Excerpt from The Last Sane Places (to appear, The Muscaliet Press, 2018)

The procession, which is in the nature of a performance, begins early by Corfiot standards, with schoolchildren from all over the island assembling in the town from 8a.m.  Meanwhile, as the bands gather in the streets behind the New Port, battered Hondas, Rovers, and uncertain Fiats wind their way towards Kerkyra from the outlying villages.  Helium balloons sway in bunches; stalls sell trinkets, amulets, shards of olive wood that have been tortured into candle holders.  Somewhere an exhaust backfires into the smell of endless coffees and lemonades.  In doorways, in alleys, fifteen-year-old cornet players in regimental uniforms topped by a gleam of firemen’s helmets drag on the first cigarette of what’s going to be a long morning.  Knots of elderly women, seamed faces under scarves, gather on street corners.  Under the arcades, where piety competes with the smell of drains, men in suits shiny with age wrinkle their eyes into the sun.


In the platia, the bands form.  The sound of random tuning - the esoteric whine of a piccolo, the thud of a bass drum - drifts into the blue of the sky.  A thin, persistent line of humanity waits for the Agios on either side of the street that bears his name.  In adjacent squares, schoolgirls adjust their uniforms; one puts away her mobile phone; another smoothes out the wrinkles in a new pair of stockings.  Priests in randomly-coloured vestments appear and disappear into the shadows, and a man carrying a basket of laurel scatters the street with leaves, cigarette fixed on his upper lip.


The Agios is late - but this is Corfu.  At twelve minutes past eleven, the sarcophagus appears at the door of the church preceded by candles as thick as a man’s torso, borne by servers who must carry these burdens of faith in leather pouches slung from the waist.  There’s a crush of expectation.  Another mobile phone drills into the whispering.  Distantly, the Red Band of Corfu strikes up.  And here is the Agios behind the glass, unblinking in the sunlight of his island, passing his congregation, his patients, his admirers, in a must, a pollen of hymn and incense.  To let the procession pass is to be swept by the odour of history, the air of a thousand churches, heavy with the fume of censers and moth-balls.  


It hasn’t changed in several centuries.  Cartwright’s Views of the Ionian Islands (1821) show the same banners and candles, the same soldiers, the same faces peering from the same upper balconies.  In this water-colour pageant, only the clothes of the laity are different.  In 1912, the Ionian School painter George Samartzis shows a Litany of the Saint’s Relics which could have been painted last Saturday, though in his depiction there are so many candles that the procession looks like a traverse of pious funnels.  And in all these images, as in the image of yesterday, there are the priests, no longer in their customary suits of solemn black but in a prosperous glitter of thread and cope, vivid green, vibrant yellow, scarlet, crimson, blue.  There are beards, belts, bellies.  They’re as Durrell described them - like a pack of cards on the move, but one confident that there are no gambles with heaven.  


Across the strait, there’s a crisp and a new sunlight on the snow-covered mountains of Epirus.  On the back wall of the church, oblivious, and left behind by the bells, the bands and smells, a six-year-old boy hits a tennis ball.  Inside the holy place, pecking at the floor of the narthex, a pigeon struts randomly in the recent, evacuated silence.
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