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Preface to the new edition: 25 Years Later
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Before writing Z in 1966, I wrote a long preface which was published many years later as a separate book under the misleading title, Diary of Z. Those who hoped to find in this near-novella the background to the book or the underside of the Lambrakis affair were disappointed miserably. Because what is described in the Diary are the difficulties and inhibitions of the author.

Considering, as I did in 1966, Z to be an accusatory book, I also considered the long preface to weaken it. Because it emphasized the subjectivity of Z, which was a j’accuse against the parastate of the Right. Recently, in a republication of Z in Greek, I incorporated the Diary as its first section. Time had passed and taboos had collapsed on both sides. The writer could fearlessly show his cards.

Criticism in Greece, before the colonels’ coup in April 1967 (the book having been published originally in November 1966), was concerned initially with the facts of the case (as the trial of the murderers of Lambrakis was taking place then, at the same time, in Salonika). My book was considered an almost journalistic narration. No attention was paid to its literary qualities. That it was “inaccurate” in relation to the facts (which was the view of the official Right) led one reviewer to write that “figs do not ripen in May.…”

Much later, after the collapse of the dictatorship, the only correct review was written by Andreas Karandonis, the dean of Greek critics, who viewed the book not as left-wing propaganda, but as the result of proto-Christian faith. (The Lambrakis-Christ parallelism.) This is a view to which I can nearly agree. Before Z was published in book form, it was serialized in the magazine Tachydromos. I can still remember my joy (the only real joy) when at the stadium I saw a sports fan passionately reading the current installment of Z instead of watching the soccer game.

When I was asked in an interview why I wrote Z, I responded provocatively: “In order to influence the members of the jury.” The fact, however, that I managed to write it I owe to another writer, Truman Capote. His book, In Cold Blood, had influenced me deeply. I was never able to write something if there were no model on which to base myself. Past models were Gide, Camus, Kafka, Ionesco. Then Capote. Afterwards Garcia Márquez, Claude Simon. And others; their numbers are legion.

The second career of the book began the moment the truly remarkable Costa-Gavras film was made. With Costa-Gavras I participated in the more general synthesis of the film, rather than on the script. As there was no chance of Z being filmed in Greece, we decided to excise the lyrical parts of the book. We also decided against the use of documentary material. Costa also saw his film as an accusation, not against the parastate of the Right, but specifically against the usurpers of authority, the colonels. And with clever editing of time, at the end of the film, the viewer is left with the impression that the crime was committed during their rule. The dissemination of the book was much helped by the film, because viewers wanted to learn more about the protagonists. This, however, created a problem for me: I was labelled a “political writer,” although I had never been one. Even now, especially in France, they ask me about the role of engagement (commitment) in literature. I find this terribly unpleasant because I believe that all art is committed from inception, while not everyone who claims to be committed is necessarily an artist.

A word on the translation. Z reached my hands, during my exile in Paris, in a miserable English translation which I had to redo in its entirety. The translator, blaming the dangers she was facing from the colonels’ regime, delivered the text under a pseudonym and vanished. Fortunately there were friends who helped me. Mainly Mary McCarthy and James Merrill. She went through the entire narrative part and he looked at the lyrical sections. Ralph Manheim and his wife, the translators of Brecht into English, also provided much help.

I was not present when the film was shown in America. Imitating Sartre, I did not want to set foot in America because of the war in Vietnam. Something which I have paid for dearly, since this was the reason for my exclusion from the American publishing establishment for many years. Until today. Nevertheless, I do not regret that decision. It was correct.

What happened to the protagonists in the book? The examining magistrate became President of the Republic (1985–1990), the general died, and the parastate, having flourished during the junta years, afterwards disappeared. One day, asking directions to a street in the Toumba area of Salonika, I realized that the man I was asking, from inside my car, was no other than Yango (i.e. Kotzamanis in the real world, one of the murderers of Lambrakis). Fortunately, he did not recognize me—in the meantime, fifteen years had intervened—nor did I become fully conscious that it was him until I was quite far away. I must say that he was very polite and eager to assist me.

I think the fact the crime took place a few meters away from my old neighborhood in Salonika was decisive. The city itself, which had inspired in me so many texts (The Leaf, The Photographs, Outside the Walls) could not have left me indifferent. But there was a man, Demetris Despotides, my political instructor, a kind of precursor of Gorbachev, who is now dead and who played an important role. I mention him repeatedly in the Diary. Demetris brought to me secretly the proceedings of the investigation from which I drew my material.… And it was to him that I first read some excerpts at the loft of the publishing house he founded, Themelio. This preface is dedicated to his memory. For Demetris, who hated sentimental “folklore,” whether of a political or any other kind, what was paramount was to demonstrate the mechanism of the crime. That there are no murderers by birth, but that society itself breeds them. This is why Czechs, Lebanese, Argentines were recognized in the film Z. In America, the film was taken to involve the Kennedy affair.

In my notes (from the first writing of Z) I also discover the following clipping from a newspaper of that period: “Washington. May 29, 1963. Wire Services. President Kennedy received at the White House best wishes by reporters on the 46th anniversary of his birthdate today, smiling and joking. ‘You look a little older today,’ said the President, surprising press representatives before they had a chance to wish him happy birthday. In all other respects, President Kennedy followed his regular schedule of activities.” Six months later he went, too, to meet Lambrakis. However, twenty-five years later, we are still awaiting the novel about Kennedy from America.

—VASSILIS VASSILIKOS 

    Paris

    February 15, 1991

TRANSLATED FROM THE GREEK BY YIORGOS CHOULIARAS





 

PART I
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AN EVENING IN MAY, FROM 7:30 TO 10:30





 

Chapter  1
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The General looked at his watch as the speaker of the evening, the Assistant Minister of Agriculture, was winding up his address on the methods of fighting downy mildew:

“In summation, I recapitulate: the outbreak of the Peronosporaceae, or downy mildew, is prevented by spraying the grapevines with a solution of copper salts and especially copper sulphate. The classic solutions are the bordigalian and the burgundian fungicides; and it is called burgundian because it was first concocted in French Burgundy, from whence originate, believe me, the truly superb wines of the same name. The first, the bordigalian, is composed of a one-to-two percent solution of copper sulphate in water, the acidity whereof is neutralized by the addition of lime. The latter differs from the former insofar as use is made of Solvay soda instead of lime. These classic concoctions are modified by adding highly viscous substances to prevent the mixture from being washed away easily by the rain.”

The General shifted his legs, setting the right one over the left, impatient with the length of the Assistant Minister’s peroration.

“Also,” the Minister continued, taking a swig of water from the murky glass the Secretary General had had the usher bring (it was May 22, 1963, for a whole week the heat had been stifling, and if the Minister’s tongue were dry, his words might stick to each other), “powders with copper salts as a base are used because they are easier to work with. Three sprayings per year are carried out by means of special instruments called sprayers: the first spraying when the shoots attain a length of twelve to fifteen centimeters; the second slightly before, or slightly after, the blossoms appear; and the third a month later. However, when it is a damp year, and if the locale is damp, spraying must occur more frequently.”

The rest of them, prefects and commissioners of the police department, had begun to feel sleepy. A good fellow, the Assistant Minister, but he spoke as if testing his forensic skill for the first time. He spoke in an overly scientific way, and besides, what did these officials care about downy mildew! The Assistant Minister, who did care, failed to realize that in Macedonia and especially in Salonika, where he was presently speaking, the vineyards were not as important as in his home territory, the Peloponnese, his electoral district. Here they had tobacco, and he still hadn’t said the first word about that. On their level, they had managed things well: without knowing a thing about the subject, they had spread it about in their villages, districts, and prefectures that downy mildew was a disease brought directly from Eastern countries—thus enormously contributing to the anti-Communist movement in the area, because many villagers believed the rumor. Alas, not all. But the irresistible argument remained that the downy mildew oppressing their fields and withering their tobacco plants had appeared for the first time with Communism. They were of the same age. And in the pamphlets scattered from planes (which should have been spraying the tobacco fields instead) they had written in big red letters that Peronosporaceae was the disease of Communism.

Only the Directors of the Agricultural Bureaus of Northern Greece listened with attention, almost with reverence, to the flawless scientific analysis of their Assistant Minister. He continued:

“During the spraying process, the entire foliage of the vine must be well covered. The effect of the spraying is merely preventive and for this reason must never be neglected. Another genus of the Peronosporaceae family is the Plasmopara nivea, causing the Peronosporaceae of the shade plants. This too is controlled by being lightly sprayed with the bordigalian mixture. In concluding my present analysis of the methods of fighting downy mildew, I wish to thank you warmly for the attentiveness you have shown during this talk.”

A bit of faint-hearted applause was heard and the Assistant Minister got down from the rostrum.

Then the General rose. He waited for the Assistant Minister to pass into the auditorium, and then, turning his back to the rostrum and facing the middle-aged, fattish, bald prefects and those officers of the police department inferior to himself in rank, indifferent perhaps only to the Directors of the Agricultural Bureaus, he said:

“I too wish to take the opportunity to add a few supplementary remarks to what the Assistant Minister has so elegantly expounded to you. Of course I am going to speak about our own downy mildew, Communism. And it is a rare opportunity for me, who am in charge of the supreme administration of the police department of Northern Greece, at this moment when the highest officers of the government are before me, to say a few words about the ideological mildew scourging our land.

“Personally, I myself have nothing against the Communists. From the very beginning, from time immemorial, they have roused in me only pity. I have regarded them as lambs strayed from the right path of our Hellenic-Christian civilization. And I have always been ready to help them, guide them, bring them back to the straight and narrow path of national consciousness. For, as we all know, Greece and Communism are irreconcilable by their very nature.

“However, like downy mildew, Communism must be fought at least preventively. With Communism as with mildew, we have to treat conditions caused by a variety of parasitical toadstools. And just as the spraying of the grapevine in three stages may keep it from being attacked by downy mildew, just so the spraying of human beings with mixtures appropriate to the circumstances becomes indispensable. The schools are the first stage for this kind of spraying. The shoots—to use the Assistant Minister’s metaphor—have not yet acquired a length of more than twelve to fifteen centimeters. The second spraying—and my long-range experience at the head of the force can tell you that it is the most critical—takes place just before or shortly after the blossoms appear. Here, of course, I refer to the universities, to the workers, to the young people with problems. If this spraying is successful, it is very difficult, not to say impossible, for the sickness of Communist mildew to spread and by its corrosive influence wither the sacred tree of Greek freedom. The third spraying must occur a month thereafter, as the worthy Assistant Minister has emphasized. For this month substitute a period of five years and you will see that the same holds true here too.

“Conclusion: in this manner, the fertile fields of the Greek earth will nourish only good fruit, and the illnesses of our time—Communism and mildew—will vanish finally and forever. This is what I had to say to you to encourage you all in the difficult task of fighting both downy mildew and Communism.”

Tumultuous applause drowned the finale of his speech. The assembly was over. Prefects, commissioners, and directors got up, lit cigarettes, stretched themselves, and, following their superiors, prepared to leave.

At the exit the Secretary General approached the General with a spineless, fluid movement and shook his hand. “And now, where to?” he asked him.

“To the theater, the Bolshoi Ballet,” replied the General. “I have an invitation and I’ve got to go. Though I must stop first to pick up the Chief of Police, who …”

“They didn’t send me an invitation,” the Secretary General said suddenly, stopping in the middle of the long corridor that led to the broad marble staircase covered in red Persian carpeting.

“What an omission!” exclaimed the General, though he had little interest in the Secretary General. Secretaries general came and went, depending on what party happened to be in power. In the course of his long career he’d known dozens of them.

“But what can the State Theater have against the Ministry of Northern Greece?” the Secretary General exclaimed as he walked down the steps.

“Obviously it was carelessness or an oversight on the part of Personnel,” said the General. “In any case, I’d be very happy to give you my invitation.”

“But I wouldn’t think of it!”

“I insist. The fact is—between ourselves—I have no intention of going. I only said so because I thought that ex-Communist—you know the one, the present manager of the Salonika rice fields—was listening.”

“He was listening? The ex—?”

“The late leftist. In my files I have his statement denouncing Communism and all its fruits.”

“I understand, I understand.” The Secretary General was sticking with the General as far as the Ministry exit. “Even in ballet, you can’t stand anything of Red Fascist origin.”

“That’s not it. At my age, I’ve learned to distinguish art from life. It’s something else.”

He lowered his voice as the guard at the door gave the military salute.

“Tonight,” he said conspiratorially, “some so-called Friends of Peace are having a rally. I’m going to attend as an ordinary spectator and study the new slogans. Because, you must not forget, my friend—we who have been entrusted with the supreme task of protecting the state from infectious fungi are duty-bound to be omnipresent. That is why I am giving you my invitation to the Bolshoi Ballet with pleasure.”

“Don’t insist, General. It’s impossible for me to accept this from you, truly impossible. I’ll send my complaint through official channels to the director of the theater.”

Meanwhile the General had unlocked the door of his car. Protocol entitled him to a chauffeur, but he adored driving. He was getting in when the Assistant Minister and company appeared, hastily descending the staircase of the General Administration Building, in which the Ministry of Northern Greece was now located. They accosted the General just as he was turning on the ignition.

“May I give you a lift?” he asked, rolling down the window.

“I’m rushing to the airport,” the Assistant Minister told him.

“My favorite drive,” said the General. “Come on.”

Who would have dared to turn down such a flattering proposal from the General? Generals, especially police-department ones, were always needed. They set out for the airport.

As they crossed the city, the General noticed that the evening lights were just beginning to glimmer faintly. The neon signs showed hardly at all in the darkness. The night, a beautiful, hot May night, was descending, ready to envelop all the strictly confidential secrets awaiting that evening. The General felt a profound delight. The plan had worked out to perfection; he himself was creating an alibi right now. So, chatting with the Assistant Minister about irrelevant matters, he drove him to the airport. On their arrival the first propeller of the plane, a D.C. Dakota, slowly started to revolve, the hulk still motionless. All the passengers were aboard; only the door remained to be closed. From his car the General watched the Assistant Minister and his retinue enter the plane. Then the flight of steps was removed. The other propeller was set in motion and the airplane taxied toward the runway.

The General turned back to the city just as things were starting to happen.





 

Chapter  2
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From his open seat on his three-wheel pickup truck, Yango caught sight of the General’s bony, retiring, cavernous features and took courage. He was running low on courage. The closer the moment came and the fiercer things around him got, the more clearly he heard a voice telling him: “Yango, don’t do it.” It was the first time he’d ever heard such a voice inside himself, indissolubly blended with the rattling cough of his machine, which still—where could he find the dough?—lacked mufflers.

Yes, because he liked beating up Reds. He got a profound kick out of it. The last time had been three weeks ago, at their May Day get-together. He’d broken into the group along with the other guys in the organization and given them a little lesson. Especially that tall one with the glasses who didn’t know what it was all about and kept asking: “Why are you hitting me?” “Because I enjoy it, Four Eyes,” Yango had answered and kept on punching him in the head. This was what he called a real beating: with the club an extension of the hand, the hand an extension of the soul, the soul an extension of the teachings of Autocratosaur, Autocratosaur an extension of Hitler—the only man, as Autocratosaur said, who had really tried to save the world from the Communists.

Only tonight, on the saddle of his pickup truck, he felt dependent like a rider on his horse. He knew his Benver; adored its every valve, its every pipe. From the starter to the speedometer, he knew its caprices. And the Volkswagen engine he’d installed in it had turned out to be a champion. He wasn’t afraid the axle might break, or the pistons get banged up. He trusted it completely. What bothered him was having no slugging to do, not being free to use his hands. And besides, why was he doing this except for his poor little truck, his livelihood, his faithful companion in the daily struggle to earn his crust of bread and feed the five mouths—five counting his own—which had fallen to his lot in this dog’s life?

He still needed ten thousand to pay off Aristidis, his partner. They’d bought it together, but he was doing the work and giving Aristidis his share. Little by little he had seen the unfairness of it. Why should Aristo—a good guy—but why should he get money for nothing? Who faced danger every second, in the midst of trucks, buses, military vehicles—those killers? Who lived on the razor’s edge? He did. His partner didn’t do a thing but pocket the dough. That’s why he had decided to buy out Aristo and have the pickup truck and its revenue all to himself.

But where was he going to get that damned ten thousand? Ten grand in one pile. The last time he’d seen one grand was more than three months ago. The time he’d smacked his wife because she’d given a cup of coffee to that dirty Communist who’d been installing a pipe outside his house. He himself hadn’t been there. He learned about it when he got back. He’d gone on a delivery job with some coffins. He took it hard, this being called by Nikitas, the varnisher, to take some coffins to a funeral parlor. They’d been sent to Nikitas for finishing. “Listen to that. I mean, polishing coffins!” Nikitas had sent his apprentice to call him from Vasileos Irakliou Street, at his regular pickup stand, to take them back. Not having any change himself, Nikitas gave Yango a thousand. Yango had changed it at the undertaker’s and then came back to Nikitas with the money, keeping only thirty drachmas for himself, the price agreed on for the haul. At noon he went home gloomy. The funeral parlor had turned his stomach. His wife was doing the laundry. The kids were out playing on the street, in the ditches dug by the workmen. And just at that point, as he was gulping down his boiling-hot bean soup, she told him that she’d offered coffee to the Commie.

“He was working outside the house,” she told him, “and we know him, don’t we, Yango? So when he stopped to light a cigarette I invited him in for a coffee.”

“And who do you think you are, you bloody bitch? Letting people into our house who don’t want our King. You’ve stunk up the whole house, you damned whore. I’ve been feeding you and keeping you all these years and you go and fix coffee for the …”

And then one good slap—and another. He grabbed her by the hair. She started screaming. The children came running in. They got their share too. Just as she was, all wet from the laundry, she ran to the police sergeant, bawling and screeching hysterically that the brute had beaten her again, that she wanted a divorce, and the rest of it … 

Every time he thought of that scene his chest swelled with pride. A feeling like just now when the General had greeted him with a nod, as though telling him “Everything’s O.K.” Well, the police sergeant had summoned him and in the presence of his wife had told him severely that he shouldn’t do such things. They came under code regulations and as a representative of the law he would be forced to punish him. What punishment?—well, the two of them would discuss it after the woman left. Marigo went off, wiping her wet eyes with her wet housedress. Then Dimis (that was the police sergeant’s name) got up and gave him a friendly punch on the back. “That’s the way, Yango. That’s what it means to be national-minded. Keeping the social parasites from even entering your house. Serves Marigo right, what you did. Next time she’ll know who to fix coffee for and who not to. These women—all women, Yango—have their brains between their thighs. They won the vote and upset the balance of the country. The Reds have increased. Would you like some coffee?”

Ever since then, he and Dimis had been close friends. When they went for an evening stroll through the slum neighborhood—which, although it was in the center of the city, still had about it the misery and stench of a frontier village—Dimis would take his arm. That’s right, arm in arm. Yango had the three stripes leaning on his arm, and his soul felt chevroned all over. The tenderest female hand had never given him as much pleasure. As they walked together, the neighbors would greet him with respect—those neighbors, what hadn’t they called him? Louse. Lazy, good-for-nothing bum. Hooligan. Now, seeing him with the cop, they bobbed their heads as he passed. It gave Yango ineffable delight.

Around that time he met Autocratosaur. And Autocratosaur started his indoctrination. In the course of this morning’s visit, he’d promised to pay the fine they’d slapped on him for the First of May disturbance. And to find the ten thousand to pay off his partner, so that in the future Yango could have the kamikazi—his pet name for the three-wheeler, because it was a Japanese make—all to himself. In return, Yango had only to take on the “transfer job.”

That is to say, Autocratosaur put a lot of pressure on him. But slugging a guy was one thing; a traffic accident was another. Yango would do anything; he didn’t draw the line. Yet in this case he felt hesitant. A voice kept telling him: “Yango, don’t do it.” But Autocratosaur was a clever one, a real snake. This morning he had led him to the café under the arcades and explained things to him man to man.

“Listen here, Yango,” he had said, “I’d never ask you to do anything unless I knew in advance that you weren’t going to come to any harm. The transfer job must be done. This VIP who’s coming here tonight is a VIP who must be out of circulation for a little while. Because he’s gotten very much under our skin. In London he stirred up that trouble for the Queen. At Marathon he made a peace march all by himself. In the Chamber he punched one of our deputies in the eye. And today he’s coming here to play the tough guy. We have to give him a little lesson, we Macedonians. The VIP must understand what Macedonia means.”

“What’s the VIP’s job?”

“Deputy.”

“Communist?”

“Yes, Yango. A fresh fruit, all shiny on the branch. And he’s gotten too full of himself. We have to trim his wings a bit. Otherwise he’ll fly too high and if they come to power they’ll slaughter us—you and me first and foremost—with a tin-can top.”

“Well—must I use the kamikazi?”

“Use the kamikazi.”

“When does the VIP get here?”

“This noon, by air. From the capital.”

“This calls for thought,” said Yango, slurping his coffee down to the dregs.

“It calls for immediate action. You must give me a yes or no right now. After all, don’t you belong to the death branch of the organization? What sort of a commando are you?”

These words from Autocratosaur hurt Yango deeply. He stared absentmindedly at the coffee dregs, as though trying to read his luck in them. Then, taking a deep breath, he said: “For this transfer job—he’s a deputy, he’s no ordinary little man—they will have to pay off my pickup truck and pay my fine, both.”

“So be it,” said Autocratosaur and got up. “We’d better go, because your colleagues are outside watching us. We mustn’t incur suspicion. Tonight’s the big night.”

He paid for the coffees and they emerged from the arcade. It was sprinkling. A sudden springtime shower wetting the parked three-wheelers.

“Just one question before we separate,” said Yango. “Today’s Wednesday. The stores are closed in the afternoon. What’s the excuse for the kamikazi being at the stand?”

“Don’t you worry. You’ll get more specific instructions elsewhere.”

And he went, leaving Yango to his fellow drivers.

They had gathered under the marquee of the movie house to keep dry. Yango told them he was going to a tavern up the street for some retsina. Mastro-Kostas remarked that he too was thirsty. As they walked, Mastro-Kostas accidentally bumped against Yango and felt the club hidden on him.

“What’s that?”

“A club,” Yango said.

“And what do you need it for?” asked Mastro-Kostas.

“I’ve got it for a job this evening.”

“Hey there, Yango, you’ve got a family. Just cool it.”

“Somebody that’s coming today—we’ve got to give him a little lesson, we Macedonians.”

Mastro-Kostas didn’t understand and Yango explained in a few words.

“If it’s found out, it will be through you. Watch it!”

Mastro-Kostas left. Yango went on drinking. Ever since he had woken up that morning, something had been bothering him. He had reached the stand at 7:30, and still not one pickup. He was champing at the bit; he wanted to let off steam somewhere. Then he caught sight of the Commissioner approaching in plain clothes: yes, Mastodontosaur himself.

This was somebody he didn’t know very well. He’d seen him twice, at most three times, always wearing his uniform, the white strap and the insignia. Now in plain clothes he looked different. From a nod in his direction, a cop’s nod, he understood that the Commissioner wanted to talk to him in private. He threw down his cigarette butt and ground it out with his foot, then heavily—for the retsina had thickened his mood—went over toward him.

Mastodontosaur was standing under the big posters of an American Western that was playing at the movie house that week. Turning around, Yango saw that two or three of the boys from the stand were watching him. As soon as he got close, the Commissioner ran his hand over his thick mustache: “Let’s go.”

“Where?” asked Yango, feeling the club under his armpit to make sure it didn’t show.

Mastodontosaur caught on immediately.

“I fixed a cord around the top to make it easier to hold,” Yango explained.

They were now moving toward the tavern where a few minutes ago he had been drinking murky retsina with Mastro-Kostas.

“Can I get you a little drink, Mr. Commissioner?”

“No drinks for you today. You’ve got work, heavy work, and your brain has to be clear.”

They sat down in a bougatsa pastry shop. A great honor for Yango, sitting at the same table with the Commissioner. For himself he ordered a cream bougatsa with lots of cinnamon. It was hot. When he saw it on the baking pan, his mouth watered. The shopkeeper sliced a piece, weighed it, then took down the scales and cut it into smaller squares. With the wax paper underneath, he put it on a plate and sprinkled it liberally with cinnamon and confectioners’ sugar; then the waiter brought it with glasses of ice water. The Commissioner had ordered a cheese bougatsa and hot milk. Since the baking pan was now empty, he had to wait a bit till the next one came out of the oven. Before Yango had finished his bougatsa, the Commissioner’s arrived with the hot milk.

“Be careful, it’s boiling hot,” the waiter warned. The Commissioner asked Yango if he’d like something more, but Yango said no.

“Their meeting was scheduled for the Catacomb, but they won’t get that hall. However, they’ll gather there, until they find another one. You’ll go there too, early in the evening, without the kamikazi, and throw your weight around.”

“Do I go into action on the spot?” asked Yango, shaking the powdered sugar off his lapel.

“No. You’ll go there only to spread a little terror. You’re for the big VIP tonight. You mustn’t show your hand too soon. The rest don’t interest us.”

“And if it rains?”

“If it rains, it rains. What do you mean?”

“The tires might slip and I might not be able to …”

“It won’t rain.”

“And where are they going to hold their meeting?”

“That you’ll find out at the police station. After the Catacomb you’ll go by there to get final instructions about time, place, etc. Do you understand? And something else. When de Gaulle was here, you left your post, I hear, and went off to a barbecue. I don’t want anything like that today. I know you’re a good man. Don’t mess things up for us. The orders are strict. I’ll be there too, and I’ll have my eye on you. And all the higher-ups will be there. It’s an honor they chose you. Understand? The VIP is strongly built. You may have to wrestle with him. Though that’s rather unlikely, because the kamikazi will do the job.”

“I can handle them all with my little finger. They knocked off my father, so …”

“Bravo. Your little koumbaros, your buddy, will be with you—Vango. He’ll get into your kamikazi by then. He knows.”

“Where will I find him?”

“He’ll find you. But you tell him what I’ve been telling you because I don’t have time to see him again. And today you haven’t seen me, and I haven’t seen you. Understand?”

“Yes sir, Mr. Commissioner.”

“I want a good transfer job. Now beat it back to the stand, and button your lip.”

This last hint Yango ignored, however, once on his own. He felt the club strong in his armpit and calmed down. He had the happy feeling that the entire police force, which tracks down thieves and cheap crooks, drug pushers and pimps, had concentrated its attention on him. So, back at the stand, he couldn’t restrain himself. He peacocked to his boys there.

“That man you saw is the Commissioner. He treated me to a bougatsa. A real full-grade Commissioner.”

“Which Commissioner?”

“Mastodontosaur.”

“You’re playing the big shot these days, Yango.”

“And what’s he after, Yango?”

“He’s after me because he needs me. Did any Commissioner ever treat you to a bougatsa?”

“When you don’t eat bougatsa, you don’t care if it’s burning in the oven.”

“I’m indispensable to them.”

“You’re an honor to the porter’s profession.”

“We’re not porters. We’re transport men.”

“You wangle things for yourself. You do jobs outside the city too. If they catch us, they take away our license.”

“If you get caught for any violations, I’ll wangle things for you.”

“And just how, Mr. Yango?”

“I’ve sweated to have a good name with the police force. I’ve got privileges.”

“I’d rather croak without a cent than have a good name with the police. You never know when they’ll do you dirt.”

“What’re you saying, you scum?”

“Your mother’s ass. That’s what I’m saying.”

“Your own mother’s, you piece of fairy tail!”

“Go get screwed, you dirty stool pigeon …”

In a rage he pulled out the club.

“Calm down, boys,” said Mastro-Kostas, stepping between them. “Stop the brawl. All this time here and not a single job yet. Are we going to earn some bread or just eat each other?”

At that moment two men appeared, calling out from the sidewalk across the way for Yango Gazgouridis.

It was the first time Yango had seen them. They were mysterious types, whom he immediately sized up as shady characters. One of them crossed the street in his direction.

“Are you Yango?”

“I am.”

“We want you for a job.”

Yango understood and went toward him.

“Let’s go and I’ll explain it to you.”

“Looks like a lot of chasing about today, Yango. Watch it!” the oldest of the porters shouted after him.

The other shady character was waiting behind the columns of the Agricultural Bank. They put Yango between them—one on his left, the other on his right.

“Guarantors of the King.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Members of the League of Guarantors of the Constitutional King of the Hellenes. Fatherland—Religion—Family.” And simultaneously taking out their membership cards, they stuck them under his nose. Though Yango didn’t know how to read, he understood from the shape of the card and the skull and crossbones that they must belong to some organization affiliated to his.

“Pleased to meet you,” he said.

“Tonight our league is going to participate too. And we’re rather insulted that they chose you for the GC.”

“What GC?” asked Yango. He certainly didn’t like these shady characters at all.

“This baby here’s a fine one,” said the second one sarcastically.

“He’s playing the virgin. Doesn’t know what GC means! What do they teach you in your league?”

“I do delivery work, big boy—pickup runs, as we call it.”

“GC—as you call it—means Gorilla Communist. Get it?”

“I get it.”

“Well, we came first of all to make your acquaintance—look you over because we’re guarantors of the King—and then we’ll make our report to the leader.”

“Which leader?”

“Ours. He sent us a message last night to come and meet you. You better know we’ll have an eye on you tonight. It’s a tough assignment. Evidently you don’t know. But we do, we’re in the underground network. Our outfit isn’t recognized officially and our membership cards aren’t stamped by the police department. We’d have liked to do the job, but since we’re underground … Well then, good fishing.”

He gave Yango a kidney punch, but his hand hit the hidden club and he pulled it back, making a face.

“He looks good,” said the first to the second.

“Armed to the teeth,” said the second to the first.

“Now go back to your little truck and shut up,” said both together to Yango.

With relief he watched them out of sight, then went back, walking glumly under the arcade. Though it had stopped raining, the pickup trucks were still covered with burlap, parked one behind the other. “Not a single hauling job all day, not one single hauling job.” As he passed the kiosk, Yango heard the voice of the kiosk owner, like an answer to his complaints: “Yango! Nikitas sent his apprentice with a message for you to stop by. He needs you for a transport job.”

He turned and looked at the old man in his kiosk, all covered with scaly newspapers and gaudy magazines. This job was what he wanted. He’d got dizzy tramping around all morning. Time to get down to the grind. Besides, Nikitas owed him twenty drachmas: he had gone by yesterday to collect but hadn’t found him.

On his way to the varnisher now, he glanced at the big town clock. Twelve o’clock sharp. Very little traffic in the center of town. He thought of going into a tavern to have a drop, but he preferred to wait till he had concluded the job with the furniture man.

The shop had that familiar smell left by soot and turpentine. FURNITURE—WALLPAPER—POLISH—VENETIAN BLINDS—UPHOLSTERY. Bent over a small table, Nikitas was rubbing away. In the back the apprentice, who had a way of always looking dumbstruck because he was deaf-mute, was puttying an armchair.

“I got the message from the kiosk and came,” Yango announced.

Nikitas wiped his hands on his white smock and extended his little finger by way of a handshake.

“I’ve got two bureaus, one bed, and this table I’m varnishing; they have to be delivered to the merchant this evening.”

“It’s Wednesday. The stores are closed after noon.”

“That doesn’t matter. He’ll be expecting them. Take them around to the back door. Here’s the address.”

“This afternoon I can’t. I’ve got work.”

“Come later this evening. Seven, seven-thirty.”

“I can’t.”

“They have to go tonight. The merchant is a good customer and I’ve promised him. Then I’ll give you the twenty drachmas I owe you. I’ll be here till nine.”

“Tonight I’ve got work,” said Yango with a sigh. “Tonight I’m going to do something big—really nutty. It may come to killing a man …”

“Quarreling with somebody again?”

“Don’t bother about it. You’ll find out tomorrow.”

“Why tomorrow?”

“Because it’ll happen tonight and you’ll find out about it tomorrow.”

“I don’t get it. What’s up?”

“What’s it to you?”

“Yango, you get worked up too easily. You’re a good man, watch out you don’t get involved.”

“I thought you had a job for me right now. If I’d known it was for later, I wouldn’t have come.”

In the background the apprentice was smiling, dumbstruck, uncomprehending.

“You think what I’m saying is funny, kid?” Yango said, ready to take offense.

“Let the poor kid alone,” Nikitas begged him. “I took him in for my father’s soul.”

Yango went back to the stand.

Now it wasn’t just the General who greeted him. Other familiar faces nodded as he passed. Astride his kamikaze, he couldn’t make them out clearly. Night had fallen and the area was now jammed with people. There were very few neon signs and the lighted store windows were hidden by the passers-by. He kept thinking of the ten thousand drachmas he’d get to buy out Aristidis and of the fine that was going to be paid to buy off the law. He felt proud of being the only mounted person among so many pedestrians.

Yes! Now he was getting hot. He was getting angry. He was boiling inside, all over, looking for an excuse to blow his lid. An hour ago he’d been at the Catacomb. Mastodontosaur was there and told him to go tear down the announcement put up by the peace-meeting people. Yango didn’t understand why he had to tear it down. “So they won’t know where to go,” the Commissioner growled. The hell with it, was Yango’s opinion. What did he care? He knew the place well. With a resolute step he pushed through the waiting crowd and reached the big poster put up there in the traffic island, where a little grass relieved the expanse of asphalt. With one big hand he grabbed the poster from up top and tore it off the way he would undress a whore—a violent movement which aroused general anger all around him. “You, if you’ve got the guts, come back here!” someone shouted at him. That did it. The blood went to his head, but he had his instructions: steer clear of these people. He—Yango Gazgouridis—was assigned to the VIP. On the other hand no bastard had ever dared say to him: “You, if you’ve got the guts, come back here.” He turned and eyed them as they gestured threateningly. He could have taken care of them easily. But he had to hold back. And he moved along down to where the Panorama bus station used to be. Outside the Petinos Café.

And right there he saw her. “You here too, you bloody bitch?” It was the female community councillor in his neighborhood, the one the leftists had supported. Seething inside from the insults he had had to put up with, he had to let off steam. He gave her two kicks in the belly. The first one missed, but the second landed right in the meat. She doubled up. He was ready to pull out his club, but she ran. She was hiding in the shop next door, where there were antiques, icons, candlesticks, and other junk in the window. “She got away,” he thought, enraged, and in his blind fury he grabbed a chair from the café and hurled it into the bric-a-brac shop. The chair went through the door, hitting a little girl, but missed the dirty bitch he was after. The café owner and his customers got up; they were coming at him menacingly. The shopkeeper, a fat bald man, came out with a pole. Yango realized he would have to put the brakes on again so as not to show his hand too soon. If Autocratosaur heard about it, he might refuse to pay up. So, even though all these dead ducks were no problem for him, he hopped a taxi—it was almost time—and went straight to the police station.

The taxi driver, who had witnessed the scene, made no comment. “Those son of a bitches,” said Yango, “think they’re somebody.” The station was close by. He told the taxi driver to wait: he’d go upstairs for two minutes and be right down.

Inside, the smell calmed him, his fever passed as though he’d taken a cold shower. He had a buddy with him when he took the taxi back to the Catacomb. By now the crowd had dispersed. The stand at Vasileos Irakliou was only a step away; he went there and got in his pickup, and now for an hour he’d been doing chariot races by himself on the pavement, which was gradually emptying of traffic and filling with people, outside the new hall found for the meeting, at the corner of Ermou and Venizelou Streets. He greeted the General and took courage. “You, if you have the guts, come back here.” The voice refused to subside. “I’ve got the guts and here I am,” he told himself. Just so long as they weren’t late for the transfer job. Now was the time to strike, while the iron was hot.
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Mastro-Kostas couldn’t stomach Yango. And tonight he’d dropped by there—corner of Ermou and Venizelou—just to have a look. He saw the fierce expression on the faces of the counterdemonstrators. He saw the policemen, some in uniform, some in plain clothes, unmoving; he saw stones being thrown at the Labor Union Club windows, heard shouts: “Bulgar Z., you’ll die!” “You dirty nances, you’ll all die!” And he saw some of the true believers who were heading for the meeting being seized abruptly and beaten in dark corners. He veered sharply and took the bus back to his little house. What he had suspected ever since that morning, what he’d “squealed” in fact, he now saw with his own eyes actually happening tonight. And who knows, he thought, what is still to come.

In his mind he relived the black days of the underground, deportation, torture. To someone else, what he had just seen would have been inexplicable. But not to Mastro-Kostas, whose whole life had been taken up with fighting for the same ideals. In the end he’d gotten tired; he’d bowed down. Eh, he wasn’t made of granite. Others he knew, more established than himself, with better connections, had nevertheless signed their “declaration of repentance” even earlier. He had been out of action only for the past six years, and he’d sworn in the name of his children never to get involved in politics again. Because, as he got older, his arms got weaker. He could not lift heavy weights any more. He was a porter at the same stand as Yango.

But he couldn’t bear Yango; he reminded him of the torturers he’d known on the barren islands. Those brutes, who had no soul yet tried to tear souls out by the roots, who dipped men in the sea tied up in sackfuls of cats till they’d abjured Communism, who beat them raw, who degraded them. That was the kind of scoundrel Yango was. And if they took it upon themselves to build a New Parthenon,* Yango would have been among the first to be drafted.

But Mastro-Kostas had learned to keep his mouth shut. He himself had been shaken. His faith in the Idea had crumbled. So much struggle, so much sacrifice, so much blood; and once again the traitors, the collaborators, the men who’d sold out to the Germans, were in power. Those who had “repented” earlier, he realized, had been paid off, were more or less in clover. And he was still here, with two kids who never stopped growing; with a wife who never stopped doing other people’s wash; with his back, which never stopped lugging other people’s wares. Well, what for? The time comes when a man cracks. It had happened to him just six years ago.

But that Yango, he couldn’t stomach him. He knew about his life and habits. They would talk it over with the other fellows at the stand, whenever Yango was off on a job. A pet of the police, Yango could operate as he pleased. They all had licenses delivery jobs in the city only. Yango had a license to take the stuff anywhere he wanted. If any of them stepped over the line, they had to pay for it down to the last cent. Yango always fixed things up—how? in what way?—and even groused into the bargain. He was so sure of his power he didn’t even bother to keep it secret. He blurted out everything like someone who’d never learned to be afraid.

Exactly like this morning. When Mastro-Kostas saw him glum and sullen, he asked what was wrong. Instead of answering, Yango suggested they have a drink of retsina. Mastro-Kostas also liked a drop. And so they went to the tavern across from the Modiano Market. While they were walking side by side, his hand had involuntarily brushed against the brute and hit something hard, heavy, something he didn’t recognize.

“What’re you hiding, Yango? A whip?”

He said it was a club.

“And what do you need it for? You’ve got strong arms.”

“Tonight arms aren’t enough. Forget it. Better not ask. I’ve got obligations.”

They had sat down at a little table and ordered half a kilo of wine.

“Well, here’s to you!”

“Here’s to you,” replied Mastro-Kostas, who had noticed something funny in Yango’s mood and wanted to get to the bottom of it.

“Eh, how’ll you do it? How’re you going to get hold of those ten thousand drachs?”

Yango explained, told him everything down to the tiniest detail.

“Don’t get involved in such things, Yango. You’re poor, a nobody, a nothing. The poor always get it in the neck. The big ones stay on top. The big fish eats the little one …”

“Are you giving me a lecture to wake me up, Mr. Kostas?”

“You have kids, a family, Yango.”

“Anyway, if it’s leaked, it’ll have come from you. Watch out!”

That Z.—Mastro-Kostas didn’t know him. He must have been one of the deputies who’d come up with the left after withdrawing from the party. His brain, still murky from sleep and retsina, began turning swiftly. He hadn’t tried to find out more; he hadn’t wanted the brute’s suspicions aroused. Deep inside, a feeling of solidarity began to stir, a feeling for whatever had once formed the core of his life. In front of him he had an enemy, someone aiming, if he could, to mangle a deputy on his side. Every time an election came around, though he steered clear of the parties, for once Mastro-Kostas would feel at one with the others, when he secretly gave his vote there.

“Let’s drink another half,” Yango suggested and banged the half-kilo can on the table.

“No. I have to get some radios in a shop.”

He had been in a hurry to get away. Mrs. Soula, in the shop where he went for these jobs, was the wife of the director of the EDA** offices of Salonika. He wanted to tell her at once what he had heard.

He walked along in anguish. It was his first political act after he had sworn he would never touch politics again. And his joy, surging from a source he was surprised to find in himself, only increased his anguish.

Yango, who had not known him very long and to whom nobody talked much at the stand, was ignorant of his past. If he’d known that Mastro-Kostas had once been a devoted party man, perhaps he wouldn’t have opened his mouth.

In every man—especially in a porter—there are smoldering embers from a life never lived, a house never built, a pickup license never obtained. At the slightest breath, the embers flare up and the past comes to life.

He had reached the Electroniki shop and walked in through the glass door. The manager, seeing him enter in a hurry, shook his head no; he didn’t want him to deliver anything today. But Mastro-Kostas signaled he was not there for business and skipped behind the partition to find Mrs. Soula, who worked there as a bookkeeper.

She was surprised to see him. Maybe he even smelled of wine. He told her it was absolutely urgent that they go outside and talk. On the sidewalk, once he’d made sure that no one was listening, he said: “Someone’s supposed to come who’s called Z. They’d better look after him; a trap’s been set.”

“And where did you find out about it?”

“They were talking about it somewhere. I was there and I heard. Don’t say I told you; I’ve been threatened. They said: ‘If it’s found out, it could only have come from you.’ ”

“Who are they? Where’s the somewhere? Who threatened you?”

“I can’t tell you any more, Mrs. Soula. I’m only a poor guy, try to understand. I’ve started building a house without a permit. I’ve been after a license for my three-wheeler for two years now and I haven’t got it yet. And then I’m afraid of their gang. They’re brutes, don’t stop at anything. I’ve got three broken ribs from Makronissos.”

“I won’t say anything.”

“Not even to your husband. No one told you about it. Otherwise I’m lost.”

“I won’t even tell my husband.”

“I know what they’re like. I know what foul trash they are. You live somewhere else. We’re with them every single day and have to be careful. Look out for Z.! They’ll eat him alive!”

On this note he had left. Now, home and falling asleep, he no longer had any doubts—after the counterdemonstrators he’d seen outside the building where Z. was to speak, and the worked-up crowd—that trouble was brewing for everyone this night. “It was the same then, too!” he said aloud. “The very same! They put the women in black outside the law courts and shouted: ‘Death to the murderers!’ Nothing’s changed. Seventeen years have gone by; it’s all the same again. Again! Ah, where are you, youth—you who mirrored the man I betrayed.”

“Stop raving,” his wife called out from the kitchen. “It rained today and the ceiling’s leaking. A rotten house built on the sly is all I deserve and all I’ve got for a lifetime with Mr. Kostas.”

He turned over on his good side and went to sleep.



* New Parthenon: the name given to the island of Makronissos, where political prisoners were deported during the civil war of 1947–1949.

** EDA: United Democratic Left.
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She’d been right. That’s the only thing he could say now as he looked through the Labor Union Club window at the commotion outside. “They’ll kill him: they’ll consume him, just the way they tossed the first Christians to the hungry lions.” And these hungry lions howling down below—skinny, ill-dressed, sickly—how could they clamor for hunger and misery and against peace? But this was no time for philosophy. It was a seething, dangerous time. He was waiting for Z. and his entourage to emerge from the hotel.

He had done his duty. When his wife phoned in the morning, saying, “I want to meet you right away,” Z. and this evening’s assembly hadn’t crossed his mind. Soula’s voice was alarming. He thought: something serious has happened to her, an error in the account books, a threat. “What is it? What is it?” he asked her anxiously. “You start out at once from your office, and I’ll start out from mine. Come down the right-hand sidewalk.” When they’d parted this morning, everything had been fine. It wasn’t yet ten o’clock. What could have happened in an hour and a half? He knew his wife. She wasn’t easily upset. It took a great deal to shatter her splendidly cool nerve. So what had happened? He stumbled down the stairs. On the street he was almost running.

“Someone came,” she told him once they had met as agreed, outside a perfume shop. “Someone who begged me not to tell who he was—not even you—and he told me they’re going to assassinate Z. tonight. I didn’t know you expected Z. tonight.”

He was silent. His wife’s ignorance of Z.’s coming lent greater urgency to her message.

“And the one who gave me the information, he doesn’t even know who Z. is.”

“How did he find out about it?”

“Is this a cross-examination, or will you believe what I’m telling you? You’ve got to act at once.”

She was ready to leave.

“Just a moment, Soula,” he said. “One moment.”

“I can’t. The boss looked at me suspiciously as I left. You know very well he may fire me any time on account of you.”

Then he, returning to the EDA offices, immediately called the lawyer Matsas, without revealing that the information had come from his wife. And Matsas said he would report it right away to the Public Prosecutor and ask for protection.

“What kind of protection?” he reflected now in front of the Club window. “They’ll kill him. They’ll eat him alive!” Till a stone, accompanied by a cry of “Bulgar, you’ll die tonight!”, came through the window and hit him on the nose.
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The lawyer, Georgios Matsas, son of Jannis, member of the Salonika branch of the Greek Committee for International Détente and Peace, was waiting below at the iron gate of the building on whose third floor Z.’s speech was scheduled to take place in a hall next to the Labor Union Club. He himself was greeting the audience, to give them courage.

The Friends of Peace, like the first Christians, arrived with reverence, with that deeper certainty of people who believe in something, in an idea, in a God. They believed in peace, a badly worn word to be sure, which in our own days has acquired a new meaning. Peace could no longer be conceived as the apathetic preference of human beings for concord and love among nations. Peace required support, participation, a struggle against whatever threatened to disrupt it. So they were not afraid of the howls of the pterodactyls or the swooping birds of prey—bearded vultures, sparrow hawks, turkey buzzards—or the menacing movements of the carnivores—jackals, coyotes, wolves—which had gathered on the surrounding sidewalks and were choking the entrance, beneath the almost paternal gaze of the police and the security agents.

Many of them streamed in right from the Catacomb, where, according to the newspapers, tonight’s meeting was to take place. There they had read the torn announcement about the change of hall and without a fuss walked on: it was just two blocks away. And when they saw the “outraged citizens” arm in arm with the police, hurling curses and denunciations, jeering, aiming punches at them, they realized how essential the meeting was.

And Matsas at the entrance was keeping up their courage, welcoming them. He was trying to counteract at least the fright caused by the policemen, who were loudly shouting their names, as though they—the friends of peace—were princes and counts whom some old major-domo was announcing at a reception held by two deaf kings. Other policemen, in plain clothes, threatened them in furtive whispers: “Remember the hospital!” or “Ten years in prison and you still haven’t come to your senses.” Matsas’s presence was one familiar element in an unknown quarter of the moon. Because this quite friendly part of the city, with its closed shops and old buildings, its commodious intersections and small alleys radiating from the Modiano Market like little streams, had metamorphosed into a bloodthirsty arena, a clandestine crossroads of the anomalous, a danger zone planted with mines left over from the Occupation.

Who else indeed, Matsas thought, was here in this place tonight except the impenitent murderers of the Occupation? There’s Autocratosaur, for example, an important Nazi hireling, acquitted after the Civil War. There’s Dougros, from the Hitlerite Militia of Poulos, carrying a life sentence for collaboration with the Germans; Leandros, an old member of the Greek Nazis. Too many others to count.

Every so often he would leave his post near the door and go over to the kiosk to phone either the Public Prosecutor or the Chief of Police. What unheard-of things were happening tonight! The darker it became, the fiercer were the faces all around. Neither the security agents nor the policemen were lifting a finger to help those being knocked about by the counterdemonstrators.

“Where’s the Prosecutor?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who’s speaking?”

“Who are you?”

“I want his home number.”

“Look it up in the directory.”

“The directory doesn’t list it.”

“I don’t know it.”

And then: “Mr. Chief of Police?”

“He’s not here.”

“Where is he?”

“Where the trouble is.”

“But I’m phoning you from there.”

“He’ll be coming along, he’s on his way. Phone the station.” He phoned the station and some officer put him on to the Emergency Squad. Did they take him for a fool? He saw baboons in the distance, approaching with baskets of stones. These were not chance occurrences.

He knew very well they were not. Ever since the meeting had been announced in the press, they’d begun following him and the other lawyers of the committee. He himself had had two shadows. Wherever he went, they tagged behind him. Suddenly his actions were no longer private. His freedom had been cut off. As if he were smuggling dope and the bloodhounds of the Security Police wanted to catch him in the act. Once he caught one of them off guard—the short one with the checked jacket. “I’m on duty, Mr. Matsas,” was the answer. Then he turned to his friend, the Secretary General of the Ministry of Northern Greece. The latter pretended surprise. “If you don’t believe me, come and look.” And he drew him to the window and pointed out his shadows at the Ministry exit. It let up for a day or two—he thought his complaints had worked. Later he learned that during those days all the detectives had been mobilized for the security of an eminent visitor, General de Gaulle. After that a black limousine would park at the corner, by his house, and remain until late at night, when all the lights had been turned off. He watched it from behind the blinds. At that point he went, with the president of the legal society, to the Chief of Police. “Unfortunately, that’s an order from the Ministry of the Interior, Mr. Matsas. We have to follow all members of the Peace Committee. I cannot do otherwise, no matter how much I respect you personally.”

This was one thing that convinced him nothing was happening by chance tonight. The other was the strange attitude of Zoumbos, proprietor of the Catacomb. He had agreed to lend his place for the Friends of Peace meeting and had pocketed the full rent—three thousand drachmas. Then yesterday afternoon, out of the blue, Zoumbos said he couldn’t let them have it unless they brought a permit from the police. In vain Matsas tried to explain that a permit was required for outdoor meetings only, not for meetings in an enclosed area.

“I don’t want to get mixed up in anything. Either you bring me the permit or I won’t let you have the place.”

“But, Mr. Zoumbos, you’re being unreasonable.”

“I know exactly what I’m saying.”

“Unless there’s something you’re not saying.”

“There’s nothing I’m not saying, and I’m very reasonable. You lawyers can make up whatever you like out of your heads.”

“If you’d told us this several days ago, we’d have had time to look for another hall. We’d have had time to inform people through the newspaper. Now you’re really making trouble for us! They’ll come here from all over the city, and what will they see? An announcement telling them to go somewhere else! And where else, Mr. Zoumbos? At the last minute you tell me! Where’ll we find another hall?”

“That’s your affair. I’m returning the rent you paid me in advance. I’ll also give you the forfeit that’s due because of the cancellation of the agreement. Now … leave me alone!”

“But this isn’t the way to behave, a big cabaret-owner like you!”

“What do you want, Mr. Matsas? I have to make a living.”

“I’m not saying you don’t.”

“Then leave me alone.”

“Did they put so much pressure on you?”

“Who put pressure on me?”

“You know very well who.”

“I don’t know anything.”

“Why are you stuttering all of a sudden?”

“You’re not getting anywhere, Mr. Matsas. Nowhere at all. Goodbye.” And Zoumbos got up to leave.

“One minute,” the lawyer called after him. But Zoumbos had already disappeared.

It started him thinking. Not only was he being followed, there was now Zoumbos’s refusal. Had someone perhaps overheard their conversation? Turning around, he saw a character who at that precise moment lifted his newspaper to cover his face. Had he been planted there? Or was Matsas overly suspicious? Then he got another idea. He remembered Prodomidis, of the Rotunda Theater. He had let them have the theater on a previous occasion for the same kind of meeting. Matsas telephoned him, but he too beat around the bush.

“Just now, a little while ago, Mr. Matsas, they paid me a visit here …”

“Who?”

“Inspectors from the department of public entertainment. They prohibited the renting of the hall until it’s fit for the public.”

“What’s wrong with the hall?”

“The seats aren’t set up.”

“Our meeting won’t take place until tomorrow.”

“We’re short of staff because the summer season hasn’t started yet. And it’s not as easy as you think to set up the seats. I’m very sorry. Truly, I’m sorry.”

“I understand.”

“You remember how pleased I was in the past to let you have the theater. I also happen to be a pacifist. But now …”

As he hung up, he thought: No, Zoumbos couldn’t get away with it. He had to find him again, talk to him, persuade him. He phoned Zoumbos’s home and his wife gave him all the phone numbers where he might be found. He went through them one by one but couldn’t locate him anywhere. He got home about 11:30 exhausted but in spite of everything woke at dawn. From behind the blind he saw the black limousine; this time it had been there all night.

Early in the morning he went to the Prosecutor and demanded his intervention for the hall.
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