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Chapter one

Welcome to Cyprus





Disillusioned with life in Britain and arriving at old age sooner than we wanted, my wife and I decided to sell up and move to sunnier shores. But when we put our house up for sale we had little idea that the Credit Crunch was about to hit us and that we would lose thousands when the sale finally happened. 

To make matters worse, within three hours of stepping off the plane in Cyprus, we realised we were in a very foreign land. Suddenly it dawned on us; we were nowhere near ready for what Cyprus had to offer us. Our dogs were lost at the airport; we lost thousands on the sale of our house and were to be evicted from our rented villa after only three weeks of living there.  


      [image: ]…It was a small crump to the back of my vehicle and I barely felt the jolt, but it was enough for me to realise the car behind hadn’t stopped in time. I was furious and got out the driver’s seat to vent my anger.‘Taxi! Taxi!” The driver of the other car shouted as he vacated his own vehicle.

“What the hell do I want a taxi for?” I asked, very loudly. “You hit me you dope. Look at my car.”“Taxi! Taxi!” The man wailed, clearly concerned that I needed some other form of transport.“I said I don’t need a taxi!” I shouted, loudly.“I saw it, I saw the accident.”I turned to see who the owner of the new voice was. A young Cypriot man was standing, smiling at me. He was obviously a student as he was loaded down with books. Either that or he needed to use the books to reach the top shelves at the supermarket because he was a diminutive five feet tall. But it was his broad grin and the amused twinkle in his eyes that caught my attention.“Something amusing you?” I asked.“Yes,” he said.“Do enlighten me. I could do with a laugh,” I said, pointing to the minor damage on my car.“You English go all over the world and you never expect to use or try to use the local languages. And then when the unexpected happens,” he indicated my car’s damaged rear end, “you are angry when someone shows concern.” He nodded once toward the man who had asked me if I wanted a taxi.“Shows concern? I fail to see how asking me if I want a taxi is going to help. This damage will cost me money. You can bet the insurance won’t pay out.”“He was asking you if you are ok.”I furrowed my brow and cocked my head to one side. “What?”“He was speaking to you in Greek. We speak Greek here in Cyprus.”“I know that.”“He said, daxi, which is the shortening of Endaxi, which in English means OK. He was asking you if you were ok, in Greek. Daxi? Daxi?”The young man’s smile never faltered and I had to smile back. I tuned to Mr Taxi and held out my hand. He took it with a quizzical look. “Daxi,” I said. “It’s ok. Thank you.”He smiled, the young man smiled and I smiled. The United Nations couldn’t have done a better job than this young man. I was being stupid and a fool. I turned back to the young man and shook his hand as well.“What’s the Greek for idiot?” I asked...








  
  

Chapter two

Prologue





Freezing cold and dark, there was no other way of describing the conditions outside my front door. It was a Monday morning and I was commencing my weekly work run of two hours to South Yorkshire. I lived in the North East of England and worked away in South Yorkshire, a round-trip distance of almost two hundred miles. 

It wasn’t so much the distance or time I objected to, it was the traffic. Part of my journey took me on the M1 from the north of Leeds down to Rotherham and it was pretty dense almost bumper to bumper driving at high speeds. White van man and silver Ford rep-man seemed to rule the motorways and at times it was a little dicey to say the least. But I was always pretty upbeat, until my aging Nissan Primera started to play up… which in cold weather it did from time-to-time.

“I’ll see you tonight,” I told my wife Chrissy at six in the morning, pecking her cheek and turning to my task of starting my long trek.

As I sat in the car, the engine already idling and full defrosted, or so I thought, I smiled at Chrissy and pulled off the drive. Lowering the window, I gave her a cheery wave and blew her a kiss.

Five minutes later I was sat, frustrated and angry, on a petrol station forecourt, the car pushed to one side awaiting the arrival of the automobile rescue service. I had filled up the car with fuel at my local garage and after paying the bill had got back in the car and tried to start her up. No dice, it was cold and miserable and she didn’t want to move.

So, there I sat and waited.

But to give them their due, the rescue service was pretty prompt and arrived after only a short wait. However, the guy who arrived was a strange character.

After introducing himself, the first thing he said to me was a little bizarre.

“Do you know how Mason’s greet each other?”

I had to confess, I didn’t. Not being a Freemason and having no interest in any of their activities it wasn’t high on my list of ‘find out these facts before you die’, so I told him I had no idea and wasn’t interested.

“Like this,” he said, putting his hand out, undeterred and uninterested in what I was saying to him. “Go on, put your hand out.”

He was unusual in his manner and also unusual in the fact he was a cockney. Not many cockneys in the North-East, I remember thinking to myself. I stuck my hand out to shut him up and he grabbed my hand and wiggled his bent index finger against my palm.

“Really?” I said with as bored a tone that I could muster.

“Now,” he said, “what’s wrong with your motor?”

The change in the subject matter took me slightly by surprise and I muttered that the engine wouldn’t start.

“Blimey,” he said, with a sharp intake of breath, “she’s a beauty.”

“Do you think so?” I asked greatly surprised. I looked up and noticed his attention was on a mini-skirted young woman getting out of a sports car across the forecourt, not on my car.

“Yeah, I do,” he said, almost slobbering.

God help me, I have a sex mad idiot for a car mechanic working on my car.

“So, what’s wrong with the car?” I asked, trying to divert the hunger in his eyes from the young woman to the task in hand.

“You know, I get called out to a lot of dolly birds and sometimes, they are so grateful they can’t leave me alone.”

“Really,” I said, rolling my eyes. I could have rolled my arse, pulled my head off and farted fireballs and he wouldn’t have noticed. And so, for the next thirty minutes he regaled me with tales of his sexual exploits and I was seething and getting so hot under the collar with anger that I could have dispersed all the ice and snow in the North-East and turned the area into a balmy Caribbean resort for the next hundred years.

It was at that point that I decided I was sick and tired of this weekly grind of driving to work and back again. People like the Neanderthal mechanic make me wince and really, I don’t have the time or patience to deal with them. But my parents brought me up to respect others and their way of life. Not to judge, just to let them get on with it. Sod that, I thought. Enough is enough and suddenly, I desperately wanted a better life.

But being English I didn’t said a word to the Neanderthal mechanic. I didn’t need to; he had all the words needed that morning so I let him get on with it. Between ogles and the odd wolf whistle, the Neanderthal mechanic worked on my car until he finally dropped the bonnet lid back over the engine and started her up.

“Brilliant,” I said. Thanking the Lord it hadn’t gone on more than half an hour.

With a parting leer to whatever unfortunate woman was passing by he got in his van and drove off. I got in my car and drove the other way, thankful that I was finally mobile. I never gave the leering cockney another thought, until thirty minutes into my drive.

I was approaching a dual-carriageway going south and so I picked up my speed to eighty miles an hour. Illegal? Yes, but I was now late for work and although I was my own boss I did have a lot of work to catch up on.

I had travelled this road many, many times and knew that ahead there was a bridge which traversed a fairly wide valley. There was guard rail that protected vehicles from the drop of a couple of hundred feet. I had always fantasised that my wife and I, both avid walkers, would explore the valley one day.

Seconds later my gentle thoughts about walking in the English countryside on a summer’s day were interrupted by a large ‘WHOOP’ sound. It was the sound made by a large, thin, board being held by an aborigine from Australia and flexing it quickly, just once.

WHOOP!

This was followed by a quick vibration at the front of the car and then the bonnet flew up and slammed into my windscreen smashing it into a thousand pieces. In the blink of an eye, I couldn’t see ahead and was being overtaken by a large articulated lorry and fast approaching a bridge with a two-hundred-foot drop on the other side. At eighty miles an hour I had nowhere to go!


      [image: ]Somehow I managed to stop the car on a grass verge, twenty feet from the start of the bridge, five feet from the start of the Armco barrier and less than a foot from a large pole holding a solid looking traffic sign announcing I was going south.

I sat for a while, sweat starting to pour from my brow. I wiped the sweat away and got out of the car. I walked to the front of the vehicle and appraised the damage.

The original shaped Nissan Primera is quite a long vehicle with a long bonnet. In fact, it was so long that it had hit and smashed the windscreen and another foot of bonnet had curled round the roof of the vehicle. I pulled the bonnet down and laughed. It looked like my car had developed a sneer! Then I noticed a large flat head screwdriver was in the well of the engine, lodged at the point where the latch for the bonnet connects to the engine compartment. It was the same screwdriver the Neanderthal mechanic had used on the car while ogling passing women.

I also noticed that the way the car was pointing, had I carried on at speed, I would have clipped the signpost’s pole with the right front of my car which would have nicely steered my vehicle past the bridge’s Armco barrier and down into a drop of a couple of hundred feet into the valley below. How to start your week with a bang!


      [image: ]Within a few hours I was sitting in the Accident and Emergency room of the local hospital, trembling uncontrollably.

Eventually the doctor prescribed Valium and referred me to a shrink. The next few months were quite a difficult time for me, not least of which because I was still having to do all that travelling and the slightest incident on the roads set me off trembling and feeling sick.

My thoughts at this time often strayed back to that time, in the petrol station forecourt on a miserable winter morning and how I had wished for a better life. But fate had already made that decision for me and I was soon to be embarking on something of a roller-coast ride. My life would never be quite so mundane again.








  
  

Chapter three

Planting the Seeds





Chrissy, my wife, and I stood outside the front door of our house in Middlesbrough and waved her daughter and her daughter's family off as they drove away to a new life. Her middle daughter, Vicky, and her husband Dave and their three-year-old daughter Phoebe had been living with us for five months, waiting for their new home in Cyprus to be made ready. We had been dreading this day ever since they had announced a year earlier that they were moving to Cyprus. Now the time had come, and the year we had spent preparing for it was washed away in a flood of tears. Nothing prepares you for saying goodbye to loved ones, not even time. 

As their car turned the last bend in our road and the tall hedge on the corner blanked out our view, we slowly turned and made our way back into our home. 

Chrissy was close to being distraught and sat on the settee, sobbing. Our two Springer spaniels, Harvey and Holly, looked unhappy too. Even I was blubbing a little and Vicky wasn't even my daughter. Even now, as I write this down, I can feel the tears welling in my eyes.

"I have no idea when we shall see them again," Chrissy said, between sobs. She looked at me with red, pleading eyes, as if begging me to run after them and make them come back.

I stood up and walked to the living room window and looked out on the unusual sunny morning. The summer had been extremely wet and it seemed an ill-fitting end to the season, it should have been raining as befits a parting of the ways. But it was sunny and it was warm. In fact, England had never looked lovelier to me on that day. The summer had been dire and even Vicky and Dave's going away barbecue had been almost rained off. As it was, we had four large marquees and a trailer of straw bales to put down, ensuring no one got stuck in the mud. Our resident gardeners, Harvey and Holly, had done a fine job of cutting the grass and removing all evidence of any nice flowers that dared show their blooms to the world.

I turned back to Chrissy and sat down beside her. Harvey and Holly immediately pounced and all four of us sat looking at each other. Harvey, our eldest at four years was a boisterous black and white Springer. He answered to three names, Harvey, Mr Monkey and Sunny Jim. Harvey is his every day name, Sunny Jim when he's been a particularly good boy and Mr Monkey when he was being a lunatic, which was quite a regular occurrence. Holly on the other hand, a two-year-old liver and white, was an absolutely gorgeous little puppy-dog and she was a Daddy's girl. The two of them where now vying for my attention and I could see they were rattling Chrissy’s cage.

"Down," I said firmly and the two obeyed without pause.

"Well, I suppose we had better have some lunch." Chrissy’s red eyes looked sore and her voice was cracked with emotion.

"Forget it," I said, "let's go out later and have a meal. You look shattered."

Chrissy nodded, her short blond hair glinting in the dappled sunlight streaming through the window.

"I think I need a holiday."

"Me too," I said, smiling for the first time that morning. "Hang on a minute. That's not a bad idea."

Chrissy gave me a quizzical look.

"A holiday," I said, "in Cyprus."








  
  

Chapter four

Holiday Mode





The dogs always enjoyed their "holiday" at the kennels we used in the Cleveland Hills so we had no worries in that respect. We dropped them off on a wet September morning as England was moving toward autumn. The leaves on the trees were turning and there was a slight chill in the air. But Cyprus, Vicky had told us, was experiencing a heat wave and we looked forward to the sunshine. 

As the Cyprus Airways flight came in to land at Larnaca International airport, turbulence jolted the aircraft and it dropped a few feet through the clear blue skies.

"I hate it when that happens," I said, gripping Chrissy’s hand a little tighter. She gave me a half smile and then grimaced. “Sorry," I said, letting her crushed hand go.

It's not that I'm a bad flyer, I'm not. I've even piloted a light aircraft. I actually took off on my one and only flying lesson. I love flying; it's the potential for dropping out of the skies and hitting the ground without the aid of wings, landing gear or a parachute that bothers me.

The airport was almost empty as we went through to the baggage carousels and waited patiently for our cases. Little did we know at the time, but almost a year to the day we would be standing at exactly the same carousel waiting for our two dogs to arrive through the hole in the wall, and three hours later we would still be waiting… but that part of the story is yet to come.

We had flown into Larnaca once before, on a flying (forgive the pun) visit over an August bank holiday for one of our grandson's christening. It had been our first visit to Cyprus and we had hired a tiny Daewoo matchbox car for the three days we were there. We stayed in a five-star hotel near Protaras and it had been very hot and sunny all the time we were there. What had impressed me the most was the good quality highway and the lack of vehicles using on it. It reminded me of the M1 in England in the sixties. Not long after it had reached Leeds my brother had driven myself and my two other brothers along a short stretch. There wasn't another car in sight and my brother opened up his maroon Triumph Roadster to an exhilarating sixty mph. Brilliant!

Back to reality and with bags trundling and bouncing behind us we made our way across the car park to where our hire car was waiting for us. We found the car with little trouble and we were on the highway within minutes of leaving the airport.

Dave and Vicky live in a little village called Asarino, about thirty minutes from the airport and we found that with no trouble either. Although it was only a few weeks since they had left us, the reunion between mother and daughter was tender. It was as though they hadn't seen each other in years.

For the week we were there we had intended to simply chill out. Vicky and Dave were teachers and would be in Nicosia all day and Phoebe was in pre-school nursery. So, we had the days to ourselves and we would simply laze around the pool.

What actually happened in that week has remained something of a mystery to us both. We spent our first full day lazing around Vicky & Dave's pool and enjoyed the sunshine as much as possible. But to be honest, after half an hour it was just too hot. So, we went out for a ride in our hire car. On the highway we spotted a small settlement of shops and houses and pulled off to see if we could buy a newspaper and something for lunch. We found, to our amazement that the "kiosk" as it was called sold all sorts, including UK newspapers and sausage rolls. Sausage rolls were something of a passion for my wife so that was a plus for Cyprus as far as she was concerned. We didn't buy one but we did by a Daily Mail, printed in Greece that morning, and a map of Cyprus.

As we left the little shop with a handful of Euro cents in my pocket, we spied a small real estate shop and stopped to browse what was on offer in the windows.

The prices were in Cyprus pounds and doing a little math in our heads we were surprised to find that a small villa with a pool was not too expensive.

One of us, we can't remember who the culprit was, muttered, "We could afford a small villa if we sold our house."

That was the moment, the defining moment, which altered our lives irrevocably. It was from that point that we viewed Cyprus in a different light. Little did we know it but we were looking at Cyprus as a potential home.

That evening Vicky and Dave took us to a restaurant in their village. It was early evening and as we walked through the narrow streets, with its quaint whitewashed houses, we rounded a corner and were greeted by a beautiful sight. The village church was magnificent with its white walls, painted minarets and Romanesque brickwork. We stood and breathed in the self-evident history of the place. 

The Olive Mill restaurant was exactly as described to us. A courtyard with tables set out and the main building was a converted olive mill. Our sandals flipped and flopped on the cobbles as we made our way to a table. Swallows swooped down the narrow roads and small children played with hoops and skipping ropes. The whole scene evoked a feeling of a small village on a sunny evening in 1960s England. The scene we saw and the memory it evoked were, of course, at odds with each other. But at the time we didn't see this, we saw what we wanted to see.

During the evening it transpired that in the cul-de-sac of modern bungalow villas in Vicky's road, there was one unfinished villa that the developer couldn't sell. So, naturally, the next day, we wandered over and took a look at the building.

The sky was clear of clouds and a beautiful blue. The sun was hot as we wandered down the road, small dust devils scurrying in front of us. At the back and side of the property was a large courtyard. There was room for a narrow pool, but it wasn't that which caught our eye. At the rear was a large and garrulous old olive tree, which we would later learn was over two hundred years old. It was magnificent and full of ripening olives. Small lizards looped there way round the trunk, looking for tasty insects. A light brown Gecko sat on the rear wall sunning itself and the ever-present swallows swooped to catch airborne insects.

"We could have a door put into the rear wall, from the master bedroom, leading onto this patio. We could have breakfast out here in the morning."

That was Chrissy talking. Or rather, that was Chrissy fantasising, wasn't it?

We looked at each other but didn't say a word.

That evening we sat out and had a meal Chrissy and I had prepared ready for Vicky, Dave and Phoebe's return from school.

As the evening wore on the conversation came round to the property we had viewed that morning.

"Costas, the developer, can't sell it. There's only room for a narrow pool and no family is going to buy that," Vicky said. Then she added, with a knowing look, "But you wouldn't need to worry about that, you could use our pool during the day."

In a flash the second seed had been planted and I could see Chrissy was thinking along the same lines as I was.

As we sat staring at each other the lights for the whole street went out and we were plunged into darkness.

"I'll do it," Dave said, with a groan, as he got up and wearily made his way to the front gate.

"The electrics aren't fully installed. So, when this happens we have to go down to the end of the road and flip the mains fuse back up," Vicky explained.

Even that seemed somehow quaint to us. Alarm bells were not ringing. All was sweetness and light.


      [image: ]Chrissy and I were driving through a small village north of Asarino, into the foothills of the beautiful Troodos Mountains. It was the day after viewing the bungalow villa and the air was crisp and clean and there was a slight chill to it as our car wove its way round the plantations of conifers. High in the sky we could see a flock of what looked like buzzards, searching for prey. 

When we had stopped at the Kiosk, a couple of days before, we had noticed a lovely house for sale with a large grassy field on the side. Ideal for our dogs, we thought. So here we were, nonchalantly driving along, just to take a quick look at it, out of curiosity... really! 

Ideal it was. The village was fabulously pretty. Small Cypriot houses lined the road on either side and each had a profusion of different coloured flowers waving in the light breeze. As with many Cypriot houses they were single story with all the walls whitewashed and the woodwork painted a darkish sky blue. The house itself was outside of the village and surrounded by woods. The dogs would have been in heaven.

Our two dogs are very important to us. In some ways they are the children Chrissy and I never had together. We would have moved heaven and earth to make sure they were happy. Little did we know that was almost what we had to do a year later. 

By the time our week was almost up we had arranged a meeting with Costas and he was showing us around the property in Vicky's cul-de-sac. At the end of our stay, we had put in an offer.

That's how quickly it happened.


      [image: ]We arrived back in England, collected our two happy little dogs, got home and called a gaggle of Estate Agents to find the best one to sell our house. The agents all duly arrived and all valued our house at around two hundred thousand pounds. We chose the best offer and within a few days the house was up for sale. By the end of our first week back from Cyprus we could see our house on the agent's website and they confirmed they had received a couple of requests for information. We had opened a savings account with an Icelandic bank, promising eight percent a year, in anticipation of the money from the sale of the house being able to give us a good return. We looked forward to a quick sale. By the time we had paid off our debts we would have enough in the bank to buy the bungalow in Asarino and have enough left to live off the high interest promised by the Icelandic bank. That was our plan.

The next week the building society Northern Rock collapsed and two new phrases entered the English language; sub-prime and credit crunch.But we ignored the warning signs and gathering economic storm clouds and ploughed ahead, regardless.
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