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A NOTE ABOUT GREEK WORDS


Readers without a knowledge of Greek might like to know about one or two things that they will find in the book.


 


‘Mou’ means ‘my’, often used with a name as a term of affection.


 


‘Agapi mou’ means ‘my dear’.


 


Greek names sometimes have changed endings in the vocative, which is when the person is directly addressed. This is why you will see Nikos become Niko, Vasilios become Vasili, and other examples, when the characters are being spoken to directly.


 


Pater is the correct form of address to the papas or priest.


 


‘Panagia mou!’ is an exclamation which literally calls on the help of the Virgin Mary.


 


‘Kali orexi’ means ‘Bon appétit!’


 


‘Kalos irthatay!’ means ‘Welcome!’


 


‘Kyrie’ and ‘Kyria’ are forms of address like monsieur and madame.


 


Place names can be found in different spellings; spellings most likely to help with pronunciation are used in this book.


 


The main town of Naxos is called Chora or Naxos. You pronounce the ch in Chora as in the Scottish ‘loch’.


 


‘Kalispera sas’ means ‘Good evening’
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The view hadn’t changed since the age of Homer, but the killer paid it no attention. The uncultivated centre of the Cycladic island of Naxos was a playground only for goats and hikers. It was a beautiful but lonely landscape, shaped by the weather. The summer sun scorched the weather-enduring grass, and the tough scrub bent beneath the winter winds. The higher peaks were grey with rockfalls, while on the lower slopes the insects were now collecting the last nectar before the summer drought. The spring air smelled of wild herbs, but in a few weeks that rare softness would be overtaken by the dry scent of dead leaves. Things like this had been constant for millennia.


Villages thrived in pockets of fertile land linked by serpentine country roads. In the countryside near one of these, the hill village of Melanes, where ancient peoples once quarried marble, a twentieth-century farmer had built a stone hut to shelter him when he followed his flock across the open land. No more than a square box, the hut was made from rough rocks like those used for dry stone walls, and was just big enough for a man to lie down in. It was far enough from the road to go unnoticed, and even from the footpath nearby it looked uninviting. Its flat concrete roof was littered with chunks of stone as if to hold it down, but it wasn’t going anywhere. By the entrance, a bit of rusty steel mesh lay discarded, grown through by weeds.


The stone hut had no windows, the entrance had no door, and for many years it had served no purpose. Its state of decrepitude was a guarantee of loneliness and eventual collapse. The little shelter had an air of having given up hope.


It was the perfect place to hide a body. The killer never expected anyone to venture inside.
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Martin Day, archaeologist and television presenter, came laughing out of the office of the Curator of the Naxos Archaeological Museum, and took the steps two at a time to the ground floor. An English-speaking tour group filled the reception area of the museum, and Day waited for them to disperse before trying to leave. He was quite keen, anyway, to hear what their tour guide was telling them. He had just recognised him as an old friend from England.


“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the outstanding Archaeological Museum of Naxos. Inside you’ll find a truly impressive collection of items, including the famous Roman mosaic floor. Naxos was an important centre of Cycladic culture through a range of periods, so the museum covers a great many fascinating eras. I know you’re particularly excited to see the beautiful Cycladic figurines, like the ones which we saw in Athens when we visited the Museum of Cycladic Art. The figurines have a captivating beauty that appeals to us today and have inspired many of our great modern artists - think of the paintings of Picasso and Modigliani, and the sculptures of Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore.”


Day permitted himself a small smile. The tour guide paused for breath and glanced in Day’s direction. Having been a Classics undergraduate at Cambridge alongside Day, Paul was a fellow escapee from a life of academia. Paul now led ‘cultural tours’ of Greek sites, while Day was freelance, writing successful books on Greek archaeology and presenting television history programmes on subjects that took his fancy. Neither of them found conventional careers appealing.


Paul grinned and nodded to Day, before continuing with his lecture without missing a beat.


“Cycladic figurines are often female in form, with arms crossed and marks on the belly that suggest pregnancy. Their original purpose is unknown, but they may have been fertility symbols or funerary items. Many are broken across the middle, and could even have been broken deliberately as part of some ceremonial event. Many of these lovely statuettes were found buried in one single, remote pit. Mysterious as well as beautiful objects.”


Day squeezed round the group and out into the fresh air as the lecture continued. The spring morning was already very warm. He loitered outside and didn’t have long to wait before Paul joined him. He laid a big hand on Day’s arm.


“I’ve got ten minutes while they buy their tickets and guide books,” he said. “So, how are you, Professor?”


Day had made a TV series recently in which the American director had insisted on giving him the title of Professor, which he had certainly not earned in any university. He grinned.


“And what are you doing here? I thought you were in Athens.”


“I’ve just bought myself a place here on Naxos,” Day replied. “Finally got round to it. I’ll be spending the summers here.”


“Lucky bastard!”


“Working, of course. Never any rest from the job. You know me. How about you?”


“I’m good, thanks. I bought a boat this year and went independent as a tour operator. Now I have the boat I can arrange my own itineraries and be my own master. Tourists never change, but the down-time I get now is much better. And I take them to places that I want to go to, rather than having somebody else write the script. Look, how about a drink one evening?”


“Sure. Whenever you like. I’ll be living here till something else comes up.”


“Great, I’ll text you. I’ll be showing this group around here for a few days, and I get free time whenever they do. It’ll be good to catch up, it’s been months.”


“Years more like.”


“Really? OK, got to go, they’re looking for their leader! Good to see you, Martin.”


Paul hurried back to his group and Day’s thoughts turned, as they often did, to coffee. He fancied a quiet table with a view of the sea. He walked towards the sea and found a café on the road near the port. It was a favourite of his, because it had seating right on the edge of the water. He ordered a frappé and sat back feeling great. He was back on Naxos, with the whole summer ahead of him, and now he owned his own place. Day intended that summers in his new house, for which he had only received the deeds of ownership at the beginning of the year, would be a simple regime of research and writing in the glorious peace of the island’s hilly centre. He had just informed his old friend Aristos Iraklidis, otherwise known as The Curator, that he planned to pick the Greek’s knowledgeable brain over a bottle or two of local wine from time to time, and now he realised he might occasionally see other friends and colleagues as they passed through the islands, as Paul was doing.


To add icing to the cake, his old friend Helen Aitchison was about to arrive for a long visit. Helen was the kind of person Day liked best: independent, undemanding, intelligent and, like himself, a lover of peace and quiet. She wrote novels now, quite successfully, and was planning on spending most of the summer in Day’s new home up in Filoti village. His relationship with Helen was blissfully platonic, their friendship rooted securely in a shared past where they worked together, and they had proved that they could successfully spend long periods under the same roof without driving each other mad. She would be on Tuesday’s ferry from Rafina.


Day’s mood, as he drank his frappé, checked Facebook on his phone and gazed from time to time at the shining Aegean, was entirely in harmony with the serene May morning.
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Rania Iraklidis, Aristos’s wife, had laid the table for Sunday lunch under the vine-covered pergola behind the Iraklidis’s house in the rural suburb of Agkidia. The busy port of Chora, the main town and harbour of Naxos, was only a few kilometres away, but could have been on the other side of the island. The Iraklidis’s house was quiet and idyllic.


Day had the same thought that always struck him when he saw Rania, that having a historian for a husband clearly suited her. Their life seemed peaceful, their conversation was of history, food and the Aegean. The food was homemade and the wine local. They had no children of their own, but many friends, and in their early sixties they seemed to have arranged their lives exactly how they wanted them. This was Day’s idea of married bliss. As a confirmed bachelor of nearly forty, he felt he was an expert judge of these things.


He was really looking forward to Sunday lunch with his old friends. He politely declined an ouzo and allowed Aristos Iraklidis to press him to try a rather good white wine. The Curator, as he was commonly called on the island, was in the best of moods.


“We should begin with a toast to our good friend, Martin,” he announced, his eyes twinkling above his straight, Greek nose. “To ‘Professor’ Day, TV celebrity and most private man. And now owner of a Naxian house, which makes him also a discerning man. To your good health, Martin!”


“And to yours! It’s wonderful to be with you both again, in this haven of peace in your garden. Lunch smells delicious, too.”


“We’re looking forward to seeing a lot of you over the summer, Martin. Aristos has ordered more wine from his favourite vineyard especially.”


Day soon felt decidedly light-headed. The wine was delicious, cool and scented as with an aroma of mountain herbs, and Aristos was generous with it. He and Aristos shared a love of wine, just as they shared a love of Greece, of archaeology, of beauty, and of peacefulness.


They ate Rania’s delicately seasoned stew of lamb and potatoes with satisfaction. The lamb fell off the bone, the sauce was subtly flavoured with local oregano, and the chunks of local potatoes were rich with the flavour of the meat. Day thought Rania’s cooking exemplified the best of Greek cuisine and never turned down an invitation to eat her food. There were the usual extras too: an olive-rich Greek salad boasting large chunks of tasty tomato and juicy onion, and extra homemade fried potatoes especially for Day, who had a rather soft spot for chips.


There was fresh fruit to follow. Day politely declined the fruit, as usual. Dessert wasn’t his thing, he would say. Oddly, this applied to fruit, which he didn’t object to but rarely ate. He helped himself to seconds of chips when he thought nobody would notice.


“Unbelievable!” he said, finally finishing. “That meal was truly something else. You two must visit me soon in my new house in Filoti and let me cook for you. As soon as I get more settled. Of course, I couldn’t match this standard, Rania!”


“We’d love to, Martin, and I’m sure you cook beautifully. Tell us all about your house.”


“It’s just outside Filoti, walking distance from a particularly good taverna where I shall eat whenever I can’t be bothered to cook. The house is a recent conversion, quite well done and very spacious. It doesn’t need any more doing to it, and it has a spectacular view over the valley. It’s so quiet there … I can work either on the balcony or indoors, and there’s decent internet connection. Lots of bookcases, a cooker, a fridge, and a currently empty wine rack the size of half a wall. I’m expecting you to help me with that, Aristo.”


“Sounds like it might have been quite expensive?” grinned Aristos.


“It wasn’t cheap, but as you know I sold my father’s house in London last year. He would have approved of what I’ve done with my inheritance, I think.”


“He certainly would. It sounds ideal for you. And when does your friend arrive? Her name is Helen, isn’t it?”


“Yes, Helen. Tuesday, on the boat from Rafina. She can stay for weeks and weeks, it’ll be brilliant. The house is easy to divide between us. As I said, it’s quite big. She’ll have her own room and balcony. We’ll get lots of work done, and meet for coffee, lunch and dinner. And aperitifs, naturally. She’ll be doing a project of her own. I think she’s about to start a new novel. She sketches and paints too. She’s never looked back since she took early retirement from the College. Thank God she earns enough to afford trips to Greece to see me. Her novels bring in good money now.”


“You must bring her to visit us soon - mustn’t he, Aristo mou?” said Rania, and Aristos shrugged as if to say it went without saying.


“With pleasure, of course I will. I love to introduce my best friends to each other.”


“I’ve heard of her novels,” said Rania, rather to Day’s surprise. “Maybe you’ll be in one of them soon, Martin! Or perhaps you live too quiet a life.”
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The ferry ‘Blue Star Naxos’ from Rafina brought Helen Aitchison to the island on time. The ship did a cumbersome pirouette in the bay and reversed into port, where it lowered its huge steel ramp to release lorries, cars and pedestrians onto the crowded jetty. Helen concentrated on negotiating the ramp without being pulled down by her heavy suitcases or staggering in front of a car. She felt sweaty and dishevelled, but knew Martin would never notice. She saw him waiting for her just beyond the crowd. He was easy to pick out, taller by a head than most people and fair haired. He saw her and waved. He was one of the few people not holding a sign bearing someone’s surname, and, typically of him, was standing on his own.


Helen joined the people and vehicles which jostled down the road towards the car park and the town, moving as one intolerant jumble. There were trucks laden with everything from bottled water to iron girders. There were taxis, minibuses, and the cars of hoteliers parked in the way with boot lids raised to receive their guests’ luggage. Somehow everyone began to disperse. The fumes from the ferry were black as the boat turned up the power to leave the dock, having relieved itself of every passenger requiring Naxos and taken more on board.


Day’s hug was stiff but his smile was sincere. He lifted Helen’s cases into the boot of his second-hand Fiat 500 and said triumphantly, “Welcome to Naxos, Madame! Welcome to our Cycladic summer!”


Day had remarkably few airs and graces for a relatively successful TV figure, she thought. He ring-fenced his private life, refusing to be at the beck and call of publishers and programme-makers. Luckily these people wanted what he produced, acknowledged his need for ‘research time,’ and so far had indulged his idiosyncrasies. These included long periods in Greece. He was therefore a particularly contented man as people of forty go. If a dark mood overtook him, it was short-lived. He had a great many friends, and she had always understood why.


It took them twenty minutes to escape the congested port. Once on the road out of town the traffic dwindled and Helen began to relax. She knew Naxos and liked its combination of Cycladic culture and modernity. It had a busy summer season, but away from the beaches and towns its people still led fairly traditional lives. Goats, cheese and olives co-existed with car rental, pizzerias and souvenirs. There were beaches and mountains, fast food and outstanding cuisine. Naxos also had a reputation for seriously good art, including ceramics, marble work, textiles and photography. There were two good museums, several ancient archaeological sites, and in the centre of the island and round its rocky coasts there were villages which retained the feel of traditional Greece.


Day began to tell her about his new Greek house in the village of Filoti. She already knew Filoti, with its central road climbing languidly beneath overhanging plane trees, its tavernas and cafés with tables outside, its small market space and its ancient tower. Helen had not even seen a photograph of Day’s house, however, the place where she was to stay for the next few months.


They reached Filoti and Day pulled up by an old house with an unimposing frontage in keeping with the other properties on the outskirts of Filoti. Day unlocked the main door and led the way inside. The cool of the main room enveloped her, her eyes struggling with its dimness until he opened the shutters. He opened more and more of them as they explored the house. The improvements made by the recent conversion became clear. The back of the house had not one but three balconies, all facing away from the road and overlooking the valley at the back. The main room was large, consisting of a living area dominated by a large wooden table, a sofa, and a galley kitchen tucked at the far end. Off this room was the largest balcony, where Helen thought she would spend most of her time, enjoying the light and the view of the valley.


Day showed her round proudly. Her room had its own small balcony with a table and chair where she could also work. Day’s room, desperately untidy but filled with light, was on a lower level cleverly cut into the hillside, and had a balcony which overlooked a garden of vegetables and fruit trees belonging to the people next door. Day’s room, in the modern part of the house, had the complete seclusion he cherished, while Helen’s room had the better view. It was an arrangement that would suit them both.


“Isn’t it perfect, Helen? Our summer will be superb. We shall meet on the main balcony for lunch, and again after siesta for aperitifs. We shall then wander into the village for a delicious meal at the excellent Taverna O Thanasis, I can’t wait to take you there, it has the most wonderful food. Thus we shall eke out our days throughout the summer in a civilised manner. And some excellent work will be done!”


“I love it, Martin,” she said. “It even smells wonderful.”


She was right, he thought, having not noticed it before. The fresh mountain breeze wafted through the open balcony doors carrying with it a green smell of cut grass and perhaps even a scent of the distant sea. The smell of wood old and new, lavender polish and fresh varnish, books and coffee, floated round the house.


Day showed her round the main room pointing out his prize possession, his library, and important items such as the fridge and the cafetière. The floorboards in this older part of the house squeaked in a very pleasant, somehow Greek way. Helen nodded in approval.


“How much of this furniture did you have to bring out from the mainland, Martin? I presume transport to the islands is very expensive.”


“I hired a guy with a van to bring my things over from Athens, including my books. The house came furnished, which is usual in the islands. The mattresses are new, I assure you - IKEA. All the bedding is brand new from a wonderful shop in Kolonaki. I bought things like the cafetière and the microwave on the island. I had some help from a friend of mine, Aristos, who’s the museum curator, and his wife. We’re invited to dinner with them, by the way, they want to meet you, and we’ll have to entertain them too. You can cook!”


She threw him a look, but he was clearly trying to be funny.


“I could fix a cleaner to come in once a month. If you think so?” he continued.


“No need. It won’t take you long.”


“Right. So all we have to do now is go to the supermarket in Chora and buy vital supplies. Do you want to unpack first?”


“If I just get my cases in …”


“No problem,” he said, and strode off towards the car.


Helen walked to the main balcony and stared out across the valley. It was going to be the best, quietest, most productive summer she had had for years, and it sounded like there would be some social occasions too. Here, surely, she would get the inspiration for her next book.


 


***


 


They bought what Day called their vital supplies in a reasonably large supermarket on the outskirts of Chora. Day, who was masterminding the expedition, filled the trolley with wine, gin, tonic, lemons, and toilet paper. Helen added some peaches, grapes and fruit juice. They began to get inspired and added tomatoes, rocket, two jars of Greek capers, Italian ham, feta cheese, oregano, good olive oil, and cheap grinders of salt and black pepper. Day found some nice-looking local flatbread which could be quickly grilled and drizzled with olive oil. Two six-packs of water in plastic litre bottles were essential. Nibbles for aperitifs. That sorted out lunches for a while, and they decided that dinner, at least to begin with, would be provided by the much-admired Thanasis; it was almost as cheap.


Back at the house, they put the shopping away and retired to their separate rooms for the afternoon. Helen tested her mattress and found it pleasantly firm. The pillows looked all right, but only a night on them would reassure her. Everything, thankfully, looked new. She unpacked and took her book to the balcony.


After a couple of hours, Day emerged from his room in fresh clothes to find Helen with her feet on the railings, contemplating the view.


“Gin and tonic?”


“Yes, please. Let’s start as we mean to go on.”


Day brought the drinks to the balcony and they watched as the sun began to sink and the coolness of evening creep over the valley.


“So, what do you plan to work on while you’re here?” Day asked.


“I have an idea for the next book, but it’s not coming together. I’ve brought some paints with me, and there are a couple of art supplies shops on the island if I need more. I’m just going to settle in gently, be a visitor for a while. There’s plenty of time, the summer is long.”


“Here’s to that!”


“And you?”


“I’m going to take a look at the work of a Naxian archaeologist called Nikos Elias,” he said enthusiastically. “He lived on Naxos most of his life and died a few years ago, and he was a mysterious and secretive figure. His house has been turned into a small museum, but I can’t find anything written about him yet. Even here on Naxos he isn’t well known, so it occurred to me I might do a short biography. Maurice, my agent in London, thinks he might have a publisher interested in it. Elias’s former partner looks after the small museum and I’ve been in touch with him. I thought you and I could drive over there one day. I’d like to get going on the work as soon as I can. Rumour has it that Elias made one or two discoveries which he didn’t publish, maybe something exciting, who knows? We’ll see.”
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Day’s favourite restaurant, Taverna O Thanasis, was on the main road at the end of Filoti nearest Day’s new house. As he and Helen walked past the outdoor tables to the door of the taverna, Thanasis greeted them hospitably. The tables inside were laid with blue cloths topped with white cotton squares, neatly fastened with elastic beneath the table rim. Traditional wooden chairs with woven seats, and sepia photos on the walls, completed the traditional feel of the taverna. There was a delicious smell from the kitchen. They chose a table, accepted menus, and Thanasis brought a bottle of cold water and two glasses.


“Thanasi, may I introduce my friend, Helen?”


“I’m delighted to meet you, Kyria. Martin has been looking forward to your arrival, and so have we. Did you have a good journey?”


“Very good, thank you. Martin tells me the food here is the best on Naxos!”


“Then I shall bring you some excellent small plates to start. And for main course this evening we have some goat cooked slowly in a red sauce, some cockerel with pasta, or, if you prefer fish, I have some fresh sardines.”


Day asked for some local red wine while they chose their food, and watched as Thanasis walked purposefully towards the kitchen. He handed a menu to Helen and opened one himself. He sighed happily.


“Chicken for me, I think,” he said. “Lots of chips. And we’d better have a salad. What would you like?”


“Not sure. Definitely a salad with plenty of beautiful Greek tomatoes. I’ve missed them!”


Thanasis returned with a large jug of red wine, followed by his daughter carrying a tray of small dishes to tempt their appetites. Thanasis introduced the food with pride.


“Something to begin! This is village sausage, this fried aubergine, and here a small fava. I hope you enjoy. Kali orexi, Martin, Kyria.”


“I’d be happy if you’d call me Helen,” she suggested.


“Ah, yes,” the Greek beamed. “Helen, the most beautiful woman who ever lived! It suits you, Kyria. Helen.”


Gratified, Thanasis returned to the kitchen. Day reached across to the bread basket in which serviette-wrapped pairs of cutlery nestled among pieces of fresh crusty bread. Placing cutlery at both their places, he then passed the basket so she could reach the bread. These odd little gallantries were customary with him, she remembered.


“You’ve made your first conquest, Helen!” he murmured.


“Don’t be silly, Martin!”


They started on the food with enthusiasm. The small plates of appetisers were delicate, and the bread fresh. The thin slices of aubergine had been lightly dusted with fine batter which had crisped in the frying. The village sausage was served in dainty pieces and wallowed in a sauce rich with tomato. Best of all was the fava, yellow split-pea dip, slightly warm and topped with a splash of green olive oil and crunchy bits of finely chopped onion.


They ordered a portion of cockerel, a Greek salad and some fries. Thanasis persuaded them that instead of fries they should try his wife’s home-style fried potatoes, which were slices of the waxy local potatoes perfectly crisped in the oven and topped with oregano and olive oil.


They shared all the dishes between them and Day admitted that the home-fried potato slices were superb, even for a lover of chips such as himself. The potatoes on Naxos had a well-deserved reputation for excellence. He raised his glass to her with a sense of theatre. “Here’s to a wonderful, productive summer in the Cyclades. A great new novel for you, the biography of a generation for me, and a great deal of down-time and good food!”


“To the summer!”


Day waved the empty wine jug in Thanasis’s direction and caught his eye. “Thanasi, another jug please, just a small one.”
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Day was washing up their morning coffee cups. “We need to get petrol today. Shall we go on to the Elias house afterwards and take a quick look?” he called from the kitchen. “I haven’t managed to get hold of the custodian yet, but we can arrive like tourists and take a look around. The museum opened to the public on the first of May, apparently. Maybe we could get a coffee somewhere before heading back.”


Day didn’t eat breakfast, nor did he usually bother with lunch when he was on his own. Helen, who quite liked meals, sometimes pretended not to want breakfast when she was in Greece with Day. It soon became her normal routine. When she heard the plan for the morning, she resigned herself to the thought that a second coffee would have to do, and she might even order a pastry.


They drove to Chora to fill the Fiat’s tank at a small garage on the outskirts of town, then headed north on the coast road in the direction of Engares. Traffic was light. Small roads led occasionally towards the sea on their left, roads serving only a small group of houses, a single hotel or an isolated beach. After half an hour they saw a sign saying Paralia Votsala, or Stony Beach, and another that advertised the Nikos Elias Museum. The road was unsurfaced but in good condition, and soon descended sharply. At the bottom of the road was the beach, a narrow strip of shingle which stretched two hundred yards in each direction. At the extreme left of the road was a sprawling white house against the cliffs. To the right, the road stopped at a headland, beneath which the tables of a taverna overflowed onto the shingle. It looked very inviting. Day, however, was focussed on the white house of the late Nikos Elias.


“That’s the place, I think,” he said, pointing left. “Let’s take a closer look, shall we?”


He drove with care towards the archaeologist’s old house, avoiding the occasional ruts in the road. Another sign in tourist office colours announced the Nikos Elias Museum. Day parked in front of the building and peered over the steering wheel. The place seemed closed. They got out and walked to the main door. A handwritten notice was pinned there, framed by a small bougainvillea, the roots of which were wedged in a rusted barrel. The notice said, ‘Temporarily Closed to Public’ in Greek, English and German.


There was only one thing to do, which was to get a coffee at the little taverna. Day parked the Fiat next to two hire cars which closely resembled his own. Day had, after all, bought an ex-hire car himself.


The taverna owner waved from the shingle beach where he was wiping sand from the tables.


“Kalos irthatay! Welcome!” he called.


“Kalimera. Are you serving coffee?”


“Of course! Please, take a seat!”


They chose a table in the shade of a tamarisk tree at the edge of the beach. The owner, a Greek of about Day’s age, returned with menus that offered a selection of drinks, sweet snacks and toasted sandwiches. His wife appeared with a tray bearing two chilled glasses and a bottle of cold water with the condensation dripping from it. Day and Helen did not need the menus to make their coffee order.


“A frappé for me, please,” said Day.


“Cappuccino, please, a double.”


“Cold?”


Helen felt very English when she insisted on hot coffee. Day loved the tall, iced coffee preferred in Greece during the summer, but Helen held to her English tastes. She was rewarded with a large, hot coffee with a homemade biscuit on the teaspoon. Day stirred his frappé thoughtfully with the straw, and gave Helen his biscuit.


“Well, interesting that the house is closed,” he said. “I’ll have to ask around and see when it will open. I’m sure it will. This is Greece, everything happens at the right time.”


“I hope so, because you’re going to have a problem if it doesn’t.”


“Oh, I’m sure it will open soon. Elias’s companion still lives there. It’s his home, and anyway he wrote to me to confirm my visit. By the way, did I tell you Elias wrote some quite decent poetry? And he has an amazing library of Greek literature, I’ve heard. He seems quite a character.”


“A library, in that house? They must have a problem with the damp in winter. It’s really close to the sea.”


“Mmm, maybe. I’m looking forward to seeing Elias’s books, anyway; he might have collected some interesting bits and pieces.”


“Do you know much about the contents of the museum?”


“There are local finds, his papers, his personal writings, maps, drawings. I don’t know exactly till I get inside.”


“Is the poetry published?”


“Don’t think so, not sure. I’ve never come across it, but it’s not my thing really.”


“I know! And his companion, who’s he?”


“To my shame, I don’t know the first thing about him. Not in the field, I think, not an archaeologist. His name’s Petros Tsifas. He’s been the registered curator of the museum since Elias’s death, but I haven’t read anything about him. It’s an interesting set-up. There’s no funding for the upkeep of the place from the Greek State, but Elias seems to have been wealthy and I think the local tourist board pay Tsifas something to open for visitors.”


“The tourist board won’t be pleased that the museum’s closed, will they?”


“Indeed. I wonder what’s happened.”


They drank their coffee and Day looked at his phone. Helen looked out to sea. There was nothing to look at except the water and the horizon. So few gulls here, so few boats today. This was the rocky, exposed side of the island, facing the north-westerly winds. Lovers of solitude lived on this coast. So why was there a taverna here? Where did their customers come from? Despite the other cars, there appeared to be nobody here apart from themselves.


After ten minutes she got up to visit the bathroom, mostly an excuse to look around. The inside of the taverna was spacious, with a bar against one wall and a chill cabinet against another in which desserts, beers and cold drinks were on display. Photographs of Naxian fishermen from long ago, mending nets or standing proudly by small boats, hung behind the bar. An old Greek flag was propped proudly in one corner of the room.


At one of the tables sat the owner and his wife. He was reading a newspaper with one eye alert for customers, and she had a bowl of vegetables on her lap and was preparing them with a sharp knife. When Helen returned from the toilets she paused near them to exchange courtesies. Remembering that a cool day is regarded as excellent weather by the Greeks, she opted for a safe conversational gambit.


“Very good weather today, isn’t it?”


“Very good! Are you holidaying on the island?”


“My friend has a house near Filoti, but I’m staying here on holiday, yes. I arrived yesterday for the summer.”


“Oh, Kyria, you will have a very good summer on Naxos. I’m Vasilios, this is my wife Maroula. I hope you’ll visit us often. And if your friends come to see you, we have rooms here, good rooms. As you can see, it’s very beautiful in Paralia Votsala.”


“It certainly is! You say you have rooms here? Do you get many visitors?”


“We do well enough, in June and August particularly. We are quite inexpensive, and we find that archaeologists and their students stay with us while they explore the island. We also have some visitors who come with metal detectors, who hope they will have a lucky find along our beach. There’s nothing there to find, of course, but they enjoy themselves. And my wife cooks them an excellent dinner afterwards.”


His wife lifted her head from her vegetables and spoke in a sad tone. “We have two rooms, Kyria. When my husband says that many people stay here, he means a few.”


“I suppose the Elias Museum attracts them,” said Helen, diplomatically. “We notice it’s closed today. Do you know when it might open again?”


“Of course!” answered Vasilios. “Petros lives there, it’s his home. He had to go to the mainland on family business, but he’ll be back soon. I keep an eye on the house when he’s away.”


Helen thanked them and returned to Day, who had closed his phone and was staring at the sea.


“I love it here,” he said, not turning to look at her. “I did the right thing buying the house.”


“You did indeed.”


“How were the facilities?”


“Very clean. You go past the right-hand side of the taverna and turn left. I just had a little chat with the owners, actually. They’re a nice couple, called Vasilios and Maroula. Keen to tell me they have two rooms which they hire out to visitors, students and archaeologists mostly, and people with metal detectors looking for things on the beach.”


“Seekers after antiquities?”


“Just the usual hopefuls, I imagine. Vasilios said there was nothing around here to find.”


“There certainly can’t be anything of great age still undiscovered on Naxos, at least not lying about on the surface. But it explains how the taverna can possibly survive out here.”


“They said the Elias Museum will open soon. They seem friendly with the owner, Petros. It seems he’s visiting the mainland on a family matter.”


“Excellent.” Day slapped at an invisible insect on his neck and put his phone in his jacket pocket. “Well, shall we go home for lunch? I must just inspect the facilities first.”
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Several peaceful days passed for Helen. She would sit in her favourite place, on the main balcony with her feet up on the rungs of another chair, notebook and biro unused on the table. It was so easy to drift off into a dream here, and not usually one which inspired her to write or draw. She had fallen into a habit of quiet observation.


She would watch the man who strode across the uneven ground mid-morning to fetch his mule from the field and take it away for the day’s work. She often saw in the distance a shepherd and his dogs as they walked from a house to the high sheep fields, sometimes disappearing from sight when the path wound behind buildings or stumpy trees. Yellow broom was starting to flower in the valley, and in the long grass were thistles, sprawling figs, untended olive trees and patches of wild geranium. Small birds sped about and twittered, butterflies floated in the breeze. Pigeons which believed the balcony belonged to them landed heavily on the woven cane canopy above where 
she sat.


Day had gone for a walk to Filoti while the morning was still cool. She expected him back with a newspaper and fresh bread for lunch. He would take his time. He planned to make small talk along the way, hoping to get to know his neighbours. The weekend had been rather quiet. Neither of them felt like starting work. They planned to phone the Elias Museum in a day or two and make a proper appointment for Day to visit. Meanwhile, Day slept most afternoons, and Thanasis was filling their evenings with entertainment of the best sort: home-cooked local food and Naxian wine.


Helen was just watching a distant figure moving towards some blue-painted bee-hives on the hillside when she heard the front door open and Day appeared with a bag of bread and a newspaper. He slammed the paper on the table next to her.


“Just when you think you’re on a peaceful island in the Aegean where nothing ever happens, look at this!”


It was the local paper, The Naxian. Across the front was a sombre headline.




A Murder on Naxos


 


An American visitor has been found dead in his room at the Hotel Philippos in Chora. The police are treating his death as murder, but have not released further details. The victim appeared to have been visiting the island alone, but the reason for his visit is unknown.


The police have named the victim as Dr Michael K. Moralis from New York. Inspector Cristopoulos of Naxos Police is in charge of the case, and a team from the Helladic Police in Athens is expected to arrive soon to assist with the investigation.





“I know Michael Moralis, Helen!” said Day, interrupting her reading. “We met a couple of years ago in New York. I was covering an exhibition of Mycenaean pottery at The Met Museum for the History Channel, and Michael was hosting me. I think he was working for some Classics department or other in New York. I wonder why he was on Naxos?”


Day stared in disbelief at the article, hands on hips. He walked into the house, then back out to the balcony carrying a glass of water. He leaned on the balcony rail and stared at the valley without seeing it.


“I’ll go and speak to this Inspector Cristopoulos, I think. There could be a tremendous fuss about this. They might need a bit of help, and at least I can tell them a bit more about their victim. Who would want to kill an American academic, for goodness sake? The poor guy.”


“I’m sorry about your friend, Martin.”


“It’s terrible. Really not what you expect as a classicist! They get pretty worked up about their research, of course, but hardly a murdering matter.”


“No.”


“I think I’ll go right away, in fact. I’ll just check something on the computer first. Coming?”


“I don’t have anything to tell the police!”


“OK. I’ll fill you in when I get back .”


 


***


 


The Naxos Police Station was several streets from the main square. Two marked police cars were parked outside, a Greek flag drooped on the roof, and grilles were fixed over the windows. If it hadn’t become a police station it might have served well as a small supermarket. Day’s arrival forced the policeman on the desk to raise his head.


“Good morning. May I speak to Inspector Cristopoulos, please? My name’s Martin Day. It’s in connection with the death of Dr Moralis. I knew him.”


“One moment, Kyrie,” said the young officer.


A part-glazed door behind the reception desk stood slightly ajar. As the young policeman reached for his phone, a short figure with a significant moustache opened the door and came out. Unlike the policeman at the counter, this older man looked intelligent, authoritative and weary. He wore civilian clothes and looked a little like an academic. Day was rather pleasantly surprised at this first impression.


“Good morning. I’m Inspector Cristopoulos. And you’re Professor Martin Day?”


“Hello, Inspector. You know who I am?”


“I know of your work in Greece, and that you have a house on Naxos, Kyrie. It’s my business to know our new residents, especially those in your field.”


The Inspector shook hands and continued to study Day carefully. As yet he had not felt the need to smile. The man on the desk avoided looking at them. Day decided to be direct.


“I’ve read in the newspaper of the death of my American colleague, Michael Moralis. I’ve come to offer any information I can, and to be of any possible assistance. If I may, Inspector?”


“The Greek Police welcome information and assistance from the public, Professor Day. Especially when the matter is as serious as this, when there are international ramifications on top of everything. May I suggest we talk in my office?”


There was a certain lack of conviction in the Inspector’s voice, but Day decided it was best ignored.


The office into which the Inspector led him was clean and air-conditioned. The station had recently been repainted, but it remained an old building and its windows were nailed shut on the inside. It was, however, better equipped than Day had expected. Rumour was not kind to the provincial Greek police, but in this case it seemed to be unfounded. Cristopoulos sat down behind a desk which seemed rather large for him and invited Day to sit opposite him. The Inspector regarded his visitor shrewdly from between his two computer screens.


“Tell me, Professor Day, how do you know our victim?”


“I met Michael Moralis in New York when we were working on an exhibition of Mycenaean pottery at the Metropolitan Museum. This was two years ago, in March. I was preparing a television programme, perhaps you saw it? Michael Moralis was showing me round and making sure everything went smoothly; he introduced me to people, that kind of thing. He had a wide circle of professional contacts in the city. At the time he was a lecturer at CUNY, the City University of New York. As far as I know he still is, or was. He specialised in Greek ceramics and was an expert on the Mycenaean period. He was unmarried, at least when I knew him. He had some kind of advisory role at the Museum. We got to know each other reasonably well.”


Cristopoulos regarded him meditatively, as if unimpressed.


“What was the nature of your relationship with Dr Moralis, Professor? Exactly?”


Day felt a small surge of irritation but responded calmly.


“Just professional, Inspector. Can I ask how poor Michael was killed?”


“That information hasn’t been released to the public,” frowned the inspector. “However, I’m going to answer your question, Professor Day, because frankly I think you might be able to help me. You’re part of the world in which the victim moved, you may be able to open up channels of information not readily accessible to me. Contacts, and so on. So, I need to ask for your absolute professional discretion?”


Day reassured him of his professional discretion.


“Very well.” Cristopoulos leaned back from the desk and crossed his arms, regarding Day carefully. “Your colleague was stabbed to death in his hotel room. The assailant was not seen either arriving or leaving. Now, you can tell me something. I’d like to know why Dr Moralis was here on Naxos. Could it have been in connection with his work? Any information you could give me, or discover for me, would be extremely helpful at this stage.”


“I didn’t know he was on the island. Would you like me to make some enquiries?”


The inspector nodded and continued. “So you wouldn’t know if he was here with a colleague or friend?”


“No, not at all.”


“Did the victim’s academic interests relate to Naxos?”


“Michael specialised in the Mycenaean period and wrote a superb book on the Mycenaeans in the Cyclades, so he did have an interest in this area, but I don’t know of any specific or recent connection with Naxos.”


The Inspector sighed, an expression not of disapproval but of despair. Day said nothing. He felt that a corner had been turned and Cristopoulos now regarded him somewhat more benignly. Indeed, Day sensed that the policeman needed his help. The inspector shifted his position and leaned his elbows on the desk, steepling his fingers, never taking his eyes off his visitor. He gave a small sniff and nodded.


“As you may know, Professor, my colleagues from Athens will be arriving soon to take over the case, by which time I should like to have made some positive progress …”


“I understand.”


“So, the attack on Dr Moralis took place in his hotel room, as I said. Dr Moralis seems to have opened the door to his killer and not put up any resistance. He therefore may have known the killer, and there was no sign of a struggle. The hotel has informed us that Dr Moralis arrived a week ago, has apparently not received any visitors since checking in, and nobody saw anyone on the night of the murder who may have been the attacker. It looks as if the killer may have known the victim’s room number and so was able to avoid reception staff.”


“Is the reception desk constantly attended?”


“Usually it is, but Saturday night was busy. We did however receive an interesting piece of information from a member of staff. One evening, Dr Moralis chose to enjoy a glass of ouzo in the hotel reception lounge. During that time he spoke to someone on his mobile phone, which we know because the Duty Receptionist is a young woman with excellent English. She heard Dr Moralis referring to an unknown archaeological site on Naxos, and he seemed very excited. He spoke as if to a colleague or person of similar interests. Apparently he didn’t mention the location of the place, or any details except the word sanctuary.”


Day frowned and stretched his fingers, which had been resting on his knees.


“Now that’s interesting,” he said. “Did the receptionist hear anything more? No matter how unimportant?”


“I’m afraid not. Could you give this question your consideration for me, Professor Day? Might the victim have been here in search of an ancient sanctuary? And if so, perhaps he was in touch with somebody locally?”


“My first thought is that it seems unlikely that Michael would be here for that reason. Michael was an academic rather than a field archaeologist, but I’ll look into his recent research interests, maybe explore a few avenues with colleagues, discretely of course …”


Cristopoulos gave a small smile, his first of the interview.


“Good, that would be extremely helpful, Professor. We have a wonderful resource in our local Museum, of course, but you, I believe, have international contacts as well as a familiarity with Dr Moralis himself. Now, please don’t leave the island without speaking to me first, and please leave my officer your contact details on the way out.”


“Of course.”


“And if I may repeat myself, all that I have told you must remain absolutely confidential. Oh, by the way, can you tell me your own whereabouts on the night of Saturday 18th May?”


“I was at home, Inspector, in my house in Filoti, with my friend Helen Aitchison, who’s staying with me at the moment.”


“Thank you. I’ll be in touch.”


Cristopoulos rose to signal the end of the interview and extended his short arm. The smile had subsided but the expression remained calmly benign.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Meaning of
Friday

A Naxos mystery with Martin Day

Vanessa Gordon





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
The Meaning of
Friday

A Naxos mystery with Martin Day

Vanessa Gordon





OEBPS/images/page7.jpg





