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 Chapter One

 
    
 
   Low levels of lighting and no mirrors are distinct positives this morning. If I look half as bad as I feel, then reflection avoidance is the best policy. It wasn't so much last night that was to blame, more the preceding three days. What people often refer to as a "bender." I struggle to remember the details, but ouzo featured heavily and food not so much. It was my friend Agnon's fault. He owns the taverna on the other side of the bay. He was celebrating something or other, opening for the season or a new Godson or such like. He's Albanian, has lived in Greece for over thirty years, works like a trojan, and knows how to party. As I gradually rejoin the land of the living, I am aware that my right hand is throbbing painfully. A hazy memory returns. Some posh bloke telling me that I was the mirror image of Worzel Gummidge. He insisted on pulling up a picture to emphasise the point on his swanky telephone. Having done so he invited the others in his party to agree that the scarecrow character and I could have been separated at birth. He thought it was hysterical, and so did they. I failed to grasp the funny side at the time though in the cold light of day, the comparison is perhaps not entirely unfair. There was however something about the smarmy git that just hit a raw nerve. A memory is reforming in my mind of taking a swing at him.
 
   I'm pretty certain I missed but from the sensation in my hand I must have struck something solid. Soon after that Agnon rowed me back across the bay, laughing the whole way before staying on for a couple of night caps. Well, I had to return his hospitality didn't I?
 
   At some point he must have gone and, somehow, I must have made it into my cabin because I'm sure that's where I am now. My head is fuzzy. My face feels flushed and my mouth parched. Not an entirely new sensation if truth be told. I open my eyes, one at a time trying not to allow panic to get the better of me as I realise I can't see very much. Paranoia and hypochondria being two of my closest friends, I start running through what the hell I would do if I have been blinded by the homemade ouzo. Fortunately, just then, Kitty decides it's time to go ashore and jumps off my face onto the floor. Panic over.
 
   I groan out loud. Once the cat decides that we're getting up, we are. No chance now of turning over and going back to sleep. If I choose to ignore her she will complain vocally at first and then find a dark hole somewhere hidden deep in the boat to do her business.
 
   "Come on then."
 
   I live alone so about 75% of the conversations I have are with Kitty. We discuss all sorts of things from the weather, crucial to all sailors, to politics and religion. Kitty agrees with most of what I say. We find it works better that way.
 
   I pick her up with my good hand, peering at the injured one as I do so. Sliding back the cabin door, the boat is filled with glorious morning sunshine. My head hurts and I groan aloud.
 
   "Where the fuck is the dinghy?" I demand of Kitty, as if she might have popped ashore with it in the night. It should be tied to the back of the boat ready for the twenty-meter row to shore. I stare at the empty space.
 
   "Doh!"
 
   I smack my forehead with my bad hand, a stupid move on two counts. Of course, Agnon brought me back last night. I squint into the sunlight looking towards his taverna and the little pier his guests tie up to. There is one dinghy still there.
 
   "Looks like we're swimming Kitty."
 
   "You fuckwit," she replies.
 
   I'm only wearing boxer shorts and frankly they could do with a wash anyway. The morning is warm, and the water will be a reasonable temperature. What the hell. Holding Kitty and a scrunched-up t-shirt high above my head I leap into the crystal-clear water which immerses my head for a brief revitalising second. Kitty and t-shirt stay dry as I wade ashore. Slowly I begin to feel at least a little human. I put Kitty on the beach and without a backward glance she trots off into the olive tree wood that covers the hillside to my right. I sit down on a handy rock and scratch my stubbly chin. I need a shave. I catch sight of my reflection in the gently rippling water. Even that slight distortion cannot hide the reality of my appearance. Worzel Gummidge might have been generous. My hair is too long and standing up in odd places. My face is weathered from the scorching Hellenic sun and wrinkled by my sixty-three years of daily usage. I grin at my reflection. My teeth are my own but stained yellow, maybe even green, by the twenty roll-ups I smoke a day, often with a little something extra inside them, and the fifteen cups of Greek coffee.
 
   "Roydon mate, you look like shit," I tell the face staring back at me.
 
   "Morning Roydon how are you today?" A cheery voice from behind me.
 
   I turn my head slowly so as not to reignite my hangover and squint straight into the sun. Putting my hand up to shade my eyes, I can make out that the speaker is Camille. Much as I love her, and believe me I do, if there is anyone I would less like to meet looking and feeling as I do at this minute, then I can't think of them. Camille is amazing. She's probably my age but you would never guess it. I'm told that in her youth she was a model in her native Switzerland, and I can believe it. She's one of those women who has allowed herself to age gracefully eschewing chemical assistance in the process. Of course, it helps that she never smokes, rarely drinks, is a vegetarian, and exercises every day. She is my neighbour here in our little piece of paradise. She lives with her husband, Phillippe, on Faith, a beautiful wooden boat which they built themselves. Like me, they live on the island pretty much twelve months of the year. Unlike me, they are virtually self-sufficient. They've anchored here for so long they have a strip of land on the shoreline on which they cultivate vegetables. They collect water from Agnon's taverna and Camille rows across the bay regularly at speeds that would put Steve Redgrave to shame.
 
   She surveys me now with just a hint of the disappointment in me that I know she feels. I realise that even by my own standards I must look bad this morning.
 
   "Can I offer you a lift?" she asks. "In fact, can I offer you breakfast? Phillippe is cooking some of the mushrooms he collected last Autumn from Kastos."
 
   "That's incredibly kind of you but I'm not up to eating much at the moment." Whilst speaking I silently assess the chances that Phillippe might poison all of us having picked the wrong type of mushroom.
 
   As if she is reading my mind Camille continues. "You don't need to worry; Phillippe has a book and has become quite an expert."
 
   This does not surprise me. As much as I am a huge fan of Camille, I find Phillippe less appealing. He is French and has that confidence his compatriots appear to have in natural abundance. He is an expert on virtually every subject I've ever discussed with him from boating to botany and back again. Our conversations are thankfully well spaced as they tend to go less well than those I have with Kitty. Mind you, if I'm honest, that can be said of many of the interactions I have with males. Obviously Agnon is different, but then I can't understand much of what he says. I've always got on better with women but given that I am once again living alone with a cat, those relationships clearly have their limitations too.
 
   "I'll take a coffee off you though," I say as I pull on my t-shirt. Never let it be said that I would allow an opinionated Frenchman to get in the way of a free coffee or two. Today might have to be an eating day given that as far as I can remember I've had nothing much to eat in the last three days, unless you count olives. Mentally I think about the cold store I have on board and picture it empty other than a couple of cans of beer. I'll pop into the nearest village later to pick up some provisions from the little supermarket.
 
   "Can I ask you a favour?" I sound like a whining schoolboy.
 
   "Naturalement."
 
   "Any chance you could row me across to collect my dinghy afterwards? Only I left it over at Agnon's last night."
 
   He wanted a break from Silvija for a while, so he'd insisted on bringing me back to Achilles, my boat. I named it when I bought it at a steal of a price from one of the sailing companies that ply their holiday trade in these waters. She needs a bit of work and the windows leak, so I've covered them with cling film. I really must get around to repairing them, if only to stop Phillippe giving me that stare every time he rows past.
 
   "Mais oui, not a problem. I am going over to the taverna anyway. I promised to give Silvija a hand cleaning up after the little party."
 
   Silvija is Agnon's long-suffering wife of five years. She comes from Romania. Romania and Albania, an interesting and often seismic combination. Camille and I potter twenty yards or so along the beach. She pulls her wooden dinghy effortlessly from the shingle into the water, making sure so as not to scratch the bottom. I wade out and climb in. Camille follows suit as soon as the dinghy is in deep enough water and begins rowing us towards her floating home. I feel a little underdressed, but Camille doesn't seem to mind and I'm already almost dry. Ahead of us smoke billows from their little chimney.
 
   "Ah, Phillippe has started cooking I see," says Camille.
 
   The couple have a small wood burning stove on board. Phillippe designed and built it himself. This keeps them warm and dry in the winter and allows them to cook without gas or electricity all year. They collect the wood they need and store it on their piece of land. Perfect set up.
 
   About halfway out a voice calls out from the shore.
 
   "Hi Roydon, hi Camille. Kalimera."
 
   We both turn at the same moment. As we do so the balance of the small boat is disturbed, and it lurches to the right. I come close to my second swim of the morning and the clock hasn't even struck nine. Standing on the shore waving her arms in the air like a deranged giraffe is Lucy. She's literally jumping up and down.
 
   "Keep rowing," I urge.
 
   "That is not so kind," replies Camille with a hint of a smile.
 
   "I'm sure you're right," I agree, "but I'm not in the mood for her right now. I love her to bits, but she's just so…. frantic."
 
   "Possibly you are right, but I think we should see what she wants nonetheless."
 
   "Ok, here goes," I sigh.
 
   "Hi Lucy, what's up. Everything OK?"
 
   This question, when asked of Lucy tends to open the floodgates. I wait for the tidal wave. Perhaps it's because she is between boyfriends again, but the norm is a long list of mundane challenges she faces. Normally the list ends with a request for assistance in some form or other.
 
   "Not really," she replies, "Can I catch you later for a cup of coffee, only I need some help."
 
   Here we go I think, what will it be today. Putting up a shelf, wiring a plug, emergency sailing trip to the vet in Lefkas?
 
   "Alright," I silently curse myself as I commit. "I'll be at Billy's around noon. I need to buy a few things from Fotis in the supermarket anyway. You can buy me a coffee. What is it anyway?"
 
   Lucy looks pained, even more than usual.
 
   "It's Helen. She's been kidnapped."
 
  
 
  
   
   

 Chapter Two

 
   On reflection I guess I could have said something that would have conveyed more appropriate concern. But the idea that such a crime might have occurred on the sun blessed holiday island we all call home, struck me as ludicrous and I said so. More forcibly than intended. Perhaps I could have sugar coated things a bit more. Lucy pouted, dropped her shoulders, spun round, and muttered something inaudible as she stomped back up the path to the road.
 
   "I think you might have upset her," suggests Camille.
 
   "No shit Sherlock," I reply.
 
   I'm running the risk of upsetting two of my friends in as many minutes which, even for me, was going some. Friends are not something I'm over endowed with these days. Fortunately, Camille is made of sterner stuff and the offer of breakfast is not rescinded. We come alongside Faith.
 
   "Guess who I've brought for breakfast Phillippe."
 
   Phillippe, bless him, does his best to appear enthused when he comes to see who the guest might be. He almost manages to keep the smile in place, as he gives Camille minute directions to avoid scratching either the dinghy or the side of the boat. However, there's no mistaking the withering scan he gives me up and down. I can't shake the notion that an untreated piece of sewage might have been more welcome on board.
 
   When we go inside, he lights an incense stick whilst muttering something about a strange odour. Breakfast for me is three strong black coffees, but Phillippe and Camille tuck in heartily whilst chatting away to each other in French, involving me every so often in English. I recall that they also speak Spanish and Italian in addition to inexorably more Greek than I have picked up in the last ten years. The cooking smells mixed with the incense, nearly cause me to throw up, which really would make me popular, but thankfully my iron stomach holds.
 
   An hour later, suitably revived by the caffeine; I accept Camille's lift to collect my own dinghy. After taking advantage of the shower block at Agnon's, I row back to Achilles, cigarette hanging from the corner of my mouth. A further two coffees and three roll ups later, sporting a fresh t-shirt and shorts, I make my way back to shore. I catch sight of Kitty who gives me one of her looks.
 
   "The cupboard is bare at present, I'll bring you something tasty back from the village, I promise."
 
   "I'm not holding my breath," she replies, "don't worry about me, I can take care of myself."
 
    
 
   The path up from the bay to the road is steep, especially for someone like me who rarely takes unforced exercise. It used to be covered with trees and bushes but one day last spring these were bulldozed, and a rough track opened up. Shortly afterwards a "For Sale" sign the size of a house was put up but so far there have been no takers. If I had the necessary million and a half euros maybe I would join the long list of German and British ex-pats who are buying up most of the prime sites on the island. I'm a little short just now so I won't be putting a luxury villa here any time soon.
 
   Though significantly out of breath, I can still admire the view from here over the new residential meditation and yoga centre that Belgian couple, Antoinette and Eric, are building, to the brilliant blue sea and the mountainous mainland beyond. Immediately below me is our bay. Faith and Achilles are anchored here, as they have been all winter. Now that Spring is with us, we have been joined by three or four other yachts and, God forbid, a motorboat or as we yachties call them, "Stinkpots." To my immediate right lies a sleek modern sailboat, luxurious with all mod cons. The chap on board seems okay though we haven't spoken all that much. From the flag on the back and his propensity for swimming nude and cooking sausages, I think he's German.
 
   I turn my mind to Lucy. A little guilt is nudging me because I've upset her. Whilst she can be a bit of a pain at times, her heart, as they say, is in the right place. I don't want to fall out with her. I've burned too many bridges in the past. Despite being thirty years younger than me, sometimes after a few beers I think she may have a small soft spot for me, before sobriety and common-sense kick in. She's a tall girl, not overweight but not skinny either. She is English but has lived in Greece for ten years or so, first in Athens and then moving here four years ago to open her own business. Her first entrepreneurial brainwave was a spray tan salon, thinking the locals and ex-pats might want it in winter but, fortunately for Bank of Mum and Dad, thought better of it before signing the lease for the machines. Her alternative health salon has been a smart move, although I'm not sure she needs to change the colour of her hair so regularly even if she does use organic dye. She keeps threatening to give me a reiki treatment. The promise of quietening my mind is appealing but the need to avoid alcohol before and after the treatment in addition to drinking lots of water means I've avoided it so far. The sensible thing is she doesn't compete with the locals, whereas Antoinette who has opened a wine bar is constantly at war with the islanders about one thing or another.
 
   I pull out my mobile telephone from my pocket. My only concession to technology. On board all my navigation is by paper charts. I won't be caught out when the Americans next turn off the global positioning system to fight some new war. I flip up the cover and peer at the tiny screen trying to find Lucy's name on the contacts list. Holding the phone fully at arm's length, I take a stab at what I think is her number. I should have reception here on the top of the hill, before I go down the steps into the village. I hear the dialling tone before Lucy's business answerphone kicks in. She's using her lowest sexiest voice. I wait for the message to finish and leave her a reply telling her that I'm sorry if I was a bit rude earlier and that I will be at Billy's in an hour or so. I flip the phone closed. I saw in Lefkas last week that they've started selling phones just like mine all over again, calling them retro.
 
   "Billy's" isn't called "Billy's" at all, but none of us ex-pats call it by its proper name, instead we use the name of the owner. Except that "Billy" isn't "Billy's" real name either but his Anglicised nom de plume so to speak. The ex-pats congregate at his cafe by the harbour most afternoons. In the winter we are mainly here because the sun warms it up, there being no other form of heating, and because the drinks are reasonably priced. To his credit Billy keeps his prices constant throughout the year, not for him the practice of some of his competitors who have a winter price and a summer price (for non-locals). Walking through the little village square I remind myself that I must get to the supermarket which will be closing at two o'clock for the afternoon siesta. I've been caught out many times before and been obliged to sit it out at Billy's until it reopens at six in the evening by which time I struggle to remember what I wanted in the first place. But not today, today I'm not going to drink. It will be coffee and only coffee today.
 
   "Alright you old bastard?" A noisy bright orange moped pulls up beside me.
 
   "Yeah. I'm really OK now," I reply. "Though first thing was a bit rough."
 
   "Yes, I'm wondering if the chicken souvlaki was properly cooked. I felt a tad rough myself."
 
   Given that my friend Terry had been on most of the three-day bender with me, blaming how we felt on the possibility that Agnon might have undercooked his chicken seems a bit disingenuous, but I let it go.
 
   "You going to Billy's?" he asks.
 
   "I'm going to pop in. I've arranged to meet Lucy there. I'm not drinking though. I've got to get to the supermarket first or else Kitty will be the latest in a long line of ladies to leave me."
 
   "Jump on, I'll give you a lift if you want."
 
   Billy's is at most only two hundred yards down the road, but on the other hand I have just walked about a mile, and earlier rowed another half. I'm tempted.
 
   "I'll buy you a coffee."
 
   That tips it. I'll catch the supermarket later.
 
   "Don't let me forget the cat food," I tell him as I jump on behind Terry and he pulls away leaving a puff of diesel fume behind him.
 
   "Two beers Billy, parakalo," cries Terry as we arrive and before he's turned off the engine.
 
   There is a small group already sitting outside drinking coffee. A mix of Greeks and a few expats all talking loudly in various languages. I spot Antoinette sitting alone at one of the tables and join her. Terry follows me.
 
   "Where's Eric?" I ask.
 
   Antoinette's French accent is much more pronounced than Camille's and as a result much sexier. In her early forties she is also a bit of a looker.
 
   "Where do you think 'e iz?" says Antoinette, pouting as she speaks.
 
   Different options cross my mind. Talk has circulated of Eric having a ding-dong with an Italian who has a big house on the other side of the island. More likely is that he is working on his rock formations at the disastrously behind schedule new venture. I'm told they're something special. Who needs completed buildings if you've got stunning rock formations? Thinking better of stirring the pot with Antoinette, I say nothing, instead I look at her enquiringly.
 
   "Wiz ze architect naturalement," she says. "I think 'e is in lurve with 'im, he spends more time with 'im than with me. Et toi?"
 
   "Oh, I'm just having a coffee and Lucy wants to ask my advice on something, have you seen her?"
 
   Billy brings the two beers that Terry ordered on our arrival and Antoinette orders another one for her. She and Lucy don't entirely see eye to eye on things. If Lucy operates at 100mph then Antoinette is dawdling along at 10. She runs her wine bar cum boutique for four months of the year and employs a bar man to help her. This year a young lad has arrived. I'm told, by female friends, that he is impossibly handsome and has the cutest French accent. I don't get what the fuss is about but there you are.
 
   "And what does Lucy want with you?" asks Antoinette.
 
   "Don't ask, all just so ridiculous," I start.
 
   "Mai oui, elle est," she replies.
 
   "Lucy thinks Helen has disappeared, been kidnapped in fact. Bonkers."
 
   "This is very strange," Antoinette frowns as she speaks.
 
   "What is?" I say, "not you as well."
 
   "Je ne sais pas, mais, Panos the butcher tells me today that Helen hasn't collected her meat order for her party. He also went to her house, but zer woz no reply."
 
    
 
  
 
  
   
   

 Chapter Three

 
    
 
   "So, tell me more about the Agatha." Terry asks.
 
   "Agatha?" I enquire.
 
   "Agatha Christie, the mystery, get it? My latest rhyming slang."
 
   I'm not sure I can usefully add anything, so opt to say nothing. Probably best not to encourage him. Instead I turn my focus towards Lucy's flat. She lives on the other side of the harbour, next door to her office. Through the clanking masts of the yachts I see her coming down her steps, followed by her rescue dog, Scratch, so called at least by me because that's all it ever does.
 
   "Well?" prompts Terry, impatient to hear the juicy details.
 
   To be fair not a great deal happens on the island, so his interest is genuine. Normally our entertainment in the summer is derived from critically appraising the inexperienced captains bringing their boats into the harbour. We have hours of fun from this. This is the first stop that most of them make after leaving Lefkas or Preveza. Often, they arrive a few hours after getting off their planes and spend much less time than that getting acquainted with the rented boat that will be their home for a fortnight. Tiredness, rustiness and the afternoon wind are an excellent cocktail for we spectators who have done and seen it all before. I tend to keep my thoughts to myself, but when he has had a few beers, Terry takes on the role of self-appointed harbour master, offering mostly unwanted advice at the top of his voice.
 
   "Lucy is getting a bit carried away," I begin. "She thinks that Helen has been kidnapped though the evidence is a little thin and to be frank I'm not sure why she's come to that conclusion. Presumably something more than she forgot that the butcher was coming. Perhaps she'll enlighten us."
 
   "Which one is Helen anyway?" Terry asks.
 
   "You know Helen."
 
   "Obviously I don't, or I wouldn't be asking."
 
   "Helen, Helen. Don't know the surname."
 
   "Helen," he says to himself, computing the data. We quite often have this sort of exchange. Could be our senior moments, or maybe the effect of the beer or the occasional indulgence in weed.
 
   "She lives in that massive great white house on the hill overlooking the marina. I think you thought it must be owned by a Russian oligarch when you first saw it. You can probably see it from here."
 
   I look across to my right and above the modern marina.  A handful of boats bob up and down now but later in the season will have any number of over-sized super yachts paying an expensive visit. I realise that the house is not in sight from where I sit, so I stretch my legs and walk down the road a little, beer bottle in hand. Terry follows me, bringing his beer with him. We stroll along the water side past the fishermen's cottages with the nets drying outside. These places are still owned by locals, but I wonder for how long.
 
   "There," I point, and Terry follows my outstretched arm.
 
   "Oh, that Helen," he says. "I sort of know her in that when she's away I go up and water her plants for her. Wouldn't say she's a friend though, keeps herself to herself. Perfect view from up there and peaceful too. I sometimes sit and do the crossword up there."
 
   Terry is a passionate crossworder. He collects old English newspapers from all the expats on the island and even goes across on the ferry to pick them up. Mind you, the days can be long living on a boat, especially in the winter.
 
   "Did she mention to you that she might be going away?"
 
   Terry pauses to think and scratches the top of his head absent-mindedly as he does so.
 
   "No," he finally replies. "But to be fair, she doesn't always tip me the wink if she's only going to be gone for a few days. More the longer trips that she needs me for."
 
   We turn back towards the village. Lucy is finally arriving at Billy's after stopping and chatting with no less than ten different people on her journey of less than two hundred metres. She's in the process of expanding her business offering and is waiting on various workers to complete the new room. I notice her chatting to the electrician who is sitting enjoying a coffee in the sunshine. She had told me he was now three weeks late. Before I came to Greece I thought it was the Spanish that were famous for the "manana manana", but here the word "tomorrow" translates somewhere between "in a week or so" and "never in a million years, but I'm too polite to say that."
 
   "What's the house like inside?" I ask Terry. My question has nothing to do with assessing whether or not Helen's disappeared. I'm just nosey. Although I don't live in a house at the moment, I've built a few in my time. "Architecturally it's interesting," I add.
 
   By this I'm referring to the frankly bizarre design. Somebody, presumably Helen, had the idea of building a Tudor style mansion. Problem is that Tudor houses didn't tend to incorporate ground floor to ceiling windows or patios for that matter. As a result, the top half of the house tips its hat towards Tudor with fake beams and leaded windows, whilst the ground floor is conventional holiday villa design.
 
   "Terry, to fagito is ready," Billy calls.
 
   "Aha, my tuck is calling. I'm starving. I could do with another slurp too. You?"
 
   "It would be rude not to."
 
   We walk back together, wishing "Kalimera" to the old lady sitting outside one of the cottages enjoying the sun as we pass. She's wearing black as so many of the local elderly women do after their husband dies.
 
   "Oh, I've never been inside," says Terry picking up the conversation about Helen's house.
 
   "No?" I ask.
 
   "Goodness no," he says. "Far too complicated. You should see the security up there, cameras, lights, electric this, electric that."
 
   I mull this over. Was she expecting unwanted visitors, or did she also suffer from my best mate, paranoia?
 
    
 
  
 
  
   
   

 Chapter Four

 
    
 
   "You look like Donald Trump on a day when he hasn't bothered with his hair," says Lucy.
 
   "Thanks," I reply.
 
   "Better than Worzel Gummidge I guess."
 
   "Who's Worzel Gummidge?" asks Lucy.
 
   I feel the thirty years between us sharply.
 
   "Never mind."
 
   Terry has his plate of food in front of him and has moved to the next table to eat it. He is seated with an audience of five harbour cats around him staring intently waiting for a scrap. He doesn't oblige them, but he does offer me a chip. I decline. I might have some chocolate cake later though. Billy's brother Pavlos bakes amazing cakes. I watch Terry eat. As he is distracted by a couple of attractive young women passing by, one of the cats leaps up onto the table, dives across Terry's plate stealing some of his egg as he goes. The theft is so slick that by the time Terry looks back at his plate the deed has been done. He is none the wiser and continues to eat. The cat stares at me. "Don't say a word," it says.
 
   "So, Lucy, if you're through insulting me, tell us about Helen and why you think she's disappeared. I shall be your private detective, though after five 500ml beers I should warn you I'm more Inspector Clouseau than Sherlock Holmes."
 
   "Inspector who?" she asks.
 
   "Never mind. Actually, before you start, I'll order myself another beer. Terry? Coffee Lucy?" He nods but Lucy declines saying that she's had five cups already today. Only five I think, the equivalent of my breakfast on an average day.
 
   "Of course, if we had an internet radio station on the island, I could put out a request for information," Lucy says.
 
   I'm nonplussed by this. I haven't the faintest idea what an internet radio station is. What's wrong with the old sort?
 
   "I was telling Georgios earlier that I think it's a great idea. The island could do with one. He thinks it's a brilliant plan too and wants me to come over for a drink later to discuss it."
 
   "I bet he does," says Terry, voicing what I'm thinking too.
 
   "Don't be stupid," replies Lucy, "he's married."
 
   "Yes, but his better half is in Athens this week visiting her mother. Maybe suggest you should pop round when she's back?"
 
   "Not everyone thinks like you boys do," says Lucy.
 
   At that moment Antoinette's new barman wanders by. Lucy's head turns 180 degrees as he does so to follow his path.
 
   "Who's that?" she asks.
 
   "Antoinette's helper for the season," I say. "Looks a bit smooth to me," I add. "Anyway, if you've finished drooling over Jean-Paul or whatever his name is, perhaps you can fill me in on what's so important about Helen."
 
   "What, oh yes, right," says Lucy reluctantly coming back to the present. She explains that Helen and she always meet once a week for coffee and a catch up. Thursday at noon, without fail apparently. Never once in the last 12 months has Helen failed to turn up without letting Lucy know beforehand.
 
   "I'm teaching her about the internet. Social media, that type of thing. Helen thinks she has missed out and now that she's retired, she wants to get up to date. I've also been showing her how to build a web site."
 
   "But this Thursday she never showed?" I ask.
 
   "No, not a whisper. We usually meet at Fegaries, the cafe in the corner of the square. After a couple of coffees, we go back to my office and I give her a lesson for an hour or so. Afterwards we have lunch somewhere, Stavros' or Ericos'. Helen always pays as a thank you for the lesson. She's getting quite knowledgeable now."
 
   I realise that I know virtually nothing about Helen. There is a soft divide here between the house dwellers and those that live on boats. The house dwellers are friendly enough to us but there is an invisible line that doesn't get crossed. Perhaps it operates both ways. I'm not invited round for dinner, and nor does Terry as far as I know. Equally we don't invite people to our boats which are private. The house dwellers have a different set of concerns that they talk to each other about. The cost of building being the main one, followed by the cost of maintaining and living in Greece. Put two house dwellers together and it won't take long for them to start moaning about the cost of filling their swimming pools. Shortly afterwards they will move onto the subject of the supposed failings of the utility companies or the local council. For us yachties these things are of no interest. We worry about the weather mainly. As long as I've got access to fresh water, cheap beer and the odd jazz CD or two, I'm happy. Well as happy as I get anyway.
 
   "So, what do you know about Helen?" I ask Lucy.
 
   "Not much really," she replies. "I think that she moved here from England after her husband died. He had some sort of business I'm guessing. She doesn't talk about her past very much."
 
   "Join the club," I mutter, "Family?"
 
   "She never mentions them."
 
   "Photos on the mantelpiece?"
 
   "I've never been to the house actually. Helen's always saying that I must go up sometime but the invite never quite materialised."
 
   "Join the club." I mutter.
 
   "I invite you round all the time." Lucy sounds defensive.
 
   "You do," I concede, "especially if you've a job you need doing." I smile at her in a way that I hope compensates for the barbed nature of my comment. Lucy decides to ignore me and carries on.
 
   "I've rung the bell a couple of times when I've passed by the house, but Helen never heard me, and you can't get into the house if she doesn't open the electric gate."
 
   "So, no word at all?"
 
   "Not a sausage. I've left about five messages on her phone and sent her a couple of emails. I've tried whatsapping her, face timing and facebooking her too."
 
   "You've what?" I ask.
 
   "Just how old are you?" Lucy says by way of reply.
 
   "He's sixty-three," Terry pipes up.
 
   It was obviously a mistake to tell him my age. I make a point of giving people as little personal information as possible. Why are people so obsessed with knowing everything about you? Where are you from? What did you do in England? Why don't your family ever visit? Where have you been? How do you manage for money? Aren't you lonely? Have you been married? Mind your own fucking business, I say. Helen sounds like she's a chip off the old block. Terry moves back to our table having polished off the egg yolk with a piece of bread. He leaves the cats to lick the plate.
 
   "That's better," he says, "just need a beer to wash it down. Billy!" he calls out to our host for a refill. Billy will automatically bring one for me too even though my current bottle is only half empty. We seem to be speeding up, and it's still only half three. The afternoon sun is dancing on the water. The wind is beginning to pick up a little from the north west and the sun umbrella above us blows a little.
 
   "I'm betting she's gone off to see family," suggests Terry. "They've probably flown in to Aktion and they've got a holiday house somewhere which she's staying at too. Probably sitting by the pool sipping cocktails as we speak."
 
   "She would definitely have told me," replies Lucy, "and why isn't she replying to my messages?"
 
   "Not everyone is connected at the hip to the internet world," I offer. "Not everyone is sitting at a desk just waiting for someone to send them an email so they can instantly reply. Not everyone wants to broadcast to the world their every move. Not everyone believes that anyone else is, or should be, remotely interested in whether they are in a relationship, or having a sodding coffee in the High Street with Tom, Dick or bleedin' Bob. Some of us are too busy living."
 
   "Bloody hell," Terry says, "that's the longest rant you've had today. The beer is obviously working a treat. Cheers mate." He proffers his bottle to mine and we chink them together.
 
   "Excuse me I'm sure," says Lucy, "well, do you think you could fit a quick scout around Helen's into your busy schedule Mr Trump?"
 
   "Fuck off." A couple at the furthest table turn around. "Sorry," I say holding up my hand by way of apology. "I need some cake," I say, as though that will soak up the alcohol now flowing freely through my veins.
 
   "I'll buy you a piece of cake if you come up with me to the house," says Lucy.
 
   "Chocolate?"
 
   "Chocolate."
 
   "Just a look?"
 
   "Just a look."
 
   "I'm a fool to myself but go on then. Anything for a piece of Pavlos's chocolate cake."
 
   "I'll pop in and buy it," says Lucy, "I need to powder my nose anyway."
 
   "You're not actually going to get involved in this are you?" asks Terry once Lucy disappears inside.
 
   "Involved in what?" I ask. "Like you say the woman is probably on the mainland pissed as a fart with her telephone switched firmly to off. No, I'm certain that this is just Lucy being Lucy. I just fancy having a nose around Helen's place."
 
   "Good luck to you," replies Terry. "You'll need that cake though. It's one hell of a climb up there on foot. I'll give you a lift if you like."
 
   Tempting though the offer is, I make it a rule never to accept a lift from Terry once he's had three beers. Painful experience tells me that when past that level he struggles to keep the moped upright on the twisty lanes. Goodness knows how he hasn't killed himself yet, but he's not getting me. Lucy returns with the best-looking cake this side of Athens.
 
   "Terry has just pointed out that Lady Helen built her castle on a very high hill," I say. "Normally I would be happy to walk but I've got a slight hamstring twinge."
 
   "She's not a lady," replies Lucy.
 
   "I was joking."
 
   "She's a Countess I think."
 
   "Are you serious?" I ask. "That's a little bit of information you left out earlier. Whatever title she may or may not have her house is still bloody high up."
 
   "I'll go and fetch the quad dad bought me to replace the moped," said Lucy. "I haven't had seven beers."
 
   "Six," Terry and I reply in unison. I've never had the pleasure of being taken for a ride by Lucy on her quad, but I've seen her pass by on it many times. I'm going to be as safe as houses. From what I've seen she rides it as though she is taking part in a royal funeral procession. I'm happy to accept her offer. We'll be up to Helen's and back before my next beer has had time to warm up.
 
   Five minutes later I'm sitting behind Lucy who revs the quad and pulls away at what seems to me to be just above walking speed, borderline jogging. She is wearing a full helmet and offers me one too which I reject theatrically. Only the holidaymakers wear helmets on the island. We take a left and drive along behind the boats. I wave at the people on their yachts, resting now after their sail, and enjoying a well-earned drink. We turn right again past her flat and out towards the marina at which we turn left and serenely climb the windy road up towards Helen's pad. As we go, Lucy half turns.
 
   "There's just one thing," she says. "I told you it's got a massive electric gate. How are we going to get in?"
 
   I tap the side of my nose, missing the first time but connecting on the second attempt. "Don't you worry about that. Roydon has his little secrets," I say.
 
  
 
  
   
   

 Chapter Five

 
    
 
   I climb off the quad a little reluctantly. The view from up here is stunning even for an old salt like me who's been everywhere and seen everything. Helen has certainly built her villa in a great spot. I can see north to Lefkas, west to Palairos, and south towards the island of Kastos. Down below me is the marina and from here I can see the scars of the building works on the other side of the entrance to the village. Stark modern villas will soon line the hillside.
 
   "So, superstar, how are we going to get over this?" Lucy is standing beneath a wrought iron gate that must stand at least eight feet high.
 
   "You not able to climb it then?" I ask.
 
   "I skipped that bit when I was doing my basic training," Lucy replies.
 
   "For what?"
 
   "The army of course."
 
   "You were in the army?" I say, "well I'd never have guessed that."
 
   She smiles at me and I realise that she's having me for a kipper. I move towards the gate and grab hold of the uprights. "Don't just stand there." I nod my head to show her where she should take hold of it.
 
   "You seriously think we'll be able to push it open?"
 
   "No sweat," I say. I flex my muscles to demonstrate.
 
   "Please be careful," says Lucy, "I don't want you to have a hernia or anything. You must be a bit careful at your age."
 
   Ouch. That hurt. "OK. Ready? One, two three, push." Together we strain against the gate trying to slide it open. I stretch out my arms and grunt. Lucy follows suit and is giving it her all. After a couple of minutes of noisy effort, I fall away from the gate and groan, hands to my chest. Lucy is worried. I can tell from the sheer panic across her face that she's running through the very limited emergency medical options on the island. One to be precise, the overweight doctor in the next village who apparently tells all his Greek patients, whatever their ailment, that they should eat less cheese pies and lose weight. He is isn't popular. To the ex-pats he is charm personified, all smiles and concern for their condition, as he pockets their fifty euros.
 
   "Are you OK?" she asks. I throw myself to the ground. "Roydon, Roydon, are you OK?"
 
   I look up, a pained expression on my face. She has her made up face centimetres from mine and I can see her complexion beneath. I wink at her.
 
   "You complete bastard," she says.
 
   "Let's call it one all," I say jumping to my feet. I wince as I feel a muscle pull in my thigh.
 
   "If you've finished being a dickhead, perhaps you can tell me how we are going to get through this bloody gate," she says. Her eyes shine with anger.
 
   "Bien sur," I say. I walk over to the gate and put my arm through the upright bars. There's just about enough room. I reach behind the metal box that houses the motor which operates the gate and flick away the contact. I stand up and easily slide the gate open. "Voila," I bow low. "After you madame."
 
   "Sometimes you are such a child," Lucy says as she sweeps past me. The grounds of the house are impressive. As with most of the villas built here, Helen has pulled out most of the local flora, save for a few isolated olive trees that sit in little islands of imported soil surrounded by flowers that wouldn't grow here of their own volition. We walk up to the house. To be fair it's much more modest than it looks from way down below. I would think it has no more than four bedrooms. The pseudo Tudor fascade however is just as bad close to. The house has been built to take advantage of a north easterly view towards Palairos. The front door is therefore at the rear of the house facing us as we walk up the drive. There is a detached garage off to our left. I branch off to inspect and Lucy follows me. The windows are grubby from the dust that blows in the air, especially up here where there is a constant breeze to cool you down. I rub away the grime and peer inside. Parked inside is an MGB GT convertible. I think I've seen Helen driving around the island in this bright red car with UK plates.
 
   "Is that her car?" I ask.
 
   Lucy nods. "I love her car. I would kill for one like that."
 
   I think better of suggesting that perhaps she could ask her dad to buy her one to add to the moped, the quad, the Smart Car, and the new RIB that I've heard she is lining up. Good old dad.
 
   "Well, if she's gone visiting, she's gone on shank's pony," I say. Lucy looks at me as though I'm speaking a foreign language.
 
   "She's got a quad too," Lucy says. "I think she normally keeps it under the sunshade round the front. Let's see."
 
   On the way we decide it's sensible to try the front door just in case. There's a doorbell which I ring. Inside we hear the musical chime play, but there is no movement, and no-one comes to the door.
 
   "I'll try the door," I say. Lucy nods. It's locked. I peer through the windows either side of the stout wooden door. Just like you'd have seen in Tudor times I'm sure. Inside the house is tidy. Nothing seems out of place. The sun is shining into the house and making rainbow patterns through the cut glass chandeliers that Helen has installed. Lucy and I give up on the front door and wander around to the other side of the house. Pretty much the whole of this floor level aspect is glass. Excessive glazing combined with wooden beams on the first floor are an unusual combination. The window frame is a minimal design so as not to interrupt the view from inside. I try the handle on the sliding door, but it doesn't move.
 
   "I'm not sure we are going to get inside," I say to Lucy. "Anyway, from out here it looks as though everything is in order. Certainly no sign of a struggle or anything like that."
 
   "But unless we can get inside we are not going to know where Helen is, and that was the whole point of coming up here, wasn't it?"
 
   I turn around to face the sea view and to think. In front of me is a patio and the regulation infinity pool. Above me is a balcony that presumably also acts as a sunshade for downstairs. Very necessary for the heat of the summer. I move to my right to take a look. It is indeed a balcony, more the size of a terrace really. "OK, if you want to get inside, I think I probably can," I say. "But I don't want there to be any comeback. I don't fancy being banged up in a Greek jail for breaking and entering."
 
   "Helen's my friend, I'm worried about her. It's not as though we are going to do any damage or steal anything. So please, if you can get us in, then do. I'll explain if necessary."
 
   Lucy does speak excellent Greek and the chances of a police patrol passing by seems slight. At this time of day, the island's policemen will both be sitting in some Taverna somewhere enjoying the owner's hospitality.
 
   "OK. I'll give it a go," I say. "No promises though."
 
   I don't know if Lucy is pausing to consider why I am familiar with breaking into houses, but she doesn't let on if she is.
 
   "Help me push the table over here can you Lucy?"
 
   Once the heavy wooden table is in place, I put one of the chairs up on top of it. It leaves a slight scratch as I move it into position. Shit. I climb up onto the table and do a Greek style dance for Lucy's amusement, before climbing up onto the chair and pulling myself up over the railings of the balcony.
 
   "It's an even better view from up here," I call.
 
   Lucy shows no sign of intending to join me. She's sat down on one of the other chairs which she has pulled next to the swimming pool. I take a split second to look out seaward. The afternoon wind has whipped up the sea so that it is covered with bright white crests backlit by the sun. Twenty or thirty yachts are taking advantage of the perfect conditions. There is an all-weather sofa up here, presumably for enjoying the evenings away from any house guests. There's also another wooden table and chairs, smaller than the one below. I move past the furniture towards the patio door. In my experience it is amazing how many times otherwise careful homeowners forget to lock their upstairs windows and doors. I feel the bulge in my trouser pocket. I've got my trusty little tool with me in case Helen is one of the few who do remember. As it happens, I don't need to break and enter. The door slides open. I'm in. The bedroom is very pink and fluffy. Cushions everywhere, piled high on the bed that has been neatly made since it was last used. There are photographs in frames and plenty of knick-knacks. Reminders of past holidays and the like. This bedroom is not to my taste, but it takes all sorts to make a world and I suspect my bijou floating bedroom would not be to Helen's taste. There's a curious smell in the room too. I'm guessing essential oils.




OEBPS/helveticae.otf


OEBPS/mbs_cover.png
DAVID J CHRISTOPHER

WHAT GUES
AROUND....

A ROYDON MYSTERY SETIN GREECE






