
        
            [image: cover]
        

    


SHADES OF
PERSEPHONE

 


By Reed
Stirling

 


 


ISBNs

EPUB
978-0-2286-0832-5

Kindle
978-0-2286-0833-2

WEB
978-0-2286-0834-9

 


Amazon Print
978-0-2286-0835-6

BWL Print
978-0-2286-0836-3

LSI/Ingram
978-0-2286-0837-0



[image: tmp_952f1729e1e79589d985a7ac9048f2e0_E2LajL_html_m35e312e.jpg]

Copyright 2019 by Reed
Stirling

Cover art by Michelle
Lee

 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights
under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written
permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this
book.

 


It recedes and
recedes from us, this strange land, until it starts to take its
place among historical figments and myths and metaphors—with not
reality but a haunting dream as its morphological envelope...There
is an extraordinary tangle of legends ancient and modern which
somehow have the right sort of plangence when you are there, on the
spot, sitting in some battered cafe in Chanea drinking ouzo and
watching the sun slowly setting upon these grave, poetical
abstractions. The stout walls are Venetian... It is also hard to
imagine a siege of twenty-two years, or the extraordinary beauty of
hundreds of parachutes falling out of the sky, Icarus fashion, in
1941. Everything exists in an eternal present locked in this
extraordinary historic dream which is Crete, which is Greece—a
country which has never existed.

—Lawrence
Durrell

The Greek
Islands

 


“These indeed seem,

For they are actions that a man might play…” Hamlet
(I.ii.83-84)



They Say She Is Veiled

 


They say she is veiled and a mystery

That is one way of looking. Another

is that she is where

she has always been,

exactly in place,

and it is we,

we who are mystified,

we who are veiled

and without faces.

--Judy Grahn

from The Queen of Wands
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In Prospero’s Other Place the poet Emma Leigh Trüger
intends Crete, but more specifically the Old Venetian Port of
Chania, a setting for illusions and dreams.

“We seek our voice,” she encouraged one evening at
The Minoan Café, “and occasionally we find it—if inflamed by a
muse, that is. But consider the curve of these few lines in a small
notebook against the infinite white space of the universe.”

And when I did, Magalee De Bellefeuille appeared.


 






I. REMEMBRANCE
AND TRUTH

The Minoan
Café


Before ever
laying eyes on Magalee, I became fascinated by Ramona. Wandering
along a narrow little lane in Chania’s Ovraiki district, I happened
upon The Minoan Café. Each evening for more than a week, I would
come back to The Minoan Café, or during the day browse in the
adjacent tourist shop where intriguing tapestries hung. Ramona’s
work. They melded myth and archetype with things contemporary:
Persephone themes, Picasso figurines, war scenes. There was
something numinous about these creations that quivered with a
species of Byzantine illumination.

I wanted to
speak with Ramona, but could not, the reason being that, though she
communicated expressively with all who came to her, she did not
actually talk to any of them. This, of course, as curious as it was
disquieting, intrigued me. I longed to be touched by Ramona, to
know her story, to understand her silence. I fantasized about what
she must have been like in her youth. Young Selena befriended me.
Then when Magalee appeared, I understood the meaning of
metamorphosis.

I made of The
Minoan Café a sanctuary, a place where I filled in a lot of white
space.

 


* * *


Ramona now
pulls a handful of silver hair off her brow. She stands back,
placing her hands on her hips. She has just finished arranging a
small exhibition of paintings. Her warm greeting confirms my
homecoming: here I can aspire once more, and learn to accept what
really motivated me to depart when I did, for Chania is a city you
visit, embrace, leave, and then return to over and over again,
seeking to know it as though for the first time. I have in many
ways come home.

Selena enters.
She pirouettes beautifully in her blue school uniform, then
immediately, unreservedly induces me to help her with English
verbs. She takes pen to paper: write, wrote, written.

“Magalee is
here with you and Ramona?” I ask after she has written a few more
words.

“No,” Selena
tells me, looking up from her work. “No. Not here now.”

“At what time
will she be here?”

“Soon.”

Selena jumps
up, disappears for a moment, then returns to display before me a
large blue and white folder full of magazine clippings and
photographs of Magalee. I pour over them with a pounding heart.

 “Good, no?”

Magalee De
Bellefeuille. A woman that others dress in dreams, photograph,
paint, pray to, lust after, call whore and fall in love with.
She’ll rip your heart out, man! An unwelcome caveat at that time,
humbling then, humbling now. And yet, how easily with the winking
of an eye or the pulling of a leg can she attribute to me the ego
of a fool. I prefer to dwell on the adulation.

“What about
Montgomery, David Montgomery? Has he come in lately? Been sort of
looking for him now that I’ve returned.”

 “No. No David Montgomery,” Selena says. She turns
back to her notebook and writes go, went, gone. “A good friend to
you, no?”

“Yes, very much
so,” I tell her, then think back to that day, thoughts in a
thousand pieces, I trudged along feeling betrayed, footfalls heavy
under a weight of resentment. What had Montgomery urged? That all
true monsters are personal. That I’d make him a monster. I
wanted then to agree with Emma Leigh. I wanted then to believe any
conceivable conspiracy theory.

“How about Emma
Leigh? She still comes to The Minoan Café, right? Still comes in
for poetry?”

Here Ramona
reacts. She gives me a silent answer—head back quickly, eyebrows
raise.

 “No, no, no,” Selena adds, bemused it seems.

In Palace of
Epiphanies, Emma Leigh Trüger celebrates The Minoan Café—its
red, white, and black curtain, its amphorae and relics, its value
as a place of veneration for artistic and literary expression.
Ramona reveals herself as an enigmatic knot wearer and matrix of
our being, Selena rises as the daughter of the tempest, while
Magalee, like all women, seeks catharsis that comes long after the
performance. Perhaps I recall particulars incorrectly, but I do
definitely remember that Emma Leigh dedicates the poem to her
husband, Heinrich Trüger, who, ironically, made a habit of avoiding
the place. He referred to Ramona as Rumora, and for the longest
time, I thought it merely a matter of improper pronunciation.

“No, no Emma
Leigh Trüger.”

“But Magalee
will soon be here, right?”

“Yes, soon.
Maybe a week, maybe a month. Soon.”

 


 


Inchoate Shapes

 


 


Venizelou Square.

On the table
before me, ouzo and snacks, olives and tomatoes and morsels of
crusted, dry bread with feta cheese, slowly disappear.
Conversations surround me, and music floods in from all sides. This
cacophonous world is rattling keys and worry beads, postures, beer
steins, and coffee cups. I look on happily with no particular wish
to rearrange things, distractedly overseeing whatever unfolds, and
letting the pages in The Argonaut Juggernaut, a fast action
spy thriller I traded for in Piraeus, flap for my attention. Spring
has arrived and everywhere is evidence of Persephone’s return.

 Making their way single-file past the Plaza Hotel
and through endless rows of tables spilling out onto the flagstones
from cafés and tavernas, and nodding politely at the insistent
welcome of hawking waiters, a trio of backpackers settles on a
table down from mine. They betray a certain youthful nonchalance,
students no doubt, their sewn-on Canadian flags purposeful but
clichéd. Like mine was.

Initially, I
knew very little about Chania. My guidebook called it Venice of the
East. Some that I met described it as deliriously Cretan, while
those less romantic in their responses claimed barbarians from the
North overran it during the summer months. Others had it anywhere
from artsy to cosmopolitan but priced within reason. I arrived. I
stayed.

Church bells at
dawn, goat song, the generosity of a warm and haughty people,
ethereal light, nocturnal rhythms of Mediterranean venality, these
presented an enticing fusion of spiritual and carnal attractions.
This small city, its old Venetian harbour in particular, took hold
of my heart with the grip of a metropolis. Dark-eyed savants in
cafés assured me that Chania represented the oldest site of urban
life in Europe. Old boys in knee-high boots cried Chania for Arms!
Quayside ouzo, fiery discourse, exotic flavours, searing sunsets,
and bouzouki music. All agreeable possibilities. And, of course,
Magalee.

David
Montgomery later described the city as one of intrigue and
seduction verging on the mythical. I had definitely settled for
seduction by that point, but it would take a little more time to
appreciate the intrigue. I knew very little about Montgomery.

When the mugs
of beer they ordered arrive, the young travellers (who I assume are
not Americans) pull out tattered journals and begin to write, the
wind playing with their pages. I watch. I muse.

No doubt there
had been something of the self-styled romantic about how I
attempted to work out specific themes in my life when drawn to
Chania, but I had not intentionally set out to find peace, love,
and, least of all, self-understanding; or, like my companion
vagabonds who had moved on to Turkey, cheap rococo highs.

When idle
curiosity posed questions, I simply stated that I became orphaned
at an early age because my parents died in an accident on the
Trans-Canada Highway, and that, except for a stricken grandmother
residing in England and a rather straight-thinking uncle who cared
for her, I lived essentially unconnected in the world. I gained
some sympathy, and in so doing, I gained some hearts, sometimes for
more than one night.

Nobody asked
for details, and I fabricated none. No prying into my life if it
did not suit my purposes. Part of the truth serving for the
whole—abstract synecdoche, a game I played with some success.

The story was
not entirely untrue. My mother died after I entered university. My
father remarried too soon after her death, and moved to the USA. He
resented my love of books. No equity in that! I was not close to my
father.

“You know what
you are, Steven,” Manolis said to me one quiet afternoon after I
had attached myself to The Socratic Bar, “you know what you are
doing? I, Manolis, will tell you. You are one of these
self-indulgent individuals from across the Atlantic who hide out
from their culture, an expatriate in perpetual need of a shave,
expiating the sins of the father.” He spat out for emphasis
bothersome bits of shell from sunflower seeds he had been sucking,
as was his habit. He went on, as was his habit as well. “You
distort our past and obscure our struggles with your dreaming as
you begrudgingly forgive us our shortcomings, stereotype our
idiosyncrasies, and fill picture books with our solemn faces.”

I laughed as
Manolis had intended me to, and after my fashion noted his thought
in my journal, deciding that I would not, given his predilection
for opinion and debate, take it too much to heart.

Manolis!
Bartender supreme.

Soon.

I look to the
evening volta, the paralia, where ageless flirtation strides arm in
arm with the fashion of the day. Venizelou Square swells with
people at this hour. While prams and matronly pride push by, and
little brats with twisted faces, restaurants fill with convivial
people crowded in for specials under the lights. Faros, the
lighthouse, pulses more noticeably. The harbour front facades grow
pink, pink like a promise. I fully expect to see Emma Leigh and
Heinrich Trüger ambling along at loggerheads or some public version
of the same.

Heinrich Trüger
describing his Emma Leigh: “Prima Donna of the cafés, no question.
She knows men by name, by reputation and occupation. If she is not
to be found at home finishing her little poetries, ja, here at The
Ambrosia doing research is where I find her, guaranteed.”

 Poetries! He made it sound like cupcakes or the
kind of sugared tidbits you can purchase with coffee at any of the
patisseries on Giannari Street. The comment was typical: half
compliment, half provocation, an expression of pride coupled with
put-down. It took some time before I understood that they were
indeed married, and they were, as much as Hera and Zeus were
married.

Suddenly he
appears, Montgomery, a head above the rest, coming down past The
Plaza Hotel, perhaps out of The Socratic Bar. Calling out his name,
I get up and rush forward to meet him, but soon realize my mistake
and stop dead in the middle of the volta. Not David Montgomery at
all, just a man who has borrowed his appearance for the night,
shag-haired, tall, and striding along, effortlessly sliding through
the crowd like a ghost.

Returning to my
table, I spot Emma Leigh Trüger decked out in pink and black across
at The Ambrosia. She sits now with Dimitris, intimacy between them
that I do not wish to disturb. Her effects mostly, a touch, an
animation, a girlish coquetry, something I remember as
characteristically Emma Leigh. That some things remain constant
comforts me. I had seen her so before with other men that attended
to her, including on a couple of occasions Montgomery who more than
once avowed great admiration for her, as great in fact as the
admiration she expressed for him. Dimitris releases her hand when I
approach.

Emma Leigh
greets me, and I ask her how she is.

“I’m fine now,”
she says. “It’s been awhile, hasn't it?”

“Since I was
last in Chania? Couple of months, I guess.”

“Dimitris, you
remember Steven Spire?”

“Of course.
From Ramona’s.”

“And Heinrich,
how is he?”

Emma Leigh
looks away as though she has been caught in an indiscretion.
Dimitris shifts. A difficult silence follows. Across the tabletop,
pistachio shells scatter in response to a gust of wind.

“Steven,
Heinrich is dead,” she says sharply.

“Dead?”

“Yes,
murdered.”

I recoil,
finding it difficult to name what grips me.

“No way,” I
say, and immediately feel stupid.

Heinrich Trüger
should be here with Emma Leigh rolling his oddball eye at her
concerns, ordering drinks, leering at tourists passing by, or
cursing the local lads engaged in hands-on admiration of his
Mercedes parked prodigiously by the quay. Herr Trüger stands as a
fixed point for me in a way of life I call Chania, where
white-shirted waiters lean in doorways overlooking their tables and
black-clad grandmothers cosset their grandsons. Someone that solid,
that imposing, that much a part of the Old Port scenery, like Faros
itself, does not get murdered.

“I hadn’t
heard. I’ve just returned. It’s—!”

A little green
Zundaar vehicle rattles along the harbour front, corners at the
kiosk, and manoeuvres courageously through Venizelou Square. I
follow its progress up Halidon Street.

I feel the need
to make kindly inquiries, but cannot find the words, and Emma Leigh
at this juncture does not inspire them. Her eyes are upon me, blue,
intense, menace indistinguishable from mourning.

I turn to
Dimitris who distractedly crushes pistachio shells underfoot. I
shake my head solemnly, say that I am sorry and move to go.

“Then you don’t
know, Steven, your admirable David Montgomery is responsible!”

A spectre of
inchoate shapes forms around my memory of the man. I go all
visceral. I reach for a chair. I sit down by Emma Leigh, feigning
calm. Suddenly, I want to disown Montgomery, but I do not know why,
and again the right words fail me.

The wind lifts
Emma Leigh’s napkin from her lap, blowing it my way like a favour.
I pick it up as I would a challenge, and slowly return it to
her.

The scene
becomes completely incongruous: their intimate casualness, the
shadows aslant the table, the colours she wears, the familiar
blonde tendril around her ear now like a tensile loop, the shells,
the wind, David Montgomery accused of murdering Heinrich Trüger. I
shake my head again, attempting to simplify things: people like
Heinrich Trüger do not die, and people like David Montgomery do not
kill them.

“No way.”

Neither
contradicts me, so I risk further censure. I certainly feel
censured, though why I cannot tell by looking at them.

Two jets
screech across the sky above the Old Port interrupting all
commerce, all earthbound concern.

“Have you seen
him around?”

“Who, Steven?
Who do you mean?”

“Montgomery.
I’ve been looking for him. Still at The Pension Ariadne, do you
think?”

“Not a chance
in hell! I hope that bastard is found floating face down in the
murky waters of some stygian swamp. For him, the whole damn thing
was a lark.”

What form of
mourning can this be? I search the sky, willing the jets to
return.

The need to
query her about the old animosity grows, to get the whole story,
all the details, both sides. Aggrieved, angry eyes dissuade me,
however, as does the way she now holds her hands over the top of
her cup. Besides, Dimitris having arranged unshelled pistachio nuts
into sensible piles indicates with a subtle tilting of his head
that the present calls for other action. I mumble something
apologetic, then depart, feeling somehow implicated and therefore
somehow guilty.

The screaming
of the returning jets brings little help to me now as I wander off
wondering where to turn.

 


* * *

 


The Pan Pub,
which serves meals, and Bacchus Bar, which serves anything else you
might want, have separate entrances, but they are really one and
the same; inside one connects to the other and on the outside they
share common tables. The clientele on the right sit
indistinguishable from the clientele on the left.

 I avoid the dark interiors, preferring to remain in
the light. Clarity is what I want. Balance. Remembrance and
truth.

Somewhere
amongst the shadows of Kastelli a goat bleats.

A fisherman has
just hooked a small octopus and fusses expertly before he pounds it
repeatedly against the quay. I hear Heinrich Trüger explaining how
a kamaki man would interpret such scenes. Then his laughter.
Indeed, I have come to this place to remember. I sit at the table
Trüger frequently occupied, holding court so to speak, regaling the
likes of New York Nick, Kurt Krantz, me, and the boys from 1980. A
Nazi, it was said of him, but that seemed irrelevant then, and
certainly of a time before any of us was born. Adventure, intrigue,
sex, and conquests, these were Trüger’s themes. We could not tire
of his stories. During those earlier days of raucous entertainment,
I had not yet discovered The Minoan Café or Manolis’ Socratic
Bar.

Onlookers have
gathered around the man and his octopus, among them Dimitris, who,
upon catching my eye, gradually works his way over. I am not
entirely surprised he has followed.

“Emma Leigh,”
he begins, “her life, like a tragedy. Understand?”

“Yes. I
understand. But not everything.”

“Is difficult
for her.”

“Of course. I
see that. Only natural. But what about Heinrich? And how she said
he died? And where?”

“In Athens,
near Plaka.”

“When?”

“Many weeks
ago. Maybe two months”"

“In early
March, then?”

“Could be.”

“How did he
die?”

“I remember
only it is very strange death. I not bother.” Dimitris lifts his
eyebrows, tilts his head. “I not like Trüger.”

“What about
Emma Leigh?”

“This one I
like. But after the police leaves her, she brings no poetry to
Ramona.”

“What did the
police find out?”

“Steven, I not
know these things.”

“Who do you
think was responsible?”

Dimitris lifts
his eyebrows again. Then with dark speculative eyes, he offers,
“Maybe agents for NATO.”

“Yeah,
right!”

“The boys say
this wherever you sit to drink.”

“What about
David Montgomery? Have you seen him around?”

“I not see this
man in many weeks, not since Trüger is murdered.”

“Was he
responsible?”

Dimitris
shrugs. “Steven, I not know this. But now I must return to the
widow. Understand?”

“I
understand.”

Dimitris shakes
my hand, tilts his head affirmatively, and turns away. He takes one
last look at the octopus, then disappears beyond the crowd.

 With the tenderizing ritual finally completed, the
fisherman departs with his prize, leaving the spectators no other
choice but to disperse, the drama over. A death and a portable
feast taken home to a family communion.

Death. I never
doubted that death is permanent, the consummation of life a mentor
told me, and I never doubted the sincerity of his words, but my
mother proved to have a stronger and more convincing voice in the
end. I appreciated the man’s concern and yet found it difficult to
reconcile faded blue jeans full of patches and tailored tweed. Odd,
very odd. So was my reaction at the time.

“What is a
life?”

The question
plays out in my mind like a refrain from some lost song I need to
hear sung again. I write the words down on the inside cover of my
spy novel using David Montgomery’s exact phrasing. I order another
drink.

With the third
shot of raki, my thoughts turn absurdly morbid. I consider Trüger’s
end, the death he might have succumbed to: drowned in heavy seas
chasing in his trawler grey figments the size of naval destroyers;
heart attack in a Piraeus brothel. Inanity, inspired by the raki on
a warm evening, seems preferable to “eliminate with extreme
prejudice,” as these action romances I find myself reading from
time to time so quaintly put it. My private silliness gets sobered
somewhat by the entrance of two officers from the Tourist Police,
one into the Pan Pub, the other into the Bacchus Bar.

Heinrich
Trüger. An uncrowned king among rogues. So conceived, I bring him
back to life. Scribbling on the blank pages at the back of my book,
I make of him an immortal.

What immortal
died? Sisyphus cheats death, but not forever. Prometheus suffers
through his immortality while Dionysus celebrates his endless
resurrections. Only Pan dies, or so it seems.

Trüger was
obviously not of the same order, but he did have his moments. The
affection I developed for him during the early days may have been
facile, perhaps even forced, but it included a kind of admiration
that I cannot now deny. So I lament his passing as I might the
dying of the gods, connivers, usurpers, reprobates all.

Who did not
think the old goat charming? I understand why Emma Leigh had
originally found him seductive, if not endearing or lovable, though
much I observed about their marriage gave me pause. Her accusation
grieves me as much as his death does; together, they have the power
of an obsession. Regarding Montgomery, I feel like Telemachus
seeking the truth about Odysseus. As for Trüger, the sun throwing
shadows over his domain offers sufficient consolation for the
moment, but when my waiter returns to the table, I ask the obvious
question.

He steps away
as though I have levelled at him the evil eye, then gestures toward
the buildings to his back as much as to say, here lies your
answer.

“The Greek
Mafia,” he whispers.

“Yeah right. Or
a rival crime syndicate active in the eastern Mediterranean,
sponsored by the American CIA.”

The waiter
smiles as he takes my order. No mention of a tall, bookish man
called Montgomery

Shadows
continue to creep, and the sun begins its reach for the sea.
Finally, my dish of stew arrives. What is in the stew? Potatoes.
Garlic. Maybe old goat.

By midnight, my
period of mourning ends.

 






Food for the
Dead

 


 


During the day
you might not know The Socratic Bar exists except for a small sign
in the arched window.

 


ENGLISH DRAFT BEER

sometimes

 


A late 60’s
invention, the bar hides in an old Venetian building that boasts a
long history, which Manolis in lugubrious moods unravels when
business slows: for example, its front as an ouzo joint while the
Nazis held power. During the night, it often becomes a temple of
venerable pursuits, another shrine in effect, at least Manolis has
accused me of rendering it so, all because of Magalee. There are
icons, and there are ikons, but no ikonostasis stands here.
Entering, I somehow want things to be as I remember them best, in
particular, Magalee under a halo of light.

The barmaid
greets me in German, then in English. She has rich auburn hair that
Dante Gabriel Rossetti might have coiffed.

“Manolis still
not around?” I ask.

“No,
sorry.”

She draws a
beer for me, lights my cigarette, then returns to the American
sailors in from Souda at the far end of the bar. They are all in
mufti and she is all encouragement. Above the music and the
cajoling, I pick up on their talk: the bit about Russian trawlers
shadowing the US Fleet proves interesting enough, but for the most
part, they banter about Old Port discos.

The barmaid may
be new here, but she works the same old Socratic Bar: unspectacular
light, the usual array of liquor bottles full of their own kind of
light, the rank and file of glasses, postcards from the places that
travellers finally reach or return to, these taped to the one side
of the mirror, while on the other, international currencies in
small denominations, from yen to red-back two dollar bill.

When the
barmaid approaches, I ask again about Manolis.

“Manolis? In
Athens, or wherever."

“Socrates,
where’d he go? Used to hang out with Jack Daniels and Johnnie
Walker. Right behind you.”

She looks at me
vaguely, a hand on the pump.

“The bust of
Socrates—”

“Right. In
storage these days.”

When she
returns to her admirers, I turn back to the mirror and the wall,
this time to a framed photograph of an American aircraft carrier,
presumably public relations material, then to a Magic Bus handbill
stapled conveniently to the frame. Also available for the eye’s
distraction, wry manifestoes carved in the sandstone walls. To
wit:

 


Here, Now, Reversed,
Nowhere

 


I never could
make much of it initially, but it must have appealed to my sense of
the absurd. It still does. Another quip of the febrile mind, as
Montgomery put it.

“How about
Montgomery?” I shout after her.

“Never heard of
him!” she shouts back.

The rest is
Greek, something that awes and amuses me. Perhaps I am amused more
by my response to this language, by my attempts to make connections
to English. I understand psyche, for example; and I see the root in
aphrodisiac. More recently it is kamaki: the sound of hot-blooded
males skewering foreign fish. Malakas, meaning wanker, is a daily
form of insult, and a familiar form of greeting from types such as
New York Nick.

“Nice buns,” a
large voice declares when the barmaid bends over to retrieve a coin
that has fallen behind the counter. Arms akimbo for a moment of
playful censure, she wiggles appreciatively, then sidles over to
the cash drawer.

Admiration
intensifies at this altar of longing. Elbows form right angles to
support heady desires only unrestrained imagination could
fulfill.

As for me, it
was always the allure of Magalee. I came here regularly, hoping
perchance to dream.

There is still
the allure of Magalee. And the dream. Her very name now fills me
with a species of inspiration—like Erato challenging the postulant
lover and chronicler of disturbing truths.

“How about Emma
Leigh Trüger? Served her lately?”

“Don’t know if
I have, love.”

The spirit of
Emma Leigh, I realize, has entered with me, but not the aggrieved,
angry widowed Emma Leigh who points accusingly, the poet Emma Leigh
who composed “Palace of Epiphanies,” where Magalee in white lives
also as the woman “all men have been with, but only in their
dreams.”

I never beheld
Magalee in white, but the bit about dreams runs true. I devised
innumerable personal allusions, some recorded with pleasure, many
recorded with pain. They started in earnest the first night she
touched me, the first night I found her here working the pumps
under Socrates’ blank gaze. She became for me a subject of
prolonged meditation.

The goat bells
on the door rattled behind me when I entered and saw her.
Fortunately, no Krikri playing, otherwise the boy wonder would have
distracted me intolerably since he had a thing about the pea jacket
I wore. On the other hand, his fool’s antics might have helped in
some ways to compensate, to put things more quickly into
perspective.

Magalee and
Manolis worked efficiently behind the bar while I tottered on the
edge of aesthetic arrest. One of the cardiac kind almost came later
when in my haste to light her cigarette, I spilled a mug of English
draft beer over the counter, and it spread like a widening dark sea
between us. She wore purple, a very deep purple. After that, I kept
my cool, kept my aesthetic distance too, and in spite of myself,
patched into bits of dialogue with Manolis.

Boy meets girl:
boy loses girl because boy never had a chance. Not what I had
envisaged, but that had been the way of it.

She played the
place like an instrument, controlling the tempo of the night with
gestures, smiles, motions of her body, flirtatious slaps on the
wrist, and curses in the necessary language, swaying to the music,
as Emma Leigh had put it, “under halos of smoke, drenched in the
wishes of others.” I could not keep my eyes off her, and she, not
in the least affected, knew it.

With my
frequent visitations during those times, I got to know more of her,
but always from afar, in the unrequited sense, and of that night's
fist twist of the heart. I never told her anything.

I gradually did
piece together a bit of background for Magalee without, I felt,
being too obvious, and yet, it proved unsatisfactory because
fantasy misted fact. Magalee provided a few clues in passing, but
she seemed reluctant to reveal too much. I didn’t know why.

“Mon cher
Steven, sometimes I live in Paris,” she said, “and sometimes I live
in Chania.” To this she might just as well have added after the
manner of Selena pouring over verbs: I weave, I read, I serve, I
seduce.

She also
modeled, but it was not she who told me that. Emma Leigh did. So I
was content to dress in the robes of my fancy and disrobe her
later, often with the ink of my pen. Journal lines wrote themselves
in answer to her sighs; meanings shaped themselves around the
movement of her thighs. When I viewed her weaving at Ramona’s, or
serving drinks at The Socratic Bar, or reading French novels in a
secluded corner, I could not picture her luxuriating in a glossy
magazine world. An artist’s model, yes, because I could appreciate
her, not as the demimonde on the periphery of fashionable nudity,
but as naked as the truth.

“Manolis, I
don’t think she trusts me.”

“I tell you,
Steven, you must also read from Simone De Beauvoir.”

On the other
hand, Ramona seemed to take to me, but Ramona, of course, said
nothing. As for Selena, I was sufficiently happy to let her rave
about Magalee’s work, though while listening, I found myself being
drawn even deeper into mysteries.

From time to
time, I would see Magalee walking by herself along the ruins of the
Venetian wall above the Topanas district, or along the mole to
Faros. Like the moon, she moved alone, but not in isolation.
Watchers saw her standing, sitting, cutting silhouettes out of a
winter’s sky. And as far as distant observation would allow, she
found contentment in being alone, at one with a self that had for
these moments of renewal thrown off the more vibrant public
persona. I would look on her in awe as I would the sea and its vast
expanse of solitude.

Rarely did I
really believe that Magalee was the bitch goddess New York Nick had
described when I asked him what he knew about her.

I tried
constantly to deal with the disappointment that she did not
suddenly appear in ceremonial white, and wise like a midwife
dipping me by the heel deep into the pool of dilemma I had created
for myself. Occasionally I could define her, understand her elusive
qualities, and come to grips with my endless analysis of her. Then
she was gone.

Manolis
abstracting: “A truly dramatic figure, no? Yet capable of roguish
jokes. She is smart; she looks at life through the eyes of a Renoir
girl. Understand, Steven, she has a head under all that beautiful
hair.”

I said to him
when I saw his point: “It’s almost as though you expect the
disappearing act, like Cinderella hailing a passing pumpkin, or
like a goddess riding the midnight express to Olympus.”

“Déjà Vu—you
catch her scent always. Jasmine. Breath of the night. For her, you
are not yet ready.”

And maybe
Manolis had been right. All the contradictions, all the mysteries,
all the veils, quite likely these were merely my own inventions
created to hide inadequacies. It seems obvious now that during
these early times, I was probably more fascinated with my
perceptions of Magalee than I was with the reality of her
being.

And so of other
men.

 Damen Van Raamsdonk, the artist, sought salvation
through Magalee, but only on canvas could he capture and hold his
own perceptions of her. In his sanity, she was his muse; in his
madness, she was his demon, a sluttish succubus slinking around on
the dark edge of atavistic fantasy. I appreciated Damien's genius,
understood his aesthetic needs, but was horrified by his
instincts.

With the words
Die Magdalee, Trüger acknowledged a state of grace he could not
attain. He objectified Magalee. He framed her in a caption. He was
able, then in a devious flip of logic, to soil her elevated image,
to smash it, to profane it. He called her whore: he attributed to
this idol of his own imagining all manner of behaviour becoming one
he wanted to, but could not, get his hands on.

In unrequited
fits, I had shared Trüger’s sentiments, finding his innuendo made
Magalee all the more attractive. What I lacked in pure pagan
apprehension, I made up for with a perverse pleasure in visualizing
the supple thigh of beauty exposed to his shadowy lights. She,
therefore, became darker, more alluring, and so even more
unattainable. This inadvertent betrayal I would attempt to rectify,
to sanctify rather, with poetic sentimentality.

Manolis, blue
smoke above his head: “I tell you what I think, Steven. You have
made of Magalee an ikon, and desire only to pray.”

Other than
making comments about her beauty, often with a twist, and for the
most part playing the gentleman in her presence, David Montgomery
left me with little impression of Magalee. He did suggest that at
times she seemed very formal, but she rarely came up in our many
conversations. Here, admittedly, the truth scarred the heart. The
risk is that it may continue to do so.

“Hey! What’s
your name then?” This from the barmaid, bringing me back to the
Here and Now and Nowhere of The Socratic Bar.

“Steven.”

“You want
another pint then, Steven?”

“Sure. Why not?
Another pint. Tell me, have you ever worked here with Magalee?”

“No. Just
Manolis.”

“So where'd all
your admirers go?”

“To a disco.
Circe’s, no doubt. Looking for fulfillment, they are. No respect
for a girl. Sailors! All that lot will get tonight is
self-fulfillment!”

 


* * *

 


The same tall
tourist from the other night strides past me as I hesitate outside
Kapetano’s Pension Ariadne. He disappears up Angelou, all too much
like the ghost of Montgomery.

Kapetano is a
small, dark, ruggedly handsome Cretan with laughing eyes. He clasps
my hand, slaps me on the back, and insists that to see me again
overwhelms him. He had spent years in the merchant marine before
joining a cousin in operating a restaurant in London, thereafter
returning to Crete for his retirement.

“Like Odysseus
coming home to roost,” he boasts, but then goes on to explain that
in this he is not unique, that many a Greek of the Diaspora returns
years later to the Ithaca of lost youth. His sense of humour is
immense. He delights in trying on colloquialisms, old English saws,
and especially American slang expressions. “Steven, come. You want
room? I make you a sonofabitchin good price.”

I shake my
head. Not what I have come for. I mention The Plaza Hotel and make
apologetic noises, which leaves Kapetano unimpressed. “David
Montgomery. Is he still around?”

Kapetano
answers with a Greek no, his resistance measured by my edginess, my
desire to find things out. When I mention the name Heinrich Trüger,
Kapetano gives me a second Greek no, this one more dramatic.

Mention of the
dead: here is another who thinks I am giving him the evil eye.

“How long you
stay? Special price, whatever you understand. Make me an offer, and
no abuse.”

“Okay,” I say,
“I’ll take a look at your rooms. But first—”

Kapetano tilts
his head, and smiles.

 


* * *

 


We descend into
The Stone and Thread. I used to drop into this little cellar bar
every now and then. I appreciated its simplicity. The fact that
Magalee might be here, because I saw her enter once, induced me to
sit in a quiet corner, filing images for future reference in little
twisted journals while listening to the songs of Leonard Cohen.

“The name for
this joint, like an English pub, no?” Kapetano explained, when my
expectation first presumed some rather fanciful association of
Stone and Thread with the Theseus myth.

Now Kapetano
retreats into a little alcove. After scratching around, he returns
to hand me a newspaper. He stands back.

“No can do,
Kapetano, can’t read Greek,” I complain, handing the newspaper back
to him. He turns to the third page and holds it out at arm’s
length.

Two major
stories, two accompanying photographs. One depicts a wall of
communist graffiti condemning support for NATO and American bases.
Juxtaposed to this is a photograph of an amphora, much larger than
the garden variety type judging by the police officer standing next
to it looking in, and bigger than the one in the foyer of the
pension. It resembles what a visitor might marvel at in museums, or
at Minoan Knossos, terracotta containers that have been transported
across all the zones of history, five to six feet tall, broad at
the top, diminishing in diameter toward the base.

“The headline
first, okay? It say ‘German National Found In Pythia.’
Understand?”

“Not
really.”

“Trüger is
found in old burial pot.”

“What about the
caption?”

“‘Sweet Death’
is what it say.”

“What was sweet
about it?”

“I tell you
this story, what is written here. Trüger’s body found in burial pot
near archaeological site. Close to Plaka. Very curious American
tourists going to the Acropolis report to police what they find. In
early morning they find him. A clean kill.”

“What do they
mean, a clean kill?”

“Two shots to
the back of head. Police buggered.”

“Why?”

“Because the
victim’s hands and face gets rubbed with honey and pomegranate
seeds. Also, they find a cat in this place, honey on paws.”

“What else does
it say?”

“Trüger seen
the night before in The Paphia.”

“What’s
that?”

“Plaka taverna.
A hot spot, understand? Po, po, po! No witness for what happened to
Trüger. That’s it, my friend.”

“It’s bizarre.
Byzantine.”

“That’s what
this paper say. A good paper. From Athens.”

I picture Emma
Leigh identifying her husband’s body, or whatever the ritual might
have been at the time—the ensuing arrangements, the inquest. I
understand the resentment, yet my intention to query her at length
remains, for I am reluctant to assign Montgomery an assassin’s
role.

“What about the
investigation, Kapetano? What do you know about that?”

“Police come to
Chania from Athens. Special guys. The local police do not like
them. I do not like them.”

“They question
you?”

“Not me. The
widow, Emma Leigh.”

“Who else?”

“People at the
Pan Pub & Bacchus Bar. Christos Meandros they take for more
questions, but they let him go after they search Trüger’s boat. Two
illegal guys from the crew go back to Egypt.”

“What about New
York Nick?”

“Him too, a
wise guy. But Meandros is the main one, a sad sack.”

“So they
searched Trüger’s trawler. What about the studio, you know, where
Damen Van Raamsdonk—?”

“I not know
everything, just the facts.”

“So what did
they find out, these special guys?”

“Only what they
wanted to find. But I tell you something, what they find they
didn’t tell me. Ask the widow.”

“Good idea,
Kapetano. I’ll do that when I see her again.”

“Manolis they
also talk to. I not surprised.”

“Magalee?”

“No, not
Magalee.”

“Who do you
think killed Trüger?”

“I have theory,
but not always proof. I think maybe secret police from
Germany.”

“GRU?”

“Whatever you
understand.”

“More special
guys. Why not? As good as any other theory I’ve heard.”

“Is what I
hear.”

“Maybe that
fits. Maybe not. Manolis always said that Trüger claimed Chania and
Western Crete for some sinister organization.”

“Mostly
bullshit, what Manolis says. But not always. Maybe in this he
speaks the truth.”

“Why do you
keep this newspaper, because of Trüger?”

“In the saucer
Trüger leaves many drachmae. Also, good stories, he makes me laugh.
I liked the old goat.”

“Know what you
mean.”

“The paper
forgets to say this, but I think there is no connection.”

“No connection
to what? A sinister organization?”

“The cat in
Plaka.”

“The cat?”

“I make you a
joke, Steven. Don’t be so serious.”

 


* * *

 


Like many of
the buildings in the old Turkish quarter of Chania, The Pension
Ariadne brings new life to an ancient structure, one the Venetians
erected in the fourteenth century. Montgomery certainly loved the
place.

Kapetano boasts
of its heritage, its conveniences, its proximity to the action—“the
meat market,” he says, and winks at me.

I smile.

He puts his
hand on my shoulder. “This building, a goddamn miracle.”

“Why’s
that?”

“The bombs from
Stukas, this before sons of the bitch fills the sky with
parachutes. I am proud of this place.”

To prove his
point, Kapetano thrusts his chin at the ghostly site across the
lane, all broken walls and piles of rubble. Kapetano remembers what
that building looked like, and tells of an old family photograph
highlighting its elegant arched doorway, an ancient uncle of his
over from Sfakia posing before it in full Cretan regalia. When he
finishes, I ask again about Montgomery.

“I not see this
man since maybe middle of the month of March. His room, like when
he left, spic and span. The old woman, Aphrodite Meirakis, she
cleans it.”

“You expect him
back?”

“Montgomery
pays for a week. Again, he pays for a week. Then, I tell you, he
pays for two months. He leaves. Now his time, his two months, is
finished, maybe tomorrow, maybe after.”

“Any connection
to Trüger’s death, do you think?”

“A funny guy,
Montgomery, but not honey and pomegranate seeds funny. Understand?
For you, Steven, I make his room a special price.”

“But, what
if—?”

“No problem. I
know this in my head. Two months. No book needed. The book is only
for the tax police.”

Montgomery’s
room at The Pension Ariadne. The idea appeals to me.

“Many important
people have rented this room. Also for the summer of 1962,
including to 1968, Monsieur De Bellefeuille and his youngest
daughter in white dresses.”

I smile.
Kapetano knows of my fervent interest in Magalee.

“This is not
lies, Steven. A Cretan does not lie. Don’t believe the English! See
the old woman, Aphrodite. As sure as shooting, the truth from her
lips. She knows what she talks about.”

While Kapetano
continues his fabulous account about some Hollywood type who in the
mid-sixties occupied the room for an extended period, I drift away
temporarily with thoughts of Magalee appearing in white.

“For the
occupation, the whole joint belongs to German officers. Very
ironic, no?”

“Very.”

“You ask about
Trüger, arrest his immortal soul. Aphrodite, she remembers him, a
young guy of the SS, he waits for superior officer, a motorcycle
and sidecar. Right out here.”

“What
year?”

“I think
1942.”

“Any
pictures?”

“No goddamn
way. An old woman story.”" Kapetano circles his right ear with a
finger and taps his temple three times. “Madder than a hatter,
understand? Often she say this about Trüger.”

“Kapetano, what
year was it Napoleon dropped in?”

“You too,
Steven, eh! We fix good price, special for you, a wise guy.”

Over a shot of
Metaxa, we settle on a good price for the room.

 


When I open the
heavy red drapes drawn across the windows that run almost to the
ceiling, light pours in. A print of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s
Proserpine comes to life. Persephone, by her other name.

Although it
seems larger than I remember, the room remains essentially the same
as when Montgomery had it—table, chairs, prints. I do not know how
I will fill the space. Wool rugs lie on either side of a large
matrimonial bed. I do not know how I will fill the bed. With dreams
perhaps. Two other floor rugs, well-worn specimens, one of a crude
map of Crete, another with the labrys motif, the Minoan
double-edged axe: these break the linear pattern of the floor. A
wooden floor, it creaks as I move about.

Several tourist
pamphlets lie on the table, a couple with what looks like
Montgomery’s handwriting on them, and a three-year-old travel
guide, Europe 1978. I see none of Montgomery’s books, but
like many travellers, he had the habit of reading something then
passing it on. I am yet to read his Eloise and Abelard, a
hardbound edition he never seemed to be without.

Out on the
balcony, I watch a small fishing boat cutting across the west basin
toward Venizelou Square. The day warms. Activity has picked up
around the Old Port.

A view to
enhancing the romance, Montgomery joked, pointing at me, finger
like a gun barrel, thumb cocked like the hammer.

Immediately
below, Angelou: a narrow lane, really, but with many points of
interest to the discerning eye. It slopes down from the back
reaches of Topana and gives over to The Meltemi Café. And I
remember the words of Montgomery as we came down past Erato’s one
December evening after a casual walk about the quarter, that a good
street, like a good book, reveals so much on second, third, and
subsequent readings, which may have explained his Eloise and
Abelard.

I re-enter. For
a half-second, I sense Montgomery’s presence—just a whiff of
cigarette smoke drifting on the air. Then footfalls in the hall and
creaking in the floor.

I attempt to
take possession of the place. Not easy somehow. I check behind a
closet door: on a hook hangs the last thing on earth I expect to
find, Montgomery’s woollen tote bag, and in it Death in
Venice by Thomas Mann.

When I head out
to retrieve personal effects from The Plaza Hotel, a small, dark
figure, pushing a pail out abruptly with a mop, exits the WC to
regard me tentatively.

“Kalimera,
Aphrodite.”

“Kalimera,” she
replies, a creak of recognition in her voice. “Kalimera.
Kalimera.”

“David
Montgomery?”

She lifts her
head slightly, which indicates that he could be anywhere, certainly
not here. I thank her, and as I turn to leave, she shakes my arm
lightly. Then, as if by magic, old Aphrodite produces an apple that
she wraps into my hand with the slightest of touches, smiles
agreeably at my appreciation, and with pail and mop disappears.

My return to
Chania, instinct informs me, has a great deal to do with David
Montgomery.

 


* * *

 


 Manolis greets me with open arms. He serves me a
beer and will accept no payment. He talks briefly of his recent
hiatus in France as he dusts off the bust of Socrates and returns
it to the appropriate shelf. Formerly in the long handlebar,
mountain-style, Manolis’ moustache has evolved into a neatly
trimmed Van Dyck, while his sideburns, heavier now, pour down in
sprays of grey from his thinning dark hair. He sports a new black
beret that he removes from his head when he sees I have
noticed.

“From Paris,”
he says with emphasis, as though doubt exists about its validity as
a fashion statement. He lights another French cigarette, and with
an amused innocence, blows smoke my way. “You don't like?”

“It’s you,
Manolis.”

We talk
politics: the Iranian thing; Soviet warships off the coast of
Crete; the missile base on Akrotiri; Papandreou and his attitude
toward the Americans. Relations with the US, Manolis tells me, are
strained, creating a tension of tolerance between a populace
resentful of client state status and garrison representatives of a
self-serving superpower manipulated by covert men of the CIA.
Ubiquitous PASOK signs and other graffiti sanctioned by the Greek
socialist party still affirm that sentiment more than less.

“A green
sunrise, I tell you, is just another contradiction in a country
where paradox is as plentiful as the artichoke.”

“Yeah,
right.”

“You know
something, Steven? I tell you something. Since the war, in Greece
are one hundred political parties, one hundred leaders, one hundred
Alexanders calling the people Bucephalus. This is no lie. Cretans
do not lie!”

I nod.

“Understand
this also. In modern Greece, only one great man. Venizelos. From
here in Kriti. He makes Greece a modern nation. Before this, for
many thousands of years, Greece is not a country.”

Manolis reaches
into the money drawer, pulls out a coin, and places it on top of
the bar. He points to it. “This like centre of the wheel. Also like
the spirit of what is to be Greek.”

“Right.”

Sunflower
seeds, emptied from a convenient bowl, he arranges in straight
lines like spokes emanating from a hub. “The ancient world of art
and philosophy,” he says, straightening the first line. “This one,
Alexander the Great. This, the Byzantine Empire. Here, Orthodox
Church. Myth and superstition, like this. Turkish domination. Also,
Eastern and Western influences. Today, European economics, NATO,
and television.”

“Got the
picture,” I say, seeing that he has run out of sunflower seeds.

“Understand,
Steven, no rim. Nothing like a border defines what is Greece. It is
an idea without bounds. But always there is the great idea.”

“Like manifest
destiny?”

“Whatever you
understand, Steven. Like resurrection.”

“Conquest over
the temporal.”

“Okay. The
thing to come. Greece does not exist. It is an inspiration
only.”

“Does
Papandreou understand this?”

“I tell you
what he understands. He understands politics. For him they will
build monuments, name streets.”

A young couple
enters, athletic in stance and attire. He hesitates under the cloud
of smoke, and she looks at him in dismay. But amused by something,
they find their way to a table. Manolis pockets the coin, sweeps
the sunflower seeds into a pile before me, then goes over to see to
their needs.

“Where’s the
English girl who was here?” I ask when Manolis returns to the
bar.

“Excuse,
please?”

“Served behind
the bar. Beautiful, dark red hair.”

“Only for three
weeks, she is here. Today she returns to London.”

“Where's
Krikri? And what about Trüger?”

“This lovable
devil? In safekeeping.”

“Which lovable
devil? Krikri or Trüger?”

Manolis cracks
his knuckles and laughs while I cast an eye over to the spot where
Krikri attacked Trüger with a guitar.

“Krikri, in his
home village,” Manolis says, then lights another cigarette.

“Strange. About
Trüger. And where they found his body, in the big amphora
thing.”

“Malakas like
him gets what they deserve. I tell you something, Steven, from the
ancient days. Girl babies go in pots.”

“Nemesis?”

“This is what
our people calls it. For Trüger, yes. For the girl babies, for
being girl babies. I have understanding for the widow, Emma
Leigh.”

“Was the pot
they found him in her idea of revenge, do you think? Was she behind
it?”

“Steven, I
don’t know these things. Many people could do it.”

“She claims
Montgomery killed him.”

“Who did it had
imagination.”

“Are you saying
she thinks Montgomery did it because he has imagination. Or do you
mean Montgomery, in that he is one of the many who could have done
it?”

Manolis pulls a
face, then rearranges his beret at the exact, right angle, and
moves down the bar to serve a couple of Greek sailors that have
entered. He returns under a cloud of blue smoke, puts a finger
against his nose, and says, “Later we talk more about this,
understand?”

“Have you seen
Montgomery? Think he’s still in Crete?”

“I hear
nothing.”

“What about
Magalee, then?”

“Steven, I hear
nothing.”

“You said you
were in Paris.”

“She does not
need my protection there.”

“You’re the
bartender, Manolis. You’re supposed to know things. Be full of
chat.”

“I tell you
something, Steven. Talk to my uncle, who drives a taxi. My cousin,
who is a barber. Talk to them. These people can talk. I just
return. Montgomery is gone. Magalee always comes to Chania but only
in her own time. What more?”

He gives the
counter a cursory wipe, then disappears. He still has things of
mine in a backroom storage area, which I had dumped into a couple
of blue plastic bags last winter when in a hurry to leave the Old
Port. These he plunks on the bar before me like an accusation, like
a judgement.

“How many times
now you stay in Chania?”

“Given the way
seasons dapple the memory, especially in Crete, I’d say three
times. January to March of 1980 when I left in Trüger’s Mercedes.
Again, in the following December and January when Montgomery was
here. And now. An overnight stay with Patti Lockhart, can’t really
count that.”

“Who is,
please?”

“A travelling
companion. Didn’t last. Remember?”

“Maybe. Not the
dancer?”

“That was Fay
Devine”

“Okay. So
Chania, like a home for you. Where you stay now?”

“The Pension
Ariadne. Montgomery’s old room.”

“Po, po, po!
Ironic, no?”

“Kapetano gave
me a deal.”

“In this, maybe
he cheats you.”

“The price of
the irony, Manolis.”

Just after
Manolis pulls me another beer, more Greek sailors enter. I retreat
to a corner table next to the one occupied by the young couple. On
the floor at their feet lies a large map of Crete upon which the
mountains of the Lefka Ori have developed new folds and creases.
Hikers.

 One of the blue bags contains the few books I saw
fit to retain, The Secret of Crete, The Fall of
Crete, and Ikons, No Halos, Emma Leigh Trüger’s little
poetry collection that influenced me so much, published locally,
and also a travel guide for 1979, or at least sections of it, and a
couple of thin, spiral-bound journals.

The other bag
contains a few keepsakes from my last place above Venizelou Square:
some letters; a small Damen Van Raamsdonk print capturing the Old
Port at sunset; a one-eyed, solid brass owl the size of a cigarette
lighter used for a paperweight; an oxymoron on cardboard; and a
pair of cut-offs with a thousand drachma bill in the right pocket.
The sunglasses, bought after Fay Devine left, I put on for a quick
moment.

No specific
plan for journal writing ever firmly established itself for me when
I first set out. Keeping a journal? Just part of the sensitive
traveller’s equipment as far as I was concerned, like carrying a
roll of toilet paper in the side pouch of the rucksack. Or do I kid
myself?

I read at
random. Impressions of European attractions. Currency values. Names
of Aegean ships. Scheduled departures. Scenes of Chania life. Such
notes are commonplace.

The foray into
Munich on behalf of Trüger in April of 1980 seems more eventful in
living memory than my recorded account of it.

Half-finished
lyrical flourishes are also commonplace, especially those depicting
the moods of Magalee for the early months of my first stay in
Chania. Snatches of dialogue with Patti Lockhart captured after
several argumentative ouzos seem entirely self-serving, whereas
impressions of Fay Devine bring me joy. “Persona,” a poem started
during the Montgomery days, still floats about in literary
limbo.

The last entry,
dated February 1981, burns my ears: the empty rhetoric of a
dysfunctional heart, and a few unsavoury expletives expressed by
creatures born of anger and resentment. Odd, how time cut with a
little English draft beer will mirror the vagaries of the
narcissistic mind.

I need a new
journal.

Yes, and maybe
truth can win a spot in beauty’s heart.

“Come, Steven,
I show you something.”

On the counter,
Manolis has placed a copy of Die Kulturelle Schundliteratur,
a German pictorial magazine. Trüger, who claimed to know the
publisher, often had the latest edition with him at the Pan Pub
& Bacchus Bar, and with it amused his drinking audience by
adding sardonic spins to the endless captions. The glossy
publication favours the chic and the sensational, particularly
where public personalities are concerned. On the back page, vying
for attention with Lee Marvin looking relieved, Ursel Lorenzen a
year after her defection to the East, and Margret Thatcher forcing
a smile, Emma Leigh Trüger in dark glasses holds a single red rose,
the “Bereaved American Widow of Bavarian Expatriate.” No story,
unfortunately, to inform me further.

“So, Manolis,
who did it? Do you think it was Montgomery?”

“I tell you who
I think. Cretan andartes still resisting the Nazi occupation,
coming finally out from Lefka Ori caves. An assassin hired by Emma
Leigh on behalf of girl babies and gray-haired virgins. Krikri. All
these have motive, understand? What motive had your friend,
Montgomery?”

I do not know
what to answer. I shrug, believing that Manolis thinks Emma Leigh
is in denial. Or that Nemesis has no bounds. Or that a bartender
knows only so much.

“What did the
police find out?”

“I tell you
what I think,” Manolis states with Cretan certainty, waving a
finger in the air. “Police did not want to find anything. They
simply do what looks good.”

“Going through
the motions, you mean.”

“Yes, the same
what they would do for you. I tell you this also. I think
Montgomery is not from a cult. Honey. Pomegranate seeds. And food
for the dead. Bon Voyage. Kalo taxidi. Have a nice trip.”

“Certainly not
a Minoan cult, Manolis.”

The hikers are
leaving and politely say their goodnights. Manolis thanks them.

Yet again under
a cloud of blue smoke that lends authority to his declaration,
Manolis states: “Also this, Steven. For you, Magalee is Chania.
Montgomery is the answer. Now you need both of them to understand
why you are again in this place. Who you are.”

“Socrates,
right? The unexamined life.”

“Whatever you
understand, Steven.”

I see a kind of
logic in what he says, a syllogism for divided loyalties, or
something such. I smile appreciatively though I am still a little
miffed. Grabbing my two blue bags, I get up to leave.

“What about
Trüger?”

A Greek
shuffle—eyebrows and head.

“Kapetano
thinks the East Germans, you know, the GRU,” I say as a kind of
challenge.

“Kapetano!
Kapetano!”

“Yeah, right. I
heard maybe the CIA.”

“I tell you
something, Steven. When snow lies on the hills of Akrotiri, Cretans
see this as a plot from the CIA.”

“Okay, Emma
Leigh then. I’ve seen her only once since I got back, and she
really got me going.”

Manolis angles
his head, and the beret follows just so. He opens the door for me.
He spits out a sunflower seed. He knows nothing.

“You don’t
quite operate this bar by its name,” I say as a parting jab.

“I am not quite
Socrates,” counters Manolis.

“I know what’s
missing, the goat bells on the door.”

“Krikri, he
takes them home.”

A loud outburst
from the sailors at the bar follows me out.

 






Sprung Fully
Charmed

 


 


The sun rising
beyond Akrotiri, the harbour fronts ablaze with light, the smell of
the silvering sea, the clanging of a tone deficient bell: an
otherwise perfect background to coffee this morning at The Meltemi.
But then the memory of Emma Leigh’s accusation intervenes, casting
the purity of the moment into a darker light. By the entrance to
the Maritime Museum, where a flight of pigeons has alighted, stands
a large terracotta amphora. In it, I see a potted Heinrich
Trüger.

Two shots to
the back of the head. Police buggered.

 


* * *

 


Somewhere
between the sea and Eleftherias Square lies the Trüger apartment.
But which one? Expectation demands that Emma Leigh appear on a
balcony by sheer force of my will. I am, apparently, weak-willed. I
proceed up the street and stop to watch workmen and their machinery
bend ready-mix concrete into functional shapes—more apartments.

The street ends
at the square. On the northeast corner, an upscale taverna sits
between two cafés, low hedges and different coloured tables and
chairs demarking the patios of each that run out to the edge of the
pavement. At the first café, I order Greek coffee.

Two men in
business suits look my way, then turn to their own affairs. A cat
threads the hedge, and with tail erect, cozies up to my leg. The
waiter reacts swiftly, running the cat back through the hedge with
most of its dignity intact. I sip the coffee and consider my
mission.

 Cued by the return of the cat, I spy Emma Leigh at
the far café under a large black sun hat, scribbling away on
fluttering sheaves of paper. She does not look up. My sense of
purpose and my respect for privacy collide.

As I watch her
write, I hear her voice, a voice from the pluperfect past, from a
time before allegations of murder, from sessions with her over
coffee at the Ambrosia or from Saturday nights at The Minoan Café,
a voice that is familiar, colloquial, and frank. Hers is the voice
of a generation I can almost call my own.

I borrow her
words, and on her behalf I write them into a monologue that only
fondest memory could inspire. In my imagination, Emma Leigh is
talking to me.

 


* * *

 


“I first
crashed on Crete, at Matala, summer, 1969, when the wind was in
from Africa, and my hair hung down at great length. I squatted in
the caves, sharing in all the naked enthusiasm, living the legacy
of Haight Ashbury, which by this point was reduced to smoke and ash
after the glorious fires that burned there. My father,
Lieutenant-Colonel Stowe, believed I was in Paris doing French. My
mother, God love her, knew otherwise. She has Greek blood in her
from—I don’t know for sure—a generation or two back.

"Athena’s
temple on the Acropolis drew me passionately into the beginning
pages of my grade five socials text. I still have that book.
Somewhere.

"Actually,
walking through the temple was a dream come true. Naked goddesses
in art books Dad confiscated from my brother looked a lot like
girls I knew at love-ins of the ’60s. Oh, yes, the appeal was more
than classical architecture.

"I decided to
peel off all the threads of conventionality. I can’t remember what
the specific attraction had been, dope and its rococo daze, the
nights, the anarchy of love, or protracted games of Hearts with
nothing to hide but the Queen of Spades. In spite of the colonels,
there was freedom of expression, poetry, endless ecstasy of
adventure, all on a student visa, stamp, stamp, hard currency, and
local watermelons injected with raki.

"I got my B.A.
in ’71, though it took me longer, much longer, than I wanted. And I
got a holiday. I deserved both. Lieutenant-Colonel Stowe with
puffed-out chest agreed. I was the last of three, and Daddy’s
Little Girl to boot. Now who visits Crete and does not promise to
return?

“I kept all my
promises.

"Generous when
it advantages him, Dad makes a habit of keeping his promises too.
But stern to a fault, he registered grave reluctance about my
destination.

"An all too
bourgeois boat tour through the Mediterranean held only so much
appeal, believe me. Then, Crete called. And fate.

"A group of us
rented a villa at King Minos Beach just outside Agios Nikolaos.
Friends of friends. You know how things develop when you’re young,
on the loose, and have no plans but sun and the perfect sonnet.

"At Minos Beach
I was with a guy—I hardly remember his name now—Terry, yes, Michael
Terry, from UCLA. We called him Terry Terrific. Dapper, yes.
Egotistical, yes. Terrific, no, but that was the way he saw the
world. Everything was terrific, even lazy lovemaking.

"The girls used
to drive over to the Amex at the Air Force base near Malia to pick
up shampoo, toiletries, tapes from home. Some necessities were
still very hard to get in Crete then. I spent more time there than
in AgNik, whenever this pilot had time off, that is. You know the
scene. Casual.

"No hassles
about money either. Like love, it was always available. Like
now.

"Heinrich and I
met entirely by accident. I mean that quite literally. On a
sweltering day. I was alone.

"The accident,
just a fender bender really, but preordained, I’m positive. And
Heinrich was so apologetic. You know how charming he can be. The
salute and all. He couldn’t do enough for me. He berated at great
length the man with him, his Greek driver. I thought he had been
driving at the time, but he assured me that I was mistaken. The
sun, fraulein, the glare. No question. You know how he talks. He
then invited me back to his Chania villa.

“I couldn’t
resist the idea. Besides, I’d had enough of Terry who, as I found
out, was getting it on with a terrific looking California girl. Tit
for tat, I suppose, since I was getting it on with the pilot. How
amusing. All of us were getting on each other’s nerves anyway.

"Decisiveness,
maturity, a lusty leer—you know his eye—and a ballsy sense of
humour. Heinrich had all that. Diversion and the perfect escape.
He’s wildly charismatic. I can say that even now.

"His man took
the car back to AgNik with orders to fix things and take care of
the charges. Heinrich always had what he called business associates
around him. He always had new vehicles too.

"On the way
here, we stopped at Georgioupolis to catch the sunset, to stretch
our legs, and explore a wild stretch of beach. We certainly did
stretch our legs.

“Yes, I was
sexually attracted to him. He knew it and took advantage of a
haunting moment I dared not resist. It was a wild, rough ecstasy of
pain.

"He has the
oddest little feet. Of course, you wouldn’t know that. And the
fiercest craving for honey cakes after sex, as ferocious as the
craving before. It will kill you, I warned him.

"Now the villa
wasn’t quite what I had imagined. In fact, it wasn’t a villa at
all, but more of a large studio, where Damen Van Raamsdonk works
whenever he’s in Chania. However, it served its seductive purposes,
and I decided to stay. Next day we got the apartment.

"I wasn’t
exactly overjoyed with what the future held for me Stateside.
Lieutenant-Colonel Dad had talked of a stint in the service. They
could use someone with my language skills, he argued. On the other
side, Heinrich promised he would take care of me. And after his
fashion, he kept his promise. Said he was very fond of rhymes.
Quoted from memory. In German. Said it was Goethe, but I don’t
think it was.

"I don’t sew,
weave, or peel potatoes lap-gapped in an apron. Heinrich bellowed
with laughter when I told him that.

"He was married
once before. There’s a daughter in Schwabing a few years younger
than I am. He has a son called Selinius. I talked about having
children, but Heinrich didn’t. A sense of guilt motivated me, I
guess, more than any maternal instincts. But that’s another
story.


"Lieutenant-Colonel Stowe was not amused. Neither was he amused
when my mother left him. He adhered with military precision to the
moral and social values of the fifties. One taskmaster, one mate,
no mutinies, and no unwanted pregnancies. The little woman was
mother, and matron, and preferably mute.

“Heinrich says
Father would make a good Greek. Kind of ironic, all that.

“But dear
long-suffering Mother, she had had enough. She left when I did.

“Father was
crushed. He’s a tough old bastard, though, and resilient. He came
up like a new moon enveloped in stars and stripes.

"He never
accepted my decision. A visit to the States later proved disastrous
for Heinrich and me. Dad was full of rancour. Conspiracy, betrayal,
disappointment, these were the only words he could find to express
himself as a father. Nothing about hope for happiness. He arranged
for visits to the base here, and tried to contact me, but I
wouldn’t agree to see him unless he agreed to receive Heinrich with
me. A stalemate, like the Cold War. The last time he communicated
with me, he mumbled something about precocious sins and hung up on
me.

"We don’t fully
understand love. We grope. We strain it through metaphor. So many
things done and undone in the name of love, and it goes by many
names. If I had said anything like this to my father, he would have
thought I was speaking Greek.

"My brother was
more accepting, my older sister less so. But of course she had
married into the Air Force.

"Heinrich spent
time in Crete during the war. I didn’t know that initially. He
never talked about it much. He was a corporal or something, and
very young. He lost his parents at an early age, and adopted by the
fatherland, ja, became a ward of the National Socialist State
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