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Trieste, Italy

November 28th

Sunday

––––––––
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Crack! A bullet blew a hole, spinning a spider’s web of fractures in the windshield between me and Adara. Blood pulsed in my ears. Adara shrieked.

“Fuck!” Luna yelped in the rear seat. 

A shooter dead ahead, a perfect position. “Get down!” I screamed, sliding lower, spinning the steering wheel, throwing the Merc to the right, turning Adara away from the shooter in a swerve off the road toward a swath of bushes and scattered pines.

Thud! A bullet in the door. My heart pounded like a Clydesdale’s.

The car crashed and bumped through the cover of the low bushes for about ten meters until it slammed to a halt against the base of a sturdy pine. The front airbags exploded mini-Hindenburgs, slamming Adara and me back in the seats like we were rag dolls. 

Crack! Another bullet penetrated my side window, bursting our airbags. I choked on the bitter gas from the deflating bags. The passenger door flung open. Luna unbuckled a limp Adara and pulled her from under the bag and out of the car. 

A roar as Samir’s SUV crunched through bushes between us and the marina to block any further shots.

I threw open my door and fell out onto the mat of pine needles and dead leaves of the forest floor. I crawled around the rear of the car to where Luna held a limp Adara against the cover of the front wheel. I ran my hand over the bloody patch of hair on her right temple. An egg-sized lump where she’d been thrown against the door window. 

Welcome back to Trieste. I could name many men, at least four of them mobsters, and a Mafia family I’d crossed swords with who’d want me dead, but only one stood out, my latest enemy after what had happened on Crete: I’d get that bastard, Marotti, before he got me.
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TWO DAYS EARLIER​
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November 26th 

Friday

––––––––
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“Cut me down!” rasped Borini, burning me through the black holes of his dilated pupils.

Shaking on an adrenaline high, I condemned Borini to the same fate as his hero, Benito Mussolini. He would never come back to exert his fascism upon Italy. Here before me was his reincarnation, Fabio Borini, the billionaire, narcissistic, charismatic leader of Il Trieza Via party and Minister for Foreign Affairs in Berlusconi’s coalition government. Naked, cock still pulsing on its Viagra high, wrists cuffed behind him, he held himself up on trembling knees to avoid being hanged by his noose from a hook in the bedroom’s ceiling. 

On the wooden planking next to him lay Maria Falco, choked by Borini’s bolo when he had used her in a dangerous auto-asphyxiation sex game. Working with the help of Isabella Camilleri, the DIGOS agent, I’d been unable to resuscitate her. I channeled my grandfather, who’d shot a dead Mussolini to make him deader: Borini, potentially a new Il Duce, had to die.

“Is that what Maria pleaded for you to do? Cut her down?” I asked. I kicked the chair hard enough to shake it.

Fear flash-froze Borini’s face as he wobbled. His eyes grew into enormous white moons. He swallowed his throat. I wanted it to be the fear he’d seen in the women’s faces when he’d tightened his bolo and watched the life drain out of their eyes without doing anything about it. 

He gasped, “What are you doing?” 

“Not very safe up there, is it?” I kicked the chair even harder. 

Borini staggered from side to side, gurgling a scream that was abruptly cut short by the noose tightening around his neck when he fell off the chair and began to swing. I stepped back since I knew what to expect—I’d seen a man get hanged by the Taliban for apostasy, and it wasn’t a pretty sight. His purple tongue writhed, and his golf-ball eyes bulged like a frog’s when dropped in boiling water; his twisted face burned red-blue while his legs flayed the air as he defecated and squirted urine. 

One last look at Maria, and I left the mansion in a hurry, blood fizzing hot in my ears, my black heart pounding its angry beat into my temples. At the bottom of the steps under the mansion’s portico, Isabella Camilleri waved a hand like a windmill, jabbering into her phone. She heard my rapid footsteps and spun around with wide-eyed expectation. I looked away and walked quickly along the street as two siren-whining and red-white-and-blue flashing cop cars bookended a speeding ambulance going the other way. 

I inserted a shaking key into the door lock and threw myself into the Mercedes. I fumbled a pack of Marlboro out of my inside jacket pocket and lit a cigarette with a lighter to calm the raging beast within me. Inhaling harsh smoke as deep as the Mariana Trench, I beat my forehead on the steering wheel, hard enough to reopen the split in my forehead. Warm blood dribbled. I punched the dash, cracked it, and hurt my knuckles. My hand throbbed. Another flashing, whining cop car sped by. I started the car, and, to avoid attention, slowly left the mansion behind, but I could never leave Maria behind. 

On the autostrada, my tears blurred the wet highway glistening a million stars through the zapping wipers, smearing the horizontal rain across my dirty windshield. I lead-footed by huge illuminated, growling trucks and trailers barreling along in convoys from Trieste. South of Duino, the house where Maria had lived with her mother sparkled its lights through the trees, evoking the horror of Maria’s death that triggered a surge of bile in my throat. Saliva filled my mouth. I slowed quickly to pull off the road and onto the grass verge, as far from the traffic as possible. I threw open my door and vomited. My stomach burned. I spat out my last thoughts of Borini. I couldn’t wait to get back to Adara and leave all this death behind, blank out the horror. She had a new life in her—maybe mine.

How my life had changed dramatically in only seven weeks: from guitar-playing, part-owner of The Blue Note music club, minding his own business, sleeping only with friendly hookers, to the new boss of the Nasim criminal organization and married to a pregnant Adara Nasim, the daughter of the ailing Mohammed. The transition had not gone smoothly, to say the least. 

The wipers beat out a steady rhythm as the faces of men I’d helped to their deaths appeared one after the other in my headlight beams cutting through the rain: Zarrar Nasim, Adara’s psycho brother, a hooker killer who had groomed her since she was a child and I feared had raped her; Paolo Mazzola of the rival mobster family who had tried to kidnap Adara but got a friend of mine killed instead; Rabi Ghaznavi, the Islamist terrorist financier who had planned to marry Adara and take over the Nasim family; Russo, the corrupt capo of detectives, a serial killer, who had vowed to kill me. The face of a redheaded woman floated in the slashing rain: Milica Dzeko, a Christian Serb zealot, who had briefly been a lover. She’d shot Rabi and saved me the trouble, but died in the act. Too many dead, but that was the dog-eat-dog underworld I’d entered, and as a former Canadian Secret Service assassin, I had to be a Rotweiler-Bully-Ridgeback mongrel, or I’d get neutered. 

Fifty kilometers beyond the glittering strings of white lights of Monfalcone, the rain pounding harder than ever on the windshield, I lifted my heavy foot and turned off the highway into the airport, now quiet at this time in the morning. Few cars and taxis were coming and going from the arrivals and departures. No tourist buses. A small plane, lights flashing, idled in a taxi lane, waiting its turn as a large passenger jet roared into the dark, its red taillight climbing into the ink-black sky. I swerved around the looming hangars and between parked planes until I braked the Merc to a halt within a few meters of the short flight of steps up to the twin-jet Challenger, its red-and-white hulk shimmering under the floodlights.

I left my pilots, steward, and two guards with mouths flapping when I brushed by them to pull aside the curtain separating off the aft cabin and closed it behind me. I took in the scene: two empty, blue-leather club chairs on one side and Adara on the unfolded divan, where passengers could relax or sleep during long flights. She had prepared for her wedding night: cabin lights on low; half a dozen fake red candles flickering; an open bottle of champagne in an ice bucket of mostly water; a used glass. The warm air redolent with Adara’s jasmine perfume reminded me of our best of times—Hvar and Split, now feeling so long ago as the Battle of Hastings. Breathing heavily, she lay spreadeagled, flat on her back, wearing a translucent blood-red baby doll that clung like Saran Wrap and a negligible red thong. Once, I’d have gored a hole through her into the mattress, but I no longer looked at Adara, choking on my desire. I no longer wanted to immerse myself in her and drown in her heat when nothing else mattered but the pleasure of the moment. I could only think of Maria.

I hung my jacket on a hook by the galley and loosened my tie. In the toilet, I washed my forehead clean of blood and stuck a plaster over the cut. My swollen knuckles felt like they had been run over by a truck, but that was just too bad. I needed medicine—I raided the mini-bar for Mohammed’s best Scotches. There was nothing mini about the bar: it was as big as the Wailing Wall and better stocked, no Speyside distillery I hadn’t tippled. I grasped a twenty-four-year-old Macallan, poured a mega-dram of my favorite whisky, popped an oxy, and enjoyed the warm flow down my sore throat into my stomach. By the time I refilled my glass and sank into a comfortable club chair, heat flowed through my arteries, loosening my vertebrae and their mental equivalents, and rippling to my toes. I savored the intense flavor of my Scotch and the calming opiate wave while watching Adara snoring lightly. Adara Nasim, the woman I’d once loved intensely to the point of self-destruction, a woman who still had a hold on my very core—a woman I’d still die for. The woman who might be pregnant with my child, but I suspected had been raped by her brother, Zarrar, a man I’d helped kill. I lost track of how much Scotch I imbibed to sedate my troubled mind and didn’t notice when my chin hit my chest.

“You let me sleep through our wedding night?”

Adara’s shrill voice, tinged with her Indian sing-song cadence that showed up when annoyed, over a background whine of jet engines. I blinked at the early morning bright light through the unscreened cabin windows.

“Why didn’t you wake me?” she scolded, snatching her pillow to throw it at me. 

Not the worst thing she could have thrown. I deflected it onto the floor. An empty Scotch glass fell off my lap onto the floor.

Adara levered herself up against the cushioned side of the flattened divan. “You slept in the armchair? Drinking your face off?” Her voice rose with every word. “Don’t you know how important her wedding night is to a woman?”

I jerked my throbbing head toward the curtain divider. “Keep your voice down, for fuck’s sake,” I hissed. “You passed out drunk.” 

My back protested at how the chair had treated it, so I stood unsteadily to search the pockets of my jacket for another oxy. I fumbled a pill from the canister and swallowed it down with a gulp from the opened champagne bottle.

“You’re the one who passed out drunk,” she fumed. “You stink of Scotch!”

“Really?” I waved the champagne bottle before I dunked it back in its bucket.

“Two glasses since I had to celebrate on my own, bastardo!”

I dropped back into the club chair. “You did a good job. The kid will be stupid.”

She snorted, waving a dismissive hand to blow off the barb. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” All of a sudden, she grimaced and gave her stomach a good rub. “God, I hate this.”

“You OK?” I asked.

“Just morning sickness from your baby,” she snapped back. She burped into her hand before her narrowed eyes studied me. “What’s with the plaster? Hit your head too hard? Why are you such a bastadro?”

I ran my fingers over the plaster on my forehead. “Headbutted the steering wheel. It won. I’ll live.”

“Uh-huh,” she said dubiously. “You’re behaving like a jerk, looking for a fight. Who was on the phone last night? What happened back in Trieste to keep you so long?”

She’d know about Borini and Maria soon enough. A major politician and woman found dead, dangling naked from nooses, was the stuff of banner headlines and breaking news of more interest than celebrity breakups and reunions. Borini revealed as a killer of women in sex games. The mansion would be besieged by vans, reporters, and rubberneckers. Commissioner Procaccini and Capo of Detectives Conte would have their hands full dealing with the media onslaught. Isabella Camilleri and DIGOS would be basking in the success of bringing such a vile murderer to justice. Their intelligence rival, Criminalpol, would be livid.

“Borini’s dead,” I told her. I didn’t want to talk about Maria. Her jaw slackened.

“My God, what happened? An accident?

“He was found dead at his mansion. No details yet. The media’s going crazy with the election coming up in a few days. Already more conspiracy theories than JFK.”

Adara’s momentary surprise slid into a wry smile. She threw her head back and laughed derisively. “Well, too bad for that fascist. He hated our family. Good riddance. I couldn’t have better news. Papaji will be delighted to get him off our backs.”

In a much better mood, she shuffled on her knees across the divan. “Forget about him,” she breathed, with an inviting smile. “Sorry, I was annoyed with you. The pregnancy makes me emotionally volatile, a little testy at times.” She glanced at the curtain and lowered her voice. “But now you’re here, and that’s all that matters. Let’s make love. Let me show you how much I’ve missed you.” She held out her arms.

It stayed rigid in my seat. 

Her arms dropped by her sides. “We’re not having a wedding night, are we?”

I’d expected a waterfall of tears, a blazing row, but Adara sat back on her heels. Stone-faced, she exhaled noisily through pursed lips.

“It’s still Zarrar, isn’t it?” she said wearily. She removed the champagne bottle from its bucket. It dripped onto the cabin floor’s carpet as she poured herself a flute of the flat wine. She sat with the bottle in front of me on the divan. The touch of her knees on mine was deliberate.

“Don’t drink that,” I said. “It won’t do your stomach any good.”

‘Is that so?” She took a deep sip of her drink, her eyes burning into mine.

“You’re breaking my heart,” she said. “Last night, you were hugging and kissing me on the stage after I sang that song to you. How much I missed you. I felt your love again. I saw it in your face, heard it in your voice, and you hugged me. You remembered our good times. Hvar, Split, making so much love together. But now you’re back to being cold, uncaring. You want me to forget Zarrar ever existed, but you can’t forget him either.” She slurped her drink down in one and poured another. Her eyes defied me to say anything.

“Zarrar told me he’d punished you for the photos you took of us on the bed in Split. Remember them?”

“Of course.” Another defiant slurp. “I took them, didn’t I?

“His exact words to me: she’s paid for it. What did he do?”

“What did he do?” she echoed, a sarcastic sneer. Was she playing for time? 

“Yes, what did he do?” I repeated quickly to rush her along.

“He ... He was so angry I’d slept with you and betrayed him. He ... caned me.”

Was she lying? “Badly?”

“Bad enough.”

“How many strokes?” I asked to throw in an unpredictable question.

“How many strokes?” Another echo. Giving herself time to think? She frowned in annoyance. “What a stupid question.”

“Take a guess.”

“Ten? Twenty? Think I kept count?”

“That’s all for thinking his mortal enemy fucked his lover? I don’t believe you. You lie so fucking fluently.”

“I wasn’t his lover!”

“He raped you, didn’t he?”

She rolled her eyes in mock despair. “Oh, here we go again.”

“You can tell me,” I said, softer, infusing as much compassion as I could. “You are not to blame if he did. You’re not the guilty one.”

“God, you’re a broken record.” She refilled with the flat champagne. “You’re ruining our lives with your Zarrar obsession. Get over it.”

The way she calmly handled my pigheadedness over Zarrar led me to believe it wasn’t unexpected after months of my keeping an emotional distance. No hysteria, smashing a bottle over my head, throwing glasses, or the cabin awash in tears. She’d read me like yesterday’s news. I wondered what she had planned for tomorrow’s edition. She leaned toward me, a waft of jasmine perfume tingled my nostrils, and tickled erotic memories. 

“I understand your fear,” she said evenly, close enough for her warm breath in my face. “The fear the baby’s his and you’re going to be locked into a marriage, fathering a child that’s not yours.” She gently ran the back of her fingers down my cheek. Her emerald eyes played with mine. “You know we had sex. You imagine I had sex with Zarrar, voluntarily or not. I carry your real baby, not Zarrar’s imaginary one.” She shook her head, stroking her hands over her belly again. “I didn’t have the abortion because the baby is ours, not because I wanted to trap you into saving me from a marriage to Khalil Ghaznavi. Think for one moment, I’d keep Zarrar’s? You’d never find out when I gave birth? How dumb would I be?”

She wasn’t dumb. Was she playing for time? Why admit she’d been raped by her brother now when she might never have to? A lot could happen in seven months: a miscarriage, a change of mind about an abortion, or win me back?

“Have a paternity test and I won’t have to wait,” I asked.

“A paternity test?” Her face cracked, tears bubbled, her emotions finally breaking through. “I’ve told you all there is to know about Zarrar,” she sobbed, “everything I feared would make me lose your love: we did sleep together and I pleasured him. How disgusted I now feel for what I did.” She wiped her cheeks. “What more can I say? I understand he groomed me, OK? I was his victim.” She rubbed her belly. “This is your baby. You believe me or you don’t.”

“You can have a test after twelve weeks and end my doubts. Only a month from now, and we can get on with our lives.”

“Read up on it, have you?” She ran fingers under her eyes, smearing her black makeup. “How can I love a man who won’t believe me?”

I resisted an untimely quip about how she’d lied to me more than the Pope had held masses.

“This is such a waste of our lives.” Adara used both hands to wipe her tear-streaked cheeks. “No wedding night, no honeymoon, nothing for eight months? I should have stayed in Miramare and had fun with my toys,” she threw in as a nasty barb.

She slid off the divan, held my head, and pulled it toward her, close enough for me to sniff that special aroma of a warm female that sends a man with only a knife and fork to slay a dragon.

“You really don’t want this?” she asked, stifling a burp.

I was tempted to grip her buttocks like they were motorbike handles.

“Your baby is in here,” she asserted, tapping her fingers on her belly. “Six weeks since Hvar. I’ll give you visiting rights any time you want. And don’t pretend you don’t want another visit.” She lifted my face to run her fingers over my lips.

“You know the way, don’t you?” she asked, the cool Lauren Bacall at her finest. “And I know you’ll be back. A man with your appetite won’t be able to stop himself. And I know what you like, don’t I?” She stared hard, challenging eyes at me.

Adara had printed tomorrow’s news: “Poor bastard to be sexually tortured by a woman until he cracks.” I’d read worse headlines.

Adara’s eyes abruptly clouded over, face paling. She groaned, holding her stomach again, and released a burp loud enough to send the plane off course. She slapped a hand over her mouth and ran to the toilet to retch periodically for a few minutes. She returned without looking at me to fling open a closet to select a yellow dress and gather lingerie. She took a towel to the shower and slammed the door behind her.

A refreshed Adara returned to find me sipping my second nero and munching on a simple breakfast of whole-wheat toast, blackberry and strawberry jams, and butter that Antonia had delivered. Her sundress was more of a spaghetti-strapped minidress with a scoop neckline, the material thin and clinging. She sat in the armchair next to mine, her hemline rising to expose a length of smooth thigh as she slowly crossed her legs. No damp eyes. Refreshed makeup, a firm chin that was a harbinger of the coming torture campaign. I said nothing, my best move. She said nothing either, sipping occasionally on a glass of water I’d readied for her. She looked out of the window at the billowing white clouds and the gray expanse of sea passing far below. 

“When do we get to Cairo?” she asked carelessly.

“We’ve been diverted from Cairo. Massive anti-Mubarak rioting. They’ve shut down the airport until he restores order. It’s going to take a long time to sort out.”

“Well, isn’t that great. So where are we going on this honeymoon?”

“Chania.”

“Crete? What’s there? Pyramids?”

“We’re not staying there.”

“Where then?

“Loutro.”

She shook her head. “A place I’ve never heard of.”

“No one else has either.”

“It better not be another Vinka’s,” she warned, referring to the B&B we’d stayed at on Hvar where we’d made love the first time.

“Vinka’s was great. That lovely balcony overlooking the harbor?”

She leaned toward me. “It’s where we had great sex and you got me pregnant.”

“More water?”

Samir drove the Toyota SUV we’d rented from one of the many rental car agencies at the airport south toward the rising sun on a highway busy with trucks and cars. From time to time, I checked the road behind us for any vehicles that might be showing too much interest in us, but there were none. I scanned the radio stations and tuned in to Greek folk music to accompany us to where we’d catch our ferry along the coast to Loutro.

Not trusting the plane’s phone not to be monitored, I waited to call ahead to Loutro on the car rental company’s phone. Several rings before “Kaliméra (Good morning), Loutro Akinita,” boomed Yannis, basso profundo.

The cover of the glossy brochure he’d sent me extolling the properties available in Loutro and the neighboring villages that had prominently displayed his buff body, open shirt, gold chain, a pretentious gold watch, a black suit of a professional real estate agent, and an inviting “trust me" smile.

We’d Skyped our conversations, so the image of his round, hairy head with a cigarette perpetually stuck under his broom of a black mustache in the corner of his wide mouth beamed back at me. He’d used Skype to show me around Loutro: locations for a music club and various houses before I’d bought the isolated, cliffside cottage a short walk south of the village.

“Kaliméra, Yannis. It’s Milo Marchetti. Pós eísai? Still not selling houses to Turks and Germans?”

The phone exploded in my ear. “Milo! Milo! I’m good. Happy you phone. Those bastards? Never! Or those barbaric Russians either!” Yannis the salesman didn’t pause for breath. “I have perfect property for nightclub. What a deal! Close to the waterfront—”

He was a walking exclamation mark. “Yannis.” I interrupted, stopping him before I lost my hearing in a ten-minute sales pitch. “I’m arriving in Loutro in about three hours. I’ll stay for perhaps a week.”

His voice jumped even higher. “Today? Éxochos! (Excellent!). I show you—”

I cut in again. “Please have the cottage ready with freshly washed bed sheets, and stocked with tea, coffee, basic foods, wine, and Scotch, and anything else you think we’ll need.”

“Will do.” His voice abruptly dropped its manic intensity, sounding disappointed. “You here not for property?”

“I’ve just got married.”

Adara, listening in, snorted.

“Oh, syncharitíria! (congratulations!) I can’t wait meet wife. I’m sure she is beauty! I meet you at ferry.”

“Who’s Yannis?” asked Adara.

“An old Greek guy. Think a grizzled Zorba with bad teeth and a big belly. Farts a lot.”

“Delightful. What cottage?”

“You’ll see.”

She smiled sarcastically. “Can’t wait. It does have a toilet, doesn’t it?” 

She’d recalled her comment when I’d taken her to Vinka’s B&B on Hvar instead of a luxury hotel. She hadn’t completely lost her sense of humor.

“What’s the sea for?”

She exhaled a noise of exasperation. 

Adara sat as a silent observer with Anwar in the back of the Toyota as we climbed into the rugged, brown mountain range heading for Crete’s southern coast. We passed through dry fields, dead trees, desiccated soil—what there was of it—abandoned churches, isolated villages of a few houses with no one in sight, and vineyards of limp plants that gasped for water in the winter sunshine. Occasionally, green patches of vegetation indicated that water did reach these parched parts of Crete’s long, slab of rock, separated from the Greek mainland of the Peloponnese peninsula by not only 100 kilometers of Mediterranean Sea but thousands of years of history.

“How are we doing for the ferry, boss?” Samir asked, squinting into the morning sunshine.

I checked my wristwatch. We had an hour to make the 10.30 am ferry to Loutro. “Better boot it or we’ll have to wait another three hours for the next one.”

Samir put the hammer down. The SUV surged higher until we began our descent to the small port of Hora Sofakia. Rocking from side to side, we twisted down a series of switchbacks on the steep southern side of the mountains toward the pale shimmer of the dark Libyan Sea that hid Africa over its hazy horizon. In the distance, a blue-and-white liveried ferry streamed dark smoke as it carved white foam through rows of whitecaps toward the small harbor—we were just in time to catch it. The road leveled out by the sea as we approached church spires and white, red-tiled buildings of the town. Samir slowed between the stalls that lined the main road to drop us off with our baggage outside the orange-roofed ticket office, where groups of trekkers waited to board the ship.

Anwar bought our tickets while Samir drove off to park the SUV somewhere we could pick it up when we returned on the ferry next week. Out of breath, his white shirt darkly sweat-stained, Samir ambled back to the wharf to join us just as the ferry had finished unloading a couple of motorbikes, several cyclists, and a car over its lowered ramp of the newly docked ferry. We followed the trekkers down the dock over the ramp and left our bags with everyone else’s on the main deck before climbing a long flight of stairs to a deck with plenty of bench seats to choose from. I stood at the rail away from as many people as possible to view the sea with its advancing lines of foam and the coastline of small, isolated fishing villages slipping by; brown, rocky mountainsides drier than a camel’s ass. A stiff breeze off the sea. I breathed it in, feeling a million kilometers from Trieste.

Adara appeared at my elbow. She held down her sunhat as the stiff breeze whipped at her short sundress. “I want to get in that as soon as possible,” she stated, toneless, eyes on the sea. “How much longer?”

“It’s a short ride. About another half an hour.”

Adara made a show of looking around at the ship and its passengers, many of them with backpacks and walking sticks. “I expected a honeymoon cruising on a felucca down the Nile to Aswan and the Valley of the Kings. Slumming it with a load of backpackers on an old Greek ferry? Really? All my dreams come true,” she added sarcastically. 

“Isn’t this better than those dusty old pyramids and feluccas without toilets? Just wait till you see our cottage overlooking the sea.”

“Five thousand years old? Has its own tombs?”

“We can dig around.”

She snorted. “Where are they going?” she asked, looking at the passengers.

“This coast has become a mecca for trekkers. The hotspot is the Samaria Gorge above Agia Roumeli, the ferry’s stop after Loutro. They can trek up to the gorge to the mountain top and catch a bus to Hora or return to Agia. I’m going to do the trek while we’re here.”

“How exciting for you. You do that while I visit the archeological museum and the art gallery. Oh, there aren’t any. It’s not Egypt.”

“Suit yourself.”

She blew out a furious blast from between her lips and spun away along the deck toward the stern. Anwar didn’t need telling to fall in step behind her. 

The curve of restaurants with their flapping blue and white Greek flags and awnings and open-air dining areas at the harbor front and the whitewashed homes with their shuttered windows and boxes of flowerpots up the hillside behind them hove into sight when the ferry approached Loutro’s small, sheltered bay. Chains clanked as the ferry dropped its ramp onto the stone wharf, and the few cars it carried started up their motors to enter a village with nowhere to drive. After the last car, we picked up our bags and Adara’s suitcase from the lower deck and followed the trekkers over the ramp.

“Milo! Welcome to Loutro!” shouted a tall man with a megaphone voice out of a crowd, waving his hand as he waited on the dock. In a tight blue-and-white matelot t-shirt and equally tight white trousers, Yannis looked like an advertisement for a gay beach resort, but I’d learned Yannis was anything but gay. According to my research, while checking out Yannis’s professional reliability, his sobriquet “father of the village” was more than symbolic—it was well earned since he had at least seven children he owned up to through a series of local lovers. 

“That’s Yannis?” gasped Adara.

He parted the trekkers ahead of us to thrust out his big hand at me. I’d picked Yannis out of the real estate agents in Loutro because he ran not only the largest property company (Yannis Developments) but he was also the mayor, the owner of the most popular restaurant on the waterfront (Yannis’s), a co-owner of a bank (Yannis Bank), and chaired the local tourist board. He had a wonderful life in his own Pottersville.

“Milo! Kalosórisma!” He welcomed us with a predictably strong handshake. “Good to meet you in the flesh.” His eyes quickly moved on to Adara. “And your beautiful lady.”

“Yannis, this is”—Yannis kissed both her cheeks—“Adara.”

He enveloped her in his arms to lift her off the ground. “Milo, such a lucky man.” 

“Yannis,” she croaked, wide eyes, dilating pupils, and a rush of blood to darken her cheeks and exposed neck to reveal her subconscious need to reproduce with him. He dropped her.

“Come, I take you to your cottage.” He grabbed her hand, almost jerking her out of her sandals, and launched her along the wharf. Samir, Anwar, and I were left to pick up the bags and suitcases and chase after them. 

Two hundred meters of a well-trodden path later and ten minutes of Yannis and Adara’s excited chatter drifting back to us, we caught up with them when Yannis stopped above the cottage I’d bought. Well away from Loutro’s hubbub, the whitewashed single-story stone building with blue trim on its doors and windows, and a recently repaired, red-tiled roof, overlooked the sea. “It’s everything I promised,” proclaimed Yannis proudly, with a sweeping wave of his hand. “A great buy for you—and me, of course.”

We took care descending the steeper, rougher path to the back of the cottage. We could have entered through the back door, but Yannis led us on a pathway around the building onto the unrailed, paved patio fronting the sea. He pointed out a generator and a can of gas in case of a power outage. To shade the patio, a retractable awning had been attached to two wooden poles. Three plastic loungers. Two plastic chairs. Only twenty meters of rough steps down the slope to the high-tide level on the rock beach. 

“You bought this place and you’re looking to set up a music club?” asked Adara, voice sharp.

“Don’t you like it? Great for getaways?”

“You mean your getaway.”

Yannis used a large key suitable for a medieval dungeon to crank open the rusty lock of the heavy wooden front door that had been battered by sun, wind, and rain since Ulysses had sailed by. He flung it open with “Opa! Your new home, Adara!”

We dumped the bags and case inside the door in a room with a stone fireplace, a decent Persian carpet, an armchair, and a sofa better than I’d left behind in Trieste. The windows had been opened, but the room still smelled of fresh disinfectant from its recent cleaning. The cottage had two bedrooms, a bathroom with a shower, a kitchen with modern appliances, and a living room with two French doors that opened onto a stone patio.  The view only stopped over the horizon at the coast of Libya.

Yannis windmilled his arms, a whirling dervish in the middle of the room. “You like, Adara?” He’d forgotten about me.

She paused her royal stroll around the room’s perimeter, touching the windowsill and the mantlepiece and examining her fingers. “How rustic,” she said.

Yannis took her hand. “Let me show you the bedrooms.”

“Please do.” Adara shot me a look as Yannis pulled her behind him.

I took a stroll around the kitchen's round table and four chairs. Electric stove. Plenty of utensils, cups, plates; a drawer filled with knives, forks, and spoons. Shelves stacked with cans and packages of food supplies. A large fridge with several bottles of white wine and one of champagne. A dozen bottles of red wine were lined up on the counter by the sink. Yannis and Adara reappeared, and we walked out on the patio.

“My grandfather was born in the tiny fishing village of Loutro when we were an independent state, freed from the Ottomans in 1897,” said Yannis. We only joined the Greek kingdom in 1913. Not even a century ago. I am Cretan first, Greek a distant second, and hate the Turks who occupied us for centuries!” He spreads his arms wide. “This is my island!”

I almost saluted. 

“It has a beautiful view,” said Adara with a look at me. “I’m so glad we came here instead of Egypt.”

“Egypt?” Yannis bristled. “You miss nothing. Egyptians ruled for thousands of years and left nothing but rubble for tourists. Philosophy? Couldn’t think themselves out of a pyramid. Greeks? We invented Western civilization! We great thinkers! Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, Archimedes, Pythagoras! The Romans copied us and spread our knowledge.”

He was right, but didn’t mention that those Greeks were long gone, wiped out by barbarian Visigoths.

“Bah! Enough of those nobodies.” Yannis’s arm snaked around Adara’s waist. “I’m so glad a beautiful woman has come to stay with us.” Adara’s face became a toaster.

I almost said, “Get a room,” but Yannis would have taken it literally.

“How long you married?” he asked her. 

“We got married yesterday,” Adara smiled wryly. “Believe it or not, this is our honeymoon.

Yannis looked shocked. “Yesterday? And you flew straight here?” A lecherous smile widened below his mustache. “I better leave you to it.” He winked, tapping his nose. “Sexy business, nai?” Yannis laughed. “I bet you tire him out.” 

Adara slid me a snarky smile. “He just can’t get enough, Yannis. I’m the exhausted one.”

“Ha! I bet! I have champagne to celebrate!” declared Yannis. He spun away into the kitchen and returned after a loud pop with three glasses of the cold champagne.

We toasted, “Yamas.”

Adara caught my glance at her drink. She threw half of it back and flashed another snarky smile—it’s not your baby, so why do you care?

Yannis turned his beaming gong of a face to us and wrapped us in his big arms. “We have big party for you tonight”—a chuckle—“if you have time, right?” A big wink at me and a squeeze of Adara. “Not too tired?” He boomed a laugh. “Tonight will be Greek hospitality! Best in the world! Roast lamb on a spit! Wine! Dancing.” He performed some kind of Zorba the Greek dance, so we knew what he meant. “Smash plates! Get smashed! Lots of girls—for me anyway. Opa!”

“We’ll be there, Yannis,” Adara replied with a spark in her voice and a sideways look at me that spelled trouble. “I’m sure I won’t be too tired.

“With you, I would be.”

Yannis was proving to be an irritation. “Before you go, how much do I owe you for the wine and the supplies?” I asked to signal that he should leave.

“Owe me?” He frowned, offended at the thought of taking my money. “Nothing. My gift for your stay here. Enjoy.” He checked his pearl diver’s wristwatch. “Yes, must go. Ten tonight. My big house on hill above my restaurant. Biggest. Ask anyone. Don’t forget your lovely lady.” He kissed Adara’s hand, shook mine again, and he was gone like a whirlwind out the back door.

“I like him,” said Adara, with a deliberate edge. “Is he married?”

“He isn’t, but he does have a sizeable brood. He’s known as the Father of Loutro for a very good reason.

She smirked. “The kind of guy I need right now.” She looked around. “When did you buy this place?”

“A while back. When I’d decided to get out of Trieste.”

Her smirk faded. “Leave Trieste to live here?”

“Occasional vacations.”

“Uh-huh. When were you going to tell me?”

“You know now, don’t you?”

She wandered away down the hallway. I followed, carrying her case into a bedroom: a shiny mahogany collection of an antique ornate armoire, a four-drawer dresser from the Ottoman occupation, and two beige-veneer IKEA nightstands were the only pieces of furniture besides the newly sheeted but sagging, tarnished, brass double bed. Opened wooden shutters offered a view south to the undulating expanse of the dark blue Mediterranean below the slope. Cool, salty air with a hint of seaweed. The mattress sighed, and the bed springs creaked their age behind me. I turned to find Adara sitting on the edge of the bed.

“A bed and no armchair for you,” she observed, a small smile teasing her lips. She lay back to prop herself up on an elbow. The sunshine through the window turned her into gold.

I dropped her suitcase with a thud on the ancient wooden timbers. “The room’s yours,” I told her.

She raised her knees to let her mini-sun dress slide higher up her thighs. Her eyes sought me out and held mine as she slid her hand between her parted thighs. Primitive brain circuits reverberated against my will—it had the same erotic effect on me as when she’d pulled the same stunt on the way home from Borini’s party. 

“Doesn’t this get you excited like in the car?” she asked, low, sexy. “Bet you want to spank me again. Remember how we both loved that?” Her eyes goaded me: Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

She triggered the memory of my spanking her over my lap. It hadn’t turned out to be punishment for her stripping Maria and smacking her into the swimming pool. She’d enjoyed it and felt my excitement. How hasty had I been in telling her I’d wait eight months? Why hadn’t I played along, keeping my doubts to myself and waiting for the baby to be born?

“You know you want to,” she teased. Her fingers went to her kittenish smile. 

She rolled over onto her knees, the dress slipping even higher, a cat in heat asking for it. “Just one smack, Milo. Wouldn’t be asking too much, would it?”

She waggled her butt like a piece of blue cheese in a mousetrap, but abruptly stopped giggling and flipped onto her back again. A tempting flash of her bottom, and it was gone. 

“You’re going to sleep with the boys tonight?” she asked.

I headed for the door. I needed a cold drink to cool my thoughts over what I’d seen—or hadn’t seen. Her giggling followed me out.

Yannis had stocked the cottage with everything we needed for a week’s stay, so we threw together enough olives, cheeses, ham slices, dolmades, butter, spanakopita, and chunks of bread to wash down with red wine. Adara showered, dressed braless in an unbuttoned, diaphanous white blouse and matching, but opaque miniskirt, and joined us to briefly nibble on the spread before we headed along the stone path back to Loutro. 

Provincial, religiously conservative Greece, far from the streets of Paris, London, and New York, had become accustomed to foreign women parading in little more than bikinis that not so long ago would have had them publicly humiliated, flogged, or possibly exiled from their villages. So Adara, determined to bait me, was nothing new as she flaunted herself along the waterfront of Loutro. I knew if I said anything, it would only encourage further exhibitionist behavior. I remained silent, ignoring her occasional glances at me.

Between a bar and a restaurant, we stopped at a store that displayed swimwear and outdoor recreation equipment. Its sign read KOSTAS, and I assumed it sold fake North Face and other gear at great prices.

“I’m going on a walk up the Samaria Gorge tomorrow,” I told Adara. “Come along if you want. I’ll be taking the short ferry ride to Agia Roumeli—it’s only about forty minutes—and go from there. Takes about a day, and we’ll be back here for dinner.”

“How far?”

“About sixteen kilometers up and down the gorge on a rough, rocky path.”

“You must be joking,” she said petulantly. “I’ll sunbathe and swim.” 

I left her and roamed the aisles of boots, backpacks, socks, rain gear, and other outdoor equipment—most of it, the expected low-priced Asian knockoffs—until I picked out a pair of light, adjustable aluminum poles with rubber tips, hopefully not tooled by the Falun Gong or Uyghurs in re-education camps. I returned to find Kosta’s arm around Adara’s shoulders, showing her the intricacies of using a cane. He saw me and removed his arm quicker than Billy the Kid’s pistol draw.

“I’ve changed my mind,” she declared with a swish of a thin wooden cane with a handle carved in the shape of a bird’s head, more arty than functional. “I’ll go on your walk.”

“Get a stronger one, it—”

“I like it.” She cut the air with it, buccaneer style. 

I looked at her sandals. “You’ll need proper walking shoes. Those—”

“I have excellent shoes,” interjected Kostas. “Your size. Let me show.”

“I’ll wear these.” She stood on one leg as she shook a Birkenstock. “They’re incredibly comfortable.”

I sighed my impatience. “Maybe, but it’ll be—”

“Finished mansplaining?” she asked, in her you ’re-not-the-boss-of-me tone. “I need is a new bikini, too.” She turned away to look at the racks of swimwear at the rear of the shop.

“Lovely lady, but wrong cane and bad shoes,” Kostas rasped, with a shake of his head.

“Don’t I know it.”

Adara reappeared holding a white Marilyn Monroe-style white, fifties bikini: a high-waisted bottom paired with a halter top that suited small-breasted women. “I’ll take this one.”

An odd choice, I thought, considering those I had seen her pack: minimalist tops and thongs made from a dinner napkin and postage stamps or a few pieces of string. Why would she want to cover up her bottom?

“You try on?” asked Kostas enthusiastically. 

“I don’t need to.” Kostas sighed. “I’m going back to swim,” she declared and left me to pay, twirling her stick as she flounced off, waving her new bikini, taking Kosta’s eyes with her. 

Samir and I strolled farther along the waterfront by more cafés and bars and by restaurants roasting chickens in ovens. Shops sold the usual tourist garbage: fridge magnets, t-shirts, sunglasses, and straw hats. I stopped at an electronics booth not much larger than Doctor Who’s, with a big sign in English: “BOB’S Sim cards Mobiles We Repair Anything.” Maybe it had a fourth dimension inside. Dire Straits played from an invisible technology.

“Kalimera, how much is a card for a phone?” I asked a big, fair-skinned lad with freckles, reddish hair pulled back into a ponytail, wearing a black-and-white striped shirt with a black, orange, and yellow Newcastle Brown Ale logo. He looked as Greek as Michael Jackson.

“Ten euros for a month, man, an’ah can fit it for ya right ’ere in an instant, like,” he replied in a language that might have been English. 

“It’s a deal.” I handed over my phone. He put down the soldering iron he was using on a toaster and opened a tool kit in a small metal box. Finding the right instrument, he used it to prize open my phone. 

I wandered a few meters to the harborside while he fiddled with my phone. Across the bay, the ANENDYK ferry from Sfakia slowly approached the dock, with a new batch of tourists to boost the local economy. Not many ferries this time of year, only two per week, but there’d be one from Sfakia along the coast to Loutro tomorrow that continued west along the coast to Agia Roumeli. I’d be on it whether or not Adara joined me.

From behind me, I heard the familiar guitar intro to “Sultans of Swing.” I turned around into a grinning Bob holding out the phone. 

“There ya go, man. Ten euros, please. Ah don’ tek credit cards.”

Who paid income tax in Greece? Tax avoidance and corruption were national sports. I’d read about a lake that was administered by a paid board. Apparently, the lake had dried up years ago. I handed him a ten-euro note. “Thanks.”

I wandered farther along the waterfront until I came to a dusty, gray donkey tied to the dried-out remains of a tree outside a café. I sat under an umbrella, bought a chilled beer, lit a cigarette, and readied myself for the explosion all over Italy, Trieste in particular. Five minutes later, I was back at the store. Dire Straits still played.

“It doesn’t work, Bob.”

“It does work, but not t’day.” He waved his hand at invisible forces. “Poor satellite footprint ’ere. Easily disturbed by ... things. Mebbe fixed tomorra.”

“Maybe?” 

Bob chuckled. “This is Greece, man.”

On the cottage’s patio, the breeze had slackened into a gentle waft of seaweed aroma therapy, the waves resting. I loosened the awning from the poles and rewound it to expose the loungers to the warm sunshine. No need for a shirt. With a cold beer and a glass of Scotch at hand, I propped myself up on a lounger while Adara swam in the Med at the bottom of the cliff, and my phone played an Eric Clapton LP on low through my earphones. I drew heavily on a Marlboro and exhaled my tension over the ramifications of Borini’s death. What was happening back in Trieste? I’d find out soon enough, and nothing I could do here would make any difference. 

I blanked my mind. My neck uncoiled. Other muscles loosened as I worked my way down to my toes. It was only a few days’ escape from the cauldron of intrigue and responsibility back in Trieste, but I enjoyed the present—there was no other time. Loutro had been my choice of an out-of-the-way yet increasingly popular location to start a music club from scratch. Its tourist trade had increased as word spread about the trails and gorges, and the isolated beaches and the ferries that linked the coastal villages—a Greek Cinque Terra in the making, well away from the package tours to Chania.

I was on my second beer and Scotch combo when Adara rose out of the sea, glistening like an olive-scaled mermaid in her new white bikini. Her long black hair twisted into a Medusa’s mass of wet snakes, she could have been Botticelli’s inspiration for Venus on her clam shell, although she reminded me more of Ursula Andress rising from the sea in Doctor No. I expected a look to turn me to stone, but instead she smiled like a teasing stripper as she performed, drying herself above me, only needing high heels and a pole.

“Get you a drink?” I offered. I’d given up on advising her not to since I’d been as ineffective as a concerned father telling his rebellious, hormone-addled teenage daughter to keep her knees together.

“That would be nice.”

I returned from the kitchen with a glass of chilled white to find her stretched out, arching her back on the lounger next to mine. Her taut belly glistened with water droplets, and the emerald sparkling in her navel. I placed the glass in her outstretched hand.

“Grazie.” She sipped her wine.

Time passed before she sat up and said, “We’ll burn without sunscreen. Let me do you first.”

The sun was warming, but nowhere intense enough to be of concern. She wanted her hands on me to tease me. I flicked away my cigarette stub and rolled over. 

“Go for it.” I waited for her soothing fingers to run up and down my spine. Nothing happened. I turned my head to find her frowning at my back.

“These are new.” She ran her oily fingers over the barely healed red-brown stripes caused by Zarrar’s caning that overlaid the older keloid network of scars caused by the Taliban lashings and puncture wounds from Falco’s Taser. I should have been in a bottle of formaldehyde in a medical museum. Her angry, inquiring eyes met mine. “What happened?

I had no prepared answer. I didn’t look at my back in the mirror every morning; my scarred face was enough.

“Who ... did ... this?” she demanded.

“Enzo Falco,” I lied, feigning reluctance. She didn’t need to know her brother Zarrar had tortured me in his basement and almost killed me. A family skeleton not to be rattled. “He tortured me. Wanted me dead.” 

“When was this?”

“My bike accident was no accident. He tried to have me killed.”

“Why did he do that?”

“He wanted a medal. He thought I was the Hooker Killer.”

“You? The Hooker Killer?” She laughed sardonically. Her eyes wandered in search of a memory. “The cop who fell to his death at Duino?” Those green eyes held me in their beams.

“He was drunk and—”

“Sure, he was,” she said drily with a twist of her lips. “He tortured you and wanted to kill you, and you did nothing about it? Not in the Milo playbook. Not the man Papaji chose to lead the family. Many of my father’s enemies have had accidents over the years, and I’m sure you have many more to come—and I’ll be there to help you. We’ll make a good team—if you let me in, stop being so secretive. Better than any of your other women.” She held up her glass. “Drink to that?” A coquettish smile.

Adara was inured to the criminal world, the perfect gangster’s moll. Was she my Bonnie Parker who’d stick with me to the last bullet? A tough bitch who’d have my back as I’d have hers? That hadn’t been Maria. We clinked our glasses. She smiled at her success and sipped before a light of revelation crossed her face.

“He was Maria Falco’s husband!” She laughed throatily. “You were sleeping with his wife! That’s why he wanted to kill you! Remember how I caught you doused with her perfume in Borini’s conservatory? What were you doing? Making out like schoolkids in the back of a car? Groping those big tits?” She smirked. “Got my revenge on the bitch, didn’t I?

Anger at such talk about Maria welled up inside me. “Forget about Maria,” I snapped. “She’s dead for fuck’s sake.” Dope. Wine talking.

Adara gripped my arm. “Dead? When?”

I opened my mouth to neck my wine in one. 

“Has it something to do with Borini?” she asked.

My brain whirred. Maria’s death would be making the news along with Borini’s. Adara would find out soon. “She died with Borini.” Adara gasped.

“Borini and Maria Falco died together?” She was a rabid dog with a bone, and she wouldn’t let go. “You knew this all along and didn’t tell me. What happened? She choked on his cazzo?”

I gritted my teeth. “They died in an auto-asphyxiation sex game. She died a horrible death.”

“They what?” She barked a harsh laugh, shaking her head several times in amazement. “Well, one fewer of your women to strip and slap around,” she declared in a sneering tone that made my blood boil.

Visions of a hanging Maria tightened my jaw. Pumping her heart. A tsunami of nausea flowed through me at the memory of salivating and vomiting by the road. I singed Adara’s eyebrows with a furious “She’s dead for fuck’s sake! Isn’t that enough for you?” I plugged in my earphones to enjoy the distraction of Eric Clapton’s Journeyman album.

Eric sang, “I’ve had enough bad love. No more bad love.” It resonated.

Adara poked me in the shoulder to interrupt my sojourn. I removed the earphones and gave her a what? look. She’d shifted to lie on her side, resting on an elbow, one leg folded over the other.

“Sorry I said those cruel things about Maria,” she said contritely. “It was wrong of me.” 

“Uh-huh.”

“This reminds me of when we lay out on the loungers on the balcony on Hvar,” she said, dreamily.

Memory lane again, water torture on my emotions. How could I forget our foreplay? “When you showed how much of a tease you could be?”

“You mean you didn’t tease me? The way you rubbed suntan lotion over me and got me so wet, I stripped naked. I wanted you right there. Why didn’t you?”

There was nothing like a bit of dirty talk to pique my interest, especially when I knew where she was going. “I didn’t want you to think I was as easy as you.”

“Ha! It only got me wetter. We didn’t go for dinner, did we? We made love right there on the deck. I still tingle at the memory of our first.”

She wasn’t the only one. She’d slipped off her red sari and given herself to me for the first time in the warm evening, under the stars of the Adriatic and the lights of Hvar. Magic. She held out a bottle of suntan lotion and raised an eyebrow. 

“Do me?” she asked, lying back on the lounger. Bingo. The Big Tease was on again.

I played the willing victim. What did I have to lose? I could enjoy the tease all over again, enjoy the peep show without folding like a Dollar Store tent—or was I whistling past the erotic graveyard? I knelt on the dusty stone by her lounger, and just touching her warm skin sent a thrill through me. Her cheeks and chest darkened as I dribbled lotion over her partially exposed breasts. Her breathing quickened. Her belly rippled as I smoothed the lotion lower. Caressing her inner thighs sent her legs quivering.

“Roll over,” I said.

She rolled over to lie on her front but turned her head to watch me with a look intended to bring down my walls if not my Speedos. My budgie smugglers were no good for hiding my growing interest. Adara saw me taking flight and smiled at her success. I spread the lotion over her back and thighs. Her “big girl” bottom coverage had triggered my suspicion she’d lied about Zarrar’s caning. I jerked down her bikini bottom to expose her buttocks for a big reveal. 

“Oh!” she gasped, surprised. She wasn’t the only one.

I ran my hand over a patchwork of thin, pink stripes. “Your skin has healed well from the caning.” Maybe too well.

“Ugh, please, let’s not talk about it.” She reached back to pull up her bikini bottom. “I bought this bikini to cover up those ugly marks,” she explained as she rolled back over and sat up. “Time for more wine?” she asked, waving her glass. “Remember the balcony on Hvar?”

Oh, yes. When I’d returned, she’d been completely naked. I refilled our glasses in the kitchen. I liked this game. In the war between my dispassionate, rational brain that saw deep into the dark side of Adara that a mobster’s woman needed to survive in the violent, backstabbing criminal world where no one—not even family—could be fully trusted and my emotional brain that I’d controlled with logic to carry out my lethal assignments and maintain my sanity, my carnal interest bubbled. Adara was a woman who would go to extreme lengths to protect her man, although she’d almost got me killed. I’d already gone to extreme lengths to protect her. I laughed at myself. I was rationalizing away how I wanted her again. I shoved my better side back in its cage. 

I returned with an albatross in my budgie smugglers to an empty lounger. Adara, deliberately sashaying her bikini rear, looked back over her shoulder as she padded her way down the steps through the rocks toward the sea. My albatross nose-dived like it had been shot. I swallowed both glasses of wine, one after the other, with deep gulps, lay on my lounger, and plugged in my earphones again: Santana’s Latin blues.

Got your spell on me, baby, you got your spell on me, baby

Yes, you got your spell on me, baby, turnin' my heart into stone

I need you so bad, magic woman, I can't leave you alone

Ah, the irony of the moment: my “Black Magic Woman” floating in the sea, waving at me. Her sardonic laughter carried up the slope. Bonnie Parker had good leverage and was using it on Clyde. I lit a cigarette and smoked it with slow deliberation, my mind entering a dark labyrinth of doubt as I gnawed on the thin stripes. Too pink? Too fresh? No scarring? Maybe she’d exaggerated her caning. Maybe I’d been mistaken when I thought I hadn’t seen the stripes when she’d flashed her bottom earlier. Maybe she hadn’t bought the thin cane to go walking up the gorge but to cane herself to cover up her deceit.

It was dark and after eight when Anwar walked a few meters ahead of us on the rough path, his flashlight beam waving over the stones as he led us toward the music and lights of Loutro. I turned to check on Samir bringing up the rear—his dark hulk outlined against the landmass and the panoramic gray sea that reflected the weak moonlight. Although we were well armed—Anwar and Samir’s Glocks and my Beretta—a frisson of adrenaline rippled as we approached unknown territory. No doubt, we’d been easily tracked to Chania, but had we been tracked to Loutro? To be on the safe side, I assumed we had, and I turned my paranoia dial up to max.

A few lit-up powerboats disturbed the still, sheltered water as they puttered along a harbor front buzzing with the chatter of those out for an evening stroll, in bars for drinks, or at restaurants and caffés for their evening meals and to gaze out to sea. We walked under the awnings, inhaling the aromas of pizza baking in ovens and chickens sizzling on rotisseries.  Waiters implored us to take a look at their menus. I didn’t object to Adara holding my arm, so she didn’t fall. We hadn’t spoken since she’d fled the Big Tease to piss me off.

“You’re looking good,” I told her in the silence only broken by my scuffing sandals and her tapping heels.

“You noticed?” she replied with derisive indifference.

How could I not? Usually, as befitted her conservative, Indian cultural upbringing, she dressed modestly in public, but tonight she tore up the playbook. She wore a highly decorated, red choli that sparkled with silver sequins and gold zari-thread embroidery over a bare belly and a floor-length lehenga skirt. All made of the lightest transparent chiffon that revealed more than it hid. Over her shoulder, she’d draped a dupatta scarf. Her long eyelashes created a breeze when she blinked at me. Around her neck she wore a heavy silver-and-jade necklace—my gift to her as a souvenir of Split—that she said she’d always wear to remind her of our love. She knew how to pull the emotional strings.

“Are you wearing invisible underwear? I asked her. She slid me a look worthy of Mae West.

“Why don’t you find out?”

At the end of the curved harbor, we followed a trio of intoxicated young women up a steep, narrow street toward a large two-story house: lights blazed, loud shrieks, and the laughter of excited revelers. A strumming guitar and plinking bouzoukis belted out Greek folk dancing tunes through its open doors and windows. The smoke of a barbecue drifted the delicious aroma of roasted lamb. Cries of “Opa!” carried down between the buildings. We paused at the bottom of the steep flight of stone steps that led up to the double-door entrance of the blue-and-white-painted house when Adara tugged on my sleeve.

“Yannis is a lot of fun,” she stated pointedly. “Someone I need tonight,”

“You drooled at the harbor.”

She scoffed. “Taller than you? Fitter? More handsome? Sexier?”

“Pity he has only one testicle.”

“Milo!” Yannis, shirt open, gold chain on a sweating chest, arms wide, smile endless, descended on us. “And your beautiful Adara.” He threw out his big arms and hugged the hell out of her before he stepped back. He sucked air as he scanned her. “My God, you look fabulous! So beautiful.”

“Efcharisto (Thank you).” She kissed his cheek and shot me a mischievous grin.

“Come,” he demanded. “Drink! Dance! Have fun.” He grabbed Adara by the arm. “This is a party for you.” He jerked her up the steps toward the loud music reverberating out of the wide hallway beyond the doors. 

We entered a warm miasma of sounds and smells, a house packed with a heaving mass of partygoers, many of them women who looked like tourists he’d picked up and invited to his big bash: mostly slim Scandinavians with newly tanned skins. He hadn’t forgotten local women with the sultry Greek allure of the revered, political activist Melina Mercouri (who’d bleached her hair). Yannis knew his demographics for a good male party: more women than men. The men were nothing to write home about: short, swarthy, chains dangling over hairy chests in open shirts, but ambitious where any females were concerned. Weren’t all tourist women morally loose and available? Without chaperones and brothers who’d knife them should they try anything on their sisters?

Where was the bar? I pushed through rowdy drunks downing shots of something, probably ouzo, and found it in a large kitchen lined with brown, ceramic pots and metal pans hanging from its shelves. Perfect for a Greek cooking show. Behind a long wooden table, a dark-haired woman poured me a beaker of wine from a small barrel. I thanked her, downed it in one, thanked God it wasn’t an old-style harsh retsina a local peasant had stomped in his bathtub, and got a refill. Opa!

I worked my way between revelers to the hotter, smoke-filled main room where music shook the rafters. Chairs had been pushed to the walls to make plenty of space for the mandatory Greek dancing already in full swing in a Syrtaki version I’d seen in Zorba the Greek.

Yannis had taken possession of Adara. They swirled and twirled like dervishes on hash to the twanging bouzoukis and the beating drum. Adara saw me watching and smirked as a grinning Yannis pressed into her gyrating buttocks, not the traditional Greek style.

“Who’s the redhead?” I asked Yannis when he’d taken a break from humping Adara.

He glanced at a tall, slim woman. Long legs crossed, exposing a good length of brown thigh, she nursed a drink and smoked a cigarette. Over forty but not ready for a bob cut of her shoulder-length dark red hair.

“I’m not surprised you noticed Katya. Who doesn’t? She, believe it or not, is our police chief.”

“I’ll do something so she arrests me. What is there to be chief of in Loutro?”

“One other cop, but she’s the boss. I used all my connections to get her the job and ...” A knowing smile.

“No parking tickets?”

“Sort of.” His grin reached his big ears. We had another Berlusconi in Yannis.

“What about that blonde talking to her? Seen her before?”

I’d caught her eyes lingering on me for longer than necessary. PE instructor or fitness fanatic? The blonde’s highly exposed and well-toned body didn’t appear to have a millimeter of fat beneath its taut surface. The body has about 600 muscles, and I could count most of them on her glistening torso. Pronounced deltoids, biceps, and bulging pectorals decorated with a small bikini top made out of Greek flags that gave her a chest size bigger than mine. 

Yannis eyed her for a moment and shrugged. “I let any woman in. More the merrier. Looks a bit butch. Aren’t all muscly women lesbians? She looks like she’ll break your arm if you make a pass.”

Mid-thirties, I guessed. She preened, occasionally shaking her waterfall of wavy, fake-blonde hair to her broad shoulders as she scanned the room. Her eyes came around to me again and I held them. I didn’t get the lesbian kiss off—she raised eyebrows and an enticing smile. A long time since I’d cruised bars. Nothing had changed, but not my type.

“One more thing, Yannis.” I held his shoulder to get his attention. “Grab Adara’s ass and grind into her like that again, and I’ll break both your arms.” He laughed until he read my face. I patted the shoulder. “Have a good evening.”

I leaned against a wall out of the way of the circling dancers to listen to two bouzoukis, a smaller bouzouki known as an abaglamas, and a frame drum at one end of the big room. They played dimotiki, a local folk music I recognized. I listened closely to the grizzled bouzouki player whose fingers moved up and down the frets like a monkey on a palm tree. The band ended a tune with a crescendo flourish and a good round of applause. I approached the old guy.

“Éxochos,” I complimented. “I’m Milo.”

His leather face crinkled like an old boot. “Sas efcharistó,” he growled. “Dmitri.”

We shook hands. I tapped my fingers on his well-worn bouzouki, a beautifully inlaid, gold instrument that radiated a long provenance. “May I play it?” I asked and played him some air bouzouki. He didn’t understand my English but understood the hand gestures. 

“Fysiká (Of course),” he growled with typical Greek generosity and held up a ‘wait’ hand. He handed me his backup bouzouki, another fine instrument.

“Efcharisto, Dmitri.”

“Parakalo (You’re welcome).”

I was loosening my fingers, sitting off to the side of the players, when the band returned laughing, drunker, after their break. The evening took off as I joined in with the band, keeping my volume low as I picked up on their tunes. I stayed George Harrison in the shadow of Lennon and McCartney. 

Adara danced with a flushed young man who sweated buckets, overwhelmed by Adara gyrating around him, rubbing her rear up against him. Yannis must have decided to take a break. Good thinking. Adara glanced in my direction as she turned the young man into a dancing priapism. She knew the sexual power women had over men and was using it to the max to annoy me into caving on my self-inflicted, minimum eight-month punishment. She could have any man—but me—in the room, and she wanted me to know it.

I looked away, and the hefty blonde I’d seen earlier had worked her way through the dancers to gyrate directly in front of me, shaking her powerful booty like a castanet, with enough eye contact to start an optician’s. 

A deep voice called “Meelo” over the crowd noise. Dmitri raised his bushy eyebrows at me and, to my surprise, ripped off a few bars of Ron Wood’s opening to “Maggie May.”

“Nai?” he asked.

“Yes!” I gave him a thumbs up and played along. The other guys knew the popular song that had spread its folk-rock sound as far as an isolated grass hut on New Guinea, and off we went with a thumping Greek tempo. The room boomed when the dancing throng joined me in singing its occasionally terrible lyrics. Age rhymes with thing? Not even close. The ending Dmitri and I played almost brought the house down, rattling the old stones to their ancient foundation.

After another couple of songs, a flushed Yannis, his wet t-shirt sticking enough to win a contest, flicked sweat off his forehead and stood with a microphone to call for “Never on a Sunday.” Even I knew that one—Merlina Mercouri’s seductive hit from the early sixties. A classic. No problem.

“Adara! Come sing with me,” Yannis called out. 

Adara discarded the drained boy and joined him at the microphone. The band fired up the intro. She grabbed the microphone from Yannis.

“Oh, you can kiss me on a Monday, a Monday, a Monday’s very, very good,” she sang, eyes only on me.

Yannis stepped in to share the microphone. They harmonized beautifully. The crowd joined in. The room shook with Greek voices. The frame drum thumped the beat.

“Oh, you can kiss me on Wednesday, a Thursday, a Friday, and Saturday is best.”

Adara twirled and pranced, milking the audience’s applause and men’s wolf whistles. Another goading look at me.

“But never, never on Sunday, a Sunday, a Sunday ’cause that’s my day of rest.”

The audience whooped its lubricated appreciation. “Perissótero!” it shouted. “More!” More plates smashed.

I laid down the bouzouki, left them to it, and wormed my way through the revelers to the kitchen bar. I refilled my glass from an open bottle and took the bottle with me, out through the open French doors into the quieter garden, into the aroma of burning fat from the remains of two lambs roasting on the spit. 

The attenuated lambs were now more bone than pink, red, and brown meat, sizzling as they rotated over the crackling wood fire. I sat on a flat stone next to the bearded, old guy who was occasionally slowly turning the spit’s handle and poking fresh wood into the red-glowing embers. 

He looked at me and rasped, “Kalispera (Good evening).”

“Kalispera,” I responded and handed him the bottle. I tapped my chest. “Milo.”

“Nicholas.” He took a long swig before returning it with a gap-toothed grin. He cut a slice of pink lamb off the blackened carcass and offered it to me on a fork. 

“Efcharisto.” It was delicious, slightly bloody, just right. I toasted him with the bottle. He passed his bottle to me. I passed mine to him again. His drink was an old-style retsina that sanitized my throat. I suppressed a cough. He grinned.

The lit buildings down to the bay twinkled, and a few boats motored while I drank more wine with my new friend, who sliced the lamb for any guests who requested a taste of the meat. The smell of the barbecue and the salty sea, the taste of the harsh retsina, and the music floated the possibility of a new life in Loutro one day. I’d be back to what I liked best—living on my own, playing music with no responsibilities. A thick voice interrupted my reverie.

“So here you are.” 

An out-of-breath Adara sat down next to me, glass of red wine in hand. She dripped sweat, her wet choli adhering to her body. “It’s not a Sunday, but it can be a day of love,” she whispered. “It’s up to you.”

Didn’t I know it. 

“Enjoy the show?” she asked.

“You mean your transparent choli? Everyone did.”

She giggled. “Well?” she demanded, the overhead string of white light bulbs glinting in her wide eyes. “Did Yannis humping me embarrass you?”

“You think it would?”

“Made you jealous, didn’t I? A taste of your own medicine.”

I drank from my bottle.

“Did you like our singing?” she persisted, annoyingly. “Yannis is good, isn’t he?”

“What do you want? A fucking Grammy?”

She stroked my bare arm. “Oh, touchy, are we?”

“Not as much as you and Yannis. Keep your fucking hands off him.”

She giggled. “Are you ready for a parental visit?” she asked, “or do I have to find someone else to play daddy?”

“You’re drunk. You really don’t care about the baby, do you?”

“Why do you care? It’s not yours. Zarrar’s kid will be stupid. Won’t you be happy?” She grinned sloppily. “I’m drunk enough to get through this night and make sure you don’t sleep with any woman but me.”

I drank from my bottle again. “Good of you.”

She slurped her drink. “You expect to sleep with other women while I throw up every morning and constantly pee myself as I bloat into a pumpkin?”

“God isn’t a woman?”

“Ha, ha. You have other women? I’ll have other men.”

I shot her a chilling Jack Nicholson Shining stare. “Not happening.”

“You hypocrite. Think I’ll just sit around for the next eight months? Dream on. I did have lovers in Rome, and I’m sure I can easily find a few more in Trieste. What’s good for the gander is good for this goose,” she quipped in a twist on the phrase.

I fixed her with a death stare. “Get your toys charged up. No man will dare come near you for two reasons: one, he’ll not live to talk about fucking the wife of the boss of the Nasim family, and two, Papaji has a reputation that would frighten Casanova into turning gay—he’ll kill anyone who breathes near you before I do.” She punched my arm.

“I’m not your chattel! You don’t own me. I’m not going to be locked away in purdah behind the walls of Miramare while you screw any woman who catches your eye. We’re not in India. Perhaps I’ll sleep with Yannis tonight if you’re not interested. I could bed him inside a minute.” She clicked her fingers. “Just like that.” 

“I’m sure you could, but he knows he wouldn’t live another minute.”

“Or that handsome boy who skewered me every time I pressed into him.” Adara burned me with a look that could ignite wet firewood. “I’ll make life hell for any woman you get too close to unless you believe the baby is yours.” She pushed closer. “Remember Zarrar’s garden?” She slid her hand up my thigh as she had back then. “It’s not a Sunday, but it can be a night of love.” She stood to spin away unsteadily into the house.

I looked at the old guy who’d been an interested observer. His universal shrug I translated as “Women? What can you do?” He grinned his toothy smile and said something I didn’t understand, but he offered me his awful retsina again. I took a big mouthful.

In the crush at the bar, I wasn’t surprised when the blonde homed in on me like a groupie on Mick Jagger, hoping to have a baby to add to his collection. She licked her lips kittenishly and cleared her throat.

“Sei Italiano, vero?” she asked in low, raspy Italian, Claudia Cardinale more than Monica or Daniela. 

Closer, she looked older, with thick makeup and hair dyed blonde with black eyebrows. Black roots, but that was a style rather than a fashion faux pas.

“Canadian.”

“Oh.” She looked confused for a second, but shook it off. “Don’t get many of you around here,” she said, switching to heavily accented English. “I’m Luna. I’m Greek.”

“I’m Milo.” I shook her strong, calloused hand. “I noticed your patriotism.” She smiled at my scan of her flag-waving.

“I’m here from Athens. I’m a travel agent. Loutro’s a favorite of mine.”

“I thought you might own a gym.”

“This?” She flexed a biceps that could lift me off the ground. “I love to stay fit. It’s addictive. What do you do?”

“I own a music club where I drink and hire myself to play for nothing.

“That’s cool. I liked your performance,” she complimented.

At least, it wasn’t how I held the microphone. “I liked your dancing.

She smiled naughtily. “I wanted you to notice me.”

“It worked.”

“You’re tall, good build.” She placed the flat of a hand on my chest. “Fit. Like me, huh?”

“Not as fit as you. Ten years ago, I’d have given you some competition.”

“You’re good enough for me. I like a man who doesn’t pull in his belly when I approach him.”

Since Afghanistan, I’d put on weight, gaining fat, and losing muscle on cigarettes, Scotch, coffee, biscotti, and pasta. Weights and jogging had kept me in decent shape, but since Adara had entered my life, all the running I’d done was from 

She smiled over her bottle. “I’m here for a good time,” 

“Can’t be that difficult. This is Greece. A woman can have just one leg and a beard and take her pick.”

She laughed before clearing her throat. “You’re funny. My kind of guy. Want a good time together? Split this joint?” she suggested and pulled on my arm. “Find somewhere less crowded?” 

A stream of red wine hit Luna in the face.

“Get away from him, you fucking tart!”

A volcanic Adara grabbed at Luna’s bikini top between the flags. But Luna was faster: she grabbed Adara’s wrist, twisted it behind her, jerked her closer, and countered with a sharp smack across Adara’s face that I felt.

Adara gasped and struggled to break free, but Luna gripped her lightweight choli and snapped it off in one powerful jerk. Adara shrieked as Luna spun her around and shoved her topless into the startled onlookers. The Hulk versus Cinderella. No contest. A ringside seat to Adara getting her ass kicked. Adara screamed as she squirmed through the crowd that laughed and hollered.

“What the fuck?” growled Luna, using the choli to wipe wine from her face and dab her soaked chest. She waved the choli above her head in a victory celebration before she tossed it into the laughing crowd. 

“I’ll be back.” I forced my way through the pulsing throng into the garden. The old guy looked up at me from carving the lambs that were now more skeleton than meat. 

“Where is she?” I asked him.

The old guy waved his fork toward the trees at the dark, bottom end of the garden. I heard Adara’s sobs before I saw her hidden away behind an olive tree, her arms wrapped tightly over her breasts, black tears streaking a face that burned with embarrassment, her left cheek more than the rest. She looked pathetic. If there was anything that could melt my frozen heart, this was it. I unbuttoned my sweat-soaked shirt to wrap it around her trembling shoulders. She pulled it tight. I hugged her heaving body to me, stroking her head until her sobbing quietened. I kept my voice low.

“It’s Maria all over again. Now you know how humiliated she felt.”

She pulled away and rocked me with a hard slap. I staggered, holding my stinging cheek. My sympathy for her disappeared as fast as my temper rose.

“What the fuck?”

“I warned you about other women!” she spat furiously. “You were leaving with her!” 

“I talk to a woman while Yannis burnishes your ass? He grinds into your butt? Didn’t you say you’d go and fuck Yannis?”

“To piss you off!”

“Well, you did. You’re going back to the cottage.”

“No, I’m not!” She tried to push by me. “Where’s Yannis?”

I locked my arms around her and called out, “Samir!”

“Get off me!” cried Adara, wrestling under my arms, kicking back at my legs.

Samir lumbered out of the house’s lights down the slope toward us. I shoved her towards him.

“Take her back to the cottage. Don’t let her out tonight under any circumstances. Tie her to the bed if you have to.” Although that was my job, not his. 

The moment Samir enclosed her in his big arms, Adara stopped swearing and kicking. She sobbed against the big chest that had taken care of her since she was a kid. He gently lifted her off her feet and carried her up the garden past the old guy. Nicholas looked up, shook his head, and went back to slurping from a bottle with one hand as the other poked at the animals’ remains. 

The party hadn’t let up in my absence: the music and crowd noise were louder than ever. Half of Loutro had joined the party to raise the level to a wild bacchanalia. Yannis and his friends waved white hankies, dancing wildly in a circle, smashing plates by the dozen. Luna stood at the bar, talking animatedly on her phone, but looking across the room. I followed her line of sight to where Katya, the police chief, leaned against a wall, her phone tucked under her red hair. She finished her call. I glanced back at Luna finishing her call, too. I joined Luna at the bar and ordered another glass of red wine.

“Who the hell was that bitch?” Luna demanded.

“My mother. She worries about me.” She laughed. 

I swallowed all my wine. I’d drunk my share of the evening’s intake and had found a reason to drink more. “Why don’t we take a walk in the garden?” I suggested, and didn’t wait for a reply. She offered no resistance as I took her hand and pulled her by the dancers and out through the French doors into the growing crowd that had spilled into the garden.

Nicholas, twirling the dwindling lambs on the spits, caught my eye, flashed his few teeth, and raised his bottle. “Opa,” he gargled. He must have thought I was better than any reality show on Greek TV.

I stumbled with Luna down the slope to stop in the dark under the large pine tree where I’d recently confronted Adara. Luna rested back against its rough bark and raised her arms around my neck. 

“Now this better,” she breathed and tried to kiss me. She stiffened when the sharp tip of the short knife I carried in an ankle sheath poked her under the chin. I kept my voice low and threatening.

“You know I speak Italian but I hadn’t spoken Italian all night until you showed up. The fertility dance and trying to lure me back to your hotel. Phoning the local police chief. You’re an agent, but not the travel kind. You must be EYP, Greek Security.”

Momentary paralysis before she nodded as slowly as a toy dog’s head in a car’s rear window. She readjusted her legs a little, but I kept them apart to avoid getting kneed. I saw possible moves flickering in her face. I flinched when she firmly gripped my balls in a strong hand. She smirked up at me as she exerted painful pressure. 

“Do we have a standoff?” she asked, voice impressively steady.

“Don’t think about it,” I warned. “It would hurt, but if I shove this knife into your neck, no one will hear you gargling blood while you think about how wrong you were.”

“You won’t kill me here,” she said, but I saw the first flicker of fear in her eyes.

“When men are trying to kill me, you don’t matter at all. Let go of me now,” I ordered, simultaneously jabbing the skin over a carotid artery in her throat with a jab of the knife that showed I meant business. “Give me all the details of your operation.” She winced, releasing her grip.

“I-I was in Chania investigating a drug trafficker. Close to an arrest, when a call came in from the Prick.”
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