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Peter Anderson strolled through the Athens backstreets, taking in the Greeks sunshine. He spent most of the Swedish winter longing for his few weeks of vacation. Driving over icy roads, trudging through snow several feet deep, and watching his skin turn red and itchy from the dry air never go easier, even after fifty-five years. Every time he stepped off the plane and walked into the air like an oven, it filled him with a sense of relief.

That wasn’t the only difference, Peter noticed. There was the noise as well. In Scandinavia, people tended to keep quiet and to themselves. He was much the same way. The only people who were loud and rowdy in public were drunks. He’d driven plenty of them during his late night shifts as a bus driver. Here, everybody seemed to treat everybody else like they were already friends, even the people he’d never seen before. They greeted him in the street, and he smiled and nodded back at them. They had conversations which seemed to stretch across the length of the street. Anybody who tried that in Stockholm would be glared at.

The streets were far narrower as well. Peter practically had to take in a breath to squeeze between two cars parked next to each other. He knew it was because the streets were far older, some going back centuries, whilst the roads in Stockholm were newer and wider. That did make them more practical, and Peter couldn’t imagine the difficulty of steering his bus through these narrow streets, but they also lost a certain charm. He couldn’t quite explain it. 

Perhaps it was because he’d always had a fondness for old things, and Athens was about as old as they came. Even the viking villages in Sweden weren’t as old as the temples here. That was what had drawn him to the country in the first place; to see the historical sites and walk the same land as the Greek heroes he’d read about since he was a boy. Even now he was thrilled to imagine himself walking the same streets as Hercules, Perseus, and Orpheus had millennia ago. Even if they were only fictional, it was still nice to imagine.

He arrived back at the apartment building and carried his groceries to the apartment he was renting for the rest of the summer. Opening the door, he felt that even this apartment was different. It was open and airy, likely to keep it cool. His apartment in Stockholm was nice and cosy, designed to keep the cold out rather than in. It kept him warm during the harsh winters, but it was almost unbearable during the summer. That was another reason why always coming back here was such a relief. This apartment in Greece felt cooler even than his apartment back in Sweden.

Putting his groceries away in the kitchen (which had been refitted with black chrome surfaces only a few years ago), he pondered on how many summers he had been renting this exact apartment. It was peak season, but the owner had agreed to rented it to him for a full six weeks. Perhaps it was because of customer loyalty, or perhaps it was because he was such a good guest; always cleaning up after himself, not hosting loud or disruptive parties, and not leaving any scuffs on the furniture. This year he’d been lucky and been able to get a whole six weeks of vacation time instead of the usual two, and the owner had still agreed to rent the place to him for the full six weeks. 

Six whole weeks of vacation, Peter thought as he returned to the living room with a cold beer in hand. Six whole weeks of freedom. He hadn’t had that since his school years, which seemed another lifetime ago now. It had been so long since he’d spent endless summer days reading, charging around on his bike, or going with his brother and Christian...

He pushed the memory aside, picking up his book and retreating to the terrace. That was the highlight of the apartment, and why he was truly lucky to rent it every summer. It overlooked the Acropolis, the ancient rocky hilltop holding the remains of the Parthenon, a temple right out of a story book. Sometimes Peter just liked to sit on the terrace and imagine the great poets ascending the stairs or the people worshipping the old gods. If he closed his eyes and focused hard enough, he could imagine himself amongst them.

But the magnificent temple only served as a backdrop today as he opened his beer, took a refreshing sip which he needed after the walk in the sun, and started on his book, a long Wilbur Smith adventure story. This was what he truly wanted. This was why he came back here again and again, summer after summer. Of course he could sit on his balcony and read in Stockholm, and he wouldn’t have to go through the hassle of airport delays and passport control, but it couldn’t compare to the feeling of freedom, relaxation, and isolation. This was what he truly needed. Especially after the year he’d had...

No, don’t think about that, he told himself. Focus on the pages. The sprawling adventures in lands he’d never been to and civilisations which no longer existed. If he could exist there even for just a few hours, he wouldn’t have to think about Christian.

“Peter!” a grating voice echoed across the terrace, almost all the way to the Acropolis. 

Peter had to hold back from groaning. He knew this terrace was shared by the rest of the apartment building. He could have gone to read on his own apartment’s balcony, but it didn’t have the same magnificent view and sunlight as the terrace. It just meant having to put up with the other holidaymakers renting apartments in the same building.

“Hello, Linda,” he said with a forced smile as he took in the English woman.

She was about his same age but her skin was already cracked like leather. She clearly went on holiday a lot – she’d mentioned that she was a retired banker – but didn’t wear nearly enough sun block. She had only been here for three days but was already as red as a lobster.

“How are things with you?” she asked, flopping down on the chair next to him without being invited. Peter supposed it didn’t matter, because everyone in the building was welcome to use the terrace.

“Fine. Just relaxing,” he said, holding up the book. He hoped that would be enough of an indication for her to realise that he didn’t want to be disturbed.

“Good, good. Have you been to Flisvos Park?”

Of course she hadn’t noticed.

“Not recently,” he replied, his eyes drifting back to the page, even knowing it was rude.

“We went yesterday and it was wonderful. We rented some bikes and travelled all across the coast. You simply must try it some time.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Peter said, even though he had done the same thing years ago.

“Whew, it is hot,” Linda said, tugging at her clothes and fanning herself.

“Yes,” Peter said, even though it was obvious.

“You must not get summers like this in Poland.”

“I’m from Sweden,” Peter told her for what must have been the dozenth time. “And our summers can be-”

“That must be why so many of you come to England. Our village back home is full of them. Maybe some of them are your relatives. There are so many, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Peter gritted his teeth and nodded politely.

“Still, I’d prefer somewhere like this to England. I’d buy our holiday property if the market wasn’t so expensive. It would be nice to always have somewhere like this to return to.”

“Yes...” Peter said. Even he had to admit he agreed with her on that. “Why not just buy somewhere outside of the city? Some of the prices there seem more reasonable.”

“Oh but who wants to live all the way out there? There’s nothing to do and nobody to talk to.”

Peter was about to say there were the locals to talk to, but he doubted Linda even attempted the most basic of Greek phrases. He didn’t fully understand her logic. The whole point of being on holiday or having a holiday home was to escape, so a village seemed perfect, as much as he liked the city. Even back in his homeland, it was common for people to own summer cottages out by the lakes or the sea and enjoy the solitude of the countryside during the short summer months. Even Peter’s parents had owned one and he’d spent many happy summers there as a child. But when they’d died a few years ago and it had come time to divide up their estate, he’d relinquished it to his brother, Olaf. He had no need for a summer cottage, and no desire to spend his holidays in Sweden when he could spend them here. Olaf had children of his own, unlike Peter, so it was only fair that they should have a turn at happy summer memories.

“I went to the pharmacy earlier to get something for my diarrhoea,” Linda continued unprompted, “but they wouldn’t give me anything. Is it so difficult to speak in English? I mean, you manage it perfectly fine. So I’ve had to cut down on the calamari, but that doesn’t leave me with many options at restaurants. Salad is fine of course, but I could get Greek salad anywhere...”

A tinny version of a Sibelius song sounded over her ramblings. Peter cursed himself that he hadn’t put his phone on silent. He’d only wanted a few hours to himself to read in peace. But if he didn’t answer his phone, his brother or his girlfriend would worry.

That was who was calling. The name ‘Evelina’ flashed across the screen. Peter felt a sense of dread, even deeper than when Linda had shown up. Still, at least it was an excuse to end the conversation.

“Excuse me, it’s my girlfriend,” he said, holding up his phone.

“Oh, of course,” Linda said with a wave of her hand, leaning back in the deckchair and picking up a magazine. 

“Hi,” he said, switching from English to Swedish. He crossed to the other side of the terrace and leant over the rail. For some reason, he always felt awkward speaking his native language in front of people like Linda, even though he knew he had every right to speak it.

“Finally, I was worried you weren’t going to answer,” Evelina’s voice blared down the line. Even though she wasn’t standing in front of him, he could still picture her disapproving scowl. She didn’t like to be kept waiting. She always joked that it was odd that she was dating a bus driver, since they were never on time. Peter laughed along with that joke, not brining up how much it hurt him, as he always prided himself on being punctual, and felt disgraced whenever he was held up by traffic.

“Sorry, I was talking to my neighbour,” he said as he gazed down at the street below. “Well, not my neighbour. One of the people staying in the building.” Being so close to the city centre, the building was made up almost entirely of rental apartments occupied by tourists like himself.

“Right. I’ll let you off this time. I called to tell you about what we’ve been doing.” Evelina was also on vacation with her friends, travelling around North Africa and Southern Europe. She hadn’t invited Peter on her trip. She never did. She knew that he always spent his vacations in Athens alone. What he’d never told her was that he’d come here with a girlfriend in the past, but it hadn’t exactly worked out. He couldn’t think of inviting someone he was dating on his vacations now. It didn’t matter anyway, as Evelina didn’t show any interest in travelling with him. She said that the trip was ‘for the girls’ so of course he would get in the way. That suited him just fine. He preferred to spend his vacations alone in one place, and she preferred to travel around with friends. They liked different things, but they at least respected that about each other. That was why their relationship had lasted for ten years now.

“We arrived in Cairo yesterday and we’ve been to see the pyramids of course, and-”

“Egypt?” Peter said, his interest piqued. “I’m reading about Egypt right now,” he said, turning back to see the book he’d left on the chair next to Linda. He didn’t like the idea of having to return to her side to recover the book. He doubted she would let him read any further. “Have you read River God by Wilbur Smith?”

“Darling, reading about a place isn’t the same as actually being there,” Evelina laughed over the phone.

“Yes, that’s true,” Peter said, gazing back over the Acropolis. He was glad she couldn’t see him blushing. He already knew she was going to share this with her friends and they were all going to laugh over his stupidity.

“Tomorrow we’re going to the museum and after that we’re visiting more of the temples. Is there anything you want as a souvenir?”

“Anything is fine.” In truth, Peter wasn’t much of a souvenir type of person. The only things he ever took home from Greece were bottles of olive oil which he couldn’t find in Sweden. His apartment back home was fairly sparse with only a few paintings and some things which had belonged to his parents. He saved his shelf space for books. Evelina always tutted and insisted ‘You need more decoration in here!’ but he never changed it. That was how he liked it.

“I’ll get you something nice. Anyway, I’ve got to go. We met some nice Egyptian men who are taking us out for dinner this evening.”

“Be careful.”

“Don’t worry, darling. I’m not going to stray.”

That wasn’t what Peter had been worried about, but he didn’t say so. He only gave his farewells then turned and returned to his book, eager to get back to it.

“Have those motorcycles been keeping you up at night?” Linda asked the moment he reached her.

“I haven’t noticed,” Peter said, taking his seat and picking up his book.

“It’s simply dreadful! They charge around thinking they own the roads. Where are the police? Aren’t they doing anything about this?”

Peter wanted to retreat back to his apartment to read in peace, but he feared that would come across as rude and Linda would spread it to everybody else in the building. He could only sit there, nodding and giving the occasional word of acknowledgement to Linda, who didn’t even realise he wasn’t listening. His mind was already far away at the Acropolis.
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