
              The Gods Are Laughing

 My wife saw her first: she was sitting on the headland conspicuously alone in her designer beach outfit. Celine said it was a designer outfit; I wouldn't know. We spotted her often after that, sometimes sitting in one of the tavernas where we ate dinner, or swimming off one of the island’s peaceful beaches.

    We began to speculate about the mystery woman during our ouzo-soaked evenings. The island’s nightlife was almost non-existent; a handful of bars and restaurants were strung along the harbour side in the tiny port providing the inevitable bouzouki music and dancing waiters. The trip was intended to be a second honeymoon after a rocky period in our marriage. We were both anxious to try again. Sometimes I caught Celine staring at me with an unfathomable expression in her eyes.

    We wanted an unspoiled place where we could simply walk, sunbathe, eat and drink the local wine, but island life was monotonous, and so our fellow visitors became objects of riveting interest.

    Celine discovered that the designer-clad woman was sometimes seen in the company of two men who did not seem to be either lovers or relatives. She said women always know these things.

    ‘Perhaps they’re her bodyguards’ she remarked, as we sunbathed under a large parasol on an almost empty beach. ‘She must be a continental celebrity.'   

     I realised that Celine was itching to make the stranger’s acquaintance. In the end I came upon her myself when I took an early morning stroll alone along the cliff top overlooking the gorge that splits the island diagonally. As the edge of the gorge became level with my eye line I was startled to see the mystery woman climbing up onto the stony path like a mountain goat, clutching at the sparse vegetation.

The Gods are Laughing    

She stood up and dusted down her elegant white trousers. Her jet-black hair hung around her shoulders in thick coils and her almond-shaped eyes were ringed with kohl, like an Egyptian. She wore an unusual silver pendant set with a large black stone; a surprisingly primitive piece of jewellery. Her bare feet were white with dust and in her left hand she carried a pair of gold leather sandals. She stood, motionless, watching me.

    I walked over to the edge of the gorge and looked down at the rock-strewn slope.     ‘How on earth did you manage to climb up here?’ Her full, scarlet mouth twitched slightly.  She extended her hand; 

 ‘I am Maya Kakedze.’ I shook the hand and introduced myself. Maya explained   

   that she was an excellent climber and the shoe was too expensive to lose. She indicated one of the sandals which had a broken strap. Apart from the dust on her feet she could have stepped out of a Vogue photo shoot.

   Maya was certainly a striking woman, if not actually beautiful. She was chic and exotic and not Greek, as I had first assumed. I could not place her accent or her name but I knew that I found her repulsive in some inexplicable way. She reminded me of a sleek Burmese cat. I have never liked cats.

    We began to walk towards the town making polite chitchat. When we reached the café she invited me to join her for a coffee. I started to refuse politely but somehow I found myself sitting at a table nursing a steaming black brew.

    Maya watched me, expressionless. I heard myself burbling on about her presumed celebrity status - and the bodyguards, of course. My companion stared into her cup.      

‘

‘They are my legal advisors’ she remarked. I wondered to myself why anyone would choose to vacation with their lawyer, let alone two of them.

     ‘In a way they are like bodyguards,’ she went on. ‘They want to prevent me from behaving badly.’ This extraordinary remark was made in a matter-of- fact tone. Without warning, she stood up and walked out of the café with a nod in my direction.

 As she stood in the doorway a strange golden light seemed to radiate from her eyes. I blinked; of course it was the fierce Greek sunlight.  But it was not the ordinary Mediterranean rays that appeared to suffuse everyone in the café. I couldn’t explain it, but for a long moment we were all irradiated and stilled in that strange glow – and then she was gone and the light with her.
    Back at the apartment I gave an edited version of my meeting with Maya, omitting the coffee in the café. As we passed our favourite taverna on the way to the beach Celine interrogated the owner, Dimitrios. She wanted to know where Maya came from. He thought it was one of those former Russian republics; Armenia or Georgia, possibly.

     Celine decided that she must have connections with the Russian Mafia, hence the designer clothes and the lawyer/bodyguards. I shrugged, thinking that none of that explained Maya’s lizard-like ascent up the side of the gorge, or the incident in the café.
     I could see that my wife had developed a bad case of celebrityitis. She even braved the hair salon in thirty degree heat in order to sit under a dryer next to the exotic stranger.  I gathered that Celine had offered a potted version of her life story while Maya had disclosed virtually nothing about herself.

    On her return from the beauty parlour, hot and smartly coiffed, Celine insisted that we invite Maya and her friends for dinner at the taverna. Dimitrios had promised to cook the house special. I rebelled at the thought of breaking bread with Maya the cat, or whatever she was, and I certainly didn’t intend to buy dinner for her Mafia pals.

    This led to a quarrel with my wife that resulted in her spending the following morning on the balcony with a paperback novel while I walked to our favourite cove. When I arrived at the beach I found several families with children playing around. I lay on my towel staring out at the purple Aegean, the wine-dark sea of the gods. 

    Out in the bay a yacht rode at anchor, an unusual looking vessel with green sails and a gleaming indigo hull. Its prow was unusually high and old-fashioned and the ancient Greek symbol of the oculus - the eye - had been painted on the prow. Closing my eyes I began to nod off as the sun penetrated my Anglo-Saxon bones. Later, I wondered whether I had dreamed the whole thing - but there were witnesses

    I opened my eyes to find Maya standing there in a brilliant green and gold swimsuit and sarong, still wearing the barbaric necklace with the black stone. 

    ‘Can I fetch you a parasol?’ I offered. She shook her head and settled herself on a nearby rock. She produced a pair of binoculars from her bag and trained them on the bay. I was relieved that she was not in the mood for conversation and I started to drift off again. 

    I was disturbed by the shrieks of children. A beach ball flew towards me pursued by a boy aged about eight and a smaller girl. A sudden gust of wind blew it in Maya’s direction hitting her on the arm, followed by the children who almost threw themselves on her. She dropped the binoculars and leapt to her feet screaming in a harsh, guttural language.

She seized the boy by the hair and as I saw the gleam of a knife in her hand I launched myself at the child, scattering everyone into crying heaps. I felt the knife nick my hand. Furious parents rushed forward as I tried to control Maya, but it was
like trying to control a tiger. I scratched my other hand on the black stone in her necklace. It made a purple bruise that did not fade for weeks.

     The parents were shouting for the police and just as a Greek-style lynching seemed imminent the legal advisors appeared. They dragged their client away shouting words of re-assurance to the distraught families. Badly shaken, I pulled on a shirt and went for a restorative brandy at the taverna.

    When I told Dimitrios he made the sign against the evil eye. Celine chose that moment to come into the bar and the story had to be repeated. My wife looked horrified and muttered something about Maya saying she hated children, ‘But I didn’t take her seriously.’ As we walked back to the apartment Celine suddenly asked me if I knew the story of Medea who was a sorceress. She murdered her two children to be revenged on Jason, her unfaithful husband. Celine did not look me in the eye as she related this snippet.
    I could not see the connection with Maya Kakedze, but it was certainly an odd co-incidence. Dipping into a book of Greek myths I found in the apartment, I discovered that Medea wasn’t Greek; she came from that part of the world now called Georgia. Those two children on the beach - a boy and a girl – were the same age as Medea’s children, according to the story. It was odd…unsettling.  I said nothing to my wife, remembering the yacht with the high, Grecian prow.     

     I suggested hiring a boat on the following morning. One of the locals would take us around the island. Celine did not seem thrilled with the idea, but she agreed and her mood lightened a little as the evening wore on.

    Next day we negotiated with a boatman, a cousin of Dimitrios, and set off with our picnic basket and plenty of sun cream. I was as happy as a basking shark, but Celine remained subdued. I asked her if she was still bothered by the incident with Maya. Instead of replying she stared out to sea and said, “They are not dead.”
    ‘What?’

    ‘It’s a quote from D.H.Lawrence about Jason and the Argonauts.’

    Things went downhill after that. I ridiculed the idea of ghosts or re-incarnated Greeks. After all, Maya was solid enough, if decidedly odd. Celine sat watching the water; a light wind was crinkling the sea in our wake, making a cat’s paw effect. She pointed at the ripples explaining that the ancient Greeks called this effect the footsteps of Thetis. I was baffled by her sudden interest in ancient legends.
       The boatman steered us into a small inlet and moored on a deserted beach. At that moment I saw the green sails of Maya’s yacht appearing round the headland. We watched as the yacht’s occupants rowed ashore and Maya and her sidekicks advanced up the beach towards us. She flashed a brilliant smile and invited us to join her on a cruise around the islands, ‘To make amends for my behaviour.’

     She waved a hand at the yacht, but she was staring at my wife. 

     Celine began to walk along the beach at the water’s edge, following the others. She appeared to be in a trance. I was rooted to the spot for a few moments, and then....‘Wait!’ I called out, ‘wait.’ as they rowed away. Frantically, I ran along the shore shouting at them to stop. They did not look back.

    I sat on the beach for a while after the yacht had disappeared over the horizon, my head in my hands. The boatman returned and led me down to the boat offering me water as I collapsed in the stern. He looked out to sea and made the sign against the evil eye.

      There was no trace of the yacht and its occupants. In the end I just told the Greek police that Maya and the crew had kidnapped Celine. I could hardly say that an ancient sorceress had returned to wreak vengeance once again. The policemen looked at each other and remarked that it was probably just a misunderstanding. Then they asked me if our marriage was happy. Did my wife like other women? When I became furious they just shrugged and said she would probably return in her own good time. I made some enquiries of my own. There was no record of Maya’s yacht having entered Greek waters. I had entered a living nightmare, but what kind of world had Celine entered?
       I have not seen my wife since that day but I return to Greece every year, hoping that one day I shall see that yacht again sailing through the wine-dark sea of the gods

                       ----------------------------------------
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