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      The traffic had been particularly heavy, but it was Friday teatime. Carys parked her car and looked up to the windows of her first-floor flat, bought after her marriage break-up. It offered security, as did her ‘safe’ job. Turning back to the car, Carys leaned in to retrieve the pile of ‘A’ level essays. That was her weekend sorted. Pausing, as she saw the Times Educational Supplement lying next to the essays, she decided the essays could wait. She wanted to read again the advertisement that had caught her attention earlier that day. By the time Carys reached her front door, she’d already made her decision. She would apply for the post of English as a Foreign Language teacher in Athens, accommodation provided.
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      AUGUST 1991

      Carys Wynne-Jones looks around at the other passengers waiting to board the flight to Athens. Most, she surmised, are going on holiday. But Carys Wynne-Jones isn’t going on holiday. A smile puckers her lips. The man sitting opposite averts his gaze. Carys’ smile broadens. She wants to laugh. She wants to shout, let everyone know. Carys Wynne-Jones is about to fulfil a lifelong dream - going to live and work in Athens for a year. It has been a long journey to here. Now is the start of a new journey in her life. But when did it all begin?

      1950S-1970S

      Carys’ Greek love affair begins at a very young age when her father thrills her with the myths, legends, and history of ancient times. She dreams of visiting these, to her, exotic places and walking in the steps of Theseus, Odysseus, Agamemnon, Socrates. The names are endless. To see the stadium at Olympia, the Charioteer at Delphi, the frescoes at Knossos. Her dream is all-encompassing.

      A five-year-old Carys is sitting on a small wooden chair in the section of the library designated as ‘Children’s. It is her first visit. She gazes around the shelves. So many books. A wondrous world. Where to start? There are books at home, but books for children are scarce and expensive. Something to do with a war that people still talk about. Christmas means the ‘Beano’ annual and a children’s classic. And Carys knows birthdays mean another book. She can read from the age of three, but her mother still reads a story every evening at Carys’ bedside. Carys has always looked forward to the day when she would have ‘real’ books like her parents. She has known for some time about this place where she is sitting, for her father comes every week. Sometimes her mother comes with him, but often she is too busy at home. Her father works permanent nights on the fish-dock, as a bobber, so he can find time to come during the day. He has explained how a person can borrow two books free for two weeks, return them, and choose two more.

      It is a Saturday morning, so there is no school. Dad has made sure her hands are clean. Mam has even let her wear her second-best dress and cardigan. A short walk and they arrive at a big, old, imposing building with semi-circular stone steps leading up to two, heavy, shining brass-handled doors, one of which stands open. Above the doors is the engraved-stone legend that this is the ‘Western Library’.

      Carys and her father enter the dark, high-domed inside. They pass a very high counter behind which are two formidable-looking ladies. The older one, she seems very old to the child, acknowledges the father with a nod as he places his returned books on the counter. She merely looks at the child, but the tight curls, severe spectacles, and the fearsome aspect leave Carys in no doubt as to who is ‘in charge’.

      Carys clasps her father’s hand more tightly. It is so quiet, like being in church. They move on together, and she sees, to the right of the counter, a strange wooden structure. It looks like a roof on stilts. Each slope of the roof holds newspapers fastened by metal rods but which still enable people to turn the pages. An elderly, rather scruffy, man stands reading one of the papers. Then she sees beyond - thousands and thousands of books tantalisingly waiting. She could stay here and read for ever and ever. Her father smiles at his daughter, enjoying her wonderment. He knows he has transferred his love of books. He guides her to the children’s section, explains that she can look at any book she wants, and then choose one to take home. He will return when he has chosen his books.

      Carys wanders among the shelves, sometimes reaching out her hand towards a book, not quite daring to touch. Then she trails her finger slowly along the spines, reading the titles. Occasionally the finger pauses, the book is withdrawn, handled, opened, and gently returned to its resting place. For another time. On and on until a book is withdrawn that causes her eyes to sparkle. There, on the dust cover, is the face of a man. The face is a golden mask. The eyes are closed. Holding the book to her chest, she returns to her seat. She sits and stares at the face. Her father returns. ‘Ready? Agamemnon, eh? Might have a read of that myself. Let’s go.’

      On the way home, Carys carries the book carefully under her arm, anticipating the delights inside.

      Carys is fourteen and at the Girls’ Grammar School. She is just beginning her courses of ‘O’ levels. She has chosen Classical Greek so she can attempt to read Homer’s Odyssey in the original. Her teacher is organising a trip to Greece. Full of excitement and anticipation, Carys rushes home with the news. Her parents try to find a way. The trip will cost £80, plus some spend. Her father earns around £9 a week. For the first time, they have to say no. The group leaves without her.

      The Greek studies continue at ‘A’ level and in Higher Education with New Testament Greek. Carys impresses tutors with projects, during teaching practices, on the myths and legends of Ancient Greece. More important, for Carys, is that the children enjoy them.

      1970S-1980S

      After College, life intervenes - career, marriage, divorce, career. In 1984 Carys goes to Crete. The writing of Leonard Cottrell and Mary Renault has instilled in Carys a strong longing to see Knossos, especially the frescoes. She stays in a bungalow, in the grounds of the prestigious Rethymno Palace Hotel.

      The smell of freshly baked bread meets her every morning as she walks, carefully to avoid standing on the many tortoises that live in the gardens, over to the main building. To go with the still-warm bread is a selection of Cretan cheeses for breakfast. Dipping the bread in honey or olive oil, local of course, she is set for the day. The food is absolutely superb, everything fresh and such variety. Much of it is still not readily available in the UK where she lives, so she takes advantage and gorges herself. She can always diet later. Carys’ late afternoon treat, after a day of sight-seeing, is a dish of ice-cream made from goats’ milk, topped with the honey from the wild bee, which survives on native herbs and plants.

      Carys hires a car -very expensive. Better than organised trips, though, more freedom. There seems to be only one main, reasonable road, which circles the island. One day, seeing what is little more than a track, she decides to make a detour, eventually arriving at a small village. After parking she is met with friendly greetings and led to a small house. A teenage girl appears and invites Carys inside. The house is very traditional, quite dark but very clean. The girl indicates a small table, on which lie a few old photographs and some postcards. She picks up a photo of an old man dressed in traditional Cretan dress and a postcard of what is obviously a print of a painting. It too shows an old man but one dressed in early 16th century dress. The girl points to herself and then to the photo. ‘Grandfather.’ Putting the photo and the selected postcard together, she smiles. ‘Same, same.’ Carys recognises the postcard as a print of a painting thought, by some, to be a self-portrait of El Greco. The girl holds ‘El Greco’ in one hand and swings the other arm around the room. ‘House.’ Carys has found the possible birthplace, Fodele, of El Greco. Also, perhaps, she is in the company of a descendant. Smiling her thanks, Carys leaves the house to find a drink of fresh orange and a plate of Cretan olive oil biscuits (the ones with a touch of raki) waiting for her. No attempt is made to sell her anything and, when she returns to her car, she finds a bag of freshly picked oranges waiting. A memorable, unplanned experience.

      Carys has read that an older version of Modern Greek is spoken here and traditions are different. One day she needs to ask directions so Carys uses Classical Greek to make enquiries of an elderly shepherd, dressed in traditional costume, as so many of the older men and women are, especially in the more rural areas. Although he laughs, Carys likes to think it is with, not at, her. The shepherd seems to understand and sends her in the right direction.

      The day comes for the visit to Knossos. Carys ensures she is up early, leaving immediately after breakfast, to avoid the heat of the sun and the tourist buses. She arrives at the site shortly after 8 a.m. Carys has a map of the original palace, is aware of the concrete left behind by Sir Arthur Evans and what has been removed for preservation, such as the frescoes. Those now in situ are copies, the originals being in the Heraklion Museum. Carys is occasionally making comments to herself on the history of the place, setting out on a personal journey into the past and the world of Theseus. She soon realises she has been speaking out loud and has attracted a small group of English tourists. Most stay with her for nearly two hours.

      She has waited so long to experience this place, and now she is there. Carys perches on a fallen stone, surveying the vast expanse of Minos’ palace, wondering what Theseus’ thoughts are when he sees the magnificence displayed by Minos’ palace.

      Leaving Knossos, Carys drives to the museum to see the frescoes and the many artefacts that have been removed for safety and preservation. The ground floor is packed with objects from all of the island’s history, but Carys is particularly interested in the Minoan section, and the Phaistos Disc. She goes to view the frescoes, which are on the first floor. There is a rope across the bottom of the stairs. The notice hanging from it informs prospective visitors that the frescoes are undergoing restoration and conservation, so are ‘closed’ to the public. Carys sits on the bottom step, trying to hold back her tears.

      She plans to walk the Samarian Gorge but is advised by locals not to risk it because flash floods are common at this time of year. Some tourists ignore the local advice and are caught in the flash floods. One is drowned. Carys always listens to locals. They know things not in tourist guides.

      One evening she decides to drive out into the countryside and comes across a small wooden building she thinks is a bar. She stops for a beer. Leaving her linen jacket at one of the small tables outside, she enters a dark, smoke-filled room. She is there just long enough to notice there are only men present, apart from the very old, toothless, black-clad lady at the till. One of the few young men present quickly and politely ushers Carys outside. This is a men only establishment. The Greek tradition of welcoming strangers kicks in. She might be Hera in disguise. The young man, who tells her his name is Stephanos, brings her a beer accompanied by a large plate of assorted mezethes, including the tenderest octopus and squid she has ever tasted. She pays for the beer, but the food is a gift. Carys smiles her thanks, then shyly adds ‘Efharisto’.

      A man comes out from the kafeneion and asks, in English, if he can chat for a while. Carys invites him to sit. His name is John. He tells her he came to Crete some years ago for a holiday, fell in love with the island, and decided he would return to make a new life, working in the construction industry. He speaks of the lifestyle, the work opportunities and how he has never regretted his decision. His enthusiasm ignites a spark in Carys. As she returns to the hotel, Carys thinks about what she has heard from John, thinks about the possibilities. She smiles, not really a feasible consideration …

      In the summer Carys books another trip, this time to the island of Corfu. She chooses to stay in the small fishing village of Kassiopi, because the brochure suggests it is a quiet area with few ‘tourist’ facilities.

      She wants to hire a boat to travel around the island, but the boatman refuses to allow her to take one out on her own. Observing Carys’ disappointment, a young English couple, Barry and Chris, invite her to join them. Carys is pleased and offers to share the cost of the boat hire, which they refuse. They are warned not to go anywhere near the Albanian mainland which, at its closest point, is only about two miles away. They have an enjoyable day, putting in at bays, swimming, picnicking, and arrive safely back in the late afternoon, albeit through very choppy seas.

      One boat, hired by an English couple with their seven-year-old son, has not returned. The boat hirer sends out two of his men to search the island’s coast in case the family have decided not to risk the journey back and are sheltering in a bay. The two men return. No sign of the family or the boat anywhere. The Coastguard is alerted. Night is drawing in when the Coastguard spots a small boat leaving the coast of Albania, heading towards Corfu. A somewhat bedraggled and very frightened family are brought safely back. Despite warnings, the parents saw a supposedly deserted, sandy cove and decided to anchor, go ashore, and have their picnic. They were arrested by an Albanian police patrol and taken to the nearest police station. The whole experience has been very unpleasant. Local Greek opinion is the family are lucky to have been released.

      Carys hires a car for the next day and, in return for the young couple’s generosity, invites Barry and Chris to join her on a trip round the island. The day is a great success, stopping when and where they want. It is early evening. They come to a small village which doesn’t seem to be on their maps. They enter a small, deserted taverna. A young man appears, introduces himself as Simos, and tells them the taverna is closed. The whole village are away celebrating a wedding. He has only returned to collect more wine. But, once again, Greek hospitality holds sway. He disappears into the kitchen and returns a few minutes later with a variety of mezethes, salads, and one portion of stifado. Receiving confirmation the stifado isn’t made with the traditional rabbit, but lamb, Carys takes the stifado. She is convinced Simos has emptied the taverna’s ’fridge of leftovers. Simos is anxious to return to the wedding celebrations. The guests are waiting for the wine. He refuses to accept any payment and leaves them to enjoy their meal.

      One day, Carys takes a half-day walking tour of Corfu Town. The guide is friendly and informative, pointing out various landmarks and places people may like to visit later, at leisure, or explore further. One such place is the Achilleion Museum, which has a very imposing statue, in the garden, of Achilles himself in full war gear. After a lunch of omelette and salad, Carys returns to the museum. She wants to know of Achilles’ connection with Corfu as she knows of none. She soon discovers the connection. The museum was previously a palace built by an Empress of Austria who was obsessed with the man, as all the paintings and statues, relating mostly to the Trojan War and, yes, the man himself, bore witness. Carys empathises with the Empress.

      A memorable day out is an organised visit to Albania and involves an early start. The boat trip, in a sort of elongated launch, to Agios Saranta is relatively short and uneventful. A cursory inspection of passports at Agios Saranta, and the holidaymakers are soon on a coach being driven to the ancient ruins of Butrint, accompanied by a teenage girl as a guide. A very pleasant young lady, although Carys thinks the guide’s English isn’t as good as it could or should be for a group of English tourists. Carys has heard that Albania is a poor country, but how poor she has never actually realised until they are on their way. The ’bus bounces over ill-made roads with so many potholes it is impossible to avoid them. Litter everywhere. Unfinished buildings. Prospective hotels, the guide informs them. A delightful, new promenade with cafés suggests plans to encourage tourism. But Carys thinks they have a long way to go.

      Leaving the town behind, there appears to be no large-scale land farming, more subsistence living, with the occasional animal, but no herds or flocks here. The whole place oozes poverty. The ’bus eventually arrives at the ruins of the city of Butrint, which legend says was founded by refugees from Troy, so the leaflet handed out informs the group. Halfway along the rough path leading to the main part of the site, Carys desperately needs a wee. She falls to the rear of the group and slips behind a somewhat spindly bush. Whilst in mid-flow, she sees two young men, of Nordic appearance, making their way up to the ruins. As they draw level, Carys is readjusting her dress, so she does the only thing she can do – smile and say ‘Good morning.’

      As the visit to Albania is tiring, Carys decides to laze about the hotel the next day. After breakfast, she takes a swim in the pool and leaves before the sun-worshippers crowd the surrounds of the pool. She intends to spend the day reading. Having never reached the end of Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’ she has set herself the challenge of completing the novel before returning to work after the summer. It is mid-afternoon when she wakes and realises she is only four pages further on. She closes the book. Perhaps she is not destined to finish it. She goes down for another swim.

      Carys is drinking a G&T on the balcony overlooking the square below. She watches the sun slip down over the horizon. Trying to decide whether to eat at the hotel restaurant or go out to a local taverna, she notices some well-heeled Greeks disappearing out of the village into a wooded area. Intrigued, she downs the rest of her drink, leaves the hotel, and follows, eventually coming to a secluded, traditional, family taverna with not another tourist in sight. Very basic with its furniture - an eclectic mix; quite subdued lighting. There is a small outside seating area, an even smaller inside area. She is approached by a man in his mid-twenties. ‘Hello, I have to tell you we don’t have a licence for tourists, but you’re welcome to stay. My name’s Aggi.’ Carys smiles, ‘Agamemnon surely.’ Aggi laughs and points to an elderly gentleman sitting in front of a half-drunk bottle of whisky. ‘Blame him. My grandfather.’ Aggi leads her to a small table set for two. ‘Do you have company? A friend? A husband?’ The answer being ‘No’, Aggi removes one of the settings. There are no menus, so Carys orders a jug of the house wine, which proves to be very palatable. A plate of olives, a plate of feta - more olive oil, and some fresh bread is brought. ‘Something until my father gets back. May I sit with you a while? I do not often speak English.’

      About an hour, and another jug of wine, later a man arrives carrying two large buckets, which prove to be full of assorted fish. Each table chooses the fish they want to eat and it is duly cooked and served. Aggi leaves Carys’ table to serve the food. People drift away, and the taverna closes. Aggi walks her back to her hotel and stays the night. Carys eats at the taverna every evening for the rest of her holiday.

      In 1985 Carys decides she will visit the Greek mainland. After considerable thought and much poring over of maps she has a plan in her head of where she would like to go, but how is her vision to be transformed into reality? Being a practical person, for the most part, she decides to consult an expert. Knowing there are travel agents who specialise in ‘bespoke’ holidays, Carys searches the Yellow Pages and finds a local one that seems ideal. She calls them and is delighted to find they offer an appointment system. Carys gives a brief overview of her ideas, and an hour is suggested for the consultation. A date and time are agreed.

      It is the end of a four-hour flight. From her window seat, Carys is looking down on the welcoming glow of an illuminated Acropolis. The Acropolis. Athens. A strange, yet comforting, feeling of finally coming home overwhelms her. She has waited so long. Carys thinks this will be a sight she will never be able to erase. She doesn’t want to.

      After arriving at the hotel, Carys leaves her passport with the receptionist to be registered and arranges for her luggage to be taken to her room. It is 6.30 a.m. Most guests go straight to their rooms, but Carys can’t wait to walk in the streets of Athens. There is more than an hour before breakfast. This is a place she feels she has been before; sometime … It’s a feeling new to her. She knows these streets. Just as she knows exactly where she is going - the Acropolis. As she walks through the streets, crammed with small basement shops preparing to open and street vendors setting up their wares on makeshift stalls, there is no need to ask directions. She has been here before but has no memory of when. She just knows she belongs. She walks confidently through the narrow winding streets, finally arriving at a marketplace. Again, lots of small shops and stalls, but these are geared to the tourist trade, not there on her previous visit - the one she can’t quite remember. She remembers a meeting place where people come to discuss and debate. Walking through the market, she comes to a break between stalls. A sheer rock face climbs upwards. This she remembers. Her eyes move slowly upwards. There it stands, still proud, its beauty and its glory being revealed with the fast-rising sun. The history pours from it. It beckons.

      ‘She is very impressive, no?’

      She turns to see an elderly gentleman, in an ecru, linen suit, smiling at her.

      ‘Yes, very …’

      ‘You are English, and you are captivated by the legacy of Greece?’

      ‘Yes. I’m spending three weeks - travelling.’

      ‘Be careful you are not caught in the magic.’ He smiles, lifts his fedora, and walks away.

      Returning to her hotel, she showers and changes into a summer dress and sandals. Remembering her sunhat and a bottle of water, one of two bought on her early morning walk, she goes down to breakfast, a self-service choice of cheeses, assorted processed meats, and croissants served with tea or coffee. She consults the itinerary provided by her travel company. A taxi will pick her up at 10.30 a.m. to take her to Syntagma Square to watch the traditional, ceremonial changing of the guards, the colourfully dressed evzones.

      The taxi drops her near the square. The driver, Spiros, suggests she walks to the flower stalls just at the corner to watch the guards march down. He also gives her his card. He will pick her up at 6 p.m. from near the flowers. Carys walks slowly past the picturesque flower stalls, pausing occasionally to watch the sellers weaving wonderful, colourful designs and bouquets. The different smells mingle and create an aroma so strong Carys feels faint, and she moves quickly on. She hears the measured noise of wood being struck on concrete. Turning, she sees the evzones marching down towards her. The noise is that of their pom-pommed wooden clogs hitting the pavement. Amazed at the particular form of march and leg actions, she does wonder if they ever slip and giggles as she imagines the sight. As it is summer, they are wearing white skirts but still the woollen tights, which Carys thinks must feel very uncomfortable in the heat of the afternoon. She follows the soldiers, squeezing her way to the front of the assembled crowd. Her eyes are drawn to the beautifully sculptured bas-relief of the dying hoplite, the centrepiece of the monument to the Unknown Soldier.

      ‘Are you enjoying the show?’ Carys looks up at the tall, handsome man with dark blond hair, who has just spoken. ‘Yes, thank you. I am.’

      The ‘show’ comes to a close, and the crowd starts to drift away. The young man is still by her side. ‘I never liked this duty when I was doing my National Service. None of us did.’ His bright blue eyes twinkle. ‘But it does attract the ladies.’ His face breaks into a huge grin, and Carys laughs outright. ‘My name is Artemis. Would you like to go for a coffee?’

      Carys thinks quickly of her planned itinerary. She is not bound by it. Coffee with this young man who makes her laugh sounds like a pleasant diversion.

      ‘My plan is to walk through the National Gardens to the Olympic Stadium and up to the Acropolis, but a coffee first is a good idea, thank you. My name is Carys.’

      As Carys strolls through the National Gardens, which give a refreshing respite from the heat, she reflects on the enjoyable time spent with Artemis. He is a postman. Travels to Hydra every day. In the evening he works as a waiter in a piano bar called the Fox. The card he gives her has the telephone number and address of the Fox, ‘In case you ever want to come down. Call first to check I’m working.’

      She reaches the Olympic Stadium of 1896 twenty minutes later, pleased to be wearing strong sunglasses as the glare from the Pentelic marble is blinding. Strolling a little way past the stadium, she stands in front of the imposing statue of Baron de Coubertin, said to be the founder of the modern Olympics. He looks a forbidding type of man.

      Crossing the road, Carys walks through the site of the Temple of Olympian Zeus, marvelling at the size of the columns, mostly fallen or broken, passes under Hadrian’s Arch and crosses another, exceptionally busy, road to the older part of Athens. She walks past deserted or abandoned houses, which still retain some of their grandeur from a recent past. The Acropolis rises before her. The sun is now at its zenith. She decides it is too hot to walk around the site. She will save it for another day. Returning to the main road, she waves down a taxi. Several pass before one stops. Carys gives the name of the hotel, and she is soon back in her air-conditioned room. She suddenly remembers the appointment with Spiros. Taking his card from her bag, she lifts the receiver from the telephone. Only then does she notice it has no dial, only a button. She presses the button, and a voice declares: ‘Reception. What number do you require?’ Spiros’ number is relayed. Spiros answers. Carys cancels the pick-up. ‘No problem.’

      The hotel she is staying at has a restaurant, so she decides, because tomorrow is an early start, instead of eating out as she has planned, to eat there. There is time for a shower and a short siesta before she goes down to the restaurant, which is full. A waiter tells her a couple she recognises from the aeroplane, sitting at a table for four, are happy for her to join them. Formal introductions are made before their orders are given from the single-page menu. Carys sees a starter she remembers from Crete, Dakos Kritikos. The couple, Mary and George, order tomato and basil soup. For her main course Carys chooses yemista, Greek stuffed tomatoes and peppers. The couple order Greek lemon chicken and potato bake. The waiter takes their order.

      Another waiter appears. ‘Something to drink?’ The couple order fresh orange. Carys hesitates. She meets the waiter’s eyes. They are a warm, deep brown. She reaches for the wine list, feeling a tremor in her hand. The list becomes blurred. ‘Oh, I know that one. It’s nice. I had it on Crete. When I was on holiday. It’s red, has a pleasant taste.’ Carys knows she is gabbling but can’t stop. The waiter waits for her to pause. ‘So you have been to my island. I will bring you a half bottle. A whole bottle is too much for one person.’ His eyes still engage hers. She feels her cheeks redden. A smile plays around the waiter’s mouth.

      Conversation over the first two courses is around visits made. The couple are also going on the three islands tour. ‘If you need company, don’t be afraid to join us.’ Carys knows they are meaning to be kind, so she thanks them. The waiter clears their table and asks if they would like a dessert. Carys orders galaktoboureko. Mary and George settle for the ‘safe’ vanilla ice cream. Carys finds she is looking for the wine waiter, but he is nowhere to be seen. Mary and George say goodnight and head to their rooms. Carys decides on a short walk, maybe have a coffee and brandy. As she is passing through the reception area, she sees the wine waiter about to leave. He says ‘Goodnight’ to the receptionist, turns, and sees Carys. He walks to the door, holds it open and turns to look at Carys. They leave the hotel together.

      At 7 a.m. the next morning, Carys, Mary and George board the coach that will take them on the first part of their Three Island Tour. A diversion to collect other tourists and then a short drive to Piraeus, the port of Athens, to begin the three island visits. They are met by a hostess, Electra, who welcomes them on board. She informs them that once they have left the port and are in the open sea, they may go into the lounge area, where tea, coffee, cheese, and croissants are available. ‘For those of you who missed breakfast.’ Once everyone is settled to their repast, the hostess begins her talk. ‘The first and nearest of the three islands is Ægina. The most famous feature of the island is its temple to Aphaia. It is the only remaining example, in Greece, of a two-storey temple and is very well preserved. The name comes from a Greek word meaning someone who vanishes into thin air. Aphaia is a bit of a mystery as she is, to date, only mentioned in connection to this temple. Locally she was the goddess of fertility and agriculture. There are two optional tours you can book with me before we arrive, about an hour from now. One will visit all the sites but not the temple of Aphaia. The other goes only to the temple. Of course, you may just choose to wander around the harbour and its surrounds. If so, please make sure you are back in time for departure. We leave at 11.15 exactly.’

      Carys books neither tour. She needs some time alone, to think about the events of the previous night. She goes to sit on the beach. Her mind replays the encounter.

      Kostas, she now knows his name, suggested driving down to a beach bar for a drink, but if she didn’t like that idea, there was a small café nearer the hotel. She chose the beach bar. She felt safe with this man. They had a brandy and coffee. She talked about her holiday plans, about her trip to Crete. He talked about his home in Crete and his ‘proper’ day job working for a shipping company. The beach bar closed. Carys wanted to hold his hand, wanted him to put his arms round her, wanted him to kiss her, to make love to her, there, on the beach. But he did none of those things. They walked back to the car, drove back to the hotel in silence. As she got out of the car he smiled at her, saying, ‘I think we will meet again.’

      Pondering the meaning of that statement, Carys returns to the present. Since the divorce she has thrown herself into her work. She has a social life but there is no-one special. A wry smile crosses her face as she remembers her reputation as ‘The Ice Queen’. But no man is going to hurt her again, ever. She shivers as she imagines this man’s arms enfolding her and remembers his farewell - he didn’t say ‘Goodbye’.

      Leaving the beach, she finds a taxi to take her to the Temple of Aphaia. The driver tells her he can’t take her all the way there because of the access, but he can wait for her. Carys agrees. She enjoys wandering around the ruins but leaves when she sees the tour ’bus arrive. The taxi drops her back near the harbour. There is some time before the boat leaves, so she goes into the Yacht Club for a drink. Taking her fresh orange onto the balcony, she finds her mind again replaying the previous night, hearing again those words, ‘I think we will meet again.’ She drains her glass, stands up, and goes to re-join the boat. She knows what she wants, ‘I want to meet again.’

      Once again the passengers are assembled in the lounge. Tea, coffee, and cold drinks are being served along with a selection of small pies - cheese, spinach, halloumi, and stuffed olives. Electra is giving more information. ‘Our second island is the very picturesque Hydra - a car-free island where tourists are met by men with donkeys to transport luggage to your accommodation. We are staying here for one and a half hours, so I suggest you stay within the port area itself, where there are dozens of shops, cafés and bars.’

      Carys is a Leonard Cohen fan, so would like to visit his one-time house, but there is no time. She does find a museum in a mansion a little away from the hustle and bustle of the port and discovers more about the history of the island. She is intrigued to discover the name Hydra comes from an ancient Greek word meaning water, from the fresh springs on the island, and has nothing to do with any nine-headed monster.

      Back on the boat, the hostess again assembles everyone in the lounge, where soft drinks await them. ‘Our third island, Spetses, is further out in the Argo-Saronic Gulf. Again, not a lot of time is allowed for exploring, but the quaint harbour, with the comings and goings of water taxis and kaikis, is surrounded by colourful and very traditional tavernas and coffee shops. A lively mix of people and a hive of activity. There is time to walk along the coast road to the Old Harbour to see the metal statues, but keep an eye on the time. I’d hate to leave anyone behind. But it’s such a lovely island, maybe you wouldn’t mind.’

      The harbour is very crowded, so Carys decides to walk the coast road. She enjoys the walk, finding the gentle sound of the water calming. Passing the boat builders she walks up towards the lighthouse. All the metal sculptures of animals are impressive, but the mermaid is awe-inspiring. This island seems to have a certain allure. She wishes for a longer stay. Maybe she can return one day. But, for now, she has to get back to the boat. The voyage back to Piraeus takes them nearly three hours, but there is entertainment and more drinks and snacks. Four of the crew, in traditional costume, play bouzouki and dance. They end with Zorba’s dance and invite people to join them. Carys sees George volunteer, joins in the applause, and then the laughter as the music speeds up and George becomes totally baffled. The time passes and they are soon back in Piraeus, where their coach is waiting. People are dropped at their various hotels; Carys, George and Mary are the last. The receptionist hands George their key and waits until they move to the lift before handing Carys her key and an envelope, ‘This was left for you.’ The envelope only has ‘Kyria Carys’ on it. There is a slight tremor in her voice as she thanks the receptionist.

      In her room Carys sits for several minutes with an unopened envelope in her hand. Taking a deep breath she opens it. The message is brief, ‘The Sky Bar tonight 10. Only if you want to meet again.’ The letter falls to the floor and Carys takes a deep breath. What is she going to wear?

      The next morning, Spiros, the taxi driver, arrives at 9 a.m. to take her to Lykavitos, the highest point of Athens. He parks near the entrance to the funicular, telling her he will wait until she returns. No rush. No problem. Carys is pleased with the efficiency of her bespoke travel agency. The funicular, full of other tourists, slowly, somewhat jerkily, takes her to the top. Halfway up they pass one coming down. She relives the same journey of the previous night.

      She is like a schoolgirl on her first date. There are mixed feelings to confront. Why does Kostas want to see her again? Is he attracted to her the way she is to him? What does he want? Does he see a woman of a certain age looking for a holiday romance? Is she just one more in a procession of women seduced by him and never thought of again? As she steps out of the funicular she sees him sitting at a table near a wall. He has heard the funicular’s approach. He turns, smiles, stands in greeting. ‘I thought maybe you’ll not come.’ She notices the first slip of English.

      She wants to sit next to him but takes a seat opposite.

      ‘Something to drink?’

      ‘Thank you. A coffee is fine, a cappuccino.’

      He calls the waiter. He asks her about her day. What else she plans. She loves the sound of his voice. He asks if she is married. She holds up her left hand, which displays no ring.

      ‘Divorced.’

      ‘Many women remove their wedding ring when on holiday.’

      ‘Men probably do too.’

      He lifts his right hand, which bears no ring or mark of one. They finish their coffee, and Kostas suggests they leave. Carys wonders if he is coming back to the hotel with her. She wants him to, if only for one night, even if she never sees him again. But when they reach the street he stops a taxi, kisses her gently on the cheek, opens the taxi door, waits till she is safely in, then closes the door. Carys doesn’t understand, but knows she is disappointed and desperately sad.

      How different the top of Lykavitos looks in daylight. The whole of Athens, far out to the suburbs and beyond, is displayed. Carys is overwhelmed and slowly takes in the scene from as many angles as she can. Pollution can be seen, hanging over the centre of Athens. This place doesn’t have the magic of last night. She sees there is a church dedicated to St. George. Entering she sees a row of candles, set in sawdust. Although not a religious person she feels the urge to light one. This she does, dropping a few coins into the appropriate receptacle.

      Spiros is waiting to take her to Metropoleos Square. She tells him she will make her own way back to the hotel as she isn’t sure how long, or where, she’ll be. She has his card if she changes her mind. The cathedral in the square is very ornate. Opulent is the word that comes to Carys’ mind. Too much for her taste. In one corner of the square she sees a café. It looks inviting. After ordering a freshly baked, chocolate croissant and a Greek coffee - sketo, she spends some time people-watching. A visit into the Plaka follows. Carys ignores the ‘invitations’ to peruse the various shops. She has already decided what presents she will buy for friends and colleagues: komboloi beads or a small box of Greek sweets.

      Eventually, coming to another square, a metro station sign tells her it is Monasteraki. The smell of gyros meat cooking permeates the air and Carys’ nose. Suddenly she feels hungry. Seeing a queue of Greeks at one particular stall she decides that must be the best, so joins the queue. It is worth the wait, although asking for a souvlaki without meat is met with astonishment and much shaking of the vendor’s head. The salad is fresh, the pitta bread hot, the chips crisp. Only recently becoming vegetarian Carys doesn’t miss the meat, not really.

      The sun has started its descent, so Carys hails a taxi, asking to be taken to the Acropolis. The site is very crowded, full of tourists with guides holding different coloured umbrellas on high, so groups know whom to follow. Carys feels nothing here, too touristy. Seeing a sign pointing to ‘Museum’ she decides she’ll take a look. There are fewer people here, the small display of artefacts found on, but removed from, the site look … ‘lost’ is the word that comes to Carys’ mind. Maybe one day a bigger, better museum will be built.

      Getting back to the hotel in time for an evening meal she again sits with George and Mary, who express their concern about Carys exploring on her own. They don’t think it safe. They are happy for Carys to join up with them on the Classical Tour, which leaves the next day. Carys thanks them politely for their concern but replies she has never felt unsafe in Greece, on the islands or the mainland. She is disappointed to discover Kostas is not working that night. Is he avoiding her?

      It is an early start the next day, but they still encounter the rush hour. Driving through the hustle and bustle, noise, and pollution of the centre of Athens, and then through the affluent suburbs, out to the main coast road to Corinth, Carys takes everything in. She loves it all. The coach pulls into a large parking area, which has a café-shop adjoining. Their guide, whom Carys recognises as Electra from the Three Islands Tour, tells them it is a short coffee stop, but there is time to view the canal if anyone wishes to forego the coffee. ‘It’s about a five-minute walk away. Please be careful if you choose to go as you will be walking by the side of a very busy main road.’ A few set off for the canal; most go for coffee. Carys reaches the canal. Her eyes mist over. She no longer sees a canal but a paved stone roadway. Ghost-like figures are dragging wheeled carts, loaded with amphoras, across the isthmus. Carys shakes her head and sees again the canal. She is thrilled to see a ship passing through, also amazed at how narrow the canal actually is, with hardly any space at all on each side of the ship.

      Ancient Corinth is a strange mixture of Greek and Roman architecture. Strange, to be in the very place St. Paul allegedly preached all those years ago. But Carys has never been a fan of St. Paul, or any religion, so she goes to see the Roman toilets. She checks the departure time with Electra, promising to be back before then.

      The next destination is Olympia, where an overnight stop is scheduled. The stadium is smaller than Carys expects, but the overall site much bigger. Mostly ruins. Earthquakes, floods, possibly a tsunami. The Romans helped by destroying the magnificent Temple of Zeus in an anti-pagan operation, the guide informs them. The sports facilities are surprising - a gymnasium, training ground, and bath complex being provided for competitors. She receives a mild rebuke, from a guardian, for stepping over the chain surrounding the stone where the sacred flame is ignited, wanting to touch, to be in touch.

      Epidavros is fun. She stands centre stage to recite the only lines of Classical Greek Drama she can remember. People wave from the top of the amphitheatre, clapping their hands to let her know the acoustics are still sound. She remembers some of the ancient plays she has seen on modern stages and tries to imagine them being performed here.

      Mycenae is the next stop. A brief inspection of the beehive tomb, its use not certain, up to the grave circles. Carys soon falls behind the main group as she wants to immerse herself in the atmosphere, the history, the mystery. She moves on to the Lion Gate, is surprised at its Herculean size, but it doesn’t disappoint. It is as wonderful as she has always believed. She decides to climb to the acropolis. There is no-one else there. This is what she likes, to be alone, to absorb the events and times she has only read about. Looking out across the landscape she can appreciate the strategic position of this fortress. She looks down on the grave circles, remembering her visit to the ‘Western Library’, a lifetime ago.

      Delphi is their final stop before returning to Athens. They stay overnight in Arachova, a traditional, unspoiled, little village. Carys falls in love with Delphi immediately. One of her ‘I’ve been here before moments’. Most of the group join the guided tour. Carys leaves the main site for the Castalian Spring. She steps into the shallow pool. Scooping water from the spring she splashes it over her face and arms, thinking of all the thousands who had gone before. This is the spring in which Ægeus, father of Theseus, would have cleansed himself. Returning to the main site, she wends her way around the Sacred Way, passing the Treasury of the Athenians and stopping at the Temple of Apollo, where the Oracle itself resided in the shape of the Pythoness. Carys would love to sit there and ‘perform’. Remembering the maxim ‘Know Thyself’, in gold, that once adorned the entrance, she allows herself a brief thought. Will another envelope be waiting for her at the hotel? How will she feel if there isn’t? Pleased or disappointed? She would like the chance to find out and ‘know herself’.

      The next level is the theatre and the third, the Stadium. Few people climb to the latter. Carys runs up. Spectacular views wherever she looks, especially of ‘The Shining Ones’. Perhaps one day she will come again; she feels she will, to see the enigmatic descent of Helios himself as, his day’s work done, he slowly disappears between the twin peaks.

      It is almost time to return to the coach, but Carys has one more visit to make. She needs to see the Charioteer. Quickly descending from the Stadium, she enters the small museum. He is there, waiting for her. The feeling she has for this statue, for all Greek statues, is that the sculptor put something of himself into his work - something that makes it so real, so emotive. Carys has never felt that with Roman statues. She admits to their being technically brilliant but little, if any, ‘soul’. She walks slowly round the statue, connecting with him. She stares into the statue’s eyes and sees those of Kostas staring back.

      Back at the hotel there is no envelope waiting for her. She takes a shower, deciding to forego dinner. She fears rejection, disappointment. She is in bed, reading, when the ’phone rings. She recognises the voice immediately. ‘I missed you at dinner. If you have nothing planned for tomorrow I will be outside the hotel at nine and a half, only if you want.’ If you want. What Carys wants is to tell him to come to her room, now, but she doesn’t. She merely replies, ‘See you tomorrow.’

      The next morning Carys is ready by 9 a.m. She watches the hands of her travel clock move slowly, incredibly slowly, to 9.28. Now she can go down. Will he be there? What are his plans? What are his thoughts about her? The early morning sun blinds her momentarily as she steps into the street. She feels a hand take hold of hers. ‘My car is parked a little way …’ Carys wishes it was parked a long way, just so she could feel his touch. She can smell his aftershave, a musky smell, not overwhelming. Ralph Lauren, she thinks.

      His car is a red Alfa Romeo. It is super clean inside and out. Carys wonders what he would think of hers. He opens the car door for her, waits until she has pulled her skirt in before closing the door. He gets in, switches on the ignition, and pulls away into the chaos that is the Athenian traffic.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Somewhere spectacular.’

      ‘Isn’t all of Greece spectacular?’

      ‘All the parts the tourists see. Athens has its poor parts, its dirty parts, its unsafe parts, the parts the tourists never see. Maybe one day you’ll see these parts. But tell me, how did you enjoy the Classical tour?’

      The change of subject, and the innuendo, do not go unnoticed, but Carys tells him about her feelings and how, from a young child, she has always wanted to visit Greece.

      ‘Maybe you have been here before, in a previous life.’ She thinks he is teasing her and laughs. ‘No, maybe you belong here, maybe you have returned. Maybe the Fates have woven your return, have made a new thread for you.’

      Carys sits in silence as she digests what he has said. They are now on the coast road, so Kostas switches off the air conditioning and opens the windows. An ozone breeze from the sea keeps the car cool. Carys is reading the signs as they drive on. ‘I think I know where we are going.’

      ‘Oh, and where do you think?’

      ‘Sounion. That last sign said Sounion.’

      ‘It is in Greek. You read Greek? Speak it?’ It is almost an accusation.

      ‘Not really.’ She explains how it is she can read the signs.

      ‘Then you must learn Modern Greek. But yes, we are going to Sounion.’

      Carys doesn’t tell him a visit to Sounion is on her itinerary but makes a mental note to let Spiros know he won’t be needed the day Sounion is scheduled.

      ‘It takes about one and a half hours, but we will stop for coffee in Saranda, go for a walk on the beach. After our visit to the Temple we will go to a taverna for lunch.’

      The brief stop in Saranda is wonderful. Carys pretends they are a couple. After coffee they go to the beach. She hopes he will take her hand but he doesn’t. They skim stones. They laugh together when some of the stones sink. She sees him pick up something and put it in his pocket. Neither mentions the action. They drive on.

      Suddenly, the magnificence that is the Temple of Sounion rises in front of them. Leaving the car on a grass verge, they walk towards the cliff edge. Carys closes her eyes, trying to imagine the feelings of Ægeus when he sees the black sails and believes his son is dead. She feels Kostas’ arm round her shoulders. ‘Carys, come from the edge. You are swaying.’ He pulls her close, away from the edge, then drops his arm. ‘Come, I have the tickets already.’ He laughs. ‘We don’t need a guide. Between us we know all the history.’

      They explore the site, sharing with each other what they know of the history and the myths of this building. Carys refuses to look at Byron’s alleged signature, firmly believing it is a fake. ‘I don’t believe anyone who loved and respected Greece as much as he did would deface an ancient temple.’

      The tour ’buses are now arriving. The couple decide to leave. ‘It’s time for lunch anyway. The taverna is a ten, fifteen-minute drive. I hope you like fish. They have some of the best selections in Greece, and it’s all fresh.’

      The taverna is very traditional, nothing fancy about it. Basic wooden tables and chairs, a mismatch of styles, but scrupulously clean. Carys loves its aspect but mostly loves it because she is with this man. A man who has stirred feelings so deeply buried she thought never to feel them again. A waiter brings iced water and fresh bread with a plate of large olives sprinkled with oil. The waiter and Kostas have a discussion in Greek, which Carys presumes is about the menu as she recognises many of the names being repeated. The waiter leaves.

      ‘I hope it’s OK. I have ordered mezethes for us both. And a bottle of Daphni, a white wine from Crete. You’ll enjoy it. Trust me.’

      Normally Carys takes exception to such presumption, and she actually isn’t keen on any white wine, but today it doesn’t matter. The mezethes begin to arrive: individual aromas mixing together. Tarama, smelt, hummus, feta, grilled octopus and squid, small meatballs and dolmades, fried aubergines and courgettes, fried potatoes. Carys feels she eats too much, so is pleased when fresh melon arrives for dessert.

      The drive back is relaxed. As they draw up at the hotel, Carys makes a decision. Trust me. Has he really been talking about food, or has he been trying to tell her something else? She knows so little of this man, but does she trust him? She lets her guard down.

      ‘Would you like to come in for a drink?’

      ‘It’s not allowed for staff to go to guests’ rooms … for drinks. We could go to another hotel for a couple of hours.’ He looks at Carys. ‘But I think you are not sure?’

      ‘I’m afraid I may get too fond of you.’

      ‘Fond?’

      ‘Like you too much.’

      ‘We are one man, one woman. For us, at this moment, no one else matters. But what you are asking? Maybe you’re not sure … yet.’ He gets out of the car, walks to her side, and opens the door. She gets out. He kisses her gently on the cheek. ‘Till next time.’ Carys walks into the hotel alone. She hears him drive away. ‘Till next time.’

      The next morning Carys is checking her itinerary. She only has two more days in Athens before leaving for a visit to the Southern Peloponnese. They are travelling via Nafplion and Monemvasia, with a detour to Mystras, before reaching Sparta. She checks it carefully, suddenly realising there is no overnight stop in Athens on the way back. The coach is taking them straight to the airport to fly home. It hadn’t mattered when the arrangements were initially made. It is now of vital importance. She quickly writes a note, places it in an envelope, and gives it to the receptionist. He sees the name on the envelope. ‘I’ll see he gets it when he returns.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘He is away in Bari, four, maybe five days. Business for shipping company.’

      Two days later Carys leaves for the Southern Peloponnese. There is an overnight stop at Nafplion. Choosing to miss the evening talk on local history Carys goes for a walk around the town. Amongst all the busyness, she sees an old lady dragging a heavily laden handcart along the road whilst her husband walks alongside. Carys has a momentary vision of herself and Kostas growing old together. Entering a bar she orders a Brandy Alexander. They leave at 7:30 the next morning for Monemvasia, so Carys has no time to see any of the beautiful Venetian and Turkish buildings or spend time wandering around the myriads of little streets.

      On the way their guide jokes that, as no vehicles at all are allowed in the city, they will have to carry their own cases from the coach along the causeway and up to the hotel. But there are men with barrows, arranged in advance, who take the luggage. Carys marvels at the sight of this unique, tied island with its mediæval battlements lining the skyline. It has a dream-like quality, and yet, once inside, it is a busy, bustling street of shops and cafés, with barrow boys and the occasional donkey collecting and delivering a wide variety of goods. The hotel is quiet and airy, set on a rocky outlet. Carys’ balcony overlooks the sea.

      Once again she avoids the evening talk on the history of this place, choosing instead to go for a walk in the cool of the evening. She finds a delightful café-bar perched on a rock jutting out over the sea. She orders a beer. It arrives with a small plate of ‘titbits’: a piece of feta, three olives, two tiny tomatoes. Her mind is racing with pictures of Kostas. She feels, she wants, she needs to see him again. ‘Please let the Fates be kind,’ is her silent prayer to the gods. Her mind replays the time spent with Kostas. She orders a Brandy Alexander. The next morning she wakes late. Knowing breakfast will be over, she decides to eat out and then explore more of this unique place. It’s a wonderful, magical place. She sees lots of couples, enjoying each other’s company. Carys suddenly feels lonely. After a lunch of cod in garlic sauce with a green salad, she returns to the hotel to collect her swimsuit and goes to the beach before taking a siesta.

      The next day they are on their way to Sparta but detouring to take in Mystras. The views from these beautiful, elevated buildings are truly awe-inspiring. The whole place is very atmospheric. The architecture is magnificent. Before the group enters the part still inhabited by nuns, they are provided with wraps for the ladies and large ‘one size fits all’ trousers for any man wearing shorts. The display of lacework is incredible. Carys buys a small cloth; she can’t afford the one she really likes. She is intrigued by the number of votive offerings to the Virgin Mary. Babies seem to predominate, but every body part is represented.

      Arriving at the hotel in Sparta, they just have time for a quick wash and brush-up before dinner. Again, choosing not to attend another after-dinner talk, this time explaining the history of ‘The Three Hundred’ and Thermopylae, Carys goes out exploring. She gives up when darkness envelops her. There are no street lights. Carys feels there’s something ethereal about the darkness in Greece, a blue darkness, especially on ancient sites. There is a stillness, a feeling of past times, of people swirling about you. Carys, yet again, feels a connection with the ghosts.

      The group is leaving early the next morning, but Carys rises earlier, misses breakfast, and leaves her luggage to be loaded onto the coach. This gives her two more hours to explore. Sparta is smaller than Carys expects. Nothing much to see in the way of ruins, but she does take the trouble to pay respects at the alleged tomb of Leonidas, also admiring an impressive, albeit modern, statue of Leonidas with his famous reply, μολὼν λαβέ (‘Molon lave’) - Come and get them, to the invading Persians who asked the Greeks to lay down their weapons, engraved on the plinth. She thinks of the long journey from Sparta to Thermopylæ, the men knowing certain death awaited them.

      On her way back to the hotel she passes an old lady, with what looks like a broken tennis racquet, surrounded by clouds of dust, battering a carpet hanging over a washing line. Carys remembers quite clearly her grandmother doing this as a summer ritual. As she watches the woman Carys’ ghosts return. She sees the soon-to-be widows and orphans, saying goodbye for the last time, knowing their husbands and fathers will not return. She shakes her head, and the ghosts retreat.

      The group is already boarding the coach when she arrives back at the hotel. Just over three hours later, they arrive at the airport. The flight is on time and soon Carys is ‘home’.

      Carys has a flat of her own, a car, hobbies, interests, friends, a busy social life, and her holidays abroad, usually to Greece, which still beckons. Deciding to learn Modern Greek, she seeks out a local Greek Society to find someone to help with pronunciation. It is there she meets Ariadne, a lady from Athens who came over to England after WW2, married an Englishman, and stayed. They agree on lessons, and a friendship develops. Ariadne has family in Athens, a niece called Paula and one called Ileana. Carys becomes a regular visitor to Paula’s home. On one visit she is to visit for Greek Easter. On arrival she is told not to unpack. They are leaving the next day for Xanthi in Western Thrace, staying with relatives. Carys is concerned. Do they know I’m coming? Of course. They are waiting for you. No problem. The next night sees them on the train, leaving at 11 p.m., for Xanthi. Their tickets include wagon-lits. The man in charge comes to say he has prepared their sleeping accommodation, but it’s very crowded. If Carys wants, there is a spare bunk in his wagon-lit. Carys politely refuses. During the night she is conscious of the train stopping but is not sure for how long. In the morning Carys discovers the train has to divert to a ‘loop’ to allow the down train to pass. There is only one train line. There is a café-bar of sorts on the train, but it’s not very exciting. Seasoned travellers are prepared. There is a strong smell of cooked chicken, smoked sausages, tarama, tzatziki, cheeses, all mixing with the unknown. And the strong aroma of coffee. The toilets are awash after a few hours. That apart, it is a very scenic journey, albeit a slow one. They finally arrive about four in the afternoon. This train journey is a first for Carys, but she enjoys the experience.

      The family are very welcoming, first speaking to Carys in German. For some reason they decide she ‘looks’ German. The weekend follows the usual programme. After the traditional Saturday midnight candle lighting, followed by the magaritsa soup made from lamb offal and lettuce, with fresh herbs and an egg/lemon sauce, all the young people go off to a disco. Carys is included in the ‘young’. The first disco is not well attended. It has little atmosphere so, after one drink, the party go on to a more raucous one. They arrive back at 5 a.m. and leave at 6 a.m. to travel to a village to celebrate with the matriarch of Carys’ host family. The village is virtually deserted, with only a few old people still in residence. The young now eschew a hard life of agriculture, heading for the big cities.

      Yiayia lives in a stone cottage with no electricity and only one cold-water tap on her veranda. The water comes from a small mountain stream. The beds are stone-based, built out from the three-foot thick walls. She has brought up five children here. These now congregate with wives and husbands and a horde of children. Everyone sets about preparing the feast, which will be eaten about 3 p.m. A pit is dug and filled with a bed of dried grass, twigs and branches. This is lit and raked to produce charcoal. A traditional hand-turned souvla, holding a whole lamb, is erected over this trench, whilst a smaller spit holds various innards, held in place by the intestines and placed over a smaller trench.

      Everyone takes a turn - literally. Carys finds her first efforts are quite a novelty, but the process soon becomes incredibly tedious and boring. Whilst the lamb is turning, the salads and cold dishes are being prepared. Wine and beer are in plentiful supply. A long trestle table is erected, folding chairs emerge from car boots, along with crockery, cutlery and glasses.

      Several hours, and beers, later Carys is in desperate need of a toilet. Too many beers. An embarrassed grand-daughter is delegated to impart the news there is no toilet. The village has no sewage pipes at all. Carys is fine with the freshly dug hole. She has done a lot of basic camping. She is just grateful she wasn’t there a day earlier when the full hole was covered over and a new hole dug.

      When she returns, the traditional dancing is in full swing to the accompaniment of a Cretan lyre. Eventually, everything is ready. Yiayia takes place of honour in the middle of one side of the trestle table. As an honoured guest Carys has the seat directly opposite, with the delight of seeing Yiayia tackle the head of the lamb. She receives this as the most important person there. Pushing up her sleeves, she seizes the head and rips the jawbone from the skull, tearing out the tongue and devouring it with as much fervour as her few remaining teeth will allow. The brains are next … Carys is pleased to be the second most important person at a party.

      The intermittent visits to Greece continue. Every holiday and long weekend Carys is on the ‘plane for Athens. Sometimes Ariadne travels with her. They stay with Ariadne’s niece, Paula. During one visit the family decide to go up to Marathon to tidy the grave where Ariadne’s parents are buried. They will make a detour so Carys can visit the site of the battle, where there are burial mounds said to contain the ashes or bodies of the Athenians and Platæans who died there. The cemetery is visited first. Carys is surprised to see a black-garbed priest approach people attending to graves. She is even more surprised to see money changing hands before he intones a prayer for the departed. She decides to make no comment, and they move on to the battle site.

      There is no-one there when they arrive, and a handwritten notice in Greek and English informs prospective visitors the site is closed because of a strike of the ‘Guardians.’ Carys has no intention of missing an opportunity to soak up some more history. She leaves her friends in the car and climbs over a small wall to gain access. Standing amongst the tumuli she closes her eyes. She hears the clash of weapons, the shouts and grunts of the warriors, the cries of the dying, the exultant cheers at the defeat of the Persians. She smells the blood, the sweat. She sees one man, a runner, set off on his journey to Athens - to relay the good news. She opens her eyes and is overwhelmed with a feeling of sadness. Leaving the ghosts behind, Carys returns to her friends. They drive into the village of Marathon where they eat at a beach taverna before returning to Athens.

      Flights with Olympic Airways always result in Carys being addressed in Greek by the cabin crew. Maybe she is morphing! She does meet interesting people on some of the flights but wonders how many are spinning a tale of whom they want to be, rather than who they are. Carys certainly has bent the truth on occasions. One memorable flight is a direct one from Manchester. When she arrives, the flight has been cancelled due to poor sales. They are being shuttled down to Heathrow. Security is very tight. Luggage is left on the runway. Passengers have to identify their case or bag before it is loaded. Carys’ case isn’t there. She is assured all luggage for that flight is there. Hers isn’t. She flies without it; being assured it will be at Heathrow in time for the Athens flight. It isn’t. Arriving in Athens, Carys goes to ask about lost or misplaced luggage. Her case is there, in the reception area, having arrived before her, on a Sabena jet.

      On the return flight, direct to Manchester, Carys is stopped at Customs. Anything to declare? No. You go to Greece a lot. Yes. Business or pleasure? Purely pleasure. Her flight bag is searched. Fine. You went out from Heathrow but back to Manchester. Yes. Why? Carys produces her original booking confirmation and explains about the shuttle flight. Would you mind opening your case? Not at all. What are all these boxes? Ah … Those boxes are six large boxes of Turkish delight, mostly for Carys but some are presents. What’s in the boxes? At this point Carys has a mental block on the English, so replies ‘Loukoumia’. He is not amused, so she tells him, politely, he is free to open all or any. One is opened and there is a flurry of a white powdery substance. Carys wants to laugh at this point but manages to restrain herself. Another box is opened with the same result. Maybe they think she is a drug smuggler. She is finally allowed to continue her journey.

      Carys doesn’t always stay with Paula on visits to Athens. Sometimes she books accommodation. She doesn’t always let Kostas know she is going over or that she has been. She has no intention of the relationship developing into anything serious. He is not part of her dream, not yet. Never part of her wish to live in Athens. Her decision is not ‘doing a Shirley Valentine’. But, just as Shirley is, Carys is exploring newfound independence, finding herself and rebuilding her self-esteem. She goes, if she goes, for the fulfilment of a lifelong dream which has never involved a relationship with a man, at least not a live one. They don’t always meet up, although they speak regularly on the ’phone.

      It is several months since Carys has spoken with Kostas and longer since they met. Carys thinks their attraction has been a temporary one and is not going to lead anywhere. She books a holiday to Skiathos, known for its lushness, beaches, and nightlife. Carys ‘night-lifes’ every night, sees some beautiful sunrises, rises for breakfast in the early afternoon, has a late afternoon swim, then back to get ready for the evening. She has dinner in a different restaurant each night, hits the bars and discos, and does it all over again. Despite the attentions of several men she always returns to her room alone. She makes a sudden decision. It is only a forty-minute flight to Athens. Going to a travel agent, Carys books a flight and a hotel, but not the one where Kostas works. A change of bars and restaurants, she tells herself. But she is planning on having dinner at the hotel where Kostas works. She does not tell him she is coming. Another meeting is in the lap of the gods. The Fates will decide.

      She arrives at his hotel. It is the height of the season and the restaurant is fully booked. She turns to leave the restaurant but hears a familiar voice. ‘Carys, wait.’ And so the intermittent visits continue. Her relationship with Kostas became more ‘intertwined’ …
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      1990

      Carys is working in a Sixth Form college, as the S.E.N. Co-ordinator and also teaching ‘A’ level English Literature. It is a ‘good’ job, which she enjoys. A great set of colleagues and an eclectic mix of pupils. She has her own flat, car and a good social life. But there is something missing. She has always felt an affinity with Greece and visits whenever she can; sometimes flying out Friday night, returning Monday morning in time for work. Her Greek friend, Ariadne, often arranges for Carys to stay with Paula’s family in Athens. Through them Carys’ network of acquaintances grows. She stands at a ’bus stop, gets on the first ’bus that stops and sees where it takes her. In that way she gets to know Athens well. She never feels a ‘stranger’ and is never afraid. Somehow, there is this sense of belonging.

      Following increasingly more regular visits to Greece her friend, Linda, perhaps tongue in cheek, suggests Carys should reverse the journeys - live in Greece and visit the UK. This doesn’t sow the seed. The seed is already there, always has been, lying dormant, but it maybe helps it germinate. Carys tells close relatives and friends of her plans and receives a variety of reactions, ranging from ‘Go for it’ to ‘I wouldn’t, not at your age’. She is actually 45 which, at the time, is considered quite old for such an upheaval in one’s life.

      Carys doesn’t wish to ‘burn her boats’ so applies for a year’s unpaid leave of absence from her job. A small part of her believes it won’t be granted. But it is. Her job will be there after her year away. The Principal supports her application. His only request is that, if she decides to stay in Greece, she will give notice early enough for a full-time replacement to be made. Of course she will, but there will be no need as she has no plans to stay longer than a year.

      1990 - 1991

      Before leaving for her year’s sojourn in Greece Carys fixes up temporary accommodation in Piraeus, a garçonnière overlooking the ‘big’ docks. She can always move into Athens later. These docks are not the harbour near the Metro, where the ships and hydrofoils, known locally as dolphins, leave for the islands, rested. Her docks are where all the sea-freight comes in, where the floating hotels of the cruise liners and the foreign naval ships pay courtesy calls.

      She spends a year making all the arrangements. Legalities investigated, checks with the Greek Embassy regarding medical tests and documents required. Being very English, and suspicious of any other country’s health services, she decides to take her own blood kit. The first chemist doesn’t have one. The second chemist says a doctor’s note is needed. A third chemist is ‘expecting’ her. An alert has been sent out concerning a suspicious person attempting to purchase a blood kit. The Police are informed. Carys explains the situation to the third chemist. Eventually, Carys does obtain a blood kit plus a container for a urine sample.

      Airline tickets are reasonable in those days, so there are many weekend trips as well as the longer college holidays. Kostas is quite non-committal on her decision. Probably because he realises that once Carys’ mind is made up, argument is pointless. He offers to help, especially with the legalities. A kind offer she declines. He is not part of her dream.

      Carys’ ‘student’ trunk is sent ahead by road. In it are a sleeping bag, a toastie maker, clothes and books. She is surprised to find a local haulier who actually has regular overland runs to Greece. Her flight ticket is bought, an open return for a year, with Czechoslovakian Airways – the cheapest available. The rationale is a year’s open return enables her to return at any time, if the need arises. The flat is closed up, a friend will check post, the car is garaged, goodbyes are said and she is on her way.

      Carys has never kept a diary, not really. In primary school she tried, when someone bought her a pink diary with a very small padlock for Christmas. She began with good intentions, but the enthusiasm soon waned. For her, diaries are a way of keeping a note of important appointments, meetings, etc. She is hoping a Greek diary will be more exciting. A new chapter in her life. She proposes to write regular letters to her friend, Linda. The letters will be her diary.

      AUGUST 1991 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Am finally here! Thanks for coming to Heathrow, Linda. I was actually pleased someone ‘saw me off’, which I don’t usually like. I’m sitting on the HUGE roof of my garçonnière in Piraeus. Great view of the harbour. The old lady who owns my garçonnière lives on the ground floor. She’s a widow. Dresses permanently in black.

      The flight was fine, somewhat basic with the flight attendants not exuding cheery dispositions. Not at all sympathetic I’d forgotten to order a veggie meal. No ‘spares’ such as most airlines have. Had to suggest they could cobble together bread, cheese and an apple. It did arrive eventually, with a very sad-looking apple. Pleased I had own teeth when attacking cheese. Apple OK when wizened skin removed. One and a half hours to Prague.

      Bit of a row as connecting flight to Athens was overbooked. There was me and a family of four. Only one seat available. Family had to get a flight to Paris and fly to Athens from there. The alternative was to wait several hours at Prague. Once saw programme on TV which revealed it was standard practice to overbook, to allow for ‘no-shows’. Not very passenger friendly. Cleared customs and security, collected luggage, visited toilet, looked round duty-free, full of Bohemian glass. Flight to Athens on time. Repeat performance with meal. Drinks free but not surprised considering poor food being offered. Think many passengers were envious of my cheese and biscuits. The beer was gassy, the white wine very Château Piss. Have drunk some plonk in my time but a line has to be drawn somewhere. First through passport control, checked by very bored-looking officer. Case first off carousel, passed through ‘Nothing to Declare’ channel and got a taxi to Piraeus. Really felt I was finally coming home – just as I had the first time I had flown into Athens all those years ago.

      Greeted by landlady. Had coffee with her. Given keys to my apartment and escorted up to MY place. Flowers in apartment. Nice welcome. It was worth all the planning, leaving my flat, quick visits to Greece. Did want Athens but that’ll come. This is fine for the time being. Am taking a couple of weeks to acclimatise. Then, I suppose, I should look for a real job!

      Had a reasonable night’s sleep, although it was a little too hot. Got up, took first shower of the day and proceeded to unpack. Amazing how little it seemed, considering my intended year’s stay. Wonder how long it’ll be before my trunk arrives. It’s coming by road so shan’t hold my breath. Just finished putting stuff away when landlady arrived. Didn’t knock, just walked in. Must remember to keep door locked! She’d arrived for a chat. Suspected she just wanted a nosey. Managed a conversation of sorts, not anything too profound or philosophical which might have stretched my Greek vocabulary. All about embroidery and knitting. Am going to be a wow at parties. She eventually left. Took another shower before going for a walk.

      It was VERY hot. I walked into Piraeus centre, about two miles return trip. Picked up a few basics - tea, coffee, bacon, eggs, bread, milk, etc. Bumped into landlady on way back. She was off to visit a friend. She must have been boiling in all that black, even thick tights (or stockings), all year round, whatever the weather. Her husband died several years ago so that’s her in black till she joins him. Was knackered when I got ‘home’ so had 3rd shower, then a bacon and egg sandwich - very Greek. Was woken at 3.10 p.m. by heavy ‘plops’ on the balcony. It had begun to rain. It transformed into a full-blown thunder and lightning storm which lasted approx. three or four minutes, but within two minutes everything was dry.

      Intercom from main door announced arrival of Kostas straight from work. I had ’phoned him to say I was in residence. Very formally he shook hands ‘Welcome to Greece’. Could only stay a short while as had to get ready for his evening job, as a waiter. Still in the same hotel restaurant where we’d first laid eyes on each other. But stayed long enough to ascertain my telephone number.

      Rest of week taken up acclimatising, finding my way around. Oh, better let you know about the apartment - large bed-sitting room, largish kitchen and a bathroom. Fully furnished, everything you need, really. The main view is of the port. It’s the part which brings in the big cruise ships, visiting naval ships/commercial shipping. That’s where my trunk will arrive. There’s also a massive clock tower which positively booms out the hours and half-hours. Fortunately, the booms are turned off at midnight to 6 in the morning. Every few days I hear a national anthem being played. It’s to welcome foreign naval ships paying courtesy calls. I’m often being asked by crew members, from these ships, for directions, mainly how to get to Athens. The conversation usually starts with ‘Do you speak English?’ Does that mean I look more Greek than English? First encounter was when I saw four young, clean-cut, American guys, trying to make sense of a map. I asked if I could help.

      ‘Yes, ma’am. We wanna get to Athens. We were told the metro was close.’

      ‘It is. Keep walking with the sea on the left. After ten minutes you’ll see the Metro on the right, across the very busy road. Take care when you cross.’

      ‘Thank you, ma’am. Where would you advise we go? We only have a few hours.’

      ‘I suggest getting off at Monastiraki, it’s fairly central. It’s the seventh stop. The Acropolis can clearly be seen as you walk towards the Plaka.’

      ‘One more thing, ma’am. Sorry to bother you. What platform do we need?’

      ‘There only are two, one in, one out, and they’re in the main entrance hall, where you can buy tickets. They only sell singles. You’ll need another to get back. And don’t forget to check them before you get on the train. There are machines just before the platforms.’

      And off they went, leaving kind thanks and more ma’am-ing behind.

      Neighbour’s daughter, Kiki, (short for Κυριακή-Keeriaki) arranged a drinks evening, inviting people she thought might be interested in private lessons in English. Mostly male in their twenties or early thirties. Friends of her cousin, Nikos, who was born in Canada of Greek parents. Ploy succeeded as booked first student. Fee offered was twice going rate in England. I was to go to his office. One man, Vassilis (Bill), who had lived a long time in various parts of London, commented on the clarity of my English - ee, by gum I wer’ reet pleesd - said he found Cockney English grating. He’s engaged to the daughter of a Greek shipping magnate. Kiki says she’s not particularly nice, but an heiress.

      The private pupil from this meeting is a boy who works in Vassilis’ office. He needs to learn English for his job and has been told to find an English speaker to learn it proper-like, but he’s shy because he speaks no English at all and can’t understand how a non-Greek speaking person can ‘learn ’im’. Obviously my sympathetic nature came across, and I’m starting tomorrow. This is the only way I’ll accept private pupils, by personal intro. Ads in laundrettes and public notice boards are fraught with danger. Horror stories of rape and murder abound. Subsequently three others from the party booked lessons.

      Invited to go for a meal, then ‘go on’ somewhere(!), at the weekend, with people from drinks’ party. Got picked up nine-ish. Went to Pizza Hut. Was actually very nice, set in massive shopping complex. (Had envisaged more traditional place). Unfortunately, most of shop units were empty, the high rents being very prohibitive. This Hut was the most expensive one in Greece, although prices on a par with English ones. Considered the place to eat. And be seen. Very important, to be seen in right places, preferably with right people.

      Vassilis had come along as his girlfriend was still on holiday. He annoyed me by asking the waitress for a menu in English for me. I can manage a Greek menu. I was polite though and told him a Greek menu would help improve my primitive Greek. Pizza was fine. Discussion where to go. Most wanted music. Decided on ‘The Muses’ at Astor Palace Hotel, in Voula. Lovely setting with romantic music. But Kiki wanted disco music so moved on to ‘The Empire’. Twelve-thirty by now. Hundreds of people milling about outside. Idea of queuing hasn’t, apparently, ever caught on in Greece, as had already discovered when using public transport. Men on door ‘invited’ people in. You have to wear the ‘right’ clothes, possibly give the selectors a ‘present’ i.e. bribe! Was only one who thought this procedure unfair. There is a pecking order. Regulars, friends, ‘special’ circumstances. ‘Special’ being open to interpretation. We got in for free as I was a ‘visitor’ from abroad. I think money might have surreptitiously changed hands.

      Hadn’t paid for anything so far as I was a guest! Kiki expects the men to pay for everything. She thinks it’s awful the way English women ‘pay their own corner’. Might explain this Greek custom to male friends back home! I blush at their comments. She couldn’t see my viewpoint at all. Men here, apparently, often don’t expect a woman on her own to pay and don’t regard her as a freeloader. They’ll have to change their minds there for me. I shall insist on paying my share. Of course, if it’s an official ‘date’ then that’s different.

      Disco was ginormous with raucous disco-type music and the biggest load of head-bangers I’ve ever seen. What made it worse was I’d dressed for dinner and drinks, not for a disco, so felt slightly uncomfortable. Very definitely a young person’s disco and I’d have strongly disputed anyone’s claim to have come within fifteen years of me. Fortunately, the building opened out on two sides to a beach so I went for walk and paddle. Feeling the cool water lapping over tootsies, the glow of moonlight shimmering on the water gave me a peace I’d never felt before. Knew I had made right decision, if only for a year. Mood broken by Vassilis asking if I’d like company. Politely refusing, I returned to my ‘group’. We left ‘early’, about 3.30 a.m., just as all was getting into full swing. Next day (really the same day!) lazed around doing very little. It felt great. Had planned to go swimming but there was a terrific wind whipping up the sea. Still feel I’m on holiday and not here for a year.

      On Sunday a friend of Kiki’s turned up. Another Classical name as so many are - Iphigenia. She preferred Jenny. Jenny suggested the three of us went over to Ægina for a swim as it was such a nice day. So we had a pleasant hour’s sail to the beach at Agia Marina. It was a bit crowded but it really didn’t matter. Sea was so clear you could see loads of fish, some 6 in long, without a mask (that’s me without the mask, not the fish). I did a lot of swimming, to keep cool. We had a pleasant sail back through a glorious sunset.

      Early evening I was on the balcony having a beer when an invasion of cackling women took place on the balcony, so I decided to go for a walk. Quite pleasant walking along the sea side of the road, mingling with other people taking a stroll. All very relaxed and cool!!!

      LATER

      There was a bit of a break there as I was invaded, yet again, by landlady. I really think I need to look for another place, one that’s mine. I honestly can’t stand a year of being ‘overlooked’. Will end up paranoid, suicidal or murderous.

      Have been sussing out the food shops. Good selection all round. Decent market. Very reasonable prices. Trouble buying fresh cow’s milk. Round the corner is a little shop which sells small cartons. Buy one every day as milk sours quickly, even when kept in ‘fridge. Couldn’t find cauliflower either. Kept being directed to flower shops. Little market was fine as could just point! Consulted dictionary. (κουνουπίδι - koonoopeethia).

      On way back from one shopping expedition I saw a lorry, which looked familiar, parked up in local lorry park near the docks. Checked and yes, it was the one that had collected my trunk, Davis-Turner, weeks ago. Neighbour’s husband works in the docks. He checked. Trunk is now in custom’s shed. With all documentation to hand I went over to obtain trunk, which I could actually see. Not enough/right paperwork. Have to contact shipping agent. Seems more documents needed to clear customs. Trip into Athens to collect documents for a trunk sitting about half a mile from where I lived. Got all documents. Cost £25. Told to go to customs about eight/nine in morning. Clearance could take two/three hours. One of problems was little use of computers. Customs had one in their office - only used for copying documents when transactions completed. Perfunctory search of trunk before official release. Eventually found a man to wheel the trunk over and place it in the lift. Good to have it arrive safely.

      This had been my first visit to Athens this time. Don’t know why but feel much more ‘at home’ there. (Maybe a former life). Piraeus is very nice, a lot cleaner than Athens, certainly less polluted. And has some lovely shops. Very picturesque sea front, especially around Agia Marina and the yacht area. And I love the giant chess set. People actually play a game on it. Surprised none of pieces have been nicked. But will move to Athens when the opportunity occurs. Garçonnière getting too small for me. Huge balcony outside. But a lack of privacy. Landlady insists on arriving at all hours to keep me company. Also comes in, without knocking, to collect chairs from kitchen so she and her mates can sit on the balcony. On the plus side she does bring me plates of food occasionally. Once brought spaghetti Bolognese. Tried to explain I was vegetarian. She drained the sauce from the meat and presented me with spaghetti covered in sauce in which meat had been cooked. Being vegetarian in Greece is not difficult -plenty of vegetables and fruit. Haven’t met many vegetarians. Told vegetarian restaurant in Plaka. Checked it out. Just substituted soya for meat! Landlady is also using my ‘fridge as an ‘overflow’ for hers so often pops up, whether I’m in or not. She has keys to my place. Later discovered lots of landladies/landlords retain keys to property rented out. Must get into habit of changing locks. Need to find a job, and more private accommodation. Preferably somewhere not within hearing of a large clock that strikes the hours and half-hours very loudly. Anyway, Athens was always my goal. It’s noisy, polluted, traffic-ridden and I love every inch of her.

      SEPTEMBER 1991 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      I ’phoned Kostas middle of the afternoon to let him know I was still around. He was a bit miffed as he’d ’phoned several times over the weekend and there was no reply. Flippant answers such as, ‘That’s ‘cos there was nobody here’, were totally lost. Where was I? And who with? Didn’t answer either question. I did tell him I had no intention of waiting around for him to call, although I think I put it far more diplomatically than that. He wasn’t overly chuffed when I said I’d been invited to join Kiki and family for a few days on Chios and would be leaving the next evening on the overnight ferry. No, I didn’t know when I’d be back but would ’phone when I was.

      CHIOS - ACCOUNT FROM LETTERS

      Thought I’d regale you with my trip to Chios. I decided to take a weekend trip to the island of Chios to visit Kiki who was flying out to visit her family, there for the summer, so I had free accommodation. Flights were £75 each way, ferry £15 - a ten-hour journey. Opted for the latter. I am from Yorkshire, after all. Think of all the people-watching I can do. I did some writing for the University in the morning. I haven’t forgotten I have to complete my Master’s while here. Even got some in the post to my tutor - enough to keep him happy. After posting the script I met Kiki who was going with me to buy the ferry ticket - make sure I got the right island, etc. It would be nice to arrive on the same island as Kiki, but would it really matter if I didn’t? I boarded the ferry, the ‘Sappho’, from Piraeus on the Friday at 5.30 pm. All the seats were full so found a corner where I could stretch out and sleep. Deck space for sleeping was at a premium and I’d been lucky to find a space inside. Man with young daughter insisted I take his daughter’s seat. He would take daughter on his knee. Tried refusing. To no avail. Ferry sailed at 7pm. And I spent the journey on a recliner that didn’t and with not enough leg room. I remember the crossing as it was very rough, long, and noisy, with hordes of fractious children. Not to mention the old bloke who kept talking at me, asking why I wasn’t married and why didn’t I marry a Greek man. Not being on a world cruise I really didn’t have enough time to answer that one, so I lapsed into my defensive ‘Sorry, I don’t understand’ routine. (Συγγνώμη, δεν καταλαβαίνω) Just showing off there!

      We arrived about 4 a.m. Saturday, one hour earlier than scheduled. Kiki met me in and we went off to the accommodation. The sleeping arrangements were tight: twin beds in a small bedroom, a single bed and a put-u-up in the living room. There were 5 of us but I had my sleeping bag so was quite happy on the floor.

      After a short nap, we spent the afternoon on the beach and went swimming. We were driven there, in a 28 year-old BMW, by an uncle who lived on the island. Bit of a squash, but only a short drive. Discovered some time later that Greeks kept their cars much longer here as tax on new cars is crippling. Depending on the car you’d pay 2 to 3 times more than in England. The sea in Chios town was very rough, so Uncle took us to a beautiful sheltered, quiet bay. It seemed strange, arriving around 3 p.m. when, in England, the ‘best’ of the day would be over. We stayed till early evening. Went back for a mammoth meal; veggies catered for with macaroni cheese. Didn’t check if rennet-free.

      The evening meant a nightclub, of course. I left early to have a look round the town. It could have been any of the islands, really, nothing terrifically distinguishable about it, at least as I could ascertain. Miles of seafront tavernas, not so many foreign tourists as I would have expected but a lot of Greeks. Lots of little streets with furniture and household goods, clothes, many imported. Aimed more at indigenous population than tourists.

      The nightclub the usual. Noisy, raucous, loud singing, from the cabaret, not the audience. A table had been pre-booked for us and a bottle of whisky ordered – to share. Fortunately mixers came free so I was able to sip at a lemonade and pretend I was enjoying myself. About 2.30 a.m. Kiki had one of her headaches – she’s prone to headaches, feeling sick, tired, etc., after she wants attention/to get her own way. I offered to find a quieter place with her. A short walk and we came across a beach bar playing softer Greek music. Unfortunately just about to close but we managed to get a drink, a real one for me, a Brandy Alexandria, but made with milk instead of double cream which is very difficult to get here. We spent some time watching a young man (kamaki?) chatting up a Dutch woman. Conversation in English. She was probably about my age, mid-forties, and he late twenties. Kiki finds this sort of thing hard to understand. I told her, ‘Good luck to ’em’ if they both get what they want and no-one gets hurt.’

      By the way ‘kamaki’ means a harpoon and, very roughly, translates as gigolo.

      We re-joined the group at the nightclub. Kiki found the equivalent of £25 on the floor. Instead of pocketing it, as I would have done, she called a waiter and handed it over, in case someone asked about it! Must have been a happy waiter. I think we left around 5 a.m. Sunday. Everyone was going for a meal but Kiki was tired, so I walked home with her. The day was slept away. Late afternoon another huge meal was consumed. Concern was expressed as I said I wasn’t hungry. Kiki’s flight was 6 p.m., so Uncle drove her to the airport; I use the term ‘airport’ loosely.

      Was told I could get a ferry at noon on Monday so I could stay over. Fortunately I’d checked. This ferry went to Rafina, a six-hour ’bus drive to Athens. Didn’t fancy that. I knew there was a ferry leaving at 8 p.m. that evening, for Piraeus, getting in early Monday morning. I had a list of appointments for jobs on Tuesday, so wanted time to recover from the travelling. Was assured the ferry could be seen, from the apartment, arriving at 7 p.m. We were only 10 mins from the port. At 7.30 we hadn’t seen the ferry, so I said I was going down to wait at the quayside. The ferry was already in, had arrived early. It hadn’t been spotted. I was there with only 10 mins to spare. It was full. This was a more upmarket ferry, carpets, bars, more comfortable seats. The crew looked more professional, all wearing uniforms. Found a nice bit of carpeted space, but ticket checker asked why I was sitting on the floor, wasn’t allowed. Pointed out couldn’t find a seat anywhere but quite happy where I was. He wasn’t having that. Employing two more crew members he found a seat by asking a Greek family to remove their luggage from it.

      The ferry left promptly at 8 p.m. Two hours into the voyage rough weather, really rough, hit us. Was surrounded by people crossing themselves, calling on the Virgin Mary, or being sick into carrier bags. Felt fine at first. Air turbulence never worried me. Why should this? Then broke out in tremendous sweat. Didn’t feel sick, just sat and dripped. Gingerly lowered myself to floor. Managed to sleep, off/on until c. 4.30 a.m. Lots of activity, lights being switched on. It was a very bad crossing, but we eventually arrived safely c. 7 a.m. Eleven sodding hours. Still, I’ve been to Crete, Corfu, Ægina, Hydra, and Spetses, and now I can tick off Chios.

      HEALTH CHECKS EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Decided to use free time to have medical tests required. Some 8/9 individual. Needed to pass all these before applying for resident’s permit. Up at 5.30 a.m. Armed with equipment from English chemist and lots of drachmas, set off to get to general hospital in Athens for 7.30, to be early in queues. After saga of trunk not looking forward to experience! Arrived 7.15 a.m. At 8.10 a.m., discovered was in wrong hospital. Took ’bus to Evangelismos Hospital. Arrived 8.30 a.m. Couldn’t find anyone who spoke any English, or anyone to understand my limited Greek – didn’t have appropriate vocabulary, but could understand written signs because of use in English medical terms and am familiar with Greek script. Sheer frustration nearly led to tears. Decided to give one more try.

      Went to what looked like reception, altho’ it wasn’t. Asked if was anyone, anywhere in hospital, who spoke even a little English. Told try Office 2, second floor. Led to partial success (I thought). Quest re-commenced. Re-tracing steps found lift – out of order. Found stairs, climbed to two, no Office 2. Eventually arrived back at main entrance. Middle-aged man asked, in perfect English, if he could help. Discovered information given me wrong. Office needed was on one! Man became my new best friend!! Turned out to be hospital’s chief engineer. He’d spent 7 years in UK, ‘A’ levels up to Ph.D. Had to return to Greece to assume family responsibilities when his father died. All this imparted on being escorted to correct office and collecting relevant papers for each dept. He (Petros) knew everyone, so I queue-jumped everywhere. Even when one X-ray machine broke down, resulting in long queue, no-one objected/muttered when my name called ahead of everyone. Later saw note on my x-rays – ‘Friend of hospital worker’. Four hours later was close to completing documentation. Blood, urine, eyes, heart, blood pressure, x-rays, all different depts., each requiring separate documentation, signatures, stamps – can’t do anything without stamps!

      Cardiologist looked barely out of secondary school. Asked for my tel. number as he was considering English lessons. First time ever been embarrassed to strip for a doctor. Even wished I had been wearing a bra. Couldn’t seriously teach conversational English to someone who’d played doctors with me. Wanted to come to my place – a complete no-no. Gave him a made-up tel. no. Petros had also asked for my tel. no. in case someone he knew wanted lessons. Gave the same wrong number. Better safe than sorry. Final certification lay with a pathologist. Moment of doubt as associated that title with death. These tests are required yearly for a resident’s permit – unless I can get a 5-year one. But not bothered re: that one as my stay is only for a year.

      A word about Evangelismos. It’s a very old building. In 1991 hygiene didn’t always come up to high standards of the N.H.S. Asked people about taking out private insurance. Seriously told best bet, if really ill, was get on first available ’plane to England. Some even claimed it not unknown for doctors to send members of own families to England for operations. If so doesn’t bode well for us lesser mortals.

      It‘d been long day but letter waiting at home with good news revived my spirit. News re: my ‘A’ level students back home - had all passed, mostly ‘A’s and ‘B’s. One lad had got a ‘C’ but pleased he’d got through. Had my doubts he would!

      Right, Linda. Thought I’d regale you with my job hunting … So, what to do? I was aware there was a demand in Athens for well-qualified native speakers of English. No worry about getting a job. As you know, I had actually applied, through the Times Educational Supplement, for a post as a teacher in a frontistirio, which offered free accommodation near the school. The owner, a Mrs. Argyris, rang the College to offer me a post as head of the school at a salary far more than I was presently earning. We agreed to meet, and she gave me her private telephone number. It was a ‘security blanket’. All my Greek friends had assured me I would have no problem finding a job.

      I bought a copy of the ‘Athens News’. Quite a lot of jobs advertised, some even sounded legit. Don’t fancy the one looking after 3 kids. Noticed an ad. that offered shiatsu, body massage and toning to young women in private by a male gymnast. No, I didn’t book an appointment. One that did amuse me was a very well-worded one asking for a B.A in literature or linguistics with ESP an advantage. Obviously English for Specific Purposes, but my first thought was Extrasensory Perception. It was whilst looking for jobs that I realised qualifications counted far more than experience. Bits of paper, even if false (μαϊμού lit. ‘monkey’), were valuable. I have actually had offers of money to falsify qualifications for people. Always refused. I left my C.V. with five language schools. Five interviews resulted in five job offers. For various reasons – one being the state of the toilet – I turned down all five. I did actually sign a contract with a ‘company’ for thirty hours a week. I didn’t want full-time as I’m finishing that dissertation for the M.Ed. at Hull University. Yes, I know, it should have been finished, but I got an extension. I wouldn’t solely be teaching. It also involved what they called ‘research’. Writing grammar books for them. They seemed very professional, had a lot of receptions at prestigious hotels. There was even a two-day course at the Inter-Continental Hotel on ‘ESP’. A new exam introduced by Oxford University. New to me, but another ‘string to my bow’. And another chance to meet people, for personal or professional reasons.

      Coffee was provided but no lunch and prices at the hotel coffee shop were exorbitant, so Maya, a Greek girl fresh from university, and I took a trolley into the centre. We found a little café run by a Canadian who had recently graduated as a mechanical engineer. After a short stay in Yugoslavia, he’d made his way, via Hungary and Poland, to Greece. When he asked what part of England I was from, I replied, ‘The North’. His reply of ‘I only know of one place in the North – Anlaby, in North Humberside’, stunned me. I knew it well. He’d been visiting his grandfather there, but his father had been brought up in Hull, as had I. Small world.

      Back at the course, I spoke to a couple of young Americans who’d also signed with this company. None of us were very happy. Although we’d all signed contracts, it appeared there would be no work for September, so we wouldn’t receive any pay. Many of the new recruits were straight from university with degrees in English Literature but no teacher training. Some of them could barely hold a conversation in English. Most are too frightened to voice an opinion in case they lose their jobs. There seemed to be a ‘master and servant’ relationship.

      There was a ‘token’ strike of ’buses during the morning rush hour on the second day of the course. The metro was also ‘out’, so had to take a taxi. Cost around £2 for a 25 minute ride. Athenian taxis were the cheapest in Europe at the time. Had learned to live with strikes, on my previous visits. Fortunately it’s rare for all the public transport plus taxis to strike at the same time. You just need to know which are on strike so you can plan accordingly.

      Couple of weeks later still no work forthcoming, but a ’phone call informed me that the head of the company wanted to meet all new teachers for a fifteen-minute chat. Mine was initially for a Friday, at eight fifteen in the evening. Friday morning I received a call.

      ‘Mr. Z is busy. He can’t see you today. You have to come Saturday morning.’

      ‘Sorry, can’t.’

      ‘But Mr. Z must see you then. He is very busy.’

      ‘So am I. I’ve arranged to go away for the weekend.’ (Blatant lie)

      Lots of mutterings in Greek at end of ’phone.

      ‘He says that he can see you at six o’clock next Friday afternoon.’

      ‘Just one moment while I consult my diary.’ I rustle through a textbook while counting to twenty - slowly. ‘That will be fine. Six o’clock next Friday afternoon.’

      The following Friday I arrived at five-fifty to find five young Greeks waiting for their ‘chat’, all ahead of me. Mr. Z was running late. I’d already been primed by Toni, an American, who had said it was a waste of time, totally useless. It had taken me over an hour to get to the ‘chat’ so I was determined to make it worthwhile. I waited for half an hour and then told the receptionist I was leaving, as there was obviously a time management problem. She immediately contacted Mr. Z and I was ushered in - with a translator who was obviously petrified at having to say what I wanted to ask. He kept querying it, ‘You’re sure you want me to tell/ask him that, just as you said it?’ I think the poor lad thought he would get the push. Mr. Z asked how much I’d enjoyed the course. I was honest, said it was interesting, but all I’d heard concerned money, admin. and marketing. Nothing about methodology or philosophy of teaching. I asked what his philosophy of teaching was; would he describe himself as an educationalist or a pure businessman? I also questioned their dealings in respect of the legality of the contract, which had had a clause entered after I’d signed. Translator was getting redder by the minute. Mr. Z and I finally agreed to part company. As we shook hands I gave him a wink. He smiled or, on reflection, it could have been a grimace.

      I later heard from an American friend, Ruth, that some fifty prospective teachers had been taken on, but none had had any work offered at all, teaching or ‘research’. Another American girl, Toni, rang me later. She’d been asked by Mr. Z to ask me if I would help them out as many ‘employed’ had left. I still had no job but, by now, I had quite a few private pupils, all men mid/late twenties, so I could pay the bills. No way was I was working for Mr. Z. One good thing about Mr. Z’s meetings was making a friend with whom I could go out, with no strings attached. His name was Alex, an American of Greek/Persian heritage. A very handsome young man, but ‘not my type’. We’ve been going to piano bars – usually ‘The Fox’, a very pleasant place, if pricey, different ethnic restaurants, coffee shops, to sit and chat. He talked casually about former girlfriends and relationships, not so subtly indicating they tended to be older than him. We’re seeing less of each other after that ‘revelation’. I did introduce him to Kiki, more his age. That didn’t work. We all went for coffee. In conversation she had said I shouldn’t use the lift when coming in late ‘because it would disturb people’. Alex, in no uncertain terms, told her that was one of the disadvantages of living in an apartment block. She’s too meek and Greek for him, and he’s too brash for her. She’s used to her boyfriends pandering to her, being ultra-polite and treating her like Dresden.

      During this interlude I had a ’phone call from Kos. From Neil, the son of a friend of mine back home. He was on holiday with five mates. They wanted to spend some time in Athens, before their flight home, so four of them were taking the overnight 12/13 hour ferry. That would give them a day in Athens before their night flight home. Neil and Jason had decided to fly into Athens and spend the night there. Neil was obviously looking for a crash for the night. He’d got my telephone number from his mother. I said, fine.

      Back to my job hunting. All my attempts to contact the lady who had offered a job with accommodation failed. Even went to her frontistirio but it was all closed up. I left a letter through the letter-box. What I didn’t realise, at the time, was everyone who could, left Athens for their country/island houses in August. By the time she did contact me, I had found a part-time job in Athens – initially two and a half days a week. Yes, I’ve finally got a job.

      My American friend, Ruth, told me about a frontistirio in Ambelokipi. She said it was one of the better schools. I rang and made an appointment. It was spotless, including the toilets. The owner was very pleasant and spoke good English. She kept bemoaning the fact we hadn’t met earlier as she’d already fully staffed her school. One teacher was starting the following Monday, which drew the hope from Mrs. Evangelina ‘Maybe he won’t come.’ She asked what I intended doing the next year, as she would like to retire from actively running the school. Would I be interested in taking it over? In retrospect this was probably the first time I’d seriously thought about ‘the future’- beyond my year away. She then ’phoned two other frontistiria and fixed up appointments for me the next day. She told both of them, very firmly, it was only for one year as I would be working for her after that. One was near the Acropolis. Turned that down as the owner wanted me to be self-employed. The other was in Ambelokipi. A lovely old gentleman who said I lived too far away. He worried there would be times I couldn’t get there because of the strikes. I asked to use his ’phone to let Mrs. Evangelina know, as promised, about the two visits she’d arranged. She asked me to go over to the school while she contacted other people she knew. While she was going through a very thick address book the telephone rang.

      ‘But Mr. G. We had an arrangement. You agreed to work mornings and afternoons.’ She positively beamed at me. ‘I need someone who is flexible, not just for mornings.’ The beam became blinding. ‘I’m sorry too, Mr. G. Goodbye.’

      She gushed out from behind her desk and bear-hugged me. ‘You have a job. And next year, you will be my Directress of Studies. Come early on Monday and Irini (the secretary) will go with you to the office in Leoforos Alexandros to get your work permit. Take all your documents.’ Another hug. ‘I prayed to St. Nektarios, and my prayers have been answered.’

      I left as she started ’phoning all her friends to tell them about me. There was a huge painting in the foyer of a very sanctimonious saint blessing children. I now knew who he was. Thought it polite to give him a nod of thanks.

      I caught the first of the two ’buses required to get back to Piraeus, feeling quite euphoric and relieved I finally had a job. The second ’bus was a ‘bendy’ one. The ‘bus fares are still incredibly cheap. One ticket covers all single journeys around Athens, whether one stop or many. Because Athens to Piraeus is counted as one journey it only needed the one ticket. I’ve bought a monthly pass for £5, which covers all journeys taken in any one calendar month. There are ’bus ticket inspectors who dress like ordinary passengers, until they board when an official badge is produced and the doors of the ’bus are locked - so no-one could escape. There are machines to click your ticket. If you have a ticket but no verification you can’t do it after the inspector has boarded, as the machines are also locked by the driver. Have heard some wonderful excuses made. ‘I’m on the wrong ’bus so didn’t check my ticket as I’m getting off the next stop.’ ‘I forgot.’ ‘I was just about to do it.’ ‘I couldn’t get to a machine because of the crush. ’Buses do get very crowded, but there is a machine just where you get on. There were tears and claims of poverty. The excuse I liked was the man who produced a wallet, full of out-of-date monthly passes, claiming his current one was in there somewhere. Strangely, it couldn’t be found. Offenders are escorted from the ’bus and presumably fined. They also have to produce their identity cards, which are compulsory in Greece. I normally carry my passport with me, that’s if I remember, for identification. My Greek friends find it strange that I don’t have an identity card or need to carry ID or the relevant papers when I drove my car. They get cards at the age of 18, so, for women, they are still in their maiden names for the rest of their lives. The photographs never seemed to be changed either. Many women use their maiden names for work or business; others choose to double-barrel their names or take their husband’s. Again, they thought it strange I had kept my married name when divorced, not reverting to my maiden name. Also that I lived alone, not with my parents. Wonder if that’s general for divorced women here.

      On the second ’bus I met a honeymoon couple from England who’d spent a week in Athens, and were now going to Poros with the ‘flying dolphin’ (hydrofoils). They were at the wrong end of Piræus so I did my good deed for the day. I took them where they needed to be and used my best, if simple, Greek to ensure they got on the right dolphin. I do admire the ’bus drivers in Athens for their skill in manoeuvring their vehicles around very narrow streets with cars and vans parked in every available space. I wouldn’t like to do it. Once, the ’bus I was on couldn’t get out into the main road as no-one would stop. A passenger got out, waited for a small ‘window’ and stopped the traffic to allow the ’bus out. The driver then stopped to allow the passenger back on. Another occasion smoke, then flames, began issuing from the engine. The driver pulled up and opened the doors. Screams and cries of ‘Panagia mou’ (an invocation to Mary, mother of Jesus) abounded as people pushed each other out of the way to get off the ’bus. Although sitting near one of the doors I was almost the last to get off.

      ’Buses in Athens are crowded, jam-packed – amazing how many could be squeezed on. This leads to what could be regarded as sexual assaults in Britain, usually a light stroking of the thigh or bum- cheek. On one occasion, I considered the assault was totally unacceptable. A sharp elbow delivered with force between his legs informed the man of my displeasure - but caused great amusement to the nearest passengers, especially the older women who nodded and smiled at me. A red-faced man got off, somewhat gingerly, at the next stop.

      Hope you’re enjoying my digressions. Back to the job. The next day, Irini and I took a taxi to the appropriate ‘work permit’ office. Was somewhat perturbed to see the building had ‘Aliens’ designating it. I had all my documents, including an officially translated certification of my highest qualification, with stamp, which had involved a lot of queuing, but one just has to be patient!

      We worked our way round the various desks, each occupant further verifying a document. We reached the man with the rubber stamp, who would verify all the lesser stamps. He read everything, then questioned the C.V., refusing to finalise my work permit on the grounds no-one so highly qualified would be intending to work part-time in a frontistirio. His comment was, if the documents were genuine, I should be working at the university. He definitely enjoyed this power. Without his stamp, we could do nothing. Irini was really embarrassed. I just wondered if this petty-fogging, pen-pushing bureaucrat ever wondered what ‘First Class prat’ meant. We left and returned to the school. Mrs. Evangelina was incandescent with rage. She arranged to go down with me a few days later. Reaching the room full of desks, she stood in the middle of the queues and screamed. ‘Where is he? Which one was it?’ She would not be pacified. Her eyes flashed, and she made a beeline when I indicated the object of her ire. Another man rushed in, who must have been some sort of manager. A heated conversation took place. She handed all the documents over to him. He went over to the stamp man. Picking up the rubber stamp, he stamped the permit. There was a round of applause from people waiting. First hurdle over.

      Are you still with me? The next hurdle was to the tax office to register to pay IKA, (social security). Again Irini accompanied me. It was comparatively easy. The whole office was a mass of paperwork and cardboard files. I got my own folder, which was immediately filled with paper. So I am now officially working in Greece and paying tax and health insurance. Have got my own AFM, (social security number). I eventually will qualify for a basic Greek pension. I have a blue book which gives me access to a degree of free state medical care, but Mrs. Evangelina suggested I take out private medical insurance, which I have, against everything I believe in, having experienced the State Hospital.

      I’m to start teaching next week and have the books from which the students work. I’m being paid, very well for Greece, for 18 hours a week. My classes are the Cambridge Proficiency and First Certificate exams and the pre-First Cert. class. The children are great, polite, eager, enthusiastic. Teachers, generally speaking, are respected, especially well-qualified ones - respect somehow lost in the UK. Mrs. Evangelina never loses an opportunity of telling people how well qualified I am, almost to the point of embarrassment. I did point out qualifications didn’t necessarily mean good teachers, but it was obviously an important prestige for her school, bringing in more students.

      One other letter is now asked for, before being granted a resident’s permit. A letter from the British police declaring that I have no criminal convictions. I made enquiries and discovered the British don’t issue such. But, whilst working at the Sixth Form College, I had been on a police liaison committee. I contacted one of the police reps and explained the situation. A letter duly arrived, on impressively headed notepaper and with a police stamp, declaring me to be a fine upstanding member of the community, of good character, etc. It was duly accepted, after the usual performance, and I have my resident’s permit. This has to be renewed every year. I didn’t really need one as I could stay and work for six months, leave for a few weeks, and then return for another six months, but I wanted to be totally legal - as far as possible.

      Now for a potted version of education here. Education is highly prized in Greece. There is a shortage of buildings in state schools, so often primary children go to school in the morning and secondary children in the afternoons. Some schools reverse this every two weeks. Officially compulsory schooling is ages 6 to 15 years. The majority of students remain after 15 to achieve qualifications, which decide higher education. All state education is free, as are all the textbooks, up to university, and centralised, controlling syllabi and appointing staff. There are many frontistiria. These are privately owned schools which provide extra tuition in most subjects, but especially in foreign languages. With extra tuition and a heavy homework timetable children have a tough time. A lot of rote learning seems to be the norm. I’d have gone under with all that pressure.

      LATE SEPTEMBER 1991 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Having a slight problem with eating at moment. Have lost quite a lot of weight, but don’t feel ill. Surviving on snacks - eggs, cheese. One hot snack, sometimes two, per day on small plate for psychological reasons. Can’t face big plate.

      Hadn’t heard from Kostas for several days but hadn’t ’phoned him either. Far too busy. Then yesterday I got a call at 9.30 p.m. Didn’t recognise the voice immediately but then realised he was full of cold and feeling miserable. (Probably man-’flu!) I did suggest he came round and I’d make him feel better. Didn’t say how, of course, maybe it’ll never happen. An amusing interchange of English: ‘How did you know I’d be in?’ ‘I rang and you answered.’ Suppose there’s logic in there somewhere. Suspect he’s calling more often than he’s letting on.

      Getting on very well with my Proficiency Class. Can digress from the books, sparking conversations. Once, Natalie asked a question, can’t remember what it was, but I replied I didn’t know but would find out for her. There were a lot of glances cast around, so I asked what the problem was. Apparently, they weren’t used to teachers ‘not knowing’. I pointed out ‘There is no shame in not knowing. You ask, or you find out.’ It took me a while to instil in them if they didn’t understand me, they must say, and I’d find another way of explaining.

      In one class a pupil referred to England as a Catholic (meaning R.C.) country and stated it was the official state religion. Had the devil’s own job - unfortunate expression in this context - persuading them otherwise. On a different occasion I was asked by a girl if I was Orthodox. She meant Greek Orthodox. Was honest, saying I didn’t belong to any organised Christian religion. Her reply? ‘You must then be a disciple of the Devil.’ One boy went for her big time, verbally that is. I laughed, ensuring my hair covered the horns.

      Another class told me they were confused because I’d told them Henry VIII had 6 wives, but in their school history book, used all over Greece, there was a picture of Henry. Underneath it clearly stated he had 4 wives. They had brought a book to show me. Only explanation I could offer was Orthodox Churches never recognised his marriage to Anne Boleyn, and his marriage to Anne of Cleves was, allegedly, not consummated, so was annulled on those grounds.

      Had church bells clanging outside flat from 7 a.m. to 2 p.m. Church bells here definitely clang, don’t ring. Chief Patriarch had died, not sure where. Funeral today. Why couldn’t he be buried quietly?

      I heard one story which I was later assured was the norm in some areas until quite recently. Anyone caught ‘in flagrante delicto’ committing adultery would be wrapped in the sheets, which presumably bore evidence of their ‘sin’, and taken to the police station. It was around these discussions that I was surprised, even shocked, to discover priests were employed, i.e. paid, by the state. In my book that makes them civil servants, although I’m informed they are religious servants! I believe they wield a lot of power in Greek society, whatever they’re called.

      We also came across the expression ‘a white wedding’. Apparently here it means a ‘fake’ wedding. One discussion with older students was divorce. Was assumed, as I was divorced, I lived with my mother back in England. Often so, in Greece. Told could divorce and re-marry in church three times. Student didn’t know exact rules surrounding this. I wondered why 3, not 2, or 4!

      One braver student, knowing of my Scottish connection, asked if all the men wore skirts all the time. Made sure they now know the word ‘kilt’. Said a few do, most only for special occasions. One girl, going quite pink, asked if it was true about what they wore under their ‘kilts.’ Waiting for the sniggers to die down, my reply was very non-committal: ‘Some do, some don’t. It’s a personal choice.’

      During my first week of teaching there was another ’phone call from Kos. Neil and his mate, Jason, were arriving in two days’ time at midnight. I had previously explained to the landlady two young men, friends of my family, were arriving and would be sleeping in my flat. She ‘kindly’ offered her spare room for me! This was, apparently, to protect my feelings and reputation but I’m still not convinced. In the morning, about 8.30ish, Neil and I were on the balcony having breakfast when Maria, a neighbour and local town crier, appeared to hang out washing. Her face was a picture when Neil yelled ‘Good morning’ at her. I daren’t look at her when Jason joined us. The ’boys’ went off to join their mates who’d arrived from Kos by ferry. I arranged to meet them that night after work to collect my keys and have a farewell drink. It was a good night.

      Talking about ‘boys’ - remember my private pupils, all young males. Think they’re all suffering from ‘naughty/silly boys’ syndrome. One apparently has a heavy crush on me, and the others are thoroughly enjoying his ‘pain’. They turn up in person or ring him up during lessons and ask to speak to me. Very annoying, so have spoken to one and asked him not to interrupt my lessons. Do men ever grow up?

      It’s raining today - a steady drizzle - you’d think it was the second flood seeing the effect on the local populace. Umbrellas everywhere, macs, boots, sou’westers. (OK, maybe not sou’westers). No wonder they find English weather hard.

      OCTOBER 1991 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Mrs. Evangelina very concerned about the amount of travelling I’m doing for work. Busy contacting everyone in the area to find a suitable apartment, within walking distance of school. In a nice area but easy to get to centre. Began ‘real’ work on Sept 23rd. Paid for hours worked, no working a month in hand. Mrs. Evangelina paid all the IKA as a gesture of goodwill. Enabled me to pay all bills and be slightly ahead.

      Kiki has joined a marriage bureau/dating agency. Has an ‘appointment’ with a man called Markos. Wants me to go with her. Has asked Markos to bring a friend. Threatened to strangle her. Friend, Yiannis, was c. 6ft 4, built like front-row prop, good-looking but definitely not my type. Decided to act as though I didn’t speak or understand Greek. Didn’t matter, Markos suffered from verbal diarrhœa. Trying to impress with list of his possessions, including a 10 metre yacht. Didn’t believe a word. Thought he was calling me ‘sick’ but realised he meant ‘chic’. Asked if he ever shut up. Translated by Kiki as ‘What good company we are altogether.’ Decided to dump ’em and go to a piano bar in Haidari.

      Our taxi stopped at traffic lights. Another taxi drew up parallel. Flirted with very attractive man in that taxi. Taxi started to follow us, young man indicating go somewhere all together. Next stop wound down window to say we’re meeting someone. Stopped following us. Got to Haidari. Went for veggie pizza, very good. Had good night in piano bar. Left late to get taxi home. Good looking young man in Alpha Romeo pulled up and offered lift. Refused and then accepted. How many stupid decisions are we allowed in our lives? Arrived at mine. Dozed in back seat of car whilst Kiki talked with Takis in the front - until nearly 4 a.m. Kiki arranged to meet him that afternoon. They went to the beach where he tried it on. Had suspicions as he had told her he had no telephone at home. ’Phone him at work. Other things rang alarm bells. Kiki dismissed my fears: ‘He doesn’t wear a wedding ring!’ He eventually admitted he was married. Kiki in bad state. Thought she’d committed 7 deadly sins all at once – and enjoyed them. All she’d done was kiss him.

      Guess what! Kiki had another ‘date’ from the agency. I refused point-blank to be involved. Heard about it later. She’d seen someone at the meeting place who fitted the description but didn’t like the look of him. He’d even gone up to her and asked if she were Kiki. She’d said no, she was meeting her girlfriend. He’d rung her home. Her mother didn’t know what he was talking about. I’d lost the will to live by this time. She rang him to say she’d left the agency.

      Surprise telephone call - Alex. Thought he’d been ‘put off’! Chatted for an hour about what we’d each been doing. Discussed books read. Invited me to see his book collection! I suggested meeting for a meal. He mentioned a quiet crêperie, ‘Mariouette’ he thought I’d like. We arranged to go the following evening.

      Landlady came up later to collect something from the ’fridge - no, didn’t believe her. Asked if Alex was my son. Knew damn well he wasn’t as he’d asked for me in Greek, and he still has an American accent when speaking Greek. She has the main telephone. I have a bridge.

      ‘Mariouette’ was really lovely, set out in little rooms - a converted house. And Alex had no hang-ups about sharing the bill, which was incredibly cheap for a delicious meal. We covered literature, art, religion, philosophy. We were serious one minute, laughed with or at each other the next. I arrived home c. 2 a.m. and rang Alex to thank him for a smashing evening.

      Think he enjoyed it too. Great having male company with no strings attached.

      Although, at one point in the evening, talking about people giving or misreading signals, I told him of Eric Berne’s book ‘Games People Play’. Did wonder what games we were playing as we began discussing whether a man and woman ever have a truly platonic relationship. I’m quite an expert there. I only had two beers all night. He’s very attractive, and I didn’t want to spoil the evening!

      Kiki ’phoned the next day to ask how my ‘date’ had gone. As she persists in being scathing about Alex, I laid it on about how it was the best, most enjoyable evening since coming to stay in Greece. Such interesting, stimulating company. That almost silenced her. Certainly, she switched subjects quickly.

      Landlady told me someone called Ileana had ’phoned four days earlier, wanting me to get in touch. Had forgotten to pass on message. Not sure I believed her. ’Phoned Ileana, one of Ariadne’s nieces. She’d got wind of a fully furnished apartment near my school: bedroom, living room, kitchen and bathroom, usual large hallway often used for dining. Her sister, Paula, lives about ten minutes away. Dentist who rents it has to do his year in the sticks. Compulsory so provinces get teachers, doctors and other professionals. No-one wants to go. Lots of wheeling and dealing to get out of it. He’s asking his landlord if he can sub-let to me while he’s away. Sounds OK. Will check it out.

      A few chilly days. Needed long sleeves. Locals in heavy sweaters. But now beautiful autumn days, so weather could be good for all parades on October 28th, which is ‘Οχι (No) Day’, a BIG national holiday. Unlike most of the Allies, Greece doesn’t mark end of war but their entry into WW2 when the PM, Metaxas, refused Mussolini’s ultimatum demanding free passage to Italian troops.

      Landlady off to Crete for weekend to visit family there. Kiki’s family off to Zante. Was invited but pleaded pressure of work. Guess what? Kiki has decided not to go. Have asked her not to include me in any arrangements. Need to work on dissertation.

      Have had a streaming cold so not much doing. Did go to lecture on ‘Tips for Proficiency Teaching’ by rep of Oxford Publications. Useful, as not familiar with exam.

      Only social event was to be a night out with Kiki and Jenny to a piano bar. One with a real piano. Sounded good till Kiki said two male friends were joining us. Never did find out how they fitted into her life. Suspect Agency was involved. Told her not to invite anyone for me. Had to meet them in Piraeus and go to a piano bar together. Began to have doubts when the men said they didn’t know the way to the bar. I did, could give directions. But they knew a better place, closer. It was terrible, awful dive. Left for a 60s music bar. Not much better. One man was possibly early thirties, near Kiki’s age - she’s mid-twenties. The other man must have been in his fifties. Wonder who he’d been brought along for. Later I told Kiki they’d no intention of going to the piano bar. Also made it clear she must stop trying to fix me up with a man. I don’t understand the assumption a woman must need or want a man. Any case, I prefer to find my own.

      Spirits lifted at another ’phone call from Ileana. Sub-let OK with dentist’s landlady. Ileana gave me Lukas’ tel. number. Rang him and arranged to go round.

      Arriving at apartment block, realised didn’t know his flat number or last name. Started by ringing all names beginning with L. Nobody opened door. Then had brilliant idea. Rang one and asked where the dentist lived. Bingo! In and up the stairs. Introduced myself to the handsome thirty-something man who opened the door. He smiled, invited me in. ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ Whoops. No, I didn’t. Had to admit it. He made me feel worse. ‘I remember you.’ Now I was worried. Apparently, last March, whilst staying with Ariadne and family, he was at the same Easter celebration near Corinth. Can’t think why I didn’t remember him. Was quite memorable. Probably ’cos he had a wife and 8 year-old daughter in tow. Still got the daughter, but Polish wife has left. Rumoured to be alcoholic, Ileana had added that news. Terms were agreed. Probably be moving in two weeks. Quite excited. Ideal. Big enough for people to stay. Cleanish but a bit scruffy. Can soon be tarted up. Got furniture, somewhat worn but bonus as most places unfurnished. It was just off Kifissia Avenue, a short walk up to the school.

      Another surprise ’phone call. This time from Rania (Ourania) in Volos. I’d met her at Hull University. Both on same M.Ed. course. Had kept in touch. She wanted me to go up to Volos for the weekend. I said I’d check out ’buses. Never rang back, but maybe message not passed on, has happened before. Had good result though as Kiki thought I’d be away, so she went off to Zante. Meant had weekend to myself. Kostas had gone off to Crete to spend celebration with family. Decided to spend birthday at the Fox piano bar. Rang Artemis, who works there, to see if there was a table. Fully booked but could sit at staff table. My birthday coincides with big name day, Dimitris, Demetria, and many variations thereof, so bar was packed. Good night. Arrived 10.30 p.m. and left 6 a.m. Raucous night. Lots of dancing, much of it on tables. Floor littered with broken glass and pottery. Imbibed bottle of Mateus Rose plus a few martinis which kept appearing. Can’t remember if I paid for anything. Artemis saw me safely home and then went straight to catch the early ferry to Hydra.

      Do you remember I met Artemis in Syntagma years ago? We had become good friends - purely platonic. We often go out together and have some really enjoyable times, meeting his friends, going out for coffees, meals, spending time on the beach. I often go to the Fox on my own. I know it’s ‘safe’.

      NOVEMBER 1991 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Was out window shopping when I saw a matching top and skirt ‘ethnic’ outfit, the sort Pocahontas wears when Hollywood portrays her. It was just ‘me’. Didn’t even try it on. (It does fit). Might have told you I have, so far, not come across a shop that takes a credit card. This lady had a machine and was obviously very proud of the fact. She took my card, ‘swished’ it and handed said card back. She then began to separate the flimsy so I could have the receipt part. I stopped her to point out I hadn’t signed it, so it wouldn’t be valid! Don’t know whether she’d just forgotten or hadn’t realised a signature was required. Probably the latter, as she told me it was her first transaction this way. I felt all virtuous for being honest.

      Can’t believe nearly three months already gone by. Soon be time to make that decision … Still undecided. Would you believe today is lovely, nearly 60 degrees. Did some more packing for move to Athens. Amazing what ‘stuff’ have already accumulated. Can’t wait to move. A final straw as ‘twere – I hung out two sheets to dry – ‘English style’. Landlady saw and re-hung them ‘Greek style’. Athens, here I come. And my flat will be completely non-smoking. Kiki is aghast. You can’t stop people having a cigarette. Oh yes I can. Watch me! Have got ‘No smoking stickers’, in Greek and English, all ready. Visitors are welcome to smoke on the balcony.

      Went to a great lecture at the university recently. David Crystal talking about the Oxford English Corpus. Totally new to me and fascinating. You should look it up! Did have an invitation to the cocktail party afterwards but only stayed for one drink and a couple of ‘nibbles’.

      Kiki and one of her ‘beaux’ (I didn’t ask) offered to take me out, belated birthday present, so off we went to the Fox. Had made it clear evening was on me. Don’t want to be beholden, etc. Not the first time I’d offended Greek manhood. But Artemis paid, so no bill came to our table, only the one with ‘Paid’ on it. Don’t know how I managed to wake without a trace of hangover. Later that day Lukas rang about flat. Good news is definitely leaving on 12th, as he starts work on 13th. Won’t hold my breath on that. Appears nothing happens till it happens here. Bad news is he has been unable to find furnished accommodation in Nafplion, so is taking some of his furniture with him. Already knew he was taking ‘phone with him. Not a problem about the furniture. It’s got a floor and I have a sleeping bag. Will buy basics. Meeting next week to finalise finances, bills, etc.

      Really excited. Moving Day set for November 23rd – thought 12th was being optimistic. I will also be travelling in the van. Shades of Marie Lloyd. Mm … She followed the van, though, if I remember rightly, she got lost!

      Haven’t ’phoned Kostas for a while. He hasn’t ’phoned me either but he could have taken me at my word and is waiting for me to ’phone. Think I’m afraid of getting too entangled. Probably already am … Decided to ring him to let him know I was moving and give him the new address, just in case he was passing any time. Also to let him know there was no telephone in the new place. Messages could be left via the school secretary. Said he wanted to meet up, so I promised to get back to him after all the hassle of moving, buying furniture, etc. He knows I don’t work Thursdays, so said he’d pick me up after the Athletics Club, at which he helps out, to go for coffee.

      DECEMBER 1991 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Saturday night and am committing 8th deadly sin in Greece of not going out to enjoy myself. Just enjoying being on my own for a few hours. Did some more packing. Mrs. Evangelina has a man with a van lined up to take my stuff over. She’s really going all out to help. Rang me from her country house in Loutraki, not the one on the island of Icaria, to see if I was OK. Think she’s worried I may return to the UK.

      Yesterday was awful getting to work at night because of a massive political rally by the opposition party, Pasok, vaguely like Labour. Don’t do these things by half over here. Whole centre of Athens blocked 5 p.m. to 11 p.m. Fortunately found taxi driver prepared to go all round the houses to get me to the other side of Athens.

      Today –Thursday - I don’t usually work, but a pupil is re-taking an exam in a couple of weeks, so wanted some extra cramming. The money is welcome as have been informed by my English bank I am overdrawn on my current account. Had to ask family to cover the overdraft. Am disputing this situation, as I spent time, before leaving, with manager arranging for money to be transferred every month from savings to current account to cover mortgage, rates, electricity, etc. on flat in Hedon. Have faxed bank to tell them I will be in their bank Christmas Eve morning to sort it out, so someone had better be there to see me!

      Am now in residence. No furniture at all in bedroom. Kitchen nearly three times size of yours but hasn’t got all the gadgets. Spent hours scraping grease and fluff off walls. Can now eat in it without danger of catching beri-beri. Enough crockery, but need cutlery. El Cheapo will do. Have seen some, fairly reasonably priced, dual hot plates, so will be able to cook. Great supermarket called Marionopoulis. Spent today on the bathroom. Grime on the tiles was incredible but all nice and shiny now. It’s slightly bigger than yours but has a ‘foot’ bath (!) as well. The hallway is bigger than Emily’s bedroom. Has a round gate-leg table there and a couple of chairs – dining room? Living room, about the size of your bedroom, has a three-seater settee, which opens out into a double bed, and four matching stools/pouffés. There’s a balcony front, sun in the morning, and back, sun in the afternoon. Feel really good here. Have just come back from ringing Kostas and even he commented I sounded a lot happier. Said to get a telephone as quick as I can! Amazing the difference space and privacy can make to a feeling of well-being. Even though I’m sleeping in the living room, I don’t bother pulling the bed out. Just lay out my sleeping bag on the three-seater. It’s not like the other place because this is a real sitting room during the day. More like a home.

      Weather still continues to be disgustingly good. Very warm sunlight. Thought I was getting strange looks the other day. Then it dawned on me, was only one walking round in summer clothes, including Indian sandals. Everyone else in boots and topcoats. Mind you, I do need a light jacket after 10 p.m. Noticed I’d lost some weight, again, probably amount of fresh fruit and veg being consumed, virtually no fats at all. And no car, doing more walking. Students at school have exams next week. Am giving pupils preparing for Cambridge exams the latest past paper. Will use those results and appropriate comments for the reports.

      Shouldn’t have bragged about the weather. Has turned chilly. Need to rescue shoes and stockings. Give the suspender belts an airing.

      Have only been out once since moving in here. Went with Kiki and Jenny, with Jenny’s beau, Vassilis, to the Fox. Am sure Vass fancies Kiki. Also think Jenny aware of it. She is quite perceptive. She picked up on when Artemis asked what they wanted for drinks, he brought mine without asking. I merely commented we’d had a thing about 6/7 years ago but had stayed friends, to which she replied, ‘It was more than a thing if the looks are anything to go by.’ Why can’t people accept friendships between a man and a woman without assuming they’re having sex?

      Problem (or a blessing?) with not having a ’phone is the onus is on me to contact people to go out. There are pros and cons!

      Have been putting crumbs out on back balcony to try to attract little birds. Got one sparrow so far. I do miss the dawn chorus I used to get in Hedon. My employer has given me some money to buy something for the flat. Feel like teacher’s pet. Can’t decide on the hot-plate or a ‘fridge, probably the latter. Also, can’t decide what to wear tonight. Decisions, decisions. It’s Dec 6th, - St. Nikolas, I’ve been invited to a name day party. Name days feature much larger than birthdays here. Understand the ‘silly boys’ will all be there. It’ll be the first time they will be seeing me with full make-up, hair done and dressed up.

      Also invited to a party at a bouzouki night-club in Athens on Dec 20th. Kiki’s matchmaking agency arranging it but short of women, so have asked all the female clients to bring a friend. I find it very sad that Kiki has no-one else to ask. It wasn’t a case of choosing me; there was no-one else because I don’t think anyone else knows about her membership. Who knows, I could meet the man of my dreams there!!!

      Had an interesting letter from Ariadne yesterday. A return of post reply was sent off! She’s shelved the idea of travelling back with me in January. Probably because I told her I was having a 2 day stopover in Prague. Not true. She’s coming in February instead. Has suggested moving in with me on a permanent basis and sharing expenses. My flat is near all her relatives. Her flat is a long way away and she’s having problems getting her tenant out. He’s been on definite notice for three years but pays a very low rent so isn’t keen on leaving. He’d agreed to go by March 1st next year. Now he’s saying April 1st. I have, in the past, considered sharing as you get nicer flats that way. Works out cheaper but no price on privacy. Anyway it just wouldn’t work, too difficult in all ways. Especially as Kostas may turn up without warning. Have been honest in the letter but kind, I hope. She’s staying 3/4 months. It’ll have to be with Ileana or Paula until flat occupant leaves.

      It’d been raining incessantly for 36 hours and then we had around 15 hrs of quite heavy snow. The mountains look quite beautiful covered in snow. It didn’t settle. Because of the rain it went quite slushy. Only two weeks to a visit home. Can’t believe what’s happening. People don’t do this, do they? Not at my age, I’ve been told.

      Sitting on balcony at moment in very warm sunshine, after 4 days of cold weather. There was more snow and schools (not ours) were closed, transport problems, etc. Nothing like as bad as sometimes in UK, but no apparent infrastructure in place. Have been thinking about THAT decision, maybe should do ‘sensible’ thing and return to stability. Such thoughts quickly passed. Back to 50/50.

      Kostas and I speak on the ’phone a lot. He doesn’t like ringing the school, so the onus is on me to make contact. Means going out to public ’phone or waiting till there’s only me in school. Think we both give each other a sort of lifeline. Maybe just a couple of idiots. He’s coming over on Sunday. I said it’s too cold to go out and suggested he come to see the new place.

      Had my wallet nicked out my bag recently whilst on a ’bus. About £30 in it. Annoyed with myself for letting it happen but it’s happened, so that’s that. So relieved my passport wasn’t taken. There was £900 in that as I’d just been to the bank to change drachs into sterling. Carry passport in lieu of an identity card. Every adult has to have one here and show it on demand.

      LATER

      Name day party was great. The ‘oldies’ left about 11. No-one expected me to leave! Danced with each of the ‘silly boys’. Strange phenomenon - the men got upset when I chose to sit on the floor. Kept rushing to bring a chair. Drank too much. Didn’t realise how much till I conversed in Greek with taxi driver on way home. Always an indication of amount of alcohol imbibed. Rolled in just after 3 a.m. Work at 8. Do remember being invited to another party next Sunday by a man called George. Can’t remember what he looks like! Won’t be going. I also won’t be going to Kiki’s agency bash. Too near my flying date and have no intention of being part of a cattle market.

      JANUARY 1992 EXTRACTS FROM LETTERS

      Journey back to Greece comparatively uneventful. 40 minutes delay for take-off. Bought some Irish whiskey – to go with the Stilton – and some ‘Obsession’ cologne for Kostas. It smelled ‘musky’. Got on plane with all luggage. Mine minuscule compared with some people’s ‘hand’ luggage. Flight to Prague totally non-smoking. Apparently an attempt to phase out smoking on short-haul flights. A few mutterings but most people happy. Me included. Longish stopover in Prague. Finally arrived Athens 11.45 p.m. Customs very vigilant, most unusual at this time of night. Often nobody there. I was waved straight through when I showed my British passport. Shared a taxi into Athens with young Greek guy. Don’t think he believed I didn’t have a telephone! Real Chancers! Arrived safely ‘Home’. Flat looks cosy/homely now, beginning to collect ‘things’. Dangerous that, smacks of roots and commitments.
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