alonnysos

I saw Truly Beautiful driving a van, and I looked, because you don’t often see Truly Beautiful. She drove past me as I was taking a photo of the upside down tree. I also noticed her boarding the Flying Dolphin and leaving the island about ½ an hour later.

*

I like it that you can leave your bags anywhere and they are there when you get back.

*

I found a room by asking on the quay. First I met an ancient English lady who told me that she was staying up over the bay and it was lovely but it was out of season now and she thought perhaps they were closing down and would be glad to get rid of her. The busses had stopped for the winter, she said, and even the taxi rank was empty, now you had to ring for a taxi. She was leaving on the ferry I’d arrived on. An Irish bloke called Rodney and his Belinda helped me out, they rang a woman they knew and asked if she was still letting rooms. It’s o.k., up a hill, I can see a bit of the bay from the balcony at the back. I was pleasantly floaty all morning, I don’t know why. Now I’m hungry but all the shops are shut. I’ve found Radio Ankara and spread all sorts of stuff across the spare bed. They want 35 euros a day for a car at the Alkyon, which is a hotel and also a ticket office and booking agent for the ferries and also a car hire place and also a cafe, so it’s probably walk or sit. I’m here for four nights, anyway. I saw a kingfisher on the quay. Lovely, just a brief flash of blue, and then it was perched on a rope 20 metres away. The sun nearly came out, but has retired again. Exhausted, I should think. 
The crossing was fairly calm. I’ve seen someone driving one of those rotovators. And someone else cleaning a squid. He left its ink sac on the quay side, and the wasps were interested, but the cats ignored it. I have only honey, brandy and coffee, except for those nuts I bought to take home. Oh, and some chocolate I brought with me, so perhaps I’ll eat some of that. There’s no soap here, either. I’m sure that’s a legal requirement, isn’t it? There’s some lovely clarinet music seeping from my radio. Perhaps this isn’t Ankara after all. Bulgarians play the clarinet, don’t they? But then perhaps Greeks do too.

*

I went shopping and I bought..... some rancid goats’ cheese, a loaf of bad white bread coated with something vile, and, with astonishing appropriacy, a packet of Pick Crackers. This has often been said, or at least thought, but here is objective proof. I also bought two highly aesthetic fruits, a pear and a peach, each more beautiful than the other.

It’s sunny this morning. I was not woken by the harmony crowing champions of Skopelos from my noxious slumbers on the concrete mattress. I don’t mind the concrete mattress so much as the two foot tall tyre-rubber pillow. I also bought some chocolate biscuits, made in facsimile of Bahlsen by Popodopolous, and which are good, and pleasing to the populace.

*

By dint (and by no other means than dint) of walking around a lot and asking people I have obtained the hire of a car for 2 days at 25 eu per day, which is 10 e cheaper than I was first offered, and found out that there are no more daily flights now from Skiathos to Athens, so it’s a good job I asked. I’ve therefore booked a ferry for Wednesday from here to a ferry port on the mainland, and a coach from there to Athens. God knows what I do then, but now I have to arrange more accommodation in Alonnysos, because there’s no point in leaving, and besides, it’s lovely. 

This is how I hired the car: 

I went into the office. There was no-one there. I stood for a couple of minutes expecting someone to appear. No-one did. I looked at photographs and adverts for various exhibitions and excursions.

“Hello.” I called.

“Hello.” came an Englishman’s voice from upstairs. 

I expected something to result from this exchange, and continued to stand, waiting. I walked to the doorway and stood in the sun. No-one came. No-one said anything. I walked back to the staircase and looked up. I could see nothing, no-one.

“Hello.” I said again. “Shall I come up?”

“Hello.” came the reply “There’s no-one in the office at the moment.”

“I can tell.”

“I don’t know where he is. He’s probably outside drinking coffee.”

“What does he look like?”

“He has black hair and a beard.”

“Him and a thousand others.”

I found him, though, almost at once. He was outside drinking coffee, with his back to the door. He was very helpful, but I forgot to ask him several things, and now he will be closed.

*

I’m perched on the balcony above Patitiri being positively regaled by drills, small dogs and diesel engines as the sun plays dodgems with flabby clouds. I was nearly happy back there for a moment when I couldn’t get a car or get to Athens, and now I am nearly happy again because I can. I love a challenge, obviously, but in fact everything’s been easily managed.

Such a rude woman in the Supermarket! She said she couldn’t cut me 2 eu worth of feta because it was too small, which is something the people of Skiathos were doing without demur for three weeks and the fat youth up the road did yesterday. Two weird Englanders – the Ancient Britons - at the cafe playing their own muzak on a portable radio (bloody bashi-bazoukis) and losing their envelopes. They were papery and flaky with age, and seemed unlikely to survive the night. However, I expect they are Old Hands and know what is going on better than me.

It’s now raining but also sunny. What they call ‘watery sunshine’ I suppose.

*

I can’t remember properly, of course, but I was in a band with C.J.Harris and we were playing live and had not rehearsed. The song was by the Velvet Underground and involved eating cake with a knife and fork to provide the music. Although we didn’t know it, people still listened.

*

There is a notice blu-tacked to this cupboard:

‘Please do not throw heavy or hard objects on the floor as it will result in the breakage of tiles.’

No weddings or arguments here, then.

*

Well, what a lovely day I had of it. I picked up a Punto (p-p-p-pick up a Punto) and drove immediately to the ‘Old Village’ where I wandered happily about taking photo’s and watching lizards. I had never realised that lizards chased each other, I had somehow thought them outside the territorial. But anyway. 
I then had a coffee at a place which had just opened one eye at about 12, where a woman called Maria (of course... all the girls are called Maria, all their fathers hold them dear, and their Mothers live in fear, of them doing something queer) served me, and I forgot to check her hands for bloodstains, warts or wedding bands. 
I expect I have fallen in love with her, since I don’t know anything about her and have only seen her once. She sought eye contact when I left, and smiled. 
I sat at a table outside the front door to the bar and a group of four youth sat further into the courtyard in front of the little church. One of them proved to be the owner of a superb, ancient BMW motorcycle. Another was American. They spoke of the beach at Copacabana. One of the many cats caught a lizard, and Maria released it and tried to shoo it away, but it was too dazed. She hid it under a plant-pot holder. The cats got it out again and caught it. Maria came out and saw it and said ‘She is going to die, I think.’ ‘I’m afraid so.’ I said. Eventually one of them bit it efficiently enough for its tail to come off, which lay there and writhed all on its own, like a worm. I thought this was rather horrible (but interesting. I didn’t know tails did that.) Perhaps it might distract a predator from the main lizard. Not this one, however, who ate the lizard and then the tail and went indoors. Two of the other cats kept peering under the plant-pot holder to see if anything else entertaining might be under there. 

So starved am I for company that I entered into a conversation with a parrot, which we conducted by means of whistles and clicks. It turns out I’m quite clever, and the parrot might even teach me to speak, given enough time.

I made up several foolish songs both then and later which I cannot now recall, on account of not taking pen and paper with me.

After coming back and eating yoghurt I went to the beach at Milia. Not the beach at Milia where the bees are clustered thick on the fire-hydrant, since that is on Skopelos. This was literally a deserted beach with literally clear water and lovely pebbles, and even a bit of sand which I found later. I swam for a bit and collected stones and took some photo’s and met some fish.

There I was: 

1) swimming in October 

2)completely alone on a beautiful Mediterranean beach. 

I then drove to Chrissy Miller, who I’m sure I knew at school. She was sandy, and also beautiful, and also completely deserted, but I wasn’t going to go swimming again, it had got just a bit cold, and I was more or less dry. So I decided I might go back there tomorrow and I drove to the ‘safe harbour’ of Steni Valla which was also beautiful and approached down a steep and tortuous road, and had geese and, in the front garden of a restaurant with tables under an awning it had a Grandmother person in charge of three little girls. The restaurant was called the Ikion and was inhabited by a clan of divers, led by a Greek with a thick black beard. I ate a Greek salad and an Alonnysos cheese pie which was a spiral like a Skopelos cheese pie, and also deep fried, again like a Skopelos cheese pie, but covered in batter, not pastry, unlike a Skopelos cheese pie. It was delicious, like fish and chips only with cheese instead of fish. And no chips. Oh god, you know what I mean. It was big, and I couldn’t finish it all, but I ate my salad like a good boy, and I had a beer and a coffee. That stopped me feeling cold, and I walked around a little bit and went back. I saw a proper sheepy goat on the way back. Or a goaty sheep, possibly. It was eating at the side of the road, and I slowed down in case it did something unusually stupid, but it was intent on its own magnificent greed. The gnarled old shepherd with a stick and a flat cap I had seen on the way sitting on a wall gave me an almost imperceptible nod as he went to herd it somewhere, I suppose in acknowledgement of my care.

There were big black fish and little black fish in the water at Steni Valla. At Milia I had seen those thin translucent fish with an iridescent stripe down the spine.

*

I saw a snake that had been run over on the road above Steni Valla. It was quite a big snake, upside down and coiled up, well over a foot long if straight, I would have thought. It had a yellow underbelly. I felt sorry for it, but I’m sure it wouldn’t have felt sorry for me.

*

That slight light-headedness that comes with inadequate sleep and Greek coffee. Underneath the floatiness is a vein of twitchy ill-temper. They’re giving me looks in the cafés and streets. I am the Last Tourist, the sole remaining holidaymaker in captivity. My world is beautiful but grey. Too mean to buy a whole bottle of shampoo I have been washing my hair with soap, and it sticks out in all directions.

In the port of Patitiri they drive past on their rotovators. One carries in its trailer a wheelchair and a petrol strimmer. 

Has it foaled?

*

I gave the Ancient Britons a lift from the Old Village (which is also called ‘Chora’, meaning (I think) ‘tower’. There is a tower. I took a photo of it.) where I had gone solely in the hope of buying more coffee from Maria (She was closed. Somehow ‘of course’ seems appropriate here.) and on the way I passed through a wedding. Well, I suppose the crowd of guests that had attended a wedding would be more accurate. The aroma of perfume was overpowering, as a horde of immaculately-dressed Alonnysians milled about in the road. Old ladies, tiny children, Elvis impersonators; everyone. I proceeded with extreme caution, as running over a Greek or two, even at a wedding, might be considered ill-mannered. The Ancient Britons were standing at the exit from Old Village looking vague and decrepit. They told me they had been invited to the wedding reception at Steni Valla, but didn’t know how they were going to get there. 
I had previously driven all the way to the northern tip of the island, to the research station at Girakas Bay, where they must be researching plastic bags, by the look of the shoreline. It rained on the way there, and I got sidetracked by (yet another) notice advertising a church which of course I never reached. But I did meet some goats, and while I was out of the car addressing the goats and taking photographs a pickup truck appeared and I had to start up and move on. I got to the end of the track, where there was a circle marked out in stones, and ate my apple pie. 
Cape Girakas specialises in stones with holes in, too. While I was there the sun came out, and then it was nice all afternoon. I met more goats on the road, twice in fact, and praised them loudly and asked about their munching. They rang their bells in delicious harmonies, but did not otherwise reply. When I got to the Steni Valla turn off I turned off and went right past Steni Valla to the end of the road. On the way there (which is particularly twisty, at least as far as Steni Valla) I saw a piece of land with many boats on it and a few wrecked vehicles, including a Unimog. Of course I had to take photo’s of them and of bits of stray tackle and oil cans. I suppose this is my conception of the picturesque. 
I saw some almond trees blossoming. I saw cyclamen, and the beginnings of hyacinths. I saw two cormorants in the bay at Patitiri. I saw wagtails. I saw two hawks circling over Steni Valla and a hawk hovering on the updraught from a cliff at Chora.

I visited an ‘Archaeological Site’, somewhere west of the main road. It’s amazing how empty the north of the island is, there’s nothing there except little scrubby bushes, no villages, not even houses really, and no pine forest. On the way to the site I was sidetracked by a signpost to a church. God, you wouldn’t believe I’d still fall for that. Anyway, I drove down this track and walked down this path and it wasn’t all that far and I got there. Miles up on a piney cliff. A bell with pictures cast in it. I thought my imaginary guidebook would include the instruction ‘It is traditional for a traveller to vigorously ring the bell of any church he comes across, as a mark of respect for the Saint.’ Along with ‘It is considered good manners to flick any remaining souvlaki at the waiter from the end of the skewer before ordering dessert.’

At the Archaeological Site there was a bay with big waves crashing against the shore, the nearest thing to surf I have seen in the Mediterranean. There was a renovated, or more likely brand new traditional-style windmill with its sails wrapped round the spokes. There were fences, and I noticed that the last bit of the road I had driven down was composed largely of broken earthenware. I pulled several sections of pot handle from the road and put them in my pocket. (I have them here at home now, on the floor. They resemble, rather discomfortingly, severed penises.) 
The most touching thing about them is the mark of the potter’s thumb where he pushed the handle onto the body of the pot, some long when, in a different world.

*

I went to the Hotel to book myself a room. The boss was not there. I walked around and looked at the lights on the water. My neck felt cold. My feet hurt. I went and bought a postcard. I tried to phone my daughter but I could not remember the code. I walked around and looked at the lights on the water. A man with the voice of a goatherd was speaking into a mobile phone. some people were trying to park their yacht so that it didn’t rock so much in the swell. A Nigerian was talking loudly from a call box. The lights winked red, green, red, green. I went back to the counter. The boss was not there. Two people waited in the office. The lights were on. The door was open. I went and sat on a bench and looked at the lights on the water. My neck felt cold.

Someone touched me on the shoulder.

“Sorry.” she said. 

“O.k.?” I asked, getting up and following her. He was there, unblocking the photocopier.

“You want something?”

“I want to book a room for tomorrow, for 3 nights.”

“For 3 nights? Your name is?”

“My name is Pick.  P.I.C.K.”

“PISK.” he wrote.

“Shall I pay you now?”

“Why?”

“I can’t think why not.”

I gave him the money. He handed me the change. I went and drank a beer. The beer made me feel better. I have just given a man 90 euros to mis-spell my name on a piece of paper.

Well, take a Pisk. Why not?

*

close application to return
