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			The First Day 20 August

			“Don’t joke about it, Ray. I gave you my passport before we got on the plane.”

			“Sandra, I’m not joking.” Once he might have, but no longer. “You didn’t give it me,” he said, “the last time we had to show them.”

			When he reached for her capacious tapestry shoulder-bag she swung it and herself away from him. “Just let me have a chance to see.”

			Beyond her all three queues for the immigration desks were shrinking fast, but he managed not to urge her to be quick, even when she searched the bag a second time. “See, it isn’t here,” she said, surely not in triumph. “You must have it, Ray.”

			“I promise you I haven’t,” he protested, digging in the bag he’d used for carrying his laptop when he had one, and fished out the travel wallet that the agency provided. “You know I always keep them in here. There’s just mine, look.”

			“Don’t say we’ve left it on the plane.”

			“Wait here.” At least this interrupted the panic that seldom left him alone any more. “Row nineteen. Seat D, weren’t you? D for, yes, that was you,” he said and limped fast to the doors, praying she’d missed some of his utterance.

			A blaze of Greek air met him. A planeload of holidaymakers was crowding into the airport terminal with a rumble of wheeled cases just small enough to be stuffed into an overhead locker. Across the tarmac his and Sandra’s plane was already swallowing trolleyloads of luggage while departing tourists clambered up the steps to the doors, and Ray hastened back to her. “They mightn’t let me on,” he panted. “Let me just check your bag.”

			“I know what’s in my own bag,” she complained but shrugged it off her shoulder. When he parted the frayed mouth it let out a faint musty perfume. He felt not just intrusive but shamefully condescending as he groped among the contents – the wallet full of bank cards and plastic memberships, not to mention miniature photographs of the children and grandchildren; a tube of lip balm instead of the pink lipstick she used to wear; a comb stuck in a brush along with several grey hairs; a mirror so small it suggested she didn’t much care for it, especially since it was smeared with powder… As he moved aside a tarnished powder compact he’d bought her many years ago in Venice Sandra said “What’s there?”

			“Where?” His nerves didn’t let him sound gentle. “Where do you mean?”

			She reached a shaky hand to pinch the side of the bag between fingers and thumb, emphasising a rectangular outline through the canvas. The item must be inside the lining, and Ray was dismayed to think he might have to damage a favourite possession of hers – but she thrust her fingers into a gap and retrieved the passport. “I’m sorry, Ray,” she murmured. “I didn’t know I’d sprung a hole.”

			“Good lord above, nobody’s to blame. I’ll buy you a new bag if you like.” This revived thoughts he didn’t want to have. “Let’s hurry or we’ll miss the boat,” he said, only to realise that now the lines for immigration stretched back almost to the doors. It took him and Sandra several minutes to shuffle halfway to a booth, at which point the man behind it stood up, indicating that his queue should use the other booths. A chorus of amiable murmurs and mutterings of resignation provoked Ray to blurt “If we don’t catch the ferry to Vasilema I don’t know where we’ll be until tomorrow.”

			He hadn’t realised he’d spoken so loud or seemed so vulnerable, unless it was Sandra who did. Several people gestured them to overtake the queue they’d had to join, and they were making to comply when the man inside the booth ahead knocked on the glass. “Back,” he urged. “Back.”

			A minute took them closer, and another did. In two more they were at the window, where the immigration officer stared at their faces and then at their passports without disclosing an expression. “Vasilema,” he said.

			“That’s if we ever get there.” In the hope of speeding up the interview Ray said “Do you know when the last ferry is?”

			“No boats out or coming here after dark. Vasilema,” the man said again. “You are going back?”

			“It’s our first time,” Sandra said and grasped Ray’s arm.

			“You leave it late.” As Ray refrained from retorting that they were being delayed further, the official closed the passports. He slid them under the window of the booth, murmuring “Long life.”

			Sandra gripped Ray’s arm harder. “Let’s find our cases,” she said.

			He returned the passports to the wallet in his bag as he followed her into the arrival hall. “Which is it?” she said. “Can you see them?”

			He heard her attempting to suppress the disquiet he was trying not to find a reason for. None of the luggage carousels was in motion, and he couldn’t see a single case. While the further carousel was surrounded by holidaymakers, the flight number on the sign was disconcertingly unfamiliar. “Excuse me,” he called as he limped ahead of Sandra. “Is this the Manchester flight as well?”

			Half a dozen people turned and shrugged or shook their heads. “That’s finished, hon,” said a woman who’d tried to make way for him and Sandra at immigration. “They’ve all took their bags and gone.”

			“We haven’t,” Sandra protested.

			“They’ve never lost your bags for you,” the woman cried and poked her husband with a fist. “You two sit down and Jack will see what he can do. What’s your luggage look like?”

			“That’s very kind,” Ray said, “but there’s no need, honestly. Let’s see if they come round again.”

			“Jack, go and find someone who knows what’s going on. And you two tell me what to look for. What’ll your name be?”

			“Really,” Sandra said, “you mustn’t go to so much trouble.” When the woman made to disagree she added “Please don’t fuss.”

			“Suit yourself.” As Sandra headed for a gap in the crowd around the carousel the woman said “Is she always like that, hon?”

			“No,” Ray said as an alarm seemed to voice his state of mind. It was announcing luggage, though the belt took quite a time to start its crawl. Most of its length made a circuit before the leader of the procession – a pink suitcase painted with greenery – butted the plastic strips at the entrance to the carousel aside. That wasn’t Ray’s case or Sandra’s, and nothing on the belt was. The carousel was almost empty by the time another parade edged into the open, led by a large black suitcase rendered individual by a cross of grey tape. Sandra squeezed Ray’s arm, only to bruise it as a man on the far side of the carousel swung the case off the belt. “Excuse me,” Ray shouted and had to clear his throat just as loud. “I think that’s ours.”

			The man spent some moments in deciding he had been addressed. “You think wrong,” he said and strode away, towing the suitcase.

			Ray was about to chase him when Sandra caught his arm again. For a disoriented moment he thought she was so desperate for peace that she would even give up their luggage, and then he saw that two more cases marked with crosses had emerged from hiding. They weren’t quite as black as the one he and Sandra had misidentified. “Sorry,” he called after the man, “just an old fool,” which earned a look from the determinedly helpful woman. He hauled one suitcase off the belt and would have hastened to prevent Sandra from lifting its twin, but the man called Jack did. “Have yourself a time,” Jack said. “Try and not lose anything else.”

			“Just don’t lose each other,” said his wife.

			Ray didn’t look at Sandra, because they had to find the travel representative. He put on all the speed he could with the heavier case and tramped into the airport concourse. At least a dozen people were brandishing clipboards with names or messages, but for long enough to let panic regather in his guts he could see nothing he recognised. Surely their contact hadn’t given up on them, and at last Ray caught sight of the Frugogo uniform, an orange T-shirt with the syllables stacked on it, the lower pair overlapping. The girl was matching new arrivals with names on a list, and renewed her polished smile for Ray and Sandra. “Where are we taking you?” she said.

			“Vasilema,” Sandra said.

			“Mr and Mrs Thornton. You’re the last ones for the island.” She crossed them out before saying “I’m afraid I’ve had to let the coach go. He did wait as long as he could.”

			Ray found he was bruising his fingers on the handle of his suitcase. “We were delayed. What are we supposed to do now?”

			“Take a taxi,” the girl said and glanced at her watch. “If you hurry you should still make the connection.”

			“Could you get it for us?” Sandra said.

			“I still have all these people,” the girl said with a smile at the gathering queue. “Just get a receipt and give it to your rep on the island.”

			Ray thought she might have asked if they had Greek money, which they had. He made for the exit as fast as Sandra could keep up with him. Beyond the glass doors his breath tasted hot at once, and he might have proposed covering their heads if the hats hadn’t been in the suitcases. The handle of the case grew clammy in his grasp as he hauled it past the airport building to a rank of cars in various stages of dustiness. All the drivers were leaning against the wall of the terminal, but as soon as Ray lifted a hand one of them strode to him. “Where for you?”

			“We need to catch the ferry,” Sandra said.

			“Must be quick.” The swarthy moustached man seized both cases and sped them to the foremost car, then opened the door wide. “Sit quick.”

			Once Sandra was seated she set about hitching herself across the hot upholstery until he thumped on the roof. “No time,” he shouted as he slammed the boot, “other side,” and Ray had barely limped around the car and climbed in beside Sandra when the driver sent the taxi forward. By the time the Thorntons managed to persuade the tags on their seatbelts to reach the sockets and fit into the slits, the car had left the airport and was racing down a dusty road between fields of grass gilded by the low sunlight. “Which boat for you?” the driver said.

			It seemed to be Ray’s turn to say “Vasilema.”

			The rosary that dangled from the driving mirror appeared to describe a sign in the air as the taxi swung around a bend. “Not Sunset Beach,” the driver said.

			“Too lively for us. That’s for the young folk. We’re just along the coast at Teleftaiafos.”

			The driver’s eyes gleamed, perhaps with the low sun. “I find you room here.”

			“No need, thank you. We’re all booked.”

			“Very nice room in town. Very clean.”

			“As I say, we’re going to the island. It’s all paid for, the ferry too. It’s a package.”

			“Why you not on coach?”

			“It left without us. Now if you don’t mind – ”

			“Why they don’t pay for me?”

			“They will.” Absurdly, Ray felt implicated if not accused. “They’ll reimburse us,” he said, “if you give us a receipt when we get to the ferry.”

			“Maybe they have to pay for room in town.”

			“Is it someone you know?” Sandra said with a forgiving laugh.

			“Brother.” The man plainly failed to find this humorous. “If you stay one night,” he said, “maybe you like.”

			“It’s all right,” Ray said, though his tone was at odds with the words. This was among the elements of travelling abroad he welcomed least – having to refuse an offer again and again. From feeling embarrassed he’d grown used to saying no as soon as anybody accosted him, but he could do without it on this trip. “I’m sure it’s splendid,” he said, “but we’re expected on the island.”

			“All our family is coming,” Sandra said. “They’re meeting us over there.”

			As Ray glimpsed the sleepily glittering sea across a field the driver said “How much family?”

			“Our children and their partners and the grandchildren as well,” Ray told him. “The youngest will be very disappointed if we don’t show up. I’m sure they all will.”

			The driver peered at him in the mirror. “Some are young.”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“You look after them.”

			It might have been a query or an admonition. “Of course we shall,” Ray said.

			This seemed to lend the taxi more speed. “Look to sun,” the driver said. “Watch what sun does.”

			Perhaps he meant how the shadows of a line of poplars striped the road ahead. As a breeze set the shadows groping for the car, Ray decided that the driver had been talking about sunburn or sunstroke. He refrained from answering in case that slowed the taxi down, and held Sandra’s hand, which felt like sharing too many unspoken thoughts. He let go when at last they saw a ship’s funnel ahead.

			By the time they reached the port he’d sorted out cash for the taxi and the voucher for the ferry. The driver had to slow down for a crowd on the dock, beside which the vessels looked massively weightless as clouds. Beyond several of these was a boat less than a quarter of their size. The driver honked the horn at it as he came alongside, though passengers were still boarding. Indeed, others hadn’t finished disembarking – dull-eyed young couples so encumbered by their backpacks that just one girl raised a hand to greet the incomers, a feeble gesture that might almost have been trying to convey a different message. Ray would have said they needed a holiday to get over the one they’d just had. “Too much night life,” he remarked instead as the driver parked in the middle of the road.

			Sandra was out of the taxi before Ray succeeded in releasing his seatbelt. “I’ll make sure they don’t go without us,” she said and made for the ferry, tugging her suitcase.

			The man heaved the second case out of the boot and gazed at it while Ray paid him. “You use cross.”

			“It’s a way of distinguishing our luggage.” Ray felt oddly abashed by explaining “It isn’t religious.”

			“No good.”

			“Well, they’re some use. You’ve seen other people with the same idea, you mean,” Ray said as Sandra joined the queue at the gangplank. “Forgive my hurrying you, but could you – ”

			The driver wrote the date and time and payment on a notepad with a stubby pencil whose thick lead was worn down almost to the wood, and eventually handed Ray the slip, which at least bore the details of the taxi firm. Ray was pulling up the handle of his case when the driver said “Look after lady too.”

			Ray felt as if the man had somehow gleaned too much. “What do you mean?”

			“Bring her back.”

			As Ray opened his mouth Sandra called “They need the voucher.”

			“I’m coming now,” he shouted, and the driver turned away as though he’d been rebuffed. Ray made for the ferry as fast as the suitcase allowed, dragging at his arm like a reluctant child. He was halfway to the gangplank when a sailor came to snatch the voucher. “Go on,” the sailor said, not much like a welcome at all.

			Sandra had dragged her case on board. When Ray followed her he found the deck was trembling with the impatience of the engines. Beyond a muster of luggage several dozen passengers sat on plastic bucket seats in a lounge overlooked by a small rudimentary bar bereft of staff. Sandra trundled her case to the nearest trio of seats and waited for Ray to bring his. “What was he saying to you?” she said.

			“Just how he didn’t think these crosses would be much use.”

			The engines began throbbing like Ray’s insistent pulse, and the ferry edged away from the dock. As the vessels moored alongside shrank to fit the windows of the lounge Sandra clasped his arm in both hands. “Nearly there,” she said with a surge of the excitement holidays had always prompted, “and soon everyone will be.”

			All summer he’d had the unhappy impression that her eyes had faded like her close-cropped hair, no longer glossy black, and her small face that oughtn’t to have room for so many lines, but now her eyes seemed to have regained a brighter blue. While her lips were still pale, she could still smile, and she even wrinkled her long slim nose in the old amused way he’d been in danger of forgetting. She didn’t relinquish his arm until he managed to smile, and then he turned quickly to the window. The sun was hovering above the horizon, from which it laid a path of amber light for the boat to follow. Otherwise there was only water as still as the cloudless sky except around the vessel, and Ray didn’t know he’d abandoned the view until his head jerked up. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

			“Why, Ray? You’ve earned a rest. You drove us to the airport when you should have been asleep.”

			“I don’t want to leave you alone.”

			“You won’t, will you? I’ll know you’re here.”

			For years he hadn’t slept much in the weeks before a holiday – every night his mind would run through all the tasks and items he had to remember, not to mention all the apparently innumerable things that could go wrong – but by now he’d forgotten how it felt to sleep all night or even for a few unbroken hours. “Say you’ll wake me if you need me,” he said.

			“I always need you, but if I need to wake you I will.”

			Instead a dull impact wakened him. How badly had she hurt herself by slipping off the plastic chair? At least people were hurrying to help, except that when Ray widened his shamefully reluctant eyes he saw all the young holidaymakers heading for their luggage. He’d felt the ferry bump against a jetty, and Sandra was upright on the seat beside him. 

			At first he thought Vasilema Town had been illuminated to welcome the newcomers. A multitude of white buildings tinged with red clung to a hill as haphazardly as shells on a rock, and window after window shone crimson. As he and Sandra hauled their cases onto the dockside the lowest windows darkened, and before Ray could take much of a breath the next highest row of lights went out. He saw the light retreating from him and Sandra, and glanced behind him to confirm that it was just the sunset, the horizon having sliced the red orb in half.

			The darkness crept uphill as they followed their fellow passengers along the wharf to a coach attended by a girl in a Frugogo uniform. “Take your time,” she called. “You’re important to us.”

			The driver seized each case and swung it into the compartment full of luggage while the cigarette between his lips kept hold of at least an inch of ash. Ray cupped Sandra’s elbow to help her up the steps and felt how thin her arm had grown. She scrambled onto the seat immediately behind the driver’s not unlike an excited youngster. As soon as he joined her Ray tugged the belt across himself to encourage her to be equally safe. He was trying to riddle the mechanism that would lock the arm of the seat in position when a young man leaned across the aisle to fix it by raising it above the horizontal and easing it down. “No probs,” he said, and Ray felt mean for reflecting that the generation to which all the passengers except him and Sandra belonged seemed increasingly to speak in the language of their text messages. He’d often said so to his pupils at school, but the thought left him feeling even more out of date.

			The driver took a last drag at his cigarette and squashed it out between a finger and thumb varnished with nicotine as he climbed aboard. While he eased the coach forward the Frugogo girl picked up a microphone and stood with her back to the windscreen, beneath an icon of a Greek saint with a spear in his hand. “Kali mera,” she said and, having explained that it meant good evening, repeated it until the passengers echoed it loud enough to suit her. “I’m Sam, and welcome to our island. Who hasn’t been before?”

			“We haven’t,” Sandra murmured.

			“I’m promising some of you will be back. Lots of our guests say they’ve had the best nights of their lives.” The travel representative blinked at Ray and Sandra as though she’d almost overlooked them, but her broad roundish suntanned face stayed placid. “If you’ve come for a rest,” she said, “you’ll get that too.”

			She handed out envelopes that contained invitations to tomorrow’s welcome meeting, together with an island map that Ray thought could have been more detailed. By now the coach was speeding along the coast road, beside which a ruddy afterglow was sinking into the ocean. Sam returned to the microphone to mention local drawbacks – mosquitoes, bathroom plumbing – which were so familiar from previous Greek holidays that Ray stopped hearing them. She’d said he could rest, and Sandra had as well.

			This time light and uproar wakened him. The coach was at a standstill and almost empty too. Both sides of the teeming street blazed with colours he might have expected to find in a nursery or else a cocktail. A neon jester pranced above a bar while a neon cat leapt back and forth across the entrance to another, as though it kept losing if not playing with some invisible prey. All the bars and clubs seemed determined to blot out whatever music their neighbours were emitting. Ray could see nobody older than the passengers Sam was ushering to an apartment block beside the coach. The driver had one foot on the lowest step while he sucked at another cigarette. “Soon be quiet,” he said.

			“It’s Sunset Beach,” Sandra told Ray. “I wouldn’t like to try to sleep here.”

			“They don’t,” the driver said mostly to himself, “when it’s dark.”

			Ray wondered if the resort ever was, except out of season. He’d resumed nodding before Sam reappeared. The turmoil of light and noise took some time to fall behind, giving way to a deserted road where moths fluttered into the headlamp beams. In a few minutes the beams found a sign for Teleftaiafos, and then the village itself. Beyond a handful of tavernas the coach halted outside a stone arch overgrown with flowering vines. “Sunny View,” Sam announced.

			As Ray stepped down into the hot night he heard the distant pulse of Sunset Beach, reduced to a single insistent repetitive beat. He was taking Sandra’s arm to help her down the steps when a woman bustled out of a house across the marble courtyard beyond the arch and practically ran to the coach. “Here you are at last,” she cried. “Mr and Mrs Thornton.”

			“This is Evadne.” Although Sam was presumably used to the spectacle, she seemed a little overwhelmed. “She’ll look after you,” she said.

			The large woman embraced Sandra like an old friend and gave Ray an equally vigorous hug, not so much patting as thumping his back. A wide smile dug creases into her loosely lined brown face. “What shall I call you?” she was eager to establish.

			“Ray,” he said or at any rate gasped.

			“Sandra,” Sandra said, having regained her breath.

			“You must call Evadne if you need anything at all. If ever I am not here, call Stavros.”

			As if she’d given him his cue a man even brawnier than Evadne crossed the courtyard to engulf the handles of the cases in his extravagantly hairy hands. A cat fled not much more loudly than its shadow across the marble flagstones and hid behind a pot of purple blossom while Evadne led the Thorntons into the house. Except for a counter and the pigeonholes behind it, the office just within the doorway might have been a parlour. As Evadne lifted a key off a hook Ray said “Do you want our passports?”

			“Give them tomorrow. You can’t go anywhere, can you? Now we take you to your room.”

			Behind the house four white two-storey apartment blocks boxed in a swimming pool. A gap through the middle of the left-hand block led to three further sets of apartments surrounding a play area, where rotund faces painted on the swings and slides and roundabouts displayed toothy grins to welcome children. “Your young ones come tomorrow,” Evadne said.

			“Only one of them is this young,” Sandra said as a shadow leapt off a swing – another cat, Ray saw.

			“We could not put you all together. You all have the view, but you are at the top and the rest are down below,” Evadne said and gave her a concerned look. “Both of you are good for climbing up, yes?”

			“I’ve a bit of life in me yet.”

			Ray had to swallow as an aid to saying “And I’m fine.”

			Stavros was waiting with the luggage by a flight of marble steps, and the Greek couple tramped up to the balcony alongside the top floor with a suitcase each. By the time Ray and Sandra caught up with them Evadne had unlocked an apartment and inserted the key fob in a socket to rouse the lights in a large white room. It contained a double bed, a wardrobe and a dressing-table attended by a sketchy chair, a hob and a microwave beside a sink at the far end of the room, where a refrigerator burbled to itself. Whoever made the beds had left a flower on each pillow. “They’re lovely,” Sandra said as Ray was put in mind of laying down a flower.

			While Stavros wheeled the cases in Evadne crossed the room and slid the floor-length window open. Beyond a balcony on which a pair of chairs matched a round white plastic table, the hem of the dark sea drifted back and forth across a dim beach planted with drooping umbrellas. The distant lights of Sunset Beach seemed to be keeping time with a disco beat. The blurred sound was no louder than the sea, but Sandra said “Does that go on all night?”

			“They sleep in the day. It is such a place.” Evadne sounded apologetic, and Ray had the odd idea that her animation was designed to compensate. “You should not let them trouble you,” she said.

			“I was only wondering if we could have kept it up, even at their age.”

			“They take life from the night.”

			“That’s one way to put it,” Sandra said, switching on the bathroom light. “Oh, isn’t there a mirror?”

			Above the sink opposite the toilet and beside a shower was a human frieze – a photograph of dancers with their arms on one another’s shoulders. “Nobody will mind how you look on holiday,” Evadne said.

			“I’d still like a mirror, and I’m sure Ray would for shaving.”

			“I can bring one,” Evadne said, though not before she’d gazed at both of them. “Will you want air conditioning? It is five euros every day, but your safe, that is free.”

			She seemed more apologetic than ever. “At that price we’ll have air conditioning,” Ray said.

			“I will bring you control.” Evadne paused in the doorway to add “Any of us who want to come in, we knock twice and wait for you to answer.”

			Sandra unzipped her case, and Ray set about unpacking his. “I’m already glad we came, aren’t you?” she said.

			“In that case I couldn’t be gladder.”

			He didn’t know how much he was playing with words. Sandra opened the wardrobe, revealing the safe and a hidden chest of drawers. She was transferring dresses onto hangers when somebody knocked at the door. “Come in,” Ray called.

			“No.”

			Evadne sounded more admonitory than he understood. She knocked again, and Sandra called “Come in.”

			“That is right,” Evadne said and opened the door. “We knock twice and then you say.”

			She switched on the box on the ceiling opposite the beds, and metal slats rattled apart to fan out a chill. She showed the Thorntons how to operate the remote control and then substituted the mirror she’d laid on a bed for the photograph in the bathroom. “May the night bless you,” she said.

			Once she’d gone Sandra gave Ray her wide-eyed bemused look. “Do we think that’s a local tradition?”

			“Blessing your guests, you mean.”

			“That too, but I was thinking of the routine with the knocks.”

			“Maybe now we know one Doug and Pris won’t have heard of.”

			Sandra found plates and glasses and utensils in a cupboard under the sink, and then opened the refrigerator, where a three-litre bottle of water was growing misty with condensation. “Well, nobody’s going thirsty here,” she said and filled two glasses. “Shall we sit out before we go to bed?”

			When they sat on their balcony the dividing wall blocked out the muffled thudding of percussion and the neon glow of Sunset Beach. Before long Ray saw the sky retreat from the sea, hinting at a vaster darkness. A star seemed to conjure forth a dozen, and then many more began to glimmer as if they were being silently born from the dark. Ray saw how intent on them Sandra had grown, and how they were bestowing some kind of peace. He could only try to count them, but he had no idea what total he’d reached when his head lurched up from nodding. “You go and catch up on your sleep,” Sandra said. “I won’t stay out much longer.”

			“Are you sure you don’t mind?” This was just a way to postpone asking “How do you feel?”

			“Honestly,” she said with some surprise, “I feel better than I have for weeks. I wish it could always be like this.”

			Ray thought she meant not just herself but the night as well. He planted a hand on the slippery table to help himself up and squeezed her thin shoulder, then stooped to leave her a dry kiss. As he turned away he caught sight of a distant figure on the beach. He was glad to conclude that the sand must be firm – he’d never cared for walking on soft sand even when he was considerably fitter – since the silhouette against the neon glow was approaching at quite a pace.

			He left the window open while he went into the bathroom, where he couldn’t help reflecting that he could have done without the mirror or at any rate the sight of himself. Age was dangling an unreasonable amount of his face beneath the chin, dragging down his features – the baggy eyes, the wrinkled lips he had to keep remembering to hitch up at the corners, even the broad nose in which hairs too often lurked – as well as draining colour from them and his previously auburn hair. He brushed his teeth and washed his face in reluctantly lukewarm water, and then he went to the window. “I’ll have to shut this,” he murmured, “or the air conditioning won’t work.”

			“I’ll know you’re there. Close the curtains too.”

			“Good night then.”

			“It is.”

			He couldn’t think of any response that wouldn’t betray he was loitering. He found his way to bed by the glow from the lamps in the play area, but switched on Sandra’s bedside light to help her when she came in. He slipped beneath the thin quilt to discover that it hid a pair of single beds pushed together, suggesting a separation that made him unhappier than he wanted to comprehend. He thought the light would keep him awake to wait for Sandra, but it went out almost instantly, or he did.

			It wakened him as well. He blinked his sticky eyes wide to find he was alone in bed. He fumbled at the bedside table, only just saving his watch from falling to the floor. When he managed to capture it he found that he hadn’t seen Sandra for nearly an hour. At once his mouth was dry as sand, and yet he felt unexpectedly resigned, a preamble to all the feelings he would have to experience. He levered himself up on his shaky arms and floundered off the bed to trudge across the chill marble floor to the window.

			Sandra was lolling half off the plastic chair. Her head was on one side and propped on the back of the chair, turning her face to the stars. Ray threw the curtain out of the way and hauled the window open. “Are you all right?” he pleaded.

			Her head took some moments to wobble erect. “You woke me,” she protested. “I was having such a dream.”

			“You don’t want to stay out here all night, do you? I went in an hour ago. What were you dreaming?”

			“It’s gone.” Not much less peevishly she said “All right, I’m coming in.”

			She relented as he shut the window. “You must have been worried,” she said. “I’m here now.” She used the bathroom and then joined Ray in bed, capturing his hand to draw it around her bony waist. As she switched off her light she murmured “That was it. The dark.”

			“What was?” Ray felt oddly reluctant to ask.

			“My dream.” As if trying to summon it back she said “It was dark, but there was some kind of light, and it went on for ever.”

		

	
		
			The Second Day 21 August

			“I wouldn’t want a different life.”

			Sandra’s voice wakened him. She was talking to the walker Ray had seen last night, who had sprung onto the balcony as easily as he’d come along the beach. Of course he hadn’t, though Ray felt as if he was remembering it, presumably from a dream. Had the family arrived? He untangled himself from the quilt to reach for his watch. While they weren’t due for hours yet, he was dismayed to find that it was nearly noon. How long had Sandra been up without him? He threw off the quilt and hurried to the bathroom.

			He could hear Sandra and their neighbour through the small high window above the shower stall. Sandra was recalling how she and Ray had met at teacher training college, where they’d been involved with other people but had always come back together; how they’d almost parted for good over whether Ray should move to Coventry to live with her or she should join him in York; how they’d compromised on Manchester when they’d both found jobs there; how they’d been heads of departments by the time they retired, Sandra running English while Ray took care of Mathematics… He didn’t care to think how much this resembled an obituary, though at least her account was livelier. He tramped back to the bedside table for his morning medication, swallowing pill after pill, not to mention tablets. Once he’d pulled long-legged swimming trunks over his bulbous greying stomach he went to find Sandra. “Here’s the sleeping beauty,” a woman said.

			She was plump and, to judge from the locks that had escaped from the towel around her head, generously red-haired. Her bare arms rested on the dividing wall, hands clasped as if in a casual prayer. “There’s just one beauty at this table, and it isn’t me,” Ray said.

			Sandra was wearing her new green one-piece swimsuit, and he was unhappy to think that by sleeping he’d kept her from venturing out of the shade on the balcony, since the sunlight was almost everywhere else. “I’m for the pool,” their neighbour said. “Don’t forget to see to that bite, Sandra.”

			As the woman started or perhaps resumed a hearty conversation in the next apartment Ray said “What bite?”

			“Something must have got me when I was asleep out here last night.” Sandra pointed to a red mark on the side of her neck. “It doesn’t hurt,” she said. “I hadn’t even noticed till Jane, you just met her, told me it was there.”

			Peering closer, Ray saw that the mark was swollen around a hole somewhat larger than a pinprick. “We’d better put something on it all the same.”

			“I was going to.” As she made for the apartment Sandra said “Jane was saying which tavernas they recommend.”

			“Are you hungry?” Ray was able to hope.

			“Do you know, I think I could be. I’m thirsty, I can tell you that.” Sandra drained her bedside glass of water and fetched a tube of ointment from the chest of drawers. As Ray rubbed ointment on the bite as gently as he could and winced on her behalf, she said “Let’s find a supermarket too.”

			She donned a long dress over her swimsuit and planted her hat firmly on her head while Ray hid some of his less appealing aspects with a shirt and retrieved his own hat from its perch on top of the safe. She put on her sunglasses as he opened the door. The play area was deserted, but several children organised by a girl wearing a Sunny View cap were playing ball in the pool, around which older folk lay on loungers, reading electronic texts or books. A truck piled with vegetables was coasting through the village while the driver advertised his produce with a microphone, and the Thorntons followed in the dusty wake. Among the tavernas and small shops between the Sunny View and the village square they came upon the Superber supermarket. “Is that a word?” Sandra said.

			Outside the entrance a wire stand displayed English newspapers, days old. They might have been trying to cling to the past, Ray thought, to postpone some disaster. Another stand held paperbacks so faded the covers were ghosts of themselves, with pages brown as parched grass. Beyond the glass doors the air was several degrees cooler than the street, and Sandra gave a tiny sigh. A defiantly moustached old woman in black watched from behind the till as Ray followed Sandra from shelf to shelf. Each item she placed in his wire basket – a plastic bottle of retsina, a packet of olives, a hunk of feta cheese – felt like a token of her old self. “Look, there’s a bakery,” she said, “we can get fresh bread in the mornings,” and he saw a renewed light in her eyes. “And here’s a bucket and spade for William.”

			When she made to pick up a bundle of six bottles of water he grabbed it with his free hand, barely managing to cross the shop before he had to dump the bottles on the counter. The old woman didn’t glance at it or the basket he planted next to it, but pointed at the beach toys Sandra was carrying. “You have young,” she said.

			“We’ve had a couple,” Sandra said, suppressing her amusement. “We have a little grandson now.”

			“Here.”

			Presumably this did duty as a question. “He should be on the ferry at this moment,” Ray said.

			“Coming here.” Her next question sounded somewhat more like one. “Where you are?”

			“Staying, do you mean? The Sunny View.”

			“You stay home.”

			Ray was too bewildered not to ask “Why should we have done that? We like what we’ve seen so far.”

			“Home.” As if she was sharing an unfavourable view of men and their comprehension she told Sandra “Home at Sunny View.”

			“Well, I think we’ll be having some days out,” Sandra said. “We’d like to explore your island.”

			“Not all.” The old woman shut her wrinkled eyelids while she said “Not Sunset Beach.”

			“I shouldn’t think we’re tempted,” Ray said, “but why not there?”

			“Not for you.”

			“I think we rather had that impression,” Sandra said.

			Her hint of humour seemed to provoke the old woman, who made a visible bid to marshal her language. “They not like us.”

			“They aren’t so very different from how we were at their age.”

			“And it wasn’t very long ago,” Ray said, “that we were teaching people just like them when they weren’t much younger.”

			The old woman abandoned trying to communicate. She didn’t so much plant each item on the counter as thump it with them. She let Sandra fumble over opening a carrier bag, and Ray had the impression that she regarded visitors as more necessary than welcome. He hoisted the bottles against his chest, and as soon as he emerged from the supermarket the heat seemed to weigh on them. The Sunny View was less than a quarter of a mile away, but his forearms began to ache before he’d trudged half the distance. They were throbbing by the time he reached the viny arch. As he stumbled across the courtyard Evadne looked out of the office and then ran to him. “You must not carry those,” she cried. “Next time call Stavros.”

			She seized the six-pack and marched ahead, jogging up the steps to the apartment. She was still holding the bottles when Ray arrived with the bag he’d taken from Sandra, who unlocked the door to reveal the apartment had been serviced. Even the flowers on the pillows had been renewed. “Thank you for everything,” Ray said.

			“It is only little,” Evadne said. “We value what guests bring.”

			She stood the bottles on top of the refrigerator and closed the apartment door so gently that she might have been quitting a sickroom. As Sandra unloaded her bag into the refrigerator she said “Are you hungry?”

			Ray tried not to sound too urgent. “Are you?”

			“I feel as if I need to eat. I’ll have a bite.”

			“Would olives and cheese do the job?”

			“Or we could go out for lunch. We can try somewhere close so we’ll see when everyone arrives.”

			Ray tried to keep surprise out of his voice. “Let’s do that by all means.”

			They were making for the door when Sandra laid a not entirely steady hand on his arm. “Remember, we mustn’t give them any reason to suspect. As far as they’re concerned nothing’s wrong.”

			“We’ll keep them all happy. We’re a team,” Ray said, but he’d been reminded how hard the next thirteen days might be.

			* * *

			The nearest taverna was across the road, in sight of the Sunny View. Beyond a low white wall draped with a mass of sapphire flowers, Chloe’s Garden contained a dozen tables among pots of basil, while as many tables surrounded a bar and kitchen under a roof. As Ray and Sandra took their places by the wall a slim long-faced young woman with glossy amber skin brought them menus. “You will have wine.”

			It scarcely bothered sounding like a question. “How did you know?” Sandra said.

			“You bought some before.”

			“Small place, hey? Nothing goes unnoticed.” Ray wasn’t certain whether to be disconcerted or amused. “We’ll have a litre of your white wine from the barrel.”

			“And one of water too, please,” Sandra said.

			By the time the waitress brought this in a bottle and the wine in a red clay jug, the Thorntons had made their selection: calamari, whitebait, beans the menu called gigantic, pork in wine. “Yammas,” the waitress wished them, and they raised their glasses in response. “Yammas,” Ray said to Sandra, and was reminded that the word meant health.

			He was watching her sip her wine more minutely than she used to when the waitress returned with plates and a basket of bread. “Do you mind if we sit somewhere a bit shadier?” Sandra said. “We’ll still see the coach.”

			She dropped her hat on an empty chair once they were seated in the shadow of a pine. “At least my wife won’t get bitten here,” Ray said.

			“I pray not,” the waitress said quite like a prayer. “Why do you say?”

			“You’re keeping off the insects.” He pointed at the pot of basil behind Sandra and then at her neck. “Would that have been a mosquito?”

			“None here.”

			“That’s what I said. There must have been one on our balcony last night, though.”

			“There should not be that. You should not go out there again.”

			“I expect we’ll be all right,” Ray said. “We’ll use a spray.”

			A handbell jangled in the kitchen, where a short plump woman was placing dishes on a tray. The waitress served them to the Thorntons and said “Yammas” once again, and might have been about to say more if the older woman hadn’t called “Daphne.” As Daphne returned to the kitchen Ray picked up the serving spoon from the dish of jumbo beans in sauce. “Would you like some?” he prompted Sandra.

			“You take yours and I’ll get my own.”

			He sensed that she was stopping barely short of telling him not to fuss. Watching her eat could be construed that way, but he risked saying “It’s good, isn’t it?” since the dishes were, and didn’t think her agreement was just meant to reassure him. Having waited until she’d had a mouthful of every item, he was heartened to see her take another of each. Was Daphne arguing with the woman he’d deduced was Chloe, her mother? Between Greeks a chat about the weather could sound fierce enough for a declaration of war, but he wondered why both women kept glancing towards him and Sandra. While he didn’t understand a word, he saw Chloe reach a decision, folding her arms as she stepped out of the kitchen. At that moment Sandra cried “Is this them?”

			A bus was approaching along the road from Sunset Beach. Sandra took off her sunglasses and craned over the wall. When the bus halted in front of the Sunny View she backed out of the sunlight, shading her eyes with her free hand. The door of the bus folded open, and she squeezed Ray’s arm. Did she mean to convey that the deception was about to begin? Perhaps that wasn’t on her mind, since she said eagerly “It is.”

			She began to wave as soon as the first passenger stepped down, and Ray saw Chloe retreat with a shrug into the kitchen. Doug was leading the way off the bus, followed by Pris and their son Tim. They all had their habitual contentedly dishevelled look, as if they were windblown and ready for more. “Mum, dad,” Doug shouted, which seemed faintly to pain Natalie’s partner Julian, who was busy giving the village a critical look. Natalie’s daughter Jonquil was behind him, although not too close, and shook a hand at Ray and Sandra in her teenage version of a wave. Last came five-year-old William with Natalie at his back. She raised a hand to greet her parents while blinking not entirely favourably at the apartments and tavernas. “It’s grandma and grandad,” William shouted and made to run to them.

			One long step took Julian in front of him. “What have we discussed about behaviour on the road?”

			“But there isn’t any traffic, daddy.”

			“We aren’t talking about traffic. What did we agree?”

			“Not to run out on it.” Inspiration widened William’s eyes as he said “But we’re on it, so – ”

			“I’m not about to argue with you, William. We never run on the road, and we never cross it by ourselves.”

			“I’ll take him over, Julian,” Jonquil said.

			“Your mother and I would prefer you to deal with your luggage. Please check while you’re unpacking that all your things and William’s are numbered.”

			That didn’t mean counted, Ray knew. Julian had introduced the principle that any items even slightly likely to be lost should bear his and Natalie’s phone numbers. “Is all the family here?” Evadne called as she and Stavros crossed the courtyard. “You leave your bags with us. We will put them in your rooms.”

			“Thank you very much,” Natalie said, “but we’ll see to them. Come along, William. You carry on with your meal,” she told her parents, “and we’ll say hello properly soon.”

			“Some of us will now,” Doug declared, striding to embrace Sandra and then Ray. He swept his hair back from his high forehead as if to tug more eagerness into his elongated wide-eyed face, where the nose and chin competed for largeness and prominence. “How’s Pris’s choice and mine so far?” he said.

			“We wouldn’t ask for better,” Sandra said.

			“Then here’s hoping you both have the time you deserve.”

			Ray was aware that Sandra wasn’t speaking, and he found he couldn’t either. “And let’s hope the quiet will do for Nat and Jules,” Doug said, “though it can’t be as quiet as Sunset Beach.”

			“You’ll be joking, will you?” Ray assumed.

			“When we came through there just now we didn’t see a living soul except for the ones who got off the bus.”

			“They’ll all be in bed with hangovers,” Sandra said. “You had a few of those at their age.”

			“I wasn’t quite that bad, was I? Our driver didn’t seem to think too much of them. They get used up at night, he said.”

			“So does their money,” Ray observed. “I should think the locals don’t mind that, or ours either.”

			“We got the feeling he was glad to have them on the island but didn’t want to be.” Doug frowned as if his brows might squeeze the notion into focus, then abandoned the task. “I’ll go and see how the others are doing,” he said. “We want it to be good for everyone.”

			Sandra watched him cross the road and the marble courtyard before she took another mouthful from her plate, and Ray replenished her wineglass by way of encouragement. Once he’d cleared his own plate he eyed the Sunny View until Sandra said “Have some more. Don’t wait for me.”

			“I don’t mind waiting,” he said, a tame version of the truth. Suppose sensing that he hoped she would eat more only made her stubborn? He helped himself to a small portion from each dish, and was lingering over them so as not to finish before Sandra when he heard footsteps approaching the courtyard.

			As Jonquil and William came in sight he was ashamed to feel he wouldn’t mind if they were on their own, and did his best to be equally pleased to see not just their mother but William’s father behind them. “Be careful on the road,” Natalie said.

			“You heard mum,” Jonquil said as though to demonstrate she hadn’t been addressed as well.

			She took the boy’s hand to lead him to the taverna, letting go a few yards short of the wall, an act that plainly failed to please his parents. He dashed to hug Sandra and then Ray, and Jonquil followed with not much less of an embrace. Natalie outdid it for vigour – Ray felt some of her bones creak – after which Julian shook his hand, having clasped Sandra’s shoulders. “I’m sorry if we seemed at all abrupt when we arrived,” Julian said. “We wouldn’t want you to assume we weren’t glad to see you.”

			“We’re just as happy to see you, aren’t we, Sandra?” Ray said.

			“Then everybody’s satisfied.” Julian straightened his prominent lips as if to underline his sharp nose and turned not quite towards the younger members of the family. “Now I believe someone has some words for their grandparents.”

			William marched forward, hands behind his back. His face was a miniature edition of his father’s, and the pale blue eyes looked even bigger for their setting. “’m sorry – ”

			“You can speak more clearly than that, William,” Natalie said.

			“I’m sorry I caused trouble on the road.”

			“That’s the fellow,” Julian said. “I don’t know if anyone else feels they ought to speak.”

			He hadn’t changed his stance. Jonquil’s face grew blank – the deep brown eyes and broad snub nose that recalled her father’s, as the expansiveness of her pink lips did, and even her soft short reddish hair. When he didn’t hear from her Julian’s pout grew less inadvertent. “Was your insurance all it should be, Raymond?” he said.

			“It’s everything we asked for,” Ray said.

			As he saw Sandra relax, having shared the thought he’d kept unspoken, Daphne came over. “Welcome to our garden. Will you join your friends?”

			“Our family.” Julian gazed at her as if this ought to have been obvious. “We had a sandwich on the ferry, thank you,” he said. “Just a bottle of water for us.”

			“Be together,” Daphne urged.

			With his help she shoved the nearest table against Ray’s and Sandra’s, and then she headed for the bar. “How’s your accommodation?” Sandra said.

			“Jonquil’s sleeping in my room,” William announced.

			“I think we should say it’s both yours and hers,” Natalie said. “I’m sure Doug booked the best he could for us.”

			“He didn’t say who had which room, did he?” Jonquil said.

			“You won’t expect William to share ours at his age,” Julian retorted. “And I can’t image you would want to, not that there’s any question.”

			“Did Uncle Doug say how many rooms we had to have?”

			“No, the man who paid did. You might have had a say if you were contributing.”

			“We’re roughing it as well, Jonquil,” her mother said. “We’re here to have a good time with your grandparents, so let’s try.”

			Ray attempted but failed not to ask her “What’s the matter with your room?”

			Natalie widened her eyes and seemed to gaze inwards, an expression he’d known ever since she was a child. Her face was a composite of Sandra’s and his own, small and delicate except for the nose he was responsible for, as brightly blue-eyed as her mother used to be, pinkly thin-lipped. “We’re supposed to have a suite,” Julian said, “so we would have expected at the very least a bathroom.”

			“With a mirror in,” Jonquil said.

			Daphne was setting glasses on the table. Ray thought she was about to speak, but once she’d poured the water she went back to the kitchen. “Just let Evadne know you want a mirror,” he said.

			“She ought to know without having to be told. Too many people are like that these days.” Perhaps Julian was looking not at but past Jonquil. “Well,” he said, “here’s the organiser.”

			Pris and Tim as well as Doug were crossing the Sunny View courtyard. Pris had tugged her long blonde hair into a pony-tail, which made her broad large-featured face look even more primed for excitement. She hugged Ray and Sandra, and then fifteen-year-old Tim had a turn, leaning down from the height that seemed increasingly to embarrass him. His face was mostly Doug’s but more inclined to blush. “We were just discussing the mirror situation,” Julian told Doug.

			“You haven’t got one either, then. Even we thought that was odd.”

			“Maybe it’s a religious issue,” Pris said, “and they don’t want people to be vain.”

			“It’s not their place to dictate how their customers behave,” Julian said. “That isn’t to say there aren’t people who could be less concerned about themselves.”

			Ray was relieved to see Evadne approaching. “We’ll have a jug of wine,” Doug said. “Three glasses for us, and anyone else?”

			Julian gave fifteen-year-old Jonquil a sharp glance. “Just your three,” he said.

			“Fair enough, save yourselves for dinner. And mum and dad, don’t let us interrupt your lunch.”

			“I think I’ve finished,” Sandra said, laying her utensils to rest.

			Apparently Julian had been waiting for Evadne to depart before he enquired “And what’s this business about knocking twice?”

			“You find that all over Greece,” Pris said. “It’s to do with the vrykolakas.”

			“What’s one of those?” Tim said and sent Jonquil an anticipatory grin.

			“The local style of spirit. If you don’t invite them the first time they’ll find someone else.”

			“What’s local about them?” Jonquil said. “I mean, what’s special?”

			“Some of us don’t need to know,” her mother interrupted, twitching her head to indicate William. “Remember we said we’d see everyone has a nice time.”

			“Yes, Jonquil,” Julian said, “that’s quite enough,” and Ray was grateful yet again for Daphne’s reappearance. As Daphne brought the tray over he saw Jonquil’s face revert to introverted blankness even though Tim had sent her a sympathetic wink. Ray felt for her too, though he wasn’t sorry that the subject had been suppressed. Where the family was concerned, far worse was being left unspoken.

			* * *

			Ray was watching Tim and Jonquil spin William on the grinning roundabout beyond the gap in the apartment block when Evadne came to find the family by the pool. “Your ride is here,” she said.

			“Not ours,” Julian said before anyone else could speak.

			“Yes, to go to Sunset Beach.”

			“Then it’s certainly not ours. We’ve no intention of going anywhere near such a place.”

			“Sam from your travel will meet you there.”

			Doug took the invitation out of the envelope. “This says we’re to wait here.”

			“Yes, to be taken.”

			“She said nothing about that to us,” Julian objected. “And it’s emphatically not somewhere we want our son to be.”

			“There won’t be too much activity this early in the evening, do you think?” Natalie said.

			“I believe I’ve made my view clear.”

			“I will tell the driver you are talking,” Evadne said and left them.

			“I could stay with William,” Sandra said. “If there are any trips you think I’d like, Ray, you can book them.”

			“I was going to propose we vote,” Julian said, “once we’ve heard the options.”

			“Do we need to?” Pris wondered. “If there’s something some of us aren’t up for, they can do something else.”

			“I understood the aim was to keep the family together.” As Pris looked more abashed than Ray thought she had any reason to feel, Julian said “In the interests of fairness, everyone should choose what we do for a day.”

			“How,” Doug said, “if mum isn’t there?”

			“You can phone William and me when you know what’s on offer,” Sandra said. “I’d like to sit him while I have the chance.” She pushed herself off the lounger and made for the play area, calling “I’m going to play with you now, William.”

			“We were looking after him,” Jonquil protested.

			“You were, and very well too, but the welcome meeting won’t be any fun for him.”

			As the teenagers sauntered to the poolside Julian said “Quickly and quietly, please.” Presumably he was ensuring William didn’t realise they were going elsewhere, but Ray had the impression that he wasn’t just addressing Tim and Jonquil. 

			A minibus was parked outside the courtyard. The driver, a slow bulky man with not much less hair blackening his arms than topped his squarish head, slid the door shut once everyone had clambered in. As the vehicle moved off, Natalie said “Can you tell us where we’re going, driver?”

			Ray tried not to mind how she increasingly sounded like her husband. “Sunset Beach,” the driver said.

			“My wife is asking exactly where.”

			“Bright Nights.”

			“Is that a bar? We don’t want to be surrounded by rowdies.” When the driver gave him an uncomprehending look in the mirror Julian said “People who don’t behave as they should.”

			The driver gave a grunt or possibly a laugh. “In the day you are safe.”

			The road had wandered away from the coast, but the pallid sandy beach was visible beyond an elongated field of grass. A swollen orange sun hovered above the sea and paced the minibus. Sunset Beach cut off the sunlight as the resort closed around the road, the sparsely populated pavements bordered by dormant neon. “At least some people have got up,” Pris said.

			“More come out soon,” said the driver.

			Ray assumed he was seeing recent arrivals, since they all looked in need of a tan. The minibus pulled up in front of the Bright Nights, where drinkers sat beneath the red-tiled roof of an extensive bar. If Ray’s professional eye hadn’t deserted him, quite a few weren’t much older than Tim and Jonquil. Sam from the travel company came to meet the Thornton party, and Ray gave her the receipt for the taxi fare. “You nearly didn’t see some of us,” he said. “This chap wanted to keep us on his island.”

			“Welcome to Sunset Beach,” Sam said before her broad tanned face grew a little less placid. “Weren’t there more of you?”

			“Just the youngest,” Ray said, “and the oldest apart from me.”

			“We knew the venue wouldn’t be appropriate for our son,” Julian said.

			“Too young, you think,” Sam said and perhaps agreed. “Sit anywhere you like and Nikos will bring drinks.”

			“One soft, thank you,” Julian said, “or is anybody besides Jonquil not having alcohol?”

			“Not in this family,” Doug said.

			As Ray hoped Julian hadn’t taken this for a gibe at him Natalie said “May we know why you’ve held the meeting here?”
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