



[image: image]









What people are saying about


Angel at the Paradise Hotel


Teresa’s highly inspirational and illuminating debut novel is full of intrigue, heart, depth and meaning, sprinkled with an array of colourful, identifiable characters. A guaranteed page-turner, which has tremendous potential for adaptation to the silver screen.


Brett Syson, Consultant/Producer on six official Oscar submissions for Best International Film


Take this book down to the beach in the morning, and I guarantee when you return sunburnt to your room at the end of the day you will see no one around you, from waiters to fellow holidaymakers, in the same way. The characters seeking escape amidst the idyllic beauty of Corfu never manage to shake off the problems they have run from, while O’Driscoll beautifully captures the intrigues of a tightly knit traditional Greek community.


Donald Finnaeus Mayo, author of The Insider’s Guide to Betrayal and Francesca


With Teresa’s artistic skill in painting the exotic island of Corfu, its beautiful setting seems ideal for a gentle story of romance with a happy ever after ending. But there are forces of light and darkness at work and the arrival of angel Gabriella is key to a great adventure which challenges the reader to choose sides.


Pauline Lewis, author of Freya’s Fragrance and The Dark Stranger









[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]


First published by Roundfire Books, 2023


Roundfire Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East St., Alresford,


Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK


office@jhpbooks.com


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.roundfire-books.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Teresa O’Driscoll 2021


ISBN: 978 1 78904 885 8


978 1 78904 886 5 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021941987


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Teresa O’Driscoll as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.












Previous books 


Non-fiction


Pray Then Listen: A heart-to-heart with God


Published by Circle Books ISBN 9781789043693


Pray Then Listen: A heart-to-heart with God e-book


Published by Circle Books ISBN 9781789043709


9 Days to Heaven: How to make everlasting meaning of your life


Published by O Books ISBN 9781905047734


9 Days to Heaven: How to make everlasting meaning of your life e-book


Published by O Books ISBN 9781780999364









For Mum and Dad – with the angels but always in my heart until we meet again…









Always welcome strangers, as by doing this some people have entertained angels without knowing it.


Hebrews 13:2 









Prologue


June 2020 


Bethany Griffiths sat immobile in the back garden of her Cardiff home, sun warming an upturned face framed by tousled blonde hair. But in her mind she was on the afternoon EasyJet flight winging its way from Bristol to Corfu. A journey so familiar she could almost feel the steady vibration of the engines, and hear her favourite tipple as tonic fizzed over ice into gin and lemon.


Her mouth watered.


This summer, though, there would be no gallivanting to that green and beautiful Greek island, nor anywhere else for that matter.


The whole of the UK was in lockdown. People confined to home for most of the time.


They were caught up in an event that smacked to Bethany of a John Wyndham sci-fi novel. But this was no fictitious Day of the Triffids. Neither had the UK become a police state. A tricky new coronavirus, labelled Covid-19 – rampaging around the globe infecting millions and leaving hundreds of thousands dead – had extended its reach to the UK.


The only way to curtail its progress was for people to stay apart. And Bethany was following the rules to the letter.


But on this sunny day, with holiday plans scuppered, she longed to be abroad. To escape as far away as possible the dread of being struck down by the terrifying virus.


She guided her thoughts towards Corfu’s Korkyra resort, the place she had begun her own Greek Odyssey almost three decades ago.


“A simpler era before mobile phones and emails,” she muttered, smiling at the memory of an admittedly stuffy phone booth in the Sunset taverna. “And when people found love by a look of attraction across a crowded room not an internet chatroom!” Her tummy did a little flip at the memory of Aeron’s blue gaze across the dance floor of the Candy Bar.


Wriggling into a more comfortable position on her padded wooden chair, bare slim legs stretched over manicured lawn, she was now eager to reminisce. To become, through imagination, a time traveller. And as the years rolled back she began to relive that fateful summer of 1992 which had changed her life, many lives, forever. Though not all for the better.


Yet, it was a summer of hope.


It was the summer she met an angel…!









Chapter 1


June 1992 


Angel Gabriella arrowed headlong through the lemon brilliance of a June dawn towards deserted Korkyra beach. Nearing touchdown, with a beat of immense downy wings and agile backflip, she turned feet first. Applying a full-fan brake, her final seconds of descent were sedate.


This was her trademark landing.


Instantly, body, but not wings, became visible, long filmy white tunic billowing around a tall slender frame.


Though almost as old as time itself Gabriella the angel of Greece looked just like an unremarkable young woman in her early twenties, with olive skin, thin face and lips, and short nose.


As her gaze fixed on the small white hotel, self-importantly crowning the headland just above the beach, her large grey eyes brightened with curiosity. “Hmm…,” she muttered thoughtfully. No movement yet. The damp sea breeze ruffled pale curls into a halo as she turned to inspect the former fishing hamlet.


In the handful of years since her last visit tourist villas, picked out by the pizazz of their pristine terracotta roofs and spacious balconies, now mingled amiably with weathered pastel homes. Viewed from the beach the buildings looked like tiny squares of rich cream, shell pink or soft ochre, scooped up and scattered haphazardly down green slopes and along the waterfront. The hotel, like a designer’s finishing touch, transformed Korkyra into a low-key resort – presently shimmering in morning glory.


But beneath the apparent tranquillity the angel detected the undercurrent of malevolence.


Just then, the mortal, a young dark-haired local man, emerged from a side door of the hotel. A raging, hangover-driven thirst had woken him from a fitful sleep. The lackadaisically dressed Jason, faded navy shorts and T-shirt covering a stocky frame, manoeuvred through the car park, onto the road, and cautiously down the slipway.


The angel delicately sniffed at the air. Yes. She picked up the sulphurous stench of a stalker demon’s recent presence, undetectable to humans, lingering around the approaching man like a dog’s calling card on a tree.


With alcohol-sensitized light brown eyes squinting against the dazzling sunrise Jason stepped gingerly along the beach. When he stumbled, in a little indent of soft sand, a heavy lock of hair flopped over a broad forehead. Tan skin, lips with full lower and thin bow-shaped top, and a strong nose, all lined up into a boyishly handsome face, which caused many a female, of any age, to do a double-take. Raking the stray hair back with thick splayed fingers, pain stabbed sickeningly in his temples.


Heavy drinking was not his usual style. Last night, though, people lingered so late at his pool bar that he ended up sharing a bottle of Metaxa brandy with a new business contact. Tourists were very welcome for his bank balance. But often he wished they would go to bed earlier.


His mind flitted to that long business conversation. It could lead to a lucrative deal, so maybe the hangover was worth it.


Gabriella, with some distance between them, nonchalantly sank cross-legged onto the shore as if gazing at the gently swelling Ionian Sea. Actually, she was looking at Jason’s guardian angel, suspended by spanned wings just above the water. His towering frame was topped with a large head of long wavy hair glowing blue-black against a snowy robe. Gabriella greeted him telepathically. The angels had worked together many times over millennia.


Jason dropped his towel onto night-cooled sand and clawed off shorts and shirt. Adjusting the waistband of skimpy trunks he sprinted, as he had done from childhood, straight into the shallows. He was relying on this dawn dip to clear his brain and set him up for the long stretch until siesta time. Thigh deep he sucked in a preparatory breath, launched through a wavelet and underwater, ignoring the assaulting chill while racing ahead as far as lungs would allow.


Gasping, he sprang up through a silvery comber, arms reaching heavenwards, diver’s timepiece winking at the sun.


While Jason purposefully streaked short distances back and forth parallel to the shoreline, Gabriella asked his guardian angel many probing questions.


Things were escalating.


Her arrival was not a moment too soon.


At length, refreshed, Jason waded languidly onto the beach with the unstudied grace of a man now at one with himself and the world. He checked his watch. He had an early meeting with the new contact from last night – who had been keen to set it up. When Jason thought of the potential profit a big smile split his face.


Money was the key to all his plans.


It would make his dreams come true!


With time to spare he sprawled backwards on the towel, stretching as luxuriously as any cat. Idly he grabbed a handful of sand and let the gritty grains trickle through parted fingers. Lulled by the familiar hiss of the incoming sea and its gurgling retreat, he sighed contentedly and slipped into a doze.


The guardian angel hovered above his ward.


A well-primed Gabriella, now eager to speak with the man, jumped up and strode silently towards the prone figure.


Standing over Jason she cast a shadow, and, using her supernatural powers, subtly electrified the atmosphere. The aim was to unsettle him, making him, hopefully, more amenable to her message – a method she often used for such occasions. As Jason’s skin suddenly prickled a shiver of apprehension ran up his spine. Dear God, what on earth is happening to me?


There it was. He had spoken to God – in whom he did not believe – and that was her cue. “Hello,” she said sweetly.


“Oh!” Startled, Jason’s body jerked as eyes flew open. Quickly he recovered. “Hello,” he echoed, rising onto elbows.


Gabriella slowly withdrew the electric influence.


As the weird feeling receded Jason stared at the girl with interest. Hmm, nice shiny blonde curls, but plain face. The girl regarded him steadily. Good job she can’t read my mind!


But she could.


She was.


So was the guardian angel – who started to chuckle. His gigantic body shook in merriment, inky hair tumbling over thin shoulders.


Gabriella bit back a grin and focussed on her task. When her gaze turned frosty Jason sensed a problem. “What?” he blurted, sitting bolt upright, which reignited the pain in his head.


The angel came straight to the point. “You know, obsession with money can destroy lives.” She spoke slowly and emphasized the last two words.


“Excuse me?” Under his deliberately blank expression he was thinking, as most people did, that she looked vaguely familiar, but couldn’t quite place her.


“I know you heard me,” she said evenly.


Jason nodded. “But I don’t know why you’re saying that to me.”


His spine straightened with indignation, and like a politician under fire, as he deflected her real inference his response was suitably skewed.


“I’ll have you know that I run the Paradise Hotel and work hard for every drachma!” Gabriella’s gaze still accused him. “I don’t think it’s wrong to be successful,” he snapped, defensively. “And when you’re successful you make money.”


“Yes, but at what cost to others?” she asked bluntly.


He didn’t understand what she was talking about. “I charge reasonable prices.”


“I am not talking about your prices. It is the human cost I am referring to.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” he stubbornly insisted. Who was this person, this stranger, trying to throw him pearls of wisdom? She couldn’t have been more than a couple of years older than him, so hardly in a position to lecture!


Gabriella watched as a scowl pinched his mouth and nose. To disturb his equilibrium she turned up the volume on her power again.


Jason shivered, goose bumps rising on arms and legs. Yet, despite the horrible creepy feeling, the words “human cost” grabbed at him.


His guardian angel whispered into his ear.


His father’s face suddenly floated up to his mind’s eye.


“Yes, your father is definitely paying for your greed,” said Gabriella.


“My father? Why are you talking about my father?” And why am thinking about him? Then impatience flared. My father paying for my greed? If it wasn’t for me my father would be… destitute!


“Destitute is a very strong word,” Gabriella commented dryly.


“Destitute?” What the…? His frown of confusion was a single deep line between thick dark brows.


Baffled, he looked past the girl and up at the sky – now a flawless aquamarine. His insides felt wobbly. Did he have such a hangover that he didn’t know when he was thinking or speaking? He shuddered.


“Whether you accept it or not, your heart has been overcome by greed.” Gabriella was gently adamant. The guardian angel nodded vigorously. “And unless you turn from that greed,” she paused, her eyes riveting into his, “its destructive poison will seep into more lives.” Her prolonged steely stare added weight to the warning.


It was vital that he took her seriously.


Jason was finding this whole exchange bizarre.


And yet… And yet… As he looked into her intense grey eyes a part of him wanted to agree with her.


How odd!


The guardian angel was now joined by a second invisible creature. With a high-pitched howl Jason’s stalker demon zipped in on fly-like wings and settled proprietorially on its quarry’s shoulder. The grey, scaly creature – no bigger than a man’s hand – thin tail lashing, red eyes glinting spitefully at the angels, was determined to neutralize Gabriella’s warning.


If Jason took heed it would ruin the demon’s plans.


There was a great deal at stake.


Everything hung on the man’s avaricious nature.


As Jason, unaware, as always, of his invisible companions, continued to consider a new way of living, the demon pushed in on his thoughts.


Stalker demon: “You need to keep making money!”


Jason: What am I thinking! I need all the money I can make!


Guardian angel: “There are more important things in life than making money.”


Jason: Hmm... There are lots of things I would like to do in my life but squeezing extra profit from everything takes up so much time.


Stalker demon: “Everything you want costs money!”


Jason: But without money I can’t do anything!


Guardian angel: “Money will not bring you the most important things you are dreaming of. Often, when you put things off, thinking you will do them later, that chance is lost forever!”


Jason: I know I’ve let lots of opportunities slip through my fingers. I wonder if it’s worth it…


Jason had plenty of work to do looking after the hotel guests and keeping them happy. After that it would be wonderful to have a little extra free time. He knew exactly who he would spend it with!


It was certainly a tantalising idea.


But as his stalker demon continued its diatribe, he inwardly shook himself.


At the age of twenty-two he was now a man, and at this stage in his life it was essential to make as much money as possible. That was definite!


He had another thought. The girl had mentioned destructive poison seeping into lives… Whatever that meant…


Oh well, that was clearly just fantasy on her part.


Everything fell back into place in his head.


No! The girl was mistaken.


He was not greedy. He was simply working hard and doing his best.


The triumphant stalker demon cackled loudly like a broody hen. It flicked a long forked tongue derisively in Gabriella’s direction then shot away into the distance.


Gabriella ignored its jibe as she spoke to Jason, “You are deluding yourself.” Her gaze softened to regret.


His denial could have terrible consequences.


Yet she could say no more.


Jason’s brain felt fuzzy. He closed his eyes and sank back onto the damp towel.


She raised her left arm with forefinger pointed at his head. Under her power he fell into a deep sleep.


Gabriella instructed the guardian angel. He would orchestrate a vivid dream which they fervently hoped would make Jason more receptive to her warning.


Her work complete, for the moment, she faced the guardian angel, hands crossed briefly over her upper torso – a customary gesture the guardian reciprocated – and they nodded to each other.


Gracefully, she ambled towards the beach path leading to the minimarket. Hidden by a tall grey-green tongued cactus, she became invisible for her next encounter.









Chapter 2


Aeron Lehman peered curiously into the familiar gleaming window of Korkyra Minimarket.


Gabriella and his guardian angel stood side-by-side behind him.


Sporting twin grins the angels stared at the backs of a pair of long, bony legs dawdling below a bulging rucksack crowned by the black dome of a baseball cap. Gabriella pointed and chuckled. “Walking luggage,” she quipped.


When the already-scorching sun, playing on those pale limbs, chased the man inside, Gabriella and the guardian angel swooped in over his head.


Jockeying his burden through the narrow entrance, the tinkling of the doorbell vied with hollow clunks as the acoustic guitar, slung in a leather bag over Aeron’s front, struck the wall. Behind the checkout the owner glanced up from his newspaper.


“Ya soo. Hey there Spiro, how’s it goin’ man?” Aeron’s casual greeting hid a pang of self-doubt. Suddenly desperate for the balm of being remembered, his light blue eyes searched the shopkeeper’s face.


“Ya soo.” Spiros’ thin smile held no recognition, though he knew the man’s accent was American. His clothes were a bit of a giveaway too. He was wearing cargo pants. Did anyone really think those tiers of bulging pockets looked good?


Crushed, Aeron gulped. His New York home seemed very far away.


An astute Spiros sighed softly. Many people fell in love with Korkyra resort and came back again. But picking out individuals from the kaleidoscope of visitors was tough.


Other locals said the same thing.


It created a small problem that ran like a dark thread through the season.


A trio of angels watched intently.


All angels were known to each other, but Gabriella had not worked with Aeron’s before. The shortest of the three of them, he stroked a dark bushy beard and looked concerned. He was, though, relieved to have the angel of Greece at his side.


As Spiros’ guardian looked on, pale eyes wide with concentration, Gabriella spoke to him and he whispered into his ward’s ear.


Spiros stared at the man’s guitar and had a flashback.


He had seen this American singing at a friend’s wedding last summer.


Grinning, a slight underbite marshalling a crowd of white teeth, Spiros rounded the checkout, paunch first, and vigorously pumped Aeron’s hand. His firm grip, from many years of freight handling as a seaman, had a settling effect on Aeron.


Gabriella beamed at the angels. It had worked!


Aeron, touched by the now-warm welcome, returned the cordiality with a compliment on the shop’s extra room, linked-in by a handsome red brick archway. Should he mention the new competition? He had noticed a second minimarket on the other side of the resort. No, subject too loaded, man.


Spiros recalled the visitor’s family. “Where your wife and kids?”


Aeron’s heart sank as his wife’s angry tear-stained face sprang up from memory. In a flash he reminded himself that she had got over that. Melanie was fine when I left! She understood it was the only way I could avoid going over the edge. He took a deep breath and lifted his dimpled chin in defiance of his troubled conscience. “I’m taking a break alone,” he answered. Huffing through parted lips he shook his head. “Too stressed out, man.”


“Katalaveno. I understand.” Spiros’ small dark eyes closed briefly as he sighed with empathy.


Aeron was baffled. Surely, in this idyllic place no one suffered from stress. Did they? He had presumed not. But maybe that was naïve.


Meanwhile, Spiros wondered what Aeron’s problem was. Definitely not money-worries like his, because everyone knew tourists were rich. How he wished he was rich!


He knew about stress all right. In his mid-fifties, with a wife and two teenage daughters to support, the shop takings were down. He was trying not to be bitter about the other – completely unexpected! – minimarket. But having gone into debt to expand the shop it now felt like he had looped his neck with the chain of a ship’s anchor.


Stifling another sigh he dismissed his own problems. Rolling his Rs like a Scotsman he declared, “You in the correct place.” He pointed a stubby finger, “Soon, you relax.”


“Hope so.” Aeron flexed long gaunt cheeks pulling lips into a smiley, which would have made his kids giggle. His stomach lurched, though, when he remembered that leaving his children had been even harder than leaving Melanie. He tried valiantly to reassure himself. Don’t worry, it’ll be okay! He had to believe that or he was sunk.


Determinedly he inspected the thinly stacked shelves of goods. His beloved Zabar’s it wasn’t, but the ambience of the shop spoke to him. His mind held up a card bearing the word SIMPLICITY; used to writing slogans for an advertising agency this happened a lot. Yes, simple was what he craved.


His tensed mouth relaxed as he sighed with relief. “It sure is great to be back!”


After a little polite chitchat Aeron explained he had come for the summer and wondered if Spiros’ brother, Yiorgos, who owned rental apartments, had anything suitable.


“I think is no problem,” Spiros said. “I call him now.” Then he froze, remembering the hold his brother had over him at the moment. He was the last person he wanted to speak to! Manfully, though, he took a steadying breath. As he picked up the receiver from the big red Bakelite payphone, he glanced above it to the icon of Christ. Silently he prayed for help. After dialling the number he fed a silver ten drachma coin into a slot and pressed the Talk button.


Aeron hoped there was no problem. He didn’t have a clue where to start looking next for a place to stay. The Paradise Hotel, his usual choice, was definitely beyond the budget this time. He began to feel jittery again, and hated himself for that.


The doorbell jangled and looking up at the newcomer, he came eye to eye with Jason. Well would you look at that! I think of the Paradise and in walks the manager. He smiled and they exchanged a few friendly words. Suddenly, his backpack seemed to weigh double and as he gratefully slipped the burden from his shoulders he missed the cool exchange between shopkeeper and customer.


Spiros used to have a great respect for Jason’s father, a former sea captain. Now, though, he just felt sorry for him. He shook his head as the young man left. Who would have thought that a son would treat his own father like that? He still found it unbelievable.









Chapter 3


For the umpteenth time Katarina, Spiros’ younger daughter, glanced surreptitiously beneath thick sooty lashes, at the clock on the dingy classroom wall. She liked the history teacher, an old man in his fifties like her father, so, though itching for the lesson to end, she tried to hide it.


Twenty more minutes!


Going on seventeen, with the end of her education only weeks away, her concentration was not good at the best of times now. She was clever, though, and determined to do well in her final exams. But this was just to prove to herself and her family that she could.


Her dream was to marry her boyfriend as soon as possible. He had recently proposed – though their engagement was a secret to all but her best friend, Maria. Their clandestine date, when she should be having the last lesson of the day, was the main reason for her restiveness.


In this heat would she still look presentable by then? Aware that her navy skirt was damp at the waistband she was thankful for the freshness of her best crisp white cotton blouse. As she wriggled on a rickety ladder-back wooden chair she dragged her long dark hair into a ponytail with a scrunchie. When a sudden breeze from a nearby open window found her hot neck it felt blissful.


The teacher held up a photograph. “These Early Neolithic pottery shards were found in northern Corfu.” Twelve boys and girls wore uniformly blank faces. “I know they don’t look very impressive,” he admitted. “But can you imagine living about eight thousand years ago?”


One boy pouted and gave a single click of the tongue while raising his chin briefly: the Greek informal, non-verbal “no”. Around him, others did the same. Katarina glanced over at Maria. They shared a smile of complicity and joined in, though it was a little impolite.


Abruptly the teacher turned his back and with chalk tapping and scraping wrote 6000 BC on the blackboard. The class exchanged worried looks.


But when he turned back to them the teacher was grinning. “Me neither,” he conceded, ineffectually brushing chalk dust from the front of his grey shirt. His pupils laughed, relieved he was amused not offended by the breach of etiquette. “But you see how long and important our island’s heritage is?” The humoured class responded with much vigorous nodding.


The lesson continued and Katarina drifted off into a daydream about her secret fiancé. She remembered the day she had fallen in love.


She was twelve years old and it was the feast of Spiridon, patron saint of Corfu. It was a big celebration. Spiros, his modernized name, was the most popular for males on the island, including her father. She had been standing with friends watching the adolescents eyeing each other up. The seeds of attraction leading to marriage were often sown on these occasions.


At the heart of the square a small group of teenage girls formed a conspicuous whispering knot. The boys meanwhile milled around in a corner calling out to each other, jostling and laughing loudly on any pretext. Each fresh burst of merriment drew studiously haughty glances from the girls.


Katarina and her friends giggled about how gawky the boys looked. But one caught her attention as he stood slightly aloof from the horseplay. He was laughing, though, and it lit up his face. He was the most handsome boy she had ever seen.


Then it happened.


The scarf was torn from her shoulders by a gust of wind and as it streamed in a long pink silky line past the boy’s shoulder he lunged and grabbed it.


Turning to find its owner he looked into her eyes and her heart leapt, while a fluttering in her chest felt like a hundred dancing butterflies. The green flecks in his twinkling light brown eyes mesmerized her. As he pressed the bunched-up trophy carefully into her hands she shyly smiled her thanks. He smiled back, brief and sweet, before returning to his friends.


Katarina was enchanted.


She understood that he would marry one of those older girls. Though without hope, she felt she would love him all her life.


But he had not married.


Somehow, miraculously, he had fallen in love with her. Even though he was a handful of years older she did not care. This age difference, and more, was common in the village. Becoming his wife would make her the happiest girl on earth!


Clang! Clang! Clang!


Katarina was jolted out of her daydream. Outside the door the handbell signalled the end of the lesson. She breathed a huge sigh of relief, whispered goodbye to Maria – who would cover for her if necessary, and slipped through the stream of pupils which flowed towards the playground. This was a short break before Geography, the last lesson today.


She made for the girls’ cloakroom in the other direction. Pushing open the door she caught a light, clean, familiar waft of bleach and local olive oil soap. Hastily she splashed cool water from the old chipped basin over hot cheeks.


Applying just a touch of lipgloss in front of the speckled mirror, she took a moment to be thankful for inheriting her mother’s narrow, sharp jawline instead of her father’s underbite. And that she had her mother’s petite figure too.


Her parents! How would they take the news of her engagement? They didn’t even know she was dating someone. She winced in the mirror at the thought. “Gosh. I hope there won’t be trouble…”


But she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.


Quickly she freed her hair from the scrunchie, noting with dismay its slightly lank appearance. Heat and humidity had dulled its morning shine. She fluffed it out with her fingers.


Better.


She left the room and held her breath as she crept along the deserted corridor.


A door slammed close by and her heart thumped. On tiptoe she tottered through the front entrance, made it unseen past the metal gate, and raced to the end of the short tree-lined road.


Jason waved at her from his car and her heart skipped a beat. I’m so lucky! He’s handsome and wonderful and we’re in love!


She slid into the passenger seat and they sped away from the edge of the village and disappeared round a tight bend.









Chapter 4


Spiros’ brother, Yiorgos, arrived at the minimarket in a little open-backed truck. It reminded Aeron Lehman of his son’s Meccano set as it looked like an ingenious assembly of spare parts. It was. Yiorgos wasted nothing. He was known for his frugality.


But it was also known in the community that he had, in his garage, a big black shiny Mercedes in which he drove his wife and children like royalty. This was the badge of his success.


Yiorgos, taller and thinner than his brother, nimbly hopped down from the cab. Wired by a diet of tobacco and endless tiny cups of strong syrupy Greek coffee he marched into the shop.


Fixing his cigarette between nicotine-browned teeth – arranged in the same underbite as Spiros’ – Yiorgos squinted through a curl of smoke. His gaunt lined face showed he was the elder brother.


Vigorously he shook Aeron’s hand and got straight down to business. “How long you stay?”


“Hopefully, the whole summer, if I can find a job.” Scooping off his cap Aeron fingered a nape-full of damp fawn curls, glad, for once, of the shortness around the ears: his compromise to a business style. He often moaned to friends that for a family man in his late-thirties compromise was a way of life. Melanie used to roll her eyes if she caught him saying that and he’d turn it into a joke.


But it wasn’t.


“No problem,” Yiorgos announced, rolling his Rs like his brother. “I got just the right place for you. Ela. Come. I show you.” He called over his shoulder, “Thanks brother.”


Spiros nodded. He began to breathe a bit easier. It looked like nothing was going to be said.


But just before Yiorgos closed the door he turned back. “Oh, by the way,” he began casually, lighting yet another cigarette. “I may need to talk to you in a few days.”


His sharp look was at odds with his measured tone. As soon as he turned his back on his brother, though, that expression switched to a satisfied smirk.


Spiros’ heart sank. Those were the words he had been dreading. His eyes flicked up to the icon above the till and he muttered yet another quick prayer for help.


Gabriella held a brief exchange with Spiros’ guardian angel before following the other two with their wards.


Yiorgos hoisted the rucksack onto the back of his truck and leapt behind the wheel. When Aeron clambered into the cab cradling his bagged guitar a cloud of smoke, mingling with the brown odour of stale tobacco, hit the back of his throat. The vehicle laboriously scaled a steep track and came to a halt outside a pale pink single story block. Aaron grabbed the door handle, eager to discreetly breathe a lungful of fresh air.


As he followed Yiorgos up the path, a tall attractive blonde in a cream sundress left the first apartment, flung a gold beach bag over one shoulder, and locked the door.


“Ya soo, Bethany. Ti kanis?”


“Kala, Yiorgo. Ti kanis?”


“Kala,” Yiorgos replied with a cheerful wink and a click of his tongue.


They routinely said “hello, how are you?” and the answer was always “good”. Bethany Griffiths was friendly but her Greek minimal – though she did know the rule of dropping the “s” off the end of a name when speaking to the person.


Yiorgos turned to Aeron and introduced him.


“Perhaps you be neighbours.” He gave a brown grin.


“Ah. Hiya. Really nice to meet you.” Her Welsh accent was a light singsong, which suited her pretty animated oval face, glossy red lips, and even white teeth.


As Aeron exchanged a smile with Bethany he felt the fizz of attraction. “Hey there.” He raised his left hand in greeting. Was it his imagination that her dark blue eyes darted to his wedding ring?


Yiorgos addressed Bethany. “You stay here few times, yes? You like it here, yes?” His widened eyes asked for help.


She picked up the hint. “Oh, yeah, it’s really great,” she enthused. “So lovely and quiet. And you wait till you see the balcony view. A-may-zing!”


“Oh, okay. Thanks.” Aeron thought the view right in front of him was pretty amazing.


“Right, better go then.” Bethany sounded flustered as she fingered her fringe then tucked shoulder length locks behind her ears. “Really looking forward to a swim.”


Aeron felt a pang of regret as bright eyes disappeared behind big square tortoiseshell sunglasses settled snugly on the bridge of her snub nose.


Mentally he berated himself. Whoa, man! But he couldn’t resist a peek over his shoulder at her retreating figure as Yiorgos led the way along the block.


They stopped at the last door.


Aeron followed the man into the cool dark pine-scented interior. When the shutters outside the sliding floor-to-ceiling glass door were thrust open, a basic but pleasant apartment was revealed. Nice one.


They were standing in a good-sized room with twin beds and a wardrobe in the corner. Next door was a dining-kitchen separated from a lounge by tall shelving. The lounge had two couches which turned into single beds. The compact shower room was tiled in powder blue.


Aeron wanted the apartment. But would the price be reasonable? He had promised Melanie he wouldn’t blow a chunk of their savings. Perhaps he should be looking at studios. As his stomach ulcer began to burn, he frantically searched through the numerous pockets of his cargo pants before finally unearthing a roll of antacid Tums. Popping a tablet into his mouth, he began sucking determinedly.


Gabriella conferred with the two guardian angels. Aeron, frangible in body and spirit, needed this apartment. But Yiorgos presumed, that because Aeron was older than the usual seasonal workers, and American, he could afford to pay more.


As Yiorgos put his hands on his hips his guardian was already whispering that it was better not to push it and lose this chance of renting the apartment for the whole summer.


Aeron crunched on the Tums.


Yiorgos, though, had listened to his angel and their haggling was good-natured. When they reached an agreement both men looked pleased.


Aeron handed over a small stack of ten thousand drachma notes for a month’s advanced rent – which was much cheaper than anything in Manhattan. Then he hauled the hulking old backpack into the apartment. He remembered the last time he had used it at an obscure music festival. When I was young, free and single!


Smiling wistfully at the memory he propped the pack against the bedroom wall and went through the open sliding door to explore the communal balcony.


Bethany had not exaggerated the view. “Awesome!”


Ahead and to his right valleys ran and hills climbed in a green sweep. Down below, the shimmering expanse of sea was rimmed by a long pale strip of beach. Strategically placed at the centre of the sands were rows of sunbeds topped by bronzing bodies. The rest was unspoilt.


Aeron took a few deep slow breaths, nostrils picking up a faint but distinctive whiff of Corfu scent: a unique blend of warmed wild herbs, camomile and margarita daisies, delivered on a light breeze.


Suddenly, like someone flicking a switch he felt…


What?


Happy!


The sensation, so long absent from his life, was astonishing.


“Wow!” He chuckled. “Incredible!”


He went inside, grabbed his guitar, found a plectrum, and did a quick tune up. Strumming the instrument he absentmindedly picked up a love song he’d written years ago for Melanie.




Girl so fine with your hand in mine we’ll walk the land.


With you beside me, here to guide me, I’ll come to understand


That love is more than just a word that’s written in the sand.





His hands stilled, and in the pause his mind threw up an image of Bethany gracefully walking up the path, flimsy cream dress billowing in the breeze over long shapely legs.


“Forget it!” Aeron roughly put the guitar aside. “I need to sort my head out, not mess it up more!”


Prompted by Gabriella his guardian suggested a swim and snooze on a sunbed. Aeron concurred.


Gabriella, satisfied that things were fine, for now, was ready to move on. She and the guardian angel with hands crossed over upper torsos nodded to each other in farewell. With a beat of huge wings she shot straight up into the air.


Her trademark take-off.


The guardian’s brown eyes twinkled as she disappeared.


The twinkle faded, though, when he turned back to his ward.


Aeron had no inkling of the awful timing of his visit. His vulnerability would make him a target for the increasing local demonic presence. The angel would have his work cut out to protect him, even with the help of Gabriella.


* * *


Jason navigated a road bisecting a string of brooding olive groves. The gnarled trees clambered up steep banks at one side and fell away on the other. After a few minutes he spun the wheel hard right and the car slowly bumped over the rutted dirt track to his uncle’s grove, long regarded as their place. The second he cut the engine Katarina flung herself into his arms.


Jason rigidly kept their relationship chaste, which filled him with pride.


After drinking his fill of sweet kisses he pulled away, absentmindedly finger-raking a stray lock of hair back from his face. He yawned widely and accepted a stick of gum from Katarina.


“You look very tired,” she said. “What were you up to last night?”


“Up to!” The green flecks in Jason’s brown eyes danced with mischief as he chewed. “What do you think I was up to?” He bunched his lips with mock pique. “Are you accusing me of something?”


“I only asked a simple question.” She laughed lightly.


“Yes. But you’re inferring I was up to no good.” He feigned indignation.


“Jason, I’m only teasing you. I know you were working and probably had to keep the bar open late.”


He nodded and smiled, his even teeth showing white against tan skin. His joke was a bit thin, she knew his work, but it came from the light-hearted happiness he felt in her company.


He drew a cigarette from a pack he had just bought from her father. Jason had no scruples about their secret engagement and looked him straight in the eye as always. He would do the honourable thing and ask for her hand in marriage but not until the end of the season. By that time he hoped to have sorted away quite a bit of extra money.


“Tell me about your day,” he said, lighting up.


Katarina flicked heavy dark tresses over both shoulders and wrinkled her nose. “Mostly it was okay but the last lesson was history and so boring today. It was all about broken old pottery dug up on the island. I mean, honestly, who cares!”


Jason laughed thinly. “You forget I studied archaeology in Athens.”


“Well, you must have hated it like I do, because you didn’t become an archaeologist.”


“No, I didn’t hate it. But, my father needed me here.” They would be married soon so he could tell her little confidences.


“Oh, I didn’t know that. I thought you dropped your course because you didn’t like it.”


Her words were prodding fingers on an old wound. He was passionately proud of his heritage. He and Katarina’s history teacher had that in common. In studying archaeology he was chasing his dream of being the one to discover the tomb of Alexander the Great in Egypt. But that dream was over. His father had needed him, and here he was… For Jason, though, his country remained the centre of the universe.


“Always remember the influence Ancient Greece still has on the world, Katarina.” He prodded her shoulder lightly. “After all,” he reminded her, “wasn’t Socrates the father of philosophy, Hippocrates the father of medicine, and Greece the cradle of civilization itself?”


Sensing his seriousness she nodded diplomatically.


He lifted a lock of her hair rubbing it thoughtfully between his fingers. My lovely Katarina. I can’t wait to make you my wife! “But my career switch has worked out well,” he said, carefully stubbing his cigarette out in the car ashtray. He smoothed the precious lock back into place and forced himself to keep his mind in the present. “Don’t you think so, Miss Golden Eyes?” It was his pet name for her.


“Very well,” she agreed.


Jason smiled at her fondly then checked his watch. “Damn! We should have left five minutes ago.” He put Katarina aside and fired the engine. If she missed the bus it would cause trouble.


As they sped back into the village and saw a throng of pupils at the bus stop Jason breathed a sigh of relief. He swung the car up a narrow street and gave Katarina’s hand a quick squeeze. “Go,” he urged. “I’ll phone you soon.”


As always Katarina was torn. Leaving was a wrench, but missing the bus unthinkable. She sprang from the car.


Racing around the corner she found Maria and was pleased to learn that her absence had gone unnoticed.


She wasn’t the only girl ducking lessons for the same reason. A couple of the other older girls with boyfriends were snatching the chance to see each other away from prying eyes. It was the custom. Few were caught and many married couples looked back at their courting days and smiled at their truancy for love.


The friends joined hands and scampered the length of the street.


Once on board the bus they put their heads together and whispered the entire half-hour journey to Korkyra. Their conversation was punctuated with frequent giggles as the girls confided secrets.


Jason, making his way in the opposite direction, headed for the bank in town. He thought about Sotiris, the supplier he should have met with this morning. He had missed the meeting when he fell asleep on the beach. But he was still sure they could do business together.


His guardian angel whispered into his ear.


Suddenly he remembered the scary dream he’d had during that snooze, filled with fire and screams and being overpowered by dark shapeless demons with glowing red eyes. He shuddered. Forget it!


His mind turned back to Sotiris. A deal with him would save the hotel a lot of money. He grinned at the thought of the percentage of that extra profit which would end up in his own bank account. He would buy more stocks and shares. His investments were doing well. At this rate he would soon be a rich man. Rich enough to make his new bride very happy.


His guardian angel reminded him about Gabriella.


The weird girl on the beach this morning popped into Jason’s mind. For some reason she had accused him of being greedy but that was just crazy. What planet did she come from? He deserved every drachma he was piling up.


Changing down into second gear to chug up a long steep hill he began to whistle cheerfully.









Chapter 5


The next day Gabriella zoomed into Korkyra, tumbled backwards mid-air, and landed sedately, before furling great wings with a snap. She paused, invisible, beside an old rustic cottage – clearly part of the original fishing hamlet.


Built at the foot of a hill greened by olive trees and spiky cypress, its nearest three neighbours were a stone’s throw away on either side and in front. Beyond these crouched similar bungalows, strung like pale beads of pink, cream, and ochre along the grey ribbon of road snaking the seashore.


Mature gardens, bursting with leggy crimson geraniums, pink and yellow roses rambling through lush foliage, and cascades of amethyst bougainvillea, lent charm to the simple traditional dwellings. The owners of the showy new villas, pushed randomly among them, found it strange that many visitors preferred these to theirs.


Just inside the open kitchen door a distressed old lady, grizzled hair secured in a tight bun, cradled a young man’s taupe canvas shoe.


“Dear Lord, why does Nikos do it?” she prayed aloud. “It is so wrong!”


As Soula brandished the offending shoe tears spilled from dark eyes down seamed cheeks aged from smooth to shrivelled olive. Her grandson had been on the beach in the dark with a tourist. Again! Being a waiter at the hotel, he met too many young women for her liking.


“I beg him not to do it but he just smiles and says, ‘Yaya, it’s just a bit of fun. You worry too much.’ But, Lord, how can I stop worrying? What if people find out that he’s dating these visitors? The whole family will be disgraced!” Her voice caught on a sob. “Please help us, Lord,” she pleaded.


Soula’s guardian angel and Gabriella listened to the prayer for Nikos that she continued to speak aloud. Around the small resort, and nearby village of Hora – where most locals lived, other people fearful of changes in their culture sent up many similar prayers for help.


The guardian angel shook her head sadly. “I am sorry to see her so upset,” she said.


Gabriella nodded. “It is not easy working with wards is it?”


The angel shrugged in resignation.


Gabriella and the guardian watched the old lady pick up the other shoe and walk outside to the small stone courtyard. There she turned the pair upside down and slapped the sole of each quite viciously against the low wall until the particles of sand had stopped sprinkling out.


With a final despairing shake of her head, Soula wiped her eyes on the snowy apron worn over widow’s weeds of black cotton blouse and skirt.


With a heavy heart she went back into the house to make breakfast for her daughter, errant grandson, and her son-in-law, who would soon – God-willing – return from a night’s fishing.


Gabriella moved with the guardian angel into the cramped kitchen, eyes skating over abraded grey carved marble sink and surfaces. When the old lady heated oil in a pan and added cakes of raisin-studded dough, the sizzling tzaletia – a recipe inherited from Venetian invaders – brought back memories. The four centuries of their rule in Corfu had been a very busy time for the angel. Invasions always caused huge problems. The latest one, this time by tourists, was, in its way, as problematic as the others.


When the cakes were cooked Soula lightly sprinkled them with orange flower water and granulated sugar. She set them beside a dish of plump olives glistening blackly against white cubes of feta cheese. Glancing at the clock beside the cooker she clicked her tongue in dismay.


Stepping into the narrow gloomy hallway she rapped on a door. “Niko, time to get up. The day is already half gone!” Hopefully that would wake her daughter, Eviania, too.


At the sound of her returning son-in-law dropping his boots outside the kitchen door she breathed her usual sigh of relief. She, like other villagers, had lost her beloved husband to the sea, and never took safety for granted. She smiled broadly. The transformation in her weathered face was striking. It was clear to see that she had been a beautiful woman, and still was in her way.


Hastening forwards she greeted him. “Here you are, Luka. Now we can get breakfast over with.” She spoke brusquely, smothering her emotion.


Lukas was not fooled and leaned to kiss her cheek fondly.


Soula decided she would speak to him later about Nikos and the foreign girls. Maybe he could make his son see sense. If this behaviour didn’t stop, people were sure to find out. No one would want him as a husband for their daughter and then what would happen? Would he be forced to marry someone from another village?


Unthinkable!


Then she had another thought. Greece had a policy of conscription. Nikos planned to go into the Army. Unlike his father, or his Uncle Spiros at the minimarket, he was not fond of sailing. Although she would miss Nikos, the Army would get him away from all this nonsense. Maybe she would start praying for his call-up papers to come through quickly.


Gabriella spoke a few words of counsel to the guardian angel and said a brief hello to the man’s angel. Then, with crossed hands placed briefly over upper torsos the angels said goodbye, and she left.


* * *


Jason drove back from town in the late afternoon. He had been for coffee with friends and stayed longer than he should have. The Paradise Hotel was almost full and dinner would be hectic. He hoped the preparations were almost complete. His waiter Nikos would have all thirty tables organized. He knew he could trust him to do that without any instructions as the boy had worked well for him last summer.


He still regarded Nikos as a boy, but it now struck him that he was fast becoming a man. Jason knew Nikos looked up to him and he enjoyed the admiration. He smiled. Then he sighed wistfully. Oh to be eighteen again! No responsibilities and no heavy workload. Happy days!


Distracted by his thoughts he sped up the little hill at the far end of the resort, barely reduced speed as he swung sharp right, and tore up the hotel driveway. Nearing the top, two females stepped out of the square white building straight into his path. Stamping the brake pedal to the floor the tyres squealed as he brought the car to a jerky stop, just inches away from them.


The shock registered on both girls’ faces was echoed on Jason’s. It had been a near miss and as his hammering heartbeat slowed he berated himself for his stupidity.


Then he looked properly at the girls. The tall blonde, Bethany, he knew. But his mouth fell open at the sight of her friend. Shiny red curls tumbled over lightly tanned shoulders, a pale wispy dress hinting at a slim figure.


He leapt out of the car. “I’m very sorry,” he shook his head and looked deeply apologetic. “My mind was somewhere else,” he admitted. “I’m not usually so careless.”


The redhead found her voice first. “Sure, you were driving much too fast!” Fright flipped to temper and hands flew to hips. “It was irresponsible.” Her eyes blazed. “If you had hit a child at that speed you would have killed them.”


A mother walked past with two small children in tow and underlined the truth in the girl’s accusation.


“I promise you that I don’t usually drive like that.”


He looked into the angry girl’s eyes and marvelled. They were the colour of emeralds. He didn’t know eyes could be so green. He wondered where she was from. He thought she may be Irish. A sudden breeze blew a tendril of hair over her face and without thinking he reached up and brushed it away.


The girl jumped back as if he had struck her. How dare he? He had almost hit them with his car and now he was touching her hair.


Jason was now captivated by her mouth. He felt an urge to trace the bow shape of her lips with his finger. He resisted. But as their eyes locked – hers in anger, his in wonder – it seemed to him that everything just stopped for a few seconds.


“Aw, come on, Clare, let it go,” Bethany Griffiths spoke quietly but firmly. “We’re both alright.” She turned to Jason whom she had known for a few years and liked. “Not to worry, Jason,” she soothed. “No harm done.”


“This time,” Clare O’Hara hissed under her breath.


Jason grinned, enchanted by the feisty Clare. “Look, I’m the manager of this hotel. Why don’t you come back in and have a drink on the house,” he invited, gesturing towards the pool bar overlooking the sea.


“Oh, that would be lovely—” Bethany began.


“No, thank you.” Clare cut her friend off. “Bethany, let’s go.”


Bethany looked at Jason regretfully.


“Maybe another time…” Jason tried again.


“Of course. Thank you.” Bethany came here often anyway.


“Well…” He had no words.


“Well.” Clare was terse. She refused to bend. Instead she turned on her heel and marched off down the driveway.


“Bye,” said Bethany, and reluctantly followed her friend.


Jason thoughtfully watched their progress down the hill until they disappeared from sight. The resort was very small. He knew he would see the beautiful Clare again. No one was lost in Korkyra.


He was determined to make her like him.


* * *


Clare and Bethany strode along the narrow road in silence.


Clare, still feeling cross, was lost in thought. She had taken an instant dislike to Jason. Too good looking and sure of himself! Just like Patrick! Patrick, her childhood sweetheart in Dublin, had turned arrogant towards the end of their relationship – only a few short painful months ago. He dumped her the day after her twenty-first birthday, saying he’d met someone else.


To make matters worse he implied she should be grateful that he waited until after her party to drop the bombshell.


She wasn’t.


She shuddered at the memory, then bristled remembering Jason touching her hair. She hoped she wouldn’t see him again but in this small resort it was inevitable. “Thinks he’s God’s gift to women that one,” she muttered to Bethany.


“I think he’s very handsome, though I don’t fancy him.” Bethany glanced sideways at her friend. “Look, I’m not being funny or anything, but you were a bit rude to him weren’t you.”


“Sure, he was very careless.”
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