Can you paint a fish?
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I stood on the bow of the freighter and held onto the rail as the ship rolled and pitched under the full moon. A brisk wind blew salt-water spray into my face while I watched the white caps scud over the turgid green-grey sea. I wanted to be as far away from Naples as possible, but had the feeling no matter how far I went it wouldn't be enough to purge all that had happened to me in the past forty-eight hours. I kept thinking about it, trying to understand how a vacation could begin so nice and peaceful and denigrate so quickly and strangely.


We were in Greece during World Cup to promote our sponsor’s uniforms and equipment. Athens was the last stop of a busy summer that saw us play a lot of soccer. Our team stayed at a hotel near the waterfront, not far from the field where we practiced and played the local teams. 


After the Cup finals, we had a couple of weeks to ourselves before training began for the winter league. Some of my teammates went back to Barcelona, some went home, some didn’t say what they were going to do. Renato and I stayed a few days to go to a wine festival at a four-hundred-year-old Orthodox monastery in Nea Makri, a small village just north and west of Athens. Visitors had to pay five dollars to get in. But that included all the wine you could drink, all the food you could eat, and a room to sleep in for the night if you needed it. Renato and I decided we were going to need it.


Renato was from Brazil. His father was Brazilian, his mother Venezuelan, and his family spoke Portuguese and Spanish at home. My father was born in Belgium, but grew up in St. Louis. He never urged me to learn French, his native language, and I never had the desire to learn another language.


However, when I joined the team almost two years ago, the other players insisted I learn Spanish. Because the team was based in Barcelona, Spanish was the language spoken among the players and staff. Our coach said that I could practice with the team and play practice games, but until I learned Spanish well enough to communicate on the field, I had to sit on the bench during league and exhibition games. Everyone on the team pitched in to help, and in three months I played my first league game.	


	Renato wanted to drive. It was a lazy summer Saturday afternoon: a clear sky with an occasional puffy little cumulus drifting through the blue, seagulls gliding into the breezes coming off the bay, very little traffic, and the green and ancient hills of Greece stretching out in front of us. It took almost two hours to drive to Nea Makri. From the main highway we turned north onto a narrow, serpentine dirt road. I had two weeks off for the first time in almost two years, and my tensions tapered away with the dust clouds in the wake of the rental. 


As we approached the monastery, I saw a massive iron gate opened at the center and pushed out to the road. The clay brick parapet and outer walls were covered with bougainvillea overflowing with crimson flowers. Inside the walls, three one-story clay buildings were connected by long narrow corridors. Pockets of grape ivy bordered the doors and windows. We parked to the right amid the other cars, paid the admission, and received a clay plate and tin cup for the food and wine.


	The courtyard was huge. Directly forward were two long, bulky wooden tables that held rows and rows of bottles of red and white wines. Just inside the gates to the left, stood three more of the large wooden tables. On the first table were breads and cheeses, olives and olive oil; on the second, tomatoes, onions, figs, oranges, and flagons of water; on the third, smoked fishes and roasted lamb. A spit and a smoker sat in the corner behind the third table. Monks in brown or grey robes were busy pouring, slicing, cleaning nodding, smiling, pointing, and walking in and out of buildings with plates of food, but never talking. 


On the other side of the courtyard was a vegetable and flower garden that sloped up to the far wall. A clean white stone footpath wound through the vegetables, fruit trees, smaller tables, and benches. Renato and I stood in line to fill our cups and plates, and gained a bench under one of the smaller fig trees in a back corner of the garden where we sat and watched the crowd.


	Most of the people, it seemed, wanted to be in the center of all the commotion. Renato and I were the center of attention when we played in front of large crowds in soccer stadiums. We wanted to be anonymous for a change.


We tried to guess the occupations and names of people that caught our eye. We privately teased all the fat and loudly dressed tourists, and laughed at a mother chasing her two small sons chasing a rooster around the food tables until tears rolled down our cheeks. My only concerns at that moment were the Retsina in my cup; the cheese, bread, olives and tomatoes on my plate; the dappled shadow of the fig tree; and the warm wooden bench beneath me. I felt calm and somewhat unattached to everyday life. That's when I met Demi.


	Although we had a place to relax in the far corner of the garden, Renato and I were still subject to the occasional person or group that walked around the perimeter. Sometimes they nodded or smiled as they strolled by, but for the most part our corner was inviolate, until three women found their way to our bench. They were in their early twenties, dressed in shorts and sandals and t-shirts. We paid little attention to them as they wove through the garden except that we heard them laughing, and their laughter caught our ears. 


	Renato was telling me about Retsina and how it got that biting pine taste when the girls passed by. One of them stopped and asked if we were speaking Spanish. I looked up and slowly replied, “Si.” She was about five feet four inches tall with deep green eyes and shoulder length auburn hair that looked like it had just been cut. She wore a sleeveless blouse and a pair of shorts. Her only makeup was a little blush and eye shadow.


“Eres Americano?” she asked.


“Si,” I replied again, nodding.


The other two girls stopped and they, along with Renato, were listening to the conversation.


“Where did you learn to speak Spanish?”


“From my friends and teammates.”


“They taught you well, Inglese.”


“I’m still learning,” I replied.


She paused for a moment, looked at her girlfriends and smiled. She turned back to me and asked, “Can I tell you a joke?”


“Si, claro.”


“What do you call someone who speaks two languages?”


“Bilingual,” I said.


“Good, Inglese. What do you call someone who speaks three languages?”


“Trilingual or polyglot.”


She nodded approvingly. 


“And what do you call someone who speaks one language?”


I hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know.”


“American.”


The girls and Renato burst into laughter. He was quick to invite them to stay and share some wine and spend some time with us. Before they could refuse, he jumped up and directed the woman who had told the joke to stay with me while he and the other two girls went to the tables for more wine and food. He grabbed their hands and took off for the courtyard.


	She introduced herself as Demi and told me that she and her two cousins were from a Jewish community in Turkey, and were studying at the School of Fine Arts in Athens. I asked her where she learned Spanish. She said that during the Inquisition, Ferdinand and Isabella exiled the Jews from Spain. Some of them settled on the west coast of Turkey and kept Spanish as their main language. She assured me the community was quite large—hundreds of thousands.


We exchanged small talk until the others returned. The conversation was very informal and relaxed, as if we’d known each other for years. We traded jokes and stories about our families. We talked about the girls’ studies in art and music, the Cup in Germany this year, our team, out of the way places to see around the Mediterranean, and things we like to eat. We laughed a lot, and drank a little too much into the early evening.


	The next morning Renato and I met the girls in the courtyard of the monastery and drove to a local restaurant for breakfast. Demi sat next to me and, midway through the meal, pressed a note into my hand under the table. I stuffed it into my pocket without looking at it. When we were driving back to Athens, I pulled the note out of my pocket and read it. Call me, Inglese. 24-32-7157. Demi. I read it aloud to Renato. We glanced at each other and smiled.


	I couldn't wait to call Demi that evening. She wasn’t in, so I left a message with one of her cousins. Half of an hour later she called. We met outside of a café not far from the hotel. She wore a white cotton blouse and light green skirt with an olive green sash tied at the waist. She stepped up to me and gave me a hug. I felt her breasts push softly against my chest. Her knee lightly touched the inside of my leg. As she stepped back, her fingers came from behind my neck and slid slowly over my shoulder. 


	“How do you feel about a little dessert?” She smiled and looked up at me.


	I nodded and took a slow, deep breath. “Sounds good.” 


We sat at a two-seater on a stone terrace that faced the water and stayed about an hour and a half, long enough for baklava and a couple of espressos. I watched Demi’s mouth as she spoke and imagined her lips pressed against mine. I thought of how she felt when she hugged me, her knee against my leg, and the soft touch of her fingers as her hand fell from my shoulder. 


As we got up to leave she suggested a walk back to the hotel along the beach. We sat on the edge of the concrete embankment, took off our shoes and walked toward the water. A crescent moon lay low in the sky. Black rocks clattered in the surf as fishing boats rose and fell with the tide. Seagulls slept on the sand, heads tucked under their wings. We held hands, but didn’t speak much as we walked back to the hotel. It was one of the first times in my life when I felt the silence between two people was not awkward. 


When we stepped inside my room I closed the door, turned, and kissed her. Demi cupped my face in her hands, and said that she should probably call for her cab. I mustered a weak smile and said, “OK . . . The phone’s by the bed.”


She sat on the edge of the bed, picked up the receiver and rang up the front desk. I walked over to the window and peered through the blinds.


“Would you send a cab for room 215? . . . Yes, please. . . . I’ll need it at six o’clock in the morning.”


I turned back around quickly.


“And would you give us a wake-up call at five-fifteen? . . . Yes, that’s correct. . . . Thank you.” She hung up the receiver and patted the bed with her hand. “Come sit next to me, Inglese.” 


The next day Demi called from school. “Would you like some company for dinner?” she asked.


“I would. What time are you free from school?”


“Four . . . Four-thirty.”


We made plans to meet in the lobby at seven-thirty. I gave Renato a call and told him about my date the night before, and the one coming up. He had just finished a letter to his uncle and was getting ready to go for a run. He invited me along. We ran a few miles down the beach and back, and then swam for a bit in the hotel pool. I took a long hot bath and a nap when I got back to my room.


When Demi arrived we asked a clerk at the front desk for a good restaurant within walking distance. She recommended a café, and its spanakopita, about ten blocks away. After a drink in the bar, we headed for the restaurant.


	About half of the way there we walked past a squarish white stone church with a white and gold dome and spires at the corners of the building. A large gold Greek cross rested on top of the dome. The bricks and mortar seemed to shine pink and grey, and the stained glass windows glimmered in the fleckless light of early evening. We heard people clapping, and someone was tapping a tambourine to the rhythm of an aulos and a kithara. The music appeared to come from behind the church.


	“This is the Church of St. Sophia. It sounds like there’s a wedding,” Demi said. She grabbed my hand and led me around to the back of the building.


	A small crowd stood around the chain-link fence that separated the street from the church grounds. In the center of the church grounds, five men were walking forward in a straight line, arms over each other’s shoulders. They wore black pants tucked into their boots, black vests, and white shirts buttoned up to the neck. They took a few steps forward, skipped, kicked their heels out to side, and slapped their boots. Then they stepped to the side, turned, put their hands on the shoulder in front of them, and formed a circle.


Around the dancers were six or seven banquet tables and a few smaller tables. Guests at the reception were clapping, laughing, singing, and throwing clay plates on the ground amid the dancers.


“These men are part of the wedding party, Inglese. They are dancing for the groom. Friends and family buy a stack of clay plates from the church for about two drachmas. They throw the plates on the floor around the feet of the dancers. A little Ouzo helps to limber up the throwing arm.” She made small circles with her arm, and smiled. “The better the men dance, the more plates are bought and thrown. When the men finish, the women in the wedding party dance. The men and women compete to see who can dance the best and sell the most plates. It is considered no small honor to be part of the side that sells the most plates. The money collected from the plates is divided in half. Half goes to the church, and half goes to the newlyweds as a wedding gift.”


“It looks like a lot of fun.”


“Oh, it is. For many of us, life is a celebration. This marriage reception celebrates, not only the bride and groom, but the family, because the family provides the balance to the pain and miseries in our lives. Our most complete joys come from sharing our triumphs and disappointments with those we love.”


“I never really looked at it that way, Demi.”


“Stick with me for awhile, Inglese. I can teach you one or two other things.” She looked at me and smiled. 


After dinner we went straight back to the hotel. In the morning she told me that she had some important exams coming up in a couple of days, that she absolutely must study for them, and would not be able to see me until the weekend when she had time off from school. Could I meet her for holiday in Palma de Mallorca? She had family there and we could stay with them. I said that I'd heard the Amalfi Coast was a beautiful drive and this seemed like the perfect time to go. She wrote down the name, address, and phone number of her brother on a pad of paper next to the phone, kissed me, and said goodbye. 


I called Renato. We had breakfast in the hotel and talked about the past weekend, Barcelona, and our plans for the rest of the holiday. Later, I packed my duffle bag and gym bag, checked out of the hotel, and headed for the airport.


	I flew into Reggio di Calabria late that afternoon and rented a car at the airport. Reggio is in the toe of the boot of the Italian peninsula. The highway winds north between the western coast and the Apennines which form the backbone of Italy. Villages of Tulli homes with their brick-colored conical roofs and white walls are nested into the limestone cliffs and separated by numerous bays and gulfs. Open shops offer fresh and smoked and dried fishes, fresh fruits and vegetables, wine and cheese, coffee, porcelain, and pottery. I spent three days driving from Reggio to Naples, plunging enthusiastically into the task of living each day to the fullest. It was a way of life which, at first, seemed to be nothing more than dolce far niente: running a long a stretch of beach early in the morning, a glass of wine and a conversation at lunch with a stranger, the sun, a traffic jam in late afternoon.


	Naples is an old city facing somewhat southward and forming a crescent around the northernmost elbow of the Bay of Naples. Lake Averno, the mythical entrance to Hades, lies to the east and Mount Vesuvius with its solfata, craters of steaming lava, sleeps over the ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum to the north.


	Inspiring as the Amalfi Coast was, Naples was as depressing. It was devastated by the Allies and Germans during World War II. After the war, city administrators pocketed most of the money allotted for rebuilding and civic improvements. As a result, Naples was a model of urban decay: sewage problems, inadequate housing, acute unemployment, short-lived political coalitions, and juvenile delinquency. Sections of the city had no street lamps and were using old tractor tires soaked with kerosene for lighting. When I told Demi I was going to drive up the coast to Naples, she said that if she ever had to give Europe an enema, she’d consider sticking the plunger in Naples.


	I checked into a hostel late in the morning. I put my clothes in the locker, kept the camera and cash in my gym bag, and went to get a bite to eat at a small trattoria around the corner. After lunch I walked to Mergellina Station, the center of the subway system in Napoli. 


I was sitting on a bench at the edge of the piazza with a pad of paper and some pencils. My gym bag was on the ground next to me. The past few days I had been sketching vignettes of Italian life: the limestone cliffs near Sorrento, a young woman drinking espresso and reading a book at a café in Amalfi, fishing boats in the harbor at Salerno. I studied them, not only with my eyes but with my hands and nose and ears, trying to capture those serene and introspective moments with only a pencil, an eraser, and a few pieces of white paper. 


I was drawing the entrance to the subway when I heard the whine of a motor scooter gradually grow louder from behind me until it seemed right on top of me. Then I felt the rush of wind from a passing vehicle and saw two kids brush by me on a scooter. One was driving. The other was looking back at me with a coy smile on his face, holding onto the person in front of him with one hand and holding my gym bag in his lap with the other. I jumped up shouting for them to stop, but they wove through the crowd and disappeared down a side street. “Shit. Shit! Shit!” I threw my hands up and kicked a rock on the ground.


	An old man, who had been sitting on the other end of the bench, walked up to me and started speaking Italian. I told him that I didn”t speak Italian. “Parle Spagnuolo?” I asked.


“No.” He shook his head.


“Inglesa?”


“Ahhh . . . Si, a poco. My name is a Marco.” He smiled. “You have met a Scugnizzi. They are street a children trained by a Camorristi. In America, you have a Mafioso. In Italia, we have a Camorra.” He shrugged his shoulders. “You will never a see your bag again.”


“My camera and all of my money are in that bag. I need to be in Palma the day after tomorrow, and in Barcelona three days after that. I suppose I should go to the polizia.”


“No, no. They will just a laugh at a stupida turista. You need money, no? Maybe I can a help. Whatsa you name?”


“Steven.”


“Ahhh . . . Stefano. My grand a son, his a name is Stefano. A good omen.” He smiled and pointed to the pad of paper that I dropped. “I see you can a draw. You can a paint?”


“A little.”


“Ahhh . . . Can you paint a fish?”


“Paint a fish?” I shrugged my shoulders. “I suppose so.” 


“You paint a fish a for me. I help a you make a some lira.”


I looked at him. I thought of a sign over somebody’s doorway, a big red wooden fish with the words CARPE PESCEM stenciled in bold black letters across its back. I wondered if anyone would get the joke. “OK. I'll paint a fish.”


“Atsa good,” he said.


He led me to a bus stop nearby. Along the way he told me about his family. As he spoke his hands flittered around his face and shoulders like two birds unsure of how to land in their nest. He had a son, a daughter, son-in-law, and two grandchildren. His son-in-law had a small fishery, but the family was struggling to make ends meet.


We took a white and blue bus east and another south to the port district. On the bus I looked closer at my companion. He had not shaved for a few days. His hat and clothes were worn and thin, but clean, shoes dagged. 


We got off the second bus close to the Castel dell'Ovo and walked past the wharves along Via Reggia di Portici until we came to a narrow cobbled street. We turned and walked up to a run-down building in the middle of the block. It was old, the paint faded and peeling, the wood weathered and splintered. A few windows on the second floor were broken. 


The old man did not bother to knock. He pushed the door open and stepped inside, beckoning me to follow. Inside, three men sat on the floor fidgeting with a large thick net spread out over most of the floor. They looked up when we entered and greeted the old man with shouts and waves. A fourth man appeared out of a room in the back. He, like the others, wore faded pants and a long-sleeve shirt rolled up to the elbow. He gave Marco a hug. The old man smiled and gestured broadly with his arms and hands as he spoke. Then he brought both hands close together as if holding something small and brushing little circles at one end of what he was holding. Everyone else was watching me. I stood near the door, glancing around for some plywood and tools and a paint can. The smell of fish was strong, almost sour.


	Marco motioned for me to come closer. He introduced me to the men. Everyone smiled and nodded. He and his son took me into the back room. In the room were four barrels of fish. As he picked up one of the fish, he said, “We need someone to paint a fish. These a fish. Look a the eyes. They are no bright and a black. We cannot sell these a fish. Can you paint a fish?” 


	I looked at the fish and then at the two men in front of me, and back at the fish. I thought to myself, paint the fish? 


	The old man said, “Don’t a worry. We”ll rub a the fish with lemon to take away most of a the smell.” He pinched his nose with his fingers and pursed his lips.


	What if I said no? What would they do? No one knows I’m here but these five men. Would they let me leave? Could they afford to let me leave knowing what they were doing? 


“Can you paint a fish?”


I thought about Demi. Where else would I get the money to get to Palma? I looked at the fish. They were probably a couple of days out of water. People would buy and eat these fish. I thought again of Demi. And how would I get to Barcelona? Training starts in just a few days. I have no money to get back to Athens.


“Maybe we can help a you find a way to Palma. My son, he knows a someone on a freighter. Take a you to Palma.”


Painting four barrels of fish eyes . . . Is fish two or three days old really that bad for you? I looked at the two men, then at the fish. I thought again of Demi and Palma. Four barrels of fish. People eating these fish. Barcelona, the team, training for the winter league. Demi. Four barrels of fish. Demi.


“OK. OK. I'll paint a fish.”


The two men looked at each other, sighed, and smiled at me.


“Ahhh . . . Atsa good,” the old man exclaimed.


There were all kinds of fish. Some were a greyish color with a red stripe that faded down both sides. There was a greenish-grey fish with red-brown spots and white blotches. They called that one Cabra Mora. Some I recognized: the grey bass with its silvery blue-gray oblong body, large mouth and small teeth, and the white bass with its gold fins and white stomach. The white bass they called Corbina.


One of the men took the fish from a barrel and put it into a pan of lemon water. Another one pulled it out, dried the head and eyes, and handed it to me. I painted the eyes with a small brush and gloss black acrylic. The fish were then tossed onto the net on the floor and then hauled out to a small fishing boat. The boat, I was told, would go up the coast to unload. It was easy, but dirty and pungent work.


	It took almost twenty-four hours to paint all of the fish. When I went back to the hostel to get my clothes, I wired Demi to tell her the name of the ship I was on and its approximate time of arrival. 


	Demi met me at the pier and threw her arms around my neck and gave me a big hug. I put one arm loosely around her waist and held her lightly. 


“What's wrong?” she said.


“I’m really tired. The past couple of days have been a little difficult.”


“What happened?”


“I’ll share it with you. But later, OK? Right now, I need a little more time away from it.”


“Sure, sure. Tell me about it when you’re ready, Inglese.”


	We arrived at her brother’s house, and after a short but friendly introduction, Demi ushered me into the bathroom. She filled the tub and ordered me into it. Demi was smiling, pouring water over my head, and sponging my back and chest. After a few minutes I began to relax in the hot water. I found myself telling Demi about all that had happened during the past couple of days: the scugnizzi, my money and camera, Marco, the warehouse, and staying awake almost a day and a half to paint four barrels of rotting fish. As I spoke, I visualized each one and watched them spiral down the drain, drift through the pipes, and float out to sea. I was beginning to feel a lot better. 


Demi sat in the room as I dressed. We could smell the food her sister-in-law was preparing in the kitchen. And although she was supportive about what had happened in Naples and told me about her tests at school, Demi seemed kind of quiet.


When we came out of the bedroom, the dinner table was set with fresh oranges and grapefruit, olives, falafel, and avocados. There was a bowl of hard boiled eggs. A plate of bread and cheese sat next to the eggs and next to the bread, a plate of fish. The oblong bodies had been slit up the stomach, gutted, boned, and pan-fried whole. They were silvery blue-gray with a large mouth and small teeth. “They are fresh,” her brother said proudly. “They came in on an Italian freighter from Naples this morning.”
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