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Chapter 1

A Greek Schaffhausen Watch
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A familiar sound of a boat engine approaches and then recedes, waking my eyes to the morning. I stare at the whitewashed ceiling, tracing a crack left by the last rain.

Sunlight breaks through the window shutter and filters through the curtains, marking the beginning of the day.

Why get out of bed?

I remember the conversations the four of us had yesterday: Panos, Yorgos, me... who the hell was the fourth one? A second bottle of whisky disappears just as quickly as the first, accompanied by the great, legendary music of the divine composer Manos Hatzidakis. “Ximeroni,” or was it “Bouzouki”? Or maybe both.

My head hurts; there must have been a third bottle. Good coffee will do the trick.

I sit up, stretch, and remember that today is Sunday. I take a shower to wash the night off me and head into the street for coffee from Eleni, who always greets me with a sullen expression.

“Kalimera,” I say.

“Why did you get up so early on Sunday?”

“Eleni, I woke up because of the warmth you spread in the morning.”

“Coffee is on the way,” she says, turning and pulling her slender body toward the kitchen, tucking the wiping rag back into the belt of her apron.

I sit facing the sun, the sea, and the fishing boats returning to shore. The dock is empty. A fresh western wind carries a mixture of jasmine, engine oil, and Bravo Greek coffee, a brand that started in a small shop in the Syntagma area of Athens a century ago and now belongs to a Dutch coffee empire.

I close my eyes, and the muse finds me her way: laughing, pressing her small hands over my eyes. A five-year-old’s weight, barely there, lands on me.

“Uncle Marcelo, guess who this is?”

The pure love of a barely five-year-old girl fills me with happiness.

“I don’t know... maybe Cassia? Sofia? Tzina?”

“Oh, Marcelo,” she sighs, “don’t you remember?”

“Hera, honey, don’t disturb Marcelo,” Eleni’s voice approaches, along with the wonderful aroma of coffee.

Hera sits on my lap, and the familiar ritual begins.

“What did you bring me, Uncle Marcelo?”

“What were you hoping for?”

“Chocolate! I love it the most, you know.”

I pull out the Toblerone I always keep ready, and she runs to Eleni, screaming with joy.

“Mom, mom, look what I got!”

The coffee meets my lips and loosens the last defenses. Its scent is richer than its taste, like a fine cigar imagined before it is ever lit.

In two weeks, my second year in the fourth life cycle of my days in this world will end. What a journey.

Two years earlier, I landed in Athens with a small suitcase on a July evening, after a short flight from Cairo.

A long line of passengers stretched in front of the passport control desk. A local policewoman noticed the Italian passport I was holding and guided me toward the line for holders of European citizenship.

The Greek immigration officer, sweating all over, didn’t bother to glance at the passport. He signed it and tossed me my red Italian document.

The terminal was somewhat hybrid; the air conditioning worked only sporadically. I moved through a sea of people, women and children constantly crossing my path. Surprisingly, everyone found their way around one another with minimal friction.

At the exit, the glass doors slid open, and taxi drivers rushed forward to offer their services. I set off for the bus stop to the center of Athens, squeezed in with passengers who had boarded with their luggage.

I spotted a free seat at the back of the bus and let myself sink into it. About an hour later, I found myself on a busy, multi-lane street, with stale smoke and thick crowds rushing at day’s end.

Music emanated from restaurants, storefront lights flickered on, and loud arguments erupted between a driver blocking a small alley with his car and an angry motorcyclist, all amid gathering onlookers.

Welcome to the Agora!

I made my way to a nearby café with the strange name Tetris Parking. The tables, paper tablecloths, napkins, and a yellowed menu announced that the place had opened in 1934. The café was empty, and one of the waiters was fighting off flies that hovered over leftover food staining the restaurant floor.

I ordered a coffee and a sandwich with an omelet. The owner of the place, a man in his seventies, approached me and asked in basic English, “How can I help?”

“I’m looking for a place to stay in the area,” I replied.

“Ah, looking for a place to sleep? When you finish eating, Yannis, the cook, will show you a clean and good place that belongs to the family.”

“Thank you very much, sir,” I replied, trying my limited Greek.

The owner smiled, didn’t answer, and turned around, returning to his chair near the cash register.

It seemed as though I hadn’t made the desired impression.

Yannis appeared as if by surprise just as I finished my sandwich and stood before me, urging me to get up.

I studied his gypsy face, elongated with an aquiline nose and black eyes, all beneath a curly mane beginning to stick out at the sides. Yannis led me through Sophocles Street to Menandro Street. A blue tin sign stretched over the entrance of a first-story building on the right. It read, in white letters: “Sparta Hotel.” Not exactly inviting, but Yannis urged me to enter.

I followed him up three flights of stairs and found myself in front of a marble counter resting on a dark, old wooden base. It was scattered with newspapers, a teacup, and a black rotary telephone that had seen better days. On the wall behind it was a key rack, each key hanging from a round black wooden plate with a white number engraved on it.

Between the counter and the key rack stood a lady who looked to be about the same age as Yannis. Her ample proportions bulged from her floral dress, and thick-lensed red eyeglasses perched on her nose. Around her neck hung a gold chain, almost swallowed by the folds of her skin, bearing a pendant inscribed with the word “Agapi.” On her right wrist, she wore a golden bracelet with a cross dangling from it. The old fan hanging on the wall in front of her spun on its axis, fanning her red hair each time the corner of its blades turned toward her.

Above my head, a conversation was going on between Yannis and her, filled with giggles. It seemed the two were enjoying each other’s company as if I weren’t present. The lady turned to me and asked, in good English, how many nights I would like to stay.

As I hesitated, her kind eyes stared at me, radiating generosity and compassion, accompanied by a genuine smile.

“At least tonight,” I replied.

“Could you please give me your passport?” she asked.

I placed it between us on the counter.

She leaned over in a way that made Yannis stare longingly into the cleavage of her dress. She pulled from beneath the counter a long, thick notebook, hardbound and obviously an essential part of the institution at whose gates I had arrived.

My details were recorded in full. I noticed that Agapi wrote with her left hand. She handed me a key to room thirty-four on the third floor.

I thanked Yannis. It was obvious that he was relieved to have completed the task he had been assigned, though he regretted the interruption of his conversation with the lady at the reception.

“Where’s the elevator?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, it’s broken,” she replied, pointing to the stairs. “Not bad, only three floors, sir.”

Their grandeur had faded, worn by countless footsteps. I climbed the marble stairs and opened the door to a large, high-ceilinged room, generously furnished: a bed, a wardrobe, chests of drawers, and a floor all made of dark wood, just like the reception desk.

I pulled back the curtain, and in front of me was a building wrapped in balconies lit by flickering, nervous neon lights, decorated with red flowering planters and a single folding metal chair made of two and a half strips of plastic fabric in red and fiery orange. Glass jars were arranged in a row, topped with round blue plastic lids, and inside they contained a variety of colorful pickled vegetables.

I placed my belongings on the bed, went downstairs, bought two boxes of Assos cigarettes and a plastic lighter, and then returned to the room. A gust of compressed summer air forced its way through the open window. I inhaled the comforting cigarette smoke into my lungs, my eyes closing from the fatigue of continuous travel, until the noise of the street below no longer disturbed my thoughts.
Why had I come to Greece?
I had everything set for a journey to Thailand, flying through Cairo, but then unexpected happened. The flight was canceled, and the next available one was scheduled to leave in three days. Suddenly, I found myself standing in Cairo’s bustling terminal, faced with the task of choosing my next adventure. As I gazed through the terminal glass, my eyes landed on a Kenyan jet, almost as if it were silently inviting me to board, tempting me to follow its path into the unknown.

After a long journey across the African continent, I returned to Cairo. I was looking for a place where I could feel the most “at home” — an anonymous presence, living quietly without disturbing the public peace, a foreigner.

I was looking for Mediterranean weather and scenery, warm people who live simply and are happy in their part of the world, a place with a history of wisdom, speech, and creativity, and especially a breathtaking sea with endless beaches.

But mostly, I was looking for tranquility. While it was not unique to Greece, of all the places in the world, I connected with it the most.

That morning, I woke with sudden clarity: it was time to leave Athens. I packed quickly, went straight to the bus station, and climbed aboard a bus headed toward the Nafplio region, a place Adonis had spoken of with such affection over beer in Kampala.

I sat by the window and admired the landscape until we reached Corinth. Then it was as if a curtain had been lifted, and small villages, silence, and clear air appeared on the stage.

The fewer the cars on the road, the more tractors, farm equipment, and motorcycles appeared, many of their riders bareheaded.

After about two hours of driving, the bus stopped at a gas station for a break. I emptied my bladder and felt relieved. For a moment, it was as if my ears had opened and new sounds began to creep into my mind, like a captive whose blindfold had been removed. I ordered a cold orange juice and stood under the passenger waiting shed.

An elderly Greek couple stood in front of me, and after four sentences, they realized I didn’t understand them. The woman, who looked much younger than her husband, turned to me in excellent British English and asked, blushing, “Is it okay to ask you something?”

I smiled to myself and said, “Please.”

“My husband asks why you wear your watch on your right hand.

“Why not?” I replied.

After translating my answer, the man took off his hat, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and asked in one word, “GERMAN?”

I shook my head. The woman apologized, and the two of them returned to board the bus, which was signaling the continuation of the journey.

I dozed off, and when I felt someone sit down next to me, it was the woman.

“Dorothy,” she introduced herself. “My husband, Theo, is from Crete, and we are on our way to meet the grandchildren in Nafplio.”

“Very nice to meet you,” I answered. “Marcello.”

“You see,” she continued, “my husband was nine years old when the Nazi army arrived in Crete. As soon as they took over the island, wartime shortages turned into real famine. The men were arrested and placed in a detention camp near the city of Chania. Fishing was prohibited, and the residents were starving for bread.

“My husband, who was the eldest son, was too young to be arrested with the men, so he had to improvise and take care of his mother and his four younger brothers and sisters. Every bit of food made the difference between life and death. Two potatoes here, a little cabbage there, a loaf of bread —even milk, he managed to find it all in a haphazard way. His mother feared for his life, because it was clear that if he were caught, he would be tortured at best.

“One evening, a rumor spread that all Jews had to gather in front of Trimartyri Church the next morning at seven o’clock. Everyone was afraid, not just the Jews, and they peered in horror through the shutters at what was happening in the streets.

“Theo saw his friend Moise walking with his parents and sisters toward the church. When Moise passed under the window of his house, he looked in horror toward the kitchen window, and his lips whispered, ‘Theo, help us, please!’”

Theo did not know what to do. Tears flowed from his eyes without a sound. He avoided his mother, opened the door, and ran into the street.

Hundreds of people, women and children, arrived at the square, where they were surrounded by armed German soldiers. Then a German officer, dressed in a black SS uniform, stood in his roofless car and called out names.

Theo ran among the people, trying to locate Moise, realizing that as soon as the name was announced, he would never see Moise again. Then, in a split second, he noticed the thick mustache of Mordechai, Moise’s father.

Theo squeezed between two women, saw Moise manage to reach him, and the two fell into each other’s arms. Suddenly, Moise’s name was heard in the air. Theo hugged him and refused to let him go. A commotion began as Moise’s name was called repeatedly, but Theo refused to part with him.

A German soldier arrived and screamed, “Moise!”

Theo screamed, “No!”

The rifle butt hit his nose, and Theo fell to his knees. Then, from where he was lying on the sidewalk, he saw shiny black boots, worn by an SS officer.

The officer pulled out a Luger pistol. Shots were heard, followed by screams. Mordechai fell, bleeding onto his side.

In horror, Theo raised his head and saw the SS officer fire two bullets into Moise’s head.

The officer smiled, looked at Theo, pointed the gun at him, shouted, but did not shoot.

Theo did not forget the killer’s face. He remembered that the officer held the gun in his right hand, on which he wore a Schaffhausen watch.

A watch on his right wrist...
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Chapter 2

The Captain
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Dorothy recommended Paralio Astros to me. “It’s a lovely, quiet place. You should go.

“It was nice to meet you, Marcelo,” she added. “My husband and I are getting off at the nearest stop in Nafplio. If you continue to the last stop of the bus, you’ll reach Paralio Astros.”

She then pushed a note into my hand that read: Captain Yorgos. He has a room for you.

“What is his phone number?” I asked.

“No need. Everyone knows him.”

“Thank you, Dorothy.”

Through the bus window, Paralio Astros looked like a small village, or maybe a Greek town of about three hundred families. The whitewashed, one-story houses spilled down a hill toward the sea, and the olive and pine trees seemed to keep them from falling into the waves. The common means of transport were buses and motorized tricycles. The residents were mostly fishermen who owned boats, and among them were those who had recognized an opportunity and started to engage in tourism: “Rooms for Rent,” “Dimitri Car Rental,” “Café Eleni,” and “Petros Marine Tourism and Diving.” Even Kalibanos and his brother Polynex had found success with “Acropolis Ice Cream.”

I got off the bus and looked around. It was morning. Two old men were sitting at a table with a checkerboard, playing while sipping coffee from small porcelain cups. The sun had not yet risen above them. A street dog lay in the shade beneath their table, eyeing me from afar, wondering whether I was a friend or a new sadist. I moved cautiously toward the pair of checkers players, careful not to disturb their concentration.

“Hello,” I said.

“Good morning,” they answered with forced politeness, without taking their eyes off the game board.

“Excuse me, but I’m looking for this house...” Before I could finish my sentence, the older man gestured with his hand straight ahead and to the right.

“Yorgos,” he said, and the two resumed their game, as though they were shooing away a bothersome fly.

I walked down a street lined with old but clean and well-kept houses. A bored cat looked at me as I passed by, licking its front paws.

Black handwriting on the wall of the corner grocery store indicated an arrow to the right, with the word “CAPTAIN” and nothing else written beneath it. I turned right, as the arrow in front of me suggested, just like the old man’s directions.

I arrived at a white stone wall about a meter and a half high, next to which stood a white wooden gate with the word “Captain” written in red. The wall was draped in a vibrant tapestry of jasmine, their delicate white petals glistening in the sunlight and filling the air with a sweet, intoxicating fragrance. Bougainvillea, in bursts of fuchsia and purple, tumbled over the top, their bold colors creating a stunning contrast against the soft hues of the jasmine.

I rang the bell, and immediately a figure resembling a Greek version of Al Pacino appeared, wearing a sea captain’s hat, a cigar held loosely in his hand, and mafia-style sunglasses hiding his eyes.

“Hello, I’m Marcelo.”

“Yorgos,” he replied, then invited me inside. As he walked in front of me, I noticed a slight limp in his left leg.

We entered a spacious courtyard with four lemon trees surrounded by a circle of olive trees. Behind them stood an old, two-story whitewashed house with blue wooden shutters. In front of it was a balcony with a worn wooden lounge chair and two wicker stools next to it.

He gestured toward the stools and ordered, “Sit.” I obeyed

“My name is Yorgos, but everyone calls me Captain,”.

“Marcelo,” I repeated, offering my name again. We shook hands. Yorgos’s hand was small, calloused, and strong.

“I call myself Captain,” he continued, “because I served in the Greek Navy for many years. Now I’m here. Who are you, and what brings you to me?”

“I need a room for a few weeks,”.

“Well, I know you didn’t come to me to buy equipment for underwater work,” he said, hiding a smile.

“I’m an Italian from Florence,” I said, “traveling the world looking for peace.”

Yorgos looked at me through the cigar smoke, examining me behind his mafia-style glasses. He smiled and asked, “And if you find your peace?”

“Then I’ll have to decide,”.

Yorgos smiled and asked if I liked reading books.

“Sure.”

“My dear Marcello,” he said, “Paulo Coelho wrote in The Alchemist about the journey in search of happiness.”

I nodded. “I read it,” I said, “but I already know that, unlike the circular journey of the hero in his book, there’s no way happiness can be found for me at the starting station under the tree.”

Yorgos patted my shoulder and murmured, “We’ll see, we’ll see.”

I settled in with the naturalness of a bird building a new nest.

The days passed in Yorgos’s house. The room I rented turned out to be heaven on earth for me, a separate housing unit in the yard that, until about a decade ago, had been used as a pigsty. It had been cleaned and renovated beyond recognition. A smooth concrete floor the color of terracotta, whitewashed walls, a high ceiling, and, of course, a wide-armed wooden fan. There was a kitchenette, a sitting area, and a sleeping area with an exit to a small patio, with an iron table with a mosaic top and two chairs next to it. Fifty-five square meters of freedom.

In the mornings, I made myself walk for about an hour, each time in a different direction. I tried to learn where I was and what was going on around me. On my way, I sometimes encountered villagers passing by, making sure to greet those older than me first while trying to maintain a smile.

I walked along the beach, which stretched ahead as a narrow strip of sand and gravel, bordered by a road lined with towering palm trees. At the top of the hill, the remnants of an ancient fortress stood, its crumbling walls whispering stories of centuries past. At its base, a white amphitheater sat, its steps gently kissed by the sea’s rolling waves. The beauty of the place hung in the air, an almost surreal moment to absorb.

Each day, the ritual ended at Eleni’s café, always at the back table, my back to the wall, my gaze fixed on the deep blue sea. The waves crashed against the shore, sometimes wild and furious, other times gentle and calm. Fishing boats appeared on the horizon, returning from their nightly voyages, their holds full of fresh catch. The fish would soon be sold to those waiting eagerly along the shore.

A coffee was ordered, the dark, foamy brew offering a brief escape — a moment of quiet solace — as Eleni’s familiar presence brought relief from the day’s chaotic pace.

Eleni was a slender young woman, her face tanned from the sun, always dressed in a floral dress with bare shoulders that highlighted her slimness. An apron was tied around her waist, with a rag hanging from it to wipe the tables. Her face was calm, but the shadow of a smile was never visible. Her eyes were brown and large, her cheekbones high, and her gait fast and efficient.

There were only four tables in Eleni’s café, each accompanied by two wooden chairs with wicker backs. The tables were shaded by a wooden shed covered with straw. Her kingdom was an elongated room with a window facing those sitting under the shed, on which hung small speakers that played music from a local radio station. Inside the kingdom was a wooden counter, behind which stood a stove and a shiny coffee machine. It was clear that a loving hand had taken care to polish it until it sparkled.

When I first sat down in the café, I waited many minutes until Eleni turned to me.

“Kalimera, what can I get for you, sir?”

“Kalimera, “I’m Marcelo.”

“I know,” she replied, with a lack of interest that indicated a desire to avoid small talk.

“Coffee, please. Boiling, if possible.”

“Coming,” she said as she walked away.

I watched her and appreciated her polite matter-of-factness, which defined the private space that had room only for those she invited into it.
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Chapter 3

Panos
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On a foggy September morning, I walked along the beach, my watch tucked away in my pocket after I took it off, my mind clear of thoughts. I noticed a man lying on his stomach, his head toward the shore and his lower body in the water. I paused my steps, and as I approached, his body rolled to the right. He looked at me from the bottom up, smiled, and then rolled back to his original position.

Drunk? I decided to wait nearby, and a minute later, the man repeated the maneuver: he rolled, looked at me, smiled, and repeated it.

The man appeared to be around fifty, and just before I continued on my way, I decided to speak to him. I leaned down and said, “I’m heading out, but if you feel like flashing that smile again, now would be the perfect moment.”

He managed to roll his body onto its back, looked at me thoughtfully, and said, “Can you help me get up?” As he reached out his hand to me, I held it and found myself facing a local drunk in a state of creeping sobriety.

“I am Panos,” he said, straightening up and saluting like a sleepy soldier.

I saluted back and said, “I—” but before I could finish, Panos interrupted me and said, “Marcelo!”

Apparently, in a small place, there are no secrets, I muttered.

“You are wrong, my friend,” Panos replied. “In this small place, there are many secrets and few strangers. So I think this is better than the other way around.”

“Why did you lie on the beach?”

“Did you see a nicer place to lie than on a bed?” he answered with a question

“Coffee?” I offered.

Panos looked at me and smiled. “In any case, it’s too early for whiskey,” he said.

“Let’s have a drink at my place,” Panos suggested.

I followed him until we reached an alley between houses near an ice cream parlor, Acropolis, run by the brothers Kalibanos and Polynikis. Panos pointed to the ice cream parlor and growled, “Look at what a strange world this is. Delicious ice cream created from love — a love that blossomed with Holy Spirit, a heart that bleeds when broken.”

I stood for a moment, confused by the strange sentence Panos had just let blossom into the air.

“There it is,” Panos shouted, pointing across the road.

On the sidewalk stood a white Vespa with a black sidecar attached to it.

“Get in the boat!” Panos ordered, started the scooter, and we set off up the hill behind the small church. I was on board the bouncy “boat,” and he was in the driver’s seat. I chuckled to myself, thinking about how he referred to the small sidecar as a boat.

At the edge of the hill stood a one-story house with red tiles. Uncut grass covered the driveway, and the barking of a German shepherd grew louder as it approached. Panos stopped the scooter at the entrance to the yard and looked to the right. Then I noticed a dog running toward us, wagging its tail and leaping forward. Panos lost his balance from the force of the dog’s mass, fell onto the road, and the dog, ignoring Panos’s pleas, licked his face.

Panos laughed and said “oh Jerry, you always been naughty “.

After he recovered and the dog calmed down, Panos looked at me again. Lying on his back, he extended his right hand to me and said, “Marcelo, you already know what to do now.”

We entered his house. He sat down, pointed to the sofa, and said, “I’ll be right back.”

A door closed, and the sound of running shower water followed.

I looked around: an old house, but very clean, with old furniture upholstered in green fabric that was pleasant to the touch. Opposite the sofa where I was sitting, on an old Formica bookcase, stood small frames with pictures inside that had turned gilded with age.

A picture of parents with their young children.

A picture of a beautiful woman on her wedding day.

Jerry, the dog, holding a red ball between his teeth.

A framed Greek newspaper headline.

A picture of a group of young men in military uniforms without shirts, against the backdrop of a flowing waterfall.

A short time later, Panos appeared, wearing dry clothes, carefully combed, standing apologetically in front of me. He turned his back before I could answer and disappeared into the kitchen, where he made coffee for the two of us.

When he returned, he carried a tray with a coffee pot covered by a small saucer, empty coffee cups, and a plate of paximadia cookies.

“Thank you, Panos.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied. “You found me on the beach at a moment of deep meditation,” he said, his face serious.

“Listen,” I said with a smile, “maybe you should check with Neptune, the god of the sea, to find out where your meditation group friends disappeared to.”

Panos’s laughter was deep and came directly from the round belly of a short man with broad shoulders. It trembled like a dance in the background of his laughter.

We drank coffee in silence. Cigarettes were lit, and Panos pointed to a stack of books arranged according to their size.

“These are the books I’ve chosen to keep with me even after I finished reading them,” he explained. “There is beautiful literature here: Lorca, Pushkin, Paulo Coelho, Hemingway, and Greek writers; poems by Leonard Cohen; Greek and Indian philosophy; and a biography of Churchill. You must understand, Marcelo, that in the world of books I looked for answers but found more questions instead. And the more I delved into them, the more I discovered how thirsty I was for knowledge, which ultimately gave rise to even more

unanswered questions. But if there is one thing from my entire life’s journey that I would never change, it is the world of books, the very world that made my private odyssey possible.”

“Who are the people in the framed pictures?” I asked.

Panos looked thoughtful and took his time before answering.

“These were answers that gave rise to questions,” he said. “Family, parents, my wife who ran away from me, and my true and loyal friend, Jerry.”

“And the soldiers?”

“Siga siga (slowly), Marcelo.”

“And yet, what have books taught you that you didn’t know in your life?” I asked.

Panos sucked on the end of a burning cigarette, looking thoughtful.

“Books, like life, are a lot like that,” he began. “When a book comes to me, its cover is colorful, its title stands out beautifully. A book has its own proportion; when it is added to the bookshelf, it seems to be the handsome man standing majestically among the others. But slowly, it is swallowed up by them. Its binding loses its shine, the prominent letters fade, the binding weakens, and falls apart. But the content, oh the content, will always remain vital, fresh, and challenging, continuing to develop thought and imagination.”

“Is this how you feel in your world, Panos?” I asked.

His gaze was focused as he answered me. “My physical world is narrow: the coastal village, nature, and people. The metaphysical is wide, rich, and tormenting.”

“Does suffering live in harmony with happiness?” I asked.

“Dear Marcelo,” he replied, “Albert Einstein said that three forces rule the world: stupidity, fear, and greed. Describing harmony between suffering and happiness is foolish. Harmony provides theoretical comfort regarding perfection and balance, but is it really so? Or is it an unsuccessful human attempt to explain the unfairness of life? We are constantly searching for happiness. But does it truly exist? Or is happiness merely a brief flicker born within lives shaped mostly by disappointment, failure, tragedy, and sorrow that we choose to name and hold onto? How long can such happiness endure, and what weight can it possibly carry in the soul when set against evil? In the end, it is trauma, loss, and helplessness that seem to leave the deepest and most lasting mark on our lives

I looked at the man sitting across from me. Our acquaintance, condensed into less than two hours from the moment I saw him as a whale washed ashore, now appeared as another man: thoughtful, educated, critical, but mostly tormented.

“And what about you?” Panos asked.

“Piano piano,” (slowly) I answered.

Panos smiled sadly but did not press me further.

I thanked him for the invitation to his house and walked toward Yorgos’s kingdom, where I had been assigned a piece of heaven. Few minuets after I reached the place.

I opened the gate marked “Captain.”

“Marcelo!” the local “Al Pacino” called out.

“Marcelo, the fisherman!” he laughed.

I frowned and approached. Yorgos was sitting there, wearing long khaki pants without a shirt, his hairy chest adorned with a gold chain and a pendant shaped like a bear’s head. Cigar smoke surrounded him, his face hidden behind the mafia-style glasses he loved.

“Fisherman?” I asked suspiciously.

“Yes,” he replied. “They told me the whale, Panos, was caught on the beach.”

“Serpico, my friend, you are really the detective and the character together, the Greek Al Pacino,” I smiled.

“Dear Marcelo, you are much more sophisticated than I thought.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” I replied. “There was a time when I was addicted to the Serpico TV series. But where did the bear necklace come from? It’s the same as the necklace Al Pacino wore.”

“What did you think?” he said. “That he was the only bastard loved by a woman who left him something to remember her by?”

I laughed and sat down next to him. “Serpico — that’s what I’ll call you from today,” I said.

Yorgos lowered his voice. “Only you are allowed.”

“Well, let’s hear what you discovered today, Marcelo, that you didn’t know before,” he asked.

“Every day I discover new things,” I replied. “Every day I realize how small a village can be, and yet how it contains a whole world”
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Chapter 4

Acropolis Mood
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Marcelo

Athens. I arrived early in the morning at the foot of the hill. The sleepy residential neighborhood around me provided an urban setting with a historical core, where the immediate proximity of the twenty-first century to the classical world evoked a powerful sense of time travel. I looked at the ancient stones paving the driveway and, in my imagination, sailed back to ancient Greece, moving among a large crowd of men and women wearing chitons and brightly colored himations. The noise of horses’ hooves, the sound of a harp being plucked, and the shouts of street vendors made me feel as though I were part of something much greater than myself. The excitement filled me with a quiet, shimmering joy.

I made my way up the winding path, determined not to look back, attentive to the beating of my heart from the effort of the climb, the first rays of sunlight tanning my face, sweat running down the back of my neck. Thoughts raced through my mind. What will I do when I arrive? Is the destination worth the effort? My legs strained from the steep climb.

I remembered my family, my parents, and the neighborhood where I lived during my childhood. The images flashed through my mind like a silent movie: the road to the amusement park with a blue slide in the center; Enzo’s grocery store, where products from all over the world were placed on the shelves. But what caught my attention most were the red sugar roosters shining in the sun and, beneath them, a multitude of lollipops strung on a string like pearls. The road to the elementary school stood opposite the entrance to the Church of St. Peter. Marco, the blind beggar, played the violin in the evenings and miraculously always appeared again the next day. Fabrizio’s cinema, which used to show old films at five in the afternoon, was where I was introduced to the wonder of Marcello Mastroianni and to films that helped me develop my imagination. I saw how beautiful the women were on the big screen.

I often imagined myself as the hero of a film, surrounded by men who were submissive to me and women who looked at me with admiration. Toward the end of my elementary school years, a beautiful girl joined our class. Her name was Gina. She had dark hair braided into two plaits. Her father was an ambassador to one of the Southeast Asian countries, and due to his promotion in the Italian Foreign Ministry, they returned to their home in Florence.

I remembered Gina, my first girlfriend, when I was thirteen. I fell head over heels in love. At night, I had trouble falling asleep. I waited for her near her house so we could walk to school together. I wrote her poems that I never dared show her. I have never forgotten how my heart broke when I discovered that she preferred Ernesto over me.

A couple of British hikers passed me at a fast pace, using walking sticks. I looked at their backs, and the woman’s shirt said, “Yes.” I thought it was a message of encouragement and increased my pace. The more I advanced, the farther they moved away.

When I reached the bend, the Parthenon appeared before me at the top of the Acropolis. I stopped in awe, gazing at the astonishing structure, and remembered what Emilia had told me: although the façade appears perfectly symmetrical and straight from a distance, it was designed that way to stabilize the structure, simply ancient architectural magic.

I took a bottle of water from my backpack and quenched my thirst. On the steps leading up to the base of the Parthenon, couples posed for pictures from various angles. Gypsies offered bottles of water for sale and keychains of the Eiffel Tower in Paris, right here in Athens. A guide carrying a yellow flag led a group of Chinese tourists like the Pied Piper of Hamelin.

I allowed them to pass and then came to the statue of Aphrodite. I sat down on a stone bench, stretched my legs out in front of me, and looked around with interest. Antiquities had never fascinated me, but history had become more and more magical as I grew older.

I remembered how we had all walked those same paths.  Our little, beautiful family, about twenty years earlier. I hastened to change my mind. Sorrow is always present in me, but I will try to experience the present.

I plugged in my headphones and listened to music that balanced my feelings and provided a suitable soundtrack for my soul and the sights before me: Lycabettus Hill, the Kolonaki neighborhood, and the pine trees.

I stretched out on the bench with brazen lordship and closed my eyes. A pleasant numbness spread through my limbs, and an intoxicating relaxation enveloped me.

Through the fog of music, voices penetrated that did not fit into the musical harmony of “Dust in the Wind” by Kansas. The voices gradually reduced to one weak but persistent voice that came closer and closer, growing stronger. I opened my eyes, and in front of me stood a girl about eight years old, crying bitterly and mumbling. Several Greek-speaking women tried to talk to her, but she continued crying. Slowly, as I began to understand the syllables of her sobbing, I realized I was hearing Italian.

I sat up and said softly, “My name is Marcelo, and I am here to help you.”

The girl, hearing a familiar language, stopped crying. She stretched her hands forward, furrowed her brow, ran to me, pressed her face against my stomach, and began to cry while hugging me. A little embarrassed, I stroked her black curls and asked her name.

“Adriana, Adriana Olivetti,” she answered

“And who is here with you?” I asked.

“Mom and Dad and my older brother.”

“Can’t you find them?” I asked.

“No! And I am very scared.”

“Don’t worry, honey. We will find them together.”

The Greek women followed the strange situation with interest. I asked them to call the guard, and they did.

I explained the situation in English to the guard, who immediately informed his colleagues stationed in the area by radio to announce to the Olivetti family that their daughter Adriana was looking for them near the statue of Aphrodite.

In the meantime, I sat Adriana down next to me, gave her a drink of water, and shared a chocolate cake I had with her. It was clear that she was recovering.

From a distance, I noticed a cloud of dust approaching our direction. The cloud contained a pair of parents and a boy shouting in unison, “Adriana! Adriana!” The little girl looked up, straightened herself, ran toward them, and jumped into her mother’s arms. She hugged her, crying with relief.

The family’s happiness made me happy. I understood from their voices that they wanted to thank me. I immersed myself in my headphones and music and hurried in the opposite direction. I was looking for myself, blessed anonymity, not noise or joy.

I blended into the amphitheater, descended the ancient steps, rubbing against hundreds of tourists who had just arrived and rushed toward the Parthenon. I turned left and sat down, imagining the wealthy citizens of ancient Greece sitting in the same place, watching performances dressed in their finest garments.

I chose a playlist of bossa nova, and the velvety Portuguese voices allowed me to float in my imagination to different moments in my life. The coolness of the stone bench carried me back to winter in my parents’ house, a place heated in winter and serving as a refuge during the cold months.

I remembered how one day I entered the municipal library, looking for a book to read. I enjoyed leafing through Karl May’s books and proudly admitted to myself that I had read them all. Some even held a place of honor in my room.

The librarian, who knew me from my frequent visits, tried to interest me in various books. I sat down and leafed through a few, and then suddenly I noticed her.

The most beautiful girl I had ever seen approached the librarian’s desk. Tall, slender, with long curly red hair spilling over her reddish leather jacket. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was fourteen years old, but something about the way she stood and spoke to the librarian drew me like a magnet.

I gathered my courage and approached from behind, trying to catch the scent of her hair, maybe even feel her warmth from afar. As I approached, I heard her say to the librarian, “Thanks for the recommendation. The poems in the book are wonderful.”

She turned around immediately, and our gazes crossed. I lowered my eyes. The moment was perfect in its painful brevity as she disappeared toward the exit. The scent of her perfume lingering in the air melted my heart.

I hurried to check which book she had returned and noticed Until My Fingers Start to Bleed by Charles Bukowski.

I took the book in my hands and felt my fingers brush the place where her hands had been. I was excited, and my imagination blossomed into warm, romantic realms.

“So, you decided to read poetry?” the librarian asked.

“Why not?” I answered.

I discovered a new world. The book was not easy to read, but I decided to learn more about the writer. One day, while spending time in the library, I found a collection of articles by Bukowski. Among them was a sentence engraved in my mind: “The problem with the world is that smart people are full of doubts, while stupid people are full of confidence.”

It struck me like lightning. In a second, a realization entered my consciousness: maybe I’m not an exception. Maybe I’m not strange. Maybe I’m smart.

Later, I realized that Mr. Bukowski had opened a window for me to think differently. It was strange how there was a considerable similarity between his life and Karl May’s. Over the years, I was exposed to the music of Serge Gainsbourg, Bob Dylan, and others who, without knowing it, became my secret family, the shadow family of my life.

I stood up from the amphitheater bench, carrying on my shoulders the burden of Karl May, Bukowski, and Theodorakis. I inhaled the Greek air deeply, descended downhill in long strides, and made my way to the center of Kolonaki in search of a shady café.

After a few minutes winding through the alleys, I discovered the Myth café. I immediately liked it: old wooden chairs and a sign that read, “A person’s personality will open doors for him, but only his character will open the door to the house where he will spend his life.”

Outside, two old men played backgammon, and at the table next to them sat a sweaty policeman drinking orange juice, passing his handkerchief over his forehead. I sat at the table next to him, ordered a Greek coffee, lit a cigarette, and, in my headphones, the lead singer began to sing in his nasal voice, “Wild Horses.”
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Chapter 5

Eleni
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Eleni was born in Piraeus, A daughter of a good family. Her father was a ship engine mechanic, and her mother was a teacher at the Elinogaliki Primary School. The eldest of three daughters, Eleni was a free spirit who loved to wait for her father at the port gates when he finished work and walk with him hand in hand to their well-kept apartment.

Her father, Petros, was a strong, tall, and graceful man who treated each of his daughters like they were princesses. Her mother, Zoe, fell ill with a serious lung disease and died when Eleni was seventeen. Petros sank deeper into his grief, concentrating on his work and continuing to support his daughters, but the strong, tall man with a permanent smile faded, he became a shadow of himself.

Eleni, who had been an excellent student, barely finished her high school studies and had difficulty coming to terms with the disaster that had befallen her. Although she could have been accepted to any university in Athens, she left for the island of Crete, where she began working as a receptionist at the Aphrodite Hotel on the northeastern coast near Agios Nikolaos. She was considered a hard worker, and within two years, the owner appointed her to manage the hotel, which had twelve staff members besides herself.

In winter, when the island was empty of tourists, the hotel would close its doors, and Eleni would return to Piraeus to stay with her sisters and father. However, she felt trapped and counted the days until April, when she could return to the clean beaches, the shining sun, and the warm wind that played the wild music of freedom, slowly healing her soul. The Aphrodite Hotel became Eleni's exclusive kingdom. The place was always clean, bright, airy, and inviting. The flowers in each room were changed daily. Lavender plants lined the driveway, their deep purple color and fragrant scent serving as a welcoming invitation.

Eleni made sure to purchase all the hotel's necessities from the residents of the area, thus becoming their beloved and trusted confidante. Guests who came from all over Europe, the US, and recently from Asia, enjoyed Eleni's easygoing manner and her smile, which transformed from shy to full, baring her white teeth.  couples and families visited the Hotel finding it, an ideal oasis. Staying at the hotel, surrounded by nature and the pastoral tranquility, slowly helped to ease the sadness in Eleni's heart.

Eleni especially loved the Lorraine family, who would come every August from the Chamonix region in northern France. Three generations of the family would rent rooms for three weeks, always polite and always interested in her well-being. Two weeks after they left, Cornelius, the postman, brought a package with Eleni's name on it. She opened it with excitement. Inside were two cardboard envelopes, used to wrap fragile products. One contained a wall plate with a painting of the snowy Mont Blanc in shades of gray, white, and black. At the bottom, in bright red, it read: "To our beloved Eleni, the Lorraine family." In the other envelope was a delicate and beautiful silk scarf in shades of blue.

In a moment's decision, Eleni hung the plate on the wall opposite the reception desk. Every guest who arrived could not ignore the plate, and so, every week throughout the tourist season, Cornelius the postman visited the hotel with more and more wall plates in his hands. Many guests chose to cultivate the tradition that had been created, covering all the walls from the reception entrance with plates from Spain to China, Miami to Oslo.

It was a normal morning in late July when a couple in their thirties entered the hotel. The woman was tall, beautiful, and tanned. Her green eyes were hidden behind fashionable orange eyeglasses, and she wore a white shirt buttoned in a way that revealed a necklace of white pearls, paired with fashionable black cloth pants. The man wore frayed jeans and a soft white cotton shirt that highlighted his tan. His hair was light, long, and curly, bordering on insolent. His eyes were the color of honey, and his nose was crooked, like a boxer’s that had been carelessly set.

The woman introduced herself: "The Pioli couple from Rome. We had booked a room for a week." The two were given the northern corner room on the second floor. In the morning, when they went down to breakfast, it was clear that a deafening silence reigned around their table. After finishing her coffee, the woman stood up and ostentatiously went back up to their room. The man gathered his small backpack, pulled out a sophisticated SLR camera, put on his blue baseball cap, and left the hotel.

On the second and third days of their stay, the ritual repeated itself: silence, the woman going up to her room, and the man, bag, camera, blue baseball cap, leaving the hotel.

Eleni remembered that for several days, she had promised Gaia, the tablecloth embroiderer, to stop by her house for coffee. She had been invited countless times, but due to her many occupations, she had not yet found it in her to respond positively.

Riding the hotel's white Vespa, Eleni drove through the village alleys until she reached Gaia's small house. On the small balcony, the landlady was sitting, busy embroidering a round, cream-colored tablecloth while singing to herself in a clean, gentle, and shy voice, a song that she loved to sing to her grandchildren.

Eleni sat down next to her and followed the swiftness of the embroiderer's fingers with interest. Without realizing it, a conversation began about embroidery, successful fishing in recent months, the divorce of the mayor, and the absence of one of the high school students due to a failed love that broke his heart.

In her inner sense, Eleni understood that Gaia was beaming with happiness, but despite her curiosity, she did not ask her why. Gaia, for her part, really wanted to tell, but preferred to wait for Eleni's question. So, like two dancers, they faced each other, each waiting for the other to take the lead and ask.

Unable to bear her secret much longer, Gaia turned to Eleni, her face still beaming and asked, "How beautiful am I?"

Eleni smiled and answered, "The most beautiful."

Gaia blushed

In your eyes or in the eyes of others? She asked Eleni.

I didn't ask others, but I assume that they see what I see—a beautiful woman.

Eleni's curiosity overcame her, and she asked, "Have you decided to get married again?"

Gaia laughed. "I'm not younger, but I received a compliment I haven’t heard in years, and from a man!"

Eleni smiled. "Who is the romantic hero in your life?"

“One nosy woman”, Gaia grinned at her, trying to look angry.

Eleni smiled and said, "I'm happy for you."

Before parting with Gaia, Eleni took three handwoven tablecloths with her to display at the hotel and sell for Gaia as authentic female handiwork. From Gaia's house, she continued to Petros' grocery store and ordered a box of ouzo bottles and matching glasses for the hotel. Before returning to the hotel, she stopped in front of Philomena's jewelry shop window and stared at a round ruby ring.

"One day, I will buy you," she whispered to herself, and for a split second, the ring seemed to sparkle with precious light as if to announce, "Will you promise me?"

The road to the hotel wound between olive groves, olive oil and past cheese stalls set up by locals along the road, she finally arrived at the hotel.

Immediately upon entering, she noticed the hotel guests standing curiously, and behind them, she could hear broken cries mixed with the hysterical crying of a woman. In the entrance hall stood the Italian woman, completely agitated, her body shaking and crying in Italian. Her partner, Paolo, tried to calm her with words that sounded soft and protective from the side. The woman, completely agitated, went briskly to her room and returned with her suitcase while shouting, "Taxi, now."

The taxi arrived, leaving Paolo behind, facing the curious gazes of the guests and hotel staff. Embarrassed, he went up to their room and locked the door. The guests, who had lost interest when the scene ended, each retired to their own business.

Eleni tried to understand from the staff what the storm was about, but none of them had a clue. The next morning, Paolo appeared at the reception desk before breakfast, paid the bill, mumbled a few words, and left.

Summer was coming to an end, and Eleni packed some of her clothes and returned to her winter sleep at her father's house in Piraeus. The rainy winter months arrived, Eleni celebrated her twenty-sixth birthday, and when the sun returned, Eleni returned to Crete. Just as a snake sheds its skin, the hotel emerged from its winter slumber into the warmth of the sun and the return
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