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Praise for The Summer of My Greek Tavérna


“A colorful and richly observed memoir.”


—Smithsonian magazine


“His memoir of that summer … peppered with his favorite recipes, Tavérna is … an armchair traveler’s passport to some tasty-sounding meals.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“The summer’s best travel writing …”


—Time


“Well and honestly written …”


—Susan Salter Reynolds, Los Angeles Times


“His infatuation with the place (whether ‘fueled by an excess of retsina’ or not) is infectious.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“If you are stuck in a 9 to 5 job, and cannot take a long vacation this year, The Summer of My Greek Tavérna is just the read for you … reminiscent of Zorba’s Greece and makes you want to visit, but only as a tourist, to enjoy the islands, the tavérnas, and the beautiful beaches.”


—United Press International


“A delightful froth of a book for anyone who has ever visited or dreamed of visiting a Greek isle. For those who never thought about it, The Summer of My Greek Tavérna is a wake-up call. Take it along on your vacation. It’ll help you unwind. Try the recipes when you get home.”


—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel







“In this feast for all senses Stone brings readers into the tiny Greek island world of Patmos in a prose that feels as languid as the pace of the Patmian people. … This nicely told memoir and travelogue is interspersed with Stone’s recipes, sensual descriptions of food and place, and the love of his wife and children.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Patmos, the small Greek island where St. John lived and wrote, is the setting of this brief but charming autobiographical travelog with recipes.”


—Library Journal


“A sumptuous getaway dashed with enough hardy reality to give the book body and staying power … Readers who consume the book will no doubt be sated.”


—Associated Press


“A welcome entry in the armchair-travel stakes … refreshes like a glass of cold water … I warm to a man who without bitterness returns to teaching ESL after one summer of running a Greek tavérna, and who generously bequeaths his handful of trusty recipes to his readers.”


—The Sydney Morning Herald
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Author’s Note


Recipes for virtually all the dishes mentioned in the story can be found in the “Extra Helpings” section (page 201).


The sometimes rather free translations of Cavafy’s poems are wholly my responsibility.
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In the Same Space


Houses, cafés, neighborhoods, spaces I have seen and walked through all these years,


you I have created in happiness and sorrow: in such detail, such detail,


that you are transformed completely into feeling, for me.


—C. P. CAVAFY
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I never went to Troy; it was a phantom …
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What? You mean that it was only for a cloud that we struggled so much?
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Preface


If you visit the Greek island of Patmos today, you will not find a restaurant named The Beautiful Helen nor a farming valley and beach called Livádi. These and the names of the people in my story I have changed to protect the privacy of the latter, most of whom are either still living on the island or regularly visiting it.


Nevertheless, the details about Patmos and its legends are all true, as are those about my attempt, one summer not too long ago, to run a tavérna there. In fact, if you go and sit awhile in any small restaurant on the island, you will find that it—and all the other tavérnas throughout Greece, for that matter—is pretty much like The Beautiful Helen. Doubtless, even when St. John first arrived on Patmos in 95 A.D., such a place was already in business, welcoming strangers with open arms, eager to hear their news of the outside world and ready to supply them with a cup of wine and a good bite to eat.


And perhaps at a corner table, there was someone like the man I have called Theológos, waiting to teach them a lesson.








Appetizers
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God’s Word


The phone rang just as I was about to leave home and trudge through the raw Cretan winter to my tutoring job. The school where I worked was half a mile away, housed in a gray concrete building in the modern part of Rethymnon, along the highway just outside the old city gates. It was a private establishment, a cluster of shabby rooms on the building’s second floor, where my Greek colleagues and I would spend each late afternoon and evening teaching English as a Foreign Language. Our pupils were mostly listless civil servants looking to move up the pay scale and high school students hoping for careers as guides, bank clerks, and tourist police. The pay was minimal, and the blackboards sprayed with so many layers of pale green paint that writing on them was often like trying to use chalk on the side of a cargo ship.


My wife, Danielle, answered the phone and called me in out of the rain. When I walked into the living room, she was holding the receiver in one hand and a delicate, shimmering sheet of gold leaf in the other. The gold leaf was for a Byzantine icon she was painting, one of a line of copies she hoped to sell to local tourist shops. Eight-and-a-half years before, when we met on the island of Patmos, she had been doing the same thing, a temporary measure on the way to realizing her dream of creating her own work. Now that we had two children to support, she was back at it again, just as I was learning to teach instead of working on a new novel. She had seemed able to easily accept this, shrugging it off with typical French stoicism. American that I was, I was still struggling, even at forty-two, to believe that downsizing my dreams and taking on a steady job again was a good thing.


She pressed the mouthpiece against her upper arm. “It’s Theológos.”


In a corner of the living room our two towheaded children—Sara, six, and Matt, going on two—were playing with the cat, sitting next to the cast-iron stove we huddled around in the afternoons and evenings while waiting for heat to drift down to us from the distant mildewed ceiling. When we had rented this apartment in the old city—four cavernous rooms on the second floor of a crumbling, marble-porticoed, seventeenth-century Venetian mansion—we thought it was a steal. Now, in our second winter in Rethymnon, we knew who had done the stealing, and that it was the landlord, not us.


“Theológos?” I asked.


“From Patmos. Livádi.”


I looked at her with surprise. Although we had lived in the Patmos farming valley of Livádi winter and summer for more than seven years, buying and restoring a house there, the last people we ever expected to hear from again were its inhabitants. Even more insular than other Patmians, they referred to the people from its port, five miles away, as xéni, foreigners. They also regarded the telephone as a useful but dangerously extravagant device and rarely used it, particularly long distance.


“O Ladós?” I said, using his nickname—a necessity on Patmos, where it seemed that half the men were named either Theológos or Ioánnis (for short, “Yánnis”) in honor of St. John the Theologian, Ághios Ioánnis O Theológos. It was on Patmos that John had received the visions that were set down in the Book of Revelations, in Greek, ee Apokálypsi—the Apocalypse. Theh-ós means God, and lógos word or reason; thus, theológos—theologian or God’s word.


Danielle nodded.


Theológos owned a ramshackle but thriving restaurant on Livádi Beach. Not really a restaurant, but what the Greeks call a tavérna—smaller and less expensive than a regular restaurant (estiatórion) and usually family-run. When I first arrived on the island, it had been called Ee Oráya Eléni (The Beautiful Helen), but a year later, Eléni, his wife, left him, taking their daughter with her, and Theológos cut down the tree outside and changed the name to Ee Oráya Théa—The Beautiful View—which it certainly had. Sitting on the road that ran parallel to the sea, it looked through a cluster of tamarisk trees to a sand-and-pebble beach and a wide, curving bay where brightly painted fishing boats—caïques—bobbed upon the shifting, glittering waters. In the distance rose the graceful slopes of Hiliomódi, a small offshore island used by goatherders. Beyond that could be seen the shadowy shapes of other islands in the Dodecanese and, in the sharp light of winter, even the amaranthine undulations of the Turkish coast forty miles away.


Danielle handed me the phone and went back to her table, delicately applying the gold leaf to the surface of the icon she was working on. She was thirty-two and her body, even in a bulky winter sweater and after two children, was as slim as a twenty-year-old’s. As she bent over the icon, her auburn hair fell across her face, and her fine French cheekbones, sloe eyes, and slightly aquiline nose were taut with concentration. The children had inherited their blond hair from the Scandinavian side of my family, but the beautiful delicacy of their features was entirely their mother’s.


“Theológo!” I said into the telephone, using the Greek form of address in which the final “s” is cut off. “How are you?!”


Theológos wasn’t much for small talk. An ex-merchant seaman, a capitánios, he claimed, who had meandered all over the world, he now liked to get straight to the point. Particularly long distance. So as soon as he heard my voice, he weighed anchor and set sail, hardly giving me a chance to say hello.


“Thomá!” he shouted, trumpeting the Greek version of my name all the way from Patmos. “Listen! You want to rent my tavérna this summer?”


Theológos. God’s word.



The Beautiful Helen


“Thomá, are you there?” He was still on the line, waiting for me to answer, his voice crackling and faint. In bad winter weather, there was a constant possibility of being cut off, particularly when calling from one island to another. “Thomá, listen! The man from Athens—the one who rented it two years ago?—wants it again, but I thought of you. Always you told me, if you had my tavérna. Remember?”


I remembered. His offer had instantly conjured up visions of The Beautiful Helen (I was unable to imagine it with any other name), which now beguilingly arose in my mind’s eye like glittering Aphrodite shining from the sea. I remembered those early summer mornings seated at a table by the beach sipping a Greek coffee, breathing in the smell of the tamarisk trees and listening to the soft slap of waves against the side of a caïque; the lazy oregano-scented lunches, after which Danielle and I would go back to our house to take a nap within the wonderful coolness of our thick-walled farmhouse and, with the children asleep, perhaps make love; and those evenings when the outside world narrowed down to the few yards illuminated by the tavérna’s lights and that mad exhilaration, which the Greeks call kéfi, descended upon the gathering like a tongue of fire …


The Beautiful Helen was one of those restaurants you come across in Greece and sit in and absolutely know that you can do a better job of running than its present owner. Put some bamboo here and there, soft lighting for the evening, install better toilets, get yourself a couple of waiters who care about what they’re doing, whip up some interesting recipes, and most of all, serve the food hot. The location will take care of the rest.


So, a few years before, when Theológos had begun leasing out his place for the season rather than suffer through what was becoming an increasing crush of tourists, I started saying, “You should rent it to me!”


This had been an idle request. Though I was a dedicated amateur cook and had worked in a restaurant once before, my offer was often also fueled by an excess of retsina and kéfi. Theológos himself had known this, and laughed along with me. Now, however, he was taking me seriously.


I looked at my watch. I could afford perhaps another five minutes before my trudge to the tutoring school would have to become a dash.


Out of curiosity, I asked, “How much?”


This immediately got Danielle’s attention.


There was a pause before Theológos answered. “The man from Athens offered three hundred fifty thousand,” he said. “For you, I can make it three hundred thousand drachmas, but no less.”


About seven thousand dollars.


“Theológo, even if I wanted to, I don’t have that kind of money.”


Danielle stared at me.


“I thought you sold your house,” said Theológos.


This caught me off guard. “Where did you hear that?”


“Eémay Patmiótis! I’m a Patmian! Everybody knows everybody else’s business here. You sold your house, yes? To the Dutch doctor whose daughter wants it for her dowry?”


Amazing.


“Yes,” I replied. “But,” I lied, “we still haven’t been paid. And we’re planning to put the money away for the children. For their future. College …”


Now even the kids were listening. At least Sara was, while Matt just sat there happily trying to pull the fur off the cat’s back.


“Ah! Well, then …” Theológos answered, raking in his chips.


Friends of mine who owned restaurants on the island of Mykonos had told me they made enough money in one summer to last them the entire year. And at that moment, they were probably spending the winter in Paris or New York, seeing the shows, eating at the best restaurants, while I …


“Theológo, wait. Let me think it over.”


Danielle now began to look more than a little alarmed. I couldn’t blame her. She knew I had a genetic predisposition, inherited from my late father, an architect and real estate developer in Washington, D.C., for formulating grandiose projects. While this tendency had brought me to Greece in the first place and had eventually gotten us our farmhouse on Patmos, she also knew that when my father died, he had been seventy thousand dollars in debt, mostly to his bookie.


“Thomá!” Theológos was shouting over the phone, “élla! Come! Everybody misses you! You’re one of us—Patmiótis!”


The line went dead.



Patmiótis


One of the first things people want to know is how you do it—how you can just pull up stakes on your career (I had been a Broadway stage manager and fledgling director) and go off and live on a Greek island. The thing is, you don’t really plan to. Practically all the foreigners I know who have ended up living in Greece for any extended period of time say the same thing: “I just went for a few weeks [days/hours]. But then …”


But then, something happens. Like love.


All I had wanted was to spend the summer there, four or five months at the most, and live out a long-held dream I’d cherished of going away somewhere and writing a novel. My mother had recently died of a stroke and had left me a small legacy. I put ten thousand dollars of it away in a desultory stock market, and took the rest, about two thousand, and left for Greece, where I had a painter friend, Dick Evans, also a former Broadway stage manager, who would help me get acclimated. I was thirty-three and figured I should get this out of my system before it was too late, before I married and had children—“The full catastrophe!” as Zorba says.


“I’ll be back at the end of the summer,” I told my friends.


[image: Image]


I arrived in Greece on a bright, windswept day in March. After short stays in Athens and on the island of Mykonos, where I learned more about the hasápiko (Zorba’s dance) than I did about my writing talents, I decided that if I were to get any work done at all, I would have to find some place far away from the siren calls that await you along the beaten tourist track.


I chose Patmos as the designated island by simply closing my eyes and dropping my finger on a map of the Aegean, fully confident that now that I was in Greece, I was in the hands of a benevolent Fate who would see to it that all would be well, no matter where my finger landed. “But Patmos?!” I asked. Dick hadn’t heard of it either.


An old Fodor’s Guide to Greece that I had found in the Athens flea market had little to say about the island. Seven miles long and three wide, it was a speck at the edge of the eastern Aegean, one of a scattering of islands along the Turkish coast known as the Dodecanese, ten hours by ship from Athens’s port of Piraeus in the northwest and exactly the same from the island of Rhodes to the south. Ships rarely went there, however, because of the lack of a pier large enough for them to dock at. The guide also had some cursory information on St. John and the Book of Revelations, and a grainy black-and-white photograph of the harbor showing a few grayish-white houses and gray rocks merging into a gray sea under a cloudless gray sky. Well, I thought, I’ll try it out. If it doesn’t work, I can always go on to the next one.


So, at 6 A.M. on a clear morning at the beginning of May, I stumbled out onto the deck of a battered old ferryboat, the now immortal Miméka, for my first view of Patmos, completely unprepared for the revelation awaiting me. Gone were the gray skies, gray rocks, and gray sea. Instead, the rising sun was turning the high, jagged sandstone rocks of its coastline into a rich amber, and the slopes of its hills and valleys were covered with a glowing patina of green from the winter rains. In the distance, tiny caïques were making their way toward us from harbor, cutting through the sparkling blue water. Most of the passengers were looking in that direction and at the dark, brooding, crenellated mass of the Monastery of St. John on a hill to the south of the harbor, but something drew my attention to the north, where I could see a sprinkling of white-washed farmhouses nestled in a distant emerald valley. “There!” said a little voice inside me. “You want to go there!” “There,” I would later learn, was Livádi.


The dock that we disembarked on from our caïque was little more than the stone-buttressed side of a dirt road that ran along the harbor, a step above the water’s edge. Skála, the name of the port town, was the same as the Greek word for “step,” and this was probably the reason why it had been called simply that. In fact, the docking facilities looked as if they hadn’t changed all that much since St. John first stepped off his caïque on that journey from Ephesus almost two thousand years before.


Except, that is, for the huge concrete blocks that lay jumbled at one end of the harbor. Recently, the government in Athens had decided to show Turkey how possessive it was of the Dodecanese and had begun constructing not only a new pier on Patmos but, later, an army encampment and seaside pillboxes as well.


In the harbor, a rusted dredging barge sat dormant in the water, waiting for a more seemly hour to begin its clangorous day-long operations preparing the sea bottom for the concrete blocks.


Near the middle of the harbor a bright red buoy bobbed upon the waters, about fifty yards from the western shoreline. This, I would later learn, marked the spot where a dangerously jagged rock capable of ripping open the hull of a large ship lay just beneath the surface. It was—and is—believed to be the petrified form of Yénoupas, an evil mágus turned to stone by St. John in a battle for the hearts, minds, and souls of the island’s inhabitants.


This battle is not yet over—as I was reminded again and again during my stay on the island—and the story of the encounter between John and Yénoupas, a purely local legend, tells so much about Patmos that it is worth recounting here and now.



St. John and the Mágus


In A.D. 95, John was living in Ephesus with Mary, the mother of Jesus, when the order came down from the emperor Domitian to send him into exile.


“I, John,” he wrote in the Book of Revelations, “was on Patmos because I had preached God’s word and borne my testimony to Jesus.”


One of the legends about his stay, depicted on frescoes in the Monastery of St. John, says that during the voyage from Ephesus (nowadays about a six-hour trip by caïque and twenty minutes in a hydrofoil, but back then, probably a day or more), a sudden storm swept one of the passengers overboard. He seemed lost until John raised his manacled hands to the heavens and made the sign of the cross. Immediately, the drowning man was deposited back on board by another wave. As a result, by the time the still-shackled John arrived at Skála, he was once again at his calling, preaching the good news of Jesus to a boatload of now-converted fellow travelers.


The story of these miracle-working powers prompted the Roman governor of the island to seek John’s help in releasing his brother-in-law from some sort of demonic possession. In short order, John exorcised the demon and added the governor and his entire family to his list of converts, moving in to live with the governor’s father-in-law and, freed from his shackles, establishing his new home as Patmos’s first Christian house of worship.


These events so alarmed the priests of the island’s Apollonian cult that they sought help from a sorcerer named Yénoupas, who lived in a sulfurous cave on the desolate southwestern edge of the island.* Yénoupas promptly journeyed to town to discredit this interloper from Ephesus.


*This cave still exists, reeking of volcanic fumes and so warm that a hermit is said to have lived within it for fifty-five years with only a low wall to protect him in winter. A precarious footpath used to lead there, and I have spoken to Patmians who dared the trip as youths. But the mountain in which it is housed is gradually being demolished by a gravel-mining company, and in a few years, it may be entirely destroyed—unless, of course, public awareness is raised by protests such as this one.


In Skála, he publicly challenged John to a contest of magical powers. When John refused, Yénoupas showed his disdain by diving into the harbor and raising from its depths the effigies of three dead Patmians. Mightily impressed with this display of power, the watching crowd of Patmians turned on John, berating and then beating him so badly that he was left for dead.


Miraculously, John survived. Upon hearing this, Yénoupas returned to finish the job. As another crowd gathered, Yénoupas again leapt into the harbor. This time, however, John called on God to help him—as He had helped Moses defeat the pagan god Amalek—by turning Yénoupas to stone before he could rise from the waters.


With a sudden roar, a whirlpool formed over the spot where Yénoupas had disappeared, and he was immediately petrified, imprisoned forever beneath the harbor waters.


Afterward, John remained on the island in relative freedom and peace and quiet for another year or so. In September 96, the emperor Domitian was assassinated and his edicts revoked, thus allowing John to return to Ephesus. Before he departed, the Patmians asked him to write down his teachings about Jesus for them, so he and his scribe, Próchorus, retired to a secluded hillside cave overlooking the harbor. While there, it is said that John not only wrote his gospel but received the dark visions that are recorded in the Book of Revelations. As he and Próchorus were sitting in the cave, its roof split open and “a great voice, as of a trumpet, said, ‘I am Alpha and Omega, the first and the last and what thou seest, write in a book.’”


After having Próchorus transcribe his visions, John returned to Ephesus, where it is believed he was buried.


A thousand years later, the Monastery of St. John was raised in his honor, and the island has since become a renowned repository of priceless Christian artifacts, of numerous documents, paintings, and miracle-working relics, including an icon of St. John, which has several times saved Patmos from both natural and man-made disasters.


Nevertheless, the dark, apocalyptic shadow of Yénoupas continues to loom over the island, and although petrified, he is not without power.


When the Italians were occupying the Dodecanese from 1912 to 1948, they tried to rip out the rock with a dredger, but the force of the effort threw the ship, not the rock, out of the waters. Later, an enterprising Patmian unsuccessfully attempted to dynamite it. The following day, he was repaid for his efforts with a fatal heart attack.


And so, even during the construction of this massive new pier with all the resources of modern technology, the rock of Yénoupas had been given a wide berth. And even the most casual visitor can still detect, in the island’s seeming air of sanctity, a definite whiff of menace.



The Ruins of Hóra


At the time of my arrival, the route of the island’s creaking, antiquated bus effectively divided Patmos into three areas: the central sea-level port of Skála and its neighboring merchant communities; the hilltop administrative capital of Hóra to the south; and to the north, the valleys, plains, and coves of Patmos’s various farming and fishing communities, including Livádi.


Skála was the place where everyone converged to bring their goods to market, to shop, to go to the doctor’s, the dentist’s, and to the post and telegraph offices. Made up of a cluster of modest, whitewashed buildings curving around the harbor, Skála had a narrow beach lined with tamarisk trees on one side, a blue-domed whitewashed church on the other, and in its center, an incongruous Italianate customs building, the last remnant of that strange occupation that began during the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire and that lasted through World War II.


There were several minuscule grocery stores, a couple of bakeries and butcher shops, and a vegetable market displaying the sad fruits of an island whose water supply was reduced to a low trickle by the end of August. A few fishermen’s boats lined that part of the old harbor that was still usable, and three over-the-hill taxis awaited infrequent customers in the shade of the customs house.


I found someone who spoke English. His name was Chrístos, and he was the owner of a travel agency, which he operated out of his late father’s sweet shop. I asked about places to rent, about that valley I had seen to the north. “No, no,” he said, “there’s nothing to rent out there. Go to Hóra. A wonderful place! You will love it. All the foreigners love it! They buy houses there! The bus is leaving right now. Go! I promise you, you’ll love it!” As I grabbed my bag and ran toward the bus, he shouted after me: “The view is wonderful!”


It was not only wonderful, it was breathtaking. As I got off the bus at the top of the hill, eight hundred feet up, I was treated to a magnificent panorama of the island, whose undulating hills and valleys spread out toward the north in a multitude of coves and bays, some of them sprinkled with tiny white houses, and one of them, on the eastern side, the valley I had seen from the Miméka. Farther to the north, across an expanse of silvery water, was the long length of the island of Samos, and to the right, the coast of Turkey, from which John had sailed to Patmos, to exile and the word of God.


Behind me, the Monastery of St. John jutted out of the mounting cubist jumble of whitewashed houses that was Hóra. I began walking up the steep, stone-paved incline that led into town, ignoring the signs pointing the way to the monastery, and heading instead into the labyrinthine interior.


Soon, there were massive stone walls rising on either side of me, the few windows that were in them barred and shuttered, their wooden doors thick with molding and grillwork. These were not just houses but magnificent mansions, most two and three stories tall, a few with arcaded terraces on their upper floors. Many were clearly deserted, their walls crumbled and spilling out into the streets, exposing long-neglected gardens high with weeds and the barbed husks of last year’s brambles.


For the longest while, I didn’t see a single person, although the occasional flutter of a lace curtain in a doorway or window betrayed a living presence somewhere. As the streets meandered up and down, through covered passageways and lanes so strait that you lost all sense of where the sun was, I began to feel like Kafka’s land surveyor K. in his search for that mysteriously unattainable castle. What was a town like this, obviously once so wealthy, doing on such a supposedly austere monastic outpost as Patmos?


Later I would learn that both the wealth and the devastation were the result of the acquisitiveness of the monks, as well as the island’s lay population, most of the latter Cretans originally imported to build the monastery. In the sixteenth century, taking advantage of Patmos’s tax-exempt status as a holy island, they would join forces to assemble, for God and for themselves, one of the most profitable mercantile fleets in the Mediterranean. The mansions were one result of this burgeoning prosperity, as were the maze of streets designed to confuse invaders. Another was the continuing accumulation of treasures within the monastery.


Of course, such wealth inevitably attracted the attention of Arab pirates and the warships of European and Balkan powers. Soon the island was being repeatedly attacked and, finally, badly pillaged. Completing the destruction were two massive earthquakes, the last of which was followed by two months of continual aftershocks. In the nineteenth century, Greece’s successful war of independence from the Turks resulted in Patmos and its obsolete sailing ships being yoked to the carcass of the dying Ottoman Empire. Thereafter, much of what remained was abandoned and left in ruins.


By the time I finally emerged from the warren of Hóra’s streets into a tiny square with a café, I knew that this was not the place for me. Aside from the eerie emptiness, it was too far from the sea and the earth. Too much like a city. And then there were the foreigners that Chrüstos had spoken about. They were up here somewhere, no doubt living sumptuously in houses they had bought and then renovated for a song. I didn’t want to get to know them, didn’t want to suffer through the envy I would feel when I saw their homes. Besides, there would be no time for socializing. I had only a summer to work on the novel, and I intended to live like a monk.


Anyway, my little voice was still telling me to go out to that valley.



Livadiótis


Back in Skála, I found a taxi driver to take me to Livádi. His name was Evripídes and he was the proud and loving possessor of a heavily chromed, pastel-green 1950s Buick, whose full-throated rumblings had led him to call it “toh aeropláno mou,” “my airplane.” Evripídes was from Livádi—a Livadiótis—and he thought there was a small possibility I might find something to rent. Anyway, I had to see his valley. It was the most beautiful place on Patmos!


The dusty dirt road, curved above the coastline for about five miles, providing glimpses of several other bays to the east and west before arriving at the tiny village of Upper Livádi, a collection of one-story stone houses, a small grocery, a pair of rudimentary cafés, and a large church. From there, it was a steep half-mile descent into the valley along a road so badly gutted by winter rains that Evripídes had to slow to a near halt to guide his precious aeropláno through the turbulence of the gullies.


The valley was indeed beautiful—spreading out below us like an amphitheater, sloping sharply down to a wide alluvial plain that was crisscrossed with low stone walls, donkey paths, and nearly dry riverbeds. Masses of cacti sprouted out of the rocky hillsides, and fig, lemon, and olive trees blossomed the landscape. Farmhouses and roughly built animal enclosures rose from the earth as if grown there—out of the hillsides, in nooks against the rocks, and in groups on the lower plain, while a few tiny whitewashed churches dotted the stonewalled paths that wound between the fields.


At the foot of the valley to the east was a wide horseshoe-shaped bay with a beach nearly spanning its entire five-hundred-yard length. In the middle, a small stone pier jutted out into the sea, and a few fishermen’s caïques were anchored between it and the southern headland. Along the beachfront road, tiny, single-story residences sat beneath clusters of tamarisk trees.


“Maybe there,” said Evripídes.


It was as if I had been holding my breath for a long, long time and hadn’t even realized it. Not until, at the sight of this valley, I could feel it slowly begin to release.


There are places that seem to be waiting for you out there somewhere, like unmet lovers, and when (and if) you come upon them, you know, instantly and unquestioningly, that they are the ones. It is as if, far back in time, there had been an intimate connection to that very spot or person. So it was with Livádi. Even from as far away as the deck of the Miméka, it had been love at first sight. I knew that there I would find not simply a house to rent but a place to belong to. Like Odysseus, I felt as if I were coming home to Ithaca after a long voyage through the troubled waters of foreign lands (including my birthplace) whose languages I had never really understood.


And it still amazes me to think that at that very moment, on another part of Patmos, in a little house on a cove that I had passed on the road to Livádi, the future mother of my children was sitting on her terrace pondering, as I was, what she was really going to do with her life now that she had finally gotten here.



Danielle


I hung up the telephone. “The line’s dead.”


“What did Theológos want?” asked Danielle.


“Nothing,” I said dismissively. “He has some crazy idea about renting me the tavérna for the summer.”


And off I ran to work.


By the time I returned in the evening, I had that slightly queasy thrill in my stomach that I get when I’m about to do something that goes totally against every bit of common sense I have. I was becoming obsessed with Theológos’s offer. The problem now would be convincing Danielle.


Her father, in sharp contrast to mine, was a model of prudence. A professor of economics at the university in Aix-en-Provence, he wore suits even on weekend mornings, drove mid-range Citroëns wearing gloves, and put whatever extra money he had into government bonds and blue-chip stocks. Danielle’s mother had a degree in anthropology. She had learned Portuguese and had been intending to go to Brazil to study the native Indians when she met this handsome young lawyer and subordinated her career to his. Danielle, in turn, had dutifully gone to the Sorbonne and was working toward a law degree when suddenly she announced to her stunned parents and five brothers and sisters that she had always wanted to be a painter. Without waiting for their reply, she dropped out of law school and enrolled in the école des Beaux Arts.


There she became enamored of the great Russian masters of icon painting and spent a summer studying their techniques at a Russian Orthodox monastery in the South of France. Afterward, she fled continuing family pressures to do the expected and responsible, and following a stint living on the beaches of Crete, had headed for Patmos for the same reasons I had—to see if she really was an artist, or just another dabbler.


The first time I caught sight of her that first summer on Patmos, she was sitting in a café in a side street off the harbor—twenty-three years old, her nut-brown body slim and braless, long auburn hair streaked with gold, and eyes green and almond-shaped—deep in thought, paint-stained fingers picking bits of tobacco off her lips as she stared into space. It was morning, and an ouzo with water in it sat on the table next to her, white as a glass of milk. She was French and full of mystery, and her desire to be left alone had mesmerized all of the men on the island. With that first glimpse of her, I was now included among them. I began to look for her every time I came to the port, hoping for an opportunity to get to know her. But it would be almost the end of the summer before this really happened—and when it did, it would be near chance, or, as I like to say, fate. Typical of those heady days, it had to do with an attempt, at a party at Theológos’s tavérna, to walk on water. But we’ll get to that later.


Since then, however, Danielle had changed. It had started with her first pregnancy. As soon as Sara was on the way, the occasional morning ouzo had stopped. So had the cigarettes, at least during the length of her pregnancies. And words like “choice” and “responsibility” had begun creeping into her vocabulary, as in: “We chose to have the children. Now it’s our responsibility to provide for them.”
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