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Vanessa Gordon lives in Surrey and spent many years working in Classical music as a concert manager, musicians’ agent and live music supplier. She has travelled all over Greece and has visited as often as possible over the last fifteen years.


The Martin Day mystery series is set on Naxos, the largest island in the Cyclades. It is an island of contrasts. The modern port of Chora is crowned by a Venetian kastro which is surrounded by an interesting old town. On Naxos you can find uninhabited hills, the highest mountain in the Cyclades, attractive fishing villages, popular beaches and archaeological sites. There are historic towers and welcoming tavernas, collectable art and ceramics. Naxos has produced some of the finest marble in Greece since ancient times.


Now Martin Day has moved in.
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A NOTE ABOUT GREEK WORDS


NAMES for men in Greek often change their ending when the man is spoken to directly or a familiar form is used, such as Vasilios - Vasili, Aristos - Aristo, Alexandros - Alexandre.


PLACES


Chora and Halki begin with the same sound as in the Scottish ‘loch’


Agios Ioannis, Agios Georgios are St John, St George


Spedos is pronounced spEE-doss


Bourtzi comes from the Ottoman-Turkish and means tower


GREETINGS & EXPRESSIONS


Kyrie and Kyria are forms of address like Monsieur and Madame


Kyrios is the word for Mr when not addressing him directly


Mou means ‘of mine’ and is often used after a name as a term of affection, as in


Agapi mou - my dear, my love


File mou - my friend


Kalimera - hello, good morning (Kalimera sas - formal or plural)


Kalispera - good evening (Kalispera sas - formal or plural)


Yia sou - hello (Yia sas - formal or plural)


Ti kaneis - how are you? (Ti kanete - formal or plural)


Pos paei - how are things? (poss-PIE) Para poli kala - very well indeed Efharisto poli - thank you very much Hairo poli - pleased to meet you Kalos irthatay - welcome


Kali orexi - bon appétit


Stin yia sas/mas - good health, cheers


Oriste - a common way to answer the phone.


Synharitiria - congratulations


Kali epitichia - I wish you success


Signomi - excuse me, sorry


Panagia mou - an explanation of shock, Holy Mary!


O Martin eimai - I’m Martin
 

Lipon - now, well, let’s see
 

Telia - perfect


Perimenetay - Wait!


GENERAL


estiatorio - restaurant 


psarotaverna - fish taverna 


kafenion - traditional cafe 


mikri agora - mini market 


plateia - town square 


spilia - cave

tholos tomb - underground bee-hive-shaped tomb

maquis - scrub vegetation 


levanda - lavender 


yiasemi - jasmine 


asterias - starfish


komboloi - popular string of beads


tavli - Greek game played on a backgammon board


volta - evening walk


kastanozantha mallia - auburn hair


briki - metal pot used to make Greek coffee on the stove


Meltemi - prevailing wind in the Cyclades


Demotiki - modern Greek language as it is spoken today 


Katharevousa - more formal modern Greek language 


bousoules - spiral or circular marks carved into rock 


paravoli - parabola


FOOD & DRINK


kafes - coffee (Elliniko kafes - Greek coffee)
 

sketo - unsugared, plain


kitron - a large citrus fruit famous on Naxos; a liqueur


mastika - a tree resin; liqueur made from the resin of the mastic trees of Chios island


tsipouro - distilled spirit (ts-EE-puro), not to be confused with


tsipoura - sea bream (tsi-PUR-a)


gavros - mackerel


pestrofa - trout
 

dendrolivano - rosemary


trahanas - a dried stuffing made with wheat and yogurt


miso kilo - half kilo: wine is measured by weight in Greece


myzithropita - a dessert like a cheesecake, made with mizithra cheese. Pita means pie


koulouraki(a) - Greek biscuit(s) (from kouloura, a coil)


orzo - small pasta


horiatiki (salad) - the traditional Greek salad


politiki (salad) - salad with a tangy, vinegary dressing


dakos - rusk used in a salad


melitzanosalata - aubergine dip


fava - yellow split-pea dip


feta, arseniko, kefalotyri, graviera, kopanisti, mizithra - Greek cheeses


feta ravasaki - feta cheese in pastry parcels with sesame and honey


ouzomezethes - small bites to eat (with ouzo)


mezethes - small savoury plates of food (sing. meze)


orektika - appetisers similar to mezethes


sto fourno - (cooked) in the oven


yemista - stuffed; vegetables stuffed with rice and baked
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The island of Naxos in the Cyclades was enjoying one of the best Augusts in recent years. Tourism was at an all-time high. The white sails of windsurfers moved languidly in the bay, and a ferry of the Blue Star line bringing visitors to the port left a creamy wake in Homer’s ‘wine-dark’ sea. The Aegean shimmered like black fabric against the cloudless sky.


Ophelia stood among the holiday-makers who had gathered on the islet of Palatia. The breeze threw her hair into her face whenever she lowered her hand, like in a painting she had once seen of Helen of Troy. Helen’s was a sad story which had long resonated with Ophelia. Homer’s heroine had to make a difficult choice between love and duty, and in choosing love she caused countless deaths and condemned herself to a lifetime of guilt.


She turned from the sea and wandered over to the Portara of Naxos. A huge marble doorframe topped with a massive lintel, the Portara was the most famous piece of antiquity on the island. It faced directly out to sea and was visible from every direction, because the Temple of Apollo for which it was the portal was intended to show that Naxos was a place of importance. The temple, however, was never completed; nothing remained of it now but the foundation blocks that suggested the glory it might have been. The noble Portara stood alone, surrounded on three sides by the sea, an impressive and dignified symbol of disappointed ambition.


She walked back along the modern causeway towards the tavernas and cafés of the town. A bouzouki player was busking on the pavement, singing some old song of love that she recognised. She threw some coins into his music case.


“Efharisto poli, Kyria!” called the musician, and his eyes followed her as she walked away. Turning back to look at him, she fixed his image in her mind and added it to her memories of Naxos. This was the most beautiful island in the Cyclades: its tall hills and wild valleys had changed little since the Bronze Age, and its coastline was as unspoilt as when the first ships traded here. Its history was rich and its antiquities beyond compare. She had spent her life studying them.


She carried on more cheerfully towards her hotel. It was then that she recognised a fair-haired man sitting at a pavement table in a bar called Diogenes. He was laughing with the waiter, facing away from her, engrossed in conversation. It was certainly him, older now but still somehow the same. Before he could see her she ducked into the nearest shop, a gloomy place selling tourist items from beach towels to replicas of the Portara, and pretended to browse.


“Yia sas!” called an old lady who appeared from behind a rail of swimwear. She looked Ophelia up and down critically. “Can I help you?”


“Kalimera sas,” replied Ophelia. “No, thank you. I’m just looking.”


There was nothing in the shop she wanted, that was certain. The real question was whether there might be something she wanted from the fair-haired man.
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“This is it, Martin, no more secrecy.”


Day, one hand on the steering wheel, ran his hand through his hair.


“I’m not sure I’m quite ready, to be honest. It’s been fun, nobody knowing, like having a secret affair.”


“It really has, but we can hardly avoid telling our closest friends, can we?”


Day urged the Fiat up a steep right-hand bend and parked next to the old Mercedes that belonged to his friend Aristos. There were no other cars around, suggesting they were the first to arrive. The village of Agkidia, its white villas scattered among fields and gardens across the plain, was spread out below them, and in the distance the port town of Chora with the Kastro on its summit sat solidly on the horizon. By contrast, their friends’ house had an air of seclusion. The front door was rarely used and the way in was a tall flight of stairs that led straight to the garden.


Helen and Day exchanged a smile. Over the winter in London they had made sure that Day’s desire to change the nature of their relationship was the right thing for them both. They had kept to themselves, living like new lovers. Most of their friends were in Greece, and they had said nothing to the few in London.


As they took the stairs at the side of the house, it seemed unlikely that this privacy would survive the afternoon.


 


The Curator of the Naxos Archaeological Museum, Aristos Iraklidis, looked up from pouring a small amount of wine into his wife’s glass. He finished the operation with a little twist of the bottle, a technique perfected by many years of practice, just as they reached the terrace.


“Aristo, Rania, ti kanete?” called Day from the top step.


“Para poli kala, file mou! Welcome back to Naxos! You’ve brought the summer back to us.”


“Congratulations on your anniversary!” said Helen, kissing Rania on both cheeks. “Forty years of marriage - that’s a real cause for celebration.”


Rania opened their gift and held the glass vase to the light to admire its colour. They had bought it in Bath just before their return to Naxos. It had a flattened rim which suggested the shape of an ancient Greek pot, and its rich blue hue seemed to swirl around the bowl like the sea.


“Thank you, it’s beautiful. You’re very kind. Come in, come in.”


Aristos Iraklidis, revered on the island and often known simply as The Curator, had been in charge of the Archaeological Museum for many years. Day had met him professionally when he first moved to Athens, but had come to regard him as a close friend. He was into his sixties now but he looked younger. His shirt was the azure blue of the Greek flag, which flattered his deeply tanned complexion, slightly wayward white hair and generous grey moustache. His dark eyes were still those of a much younger man.


Day had brought Helen to visit Aristos and Rania for the first time last summer. The terrace still looked the same, sheltered from the sun by its vine-draped pergola, its wonderful old olive tree in one corner, the ornate garden with scarlet bougainvillea and Aristos’s olive trees and vineyard beyond.


Aristos took Helen to inspect the new vines he had planted, and Rania put her hand on Day’s arm.


“You’re rather pale, Martin, you need some good Greek sunshine. Still, you look happy. I’m very pleased to see it. Last time I saw you was in October, wasn’t it? You were quite upset by that business at the tower.”


She was right, he had been stressed before Christmas, but something told him she was asking about his current blatant happiness. When he hesitated, uncharacteristically for a man who always had something to say for himself, Rania gestured towards Helen in the garden.


“I feel as if we’ve known Helen for ever,” she said, “yet it was only last summer that you brought her to meet us. The cold English winter hasn’t done her any harm, in fact she looks extremely content.” She paused expectantly, and Day waited to see whether she would ask him outright.


“Is she staying for the whole summer?”


Day smiled, thinking that the moment had come to give her the whole story, but at that very moment they heard people coming up the steps to the terrace. It was the only other guests invited to the anniversary celebration, Nick and Despina Kiloziglou and their 11- year old son, Nestoras.


“Hey Martin, how you doing, mate?” called Nick, his Aussie accent a legacy of his childhood in Sydney. He shook Day’s hand and clapped him on the back. “Good to have you back.”


“It’s great to see you both,” said Day. “My god, Deppi, you look radiant. That’s what they say, isn’t it? You really do! When’s the baby due?”


“Early July. You must come out to Plaka and see the new house before there’s a new baby to deal with. I see Helen over there. Let me just put this food in the kitchen for Aunt Rania, and we’ll catch up with you both.”


Day watched them go into the house and heard voices from the kitchen, Rania and Deppi discussing the food. Nestoras took his chance to follow one of the cats into the garden.


An old lady with a stick came out of a ground floor bedroom door, lowered herself into a chair and propped the stick within reach against the wall. She closed her eyes with a smile to enjoy the warmth of the sun that fell gently through the pergola. Day recognised the most senior member of the Iraklidis family and walked over to her. Aristos’s mother rarely appeared when there were visitors, preferring the quiet of her own room. Day had only met her once before, on Rania’s birthday last year, and he remembered that she spoke no English.


“Kyria Anastasia, kalispera sas,” he said, bending down and shaking her hand. “O Martin eimai.”


The old lady smiled at him as if she needed no reminding. She was Day’s ideal of an elderly Greek lady, majestic in her traditional black dress, her face a beautiful arrangement of wrinkles earned during a long and sun-drenched life. She must be, he guessed, in her late eighties. He talked to her in his highly idiosyncratic mixture of Ancient Greek, katharevousa and demotiki; it was a benign blend of classical literature, the formal modern Greek language, and the everyday spoken one. This hotchpotch, delivered with embellishments and courtesies, clearly delighted the old lady. She responded in the simplest and clearest Greek that Day had heard in a long time; he would never tire of hearing the language spoken like this. He lodged on the low wall near her chair and they talked for a few minutes before Aristos called everyone to the dining table. Day helped Anastasia from her chair, and soon everyone except Nestoras, who was still somewhere in the garden, was seated in the cushioned white armchairs round the long wooden table.


Aristos emerged from the kitchen with two bottles of cold white wine. A cluster of glasses already stood on the marble table made by his friend, the artist Konstantinos Saris. A perfect meander pattern decorated its deep white rim, and its well-proportioned pedestal seemed both massive and delicate. Day laid his hand on Helen’s on the arm of her chair, no longer interested in secrecy.


“Rania and I are delighted to have you with us today,” announced Aristos, who alone remained standing.“Thank you for being here to share our anniversary. Please raise your glasses. To family, friendship and a long and happy life!”


“Stin yia mas!”


“Synharitiria!”


Amid toasts and congratulations, the meal began with the mezethes. There were little chickpea balls, a melitzanosalata, tender pieces of octopus in a lemon coating, homemade dolmades, grilled vegetables and fresh cubes of local cheese.


From the other side of Helen, Nick leaned round to Day, his enthusiasm obvious.


“Hey, I’ve just heard your good news, Martin. Congratulations! What a turn-out for you.”


Even the old lady stared at Day. He hoped he wasn’t blushing. The time had come to tell them all about Helen and himself. It seemed to be becoming more and more difficult, though he could not have explained why.


“I’ve just told Nick about the reward, Martin,” said Helen quickly, before he could speak.


“Oh, yes, that. It was a complete surprise.”


“What was?” asked Aristos from the end of the table, looking to Helen for the story. Everyone was waiting.


“Martin had a letter from a lawyer in America last month. It was about the stolen antiquities that he tracked down last year. The lawyer said that the owner of the collection had died, leaving instructions that Martin should receive the reward that he offered for the recovery of his treasures.”


Day said that the police had done all the hard work.


“Come on, Martin,” laughed Helen, “it was all down to you, even if you did take too many risks.” She smiled at the others, shaking her head. “Despite this sudden boost to his income he’s still taken on two major pieces of work for the summer.”


Aristos nodded. “Martin would be lost without his work.”


“What do you have lined up, then, Martin?” Nick asked. “Is it enough to keep you out of trouble?”


“The reward is going straight into my currently empty pension pot,” said Day, “Work needs to continue as normal. I’ve got the contract to finish the project that Edward Childe set up before he died, which is a TV series on Greek marble sculpture. I can see it taking several years and quite a bit of travelling round Greece.”


“Sounds interesting,” said Nick. “And what’s the other job?”


“My agent in London wasn’t convinced we’d get the Childe contract, so he arranged for me to write and present another TV series: each episode will be filmed at a different excavation site in Greece, one which is still active. We’ll be disrupting the excavation teams and I’m supposed to smooth the way.”


“Both jobs will take you away from Naxos quite a lot,” noted Rania.


“Oh, there’s plenty I can do here, I’m in no rush to go anywhere. This island is my delight as well as my home. And Helen will keep me from working too hard, won’t you Helen?”


Everyone laughed. Day’s friends were not afraid that he might suffer from overwork. Why else, after all, had he moved to a quiet Cycladic island? Day loved his work but he had his priorities, and professional ambition was not something that interfered with them.


The table was cleared and Rania went inside to fetch the main course, roasted Greek lamb with potatoes. Fragrant with herbs and garlic, the aroma of the meat was rich with lemon juice and white wine, and the potatoes had been cooked in the tray with the joint. They had absorbed the meat juice and were full of its flavour, but their tops remained crisp. Nestoras was the only person at the table who noticed Day, who loved potatoes in any form, quietly helping himself to one or two more.


“So, tell us about London, Helen,” said Aristos, sitting back for a small rest from the serious business of enjoying his wife’s cooking. Day glanced at Helen, who seemed to hesitate in the same way as he had himself.


“We had a good time,” said Helen. “The highlight was Alex and Kate’s wedding in November. You met Alex last year when he came to see us. The actual ceremony was private, but Martin and I went to the champagne reception in the British Museum, where Alex works, then to a place in Chelsea Square for dinner, about a dozen people in a private room. It was really very special.”


“Then Helen spent most of December and January at her publisher’s beck and call,” continued Day. “Book signings, radio interviews, that kind of thing. If she isn’t careful she’ll be quite famous soon. I just did my usual kind of work. And we had a very good Christmas …”


It had been a Christmas he would never forget, because it had been the real beginning of their new relationship. He took another sip of his wine and was about to make their announcement when he realised that the conversation had taken another direction.


The lamb course was followed by a dessert. Deppi had made a myzithropita, a delicate Greek cheesecake from a traditional recipe from the nearby island of Syros where she grew up. It was a rich combination of the soft local cheese, honey, cinnamon and grated orange peel. Nestoras had a large portion and a second helping. Day was quite sorry to have no fondness for desserts.


They lingered well into the afternoon. Sunset would not be till eight o’clock, but people began to take their leave around six. Kyria Anastasia was the first to excuse herself, and shortly afterwards it was the Kiloziglous. Once Nestoras had been found in the garden, the family left amid promises to meet up soon.


Helen and Day stayed for another hour. Over a final glass of wine with Aristos and Rania they talked about Naxos, London and life in general, but the subject of their relationship did not arise. On the drive back to Filoti they had to laugh and admit their total failure to introduce the subject.


“You were so funny, Martin. At the beginning you cleverly avoided Rania’s hints and questions, then later, when I could see you were dying to tell everybody, you didn’t manage it.”


“Nor did you! There just never seemed to be the perfect moment…”


“I don’t think you need worry, darling. I suspect we don’t have a secret relationship any more.”
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Day woke to find that he had slept longer than Helen and she had already got up. He slid his hand across to the side of the bed that for so many years he had shared with no-one, and found it cold. He imagined her making coffee, or already drinking it on the balcony, or on the sofa in the main room. He indulged in a few moments of quiet contentment. He had always been happy with his own company, but when his relationship with Helen had changed from friendship to love, and she had quite suddenly become essential to his happiness, his life had become immeasurably better.


He reached out for his phone to see the time, despite knowing that this was irrelevant to his island existence. There was a new message from Maurice, his London agent, but it would keep for later. He got out of bed and opened the bedroom door.


“Morning!” called Helen. “Coffee nearly ready, but have your shower first if you like.”


He said he’d take a quick shower and found a clean shirt on his way to the bathroom. The warm water was insufficient to drench him, the water system being quite old, but it certainly completed the task of waking him up. He was not a morning person, although since living with Helen in Hampstead over the winter he had begun to improve. He quickly dried himself and was soon dressed and ready for the day.


Helen was sitting at the balcony table with a large cafetière of coffee, her hands round a cup. The morning was still cool, but the sun had just emerged over the hills to the east, banishing some of the shadows and creating new ones that stretched long and thin across the ground. In a few weeks the balcony would be warm at this hour, but for now she needed a jumper round her shoulders. Day put his hand beneath it and briefly stroked her neck.


“You’re up early, for you,” she murmured. “It’s only half past seven.”


“I missed you. Have you been up long?”


“A while. I was woken by the braying of a donkey somewhere, and I knew at once I was back in Greece. I’ve been watching the sun come up.”


“We’ve only been here a week and it already feels longer, almost like we never left. The island has enfolded us again. Do you feel that?”


She smiled. “Absolutely. Although I notice you haven’t touched any work yet, Professor Day!”


Day winced. He could never quite lose the ‘Professor’, which he had certainly never earned in any university, having acquired it when working on a documentary for a history channel. They had given him the title without consulting him. At some level, of course, he quite liked it. Cristopoulos had used it sometimes, but Day had never known whether he was being serious or not.


“You’re right. I shall start work this afternoon. I’ve just noticed a new message from Maurice on my phone - surely he can’t expect any results yet? Anyway I thought this morning we could go and see Vasilios and Maroula over at Paralia Votsala, if you like? We could get some food at the supermarket on the way before it gets busy.”


Day clearly had little appetite for starting work.


 


The supermarket was on the outskirts of Chora, just off the road from Filoti. There were already quite a few cars on the gravelled parking area, and fresh produce was still being unloaded from vans and stacked by the front door. A local hotelier was intercepting what he needed before it could even be laid out. Day and Helen had a system for food shopping. Helen would pick up the meat, salad and what Day called ‘cooking stuff ’, while he shopped for snacks and drinks. First he put a six-pack of mineral water into his trolley, not because there was anything wrong with the local water but because it was easier to chill it in the fridge. As Helen went to the meat counter and began to ask for what she wanted, Day walked directly to examine the wine, where he quickly became absorbed.


“Right,” he said when they met up again, “I have water, drinks, nibbles, lemons and that kind of thing. What else do you want me to get?”


“Coffee? Bread? I suppose it’s no use giving you the job of fruit or vegetables, is it? I’ll do that, and I’ll meet you at the till. Oh, you get the olive oil too.”


Day nodded; he loved a really good olive oil, mopped up with fresh bread or drizzled over rocket. He studied the shelves carefully, finally choosing a small tin of Cretan Extra Virgin which he hoped would be full of flavour and that tempting green colour that he associated with certain good oils. A packet of coffee and two bags of the delicious local flatbreads completed his task.


He looked with interest at the contents of Helen’s trolley as they waited at the till. There were packs of meat, hand-wrapped and labelled, and similar parcels from the cheese counter. He approved of the bunch of fresh rocket and the bag of dark red tomatoes, but he could never really understand why she bought so much fruit.


From the supermarket they drove north along the coast in the direction of Engares. As usual they had the road almost entirely to themselves. For most of the time the coast was out of sight, but after Engares they took a small road towards the sea that was signposted to Paralia Votsala, or Pebble Beach. A new sign had appeared that read ‘Elias House Accommodation’, replacing the older one to ‘Nikos Elias Museum’.


“Vasilios has been busy,” noted Day approvingly.


The Elias House, formerly the home of the historian Nikos Elias, now belonged to Day. He had converted it into visitor accommodation which, whenever possible, he rented out to scholars, writers or artists in keeping with its past. Day’s friend Vasilios, whose taverna lay at the other end of the bay, had accepted the job of looking after the property. It was an arrangement that worked well for them both.


The road down to the sea at Paralia Votsala ended abruptly in a T-junction, nothing ahead but a narrow strip of stony sand that fringed the water of the bay. Day paused here to glance left towards the Elias House. White and sprawling, it was tucked between the cliff and the sea, and even at this distance it brought back powerful memories. Helen let him gaze without interruption until he put the Fiat in gear again and turned towards the pretty taverna in the other direction. Aptly named Taverna Ta Votsala, it was the only other building on the bay. Despite its isolation it was never short of customers, and even now they could see a few cars parked outside and people sitting at the tables that stretched along the shingle under the tamarisk trees.


“My good friends!” called Vasilios, a smiling old man in a white shirt, coming towards them. He wrapped them each in a familial embrace. “It is so good to see you! Come in, take a seat, I will bring your coffee. You like the same as usual?”


He gestured them to a table flanked by blue-painted wooden chairs and turned away towards the bar. From inside the house a woman appeared, drying her hands on her apron, his wife Maroula.


“Martin, Helen, ti kanete? We’re so happy that you’re back with us again. Vasilio has been doing some repairs on the Elias House, and I have aired it ready for your first guests. I believe they arrive next week? They will find the house in the very best condition…”


“I’m sure they will, Maroula, thank you!” said Helen. “Can you join us for a coffee?”


“Thank you, Eleni mou. I’ll come over in a few moments.”


She bustled back to the bar and Day looked at Helen. “Eleni? I think you’ve just become an honorary Greek. Or maybe you’ve been adopted. They both look well, don’t they? In fact, it feels like only yesterday that we were here. Except there’s a bit of storm damage over there on the side of their kitchen. Perhaps I should offer a bit of extra cash to Vasilios when the moment is right…”


He said no more because Vasilios appeared with the tray of coffee. He set it down on the table and stood smiling until invited to sit down with them. Maroula arrived with cups of Greek coffee for herself and her husband, and four pieces of homemade cake. During the exchange of news that followed, Helen nibbled her cake. Day was just giving her the little biscuit that had arrived with his frappé when Maroula took him by surprise.


“So, Eleni mou, you and Martin are now engaged?”


Helen laughed and nearly spilt her coffee. Vasilios glowered at his wife and began to apologise.


“Don’t worry, Vasili, we don’t mind being asked. The answer, Maroula, is that we’re not engaged, but we are … together.”


Briefly she wondered whether Vasilios and Maroula might disapprove of their informal arrangement, but her fears proved groundless. There was no outpouring of congratulations, but something better: gratified smiles suggesting that this was not a surprise, and nods of vindication and approval.


“Synharitiria! Congratulations! May you stay together on Naxos for ever!” said Vasilios. His wife patted his shoulder in agreement, and more coffee was offered.


An insistent noise from Day’s pocket dragged him away from the idyllic prospect of life on Naxos. He took out his mobile and saw that it was a call from a UK mobile number. The ringing stopped before he could answer, and he put the phone on the table.


“Sorry,” he said, “it was a call from England, I expect it’s about work.”


Vasilios and Maroula strolled back to the bar so that he could return the call, and Helen went to visit the bathroom. Day looked at the number on his phone again, but it was not one that he knew. He pressed the call button and listened to the ring tone. When it stopped there was a woman’s voice at the other end.


“Hello, is that Martin?” she said. Day tried to understand how he recognised her voice. “Is this the right number for Martin Day?”


“This is Martin Day. Who’s that?”


“Ophelia. Ophelia Blue.”


“My god, Ophelia? How wonderful to hear from you. How are you? How did you find me?”


The woman at the other end laughed and said she was well. “We have a mutual friend, Alex Harding-Jones. We met in London and your name was mentioned. I told him our connection and asked for your number.”


“Brilliant. I can’t quite believe it even now. Are you still in London?”


“No, at home in Cambridge. I met Alex when I was at UCL for a conference. And you, Martin, you’re settled in Greece, I understand?”


“Yes, I moved to Athens some years ago and now I have a house on Naxos. I kept the small apartment in Athens, but frankly I love island life, especially in the summer. You know Alex got married last November?”


“Yes, he told me. You were there, he said, with your partner.”


“That’s right. Helen. So, what’s your news?”


“News? Well, life goes on in Cambridge much the same as when you were here. We can’t possibly catch up over the phone, you know, it must be eighteen years since we last met. That’s in a way why I’m calling you. I’m coming to Naxos. In fact I’ll be there early next week. It’s the university vacation and I’m taking a break. It would be good to meet you, if possible? I have something of a professional puzzle I’d like your help with.”


“It would be really great to see you, Ophelia. What kind of professional puzzle?”


“Much easier to tell you in person. Would you mind? I’m certain you’ll find it intriguing, and if what Alex told me is even halfway true, then you’re rather good at solving puzzles.”


Day grinned but decided not to comment, wondering what Alex had said about him.


“As you like. It really is so good to hear from you again. You must come and stay with Helen and me in our house in Filoti, one of the villages in the mountains. Helen will be very pleased to meet you.”


“That’s kind of you, I appreciate the thought, but I’ve booked myself into Yiasemi Villas near Agios Prokopios. I’ve stayed there before, they’re very friendly. Perhaps you can suggest a quiet bar in Chora where we could meet one evening?”


Day named his favourite bar, Diogenes, told her how to find it, and fixed the date and time. Ophelia said nothing more on the subject of her visit. She told him that she was still teaching in the same Cambridge department and saw his name occasionally on a book cover or a history programme, but he had the feeling that she wanted to close the call and save the real exchange of news for when they met. Far too quickly for Day’s liking, she hung up.


His surprise at her call had changed into excitement by the time Helen returned to the table. He was still working out their relative ages. He had known Ophelia during the last two years of his four year degree at Cambridge, when he would have been twenty to twenty-two. She had been older, a recently-qualified research assistant of twenty-seven, when their relationship had begun. Now he was forty, and Ophelia therefore forty-seven.


“Everything all right?” asked Helen, sitting down and slipping off her shoes, laying her bare feet on top of them to keep them off the stones.


“Absolutely. Slightly in shock.”


“Why? Who was the call from?”


“A woman called Ophelia, Dr Ophelia Blue, from my old Cambridge college. She met Alex recently and got my number from him. She said she’s coming to Naxos and asked if we could meet up. Alex has clearly told her I’m some kind of detective and Ophelia has a professional puzzle that she wants to ask me about. I don’t know anything more, she wants to tell me when she gets here.”


“How odd. Still, you sound pleased about it. How do you know her?”


“Ah. Well, I have to confess …”


“What?”


“I mentioned her before, that night when we went to the restaurant in the old town, just before we left for London. Do you remember I mentioned falling for a young lecturer at my college, but as she was a member of staff we couldn’t see each other openly? That was Ophelia.”


“Oh. And you say it didn’t come to anything?”


“Nothing very serious. We were on and off for a couple of years. She’d just had a very good relationship with a brilliant fellow classicist which had ended… and I was around, that’s all.”


“So you did have a relationship with her?”


“Yes. It had to be very discreet. Things were quite strict then. Just before I graduated we decided to end it anyway. That’s when I went to London to teach Ancient Greek to school children and thankfully met you - which was clearly the best thing I could have done. I heard Ophelia started to see somebody else soon afterwards, somebody much less naive than I was. I haven’t heard from her since.”


Helen smiled, rather to Day’s surprise. He was relieved, not only that she had accepted his explanation, but also that Ophelia had declined his impetuous invitation to stay with them. There was very little in his personal history that could possibly upset Helen, but his relationship with Ophelia had the greatest potential to do so.


“I’ve arranged a place and time for you and I to meet her…”


“Both of us?


“Yes, of course. We’ll meet her and find out what her conundrum is, and if it’s interesting you and I can work on it together. Ophelia’s subject is the history of the Aegean, so there’s every chance I’ll know something about whatever it is, or she wouldn’t have called me. I wonder what can be so important that she needed to come here in person? Maybe she just wanted a little holiday. I hope you like her, Helen. You will come along and help me, won’t you?”


“I expect so. Do I need to keep an eye on you, Martin? You do seem very excited.”


He shook his head ruefully and leaned towards her, kissing her lightly on the lips.


“Absolutely no need to worry, darling,” he said.
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The police station on Naxos occupied a building in one of the older squares in Chora town. If it had not been for the blue-painted grilles across the ground floor windows, and the signage announcing it to be the Astynomiko Tmima Naxou, ‘Naxos Police Station’ written underneath in English, it could have been mistaken for a small business. The motorbike rental company next door seemed to be busier, but this was misleading. Inside the police station a revolution was taking place. A new inspector had taken over, and he was effecting changes.


Martin Day swung his car into a vacant parking space surprisingly close to the police station. Shortly before leaving for London he had parked in the same place to say goodbye to the retiring Chief of Police, Tasos Cristopoulos. Although Inspector Cristopoulos had initially disliked Day’s involvement in police matters, they had come to regard each other with respect, even friendship.


Day had assured Cristopoulos that he would welcome his replacement to the island. With a little homework online Day had learned that this was Kyriakos Tsountas, and that he had come from Volos, south of Thessaloniki. There was a hint of an incident in Volos, of which no details were given, that may have led to Tsountas’s transfer to the vacant position on Naxos. This added to Day’s appetite to meet him. Day knew that Volos was a port town and one of the most populous cities in Greece. He wondered whether the peaceful island of Naxos might seem something of a backwater to Inspector Tsountas.


One of the first changes he noticed at the police station was that an officer now stood on duty outside the entrance. Last year, with Cristopoulos in charge, Day had been able to walk into the station unchallenged, but that had all changed. The young officer hesitated. He knew very well who Day was, but had new orders. While nodding his recognition, he asked the reason for Day’s visit.


“I just want a quick word with Inspector Tsountas,” said Day.


The young policeman stiffened but gestured Day inside, indicating that he should take a seat against the wall. The desk officer completely ignored his arrival. Day glanced at the door of what used to be Cristopoulos’s office, a room he had visited on many occasions, his opinion often welcomed and valued. He waited, looking round.


The station had been freshened up with new paint, and there was no sign of anything superfluous such as coffee cups or newspapers. Day concluded that the new broom was sweeping clean. The interior of the station had always been quite impressive, especially the senior staff offices and the IT equipment, but now an aura of professionalism was conveyed in everything from the polished door handles to the formality of the desk officer. No portly figure emerged to greet Day from the office of the Chief of Police, and the wall clock ticked on.


“Kyrie Day,” said the desk officer at last, replacing the telephone into which he had been murmuring. “I’m sorry you’ve been kept waiting. Please follow me.”


Day was shown into what had once been Cristopoulos’s office. Where Inspector Cristopoulos had once sat dwarfed by the two computer screens between which he had peered, his short stature belying his influence and effectiveness, a younger man now stood, presumably Inspector Kyriakos Tsountas. The computer screens had been relegated to a table against the wall. Tsountas had reorganised his office so that his desk was a bare playing field on which he conducted every event. He was not in uniform and was dressed almost entirely in black. He was wearing an unreadable expression, a far cry from Cristopoulos’s frank, ironic glance. His dark hair, beard and moustache were perfectly trimmed, and his eyes regarded Day without curiosity.


“Good morning, Kyrie Day. I am Kyriakos Tsountas. How can I help you?”


As he had not been invited to sit, Day stood facing the new inspector. Summoning his most professional manner, he explained his desire, as a former friend of Cristopoulos, to welcome Tsountas to the island. He began to wish he had not come: this man seemed to want no welcome from anyone. There was a knock on the door and the young officer from the front desk handed Tsountas a cardboard folder. Glancing at it with slight contempt before throwing it on his desk, Tsountas gave a sigh and invited Day to sit down.


“Forgive my formality, Kyrie Day, it was good of you to come. I believe you worked with my predecessor on several occasions. I’m … I’m very pleased to meet you.”


“I played a small part, enough to appreciate the professionalism and effectiveness of the Hellenic Police.”


A flick of one brow indicated that Tsountas had heard. Day had a sense that he was about to be interrogated.


“You’re an archaeologist, I believe?”


“That’s correct, I’m freelance. I write, do research, and present a few programmes for film and TV.”


“And you live here on the island.” It was a statement. Tsountas had done his homework too, perhaps while Day waited outside his office door. “You have a house in Filoti and an apartment in Athens.”


Day nodded. He summoned a professional smile and tried to regain the upper hand.


“You’ve come from Volos, I understand, Inspector Tsountas? Congratulations on your appointment.”


“Thank you. Volos is a very different place to Naxos, as I expect you know. It’s an important industrial centre and a highway between Europe and Asia. Here in the Cyclades life is about as different as it’s possible to imagine.”


“Naxos is neither a hub nor a highway, of course, but nowhere is immune to the unexpected, and Naxos has seen its share of excitement.”


Tsountas replied with a small upward movement of his chin. Day had still to see a smile cross the handsome face or illuminate the eyes that regarded him from beneath heavy lids. A pair of frown lines separated the black brows and crowned the straight Greek nose. Day began to think that he might be looking at an insecure or angry man, though arrogance was what he mostly sensed as he listened to Kyriakos Tsountas. He decided it was time to leave.


“I won’t take up any more of your time, Inspector, but if you and your wife would like to join my partner Helen and me for a meal, it would be our pleasure. If you don’t yet know many people on Naxos, …”


“I’m not married, Kyrie Day,” interrupted Tsountas, “and though I appreciate your invitation, I fear I am too busy…”


“Of course. Well, goodbye, Inspector Tsountas.”


Day jumped crossly to his feet, unaccustomed to being treated with so little courtesy in Greece, the land of hospitality to strangers. Tsountas stopped him with a small gesture.


“I do appreciate your welcome. My predecessor told me about your significant role in the resolution of a recent case of murder and antiquities theft. As a highly respected member of the community I’m sure our paths will cross in the coming months, one way or another, as I begin to know the island. I look forward to meeting your partner - Helen, did you say?”


“Yes, Helen. She’s a writer.”


Tsountas nodded and they stood awkwardly eyeing each other.


“I’ve been wondering whether you are by any chance related to Christos Tsountas, the great Greek archaeologist?”


Tsountas looked at Day with a strange smile, shook his head and leaned back against his desk.


“No, we are not related, but it is strange that you should ask. That gentleman has cast something of a shadow over my life. You might find the story amusing, as an archaeologist yourself. My father was insistent, you see, that I should train in your subject and attempt to follow in the footsteps of our more famous namesake. I, however, had no talent or inclination for it, nor did I relish such an opportunity to fall short. This was a source of great annoyance to my father, who was profoundly disappointed in me. As a direct result, I joined the police force.”


Tsountas gave a small smile, his first of the morning, but it was with obvious irony.


“I am a most ambitious police officer, Kyrie Day, perhaps too ambitious. I have something to prove, but it is not that I am the next excavator of Greece.”


“You have no interest in ancient history, I quite understand. There’s no reason why you should, of course. Except that in your country it’s impossible to ignore.”


“Indeed. However, I shall leave it to you and your colleagues to unearth antiquities, and I will continue to concern myself with whatever crime should occur on this island, perhaps some petty theft or domestic dispute. I look forward to continuing our conversation another time. Once again, thank you for your visit.”


 


Day left the Police Station and stepped out onto the road, intending to return to his car. Instead he walked past it towards the shore. He needed a coffee, and remembered a place overlooking the sea where he had been several times before. He had much to think about, even though he remained in ignorance of whatever scandal may have brought Tsountas to Naxos.


At the café he took a table facing the bay, sat on a traditional chair, and lodged his feet on the lower spindle of another. It was a Greek custom of which he approved, a position in which one could gently rock while watching people pass by or just staring out to sea. He ordered a frappé and stirred it thoughtfully. Tsountas had certainly won no awards for charm, yet what else could be expected of a senior policeman in his position? What could Tsountas have done to deserve such a posting, such a sideways move in his career, one which clearly dismayed him? It would be interesting to hear how the new inspector coped, but Day felt no urge to speak to him again.


He finished his drink and sat watching the few boats that moved in the bay. It was still too early for the arrival of summer visitors in any quantity. A chill sat teasingly behind the warmth of the April sunshine. Beyond the harbour wall the sea shone with breeze-driven brightness that conveyed a hint of the cold water beneath. He breathed deeply to enjoy the sea’s freshness to the very depths of his lungs, and relegated Inspector Tsountas to the back of his mind. For a while he thought only of Ophelia. Extracting some coins from his trouser pocket, he threw several onto the table to pay for his drink and the customary tip. As he walked away the waiter gave him a friendly wave, continuing his conversation with the local man who sat on the chair nearest the bar. The tourist season had indeed not yet begun.


He put on his sunglasses as he returned to the car. In London he had probably never taken them out of their case. On the drive eastwards across the island towards Filoti, however, they earned their place. Day found himself smiling, and even humming something unidentifiable under his breath.


Helen was sitting at the large table in the main room, computer open in front of her, wearing her dark-rimmed anti-glare glasses. Day found this oddly irresistible and went to stand behind her, his hands on her shoulders.


“You look very studious, Miss Aitchison. Not to mention sexy!”


She laughed and pulled off the glasses with one hand while closing the laptop with the other. “How did it go with the new inspector?”


“I managed to keep my composure,” he said. “I’ll tell you all about it.”


They went out onto the balcony. The hills on the other side of the valley were as green as Day had ever seen them. Later in the summer they would become parched by the heat, bleached and yellowed and almost golden in the evening light, grey and bare at the peaks. A small collection of blue-painted bee hives on a high slope to the left caught the midday sun.


“So, everything’s changed in the police station now that Cristopoulos has gone. I don’t just mean new paintwork, I mean the bearing of the men, the whole atmosphere of the place. I so wanted Cristopoulos to pop his head out of his office and call me in like he used to, as if he’d known for hours that I was on my way. His dapper little jacket and his way of peering out from between his computer screens, all gone. The new man wears black, and it isn’t accidental. He’s black all over - hair, beard, moustache, eyes. Character. He fixed me with one of the most steely stares I’ve ever encountered.”


“My goodness. I gather you didn’t like him.”


“Not much, but it’s fair to say he wasn’t in the least interested whether I liked him or not.”


“So what did he say?”


“At first he just wanted to get rid of me, didn’t even invite me to sit down. I thought I’d be on my way pretty much at once. Then something happened, someone gave him a folder, and that seemed to change him. I think he felt appalled at the banality of it all, something like that, and it was marginally less boring to be talking to me. He already knew quite a bit about me. Just as I was about to leave I asked him whether he was any relation of Christos Tsountas. I was just making polite conversation.”


“Sorry, who is this Christos Tsountas?”


“Christos Tsountas was an important Greek archaeologist,” said Day, enjoying the chance to share some of his knowledge. “He worked at the end of the nineteenth century, died in the 1930s. He’s the one who discovered and identified the Bronze Age palace of Tiryns. He invented the term ‘Cycladic civilisation’ that we all use now. He’s one of the greats.”


Helen smiled at his enthusiasm. “So are they related then?”


Day shook his head.


“Tsountas smiled for the first and only time when I asked him. The name has been something of a problem for our inspector throughout his life. Apparently there was a family expectation that he would become an archaeologist, and his father was deeply disappointed in him because he refused to do so.”


“That’s dreadful, and cruel!”


“Indeed. Our Tsountas rebelled and joined the police instead.”
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