
  
    
      
    
  


  
    



    Vanessa Gordon studied English literature at the University of Exeter and gained a PhD in Anglo-Irish fiction from the University of London (Bedford College) before having a career in the music industry. She has travelled all over Greece and enjoys improving her knowledge of its language, ancient history and archaeology. In addition to The Naxos Mysteries, she has published a book on the cuisine of the Cycladic islands, A Greek Feast on Naxos.


    Naxos is the largest island in the Cyclades, and its tallest peak, Mount Zas, is also the highest in the Cyclades. Naxos is south of Athens, north of Santorini and east of Paros. Inhabited since the Palaeolithic Age, it was an important site during the Bronze Age, was settled by the Mycenaeans, thrived in the Classical era, and was in the control of the Venetians for over three hundred years. The island has produced some of the finest marble in Greece since ancient times, and its famous monument, the iconic Portara, stands on an islet near the port.


    Naxos is an island of contrasts. The main town, Chora, is crowned by a Venetian castle, the kastro, around which are the labyrinthine streets of bourgos. Modern Chora is a popular and successful tourist resort, and the western beaches are increasingly busy, but beyond the town you will find uninhabited hills, attractive villages of white houses, quiet beaches and archaeological sites. There are imposing Venetian towers and welcoming tavernas, sought-after artists and ceramicists, soaring eagles and vultures, and precipitous mountain roads. There are feasts and festivals, spring flowers, a carnival period, musicians and dancing, and, if you know where to look, there are archaeologists.
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    A Note about Greek words


    GREEK NAMES & ACCENTS


    In this book, unlike the other Naxos Mysteries, I have used accents on some Greek words to show where the emphasis is placed. I have not done this on proper and place names for ease of reading and because the words are often familiar to English-speaking readers.


    When a man is spoken to directly, or with familiarity, 
the ending of his name changes, as in Christos/Christo and Alexandros/Alexandre.


    Mousikó Sýnolo Arkadías The Arcady (Music) Ensemble


    Town names Chora and Halki begin with the same sound as in the Scottish ‘loch’.


    In the place names Agios Georgios, Agia Anna and Agios Prokopios, agios (m) and agia (f) mean saint. St George, etc. The Kastro (castle) of Naxos crowns the hill of Chora town, and the Bourgos is the medieval area around and below it.


    GREEK GREETINGS & EXPRESSIONS


    kýrie and kyría monsieur/madame, are only capitalised at the start of a sentence or in O Kýrios meaning God

		kaliméra hello, good morning

		kalispéra good evening

		sas/sou you (formal or plural/singular)

		yeía sas/yeía sou hello

		ti káneis how are you?

		ti kánete how are you (plural)

		kalá good, well

		polí 		kalá very well

		kalá? are you well?		 ki esí? and you?

		symfonó I agree

		synharitíria congratulations

		kalí 		órexi bon appétit

		stin yeía sas/sou good health, cheers		 

		parakaló please; on answering the phone.

		kaló 		mína happy new month

		vréchei kareklopódara it’s raining chair legs (karékla chairs, 

		póthara legs)

		naí, fysiká yes, naturally

		lipón, ti tha párete? so, what will you take/order?

		xrónia pollá me igeía many happy returns and good health


    GREEK (GENERAL)


    
		eímai éna eremítis I’m a hermit

		filoxenía hospitality towards strangers

		kafeneía traditional Greek cafés

		pandopoleío general grocery shop

		plateía town square

		paralía beach, seafront

		papás priest

		omorfiá beauty

		típota nothing

		ekeí there

		eínai he/she/it is, they are

		ándras husband

		den apéfere karpoús it did not bear fruit

		píthoi large ancient Greek/Mediterranean storage vessels


    GREEK MUSICAL TERMS


    nisiótika island music

		laïki folk music

		paradosiakí mousikí traditional music

		choreftés dancers

		syrtós a dance

		syrtáki a dance

		hasápiko a dance

		bállos a dance


    GREEK FOOD & DRINK


    
		arbaróriza scented-leaf geranium

		misó kiló kókkino half kilo of wine, served in jug/carafe

		koulourákia Greek biscuits

		dákos rusk used in a salad

		fáva yellow split-pea dip

		loútza thinly-sliced cured meat

		kléftiko roasted lamb in parcel with garlic, lemon, 

herbs, potatoes

		xinomyzíthra soft, white, creamy, sour cheese (sheep/goat)

		kalógeros Naxos beef and aubergine (eggplant) stew

		horiátiki traditional Greek salad

		païthákia lamb chops

		pitákia little pies (cheese, spinach, herbs etc). Singularpitáki

		keftédes Greek beef/lamb meatballs

		soutzoukákia meatballs of Smyrna (Asia Minor) origin

		bougiourdí baked cheese with tomato chilli sauce

		hórta wild greens served simply cooked

		yemistá baked tomatoes and peppers with rice/herb filling

		rósto slow-cooked pork, wine, tomatoes, herbs

		tsái tou vounoú Greek mountain tea

		sféla semi-hard, tangy, peppery cheese from the Peloponnese

		saganáki pan-fried hard cheese

		sýglino salted pork meat traditional in the Mani

		siderítis herb ironwort, medicinal properties, used for tea

  


  
    Howl, howl, howl, howl! O, you are men of stones:

		Had I your tongues and eyes, I’d use them so

		That heaven’s vault should crack. She’s gone forever!

		I know when one is dead, and when one lives;

		She’s dead as earth.


    



    King Lear, Act III
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    The distinctive double-peaked hill of Stelida has drawn attention to itself for millennia, but not as a place of death and bitter secrets. This has come more recently.


    Tormented by the relentless sun and raked by gales that drive across sea and land, Stelida is an inhospitable and yet alluring place. From its lofty ridge that rivals great Mount Zas only in the wordless challenge that it makes, the solitary walker revels in the view: the glittering Aegean, nearby Paros island, Naxos’ ancient castle and its populated town. Yet ancient Stelida has been shaped by the storms and nudged by the tremors that jolt the Cycladic lands. Seabirds may ride the thermals, and ravens come and go, their cries carrying on the wind, but never does a songbird sing near the cave between the peaks, nor a crested lark ascend from the desiccated vegetation on the slopes. The earth remembers and the stones retain the secrets of the place.


    Years ago, in a summer month, a solitary howl rocked the quiet grasses of the hill. It was a howl to wake the dead, though it could not. It was a howl from the depths, yet it was not from beneath the earth. A single howl among the stones, fit to crack the vault of heaven.
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    Archaeologist Martin Day parked outside the plateía and strode towards the Café Seferis.


    He had not spoken to Sofia Lianaki of Naxos Police for at least two years; there had been no need. At one time he had known her reasonably well. He had been collaborating with the local force on a crime involving Greek antiquities, and her boss, Christos Korres, had become a personal friend. All the same, Sofia’s invitation to meet for coffee that morning had taken him by surprise and he wondered what lay behind it.


    Café Seferis was a good coffee house and a popular venue with the local police, being strategically located next to the Magistrates’ Court. He opened the door to a noisy space full of locals that was welcoming with the aroma of coffee and baked food. Sofia waved to him from a table by the far wall and he went to join her.


    It was one of the few occasions that he had seen her in civilian clothes rather than uniform; otherwise she seemed remarkably unchanged. Her long dark hair was, as it had always been, controlled by a sturdy clip behind her head and the sunglasses lodged on top. Younger than him by a couple of years, Sofia exuded an aura of competence, authority and strength. It was curiously reassuring.


    ‘Sofia!’ he said, sitting down and accepting her outstretched hand. ‘It’s good to see you again. Ti káneis?’


    ‘I’m very well, thank you,’ she replied in her excellent English. ‘And you?’


    He nodded amiably, having no intention of speaking of his current state of mind, which left a great deal to be desired. He covered his failure to elaborate with the palaver of ordering their drinks. Sofia waited until they had their coffee before explaining what lay behind her invitation.


    ‘You must be wondering why I asked to see you,’ she began once they were served. ‘I have a message from Christo. He was sorry that he didn’t manage to see you before he returned to Athens and asked me to apologise on his behalf.’


    Day murmured his appreciation of this thoughtfulness, concealing his surprise. Christos must have left nearly two years ago. Besides, Inspector Christos Korres had not been the kind of man to remain on a peaceful Cycladic island where there was usually little to concern the police beyond neighbourly disputes and traffic incidents. Day had always known that. Once his task on Naxos was completed, Christos had been bound to return to his unnamed department on the mainland. His real role in the Hellenic Police, though never explained, had clearly been a senior one.


    ‘I knew Christo was a high-flier and would leave us sooner rather than later,’ Day said. ‘Secret-squirrel business is more his line, I suppose?’


    Sofia looked puzzled. ‘Secret squirrel? I don’t know that expression.’


    Day laughed. ‘Sorry. It means covert, classified. He told me that his posting here was to be temporary, but he never spoke about his actual job with the police.’


    She smiled at him and acknowledged the point.


    ‘You’re right. He belongs to a serious crime unit with international jurisdiction. He enjoys the work. He says he can make a difference there.’


    She picked up and handed him a folded piece of paper that had been on the table by her hand.


    ‘This is Christo’s private mobile number. I saw him recently and he asked me to give it to you. You would find it hard to get in touch with him, you see, if you should ever want to. I think your expression is that he isn’t in the phone book.’


    Day thought he would probably never see Christos Korres again. Christo had always been a dark horse – another expression that would bring a small frown to Sofia’s beautiful face – but he had been a good man, one you could rely on. Day was pleased that Sofia had decided not to leave the island. She was a capable pair of hands and a likeable woman.


    ‘You worked with him for many years, didn’t you?’ he said. ‘I thought you would go back with him: you made a very good team.’


    ‘It was time for a change for me,’ she said, ‘and I enjoyed the challenge. It was a welcome promotion.’


    The implications of her modest remark struck him full force.


    ‘You’ve been promoted to inspector? I hadn’t heard. Congratulations, Sofia! Synharitíria!’


    Impulsively he took her hand across the table and squeezed it.


    ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It was necessary in my new role as chief of police.’


    ‘I couldn’t be more impressed.’ Day grinned, feeling more upbeat than he had done for some time. The Hellenic Police employed women on the mainland, but on Naxos it was unusual to find one, and for the top job to be given to Sofia was a very positive change, in addition to being well-deserved.


    ‘Let’s talk about you, Martin. How was life for you during the pandemic? How is your wife?’


    Day sat back in his chair and sipped his espresso; it seemed he might no longer be able to avoid the subject that for the last few weeks had caused him a certain amount of anguish.


    ‘The lockdown was not too bad for us,’ he said, ‘because we had our work to keep us busy. Living on the island through the winter, which we’d never done before, was actually a joy – the island is beautiful in the cold months, so quiet, only the local people, big winds, big weather, magnificent dramatic skies. We lived simply, tried to keep healthy, and the only hardship was not seeing our friends.’ He stopped himself. ‘Everyone was in the same situation.’


    He hesitated; he had a tiresome habit of being truthful and would have to tell her the rest.


    ‘At the moment, though, things aren’t so good. Helen’s mother is dying and Helen went to England a few weeks ago to support her stepbrother. I should explain – Helen’s mother, Fiona, walked out when Helen was very young, and unsurprisingly Helen has had no contact with her since then. It is Joe, her stepbrother, who has been looking after their mother since she developed dementia. Now Fiona has pneumonia.’


    ‘I’m so sorry,’ repeated Sofia. ‘You must all be very upset.’


    ‘Helen’s carrying it all, not me,’ he said.


    Sofia made a small movement with her chin, eloquent if not explicit. ‘I haven’t met Helen’s brother, have I?’ she asked.


    ‘No, he’s only been to Naxos once, and it was before you and Christos came here. He’s a musician.’


    ‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘Music is a great consolation. And Helen will have you to look after her.’


    Day flashed her a smile. ‘I’m looking forward to that,’ he admitted.


    There was a pause during which he stirred his espresso needlessly with the small spoon and regretted sharing his negativity.


    ‘And you?’ she said, moving him along kindly. ‘Are you busy with your work?’


    Day made an effort to lighten his mood, and the story of his never-ending work on Greek vases fitted the bill perfectly.


    ‘Oh yes, I keep busy. I’m working on something that I’ve been trying to finish for probably a decade already without any realistic hope of doing so. It’s a book about Attic vases of the Classical period, my favourite subject, which is why I’ve never given up on the book. There’s apparently no end to what I want to say, and I keep going off at tangents. I both love it and hate it, and sometimes I just have to put it down for six months and forget about it. I must admit, though, that since Helen’s been away it’s been a very good distraction from being on my own.’ He shrugged. ‘And worrying about her.’


    ‘I’m surprised you had time for coffee,’ she teased, ‘so near to the completion of your major work.’


    He laughed, strangely cheered. She must be, after all, a great deal busier than him.


    ‘It’s really good to see you,’ he said again. ‘Anyway, I should get out more than I do; I’m becoming a hermit. Eímai éna eremítis. I need to go to the extreme end of the island and look out at the sea, take a long view, literally and metaphorically. It does us all good to look further than a screen.’


    ‘Symfonó,’ she said. ‘I agree.’


    ***


    After a long and enjoyable conversation with the new chief of police, Day drove home to his house in the village of Filoti, the house which he had bought with his inheritance from his late father. Buying it had been one of the best things he had ever done, and as he locked the car and waved to his elderly neighbour, Soula, who was sitting on a wooden chair watching the world go by, he felt an unexpected wave of contentment.


    The house had a modest frontage on a village back road, but inside it was roomy and cool, with a view over the valley to the mountains, a wonderful balcony, and enough space for friends to visit them. It had everything he needed. He unlocked the front door and went inside, enjoying the familiar smell of wood and polish, behind which lay a more subtle aroma of coffee and old books.


    In the main room at the back of the house, his library took up an entire wall. His books were more than just essential for his work; they were a pleasure, and a treasure, and a balm to his soul. The space also served as a living room, dining room and kitchen, though whenever possible Helen and he would sit outside.


    He opened the shutters and glass doors and walked out onto the balcony. As he did so, a new life invaded the house: the mild, damp, herby smell of the meadows and hillsides, scrub and farmland of the upper Tragea valley. Standing at the railings looking out at Mount Zas and the landscape around it, he sensed for the first time that summer had arrived.


    He leaned against the balcony railing taking deep breaths of the fresh air of the hill village. On the coast, as he knew from the drive home, there was a strong sea breeze, but here in Filoti, in the shelter of the hills, it was calm. He sighed, swaying against the railings indecisively. If Helen had been there, he would have known what to do next.


    He turned and went back into the house. The huge wooden dining table was stacked with his books and papers, the peripherals of his work on Attic vases. His computer radiated its customary message of appeal and recrimination. He carried a dirty cup and plate to the sink and wandered to the bathroom, aware that he was procrastinating. Finally, unable to find any more reason to delay, he sat down and opened the laptop.


    He had not been working for more than an hour when his mobile rang. It was Andreas Nomikos, a good friend and a high-ranking officer in the Hellenic Police in Athens.


    ‘Chief Inspector Nomikos, kaliméra!’ Day said in a single breath.


    ‘Kaliméra. I’m calling from your neighbouring island, Paros. Ti káneis?’


    So Andreas and Fotini were not at home in Athens but at their holiday house on Paros, a mere thirty minutes away by ferry.


    ‘Kalá, esí? How long have you been on Paros?’


    ‘Only since the weekend. I’ve taken some time off to be with Fotini. We have good news – a baby on the way.’


    Day grinned into the phone.


    ‘Synharitíria!’ he said for the second time that morning. ‘Great news.’


    ‘It’s a little girl,’ Andreas went on, his voice light with joy. ‘We’ve decided to call her Maria-Zoë. Like it?’


    ‘Very much. A beautiful name. Well done, old friend, and, as we Brits say, better late than never!’


    Andreas laughed agreeably; his mastery of English was such that they could joke and play with the language and often did so. When they had first worked together on a case of antiquities smuggling, an exasperated Andreas had accused Day of being an impulsive and unpredictable liability, a phrase that Day still keenly remembered. Later Andreas had realised that his archaeologist friend could be a useful and even inspired adjunct to a police investigation.


    ‘How are you? How’s Helen?’ Andreas went on.


    ‘We’re well. She’s in England visiting her brother. Long story.’


    It was one which he simply could not face going through again.


    ‘I’m sorry to hear that. I was calling to invite you both over this weekend. Unfortunately Fotini and I are going back to Athens on Sunday night. Why don’t you take the ferry here tomorrow and bring Helen next time?’


    ‘Thanks, but I’m afraid I can’t. I have some students arriving next week and need to prepare for it, though I’d much rather run away to Paros.’


    ‘Okay, soon then. I’ll give you more notice next time, if I can. Oh, I saw that your TV series is being broadcast at the moment and it’s obviously a great success. You’re making quite a name for yourself.’


    ‘Ah, well, maybe.’


    Hearing the sombreness in Day’s voice, Andreas hesitated.


    ‘Is anything wrong, Martin?’ he asked.


    ‘I’m just tired. And thanks for the invitation. Let’s get together as soon as we can. When’s the baby due?’


    ‘October 10th, supposedly. Look, call me when Helen’s back and we’ll arrange something, yes?’


    ‘Definitely.’


    They talked a little longer before saying goodbye. Afterwards Day returned to his work, but the muse had left him and he went to the fridge for a glass of water.


    So, Fotini was going to be a mother. The last time he had heard of a friend’s pregnancy was when Nick and Deppi were expecting their second child. On that occasion he had been more than pleased, he had been overwhelmed with delight.
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    Two days passed, and he had just spoken to Helen on the phone. The situation in England was still a nightmare. Fiona, their mother, was on a ventilator, and Joe and Helen were taking turns to stay with her.


    Helen always said that she was ‘fine’, but Day knew better than to believe it. He felt powerless to help her, and the powerlessness frustrated him almost more than anything. He wished he could have cancelled his students and gone with her to England, but the first group were due in a few days. The undergraduates were scheduled to spend time with him on Naxos as part of their programme of study, and travel plans had been fixed well in advance. To hell with it, he should have told the university to postpone. Too late now. Guilt and regret kept him awake every night; Helen needed him.


    He stood up abruptly and went to shut the balcony doors. He needed time away from the house. Pausing only to double-check that he had saved his latest work, he closed down the computer, picked up the car keys and left. He had no idea where he was going, but it would be somewhere remote, somewhere he could look at the sea, talk to nobody and try to sort out his head. As he had said to Sofia, he needed to correct his vision, for the sake of both his eyes and his mind.


    He drove past Apiranthos without stopping there, but it filled his mind with memories. A village of white houses and marble footpaths that dominated the flanks of Mount Fanari, it was the home of a seventeenth-century tower, an important Byzantine church, and an ancient walkway to the sea. Even more importantly, Apiranthos reminded him of Christos Korres, with whom he had collaborated on a crime scene in one of its historic houses. For a while, Day lost himself in his memories and paid little attention to the road. It was just as well that he habitually drove slowly.


    As the road meandered through the central hills, Day decided to go to the village of Moutsouna on the far east coast. The road there was renowned for its difficulty and the drive would take all his concentration, but Moutsouna was one of the most remote villages on Naxos, and its isolation and historic past offered much-needed solace. He would sit with a coffee in some bar that overlooked the tranquil water of the bay, and put his thoughts in order.


    Moutsouna had once been an important place. It had had the deepest port on that side of the island, a feature which had guaranteed its wealth and reputation for hundreds of years. Here ships could be laden with Naxos’s black gold, emery, for transportation across the Mediterranean. A unique natural abrasive, emery had been in high demand since antiquity for working both stone and metal objects. Pliny the Elder had even referred to it in his writings. Then, with the invention of a synthetic substitute in the twentieth century, the emery trade had come to an end, and the ships were now long gone from Moutsouna harbour.


    Day’s mind careered off on a tangent at this thought: the cable cars transporting the emery from the quarries to the sea must still have been functioning when his late mother was growing up in Tunbridge Wells. He sighed, allowing himself to enjoy the few images of her that he still remembered. It was only the twists in the road that brought him back to the present.


    The road demanded his attention from then on. It climbed and plummeted, full of tight hairpin bends. The mountain ridge of central Naxos, backed by a pale blue sky, was the dramatic backdrop to his drive. An old grey van with an open cargo bed filled with reused oil drums appeared suddenly round a blind corner; Day negotiated the hazard adroitly, while the other driver barely changed his trajectory.


    The road swept down round a dark switch-back where a small lay-by offered parking to the owner of the beehives that covered the slope. Uphill again, and suddenly Day was in sunshine, low April brightness that dazzled and delighted. As he approached a tight bend, a white mule peered down from its tether in the field above. The grasses at the side of the road now had colour – orange and lime that contrasted with the rocks and stones that had tumbled among them from the slopes above.


    Downhill mostly now. From the six-hundred-metre elevation of Apiranthos, the road would end at sea level at Moutsouna. Day was thankful for the good brakes on his old Fiat, though less sure that it had the power he would need for the steep inclines of the return trip.


    On impulse, when nearly at Moutsouna, he diverted sharply left where a sign said simply ‘Azalas’. He had once known someone who lived there, in the small hamlet by the stony shore, and had not been back since his friend had left the island. He would go and look at the house, just for a few minutes. He had nothing better to do.


    Azalas was still little more than a collection of residences, some large, all attractive, loosely arranged by a rocky beach fringed with old tamarisk trees. To reach the place, the visitor had to drive through fields of bamboo enclosing a single track road. Day met no oncoming traffic and pulled up on a patch of sandy gravel next to a white church the size of a small bedroom, with a bell suspended above its entrance in a curved frame of white concrete. Behind it, wind-driven clouds massed above the sea, which was a dramatic shade of azure-grey. He stood for a while allowing the wind to freshen his face and pin his clothing to his body, enjoying the scent of the sea and a silence broken only by the breaking of the waves on the rocks. In front of the house where his friend had lived, an old sailboat now stood on a newly constructed retaining wall, declaring the current owners to be people who loved the sea. Behind that, a pine tree loomed, the one thing that he remembered of his friend’s garden.


    It was a short but bumpy drive from the isolated hamlet to his destination, Moutsouna. Having parked in the small, unmade car park at the entrance to the village, he patted the bonnet before heading off in search of a café overlooking the sea. There seemed to be nobody about.


    Though Moutsouna was a modern village, it had the feel of a place stranded in time, the era in which it was stranded being at least fifty years ago. Now that the emery mines were closed, Moutsouna was no longer thriving; it was a small fishing village with two tiny beaches, a jetty, and about a hundred year-round inhabitants. In the tourist season this number was higher, and its prosperity depended on visitors, but the difficulty of the road from the main town had ensured Moutsouna’s relative safety from the worst effects of tourism.


    The jetty, built for the emery trade, was now used only by pleasure boats and a tiny fishing fleet, but the cranes, rails and lifting gear that had loaded the ships were still in place; it was an outdoor museum. On his drive here from Azalas, Day had passed the overhead railway that had once brought the emery from the inland mines, and seen the black cable cars that still hung from the steel ropes like giant bats, rigid in the now clean air.


    He walked downhill towards the shore. There were three small tavernas in the village, all snuggling up against the silvery water of the bay. The weather was improving, the clouds dissipating, and he thought he could look forward to a peaceful hour in spring sunshine. He chose a table as far as possible from the handful of other customers. He stretched out his legs; his feet almost touched the low stone wall which was all that separated his chair from the sea.


    Beside his table stood a sturdy pine tree with low branches in which a sheet of canvas had been hung to provide a bed for a sleeping ginger cat. To his right were more pine trees, branches sweeping low, and the old, industrial jetty with its two towers. The original lifting gear that had once loaded the groaning boats still hung from these towers, but in the fragile and soothing afternoon sun they took on a charm and beauty that Day had never found in the industrial relics of Victorian Britain.


    He had a pleasant chat with the young man who came to take his order. There was no sense of urgency here, not this early in the season. He ordered a black coffee, and the man returned to the taverna to make it for him.


    Day allowed himself to drift into a thoughtless state of tranquillity, open to any and all impressions, his vision chancing on the large and the small alike. Where the jetty joined the firm land of the tiny harbour there was a stone tunnel which allowed rainwater to pass into the sea from the hills and hinterland. As he watched, a flash of blue from that direction passed across the water in front of him: a kingfisher, birds which in the Cyclades lived on the coast. Day watched it come and go for a while until his coffee arrived, when he turned his eyes instead to the fishing boat moored in front of him in the bay. It was well-kept, even smart – modern Greece no longer permitted the old caiques, now banned by law, to ply their former trade, perhaps because they suggested a more old-fashioned, more Eastern tradition that was no longer thought to be in keeping with Greece’s twenty-first century image.


    In the gentle breeze, the small waves that nudged against the sea wall rocked the fishing boat and made a hushing sound, regular as breathing, as they fell on the beach to his right. The early April sun scintillated on the ever-moving water, gently lighting the village and the hills behind it, and threw shadows across the taverna terrace. A long, flat-bottomed cloud in the shape of Crete hung low over the horizon to the east, and where the blue-grey shapes of other islands, Donousa and Strongili, lifted from the sea in front of him, a white radiance of light seemed to form their reflection in the water.


    Day began to relax at last. He spent some time mulling over his plans for the following week before paying for his coffee and getting up. His walk round the edge of the bay, including both the tiny beaches, took only ten minutes, but he made it last as long as he could and then ventured round the old industrial parts of the harbour. He looked at each square, white Cycladic house, and at the older, terracotta-tiled farmhouses, even at the warehouse-like brick building by the entrance to the port, focusing on the design and unlikely beauty of each one. Soon he had forgotten Classical vases, and having put his other anxieties into some perspective he felt himself grounded once again in the spirit of Greece.


    The phone rang in his jacket pocket. Nick Kiloziglou, his Greek-Australian friend, owner of the island’s foremost restoration company.


    ‘Hi, Nick.’


    ‘Martin, hi. I’m in Apiranthos to check on progress at the house in Glezos Street. I thought we might have a drink this evening, maybe? I could stop by your house, say, about six? You up for it?’


    Oh God yes, said a voice somewhere inside Day’s head. He should be able to get home in time, and Nick’s brand of robust good humour was exactly what he needed.


    ‘Certainly am!’ he said, unable to avoid an accidental Australian inflection in the throes of his enthusiasm. ‘I’m in Moutsouna at the moment …’


    ‘Moutsouna? What you doing out there, mate?’


    ‘Taking some time out. I can easily make it back home for six. See you at my place.’


    ‘That’s the hardest twenty kilometres on the island,’ Nick reminded him with a laugh. ‘Good luck. See you later.’


    Day walked back to the Fiat with a lighter step, pleased that he had come to Moutsouna and even more so that the evening held the promise of good company.


    The route home, which seemed unremittingly uphill, was sobering, especially to a man not fond of reckless driving, but Day had become (in his own estimation) an expert at uphill, hundred-and-eighty-degree bends on mountain roads in Greece, and took them with spirit. Not once had he even considered trading in the old Fiat for a different car. The trick, he found, was to engage second gear at a certain point and all would be well. He breathed more freely, however, once he joined the Apiranthos road and coasted towards Filoti.


    He reached his house at almost exactly the same moment as Nick; his friend’s VW Amarok, known throughout the island because it was the only one of its kind on Naxos, drew up seconds after he did.


    ‘Indoors or out?’ asked Day, already promising himself a gin and tonic, made in his usual meticulous manner in the galley kitchen that formed part of the main room. ‘Sure you want a beer?’


    ‘I’ll start with a beer, then we’ll see.’ His friend grinned.


    Day handed Nick a bottle of Mythos and returned to his work: he enjoyed making the drink almost as much as tasting it. Ice, generous dash of gin, squeeze of lemon, lemon rubbed round the rim of the glass, fresh bottle of tonic from the fridge.


    ‘Inside or out?’ he repeated, as no decision had been reached. Nick was half lying in an ancient armchair that had been in the house when Day bought it, regarding his beer with a mixture of gratitude and desire, and talking enthusiastically about his latest house restoration.


    ‘Outside? It’s still quite warm.’


    There was at least an hour till sunset, and it was just about warm enough on the sheltered balcony. They propped their feet on the railings and raised their glasses in a casual toast.


    ‘Stin yeía sou,’ said Nick, and enjoyed another swallow of beer. ‘So, what made you go all the way to Moutsouna?’


    ‘Good for the soul to get away sometimes to places like that.’


    ‘Ah. So, what’s bothering you?’


    Day decided in an instant not to bother to pretend that all was well, but he was reluctant to dig up those emotions again. Before he could say anything, however, Nick answered for him.


    ‘Helen, I’m guessing. She’s having a hard time.’


    ‘How …?’
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