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I came from Skiathos on a ferry which lurched and banged over the iron/slate Aegean like a corrugated iron roller coaster. It was rather like the turboprop I flew to Skiathos in from Athens, making a full range of hummings and whinings and a number of aeolian whistlings. So hard did we bang onto the concrete sea at some points that the passengers in the body of the boat behind me burst into a laughter of relief upon discovering that they had not died. 

When we pulled up at the wharf and were to disembark, a Frenchman opened the door that faced the open sea and seemed about to step out before his wife indicated the correct exit.

*

As I walked from the ferry out of the car-park past the customs house and approached the road along the front a tall man with a desperate beard accosted me. 

“You need room?” 

“Yes.” I replied.

He introduced me to a plump man of about 30, shorter than myself, whose name was Manos. Manos has a brother in Bradford. He and I walked to his green van and he drove me away from town to the Manos Apartments and showed me a double apartment with a shower/toilet and a small kitchen area.

“How long you want to stay?”

“3 weeks.”

Manos looked surprised. It seemed that he would let me stay in these rooms until the people at the front of the building left, and then I would move in there. They had a balcony which faced the town. We negotiated a price, which seemed fair at 20 euros a night. It was clear though that 3 weeks was a bit longer than Manos had been expecting. Whether this was good or bad I couldn’t tell. Anyway, I was tired, and the rooms were spacious and comfortable enough, and not too far out of town. Being a bit out of town would be o.k., it would make me walk. Manos and I shook hands on the deal and arranged that I should pay on Monday. Skopelos Town itself has a beach of sorts but is not much suited to swimming, being a port, principally. Not that I was planning on a beach holiday, exactly. I would need some form of transport in order to explore the island, and if I was only paying 20 euros for accommodation then I could probably afford something. 

*

It has not been hot yet, which is perfect for me travelling, but I do hope that it warms up later. Through an elaborate pantomime and recourse to writing I have negotiated the hire of a small car from Spiro for 18 euros a day, which seems cheap but will add up. Hertz wanted 25 euros. I wanted a moped, but courage failed me. Manos told me I could get a moped cheap from his place down the road. I tried Magic first, that is to say I didn’t try magic but I tried the car and scooter hire firm called ‘Magic’. The man there told me in perfect English not to hire a moped, he said he could hire me a car for 20 euros. 

“It’s not much more.” he said. 

“It’s not much more but it’s twice as much.” I said. 

“When did you last ride a scooter? Are you familiar with the controls?” he asked.

I thought about that. The last time I rode a motor bike of any sort was 20 years ago and I fell off twice.

“Your advice is good.” I conceded, and went somewhere else. 

I hired my tiny yellow Korean car from the old buffer in a mix of grunts and gestures.

It’s cloudy now, as it was this morning on Skiathos, but in between it has been intermittently sunny with a gentle blue sky.

I keep making myself Greek coffee in containers far too large for it which nevertheless sends me to sleep. Perhaps I shall have better luck with olives.

*

I have noticed that I do not feel sick and that every so often I realise that I am here. I think ‘I did it, I got here all by myself, just like a grown-up. and no-one knows I am not allowed.’ Mind you, to say I got here all by myself is not even slightly true, when one considers (for example) the pilots of 2 aircraft and the men who made the runways and the shipyard that built the ferry and the invention of the sea.

*

I cannot move for beauty.

Each roof piled up is grown beneath each over other roof.

*

A series of unlikely and dangerous loads leaves the port: a small flat-bed truck with its tailgate down carrying a stack of planks which projects nearly half its length from the back. A pickup with hay bales strapped in it to twice the height of the cab. I hope they don’t have to go uphill or round corners! In order to avoid hills and corners it would be best to find a different island to drive on.

*

Thunder again in the night. It seems unable to rain here without making an announcement. None of that discreet drizzle England specialises in. At first I was disappointed, but seeing the cloud rise up in fragments off the piney mountain I thought it looked more beautiful than ever. It smells wonderful too, the resinous smells of Mediterranean hillsides lubricated.

*

A white goat looks suspiciously out of its corrugated shelter.

*

The goat and I stare at each other from our hutches.

*

Ah well, I have reverted to type: indigestion and bad, anxious dreams. These involved trying to get to an extension of a University called MSLU or MLU which was somewhere underground in London. I lost 2 cars and an army of fellow students, rushed around above and below ground where there was a big theatre and classrooms and I think an area of nightclubs. 

I have been there before. 

At one point I was listening to a woman who mentioned her chambers, whereupon I walked off, saying I couldn’t stand Barristers. At another point a young Frenchman in a suit and I hid in a concrete corner area (all triangular) with 2 triangular window-holes (no glass) and I wanted to get out and then found a third person, a blonde middle-aged woman in there too. Claustrophobic. I tried to escape, but had to negotiate a complex manoeuvre with the other occupants to allow me access to the window. In the end I was cycling around in grotty parts of East London. I think I was an undergraduate.

*

Normal and peculiar live in the same house.

*

I went up the hairpin bends on the coast road out of town. The sign-post indicates only monasteries and the road doesn’t lead anywhere or connect to anything. After several hairpins and deciding that a Skopelitan car needs only 2 gears (3 at a pinch) I saw a side turning even less made up than the road and headed slowly along it towards the cliff. I began to assume that it led to a villa and anyway decided to turn the car because the road is very rough indeed with big loose stones and the insurance ‘does not cover caused by rough roads or damage caused to the underside of the car’. 

I park up facing out again, leaving room for a vehicle to pass and walk on down the track. At its lowest point there is soft mud showing only one bicycle tread and one smeared footprint. I smear a footprint there myself. At the end of the track there is a tiny church with a little domed roof and a one-room extension for living in. The extension has a hole in the roof, two glassless windows, a fireplace; there is a living platform reached by five wide wooden steps and under this a storage area where livestock might have slept. I immediately wanted to move in, and climbed the steps cautiously. Looking out of the window I could see, or rather not see the mountain above Skopelos Town covered in rain. There were cyclamen growing through the stones outside. I needed a shit, but felt unhappy about crapping this near a church. 

I went back out and looked in the church, the door of which was latched with a hook and eye. Inside, it was furnished with 2 ikons, a cigarette lighter, tapers, kitchen roll, bottles of oil, a red cloth with a gold cross on it, some other smaller religious pictures. It began to rain hard. I tried to take a photo of the ikon of Christ, (more of a judge than a redeemer, I felt) in insufficient light. I stuck some kitchen roll down my trousers and waited for the rain to subside.

*

Manos’ mother gave me 3 apples and 2 figs. The apples were huge and deep red.
“My trees, all natural.” she said.

I made a large round gesture with both hands. “Huge.” 
“No spray, no......” she pointed at the ground “All natural.”

We smiled and nodded. Last night she gave me 2 pieces of what must be cheese flan, but I’m not sure I dare eat them. I’m all showered now and equipped with a change of clothes. I think I may brave the Skopelitan roads again in my custard yellow Korean tin.

*

If this is printed it will be published as a hatchback.

*

I drove a lot yesterday, on the wrong side of the road, much to the alarm and annoyance of law-abiding locals. On the 3rd occasion I cursed myself in something like despair ‘I don’t deserve a car’ I proclaimed ‘I am a fool’ but I carried on driving, anyway, since I was a long way from home. I think it’s Sunday today, though it’s difficult to tell. 

I was caught in a tremendous rainstorm yesterday morning and had to change all my clothes, but I was swimming in the afternoon with the facemask and snorkel I bought from a tiny shop. The snorkel seems to leak and tried to drown me, and I swallowed half a sea and was sick. It has a valve in the crook of its elbow which is designed to stop you choking, I suppose, but probably lets water in to the opposite effect. Either that or I am just hopeless. However, the mask is interesting, the first time I put it on I came face to face with an octopus, quite a big one, carefully camouflaged to the pebbly sea-bottom, staring at me with one suspicious eye. 
It was probably a squid. 
We were each equally surprised, I think. Without the mask I wouldn’t have seen it at all, it was invisible through the sea’s hard reflective glossy mirror-finished easy-clean lens surface.

I’m taking photo’s of wayside shrines, of which there are an uncountable number, nearly all equipped with a lighted lamp, a bottle of oil, a picture of Mary. They range from post-box, bird-table structures made of metal, mounted on a pole to complete houses, stone-built with ostentatious mortar and stained glass windows. I saw one that was a complete, pre-fabricated replica church on a stick. There is neither film nor time to take photo’s of them all.

At Stafylos there was a collection, an array, of straw sunshades for tables stacked up at one end of the car-park, perhaps the captured shields of a defeated army of giants. The beach was picturesque and featured a flooded motor boat, but I didn’t stay, I drove on hunting wayside shrines. We never used to have these things in England, but now there are floral tributes to the careless dead at the sides of every roadway. It makes me almost glad I didn’t die. 
Limmonari beach was pretty too, in a rounded bay and virtually deserted, but I didn’t stay there either. I drove on through Ditropos and Loutsa and stopped at Panormos where a sign wanted to charge me for parking. I pulled in after the village at a Taverna where a young man was practising the bouzouki. I listened for a bit and then another custard yellow Hyundai and yet another arrived disgorging Germans. I had never seen such a car in such a colour before, I swear, and now here were 3 like a swarm of wasps all parked in a row. 
‘BOK BOM BOY’ said our number plates. There were real wasps combing the beach for scraps of kalamari and fruit cocktail.

*

Elios/Neo Klima was a most depressing place, hugely built up recently and still under construction, they seemed to be erecting pre-deserted ruins in a postmodern sort of way. I wouldn’t want to go on holiday there. I drove down to the beach on the first road past new closed-up apartment buildings – hutches for foreign livestock. There was a construction with a huge bare concrete arched front of noble proportions that contained nothing except two abandoned motorboats. 

The sky was dark and desolation reigned.

As I was leaving, a fire-engine slowly approached, coming down the narrow road on the same side as me. I realised suddenly that that was due to the fact that I was driving on the wrong side of the road. I stopped and took a photo of a tethered donkey, calling out nonsense in a vain effort to attract its attention. When I got back in my box and clashed the gears it glanced up. 

“Now you look at me.” I said.

*
I drove mad roads. They were not even C roads or D roads, they were beneath notice. I saw cyclamen and some huge crocuses. The roads were made of stones and led round the central mountain of the island. I reached a monastery, all new and shinily refurbished like an ocean liner or a hotel complex or an office block, seemingly deserted. It was quiet there, but for the buzzing of the carpet of wasps which seems universal on the island at the moment. It must be a rich Church to maintain so many buildings doing so little. I drove by the edges of cliffs, through mud and over rocks. Once I stopped exhausted and the road seemed to flow back away from me I had been staring at it rolling into and under me so intensely for so long. I met 2 dogs. The first barked wildly and ran to the car and attacked it. I raised my hand to the man in the pickup truck who accompanied it and carried on driving. I drove miles from any habitation. Steep, pine wooded hillside all around me, falling to the sea. It smelled wonderful. 
The second dog appeared when, having not seen anything but trees and tracks and cyclamen for kilometres I suddenly drove into a clearing full of goats feeding on hay in iron stalls. 

A man watched from a shed on the other side of the track. Some of the goats had bells which made a lovely random music. Their chomping of hay was louder than the bells. It’s amazing how much noise a lot of goats make eating hay. There must have been 100 of them, small brown smooth-skinned goats. Only one looked male. As I watched them the dog came up, very timid and friendly, as anxious to be liked as the last had been to show aggression. I petted the dog, opening the car door to do so, but didn’t get out of the car, perhaps afraid of disturbing the goats. After a while I waved to the goatherd across the track – I suppose that’s what he was – shooed the dog away and drove on.

I found a beautiful, deserted ruin, and I stopped and ate my vegetable pie accompanied by a deep silence and the ground-level scoutings of a myriad of wasps. As I headed down to the coast on a narrow, winding road made of compacted shingle I came across a strange place where there were stored several wrecked vehicles and something that might have been a carnival float, not far from a lot of beehives.

Eventually I emerged from the woods just above Neo Klima, my least favourite place on the island. I had been driving for about 4 hours and seen 2 people.

*

I remember a third dog now, somewhere between Ditropon and Aliakis (I think) on the main road on the way back. This one was upside down across the shoulder of one of two laughing men walking at the side of the road. I presume that he was restraining it from contact with my vehicle.

*

Crossing the road a pickup truck suddenly announces something through its megaphone. An old man pushes a huge bamboo pole on a 3-wheeled cart. This morning a bald man cursed at the goats he had turned out in the olive grove. They tinkled and ran lightly around. Everywhere they went was wrong.

*

In the secret pines I hide my custard-yellow can. 
One minute later the same car drives past. 
*
There is a whore who looks like a gipsy, or more likely a gipsy who looks like a whore who seems to live in a truck by the industrial loading area of the port. She is tall and dresses in tight clothing, very dramatic long skirts with slits at the side, high heels. She laughs a lot. I first saw her crossing the road by the bakery and carrying back a big container of water with another woman, tottering on dangerous footwear, talking loudly, laughing, using the wrong hand. Of course, I have no truck with her, even though it is a Mercedes. Perhaps that is her name. Suitably...... racy.

*

Travelling up a tiny road on the edge of Skopelos Town I see an old man in a red jacket putting his trousers on in an olive grove. The end of this track is a turkey farm. As I return the man and I nod to each other.

*

Manos has gone, taking his mother with him and leaving me alone in the building in the new apartment with the balcony facing the town. Just before he left I heard his van and went down to ask him if he had the key to the old apartment since I’d left my shampoo in there. He was surprised (and so was I because I’d checked the bathroom twice) and said ‘Now is very difficult, the boat is in 10 minutes.’ I looked at the door and saw that they had sealed it with plastic sheeting held on by drawing pins. ‘I think I will buy some more.’ I said. Manos went to his van and came back with his own shampoo and gave it to me. Only then did we arrange what to do with the key when I left. I’m to be here on my own for more than 2 weeks. 
That seems fairly trusting.

*
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