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“There is an unseemly exposure of the mind, as well as of the body”

William Hazlitt 1839 Essay, “On Disagreeable People”


CHAPTER ONE
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I could have happily murdered the guy who thought up, “Don’t count your chickens”, and the other clown with his, “Nilli illegitemi carborundum”, but if I’d glanced at the calendar I’d have realised that old Will Shakespoke took the biscuit with his “Beware the Ides...” It was the fifteenth of March!

I’d wakened to the happy sound of blackbirds doing their drunken dawn chorus bit on the two Blenheim apple trees in my garden, obviously stoned already on the few withered apples that had survived the winter and still hung on the branches. The birds were, as usual, ignoring our Siamese cat, Suki, who I knew would be somewhere under the trees stalking them, happily unaware that with her colouring she was on a sure hiding to nothing. She’d never caught one yet, but lived in hope. I’d often imagined what she would do with it if she did capture one, and guessed she would just let it go again; I couldn’t imagine her as a ‘tear-it-limb-from-limb’ moggy, though with cats, like women, you never really knew.

I was just as happy as those carefree birds - content with my life, with my work, with my beautiful loving wife lying beside me. What I had earned in the last three days, doing the job I loved, would have paid for a fortnight’s five star holiday in the Bahamas or wherever, and I was the heir to fifty-one percent of a highly successful shipping line. There was not the hint of a cloud on my golden horizon.

Hah!

The bedside ‘phone rang.

For almost half a minute I ignored it, pulling the pillow over my head. More work I did not need, and it was not yet nine a.m. My agent and the family had strict instructions not to ring before ten.

Karen turned over sleepily and poked me in the ribs. Knowing from past experience that the pokes would become painfully more insistent if I didn’t answer I sighed heavily, picked up the receiver and grunted out one of my usual stupid quips, ‘City desk, Editor speaking.’

A voice I knew well said, ‘That line is getting a bit tired, Harry, particularly when you are speaking to one.’

The dulcet tones belonged to the only person in the world to whom I owed a debt – Trevor Gale. In fact I owed him my life – he alone had brought me back from the brink.

‘Trevor – what’s up? I haven’t missed a deadline, have I?’ Every bit of my photographic work was done exclusively for his father’s magazines.

‘You know better than that. No – I need a big favour.’

I didn’t hesitate: ‘You’ve got it.’

His answer worried me. At the time I had no idea how much I should have been worried. 

‘You don’t know what it is, Harry, or you wouldn’t be in such a hurry to agree.’

I was adamant, ‘I don’t care what it is, mate. I owe you. That’s that!’

‘Well, I’m not going to hold you to that reckless statement, but I do appreciate it.’

‘Stop the suspense, already – make with the spiel, Trevor.’

‘I want you to investigate something for me - something deadly serious. It could be bloody dangerous, and I know how nearly you were killed last time.’*( See ‘TRIPLED EXPOSURE’)

That did stop me for a moment – he’d really bowled me one out of left field, and it sounded like the very last thing on earth I’d want to take on, but a debt of honour is a debt of honour, and I would have happily laid down my life for him.

He had me more than a little puzzled, ‘Why don’t you hire a private detective? I won’t have their expertise, or their little toys.’

‘I can’t. I need to keep it tight within the family. You solved your father’s disappearance, and I remember your sister telling me once that they called you ‘Fido’ when you were small, because you could always work out the mysteries. And it was you who found out who was stealing everyone’s possessions when we were at Uni, remember.’ 

‘That was PD.’

We both always used the innocent sounding two letters to describe the period before my demise – Pre-Disaster.

‘Maybe so, but the last time wasn’t.’

‘No, and I’ve still got the scars where the bullet went through me to prove it.’

He laughed, ‘Your sister won’t be around to shoot you this time.’

He was right, but I still felt out of my depth, ‘What you’re talking about sounds bloody bad. Does it concern you directly?’

‘Well, yes and no.’

‘And the ‘yes’ bit?’

‘My father.’

‘I spoke to him just yesterday, and he seemed perfectly okay.’

‘He’s putting a brave front on it. He’s anything but okay.’

‘Right. You’d better tell me about it.’

‘Not over the ‘phone, Harry. Can I come round?’

‘Of course, what time?’

His answer worried me even more, ‘I’m just outside your front door.’

I gulped, ‘Give me five minutes. We’re still in bed.’

‘I don’t believe it! At this time of the day?’

‘Have you never heard of that great British institution, the Sunday lie-in?’

I threw the phone down, jumped out of bed and grabbed the clothes I’d been wearing the day before. Karen was looking quizzically at me, waiting for an explanation.

‘Trevor’s outside and wants to see me urgently. You don’t need to rush. I’ll go down and see what it’s all about.’

I managed it in two minutes, minus socks.

He looked as if he’d been out all night on the town – pale, unshaven, and with uncombed hair and crumpled clothes. An extremely good-looking male, Trevor was normally the picture of sartorial elegance. I am six feet tall, and he has an inch on me. At the University he had girls lining up for his manly bearing, his dark good looks, and his beautiful manners. And, as a couple of them informed me smugly and all too knowingly, his tight, sexy bum, which did nothing for my own manly esteem. He had boxed a bit and his nose had been broken, which only lent that little bit of extra mystery to his otherwise handsome face. He had the darkest of brown eyes, large eyebrows that women for some obtuse reason found very sexy, and a full-lipped mouth that was normally smiling broadly. That day the smile was conspicuous by its absence.

I waved him to a chair and told him honestly, ‘I’ve never seen you looking so rough.’

He didn’t mince words, ‘Dad is being blackmailed, Harry, and is paying out huge amounts. Way over a million gone from his main account. He doesn’t know that I’ve found out – quite by accident, as it happens, but I have been worried about him. He seems normal to all the bodies at work and with me, but I saw him in tears in his study and heard him sob, “Jane, oh, Jane.” He was calling out to my mother, who, as you know, was murdered seventeen years ago in Greece. I didn’t let him know I’d seen him. He’s drinking too. The hard stuff.’

‘That I have difficulty believing.’ Trevor’s father, Tom, was the nearest thing to a teetotaller you could possibly meet. The only thing I’d ever seen him sip was champagne, at dinners where there was a toast, and the glass always remained almost full.

‘You’d better believe it! He sits in his study hitting the whisky and then falls asleep in the chair. In fact, that’s how I found out what is going on. He’s changed the password on his computer, but he fell asleep and left it on. I read the emails. The first one said, “We have the knife. Think about it.” The second read, “One and a half million.” The third gave instructions on where to leave the money. He had to leave it in a bag at the left luggage office at King’s Cross, and drop the key in a waste basket on his way out.’ He lifted both hands and both eyebrows, ‘I know – sounds like something out of Hitchcock, but those were the instructions. Dad must have paid them, because there was another one the day before yesterday. That one said, “That was just a down-payment. We will be in touch.” The emails were all sent during the last ten days. I had one of the paper’s investigators, Lance Fleming, have a go at it, and he found out that they were sent from four different public libraries – two in London and two in Essex.’

‘What do they mean: “we have the knife”?’

Trevor grimaced, ‘Lord, I don’t know! The only thing I can think of is that Dad murdered someone.’

‘Not your mother, surely?’

‘No, that is definitely not possible. He, one of his brothers and two friends had gone sailing around the islands two days before she was murdered, and they did not come back until three days later. They had a Greek skipper with them, so there could have been no doubt at all that Dad was nowhere near when she died. I was in England with my maiden aunt, and I remembered how he was when he came home – absolutely devastated.’

‘Well – if not your mother, can you think of anyone else?’

‘No – I’m completely stymied.’

‘Can you or I ask him?’

‘That’s what I’ve been trying to decide. Do I or don’t I? Knowing Dad, he would just clam up, and that would only make it more difficult.’

I had no choice in the matter – he obviously needed me, and despite my reservations, I had to do what I could to help him.

‘Go home and try to get some sleep, Trevor. I have no more photo shoots for about ten days. I’ll see what I can do, and I’ll keep you in the picture if I find out anything at all. First of all, where were they on holiday in Greece?’

‘On the Island of Thassos, in the Northern Aegean, why?’

‘Because I have a gut feeling that that was where this all began, so that’s where I’ll start. If you can find out, I want to know the exact dates they were there, and the date of the murder.’

He looked surprised, but accepted my decision, ‘Do put all expenses down to the magazine account. Book the tickets on it and I’ll authorise you to draw whatever else is necessary, and Harry, th....’

I held up my hands,  ‘Not necessary, Trev. I’m only doing for you what you would do for me, and I’m happy to do it.’

He looked so relieved that I thought he would burst into tears.

‘Look,’ he insisted, ‘if there’s the slightest chance of it getting dangerous, I want you out!’

I laughed, ‘Dangerous? A free, unplanned holiday in Greece? I suppose there is just the chance I might get sunstroke.’

What nonsense we sometimes utter!

CHAPTER TWO

I tried everything I knew to stop Karen coming with me, telling her that all Trevor wanted me to do was to check on the possibilities of a photo shoot on the island.

She put her hands on my shoulders, pushed me down onto a hard dining chair, bent down until her face was six inches from mine and looked deep into my eyes.

‘Huh! Photo shoot, eh? You know, Harry, one of your most endearing qualities is your total inability to lie. He’s got you involved in some skulduggery, and you want to keep me safe. Do you think I’d be able to sleep, knowing you were out there in God knows what danger?’

‘But...’

‘Harry!’

It was no contest, but I wasn’t happy. I related the full conversation I’d had with him.

‘But you have absolutely nothing to go on. Why do you think it has something to do with Thassos? For God’s sake, it was seventeen years ago. It couldn’t have been his mother’s murder.’

‘You’re right, of course, but if I can’t speak to his old man it’s the only straw I’ve got to grasp.’

To myself I admitted that I was going entirely on a hunch, with nothing to back it up. In many ways I hoped it would come to nothing. If only I’d known...

The flight from Heathrow to Kavala took six hours and sixteen minutes, with one stop in Athens. I took up Trevor’s offer of using business class, which I always use when paying myself, having got sick of being kicked in the back by kids, who as a race seemed to take great delight in the practice when flying. I may be wrong, but I have the fixed idea that parents actively encourage them, the same way they would on a long car journey, getting them to take car numbers. Trevor had booked a Mercedes 220 cabriolet to be picked up at the airport, and we drove to the ferry terminal at Keramoti for the short ferry crossing to Thassos, or as the Greeks called it, Limenas Thasou – Thassos harbour. The vivid azure blue of the sea and the hot Aegean sun brought back happy childhood memories. At twelve years old I had still been a fully paid-up member of the human race, blissfully ignorant of the destructive tumult waiting just around the corner. We stood at the stern as the boat moved away from the ramp, watching the smooth surface of the water become a maelstrom as the propellers created the curling wake, making me think of our own lives, transformed from their normal even tenor into something akin to organised confusion. That transformation was metaphorically underlined when a little girl, standing close to us with her parents, threw in a piece of sandwich, and from a sky without a single bird in it there suddenly descended what seemed like a hundred white screaming bodies. It was something I’d seen all over the world and it never ceased to amaze me. The seagulls’ jungle telegraph was second to none. Watching the birds dive brought the song ‘Una paloma blanca’ immediately to mind, and I wondered vaguely what that might be in Greek.

I’d booked us a double room at the Hotel Kalirama on Peenou Mela, in the centre of Thassos town. It had quite terrific write-ups on the Internet from past guests, though I knew from past experience of hotels in Florida and Cairo that ‘past guests’ could often mean members of the family, writing under dozens of pen names.

I had not been to Greece for many years. The last time, when I had been there with my parents, no one spoke a word of English, and we had had to go around with a phrase book, so at the reception desk I did my enlightened tourist bit, ‘Kali spera. Milate anglika?’

The young lady behind the counter smiled and in the most perfect English told me, ‘You will find that almost everyone here does now, sir, except for the very old people, but it is most pleasant to hear an English person speaking my language. That happens so very seldom.’

I blushed, ‘I do apologise, it is twenty years since I was last here.’

‘No problem sir, would you please sign in the register.’

She cast a quick glance at the name as I wrote it, and before I straightened she was holding out a key, ‘Room number thirty-one, Mr. Page. If you require anything at all, please ring. We have arrangements with four restaurants in close proximity to the hotel, and you will receive a ten percent reduction in the bill at any one of them if you mention our name.’ She handed me four menu lists. I thanked her, but with Trevor picking up the tab I wasn’t worried, and in any case preferred to make my own choice when it came to eateries.

The room was typical of the area – large, light and airy, with plain whitewashed walls and a beaded curtain in front of the window to keep out bugs and flies. I did a flying leap onto the bed, using my full weight to test it, to Karen’s amusement, and I reminded her of the one that collapsed when we were on honeymoon in Lanzarote.

‘Oh, come on now, Harry!’ She protested, ‘You’ve calmed down a bit since then.’

She was right – our lovemaking was less furious these days, but still just as satisfying.

‘Anyway, we haven’t got time for that now, have we? I thought you wanted to get started on the case.’ 

‘I do. Have a pee if you need one, put your detecting clothes on and we’ll get at it.’

The receptionist directed us to the police station near the ferry terminal and we walked there arm in arm, like many of the English tourists taking the air under the plethora of advertising bunting that seemed to hang above every tiny shop, like Aunt Fanny’s baggy bloomers hanging out to dry in the soothing warm breeze coming off the Aegean Sea.

Unlike England, where all administration is civilianised, this station had a young uniformed officer on the desk. He looked no more than sixteen, with close-cropped hair in what I guess he thought was the required fashion to win votes with his senior officers and sunglasses so dark his eyes were invisible. His put-on, grim, ‘I’m a serious cop’ expression was one he’d obviously been practising in a mirror for years.

‘Hi,’ He greeted us, ‘How can I help you folks?’ He’d been watching too many American cop shows and even had the accent to prove it.

I’d rehearsed what I wanted to ask, but even so it sounded bizarre.

‘I would like to look at a murder report from seventeen years ago, if that is possible, please.’

Total silence. His mouth actually dropped open. Used to dealing with lost handbags and passports, and with a range of stereotyped answers all ready, I had thrown him completely.

Eventually he recovered some of his juvenile poise and said, ‘I do not think that would be possible, Sir.’ He sounded just like one of those insurance company recorded telephone answering services: “You now have five options...”

I had to deal with a lot of minions in my job and tried to read this one. Should I go along the soft road and butter him up or go for the steamroller method? Continental police were not like the homegrown variety, and even one so young and inexperienced would have had the ‘We’ve got it, they can’t have it’ policy drummed into him. I kept it soft.

‘Do you think it might be possible for me to speak to a senior officer, Sergeant?’

He visibly preened at the sudden promotion, but then went back into nothing doing mode, ‘No, Sir. That would not be possible.’

‘Could you tell me why not?’

He hesitated. ‘I have my instructions, Sir.’

‘And they are?’

‘I am to deal with all queries. Senior officers are not to be disturbed from their serious duties for any reason.’ 

My God, I thought, it sounds like he’s got a copy of ‘Mein Kampf’ under the counter and has learnt it off pat. It was like trying to knock a hole through a brick wall with a sponge-headed hammer.

‘Would there be a copy of the murder report in the local newspaper office?’

‘No doubt they would have reported the murder, but they would not have our report.’

I was getting nowhere fast and any second we were going to be shown out of the door. It was time for Plan B.

Without warning I started shouting at the top of my voice, banging my fist on the counter in time with the words, ‘Why...the...bloody...hell...can’t...I...see...a...senior...officer?’

He jumped back two feet, looking stunned. The manual hadn’t covered this eventuality.

The door in the back wall flew open and an angry face peered round it.

‘Gamiméno kolasi, Papandreio! Ti kaneis?’

The youngster seemed to back into the corner, intimidated by his senior officer far more than he had been by me. Though I hadn’t understood the Greek, it had obviously been a couple of seriously strong swearwords. The lad stammered a string of Greek and was cut off in mid sentence.

‘Arketá!’

The angry face smoothed out to reveal a man of about forty, head bald as a billiard ball, with an oval face, strong jawbones, grey eyes with scant eyebrows, and a nose that had been broken more than once over a mouth that gave the impression that it accompanied a frown much more often than a smile.

The body that followed the face through the door was suntanned and lean. Muscles showed through the tight short sleeved shirt, and I guessed he did a lot of workouts. Though I was taller and younger I would not have wanted to go into the ring with him.

He came to the counter and closer up I could see the scars on his face – two on his left cheek and another running through his chin and down into his neck. He’d been in a knife fight at some time or other. I wondered what the other fellow looked like.

His English was good, but somewhat stilted, and I got the impression that he’d learnt it fairly recently. ‘It is an unusual request, Mr...?’

‘Page. Harry Page, and this is my wife, Karen.’

‘Hm.’ He considered for a few moments before offering, ‘Perhaps you should come in.’

We followed him through into a sparsely furnished office. At the rear there were three tatty six-drawer steel filing cabinets. The only other furniture in the room was a mean-looking steel desk, originally sprayed grey, but with the paint now worn almost completely away, with rust forming on the corners, and three uncomfortable metal chairs, one with a broken arm. On the desk there was nothing but a telephone and an open file. An office for concentrated work, not relaxation.

He waved us into the two chairs facing his desk and I took the broken one, trying to avoid putting my arm on the jagged piece of metal sticking up.

‘I am Inspector Antoni Pavlidis. This murder report – what is your interest?’

I’d decided on a cover story that was weak but better than nothing, ‘The victim was my mother’s best friend, Jane Gale. When we went through mother’s papers after she died we found a letter that had us wondering about the circumstances. Mother was here with her on the island at the time of the murder and from what she wrote it seemed that she might have been involved somehow. I would just like to clear it up, for my own sake of mind.’

‘You mean you believe your mother murdered Jane Gale?’

‘Good God, no, Inspector. Just that she may have known who did it.’

He was silent for some time. Eventually he admitted, ‘I suppose it cannot do any harm – it is seventeen years ago, after all, though it is extremely unusual. I will have to read through it myself first, to ensure that there is nothing in it that could reflect badly on the police, and I shall need your signature on a document stating that you will not use the information contained in it in any newspaper article or radio or television broadcast.’

‘That will be fine. It is for my own information only.’

‘We have very few murders on Thassos, except for 1996, when we had the Sechidis murders, with five deaths, and for a tourist to be killed is exceptional. You will understand when I say that such cases can be rather prickly, considering that our main income is from tourism. My superiors will be suspicious of any external interest, as I myself am.’

‘Of course, Inspector. I can assure you that nothing we hear will have any derogatory effects, either on you or them.’ 

‘Come back tomorrow morning at nine. If I decide to allow you to see it you will be able to read it then.’

‘Will I need an interpreter? I don’t speak Greek.’

He managed the trace of a smile, ‘I think we will manage, Mr Page. My English is very poor, as you have no doubt observed, but it will do for the report. By the way, did you bring your mother’s letter with you?’

I shook my head, ‘Sorry, Inspector, no, I didn’t. Is it important?’

His smile widened, as if he knew exactly where I was coming from, ‘No, Mr Page. I expect it was in quite bad condition – considering its great age.’

He stood up and held out his hand, not to shake but indicating the door.

Outside, with the early evening sun low in the sky, making her shield her eyes, Karen giggled, ‘He didn’t believe you for one second, Harry.’

I shrugged, ‘Maybe not, but if we get to see that report it was worth the effort.’

We strolled back through the narrow streets, still filled with tourists browsing the shops, and went up to the room.

Karen pulled me into her arms, ‘How about a holiday kiss?’

One became two and the two lasted many minutes, with the usual satisfying results, and we dozed afterwards, waking after eleven, hungry.

In the UK we might have been pushed to find a restaurant open, but on Thassos they were just coming up to their busiest time of the day.

We both love Greek food and found a place on the waterfront called the Panorama.

As we sat down saucers of mezes were placed in front of us by a young man wearing the whitest of white shirts with black trousers and waistcoat.

‘You like chapóthi, Sir, Madam?’

‘I certainly do,’ I told him. I remembered from all those years back how I used to tuck in to those tiny pieces of barbecued octopus. I’d watched the fishermen bring them in and spend half an hour bashing them on rocks to tenderise them. Then they were roast on a barbecue until almost hard before being cut up. Absolutely delicious. The Greek equivalent of our pork scratchings.

‘And to drink?’ 

I could actually remember how to order a beer in Greek, having learned how to do so in order to have one when my parents were not about, the licensing laws in Greece at that time being just about non-existent, but knew I would insult him if I did.

I raised my eyebrows to Karen and she nodded. 

‘Two beers please.’ I told him.

We picked up the menus while he went to get them. There was a comprehensive list of dishes, and I almost began to hope we could stay on Thassos for quite a while so we could go through them.
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