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Greece - 1853

“I could not deem myself a slave.”
Excerpt: THE ISLES OF GREECE by Lord Byron
The nightmare was always the same... 

“Catch the bitch before she escapes! She is going to spread her legs for me.” The Turkish officer touched his bleeding cheek, scratches from the woman’s nails etched just below his left eye. He cursed the woman who had just maimed him.

Another soldier slammed the door shut, successfully cutting off the woman’s escape route. Crossing his arms against his chest with legs braced widely apart, the soldier, more boy than man, smirked as he blocked the woman’s attempt to grab the door handle. Eyes wide, staring at the youthful guard now posted at the door, the frantic woman eased backward around the table centrally positioned in the small kitchen. Inching back toward the hearth, her eyes furtively scanned the room for a weapon, any sturdy object to ward off the angry Turkish general now menacingly approaching her.

“You are a pretty little thing. I shall enjoy taking you,” General Fuad Hamit stated as he wiped his cheek with the back of his tattered coat sleeve. He slowly advanced on the retreating woman, her eyes franticly searching the room. “The more fight you give me, the better.”

“Nooooo!” the woman screamed as she inched further back toward the hearth, her hands behind her posterior blindly groping for a pot or pan with which to hit her advancing assailant.

“Fuad, is this necessary?” a bespectacled man asked in a bored tone of voice, looking at the frightened woman through his smudged spectacles. “You really must return to the safety of the Fortress before you are discovered.” The thin man, dressed in fashionable English attire, leaned his rump against the edge of the wooden table. The Fortress, an ancient castle to which the man referred, was located on the upper level and older section of the bisected town of Pάtra held by the Turkish forces against the revolutionary Greeks. Sighing, he added, “Your sexual proclivities may get us caught.”

“We have plenty of time before it is necessary to sneak back into the Fortress,” Fuad answered, annoyed with the Englishman’s pretentious attitude and his constant prying into Fuad’s business. “Silence that nagging English tongue of yours. If my actions offend your sensibilities, then wait outside and keep watch.”

The woman’s hand touched the handle of the briki. The long-handled copper pot was filled with kafé brewing over the flames in the hearth. Grasping the long handle, she flung the hot liquid at the approaching Fuad. The general screamed in pain as boiling coffee scalded his right cheek. Ignoring the burning sting on his flesh Fuad brutally clutched the long black hair of the now fleeing woman, jerking her head back into an awkward angle and causing his captive excruciating pain.

Snarling, he venomously spat his words into her upturned face now grimaced in pain. “For that, I will kill you...after I rape you!”

“Noooo!” A boy’s high-pitched voice echoed throughout the one room cottage located several kilometers away from the nearest neighbor.

Still holding the struggling woman by her thick hair, Fuad painfully twisted her neck as he turned in the direction of the voice. “Who else do we have here?”

“No! He is but a small boy. Please leave my son alone! I will do as you ask!” the captured woman pleaded, suddenly ceasing all struggle.

“You shall do as I please, regardless.” Fuad’s rancid breath assaulted his prisoner’s senses. Turning to the Turkish soldier still positioned at the exit, he ordered, “Ahmet, find the brat! He may bring a nice coin in the slave market.”

The Englishman wiped his perspiring brow with a lace trimmed handkerchief, his anxious eyes wide behind the dirty glass of his spectacles. Nervously, he removed his gold wire-rimmed glasses, wiping the lenses clean with the cloth damp from perspiration as he surreptitiously searched the room with blurred vision for the hidden child. “Fuad, we cannot spare the time to seek out one of the Egyptian slave traders. We must return to the Fortress before discovery.”

“Shut up, Englishman! You try my patience. You are here as a courtesy...without say in what I choose to do or not to do,” Fuad rebuked the man without a glance in his direction, too busy scrutinizing the terrified face of the woman he held captive. “However, you did keep to your bargain and provided the provisions we needed. As reward for keeping your word, I may let you have the woman after I am done with her. She will probably be half dead but compliant, I assure you. Afterwards, I shall kill her.” Fuad laughed, spraying spittle in the woman’s anxious face. Looking away from the woman’s upturned agonizing expression he glared directly at the Englishman. “That is if raping a Greek woman does not offend your English moral standards of behavior.”

“Here he is!” Ahmet pulled a skinny, gangly body out from beneath a table covered with a long floor-length tablecloth. The boy vehemently struggled, biting at the hands which gripped him by his sleeve. Ahmet groaned when small teeth chomped down on one of his grappling hands.

“Bring him here,” Fuad ordered as he smirked into the mother’s anguished face.

“I beg of you! Leave my boy alone and I shall pleasure you without complaint.”

“You do not seem to understand, my lovely one. I like when my women complain, scream and struggle. A willing woman is a boring woman too beneath my notice.” Fuad’s beady eyes perused her body, a lascivious look upon his bloody and burnt face.

Ahmet held the boy by both shoulders thus preventing the child’s escape. The brave child glared at the Turkish general standing before him, hate oozing from every pore. “Let my mother go, you Turk bastard!”

Fuad cackled a sinister laugh. “And what will you do, little man, if I do not let her go?”

“I shall hunt you down like the Turkish dog you are and kill you with my bare hands!” the courageous boy dared to threaten the menacing man in total control of the boy’s fate...life or death.

The Turkish general stared at the small child who was thin to the point of emaciation. Fuad’s bushy brown eyebrows rose into his furrowed brow, secretly impressed by the boy’s brave audacity. “I almost believe you would...almost.”

“Fuad, the hour grows late. Someone may have heard the woman’s screams.” The nervous Englishman replaced his wiped glasses onto the bridge of his long, patrician nose. Using the handkerchief, once again, he wiped the sweat from his glistening forehead.

Ignoring the warning, Fuad commanded Ahmet to bring the boy closer for a thorough inspection. Looking down into the angry boy’s angelic face, Fuad knew the perfect punishment for the woman who had just scalded him. Removing a short saber from the wide red sash cinching his thick waist, he pointed the scimitar at the child’s nose. “You are much too pretty for a boy. Lord Byron might want to recruit you as one of his boy toys. I shall eliminate the temptation now.”

Pushing the mother onto her knees but still clutching clumps of hair in his beefy hand, he ordered the soldier to hold the boy perfectly still. With the sharp tip of his short blade, Fuad cut the boy’s beautiful face from his right forehead, across the bridge of his nose, down to his left cheekbone. Blood seeped from the deeply cut gash but the boy made no sound, not the slightest whimper. His lean body stiffened with extreme self-control, not willing to display any weakness.

The stoic child’s mother screamed hysterically, tears streaking down her flushed cheeks as she stretched her arms forward, reaching for the boy far beyond her grasp. “Kostas, my child...! The animal has scarred my beautiful boy!”

“Take the boy outside. We will find a slave trader and sell him before returning to the Fortress,” Fuad commanded Ahmet as he dragged the woman by her tangled locks to the single bed in the corner.

“No!” Kostas screamed, attempting to pull away from his captor. “Leave my mother alone!”

“Very well...while you satiate your sexual desires, Fuad, I shall find a slave trader, sell the boy and return with profit in hand,” the Englishman blithely suggested as he fastidiously brushed dirt from the lapel of his stylish jacket.

The soldier grabbed the twisting boy by his collar and began pulling him toward the exit. “I will need to silence him or he may alert someone to our presence.”

The Englishman stepped forward with his right hand fisted. “Allow me.” Punching the boy directly on his jaw, the child crumpled unconscious to the ground where his limp body curled into a fetal position.

Taki abruptly awoke at the exact moment he dreamed the Englishman’s fist was descending upon him. He always awoke at the same crucial point, within his reoccurring nightmare, with his heart racing and his chest heaving. Focusing his eyes, he realized that he was safely aboard his fishing vessel, Greek Spirit, moored at the dock in the Port of Piraeus. He sat up and leaned his bare, tanned back against the coarse wood of the railing in the bow of his small boat. The night was totally black, no stars twinkling in the vast sky above the calm sea.

Against the black velvet of the sky, he could imagine the face of the Turkish general permanently etched on his memory and forever clear. As was the face of the nameless Englishman as he appeared moments before executing the knock-out punch, all those many years prior. He could still hear his mother’s screams piercing his eardrums, seconds before he lost consciousness, and her high-pitched voice, even now, echoing in his pounding head. That horrific night had taken place twenty-nine years ago, in 1824, during the Greek War for Independence, never to be forgotten or eased even by sleep...often reoccurring in vivid detail when the nightmare reared its ugly head. But Taki was grateful for the nightmarish dream...and for the memories. They fueled his desire for revenge. And vengeance he would have when he found the remaining two men responsible for his mother’s rape.

The soldier, Ahmet, had already been found. Taki had wanted to kill him on sight but he logically rationalized that the man had been a young soldier following orders, deserving punishment but not at Taki’s hand. Taki reluctantly brought him to justice. Ahmet died of a fever, shortly after his incarceration in the local prison. On that night, Taki drank heartily to the former soldier’s death.

For some unknown reason, Taki had not been sold to a slave trader but had eventually awoken that night, in his own home, to discover his mother in a catatonic state. Initially, she had been nonresponsive to Taki’s efforts to revive her but several days later she had finally reawakened to her son’s utter relief.

Together they had trekked into the mountains, seeking and finding the Greek fighters who were itinerant bandits skilled in guerilla warfare and known as Klephts. The Klephts hid within the caves and gulches, attacking the Turks at will while surviving on sheer determination. Taki, as a mere boy of seven, began his training as a Klepht, learning not only to fight offensively and defensively but to infiltrate into enemy territory and spy, collecting information to aid his comrades in the fight for independence from the four hundred years of Turkish domination. He had been taught the Turkish tongue as well as proper English. He learned quickly, motivated by a rage too deep to verbalize.

On that horrifying night when his mother had been brutally raped and beaten, the innocent boy called ‘Kostas’ had died, his innocence robbed by the Turk’s acts of violence. In the place of ‘Kostas’, an avenging creature was born who assumed the name of ‘Taki’. He was christened the new forename by the leader of the Klephts who had insisted that all men and women who followed him be cloaked in anonymity.

Someday, somewhere, ‘Taki’ would find that Turkish dog, Fuad, and that sniveling Englishman...even if it meant traveling to the ends of the earth...into hell, if need be.

Fingering his facial scar, Taki traced the jagged gash from his right forehead, across the bridge of his nose, to his left cheekbone. It no longer pained him physically, only mentally...spiritually.

Both the nightmare and the scar were constant reminders of the task he must complete...ensuring the deaths of those two men.
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England – 1853

“The isles of Greece! The isles of Greece!
...Where grew the arts of war and peace,”
Excerpt: THE ISLES OF GREECE by Lord Byron
The portly man knocked lightly on the bedchamber door, the wooden portal closed to all visitors but for the doctor, the lord’s beautiful daughter and himself, with today’s visitor a rare exception.

The heavily painted woman, with her kohl-lined eyes and rouged cheeks, sat primly patient in the front parlor. She was dressed in stylish Italian fashion as she quietly waited for her admittance to the hallowed private chamber. Her perfume clung to the stout man’s business attire which crisply defined him as a man-of-affairs. It was cloying in its floral scent.

Her visit had been anticipated but her appearance had been a surprise. Prior to meeting the infamous woman, Mr. Brewster had been determined to dislike her based on her sordid reputation. But quite unexpectedly, he found himself charmed by her gracious, unselfconscious manner touched with artifice but without condescension.

A weak voice granted permission to enter the darkened room where sunlight was forbidden to suffuse the gloomy interior and kept at bay by the richly designed velvet curtains effectively closing out the world as well as the light. Mr. Brewster adjusted his eyes to the semi-darkness as he entered the chamber, lit only by the gas lamp positioned on an ornate table next to the large canopied bed with its four mahogany posts carved with intricate detail.

Barely entering the room and standing within a couple feet of the door through which he had just entered, Mr. Brewster formally announced, “She has arrived.”

“Ah, so the countess has made good on her promise to visit me...how kind of her.” The white-haired man sat in the enormous bed, leaning his back against numerous feather pillows, and partially hidden behind the heavy, damask bed curtains. “I have not seen her since 1823, shortly before Lord Byron and I sailed to Greece on separate ships, of course.”

“Why do you stipulate on separate ships, my Lord?” Mr. Brewster’s curiosity loosened his tongue, a personal affront to his usual self-imposed sense of propriety.

“It was imperative, at that juncture, for Lord Byron and I not to arrive in Greece, together.” The lord paused, dramatically, as if he had revealed too much. Waving his thin hand in the air as if to brush away the cobwebs lingering in his mind, he emphatically stated, “The reason is no longer of importance.” Coughing, he reached for a crystal glass filled to the brim with water, located on the table beside the gas lamp.

“I beg pardon, my Lord, if I appear presumptuous but any tales, involving the notorious Lord Byron, are usually choice morsels of great interest.”

“I would never have guessed you to be a man intrigued with tidbits of gossip, Mr. Brewster,” his employer teasingly admonished the man-of-affairs before sipping his water and hydrating his dry, scratchy throat.

“Oh, I have no interest in gossip, my Lord. But you personally knew the man and any memories shared, of the famous poet, would be truth not fiction,” Mr. Brewster clarified solicitously, not wishing to offend his longtime employer.

The elderly man replaced the tumbler onto the table. Looking down at long boney fingers, he noticed that his veined hands trembled slightly. The blood red stone, embedded in the ring encircling his right ring finger, sparkled in the flickering light of the lamp. “Yes, I knew Lord Byron...George...quite well. May all my memories rest in peace along with the man...” Sighing deeply, the Lord looked directly at Mr. Brewster when he gently commanded, “Bring the countess here. I am ready for her visit.”

As the door closed softly behind the exiting Mr. Brewster, Maxwell Thomas, the Earl of Devonshire, peered into the flames burning in the hearth, offering needed warmth to the chilly room. He was visualizing long forgotten images magically materializing in the dancing flames...images best left forgotten. For if remembered and thoroughly examined, his soul would char to blackened ash like the kindling in the fire.

He pressed the palm of each hand over his large ears, physically and mentally keeping the screams at bay...praying that the woman’s hysterical pleas be silenced. Concentrating on the visit at hand, the shrieks finally ceased... replaced by blessed silence. Lord Devonshire slowly removed his hands from his ears, dreading that the Greek woman’s screeches would begin once again. But he heard nothing.

He thought of his visitor. The last time he had seen the Countess Guiccioli, in 1823, she was in the bloom of youth, a mere girl in her early twenties. He remembered how handsome she had been, understandably appealing to the sensual Lord Byron. But in Lord Devonshire’s estimation, the countess could not compare to his own young wife whose exquisite beauty was now perfectly replicated in their lovely daughter, Natalie.

A light tap, on the door, interrupted Lord Devonshire’s reverie. Again, he sighed deeply, mustering the physical and spiritual endurance needed for this audience. “Enter.”

A rustling of skirts punctuated the silence of the room. Entering graciously but slowly, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dimly light room, Lord Byron’s most renowned mistress entered the inner sanctum of Lord Devonshire’s private world. Crossing to an upholstered chair positioned beside the king-sized bed, the now pleasingly plump woman sat, arranging her silk skirts in cascading folds of soft fabric, about the tightly woven cushioned seat.

Lord Devonshire cleared his throat before complimenting the lady. “You look as lovely as ever, Countess.”

“And you are as falsely flattering as ever.” The countess laughed loudly, in a fashion reminiscent of the girl she had once been, as she twirled a finger through one of the silver ringlets softly outlining her mature face. “I am an old woman now, desperately clinging to my youth with face powder and rouge. In some ways, I am glad Byron never saw me age into this wrinkled replica of what I once was.”

“In his poetic eyes, you would have been the eternal beauty, ageless.”

“Perhaps...but he has certainly remained young in my memory, having died so suddenly in the peak of manhood.” The countess turned her head toward the flames of the hearth as if those dancing images were calling to her. The flickering light cast shadows on her aging face, highlighting the ravages of time. Evident was the profound sadness etched permanently on her visage, aging her more than the number of years gone by. Staring into the flames or perhaps mesmerized by those images drawn from the past, she admitted wistfully, “I still miss him after all this time. He was my one true love.”

Wishing to draw her back to the present moment, away from her cherished memories and to the purpose of her visit, Lord Devonshire formally inquired, “Should I call you countess or is the proper address now marquise?”

“I was the Countess Guiccioli for over thirty years. It has been awkward adjusting to the Marquise de Boissy.” The countess grimaced at the mention of her new title bestowed upon her with her relatively recent marriage of convenience to the marquis who delighted in telling anyone who would listen that his wife had been Lord Byron’s mistress. “I prefer to be called Teresa...by you.”

“Then please address me as Maxwell.” Such intimate informality would not be proper in Society but allowable in the privacy of his room. Lord Devonshire began coughing uncontrollably, quickly grasping for the water glass which he had returned earlier to its customary spot, conveniently within hand’s reach.

“It saddens me to see you this ill, Maxwell. I apologize for intruding upon you in your confinement. But I have come to apologize for an unintentional injustice.”

Sipping the water, his coughing subsided as the refreshment eased the tickle in his throat and helped to revive his lagging energy. “I do not understand. What injustice?”

“I remember the last time we three were together in Genoa. Both you and Byron were preparing to sail to Greece, he on the Hercules and you on the Zeus. Byron made you a promise which he fully intended to keep. I know because he confided his intentions to me.” She paused, sighing ruefully. “However, I believed... for all these many years... that he had died before he was able to fulfill his vow to you.”

“He did die before he could keep his promise,” Lord Devonshire corrected vehemently. Shaking his head, he too sighed regretfully. “But the eventual and anticipated backlash was not as severe as it could have been. People tend to accuse freely in political arenas, only to eventually forget in polite society when another scandal has drawn attention.” Lord Devonshire rubbed the rim of his crystal water glass, producing a musical tone melodiously pleasant to the ear.

“Ah, yes, I do know something of scandal, do I not?” Teresa replied with the hint of a self-deprecating smile upon her face. She was weary of still being a subject of gossip. Vicious tongues were perpetually wagging behind her back. But she was proud that she had never allowed others’ ridicule to govern her and she was not ashamed of her life choices...her love choice. “But...I am happy to say that Byron did keep his word.”

“I do not comprehend your meaning. You speak in riddles ...Teresa.” Lord Devonshire hesitantly addressed her, not comfortable with the informal use of her forename.

“Then let me elucidate. It is, after all, the purpose of this visit...to explain.” Settling back into her softly upholstered chair, searching for a comfortable position, she promptly began.

“When I learned of Byron’s death, I mourned with both heart and soul for the loss of my love. I ordered the house to be draped in black and all his possessions to be stored away in a locked trunk, out of sight. Although I was not officially his wife, we had lived together for three years and I deserved to act as the bereaved widow. I did and still do mourn him and I shall until my dying day.”

“You had and still have every right to express your sorrow over his untimely death. I, too, grieved for the loss of my friend. As flawed a human being as he was...” Lord Devonshire paused before delicately continuing. “...with his sexual proclivities, both natural and unnatural, he was still my friend and comrade in arms.” Lord Devonshire refused to look at the flames where the haunting images were now crackling his name, commanding him to face his own demons...his own failings.

“I pray God forgave his promiscuous lifestyle and clearly saw into his tormented artist’s heart crying for acceptance.” Teresa closed her kohl-lined blue eyes, lost for a moment in silent prayer. Opening her eyes, she whispered soulfully, “But, I digress.” Leaning forward in her chair, she wringed her gloved hands. “For thirty years, I refused to open the trunk containing Byron’s belongings, fearing that unlocking it would metaphorically be opening ‘Pandora’s Box’ and I would suffer once again the old, excruciatingly painful wounds. So, it remained locked and stored away...until recently. Three months ago, I overcame my trepidation and broke the lock protecting all those hidden memories.”

“Why open it now after all these years?” Lord Devonshire curiously inquired.

“I have taken on the notion of writing my memoirs, detailing my love affair with Byron. I am growing old and do not wish for the history books to paint me as a harlot. I wish to tell my story in my own words,” Teresa answered honestly, fingering the locket hanging from a thin gold chain encircling her wrinkled neck.

“So, the objects in the trunk will now help you to recollect dulcet memories,” Lord Devonshire suggested, feeling somewhat uncomfortable with her self-description of ‘harlot’. He had always liked the countess and in Italian society, a young woman married to an elderly husband, as she had been, was expected to take a lover, a cicisbeo. Unfortunately, she chose an Englishman over an Italian ‘Cavalier Servente’ which was not entirely palatable to Italian tastes and abhorrent to her aged spouse who detested Byron.

“Yes, and that is how I discovered the letter addressed to you.”

“A letter addressed to me? A letter scripted by Byron?” Lord Devonshire anxiously queried.

“Yes, a coded letter addressed to you, dated the night prior to Byron boarding the Hercules, sailing for Greece. I am certain that he meant to take it with him, possibly to present it to you in person but unfortunately, forgot it. The discolored paper was inside one of his favorite books of poetry,” Teresa clarified, sincerely championing the honorable intentions of her deceased lover toward his friend.

“You opened the letter addressed to me? Why could you not honor my privacy?” Lord Devonshire rebuked the countess, concerned that the missive had revealed something best left for his eyes only.

“I do apologize for opening the letter but after thirty years, I was not convinced that it was necessary to forward it unless it proved imperative which it has.” Teresa continued to toy with the heart-shaped locket, a symbolic talisman around her neck. “I also felt it necessary to deliver it personally rather than mail it to you.”

“Why did you feel it imperative to personally deliver the letter? You said it was in code,” Lord Devonshire anxiously inquired, growing both agitated and nervous.

“It is precisely because it is coded that I felt I must travel from Italy to England. Byron confided in me... that all his missives to you must be in code so that the Turks would not suspect... your clandestine affiliation with Byron’s Cause to liberate the Greeks from Ottoman rule. I believe this cryptic note is your vindication or at the very least, will lead you to Byron’s letter of recommendation, freeing you from false accusations made by politically minded individuals bent on harming your reputation.”

Lord Devonshire sat silently, for a long moment, before shrugging his thin shoulders. “What does it matter now? Those accusations, claiming that I was aligned with the Turks against the Greeks and opposed to British interests backing Byron’s liberating efforts, are all ancient history.” Lord Devonshire continued rubbing the rim of his water glass, the high-pitched tone suggesting a haunting timbre of despair.

“What does it matter? Maxwell, do you not have a daughter upon whom the so called ‘sins of the father’ may be laid?” Teresa raised a penciled eyebrow as she contradicted Maxwell’s cavalier attitude.

“We are speaking of events which took place long before her birth. My political actions and aspirations, wrongly misinterpreted, should not affect her in any way,” Lord Devonshire emphatically corrected Teresa’s supposition.

“Perhaps not but one never knows what the future may hold. History tends to repeat itself if we do not learn from our initial lessons.” Teresa opened her beaded reticule which had been fashionably looped on her left, plump wrist. “Decipher the code and determine if Byron has vindicated you in this letter or has mischievously directed you to where he secreted proof of your loyalty to him and to the British interests regarding the Greek Revolution. As with all of his cryptic missives to you, he has scripted lines from one of his poems.”

“Ah, so you believe the code takes me on a wild ‘treasure’ hunt to restore my reputation and finally prove to the world that I was an undercover British spy reporting directly to Lord Byron and to none other?” The Lord shook his head in laughable irony. “It would be so like Byron to make a game of it. Forcing me to ‘work’, for his written recommendation highlighting my services to the Crown, would be so aligned to his mischievously scheming nature.”

“Very in character, I dare say. And perhaps somewhere our Byron is even now enjoying a good laugh at your expense.” Teresa laughed throatily, delighting in the image of a laughing Byron.

She slowly rose from the chair with an obvious stiffness to her movement. But gracefully she glided to the bed with the letter in her extended hand, proffering it to the man now hypnotized by the yellowed missive. “Take it, Maxwell. Read it, burn it, follow its direction...do with it as you please. But accept my apology for not forwarding it to you thirty years back when you truly needed it.”

With a trembling hand, Lord Devonshire accepted the paper, nodding his head in mute forgiveness for the tardy delivery.

“Get well, Maxwell. I have heard that your daughter loves you deeply. Natalie is her name, is it not? And was she not widowed a few years back?” The countess shook her head. “Such a pity...she is far too young to suffer both the loss of a husband and the death of a beloved father. And you are too young to give up the ghost.” Leaning forward and revealing a deep cleavage worthy of a woman of any age, Teresa pecked Lord Devonshire’s withered cheek. “Farewell, Maxwell. I doubt we shall ever meet again in this life. But choose to live a long life...for Natalie.”

With a swish of her heavy skirts, the countess exited the room, exhibiting the grace and pomp of a queen. Her cloying perfume, evidence that she had been present in the room, dulcetly remained in her wake. But the fragrance was not the only proof of her visit. Lord Devonshire looked down at the yellowed paper, crisply folded in his feeble grasp. Byron’s words, written so long ago, begged to be heard.

Lord Devonshire began to unfold the missive...
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The Island of Páros

“But gazing on such glowing maid,”
Excerpt: THE ISLES OF GREECE by Lord Byron
Natalie was transfixed by the awe inspiring beauty of the harbor before her, sketching her first impressions with a flourish of hand movements onto her large sketchpad. The small sailing craft, they had boarded in Piraeus, was now slowly approaching the port and cautiously maneuvering the dangerous rocks peppering the harbor. Natalie drew, in pencil, the whitewashed, cubic houses serving as backdrop to the centralized windmill welcoming visitors to the port. Small fishing vessels picturesquely bopped on the crystal blue waters like tiny toy boats anchored with sturdy ropes. The gentle Bay water twinkled like thousands of diamonds sparkling in the brilliant sunlight.

The breathtaking scenery filled Natalie with a serenity she had not felt in years...since before the accident. She sighed forlornly. The guilt she felt had robbed her of a joy and peacefulness which were once an intrinsic part of her being.

But this was Parikia, on the island of Pάros, and its beauty called to her injured soul.

This picturesque port city was where the weary travelers would spend the night in the comfort of an inn. Then on the morrow, they would rent donkeys and ride to the western port of Pounta. From that port, they would sail to Anti-Pάros, a short trip across the narrow strait. Natalie’s father’s directions were detailed and his memory impeccable. She would find the cave but... how long would it take to find the letter?

Her father had implored Natalie to make this trip and to find the letter written by Lord Byron as indicated in the coded missive her father had shown her. She vowed that she would not fail him. An errant thought tormented her mind...as she had failed her husband.

As the ferry approached the dock, Natalie’s thoughts turned back to the unsuccessful and tiresome trip to Kefalόnia. It had been her first stop on this journey into her father’s and Lord Byron’s past.

The scent of lemons kissed the air, the citrusy fragrance wafting from the groves of lemon trees on both sides of the narrow dirt road. Up ahead, she could see the figure of a man anxiously awaiting her arrival. He must have received her note announcing her impending visit for he now paced, to and fro, impatiently waiting for her mule to reach him.

Mr. Brewster awkwardly rode his mule, beside her, while conscientiously playing the role of her protector. Accustomed to riding horses, both bare back and saddled, Natalie rode the beast with graceful aplomb. She regretted, however, that the animal moved so slowly, blithely unconcerned with speed or destination. She would have much preferred a spirited horse but none were available to ride from the village out to this farm where she would presumably find Loukάs.

The closer she came to the man, awaiting her approach, the more certain she became that this man was too young to be Loukάs. Natalie knew only a few phrases and sentences in Greek and prayed that this man could speak English. As she dismounted without assistance, she greeted the man gaily, “Kaliméra! Milάte anglikά?”

“I speak perfect English. What is it you want?” The man spoke gruffly, an annoyed expression on his rugged face. He was perhaps thirty years of age as judged by his large, muscular body but lengthy time spent in the sun had weathered his tanned skin, unkindly adding visible years to his age.

Since the man offered no pleasantries, Natalie assumed a businesslike manner in response. “I seek Loukάs Chalandritsanos. I was told in the village that he resides here.”

The man laughed uproariously as if she had told a lurid joke. “He certainly does reside here, beneath the earth in his grave, until the day his bones are exhumed and placed in an ossuary.”

“Oh, dear...oh, dear...do you mean to say that the man is...deceased?” Mr. Brewster fell off his mule, barely landing on his booted feet. Stumbling forward, he doffed his hat.

“That is correct. Loukάs died two years back. I now own this farm as debt ridden as it may be.” The man crossed his arms across his massive chest, emphasizing his body’s hulking size. He stood above six feet tall, towering over the man-of-affairs and his fair lady companion. “What business did you have with him? We lived together during the last few months of his life. I am his third cousin on his mother’s side.”

Natalie examined the giant man attempting to intimidate them with his size and gruff manner. She found him lacking...both in manners and in veracity. He may or may not have been related to the deceased Loukάs. But he was most certainly lying about something. “I do not believe you can be of assistance. But we thank you for your time.” Natalie gracefully turned toward her mule, intending to mount and quickly return from whence they had come but stopped abruptly when the man spoke to her exiting back.

“You are English. Were you related to that English hero, Lord Byron? Loukάs droned on and on about his friendship with the Philhellene.”

“Philhellene...? Ah y-yes, t-that was the name given to those non-Greek sympathizers of the Greek Cause for Independence, was it n-not?” Mr. Brewster stammered, self-consciously aware that his protective duties were potentially being challenged by this monstrous man.

“Loukάs claimed that he was never intimate, with the lord, like the other Mediterranean boys but...Lord Byron did like the boys, did he not?” Running his rapacious eyes up and down Natalie’s shapely form, he continued to allude to Lord Byron’s scandalous past. “He also liked the women, bedding hundreds I was told.”

Natalie was perceptive enough to know that the man was attempting to fluster her, the proper English lady, but she would have none of it. Belying any embarrassment, she assumed an erect posture as she agreed, “You are correct, sir. Lord Byron had a voracious sexual appetite.”

Annoyed that his comments were ineffectual in embarrassing the lady, the man changed tactics, attempting to determine the woman’s purpose in seeking Loukάs. “I am Theodoros Karponsis. Again, I ask, what business did you have with Loukάs?”

Natalie smoothed the hem of her cropped riding jacket, stalling for time while averting her eyes from Theodoros’ penetrating gaze. What reason should she give for seeking Loukάs? Her father had emphatically insisted that her task be kept secret.

Trying to lie convincingly when she rarely told falsehoods, Natalie replied, “I am an author writing a biography of Lord Byron’s life and I had hoped to interview Loukάs.” Flipping open the lace fan which had dangled on a string from her left wrist, Natalie began rhythmically fanning herself to hide the blush she felt creeping up her neck, visible evidence that she was lying. On those rare occasions when she did tell a little white lie, she always flushed from her neck up to her cheeks.

Mr. Brewster mutely contributed to Natalie’s falsehood, nodding his head in agreement with her tale which, for all he knew, might be true. He was not privy to the mistress’ reasons for this venture. His sole role was as protector, as clearly defined by Lord Devonshire. But Brewster suspected that the purpose of this expedition had something to do with the countess’ visit.

“Did Loukάs happen to mention any deathbed wishes made by Lord Byron?” Natalie assumed an innocent and casual mien, seemingly asking an innocuous question.

Theodoros’ eyes narrowed. His face registered suspicion but he calmly replied, “No, Loukάs never mentioned a wish made by the lord on his deathbed.”

The man was lying. Natalie had an innate ability to determine veracity or falsehood in a person’s words or vocal delivery. It was a genetic gift passed down through generations of Thomas women, all claiming gypsy blood coursing in their veins. But why would he lie? Did he know of the letter Lord Byron had written and had been sworn to secrecy by the late Loukάs? No, Theodoros was not a man who honored vows...to the living, never mind, to the dead.

“That is a pity. I had hoped to spice up my biography with some interesting tidbits. But alas, I shall seek intimate details of Lord Byron’s life elsewhere.” Closing her black lace fan before mounting her mule, again without assistance, she looped the reins around her leather-gloved hand. Her black split riding skirt modestly covered her thighs and long shapely legs while her booted feet dangled on either side of the animal, having ridden the animal without stirrups. Her plumed hat, with its wide brim, protected her sensitive skin from the scorching sun but her cropped jacket only succeeded in hiding her perspiration drenched blouse, hidden beneath the heavily woven cotton.

“Too bad I could not be of more help to you, madam.” Theodoros smirked as his eyes bore into Natalie’s graceful person. “You never mentioned your name, madam.”

Mr. Brewster pulled himself up onto the patient mule, clumsily finding his seat before nodding to Natalie that he was ready.

Natalie intended to remain a mystery woman to this grinning man oozing with misplaced conceit. “Thank you for your time, Theodoros. You have been more helpful than you know.” Natalie smiled politely, wanting to leave the man in a quandary as to her meaning.

“Yes, yes...efcharistό.” Mr. Brewster extended his thanks in mispronounced Greek.

Angling her mule toward the road, she waved a delicate hand like a queen, in farewell, to the perplexed farmer. Mr. Brewster followed in her wake, kicking his own stubborn mule with the heels of his pristinely polished boots.

Natalie had been so engrossed in her thoughts that she had not realized that the ferry had docked. Mr. Brewster was lugging satchels down the narrow plank to the wooden boardwalk lining the harbor. He was huffing considerably from the exertion. Natalie’s personal maid, Sally, eagerly trekked behind the over-burdened man, hat boxes and smaller bags in both her small but capable hands.

Natalie closed her sketchbook before lifting her long skirts and stepping gingerly down the plank to where her companions now stood patiently awaiting her descent.

“I will fetch the trunk. Please wait here, my Lady. Do not venture forward without me,” Mr. Brewster commanded in his best man-of-affairs voice, crisp and businesslike. “Sally, you wait here with your mistress.” With that said, the pudgy man awkwardly climbed the inclining plank before stepping down onto the deck of the boat.

Natalie breathed in deeply, wishing to inhale the sea air and the scents of the port. The pungent scent of fish assailed her senses. Coughing, she covered her nose with her right hand as she turned to her left, ramming into an impenetrable wall of muscular flesh... smelling of fish. “Oh dear, I do beg your pardon, sir,” Natalie uttered as she took a step backward away from the offending odor.

The tall man smiled a crooked smile, deepening a dimple at the tail end of a jagged facial scar marring his left cheek. Tipping his fisherman’s cap in polite courtesy to the lady, he tilted his head to the right to better appraise the woman before him.

Taki had been watching the arrival of the ferry from the bow of his boat, sipping kafé from a demitasse cup. On the previous night, he had slept on the deck of his fishing vessel as was his habit when arriving in a new port. He would habitually rise at dawn to enjoy his morning coffee while viewing the sleepy harbor slowly coming alive with activity. Then he would seek a bathhouse to cleanse the odor of fish from his skin and shave off his chin’s growth, many days’ worth of stubble.

This morning had not been the norm in his routine. He had had the nightmare again last night, disrupting his sleep and preventing the return of slumber until finally dozing in the wee hours of the morn. Resultantly, he slept in later than usual, arising closer to the hour of eight a.m.

Sitting on thickly coiled rope, sipping kafé, Taki watched as the ferry entered the harbor, dropped anchor and lowered its plank. Taki spied a female dressed all in black, presumably widow weeds, standing on the deck with what appeared to be a sketchbook positioned in the crook of her left arm while her right hand meticulously drew the scene before her.

Her wide-rimmed bonnet hid her face from his view but her shapely figure was clearly delineated in her widow’s garb. She appeared a bit too slender for Taki’s taste. He generally preferred some meat on his women. Her breasts were not large but not too small. Her waist was tiny, probably corseted, and perfectly in proportion to her bust and hips concealed beneath a flowing skirt. But it was her tall, poised stance and her concentrated attention to her task that intrigued Taki. He wondered what her face looked like, if she was comely or homely.

He decided to find out. Leaving his cup abandoned on the coiled rope, he stepped onto the wide wooden railing of his fishing boat with one foot and leaped onto the planked dock, landing gracefully on his two booted feet. Taki was an extremely athletic man, limber for a man of his height at six feet and agile for a person with a taut, muscular body. He quickly crossed to where the lady now stood on the dock, breathing in the scents of early morning port life...breathing in his body’s fishy odor.

As she apologized in English for bumping into him, Taki examined her face. She was most certainly not homely and far more than comely. She was exquisitely beautiful. Her high cheekbones accentuated her large eyes, wide now in embarrassment. The green of her eyes reminded Taki of a verdant meadow bathed in early morning sunlight. The color was unique and the intelligence, behind those eyes, was blatantly apparent. Taki felt that she could penetrate a man’s soul with those intense eyes...if a man were vulnerable enough and susceptible to her feminine wiles which Taki was not.

Yet he felt somewhat exposed beneath her penetrating scrutiny.

Her smooth complexion was reminiscent of cream, touched with a slight blush on her soft cheeks, and their healthy appearance accentuated by her heart shape face. She was the whitest person he had ever seen. Also, the most beautiful woman he had ever encountered. Taki thought it was too bad she was English.

Taki hated the English primarily represented by the Englishman who had stood watching while his mother was raped and probably raping her himself after Taki had lost consciousness. The only Englishman Taki accepted was the Philhellene, Lord Byron, revered as a hero dying while supporting the Greek quest for independence.

The lady recovered her composure and asked awkwardly, in Greek, if he spoke English.

Taki nearly laughed at the woman’s poor pronunciation of his native tongue. But the shiver he felt, as she breathily spoke, gave him pause.

Taki had learned long ago that if he pretended not to speak English, he could learn a great deal about the English-speaking person. He wanted to learn about this lovely lady. In response to her question, he simply smiled, assuming a blank look and shaking his head slowly to her query.

“Oh, dear...how can I apologize for my clumsiness if you do not speak English?” Natalie rhetorically asked, flicking open her black lace fan which had previously dangled from her left wrist, its string hidden beneath the long sleeve of her black dress. “Let me remember...how do I say ‘excuse me’?” Natalie tapped her forefinger on the edge of her delicate chin, thinking, while hiding her nose behind the fan of intricate lace serving as an ineffectual barrier to the man’s offending body odor.

Taki liked the lyrical sound of her voice with its soft, breathy vocal quality. He stood smiling, rubbing his bristly chin as if he too was in deep thought.

Natalie’s thoughts were a bit distracted by the man’s presence. She marveled that, although he was offensively malodorous, there was something quite endearing in the way he tilted his head and smiled.

A stout man, obviously English by his proper attire, slowly approached, panting as he carried a large trunk on his stooped back.

“Mr. Brewster, do you recall how one says ‘excuse me’ in Greek?” Natalie inquired of the approaching man. “Oh wait, it has just come to me...” Turning back to Taki with her fan positioned before the lower half of her face, to ward off the pungent fish odor, she breathily mispronounced, “Me sinchorίte.”

Taki bowed his head slightly in response, accepting her apology. He then pushed his black fisherman’s cap farther back on his head, clearly revealing his eyes, sparkling with mischief. He wanted a taste from those English lips, desecrating his native tongue. Since he feigned incomprehension of English, perhaps he could play the role of ‘simpleton’ and innocently steal a kiss. Taki shook his head trying in vain to dispel the thought. He thought it most odd that he should want to kiss an Englishwoman!

“My...my...there is a strong odor of fish assaulting the senses, is there not?” Mr. Brewster commented, unintentionally insulting Taki who stood staring into Natalie’s face, mesmerized by her inviting lips.

Natalie lightly tapped Mr. Brewster on his forearm with her now closed fan. Her green eyes darted sidelong glances at Taki, silently indicating to Mr. Brewster that the fisherman was the source of the smell. “We must take care not to insult the natives, Mr. Brewster.”
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