked like an old Greek inscription. I would need Xanthe’s assistance to read it. I flicked through the pages, and saw on every page a scattering of words, all in thick type, often the same word repeated, amid a lot of blank space, or interspersed with other repeated words, in small blocks of type, or columns, or sometimes scattered in a pattern, like little pictures in a scrapbook. There seemed to be no sentences, but I understood not a word of it. The woman behind the counter seemed pleased by my choice: assuming that I had bought a book that I was equipped to understand, she said something that had the tone of a commendation, then was slightly confused by my confusion. I apologized in English and deployed one of my half-dozen readily available phrases of Greek. A moment’s laughter on both sides. The woman’s laugh was a pleasant giggle. She was an immensely pleasant person, I felt at once. Someone who would be widely liked, and disliked by nobody. This had to be Arina – she was of Niko’s age and her manner was that of a proprietor. There was a ring as well. Arina was attractive, if not in the way I had anticipated, extrapolating from the beauty of Niko. I recall an aura of gentleness, rather than a clear image of her face. Her 27hands were exquisite – small and delicate, with long pale nails.

         ‘I have met him,’ I said to Arina, pointing to the author’s name. ‘I was here before. I talked to him.’ She nodded and smiled. ‘He is interesting,’ I said.

         ‘An interesting man, I think so,’ she agreed.

         We directed amiable faces at each other, but we could not get further than that. Conscious that the words ‘You are married to Niko?’ were becoming silently insistent, and that there was a risk of their being spoken, I thanked her and said goodbye – I had exhausted the full extent of my repertoire in the vernacular. After this, I saw her only once more, I think; on the last day.

         That afternoon – the sickle-shaped beach. Quantities of factor 50 were necessary. I found a body-length streak of shade in the dunes and failed to read there. I looked up at the cave in the hill and the ruins above it, where I had experienced, nine years before, the extraordinary episode – the threshold. This was certainly another element of my return – a sentimental inclination, rather than any hope of recovering the experience. I would repeat the climb before I left but not today, not in the heat of the afternoon. Instead, I spent an hour in the water, with mask and snorkel. The water was clear, but I saw nothing other than sunlit sand and legs. Not a fish in sight. Not one, of any size. How is that possible?
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