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Praise for Codename Xenophon:

‘Leo Kanaris takes us to post-crash Athens as austerity bites and political corruption spirals… Codename Xenophon is compelling and evocative (the sparkling sea and sun)… Kanaris has written a little gem, perfect for the beach.’

Scarlet MccGuire in Tribune



‘Blessed with all the virtues of a traditional murder mystery, this debut novel has a sharp political edge. Three years in Athens left Leo Kanaris with a loathing for the self-serving parasites and bureaucrats who “had paralysed the country for decades”. In Codename Xenophon, this insider’s view of a paralytic society is seen through the eyes of George Zafiris, a private investigator who does his best to tread the straight and narrow, while those around him are too greedy or plain scared to take responsibility. It is the apparently motiveless killing of an elderly academic that embroils Zafiris in political machinations at the highest level. But, as his dogged perseverance begins to pay off, he comes to realise that even the best intentions can have tragic consequences. With vivid characterisation and a plot that thickens without obscuring the essential threads, Kanaris emerges as a sharp new talent in crime writing.’                                          Barry Turner in The Daily Mail



‘The narrative flits from a frenzied Athens to the idyllic islands as politicians, Russian crooks, corrupt (and/or incompetent) policemen thicken the plot, the world-weary Zafiris nimbly negotiating a Byzantine culture in which morality, truth and justice are malleable concepts. The first in a proposed quartet to feature George Zafiris, Codename Xenophon is a bleak but blackly comic tale that does full justice to its laconic, Chandleresque heritage.’                                        Declan Burke in The Irish Times



‘Anyone picking up this book needs to be cautioned at the outset: it will eat considerably into your time for other things and be extraordinarily difficult to lay aside. In Codename Xenophon Leo Kanaris has woven a tight and quirky tale of murder, high-level intrigue and corruption in the timely setting of modern Athens and its island satellite, Aigina.’

John Carr in The Anglo-Hellenic Review



‘This debut novel is interesting, educational, thoughtful and well worth the time to read. I look forward to more investigations with George Zafiris.’                                       The Poisoned Pen Review



‘Set in Athens in 2010, Kanaris’s impressive debut, the first in a projected quartet, effectively evokes Greece’s noble antiquity while portraying its current financial crisis, which his hero, PI George Zafiris, attributes to former prime minister Papandreou, who created the “most bloated, obstructive bureaucracy on the planet.” Zafiris, scraping by from case to case, aching from the infidelity of a wife he still loves, and at every step hamstrung by corrupt and arrogant police, investigates the shooting of a Greek scholar and confronts a Gordian knot of governmental corruption, adulterous relationships, and vicious criminals. Struggling to preserve his self-respect, Zafiris prevails – almost. Disgusted by those whose respect for Greece’s past leads them to avoid present-day responsibilities, Zafiris worries constantly over his country and its future, but he survives through fitful glimpses of the spirit that gave birth to Western civilization, still strong after 2,500 years.’

Starred review in Publishers Weekly




Praise for Blood & Gold:

‘The everyday deprivations of the Greek financial crisis provide the background to Kanaris’ second George Zafiris adventure. The private eye travels between Athens and the islands, becoming perilously enmeshed in a web of mysteries involving the disappearance of a body, the death of a musician and the disappearance of her husband. Anglo-Greek Kanaris keeps it light and characterful amid the dishonesty and corruption.’

The Times/Sunday Times Crime Club



‘Faithful to the traditions of hard-edged crime, Leo Kanaris has hit on a contemporary setting that smacks of the U.S. crime capitals of the Twenties. Welcome to Athens, a city mired in double-dealing and corruption. When one of the few honest politicians is killed in a hit-and-run, his friend, private investigator George Zafiris, is called in to salvage a police inquiry foundering on bureaucratic obstructions and high-level protection of vested interests. Violence is never far away, as Zafiris pitches headfirst into a conspiracy to cover up the sale of archaeological treasures, a case that overlaps with the murder of a young violinist on the edge of international fame… With this, his second novel, Kanaris has advanced to a five-star rating.’                               Barry Turner in The Daily Mail



‘Those of us who are both Graecophiles and lovers of good thrillers have been a little short of material since Paul Johnston called time on his Anglo-Greek private eye Alex Mavros and the Inspector Haritos policiers of Petros Markaris ceased to enjoy English translations. Now, however, Anglo-Greek Leo Kanaris who writes in English but lives in Greece, has filled the void. Cops rather than private eyes are the norm these days, at least in Europe, but Kanaris has reverted to the Chandleresque tradition. George Zafiris is no ex-cop or disgraced DA, though – he’s a former economist at Greece’s Central Bank! It’s an unlikely change of profession, but one that allows Kanaris to create a crime-busting hero without the gung-ho characteristics of some of his literary counterparts… This series is an intelligent, engrossing treat.’

Mike Parker in Tribune



‘Blood and Gold, and an earlier thriller by Leo Kanaris, Codename Xenophon, are perfect examples of how well-crafted detective fiction from another country opens windows on to a brave new world, and shows that there are more similarities than differences between us all as we get on with the business of living in failing Western societies. As the post-war liberal bandwagon begins to roll backwards, overtaken by the populist demagogue’s juggernaut of lies, we need more cracking good crime stories like this one, to entertain, illuminate, and inform.’

Georgia de Chamberet in Book Blast



‘Kanaris depicts a troubled Greece with compassion and precisely observed social commentary.’                             Publishers Weekly
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The Author

Leo Kanaris was a teacher for many years. He now writes full time and lives in southern Greece.



He is the author of three novels featuring the private investigator George Zafiris: Codename Xenophon, Blood & Gold and Dangerous Days.



He is currently working on his fourth George Zafiris novel.







You enter Greece as one might enter a dark crystal; the form of things becomes irregular, refracted… Wherever you look the trembling curtain of the atmosphere deceives.

Lawrence Durrell, Prospero’s Cell



Με πλήγωσες και δεν ξεχνώ.

You wounded me and I don’t forget.

Marika Ninou & Vassilis Tsitsanis, ‘Γεννήθηκα να πονώ’

(‘I was born to suffer’)



And it seems like it goes on like this for ever.

James Taylor, ‘Carolina In My Mind’






Characters

(in order of appearance)

George Zafiris – private investigator

Zoe Zafiris – wife of George

Maria Katramis – Zoe’s cousin, a tax official

Stelios Katramis – Maria’s husband; a building contractor

Pandelís Katramis – son of Stelios and Maria

Olli Papaspirou – girlfriend of Pandelís Katramis, a student

Wasim Khan – Pakistani farm worker

Nick Zafiris – son of George and Zoe Zafiris

Colonel Sotiriou – Head of the Violent Crimes Department, Athens Police

Haris Pezas – owner of an electrical shop, assistant of George Zafiris

Yiannis Koroneos – George Zafiris’ lawyer

Dimitri – proprietor of the Café Agamemnon in Aristotle Street

Flamur Zamir – retired circus acrobat and transport entrepreneur

Fisnik Zamir – Flamur’s twin brother

Leonidas Papaspirou – a businessman, father of Olli

Antigone Papaspirou – mother of Olli

Manolis – farm supervisor

Pavlos Lazaridis – eminent lawyer

Christos Mazis – teacher at Athens College

Sonia Venieri – tax auditor

Mihali – head of security at the Yerakas estate

Sebastian Yerakas – farm owner from Marathon

Simeon Yerakas – Sebastian’s father, a wealthy property developer

Dr Galini – a doctor, related to Sonia Venieri

Byron Kakridis – Minister of Development

Jerry Kasimatis – a Greek-American in the construction business

Margaret – a Scottish neighbour of Haris Pezas

Dino – Colonel Sotiriou’s driver
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Sunday lunch, January 2018. A seaside tavern near Marathon. Cold sunshine, a brisk wind whipping the tops off the short, choppy waves. The light glitters in salty splinters through roll-down polythene walls. Families sit at long tables, shoulders hunched, forks stabbing at fried fish, voices clashing in the greasy air. Hungry cats crouch around the tables. They pounce on every scrap, hissing and fighting off rivals with slashing claws.

George Zafiris sits with his wife Zoe and a group of relatives: Zoe’s cousin Maria, her husband Stelios, their son Pandelís and his girlfriend Olli. Stelios and Maria have a weekend house nearby, but they always eat out on Sundays. Zoe is talking to Maria, a tax inspector who does a good line in loud and indignant comment on the failings of the Greek State. George is stuck in a conversation with Stelios about the building trade. Stelios knows all about this, it’s his business, but he fails to open up on the subject. Or on any subject. Pale, dull-eyed, paunchy and unfit, dressed with expensive bad taste, he wears a jaded, bitter expression, as if he has seen and suffered every rip-off, lie, con-trick and fraud in the world. He treats all communication, even with George, as a disguised attempt to cheat him out of money. He has plenty of it, even in these impossible times; no one knows why or how, but it could be something to do with his wife’s job, which is one of the most lucrative in the entire mechanism of the state.

George can sense Stelios sniffing for hidden motives in every word he says. As George is a detective, he listens with equal suspicion to everything Stelios says, and their lunchtime dialogue is a strange, distorting experience, like walking in a hall of mirrors.

Pandelís is a good-looking young man with a ready smile and flashing, lecherous eyes. Employed as an intern at an investment bank in London, he has picked up the self-confident air of his Anglo-Saxon colleagues. He is being groomed to take over the family business, and takes prosperity, good luck and pretty girls for granted. Olli, a florid, black-eyed beauty, is studying marketing at Patras University. She keeps a close grip on her fiancé’s attention. There is something unusual about her, an intensity, a thoughtfulness, a hint of pain. She and Pandelís talk in low voices about subjects of their own, aloof from the lumbering predictabilities of the older generation.

The purpose of the lunch, the reason why George has to sit it out politely, is to talk Stelios into offering a job to their son Nick. This is Zoe’s idea, fast becoming an obsession. George goes along with it for the sake of a quiet life. Like half the young population of Greece, Nick faces unemployment as soon as he completes his studies. Zoe has been telling everyone what a brilliant student he is, what a noble character, how ambitious, loyal and diligent, what an asset he would be to any company. Stelios and Maria are aware of the game being played. They have responded with a set of well-oiled platitudes about the harsh economic climate and the need for young people to turn their hands to anything, unpaid if necessary. ‘Look at Pandelís,’ says Maria. ‘His job in London costs us money. Internships are standard in England and America. Why not here too? Do we want to be modern or not?’

George keeps quiet, his attention drifting to the olive trees outside, their leaves changing colour from silver to green and back again in the vagaries of the wind.

He loves his son and wants him to get a good job, but the fact is, he could do with some work himself.

Times are hard in Greece. Eight years of financial crisis, and still no end in sight. A pitiless austerity programme imposed by the European Union and the International Monetary Fund has been so incompetently administered that it has wrecked the productive sectors of the economy while fattening the state bureaucracy. Every year that passes feels like a step back into a grim and hopeless past. The atmosphere is bleak. Detective work, like many traditional professions, is virtually dead. Even that old investigator’s standby, the extra-marital affair, has gone into hibernation. What happened to all that uncontrolled Greek libido? Is that too in short supply – like cash?



A movement catches George’s eye. Distorted by the ripples in the plastic walls, a figure is tottering unsteadily towards the taverna from the road. Weaving, lurching, grasping at the empty air.

For a few moments George watches him, not quite believing what he is seeing. Then he makes hurriedly for the door.

Out in the car park the man twists like a flame and falls. His head thuds into the ground. He lies face down, his black hair wild and matted with blood, his clothes dusty and torn. He looks like a piece of rubbish. George picks up the man’s hand to feel for a pulse. As he counts the feeble heartbeats he notices the dark colour of the skin.

Stelios has followed him out.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Can you call an ambulance?’ says George.

‘Is he alive?’

‘Just about.’

Stelios dips a hand into his trouser pocket, pulls out a phone and contemplates it as if he has forgotten what it does.

‘What’s the problem?’ asks George impatiently.

‘Nothing. I just remembered something else.’

Slowly, Stelios dials the emergency number. In his heavy voice he says, ‘I am calling you from Marathon, outside the Thalassaki fish taverna. We have an unknown man, a Pakistani or Indian, unconscious, bleeding. He may have been in a fight. We need an ambulance.’ He gives the address, then flares with sudden indignation: ‘No! Why the hell should you have my name? Just get over here!’ and hangs up.



Together, carefully, they turn the man over and raise his head. The face is bruised and swollen, a gash over the right eye smeared with blood and dust. Pressing a bottle of water to the man’s lips, George gets no response. He tilts the bottle, letting the water pour over the man’s chin. He tips the bottle over the forehead, bathing the whole face. The tongue appears, hesitant, between cracked lips.

The eyes flicker open, bewildered and afraid.

George tells him not to worry. ‘The ambulance will be here soon,’ he says. ‘It will take you to the hospital.’

‘No!’ The man protests with sudden vigour. ‘No hospital!’

‘You need a doctor.’

‘No!’

‘He’s an illegal,’ says Stelios with disgust.

‘Obviously,’ says George.

The man coughs weakly, a barely visible shudder in his chest.

‘Jesus,’ says Stelios, ‘he’s in a bad way.’



George takes out his phone and searches for Colonel Sotiriou, Head of the Violent Crimes Unit. He dials the number. The response is hostile, even worse than usual.

‘Zafiris? Why the hell are you calling me on a Sunday?’

‘Forgive me Colonel, this is urgent.’

‘What’s got into you?’

‘I need a favour, Colonel.’

‘When do you not?’

‘I’ve got a Pakistani migrant worker out here in Marathon. He’s been done over, badly injured. He’s terrified of going to hospital. Can you cover him?’

‘What do you mean, cover him?’

‘Make sure they don’t give him trouble with his papers?’

‘Why?’

‘Looks like a violent crime to me, possibly racist.’

‘Call the duty officer.’

‘I need your personal help.’

‘No you don’t.’

‘I don’t ask lightly, Colonel.’

‘Will you leave me alone for the rest of my life?’

‘Gladly.’

‘Right. Tell me the name of the hospital and the individual concerned.’

‘When I know I’ll tell you.’

The Colonel hung up, leaving a heavy silence.



As the ambulance appeared, the Pakistani made an attempt to stand up. His muscles failed him.

‘Take it easy,’ said George. ‘You won’t be deported. I’ve spoken to the police.’

‘No police!’ cried the man.

‘No police,’ said George. ‘Only a doctor. Tell me your name.’

‘No name!’

‘I must have your name or I cannot help you.’

Very reluctantly and weakly the man pronounced two syllables: ‘Wa-sim.’

‘Family name?’

‘Khan.’

‘Where do you live?’

Wasim pointed vaguely towards a clump of scrubby bushes.

‘How far?’

He gave no reply. The paramedics were now standing over him, eager to get on. After a brief examination they lifted him onto a stretcher.

‘Where will you take him?’ asked George.

‘KAT.’

‘So far?’

‘It’s the nearest public hospital.’

George walked with them to the ambulance. Wasim stared blankly at him. As the paramedics strapped him down, his eyes flashed with a fearful appeal. George gave an encouraging wave as the doors closed.



Stelios was waiting for him in the car park. He seemed troubled.

‘Why are you bothered about that guy? Do you know him?’

‘No.’

‘So why get involved?’

‘You know the answer.’

‘I do not know the answer! This is why I’m asking.’

‘In other circumstances that could have been you or me. Imagine if you were in his country and someone mugged you. Would you want to be left to die in a car park?’

‘I don’t plan to go to Pakistan.’

‘That’s irrelevant. It could just as well happen here. Or in New York.’

‘I have no wish to visit his godforsaken land. Why the hell should he come to mine?’

‘So that you can pay 50 cents for a kilo of tomatoes instead of 85.’

‘Makes no difference to me.’

‘Really? You’re very lucky then.’

‘My wife does the shopping.’

‘Oh great. That absolves you, I suppose!’

‘I have no interest in these people. They mean nothing to me. They’re just trouble.’

‘Remember the parable of the Good Samaritan?’

‘Don’t start preaching at me, George. I have enough problems of my own without taking on all your shit.’

‘If you call compassion “shit” I feel sorry for you.’

‘Leave it, George. Go and break someone else’s balls.’



Back at the table, Stelios sat down grumpily and began forking bundles of cold chips into his mouth. George was too upset to eat any more. He pushed his plate away.

‘What happened?’ asked Zoe, sensing the tension between them, trying to brighten things up.

‘Ask the Good Samaritan,’ said Stelios.

‘We helped a Pakistani,’ said George. ‘A man who had been beaten up.’

‘So?’

‘Stelios thought it was a mistake.’

‘Oh? Why?’

There was an awkward silence.

‘Stelios can’t stand Pakistanis,’ said Maria. ‘Or Bangladeshis.’

‘It’s not that…’ he objected feebly.

‘Or Indians,’ Maria continued. ‘Or Africans. Any of the really foreign-looking types. We don’t mind Filippinos, because they’re polite, they work hard, but the others – Apapá! Makriá!’ She fluttered her hands disgustedly.

‘It’s not a question of liking or disliking,’ said George. ‘The man was injured. And Stelios was kind enough to telephone the ambulance.’

‘Well, that’s perfect then! You’ve done a good turn. Now you can eat your lunch and forget about it.’

George could eat no more, but he did his best to forget – with scant success. He listened wearily to the conversation. Stelios livened up somewhat and began complaining about the government. ‘I’m angry,’ he said. ‘Very angry! Mr Tsipras claimed to offer a way out of austerity. He was elected on that promise, but all he does is strangle business. Taxes, more taxes and regulations. Why? Because let’s face it, he’s a communist. A typical communist. Destroying the economy, destroying lives, all in the name of the impossible ideal of equality.’

‘The Europeans are to blame too,’ said Pandelís. ‘Specially the Germans. They tricked us into this austerity with their easy loans, their single currency, and now they tie our hands! We are their slaves. It’s the old German dream, achieved without military conquest.’

‘Are the Germans dreaming or are we?’ said Zoe. ‘I feel we’ve been sleepwalking for the past ten years. Through the dark, with our eyes closed. Towards a terrible place. A deep hole. A chasm. Towards a…’

‘Grexit perhaps?’ offered Pandelís.

‘Maybe!’

‘Would that really be so bad?’

‘It would be a total bloody disaster,’ said Stelios.

‘Why, father?’

‘It’s one of the most idiotic suggestions anybody has made.’

‘Why do you say that? At least we’d get away from the euro and the tentacles of Brussels.’

‘I’m not going to talk about it now. It’s upsetting me.’

‘Come on, tell me! Or I’ll think you’re avoiding the question.’

‘Do you know how much we import into this country, my boy?’ He held up his hand and counted on his fingers. ‘Petrol, fuel oil, natural gas, food, clothes, plastics, medicines, cars, tractors, electrical goods, machinery… Billions and billions’ worth every year! If we leave the euro, go back to the drachma, we’ll immediately devalue. Everything will double in price overnight. You want that? You think the Greek people want that? Maybe that idiot Tsipras wants it because the whole economy would collapse!’

‘At least we would be able to control our monetary policy.’

‘Control! From a position of total weakness? I don’t think so!’

‘No way forward and no way back,’ said Zoe.

‘This is getting depressing.’ said Maria. ‘Let’s order coffee. Who wants an espresso?’



With the meal dragging turgidly to its end, and the subject of Nick still unmentioned, George made a supreme effort. What were the chances, he asked, that Stelios might find their son a job?

Stelios was matter-of-fact. ‘Tell him to send me his CV. I don’t have any openings right now but you never know.’

‘We rely on you,’ said Zoe.

‘Better not,’ said Stelios.

George thanked him and called for the bill, which he insisted on paying.
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As soon as George swung his Alfa Romeo out of the car park, Zoe opened up. ‘What the hell were you playing at? You spent the whole lunch scowling at everybody as if you thought they were stupid, then you ran off to deal with some random Pakistani. After that you insulted Stelios. Aren’t you prepared to do anything for your son’s future?’

‘I asked the question, didn’t I?’

‘Oh yes. You asked the question, like you’d swing an axe. A peasant would have made a better job of it.’

‘No doubt.’

‘What have you got against Stelios?’

‘He’s a bore.’

‘A bore who happens to be rich!’

‘I don’t think he’s the right man to approach.’

‘Who is the right man? Your Pakistani?’

‘Don’t be stupid. First we need to talk to Nick, see what he wants to do.’

‘Wants?’ Zoe glared at him in disbelief. ‘Who gets what he wants these days? He’ll be lucky to get a job at all.’

‘He’s an engineer, Zoe. Engineers are always in demand.’

‘And you were once an economist. Look where that got you.’

‘We’re talking about Nick.’

‘I’m talking about money, George!’

‘Let’s stay with Nick for now, shall we?’

‘Oh yes, why not? Nice safe subject!’

‘You brought it up. This whole shitty day was your idea.’

‘It wasn’t shitty until you made it shitty.’

‘No, I would definitely say it had “shitty” written all over it from the start.’

Zoe gave him a disgusted look.

‘The fact is,’ she said, ‘Nick needs to come home and get a job. End of story. He’s been in England long enough.’

‘That’s up to him.’

‘It is not up to him! Young people don’t know what they’re doing. They need guidance. He should come back here, find a nice girl from a good family, build his career…’

‘What career? The economy’s bust.’

‘There are always jobs for those who are prepared to work.’

‘With 50% unemployment? I don’t think so.’

‘You’ve always got some smart-ass answer.’

‘It’s not a smart-ass answer, it’s the truth.’

‘I’m not talking about statistics,’ said Zoe. ‘I’m talking about opportunities. There are some lovely girls around. Look at Olli. She’s gorgeous, her parents are wealthy, they’re first class people… I can think of at least three ship-owners’ daughters who are on the look-out for husbands now. Nick’s missing out.’

‘Those girls won’t marry a man without a job.’

‘Let them fall in love first. If he goes for the right girl, her father will give him a job.’

‘How cynical you are.’

‘I look at it practically.’

‘You look at the money and ignore everything else.’

‘Do you blame me?’

‘How many friends do we have, Zoe, who married for money and now regret it?’

‘Not as many as those who regret not marrying for money! Which includes me, by the way.’

‘Thanks,’ said George, wounded by the remark.

‘And we are going to talk about money now,’ Zoe went on, ‘because I’m worried. Worried and totally fed up. When we got married you had a steady job at the bank. You seemed happy. You never told me that you planned to chuck it all in to become a private detective. With no regular income, no pension, and a bloody good chance of getting killed! Like your poor friend Hector.’

‘I didn’t plan to leave the bank.’

‘Oh? It was an impulse was it? That’s even worse!’

‘It was neither a plan nor an impulse’

‘So what was it?’

‘It was a feeling.’

‘A feeling! Ha!’

‘A feeling that grew inside me, over several years, until it became a conviction.’

‘So now it’s a conviction?’

‘I knew I had to stop working at the bank.’

‘You didn’t have to stop. Did they force you to go?’

‘No.’

‘So why?’

‘I don’t like explaining it when you’re in such a vile mood.’

‘Oh come on! Either there was a reason or there wasn’t!’

‘I think I might have killed myself. Spiritual if not physical death for certain.’

‘George, you talk like an adolescent! What the hell is spiritual death when it’s at home? How many ordinary people – employees in banks, insurance companies, supermarkets, factories, government offices – face “spiritual death” every day for 40 years without complaining? To put food on the table? Millions! Billions maybe! But that’s not good enough for George Zafiris! Oh no, he’s too delicate! He might get slightly bored! What crap you talk!’

‘I was doing absolutely fine until the crisis.’

‘Yes! And then? Disaster! Which is why, stupid, you find people taking jobs in banks! To protect them in times of crisis!’

‘No one could have foreseen the storm that hit this country.’

‘You didn’t need to foresee it. Storms always come. Especially in Greece, where we do everything as badly as possible.’

George said nothing for a while. She had a point, of course. A good point. He had been running low on funds for five years now, and the past months had been worst of all. Somehow he had kept going, but he didn’t know how much longer they could survive.

By the roadside they passed shops selling bathrooms, kitchens and bedroom furniture. Once these places were thriving, with shiny new jeeps and executive cars crowding the parking lots. Now they were deserted. The sudden, unexplained spending power of the Greek people, which had blazed like a comet through the 1990s and early 2000s, had just vanished into the dark. The wealth had been an illusion, borrowed not earned, conjured by fiscal magic out of the European hat. Everyone had been too busy having a good time to ask who was paying or how. When the bill came it was enormous. More than 100 billion euros. Money the government could never raise except by further borrowing, or by such radical reform that it would require a complete re-education of the Greek people. The despair that settled on the country was worse than anything in living memory. Worse than the military junta of the 1960s, worse than the Nazi occupation and civil war. Worse even than the Asia Minor campaign, the ‘great catastrophe’ of 1922. With a monstrous debt to pay, and a budget deficit that grew bigger every year, things could only get worse.

‘If you saw the crisis coming you should have warned me,’ said George.

‘If you had been sensible I wouldn’t have needed to.’

Zoe had a way of cracking out these unanswerable lines. Their import was always the same: you’ve failed! George could not deny it; only plead that everyone makes mistakes and that forgiveness is one of the greatest of human accomplishments. As she accused him he felt like a child again, powerless, miserable and angry.

He was still trying to think of a suitable riposte when his phone rang. He wrestled it out of his pocket and passed it to Zoe. ‘Can you see who that is?’

She glanced at it. ‘Colonel Sotiriou.’

‘Please answer and switch it to loudspeaker.’

She scowled. ‘We’re talking.’

‘I know. We’ll talk some more. But this is work.’

With an exasperated look she answered the phone.

‘Zafiris?’ barked Sotiriou. ‘We’ve got your man, Wasim Khan.’

‘How is he?’

‘He’s under guard.’

‘Why?’

‘In case he tries to escape.’

‘He can’t walk.’

‘I know. But you’d be surprised. Desperation begets strength. Let’s do this properly.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Let the doctors do what they can. Then take him in, find out what’s going on.’

‘I promised he would have no dealings with the police.’

‘You’re not in a position to promise anything.’

‘We agreed!’

‘Not quite. You made a request which I cannot grant.’

‘Don’t you dare hit him with the usual bureaucratic shit.’

‘I shall hit him, as you delicately put it, with any shit I please!’

‘He’s a witness, Colonel. A victim of a crime.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And there are more like him.’

‘There are thousands like him all over Greece, Zafiris! All over the world. They are modern slaves.’

‘I would expect you of all people, Colonel, to show some sympathy.’

‘What the hell do you think I’m doing, Zafiris? You ruined my Sunday lunch, the whole afternoon has gone in telephone calls, and all for this Mr Wasim Bloody Khan!’

‘I don’t want you throwing the book at him.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Zafiris, it’s not him I’m after. I want the people-smugglers, the gang-masters, the exploiters. If I can get at them through him, I shall.’

‘I’d like to talk to him.’

‘I’ll have to think about that.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t want you interfering.’

‘I just want to offer moral support. The guy’s terrified.’

‘I know. We can use that.’

‘Use it? That’s disgraceful.’

‘Don’t be so quick to condemn, Zafiris. Leave him to us.’

‘I insist on seeing him!’

‘You insist on nothing.’

The phone went dead.



Zoe interrupted his thoughts.

‘So now you’re going out of your way to help a penniless Pakistani? Is that how you hope to make money?’

‘No,’ said George. ‘Of course not.’

‘How are you going to pay the bills?’

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘We’re heading for bankruptcy, George! We’re even running towards it! With our eyes open! It’s a nightmare, a total nightmare!’

He stopped at a red light.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Something will turn up.’
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Haris Pezas phoned that evening to tell his weekly joke.

‘A man was sitting in the café with a friend one day, and the friend asked, “Does your wife scream when she’s making love?” “Scream?” says the husband. “You bet she does! I can hear her from over here!”’

Haris waited for the laugh.

‘Is that it?’ said George.

‘I can hear her from over here!’ Haris repeated the line, gurgling with laughter. ‘From the café!’

George was not amused.

‘OK Haris, we’ve done the joke. What next?’

‘I just called to see how you are.’

‘Lousy. You?’

‘Same. What’s cooking?’

‘I rescued a Pakistani farm worker this afternoon and my wife is giving me hell for it. What are you up to?’

‘Not much. We sold one electric kettle and four light bulbs this week. Total income 45 euros. A neighbour came round to borrow an onion and stayed two hours, telling us about her mother-in-law.’

‘Sounds like a normal week in the provinces.’

‘Right. Only this girl is Scottish.’

‘Which girl?’

‘The neighbour.’

‘So?’

‘I thought you might be interested.’

‘Because she’s Scottish?’

‘Look, George, you said it sounds like a normal week in the provinces, and I’m telling you the girl is Scottish, so it’s not quite a normal week, not in Corinth anyway. You get my point?’

‘I get your point. I just wonder why you’re making it.’

‘The poor girl is isolated. No family, no friends, married to a spoilt little shit. She is tortured by his horrible mother.’

‘What does she expect you to do about it?’

‘Nothing. We just listened. Told her to be patient.’

‘You think that will help?’

‘It can’t hurt.’

‘Things only get worse in a marriage, Haris.’

‘She needs a place to live. Do you happen to know anywhere?’

‘What are you talking about? She has a home, doesn’t she?’

‘It’s a place of torment.’

‘I know the feeling.’

‘She needs to escape.’

‘Don’t get involved, Haris! It will bring you grief.’

‘I am involved.’

‘You’re having an affair?’

‘No! I’ve promised to help. I feel sorry for her.’

‘I don’t know anyone with a spare room.’

‘You must. All your rich friends.’

‘They’re a selfish lot. Very few Christian souls among them.’

‘She’s beautiful…’

‘Even worse. No wife will let her near the house.’

‘I’m only putting out the word, George.’

‘Does she have children?’

‘Two.’

‘Any money?’

‘A little.’

‘What’s her plan?’

‘Just to get a breathing space, start thinking straight. Then see a lawyer about divorcing this idiot.’

‘What’s his problem?’

‘He takes drugs, no job is good enough, he’s an anarchist…’

‘She should go home to Scotland.’

‘They won’t let her take the kids.’

‘Sounds like a bloody nightmare. People get married too easily. They should be told, “Go into this with your eyes open. Only if you’re sure. Fifty percent of you will get divorced.” I can’t help Haris, I have bad dreams of my own.’

‘Just bear it in mind.’

‘It’s in there, my friend. Along with every other messed up life story in a very big collection.’

‘Oh well. You listened at least.’

‘You gave me no choice.’

‘I really rang to ask if there’s any work for me.’

George grunted. ‘Nothing that pays.’

‘We should put out some leaflets.’

‘That didn’t work last time.’

‘Because we got busy.’

‘We never had a single enquiry.’

‘This time we might.’

‘Or might not.’

‘We lose nothing by trying. In fact the flow of energy seeks a return, like an electrical current.’
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