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INTRODUCTION

M. Karagatsis (the pen name of Dimitris Rodopoulos) was a prolific and controversial figure who cut a swathe through Greek literary culture from the 1930s through to his untimely death in 1960 at the age of fifty-two. He was awarded some of the country’s major literary prizes, including first prize from the literary magazine Nea Estia for his short story, ‘Mrs Nitsa,’ in 1927, and, thirty years later, the 1956 National Literary Prize for his collection of short stories, The Great Litany. Many of his novels are a mainstay of high school and college curricula, in addition to serving as cultural reference points, having inspired film, television, and stage adaptations. Yet even though Karagatsis was a prominent figure in the renowned Generation of the Thirties, his prose has been long overlooked in the Englishspeaking world, which has focused, instead, on the poets of that period, Nobel-prize winners George Seferis and Odysseas Elytis, and Yiannis Ritsos, Nobel nominee and Lenin Prize winner. This identification of poetry with the Generation of the Thirties abroad has deprived readers of English of the experimentations of the generation’s prose writers, who complemented their poet colleagues in engaging European modernism through the perspectives of Greek aesthetic, linguistic, and literary traditions. In the case of Karagatsis, his bold, at times eccentric, experimentations resulted in novels that resist neat categorization, disturbing as they do entrenched notions of Greek uniqueness and exceptionalism on the one hand, and an exoticized otherness on the other, both of which are embroiled in the conception of Western identity.

Like his poet counterparts, Karagatsis was a learned, cosmopolitan figure, as steeped in Ancient Greek and folkloric traditions as he was engaged in European and American modernist literary trends. Typical of their generation, and shaped by the geopolitical legacies of the Greco-Turkish War (1919–22), subsequent population exchanges, the decline of the Megali Idea (an irredentist project that aimed to restore Greater Greece), the Russian Revolution, and two world wars, his popular novels articulate a contemporary Greek experience, in all its forms and vernaculars, through and despite the prism of romanticized projections and cultural appropriations. In the novels of Karagatsis, Greece is not merely a setting but rather what literary critics might call a ‘heterotopia’, a world within a world, both central and marginal, modern and ancient, that undergirds just as much as it unsettles some of the central discourses of European modernity.

Karagatsis’ trilogy ‘Acclimatization under Apollo’, which draws on the formidable tradition of foreign travellers to Greece and the confrontation of their expectations with lived reality, comprises three novels: Colonel Liapkin (1933), The Great Chimera (1937), and the two-volume Junkermann, written between January 1936 and June 1937 and first appearing in instalments in Nea Estia in 1938 and in book form that same year. All three novels depict Greece as a country in the throes of defining a new identity by negotiating the sometimes-suffocating weight of antiquity in tandem with broader cultural and intellectual communities and influences, from Marxism to Freudian psychoanalysis (which was of great interest to Karagatsis and figures prominently in all three novels, especially Junkermann, in which Freud himself makes a cameo appearance). Relatedly, all three novels present us with characters doomed by the emotional and psychological baggage of their thorny histories. This is perhaps most clearly encapsulated in Colonel Liapkin, in which a White Russian flees to Greece after the October Revolution of 1917 and settles in Thessaly to try to rebuild his life, only to be haunted by his addictions and the ghosts of the past.

Take, for example, a scene that appears near the beginning of The Great Chimera. In this passage, the novel’s protagonist, a French woman named Marina, who holds a doctorate in Ancient Greek and is an avowed philhellenist, is taking a stroll along the harbour of her hometown, Rouen. There, her eyes wander to a strange name painted on the stern of a ship and read letters that to her, accustomed as she is to the Latin alphabet, spell out ‘XIMAIPA’, leaving her aghast at the ugliness of the name. What is that ‘barbaric’ language? she wonders. Then, after she walks down the length of the ship to its prow, she is stunned to see the name transliterated in the Latin alphabet, ‘HIMAIRA’. ‘Shame on me,’ she says, ‘How could I, the gloomy Hellenist, not see that the writing I first noticed on the stern was in the Greek alphabet, not Latin!’ The ship is not called Ximaipa: ‘it’s Imayra, Imayra’, she says, speaking the word with a quasi-French-quasi-Erasmic pronunciation, the latter being a pronunciation system for Ancient Greek devised in the sixteenth century by Erasmus, the Dutch philosopher and Catholic theologian. A little later, when she meets the captain of the ship who hails from one of the Cycladic islands, she is in for yet another surprise: ‘What did you call my ship, Mademoiselle? Imayra? No, it’s Chimera, Chi-me-ra,’ he points out, thus dashing her impression that she can use Ancient Greek to communicate with the modern Greeks.

These few paragraphs near the beginning of the novel stage one of its and the entire trilogy’s central dynamics: what is means to encounter difference, particularly through the eyes of the ‘informed’ reader. Marina takes us from an initial moment of misrecognition and rejection (the ‘barbaric’ Ximaipa) to an overly confident yet limited understanding (the Erasmic Imayra) to the final dashing of her assumption of knowledge and successful communication. Indeed, scenes that centre the dangers of misrecognition, failed encounters, and unsuccessful negotiations, as well as the urge to find some form of reciprocity among individuals, despite the power disparities that shape their relationships, abound throughout the trilogy. Interestingly, in Karagatsis’ novels, these encounters, in addition to staging linguistic and cultural differences, are also explicitly gendered and sexualized, so that a character’s sexual allure is explicitly tied to social, economic, and cultural capital.

Unlike Chimera’s Marina, who is depicted as an embodiment of an idealized, yet ailing and insular, European power, Junkermann’s eponymous protagonist comes from one of Europe’s frontier, beleaguered regions, Finland, at the time a Russian province. A hedonistic Finnish nobleman with a chequered past who served as a Cossack guard in the Czar’s army, Junkermann flees the Bolshevik revolution, amassing a fortune as he travels through Constantinople, and makes a life for himself in Greece. Compared to Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby by some scholars, the novel explores similar themes of society and class; love, marriage, and concepts of value; changing notions of masculinity and honour; and the role of memory and the past. Like Gatsby, Junkermann too struggles with an impossible, unattainable love as he establishes himself in Greece, claiming a home and social standing after the misadventures of his turbulent past. Yet this is only one of the many literary echoes (ranging from Odysseus and Gargantua and Pantagruel to the young Werther and trickster figures) that shape Junkermann’s brand of (all too often toxic) masculinity. Junkermann is as much a self-made man as a man in search of himself, whose unsettling sexual appetites are intimately tied to and reflected through his burgeoning capitalist ethos and anxieties. We follow Junkermann’s paradoxically epic journey, from an exuberant and unprincipled trickster-like adventurer to a sober and respected man of business, fledgling philosopher, and begrudging husband and father, until all the various roles and attitudes he has tried on and worn out during his lifetime come to haunt him at the end of the novel.

Karagatsis’ characters are often frustrating, based as they are on various mythological and literary ‘types’ (the satyr, the self-sacrificing father, the hysterical and vengeful mother, for example). Even when he does delve into the psychology of his characters, Karagatsis reveals inner worlds roiling with contradictory archetypal urges, primarily the push and pull between what is described in The Great Chimera as the ‘basest profanity’, the dark, instinctive underside of human nature, and the ‘greatest heights of awareness’, eros versus agape. In Junkermann, these opposing urges are most clearly made manifest in his troubling relationships with women, not only in the way he is torn between Voula and Dina, but also in his interactions with characters like Antiope, women whose inner worlds he is both oblivious to and constitutionally unable to comprehend.

The novel’s bold sweep intertwines the story of Junkermann’s life, which we follow from birth to death, with the emerging story of a newly industrial Greece, in which the trials and tribulations of the main character’s masculinity are mirrored in the tensions and affects of a new bourgeois domesticity. As such, Junkermann, like the other two novels in the trilogy, puts in dialogue a variety of value systems and discourses—economic, religious, political, and intellectual—that are symptomatic of these personal and societal transitions. Characterized by a rich, hybrid mix of literary traditions, genres, and registers of language (from the demotic Greek of the folk tale, to the erudite katharevousa (‘pure Greek’) of intellectual elites of the time), Junkermann also leaves us with detailed sensual images of everyday life in Athens, the quality of light, the changing of seasons, the sound, feel, and smell of its neighbourhoods. Embedding philosophical debates within the conventions of the popular page-turner romance, adventure, and rags-to-riches novel, Karagatsis’prose ranges from an incantatory poeticism to the hard, prosaic vernaculars of commerce. Junkermann, both protagonist and novel, are Frankenstein figures of sorts, comprised of an often flawed and jarring fusion of disparate parts—hero and anti-hero; man of the flesh and man of the mind; Odysseus, Jay Gatsby, and Citizen Kane all rolled into one—that nevertheless, despite the odds, come alive.

Patricia Felisa Barbeito



Junkermann



PART I

The Philosophical System of the Cossacks




CHAPTER 1

On the whence and wherefores of Colonel Liapkin and Captain Junkermann’s sea crossing from Constantinople to Piraeus

Upon leaving the Dardanelles Straits, the Cleopatra sailed into a frigid mistral swooping down from the plains of Thrace. As the ship veered to port and turned stern to the wind, the waves’ furious onslaught covered the decks with foam. Those on deck jolted awake, awash in salt water. In the dimness of the tween decks, the sudden lee lurch flung passengers and their luggage into absurd disarray. Yet the turmoil was short-lived. After two or three pitches the ship, now on a starboard tack, eased into its southerly course. A gentle rise and fall replaced the painful rolling, and peace reigned once more over the vessel.

A tall, sturdy-looking man sat on a crate on the stern deck, his silhouette barely discernible under the light of a desultory bulb. The raised collar on his soldier’s greatcoat and the cap pulled down to his eyebrows hid half his face. Besides a thick ashen moustache drooping over a square coarse-hewn chin, nothing was visible. A long-dead cigarette butt clung to his lips. Next to the crate languished an old battered suitcase tied with rope. The man’s haggard frame and the wide golden epaulettes, dimmed and battered by one world war and two civil wars, bestowed him with a certain air of grandeur. Colonel’s epaulettes from the Russian army: God’s army as much as the czar’s.

The icy northerly sweeping the nocturnal waters did not appear to disturb the Colonel. His eyes were fixed on the distance, at an invisible point on the horizon, so still that they plainly saw nothing. Perhaps he was focused only on himself, indifferent as he seemed to the elements raging around him. Yet it was equally possible that this blissful oblivion was the result of the bottle of vodka, buried in the depths of his greatcoat pocket, that he was caressing with such fondness.

High in the sky, among wind-torn clouds, the stars marched along eternity’s never-ending path. Near midnight, a waning moon, blurry and plum coloured, glared behind Ida’s craggy peaks. The poop deck bell rang the change of watch. A couple of sailors strode on deck to their post, while others descended to the berth deck to their sleep. Covered in coal dust, one of the stokers leaned over the bulwark and in a clear voice warbled an old canzonetta from his home town, Napoli:

‘Sul mare lucido

L’astro d’argento…’

But the sea was not limpid, nor the moon silver. The mistral galloped over the waves like a maddened Valkyrie. From cabin and ’tween deck, from all over the ship, came the groans and stench of seasickness. Rapidly overtaking the ship, breakers rushed the prow and slammed against the hull. The struggling propeller wheezed in the raging waters, at times straining to turn in their churning depths, at others spinning wildly at their frothy heights.

In the distance, along the southern horizon, appeared the faint outline of Lesvos’s mountains, crowned in a blazing brilliance. Surely a forest fire, whose flames, fuelled by the sea winds, flared up to the dome of sky like an enormous torch. To the east, the mountains of Asia Minor loomed darkly, barely tinged by the moon’s ruddy rays.

As it turned and entered the Mytilini Straits, the ship found some respite from the weather’s wrath. The waves ebbed, yet continued to pummel it, rocking it awkwardly from side to side.

The waning wind appeared to have woken the Russian Colonel from his standing sleep. With an irritable gesture he flung the dead butt into the water, pulled the bottle out of his pocket and, wrapping his lips around it, sucked on it greedily.

‘Ho, Davyd Borisich! Nice way to heat your sinful carcass!’

The Colonel plucked the bottle from his mouth and glared sullenly at the man who had spoken. He was tall, lean, and dressed in the dark-coloured kaftan of the Cossacks. His astrakhan hat, cocked crookedly on his shaved head, covered his right ear. Spanking new epaulettes glittered under the drowsy bulb. His glove-sheathed hand played nervously with an elegant whip.

The Cossack was trying to stand firm, but to no avail. The rocking of the ship had him swaying back and forth. But there was something else too. After examining him from head to toe with his flinty eyes, the Colonel admonished him sternly: ‘Captain Junkermann, I am not Davyd Borisich to you. I am Colonel Liapkin. You must be blind drunk to forget all our military customs and courtesies.’

Chuckling scornfully, the Cossack sat down next to the Colonel. ‘Who cares, my friend? Yes, we saved our uniforms and our epaulettes from the clutches of the Bolsheviks, but that doesn’t mean we kept our rank and character.’

Liapkin’s eyebrows knit fiercely. ‘Tear off those epaulettes, then; hurl them into the sea! Only like that will you have the right to call me Davyd Borisich and I to call you Vasily Karlovich. But as long as they remain on our shoulders, you are Captain Junkermann and I am Colonel Liapkin.’

Junkermann shrugged his shoulders. He was not one to heed such niceties. There were three reasons why he still wore the Cossack uniform: because he liked how it looked on him, because he was accustomed to it, and because he had nothing else to wear. About the deeper meaning of the uniform he cared not a whit, not even when Colonel Liapkin had held the power to sentence him to five days of lock-up for the improper salute of a superior. And now that the final overthrow of the czarist regime had levelled everything—not so much in Russia as for the exiled White Guard—Captain Junkermann cared for the epaulettes of Liapkin, Wrangel, Kolchak, and the czar—God have mercy on his soul!—as much as he cared for the pair of old drawers he had left behind at a Jewess’s house after the Reds had entered Kherson so unexpectedly.

Liapkin, in any case, was eager for conversation. Like a pure-blooded Russian forced by circumstance to keep his mouth shut for twelve hours on end, he was longing for debate. And not just any debate, but debate of a higher order, philosophical in nature, and without beginning, end, or even aim, so long as it provided the possibility of disagreement, of a row, of blood coming to a boil.

‘Listen to me, Junkermann—even though nothing seems to get through that hard Finnish head of yours! As long as you wear the epaulettes of the Cossacks of the Guard, you must also honour the responsibilities that come with them.’

Junkermann smoothed the cap on his shaved head and said with affected seriousness,

‘Alright then, Davyd Borisich, you wear a colonel’s epaulettes, while I, a captain’s. Tell me: if I curse you, can you sentence me to a month of hard labour? No! There you have it: whether we wear them or not, it makes no difference.’

Liapkin’s eyes flashed. ‘I can’t sentence you to a month of hard labour, but I can take you by the throat and throw you to the sharks for a titbit.’

As he uttered the words, he grasped Junkermann’s collar in his large fist and shook him back and forth.

‘Hey, Liapkin!’ Junkermann spluttered. ‘Don’t get that way. The devil take it! You’re strangling me. I was joking. Can’t you take a joke?’

Liapkin’s arm fell stiffly. Once again, his eyes darkened. ‘You’ve always been an insolent bastard. It’s lice like you that poisoned the Russian army.’

Junkermann let him speak without protest, a wry smile twisting his thin lips.

‘Arkanoff was right to want to have you shot for dereliction of duty before the enemy advance,’ Liapkin continued. ‘But they didn’t let him do it. If we’d rid ourselves of scoundrels like you, we wouldn’t be in this sorry plight.’

Silence. The ship was now sailing on the placid waters of the Straits of Mytilini. The wind had hushed and the sea teemed with foam. From up in the vault of sky, the moon lit both the craggy mountains of Asia Minor and the lustrous island slopes. The smell of night dew, spawned among the roots of forests and spread by tree branches, wafted over the water, a harbinger of dry land to the seafarer. A gathering translucency in the east heralded the coming of dawn.

‘Tell me,’ Junkermann remarked to Liapkin, ‘how is it that we are travelling together on this ship?’

Liapkin lit a cigarette and inhaled greedily before replying. ‘When the Reds took Odessa, I fled. There was nothing else for it. I fought; I was wounded; I almost died. And what of it? The war on the Ukrainian steppes was terrible.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Junkermann said.

‘What do you know? When you weren’t looting some backwater village, you had your rifle on furlough!’

‘Oh, come on, Davyd Borisich! Even looting has its dangers.’

Liapkin guffawed. ‘Since you, an expert in the matter, say so, then so it must be! As for the rest of us who fought only for Russia, we saw dark days indeed on the white snows of the steppes. It was one of us against ten of them. Like endless packs of wolves, the Red battalions swooped down from the north. We defended the holy earth of motherland grain by grain, in the hope that the miracle would finally come to pass and we’d free sacred Russian from the Red plague.’ Liapkin’s eyes were half closed, the dead butt trembling under his Mongolian moustache. He tossed that one, too, into the sea. Again, he pulled out the bottle, gulped some vodka, and intoned hoarsely, ‘It looks like God was not on our side.’

‘Why bring God into such matters?’ Junkermann muttered. ‘You reckon the Almighty dabbles in politics?’

Liapkin threw him a withering look and continued: ‘I got to Constantinople with pockets overflowing with roubles. Yet even if you were to sell them by the bushel, they weren’t worth the paper they were printed on. In vain, I tried to find work. But there was another reason I had to leave.’

‘What?’

The Colonel’s face clouded over. ‘The Allied forces. In the Ukraine, I had met many of the English and French officers now stationed in Constantinople. Back then, when I addressed them, they fawned and kowtowed. Now, when they ran into me, they turned to look the other way. A colonel of a non-existent army, looking for work as a waiter so as not to die of hunger … I’d do the same if I were in their shoes. The fact that I continued to wear my uniform embarrassed them.’

‘Why didn’t you take it off?’

‘Why didn’t you?’

Junkermann laughed. ‘Me? I never gave a damn about any of that. In any case, I’m used to people turning away when they meet me.’

‘Of course,’ Liapkin concurred. ‘Such a one as you are!’

‘That’s why you left Constantinople?’

‘Yes. I heard that there is work to be found in Greece. Any manner of work, no matter, as long as it provides enough to eat, sleep, and keep a respectable uniform. No one knows me there, nor do I know anyone.’

‘I’m bound for Greece too,’ Junkermann said. ‘Not that I was having a bad time in Constantinople, but my luck ran out. An English officer misunderstood my business dealings with an Armenian and ordered me to Allied headquarters. Instead, I chose to take the first ship out. I’m going to Greece, but only because this ship happens to be headed there.’

He smiled and pulled out his wallet. ‘Fortunately, I was able take my assets with me, liquidated precisely for such eventualities: ten thousand Swiss francs. See? It’ll hold me for two years. After that, God will provide.’

A wry smile twitched under Liapkin’s moustache. ‘Tell me, Vasily Karlovich, you saved all this out of those pay raises that Wrangel ordered?’

Junkermann shrugged his shoulders. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. A Jew in Kherson gave it to me for safekeeping. I never saw him again. Lost in the chaos, I suppose; killed, in all likelihood.’

‘I’d wager he handed it over just seconds before he was killed. Am I wrong?’

‘Why sit there and nitpick? The fact remains that I ended up with the money: five thousand Swiss francs in total. A couple of business deals in Constantinople and I tripled it. But I had to fork out five thousand to that English officer to keep from getting dragged to headquarters and cleaned out along the way. And there you have the ten thousand.’

‘And what was your business with the Armenian in Constantinople?’

‘Chemical and pharmaceutical goods. Imports of cacodylate compound injections and quinine in bulk. As luck would have it, though, a competitor—a real crook—informed the police that the cacodylate was morphine and the quinine, cocaine. And try proving otherwise to those narrow-minded English officers! So, I chose to leave for Greece—’

‘Where the police are open souls and don’t wrongly accuse fine upstanding importers of chemical and pharmaceutical supplies!’

They both laughed.

Junkermann got up. ‘I’m going to sleep. See you later.’

‘Better not see me again. I don’t think it’s quite right for you, a first-class passenger, to be seen in the company of someone travelling steerage.’

Junkermann understood and snapped to attention. Clicking the heels of his spurred boots together, he executed a military salute and barked, ‘At your orders, Colonel, Sir!’

After a flawless about-turn—clip clop went his heels, whirrr whirrrr, the spurs—he stumbled towards first class.




CHAPTER 2

The dream

When the Cleopatra anchored in the open waters outside a slumbering Mytilini, the eastern horizon had only just started turning the palest rose. A gentle dawn followed the nocturnal mistral and turbulence. Peaceful and sweet, it presided over the joyous waking of the earth, over waters swaying with shadowed breath. White mist drifted indolently over the quickening swells of olive groves that dotted the plains, making its way up to the foothills. Houses in the town, in all the surrounding villages, released smoke as white as the hovering mist; it climbed listlessly toward the ashen sky of daybreak only to remain there, suspended, floating in the stillness of the chilly air. In the absolute silence, the subdued voices of those who had just risen resounded with the clarity of a crystal gong. A rooster crowed, a bird sang. The skies to the east lit up almost imperceptibly, heralding the coming of day. Around dawn, the mountain peaks, first in line to receive the sun’s rays, turned a delicate pink.

The casting of the anchor roused a couple of sleepy boats from the port. The sound of oars plashing and splashing through the sluggish water carried up to the prow deck, where Colonel Liapkin was standing. None of the ship’s passengers were due to disembark. As the first boat settled alongside the ship’s ladder, a port policeman and a customs officer climbed out. The second boat carried two passengers, a man and a woman. The hazy light of dawn prevented Liapkin from discerning their features. They seemed young. The woman rose from her bench and leapt onto the ladder, her reedlike body swaying, as supple as a child’s. The man too had a certain grace about him.

Bowed over the rail, the Colonel gazed at the town. It was gradually coming back to life as the arriving daylight bathed each home. Soothed by the gentle aubade, he abandoned himself to old memories, long smothered by the vicissitudes of a lifetime. The green island with its sweeps of olive groves; the dark cypresses, poised as if in prayer, soaring to the sky; the lush medley of trees and shrubs cascading down to the blue-green water; the white town, already bearing the sun’s imprimatur in the half-light of the winter dawn; the crystalline purity of sky still dotted with a few straggling stars fighting for their last breath against the imminent day; and a myriad of other small, elusive, and insignificant details: all spoke to certain secret recesses of his inner being. All reminded him of a certain time in his life, the most forgotten and the happiest: the four years of his agriculture studies in Montpellier.

The Cleopatra blew its horn. A panting deckhand began weighing anchor, and a cloud of steam gilded by the first rays of the sun enveloped the ship. The sky-blue flag of Lloyd Triestino fluttered from the lower mizzen mast, while a swarthy marinero hoisted the Italian ensign to the topmast. In the wheel room, the engine order telegraph rang, signalling full steam ahead. The black ship, wreathed in white foam, sallied forth on the azure waters of the half-slumbering seas.

After his conversation with Liapkin the previous night, Junkermann had gone to the first-class saloon. The large room, with its whitewashed wooden walls, was quiet. The steward had turned off most of the lights and was dozing behind the bar counter. The captain yawned lazily, but he was not drowsy. He was used to sleeping in what we like to call the wee hours, but which most of the time were big enough for him. He wandered listlessly among tables covered in green linens, casting despairing glances at the night’s darkness clogging the portholes. Finally, he decided it was time to go to bed; there was nothing else to do.

The wind blustered, raucous and cold, through the open porthole of his cabin, tangling the curtains around his bed. Waves breaking against the sides of the ship resounded loudly. The bottle and glasses on the washbasin clattered to the rhythm of the propeller.

Junkermann shut the porthole and undressed lethargically. He kept on his undershirt and drawers, having left behind his suitcase and nightshirt. He stood for a moment, deep in thought, trying to puzzle out which way was east. When he had oriented himself, he knelt on the threadbare carpet and prayed fervently. A strange mysticism suffused his long, thin face. Religion had taken peculiar root in his cynical soul. Devoid of a moral compass, he regarded virtue as a higher power with which it was squarely in his interests to curry favour. Vasily Karlovich Junkermann’s God was not all that different to a pagan fetish. Like primitive man, his life’s impetus was fear, not the moral compass of philosophy or religion. He feared both God and the police. When these two vengeful powers closed their eyes to his missteps—or he contrived to escape their wrath—only then did he truly rejoice, for his conception of self was based strictly on worldly measures. What we call conscience—that invention of ethicists—never bloomed in his evil-tempered soul. Yet he prayed to Jesus because, since his early childhood, he had been taught to know him as God.

At the end of his prayers he crossed himself broadly and awkwardly prostrated himself, swaying to the pitching of the ship. Even though he had been baptized Protestant, cohabitation with the Russians had accustomed him to the spectacles of orthodoxy, which, in any case, better suited his superstitious temperament.

After clearing his accounts with the metaphysical powers that be, he lay down on the narrow bed, switched off the lamp, and went out like a light. He always slipped into sleep with the ease of children, geniuses, and untroubled souls. The rocking ship and his slight drunkenness had produced a giddiness, the joyful stupor of the carefree. His mind was empty of thought for he never taxed himself with needless reflection, his implacable instincts having expelled any extraneous realities. He lived to satisfy his appetites, his every whim and quirk, focusing all his energies and attention on that goal alone. When his pursuit of pleasure was sated, his mind, of its own accord, idled and came to a complete stop.

And so, he dreamed.

Each night, after a day replete with every possible sensual pleasure, he plunged into sleep at peace and fully satisfied with himself. Yet his psyche was haunted by uncanny nightmares. The further he burrowed into the hidden recesses of his unconscious mind, the more a primordial, otherworldly power animated his sleep with dreams of a different life. In his dreams, an invisible hand tormented him, suffocated him; before his closed eyes, it tore away the veil that kept him from seeing life as it ought to be seen. Covered in sweat and brimming with terror, he writhed, his soul shaken to the core, his breath catching in his leaden chest, his galloping heart fading, and his legs benumbed, rooted to the spot in the face of imminent danger or the need to make haste. When, in the end, death caught up with him wearing one of its myriad faces, he would leap from the bed suffocating, wheezing, eyes bulging in the darkness of sleep, voice shrieking in sheer terror, the howl of a wild beast besieged by dogs, a cry of supreme despair. Only then would he wake. He would wake from a dream life full of meaning to the futility of his empty days.

That night he dreamt he was climbing a pine-covered mountain. The path uphill was steep, covered in rocks and kermes shrubs. He crossed woods and mountain passes, peaks and plangent creeks rife with creeping damp. He yearned to get to the top of that mountain, that bare peak, painted pure gold by the sun. He walked slowly, with difficulty, struggling, straining, gasping with the effort to get to that peak. Come what may, he must get there … But his legs betrayed him. They were heavy, clumsy, as if cast in iron and drawn, magnetically, down to the earth’s mysterious core. Yet he kept going, driven inexorably forward. He crossed resonant pinewoods, naked slopes shuddering in the wake of frigid winds, icy streams half buried in reeds, blackberry bushes and dogwoods covered with tart fruit.

Scrambling between two dark rocks, he noticed he was not alone. A woman was walking beside him. She put her long-fingered hand on his arm without speaking. As they marched on, the golden peak loomed all the more magnificent before their dazzled eyes. They gazed at it longingly, their entire beings surging through their eyes toward the glimmering peak. It was the most intense, most wondrous moment of their resolve, their hearts rejoicing in the knowledge that their interminable march was nearing its longed-for end.

Suddenly, Vasily Junkermann felt that unfamiliar hand bearing down on his arm. The woman was having difficulty walking and her dragging steps were pulling him back. He turned abruptly to look her in the eyes. Large, brown eyes, swimming with intelligence and despair.

‘I can’t anymore,’ she said.

But the gold peak was still singing its siren song. A sudden tug and he freed himself from that hindering hand. The woman faltered and fell to the ground, silently, face down, as if dead. A ribbon of blood trickled from her mouth and into the grooves of the earth. Without another thought, without turning to look back, he pressed on towards the gold peak.

At last! Heart leaping, he stumbled over the first golden rocks. Gasping, he knelt on the sparkling ground, running his fingers over it with barely contained joy. As he did so, however, a thick, suffocating heat rose from the bowels of the earth, burning his eyes, tormenting his lungs, scalding his flesh. He tried to withstand that molten heat, but in vain. Bowing his head in resignation, he turned to descend the path he had struggled so tenaciously to climb.

He stopped dead. Below him, in the middle of the path, the woman lay where she had fallen. Blood was still flowing from her mouth, boundless rivers of it, a deluge over the earth; a crimson, climbing torrent that surrounded the peak, its dense waves lapping the slopes as it rose. And the earth blazed, and the blood rose. And the earth burned in flames, and blood covered the scorched earth.




CHAPTER 3

A sexual initiation involving two innocents and one sinner

He awoke distraught, heart shuddering, his mind still gripped by the dying traces of anguish. He wiped the sweat off his chest with the sheet and heaved a sigh of relief.

Day had broken; the ship was no longer pitching and rolling. Through the porthole the sea beckoned serenely, a cheerful azure under the sunlight. In the distance, the mountains of Lesvos faded into a glowing haze. He glanced at his watch: eight thirty. He thought about getting up and going on deck, where the morning breeze was sure to soothe both his lungs and his thoughts, but decided to remain in bed and smoke a cigarette instead.

The blue smoke billowed through the dim cabin and covered the low white ceiling in a hazy veil.

Junkermann always craved the day’s first cigarette. He inhaled the nicotine deeply, sharply, voraciously, and exhaled slowly, striving to trap its sweetness in his lungs as long as possible. He wasn’t thinking of anything. (Those first moments of waking are completely free of care, moments when the mind refreshed and the soul restored gird their loins for battle with the coming day.)

Resting on the pillow, his head was right up against the wooden wall, and so unwittingly he became aware of conversation in the neighbouring cabin. At the very first words, his face came alive. He stubbed out his cigarette, smiled, and put his ear to the wooden partition.

There were two voices: a man’s and a woman’s. The first spoke in honeyed tones, volubly, persuasively, all flame and tenderness. The other spoke sparingly, weakly and monotonously, as if shadowed by fear and grief.

‘I love you! I love you!’ the man declared. ‘Finally, you’re mine!’

Silence. Perhaps the man and woman were kissing. Then the woman said slowly, shyly, ‘I love you too.’

The chitter-chatter of passengers walking down the corridor kept Junkermann from hearing what came next. In any case, he was having difficulty understanding what the two lovers were saying. His unique ability to blend into any background had allowed him to learn a fair amount of Greek from the soldiers on the Ukraine expeditionary force. Later, in Constantinople, he further improved on this knowledge. Yet his grasp of the damned language was still weak.

‘You think they’ve realized by now that we’re gone?’ the woman asked.

‘Too late,’ replied the man. ‘All they can do now is telegraph the police in Piraeus.’

‘And if the police catch us?’

‘Nothing for it but to get us married.’

The man must have been smiling, secure in the virility that ensured marriage was a foregone conclusion. Yet a mere word from the woman threw him into confusion: ‘Why?’

Why? No doubt about it, this young romantic was as green as grass. Could she be in earnest? Or was she putting it on, with that female mania for pretence, even during life’s most sacred moments?

‘You’ll see why,’ the man muttered.

All this sparked Junkermann’s curiosity, and he longed to witness, no matter what he had to resort to, this ‘why’ that so puzzled the unsuspecting girl. Raising himself on the bed, he began to carefully inspect the wall. The planks were tightly laid, without a hint of a crack between them. He got off the bed and painstakingly searched the white surface. Next to the couch, there was a sink and, hanging over it, a mirror screwed into the wall. Next to the mirror, on two horizontal holders also screwed into the wall, a jug and a glass. Junkermann plucked the glass out and started unscrewing the holder. It was not difficult. In his eventful life he had gained great skill at this kind of handiwork. The screw loosened and the holder popped out, leaving a small hole in the wall.

The curtains in the neighbouring cabin were drawn, and it was in semi-darkness. The two were seated on the settee, pressed up against each other. The man was twenty at most. His sparse moustache failed to hide the boyish bloom of his handsome face. He had taken the girl in his arms and was gazing at her with love and desire, along with a hint of anguish.

The girl was completely still. Small-boned, lithe, with reedy arms, skinny calves, and not-yet-formed breasts and thighs. A child still—fifteen or sixteen years old. Curly, deep chestnut hair untamed by the comb adorned the equally childlike face. Eyes of the same chestnut colour, disproportionately large in an angular face, full of light and a certain dreamy contemplation—an expression that brought to mind resignation to one’s lot.

‘A delightful specimen,’ Junkermann thought to himself and glued his eye more securely to the hole. Trustingly, she surrendered her body to the man’s embrace and gazed into his eyes with a smile of love. He squeezed her tight and kissed her on the mouth. She closed her eyes as she accepted his kiss, and it was as if her lips were smiling under the man’s lips.

When the kiss ended, the girl asked, ‘When will we get to Piraeus?’

‘Around midnight.’

‘Where will we go at that hour? Wouldn’t it be better to wait until morning before we disembark?’

The young man frowned. ‘No, no. We must leave immediately. They can’t catch wind of us.’

‘But why must we hide so much?’ she asked somewhat uneasily.

‘It’s only for two or three days. Enough time to raise some hue and cry and the scandal to break.’

‘So they’ll be forced to marry us. Right?’

‘That’s it, my darling!’

They kissed again, as if their lives depended on it, without knowing what exactly it was they were doing.

Junkermann smiled. The devil take it! They had eloped. What would happen next in that cabin, he wondered. Without doubt only the most delightful of things! A sexual initiation—something along those lines. The girl was clueless on the matter. As for the young man, he was too young to have much experience.

As the light of day bloomed, the cabin lost its obscurity. Junkermann had no problem following what transpired. He watched the man’s hand rise hesitantly towards the girl’s breasts. She flinched in astonishment and looked at him accusingly. She did not say anything, nor did she resist, only her face puckered with distress.

Hurriedly, the young man seized her lips. He seemed uneasy, agitated, as if he wanted to be done with something unpleasant or mandatory. He clearly had stage fright and was reacting in the rash and bumbling manner of the novice. His increasingly bold hand pawed at the painfully pristine flesh of her breasts. Abruptly, the girl recoiled, her voice full of grievance.

‘I don’t want you to do me like that.’

He glanced at her in irritation. ‘What do you mean “do you”? Don’t talk rubbish.’

The girl did not reply, but her eyes became uneasy. Once again, she succumbed to his caresses, her expression wavering between anger and disbelief. He was now trying to unbutton her blouse, his twitching hands thwarting him. When, finally, one of the buttons gave way, he groped clumsily at her chest.

The girl closed her eyes and yielded to his touch impassively, without pleasure. Her skin had paled and her lips quivered strangely. She could not understand, could not know, could not imagine anything like this. Panting breath, trembling hands, and an expression of utter torment—it was all ugly and abhorrent to her.

‘Is all this necessary?’ she murmured.

The man started, astonished, but his arousal blinded him. He held her tighter. ‘Don’t be silly. Let me … I know what I’m doing … This is how it’s done …’ His voice cracked with haste; his eyes glittered. He wanted to get to the end and be done with the chore. Once it was done, all would be well. They would give her to him; there was nothing else for it.

His hand descended to her knees and inched up. The girl pulled away, twisting and turning, pushing and kicking him. ‘No, no! Leave me alone!’

He did not hear. He fell upon her with all the weight of his body, forcing her down and holding her fast. The girl was faltering, but a sudden awful discovery sent a tremor through her, from head to toe. She leapt to her feet despairingly, evading his grasp, and ran towards the door, where she stopped. Shuddering, she glared at him with frenzied eyes.

‘Don’t come near me! Don’t touch me! I’ll scream.’

Utterly disconcerted, he rapidly smoothed his clothes, aware of how laughable he must look, and muttered, ‘Voula! What happened? What’s all this?’

The girl did not reply—perhaps she did not hear him. The sickening discovery had shaken her to the core. She could only gasp and repeat the same sentence over and over. ‘Don’t come near me! Don’t come near me!’

When the young man made as if to get up, her voice rose sharply. ‘No, no! Don’t get up. Don’t come near me. I’ll scream.’

Junkermann found this unexpected twist to the sexual ritual terribly amusing. Hastily he lit a second cigarette and glued his eye once more to the hole in the wall. The young man was seated on the settee, utterly overcome, his expression grim, and the girl, standing with her back against the door, in readiness to open it and flee, was uttering in a shrill, hysterical, whistling tone, ‘You dirty bastard! What did you want to do to me? Don’t come near me. I’ll scream. I don’t want to look at you. You disgust me. You’re a terrible person. You tricked me. I loved you, and you tricked me.’

The hapless man stared at her in shock. ‘But Voula, you’re a little girl. You have no idea. That’s how it’s done …’

She shuddered. ‘That’s how what’s done? What’s done like that?’

‘Love.’

She stood there open-mouthed, eyes wide with amazement, her entire being spurning the abhorrent image. Again, she lashed out. ‘No, impossible. You’re lying. Lying! You can’t pull the wool over my eyes. That’s not love; it can’t be. You are rotten. You want to harm me. Don’t come near me. I’ll scream!’

The man didn’t speak. He knew that all objections were in vain. Besides, he was exhausted: the strain of the elopement, the intensity of his desire and his hasty attempts to satisfy it, his utter failure. Yet he could not stop thinking that if the girl arrived at Piraeus unsullied, still pure, the police were sure to seize her and return her to her father in one piece. No harm, no foul. Oh, the shame of it all!

Soon, the girl’s fury began to dissipate: the words dried up in her throat, her eyes welled, her chest heaved with sobs. Unable to stand upright, she fell face down on the bed and burst into tears. The young man rose and made as if to approach her, to speak to her consolingly, to try to calm her. But as soon as she felt him near, she turned around, enraged and menacing, her eyes mad, mouth poised to shriek and bite. ‘Go away! Go! Don’t touch me!’

Head bowed, he returned to the settee, where he sat and stared into the distance, eyes sober, lips trembling. He had retreated into his own head without paying much attention to the girl’s lament for the delusions of love.

Gradually the sobbing abated and finally stopped echoing through the cabin. The girl was tired of crying. Child that she was, her emotions turned on a sixpence. Exhausted by all the unexpected twists and turns, she fell asleep still covered in tears.

Junkermann drew back from his spyhole. There was nothing more of interest to see. Amused, he smiled to himself.

Fancy that! he thought. A woman grown and she still believes that babies are delivered by storks!

He washed, shaved, donned the yesaul1 uniform. Then, just in case, he took a quick peek into the neighbouring cabin. Nothing: the girl was sleeping and the young man was still staring straight ahead, dead-eyed.

Ravenous now, he went up to the dining room for his breakfast: eggs and bacon, coffee and milk, and well-buttered toast covered in a thick layer of marmalade. Next he lit a cigarette and luxuriated in the smoke while he relived the scene in the cabin, a wide smile playing on his lips. What a sight for sore eyes! He liked watching love-making in all its forms—it was a vice of his. Formerly, in Russia, he had paid brothel madams good money to let him spy through keyholes. It was not so much for the arousal of it—he was young, hale and hearty, and had no need of such ploys—but rather because he found it all terribly amusing. Still, today’s episode had left him with a different impression. Two young innocents in love; the girl’s terror when the unsuspected truth came to light …

Life is certainly funny, he thought. Now the little one is terrified. Ignorant of such matters, she won’t let her beloved touch her. Yet in no time at all, the first chance scoundrel will have his way with her on the flimsiest of pretences. A decade or so from now, when she’s shamelessly having a roll in the hay with any Tom, Dick, or Harry, she’ll look back on today’s antics and laugh at her foolishness!

He put out his cigarette, delighted with himself. It was the first time in his life that his thoughts had taken such a philosophical turn. Time passes, the mind matures, he mused.

He went out on deck. It was a beautiful morning, deep blue and crystal clear. To the left, the tawny prominence of Chios was receding. All around, sea and only sea, coloured a deep blue-purple and softly ruffled by the waning northerly. Up above, the sun radiated a resplendent heat.

‘What a day!’ Junkermann marvelled. ‘Such light! And in January! I’ve never seen anything like it, not in Finland, and certainly not in the Ukraine.’

He sauntered up and down the deck basking in the light, the heat, the salty breeze, the balmy sea. Every so often he would squint, eyes bleary from the sun, and take a deep lungful of oxygen and iodine.

‘Wonderful! Wonderful!’ he kept repeating to himself. ‘This is where I ought to have been born. The climate in my part of the world does not agree with me. In Finland I was always sick, either with the flu or with bronchitis. And the clouds, that relentless brume that always set my teeth on edge. Whenever the mists rose from the lake and enveloped the forest I was utterly despondent, overcome by a madness of sorts. It would trap me in the house, where the dreary leaden light came in through the windows like a dead thing. What could I do with myself? I took to tormenting the cats, pinching the servant girls, breaking mother’s knick-knacks. I was the bane of the household. “Fog today,” the servants would say. “The young master will be in one of his moods.” ’

He headed to the stern to watch the whirl of the propeller. There, by the bridge, on a pile of mooring rope, sat Colonel Liapkin. His bleary, baleful eyes bore witness to the fact that he had not quite vanquished the previous night’s drunkenness. Upon seeing Junkermann approach he squared his shoulders.

‘What are you doing here again? If you’re looking to chew the fat you’re out of luck. I’m not in the mood.’

Junkermann leaned against the rails and spat into the sea.

‘Stop acting like a bear with a sore head, Davyd Borisich! What the devil! We Russians ought to stick by each other!’

‘You, a Russian?’ Liapkin sneered. ‘Where did you get that idea? You’re a Finn!’

‘By God, even I don’t know what I am! I would love to know. Not that I care, but just for the hell of it.’

After a moment of silence, he burst into laughter. ‘Let me tell you something. A peculiar story that happened this very morning on the ship …’

‘What story?’

Junkermann bit his tongue. Something was keeping him from telling the story of the neighbouring cabin, something akin to compassion for the young lovers’ drama. ‘Never mind,’ he muttered. ‘It’s nothing. Nonsense. Not worth the bother …’

‘As you like.’

They lapsed into silence, and then Junkermann said, ‘Life is so strange!’

Liapkin got up, eyes exuding an expression moulded of equal parts irony and contempt.

‘Strange or not, you cannot feel it!’

He turned his back on Junkermann, as if he had never existed. The latter remained deep in thought. He was certainly having strange thoughts today. To what did he owe this new penchant for philosophy? Besides, Liapkin’s final, taunting salvo had started to rankle. Ha! As if he had ever given any significance to Liapkin’s words! Nevertheless, this time, they had hit their mark—almost.

He turned and peered around. Chios had disappeared. A naked horizon embraced the ship, a lone smudge of black in an endless canvas of cerulean sky and azure sea. He felt a little alone.


1A yesaul is the captain of the cavalry in the Cossack army [author’s note].





CHAPTER 4

A song from Piraeus

It was past midnight when the Cleopatra drew sluggishly into Piraeus harbour under lowering skies dense with a darkness marshalled by the southerly winds. A slow, almost imperceptible drizzle drenched everything with its stealthy downfall.

The placid waters of the harbour splashed softly in the ship’s slow wake. Tarry, torpid waters, surrendered to their lassitude. All around rose tall rows of dark prows. Surely there were people, houses in the distance, but nothing was visible. Only a few lights, hazy and tremulous in the drizzle, stole from the heart of the harbour to lance the murky waters.

The passengers who were still awake came out on deck to watch the ship’s manoeuvres. It turned and moored along the Port Authority dock. A couple of boats approached the gangway, but did not draw up beside it. Boatmen held them in place with slow strokes of oars whose resounding groans filled the dark.

Liapkin and Junkermann were standing side by side, elbows resting on the taffrail. They were waiting for clearance from the health authorities before they could disembark. The two men did not speak. Liapkin, as always, had a moribund cigarette jutting from under his moustache. Junkermann was spitting at regular intervals into the sea. The splash of saliva hitting the water amused him.

‘What a godforsaken place!’ he muttered. ‘No lights! No signs of life!’

‘Patience,’ Liapkin responded. ‘The Greeks are nowhere near as cold and bland as the Finns!’

‘What do you have against the Finns? You think that the Russians are any better?’

Liapkin relit the butt. ‘I don’t know, but at least we have some soul. You are like the Swedes: dull as dishwater.’

They stopped talking. Then, in the distance, a song. Someone in his cups, wandering alone in the dark and singing a ditty at once mirthful and plaintive, brimming with high-spirited insolence and swagger:

Yam, youm, I don’t want you no more

Off you go out the door

Devil take you, your mother

And that sailor, your lover.

A smiling Junkermann was following along with obvious interest. ‘What do you think, Davyd Borisich? Quite appealing, isn’t it?’

‘Of course! It lacks the dreariness of your music!’

‘As well as the fiendish passion of the Russian variety! It’s both cheerful and sad, bitter and taunting. But why do you keep banging on about the fact that I’m a Finn? Life contrived that I throw my lot in with the Russians. I feel more Russian—’

‘You are no Russian, Vasily Karlovich,’ Liapkin interrupted, very seriously. ‘You are neither a Russian nor a Finn—’

‘Yes,’ Junkermann conceded. ‘I have French ancestry.’

‘You’re no Frenchman either,’ Liapkin insisted. ‘People like you have no homeland. The patch of earth on which fate has cast you, that’s your homeland … Perhaps the entire world itself.’

They lapsed into silence again. The song continued to reverberate in the night. Liapkin pointed to where he imagined the singer to be and said, ‘Yes, it is a nice little song, but it’s missing something. Perhaps a dash of faith, perhaps a spot of conviction. We sing when we have something to say; that one, when he has nothing to say.’

It was past midnight when they climbed down into the boat. Two other passengers were already sitting on the stern bench. Junkermann recognized love’s castaways from the neighbouring cabin. Enveloped in their overcoats, they were silently staring straight ahead. As the boat drew in along the Troumba dock, he saw the girl’s face under the light. Her beautiful brown eyes were full of despair. The young man grasped her arm and together they climbed into a hackney that set off capering over the promenade’s cobblestones. The rain fell faster. Not a soul in sight, not a sound within hearing.

Liapkin and Junkermann stood there irresolutely, exchanging a quick glance full of apprehension. Where to go? What to do? The Colonel was the first to bend down and take his old, tired, battered suitcase.

‘Goodbye then, Vasily Karlovich.’

‘Until we meet again, Davyd Borisich.’

Liapkin shrugged: ‘Who knows …’ A few long strides and he had disappeared into the gloom.

The other stood there a little longer. He lit a cigarette, sucked the smoke in greedily, and blew it out with a deep sigh. He narrowed his eyes, remembering the drunken song.

‘Yam, youm, triririria,’ he sang softly.

Instinctively he bowed down like Liapkin had done to pick up his suitcase, but remembered that he didn’t have one. He smiled. ‘Nice going!’

Hands buried in the pockets of his greatcoat, he walked along the waterfront next to the gently swaying barges.




CHAPTER 5

Rain and its aftermath in a hotel in Piraeus

The room was small, dirty, with a single window that looked out onto the port. A foul stench emanated from everywhere, from the bed-covers to the drawers in the wardrobe, as if it had all been saturated by the filth of the innumerable souls who had sheltered there.

The man rose from the bed after a few hours’ restless sleep. He glanced at his watch: ten past six. With all the starts and gasps, with the frantic racing of his pulse, it was debatable whether he had slept for more than four hours.

The girl was asleep on the neighbouring bed. She lay face down, and the profusion of her auburn hair created a dull stain on the white pillow. Under the blankets, her slender body was barely discernible. Her breath vibrated slowly and rhythmically.

When he stood up the blood rushed to his head in a dizzying wave. It was the exhaustion, the frustration, the lack of sleep. His heart seemed to skip a beat for a moment and his legs threatened to give way under him. Eyes darkening, he stumbled toward the window and pulled it open.

Piraeus was veiled in darkness. Behind its south-western shores a belated winter dawn was beginning to break, a pallid stain fading into the black tar of clouds. It was still raining, the same drizzle that had been falling since midnight. The footsteps of labourers hastening to work echoed from the street below. Every now and then, a couple of words erupted, crystal clear in the quiet. At the street corner, a salep vendor cocooned in oilskins was patiently waiting for customers, his small lamp shedding a dull glow over the mud on the pavement.

The man rested his burning forehead against the cold glass and gazed at the sleeping harbour.

His mind was empty, but this temporary surrender to senselessness brought him little consolation. He stared at the gentle lustre in the eastern sky, at the black waters of the harbour gradually brightening to shades of grey, at the ships’ silhouettes growing bolder in the advancing light. The harbour was awakening to the dailiness of life; it was beginning to twitch, to hum, as if stretching away the numbness of a heavy sleep. A tugboat whistled, a belch of white steam wreathed a funnel, two barges idly ploughed the pearly water. Men congregated at the waterfront—porters, boatmen, sailors, bargemen, toughs—the entire species of harbour male, swarthy, misshapen, freezing and wet to the bone, and still sluggish from not enough sleep.

He stood there at the window for hours, immobile as if turned to stone. He preferred this to having to turn and look at that abhorrent room, at the woman who had poisoned his heart. He was not thinking about what would happen, what he would do. He willed himself to stop thinking. Let the chips fall where they may.

When he felt that his legs would no longer support him, he turned and threw himself on the bed. The girl was still sleeping in the same position. He looked at her with hopeless eyes. Yes, it was good that things had gone the way they had, good that he hadn’t touched her. Let her father come and take her back.

At that moment, the girl stirred and turned on her back, a bleak light awkwardly illuminating her thin little face. For a mere instant, she opened eyes bleary with the bottomless dark of sleep and then fell back into unconsciousness.

It was as if something inside him melted. Yes, he loved the little one, that immature child with the petulant mouth of a baby. He would not let anyone take her away from him; he would hold onto her with all his might. But did she still love him? Did she truly mean what she had said to him? Or were they the anguished words of a fleeting frenzy?

He could not possibly sort it out. He was tired, very tired; his head was empty, his chest, hollow. And he was bored, bored of it all. All he wanted was to sleep and then wake after the squall had blown over.

The hours of that leaden day plodded by, inert and colourless. He knew the morning was over when the bells struck noon. In the afternoon the room grew even darker. Dusk came without the girl waking. Outside it was raining, raining without end.

But then the Piraeus sunset, flush with its renowned beauty, blew in, sweeping the western horizon and scattering rosy glitter all over the sodden harbour. At the distant harbour mouth the gilded sky suddenly caught fire. The mournful ridge of Drapetsona, covered in drab hovels, was awash in tawny splendour. The harbour smiled, its black ships radiant, their rain-drenched flanks shining. The sea donned her purple robe to welcome her nocturnal lover, the sun, as he plunged into her bed wrapped in crimson glory. Then, harbour, mountain, and sea were flooded in violet and muted mauves that faded into pearlescent greys. Up above, the sky was pure gold.

On his feet again in front of the window, the man pensively watched the day’s brilliant peregrination. A slight sound caused him to turn his head, and there, at the door, he saw a man observing him with calm eyes tinged with a hint of reproach. It was the girl’s father.

They did not speak. The young man looked at the ground and waited. Seeing his daughter sleeping, the old man smiled.

‘You rascals!’ he muttered.

He was no older than fifty, with greying hair, a long moustache, and the same beautiful and thoughtful brown eyes as his daughter. There was a prevailing gentleness to him.

When he approached the young man, he put a hand on his shoulder and spoke in a whisper so as not to wake the girl. ‘Why didn’t you ask for her? I would have given her to you.’

The young man was staring at him, utterly bewildered. ‘I was scared. I thought you wouldn’t approve. I am still very young, and she’s but a child.’

The father smiled. ‘Yes, that’s right. But you are a good boy, and I love and respect you. I would not have objected to an engagement with the wedding planned for a later date. That way you could have finished your studies in Vienna, and, God willing, on your return in five years we’d have celebrated the marriage.’

When the young man did not respond, the father pressed on. ‘To be fair, you are both too young to have thought through all the details. Certainly you have no need of money: you are wealthy and Voula is not poor. But how do you expect to complete your course of study, fully and well, with a wife on your back? The academic success you aspire to—I know you do!—demands five years of hard, relentless work, an austere and spartan lifestyle. So what are you going to do now? Do you truly believe you can continue your studies as a married man? It’s just not possible, Giorgos, my boy.’

The grizzled man pulled up a chair. ‘Oh, I’m tired! What a pretty kettle of fish you’ve got us all into, you rascals! Thankfully, no one knows anything back in Mytilini. I left yesterday afternoon on the Arcadia, and now here I am. I was sure I’d find you at this hotel.’ He sighed, lit a cigarette, and continued, ‘Well, I suppose there’s nothing for it now but to get you married as soon as possible.’

Suddenly Giorgos awoke from his torpor. ‘I didn’t touch her,’ he said. ‘She’s still pure.’

The father’s eyes brimmed with emotion. ‘Thank you. You’re a man of honour.’

The young man did not reply, but the inadvertent irony of that ‘man of honour’ sent a pang through his heart.

On the following day, the weather had subsided: blue skies, resplendent seas. After drying the dripping harbour, the sun presided over it in crimson glory, decorating the clouds with gold spangles.

All three were sitting in the ship’s glass-walled bridge. Papadelis and his daughter were returning to Mytilini. Giorgos, who was staying in Athens, had come to see them off.

They were not speaking. Papadelis was sunk in thought, and the two young people did not know what to say. They had not expected their mad adventure to end this way. They were sitting quietly, side by side, knowing that very shortly they were to part, their reunion set for an indefinite date in the far future. Empty of heart and apathetic of spirit, their thoughts teetered on a razor’s edge. Voula stared at the passengers loitering on deck; Giorgos, at the plumes of heat rising over Drapetsona. Every so often, as if they owed it to each other, they exchanged a brief glance, forced a little smile, and then immediately turned to look elsewhere.

Sighing, Papadelis emerged from his thoughts. ‘Listen, Giorgos, my son. I don’t think there is any need for an official engagement. We will, of course, let people know. What do you think?’

‘I have no objection.’

‘When are you planning to leave for Vienna?’

‘I ought to have left already. But … you know …’

Papadelis sighed again. ‘I understand. But now that you’ve come to your senses it’s best you leave as soon as possible.’

‘Yes, indeed. I was thinking about it all night. One reason I’m not travelling back to Mytilini with you is because my return, after all that has happened, would be awkward, despite the fact that Voula and I are now engaged.’

‘You’re a sensitive soul. I understand.’

‘The second reason is that I ought to leave immediately for Vienna. Wagner-Jurek’s classes began back in October. Freud’s lectures have now started. If I delay I’m in danger of not being able to sit my departmental exams, which means I’ll lose an entire year. I must therefore leave immediately.’

‘Quite right. There’s no reason to waste time. Like that you will finish your studies promptly. And, in the meantime, Voula too will mature and learn how to take care of a household.’

He smiled tenderly at his daughter. ‘You rascal! A pretty kettle of fish your wilful heart almost got us into!’

Voula pretended not to hear—or perhaps she hadn’t heard. She was
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