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Spread open over my bed, my bag was suspiciously empty. I folded another long-sleeved shirt and put it in, but then I took it back out. I hated packing, and I was especially bad at it when I was almost out of time.

I couldn’t turn off my inner voice. Take an extra shirt because you might need it. Andy, it’s going to be hot, so why take things you won’t need? I kept asking myself the same unimportant questions. I wasn’t indecisive; I was dazed.

I went out to the balcony. We’d been in such close contact lately that it had become a friend, a loyal retreat whenever I needed to think things through. During the late afternoon, the view was especially fruitful. Scores of tourists ambled through St. Michael’s Square, stopping to enjoy their soft drinks or ice cream cones. Locals hurried through, using the square to take a shortcut between their jobs and their residences.

I appreciated having a balcony. I could watch down on the world and feel protected from it at the same time. When I was a child, I’d done the same thing from a balcony at my grandparents’ house. Without drawing attention to myself, I’d spent hours watching the neighborhood, part of it yet not part of it. If fit my nature as a Gemini. It was the same as having one foot on the threshold, stepping onto a plane, enjoying the moment the lights came down in a theatre. It was that in-between space, which meant anything could happen.

In the adjoining balcony, my seventy-something neighbor endeavored to read her cinema magazine, but I kept annoying her with questions. She was of Greek origin and had often travelled to the country, so I trusted her judgment.

“Mrs. Sfirakis, should I pack two formal shirts?”

“Not unless you’re planning to attend several funerals, Andy.”

“I don’t want to be inappropriate.”

“You’re headed for the Dodecanese beaches, not the Athenian nightclubs. Island life is casual. It’s like having one big family.”

“Right.” I returned to my bedroom and hung the second shirt in the closet before returning to the balcony.

“Did I ask you to collect my mail?”

She didn’t look up. Her face was bent near the page. She had several pairs of reading glasses, but she couldn’t see well enough to find them when they went missing. “Three times.”

“You’ve got the extra key to my apartment?”

She flicked her wrist. My key dangled on her chain along with several others. She closed the magazine. “My boy, you really do need a vacation.”

She knew how much I’d struggled. Because she had insomnia, she was often awake at three and four in the morning, which was when I most often felt the need for an audience. I’d appointed her my confidante. Since she was stuck next door, she automatically accepted the position. She was old enough that I could tell her anything without worrying that she would be shocked by my immoral conduct or try to judge it. In times of crisis I was abusive. Over the last weeks, she would fall asleep in her plastic chair while I rambled on and on. Because I needed to think someone was listening, I would pretend I didn’t notice. I told myself I was doing her a service. I was helping her fall back asleep.

Mrs. Sfirakis’ cat followed me back inside the apartment and watched while I zipped my bag. When the phone rang, it startled both of us.

By the fourth ring I found the receiver, which had fallen between the bed and the wall.

“All set, Veracruz?” my brother asked.

“Joey, I’m having second thoughts.”

“What are you worried about? You said Rachel sounded enthusiastic about your visit.”

“We barely know each other.”

“You enjoyed meeting her. You said she was a breath of fresh air. Or maybe that’s what I said.”

“It was you, although I concurred.”

“Listen,” he continued, “your gut reaction was positive. So was mine. Stop worrying and go discover more about her.”

I hated arguing with my brother because he could outguess my counterarguments. His position always seemed more rational than mine because his life was more rational: successful professional job, steady marriage, loving children, enviable house in a safe part of town. Another problem was that since we looked so much alike, both tall, dark-haired Hispanics, whenever I caught myself arguing with him, I felt as if I were arguing with my better self. He may have only been thirteen months younger, but he was at least thirteen years wiser. I wasn’t sure where all I had gone wrong.

I cleared my throat. “If you were to combine my brief meeting with Rachel and our phone conversations, so far we’ve spoken for a total of an hour. What if things don’t work out?”

“You mean, what if she decides she doesn’t want to sleep with you?”

I didn’t need to answer. He already knew what I was thinking.

“You’re thirty-nine and you’re single,” he continued. “An attractive woman invited you for a vacation. Worst-case scenario? Go lie on the beach. Watch the other women walking by and pretend you’re in a PG porno movie.”

“There’s no such thing.”

“I’m kidding, bro’! Lighten up.”

“You keep forgetting, Joey. A woman was killed because of me.”

“You thought she was playing you. And she was.”

“Not that time.”

“Anybody would have done the same as you did. Including me.”

“You can intellectualize it, Joey, but you can’t know what it feels like.”

Joey sighed. We’d been through this at least twice a day for the last few weeks. My brother had done his best to remind me to stop blaming myself, but I hadn’t started listening.

“Remember Vegas?”

“I know, I know.” Some schmuck had died because he’d made a last-minute reservation and landed up in the hotel room that had been picked out for me.

“And another thing. Don’t trick yourself into thinking you would have had a nice little life together. It wouldn’t have turned out that way. Either you would have been paying all her bills while she was out screwing around, or you would have been the one lying there dead. You did your best to help her. That’s enough.”

“That’s never enough.”

“It’s all there is.”

I locked the apartment and took a bus to LAX. A couple of hours later I boarded a flight to Athens. By the next night I was on a ferry bound for the Dodecanese islands. For twelve hours I watched the waves, imitated the natives by swinging my new plastic worry beads, and mourned a woman nicknamed Butterfly.

I hadn’t picked out the name myself. One of her previous lovers had seen to that. He’d used the Italian version, Farfalla. Either way the nickname fit. Like all butterflies, she’d been beautiful, ethereal, unique. She’d flitted around from one man to the other as a real butterfly skips among flowers. I’d watched her in perfect wonder along with all the other men who came under her control.

“Enough,” I told myself time and time again. But I never listened. Instead the words kept haunting me. Butterfly, Farfalla, Butterfly, Farfalla. I went back and forth and back again. Fooling around with the dictionary on my phone app, I found that the Greek version was even more sonorous. It was Louloudi. Loo-LOO-dee. I said the syllables over to myself as a mantra. Louloudi, Louloudi, Louloudi.

By renaming her, I hoped to push her away.
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Chapter Two
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“Mind if I join you?” The man before me had a deep tan that was proof he hadn’t stayed inside all winter. The sun had rewarded him by bleaching the tips of his brown curls.

“Please do.” I nudged the metal chair towards him. Since only one of the island’s portside cafés had opened early enough to greet the morning ferry, its tables were full.

The man slid his overnight bag onto an adjoining chair and smoothed out his lightweight jacket. As he sat, he caught the waiter’s attention, pointed to my espresso, and nodded.

I’d noticed my fellow companion on the Happy Island Ferry. Amidst Greek families coming home to visit their parents, young military men on leave, and clumps of foreigners, we’d both been out of place.

The man yawned wide. “After a night on the boat, I probably need two coffees.”

My companion spoke English so easily that I assumed he was Greek-American, but he’d spent more time in Greece than in the States.

“I didn’t sleep either. Those wooden benches cut into my back.”

The man arched his. “Mine too. Visiting?”

I nodded. “Here to see a friend.”

“Ah. A sex holiday.”

I hadn’t expected to be so obvious.

The waiter slid the coffee cup onto the table, unconcerned that it nearly slid off as he brushed past. My companion dumped in the contents of a sugar packet and stirred with quick circles. “Amiros is an island of romance. I have a similar mission, but first I have business.”

As he spooned the first sip, he glanced at his designer watch. “Of course, no one is here to meet me. Whoever heard of a Greek ferry arriving early? Often they’re half a day late.” His exaggeration was slight; Rachel hadn’t arrived either.

I tapped my spoon against the saucer. “I only came by boat because I couldn’t get a flight.”

“Ha! For me it was the same. Such is the price we pay for spontaneity. Even the cabins were sold out. If I could have lain down, I wouldn’t feel so shaky.” He held his arm out straight before him, palm down. It wobbled slightly but visibly. “Never mind. It’s only one night’s sleep. I’ll feel normal by tomorrow.” 

“Why do the tourists come here anyway?” I asked. “You’d think they’d prefer Mykonos or Santorini. The Dodecanese islands are so far away.”

“The sun worshippers are searching for the ultimate beach. One of the British travel guides swore that Amiros offered it.”

My agenda was as ill-construed as that of the tourists; I’d come to see if Rachel could extract Louloudi from my head. 

The man yawned again. After gulping the rest of the coffee, he counted out change as he stood. “I might as well get a room.”

“Where are you staying?”

“There are a couple of pensiones around the corner. These days they cost as much as a hotel, but one can always hope. I’ll nose around and see which one cheats me less!”

I suddenly worried that I’d gotten into more than I had bargained for. “Are the people on Amiros so dishonest?”

He straightened his shirt. “Protective of their livelihood, I might say. It’s hard to blame them. Summer is their only chance to make money.” He waved and headed off.

After a couple of minutes, I wrestled my worry beads from my pocket and started twirling them. The thin chain held a set of green plastic beads. At the top was a small clasp with the word “Greece” and an outline of the country. I didn’t have to be Greek to appreciate having something to do with my hands.

“You are like a native already!” Rachel’s friend Eleni spotted me from a distance and approached my table.

“A cheap trinket from the ferry.”

“But very Greek!” She took the beads from my hand, made a few expert twirls, and gave them back. “They say that if you start counting your problems on a komboloy, you will realize you do not have so many!”

Eleni’s knee-long blue dress accentuated her slim figure as did her concise movements. When I stood, she gave me a quick, formal hug. “We are so pleased that you could come to visit us. How was your trip?”

“Long.” I kept looking around, but Eleni had come alone. “Rachel?”

“She had to work all night, so she sent me to look for you.” 

Back in Arizona, Rachel played in a mariachi group much like my own, but for the summer she’d gone Hellenic. She had a gig performing in a bouzouki band on Amiros for the length of the summer tourist season. The music may have been different, but everything else, including the late-night schedule, was exactly the same.

Eleni pointed to the right, and we started down the street.

“Tell your friend to take his crap,” the waiter yelled after us.

Eleni frowned. “Do not listen to Castor. He is always in a bad mood for the morning shift.”

I retraced my steps and peered under the table I’d vacated. A small parcel wrapped in plain brown paper had tumbled to the ground under my chair. I snatched it up.

“Something important?”

“I had coffee with a guy from the ferry. It must belong to him.”

“Do you know where he went?”

“I have an idea where he’s staying.” I started to retreat. “Wouldn’t it be best to leave the package here at the café? He might realize he’s left it.”

Eleni studied the bar area. “The owner is not here yet. Anything valuable would probably go home with the waiters, and anything unimportant they’d throw away.”

“What should I do then?”

“Take it with you. We can look for your friend this afternoon.”

“I suppose on an island this small, it’s rather hard to hide.”

“It’s almost impossible!”

We walked past the other closed cafés. Now that I was awake, I could appreciate the privileged setting. All the cafés had stunning views of a picture-perfect harbor. In a geometrically accurate semi-circle, the north end of the harbor housed row boats that bobbed gently in the water. The middle section sported a hundred sailboats and a dozen yachts. To the south was a deep harbor where two ferries, including mine, sat waiting for business. The harmonious picture was the epitome of calm. In contrast, the beach closest to my apartment in Squid Bay had palm trees and a white, sandy beach, but it also had so much traffic that not even the roar of the waves could drown out all the engines. There was no illusion of peace because not even the beachgoers could sit still for very long.

The island was a perfect contrast. I could imagine myself killing the afternoon at any one of the harbor cafés, but the cheeriest sported a red and purple sign that proclaimed “Nikos’ Café.” I paused before it.

“Is this your place?”

“Nikos bought it two years ago when he moved here from Athens. We will bring you down after lunch.”

She had wedged her dusty Toyota into a tiny spot behind their café and deftly eased it back out again. She drove me past the port and onto a two-lane highway that hugged the coast. Houses peeked through the palms and shrubbery. Several buildings looked new, but none reflected new styles. The island had kept an original style by conforming to a forgotten era. I was already disarmed by its pace. As we reached the outskirts of town, Eleni proceeded at a moderate rate yet often passed cars or slowed for pedestrians. No drivers honked.

We pulled up to a semicircle of simple two-story houses that had recently been repainted white. They were standard editions built using the same basic design, and their picture windows were painted with the usual blue trim that I’d seen on travel posters for other parts of Greece. Eleni’s model boasted a small balcony on the second floor and a shaded porch on the first, complete with plastic chairs. 

Rachel sat on one of the chairs slowly sipping a frappé, which turned out to be Greek iced coffee. She looked good, the kind of good that made me want to rush her into the nearest bedroom without discussing anything first. Rachel was a petite musician seven years my junior. She had short brown hair, matching eyes, and a tan that said “fun in the sun.” Muscles defined her limbs. Instead of makeup, she wore a smile proclaiming that she had shelved any long-term worries and didn’t have short-term ones.

I towered over her as we shared an awkward embrace. Still, it was a positive sign.

“Ebrós!” Welcome, she told me with a faint American accent. For an Italian-Mexican from the States, her Greek sounded respectable. After struggling to learn two phrases on the plane, I understood why few foreigners got past yeia sas, which served as hello.

“Thanks for fetching him, Eleni.”

Eleni sat beside her friend. “I still cannot believe they paid you to play until dawn.” She taught at the primary school, which had a regular schedule.

“It was only three hours.”

“That was after you played all night at the taverna.” Eleni winked. “They must have paid a lot.”

“They did. They didn’t even get irked when we couldn’t play their requests. Had Vangellis been there—”

“But of course he was not,” interrupted Eleni.

“—we would have been okay. As it was, we had to struggle. We don’t have the repertoire.”

“Anyway,” I said, “they paid you.”

“They paid for an extra hour. We’ll have to go back.”

I understood the situation. She was earning a regular salary at the taverna, but extra gigs brought in welcome cash. Night gigs were the most lucrative. Partiers got more and more wound up as the night wore on, and they were often ready to pay for their excesses.

Eleni went inside to check on her sons, and Rachel led me to the second story of the house, which was accessed by an outside staircase.

“This will be a mess,” she warned me. “I was planning to clean up last night.”

Rachel’s apartment was large and sparsely furnished. In the main room, which was a combined living room and kitchen, a beat-up couch lorded over an oval rug and a coffee table. Next to the door that led out to the balcony, two chairs were tucked under a table. On top of the table was a branch of bougainvillea in a makeshift vase that was actually a wine bottle and a framed five by seven of a young woman who resembled Rachel. In the corner, empty boxes provided shelving for a tape recorder, two dozen tapes, and a stack of CDs. Dirty glasses lay low in the sink and undergarments were drying on the dishtowel rod, but her place was more orderly now than mine was after I cleaned it. Beyond the living room, additional doors opened to a bedroom and a bathroom.

“Set your stuff anywhere. This part of the house is mine. No stove though.” She followed my gaze to the mini-refrigerator under the sink. “If we want anything hot, we have to go downstairs.”

I dropped my bag on the floor and naturally went to the stack of CDs. Several featured a singer named Vangellis Poulakis.

“I see you have a favorite,” I said.

Rachel shrugged. “He’s an island hero. He’s recorded a lot of his own original songs.”

“I’ve heard of him. I think he might have played near L.A. last summer. There’s a fairly large Greek-American community.”

“I see.”

She seemed a bit uneasy. I didn’t blame her. It probably hadn’t occurred to her that I would accept her casual offer to come for a rent-free visit.

When she went out to the balcony, I followed along. I was used to my fifth-floor vantage point in Squid Bay, but from Rachel’s balcony, I could look past the road to glimpse the sea. “If there’s any problem about my staying here, I could find a pensione.”

Rachel stood beside me against the railing. “No worries. Amiros is a traditional island, but Eleni and Nikos aren’t traditional. Luckily the couch is comfortable. Besides, chances are you wouldn’t find a room in town.”

“It’s nearly September. The tourist season is almost over.”

“That’s why the businesses are trying to rake in every last euro. Half a dozen charter flights arrived yesterday full of pale Swedish tourists.” She smiled broadly as if she’d been concealing something that had finally worked its way out. “Andy, you play a little guitar, don’t you?”

As the band leader of a mariachi, I had to be flexible. If the trumpet player got sick at the last minute, I had to play the trumpet parts on my violin. If one of the rhythm players got sick, I filled in on guitar.

“I’m not too bad in a pinch.”

“I need to ask you a favor. If those clients from last night ask us to return, would you mind coming along to help out?”

I was a strong musician. I’d been studying music since I was six or seven, starting on piano, moving to guitar, and finally sticking with violin as a main instrument. I’d had regular classical training and could read music efficiently. For not quite twenty years I’d made most of my income from playing music, and most of that I’d made from my gig at Noche Azul Restaurant, a Squid Bay venue that had been smart enough to cater to the tourists for the first part of the evening and local Hispanics for the second. We’d played three or four sets of mariachi music a night, depending on the size of the crowd.

Normally I was content with my work. I got tired of the repeated requests for Guantanamera and Spanish Eyes or the endless drunks who wanted to croon with us, but those minor annoyances came with the territory. Night after night I got to entertain people with music that was part of my heritage, and since new songs emerged on a regular basis, I had the motivation to keep learning. However, my repertoire was limited to classical and Mexican.

“The only song I would recognize as Greek is The Zorba Dance. Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t bouzouki music completely different from mariachi music?”

Rachel leaned against the railing. “Yes and no. Most of the songs have simple chord progressions. You could hang.”

She was sweetly crazy. She’d decided I was a genius musician based on an evening at Noche Azul where, as musical director, I had called the shots.

“I don’t see how I could help you, but I’d be glad to try.”

“Several of the customers we played for last night were from Venezuela. They kept asking for tunes I’d never heard of.”

“I don’t know many South American tunes myself aside from Alma Llanera.”

“That’s one they asked for, but I couldn’t remember the words.”

I bent down to lean over the rail in a crass attempt to get closer to Rachel. The brown parcel I’d taken from the café tumbled from my pocket, scooted across the tile, and fell to the ground below.

“Whoops.”

“You’ve been shopping?”

I explained about my fellow traveler as a small boy raced from inside the house, snatched up the parcel, and retreated.

“No,” we heard Eleni say. “It is not yours.”

The reply was inaudible.

“Take it back upstairs.”

Moments later two young boys raced up the stairs and burst into the apartment, followed at a more relaxed pace by their mother. They joined us on the balcony.

“I’m Alexis, but you can call me Alex. Who are you?” demanded the older boy. He was fair and happy, boldly curious because his mother was behind him.

“I’m Rachel’s friend. Are you her friend too?”

“She’s not my friend. She’s my aunt!”

“She’s my aunt too,” piped the younger boy.

My eyes quizzed Rachel, but she stopped me. “I’ve been adopted.” She pointed to the younger boy. “This is Christos.”

“Give the man the package,” Eleni instructed her son. By now the wrapping had worked itself loose. It fell off altogether, leaving a small jewelry box.

I stared at the box thinking that we might as well open it. Alex did it for us before we could stop him. Disappointed, he snapped the lid shut and turned to his mother. “You can have it.” He handed her the box and raced for the stairs. “Come on, Christos! Let’s get our water guns!”

Eleni opened the box herself. Inside sparkled the small diamond of a modest engagement ring. A note had been written on a piece of paper folded into the lid. She took it out and read aloud: “Doráki mou, Forgive me. It won’t happen again. H.”

“Doráki mou?” I asked.

“Sweetheart,” Rachel and Eleni chorused together.

“It’s strange he forgot such an important package,” I said.

Rachel shook her head. “That boat ride can make a zombie of anyone. After hours of rocking back and forth, I can barely remember who I am.”

“Thank goodness you picked up the package,” Eleni said. “Castor might have tossed it in the garbage without even looking.”

“Talk about throwing a damper on an engagement party!” Rachel said.

I stroked the velvet blue of the box. “Should we call around to some of the pensiones? He told me he was going to look for a room near the café.”

“He would be lucky to find anything near the center of town,” said Eleni. “Most places are booked weeks ahead.”

“I didn’t realize Amiros was such a hot spot.”

“We’ve got the best sun!” Eleni exclaimed. “It says so in all the guidebooks.”

“We can look for your friend this afternoon,” said Rachel. “Everybody watches the sunset from the port, so he’s sure to be down there somewhere.” She pointed towards the sea. “Right now, it’s high time for a swim.”

I followed along, unhurried. And terribly naïve.
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Chapter Three
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Rachel had designed an enviable summer schedule. After a late breakfast, she accompanied Eleni’s sons to the beach. In the afternoon, she drifted over to Nikos’ Café. When business was lively, she helped out. Otherwise she and Eleni chatted over frappés, watching the tourists saunter down the street and the boats bob up and down in the harbor. Around nine o’clock, Rachel left for her taverna job a couple of blocks away. Each section of the day segued neatly into the next in calm anticipation. The system mystified me. I’d always assumed that showing up for work at a similar time each night was routine enough.

“So this is Amiros,” Rachel said. Now that we’d completed our daily swim and washed off the salt water, we’d made our way to the harbor. We were sitting at the “base” table, the small table just outside the main door to Nikos’ Café. Stretching from the door to the deserted street was a sea of empty furniture. During the summer, no one bothered to sit indoors, and during the heat of the afternoon, which meant anytime before the sun started setting, nobody bothered to go to a café. “It’s pretty quiet.”

I had every sensation that she was reading my mind. “I wouldn’t say it that way.”

“No, you’re too polite.”

“I suppose the café gets busy in the evening.”

She gestured towards Nikos and Eleni, who were inside readying glasses and cups. “They’re on their feet all night.”

“Why don’t they hire help?”

“They enjoy the challenge. Eleni’s mom babysits her sons, so Eleni and Nikos can work until dawn if they have to.”

The café had a friendly look. The dishware announced Nikos’ Café in bright letters. The chairs were a sturdy white plastic, but the flowered cushions added pizzazz. Matching tablecloths completed the color scheme. They were kept in place by glass ashtrays in the shape of the island that read “Amirosian Sunset.”

Given that an awning shaded us from the last rays of the sun, I was perfectly comfortable. I fashioned the adjoining chair into a footstool, kicking off my Tevas before slapping my feet on the cushion. After the mess I’d lived through in Squid Bay, I wanted to think I could spend an entire vacation doing nothing, but I wasn’t convinced I could be laidback enough. It wasn’t my style.

“There’s that guy from this morning!” I bounded towards the street to get a better look but immediately retreated.

“Wrong guy?” Rachel asked.

“A look-alike.”

“Describe the man again. You said he has brown curly hair, and he’s almost your height.”

“Right. He’s nearly six feet.”

“Weight?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“He looked hungry, he could lose weight, or he was about right?”

“About right maybe. I didn’t look that carefully. He had on tan pants. White shirt. He carried a jacket.”

“Style?”

I tugged at my dusty black shorts and faded red T-shirt that read “Sq id Ba ” on the pocket. “As you can see, I know less about style than about weight.”

“At least you noticed him while you were still on the boat.”

“After hours and hours, I got bored watching the waves.”

Rachel frowned so hard that I could see the muscles move in her neck. “Sorry about the long trip.”

“You weren’t the one who bought up all the plane tickets. I knew better than to wait until the last minute to book a flight, but somehow I couldn’t commit to one. Anyway, now that I’m here, I can relax.”

I felt far from relaxed. I’d been debating with myself since we’d sat down, but now Rachel’s hands rested on the table, easily within range. I edged the pinky of my right hand towards the pinky of her left hand until they touched. She smiled.

I felt as if I were back in grade school where touching girls was a breathtaking novelty. In contrast, when I’d first touched Louloudi, a fire rocket had shot through my body. But Rachel was alive, and, as far as I could tell, interested in flirting with me instead of with every available male.

She pointed to the wide street that separated the café from the harbor. “Those are the men we played for last night.”

Two men were push-pulling a fruit cart dominated by a large burlap bag labeled portokália. Oranges. The sun’s slanting rays obscured my view, but I guessed the men were from Northern Greece. They looked too fair and too uncomfortable in the heat to be islanders. They were headed for a small fishing boat whose captain awaited them with one foot on the dock. The trio struggled to transfer the sack to the vessel.

“That’s weird,” said Rachel.

“You’re right,” I laughed. “They could be carrying a dead body.”

Rachel nodded. “Check out their clothes. Delivery men rarely wear leather shoes and pressed pants.”

Rachel was right. The men were dressed for office work.

“Maybe their workers took the day off,” I said.

“Maybe they’re doing something they don’t want their workers to know about.”

“In broad daylight?”

Rachel indicated the empty street. “Why not?”

“Is there a lot of drug traffic around here?”

“I’m not sure.”

As we watched, the men boarded the boat, and the trio pulled away from the harbor at a steady pace.

“They must be doing something wrong,” I said. “Otherwise why would they be doing anything at all in the heat of the afternoon?”

“I’m not sure whether I want to play another after-hours gig or not.”

“What’s the matter?”

“At the party last night, those two were the ones with the cash.”

***
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BY THE TIME RACHEL left for work, the main drag was full of islanders strolling with toddlers and tourists shopping for the most alluring restaurants. Rachel encouraged me to stay at the café with her friends, keeping my eyes open for “H.” Everybody else staying on Amiros was passing by, so why wouldn’t he? Surely his business meeting wouldn’t have lasted through the evening.

Given its importance and the man’s relative openness, I was surprised he hadn’t mentioned the engagement. It couldn’t have slipped his mind, yet he seemed too tranquil to have been concealing something that was vital.

Eleni slipped into the chair beside me. “You do not find your friend?”

“Not yet. I’d sure like to be able to help him out though. I can’t tell you why, but I had a positive feeling about him. Do you know what I mean? We didn’t talk for a long time, but he seemed genuine. And anyone who can be upbeat after twelve hours on a ferry deserves special credit.”

“I trust my intuitions too,” Eleni said slowly. “But I would not worry about him. I am sure he will turn up.”

“He has to. Otherwise how can he propose?”

“I’m sure he will not want to admit that he lost the engagement ring! I know the owners of the café you went to this morning. Do you want to stop by? We could have a drink and casually ask about your man without explaining why we need to find him.”

“Are you sure you want to leave right now?” Aside from five or six empty chairs, the tables at the café were full.

“You are not used to the Greek system.” She waved her arm to indicate the sea of customers. “These people will sit for hours without ordering another drink.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Perhaps they might order something else, but it is not expected. I realize it is hard for you to imagine. In the U.S. you must leave if you do not keep spending money!” She stood and blew a kiss to Nikos, who was exchanging jokes at a nearby table. “We will be back soon,” she called out.

Three cafés lay between Eleni’s place and her friend’s. All enjoyed healthy business. People who weren’t seated at one café or another were strolling among them at the slow pace of warm-weather vacations. Nobody was hurried or impatient. I liked the attitude, but I wasn’t used to it.

“Himena is my age,” Eleni explained. “She pretends to run the place, but her father is in charge.”

When Himena spotted us, she quickly served the coffees on her tray and came over. She gave Eleni a hug that seemed real rather than formal, shed her apron, and sat with us at an outdoor table.

“Where’s Rachel?” Himena was of medium height, but because her face was too big in proportion to her body, she seemed unbalanced.

“She already went to work. This is a friend of hers who came from L.A.”

Himena shook my hand. “I envy people who take summer vacations. I’m always trapped here.”

“Believe me, a summer vacation is a rarity for me as well.”

“Did you fly into Kos?”

“I took the overnight ferry from Athens.”

“That’s a rough way to start a Greek odyssey.”

I rubbed my shoulder. “You’re exactly right. I was dead when I tumbled off the boat this morning.” I pointed to one of the other tables. “I had a coffee right there. It’s a good thing your brews are strong.”

“Thanks for choosing our café.”

“I arrived so early that your café was the only one—”

Eleni patted my arm. “She knows. It’s a joke.”

Right. Living on a small island was like living in Squid Bay. You knew your neighbors so well that you noticed when they changed sunglasses.

I cleared my throat. “This morning, I shared a table with another traveler who’d come from the capital. I expected to see him around the port this evening, but I haven’t spotted him yet. Have any men come in alone? He’s got curly brown hair. The last time I saw him, he was wearing a tan suit.”

“Nope.” Himena reached into her purse for a lighter. “Don’t ask now,” she muttered. I couldn’t hear the next phrase, but as she launched into an account of her cousin’s misadventures with feigned nonchalance, I realized she must have said, “I’ll tell you later.”

When we made excuses to get back to Nikos’ Café, Himena offered to come along, scooting between us and linking her arms through ours as we strolled. “That man you asked about,” she said, “was he a friend of yours?”

“Not really,” I said, “but we’d got to talking.”

“I might know something about him,” Himena said. “Mid-day, a woman came to ask about a man who’d come in on the morning ferry. Maybe it’s your friend.”

“Who was the woman?” asked Eleni.

Himena shrugged. “I think she’s local, but I couldn’t place her.”

“Was she pretty?” I asked.

“Not in the way you mean. She said she’d been expecting a friend that morning and thought he might have asked for directions. She showed us a picture.”

“Did she seem angry?” I asked as we reached Nikos’ Café.

“She seemed puzzled, as if the man were lost somehow.”

I shuffled my feet. “He told me he had a business meeting. He expected to be met at the port, but we got in ahead of time.”

“Maybe she just missed him.”

“I found this package, and—”

“My god!” cried Eleni. “Eleven p.m. already. Rachel expected us an hour ago. Himena, why don’t you meet us over at O Kapetánios if you close early?”

“In August? No chance. Maybe next month.” She shook my hand. “Nice meeting you.”

I waited until Himena had started back towards her own café. “I thought Rachel said midnight.”

Eleni herded me back to our regular table and sat me down. “I could not think of anything else off the top of my head.”

“You didn’t want Himena to know about the ring.”

“You had a feeling when you met the man, something you cannot quite explain. I had a feeling about mentioning the package. I guess I wanted more time to think about what we would say. I have known Himena all my life, and she is a nice person, but whatever you tell her today, the whole town knows by tomorrow.”

“You don’t trust her.”

“I trust her not to mind her own business! This is not her fault. She is only bored. She dreams of having a different life, but she feels she must always be at the café to help her father. Still, what she told to us is valuable. Perhaps your friend is seeing an older woman.”

“Maybe the woman is his business partner.”

“Perhaps. But Amiros is an island of fierce passions. Perhaps the woman is the business partner’s wife.”

“Perhaps. In my experience, they usually are.”
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Chapter Four
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At O Kapetánios I sat listening to a music group similar to the one I’d had in Squid Bay. Back home we played with violins, trumpets, and two sizes of guitars. Here the main feature was the bouzouki, a mandolin-like instrument with a giraffe neck and a round base. Two guitars and an accordion completed the sound.

I’d never heard live bouzouki music before, and I was surprised by how much I liked it. Many of the tunes were instrumental, which helped me appreciate the intricate fingerings of the bouzouki player. The songs with words were often in minor keys, leaving hungry sighs in the air. I could imagine the tunes were all laments about loss. Because I kept thinking about Louloudi, they fit my mood. 

The musicians weren’t outstanding, but they were competent. The older guitarist was often a quarter-second late, but the bouzouki player, a man in his early 50s, played confidently and easily led the group. Rachel was also on guitar. A young man on accordion finished the quartet. He and Rachel were the emotional focus of the group. They solicited requests from the audience, rounded out the chorus, and provided variety by singing duets, sometimes in English. The older musicians weren’t particularly focused on the music, but they didn’t need to be. The foreign tourists were delighted by every tune, and the locals were too nonchalant to be particular.

The taverna owner, Spiros, was a jovial sort who embraced any friend of a friend. As soon as I explained that I was with Rachel, he offered me a quiet table to the side and sent over a free brandy. For the rest of the evening I watched as he buzzed among tables, engaging customers in conversations that he half-finished before buzzing off somewhere else. He knew what was happening in the whole taverna at once and acted as if he were personally responsible for keeping the ball rolling. If any customers dared get bored, he’d entertain them himself until a song came along that they liked.

Back at Noche Azul, we’d put up with cramped spaces and near collisions with waiters. Spiros’ taverna was spacious enough to ensure an agreeable environment. The walls on the north and west opened out to the sky, embracing the night. Along the east wall, a bar counter provided seating to complement the twenty tables that faced a stage raised a step above the ground. 

I tried to concentrate, but mostly I floated. I felt wrong holding a man’s engagement ring in my pocket even if I were doing it for exactly the right reason. I’d watched for him the whole time I’d been down at the café, and I’d stopped to ask about him at the pensiones closest to the port. There was no sign of the man anywhere, and I didn’t have any other leads for tracking him down.

“Go ahead and eat,” Rachel said. She’d briefly left the stage. “It’s no fun listening to your stomach growl when all the people around you are gorging themselves.”

“I’ll wait for you.”

She briefly rested her hand on my shoulder. “Thanks, but don’t bother.”

Rachel returned to the stage. For a few minutes, I tried to concentrate on her. Otherwise how could I expect a sex holiday? Her private apartment was damned convenient, and I wondered how much I dared take for granted. I wasn’t sure if Rachel had offered me the couch because that’s where she wanted me to stay or because she was shy or because she wanted to make it clear that she was offering me an option.

Maybe she hadn’t decided. It had probably never occurred to her that I would come to Greece any more than I’d expected to desperately need to. It was hard to say which one of us was more confused.

Whenever Rachel sang a love song, she stared right at me until I started undressing her with my eyes. I was in uncharted waters without as much as a life preserver. For half my life, I’d performed with a mariachi. In all that time, it had always been me singing to women, flirting whether or not it was part of the act. I didn’t know how to react now that the tables were turned. I didn’t know Rachel well enough to read the signs.

Mentally I pretended she was performing for me alone. She wasn’t a natural for Greek rhythms and couldn’t effectively get her small hand around bar chords on the guitar, but she was sincere. She sang with an intriguing hint of a Spanish accent and acknowledged the audience’s attention without becoming giddy. She knew her shortcomings and kept them in perspective.

She was utterly unlike Louloudi.

During a pause between songs, a group of twenty Spaniards walked in, making them a sudden majority among the sea of Italians and French and Brits. “Bésame mucho,” one of the men called out in a husky voice, Kiss Me a Lot. Rachel retreated to the back of the stage. I thought she’d been offended. Instead she opened a dusty violin case and took out a battered instrument. She checked the intonation before getting out the bow, which she tightened with three quick turns. Then, with a small upward movement, she signaled the beginning of the song.

No wonder Rachel fought with the guitar. The violin was by far her domain. She had a carefully measured vibrato and a firm bow. When her clear, confident notes cut through the air, all heads naturally turned her way. She played at least as competently as I did, probably better. I wondered what I’d have to do to keep her attention.
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