
Part 1 — London 
 

Chapter 1 
Who’s threatening Little Red Riding Hood? 

  
Saint 

The Tube station was swarming with people. Colourful human flows, the 
scattered buzz of passengers’ voices and the smells from sugar-coated 
pistachios, croissants and Cornwall pies fused in a tangle full of energy. 
A prematurely aged woman cowered in a corner, her hand extended in begging 
(how did Security allowed this?) A white man —that is, with white skin but also 
in a white coat and shoes— with a primate’s head stopped before her and threw 
down a coin. She stooped, picked it up and then run her fingers over it and smelt 
it. It was chocolate wrapped in silver paper. She was about to throw it away but 
changed her mind. She peeled back the wrapping and started licking it. 
The white-dressed man watched on with quiet satisfaction. He reached for his 
pocket again (more chocolate?) but he was stopped by the people with the 
cameras and the questions. 
—People call you a Saint! How do you manage? 
—I am only the chairman of a large society that helps the destitute. We like it 
and we do it, that’s all. 
The beggar got up and approached him. The cameras moved back to make space 
for her, and when she stood awkwardly next to him they started taking pictures 
of the two of them. 
—Never give cash to beggars. The man smiled. His teeth were white too. Give 
them chocolate, candy, second-hand toys, but never cash. 
—Why? 
—If you really want to help, only give money to recognised charities. They have 
the knowhow for the job, they issue receipts and pay taxes. 
The camera people continued their questions, pointing at the cowering beggar: 
—Do you ask those you help what brought them to their predicament? 
—I never ask; I just give. 
He was about to leave when he turned back. 
—Listen, he said, as long as I feed people they call me a Saint. If I were to start 
asking questions, they might brand me as a communist. 
  

Everyday Reality 
Large screens all over the station are broadcasting news: 
COASTS POLLUTED FIVE TIMES A DAY 



The images showed sewers pouring their contents in the sea as the words rolled 
down relentlessly: 
DIRTY WATER SCANDAL IN BRITAIN UNCOVERED YESTERDAY. 
TONS OF POLLUTANTS POUR INTO THE SEA WHERE THOUSANDS 
OF UNSUSPECTING VICTIMS SWIM -- / -- MAD-FISH DISEASE 
VICTIMS MULTIPLY -- / -- RED ALERT. 
Under a screen some members of the “SAVE ASIA” organisation were 
distributing leaflets and asking for contributions to provide housing for tsunami 
victims. 
A slight young girl dressed in black approach the stand and picked up as many 
leaflets as she could. She walked quickly to the platform, threw the leaflets in a 
dustbin and hastened into the train. 
  

Scent of a woman 
We have all seen, on TV or in hospital, the flat line on the monitor as a person 
dies. That was the state of A.’s mind: a flat line. 
—What a lovely day! A severe-looking gentleman in boring clothes was 
addressing the man next to him, who looked much the same. Of course, none of 
the Tube passengers were able see London’s spring sky on that day, which 
seemed as if ten tropical suns were shining high above, but those who spoke at 
all talked about the weather. 
The train went from each station to the next with a lot of clatter, as if it was 
digging the tunnel then and there. Despite the neglect, the strewn newspapers, 
the grimy seats and the typical, ingrained smell (like old engine grease), A.’s 
idea of the Tube when he had first arrived in England to study —namely, that it 
had been built almost before the Greek War of Independence of 1821— 
continued to fill him with awe. 
People embarked and disembarked. A. let his mind be carried away by the 
waves of the human sea around him until he noticed the girl that sat opposite. It 
seemed that she was watching him very intensely. Was it just an impression? 
Had he seen her before? He sat up in his seat and concentrated to see her better. 
Petite and crisp. Raven-black hair, a dark little face. Her clothes were black too. 
Overcoat, a shirt unbuttoned at the top, short skirt and fancy tights decorated 
with black flowers. 
A young Japanese woman stood before him, temporarily blocking his view. Her 
body was flat like a plank. He couldn’t help looking at it, and as he did so he 
remembered a friend from his military service years, who had travelled around 
the world as a seaman, saying of Far Eastern women that their “gate of the 
abyss”, up there where their legs met, was not upright as in all other women but 
either horizontal or slanted — he couldn’t remember exactly after all those 
years. 



A snort escaped him as the mystery of this anatomical question (slanted or 
horizontal?) struck him so suddenly. Could it be finally resolved right there? If 
he asked her politely, would she answer him? And if she did, how could he be 
sure she wasn’t lying? Wouldn’t it be better if he asked her to undress? With this 
thought, A could no longer suppress a burst of noisy nervous laughter. 
He quickly pulled himself together, with a silent apology to those around him. 
Only a few months earlier such thoughts would have been inconceivable, in the 
office, the streets or the Tube. When he raised his head again, the Japanese girl 
was being manhandled by two uniformed patrolmen with mad fish disease 
detectors in their hands. A. suddenly hoped that this check might answer his 
own question as well. It wouldn’t be easy, though: the girl’s writhing prevented 
them from doing their job. A. remained seated and looked on absentmindedly 
until the guards and the girl were out of sight somewhere down the car. The 
examination was to take place elsewhere. 
The young man shrugged and looked around him. The girl in black was still 
there, holding a small mirror to check her makeup. Her eyes under the arched 
black eyebrows and the long dark eyelashes looked bright and enticing amidst 
the gloom. 
At the next stop the girl shot a smile, got up, reached the doors and vanished 
amidst the noisy throng. Her lips were red like cherries and her teeth white and 
strong—teeth to bite with. 
  

Who’s threatening Little Red Riding Hood? 
Most parents are careful to be well in time for a function at their children’s 
school. A. never was; not just before, when he worked twenty-hour days, but 
even now. Even if he had no other engagement, even when his daughter was 
playing Little Red Riding Hood. 
He hurried across the school gate towards the imposing 19th-century building 
with the red façade and rushed into the room where the play was staged. Out of 
breath, he pushed at the door and it opened noisily. Many heads turned his way. 
Mothers, lots of mothers filled the room. Careful hairdos, expensive outfits 
freshly pressed, shined shoes, makeup and perfumes, all together exuding a 
warmth like a freshly-baked cake just out of the oven. 
He looked around for his daughter. She was not yet on stage, where a large choir 
of small children in wolf costumes were singing to warn Little Red Riding Hood 
that grandma was planning to eat her! 
—That’s not how I remember it! one lady started to say before a disparaging 
look from the one next to her cut her short. Both women looked tired (was it the 
day or their lives?) 
But where was his daughter? A large bed was placed on the stage, and 
something was moving under the cover. Was it the wolf or grandma? The door 
to the room opened again with a chilling screech (really, a luxury school like 
that should have less noisy equipment). Two large men rushed in and scanned 



the faces of the audience who watched them with curiosity. Clearly the 
newcomers had no interest in the show. 
The plot was now going into an unexpected twist. A horrible old woman (that is, 
a child with a mask and wig, walking on stilts to appear taller) walked into the 
room and lifted the cover. A.’s little daughter was there, and once exposed she 
shrunk and started to scream: “Help! She will eat me!” A. was at a loss. Could it 
be that his daughter was in real danger? 
The rest happened very quickly. The door to the room opened a third time to 
admit the janitor, who indicated to the large men that A. was the person they 
wanted. The men moved quickly towards him. 
—Do you know Martina Kessler? they asked drily. 
—What? he retorted; he hadn’t been spoken to like that for years. 
—Yes or no? they pressed him. 
—Who are you? 
—Police. Yes or no? 
—Is this really the time for that? he tried to assert himself. So I did know her, 
yes. What of it? 
—Follow us. The lady killed herself. 
Some mothers turned towards them. “Shhh! Quiet, please!” 
They were not the only ones to cause a disturbance. One of the few other dads in 
the room had stood up and almost climbed on the stage to take photos of the 
‘granny’ from all possible angles. 
—But my daughter is Little Red Riding Hood and someone’s threatening her, he 
blurted, completely at loss. 
—The wolf will save her, snarled one of the men. We won’t keep you long. Just 
a few questions. 
The play was near the end. Children dressed as wolves were going round the 
stalls distributing forest fruits from their little baskets. He decided to follow the 
cops. 
  

Questioning 
—Is your name Aris Stefanou? 
—Yes. 
—Occupation? 
—Systems analyst, he replied mechanically. What the hell was going on? First 
they fire you and then they put you in prison? A string of Martina’s images from 
the old days rushed through his mind. Or do they kill you, too? 
—Place of residence? 
—London. Maida Vale. The words came out coldly, as if they concerned 
someone else. 



One of his two big-bodied questioners consulted his notes.  
—Close to the canal? Before A. could answer, he went on: How do you 
manage? A two-story house and garden with a view of the Thames? It’s one of 
the most exclusive spots in the world! How can you afford it? 
How was this relevant? A.’s mood was like a heap of crushed ice, yet even this 
unpleasant contact with the world was preferable to his insufferable loneliness. 
He decided to play along. 
—My wife is wealthy. Family holdings in Greece, shares in offshore companies, 
bank accounts in London... Of course, I earn from my work, too. I get a large, a 
very large salary, you know... 
—You used to. The man across the table opened his notebook again. It’s already 
six months since you were fired. You are unemployed!  
It was the first time in A.’s life, a life full of what most people call success, that 
someone threw his failure at his face. Even when he was fired he had been told 
he was overqualified for the company’s requirements at that time. 
The way his talk with the policemen was going was neither abstract nor 
entertaining. The room in which they had withdrawn seemed small and airless. 
He glanced at the door. It was shut. The school was full of parents right then, 
and no one should hear about his situation. 
—What was your relationship with Martina? the cops went into the core of the 
matter. 
—Well, I mean... 
—Don’t try to evade. She used to call you from her mobile. We have a list of 
her calls for the last month. 
—I never answered those last calls. She wasn't well, poor thing, and it upset me. 
—What do you mean, she wasn’t well? 
—I love Martina! A. blurted out. Or used to love her, many years back, he added 
with a blush. In my student days. It’s such a shame she killed herself, he 
concluded softly. Suddenly, he felt ridiculous. This questioning was making him 
talk abnormally. 
—A shame? Is that all you have to say? And what do you mean, she wasn’t 
well? 
—All these years we used to talk now and then. On the phone, mostly. 
Exchanged our news. Once or twice a year we might meet for a coffee. 
—Did your wife know? 
—There was nothing to know. It was one acquaintance among many. Harmless. 
Besides, we were more or less in the same line of work. 
—Go on... 
—Our communication hadn’t been easy, lately. She would utter disjointed 
phrases, or she would interrupt our conversation on the phone to address her 



children as if they were there, whereas in fact they were in another country, with 
their father... How can I say this, she was totally disturbed. 
—Was she divorced? 
—Yes. 
—And out of work? 
—Perhaps. I don't know whether she had been fired from her company or 
resigned. I am not sure. 
—Why would she resign? The cops were still in form. 
—How should I know? She wouldn’t talk about it. 
A. stopped for a while and looked searchingly at the cops. 
—What are you looking for? A German woman, solitary and unemployed, 
commits suicide in London. Why this interest on your part? 
The two large men smiled for the first time. 
—Because we love our job. 
—Ah! 
—And because this wasn’t the only suicide in the company where Martina used 
to work. 
—Ah, I didn’t know that. And why did you look for me? 
—So far we’ve talked with more than ten people about this case. We searched 
for you specifically because a box with your letters was found near the body. 
A. was shaken. 
—Old letters, I take it. From those years. 
—Yes, but they were your letters. 
  
There was a knock on the door and the janitor looked in. Before he had time to 
say anything, a little girl sneaked past him. 
—Daddy, you must take me home, she said with a pout. 
A. got up. The others did too. 
—We are done here, sir, they said. Thanks for your cooperation. 
  

Tick, tick, tick... 
Tick-tick... tick-tick... 
The slight girl in black heard her steps like others hear the ticking of their heart. 
She walked quickly, her head down. Not that it was a dangerous part of London, 
despite the vicinity of Brixton prison. 
Some telephone booths here and there were vandalised, victims of the nocturnal 
activities of restless young men, but that was all. Some greasy scraps of roast 
chicken or fried fish were scattered on the pavements around the shops that sold 
them; pathetic, but not sinister. 



Tick-tick... tick-tick... 
She thrust her hands deep in her cardigan pockets. It wasn’t the cold —it was a 
spring day— but she felt the need to seek security and warmth by touching the 
pendants she’d brought from the old country. She wanted her grandfather —
that’s what she called her confessor— and the other, nameless cosmic powers to 
stand by her every day while she walked between the Tube station and work. 
Twice every day: on the way there and back. 
Tick-tick... tick-tick... 
She walked past a barber’s, where lots of Jamaicans stood both inside and 
outside, chatting with their backs turned to the world. They were the oldest 
inhabitants in the area (the Irish builders who had preceded them had long 
moved to brighter neighbourhoods). The barbershop was one of the few to 
remain in Caribbean hands. The Asians were fast taking over all the businesses, 
much to the older locals’ displeasure; you could see it in the sour looks they 
threw at newcomers. 
It all seemed quiet, but it may have been the calm before the storm. It had taken 
a tiny spark to start the riots in other British cities, where blacks and Asians 
fought for days on end and burned each other’s houses. The girl belonged in 
neither group but that didn’t help—it just increased her sense of alienation. 
Tick-tick... tick-tick... 
Once again she ran her fingers over the talismans in her pockets. Her office 
building appeared in the distance: a giant, inverted U-shaped edifice, a huge arch 
towering over a sea of old Victorian houses like a spaceship abandoned by its 
extraterrestrial occupants once their work had been done. 
The structured had been much photographed for newspapers and fashion 
magazines, and the architect had collected many awards for this project. It was 
headquarters to a corporate scheme which, despite an endless series of mergers, 
expansions and streamlinings and the concomitant changes of the name of its 
shares on the Stock Exchange, remained essentially unchanged. And so did its 
emblematic building, whose location had been dictated by the very low cost of 
land in that region. 
The girl slowed down as she approached the building. The top line of the façade 
sported a row of small colour pictures of endless faces in a row, like happy 
passport photos of black, yellow, white and dark faces of all ages, male and 
female, smiling at the onlooker. The Group’s logo was proudly displayed under 
this gallery, along with the slogan YOU ARE OUR ENERGY! (a two-sided 
message addressed to both customers and associates). The rest of the wall was 
taken up by huge high-definition screens showing the latest news. 
  


