skiathos

I haven’t been on a turboprop aeroplane since I was about 7 or 12 and then my head exploded and my ears bled and hot pokers were discovered inside my brain.

While they were winding the elastic band a man went and checked the wing with a torch. 
He seemed to think it was still there, and rang the pilot on a mobile phone to tell him so. A long conversation ensued between pilot and tower which we could overhear as the pilot kept the cockpit door open.

The right engine starts first and the lights dim. The blades on the huge fan are facing (oddly) forward. It is not until they have been whirling round for some time that they orient themselves sideways and we are provided with thrust. Or pull, I suppose. The single attendant has to do all the announcements and traditional life-jacket performance in 2 languages. We must have gone half the way to Skiathos on land, accompanied by a deep thrumming until we passed a flaccid windsock and turned toward the moon and the carpet of lights stretched out in front of us. I think they keep the propeller planes away from the jets for dear of bullying. You know what chickens are like. It would be horrible to see little bald turbo-props being chased about the runways by the cruel beaks of jets.
Ascent was quick and noisy. I could immediately feel the pressure in my ears. This plane was much smaller and lighter than the last, felt more as though it was flying. Athens was a crawling Christmas display in white and gold below us, we headed out to sea and circled round to fly over the city again, which crawled and winked like anatomy. So pretty!  So expensive!  
Our culture is insane, don’t you think?

The pale gold moon is part deflated and we bank and thrash, humming into darkness. There is lightning in the distance to our left which illuminates a ragged wall of clouds as we edge over a fine gold tracery. It looks clear above, but then there are clouds between us and the ground and just as I am given orange juice we hit turbulence which nearly spills it all. The lightning is still on our left but I begin to wonder if it’s ahead of us as well. But that doesn’t matter as it turns out since we manoeuvre with inevitable slowness, turning into the storm. The stewardess makes an announcement, but I can hear nothing. We descend, accompanied by a newly intensified rattle and drone. Either we are there or we are going to crash. Or both. We fly low over the harbour and suddenly hit, wheels on the runway.

*

I arrived and got into Stavros’ taxi. It was a Mercedes, slightly larger than the island. He took me to the Pension I had already booked (like a trick in a novel, over the internet in an exchange of e-mails, earlier, privately, unseen) saying “I know where it is, it’s just how to get there”. “I believe you.” I said, feelingly. He gave me his card. “How long are you staying?” (Four weeks I said, Four weeks? here (he fumbles among the parentheses (which obviously means ‘the ideas of parents’ in Greek) in the glove locker or map pocket near the gear lever between the front seats here’s my card we have a room, a nice room just got ready if you want somewhere to stay thank-you I say I will need somewhere on the way back, but tonight I’m booked at the Pension Lais, and then I will go on to Skopelos) 

“Four weeks.”

“Here’s my card, you come back you ring me, I pick you up at the ferry I take you to the room, if you don’t like, you don’t have.”

“O.k., good.”

We drive the wrong way against traffic down tiny walled streets paved with cobbles and chicaned with parked vehicles, occasional tables, piles of boxes, drain covers, watercourses herringboned into them. We give way to another Mercedes coming uphill towards us on the footpath. We stop, tuck closer to the wall, flash our eyes like a coy minx, a cheap Diana, and the other taxi barrels through past a moped with a huge box a gleam on its windscreen in the strange urban darkness. And we are going where it came from down the tiny funnelling of Skiathos streets against the signs which mean no entry in any language there it is, he said, stopping quickly.

“There it is.” 
Pension Lais.

He pointed across the car, to a wall, to a doorway where I saw now a notice painted blue I think painted above it or projecting from the front above the arch. The door opened onto a lobby. I opened the door and dragged my bag in.

*

I got in I rang the bell I rang the bell the man came he laughed we laughed everyone laughed we shook hands we said hello in any language he got the key I got into the room he took my passport.

I took off my shoes and I opened the balcony door and I lay down on the bed and I put my rucksack down and I closed the door behind me and I washed my face and I switched on the television and I looked at the fridge and I stood on the balcony in my underpants and shirt and looked down and across over the ugly backs of nowhere and the other concrete pole-railed balconies further down the teeming hill across a backyard area with some trees, some vegetables, some corrugated iron, some washing lines. 

I lay on the bed and listened to Greek darkness.

*

I was hungry so I levered myself off the bed and walked down a steep street like an enlarged gutter and found the shops. I tried to remember the way I was going so I could get back. I looked at a couple of small supermarkets, walking round and seeing if they had what I wanted and how much it was. I wanted bread, feta, olives, peach juice. I walked along the street as far as the police station and then back. I saw the sandals. They were the right sandals with thin straps. 

“You want sandals?”

“Yes.”

“You buy sandals now?”

“Tomorrow.”

“You English, ‘tomorrow, tomorrow,’ - tomorrow will be too late. Why waste time?” 

“Tomorrow I will be ready.” 
“You see the lightning on the mountain? Tomorrow it will snow.”

“If it snows tomorrow I will not need sandals.”

“Tomorrow there may be no sandals.”

“Tonight I may die. Tomorrow, I will be ready.”

I bought some postcards and went back to the second supermarket. 100% peach juice in a carton. I needed the rest of it from behind the counter. 

“Can I have one of those loaves?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“And some black olives.”

“How many? This much?”

“Yes. Thank-you. Do you have fresh feta?”

“Of course. My father doesn’t speak English.”

“Why should he? Thank-you, that much.”

“The best meal in the world. What you need is a tomato.”

“Yes, I think so too, you’re right, I need a tomato.”

I went with my purchases to the harbour and sat and watched lightning inch across the sky, biting from one thing and then another, tearing the bread open and pushing the cheese in, swigging from the carton. 

It suddenly seemed to me that I was happy.
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*

Everyone kept telling me the weather would get better soon, but it was already fine by me. I checked out of the Pension, paying, collecting my passport, saying goodbye to the man’s wife, waving to their baby. I felt like I was carrying a tower-block.

*


close application to return
