*
Bad mood! Some crazed roads helped.... I drove to the Old Village this morning, oh, but first to Votsi, which was lovely. The warning light on the breakwater is leaning over sideways, there are caves and a pillar of rock. Lots of fishing boats and some ducks. Then I took some photo’s in the Old Village and found a clutch of goats at the viewpoint past it. They scattered down the cliff. Tomorrow is my last day in the Sporadic Islands. I can’t believe it.

*

A bird I’ve never seen before – a yellow wagtail? - stands at the kerb moving its tail up and down, flies off, bouncing over the water.

*

I saw a vividly yellow butterfly. It was two yellows. The top pair of its wings were dark yellow, almost an ochre, and the bottom pair paler. It was very active, and only settled momentarily, on a bright red geranium. Butterflies eat colour. I was down the bottom of an unlikely track below the Old Village where there was a pavement in the water and a shut-down beach bar where someone was doing some maintenance. There were several vehicles, and I offered some people who were looking at a car a lift, only they didn’t need one.
*

I was woken as usual by the international nose-blowing champion as he practised his repertoire of hoots, snorts and hawks. Then the workmen began rehearsals of their concerto for mallet instruments, but scarcely managed to progress beyond repetitions of the first four bars. 

*

I have taken many goatographs. Also boatographs.

*

I went out to eat and sat under one of those evil Narnia lamp posts that burn gas and are designed to contribute to global warming in the most direct way possible. Short of putting radiators in the garden, I suppose. I was glad of it. I’d smoke a cigarette now, if I smoked cigarettes. Everyone in Greece does. They must teach it at school.

*

Beautiful day. I visited Chrissy Milla in the morning and swam and sunbathed on her deserted beach. It was as idyllic as an idle ideal. I was bitten by idyllic flies and hurt my foot on the idyllic rocks. Chrissy is sandy, though, remember that, and has only a limited submerged-olive-leaf-problem. I’m on the balcony of my new room at the Alkyon Pension writing this, overlooking the bay, directly above it, that is, on the waterfront. I am regaled by the idyllic sound and smell of 2 stroke motors with inadequate exhaust systems. It’s quite busy this morning. I showered (no shampoo) and staggered downstairs to drink coffee and the place was full of ancient Greeks. Not Ancient Greeks, you understand. Elderly Greeks. All men, of course, turfed out by their wives onto the unforgiving cobbles. The mean streets of Patitiri. There is a man with Downs Syndrome who walks around talking to himself all day. He seems generally humoured, even embraced.

Apart from swimming idyllically I attempted one of the longer complexes of unmade roads marked on the map. Missed it at first, and then found an unpromising turn-off which I took. On the way North I had passed Michael Howard driving a Landrover with another bald man in the front and two women in keffiyahs perched sideways in the back. Very rugged. G.B. sticker on the back. We passed each other in opposite directions before I turned around and turned off. I headed up the typically rugged red rock road in my Fiat Punto, and having got past the first steep bit it was mild compared to some of the things I’ve done of late. Emerging from a turn off and deciding that I wanted to turn right I saw Michael Howard and entourage appear again and waved them through, since I didn’t much want them to follow me. This was bad, because it meant I ended up following them for miles, and they went much more slowly than I wanted, but it was good, because when they came to the huge metal gates leading to a brand new ugly villa right at the end of the road and went in I wasn’t in their way and could reverse, turn round at the entrance to the previous big new ugly villa (there were only two down this otherwise deserted track) and go back up the hill to where we’d last turned off. I didn’t bother with the beach, I was too furious, thinking about them seeking out a totally unspoilt place at the end of a winding dirt road and spoiling it. 

I drove to the end of the main track, where of course there was a big new ugly villa under construction. When I drove back to the Old Village I noticed it, perched there incongruously by the naked cliff. I had to go through a goat gate tied with string to get there. Stunning views of neighbouring islands. Driving back I took the Michael Howard route, which was of course more or less flat. Very rugged, just what you need your Landrover for. At least driving down it in a Rolls would show class. Michael’s route ended up behind a builders’ supplies yard at the side of the main road. Just as I approached it I came across a sort of agricultural compound full of battered tin drums and plastic bags tied onto trees. Of course, I love that stuff, and stopped to take pictures. Two men turned up quickly on mopeds, one of them the owner. I showed him my camera and pretended to be harmless. He snorted and jerked his head. He explained that the cans were used to collect pine resin. I had been seeing pines with cuts in their bark and little metal troughs fixed to them. I asked what it was used for.

“Plastics.” said the other man.

“No.” growled the owner. “No plastics. Paint, many things; I do it for an American, to give some voom.”

He whistled a couple of times, but nothing happened. I wondered if he was calling a dog. I hoped goats would appear, there was clearly an enclosure for goats there behind the cans and the broken-down VW van. The two men talked for a while, and then we all left. I had wanted to take some more photo’s, but thought it best not to. 

Oh! Here comes the car ferry! It’s huge! I’m sure I’ve mentioned this before. It drops an anchor and rotates outside the harbour so that it can come backwards up to the quay, but it doesn’t actually come into port. And there goes a fighter plane. Let’s hope it’s not Turks.

There’s a tremendous squeaking going on, like somebody sawing a long piece of plate metal, or desperate fucking on an iron bedstead. Then a blue-shirted figure reaches over the screen into my portion of the balcony. He intends to turn a squeaky crank in order to retract the awning above me. We look surprise at each other.

“O.K.?” he asks.

“Yes.” I say.

*

I’m sure Chrissy Milla wasn’t this idyllic when we were at school. It was too windy to swim, but I couldn’t resist collecting more pebbles. I now have several beaches and will exceed all baggage regulations. I have packed them in plastic tubs that once contained salted almonds. They’d probably be better off loose, wouldn’t they? I have thought of selling them in little individual containers called ‘Pebblebox’, but I couldn’t bear to part with them. I would charge very large amounts of money and each one would have a certificate of authenticity.

I tried to drive to Steni Valla by an alternative route, and was twice frustrated by a campaign of signposting which pointed determinedly in the wrong direction at every junction. I halted at one bifurcation which was unsigned and thought I recognised the church at the end of the Steni Valla peninsular as sticking out beyond the headland ahead of and below me. There was a pine tree surrounded by cyclamen and some old sandstone walls that I wanted to photograph, and I staggered around a bit trying to frame it up without ever really succeeding. A Fiat Panda appeared and parked carefully in contrast to my mere abandonment of my vehicle. A woman got out.

“I thought so too.” I said.

“Thought what?”

I showed her my camera. She was carrying a camera too.

“Ah, yes.”

“Can I get to Steni Valla down that road?” I asked.

“I don’t think so. I think I tried that road once. If you go back that way you get back to the main road.”

“If I turn right? If I turned left I would go through Isomata.”

“You can get to the main road without bothering with Isomata.”

She pronounced Isomata entirely differently from me, and I presume therefore correctly. I thanked her and drove on. She was right, of course, where the signs had been determinedly misleading. Earlier, one had directed me confidently into an olive grove, and I had felt in danger of breaking an axle on the rocks.

At Steni Valla the geese were gathering on the quay, and the diverse divers gathered outside the Ikion, which however, was shut. 

“You can come and wait with us.” responded the bearded master to my enquiring gesture.

“Is it open?” I asked

“Yes, usually.” he replied.

I laughed: “But not now.”

“We think someone will come.”

The divers gathered around an American diving magazine dressed in their wetsuits and discussed diving in Greek. They seemed a rather admirably concentrated little cult.

I sat at a table and changed my film, and then walked off to take photo’s into the water, which was as clear as light. When I came back the cafe door was open and someone was serving, and I ordered a Greek coffee, medium.

*

I’ve seen a lot of those hummingbird moths. The sun’s closed down over the cliff on my last night in Alonnysos. It will be sad to lose this view over the harbour. Skopelos looks like clouds on the horizon. The striated sandstone cliffs opposite me arch and bank. Pines spurt and stagger from the rock. Ankara Radio swoops and sobs with the impossible ululations of Turkish music. This has been a wonderful time. I wonder if I’ll get back? My rucksack is full of stones and weighs a ton. It’s far heavier than on my outward journey, I’m sure, and I could hardly walk today, even without it.

There was great excitement attending the visit of the Skiathos Express, the Hellenic Seaways car ferry to Volos. It was huge, and nearly as wide as long. Very impressive. Great queues formed at the Alkyon ticket bureau and sat around in the cafe, and millings of insane traffic occurred, augmented by the Greek habit of stopping in the middle of the road for a chat. For a little while Patitiri hummed with excitement, and then the ferry went, taking all manner of folk and their vehicles and freight, including a horrible English thug with a crew cut and a scar round his left ear. I also saw a hairy young man with bad tattoos and winklepickers handed a 500 eu note on the pavement. 

“Thank-you very much.” he said in laboured English. 
So he should.

*

close application to return
