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For Alexander, son of Greece




Prologue


We fell in love with Greece decades ago. Like many love affairs it started with lunch – baby squid, suckling pig, fried aubergine, Greek salad and lemony, tart retsina – delicious things, exotic and full of sensual promise. So when I was offered a job based in Greece, we jumped at the chance.


That was more than twenty-five years ago. The currency was the drachma and somehow we lived without mobile phones and laptops and the internet. Greece was rebuilding after seven dark years of dictatorship and applying to join the European Union.


We lived in an olive grove on the outskirts of Athens. An ancient tree grew up through the middle of our balcony. From the kitchen sink we looked out on the mountains of Parnis, from the bathroom sink the mountains of Pendeli. Quinces and medlars grew outside the front door, bitter oranges for marmalade at the back. In season we gathered figs, apricots and grapes. We woke up to thrushes and fell asleep to nightingales. It was sunny most days of the year and wine was cheaper than water. It was a far cry from South London where we lived before.


 ‘Oh Toad, I dread the thought of leaving here,’ said Arfa once a week. The only consolation I could offer was Ti na kanoume? – what can we do? – an essential Greek phrase in the face of life’s inevitabilities. 


Arfa is not my wife’s given name. It is short for ‘just’alf a glass’, which is what she says when offered wine. The impression of moderation is undermined by having to fill her glass twice as often. My nickname, Toad, is short for Fat Slimy Toad, an endearment from our courtship. We have four children, Jack, Jim, Kate and Harry, who were then under ten years old.


Our transfer from Greece was imminent, probably to Frankfurt or Pittsburgh. We talked of staying on or at least owning a place we could come back to. Our dream was a little whitewashed house with a blue door and blue shutters on an unspoiled island in a picturesque village next to the beach with a taverna round the corner. So how did we end up with a tumbledown ruin on a hillside above a village called Horio, with no road, no water, no electricity, no roof, no floor, no doors, no windows and twenty years of goat dung?
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The road to ruins


Ajax led me round the corner of his butcher’s shop into a muddy lane. He skipped from dry place to dry place to keep his shiny patent leather shoes clean, arms gracefully outstretched to retain his balance. I took as much care of my new desert boots. It was like an audition for Singing in the Rain. On both sides of the lane were houses in the New Aegean style – single-storey concrete cubes on stilts with rusty steel bars sticking out of the flat roofs so that new floors could be added when the owners had the money.


After fifty yards we left the houses and came to a new concrete road lined with pomegranates and cypresses. Many travellers have taken such a road thinking it must be the way out of town, not knowing that the best road in a village usually leads to the cemetery. With a perfunctory sign of the cross, Ajax hurried past the cemetery gates and carried on uphill along a narrow and winding mule track between blackberry and thorn bushes. He had the ruddy-faced look of slaughterers and his taut belly swelled over the belt of his jeans, but he was fitter than I was.


The dry stone walls and thorn hedges on either side of the path were so high that I couldn’t see where we were going. When I thought Ajax wasn’t looking, I made little two-footed jumps to see over, like a child. The bright April sun broke through the clouds again, bees hummed and bright flies darted over shrinking pools of rainwater. Flowers burst out of every crack and cranny in the walls. Like a bucket of water thrown on an old tiled floor springing the colours back to life, the spring shower stirred up the heady smell of Greece. Wafts of mountain oregano and thyme and pine and cypress, spring flowers, damp grass and all the mineral, composting, meaty savour of freshly wetted earth overpowered even Ajax’s cologne. At last we came to a small plateau with a cluster of old stone houses.


‘There it is,’ said Ajax.


I suppose he took my stunned silence for speechless admiration. It looked like a forgotten corner of a Balkan war zone. A couple of houses still had roofs. The rest were in various stages of collapse. A few were nothing but piles of stones and broken beams. A wall of one house remained, with a fireplace and windows and cupboards absurdly out of reach above where a floor used to be. Fig trees and thistles grew out of the masonry and goats browsed in the rubble. The only building left intact was a little whitewashed chapel twenty yards down the hill.


Ajax beckoned me to follow him to the house closest to the chapel. It was on two floors with rough stone walls a yard thick and a pitched roof of massive split stone slabs. Half the roof had fallen in and broken slabs littered the ground. An almond tree grew at the front, its top about level with the second-floor windowsills. The bottom floor, which had one small window, was for stabling animals and storing wine, oil and grain. The living quarters on the second floor were reached at the side by a broad stone staircase grown over by the grey, viny branches of a fig. In front of the steps an ancient olive, as round as it was tall, squatted in the middle of a yard enclosed by a wire fence threaded on rough stakes, the hoof-marked ground grazed bare and smothered in a thick layer of chocolaty dungballs.


‘Schön, nich’?’ Ajax asked.


I couldn’t think what to say. Actually yes, I could: If you think I’m going to buy that tumbledown goat shed you must be raving mad. But I didn’t say it. I was brought up not to say what I think. Instead, I used the classic English expression of disapproval.


‘Very interesting,’ I said.


‘A beautiful house.’


‘Why you not to live here you yourself?’ My Greek was poor, but the meaning was clear. He looked at me as if I were crazy.


‘My house is next to the shop. I have electricity. I have three bathrooms. But here it is so quiet, so peaceful. It is a most beautiful place.’


I wasn’t convinced. We all know that location, location, location are the three most important things in real estate, but walls and a roof come pretty high up the list too. Ajax uprooted a stake, threw back the wire netting so we could tiptoe across the goat dung to the door on the ground floor. I stooped under the massive olive-wood lintel and gagged on the smell of old goat and fermenting straw that buzzed and rustled like a living thing. Breathing through my mouth, I came out and followed Ajax up the outside staircase, struggling through the fig branches that grew over it. I have never liked fig leaves, they rasp like cats’ tongues. Ajax pushed open a rotting door and with an estate agent’s flourish stood to one side.


‘Careful. Don’t fall through the floor.’


There was not much floor to fall through, only a few stumps of joists with a goat-stinking pit below. We stood on the stone threshold like trapezists waiting to jump. It was a long, rectangular room with a crumbling fireplace at one end and two windows at the other. What was left of the roof sagged like a waterlogged awning on fractured beams, held together by a ceiling of smoke-blackened reeds. In some places the plaster had fallen away from the rough stone walls, in others it was fresh and white, washed by rain flooding down the walls.


‘Look. What do you think?’


‘Very nice,’ I replied in English, which was a waste of irony. Ajax dug down into his own English vocabulary.


‘Very naice. Spessial.’


‘It’s special all right.’


‘Here it is quiet and cool. Down in the village there is traffic and television and noise.’


‘And roofs and floors and windows.’


‘It’s old. You foreigners like old things.’


He smoothed his handsome black moustaches. My Greek was not up to explaining that it is not old things we like but things that pretend to be old, that the English sense of tradition is nostalgia for an imagined past and not the discomfort and inconvenience of the real thing.


‘The simple life. Spessial. Nine people lived in that room. Po-po-po.’


I struggled for my Greek. ‘Why not to live here still?’


‘Bah. We are European now.’


The place was a ruin. It would need months of work. There was no mains water, no electricity, no telephone. Where would I plug in the typewriter? The simple life was all very well, but I preferred other people to live it for me and write books about it. Even so, I didn’t know the right words to tell Ajax to get stuffed. To avoid standing tongue-tied, I stepped into the room on a stump of a joist, holding on to the door frame.


I could now see through the front windows. The weathered frames swung open. The glass was shattered and the shutters hung loose. But framed by these imperfect windows was a perfect landscape. The ruins of the old houses and the concrete of the new Horio had disappeared, masked by trees and a fold in the hillside. The rain shower had clarified the air and a golden evening sun lit the scene.


In the foreground were almond blossom and the little chapel set against the shimmering green of olive trees and budding mulberries. Down the hill was a stone cottage with a terracotta roof and a wisp of smoke drifting from the chimney. A knotted vine covered the terrace and a cow grazed in a field at the back. In the middle distance was a round plain chequered with fields and orchards. In the centre sat a conical hill topped with a square stone tower. Around it browsed a flock of sheep. Beyond were green and grey and purple mountains and in their cleavages the sea.


The landscape looked empty and pregnant at the same time. I was drawn into it like a tiny human figure in paintings of classical landscapes, overwhelmed by the grandeur of their setting but at the same time necessary to give it scale and narrative. Teetering over the gloom and goat stink, I felt light headed. I ached for that idyllic world. I longed to get closer to the windows to prove that the vision was true, but the gulf was too wide.


I was born and brought up in Birmingham. My earliest memories are a daisy lawn in front of a Yardley semi on the Coventry Road, cream double-decker buses, scraping Jack Frost patterns off the inside of bedroom windows to see smoking chimneypots, the old Birmingham Bull Ring. Later on the fussy gardens, closes and cul-de-sacs of Solihull, with escapes to the flat green fields and hedges and towpaths of Warwickshire, with little houses of old red brick. Like Odysseus making his legendary way home to Ithaca from Troy, the goal of my life’s journey should have been Acocks Green.


Nevertheless, inside me was a Birmingham-shaped hole in the place of home. How it was filled by a view out of a Greek window I still can’t explain. Perhaps it was the visions of Arcadia in Birmingham Art Gallery, where my Dad took me when we went into town. Who knows?


Half an hour later, by the chapel, watched by the goats, I surrendered to my fate with a token struggle and deteriorating Greek.


 ‘So, Mr John, what do you say?’ Ajax switched from the polite plural to the familiar singular. We were friends. We were accomplices. ‘The house is yours. I know foreigners in Düsseldorf who would give their back teeth for a little house on a Greek island. It is their dream. Whitewashed walls, red tiles, blue shutters, an olive tree, a vine around door, a geranium on the steps, mountains in the distance, the dark blue sea. Smell the mountain oregano and the pine.’ 


‘Walls not white. Roof kaputt. Shutters broken.’


‘That’s nothing. A month’s work and you can move in.’


He reached up and put an arm round my shoulder. I was surprised at myself for not recoiling at the touch as I would in England. Although I was taller than him, I felt embraced by a bigger man.


‘Soon I go back to England.’


‘Take a piece of Greece with you, here in your heart.’ His free hand slapped the wallet pocket of my Marks and Spencer’s linen jacket. ‘And leave a piece of yourself here in Greece. You’re a foreigner, you know things. I am a simple man, but I know you will not be sorry.’


‘I have no money. How can I buy?’


‘Who cares about money? You are my friend.’


You are my friend. Nobody had said that to me since I left primary school.


‘Vairy chip. Vairy chip.’


‘I said I have little money.’


‘How much do you have?’


‘Not enough.’


‘How much?’


‘Two hundred thousand.’


‘OK. I accept your offer. You strike a hard bargain, Johnny.’


‘How to know the price is good? The house. Too cheap. Too dear.’ I struggled for haggling words, but the few I knew had evaporated along with my common sense. Ajax lapsed into injured pride, his brown eyes reproachful, the corners of his mouth turned down and his arms outstretched with open palms.


‘My friend, you can’t buy a used car for that much. Ask anybody. Ask if Ajax ever cheated anybody.’ This time he thumped his breast where his own wallet would be.


‘Wait …’ My brain was scooped out and my tongue cut off. Nothing was left except emptiness and light. His arm was around my shoulders again.


‘You will not regret this. We will be neighbours. We will be compatriots. We will be friends.’


‘Eff-harry-stow,’ is all I managed to say. ‘Thank you.’
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Family matters


At that time we lived in Kifissia, a suburb of Athens. Until recently it had been a sleepy summer resort for upper-class Athenians escaping the heat of the city in the breezes and pines of the foothills of Mount Pendeli. A Roman tomb in the main street set the tone for this Kifissia, funereal mansions and mausoleum hotels haunted in the day-time by ancient ladies in twinsets and gentlemen in barathea suits.


Another Kifissia came alive at night. All through the year people came up by car or the little metro, the elektriko, to indulge in the Greek national pastime, eating. After a perfunctory stroll to get the digestion going, they descended on some of the best tavernas you could find anywhere in Athens. At midnight or so they could then take another little stroll to Varsos, whose yoghurt and milk puddings were famous all over Attica. Food went fork in hand with conversation, which was not always social. Politicians, bankers and businessmen were often to be seen stitching up deals or each other over the tsatsiki.


When we got there in the mid-1970s the old mansions were being pulled down and their gardens ploughed up to make way for apartments. Development was fuelled by the invasion of expatriates like us, whose business was in the Middle East and would have based themselves in Beirut if that tragic city had not been self-destructing.


Greeks and foreigners lived in parallel universes separated by language and custom. Greeks started work at seven, foreigners at nine. Greeks finished at three and came home for lunch. Foreigners finished at six and came home for dinner. Greeks went to bed for the afternoon and got up for coffee when the foreigners were having drinks. Greeks went out to dinner when the foreigners were coming out of the taverna to go home to bed. The American Club was for those who preferred to have dinner at six and brunch on a Sunday and avoid the stress of dealing with Greeks and their language. The rest of the expatriate community was Balkanised around its various national schools. Ours was St Catherine’s British Embassy School, a model primary and a corner of Greece that was forever England.


The idea of buying a place in Greece had not come completely out of the blue. A few months previously we had held a family celebration on the balcony.


‘Do you know why we’re having this?’ asked Arfa, as a champagne cork blasted off into an olive tree.


‘Because you’re alkyholocs,’ said Jack, our eldest. He had started spoilsport lessons at school doing projects on smoking and drinking and sex.


 ‘Noo,’ said Arfa, dipping her fingers into a limpid pool of spilt bubbly and licking them. 


‘It’s your wedding adversary,’ said Jim, our second son.


‘Anniversary. Right. Daddy and I have been happily married for ten years.’


Four little faces stared at us, bright blue eyes, hair bleached blonde by year-round sun.


‘You’re not happily married,’ said Kate, our daughter. ‘When Daddy’s here you’re always arguing. You threw a pot of paint at him this morning.’


More froth billowed out of the glass. Arfa and I were locked eye to eye, not knowing whether to gasp or guffaw. Banter was so much part of our conversation that we never thought how it looked to the children.


‘That’s not arguing, Kate. That’s discussing. And it was only poster paint. Anyway, ten years is a long time to live together.’


‘Daddy doesn’t live with us. He lives up there,’ said Harry, the youngest. He pointed up to the cobalt blue sky. Froth overflowed the second glass. Last week we’d had a conversation about hamsters and grandpas living in the sky with Jesus. Did he think I was dead too?


‘He means in an aeroplane,’ explained Arfa. ‘Every time a plane goes over they say that’s where you live.’


‘Sweethearts, Daddy and Mummy love each other very much and we all live together,’ I said, trying to sound convincing. ‘Here, let’s drink to that.’


I poured froth into four plastic cups and topped up the two glasses and we clinked to wedded bliss, not very satisfactorily, as plastic does not clink well. All in all it was a muted celebration.


Coddled in moonlight, jasmine and sentiment, after the children had gone to bed, slumped in canvas chairs, feet on the balcony rails, we gazed blearily at the olive trees and discussed our future without a trace of bicker or banter.


‘That’s it,’ I said, ‘I’m finished. I’m not going to be a stranger to my family. We’ll make a proper home.’


‘How will we live?’


‘I’ll write. Grow potatoes. Anything. I’m only doing this for the money. I’ll take a sabbatical, see how it goes.’


‘OK. I’ll start lawyering again.’


‘You’ll be out of practice.’


‘After dealing with four children and a Greek cleaning lady, judges will be a pushover.’


‘We might have to go back to London for a bit. Until we’ve got things sorted out.’


‘I don’t want to leave Greece. This is where we’ve been happiest.’


‘We’ll always have a home here. I promise.’


So we decided that, as soon as we were transferred from Athens, I would take a sabbatical from my job travelling round the Middle East and we would buy a house in Greece that would always be our home, wherever we were living at the time.


We went about looking for a house carefully and systematically. We had lively family discussions, in which we tried to reconcile the children’s vision with their parents’. On one side was a luxury villa with cable TV and a swimming pool and English-speaking children to play with; on the other a picturesque, whitewashed village house with blue shutters by the sea and near to the taverna. We made lists of islands and mainland villages, pored over maps and ferry schedules, planned weekend trips. The first pleasure of this house would be looking for it.


Before I met Ajax the butcher we had been a few times to Evia, the island where Horio is located. It is less than three hours’ drive from Athens. It is a thinnish island just over 100 miles long, the second biggest in Greece after Crete. A spine of mountains runs along its length. On the eastern side of the mountain backbone is the swell of the open Aegean. The coast is rugged, with steep cliffs and few safe harbours. On the other side is the Gulf of Evia, separating it from the Attica mainland. There are lots of little bays and anchorages and the water, sheltered on both sides, is generally calm. Unless you knew otherwise, you could be excused for thinking that Evia is part of the mainland. The swing bridge across the Gulf of Evia at Halkida, the capital of the island halfway down the coast, is only 40 yards long.


In classical times Evia was spelled Euboea, which means ‘good for cows’. You may come across people who are called Negroponte, which was the name of the island when the Venetians and then the Turks ruled it from about 1200 to around 1830. It is obvious if you have a smattering of Italian that this means black bridge, as I informed the family on our first visit.


 ‘It’s not,’ corrected Arfa, ‘it’s an Italianised corruption of Evripos, the channel that goes under the bridge.’ 


‘Wrong again, Dad,’ sang the chorus.


‘Thank you, darling. Would you like to carry on?’


‘No, darling, you’re doing beautifully.’


You should know that between us ‘darling’ is more a provocation than an endearment.


‘The Evripos channel has been a wonder of the world for thousands of years,’ I continued, as we leaned over the railing of the swing bridge.


‘Why?’ asked Jack, the eldest, unimpressed.


‘It’s got trolls,’ said Jim for little Harry’s benefit, who had nightmares about Billy Goat Gruff.


‘The water flows one way and then the other. It changes once an hour sometimes.’


‘Why?’ asked Jack.


‘Nobody knows. There are no tides in the Mediterranean. It’s a mystery. Who knows who Aristotle was?’


‘He’s the caretaker at my nursery,’ replied Harry, quickly, pleased to have got the answer in first for a change.


‘He was also a famous philosopher. He was probably the most influential philosopher and scientist in Europe until the eighteenth century. And he was the private tutor of Alexander the Great.’


As one of his given names was Alexander, Harry saw a second precious opportunity for glory, but as he opened his mouth his elder sister closed it again.


‘Shuddup. You’re Alexander the Titch.’


‘Some people say that Aristotle died here in Halkida. He was so depressed by not being able to solve the mystery of the Evripos that he jumped in here and drowned.’


‘Why?’ asked Jack.


‘Don’t you get frustrated when you can’t solve problems at school?’


‘Nah. Just go on to the next,’ replied Jim.


‘So why do you think the current changes?’ asked Arfa.


‘Oh Maam, just tell us. They do this at school. If you thought we knew you wouldn’t ask us,’ complained Jack.


‘Don’t you tell us, Dad. We don’t want an enslapedia,’ added Jim.


‘I don’t know why it changes. Nobody does. Even to this day,’ I said.


‘See, they gave up and moved on to the next,’ said Jim.


‘Evripos means fast current in Ancient Greek,’ added Arfa.


‘Fat lot they knew,’ said Kate and tossed an empty Smarties tube into the historic waters to bob aimlessly on the spot. After a lecture on littering, which was the word then for environmental awareness, we resumed our study of the mysterious waters.


‘It must be about to change,’ I said.


‘It’s not,’ countered Jack.


‘It’ll change. Just watch.’


‘How long do we have to watch?’ asked Kate.


‘It’s too hot,’ they all said.


And so the process of broadening minds went on. If it sounds unrealistic, indeed it is. It would be much too tedious to include the sighs, groans, repetitions and interjections of stop it …  (s)he’s annoying me … do that again and you’ll be sent back to the car … you don’t know where it’s been … wipe that off right now … (s)he pinched/hit/ slapped/poked/kicked/pushed/bit/scratched me … I’m hot/ tired/thirsty/hungry/bored/busting … take that out of your nose/mouth/ear/bottom and so on that enliven conversation in young families.


The children were right, of course. It was too hot to wait for the enigmatic waters to turn, so we sat in the shade of a café terrace for ice creams and lemonade and toilets. Nevertheless, amid the slurping and kerfuffle and mopping and mess involved in these things, there was no escape from mind broadening.


‘You know Odysseus and Achilles,’ I said.


‘Yeah. We saw the cartoon.’ (There followed a simulated sword fight with sound effects and threats of ‘If you drop that ice cream I’m not buying you another’.)


‘According to Homer, over there is where the Greeks launched a thousand ships and set sail for Troy. It used to be called Aulis.’ I waved my cornet in the general direction of Halkida’s cement plant, the oil refinery and the dry dock, and they screwed their eyes up against the sun. ‘Who knows the names of any of the other Greeks?’


‘Helen,’ ventured Kate.


‘She was a girl,’ complained Jim.


‘She was the most beautiful woman in the world,’ Jack added.


‘Like you, Mum,’ said little Harry.


‘Creep,’ said the chorus.


 ‘She ran away to Troy with a handsome Trojan called Paris …’ 


‘We’ve been to Paris,’ piped up Harry.


‘… and her husband Menelaus started a war to get her back. It lasted ten years.’


‘Why didn’t they get a divorce? That’s what Stephanie’s mother did,’ said Kate.


‘What about other people?’


‘Aggy Nemanemanon,’ said Harry.


‘Right. Agamemnon. He was king of Mycenae and the leader of all the Greeks.’


‘And Hector,’ said Jim.


‘He was killed by Achilles,’ said Jim, which was the signal for the great battle on the plains of Troy to be enacted once again.
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Done


Back in Horio, Ajax and I concluded the deal in Yannis’s café. This was an excellent example of New Aegean architecture, a grey concrete hangar painted lime green, inside and out, as far up as a man can reach with a brush and the rest left bare. The side that opened onto the square was glass with metal-frame windows and sliding doors.


Inside smelt of coffee and tobacco, resin and sharp cheese. One wall was lined with shelves loaded with groceries. Within easy reach were the cans, bottles and packets in daily demand. The further up the wall, the more exceptional were the goods on offer. Right at the top and out of reach mouldered the unsuccessful speculations of two decades, flyblown and caked in dust, for which there had never been nor was likely to be a requirement: tiny bottles of medicinal olive oil, humane mouse traps, windscreen de-icer, melon ball scoops. On the opposite side were a counter and a refrigerated cabinet for cheese and salami.


On the wall facing the door was a floor-to-ceiling panoramic photograph of a Swiss mountain glade with white cows and a chalet in the distance, a glimpse of a perfect world far from the heat and humdrum of Greece. Even people who live in places the rest of us daydream about have daydreams of their own. Hanging on the Alpine idyll were various official notices, a shelf with a bakelite wireless, a grainy sepia wedding photograph of a man and woman with solemn, frightened faces. High on the wall in the corner over the door to the toilets, a colour television was mounted; a score of children craned to watch Knight Rider. The middle of the room was filled with metal tables and wooden chairs, where unshaven men in caps sat hunched over tavli – backgammon – or cards, slamming down the pieces and slapping down the cards like gauntlets, while a few sat reading the paper.


Ajax led me like one of his doomed lambs to an empty table and told me to sit down. He looked around the room and smoothed his handsome black moustaches. He did this by joining the thumb and middle finger of his right hand under his nose and springing them apart across his top lip. It looked vaguely insulting, like flicking snot. He went over to two men in tweed caps drinking ouzo. He muttered to them and they stood up and shambled over. One was bald with a genial smile and a thick grey moustache like a yard brush. The other was thin and pale and worried looking.


‘This is Spiros, our carpenter. This is Dimitris, the builder. My friend Mr John is English. He’s a good man. I’m giving him our house up the hill.’


‘Why? Does he have animals?’ asked Spiros.


Ajax scowled at him and then winked at me as if we shared a secret. We all sat down and Ajax rubbed his hands like someone expecting a good meal. Under their watchful eyes I took the two hundred thousand drachmas out of my wallet. This was nearly five thousand pounds or eight thousand dollars in today’s money. Technically it wasn’t mine, belonging to a client I had been visiting, but I reckoned I was good for it as soon as I got home. I shuffled it quickly and covered it with my hand as I slid it over. Where I come from money isn’t to be talked about or flaunted in front of strangers. But Ajax snatched up the wad and counted it out loud, ceremonially, slapping the notes down on the table while the witnesses mouthed the amounts. It was all so public and embarrassing.


Yannis and his customers gathered round and two small boys pushed their way to the front. When Ajax finished he looked at them, stood up and stuffed my money deep into his shirt pocket. He reached across the table and shook my hand, gripping my shoulder tight with the meaty fingers of the left.


‘Danke schön. Und kalo risiko.’ The witnesses shook my hand too.


‘Kalo risiko.’


‘Kalo risiko.’


Greek has a formula for every event – weddings, christenings, buying a new dress, having a haircut, talking about children, going away, coming back, leaving a house, leaving home. Kalo risiko is for a new house. Kalo means good. Risiko means fate, but sounds ominously like danger.


‘What about the papers?’ asked a tall, handsome man with iron-grey hair who had been reading a newspaper.


‘Papers? What papers?’ Ajax smoothed his handsome black moustaches.


‘The contract.’


‘What contract?’


‘The sales contract.’


‘That’s for pig-brained lawyers. We’ll go to the notary in Aliveri tomorrow or the day after.’


‘And if something happens? You’ve got his money. What has he got?’


This is the bare bones of what they said, although they went on for much longer. In a classical Greek play by Sophocles or Euripides, Oedipus Rex for example, the main characters don’t so much talk to each other as make speeches to the audience. A chorus comments on the action and interrupts with its own ideas. It seems so artificial and unrealistic until you see an argument in a Greek café. They posture and declaim and gesture to the audience and bystanders chip in and repeat everything as if they were on stage in an ancient amphitheatre.


At first I didn’t understand what they were talking about, although I pretended to, nodding and smiling in the wrong places, while I tried to puzzle it out like a dialogue on my Greek-in-a-Week cassette. The main problem was that the word for a contract sounded like symbol. Symbol? What could be symbolic about buying a house?


Yannis went to his till and brought back his spectacles, a ballpoint pen and the blue exercise book in which he kept his accounts. He sat down at the table, tore a clean page out of the middle of the book and, with contributions and criticisms from the others, crafted a single sentence out of a score of subordinate clauses, recording the sale in perpetuity, for consideration given, of a property in the old Horio to John, father’s name Henry, employee, of England …


Ajax signed first, with a flourishing signature that filled half the page like a sultan’s firman, ornamented with loops and curlicues. There was hardly any room for my crabbed little squiggle. He folded the paper and ostentatiously presented it to me as if it had been his idea in the first place. I put it in the pocket where my money had been. He said that he had urgent phone calls to make, shook my hand, called me friend and waved goodnight to everyone except my champion, who went back to his newspaper with studied indifference, erect and dignified.


I didn’t know what to do now. My new neighbours milled around my table talking in low voices, obviously about me. I thought I should mark the occasion. I took a deep breath, clapped my hands and put on a cheerful expression.


‘So, let’s all have a drink. Yannis, a bottle of ouzo please.’


‘How about a bottle of whisky?’ asked Spiros the carpenter. ‘That’s what you foreigners drink, isn’t it?’


‘Swat the bloody Greeks drink when they get arfa chence,’ added a short, foxy-faced man in mangled Australian. ‘Gidday mate. Howa youse? The name’s Alekos.’


He gripped my hand and pumped it up and down, a cobber’s reunion. I was surprised by the wave of fellow feeling at hearing English, however distorted, after hours of unremitting struggle with Greek, so I did what Poms do in such circumstances: I recoiled. When we are abroad we take a holiday from social attitudes. We treat foreign peasants and workers and shopkeepers with the genial familiarity we would never use at home. But meet anyone with claims on Englishness and the portcullis of snobbery comes down again.


‘Hello,’ I ventured.


‘Twenty yeers in Melbourne, mate. Grate city. Better than this ocker dump.’


‘Really?’


‘Yep. Twenty yeers. Ended up with two supermarkets and an apartment block.’


‘Very interesting.’


‘Grate loife. People are more honest than these sly bastards too.’


‘Thank you very much. I’ve just bought a house from one of them.’


‘Don’ say I dint warnya.’


Spiros came up with half a dozen glasses and one of the implausible brands of firewater that you only find outside Britain with a name like Highland Crotch. It was still five times the price of ouzo. I knew they were taking advantage of a gullible foreigner, but what could I do? He poured for himself and the other two witnesses and for Aussie Alekos and me and we all clinked glasses.


‘Our health,’ we chorused and swigged the whisky down in one gulp. Three other men came over with empty glasses. I watched with irritation as a second expensive bottle was fetched and passed round from table to table. News spread and men came in from outside to drink the health of the foreigner who had paid good money for a goat shed. Women in yellow scarves stared through the plate glass, tossed their heads and walked on. Children ran up to me, giggled and ran away again. I felt my face getting more and more flushed with drink and self-consciousness as I fended off the same remarks over and over.


‘What did you buy up there for?’


‘There’s no electricity.’


‘There’s no water.’


‘There’s no road.’


‘It’s full of snakes.’


‘Aren’t you be afraid to be alone up there?’


‘Aren’t you afraid of the cemetery?’


‘You paid how much? For a heap of stones?’


‘Why didn’t you buy mine? It’s a proper cement house down here with a kitchen and a bathroom.’


In my faltering Greek, sustained more by cheap whisky than competence, I explained that it was a beautiful place and a beautiful house and that where I came from people liked to restore old things rather than buy new ones. But the principle of gentrification was lost on my listeners. In the end I shrugged off their questions with a vacuous smile and spent the rest of the evening swapping reminiscences about Melbourne with Aussie Alekos and Liverpool with Yannis, who had been a merchant seaman, even though I had been to neither city.


Meanwhile I caught the taste of the whisky and drank lots of toasts and got Yannis to open a new case of Highland Crotch. I drank through the buzz of befuddlement into perfect clarity and out again into the blissful confusion of true intoxication. The dreadful ‘What have I done?’ nagged less and less and finally evaporated by the time the last of my new neighbours staggered home and left me sprawling on five taverna chairs, one for my bottom and one for each limb, drifting in and out of what the sober observer takes for sleep but is in fact a whirling maelstrom of light and colour and rushing noises. I was conscious of Yannis tiptoeing gently round me, probably assuming that I was indulging in the British national pastime and would soon get to the next stage of looking for a fight or windows to smash unless I was allowed to sleep it off. The only other customer by then was an old lady watching Ben Hur.


I awoke with a start when Yannis turned the television off. It was about midnight. The part of my brain responsible for foreign languages had also closed down for the night. I managed to ask for the bill by scrawling in the air. Yannis slowly arched his head back and tutted. It had already been paid for. Since that night I have often tried to treat my Greek friends to coffees or drinks or meals in the taverna, but have never succeeded. The bill is always settled before I ask for it.


Next morning I found myself stiff and cold on the back seat of the mini. My head was pounding and I felt bloated and sick. An acrid taste started at the back of my nose and flowered into a pungent smell that filled the car. Goats with yellow scarves and black moustaches lurked in the dream space just beyond my blurred vision. I scrabbled at the door. There were no colours in the world yet, only shades of grey. I clambered out, bent double, willing my stomach to overcome the waves of nausea starting at my trembling knees, welling into my belly and burning their way into my oesophagus. I forced myself upright. Cramp in my back and legs was absorbed by the sensation of a cleaver burying itself in my skull down to my eyeballs. With a moan I slumped on the car. My forehead splattered into something wet on the roof and I hoped it was dew.


I stood like this, body locked upright, arms dangling, head in a puddle of unidentified moisture, until the various painful and miserable sensations found some sort of equilibrium. Among the symptoms was a terrible thirst. Moving slowly, head up and knees bent, I groped for a half-empty bottle of water, which had been rolling around behind the front seat since the end of last summer. I poured the dregs into my mouth and down my chin and over my shirt front.


‘What have I done?’


The inescapable answer was that I had spent our money on a ruin on a Greek island because of the view from the window. I had also drunk too much cheap whisky. No wonder I moaned. Hard on the heels of the moan came another voice, familiar but not mine, an English voice, stern and full of moral fibre.


‘Pull yourself together,’ it said – which, as best I could, I did.


Breathing as deep as I dared, I set off to inspect our property, along the concrete road to the cemetery and up the mule track. On limp sausage legs it was slow going and punctuated by interludes of unpleasantness. My desert boots were soaked and I couldn’t stop shivering.


By the time I reached the ruins the dawn had ripened into reds and golds. A fine mist blurred the plain and the tops of the mountains were wreathed in cloud. The corrugated cement roofs of the village below glistened with dew and pools of water lay bronze on unfinished flat roofs. Birdsong filled the echoing cavities of my throbbing head.


The only other sound was from the shuffling, chomping goats shut up for the night in the ruins of houses. They browsed in the rubble, penned in by fences of brush and thorn and wire, hard and knotted horns twisted back towards stubby tails. They softened the ground with acrid yellow urine and pounded in their shitballs with cloven hoofs. Bulbous dugs and swollen vulvas swung under matted hair. A bitter, rotting smell hung around them in the damp air. They stared at me with evil eyes as I stumbled past.


I trudged up to the house, our house now, and picked my way through the squalor of the yard. I climbed the stone staircase, struggling over the sprawling fig, and untied the rusty wire that held shut the door into the main room. I pushed too hard. It fell off its hinges and crashed into the void below. Holding my breath against the stink of goat, I stepped gingerly in, fearing the worst, that the vision of yesterday was an illusion.


It was still there, a glimpse of a perfect Greece, waiting for the figures to be painted in.


I sat down on the cold stone at the top of my stairs in defiance of haemorrhoids and in a turmoil of nausea and apprehension. The sun came up and burned away the mist and cloud. By eight o’clock there were signs of life down in the village, buckets clanking, pigs squealing, sheep bleating, chickens squawking. Vans with grainy loudspeakers broadcast news of fresh mullet and fat sea bass with potatoes and onions to go with them. A man with a bouzouki banged on about love. The church bell urgently announced the start of the morning service: bong-bong-bong/bong-bong-bong/ bong-bong/bong-bong/bong-bong-bong.


I knew what I had done. But what was I to do now? I had minimal Greek, minimal building skills, minimal funds. It was madness to rebuild an old stone house with no electricity, no water and no road. My options were one, to go back on the deal and try to get my money back from Ajax, or two, to run away and pretend it had never happened, or three, to make the best of it and spend the rest of the year doing up the house. The first was the most unrealistic, as I could never imagine Ajax giving me my money back. The English voice, stern and full of moral fibre, would not hear of running away. So that left the third option, to make the best of it. But first I had to face the ordeal of breaking the news to my family.


I stumbled down the path, chilled to the bone and exhausted to the marrow, and headed for the car. As I drove out of the village, Ajax and Dimitris the builder, yesterday’s worried-looking witness, were measuring the front of the butcher’s shop with a tape and writing the numbers down on a pad. I felt too embarrassed to stop and say good morning.


I waited until the next village to phone home. When my beloved asked where I had been all night and why I hadn’t phoned, I pretended I couldn’t hear, said ‘Hello?’ several times and hung up. Lines were often bad from the islands.
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Panic


When I got back to Athens I was in the doghouse for staying out all night without phoning home. It was a less serious offence than it would be today, now that we have mobile phones and digital exchanges. In those days an island village usually had only one phone, normally in the café, and the chances of getting through to Athens first time, or indeed any time, were slim. As I had been to drop off some papers and collect a bank draft at a shipowner’s house in Kimi on the island of Evia, it was assumed that I had been detained for an evening’s entertainment.


This doghouse was a luxury kennel compared with my lodgings when I announced that I’d bought a ruined house on the way back home. Actually ‘announced’ is not the right word. ‘Nervously let slip’ would be more accurate. I prefer not to elaborate on the various stages of our dealings over the next few days – disbelief, anger, recrimination, the raking up of old sores, bitter silence and so on – but I can say that they gave lasting strength to our relationship, like a thick scar is stronger than the skin around it.


When the initial storm died down, I had to convince the children that they were not going to spend the rest of their lives in a hovel, that they would not have to scratch for their dinner in the weeds on the mountainside and that they would not have to learn Greek – despite our efforts they reflected the resistance of the British community to grasping the language. The bribe was that we could have a television as soon as we had electricity. Until now the condition had been that we would have the box when all the children could read. As we kept adding to the brood, the elder ones were getting restive. The main issue with their mother was convincing her that this was not a unilateral decision but that through some psychic bond underlying our relationship we had taken it together. So it was a tricky few days before the weekend, when I could take the family to Horio and show them the paradise I had found for them.


The general mood in the camper could best be described as sullen and was not improved by the walk up the mule path from the cemetery, where we parked. Little legs that could racket round the house and garden all day suddenly became tired and tender bodies that fried happily in the noonday sun by a paddling pool became insufferably hot. The children whinged and moaned and Arfa scowled.


However, all this was nothing beside the general dismay when they beheld their new island home. I viewed it through their eyes, as I had seen it when Ajax the butcher first brought me up. I relied on the opportunities for mischief afforded by the countryside to bring the children round. As for Arfa, my best hope was that she would be as enchanted by the view out of the window as I was.


‘Before you run away,’ I begged, ‘please look out of the window.’


Blinking back tears, Arfa scrabbled up the stairs through the fig tree and teetered on the joists, breathing through her mouth. I held my breath too.


‘Toad, it’s wonderful,’ she said at last. ‘It’s like a painting.’


‘It’s more than a painting. It’s real. Imagine waking up to this every morning. It’s the Greece we always dreamed of. There are gods down there and nymphs and satyrs and shepherds dancing.’ I am embarrassed to report these words and even more embarrassed to recollect that I meant them.


‘But there’s so much work.’


‘Not really. A roof, a bit of carpentry round the windows, a wooden floor. We don’t want anything fancy.’


‘Like electricity, you mean.’


‘If you have electricity you have televisions and dishwashers and ironing boards and things that wink and bleep. With electric lights you can’t see the stars. For once we’ll live the simple life. Like people have lived since the days of Homer.’


‘I’m not having an outside toilet.’


‘All right. We’ll have an inside toilet.’


‘A proper one. Not a hole in the ground.’


‘All right. A proper sit-down with a flush.’


‘Can you do it? I can’t help. I’ve got enough to do.’


‘A piece of baklava. I promise. I’ll make us our own little Arcadia.’ I gave her a passionate hug.


Jim was standing on the steps behind us. ‘Wow!’ he said, ‘Wowee!’ He ran off to the others, who were testing different ways of flicking goat droppings at each other.


‘What’s the matter with him?’ I puzzled. Arfa shrugged. We soon found out. The four of them rushed up, skipping and whooping.


‘Is it true Dad? … Is it? …   Is it?’


‘Is what true?’


‘We’re going to have our own Arcadia?’


‘Sort of. Just a small one.’ There was more general whooping and cavorting.


‘Can we have the thing with silver balls that goes round and round?’


‘Yeah, I won fifty pee on that.’


‘And the rifles where you shoot ducks …’


‘Can we have foopball with men on skewers?’


And so they rhapsodised. Like the thing you roll coins into, where a pusher shoves them into a heap on the edge of a shelf and if they fall down you win, it took a long time for the penny to drop.


‘I think they mean the amusement arcade Granny and Grandpa took them to last summer,’ clarified Arfa and left the rest to me. I took a deep breath.


‘Sweethearts …’


I had to watch four excited, happy faces pass through the stages of disappointment from puzzlement to gloom as I explained that the Arcadia I meant was not a fun house but a wild and beautiful place in the mountains of southern Greece and the setting for poems about shepherds written by the Roman poet Virgil. These days Arcadia meant any beautiful place unpolluted by modernity where people led simple lives at one with nature and made their own fun dancing round the maypole. I did my best, but fun house it wasn’t.


We spent the rest of the morning exploring the hillside and gradually the mood improved. There was something for everyone. We discovered more glorious views, gathered armfuls of wild flowers, petted donkeys, climbed trees, threw stones, chased frogs and generally convinced ourselves that Dad might get a reprieve after all.


We came across a cave and Arfa told the children about Pan, god of the shepherds, who has horns and a tail and goat legs and invented pipes made out of seven reeds tied together. He has caves all over Greece. I took the risk of bringing up a ticklish subject again by saying that his ugliness made the other gods laugh so much that he ran away to Arcadia, where he chased the nymphs and played his pan pipes and went to parties with equally ugly little forest gods called satyrs. He causes the irrational terror that mortals sometimes feel in lonely, desolate places, which is where our word panic comes from.


At lunchtime we swept goat droppings from the bottom steps of our new house and, with stern warnings against collecting them for ammunition, necklace beads or ersatz Maltesers, sat down to eat our picnic. We had scarcely started to tuck in when from under the stone that Arfa was sitting on emerged the head of a snake, with bright eyes and a flickery tongue, followed by the rest of its sinuous black body. Even making allowances for exaggeration, it was a good eight feet long and as thick as a man’s forearm. I don’t mean my weedy forearm, but one belonging to a proper working man. It didn’t slither or wind or snake but poured vertically up the wall to the window above us, where it disappeared inside.


We were frozen to the spot, cheese and tomato sandwiches fixed in whatever situation the moment took us. Arfa’s teeth were chomped down on hers. The only thing that moved was a trickle of juice from the corner of her mouth. The boys were the first to speak.
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