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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?”

			“Because all our other guests at this end of the island are in Sunset Beach.”

			“You didn’t plan to try to sell the place to us,” Julian said. “There are people here for whom it’s wholly inappropriate.”

			“I don’t really know what you mean,” Sam said and went to stand beside a large map of Vasilema. “Welcome again, everyone,” she said as the barman brought the Thornton party a trayful of drinks. “I expect I’ll be saying that to some of you next year.”

			She hadn’t much to say about the island’s history, though perhaps as much as some of her audience might have the patience for. The island had originally been called Iliovasilema, which meant a sunset. Lord Byron had once said it had “the finest sunsets in this world or any other.” During the Second World War Italians occupied the island and shortened its name. Until the present century it hadn’t attracted many tourists, but Greece’s economic troubles persuaded the islanders to develop holiday resorts, Sunset Beach in particular. “But there’s plenty for everyone,” Sam said with a glance at Julian, and used a pointer like a thin stake to indicate places on the map while she described them along with tours that were listed in a brochure. “If anyone’s interested in any day trips,” she said with less conviction than Ray would have expected, “let me know.”

			“Don’t you do tours off the island?” Pris said.

			“Not too many people go on those.” Ray could have thought she resented the question on Vasilema’s behalf. “We can book you one,” she said.

			“How about trips to your monastery?” Doug said.

			“Which one is that?”

			“St Titus’s, who else? He’s your patron saint,” Doug seemed surprised to have to tell her. “He drove the Arabs out of Crete and here and made your island Christian.”

			“There isn’t much left of the monastery. I think you’d be wasting your time.”

			“That’s not how it sounds in our book,” Pris said.

			“The book must be out of date. Is there anything else I can set up for you?”

			“We’ll let you know in a few minutes,” Julian said.

			“Don’t be too long, will you? I expect your driver would like to get away.”

			“I imagine he can wait until we’re ready. We didn’t ask for him in the first place.”

			Ray glanced towards the minibus. The driver was gazing at the icon that was set above the mirror – St Titus brandishing his spear – but Ray couldn’t tell if he was praying. The twilit street had grown a little busier, and beyond a gap between a supermarket and a bar he saw a few people beneath the extravagantly wide umbrellas that sprouted from the beach. As Sam went to a couple who had beckoned her over Julian said “Does anybody want to state a preference?”

			“We usually like to explore a new place as soon as we can,” Ray said.

			“We’ll put that down as your day, shall we?” Julian said and took out his mobile to make notes. “Who’s next? Priscilla?”

			“Definitely the monastery. It can’t be all that ruined when it was carved out of the rock.”

			“I’ll have the cruise around the island,” Doug said.

			Julian noted those and said “Natalie, my love.”

			“I wouldn’t mind seeing other islands. Don’t take that personally, Doug.”

			“Timothy?”

			When Tim didn’t answer, Pris nudged Doug. The boy was gazing at the street with a smile that looked at the very least inviting. “Someone’s made a conquest,” his mother murmured.

			A girl was silhouetted against the crimson sky above the stretch of beach the buildings framed. Her pale elongated Grecian face and especially her large eyes reminded Ray of a statue, though the rest of her rather undermined the image. The arms the long white dress exposed were thinner than seemed healthy. Of course these days many girls of her age were, except how old was that? Ray was failing to guess – he’d always been able when he was a teacher, and he was unexpectedly dismayed to have lost the skill – when she looked away from Tim and saw the other watchers. She passed a hand over her face from the high domed forehead to the long chin as though slipping off a mask and at once, with a fluid movement that her dress concealed, was out of sight. “Sorry, Tim,” Doug said, though with some amusement. “We didn’t mean to scare her off.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Tim mumbled, blushing.

			“So may we hear your thoughts, Timothy?” Julian said.

			Tim seemed to have to recapture his wits before saying “I’d like the drive off the road.”

			“The off-road tour for Timothy.” As Julian tapped the tiny keyboard he said “Natalie tells me you and Sandra used to like cycling on holiday, Raymond. Do you still?”

			“I’ll ask her.” In an attempt to deflect any speculation about her Ray said “What about William?”

			“Some cycles have child seats at the rear. Well, that’s my choice for now,” Julian said with just a hint of petulance. “I thought it might be good for all concerned.”

			“I think you’ve left somebody out of the choosing,” Natalie said.

			“Not at all, my love. Let’s be hearing from you, Jonquil, before we speak to your grandmother.” Without a pause he said twice as sharply “Jonquil.”

			Ray was close to pointing out that she’d had no time to answer when he saw her face. She was smiling at someone on the street, and for an unsettling moment he thought the girl who had taken Tim’s fancy was back. Certainly the boy watching Jonquil was just as thin, and the little that Ray could distinguish of the long face against the sky from which the crimson had begun to drain reminded him of the Greek girl’s face. As Jonquil parted her lips Julian held up an open hand to the newcomer. “Nothing here for you,” he called. “Kindly move on.”

			Several people stared at him from the darkening street as the boy turned away. In a moment Ray couldn’t see him for the crowd. “We ought to tell you that’s quite rude, Jules,” Doug said, “holding up your hand like that to anyone in Greece.”

			“There’s been rudeness, I agree. Did you have something to say, Jonquil?”

			“Make your day an ace one,” Tim said.

			This seemed to hearten her or at any rate to head off some words she didn’t utter. “We haven’t got any days on the beach,” she said.

			“I assume we’ll be filling in with those.” Julian poised a finger above his mobile and then erased an inadvertent B it had summoned up. “Is that really all that comes into your mind?”

			“I’d like to go where she said it’s best for shopping.”

			“Where Samantha said.” When looking hard at Jonquil failed to make her say the name, Julian began to type. “I should think the rest of us will find more than that to do there,” he said. “Will you be calling Sandra now, Raymond?”

			Ray found his phone and brought up her number. He touched the call icon so gently he felt timid, and couldn’t help counting as the bell rang. He’d heard twelve shrill notes in pairs when Sandra said “It’s all right, I’m here.”

			He turned on the loudspeaker and laid the phone on the table. “How’s everyone?”

			“We’ve been having a lovely swing, but someone’s getting hungry. Shall we wait for you?”

			“We won’t be long now, William,” Natalie called. “Just be good for grandma.”

			“Evadne was saying there’s a saint’s day celebration,” Sandra said, “so we can make that my day if everybody likes. That’s still nobody, William. Just a shadow.”

			“What is?” Natalie demanded.

			“He keeps thinking someone’s in our room, Ray. It’s just from the last of the sun.”

			“What did we say, William?” Julian said as he typed Sandra’s choice. “Behave yourself for your grandmother and don’t play tricks on her. Now, what kind of a day would you like?”

			“Stay at the hotel. There’s a lady who’ll play with me.”

			“It isn’t really a hotel, is it?” Julian said, glancing not quite at Pris and Doug. “I wonder what there would be for the rest of us.”

			“I don’t mind a day by the pool,” Jonquil said.

			“You’ve already been given a day, Jonquil.” 

			“While Will has his, she means,” Tim said. “By the pool’s okay with me.”

			When his parents and grandparents agreed William risked a cheer. “And look,” Sandra said, “the shadow’s gone.”

			“We’ll see you very soon,” Ray told her and followed Julian over to Sam. Places were available on all the tours, and tomorrow’s was the cruise around the island. Sam took payments from the credit cards so speedily that she almost tore the vouchers in the machine. She handed back the cards and gave Julian the tickets, which appeared to placate him in some way. “I’ll keep these in the safe,” he said, “so we’ll know where they are.”

			Ray might have objected to the assumption of authority if he hadn’t remembered the passport episode. “If it keeps you happy, Jules,” Doug said.

			“I think your driver wants to be off,” Sam said.

			“He’s not alone,” Julian said. “I don’t think any of us will be coming back here.”

			“It isn’t to your taste, then.”

			Could Sam be hoping so? She’d glanced towards the street, where more than one pair of eyes gleamed red with neon, but Ray took her to be concerned with the driver. Ray made for the minibus to encourage everyone to do so, and the driver climbed out at once to slide the door back. “Sorry for the wait,” Ray said when everyone was seated.

			The driver sent the minibus forward. “Doesn’t matter now,” he said and returned his gaze to the crowded road so immediately that Ray couldn’t tell who he’d been watching in the mirror.

		

	
		
			The Third Day 22 August

			Ray could only think he had been dreaming. He wasn’t even certain whether a knock had wakened him. Perhaps a guest at the Sunny View had come back late or was looking for a friend’s room, since the next noise was even more distant and so discreet it sounded close to insubstantial, if he was hearing it at all. While he didn’t think anyone opened a door, he heard no other sound, not even footsteps, though he didn’t recall hearing any of those in the first place. What suggested that some if not all of this had been a dream was that as he reached across the conjoined beds to reassure himself about Sandra, he had an impression of somebody stealing out of the room.

			Since it wasn’t Sandra, it couldn’t have been real. Just the same, as Ray clasped her waist he tried to focus the dim room. It resembled a charcoal sketch of itself, and it was as still as the hour – nearly three in the morning – ought to be. Sandra stirred beneath the quilt and murmured a few indistinct words about feeling, unless he’d misheard her. “Are you feeling all right?” he whispered despite hoping not to interrupt her sleep. He was happy to take her silence for assent, even for a kind of contentment, which he did his best to reinforce with not too fierce an embrace.

			He thought she’d enjoyed last night’s family dinner, even if at times it had felt carefully polite rather than entirely convivial. He’d caught Julian and Doug avoiding areas of disagreement for her sake rather than risk another argument such as they’d had at Christmas. They’d seemed close to quarrelling when Julian had started to dissect the bill with the precision he boasted of applying to insurance claims, but then Doug had made a joke of it – almost too much of one for Julian’s taste. “Always look after your money and anyone else’s you’re responsible for,” he’d counselled William, and Ray had seen Doug resist taking this as a gibe about how he tried never to deny payments to clients at the unemployment centre, just like Pris. At least the muted confrontation came too late to interfere with Sandra’s appetite. She might almost have been eating for two people, and Ray only wished her waist weren’t still so thin.

			If the Greek sun was bringing her back to herself, he prayed it would continue its work. He hugged her as if this might help to preserve her state; he squeezed her waist so hard that it grew fluid, practically shapeless. The sensation shocked him awake, and he clutched at the boneless mass next to him in bed, only to discover that he was alone except for the quilt he was struggling to embrace. As he tried to shove himself upright, all the pains of age seemed to gather in his shaky arm. His shoulder thumped the concrete wall, and Sandra slid the window open. “I was just coming to find you,” she said. “I’ve got bread for everyone. Come and have some before it’s time for the boat.”

			His watch gave them almost forty minutes. Once he’d finished in the bathroom he joined Sandra on the balcony. Doug and his family were breakfasting below and to his right, while Natalie’s were on the next balcony along. “Sorry I’m belated,” Ray called down to them all.

			“You’re on holiday, dad,” Doug told him. “Some of our younger members weren’t too eager to greet the sun either.”

			“I was,” William protested.

			“And didn’t you let everyone know,” Jonquil said.

			“I was up before it was,” Sandra said, “me and the baker.”

			As Ray sat down he glanced towards Sunset Beach. He couldn’t see if anyone was under the outsize umbrellas, but he wondered if their size was meant to tempt people from the neighbouring resorts. Or perhaps anybody staying in Sunset Beach wouldn’t welcome too much sunshine after a night on the town. Sandra had put out salt and olive oil for the bread, and he was heartened to see crumbs already on her plate. When he took a chunky slice of the remains of the loaf she did as well. He was savouring a mouthful while he listened to the musing of the sea when the idyll was undermined by the offstage flushing of a toilet and an outburst of giggling from William. “What do you think of our special plumbing, Will?” Doug said.

			“What’s special?”

			“Putting paper in the bin instead of down the loo, your uncle means,” Pris said.

			“Shall we find a better subject for discussion over breakfast?” Julian said.

			Perhaps William didn’t think he meant immediately. “Mummy says we haven’t got to because it’s unhygienical.”

			As Ray made to put Sandra’s frown into words, their red-haired neighbour Jane did. “Everybody needs to use the bins, otherwise the pipes get clogged.”

			“I don’t think it can be quite that bad,” Natalie said.

			“I’m telling you it is, and I’m a plumber.”

			There was silence while she returned to her apartment, and then Natalie said “Well, thank you so much for showing me up.”

			“Don’t be like that, sis,” Doug said. “When did you stop mucking in? You always used to when we went away with mum and dad.”

			“Maybe I didn’t have a choice.” Perhaps because she realised this would upset them, Natalie was quick to add “Or maybe it’s different now I have a little boy to look after.”

			“Then you should have said before I booked for everyone.”

			“Stop it now, you two,” Sandra called. “They’ve always been like this,” she told whoever needed to be told.

			“In that case,” Julian said, “Natalie can’t have changed that much.”

			“Nobody was blaming you, Julian,” Pris said.

			“I wouldn’t have assumed it. You might want to say what there is for anyone to be blamed for.”

			“Mum was saying she didn’t.”

			“That’s very loyal of you, Timothy, but please consider the example you’re setting.”

			“Tim, we think you’re a credit,” Sandra said.

			Ray felt impelled to break the silence in which the waves on the beach seemed to have grown nervously shrill. “I was going to ask,” he called, “if anybody tried to get into your rooms last night.”

			“Are you saying there are thieves about?” Julian demanded.

			“I’m not at all. I just wasn’t sure if I heard someone knocking on a door or two.”

			“I’m sure they didn’t knock on ours,” Sandra said.

			“We didn’t hear anything,” Doug said.

			“Nor did we,” Julian said. “What is it, William?”

			“I thought I did, but you’re not supposed to answer.”

			“Then I hope you didn’t. Good boy.” Less enthusiastically his mother said “I hope you weren’t thinking of that silly story of your uncle’s.”

			“I didn’t make it up, Nat.”

			“I don’t care who did. We don’t want that kind of thing keeping anyone awake.”

			“I went back to sleep,” William said. “It didn’t even really wake me up. It was too soggy.”

			“Well, that’s the first time I’ve ever heard about a soggy knock,” Sandra said. “Are we all finishing our breakfasts? We don’t want to miss the pickup.”

			* * *

			As everybody crossed the courtyard a coach slowed to a halt beyond the arch, and a chubby young man with a shock of unmistakably bleached hair pranced down the steps. His badge named him Jamie, and his gestures were graceful enough for a dancer. “Good morning, all you lively people,” he cried, waving extravagantly as well.

			William giggled before Natalie could hush him. Ray helped Sandra up the steps and kissed her hand. They and their party were the first passengers on the coach. “You have the front seat, William,” Sandra said.

			“Just you thank grandma,” Natalie said as he made to do so. They took the seat while Julian sat opposite, and she murmured “Don’t be rude again, William.”

			“I said thank you.”

			“You know perfectly well what your mother means,” Julian said, and Ray wondered if he was annoyed because Jonquil hadn’t sat with him. “We don’t laugh at anyone. We’ve told you, other people make different choices about the kind of life they live.”

			Though he wasn’t looking at Jamie the guide said “That’s if you think everybody has a choice.”

			“I do, yes. Otherwise we’d have no morals.”

			“Some of the folk here might give you an argument.”

			“We’re aware the economy has problems. That doesn’t mean they can’t choose how to solve them.”

			“They have,” Jamie said, picking up a clipboard to plant crosses next to names. “Elysian Apartments next, Alexandros.”

			The bus was speeding along the deserted dusty road to Sunset Beach when Pris said “What’s with the musical chairs, you two?”

			Ray glanced back to see Tim and Jonquil moving to his side of the aisle. Although like their grandmother they were wearing hats and sunglasses, Tim said “Too sunny over there.”

			“You aren’t still determined not to get a tan,” Doug protested.

			“That’s how some people like to look these days,” Natalie said. “Remember when we used to fight over who had the best one?”

			“I’m glad you’ve calmed down, then,” Julian said. “All the same, it’s a pity to spend money on the sun if it won’t be put to use.”

			The road through Sunset Beach looked as dead as all the signs. The electric jester was arrested with one bent leg in the air, while the neon cat would be poised all day at the start of a leap. A few of the locals were cleaning or tidying bars and tavernas at a sleepy pace that struck Ray as typically Greek. The coach halted in front of an apartment complex, outside which a young couple sat in the shade of a trellis so laden with vines that the tendrils appeared not just to be growing on the grey wood but feeding on it. “Good morning, lively folk,” Jamie cried, and they blinked at him.

			Two of the accommodations where the coach stopped didn’t yield up any customers. “You’d wonder why anyone would bother booking,” Sandra commented, “if they aren’t going to put in an appearance.”

			“They should have got someone to give them a knock,” Doug said.

			“Do you have to keep talking about that?” Jonquil complained.

			“No need for impoliteness,” Julian said, “even if you’re trying to protect William.”

			“Can’t I do anything right?”

			“A great many things,” Sandra told her. “And we like how you look after your brother. Our two did for each other.”

			Ray wondered if she meant they’d stopped, because he didn’t think they entirely had. As Jamie returned to the coach by himself again Pris said “Why would anyone come all this way to your island and then miss a day like today?”

			“Something brings them,” Jamie said. “They keep coming back.”

			Once the coach left Sunset Beach behind, the hills that formed the spine of Vasilema rose on the inland horizon. More passengers boarded in resorts that Ray had previously slept through – fishing villages colonised by apartments and hotels – and then the port appeared, its bony buildings swarming uphill while the bay brandished masts at the increasingly overcast sky. “Everybody follow me when we leave the bus,” Jamie said. “If I lost anyone it’d break my heart.”

			When William made a small anxious sound Natalie said “I’m sure you never have.”

			“I’m sad to say we lost a visitor just last week.”

			“How did you manage that?” Doug said.

			“Not on any excursion of ours. The gentleman went off by himself,” Jamie said, waving to mime carelessness. “He had a room not far from where you’re staying.”

			“I take it you’ll have tracked him down,” Julian said.

			“I wish I could tell you that. He disappeared last week and nobody’s found him.” As Natalie began to interrupt, Jamie raised his voice. “He was talking to the lady at his digs about visiting the mainland,” he said. “Somebody here at the harbour said they thought they saw him take the ferry, so we think that’s where he must have wandered off to.”

			Sandra was speaking at the very least for Ray as she said “How long has he left of his holiday?”

			“That’s what has people worried. He should have gone home days ago, but he couldn’t have without his passport.” Jamie moved to the top of the steps as the coach reached the harbour. “The police have that,” he said and gazed at William. “What do you think is the moral of the story, sunbeam?”

			William giggled at the nickname before saying gravely “Don’t lose your passport?”

			“That’s wise advice, but I’ll tell you what I meant – never go anywhere by yourself without letting somebody know where you’ll be. Best of all,” Jamie said and raised his eyes to include every passenger, “just don’t go anywhere by yourself.”

			* * *

			“Won’t that be too spicy for you, William?” his mother said. “We don’t want you wandering about in the night.”

			“Nobody was,” Jonquil said.

			“I wasn’t saying you were, Jonquil. We don’t want him being kept awake, that’s all.”

			“I didn’t wake him.” More urgently than Ray would have thought was called for, the girl said “Did I, William?”

			“This isn’t about you, Jonquil,” Julian said. “Quite a few things aren’t, young lady.”

			“You don’t need to tell me.”

			Ray suspected Pris meant to head off any further confrontation by saying “I don’t think anything’s too spicy here.”

			They were in Chloe’s Garden, where Doug had suggested everybody at the table share their dinner. “Just have a little taste of anything you like the look of, William,” Natalie said as if she were doing someone else a favour.

			Ray was more concerned to see Sandra sample everything, which she more than did. She appreciated it aloud as well, though he wasn’t sure how much this was designed to encourage William. The boy set about competing with her expressions of pleasure, to nearly everyone’s amusement. “So do you like the tabepna, Will?” Tim said.

			The boy giggled so vigorously that he had to wipe his mouth. “Use your serviette, William,” Julian said.

			Before he’d finished dabbing with the paper napkin William said “That isn’t what it’s called.”

			“It’s the polite name for it, William,” Natalie said.

			As Ray saw Sandra reflect that they’d never used the word, William giggled again. “Not what you said, daddy. What Tim did.”

			“See what the sign says, William,” Jonquil said and grinned at her cousin.

			“Could you refrain from trying to confuse your brother,” Julian said with no hint of a question. “If you want to be involved with him, please set your standards higher.”

			As Jonquil’s grin collapsed, Tim sent her a wink. Ray saw Pris and Doug exchange a glance, but it was William who spoke. “It does say that, daddy, look.”

			“You know perfectly well this is a taverna, William,” Julian said and glared at Jonquil. “Greek people use a different alphabet, that’s all.”

			“I can’t see why they don’t get rid of it,” Natalie said, “if they’re so eager for tourists.”

			“Maybe Greeks come here for a holiday as well,” Doug said.

			“That isn’t how the driver from the airport made it sound. He was saying people here aren’t like other Greeks.”

			“That’s what Greeks say about Crete,” Pris said. “Doug and I thought we all might like somewhere tourists hadn’t taken over.”

			Natalie looked stubbornly unpersuaded, an attitude Ray recalled from her teens. “Can I just say something to everyone?” Sandra said.

			Perhaps she meant to quell any argument, but Ray felt as if her words had pierced his guts. Had she thought better of keeping the secret? “Why,” Natalie said, “what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing whatsoever with my holiday. I was only wondering if anyone would mind if I had a different day.”

			For a shaky breath Ray was furious that she’d made him panic. In a bid to leave his shameful reaction behind he said “Different how?”

			“I wouldn’t mind finding that little beach with the cave. I don’t think it’s too far from a bus stop.”

			He knew where she was thinking of – a secluded sandy beach the cruise had passed, at the foot of a cliff about halfway between Sunset Beach and Vasilema Town. A grassy section of the cliff sloped down to one end, while at the other an inlet vanished into a cave where the light from ripples lapped the walls and the equally spiky roof. She’d wakened just in time to see all this, having dozed beneath the awning of the boat throughout much of Jamie’s commentary, which Ray had found somewhat relentless and bereft of detail. “You can have my day if you like, gran,” Tim said. “I don’t mind going there.”

			He and Jonquil had roused themselves at the sight of the beach or the cave. They’d been almost as sleepy in the shade as their grandmother. “We can put your day and mine together, Tim,” Pris said. “The monastery is off the road. I’d still love to do your saint’s day, Sandra.”

			“Are there any more changes of plan?” Julian said without encouraging.

			“Don’t let it throw you, Jules,” Doug said. “Let’s just all have a good time.”

			Julian let everybody see him taking out his phone. “The way to make sure of that is to be organised.”

			“Then let’s organise the beach tomorrow,” Ray said and was aware of a disagreement in the kitchen. Whatever Chloe and her daughter were murmuring about, the mother won. As Ray watched her approach, asking other diners on the way how their meals were, he had an odd sense that she was readying herself. She reached the table at last and gave the depleted dishes an approving nod. “How is all?” she said.

			“Delicious,” Sandra said with sufficient gusto for the whole party.

			“That is good,” Chloe said and met her eyes. “Bitten,” she said, touching her own unmarked neck.

			“I was the other night. I’ve been more careful since.”

			Chloe shook her head. “Never once.”

			“Some people seem to attract them, don’t they?” Pris said. “They aren’t bothered about us.”

			“We’ve put repellent in the room,” Ray said.

			“No good,” Chloe told him.

			“It’s worked wherever else we’ve found mosquitoes. If there’s a local secret I hope you’ll share it with us.”

			Chloe was pursing her lips when Natalie said “Could I just ask if we really need to have cats around the table while we’re eating?”

			“You’ll have noticed we’re English,” Julian said. “It wouldn’t be allowed in any restaurant at home.”

			“I don’t think they’re doing any harm, are they?” Doug said. “Now dad was asking – ”

			“It’s a question of cleanliness, Douglas. I believe you’ll agree we’ve already lowered our standards to save trouble.”

			As Doug visibly withheld a response Chloe said “That is life here. All feed.”

			“Well, they won’t be feeding from us,” Julian said and held up a hand to fend off any rejoinder.

			Chloe stared at the hand before closing her eyes as a preamble to stalking away. “Do pardon me,” Julian called after her, but she didn’t turn. “I’d forgotten we aren’t allowed to do that. As I say, we’re English.”

			“There goes mum’s chance of not getting bitten,” Doug said.

			“I don’t think she was going to tell us,” Sandra said. “And I don’t even notice it’s there any more.”

			Perhaps she’d forgotten how a twinge had wakened her on the cruise, where she’d fingered her neck as the boat came abreast of the cave. As Ray peered at the mark – the dimness left him unsure whether it had faded – William said “Jonquil got bitten too.”

			“Where?” Natalie said. “Let me see.”

			The bite on her forearm was very like Sandra’s but redder. “Is that on the vein?” Natalie cried. “Why didn’t you ask for some ointment?”

			“I’m afraid someone needs to be more open with us,” Julian said.

			“I forgot about it,” Jonquil told her mother. “That’s how much it hurts.”

			Natalie was looking not just unconvinced but rejected when Tim said “I’ve got one as well.”

			“There’s another secretive teen for you,” Doug said as Tim displayed his upturned arm. “Any more casualties? Just mum and the young ones, then.”

			“I haven’t got one,” William protested.

			“Well, don’t invite it,” Pris said. “Not that I’m saying anyone else did.”

			Ray didn’t know why he should feel that her words were loitering in the dark beyond the streetlamps, but they seemed to hover in the air until Sandra said “So long as we’ve an adventure tomorrow I think I’m off to bed.”

			Jonquil nodded and then Tim did, so that Ray could have fancied they were miming slumber. “You said I could stay up late on holiday,” William objected to his parents.

			“You already have, William,” Natalie said. “Really quite late. You can’t mind going to bed when your big sister is.”

			Ray thought the boy was about to disagree, though he couldn’t see why William should, until Julian waved before beckoning Daphne over. How much was being left unsaid around the table? As Julian took out his phone and brought up the calculator Ray saw Pris put a quick finger to her lips, hushing Doug in advance, and felt as if a clutch of unaddressed subjects had gathered in the sultry windless dark. Then Daphne brought the bill along with glasses of liqueur, and he lost whatever thoughts he might have been close to grasping. That was how his mind worked now, or rather didn’t work. That was growing old.

		

	
		
			The Fourth Day 23 August

			“I had my dream again last night.”

			“Which one was that, Sandra?” Pris said.

			“It was dark.” As though she had to find her words in it Sandra added “It was the darkest place I’ve ever seen.”

			Ray didn’t know why he felt prompted to grope for a joke. “You could see that, anyway.”

			“There was some kind of light far away.”

			“Well then,” Ray said with more relief than he could have explained, “it wasn’t really dark.”

			“I don’t think I saw it, just knew it was there. I felt – ”

			They were in the Superber supermarket, where Tim and Jonquil were trying to find hats wide enough to suit them. While they’d each brought one to the island, perhaps this was the latest fashion or, Ray thought, envy of Sandra’s broad Mexican headgear. As a frown found more wrinkles on her brow Sandra said “I felt as if it would take me all my life to reach it.”

			Ray was searching for a safe response when Tim said “I had a dream like that last night as well.”

			“Must be in the blood,” Doug said. “What’s your version, Tim?”

			“I was in this huge place with no light and I didn’t want to see. Something sounded…” Tim might have been suppressing a word before he said “Huge.”

			Jonquil tugged her latest hat down as if she wouldn’t mind hiding beneath the brim. “That’s like my dream.”

			“All right, Jonquil, no need to compete,” Julian said. “Or least make sure the competition’s worthwhile.”

			As Ray saw Pris and Doug refrain from taking this as an insult to their son, Jonquil said “I’m just telling them. I was in a dark place too, and there was something living in it that was that big.”

			Ray wasn’t sure if Tim was reluctant to ask “What was, Jonk?”

			“I only heard it. Maybe William made me. It sounded like he said the knock he heard did.”

			“Soggy,” William was delighted to contribute.

			“Kindly don’t bring William into it.”

			“Yes, don’t start giving him your dreams,” Natalie said. “Have you finished shopping?”

			“I just want to get some more water.”

			“I will too,” said Tim.

			“Then three of us are thirsty,” Sandra said. “Anybody else? I’ll buy.”

			As Ray took three plastic bottles to the desk the moustached old woman in black stared past him. “Never dream dark.”

			“Jonquil, will you take William to find the bus stop,” Julian said. “I’ll pay for your hat and you can settle with me later.”

			When Jonquil closed her hand around his the boy seemed about to demur, presumably feeling too old to be led. As soon as the two of them had left the shop, Julian rounded on the shopkeeper. “Pardon me, what were you saying?”

			“Never dream dark.” Ignoring Julian, she stared at Tim. “You bring it here,” she said.

			“I don’t think anyone can do that just by dreaming,” Pris said.

			This time she responded, but in Greek. “Did anybody understand that?” Natalie said, more a protest than a question.

			“Something like – ” Pris tapped her forehead with a fingertip, which put Ray in mind of touching an onscreen icon to summon information. “People who want the sunset,” she suggested, “invite the dark.”

			The old woman gave that a single vigorous nod. “Friends of dark.”

			Ray was trying to decide whether this was agreement or a correction when Julian said “Speaking of nonsense, may we ask you all to keep it away from William.”

			“What sort of thing would that be, Jules?”

			“Bad dreams. Unpleasant legends. You’ve already had him imagining knocks in the night with that tale of yours, Douglas.”

			Before Ray could take responsibility Tim said “My dream didn’t feel exactly bad.”

			“I think it’s time to move on,” Julian said at once.

			As he and the Thorntons left the supermarket they heard a bus approaching. Ray took Sandra’s hand as they jogged after long-legged Tim, subsiding to a trot when they reached a bend in the road. Tim was already with Jonquil and William by the bus at the stop, and dabbing at his forehead while he sucked on a bottle of water. The first few rows of seats were occupied by local folk, and as the Thornton party made their way along the aisle several women in black gave them a sign of the cross, pointing with the finger. “Thank you,” Sandra said more than once, an example Tim and Jonquil followed.

			Nobody boarded the bus at Sunset Beach.  When it passed a loiterer in a shady side road blinking at the sunlight, the women in black covered their eyes with a hand. “Is that another tradition?” Natalie murmured.

			“Looks as if it’s religious,” Pris said.

			“Maybe they aren’t supposed to look at sinners,” Doug said, “which could mean anyone at Sunset Beach.”

			Ray thought this might be so, since they left their eyes uncovered when the bus reached the next village, where a good many people were to be seen. After that the road wound between fields not too far from the sea and past the occasional lonely bus shelter, until Doug craned forward and then poked the bellpush on the nearest metal pole. “We’re here,” he said.

			He might have been telling the driver, who seemed in no hurry to brake. As Doug led the procession up the aisle the bus slowed, halting with an exhausted gasp some yards past a rudimentary stone shelter. The doors stayed shut as the driver turned to him. “Where you want?”

			“We’re off to the beach.”

			The man’s eyebrows, outposts of his shaggy black moustache, seemed to darken his eyes. “Sunset is better.”

			“You’re saying we should see it there?” Pris said.

			The driver’s eyebrows hunched lower. “Where you came from.”

			“We’ll be back there for the sunset,” Doug said.

			The driver might have been shrugging as he released the doors, which parted with a sigh that could almost have denoted resignation. All the women in black made the sign again while the party left the bus. “Well, we’re nothing if not blessed,” Sandra said as Ray took her hand to help her down.

			The doors thumped shut and the bus rumbled away, disgorging an oily grey cloud. Julian planted his hands on his hips and watched the bus vanish around a bend before he said “You’re sure this is the right place, Douglas.”

			“A bit late to ask if it’s not, don’t you think?” As Natalie met this with her incredulous face – Ray remembered how often they’d performed such a routine when they were Tim’s and Jonquil’s age – Doug added “It’s the only stop with a shrine by it, and I found it on the map.”

			The roadside shrine might have been marking or guarding the start of the path that led across a grassy field. It was the kind of memorial Ray and Sandra had often seen in Greece, a small glass-fronted wooden hutch standing on four stilts. Whoever it commemorated, their curled-up photograph had fallen on its face beside the extinguished stub of a candle in a tin holder. A grim-lipped icon of St Titus stood above the photograph, flourishing a lance. “What’s he doing?” William said.

			“It’s a way of remembering where someone died, Will.”

			Natalie gave Doug a censorious look. “It’s showing respect, William.”

			“Yes, but what’s the man doing? Why is he waving his spear?”

			This brought Sandra and the teenagers out of the bus shelter. Was the icon lenticular? Certainly the shaft of the lance appeared to be somehow unstable. Doug stooped close and then straightened up not much less than hastily. “Something’s alive in there, Will.”

			The lance was split, Ray saw. A white mass bulged out of it like stuffing from a damaged toy. The mass was a cocoon from which dozens of tiny pale spiders were swarming. Natalie clutched William’s shoulders to move him aside and leaned her hands on the frame of the window, only to recoil with a cry. Spiders were streaming through a crack beneath the pane and down the left front leg of the shrine. “Stay well away, William,” she urged. “They could be anywhere.”

			“It’s just life, Will,” Pris said to reassure him. “It grows anywhere it can.”

			Tim crouched lower at the shrine than his father had and nudged Jonquil. “Being a saint didn’t do him much good.”

			“That’s no excuse for not behaving properly,” Julian said.

			“Nobody isn’t that I can see,” Doug said and turned to the overgrown path.

			A hot breeze came to meet them all. It rattled through the parched brown calf-high grass beside the narrow path like a flight of creatures lying low, and Ray saw Natalie pretend not to notice. A few solitary trees shrilling with cicadas punctuated the track. William struggled through the grass to overtake Doug and ran to the first tree, but as he looked for the insects the incessant sound dodged to the next one. “You won’t see them, William,” Sandra called, “unless they want you to.”

			When he dashed to the second tree it fell silent while the noise recommenced at the first one. The game seemed to frustrate him as much as it amused him, and he clenched his fists as he sprinted to the third tree. “Don’t go too far ahead, William,” Natalie shouted.

			Though her voice was dwarfed by the huge blue sky, it appeared to halt the boy. Ray thought he’d found a cicada on the tree until they reached it. While William was gazing at the scaly trunk, there was no insect, just an image someone had carved. “It’s him again,” William said.

			It was indeed St Titus, so crudely outlined that only the upthrust lance made him unmistakable. Ray glanced back at Sandra, but she and the teenagers were lingering under the last tree. How could he have been so thoughtless that he’d gone ahead? “Are you all right?” Pris called.

			“They’re just keeping me company,” Sandra said and advanced along the path.

			Everyone apart from William waited for the stragglers. As he reached the next tree, displacing the screech of cicadas, the boy shouted “He’s here as well.”

			Ray let Sandra and the teenagers go ahead, since they seemed eager to reach the tree. “He’s poking something,” William announced.

			“William,” Natalie said in case his observation called for a rebuke.

			Once Ray was close enough he saw another carving. This one was cruder still and possibly unfinished, since the opponent the figure had pierced with his lance was too shapeless to identify. Had there been carvings on the trees nearest the road? William was already dashing to the next one, silencing its stridulation. “I’ve found him,” he cried.

			“Don’t go any further, William,” his father called. “You’re nearly at the cliff.”

			In fact the edge was several hundred yards beyond the tree, on which another image had been hacked out of the wood. The foe skewered by the lance looked as unsure of its own shape as a cloud, and the saint wasn’t much clearer. William hopped from foot to impatient foot while he waited for someone to head for the cliff, and followed Doug so closely that he might have been tempted to slip past him. Doug caught hold of his hand as they left the path, and leaned over the edge of the cliff. “Here’s your beach, mum,” he called, “and your cave.”

			Ray took a step along the path and glanced back. “No need to wait for us,” Sandra said more sharply than he thought was called for. “We’re coming.”

			Doug waved to her and the teenagers under the tree. “Plenty of shade down there.”

			“I thought we were here for the sun,” Julian said and strode towards the slope down to the beach. “Come along, William.”

			Ray found Natalie waiting for him at the end of the path. “Don’t think too badly of Julian, will you?” she murmured while nobody else could hear. “He needs a holiday if any of us do. They’ve cut back at the company and he’s doing two people’s jobs. Tell mum when you’re alone, could you?”

			In that moment he was close to telling Natalie a great deal. Then she hurried to catch up with her husband and son, and Ray watched Sandra and her young companions advance along the path. He felt he’d overlooked something, but try as he might he couldn’t bring it to mind. Was this yet another unhappy symptom of age? He gave up when Sandra reached him, and took her hand to usher her to the beach. As long as they were on the wide gentle slope he was able to imagine he could keep her safe.

			* * *

			“I think he’s finished, William,” Jonquil said. “What are you going to call him?”

			The boy was scooping up sand with his hands to replenish the face of the supine figure he and Jonquil had built in the shadow of the cliff, a shadow that had merged with the beach since the sky had clouded over. Whenever William succeeded in shaping the features the hot breeze erased them, which no longer amused him as much as it had. “I thought he was going to be the man in the box,” he said.

			“We call that a shrine,” Sandra said before Julian could. “And he’s called St Titus.”

			“If that’s who he is, William,” Jonquil said, “we ought to find him a spear.”

			The boy surveyed the beach, which offered only sand and pebbles polished by the waves. “What’s he got to fight, then?” he was eager to hear.

			“I don’t think that’s necessary,” his father said and gazed at Jonquil. “No good comes of bringing badness.”

			William made a last attempt to consolidate the rudimentary upturned face but gave up once the eyeholes he’d poked began to crumble. “Thank you for helping me make him, Jonquil,” he said.

			“I wanted to show you. My daddy used to make them with me.”

			As William’s father conveyed how quiet he was remaining, Sandra said “I don’t know what’s the matter with my brain today. It must be too much sun.”

			She added a weak smile as though she’d made a joke she didn’t fully understand. “Why,” Ray had to ask, “what’s wrong?”

			“We should have bought somebody some beach toys when we were in the supermarket. I’d like to while I have the chance.”

			“I’m certain you’ve plenty of time left,” Julian said.

			Ray felt as if the response he and Sandra were withholding had stolen his breath. He was searching for words to say before the silence tarried too long when William said “Can I go for a swim now?”

			“Please may you?” Once he’d heard the required phrase Julian said “I expect your lunch will have gone down by now. Swim out to your mother.”

			“I’ll come with you, William,” Jonquil said at once.

			“Are you coming too, grandad? We’ll teach you how to swim.”

			“I don’t think even you can do that for me, William. Maybe I’ll brave the water in a while.”

			The boy dashed into the shallow waves as though to demonstrate how it was done and threw himself flat as soon as the sea grew deeper. As Jonquil set about racing him to their mother, Julian said “If you’ll excuse me I’ll join them.”

			“Do you mind if I go out too, Ray?”

			“How could I mind?” Ray said and clasped Sandra’s hand, barely refraining from squeezing too hard. “You enjoy everything you can.”

			As Julian strode into the water she limped after him. Ray was watching her venture deeper when she stumbled, falling full length. He lurched helplessly to his feet and was about to yell to somebody to go to her – Tim was closest, and had left his awkwardness behind the moment he’d immersed himself – when she regained her old grace and surged forward through the water. He could have thought she’d grown almost as fluid as the waves. He mustn’t panic just because he couldn’t follow, not when she had the family around her, but he was dismayed to think she was out of his reach.

			He did his best to relish the pleasure she was taking in the swim, but found he couldn’t bear to watch her growing more remote. There wasn’t much to distract him on the beach. Apart from clothes and backpacks abandoned on towels he was alone except for the figure made of sand. Most of both the holes it had for eyes had gone, and the nose had collapsed, while the mouth dwindled as he watched. As it vanished from the left side of the face he heard William call “Please may I go in the cave?”

			“Just give me a few minutes,” Julian said, “and I’ll see if it’s safe for you.”

			Ray saw how he could be some use to everyone. “I’ll go and look,” he shouted.

			“Will you be all right by yourself, dad?” Doug called.

			“I’m not past it quite yet. I’ll be fine,” Ray told anyone who was concerned, and sat forward with a groan he hoped nobody heard. At least the arthritic twinge that made him flinch distracted him from taking his son’s words as an omen. Once he’d fastened the straps of his sandals he had to kneel in order to struggle to his feet and plod along the beach.

			The pale sand gave way to ribbed slabs of rock a few hundred yards from the cave. At first Ray was able to stride across the grey rock, but then waves rose to meet him. He had to take so much care on the increasingly slippery surface that he felt barely competent to walk. He wished he’d worn his trainers, which would have lent him more confidence. He inched across the rock to plant a hand against the stony cliff, and hoped none of the swimmers noticed his difficulties. The support of the cliff let him feel not quite so vulnerable, capable of moving less like a geriatric. When he reached the cave he leaned on a projecting rock beside the mouth and peered in.

			While the mouth was wide and high enough for a ferry to enter, the clear water was so shallow that he could see the stony floor. From this side of the entrance it looked possible for even Ray to clamber along the rocks above the water to a bend in the cave. He’d undertaken to look out for William, and perhaps he’d meant to give Julian a break. He let go of the handhold and grabbed the next one, and stepped into the cave.

			A stony chill closed around him at once, and so did the sound of water. A hollow echo multiplied the lapping of ripples, which sent up light to drift over the ridges of the walls and roof. The seaweed that bordered the rocks underfoot was borrowing restlessness from the waves. The slimy growths gave him yet another reason to take his time, along with the need to keep waiting for his vision to catch up with the dimness so that he could search for footholds on the uneven narrow ridge. He had only started to make headway around the bend when the ridge sloped downwards, vanishing underwater a few yards ahead.

			Ray was clutching at the wall with both hands by the time he reached the last unsubmerged inches of the ridge. Water slopped over his sandals to drench his ankles, and he couldn’t see how far the ridge extended underwater, let alone whether it offered him any footing. Even if he didn’t feel safe, he needed to go further to see what lay around the bend. At least he had his swimming trunks on – trunks for walking in the sea, in his case. He took a breath that roused a faint echo, and then he crouched on all fours to grip the ridge with his shivery fingers and let himself down into the water.

			While the waves had chilled his feet, he wasn’t prepared for how cold an immersion would be. An icy ache raced up his legs and seemed to clench around his stomach. Wasn’t this enough to warn William against? But the boy and the rest of them could well be used to the temperature of the sea by now, which meant just Ray was weak. The toes of his sandals scrabbled at the submerged wall, and he couldn’t judge how deep the water might be. He bruised his fingers on the ridge as he lowered himself, not fast but excessively fast. When the water clamped his hips he felt his penis shrivel, and his gasp echoed through the cave. He twisted around in a flurry of water to see if he’d alarmed anyone, only to find that the bend had already blocked his view out of the cave. All the dim light came from reflections on the nervous waves. The loss of his family – even of the sight of them – disconcerted him so much that he didn’t immediately grasp that his feet had found the cave floor.

			It felt no more secure to walk on than the ridge had. Ray kept one hand on the ridge as he ventured forward until the arm was submerged up to the wrist, forcing him to stoop sideways, and then he groped for handholds higher up the wall. The ripples he was making surrounded him with echoes that seemed to render distance audible – the remoteness of the beach. Just enough light reached around the bend to let him make out some of the way ahead.

			Beyond the bend the cave grew several times as wide and extended further than he could be sure of. Traces of light almost too feeble for the name fluttered under the roof, and some faint illumination must be reaching the far end of the cavern, if that was the end. Certainly Ray thought he saw movement there, an extensive whitish glimpse that immediately withdrew into the dark. A high-pitched giggle distracted him, a sound that seemed more senile than he wanted ever to be, but of course it was one of the watery echoes that were lending the cave a kind of life. As his vision started to cope with the dark he became aware of a pale shape in the water to his left, against the wall he was following. It was a tangle of vegetation, which meant he needn’t have recoiled, sending dim ripples into the cave. While the clump of pallid weeds did resemble the top half of a scrawny figure with its hands raised, it was stirring only with the movement of the water. As it bobbed up and down it put him in mind of somebody eager to catch a ball, and he wondered how it would look to William.

			He had a feeling that Natalie and Julian mightn’t like the similarity. Perhaps even William wouldn’t if it or his parents made him nervous. His grandfather was meant to be seeing the place was safe, and Ray supposed this ought to include establishing exactly what the object was. Sliding his hand along the rough wall, he shuffled inch by inch through the dark water.

			He was advancing into blackness. Such illumination as there was – more like a memory of light than any aid to seeing – fell short of this stretch of the wall. He could have used the flashlight on his mobile, but however waterproof the phone was claimed to be, he didn’t want to test that more than was essential. He groped along the wall and edged his feet over slippery submerged rock. Seaweed fingered his shivering legs, and once a pebbly protrusion sprouted limbs beneath his hand before scuttling down the wall to plop into the water. The object he was trying to discern kept nodding what would have been its head as though to encourage his approach. He’d inched within a few yards of it, and was starting to marvel at how nearly human its shape remained even at this distance, when it spoke his name.

			Ray stumbled backwards, and his feet skidded from under him. His fall would break some of his bones, if he didn’t drown from panicking in the dark. He sprawled on his back in the water, which surged into his eyes and filled his nostrils, denying him any breath. He threw out a hand under the water, stubbing his fingers on the jagged wall. He managed to grab the rock despite the throbbing of his fingers and hauled himself to his feet. As he struggled to stand on his tremulous legs while he spat and spluttered and fought for breath, ripples and their giggling echoes swarmed away from him. His ears were so waterlogged that at first he wasn’t sure he heard the voice repeat his name.

			He was even more uncertain where it was in the echoing dark. As he poked at his ears and tried to shake them clear of water it said “Can you hear me? Are you in difficulties?”

			By now he couldn’t mistake Julian. He turned in the water as fast as he dared and saw a succession of ripples precede the swimmer into the larger cavern. “I’m quite all right,” he felt bound to declare.

			“I thought it would be best to see for myself,” Julian said, presumably not about Ray, and jerked his head up. “What’s that behind you?”

			“I was just about to look,” Ray said, peeling open his hip pocket to take out the phone. He shook every drop of water off it before wakening the screen and touching the flashlight icon. While he took care not to swing around too fast the beam trailed across the water. It barely reached the limit of the cave, but he was able to make out a gap several feet wide in the rear wall. No doubt the movement he’d glimpsed there earlier had been a stray reflection that had outlined the gap, appearing to fill it. The light grew more concentrated as it glided towards him over the wall, so that by the time it reached the bobbing object it was a white glare. For just a moment Ray was loath to aim the beam directly at the object – he thought he’d already seen too much – and then the light caught it. “Good God,” Julian said, and in case this failed to convey his shock “Good God.”

			The shape had once been much more human, but now it seemed to sum up age and decay. It looked as withered and contorted as the husk of a spider’s victim. The man’s head was thrown back as if it had been paralysed in the act of uttering a final cry, which had shrunk the lips back from the teeth in a tortured grimace. The hands might have been lifted to fend off or deny his fate, unless a convulsion had raised them. Although Ray had no means of judging how long the corpse had been in the water, perhaps the immersion went some way towards explaining its state, because the flesh that dangled from its bones resembled perished rubber. He was staring at it in helpless dismay – he felt unable to move the light until he or Julian managed to deduce what had happened to the man – when the corpse winked at him.

			He saw it take a breath as well. No, the reflections of the ripples that were wagging its hands and nodding its withered head were at play among the shadows of its ribs, enlivening the collapsed bare chest as the beam shook in Ray’s hand. But the drooping eyelid had certainly stirred, although only because a crab had emerged, bearing off a prize. “Come away, Raymond,” Julian said as though rebuking a child. “We’ve seen quite enough. We need to make sure nobody sees who oughtn’t to.”

			It took Ray some moments and a good deal of resolution to turn his back on the restless corpse, though he’d looked away quickly from the sight of the crab crawling askew down the ravaged pallid face. Julian was treading water where the cave narrowed. “Will you be all right to make your way out,” he said, “while I go and deal with the others?”

			Ray saw this was scarcely a question. As he mumbled a reluctant assent Julian struck out for the sea, and in seconds only his wake remained. Ray kept the flashlight on as far as the exit from the inner cavern, but he didn’t want to run the battery down. He switched off the phone and stowed it in his pocket, and was leaving the darkness behind as swiftly as he dared to shuffle through the water when a cluster of ripples caught up with him.

			The corpse hadn’t made them. The pallid husk wasn’t creeping after him in the dark, teeth bared, hands raised to seize him. In fact, he had a sense that the ripples were coming from the far end of the cavern. Those Julian had sent back must have rebounded there, and they would be the source of the shrill echoes Ray could hear, however much those resembled senile mirth. Just the same, he was glad when the activity subsided, and even more relieved to be able at last to clamber onto the ridge above the water.

			He limped along it, clutching at the wall with both hands, until he could see out of the cave. Julian was standing guard in the waves outside the entrance, and glanced back at him. “Here he is now. As I told you, he’s fine.”

			Sandra stood up, shading her eyes, though the sun was still behind the clouds. “Be careful on the rocks,” she called. “Ray, are you going to tell us what’s wrong?”

			“As I’ve said, the place isn’t safe.” Julian turned his back on her, perhaps only to face Ray, and waited until he didn’t need to raise his voice. “Will you call the authorities, Raymond?”

			“The police, you mean.” When Julian frowned and pinched his lips together, Ray said even lower “Do we know their number here?”

			“Look it up,” Julian barely pronounced.

			Perhaps the cave had amplified their voices. “Why do you need the police?” Sandra called.

			Julian threw up his hands as if he was flinging all responsibility to her and Ray. “Somebody’s drowned,” Ray mouthed at her.

			All the family gazed at him, and Sandra’s puzzlement overcame her silence. “Down…”

			“Drowned.” Even more vigorously Ray mouthed “Dead.”

			“Drowned dead, grandad’s saying,” William informed her.

			“Well, now you know it all, William,” his father said, though not only to him, “and I hope you’re the better for knowing.”

			As the boy looked abashed Ray tried to divert attention away from him. “Does anyone have the number?”

			“One one two will get them,” Jonquil said. “It’s the number you can call from anywhere.”

			“Thank you, Jonquil,” Julian said. “That’s a good point, Raymond. There’s no need to call from here.”

			Ray had left the cave by now and was watching his unsteady step on the rocks. “Why, where do you think I should call from?”

			“Not until we’re on our way back to the accommodation. It’s not as if there can be any urgency. Go and dry yourself and get dressed, William. Jonquil too, please.”

			“It’s gran’s day,” the boy protested. “It’s her beach.”

			“That’s very thoughtful, but your grandmother didn’t know what was here. Quickly now, please. I’m sure everybody will be coming with you.”

			As William tramped splashily towards the beach, miming enough frustration for several people, Ray said “I wonder if the police mightn’t want us to wait here.”

			“They certainly aren’t going to want William. I’m not disparaging you, son. Who do you suppose they would want, Raymond?”

			“Me, since I found what I found. Maybe you as well, since you saw,” Ray said and took out his phone, on which a single bar warned of the barest connection. As the swimmers waded to the beach he typed the emergency number. Listening seemed to draw a shrill whisper out of the cave – the secret chatter of the ripples – and then a woman’s voice said something he didn’t understand. “Police?” he hoped aloud.

			“This is emergency. Where is it, please?”

			“Vasilema, do you mean?”

			“Stay there.” Presumably she was telling him to hold on, which he did for several breaths before a man said “Police.”

			“I want to report – ” Ray faltered as Julian not merely held up a hand but thrust it at him. “What is it, Julian?”

			Julian kept that to himself until he was close enough to mutter “What made you say the fellow was drowned?”

			“I didn’t want to speculate in front of William. Besides, what else – ”

			As Julian opened his mouth, the phone provided a voice. “You say someone is drowned.”

			“He looked as if he’d been underwater for some time,” Ray said and was overtaken by a shudder.

			“Say where that is.”

			“He’s in a cave by a beach. It’s near the only bus stop with a shrine by it, I believe.”

			Jonquil’s tousled head emerged from the dress she was pulling on. “It’s stop number eleven.”

			“Well spotted, Jonquil,” Ray said and told the phone “Eleven is the closest stop.”

			“You are there. At the beach.”

			“We’re still there, but – What is it now, Julian?”

			“I’ll speak,” Julian said and leaned towards the phone. “We’ve a five-year-old boy in our party. You won’t want us to loiter, I suppose.”

			“What is your name?”

			Ray had to assume this was addressed to him. “Ray Thornton.”

			Julian took this to indicate that he could shepherd everybody off the beach. “You can talk while you’re walking, Raymond.”

			Ray felt as if the official voice had seized him by the ear. “Did you find the victim?”

			“I did, yes,” Ray said and tried not to remember the incomplete face.

			“Who else has seen him?”

			“Just the gentleman you were hearing from before.”

			As Julian turned at the foot of the slope up the cliff to stare at Ray the policeman said “His name.”

			“Julian Banks.”

			Perhaps just the stare made Ray feel he might regret having said so. “Where do you stay?” the policeman was asking.

			“We’re going back there now.” When he heard no interdiction Ray said “The Sunny View in Teleftaiafos.”

			“How long?”

			“A fortnight.” As Ray trudged uphill after Julian he said “Ten days, I mean.”

			“Ten days.” After a pause that Ray couldn’t help finding ominous the man said “What is your number there?”

			“It’s my number anywhere.” Perhaps he shouldn’t have risked a quip, but Ray was distracted by the sight of Tim and Jonquil helping Sandra up the slope, where he could almost have thought they were sharing her energy rather than lending her theirs. “It’s a mobile,” he said and gave the number. 

			“You will be at your apartments if we want you.”

			“We’ll be out most days. I’ll take the phone with me.”

			“There are places it will not work.”

			Ray waited to be told where, only to realise that the call had been cut off. Presumably this was no fault of the coverage, since the onscreen symbol had turned into three upright stakes. Sandra and the teenagers had reached the cliff top and were putting on speed towards the nearest tree, though they could no longer walk abreast. “That’s the spirit,” Julian said. “Best foot forward, everyone.”

			“I think we’ve left it far enough behind,” Doug said, “what you two saw.”

			Ray wondered if his son resented the exclusion, and Pris seemed to think he did. “I shouldn’t think anyone would have wanted to see it,” she murmured.

			“I’m simply trying to make sure,” Julian said, “that nobody misses the bus.”

			William dashed through the grass beside the path and was first to the tree. He barely waited for Sandra and the cousins to join him before he sprinted to the next tree while they guzzled water. “Don’t go on the road, William,” Julian shouted.

			“But if the bus is coming,” Doug called, “wave it down.”

			Natalie turned on him. “Didn’t you hear what his father just said?”

			“No need for the nerves, Nat. All right, I’ll catch up with him.”

			Ray examined the trees as he passed them. He’d overlooked carvings on those nearest the road, which didn’t give the saint’s foe any more of a shape. As he waited for Sandra and the teenagers under the last tree but one he saw headlights jittering between the twigs of a hedge beside the road. He thought the police had arrived until a higher stretch of road let him see the bus. William waved a frantic semaphore with both arms while his uncle kept hold of his shoulder, and then the boy jumped on board to detain the bus as the family hurried or trotted or limped along the path. “Thank you, William,” Julian said but frowned at Doug for letting go of him.

			As the bus left the stop Ray saw headlamps flash in the driver’s mirror beneath yet another icon of St Titus. He looked back to see a police car swing off the road and speed past the shrine, widening the path. He had to admit he was grateful that Julian had saved the family from any need to meet the police. The car had halted at the top of the slope to the beach when William said “I know what he was killing.”

			“What are you talking about, William?” Natalie demanded. “Who?”

			“The man on all the trees.”

			Ray wasn’t sure that he wanted to ask, and saw the boy’s parents weren’t anxious to. It was Sandra who said “Tell us then, William.”

			“Spiders.”

			Julian gave a laugh or at any rate a summary of one. “I don’t think so, son.”

			“I think they were. Like the ones that were eating his spear in the shrine. They were in a bag like that,” William said with untypical defiance, and Ray tried not to recall how shrivelled the husk of the man in the cave had been – how like a spider’s victim.
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			Ray thought that Sandra was standing by the bed, and then he recognised the corpse from the cave. It was leaning towards her, and he took it to be weeping for her until he saw it was blind, not to mention far from tearful. The bulging white eyes were cocoons from which spiders streamed down the loose withered cheeks. At least Ray was able to realise it was a dream, and now he grasped that the visitor wasn’t the carcass he’d found but some other creature animated by a parody of life. For some reason this disturbed him more, and it took him far too long to struggle awake.

			The room was grey with dawn. Sandra was lying beside him, resting her head on one arm on the thin pillow. In the dim light he could just distinguish the mark on her upturned neck. Was that how she’d lain in his dream? He didn’t know why it seemed important to remember. He slipped an arm around her waist and then inched his hand over her ribs as though groping for her breath. When he felt her chest rise and fall he managed to relax before his embrace could waken her. He ought to let her rest – stay peaceful while she had the chance – though he had to fend off the phrase his thoughts suggested. For a while he watched her shape grow almost imperceptibly brighter as the light in the room became less subdued, and then he edged out of bed.

			When he emerged from the bathroom Sandra still wasn’t awake. He needn’t rouse her, since over dinner everyone had agreed to spend today on the beach by the Sunny View. He was on the balcony, watching small waves snatch at the sunlight, when he heard William protesting down below. Once the boy raised his voice Ray was able to make out the words. “I thought he came to see Jonquil.”

			“You were dreaming, William.”

			“No call to be so fierce about it, Jonquil,” Julian said. “We know it had to be a dream.”

			“So long as he does.”

			“You’re trying to buck him up, aren’t you,” Natalie said. “Just forget about it now, William.”

			“I want to. It was somebody I couldn’t see, but I think they came out of that cave.”

			Ray was disconcerted by the resemblance to his own dream until he saw that they both must have had the cave on their minds. “Nobody’s going to come out of there, William,” he called. “We’ll have a better time on this beach.”

			Sandra hauled the window open and blinked with a wince at the day. “Are we all going down now?”

			“We’re nowhere near going,” Doug assured her. “Tim isn’t even with us yet.”

			“I am now,” Tim only just pronounced.

			“Well, there’s a miracle,” Pris said. “You looked like you were sleeping the sleep of the, as if you were very asleep.”

			“I know what he was,” William informed her. “Like the dead. Like Jonquil.”

			“I’d like to know what you mean by that, William.”

			“Kindly leave it, Jonquil,” Julian said. “You were certainly fast asleep. I hope you’re more refreshed than you look.”

			Ray might have observed that Sandra didn’t seem to have benefitted much from sleeping in, but doing so would have dismayed him. He made coffee and had set out breakfast on the balcony by the time she joined him. She was wearing a sundress together with her hat and sunglasses even though the balcony would be shaded for hours. As she saw off a second glass of orange juice somebody knocked at a door. “Yes, who is it?” Julian called.

			“You aren’t supposed to answer first time,” Jonquil said in a tone Ray wasn’t sure of.

			“Don’t talk nonsense, girl. Take no notice, William.” Julian’s voice was receding through the apartment towards another knock. “I said who’s there?” he urged.

			Ray heard the door open, and Evadne in the distance. “The car is here for you,” she said.

			“I’m afraid you’re mistaken. We’ve ordered no car.”

			“No, it is the police. They will take you and Mr Thornton.”

			“Then they should have given us some warning. As you see, I’m hardly even dressed.”

			“They say you know.”

			“In my case they’re misinformed. Please come through.” As Julian’s voice spilled onto the lower balcony he demanded “Are you hearing what I’m being told, Raymond? Did you know about this?”

			“No more than you did,” Ray said less sharply than he might have. Peering at his mobile let him add “Nobody’s been in touch that I can see.”

			Julian craned out to meet his eyes. “What do you propose doing?”

			“We may as well get it over with, do you think?”

			He was consulting Sandra too, but Julian was gone at once. “Please advise them we’ll be along shortly,” he said.

			“I’ll take them all down to the beach,” Sandra told Ray, who saw her playing her old self. Perhaps so far as the family was concerned, she could. “Honestly,” she said and gripped his hand, “you go and I’ll be fine.”

			He was holding on as if he’d forgotten how to let go of her when Doug called “Jules, you might want to take a bit of care how you talk.”

			“I wasn’t aware I was rude.”

			“Where you’re going, I mean. It’s not a good idea to get on the wrong side of the authorities in this part of the world. I’m saying don’t peeve the police.”

			“I really can’t imagine what you have in mind.”

			“Uncle Doug’s saying don’t pee off the police.”

			“William,” Natalie cried, though Ray couldn’t judge whether the boy meant to translate or to relish the usage. “Wherever did you learn that? Certainly not from either of your parents.”

			“They say it at school.”

			“I’m quite sure your teachers don’t,” Julian said.

			“They do, daddy, and they say – ”

			“Never mind, William,” Natalie said. “We don’t want to hear, and we don’t want you ever to say anything like that again. Bad words bring bad things.”

			“What do they bring, mummy?”

			“We won’t talk about it. I’m positive nobody would use language like that when your grandparents were teaching.” As Ray grasped that her pause might have been inviting confirmation she said “And we definitely don’t around the children I look after.”

			“That’s a nursery. They’re littler than me.”

			“It doesn’t matter how old you are, William,” his father said. “You should always be careful what you say.”

			“You’ve got it, Jules,” Doug said.

			While the silence seemed to grow increasingly expressive, Ray kissed Sandra’s hand and released it at last. “I’m coming now, Julian,” he called.

			He was waiting outside the Banks apartment – wondering if anyone would respond if he knocked just once – when Julian appeared, buttoning a moderately colourful short-sleeved shirt over his shorts. As the men passed Evadne’s office a young woman in a blue police uniform marched across the courtyard. “Banks,” she said. “Thornton.”

			“I’m Mr Banks,” Julian said, “and this is Mr Thornton.”

			Ray hoped the policewoman didn’t find this as reproving as it sounded. She said nothing while she led the way to a car parked across the entrance to the courtyard as though to hinder anyone’s escape. She watched her passengers take their seats and then sat behind the wheel, locking all the doors with a decisive multiple click. In moments the car was speeding away from the village. “May we know where we’re going?” Julian said before Ray had a chance to speak.

			The policewoman glanced at him in the mirror beneath the apparently inevitable icon of St Titus. “Sunset Beach.”

			“I expect you find plenty to occupy you there.”

			This time her glance was sharper. “You say…”

			“Drunken people misbehaving. Drugs too, I shouldn’t wonder.”

			“You know about drugs.”

			“I’ve no experience of them whatsoever. I imagine you might, though.” Presumably Julian saw this was a careless choice of words. “Investigating them, that is,” he said without much patience. “Whatever makes the people how they are.”

			Her gaze found him in the mirror. “Who do you say?”

			“The crowd who come out at night.” When her gaze didn’t let him alone Julian said “People unlike us.”

			“People from our country,” Ray contributed. “I feel as though I should apologise for some of them.”

			“We can thank them. Without them we don’t live how we should.”

			“Well, that’s generous of you,” Julian said, and when she stared at him “Very understanding.”

			The car slowed as it reached Sunset Beach, where a solitary figure dodged off the road bordered with slumbering neon into a lane. “There’s one,” Julian said, which put Ray in mind of a schoolboy telling tales. “He didn’t look too eager to be seen.”

			“He will be,” the policewoman said as she turned the car along a street between a taverna and a nightclub.

			The street led between apartments to a crossroads with a police station on one corner, a single-storey building that stretched along two streets at right angles to its entrance tower. Like the police vehicles lined up alongside, the building was white trimmed with blue. It might have looked welcoming, Ray thought, if blue shutters hadn’t covered every window. The driver released the doors and opened Ray’s for him. “Come,” she said.

			An archway in the tower let them into a white lobby where two policemen watched Ray and Julian from behind a counter. Six bare straight chairs stood against one wall outside a corridor. The policewoman indicated the chairs with a hand before turning to her colleagues, and Ray was failing to understand or even identify a single word of theirs when Julian said “Perhaps we should have brought Douglas.”

			The policewoman swung around at once. “Please stay,” she said and marched along the corridor.

			Ray hoped Julian didn’t think they were being addressed too much like dogs. “Why are you missing Doug?”

			“In case we want a translator.”

			Julian was staring at the posters on the wall behind the counter. All the writing on them was in Greek, and several included photographs of young men and women who looked neither criminal nor local. “I expect we’ll be interviewed in English,” Ray said.

			“I shan’t have a great deal to say otherwise.”

			Ray did his best not to think how desirable this might be. Perhaps his silence was eloquent enough, because Julian lowered his head as if his pouting lips had dragged it down, so that Ray felt compelled to speak. “I hear you’re having to deal with some problems at work.”

			“I’m facing challenges, if that’s what you mean to say.”

			“I just wanted you to know we appreciate you may be under some strain.”

			“Has Natalie been feeling she has to apologise for me?”

			“Not at all. She simply wanted me to know how hard you’re working for the family.”

			“No harder than she does at her nursery, I should think.” As Ray prepared to make the most of this rapport Julian said “Still, I’m glad if you appreciate my efforts.”

			“I expect everybody does,” Ray said in the hope of convincing him.

			“You’re an optimistic fellow, Raymond. I’ve often noticed that you look for the positive in any situation. That’s no bad way to live your life, especially at your age and Sandra’s.”

			Ray found he had to look elsewhere, meeting the eyes of the posters, flattened eyes drained of colour above captions in a language he didn’t understand. “But I wonder if you realise,” Julian was saying, “what a job it is to take over someone else’s child.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t try and take her over quite so much, do you think?” Having blurted this, Ray saw no reason not to add “We all need to be ourselves.”

			“Assuming that’s acceptable.” Before Ray could declare that Jonquil was, Julian said “I take it that’s how you and Sandra raised your own children.”

			“It is, and we’re proud of them both. And all the grandchildren.”

			“I won’t argue with you. It’s obvious neither of you likes me correcting Jonquil. I’ve let plenty slide, believe me. I shouldn’t like anyone to see how she’d present herself if her mother didn’t take a stand. You’d think the girl had taken a positive dislike to mirrors.”

			“Tim’s been a bit like that too, hasn’t he? Maybe it’s a teenage trait these days.” As he saw this fail to find acceptance Ray said “Sandra was a bit dishevelled at breakfast as well. It’s feeling free when you’re on holiday, that’s all.”

			“There’s far too much indulgence in the name of freedom these days. You understand I don’t mean Sandra when I say I shouldn’t like to think that staying here brings out the worst.” Though Julian was staring at the men behind the counter Ray didn’t expect him to speak to them, let alone demand “Is there some issue? Are we not allowed to talk?”

			As both men scowled in response Ray told them “We aren’t trying to get our story straight and we aren’t maligning your island.” This didn’t seem to please them, any more than “We’re just glad we didn’t stay in Sunset Beach.”

			One policeman made a comment to the other, and Ray did his best to fix the sounds in his mind in case Doug could translate. When Julian opened his mouth Ray was afraid he was about to call for a translation, but Julian said “I wonder if you think anyone else should be making an effort.”

			Rather than admit how much he was Ray said “At what?”

			“To ensure everybody has a decent time. Perhaps Douglas mightn’t keep amusing himself quite so much at our expense.”

			“He’s always teased his sister, and she used to tease him. It’s just how he is. You shouldn’t mind.”

			“In that case I’d welcome any tips on fitting in.”

			“I’m not sure what you – ”

			“Passing for one of the family. I’m well aware I’ve taken someone else’s place.”

			“We really don’t feel that about you, Julian.”

			“Is that a way of saying there’s no place for me?”

			“Not by any means.” If Julian was revealing a hidden self at last, Ray thought he could have chosen somewhere more appropriate. Perhaps the stares of the policemen were making him defiant, even reckless. “If you’d like my advice – ” Ray said and no more, because the burlier of the policemen was striding towards them.

			The flap in the counter slammed behind him like a lid, and Ray couldn’t tell how ominous his tread was meant to sound. He met Ray’s eyes and then Julian’s, and beckoned as he turned his back. “Come now,” he said.

			He led them along the corridor, where the white glare of the walls was relieved only by doors bearing plaques etched with words in Greek. As the man knocked at a door, Ray deduced that the phone call he’d been peripherally aware of must have been internal. He was distracted by observing that nobody responded until the policeman knocked a second time. “Go in,” the policeman said.

			Julian was between Ray and the door, and stared at their escort until he opened it for them, scowling afresh. Beyond it was a white room so bare it struck Ray as close to monastic. Although the slats of the shutter at the window were only slightly parted, a stark light had gathered in the room. Below the window a slim but hardly slight man sat behind a heavy desk. His dark blue jacket bore a vertical trio of stars and several medals on ribbons. His mop of curly black hair seemed incongruous, and his thin face looked set to counteract any impression of the kind, though Ray imagined Julian deploring the unruliness. The man rose not quite to his feet as their escort shut the door, and Ray took the outstretched unapologetically hairy hand to be offering a handshake until its twin indicated the second of the chairs before the desk. “Please take a seat,” the man said.

			Julian waited for Ray to sit down before he did. Presumably he meant to ingratiate them both by saying “Thank you, Inspector.”

			The man resumed his seat without haste. “Captain Apostolides,” he said.

			“Our apologies. An easy mistake to make, I’m sure you’ll agree. We aren’t too familiar with your local ways.” When none of this earned any perceptible reaction Julian pointed several fingers at the dangling badges. “We can see you’ve had quite a career.”

			“I have served my island.” While he said so Apostolides looked as solemn as the photograph of some venerable dignitary on the wall to the left of the desk. “Now,” he said, “you are…”

			“Julian Banks, and this is my – ”

			“There is no haste, please.” Once a pause had underscored this, Apostolides said “I thought you would be Mr Banks.”

			“May I know why?”

			“You are the one that talks.”

			“If you mean when we reported the incident, it was Mr Thornton here who contacted you.”

			“Ray Thornton, yes.” Without having looked away from Julian, Apostolides said “You are the one who wanted to be gone.”

			“Was there anyone who didn’t, Raymond? I didn’t need to ask my son’s mother if she did.”

			“Why did she?” Apostolides said.

			“He’s five years old. Didn’t whoever Raymond spoke to tell you that?”

			The policeman left the question unacknowledged. “What did you fear for your son?”

			“We didn’t want him seeing what was there. Would you like your young children to know about that kind of thing?”

			“Nothing else.”

			“I should think that’s quite enough to keep from him.”

			“Here nothing comes that is not called for.”

			Ray supposed this was meant as reassurance if not a declaration on behalf of the island, but Julian retorted “I shouldn’t think the fellow in the cave would agree with you.”

			At once the policeman’s gaze seemed as keen as the rays of sunlight through the shutter. “Who in the cave?”

			“The man you’ve brought us here to talk about. Why else have we had to come?” When the scrutiny didn’t relent, Julian said “You can scarcely expect us to know his name.”

			Apostolides looked away at last, to fix his gaze on Ray. “You have your passports.”

			“Not on me. Have you brought yours, Julian?”

			“Nobody advised us that we should,” Julian made sure the policeman appreciated. “None of your people was in touch.”

			“All right, Julian, I’ll see to it.” Ray thought it best to show Apostolides his phone, only to find a belated report of a missed call. “It looks as if someone did try to get me,” he admitted.

			“We will wait,” Apostolides said, folding his muscular arms on the desk.

			The sense of retrieving the call from a number in England made Ray feel unexpectedly isolated, cut off from home. That was just a few hours away if Sandra needed to return, but why did he have to think about that now? The call had indeed been from the police. “I’m sorry,” he said. “They did give us the pickup time and ask us to bring our passports.”

			“Things can interfere with your reception on our island,” Apostolides said and breathed out just as hard as in. “Well, so I must write your details.”

			As the desk expressed the tedium with a creak of the drawer he dragged out, Julian said “Don’t you delegate tasks like that? It’s hardly worth having subordinates otherwise.”

			While Ray saw he was trying to engage with the policeman, he was afraid Apostolides mightn’t realise. “Mind you,” Julian said as Apostolides found a pad of printed forms, “I know what a chore it can be when you’re lacking staff. When you’re promoted you don’t expect it to bring you more work and less sleep.”

			Ray couldn’t help blurting “You didn’t say it was that serious.”

			With enough resentment to be directing much of it at the policeman Julian said “I’ve had to say it now.”

			“When you are ready.” Apostolides was poising a ballpoint over the topmost form. “Mr Thornton will come first,” he said.

			The blades of light through the shutter had swung close to Ray by the time the policeman completed the form, which entailed minutely inking words in narrow rectangles and crosses in boxes before poring over the results. At last Apostolides raised his head to ask or to warn “You teach the right way.”

			“I hope I did. As I said, I’ve retired from teaching, like my wife.”

			“Are you looking for a new life now?”

			Before he could hold back Ray said “Coming here seems to have given her one.”

			“Would you say?” Julian said. “I haven’t noticed any difference since we saw you at Christmas.”

			“Mr Banks,” Apostolides said, for which Ray was painfully grateful.

			Where Ray had answered all the questions as amiably as he could manage, Julian was curter. Perhaps Apostolides was growing more deliberate by contrast if not as a reprimand. At last the form was filled in and examined, which apparently required a punch line. “You think everything should be insured.”

			“I think it’s wise to keep yourself as safe as possible.”

			“That is your safety.” Apostolides was aligning the forms on his desk with the hairy edges of his hands, and his eyes didn’t signify how much of a question he’d intended. He lifted his head but not his gaze as he said “Now we shall talk about why you were sent for.”

			“I don’t know what more we can be expected to contribute,” Julian said.

			“You are here for examination.” Once his eyes had made this plain Apostolides turned them on Ray. “Tell me why you were there,” he said.

			“On that beach? My wife liked the look.”

			“The look,” Apostolides said and intensified his own.

			“Yes, of the place. She thought it would be quieter than the other beaches. Well,” Ray said with a sally at a laugh, “it was.”

			“How did she know it was there?”

			The question seemed more searching than Ray understood, unless he was confusing it with the glare through the shutter. “The cruise around the island took us,” he said.

			“You say the boat went to the beach.”

			“Just past it,” Ray said and had an odd sense of defending the boatman. “We didn’t stop.”

			“Did nobody tell you about it?”

			“What would there have been to tell?” When Apostolides let the question loiter Ray said “The guide didn’t have anything to say about it, no.”

			“If I may interrupt,” Julian said, “may we know what use this is? It’s keeping us away from our families when we’re supposed to be here on holiday.”

			“We are building up your picture.” Apostolides didn’t bother glancing at him. “How did you find the way?” he said.

			Ray too had begun to feel the questions were excessively trivial. “My son figured it out,” he said.

			“This is not your son.”

			“I’m not,” Julian said, “but may I ask why you think it’s so obvious?”

			Apostolides gave him a glance so terse it barely qualified as one. “Your name.”

			“That’s what betrayed me, is it? Regrettably I’ve no control over that.”

			He sounded so bitter that Ray might have responded if Apostolides hadn’t said “How did you go to the beach?”

			“We took the bus,” Ray said, “and then we went along the path with the carvings on the trees.”

			Apostolides raised his face an inch while holding Ray’s gaze with his own, so that Ray wondered what he’d provoked until the policeman said “Well, so you are at the beach. Why did you go into the cave?”

			“I was seeing whether it was safe for our grandson, that’s Julian’s son.”

			“The boy again. You thought it may be safe in there for him.”

			Ray felt unfairly criticised. “I should think Greek boys like exploring caves, don’t they, even at his age?”

			“Some they do.”

			“If you don’t like people going down there,” Julian objected, “perhaps you ought to put a warning on the path. And those things on the trees can’t be much help. They’re more liable to tempt people to see what’s along there than keep them away.”

			“They were meant to guard the way.” Apostolides was still watching Ray. “What did you see?” he said.

			“In the cave? That poor man.”

			“That is all. A poor man.”

			“I’d say he was, yes.” Having grasped that he was being prompted to say more, Ray said “He’d drowned and ended up lodged in the rocks, had he? Or did he have a heart attack because he’d trapped himself somehow? Have you established how he died?”

			“You did not touch him.”

			Ray would have much preferred an answer instead of this suggestion. “I couldn’t have,” he said, shivering despite the rays that had found him through the shutter.

			“You saw no more to tell me.” When Ray shook his head, which failed to dislodge the memory of the perished whitish corpse, Apostolides said “Mr Banks, it is your turn to speak.”

			“Have you identified the gentleman?”

			“We have done that.”

			“Are you going to say who he was?”

			“He was like you.” As Ray hoped Julian wouldn’t take any exception to this the policeman said “A tourist from your country staying in Teleftaiafos.”

			“Was he the fellow who was supposed to have vanished after he went to the mainland?”

			“That will be the person. Now, Mr Banks – ”

			“In that case I don’t understand.”

			Apostolides took a breath that stirred the badges on his chest. “What is not clear?”

			“If the gentleman died last week I don’t see how the body could have ended up in that state so soon.”

			“No, he was reported last month.”

			“The guide on the cruise said he went missing last week. You’ll confirm that, Raymond.”

			“I’m sure the police know better than he did if he didn’t mean to say last month.”

			Ray was afraid that Julian would argue, and not just with him, until Apostolides intervened. “What state are you speaking of?”

			“The fellow looked diseased to me. I didn’t go as close as Raymond did, but I could see that much.”

			As the light probed Ray’s eyes Apostolides said “Is that all?”

			“I think it’s quite enough to need investigating.”

			“That has been done.” The policeman’s gaze veered between Julian and Ray while he said “You may tell your families that he had a seizure and drowned. He was underwater for some weeks and then the tide took him into the cave, where as Mr Thornton says he was trapped in the rocks.”

			“They don’t need to hear all that.” Just as unenthusiastically Julian said “And how was he identified?”

			“His passport was at his apartment.”

			“I was thinking of his family. Did he have any children? They’d be something like my age, of course, or older.”

			“Family, yes. They were not required.”

			“You wouldn’t want them to see him like that. Will you be warning them?”

			Apostolides gazed at him before saying “Warning them of what, Mr Banks?”

			“What they’ll find if they should want to see him. I take it he’ll be sent home for a proper funeral.”

			“His ashes will go back.”

			Ray sensed Julian’s dissatisfaction and tried to head it off. “I expect under the circumstances – ”

			“You know that was his wish, do you?” Julian was still interrogating the policeman. “Or has the family asked for it?”

			“It is our decision, Mr Banks.”

			“Perhaps you should wait and see what they say.” Since staring hard at Apostolides failed to provoke an answer, Julian said “Have you even consulted them?”

			“It is already done.”

			“You’re telling us you’ve had their authorisation.”

			“He has been cremated. They would not have liked to see the head.”

			“The face, you mean.” When Apostolides answered only with a frown that clenched his eyes Julian persisted “Why are you saying the head?”

			Apostolides plainly regretted having let himself be goaded, but he said close to carelessly “He was not together. It was apart.”

			“Good God, man, what are you telling us now?” Julian seemed about to lurch to his feet until Ray seized his arm. “All right, Raymond, I haven’t lost control,” Julian said but confronted the policeman. “When did that happen,” he demanded, “and how? Even in his condition I don’t see how it could.”

			“It is a police matter.”

			“You need to know he wasn’t mutilated like that when we found him. Who could have done such a thing?” When the policeman failed to display outrage Julian said “It wouldn’t be one of your traditions, would it? Is that why you’re taking it for granted?”

			“The police have to get used to such things, Julian,” Ray tried to intervene. “They must have to deal with worse.”

			“There isn’t much that’s worse than desecrating the dead.” Julian hadn’t looked away from the policeman. “I’d like to know when it was done,” he insisted. “We reported what we’d found and we saw your people arrive as we were leaving. How did somebody get to the beach in the meantime?”

			Apostolides held up his hands on either side of his face and parted all the fingers. As the sunlight streamed between them he put Ray in mind of a saint delivering a benediction – some religious gesture, at any rate. Ray wasn’t sure whether it was the light or the policeman’s gaze that felt as though it was reaching deep into his skull, but one or both of them illuminated his thoughts. “I think we’d better leave it, Julian,” he said. “Captain, we’ve told you everything we know.”

			“I have learned what I need.” Just the same, Apostolides watched them for some seconds before rising not entirely to his feet. “I hope you enjoy the rest of your stay on our island,” he said. “It will help to forget what you have seen and heard.”

			“Let’s hurry back to everyone, Julian,” Ray said, not least to quash whatever response his companion had been about to make.

			The police driver met them at the end of the corridor. As she drove them through Sunset Beach, Ray saw Julian prepare to speak. Ray was afraid he meant to discuss Apostolides while the driver could hear, but Julian said “I know what you can do for me, Raymond, if you will.”

			“I’ll do my best if it’ll help.”

			“Then forget my outburst earlier. I can only apologise for my lack of control. I shouldn’t like Natalie to hear of it.”

			“It wasn’t much of an outburst,” Ray said but shook the awkward hand that Julian thrust at him. So even his agreement not to speak had to be left unrevealed. He felt shut in by unmentioned issues, trapped inside himself by them. Until the car left Sunset Beach behind, the deceptively empty streets reminded him of his brain, so that he could have imagined they were hiding away just as much.

			* * *

			“Come on, Jules, just split the bill. You aren’t trying to cut down someone’s claim.”

			“Doug,” Ray felt compelled to protest, “I don’t think that’s quite fair.”

			“I’d simply like to be sure we’re only being charged for what we’ve had,” Julian said.

			“If there’s anything else you want us to translate,” Doug said, “just ask.”

			“Let me see,” Julian said but glanced at the rest of the party. “Why don’t you all take William to find the lights while we settle this.”

			They were in the Old Bridge, a taverna at the far end of the village from the Sunny View. A moon-faced road train – another treat that William was promised now – grinned at them across the village square. Beyond a low wall draped with white blossom a stream meandered under a stone bridge to the sea. Across the bridge the road led past the outlying houses into the dark, where dozens of lights flickered in the distance. “What are you saying you’re going to settle?” Ray was anxious to be told.

			“Not our differences, Raymond. Just the bill.”

			“Maybe you should settle those too.”

			“Come along, everyone,” Sandra said. “The sooner we see what’s out there, the sooner some of us can get to bed.”

			Presumably she meant William, though Ray was surprised to see both the teenagers nod as if they were anticipating slumber. “We’ll catch you up,” he said.

			How much peace would he need to keep between the men? Julian continued squinting at the bill while the women and the youngsters crossed the bridge, and then he looked up. “I hope you didn’t think I was being typical,” he said. “We’ll split it by all means. I was only making sure nobody hears who shouldn’t.”

			Ray was disconcerted by having to glance about at the dark even though he’d grasped that Julian had William in mind. Perhaps Julian wasn’t behaving as untypically as he believed, since he’d taken out his phone to use the calculator. “Hears what?” Doug said.

			Julian made a barely patient gesture before fingering numbers on the screen. Once he’d shown Ray and Doug what they owed he counted his contribution onto the table. At last he said “I wanted to ask you something, Douglas. I expect Raymond can guess.”

			“I don’t know if I can,” Ray said, feeling apprehensive too.

			“First let me say we appreciate your local knowledge, Douglas, and Priscilla’s. I wonder if you might be able to explain what we heard at the police station.”

			“I knew it. I could see you two were keeping something back.”

			“There’s a good deal we don’t want the younger ones to know.”

			“You aren’t including Tim, are you? He can cope.”

			Julian held up a hand, beckoning the waitress but at least not displaying the palm. “If that’s your choice for him,” he said, “but can we all keep quiet about it in front of William.”

			“Tim’s pretty good at keeping stuff to himself. He’s a teenager.”

			The idea or its implications seemed to displease Julian, who said nothing more until the waitress collected their payment. “Please don’t trouble about change,” he said, not that there would be much, and lowered his voice. “So, Douglas. I think the police would rather we hadn’t learned this, but after we found the body it was mutilated.”

			“Well,” Ray demurred, “mutilated. I don’t believe – ”

			“The head had been removed. What else would you call it, for heaven’s sake?”

			“I think the policeman just said it was, how can we put it, unattached. Lord, what a thing to have to talk about.”

			“And just how else do you imagine that could have happened?”

			“Do we really need to go into it?” Apparently they did, and Ray had to swallow first. “You didn’t see the state the man was in,” he said to Doug. “He must have been underwater for weeks. Maybe when they tried to move him he, oh lord, came to bits.”

			“I suppose that could have been the case,” Julian said. “Thank you for bringing reason to bear.”

			“At least he couldn’t wander,” Doug said.

			Ray heard ripples lapping under the bridge. They reminded him of the ripples that had seemed to follow him out of the depths of the cave, and he could have fancied they sounded as if some creature were assuaging its thirst in the dark. When Julian thrust out his lips to fend off Doug’s comment, Ray felt delegated to speak. “What do you mean?”

			“That’s one way they’re supposed to stop the dead going for a walk, cutting off the head.”

			“Who would do that?” With mounting outrage Julian said “Not the police.”

			“Whoever believes in that sort of thing, Jules. I don’t know if they do round here.”

			“You can’t be telling us that’s how they treat their dead in this day and age.”

			“They used to in some parts of Europe. Anyone who died in a way that means they won’t stay dead.”

			Julian ensured the others saw how absurd it was to ask “What way?”

			“It depends where you are, I think. Suicide’s a favourite, as I recall. And of course the obvious one – ”

			Julian didn’t merely raise a hand, he thrust it up in front of Doug’s face. For a moment Ray thought Julian was refusing to hear any more, and then he realised Julian was listening to Natalie. “Don’t go scampering off,” she called, somewhere out of sight across the bridge. “Jonquil, stay with him.”

			Julian shoved back his chair and stood up. “Let’s deal with something that warrants our attention, shall we?”

			Ray saw Doug make the effort not to feel disparaged. As they followed Julian across the bridge, the liquid monologue of the stream dwindled to a secretive whisper. A bat fluttered across a wall, or rather the shadow of a large moth circling a streetlamp did. A cat as black and noiseless as the shadow vanished into a garden full of drowsy flowers. In the darkness of a house beside the road a clutch of faces flickered into shape, lit by a television on which John Wayne was addressing a posse of cowboys in Greek. As Ray passed a solitary car parked by the road he saw the glass of the wing mirror begin to twitch. No, the reflection of a spider in its web that spanned the mirror had, and there was no reason to be unnerved by the creature’s doubled hunger.

			Beyond the last houses, all of which were silent and unlit, the road led past a high white wall. Through a gateway where a pair of wrought-iron gates were bolted open, Ray saw dozens of restless lights. As he limped closer they appeared to draw words and numbers out of the darkness – names and dates. They were flames inside lanterns in front of engraved stones, and the place was a graveyard, presumably the reason why Julian planted his hands on his hips and swung around to confront Doug. “Is this another one of your traditions?”

			“Putting lamps on graves?” Ray said. “It’s pretty common all over Greece, isn’t it, Doug?”

			“In that case it’s regrettable that someone didn’t say so sooner.”

			“We didn’t know what they were then,” Doug protested as Julian turned his back on him and marched towards the gateway. He gave his father a wide-eyed grimace, and Ray felt furtive if not partisan for returning a version of the look.

			Beyond the gates a broad gravel path led into the depths of the graveyard, which extended so far that the most distant flames looked like stars fallen to earth. Ray had to think the place served more than the village, since it was so large. Sandra and Natalie were just inside the gates, and Julian was staring at his wife. “Why are you waiting here? What have you done with William?”

			“We were waiting so you could see where we were,” Sandra said.

			“Thank you, Sandra, but we’re talking about William.”

			“He’s with Jonquil and Tim,” Natalie said, “and Pris has gone after them.”

			“You think he should be at large in a place like this.”

			“Nobody’s going to harm him, are they?” Sandra said. “It’s the last place.”

			“And we thought it might be good for him,” Natalie said.

			“Please do define what on earth you mean by good.”

			“To help him get used to the idea of people dying,” Sandra said. “That it’s natural, not like the man you found.”

			“You genuinely believe that’s required at William’s age.”

			“I think it may be before very long, yes.”

			Julian gazed at her, and Ray wondered how much he’d understood. He was bracing himself in case she’d decided to make herself clearer when Jonquil called “Where are you, William?”

			“I thought he was being looked after,” Julian told whoever was to blame, and raised his voice. “Go to Timothy and your sister, William.”

			Ray heard the boy’s giggle a good way ahead. Somewhere to its left Tim called “Go to her, Will.”

			“Why aren’t you two staying together, Tim?” Pris called, which let Ray locate her in the dimness far along the path.

			“Because we’re trying to find William,” Jonquil said, and Ray saw her in the distance beyond Pris.

			“Stop playing, William,” Natalie shouted. “Go to Jonquil now.”

			The boy giggled again, and Ray thought he heard a hint of nervousness. “Which one’s Jonquil?”

			“I’m here, William. Look, on the path.”

			“Shall we try and make less noise?” Perhaps Julian’s frown acknowledged that he wasn’t doing so. “Remember where we are,” he said. “It’s not a place for games.”

			Perhaps William took at least some of this to heart, since he was silent. “William?” Pris said as she went to Jonquil.

			Ray didn’t understand why there should be so much confusion, and he couldn’t bear it any longer. “I’ll go and help,” he said.

			Sharp pebbles gnashed beneath his sandals until he stepped off the path onto the grass. The gravel had started to bruise his toes, and in any case this was the most direct route to where he’d last heard William. There was more light among the graves than on the path. The grass yielded underfoot, and he thought the ground did as he made his way between stones that appeared to be captioning the unsteady flames with words he couldn’t read. Dim figures stood over some of the graves, living up to Julian’s appeal for silence. As Ray limped past one still figure he slipped on a moist patch of grass and had to clutch at an arm, dislodging a soft clammy handful – part of a sleeve of moss. He was recovering his balance and the breath he’d lost to a gasp when Pris and Jonquil called not quite in unison “William.”

			If the boy answered, it was covered up by a clamour of gravel. Julian and Doug and Natalie were tramping along the path, while Sandra followed not too far behind. Ray waited to be sure she wasn’t having difficulties, since she was intent on the path – too preoccupied to notice him. Once she came abreast of him he turned away to look for William, only to see a face watching her from the dark.

			He would have taken it for a memorial if it hadn’t moved. It looked dauntingly ancient and yet as smooth as marble. The large heavy-lidded eyes and thin lips weren’t much less pallid than the high bald cranium and long hollow cheeks and incongruously small nose, which seemed like an unsuccessful bid to lend the features some humanity. In a moment Ray saw that it wasn’t moving as a face should. The flesh, such as it was, had begun to shift like water, rippling as if it couldn’t stay entirely still. Were the pale empty eyes keeping Sandra in sight? Ray twisted around to see if she was aware of the watcher, but she already had her back to him and his uninvited companion. With a good deal of reluctance he turned to confront the figure – to see more than just the face.

			There was no tall thin figure. Between Ray and the spot where he was sure it had been standing, a headstone was wobbling as though the occupant of the grave had grown tired of lying still. Ray couldn’t breathe until he realised that the lid of the lantern on the grave was open, and only the heat from the flame had made the stone appear to waver. Behind the stone was an angel missing most of both wings, which had to be the figure he’d seen, even if he recalled it as having been closer. He was trying to recapture the sight of its face – presumably having looked directly at the flame had dimmed his night vision, such as it was – when he heard Julian. “Even if we’re on holiday, William, that’s no excuse for playing hide and seek in here.”

			“I wasn’t.”

			“Then why did you go wandering off?” Natalie said.

			“I was reading all the names over there.”

			As Ray returned to the path and saw the boy surrounded by the family ahead, Julian declared “I hardly think so, William. You can’t decipher the language any more than I can.”

			“I could read those ones. They’re all English.”

			“We won’t argue about it,” Julian said with enough finality to be addressing everyone. “There’s no question you were hiding from Timothy and Jonquil.”

			“Daddy, I wasn’t.”

			“William.” When this rebuke didn’t prompt a confession Natalie said “What do you think you were doing, then?”

			“You said to go to Jonquil and I told you, I didn’t know which she was.”

			Both his parents made to speak, but Jonquil was too quick for them. “Which what?”

			“Which girl.”

			Though nobody seemed eager to respond, Julian said “You need to explain yourself, William.”

			“There was another one over there,” William said and pointed at the dark between the twitching lights. “I thought she was Jonquil and I started going to her, then I saw she was looking for Tim.”

			“Don’t say that, Will,” Tim protested. “There wasn’t anyone like that.”

			As Tim rubbed his arm hard enough to be trying to erase the bite Ray said “I think I know what you saw, William. I saw something like it too.”

			“What?” the boy said, not as if he was especially anxious to know.

			“There are statues all around us, aren’t there? And the lights make them seem to move. I thought one did just now. I’ll bet that’s the kind of thing you saw.”

			William looked stubborn. “She was watching Tim.”

			For a moment he made Ray feel as if not all the pallid figures among the graves might be composed of stone, and then Julian intervened. “I think we’ve had enough adventures before bed, William.”

			He led the way out of the graveyard, and Ray took Sandra’s hand, not least to prevent her from rubbing the side of her neck. “It doesn’t bother me,” she insisted when he tried to ask about the bite. Once they were through the gates Natalie captured William’s hand while Julian hung back to murmur to everyone else “We’ve had our fill of death now. I’ll ask you not to bring it up again.”

			Sandra gripped Ray’s hand, but he couldn’t risk looking at her. As they headed for the Sunny View he saw a dark shape flutter across the road. It was the shadow of a moth, but what did it suggest to him? He glanced back at the graveyard, where nothing except lights appeared to move, and then he realised what was on his mind – a thought as useless as it was irrationally unsettling. The moth had reminded him how lights lured nocturnal creatures out of the dark.

		

	
		
			The Saint’s Day 25 August

			“Well, that wasn’t our best night,” Natalie said. “I don’t think we would have minded lying in.”

			Pris turned away from watching for the bus. “Sorry if I woke anyone too soon. I just thought we’d planned so much today I’d give everyone a shout.”

			“No need to blame yourself, Priscilla,” Julian said. “Someone had already wakened us.”

			“I was only telling William to let me sleep,” Jonquil protested.

			“Perhaps you could have shown a little more consideration for your brother, since you knew he’d had a bad night.”

			Ray thought Sandra meant to rescue Jonquil by asking “What were you dreaming, William?”

			“I thought a man got in the room.”

			Ray felt close to recalling a dream of his own until Sandra said “That doesn’t sound like much of a dream.”

			“Well, it emphatically was one,” Julian told William. “You said he went away without opening the door.”

			“I wonder if you might feel a bit responsible,” Natalie said.

			“Why on earth should I feel anything of the kind?” When she didn’t answer Julian demanded “For what, for heaven’s sake?”

			“For working William up before he went to bed. Maybe for going on so much about things we won’t mention instead of letting him come to terms with them.”

			“I think I’m exactly the wrong person to accuse of that.” As Natalie made to respond he said “And I wonder what you imagine you’ll achieve by discussing this in front of him.”

			Ray would have liked the sound of a bus to break the ensuing silence, but it was Julian who did. “I appreciate you felt you had to defend your mother. Forgive me, Sandra, if I was abrupt.”

			“You’re forgiven,” Sandra said as they heard a bus approaching from the direction of the graveyard.

			The driver stared so hard at her and the teenagers that he might almost have expected them to remove their hats and sunglasses when they stepped on board. Several women blessed them as they filed to their seats, and Julian seemed near to demanding why. He was silent until the bus reached Sunset Beach. “Don’t bother looking, Jonquil,” he said then. “We won’t be wasting any more time here.”

			“What are you looking for, Sandra?” Ray said loud enough for Julian to hear.

			“Just looking. Can’t I look?”

			Her reaction was fiercer than he understood. He was distracted by the women in the front seats, who were covering their eyes whenever someone came in sight ahead. Sandra peered at every solitary figure the bus passed, and he could have imagined she was searching for a face. She appeared not to recognise them any more than Ray did, and he told himself that it was comical to fancy either of them could.

			The bus had passed through several villages by the time it reached the path that led to the beach with the cave. As it came abreast of the shrine Ray saw a large white butterfly fluttering its wings on the glass. He was about to draw William’s attention to the resemblance to an angel when he realised that the butterfly was struggling in a cobweb. He glimpsed legs twitching into view around the window-frame before a massive spider darted out to seize its victim. He hoped the boy hadn’t seen, and looked for sights to point out to him – a herd of goats fleeing up a slope bedside the road, an eagle hovering above the inland hills, the familiar Greek spectacle of uncompleted houses sprouting rusty metal rods where a roof should be. “That’s one way of getting some sun,” he said.

			The comment would have been more appropriate if the sky hadn’t started to grow overcast. “Sorry about the clouds,” Doug said. “We only just read there’s more here than anywhere else in Greece.”

			Masts appeared to be trying to poke holes in the sky above the harbour of Vasilema Town. A few passengers were disembarking from a ferry while a busload of homegoing tourists collected their luggage from the bowels of the bus. Most of them wore hats and sunglasses, and looked paler than their stay ought to have left them. They seemed weary too, but perhaps the holiday representative was urging them to be quick. As the sun found a gap in the overcast they hurried to the ferry with a thunderous rumble of luggage.

			Beyond the harbour a side street led to the bus terminal – a square in which a line of shelters stood in front of a ticket office and a waiting-room. Once the family had stepped down Julian lingered to ask the driver “What time is the last bus back, please?”

			The man jerked his hand at the windscreen, presumably gesturing at the ticket office rather than the sets of blind eyes that twitched above the mirror – the zeros of a defunct digital clock. “Most helpful,” Julian said and marched over to the booth, where he planted his elbows on the window ledge until the woman at the counter looked up. “How late do you go to, you’ll forgive me if I can’t pronounce it. How late do you go through Sunset Beach.”

			She nodded at the waiting-room. “On board.”

			Ray might almost have imagined she was advising them to return to the bus, except that he saw she was indicating a timetable. As Julian made to retort Ray remembered Doug’s warning not to antagonise anyone official. “It’s not important, Julian,” he murmured. “We won’t be going back that late.”

			“I prefer to have information before it’s needed,” Julian said but followed him as he made for the toilets off the waiting-room. Tim was peering at his reflection in a mirror that spanned the wall above the sinks. As soon as the men appeared behind him he dodged out of the tiled room so fast that his reflection was a blur. Ray wasn’t surprised if Tim had found it hard to see himself; the glass was splintered in several places as though somebody had tried to smash the entire mirror, and Tim’s sunglasses could hardly have made his view clearer. Ray used a urinal while Julian bolted a cubicle door and coughed immoderately to cover up the sounds he had to make. Once he’d washed his hands Ray dried them beneath a blower so fierce that it sent ripples through the loose flesh of his arms, a sight that reminded him of the face he’d imagined he was seeing in the graveyard. “I’ll be outside,” he called, which elicited a louder cough.

			The family was waiting on a corner of the square, outside a tourist shop that displayed considerably fewer bottles of sun cream than of artificial tan. “Maybe you’d need that if you lived here,” Doug said, and Ray saw he had the narrow streets in mind. Perhaps they were too narrow to receive direct sunlight even when the sky was cloudless, although had there been less sun cream than fake tan in the supermarket by the Sunny View? “We’re over here, Jules,” Pris called, “nobody’s hiding from you,” which drove the question out of Ray’s mind.

			The street that led uphill was too narrow for him to hold Sandra’s hand in the crowd. Few of the tourists looked as if they came from Sunset Beach, even though some were as young. Ray assumed one of their generation was responsible for graffiti at the far end of a side street, where a name was sprayed on an otherwise unblemished white wall – RYK. Or had letters been erased on either side of those? He hadn’t time to be sure before he followed Doug and Pris uphill.

			Quite a few of the streets that climbed or crossed the hill were roofed with awnings overgrown by vines, which provided so much shade that Sandra and the teenagers took off their hats. Shops clustered together as if seeking the company of their own kind, so that one street sold only clothes and shoes, while another was devoted to herbs and oils and other Greek fare. Here was a street pale with embroidery – hanging tablecloths and doilies and place mats – while the next was ruddy with leather goods. Souvenir shops swarmed with images of the local saint, not just wooden icons but pottery bearing his likeness and even jewellery borrowing his shape. As Doug lingered in front of a window full of St Titus painted in a variety of styles, the proprietor waddled out to him. “Special price today,” she said.

			“Just looking, thanks. This chap gets everywhere, doesn’t he?”

			The woman folded her arms, which flattened her ageing breasts. “He is history.”

			“He’s yours, you mean. Your island’s.” Since she seemed unaware that her words were ambiguous, Doug let them go. “I wasn’t disrespecting him,” he said.

			The woman was examining the family. “Where do you stay?”

			“Just along from Sunset Beach,” Sandra said.

			“I see it.”

			The woman’s lined face darkened as she withdrew into the shop. “Actually,” Pris called after her, “maybe you could tell us – ”

			The woman halted between two paintings of St Titus flourishing his spear, and Ray had the odd sense that she welcomed their protection. “What can I tell?”

			“What’s your saint supposed to fight? We’ve seen some images of him where he’s fighting something, but we couldn’t make out what it’s meant to be.”

			“He did not fight. It was people’s wish he did.”

			“In that case,” Natalie said somewhere between patience and amusement, “what didn’t he fight that you wanted him to?”

			“What came after.”

			“After his death, you mean.” When the woman didn’t contradict this Ray felt driven to prompt “And that was…”

			“He was meant to keep island holy. Monks thought he would.”

			Ray wondered if the unholiness she had in mind might be represented by the likes of Sunset Beach. Apparently she’d said all she cared to, and was retreating between the saintly canvases when Julian commented “Someone needs to rethink their sales pitch. That didn’t make the fellow sound much use at all.”

			The woman turned, though her resentment looked like unwillingness. “Maybe he helps you remember.”

			“Remember your island, you mean?” Pris said. “I’m sure we will.”

			“Some will.”

			Ray couldn’t tell who she was staring at, let alone the reason behind her frown. “Who won’t?” he blurted. “Why shouldn’t they?”

			The woman was already disappearing into a back room. “They come back and remember.”

			“Did anybody understand what that was all about?” Julian demanded, and not quietly either. “Doesn’t anyone round here speak proper English?”

			“They speak it better than most of us speak Greek,” Pris said just as loud.

			“They’re pretty new to tourism,” Doug pointed out. “I’d say they’ve made us welcome.”

			Sandra was making her way uphill as if the woman’s frown had sent her onwards. Ray limped after her, ready to support her if she found the climb too much of a task. The street felt increasingly steep to him, though the gradient hadn’t changed. How long had it been since he wouldn’t have thought twice of such a climb? Remembering felt like trying to clutch at a past that was out of reach, but the present was all that should matter to him. Just now Sandra was all that should.

			The way ahead was narrowed by a stall selling henna tattoos. Among the stick-on flowers and snakes and names he was unsurprised to see images of St Titus with his lance. Tim pointed at a troop of them. “We could get sainted,” he told Jonquil.

			“Don’t so much as think of disfiguring yourself, Jonquil,” Julian said. “We don’t want to be seen with anyone who cares so little for herself. And the same applies to you, William.”

			The young woman seated on a folding chair beside the stall blinked fast and then more slowly at the teenagers. “Too late,” she said.

			“How’s that?” Doug said as if he hoped she was joking.

			“They are no good now.”

			“Is that another local custom, talking down your merchandise?” When she only blinked at Julian he said “I think I was perfectly clear.”

			“Sorry.” Pris might have been apologising to the vendor on his behalf. “What are you saying about your tattoos?” she said.

			“The boy said they would make them like the saint. Pictures can do nothing.”

			“I was kidding,” Tim protested. “I won’t have one if Jonk isn’t.”

			“Please don’t try to alter my decision,” Julian said. “In every way that’s inappropriate.”

			“I think Tim’s just supporting his cousin, Jules,” Doug said.

			“I don’t see why that’s called for. We apologise for wasting your time,” Julian told the young woman and strode uphill.

			When Natalie followed him, the others did. As they crossed a lane Ray noticed more graffiti on a wall. The letters could have been advertising a local version of a worldwide drink – KOLA – or were they flanked by faint traces of more? He hadn’t time to dawdle, since Sandra looked determined not to falter before reaching the top of the hill. At least he was able to take her hand, though he scarcely knew which of them might be sustaining the other, when they emerged into a square in front of a church.

			The square gave them a view across the sea. Small curved waves reminiscent of fingernails clawed at a beach to the left of the harbour. The ferry that the bus had passed was sinking over the horizon, where the clouds fell short of a larger island, letting the sunlight brighten all its colours like a concentration of summer. A plane passed overhead, descending towards the distant island, and Ray and Sandra said “Casablanca” in unison as they always did. As slow protracted thunder trailed the plane across the sky Pris said “Shall we look in the church?”

			The interior was brighter than the square. Hundreds of thin white candles flamed in holders along the walls and before the altar. At first Ray could hardly see, so that the figures with upraised hands seemed to form out of the distance beyond the flames. They were saints, and their gestures were blessings, though Ray could easily have felt admonished by the stern-faced golden frescoes and their stained-glass brethren. He was trying to decide which if any of the saints was Titus when Doug said “We aren’t supposed to do that, Jules.”

			“There’s a notice by the door,” Pris said.

			“For the love of all that’s holy, what else aren’t we allowed to do?” Julian demanded and continued photographing frescoes with his mobile. “It strikes me that they tell their visitors one thing and themselves another. If we aren’t meant to hold our hands up, why are these fellows doing it?”

			“Maybe there are some things only saints can do.”

			“I didn’t know you were a believer, Jonquil.”

			“There’s a whole lot you don’t know about me.”

			Ray wondered whether this was a boast or a complaint if not both. He saw Julian preparing to reply, but as the flash made a saint gleam gold a man came out of a room near the altar and shouted in Greek. Ray thought he was rebuking Julian until he saw that the man was facing a side entrance to the church. The door had swung open, and the flames of all the nearest candles crouched low as if they were trying to flee the intrusion. “It’s him,” William cried. “It’s the man in my dream.”

			Ray peered towards the door to see that several newcomers had entered the church. Through the unsteady haze of the dozens of flames that had sprung up once more, he could scarcely make the faces out or even count them. There were three of them, and they appeared to be not merely wavering but merging together. It reminded him of the sight of something underwater, except that they could have been composed of the restless liquid. He was wondering if he should recognise one or more of them when he found he was gazing at the vibrant air above the flames and nothing else. He limped fast to the side door, which was opposite a lane that led so steeply downhill it needed a stepped pavement and a handrail. The lane was deserted, though he couldn’t see along the cross streets, except for a section of wall along which a blurred shadow vanished like a drying stain.

			In the church the man was haranguing Julian. “No camera,” he said and gestured at the frescoes. “Holy. Fade.”

			Ray was afraid that Julian might criticise the rudimentary language, but he slipped the phone into his shirt pocket. “Excuse me,” Ray said as the man turned his back, “could I ask what you said to those people?”

			Perhaps the man didn’t hear him. He stumped into the side room, shutting the door with an emphatic thud that echoed through the church as the flames shivered. “Did you understand him, Doug?”

			“Pris and I were trying to figure out what we heard. Something about feeding, we think.”

			“Maybe they were beggars,” Pris said, “which means he wasn’t being very Christian.”

			“He said something else, though,” Doug told Ray. “As near as we could tell it was about some kind of transfer.”

			“Not those wretched tattoos again,” Julian objected.

			“No, Doug,” Pris said. “I think I’ve got it now. Not a transfer, a transfusion.”

			If this was a clarification, Ray couldn’t see what it made clear. “Now, William,” Natalie said, “what was all that silliness about a dream? What did you think you saw?”

			“That’s how his face went in my dream.” With even more defiance William said “Soggy.”

			“Then that proves it was a dream, doesn’t it? I think you’ve just found a new favourite word,” Sandra said. “I’m feeling a bit watery after all that walking. When everyone’s seen what they want to see in here I wouldn’t mind some lunch.”

			* * *

			As the bus left the family behind, William said “Why is he up there?”

			At the far end of a street that led from the main road, lengths of wood were piled at least twenty feet high in the middle of a village square. The figure perched on top wore a black robe with a cowl that hid its face. It was silhouetted against clouds stained red by the sun that had sunk beyond the unseen sea. “He looks like he’s looking for someone,” William said.

			“He’s just for people to look at,” Jonquil told him. “Let’s go and see.”

			“Stay out of the road,” Natalie called after them.

			The street was free of traffic, but William stayed on the pavement that the clustered houses had for doorsteps. Some of it was marble and some was red clay, not to mention patches of lumpy pimpled concrete. “Hold your sister’s hand, William,” Julian called.

			Had the boy discovered rebelliousness? All he did was look askance at Jonquil. “Go on, William,” Ray shouted. “Grandma’s holding mine.”

			Her hand felt colder than he liked. He might even have found it less substantial than he wanted it to be. He squeezed it harder than he meant to and managed to relax his grip as William poked out a hand for Jonquil to take. By now Ray could see that the elevated figure was enthroned at the peak of the heap of wood. At least, he realised as the family reached the square, the effigy was tied by its arms and legs to the rickety wooden seat, which didn’t look much like a throne. The head inside the cowl was a featureless white bag, and Ray would have preferred not to be reminded of the spider’s cocoon in the roadside shrine. “Well, he doesn’t look too saintly,” Pris said and turned to a man who had picked up a stray branch to fling on the pile. “Kali nichta. Can you tell us about this?”

			The man shrugged and held out his hands once they were empty of the branch. When Pris pointed to the effigy he said a word or two before ambling towards a corner of the square occupied by a makeshift stage. “So, Priscilla?” Julian said.

			“The old man, I think. The old one.”

			“Not just old, Pris,” Doug said. “The oldest. The ancient.”

			“Is that supposed to tell us something?”

			Presumably Julian was finding fault with their informant rather than the translators, but Ray thought Doug was going to respond in kind until William said “Look, there’s, you know. Look, she’s there.”

			“Don’t start seeing things again, William,” Natalie said. “Just try and forget your dreams and then you won’t have any more.”

			“Not my dream. That was a man. I’m saying the lady that was waiting for us.”

			He wasn’t quite pointing, no doubt because he’d been told it was rude, at a taverna on the corner of the square opposite the stage. For a moment Ray thought he meant the dumpy woman who was leaving trinkets on the tables, having shown the diners a laminated card that signified she was dumb, and then he noticed a young woman in a dress printed with dark green vines – Sam from the travel firm. “She can let us know what’s happening,” he said.

			She was alone at a small table with a glass of Mythos beer. As Ray went over she raised the glass to her lips and saw him. She took an appreciable swig before setting down the drink. “Mr Thornton, isn’t it,” she said. “Are you all having a good time? I’m just waiting for my friend.”

			Ray could have thought she was making sure none of them joined her, but Doug sat at the next table. “Drinks on Pris and me. Will you have one, Sam?”

			“Thanks anyway. As I say, I won’t be here long.”

			“I’ll just sit with Sam for a minute,” Ray said and did so in order to lower his voice. “I don’t know if you’ll have heard, but we found the gentleman your colleague said was missing.”

			“We both did,” Julian said, squatting down between them.

			“I hope it won’t spoil your holiday too much.”

			“His was spoiled considerably more,” Julian said. “What was his name, by the way? We weren’t even told.”

			“Oh, his name.” As Julian opened his impatient lips Sam said “Mr Ditton.”

			“And just remind us when he was discovered to be missing.”

			“Weeks ago,” Sam said and took another gulp of beer. “Last month.”

			“We thought Jamie told us it was last week,” Ray murmured.

			“That’s Jamie for you. Half the time he doesn’t know what day it is. He’s a lot of fun, but you wouldn’t go to him for facts.”

			Perhaps Julian found the denigration unprofessional. He stared at her as a preamble to saying “Where was it he said Mr Ditton was staying?”

			“I don’t know what he said.” As Julian’s stare lost any patience it had contained, while Ray reflected that Jamie hadn’t offered the information, Sam downed another mouthful. After that it seemed she couldn’t delay saying “The Paradise Apartments.”

			“Thank you,” Julian said but saved most of his effort for standing up.

			“Have you finished your conference?” Doug called. “Sam, can you tell us what’s going on?”

			Sam lifted her glass and held it close to her mouth. As Ray found a seat at the family table she said “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Why’s he on top of the pile over there? We didn’t know St Titus was a monk.”

			“That isn’t him.” 

			The vendor of trinkets had left some of her wares in front of William, who was plainly taken with a cross that lit up colour after colour. “Would you like that, William?” Sandra said.

			“We’ll buy it for you,” Ray told him as Pris asked Sam “Who is he, then?”

			Sam seemed to wish she had more of a drink to linger over. “Someone he was supposed to stop,” she said.

			“There you go, Will. That’s who St Titus had to fight.”

			William shook his head at the figure tied to the chair. “He isn’t spiders.”

			“Don’t be childish, William,” Julian said.

			As Ray laid his hand on the cross to identify the purchase to the vendor Sam said “He didn’t fight him.”

			The vendor made a praying gesture, apparently in gratitude for the amount Ray handed her. “So what did St Titus do?” Pris said.

			“People prayed to him. That’s what they do here. That’s what I meant. They did when the island was invaded in the war as well.”

			“Thank you, grandad. Thank you, grandma.”

			“Our pleasure, William,” Sandra said as Doug waited to speak. “You still haven’t said who that’s meant to be,” he reminded Sam, “and is that going to be a bonfire?”

			“Yes.”

			Before Doug could prompt Sam yet again Natalie said “Don’t say any more if you think it’ll be too much for little ears to hear.”

			Sam looked grateful. “It might be.”

			“Then just say as much as you think you can,” Doug said.

			Sam glanced around the square, but Ray gathered that she couldn’t see her friend. She fixed her eyes on William and eventually said “He was the opposite of a saint, William. That’s why the people prayed about him.”

			“Who was he?”

			“We don’t need to go saying his name, do we? He lived a long time ago. He was born centuries before your grandma and grandad.”

			“He must have died a long time ago too.”

			“I wish you’d stop thinking so much about death,” Natalie said. “It isn’t healthy for a little boy of your age.”

			For some reason Ray felt Sam welcomed the interruption, but William wouldn’t be hushed. “What did he do?” he said with a hint of defiance, laying down his luminous cross.

			“People took him in because he said he wanted to live like them, but then he lived off them instead.”

			As William looked unhappy with her vagueness Pris said “Can we guess they were monks?”

			“That’s what they were. They have to give shelter to anyone who asks. All the monks in Greece, I mean.”

			“When you say he lived off them you mean he exploited them.”

			“Drained them dry,” Sam immediately seemed to regret saying. “I don’t mean literally, William.”

			“I still can’t see,” Pris said, “why people thought they had to pray about him.”

			“Because of what he brought.”

			“You’ll have to tell us now,” Doug said. “Does Will need to cover his ears?”

			“They said – ” She didn’t seem to want the rest to be heard. Perhaps she was mumbling for William’s sake, and as soon as she’d finished she jumped up. “There he is,” she said. “Enjoy the show. Have a good dance.”

			Ray saw her wave to Jamie, who was hurrying across the square. He could have thought her gesture ended by waving her colleague away – halting him, at any rate. “I wouldn’t mind a word with him,” Julian said.

			“If it’s about what I think it is,” Natalie said, tilting her head to indicate William, “don’t have it here.”

			As Julian rose from his seat Sam grabbed Jamie’s elbow to steer him away. Perhaps she was anxious to catch some event, and they vanished beyond the dormant bonfire. “Well,” Julian said, “she could hardly have been less helpful. You’d think living here had robbed her of her grasp of English.”

			“I think that was Nat,” Doug told him, “making her watch what she said.”

			“A bit more than careful,” Pris protested. “Did anybody catch what she was supposed to be telling Doug?”

			“I thought she said the angry dog,” Natalie said. “That’s all, William, just a dog from a long long time ago.”

			The boy giggled. “She didn’t say that, mummy.”

			“What do you think it was, William?” Sandra said.

			“The hungry dark.”

			His words seemed to darken the square, which Ray thought had suddenly grown crowded. Perhaps the phrase simply made him aware how dark the place was, now that the red glow had sunk beyond the roofs like the last of a transfusion. “Why would she say a silly thing like that?” Natalie said with rather too deliberate a laugh.

			“That’s what that man brought the monks,” William said and peered at the hooded figure, at its cocoon of a face. “The hungry dark.”

			“All right, you’ve said it now. No need to keep on. It doesn’t make any sense, William, and besides it doesn’t matter.”

			As the boy’s face made his disagreement clear Julian said “I hope you’ve got what you wanted, Douglas.”

			Ray didn’t know how his son might have responded if a waiter hadn’t arrived with a trayful of drinks. The man frowned at the table Sam had vacated. “Your friend?”

			“I expect she thought we were buying,” Doug said. “Here’s for hers as well.”

			“Look, William, they’re starting,” Jonquil said.

			Musicians with stringed instruments had taken their places on the stage, and now a woman in an ankle-length white dress moved in front of them. As four men with flaming torches converged on the bonfire from the corners of the square, she began to sing, accompanied by a slow march of plucked strings and the wailing of a violin. “I like the howly music,” William said.

			“You mean holy, William,” said his mother.

			Ray wasn’t sure whether she was wrong. He watched the men thrust the torches so deep into the foundations of the bonfire that they might have been ensuring any denizens were driven out or else trapped until they were consumed. As flames sprouted from the bonfire the march grew more solemn, but Ray couldn’t tell if the singer was lamenting or celebrating; he could have fancied that nobody was meant to know. Sandra looked at William while she said “Are we going to want to know what she’s singing?”

			“Something about finding light in the dark,” Pris said.

			“And about the dark where there isn’t any light,” Doug added.

			“I think that’s probably enough,” Julian told them. “William, look over there.”

			At the far end of a street off the square a figure at least as tall as the bonfire was rising into view. No, Ray thought: not rising to its feet but filling with light. It was an image of St Titus with his lance in the stained-glass window of a church. The saint’s face remained in shadow, and the rest of him began to lose illumination as a procession bearing lit candles started to emerge from the church. The procession advanced at the pace of the musicians’ march two abreast up the street to the square, and paraded around the bonfire while the flames snatched at the robed effigy. Ray could almost have imagined that the bound figure was struggling to writhe out of reach of the fire, but the chair was simply tilting as a section of the bonfire collapsed under one leg. All at once the figure burst into flame accompanied by oily smoke, and the bearers of the candles threw them high on the bonfire. The music speeded up and ceased to march, and as the singer grew more joyful the members of the procession linked hands to dance around the pyre. Once the circle parted, people in the crowd joined in the celebration. “I’m going to dance,” Jonquil said. “Are you coming, Tim?”

			Ray saw how standing up reminded Tim of his height, but he followed her not too awkwardly. “Stay in the square,” Natalie called after them.

			While they set about performing a version of the dance – arms stretched wide as if bound to a cross or just released from one, high stiff kicks – Pris glanced at Doug. “The light will come back?” 

			“That’s what it sounds like to me.”

			“You mean that’s what she’s singing now.” When they confirmed this Natalie said “Remember that, William. It always does.”

			Ray was watching Tim and Jonquil, whose dance had turned more English or at any rate American, when Sandra murmured “Aren’t you going to ask me to dance?”

			He wasn’t much more skilled in this regard than at swimming, but he couldn’t refuse her now. “Please may I have this dance?” he said.

			He took her hand to help her up and led her into the square. The heat of the pyre met them as the blazing chair lurched further sideways and the smouldering cowl fell back to expose the misshapen faceless head. If blackened features seemed to writhe on it, they were only smoke. Around the pyre faces fluttered with the agitated light, which brought its own rhythms to the dance. “Never mind anybody else,” Sandra whispered. “Just be with me.”

			When Ray made to let go of her hand she held on. She mustn’t want to join in the celebratory dance, which would separate them. He slipped his other hand around her waist and tried not to be too aware of the bones of her spine. He’d begun to turn slowly in what he assumed to be some species of waltz, and was busy ensuring he didn’t tread on her bare toes, when she murmured “Don’t try so hard. Let me.”

			This meant holding his hand so lightly it came near to stealing his awareness that she was. In a moment she began to turn them both in the opposite direction from the one he’d led. At first it felt so odd that he was afraid of stumbling, and then her confidence infected him. She felt not just lithe but more youthful than he could recall her ever feeling when they’d danced together. If their dance seemed wholly unrelated to the music, why should that matter? Her face flickered like a recollection, and he was close to seeing their dance as a memory he would keep for the rest of his life, but he mustn’t distance it that way when she only wanted him to be with her. He clasped her waist, not too hard, and gazed so deep into her eyes that he could hope he was reviving all the life they’d spent together. He thought he was seeing it in hers, distilled into a wordless look. He’d started to forget not just the dancers all around them but his own clumsiness – it seemed to have left him, though he didn’t think he would be able to move as fluidly as Sandra was dancing – when he heard Julian. “It’s you again, is it? What do you mean by following our daughter?”

			Ray peered over Sandra’s shoulder. The flames of the bonfire plucked at his vision, so that by the time he located Julian and Jonquil he had little more than a glimpse of whoever was being addressed – a thin retreating figure with a long face that the light appeared to render less distinct than everyone’s around him. “That’s right, stay away,” Julian shouted, “and that applies to your friends as well.”

			The offender had been joined by two companions not unlike him, Ray saw. “Who is that?” he blurted.

			He wasn’t expecting Sandra to respond, but a nearby dancer did. “They come tonight too,” he said and added a Greek word.

			As Sandra turned to look the figures withdrew into the dimness beyond the firelight. In moments they were indistinguishable from the dark along a street leading to the beach. “What’s wrong?” Sandra said. “I didn’t see.”

			“We’d better find out,” Ray said, though as he released her waist he felt as if he might be letting go of moments they would never regain.

			With his fingers gripping his hips Julian looked like the antithesis of a dancer or else a Greek sculpture rendered russet by the flames. “How long were you dancing with that boy?” he demanded.

			“I don’t know.” Perhaps just his tone made Jonquil frown, not her lack of knowledge. “He only came for a dance,” she said.

			“You know perfectly well that he wasn’t approved. You gave us to understand you would be dancing with your cousin.”

			“I don’t think Jonk said that,” Tim objected as he joined them. “She never told me.”

			“Shall we all sit down?” Sandra said. “No need to have a scene out here.”

			Ray saw she hoped this would end the argument, but as they trooped back to the taverna Julian said “What did that boy say to you?”

			“Nothing. We didn’t need to talk.”

			“You must have given him some kind of sign.”

			“I didn’t. He was just there when I looked.” When Julian made his dissatisfaction plain Jonquil said “Tell him yours was there as well, Tim.”

			“What’s your secret, Tim?” Pris said with the start of a laugh.

			“Just I was dancing with that girl you saw at Sunset Beach.”

			“We said you’d found yourself an admirer,” Doug said. “You don’t look too delighted, Jules.”

			“I’m not if the children are being stalked, and I’m surprised if you are. Weren’t those people at the church today as well?”

			“So were we,” Sandra pointed out.

			“That’s by no means the same thing. They were told to leave even though they’re local.”

			“Somebody said something about them just now,” Ray remembered. “What was it, Sandra?”

			“Vella, was it? Something along those lines.”

			“That’d be a parasite,” Doug said.

			“More like a leech,” Pris told him.

			“Well, I hope you’ll both take notice of the people who should know.” At first it wasn’t clear that Julian was addressing Tim and Jonquil. “Even their own countrymen don’t like your dancing partners,” he said. “They’re the kind who live off other people who can’t see what they are.”

			“They haven’t got much out of these two,” Pris said.

			“Shall we make sure as a family that they don’t? If either of you should see them again, please let an adult know.”

			“And I will.”

			“That’s very helpful of you, William,” Julian said, though Natalie seemed not quite so taken with the proposition. “I think the subject can be closed now. Please don’t let it put anybody off the dance.”

			Ray didn’t think he was inviting anyone to join it, and nobody did. If Sandra had suggested returning to the dance Ray would have been on his feet at once, but he didn’t want to risk detracting from the memory they already had. Suppose his clumsiness returned? Even the notion threatened to bring it back. Instead he watched the celebration, only to be distracted by thoughts about the day’s events. Leeches, transfusions – did those fit together somehow? Perhaps the three were beggars who made some money by giving their blood, and the man at the church disapproved of the practice. Was Ray seeing figures beyond the reach of the firelight, on the road to the beach? The flames made the thin shapes seem to shift like mist, but whenever he strained to distinguish the trio he saw nothing in that street except the dark.

			The pyre took a while to collapse into ash. While it did, the music trailed away and the dancers began to disperse. “I think someone’s overdue for bed,” Natalie announced, and William lifted his sleepy head. “I’m not,” he protested despite the effort the words took.

			He stumbled as they left the taverna, and Julian lifted him onto his shoulders. As Sandra passed some of the people who’d danced, one of them spoke to her in Greek. “What was that?” Ray asked Doug and Pris.

			“Grow old in peace,” Doug translated.

			“Or maybe grow old and peaceful,” Pris said.

			“I don’t see the difference.”

			Neither did Ray, and he had an odd sense of preferring not to. He was ushering Sandra towards the main road when he heard Pris murmur “You know, I don’t think we got it quite right. I think she said grow old but peaceful.”

			He couldn’t tell whether the ensuing silence signified agreement or unwillingness to talk. He didn’t know if Sandra had heard, and he thought it best not to ask or to ponder the translation. He was glad to see the bus approaching as they came to the end of the road.

			The last of the light from Sunset Beach glided through the vehicle, lengthening the shadows within, and then there were only the headlamp beams poking at the dark. Soon enough they found the entrance to the Sunny View. The bus stopped around the bend, outside the Paradise Apartments. As the rear lights disappeared over the bridge and the low note of the wheels gave way to the whisper of ripples, Julian said “I’ll be along shortly. I want a word with someone.”

			“I’ll come with you,” Ray said at once.

			He did his best to overtake Julian in the entrance courtyard of the Paradise Apartments, but Julian didn’t stand aside to let him into the boxy concrete office, where a small stocky woman stood behind a counter. A patchwork of family photographs and a latticework of pigeonholes covered the wall at her back. She raised a wide smile, which didn’t falter as Julian strode at her. “Yes, mister,” she said.

			“This is where the late Mr Ditton was staying, we believe. We’re the people who found him.”

			“Yes, mister. Poor Mr Ditton,” she said and let half her smile sag.

			“Oh, quite. A dismal business.” After an instant’s rather than a minute’s silence Julian said “We were wondering how long it has been since you saw him.”

			The woman let down the rest of her smile. “Not long.”

			Ray sensed Julian’s impatience with her attempt to communicate. “Could you say about how long?” Ray said. “Weeks? A month?”

			“Last week, mister.”

			“I knew I couldn’t have been mistaken,” Julian declared. “Someone owes us an explanation.”

			He turned towards the door as if he meant to find an informant at once, and then he faced the woman. “For the record,” he said, “how old was Mr Ditton?”

			The woman rested a hand at the edge of the pigeonholes. “As old as him.”

			“Not too old, then,” Ray said.

			Did she think he was boasting? He was simply disconcerted by how much older the corpse had looked. “Not old, mister,” she said.

			“Well, that’s very kind of you.”

			She responded with a puzzled smile and then a broader one. “Not you, mister,” she said and moved her hand. “Him.”

			For a moment Ray took her to be saying Ditton had been Julian’s age, and then he saw the truth was worse. She wasn’t merely resting her hand on the wall. She had been indicating one of the photographs, and now that she’d laid her fingertips on it there could be no mistake. The boy in the photograph was just a few years older than Jonquil and Tim.

		

	
		
			The Seventh Day 26 August

			“Will you be much longer up there?” Julian called. “Everyone is ready here.”

			Sandra finished a last bite of yesterday’s bread and picked up her mug. “Shall we go and see what it’s all about? We can take our coffee with us.”

			“So long as you aren’t feeling rushed.”

			“You could have wakened me sooner. I’m not here to sleep all day.”

			“I wouldn’t have let you,” Ray said, though he hadn’t liked to rouse her while she’d seemed so peaceful, even if he’d had to reassure himself more than once that she was breathing. “Let’s find out why he’s calling a conference.”

			Coffee slopped over the rim of his mug as he followed her down the marble steps with one hand on the rail. He was ashamed of making more work for the staff, and could have fancied that the faces on the play equipment were grinning at his clumsiness. Beyond the apartments across the deserted play area he heard splashes from the swimming pool. Sandra tapped on the door of the Banks apartment with the back of her wedding ring. “It’s only us,” she called.

			“That’s who it is,” Ray said and couldn’t help adding a knock.

			“No need to say so.” Obviously Julian had no time for the local custom. “Please come through,” he said.

			Ray was disconcerted by how tidy the rooms were, not least the one Jonquil shared with William. If it hadn’t been for the laundered bear on the boy’s pillow Ray might have wondered if it was their room. There wasn’t a hint of the cheerful chaos he recalled from when Natalie and Doug had been either of their ages, not to mention the years between. Jonquil’s room had been happily disarrayed while her father was married to Natalie, but then that had been true of their lives until those grew unhappily disorganised. It was pointless to recall how much he’d liked Jonquil’s father except for the man’s chronic aversion to criticism. “I apologise if we’ve taken you away from your breakfast,” Julian said. “I just want to get this settled while we won’t be overheard.”

			Doug and Pris were with Natalie on the balcony, where they’d brought extra chairs from next door. “Where are the young ones?” Sandra seemed anxious to learn.

			“If they aren’t in the play area they’ll be at the pool,” Natalie said. “I expect that’ll help to wake them up.”

			“Tim was a sleepyhead as well,” Pris said.

			“I’m afraid our two were a bit more than that. I hope nobody else was disturbed.”

			“William had to be told nobody had got into his room,” Julian complained. “I’d like to ask you all not to give him ideas he doesn’t need.”

			“Maybe you should ask yourself,” Natalie said.

			“Remind me why I should be singled out.”

			“You made enough of a fuss about that boy at the dance, didn’t you? I don’t want him near my daughter either, but you shouldn’t be surprised if William dreamed about him.”

			“All the more reason to make sure he doesn’t hear what we have to discuss. Raymond, I’ve spoken to Evadne about Mr Ditton.”

			“What about him?” Sandra said, peering through her sunglasses from the shade of her hat. “What did you find out last night?”

			Ray hadn’t told her then, since he’d found her already asleep. “You’ll agree with me, Raymond,” Julian said. “Whatever killed him, it was a good deal worse than drowning.”

			“It turns out he was a lot younger than he looked when we found him,” Ray admitted.

			“Considerably too young to have had the seizure the police want us to believe he had. And he didn’t just look a lot older than, you’ll forgive me, either of you. How else would you say he looked, Raymond?”

			“I don’t know.” Since this was plainly insufficient, Ray said “Diseased?”

			“Exactly the word I would have used,” Julian said by no means unlike a teacher encouraging a pupil. “We questioned the manager of his accommodation last night, Sandra, and Raymond will tell you how evasive she was. I’m afraid Evadne was just as unhelpful, but she’s not the first person to learn they can’t hide the truth from me.”

			As Ray sensed how Sandra was refraining from looking at him Pris said “What do you think she was trying to hide?”

			“I asked her if there have been any other cases on the island. I put her on her honour and she said she was sure there haven’t, but I’m very much of the opinion that she wasn’t being honest with me.”

			Doug visibly struggled but failed to keep quiet. “You put her on her honour.”

			“I most certainly did, yes. Do you have some objection? Don’t tell me I’ve offended against the local ways again.”

			“I think you might have done something like that, Jules.”

			“Perhaps you should be offended by their ways instead. Especially if it involves hiding some kind of epidemic from potential victims.”

			“Now where has that come from, Julian?” Pris said. “All we really know – ”

			“Kindly trust my judgement on this. I promise you Evadne was keeping quiet about the truth. I want us to consider our options, but as far as I’m concerned – ”

			For a moment Ray thought a pout had silenced Julian, but he was pressing his lips together as a preamble to saying “Not now, William. You were asked not to come till you were called, the three of you.”

			Ray turned to see William running past the balconies ahead of Tim and Jonquil. “And you really didn’t need to go out looking like that, Jonquil,” Natalie said.

			Such of the girl’s hair that wasn’t tucked under her hat did look uncombed. “You wanted us out of the way,” she said, blinking through her sunglasses.

			“I expect I’m looking just as windblown,” Sandra said.

			The interruptions hadn’t improved Julian’s temper. “If you knew you weren’t wanted, why did you come back?”

			“Jonquil took some pictures to show you.”

			“We can see them later, William.” When the boy grimaced with frustration Natalie said “What are they of?”

			“The stones I said I saw and daddy didn’t think I did. The names on them.”

			Julian lost any expression as he stared at the teenagers and William. “You’ve been to the graveyard.”

			Ray thought the boy meant to defend Jonquil by insisting “I wanted you to see.”

			“May I do so, then.”

			It wasn’t a request or even a question, and Ray wasn’t sure why it made his innards tighten. Julian held out an upturned hand until Jonquil produced her mobile and brought up her photograph album. As soon as she passed it over the balcony wall Julian moved out of her reach, and she leaned across the wall to see what he was doing. “That’s the wrong one,” she said as he tapped a command. “That’s delete.”

			“Which is precisely what I intend to do.”

			“Don’t,” Jonquil cried. “You’ll lose all my photos.”

			“I hope that will remind you that when you’re told to do something I mean what I say. You knew perfectly well that we don’t want William anywhere near that place, and your instructions were to stay in the play area or the pool.”

			“I made her go,” William protested. “And Tim.”

			“They were in charge of you, not the other way around. If they let you have the opposite impression that’s another mark against them.”

			As Julian held up the phone for Jonquil to watch, Ray saw her face crumple and felt as though his innards had. She lurched across the wall to grab the phone, but Julian stepped back. “Stop it, Julian,” Ray said.

			“Kindly don’t interfere. I’m dealing with the matter.”

			Ray hadn’t known he meant to speak, and he was just as unprepared to spring to his feet and seize Julian’s wrist, pulling the hand away from Jonquil’s phone before he could confirm the deletion. “You mustn’t do that,” he said low.

			“Please let go of me at once.” Julian’s lips had drawn inwards, restricting his voice. “This is wholly inappropriate,” he said.

			“Don’t you realise Jonquil has pictures of Sandra on there? You’d be deleting them.”

			“The girl can take more if she behaves herself,” Julian said and strained a finger towards the phone. “Now may we have an end to this ridiculous scene. Everyone is watching.”

			“Can’t you see taking more won’t be the same, you damned bloody idiot? Sorry,” Ray added at once but didn’t release Julian’s wrist. “You have to understand every one of them is precious.”

			“I’ve no idea how valuable they may be to the girl, but I’m sure she has a long time yet to photograph her grandmother. Now for the last time – ”

			“You mustn’t say that, Julian,” Sandra said.

			“I’m sure we’ve no reason to suppose you won’t be with us for a good while yet, Sandra. Now will you please ask your husband – ”

			“I’m asking you not to say that.”

			“Why not?” The prohibition appeared to infuriate Julian as much as Ray’s grip on his wrist. “Is it another of these wretched superstitions we seem to be surrounded by?”

			“No.” Ray thought Sandra might manage to leave it at that, since the solitary word felt like a burden that was constricting his heart, until she said “It’s the truth.”

			“What is? All I said – ”

			“For God’s sake, Julian.” Natalie snatched the phone out of his hand and gave it back to Jonquil. “Promise you won’t do anything else wrong,” she said and without giving Jonquil time to speak “You two take William to play and don’t go out of the accommodation. I’ll come and find you when we’re ready.”

			Ray saw that not only the teenagers understood how grave the situation might be. “We can go on the swings if you like,” William said.

			Nobody spoke until he’d led Tim and Jonquil out of sight, and then nobody appeared to want to be the first to speak. Ray had begun to hope the silence might quieten everybody’s speculations when Doug said “You shouldn’t think the worst either, mum.”

			“I can’t say I wasn’t.”

			“Then you’re as bad as you were telling Jules he was. I don’t mean bad,” Doug said as Julian remained sullen. “You both know what I mean.”

			“And now you can stop thinking it, mum,” Natalie said, “since you can’t know.”

			Sandra took a breath as loud as words. Ray thought she was using it to keep some of those unspoken, but she said “Natalie, it’s the truth.”

			Ray saw Julian make the effort to join in, and wished he’d found a different occasion. “What is, Sandra?”

			Perhaps it was his tone – the way a patient adult might have spoken to an unreasonable youngster – that made Sandra press her lips together, only to say “I’m not expected to see Christmas.”

			Somebody gasped, but Ray didn’t think it was him, although one of his feelings was a species of relief – a release from the dogged performance he had been maintaining for so long that it hardly felt like a choice, from having to keep so much not just unsaid but unsuspected. Everyone had frozen into a silent tableau with Sandra as its focus, where she seemed determined to fend off any sense that she was vulnerable or inviting sympathy – if anything, she looked angry with herself for having been provoked to speak. He didn’t know how long the silence paralysed them all before Natalie demanded “Who says you aren’t?” fiercely enough for a confrontation with the perpetrator.

			“The hospital.” Sandra sounded close to apologetic. “The specialists,” she said.

			Doug made to speak and had to clear his throat. “What kind?”

			“The favourite,” Sandra said with a wry smile too brief to convey much. “When my grandmother had it I used to call it canker. That’s what I thought it was called, because my parents always spelled it out if I could hear. It can still do for a name.”

			“What treatment are you having, Sandra?” Pris seemed to find it hard to ask.

			“I’m not.” To a chorus of murmurs Sandra said “I saw what it does to people who are as far gone as I am. It may give them a few extra months, it might even add on a year, but I don’t think the way they are is living. I’d rather not spend whatever time I have left in that state.”

			“But – ” Ray thought Natalie hadn’t set out to say “But how do you feel?”

			“Since we’ve come here, better than I have for quite a long time, so thank you all for making it that way.”

			“We’re glad if you’re happy,” Doug said, “but I think Nat was asking – ”

			“Not just happy. More like revived.” Sandra pondered and said “As if I’ve had some kind of transfusion. I actually feel younger than I did.”

			“I expect that’s the sun,” Pris said.

			Ray saw she was trying to share Sandra’s optimism, but the bid seemed to fall short of its goal. With a frown at the clouds Sandra said “Maybe it’s the air.”

			“So long as whatever it is does you good,” Natalie said not quite steadily, and gazed out to sea.

			“You all are, and I don’t want any of you feeling too sad for me.” When this brought about another silence Sandra said “Including like that. Let’s carry on with what we’ve planned, and don’t go thinking you need to make any allowances. Just let’s make sure the young ones don’t find out about me. The last thing I want to do is spoil this holiday for them.”

			As Ray realised that he would have to keep the pretence up after all, Julian said “May we ask when you both knew about the situation?”

			“After Doug booked us all in here,” Ray said. “We thought of letting everyone know at the time, but I hope you understand why we didn’t.”

			“Was it also after I arranged everyone’s insurance?”

			“I’m afraid it wasn’t,” Sandra said. “We couldn’t very well let you know and expect you to keep it from everyone else.”

			“It needed to be taken into account, all the same.”

			“It’ll only affect my insurance, won’t it?”

			“Not with the family package I bought, no.”

			“Then I’m sorry, everyone. I ought to have asked how it worked.”

			She looked sadder than she had over letting her secret be known. “There’s no reason to suppose we’ll need to claim, is there?” Ray said despite feeling that the discussion had turned insultingly banal. “We’ll make sure there’s no need.”

			“You look as if you think there might be,” Sandra told Julian.

			“Whatever I was thinking can’t be allowed to matter now.”

			“It was why you wanted us all here, wasn’t it? We haven’t finished talking about that. Were you going to suggest we should go home?”

			“Some of us won’t be,” Doug said at once.

			“I’m simply concerned for others,” Julian said. “In particular William and now you, Sandra.”

			“This disease you think is around here, you mean.”

			“You mightn’t dismiss it if you’d seen the effects, Sandra.”

			“I saw as well,” Ray reminded him.

			“Then surely you don’t want to contradict me.”

			“I went a lot closer than you did, but I don’t seem to be infected, do I? And I don’t believe we’ve seen anyone else in anything approaching that state.”

			“Perhaps we don’t know what to look for. Or perhaps other victims are being hidden away. I’ve told you the people round here are hiding the truth.”

			“Can you blame them? We found one body and you’re talking about an epidemic. If you were them, wouldn’t you do everything you could to avoid that kind of panic? It could ruin their livelihood if people like us stayed away.”

			“I’d be sad if you took William home,” Sandra said, “but I’d understand.”

			“I’ll be staying with my mother,” Natalie told Julian.

			“That’s two of us,” said Doug.

			“Count me in as well,” Pris said.

			“I gather I’m voted down.”

			“Jules, it’s not a vote. You do what you feel you have to, because we are.”

			“Julian?” Before he could reply Sandra said “Will you be satisfied if we all watch out for any signs? Of this disease you think is about, I mean? And we’ll all take special care of William.”

			“That’s very thoughtful of you in the circumstances.” Just the same, Julian made his pause count before he said “I’ll trust you all to do as she suggests.”

			Sandra reached to squeeze his arm, a gesture that appeared to startle him. As he withdrew to a distance he seemed to find safer Natalie hugged her mother, and then Doug and Pris did. Sandra patted their hands as she said “Do you know what I’d like to do now?”

			“Whatever you like,” Doug said somewhat indistinctly.

			“Go for a ride on the road train with William and everyone,” Sandra said, and Ray welcomed the proposal with all the enthusiasm he could find in him. He would have felt more eager if he hadn’t had to start pretending once again that all was well. He could only hope that the four who shared the secret now would give as convincing a performance.

		

	
		
			The Eighth Day 27 August

			“I’m sorry we had to send you three away like that. It was just your granny being silly, William. I won’t do it again.”

			“How were you being silly, gran?”

			“It was like your daddy said, just a superstition. We can’t make things happen by thinking them. Not things we don’t want to happen or things we want either.”

			They had all been on the road train when Sandra told him so, on their stately way through a village in the hills. Ray had felt as though by proposing the ride on the train, which resembled an escapee from a fairground, she’d been trying to recapture childhood by sharing William’s – trying to consolidate the youthfulness she claimed to have found on the island. “We can’t make things happen by thinking them…” Ray hadn’t dared to yield to his emotions while she was speaking to William, but now he did as he lay beside her in the dark.

			It felt like dissolving into grief. He was quivering so much with silent sobs that he had to ease his arm away from her waist for fear of waking her. For an immeasurable time he couldn’t think for weeping, as if the flood had purified him of thoughts. It wasn’t just that her words to William had overwhelmed him; letting the family into the truth had broken down the dam of his emotions, though it had still needed to hold until he was alone or at least unobserved. He had to quell his shaking, because he was afraid of transmitting it to the bed. When he managed to relax his body it renewed the storm of tears, until his pillow grew so sodden that he thought he felt it squelch beneath his cheek.

			The sensation brought him back to himself – to the knowledge that his grief changed nothing. It was just a rehearsal for worse, and he was dismayed by how much it felt like wishing for the end. He could almost hear his own pathetic voice practicing the words that he would have to say to everyone – worst of all, to William. His body dragged him back from indulging in the future; his head pounded in the rhythm of his violent heartbeat, his eyes stung like wounds, his nose was clogged with catarrh. He was clumsily solid again, not lifted up by grief at all, and how much worse did he imagine Sandra felt when she pushed away a practically untouched meal or squeezed her eyes tight shut and dug her fingernails into the arms of her chair? 

			At least he hadn’t seen her do any of those things since they’d come to Vasilema. He crept to the bathroom to blow his nose as surreptitiously as he could, and had an unexpected impulse to switch on a light, even though that might waken Sandra. There was nothing he needed to see in the room; the whisper of movement he’d seemed to hear as he left the bed had most likely been a wave on the beach, unless Sandra had stirred without waking. She was quiet now, and once he’d reassured himself that she was breathing he kept his arm around her while he tried to join her in sleep.

			He thought he’d failed until a knock at the door roused him. As he floundered out of bed he heard another muted knock. He had a confused sense of obeying the tradition that prohibited answering first time. He fumbled the door open just enough to peer around it and saw the sun between Doug and Julian. “No panic, dad,” Doug said. “There’s been a change of plan.”

			Ray kept his voice low to indicate they should as well. “What’s changed?”

			“We’ve decided against bicycles,” Julian said with a frown instead of a murmur. “We’re hiring transport for the day.”

			Ray heard Sandra struggling awake to call “Don’t change it on my behalf.”

			“We were thinking of William,” Julian said. “His mother and I don’t think he can be expected to travel like that as far as some of us are proposing.”

			“It’s gone down well with the teens,” Doug said. “It’s the popular vote.”

			“We’re going to pick up the vehicles now. If you two can be ready when we come back, that would be ideal.”

			“Well, that’s us organised,” Sandra said once Ray had shut the door, and then she grew serious. “I shouldn’t have let it out, Ray.”

			He couldn’t have said why her words seemed ominous. “What?”

			“What else is there? The truth. I shouldn’t have let Julian provoke me.”

			“I think it’s right for Doug and Natalie to know.”

			She seemed unsure whether to believe this, and Ray was less than certain that he did. “I didn’t just tell them,” she said.

			“Then they’ve got support if they need it, haven’t they?” When he saw this fall short of reassuring her Ray said in some desperation “I hope I don’t sound selfish, but I’m glad I’m not alone with it any more.”

			“I didn’t realise you felt that way. How couldn’t I have? I shouldn’t be concerned just with myself.”

			Ray sat by her on the bed as she took hold of his pillow to prop behind her shoulders against the wall. “What’s happened to this?” she protested. “It’s damp.”

			“Just your disgusting husband. Sweat if it isn’t drool.”

			“You’ll never disgust me.” She rested a hand on the pillow and gazed at him. “Oh, Ray,” she said. “I can see from your eyes what it was.”

			“Never mind me, except how in Christ’s name could I think I wasn’t selfish? It’s you that mustn’t be alone with it, and you mustn’t feel you are.”

			Sandra found his hands with hers and leaned against him. “I don’t like to think you will be,” she said. “Alone.”

			“I’ll have the children, won’t I? And nobody knows what happens after. Maybe it won’t keep us apart very long.”

			Might this sound as if he was proposing to follow her by doing away with himself? He was only trying to conjure up their notion of an afterlife. It was less a belief than a hope too vague to bear examination, but it seemed to revive Sandra. “Nothing must,” she declared forcefully enough to be addressing someone else besides him.

			She clung to him until he felt she was trying to keep hold of the moment for ever, and then she let go of his hands. “We’d better get moving before we’re told off,” she said.

			By the time he finished in the bathroom she’d made coffee and set out breakfast on the balcony. He’d drunk half his mugful and was counting empty loungers beneath the cloudy sky at Sunset Beach – even at that distance he thought most of them were unoccupied – when Sandra emerged. “Do I look all right?” she said. “I don’t think I can tell.”

			“You look fine to me,” Ray said despite suspecting that under the hat her hair might be somewhat dishevelled, given the visible strands. “You will to everyone.”

			“That’s a promise, Sandra,” Pris called from her balcony.

			“We’ll all second that,” Natalie contributed.

			Ray was afraid it would be obvious that their determination had no bearing on how Sandra actually looked. In a bid to distract her he called “So where are we bound today?”

			“Wherever you two would like to go,” Natalie said.

			“I just like being driven,” Sandra said. “That’s always part of the holiday for me.”

			“We’ll leave it to the researchers,” Ray said. “Show us things we haven’t seen.”

			“I’ve got one,” Pris said.

			Ray had an uneasy sense of having been too careless. “Which is that, Pris?”

			“My monastery at last. We’ll have cars that can go off the road.”

			Ray couldn’t help thinking of the effigy tied to the chair on the bonfire, the blank whitish bag of a face lolling out of the monkish cowl. For an instant he was tempted to use William as an excuse to avoid the monastery – to suggest that it might somehow be unsuitable for his grandson – but what reason could he have to spoil the day? “I’ve been looking forward to it,” Sandra called, and he put his qualms out of his head.

			* * *

			“I can’t see where we are,” Jonquil said.

			Ray might have fancied that the sun was in her eyes if it hadn’t been masked by the midday clouds. In any case she was still wearing her sunglasses, just like Tim and Sandra. Julian halted the leading vehicle and held out a hand without looking back at her. “Let me see.”

			Jonquil turned her phone towards him but held it out of reach. “I’m showing you.”

			Natalie twisted around to peer at the miniature screen. “There’s no road on it, Julian.”

			Ray thought the rough track through the forest might not be called a road. Countless pines as silent as the clouds shut it in, and apart from the Thornton party it had been deserted since they’d left the main road. Tim leaned across William to examine the screen. “It’s just a blur,” he said.

			“Some of my photos are blurred as well,” Jonquil said.

			“I trust I won’t be blamed in any way for that,” Julian said, having taken his hand back.

			“I’m just saying something’s wrong with my phone.”

			“It’s your responsibility to take care of it.”

			“Julian,” Natalie said as if she didn’t want someone in the other car to hear her. “Jonquil.”

			Doug had halted it behind Julian’s, and now he took out his own mobile. “It isn’t just yours, Jonquil,” he called. “Mine’s lost the way as well.”

			Ray craned forward to see that the map on Doug’s phone had turned an unrelieved green, a good deal paler than the trees. When Doug pinched the image between finger and thumb it stayed the same, and the opposite gesture left it just as vague. “There can’t be much coverage,” Doug said. “It isn’t even showing the road we came from.”

			Over the chugging of engines Sandra said “We were going the right way, weren’t we?”

			“If you’d like to go on, Sandra,” Julian said, “then of course we will. And I hope you can pardon the squabble.”

			Ray thought he was apologising more for Jonquil than, if at all, for himself. Julian eased his car forward, and Doug followed around the next bend. Ray was starting to find the sight of pines in every direction monotonous – his troubled sleep had begun to catch up with him – when he noticed that the faint piny scent that filled the air had changed. It was giving way to another smell, a dry odour that put him in mind of dust, though not the dust the roofless vehicles were raising from the track. He was trying to identify the dead smell when William pushed himself almost to his feet. “What’s all that black?”

			“Sit down, William,” Julian said at once. “Will you two kindly make sure he stays seated and keeps his safety belt on.”

			As the teenagers reached for the boy Ray could have thought William shrank away from them, but surely that was just a moment of defiance. Once William resumed his seat Julian said “I’m afraid it looks as though there are vandals even here.”

			Both cars had rounded another bend, and Ray understood the smell. A few hundred yards ahead the trees were a mass of blackness. Beyond the charred timbers the road ended at the foot of a blackened ridge bare of vegetation. “Shall we see what’s there?” Pris said.

			When Doug drove past the point where the green trees turned black Ray felt as though darkness had gathered around him, oppressive and chill. Sandra shivered, and he put an arm around her while he tried to grasp what he’d just seen. What kind of fire could do that? The innermost ranks of green trees were blackened in patches on the side nearest the dead pines, but if this was as far as the blaze had spread, what had stopped it so abruptly? Surely forest fires usually spread until they were balked by trees they couldn’t reach. He was about to remark on the anomaly when William cried “Auntie Pris, is that your monstery?”

			Julian rewarded him with an indulgent laugh. “It’s a monastery, William.”

			“It looks kind of monstrous as well,” Tim said.

			“Please be careful what you say, Timothy.”

			Ray refrained from agreeing aloud with Tim. Above the shrivelled treetops he’d seen holes in the blackened rock, and now he realised they were too regularly spaced and shaped for caves. They were the unglazed windows of a building that had the crest of the ridge for its roof. As the car followed Julian’s out of the forest he saw an entrance midway between the dozens of windows, a tall wide pointed arch. A steep flight of high steps led to it, and an uneven path started where they did, doubling back to the arch from the outer side of the monastery – the side that didn’t merge with the rock. “That’s it, Will,” Pris said. “It’d take more than a fire to destroy it.”

			“You think someone tried,” Ray said.

			“Why should anyone? More like someone dropped a cigarette.”

			Ray had a pointlessly random thought: the pyre in the village hadn’t done away with the monkish figure either, it had just been a token destruction. As Julian and Doug parked near the steps, he saw how black the ridge and the building carved out of it were – even blacker than the nearby trees and the bare earth in which their roots were clenched like a symptom of a convulsion. “That’s another reason smoking is bad for everyone, William,” Natalie said.

			The boy scampered up the steps as Ray helped Sandra out of the car. “Stay outside till we’re there, William,” Julian called and frowned at Jonquil, who was taking the easier path with Tim instead of following William. The teenagers halted at the bend, and Ray was dismayed to think they had to rest after so little exercise until he saw they were gazing around the end of the ridge. “Look where we’ve come back to,” Tim said.

			Jonquil pushed up the brim of her hat as if greeting the sight. “I never saw that on my map.”

			William ran to them along the upper stretch of path as Ray followed Sandra up the lower half. When Ray saw why the cousins were surprised he wasn’t sure how the sight made him feel. The bend in the path overlooked a distant section of the coast road – a location he recognised. There was the shrine beside the bus stop and the path leading to the beach with the cave. “So much for your navigation, Jonquil,” Julian complained. “We could have driven here in a fraction of the time.”

			“We used my phone as well,” Doug reminded him and clambered along the side of the ridge away from the path. “We’d never have got here that way,” he called. “There’s heaps of rubble and undergrowth all the way to the coast road.”

			“Don’t ever do what your uncle’s doing, William,” Natalie said. “Climbing on rocks is dangerous.”

			“Yes, come back, Doug,” Pris called as if Natalie had let her admit to nervousness. “I want to look inside.”

			When Ray turned his back on the view, having waited for his son to scramble back to the path, he felt as if the blackness of the ridge had recaptured him. On the way to the entrance he saw the remnant of a chapel through the first window, and then a succession of monastic cells as unadorned as caves. They looked even blacker than the exterior, and he was trying to find some appeal in them when Julian said “Leave that alone, William.”

			He was too late. Fragments of a door were propped inside the entrance, and the boy had picked up a chunk. Ray didn’t know if it was Julian’s rebuke that made William drop the piece of blackened wood with a startled laugh that could have used more mirth. The wood had crumbled in his grasp like a lump of dirt, and when it struck the floor it broke asunder, not so much splintering apart as scattering wide. Even the dull thump didn’t sound too wooden. “Look at your hand, William,” Natalie cried. “Excuse him, everyone. Just you come outside.”

			She spilled water from a bottle over his stained hand before rubbing it furiously with her handkerchief. “We’ll be going ahead, Natalie,” Pris said.

			Ray found he’d welcomed the deferral. When he stepped through the arch the walls of bare black rock closed around him, beneath a ceiling he could have touched with his fingertips. He suspected that a coalmine deep beneath the earth would feel very much like this. He had a sense of darkness awaiting the night, an impression that the muffled daylight only helped. Pris turned right at the end of the passage, away from the outermost side of the monastery, and led the way into the first cell.

			There was barely room for everyone. Inside was nothing but a knee-high ledge carved out of one wall and the remains of a door strewn beside the doorway. Tim was last into the cell, and had to stoop. Perhaps he meant to leave self-consciousness behind by saying “There’s your bed, Will.”

			“Of course it’s not,” Natalie said. “Don’t listen, William.”

			“Someone had to sleep there, though,” Pris told him. “It was supposed to make them holy.”

			“Am I holy, mummy?”

			“I’m sure you are. Just see you keep that way.”

			“I expect I will if I keep going to grandma’s and grandad’s.”

			Before the silence could persist too long Sandra said “That’s very sweet of you, William. What makes you say it?”

			“I expect that bed’s as hard as my one at your house.”

			As Doug risked a laugh Sandra protested “William, you should have told us. I’ll see it never is again.”

			This time Ray could have thought the silence had borrowed darkness from the cell. While he tried not to imagine what several of the party might be leaving unexpressed, Pris said rather too hastily “Let’s see what else there is.”

			The corridor led to cell after cell, each furnished with a stone bunk and scattered with the wreckage of a door. Had someone indeed tried to set the place on fire? The vandalism would have been mindless, since it took no thought to grasp that rock wouldn’t burn, and yet Ray had to wonder how the forest fire had reached inside the monastery – how it had managed when the nearest trees were at least a hundred yards away from the ridge. As he glanced into the last cell Pris advanced along the corridor, beyond the dim glow that spilled out of the room. “Has everyone got a flashlight on their phones?” she said. “I’d like to see what’s down here.”

			Ray had to give his eyes quite a time to adjust before he saw that the corridor hadn’t come to a dead end. It continued steeply downwards, providing rough steps but no handrail, just jagged projections of rock. As he went closer he heard echoes of his movements, unnecessarily suggestive of someone retreating into the subterranean darkness. While the rest of the party approached the steps the echoes multiplied in the dark, so that Ray could have thought it hid a swarm of denizens. “Don’t you want to see the chapel?” Natalie said.

			“We can look there first if you like,” Pris said.

			Ray saw that Natalie had meant it as an alternative, not just a preference. She led the procession past the entrance and another series of empty cells, beyond which was a larger room – a kitchen, to judge by the rounded aperture in the roof. The adjacent room, with which it shared a doorway, was several times the size and absolutely bare except for bits of doors. “Do we think they could make it into more of an attraction?” Sandra said.

			“Sorry, Sandra,” Pris said more gently than Ray thought the question warranted. “Who could what?”

			“The islanders. If they want to attract tourists, mightn’t they restore this place and maybe hire a guide?”

			“Maybe they don’t want people coming here,” Jonquil said.

			Natalie frowned at her but stopped short of arguing, and made for the furthermost room – the chapel. Apart from the altar, which was carved out of the rock, it was as devoid of even the remains of furniture as the dining hall. The altar was an empty unadorned slab, a mute reproof to any kind of luxury. Once the walls must have been populated with painted icons, but not much was left of them. The faces and robed bodies had mostly flaked away, and their actions were beyond guessing, unless the figure that had managed to retain a tarnished quarter of its halo had been meant to bless the congregation with an upraised hand that had lost its fingers long ago. When the sun had shone into the chapel the undamaged icons must have shone like light rendered solid, but the traces were reduced to a glimmer that might have been struggling not to yield to the blackness of the walls. As Ray realised that he couldn’t tell which or how many of the figures would have represented St Titus, Sandra said “Translation, anyone?”

			She was gazing at a motto that surmounted the entrance to the chapel. The Greek letters were intact, having been incised in the rock. “Embrace eternity,” Doug said after pondering, “and eternity will embrace you.”

			“More like immortality,” Pris said, “don’t you think?”

			“Could be, or infinity.” Doug tapped his forehead like a keyboard. “Or,” he said, “I don’t know, deathlessness.”

			“We never think to use our phones for translations.”

			“We don’t usually need them, do we? They mightn’t work here either.” Nevertheless Doug took out his mobile and fingered a command. “Maybe she’s here,” he said.

			He held the phone in front of his face and read the motto above the entrance so loud and slowly that Ray heard an echo somewhere along the corridor, almost catching up with Doug’s voice. As the distant repetition fell silent the mobile acknowledged Doug’s words with an electronic note, and then a woman’s bright artificial voice said “Feed on everlasting, everlasting feeds on you.”

			“Maybe I didn’t say it right,” Doug said.

			“Or she hasn’t got as much of a vocabulary as we have,” Pris suggested.

			Ray had found the whole performance disconcerting – the remote imitation of Doug’s words, the female voice that seemed intrusive, too bright for the gloom that had gathered in the chapel – and now he saw that it had prevented him from wondering why the motto was inside the doorway rather than outside, as though it denoted the entrance to somewhere other than the chapel. He was on the edge of raising the question when Julian said “Perhaps you can’t expect your phone to speak better English than the natives do.”

			“Don’t call them that,” Natalie said. “Say local people, William.”

			“So who’s coming downstairs with me?” Pris said.

			William glanced at his parents, but before they could speak he said “Who’s living down there?”

			“Nobody lives here,” Natalie said. “I’m surprised anybody ever did.”

			“Someone does, mummy. I heard them.”

			“William, please don’t continue with this nonsense,” Julian said. “What did you imagine you heard?”

			“They ran away down there when we all went to look.”

			“I thought I heard that too. Give me a moment, Julian,” Ray said as the boy’s father parted his displeased lips. “I was going to say, William, that was just us making a noise. There are lots of echoes here.”

			“So who’s in the exploration party?” Pris said.

			“I shall be,” Julian said. “I’d like to see exactly what’s there.”

			“Can I come, daddy?”

			“As long as you stay with me I think you should.”

			“Then I will too,” Natalie said.

			“Anybody not?” Doug said. “Remember however far down it goes, that’s how far we’ll have to climb back up.”

			Ray could have imagined Sandra had been waiting for the excuse. “I’ll sit this out if everybody doesn’t mind.”

			Over a supportive murmur Jonquil said “I’ll stay with you, gran.”

			“I will too,” said Tim.

			Ray had been about to offer, but the cousins seemed anxious to remain. “I’ll have a look,” he told Sandra. “If there’s anything you would have liked I’ll bring you back a photograph.”

			Pris and Doug were already leading everybody else to the far end of the corridor. As he followed them Ray had a sense of advancing into darkness – because the view beyond the windows off the corridor was as black as the walls, he told himself. Julian switched on his flashlight before Pris activated hers. “Stay behind me, William,” he said,  “and watch where I step.”

			As Pris and Doug started downwards the steps and walls and sharply sloping roof framed them with light. It seemed not to reach very far. Ray could have thought the darkness was absorbing some of it, or the rock was. Julian’s flashlight beam jerked after it, intermittently overlapping it without appearing to increase the brightness. Two lights should be enough for now, and Ray resolved to conserve his. When Natalie followed William, one hand hovering close to his shoulder in case she needed to steady him, Ray stepped down into the dark.

			He felt as if blackness hadn’t merely closed around him but was weighing on him. The lights lurched ahead of him, and he had to remind himself that the passage wasn’t as unstable as it looked, even if he might easily be. At every step the low roof shuddered while the walls wobbled from side to side, which made them seem close to collapsing, and Ray clutched at spiky lumps of wall, bruising his hands. His ankles had begun to ache from stepping down and further down by the time Pris’s flashlight beam grew steadier. “Well,” she said, “maybe upstairs was too comfy for them.”

			She’d reached a corridor hacked out of the rock. On both sides were narrow archways, crudely formed and unevenly spaced. As everyone else descended into the corridor she shone her flashlight through the nearest arch. “Maybe these were for meditating.”

			The hollow that had been carved out of the rock, if it hadn’t just been broken into from the corridor, didn’t have much of a shape. Except for the ledge chipped out of one wall, Ray mightn’t have taken it for a cell. “Maybe you were meant to come down here if you were feeling sinful,” Doug said.

			Ray saw the corridor sloped downwards, as if the builders had been seeking the depths of the darkness. It seemed clear that they’d incorporated spaces already present in the rock. Beyond a line of cells, none of which appeared ever to have had doors, a hollow several times the size of any of them was littered with remnants of wood. Had the monks brought down furniture from the dining hall? As Ray tried to identify the blackened debris Julian’s light swung towards William. “What’s that mean?” the boy had said.

			Pris was illuminating words scraped on the wall of a cramped cell across the corridor. Doug stepped through the lopsided archway for a closer look and then a frown. With deliberation not unlike reluctance he said “We feed him.”

			“Is that it, Doug?” Pris said. “I thought – ”

			“Surely not another argument,” Julian complained. “Can’t you two agree before you tell the rest of us?”

			“We aren’t machines, Jules. You’re getting the personal touch. What were you going to say it was, Pris?”

			“We feed for him.”

			“Now you say, it could mean either.”

			“They were religious people, William,” Natalie said. “They must have believed they fed God with their prayers, and I expect they gave people food on God’s behalf.”

			Ray thought this was at odds with the way the monks appeared to have retreated into the dark. The lights were moving onwards, and he limped rapidly after them. Presumably the monks had carried torches – the members of the order would have died long before electricity was harnessed, let alone brought here – though he’d seen nothing like a bracket on any of the walls. Pris shone her flashlight into the next cell and halted in the doorway. “Poor feller, whoever he was,” Doug said. “His life must have felt like a sentence.”

			Ray peered between the two of them to see that the far wall of the windowless cell was covered with scratches – upright lines in groups of four, crossed out by a fifth. “What are they, Uncle Doug?” William said.

			“They’re how people mark the time off.” At once Doug added “Mark the days.”

			“But in Greece do they count – ” Having glanced at her brother’s face, Natalie said “No, you’re right. I see.”

			Ray had to step into the cell before he grasped what they’d left unremarked. For some reason the occupant had counted days in hundreds, adding an extra horizontal line whenever one came to an end. Three of those were followed by several smaller groups. The lines highest on the wall, and indeed for some way down it, looked disconcertingly faint with age. Pris moved onwards, but Ray was still searching for an explanation when Julian said from the corridor “Will you use your own light there, Raymond? I need to keep up with my son.”

			Ray couldn’t have explained why he preferred not to be left behind. At least walking helped fend off the stony subterranean chill. Pris was sending her flashlight beam into cell after anonymous cell, and Julian’s confirmed that there was nothing to be seen in them except inhospitable bare rock. The supine shape that reared up from slumbering in a cell was just the shadow of the ledge that would once have held a mattress – at least, Ray hoped so. How far did Pris mean to venture into the depths? His eyesight and even the air he was breathing seemed clogged with darkness. While the explorers had almost reached the end of the corridor, he was troubled to see that it wasn’t a dead end. Beyond it the slope of the roof grew steeper, and as Ray peered between Doug and Pris he thought he glimpsed something else that unsettled him – marks on the floor. Could they be footprints leading further downwards? He was making for them when William said “Daddy, that’s what I heard.”

			Julian held up a hand peremptory enough to halt Ray. “I’m hearing nothing, William.”

			As the boy sidled between his aunt and uncle Natalie hastened to capture his hand. Before Ray could protest they’d scuffed away any marks he might have seen. “Now then,” Natalie said, “what are we supposed to hear?”

			Beyond the corridor rough steps descended further than both flashlight beams could reach. Natalie was holding William back from leaning too far towards the dark when he cried “There it is.”

			Ray saw a dark form leap up the steps towards the boy. It was William’s shadow, jerking at his cry as his aunt’s flashlight had. As Ray’s heartbeat set about calming down, Julian said “That’s just water, William.”

			Now that it had been put into words Ray heard a faint sound of lapping in the depths. “I think this as far as we should go,” Natalie said.

			“I wouldn’t mind seeing what’s down there,” Pris said. 

			“I’ll come with you,” Doug said.

			“Then somebody ought to wait here,” Natalie said without enthusiasm, “in case anyone’s needed.”

			Ray saw she was concerned about her brother. Perhaps she meant Julian to stay while she took their son back to the daylight, but Julian was busy saying “Are you satisfied now, William? As your mother told you, nobody lives here any more.”

			“Suppose.”

			“If you’ve any reason to disagree then please let us hear. Otherwise you really must accept that people who are older than you know best.”

			Ray was holding back from mentioning the tracks he thought he’d seen. He could have felt addressed as Julian said “Nothing more to say? Then let’s mark the subject dealt with and shut the drawer.”

			Doug was already following Pris and her flashlight beam into the depths. Ray watched their silhouettes and the frame of illuminated rock shrink downwards step by tentative step, and then the light jerked askew and vanished. He was on the edge of calling out when he grasped that Pris and Doug had disappeared around a bend in the sloping passage. The darkness engulfed their cautious footsteps, after which Ray could hear nothing except a restless movement somewhere behind him. Perhaps he’d heard William, since the boy was gazing back along the corridor.

			Voices rose from the depths beyond Julian’s flashlight – Doug and Pris in some discussion, so muffled that Ray would have found them no less comprehensible if they had been talking Greek. Some development was growing close to visible down there, a shifting of the rock or some other activity. That was an effect of the light that was groping upwards around the bend. A shape as black as the walls climbed ahead of it and spoke. “Looks like it’s just caves now,” Doug said. “That’s why we could hear water.”

			“They must have tunnelled down to them,” Pris said, appearing at his back. “We don’t know if they meant to.”

			Ray wondered what the builders might have hoped to find. “We’ll see you in the open,” Natalie said. “Come and get some fresh air, William.”

			Ray stood aside for Pris before trailing her and Doug up the corridor. Her flashlight beam snagged on the entrance to each cell, releasing a shadow that fled into its lair. Shadows swarmed away like vermin from the debris in the largest space, and at last the beam reached the foot of the steps, up which Natalie was urging William after Julian. As Pris began to climb, Ray switched on his own flashlight for a last look along the corridor. He hadn’t turned when he heard movement behind him – the restlessness he’d heard earlier. He swung around to see a shape emerging from the furthest cell.

			The legs came first – eight of them creeping around the far edge of the entrance to the cell. In a moment, though by no means a reassuring one, Ray saw they weren’t legs at all; they were scrawny fingers clutching at the rock. As he struggled to breathe they brought their owner forth into the corridor. It was bent low with age or stealth, and entirely bald. Although it was naked, the whitish body was so withered that he couldn’t guess at its sex. It twisted its thin head towards the light, and Ray glimpsed a face like a flimsy paper mask moulded to a skull. Were the eyes as entirely black as the rock? Even so, they gleamed with a life so fierce that it seemed to be concentrated in them, draining the ribbed torso of substance, shrivelling the crippled limbs. It bared its teeth at the light and stayed in its spidery crouch as it scuttled on all fours to the steps beyond the corridor. Before Ray could suck in a laboured breath it vanished into the dark.

			He staggered around to find he was alone in the corridor. Even the other lights were no longer to be seen. He was shivering from head to foot, and not just with the underground chill. As he fought to recapture enough breath to call out or to set about climbing the steps he heard Doug, altogether too far away. “Is my dad behind you?”

			“I don’t see him,” Pris said as a faint glow found a single step high above.

			“Dad, are you all right down there?”

			“Where are you, grandad?” William contributed.

			While the voices were closer than Ray had feared, that meant William was too close for Ray to mention what he’d seen. Surely it had only been someone who had taken refuge. Wasn’t that what even derelict monasteries were for? “I’m coming,” he managed to gasp.

			He didn’t switch the flashlight off until he’d toiled more than halfway up the steps, where he had to rest while the pounding of his heart relented somewhat and the aches in his legs grew dormant. He shone the beam downwards as long as he stayed there, to convince himself that he wasn’t being followed out of the dark. When at last he stumbled into the upper corridor he saw Sandra and the teenagers emerging from the chapel, a sight that left him more confused than ever. “Haven’t you been outside?”

			“It got a bit much for us,” Sandra said. “Too much blackness, so we came back in.”

			How did this make sense? It was blacker still inside the monastery. Ray could only think one or more of them hadn’t liked the sight of so many dead trees, but his thoughts troubled him as everyone made for the cars. Of course it was darkest underground, but even at ground level the interior seemed darker than the surrounding devastation. It was as though rather than reaching the monastery from the trees, the blackness had spread from it to the forest like a stain. “Shall we go somewhere brighter now?” Natalie said, and the image of voracious darkness was just one of the thoughts Ray was glad to leave behind.

			* * *

			“Was that worth waiting for, William?” Sandra said.

			“It was good.” Apparently in case he seemed ungrateful the boy added “It was best.”

			“We say it was the best, William,” Natalie said.

			“Did you and daddy think it was as well?”

			Ray didn’t think the boy meant this as a joke, but Julian seemed to suspect he did. To forestall any rebuke Ray said “Now you know why they call it Sunset Beach.”

			The family was seated at a table in a beach taverna near the Sunny View. The sky at the horizon had turned crimson almost half an hour ago, tinting the giant umbrellas along the coast a florid red. Now the sky above the sunken sun was turning dull, as if the vital colour was draining into the night that loomed over it. Traces lingered on the waves, which seemed bent on bearing them to Sunset Beach. Ray saw the resort was living up to the name; its beach had started growing crowded as soon as the sun touched the horizon. “What does our beach mean?” William said.

			“Everybody’s holiday together,” Natalie said and seemed unable to take her eyes off him.

			“I meant what it’s called, mummy.”

			“That’s a cue for the translators,” Julian said. “Preferably just one.”

			“We know what it means,” Pris told him.

			“Teleftaiafos means Last Light, Will.”

			For once Ray wished Doug had disagreed with Pris. He squeezed Sandra’s hand, only to fear that he’d drawn too much attention to Doug’s words. Natalie and Doug and their partners looked away as if the gesture conveyed more than they could deal with, but while the cousins seemed embarrassed William ignored it. “There’s the lady again,” he said.

			Julian fixed him with his gaze. “Which lady? What are you saying now?”

			“The lady who brought my cross.”

			As Ray located the vendor distributing trinkets from her capacious shoulder-bag he wasn’t certain whether he’d seen Tim relax. Some of the diners made it plain that they found her unwelcome, but at least she wasn’t homeless, as Ray had decided the person he’d glimpsed in the monastery must have been. When her tour of the taverna brought her over William told her “I put the cross by my bed at night.”

			She passed her fingertips back and forth in front of her lips, which left Ray wondering if this indicated muteness or an ability to read what people said. When she reached in her bag he assumed she was offering trinkets again, but she only produced a book, which she planted next to Ray’s plate and then shoved towards him. “For me?” Ray said and took out his wad of Greek cash. “How much?”

			She waved it away so vigorously that the flame in the lantern on the table fluttered, and then she put her hands together to indicate the book. Ray couldn’t see why she would be praying, but perhaps the gesture conveyed gratitude for how much he’d paid for William’s cross. She watched him put away the money, and looked ready to watch him read. “Thank you very much for that,” he said and turned the book to face him.

			The large thin paperback had an aerial view of a group of islands on the cover, an image so generic that it could have been found online. Much of it was obscured by blocky lettering – HISTORY OF GREECE ISLANDS and the author’s name, Iannis Antonaides. The book had been published some years ago in Kefalonia – self-published, to judge by the prose. Ray felt all the more touched that the woman had presented it to him, but when he made to thank her again he found that she was several tables away. “Could I have a look?” Doug said.

			He leafed through the paperback, lingering over photographs and then at the start of a chapter. “You won’t like this, Jules.”

			“The writing, you mean?” Ray said. “Most of us couldn’t write a line in Greek, never mind an entire book.”

			“Not the writing.” Doug glanced at William and held the open book towards Ray. “This part,” he said.

			Julian leaned across the table to frown at the book. All the bulbs on wires entwined like vines around the trellis overhead were lit now, and light glaring from the glossy page erased the title of the chapter. Ray had to take hold of the book to see that the page was headed Vampire of Vasilema. As he realised that he’d inadvertently turned the open pages towards the youngest member of the family, Jonquil said “Can you say a bug, William?”

			“A bug,” William said with a giggle of anticipation.

			“Keep saying it.”

			“A bug a bug a bug,” William said and giggled louder.

			“Say it very fast.”

			“Please do nothing of the kind, William,” Julian said. “Jonquil, everybody else can see exactly what you’re trying to do. Kindly stop at once.”

			“I think she was trying to distract him for you,” Sandra said.

			“If that’s genuinely the case I apologise.” As Jonquil made to respond he said “All the same, I’d prefer you to find a more acceptable method.”

			“I wish sometimes you’d give her more of a chance,” Sandra said. “Natalie, don’t you?”

			“I’ve told him so.”

			“Well, now I am. Will you do it for me, Julian?”

			Ray was dismayed by the resemblance to a promise at a deathbed, and sensed that others heard it too. “Where it’s appropriate,” Julian said, and turned to Ray at once. “Perhaps you could keep your book to yourself while we’re all together.”

			Ray felt as if he’d taken a rebuke on Jonquil’s behalf, and Doug’s wink at him made him feel all the more conspiratorial. “I’ll corrupt myself when you’re done, dad,” Doug said.

			“No need for that,” Natalie said more like her husband than herself.

			“It’s perfectly all right,” Julian said. “I can take a joke. Now do you suppose we can close it?”

			Doug pegged his lips together with a finger and thumb, rousing Julian’s frown. “The book,” he said.

			As Doug shut the paperback Ray glimpsed a photograph of the monastery they’d visited. “Thank you,” Julian said as he might have to an obedient child.

			“Thank you very mutts,” William said.

			“Why are you speaking like that, William?” Natalie demanded.

			The boy looked abashed by the failure of his joke. “That’s how the waiter talks.”

			“It isn’t nice to imitate people. You wouldn’t like it done to you.”

			“The people in the church did.”

			“Which people?” Sandra said sharply enough to be expressing Ray’s unease as well. “How were they imitating you?”

			“The people that the man chased out. They weren’t copying me, gran. I mean they all looked the same.”

			“I expect that means they’re a family.”

			“Not just their faces.” The boy shook his head for emphasis if not in frustration. “Like they were smiling,” he insisted, “but it wasn’t a smile.”

			“I saw nothing like that, William.”

			Ray felt anxious to support Julian. “Remember there were all the candles, William. I don’t think any of us could see those people very well.”

			“I did. They were looking at grandma and Jonquil and Tim.”

			“Well,” Sandra said, “someone must think I belong with the younger set.”

			“Of course you do. With all of us, and so does Ray,” Pris said, only to appear to wonder if she’d said too much.

			The teenagers had taken Sandra’s hands, reaching across the remains of the meal, and Ray couldn’t help being put in mind of a séance if not a secret sign. Julian cleared his throat to say “Shall we call for the bill?”

			He beckoned to their waiter and mimed scribbling on his hand as if he’d had a thought he wanted to record. Once they had the reckoning and the contributions were gathered on the tray Julian added a gratuity. “Gosh, is that ten per cent?” Pris said. “They don’t tip like that in Greece.”

			“Then perhaps we should set an example.”

			Natalie was urging William away, and Ray saw why when the waiter called “Thank you very mutts.”

			Tim and Jonquil weren’t alone in visibly suppressing mirth, but William looked more than serious. “See, mummy, that is what he said.”

			“It’s what he meant that counts, Will,” Doug said. “Sometimes you have to look behind the words.”

			Just now this didn’t sound like good advice – at least, Ray hoped the boy would leave quite a lot that he’d recently heard unexamined. Beyond the light from the taverna the way across the beach was unlit, and the sand felt as if the darkness were dragging at Ray’s feet. As he trudged into the village, up an alley that eventually left the sand behind, he saw a bunch of elongated limbs reach down from a streetlamp at the end. It was only the magnified shadow of a spider flexing all its legs at the centre of its web, but he was glad when it stopped appearing to grope for Sandra and Jonquil and Tim.

			* * *

			“Do you mind if I read for a while?”

			“Of course I don’t, but you won’t mind if I go to bed, will you? Then I shouldn’t be so likely to nod off on the boat tomorrow.”

			“I’m only outside if you need me.”

			“And you know where I’ll be.”

			“Just call if you need me for anything at all.”

			By now it was clear to them both that they were prolonging their moments together. As Ray kissed her eyes, the way he often used to before he and Sandra settled down to sleep, he felt how wrinkled the lids had grown. Weren’t her wrinkles and his own a sketchy record of their lives together? “Rest well,” he said and wished he weren’t reminded of another version of the phrase.

			Sandra switched on the balcony light for him and slid the window shut once he’d stepped out of the room. He would have liked her to leave the curtains open, but the light wouldn’t help her to sleep. Did he really have to read the book right now? He wasn’t even sure that he wanted to know why he felt he did. Perhaps he could glance through just the chapter that discussed the monastery. He sat by the outer wall, beyond which the waves were as slow and regular as sleeping breaths, and leafed through the book until he found the photograph.

			It wasn’t by any means recent. This was made plain by the car, presumably belonging to the photographer, that was parked at the end of the road between the trees. Ray guessed that the image was at least as old as himself. Why hadn’t Iannis Antonaides taken a photograph of his own or chosen a more recent one? Perhaps the image was meant to illustrate a point, because it did. In the photograph the monastery was no less black than it was now, and the empty windows hinted at the deeper darkness underground, but the blackness grew paler as it spread down the ridge, and the lowest stretch of rock was no more than grey. All the nearest trees – indeed, all the trees in the photograph – were green.

			So it hadn’t been a fire that had destroyed them. Whatever had reduced them to their present state had come from the ridge, which was bare of vegetation in the photograph. Could it have become overgrown in the intervening years and then caught fire? Ray would have liked to show someone the picture, but Sandra had turned out the light in their room, and nobody was audible below. Straining to hear seemed to summon the night closer and transform the sound of the sea into rather too large and insistent a succession of breaths, perhaps because he’d realised that the photograph was meant to illustrate the chapter that began over the page, Vampire of Vasilema.

			There came many years ago to the monastery of Agios Titus on the island of Vasilema a traveller from where nobody can tell…

			It would be a legend, obviously. Certainly the prose was meant to sound like one. Ray thought Sandra might be amused and even touched by the author’s bid to match style to content in a language not his own, and no doubt the legend would appeal to Doug and Pris – to the teenagers as well. The only one who absolutely mustn’t see was William, who might mistake it for the truth.

			There came many years ago to the monastery of Agios Titus on the island of Vasilema a traveller from where nobody can tell. He gave his name Proskynitis, means pilgrim. In all Greece a monastery must take in the pilgrim and those who seek shelter. The monks of Agios Titus offered hospitality for but a single night…

			Perhaps the tale had a moral – that you shouldn’t offer only token succour to those in need. It might almost be suitable for William, though Ray would rather the boy read books for fun and in general enjoyed himself without quite so much intervention by his parents – and then Ray saw how the sentence ended.

			The monks of Agios Titus offered hospitality for but a single night, and the night Proskynitis brought them never saw the dawn.

			He was said to tell the abbot he was wandering in search of solitude where to contemplate eternal things. He vowed that on his death he would will riches to his benefactor who gave him what he sought. Some monks said that the monastery was not built to acquire fortune, but Proskynitis assured them that his riches would not be of the world but of eternity. They had put aside worldly matters, but their vanity was spiritual. So thus he won them to his cause. He became an inmate of the monastery, taking less sustenance than any monk while he fasted as a help to meditation. As well he counselled his brethren against distractions of the world and urged the dark upon them as the most true path to seeing the eternal…

			Ray felt as if the dark was being wished on him as well. The waves on the beach might have been carrying it inland to gather below him, and he could have imagined that it was massing at his side, in the unlit room. He ought to go back to Sandra, but did the book explain why the monastery had gone underground? Perhaps once he knew that, he would be more able to sleep.

			His example won him acceptance to the order, taking the name Brother Skiá, means shadow. He prevailed upon his brethren to help him build a cell deep in the rock, where no distraction of light could reach. Here he followed his ambition to embrace eternity, which is embrace the dark. Why could he not do this in real solitude, far from any man? He was said to have once, but eternity needs life to feed upon or it is only lifeless dark. He that learns secrets of the dark is caught in its embrace. If it brings unending life it fills its vessel with its hunger…

			Ray wasn’t sure how much of this he understood or cared to grasp. It didn’t seem much like an aid to sleep. He wasn’t far from blaming it for an impression that had begun to trouble him – a sense that more than waves were active on the beach. Of course only waves kept suggesting a lithe shape crouched almost on all fours and darting progressively closer to the Sunny View. When he peered at the beach he saw nothing restless apart from the water.

			It was the abbot who invited the dark pilgrim within his door, and now the dark answered his invitation. Now the abbot fed the dark each night Skiá came to him. What promises the dark may whisper none can say who has not heard the dark, but by the day of Agios Titus some numbers of the brethren made their habitation in the depths. Yet Skiá must learn to moderate his thirst for the reason that the victim who dies rises thirsty from the dead to multiply the hunger. But those who feed on others for the vessel of the dark and choose to feed it while they live are rewarded with great age, and the pact may extend to their victims although they have not chosen. The blood is the exchange and the seal, and who may break the pact once it is sealed? ...

			As Ray turned the page he felt he was being watched. When he glanced at the window he thought he’d just missed glimpsing someone who had looked out at him. Nobody was visible between the curtains now. He stood up so fast that the plastic chair almost toppled over, and went to the window. Through the meagre gap between the curtains he was able to distinguish that Sandra was asleep, one arm upturned on the thin quilt. No doubt because of his reading, her position reminded him of someone about to give blood. He blamed the book for making him imagine a face at the window as well. He was tempted to abandon the chapter until daylight, but he might as well finish it while Sandra was asleep. He would have that much more time to spend with her once she was awake.

			Who will know what rites were celebrated each night in the chapel? Some who lived near in a village said the wind out of the trees brought a chanting in the language of the dark. Not every brethren made the dark his friend. Some few fled into the forest, but the dark brought them back to feed on, following all which they died and were burned before the hunger waked them. But Skiá’s hunger had no bounds, whether being for victims or for knowledge of the dark. Did he seek the deepest blackness for his path to the eternal or for the reason he had become so monstrous none could bear to look upon him? The brethren who fed him dared to bring him no light, and in many years even their use to him was spent. Few travellers came to the monastery now, so the brethren still living must find others to feed…

			Ray had had enough. The chapter was making him absurdly nervous, too aware of the unlit room beside him, too inclined to keep glancing towards it in search of the face he hadn’t really glimpsed at all. He’d only seen Sandra alone in bed, and why wasn’t he there with her? Suppose she felt lonely even if asleep? The thought made him close the book and drop it on the table like the irrelevance it was. It had nothing to do with either of them, and he didn’t know why he’d given it so much of his time. He eased the window open and shut and crept into bed next to Sandra, who gave a sigh so heartfelt he could very well have taken it for a rebuke.

			He’d hardly settled into bed when he heard a sound, though it didn’t own up to being much of one. Was it in the room? It couldn’t be Sandra, who hadn’t moved in his loose embrace, unless her arm had shifted on the quilt. Surely he would have felt that movement too. No, the soft almost insubstantial activity was outside the window, and as he squinted across Sandra’s silhouette Ray saw a dim shape at or on the section of the table that was visible between the curtains. In a moment it vanished, moving as fluidly as a wave. It had been a cat, of course, and to begin with he’d heard it leap onto the balcony. Now he wished he’d brought the book in with him.

			Unless he did he mightn’t sleep. Suppose the clouds turned to rain? He inched out of bed and padded across the room. He was sliding the window open with as little noise as the visitor had made when his hands jerked, and the window juddered in its frame. The book was nowhere to be seen.

			Had the cat knocked it off the balcony? Ray glanced back at Sandra in case the rattle of the window had disturbed her, but she was lying as she had been, bare arm outstretched. He slid the window wide enough to let him out and hurried to the outer wall, clutching at the rough cold stone while he craned over. He couldn’t see the book, either on the balconies below or in the undergrowth alongside them. He kept hold of the wall as he straightened up, fighting a surge of the dizziness that came with age. He was about to look under the table – his senses must be growing even more senile if he’d missed noticing the book was there – when he saw someone on the beach.

			The figure was strolling towards Sunset Beach, practically gliding over the sand not too far from the edge of the glimmering waves. It was performing some action that seemed almost ritualistic, producing pale objects from an item in its hand before shying them into the water. Ray strained his eyes and narrowed them as well, and as the figure dodged with a sinuous motion out of reach of a wave he identified what it was holding – a book, from which it was tearing out pages to crumple them and fling them in the sea.

			“What the devil?” Ray nearly yelled, but clapped a hand over his mouth instead. He knew which book it was, however the man had acquired it – presumably by picking it up once the cat had sent it off the balcony. He’d hushed himself so as not to waken Sandra, but he padded fast into the room and shut the window before grabbing his trunks. A hopping dance that felt as savage as absurd helped him find his way into them – he almost wished William could see him play the inadvertent clown – and he thanked whoever needed thanking that Sandra’s sleep was so sound. He clutched his sandals in one hand while he retrieved the key from the slot by the door and let himself out of the apartment. Having eased the door shut, he sat on the steps to don the sandals while a host of flat unblinking eyes watched him from the play area. All the round faces met him with fixed toothy grins as he made a dash for the beach.

			The road was deserted, not even a cat to be seen. The many-legged shadow that guarded the alley stirred as Ray sprinted panting under the lamp. Sand seemed to creep up the alley to meet him, and as it made him skid he bruised a hand against the spiky concrete wall. When he stumbled onto the beach the figure with the book was hundreds of yards away along the shoreline, and even harder to discern against the waves; its scrawny outline looked as unstable as the water. The man must be a reveller from Sunset Beach, quite possibly high on drugs and amused by the notion of destroying a book or else actively hostile to reading. He was still ripping pages out to throw into the sea, where numerous scraps of paper bobbed in his wake.

			Or perhaps it wasn’t quite his wake, for Ray had the wholly useless thought that the thief was staying well clear of the water. Ray floundered across the beach, where every step felt clogged with soft sand, to retrieve all the pages he could. Many, indeed most, were already well out to sea, too far away for him to risk paddling. He had a nightmarish vision of drowning out there in the dark, leaving Sandra alone because he’d cared more about a few bits of paper than he cared for her. Why, he’d already left her in the darkness by taking the key with him; while the fob wasn’t in the slot the lights in the apartment wouldn’t work. Just grab all the pages he could reach – the waves had even stranded a few on the sand – although were they worth salvaging? As he picked up the first sodden scrap he saw that the pages weren’t even intact; they had all been torn raggedly in half. This was too much for him. “What do you think you’re playing at,” he shouted, “you damned vandal?”

			He wasn’t looking at the culprit, but when he straightened up from gathering a handful of crumpled scraps of paper he saw that the figure had turned to gaze at him. In a moment it shied the remains of the book into the sea and crouched towards him. He couldn’t have said why he was grateful not to be able to make out its face. Its posture put him in mind of a runner at the start of a race, an idea that was all too appropriate. Before he could take a breath the figure came for him.

			It moved as fast as any animal, practically flying across the soft sand. For a very short time Ray was determined to stand his ground and not be daunted, and then panic overtook him. He clutched the handful of paper so hard that moisture seeped between his fingers as he retreated towards the alley with all the speed he could achieve – not much at all. The sand felt as though his age had gathered underfoot, soft masses spilling into his sandals to grit between his toes, not merely retarding every step but weighing it down, sending heavy pains through the muscles of his legs. A backwards glance showed him that while he’d laboured halfway to the alley, where at least there was some light, the pursuer had almost halved the distance to him. Ray might have cried out if he’d had any breath to spare from struggling towards the feeble reassurance of the light. He couldn’t even run, but had to take unsteady strides that came near to robbing him of balance. Another shaky stride that seemed more capable of kicking up sand than of bringing him any closer to the light, and another that let more aches dig deep into his legs, and one that nearly sent him stumbling headlong into the wall beside the alley – and then he was leaning against the prickly stone, and made himself twist around at once. As far as he could see, he was alone on the beach.

			How reassuring could that be? Ray had a sudden awful notion that the pursuer might reach Sandra ahead of him. He dashed along the alley, barely managing not to collide with the walls. As he came to the end the spidery shadow reached for him, and he could have imagined the pursuer had leapt on him. He stumbled along the road to the Sunny View, where the unlit buildings and the glassy pool felt as if they were keeping quiet about an intruder, while the faces in the playground might have been sharing a secret grin. Ray hauled himself up the steps, every one of which demanded an effortful breath, and let himself into the lightless room.

			He thought Sandra was asleep – she appeared not to have moved – but she spoke as he looked for somewhere to put the bedraggled pages. “Ray, where were you? I thought you’d left me.”

			“Just with the book,” he said in the hope that she hadn’t fully wakened, “that’s where I was,” and felt as if he’d betrayed her by leaving her. Nothing would make him do that again, he vowed. He stowed the pages in his bedside table and slipped into bed to renew his embrace, but Sandra was asleep again well before him. He kept thinking that the soft fluid sound of waves had sneaked into the room, or another presence had – the pursuer from the dark beach.

		

	
		
			The Ninth Day 28 August

			“Sorry, everyone,” Natalie said. “We needn’t have got up quite so soon.”

			While Tim and Jonquil looked as if they might have answered this not just with dull-eyed blinks behind their sunglasses, it was Sandra who said “Not your fault. It’s our transport that’s late.”

			“Relax, you two,” Doug said. “That’s Greece.”

			“Perhaps we could have been warned about it,” Julian said without quite identifying the culprit.

			“The sooner I’m up seeing everyone,” Sandra said, “the better I like it.”

			Her children and their partners produced a variety of smiles before they looked away, out of the courtyard. Beneath clouds growing pale with dawn, streetlamps cast shadows like emblems of the stillness of the road. Ray glimpsed movement at the near end of the alley leading to the beach, presumably the shadow of the spider that had the light for its lure – the retreating shape had been thin enough. He remembered last night, and was trying to make more sense of it than he had so far when William said “Please may I go on the swings while we’re waiting?”

			“If anyone would care to go with you I should think you may.”

			“I’ll take you, William,” Natalie said.

			Ray thought Sandra would have offered if she hadn’t joined the teenagers in a state close to dozing. All three were seated on the wall beside the entrance to the courtyard and already wearing hats as well as sunglasses. As Natalie and William disappeared through the gap in the apartment block the boy’s absence let Ray blurt “Doug, you saw the photo in my book.”

			“The monastery, you mean? I got a glimpse,” Doug said and visibly refrained from looking at Julian. “You should see it, Pris.”

			Ray felt robbed of whatever question he might have asked. “I don’t know if you’ll be able to. I’m afraid I’ve lost the book.”

			“Oh, Ray,” Sandra said and made an effort to widen her eyes. “How?”

			Her concern felt worse than an accusation. “I left it on the balcony,” he said. “It must have fallen off.”

			“Haven’t you looked for it?”

			“I did last night. You won’t believe this, well, you’ll have to, but someone had run off with it.”

			By now Doug had acquired some of his mother’s concern. “How do you know that, dad?”

			“I saw them on the beach with it.” Ray had a sense of abandoning reticence as he said “They were tearing it up.”

			“Well, that’s awful,” Pris declared. “What did you do?”

			“I rescued some of it. That’s where I was when you didn’t know where, Sandra. I haven’t had a chance to see what state the bits I saved are in.”

			“What kind of villain would destroy someone’s book?” Julian demanded. “There was nothing objectionable in it, was there, Raymond?”

			“Not unless someone objected to the legend of the monastery.”

			Ray saw Doug and Pris ready questions, but Julian was faster. “How long have we been waiting now? I’m somewhat tired of Greekness.”

			“It hasn’t been half an hour yet,” Pris said. “Maybe other people have kept the pickup waiting.”

			“I suppose we could call the rep,” Doug said, though not as if he meant to.

			“I have her number here.”

			“I’ll see what she says, Jules,” Doug said to forestall him. “Sam, it’s Doug Thornton,” he told his phone, having listened at length. “We’re still waiting at the Sunny View. We’re wondering if there’s a problem.”

			“I’d like to hear what’s said,” Julian let him know.

			“ – really sorry,” Sam said on the loudspeaker, “but the trip’s been cancelled.”

			“How long have you been aware of that?”

			Perhaps it was Julian’s tone that made her pause. “I’ve just spoken to the tour operator, Mr Thornton,” she said, presumably to Doug. “They say the sea’s too rough. Of course you’ll get a full refund.”

			“I think we should expect compensation for disappointment and inconvenience,” Julian said.

			“You’d need to take that up with our company when you’re home. Now I have to let my other clients know about the cancellation if you’ll excuse me, Mr Thornton.”

			“One moment,” Julian said not far below a shout, then stared at Doug. “Have you let her go?”

			“She went of her own accord, Jules. We’d better give Nat the sorry news.”

			Ray thought Sandra and the cousins might stay seated on the wall, but they stumbled in unison after him as if they hadn’t quite woken up. He would have taken Sandra’s arm if the teenagers hadn’t been on either side of her. As everybody passed the office, Evadne called “Do you not go out today?”

			“We’ve been let down,” Julian informed her. “Kept in the dark as well.”

			Her gaze dodged from side to side as if nervous of settling. “Who is in the dark?”

			“Jules is saying they didn’t let us know.”

			“I don’t need a translator, thank you, Douglas.” In much the same tone Julian told Evadne “Our day off the island has been cancelled.”

			“They do that often. That is their way.”

			“Well, it emphatically isn’t ours,” Julian said like a warning, “and it isn’t what Samantha wanted us to think. She blamed the state of the sea.”

			“Maybe sea, maybe other troubles.” Evadne seemed to make an effort to marshal her thoughts before saying “I expect the sea.”

			She’d left it too late to persuade Julian, and Ray felt oddly unconvinced as well. As everyone trooped past the pool Jonquil said “Maybe they don’t want people getting off their island.”

			“That’s a ridiculous idea, and I’ll thank you not to tell William.”

			“I expect she means they want to keep us for themselves, don’t you, Jonquil?” Ray said, only to find this less reassuring than he’d intended it to be.

			In the play area William greeted everyone by flying into the air, while beside him the other three swings looked eager for occupants, which they might have been grinning wide-eyed to entice. “Natalie,” Sandra said. “Don’t be sad, but they’ve called off the trip.”

			“Oh, well.” Ray glimpsed a hint of the wince that used to pinch their daughter’s face whenever she was disappointed, and then he saw her recollect that they all had reason to be considerably sadder. “Never mind,” she said.

			“I’m sure you do, and you have every right to.” As she gave him a reproachful look Julian said “Today is still your choice.”

			Natalie was letting William’s swing subside to help her ponder when she said “Why don’t we have your day today, William, since we’re here in any case.”

			“Can we go to the beach with the big umbrellas instead?”

			“As your mother said, you chose a day at, for the sake of peace let’s call it a hotel.”

			Sandra and the teenagers had sat on the empty swings, and Ray thought she looked as if she was trying to recapture her youth while she could. As he turned away to dab at his blurred vision William said “I don’t want the lady to have to play with me all by herself. It isn’t fair.”

			“The other children went home yesterday, Julian,” Natalie said. “I can’t see any harm in Sunset Beach while it’s so quiet.”

			“I’d like to,” Sandra said enthusiastically enough to sway her perch.

			“Then I suppose it’s decided.” As everyone headed for their apartments Julian detained Ray with a beckoning finger and then the same gesture of his hand. “If you see the fellow who stole your book, point him out,” he murmured. “We should have a few words with him.”

			Ray increasingly suspected that the thief had been deranged, quite possibly by drugs. He wasn’t eager to meet him again, and was glad to be able to say “I didn’t really see what he was like. I doubt I’d recognise him.”

			Sandra was waiting by the steps to their apartment, and he was dismayed to think she needed help until she climbed them faster than he could. In the room she grabbed towels and swimming gear and sun cream. “I wouldn’t mind a higher factor if we see any,” she said.

			“The forecast says another cloudy day.”

			“Then let’s buy what we need before we need it,” Sandra said so forcefully it disconcerted him.

			He’d never known her to use a stronger sun cream as a holiday progressed than she’d begun by using. He shouldn’t argue about it or over anything else, even if avoiding disagreements felt like invoking the unspoken. He had to devote himself to ensuring that all the time she had left was as untroubled as it could be. Years ago they’d decided that they didn’t want to bequeath Natalie and Doug the burden of caring for them, even less the debt of doing so. If Ray weren’t going to be left alone then Sandra would have been, and when he thought about that prospect he managed to feel it was even worse. “We’re still a team,” he said and saw his shadow fall across her face as he kissed her lined forehead.

			Tim and Jonquil were on the swings, on another of which William was twisting back and forth. He jumped off when he saw his grandparents, and the teenagers followed at their own sleepy speed, increasing it somewhat when Julian urged them. Sandra felt lighter and swifter than Ray expected, so that he had to suppress the idea of holding a memory by the hand. On the bus the cousins found seats out of reach of the sun, though it was hidden by the clouds above the mountains. At least Julian didn’t make an issue of it, which meant Ray didn’t need to point out how Sandra had sought the unnecessary shade as well.

			The neon signs of Sunset Beach were storing up the overcast. In some of the bars and tavernas staff were sweeping up litter, broken glass glinting amid dead leaves and crumpled plastic cups. The bus halted outside a taverna called Yummy’s, which earned a giggle from William. “Excuse me,” Julian said as he came abreast of the driver. “Where is the stop back?”

			Presumably he meant to simplify his language, but the driver’s eyebrows drew together to pinch a furrow above his porous swarthy nose. “Stop back.”

			“Yes, the stop back.” When repetition didn’t work Julian indicated the opposite side of the road and swept his hand leftwards. “The stop back,” he said at half his previous speed.

			“That’s to say,” Pris intervened, “where do we catch the bus back to Teleftaiafos?”

			The driver’s face cleared as if the hidden sun had found it. “Wait there,” he said and pointed down the road to Sinatra’s British Bar.

			Pris was stepping off the bus when he resumed his frown. “No bus stop after eight.”

			“Where is it after that?” Julian said, displaying patience.

			“No,” the driver said and stared hard at him. “Bus don’t stop.”

			“Where doesn’t it?”

			“Here,” the driver said, throwing his arms wide to signify the whole length of the road. “Anywhere long here. Sunset Beach.”

			“That’s not the case,” Julian informed him. “We’ve seen the bus passing through our resort later than that.”

			The driver might have been staring at a backward pupil. “Bus comes, right. Won’t stop.”

			“Are you telling us the people here get out of hand so early in the evening?”

			“I say nothing about people.” The driver looked as though he was trying to retreat behind his frown. “It is policy,” he said. “And soon no stop after seven.”

			“Does it matter, Julian?” Natalie protested from the pavement. “We’ll have gone back by then.”

			Julian descended the steps with a series of clanks like comments, eloquent though wordless, and seemed to feel he was regaining authority by finding a sign for the beach. It pointed down a concrete lane beside a supermarket called the Friendly Price. “Everyone go and get beds on the beach,” Sandra said. “I won’t be long.”

			Ray wasn’t about to leave her. He watched her hurry to the racks of sunblock, where she found the largest plastic jar of the strongest preparation and hesitated over taking just one to the till. The large slow woman behind the desk gave the item an indifferent blink, and then her gaze strayed to the jar protruding from Sandra’s bag. “You want more,” she said.

			“We’re staying for a few days yet. I’ll have run out by then.”

			“No, more.” The woman jabbed a stubby finger at the jar in the bag and then jerked her curved fingertips upwards. “More better,” she said.

			“Stronger, yes, that’s right. I expect I’m getting more sensitive to the sun in my old age.”

			The woman’s eyelids drooped so nearly shut that Ray could have imagined she was dreaming or about to dream. “How you feel?”

			“Oh, nothing much. Certainly nothing worth worrying about.”

			This was addressed mostly to Ray, who would have responded if the woman at the desk hadn’t spoken. “Say how.”

			“Just a bit of a headache if I look at the sun too much.” Since the woman seemed as dissatisfied with this as Ray was afraid he should feel, Sandra said “And I have to drink a lot of water. Don’t fret, Ray, it isn’t sunstroke. Remember it’s given me back my appetite as well.”

			Ray had the odd impression that the woman found this less positive than he did. “You not stay here,” she said.

			Ray couldn’t help reacting as Julian would have. “We aren’t, but why shouldn’t we?”

			“I say you stay somewhere else. Sunny – ”

			Of course she hadn’t cut herself off; the last word was the end of the sentence. “Somewhere sunny all right when it is,” Ray said. “The Sunny View.”

			“Sunset Beach not for you. Not you or little boy.” She must have seen the family outside, but Ray found her alertness disconcerting. “Not wanted,” she said as if she was anxious to make her point clearer. “Too small.”

			Sandra might have been defending William by saying “He’s growing every moment.”

			“Maybe he comes back.”

			“Not if his parents have anything to do with it.” When the woman seemed uncertain how to take this Ray added “Aren’t we wanted round here either? If he’s too young we’re too old.”

			“You must ask.”

			Ray might have retorted that he just had, but he was growing tired of the clumsy conversation; in fact, he’d begun to feel too much like Julian. “Shall we head for the beach, then?” he said to Sandra. “We don’t want them worrying what’s happened to us.”

			He ought to have stopped at the question. Once she’d paid he followed her out of the supermarket, which faced a shop called Happy Snappy across the lane. As well as cameras and every other photographic need he could have thought of, the shop displayed prints of holiday photographs. No doubt the shot of a young woman in a minimal bikini had caught a few eyes besides Ray’s, but he’d begun to feel a little disloyal to Sandra until the photograph made him falter. It showed the girl standing beside the bearded shaggy-haired proprietor outside the shop, and so did the photograph next to it on the wall. The trouble was that although the proprietor had aged quite a few years in the second photograph, acquiring wrinkles and a profusion of grey hairs, the girl didn’t look a day older.

			Of course that was easily faked. The shots of her had been taken at the same time, and one had been patched into a more recent image of the proprietor. No doubt the pair of photographs was designed to sell Sunset Beach, though Ray thought it odd that whoever had assembled the second one hadn’t touched up an imperfection: wasn’t that a bite on the girl’s left forearm? The proprietor was behind the counter, and watching Ray as though he found his interest questionable. If Sandra had been close enough Ray would have pointed out the photographs, but she was well on her way to the beach, and he felt worse than unfaithful for lingering over his thoughts. He was wasting time that they ought to be spending together.

			He caught up with her between two blocks of holiday apartments. Perhaps the clatter of his sandals in the alley disturbed a late sleeper, because a slatted blind shifted at a window to let a face peer out – a young man who looked uncommonly pale for Greece, even given the overcast day. He blinked at the clouds without bothering to don an expression, and then he sank back out of sight, no doubt slumping on a bed. Presumably Ray was put in mind of a prisoner because the slats of the blind bore some resemblance to the bars of a cell.

			Following Sandra out of the alley felt oddly unlike emerging into the open – more like entering an artificial forest than stepping onto a seashore. The outsize umbrellas were so close together that for large stretches of the beach the shade was virtually complete. The beach was busier than Ray had expected, and the most adventurous folk had lowered their umbrellas to woo the sun or at any rate the clouds. When William’s frantic waving let Ray locate the family – Sandra seemed hampered by her glasses – he saw that they’d settled on sunbeds under a cluster of open umbrellas. “Here we are,” the boy called as if his grandparents might need extra help.

			Julian was lowering an umbrella, a process that brought him to all fours while he clicked the lock on the shaft into place, and Ray couldn’t help recalling someone else who had crouched on the beach. He glanced around, not entirely without nervousness, but none of the supine figures in the unnecessary shade seemed familiar or about to leap up. As Julian scrambled to his feet, dusting his knees like a servant impatient with a task, he said “You two will want yours down, will you?”

			“I wouldn’t mind some shade,” Sandra said.

			As if she’d awaited the cue Jonquil said “I wouldn’t either.”

			Julian looked defeated even before Tim said “There’s three of us.”

			“Don’t worry, Jules,” Doug said. “You aren’t the only sunny person here.”

			“We’ll have some sun if we can find it,” Pris agreed. “And the shady trinity can share an umbrella, can’t you? They’re big enough.”

			When Jonquil dragged her sunbed under the umbrella her grandparents had selected Ray felt bound to vacate his lounger, even though this separated him from Sandra. “You have this one, Tim.”

			As Pris stood up from lowering her family’s umbrella Jonquil said “What were you buying, gran?”

			“Jonquil.”

			“It’s perfectly all right, Julian,” Sandra said. “Just some stronger sun cream for my poor old skin.”

			“I wish I had some,” Jonquil said.

			Ray didn’t know why he held his breath until Tim spoke. “And me.”

			“Well then, you both shall. Just let me get protected and then you can. Could someone do my back for me?”

			Ray always had. He found it a chore – both putting cream on Sandra and the dull process of smearing it on himself – but now he felt guilty for begrudging any help he could give her, and he was about to undertake it when Jonquil did. Her method differed from his, though he couldn’t make out how. While she didn’t take long over her grandmother’s back, she used as much cream as he would have, and yet it seemed to be more readily absorbed, as if Sandra’s skin was greedy for moisture. She dealt with the rest of herself and then with Jonquil’s back as the girl did with her cousin’s, and Ray had an odd sense of watching a ritual. He was distracted by Pris, who said “Shall I get your back, Ray?”

			“I was going to,” Natalie said.

			“You haven’t lost it, Ray,” Sandra declared. “You’ve still got women fighting over you.”

			He tried not to hear a prediction – a wish for his lonely future. After an awkward silence Pris said “You keep it in the family then, Nat.”

			Ray managed not to flinch as Natalie’s hand chill with cream found the back of his neck. Once she returned the jar to him he set about coating his torso and limbs, a lengthier task than Sandra had needed. He was silently cursing the grains of sand that somehow always managed to invade the ointment when Natalie said “Who’s for a swim?”

			“Grandad isn’t.”

			“Never mind, William.” Since it was plain the boy still did, Ray said “Someone has to watch out for the things and take the photographs.”

			“What things?”

			Ray was beginning to wonder how few words were safe to utter around William, especially when Julian frowned. “All the belongings everyone’s leaving here,” Ray said and felt as if he’d needed a translator.

			William seized his parents’ hands to speed up the treat. “Isn’t Jonquil coming in?”

			As though she was somehow responding Sandra said “I’ll have a swim while I can.”

			Presumably she meant while the sky was overcast, but Ray doubted he was alone in taking her remark another way, though that couldn’t have been why Jonquil said “We’ll come with you, gran.”

			As they followed the others into the sea, not quite holding hands, Ray was disconcerted to notice what the trio had in common: now Sandra had a bite on her arm. He remembered seeing that arm on the quilt last night, and wished he’d known there was an insect in the room. Why hadn’t it bitten him as well, or preferably instead? He watched her wade into the shallows and eventually reach enough depth for a swim, and managed to relax to some extent when she didn’t wince as the salt water found her arm. Now he was supposed to be playing the photographer.

			The camera was small enough to fit in the palm of his hand. For years he’d found it entirely convenient, but now he wondered if the screen that was its only viewfinder was too small for his ageing vision. Even when he shaded his eyes he had to strain to focus on Sandra, and defining Tim and Jonquil on the screen was just as hard. Perhaps the ripples that surrounded all of them made their outlines difficult to capture, especially at the limit of the zoom. He was zooming out as gradually as his infirm fingers could manage when he saw a woman with a swollen midriff approaching him along the beach.

			She was pregnant just with cash. The bulge was a bag that matched her black dress. As Ray dug money out of the tangled mesh that was the pocket of his trunks she said “How many?”

			“Just the three, thanks.”

			Her long face grew thinner still as she sucked her cheeks in. “How many are you?”

			“Nine,” Ray said, which he thought should be evident from the items on the sunbeds. “Everybody else is in the drink.”

			She seemed not to like this answer much. “Maybe you need more.”

			“I shouldn’t think so, not with your jumbo umbrellas. Is there a reason they’re so big?”

			“Some people want.”

			“I can imagine why when there’s so much drinking.”

			“Drinking,” she said like an undefined question.

			“That’s what people come here for, isn’t it?” The money he was holding out had begun to feel absurdly like a bid to close the subject. “I don’t mean we did,” he said. “We’re away from all this.”

			“You come for peace.” Before he could determine whether she was saying he would have it she said “Nine beds, twenty euros.”

			“And we’re here for the sun as well.”

			“Wanting will not bring.” As Ray wondered if she meant some other wish was more likely to come true she took the cash and pointed at the nearest taverna. “Show your ticket at Aegean Taste,” she said, “and you don’t pay that much.”

			Ray had a sense of returning to the everyday from somewhere he was altogether less sure of. He stuffed the receipt into his pocket and peered at the sea to locate Sandra and the rest of them among the swimmers. He was about to switch on the camera when the pallid red-haired chubby man on the next occupied sunbed rolled onto his stomach to squint sideways at him. “Isn’t what you’re looking for, eh?”

			“Sorry.” While he wasn’t, Ray felt obliged to add “What is?”

			“You said you were after the sun. So you never saw what it’s like here online.”

			“My wife and I had a look, yes. I believe most of the family did.”

			“That’s what I’m saying. What it’s really like, that’s not there.” With a grin Ray found less than appropriate the man added “You’d wonder why nobody’s said.”

			“Perhaps they’re too happy with the rest of it. Anyway, I think my son did find some reference eventually.”

			“Good for him.” The grin rendered this equivocal. “We’re not complaining, us,” the man said. “We won’t burn for once.”

			Ray saw he was including his wife and teenage son, both of whom were as red-haired and pale. “How long have you been here?”

			“Got in yesterday like the rest of them.”

			“I think you may find the sun builds up despite the clouds. Some of my family have.” Ray didn’t know why he was anxious to learn “The rest of whom?”

			“All this lot except for yours,” the man said, encompassing the shore with a loose gesture. “If they weren’t on our plane they were on the ferry.”

			Ray met the grin, though his own felt uncertain. “You don’t mean everybody on the beach.”

			“I reckon, don’t you, Madge? Shall we give them a yell?”

			“I’ll do it.” His wife took a breath that stretched her capacious swimsuit top to shout “Who’s here that just got in?”

			Ray saw hands and in some cases entire bodies raised on both sides of him – dozens of them. The response spread as people further off asked what the question was and then joined in, until he could have thought the entire beach was being roused from slumber. “What’s the survey for?” someone called.

			“Just seeing we were right,” Madge told her. “Everyone’s new here.”

			“The day shift,” her husband said.

			Ray glanced out to sea – he’d begun to find the beach unsettling – and saw Sandra and the teenagers heading inshore. “Excuse me,” he said and fumbled with the camera. “I’m meant to be the official photographer.”

			As Sandra and the cousins rose from the sleepy waves he tried to capture all three of them, but it didn’t work. Perhaps they were too widely spaced for him to focus on, or just at different distances from the lens, but concentrating on Sandra didn’t solve the problem. Whenever her image came close to growing sharp the manual focus shifted to another subject – one or more of the family, or someone unrelated, or even just the waves. Ray switched to automatic focus, but this failed to do the job, catching hold of any item in the frame except her. Perhaps his eyes rather than the camera were at fault, and he was so desperate for it to display more competence than him that he raised a hand in the impolite Greek gesture to detain Sandra and her companions. He took shots of them separately and together and with the rest of their party in the background as well, trusting the camera to do its automatic best even if he couldn’t judge how efficiently it was performing. When the three began to look uncomfortable he beckoned them onto the beach. “Did you take some good ones?” Sandra said, grabbing her hat before she sank onto the bed beneath the umbrella.

			“I hope so. Maybe it’s the light, but I’ve been having trouble focusing.” Ray thought of stopping there but said “You weren’t in as long as usual.”

			“I started feeling a bit odd.” As Ray wondered how much he could ask her while Tim and Jonquil would hear, she said “Nothing to worry about. I felt a bit watery again, that was all.”

			“How do you mean?” 

			“Like William’s word.” Disconcertingly, this didn’t come from Sandra. “Like you’re made of water,” Jonquil said.

			“We mostly are, aren’t we? Everybody is.” This was Tim, who threw Ray even more by saying “I felt like that as well.”

			Sandra uncapped a litre of water and took quite a swig before offering Ray the bottle, by which time the teenagers were drinking from their own. What was wrong with that? You were advised to avoid dehydration when you were anywhere like Greece. Ray was swallowing a mouthful cold enough to make him shiver – surely this was all that did – when his red-headed neighbour said “You’ve never gone and got yourself a lovebite, son.”

			“How can he have?” Madge protested. “He’s been with us.”

			The teenager’s pale face turned variously red. “An insect got me while I was asleep,” he muttered.

			“Was that what all the moaning was about?” his father said. “Sounded like you were having one hell of a dream.”

			“About that girl who looked at me when we was having dinner,” the boy said lower and more red-faced still.

			“Just you keep her in your dreams and nowhere else,” his mother said. “You don’t know what you could catch round here.”

			“Mam,” the boy complained, fingering his neck, and Ray could have thought the reference to infection had darkened the overcast day as if the shade in which Sandra and the teenagers were lying had reached for him. The woman’s remark had brought the state of the corpse in the cave to mind, but at least he was glad that Julian and Natalie appeared to have abandoned looking for signs of an epidemic. As for himself, he’d never even begun. With every day that passed he seemed to have less room in his mind to be concerned with anything but Sandra.

			* * *

			“Yes, come in, all my friends. Welcome to Aegean Taste.”

			Their host was expansive in every sense. His midriff strained at his white shirt as if eager to advertise the taverna. His rounded brown face was as glossy as his raked black hair, and his wide blue eyes glistened just as much. “Everywhere for you, my friends,” he said. “Sit where is good.”

			They were the first customers for lunch. Like its neighbours, the taverna boasted umbrellas as large as the ones on the beach. When Sandra and the teenagers headed for the shadiest, everyone else followed them. “You will drink,” the manager said, which stopped barely short of an assumption. “Wine for you?”

			“At least two soft drinks, please,” Julian said.

			“Eat too, my friends. Catch of day is special.”

			“Pris is mine,” Doug took the chance to say.

			As Ray and Sandra awarded this a sigh each Natalie said “Then Julian must be my catch.”

			Ray saw Jonquil find somewhere else to look. Not least in a bid to leave any awkwardness behind he said “Sandra’s always been mine.”

			None of the adults seemed to know how vigorously they should react, and the youngsters were growing more embarrassed. Perhaps Jonquil meant to change the subject by saying “They never have one of the night.”

			William giggled, if a little tentatively. “What can you catch at night?”

			“Nothing at all, I hope,” Natalie said.

			“That’s right, William,” Julian said and stared at Jonquil. “Nights are for sleeping and that’s all.”

			The manager’s return with a stack of menus came as a relief. “Everything for you, my friends,” he said.

			Though Ray felt abashed for finding him a little too effusive, he could have thought the man was sweating with the performance. Wasn’t he just being hospitably Greek? There was surely no reason to think the effort was conscious, and Ray didn’t really glimpse a hint of guilt as their host glanced at the most shaded of the tables, unless the man felt Vasilema had let down its visitors by failing to provide more sun. Everyone ordered the catch of the day, including William. “We take bones away for you,” the manager told him.

			Having met this with a giggle, the boy seemed uncertain until Natalie said “The gentleman’s going to bone your fish.”

			“You don’t like head, my friend?” When William shook his the manager said “We take that too.”

			Ray couldn’t help recalling the corpse in the cave, and saw Julian was reminded as well. He felt as if his thoughts were lying in wait for him without emerging into the open, and made a bid to quash them. “Here’s something odd,” he said. “Everybody on the beach has only just arrived.”

			“Now, Ray,” Sandra said more mildly than he thought was called for. “How can you know that?”

			“Someone asked and they all said they were.”

			“If you say so,” Julian said, “but you’ll forgive me, what’s the significance?”

			It seemed important to answer this, and Ray was struggling to think when Julian frowned at the beach. “Is that that fellow?”

			“Who?” Jonquil said but didn’t look.

			“Not your follower. I’ve been keeping my eyes open for him, never fear. What’s the fellow’s name,” Julian said more like a protest than a question. “The guide.”

			Natalie was on her feet. “Jamie,” she said.

			As Ray located him Jamie caught sight of them all. He was wearing shorts and an open shirt that revealed he hadn’t bothered bleaching his chest hair. He glanced aside at once, fingering his lips to mime being overtaken by a thought, and turned away to retreat along the beach. “One moment, James,” Julian called, and louder “James.”

			Perhaps Jamie didn’t like this version of his name, since he kept on without looking back. At least he wasn’t walking much faster than Ray, who followed Natalie and Julian to hear what might be said. “Jamie, hold on,” Natalie shouted loud enough to raise the heads of a dozen sunbathers or whatever they’d be named at Sunset Beach.

			This time Jamie had to turn, although Ray thought he briefly put on speed. By the time the guide faced the three of them he’d adopted a professional smile that seemed eager to suggest he hadn’t previously noticed them. “Hi there again,” he cried. “How’s all the family? Having the time of your lives?”

			“We’re glad we came,” Natalie said. “You remember us, then.”

			“I remember every last one of my clients.” Perhaps Jamie decided this was too large a claim, because his smile wobbled for a moment. “Remind me where we met again,” he said.

			“We were on your cruise around the island.”

			“You were lucky with your day. We’ve had to cancel some trips since.” With what Ray could have thought was haste Jamie added “Of course, your son was the clever little chap.”

			“He’s the pride of the family,” Julian said. “You’ll remember you took us to your beach by the cave.”

			“I don’t think we actually took you there. You can say we passed it if you want.”

			“We can say you were the reason we knew it was there. I assume you’ll have heard we made our own way to it and what Mr Thornton and I found in the cave.”

			“Oh.” Jamie seemed uncertain how the exclamation ought to sound. “That was you,” he said.

			“I should have thought you’d know that.” When Jamie met this with a silence Ray would have called sulky if not adolescent, Julian said “What else have you heard?”

			“I can’t make out what you want to know.”

			“What happened to the man we found. Your client Mr Ditton.”

			“I knew who you meant.” Ray was afraid Julian had antagonised Jamie beyond answering until he said “The poor guy drowned.”

			“There’s more to it than that,” Ray objected. “He wasn’t even your age. I’m no swimmer, but I take it he was. How did he come to be drowned?”

			“Some kind of attack.” As though someone had misinterpreted him Jamie said “I’m not saying he was attacked. He had one in the water.”

			“At his age?” Natalie said. “Did he have a history of them?”

			Ray could have thought he saw Jamie consider the notion before glancing around and lowering his voice. “I believe it may have been some kind of drug he took. I don’t mean medication.”

			“What leads you to believe that?” Julian said.

			“What else is it going to be?” When nobody supplied the answer Jamie said “Who else except the police?”

			“I can’t see how drugs explain the state he was in.”

			With a grimace that quivered his chubby cheeks Jamie muttered “It’d be the fish.”

			“Fish,” Natalie said.

			“Them and crabs and everything.” Jamie waved his hands as if an unpleasant object had stuck to them. “If a body’s in the sea it attracts them,” he said, “and then, well, you two know what then.”

			Ray couldn’t have said why he felt a trick had been played, and perhaps not the first one. He was trying to grasp the impression when Julian said “Will you give us your word that his condition wasn’t infectious?”

			Jamie’s mouth appeared to be deliberating its shape. “My word.”

			“That still means something to some of us. Your word of honour.”

			“I’ll swear on my grandmother’s grave if you like. She brought me up a lot more than my mother did.” Since this went some way towards impressing Julian, Jamie said “I’m swearing he couldn’t infect anyone, because I know it’s true.”

			“Well,” Julian said to Natalie, “that improves the holiday, I think.”

			As she nodded Doug called “Here’s lunch.”

			“Fish,” Natalie remembered, and Ray saw a thought assail her. Then her eyes cleared, and she shook her head as though to evict the idea. “I need to stop being so ridiculous,” she said. “How many fish are there in the sea? If I say anything else to spoil the holiday, dad, you tell me.”

			“You haven’t spoiled a thing, and I’m sure your mother doesn’t think so.”

			“Everything’s hunky now, is it?” Jamie said without lingering for a response. “Have a splendiferous rest of your stay.”

			As Ray followed Julian and Natalie into the taverna Sandra said “What was all that about?”

			Despite frowning at William, Julian seemed to feel bound to answer. “Ditton,” he said. “No disease involved.”

			“I expect that’s a relief.”

			Ray saw it ought to be and couldn’t understand why he should demur. He was additionally troubled by feeling that Jamie’s farewell had been as overstated as the welcome to Aegean Taste. He mustn’t let his doubts show in case Natalie thought he was hesitating over the food. In fact the grilled fish was delicious, and he was heartened to see Sandra making a meal of hers along with digging into one of the communal bowls of Greek salad. He was poking his fork between the ribs of his fish to extract the last morsels before he consigned the skeleton to a plate heaped with bones and dead-eyed heads when he noticed someone striding along the beach.

			Not just his robes made the man look out of place. The closer he approached, the darker his face seemed to grow. It was framed, not to say obscured, by hair as black as his cylindrical hat and his vestments – a fierce beard joined to a thick moustache and to sideboards that led to the pelt on his scalp. His boots kicked up sand that glittered on his trouser cuffs and the hem of his priestly costume. Ray thought the priest was clicking his teeth in case the glares he sent the occupants of sunbeds weren’t sufficiently censorious, and then he saw that the sound came from a string of beads that dangled from the man’s right hand. The priest continued thumbing them along the string while he stalked past the taverna, and the judgmental head swung towards the diners. As his glare found Sandra and the teenagers he raised his hand to click the beads at them. “Go back,” he said.

			His voice was unexpectedly thin and shrill. Before anybody could respond he strode onwards. Sandra and the cousins blinked at one another like sleepers not quite wakened, and seemed content to stay bemused by the incident until Ray stood up, almost flooring his chair. “Don’t make a fuss,” Sandra pleaded. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“I’ll see if it does,” Ray said and tramped onto the beach.

			He wasn’t about to waste any breath in shouting after the man. The soft sand was enough of a hindrance, and his legs were aching by the time he managed to catch up with the priest and, thanks to an effort that left him breathless, overtake him. “Wait there,” he gasped. “What did you, say to my, wife and our, grandchildren? What do you, mean by it?”

			The priest had halted. Otherwise Ray would have been unable to keep up with him, let alone speak. He glared at Ray, and then his gaze softened, which Ray found no more appealing. It made him feel pitied, especially when the priest shook his head without speaking. “What exactly were you telling them to do?” Ray said, having recaptured his breath. “I know you understand me. You speak English.”

			How much like Julian did he sound? Just now he didn’t care. The priest’s gaze had grown softer still, but not in any reassuring sense. Compared to the expression he’d turned on the users of the sunbeds it looked enfeebled, and Ray was trying to define it more precisely when the priest said “Go back.”

			“You’re saying that to them or you’re saying it to me?” Ray’s skull had begun to throb with frustration. “Go back where?” he begged.

			The priest had already turned away, and now he recommenced his patrol of the beach. Ray might have followed him if he could have thought of more to ask, but he’d been thrown not just by the man’s words but by his voice. This time it had been as deep as he would have expected a Greek priest’s to sound. As he watched the man stride away he didn’t know whether he was reminded of a thwarted child kicking up sand or somebody trying to uncover a burial. His thoughts in disarray, he trudged back to the taverna. “Did you get any sense from the fellow?” Julian said.

			“I couldn’t really make him out.”

			“I expect he thought we weren’t as bad as everybody else,” Doug said, “because we’re only dining.”

			“That’ll be it,” Pris said. “We can still be saved.”

			Ray felt this was no more helpful than her laugh, but what else could he have said about the priest? Once Julian worked out the bill Doug left a bigger tip than Julian had at the previous meal, and Ray told himself the contest was harmless enough. Back on the beach he felt as though the priest had left him with a secret he couldn’t define to himself, which might have involved the pallid overcast somehow if not the hundreds of people around him. However large that made it seem, he couldn’t let it distract him from Sandra, however much it kept trying. It didn’t even stay behind when at last they left the beach.

			The sight of the Happy Snappy shop at the end of the lane was unexpectedly welcome. At least it gave Ray something to point out to the family, and he was about to speak when he saw that the first shot of the girl in a bikini had been replaced by a crimson sunset over the beach. “Where’s the other photograph?” he blurted.

			The proprietor was counting notes into a drawer of the till. Ray had to wait for him to look up, and then he seemed not to have heard the question. “The other photograph,” Ray said and pointed at the wall.

			The man rubbed his scalp as if he wanted to erase the grey that had invaded it. “No other.”

			“Yes, of you and that girl up there, only years ago.”

			“Too old. No use now,” the man said as though he meant himself.

			“You seemed to think it was before.” When this gained no response Ray said “Could I just show it to my family?”

			“No use,” the man said and stared at Ray so hard his eyes grew blank. “Gone.”

			Ray felt exhausted and defeated. As he gestured everyone out of the shop Sandra murmured “What was all that about?”

			“It was just a trick,” Ray said, not knowing if he meant the photograph. Until he was thwarted he hadn’t realised how much he wanted to show it to the family. It left him with a sense that he needed to confront at least the adults with something else, though he didn’t know what or why. The impression felt like a shadow he couldn’t shake off as he followed them to the bus stop.

		

	
		
			The Tenth Day 29 August

			A knock at the door of the apartment wakened Ray. “It’s only me,” Natalie called.

			He was still sufficiently asleep to wonder who else it might have been and whether she felt bound to reassure him. Had something almost roused him earlier? He seemed to recall having heard a cry, unless that had been a dream. He was trying to grasp the impression when Natalie knocked louder. “Mum, dad? Are you awake?”

			“I am,” Ray said, and at once he violently was, having realised that Sandra had failed to respond. She was lying face up, and the quilt over her breasts didn’t stir. Her right arm lay upturned on the quilt, and her limp hand appeared to be reaching out, away from him. Was the mark on her arm redder than it had been? He leaned across her to finger it, but there was no blood. Her face winced, tugging at the corner of her mouth, and she mumbled “Are you here again?”

			“I’m always here,” he protested, feeling not far from rebuffed. “It’s Ray.”

			“Oh, Ray.” Her eyes struggled open and found him. “I must have been very asleep,” she said. “I thought you were someone else.”

			Ray had never been jealous in all their years of marriage, but now he felt he was for asking “Who?”

			“I don’t know.” She clearly thought Ray was being as unreasonable as he felt. “I never see him,” she said.

			His mind was clamouring with questions, but they would have to wait. “Natalie’s outside. I’d better see what she wants.”

			He limped quickly though not straight to the door and poked his head around it to find Natalie drumming on her pursed lips with a finger, the way she had before she’d even started school. “Sorry if I got you out of bed,” she told him.

			“We don’t want to waste the day.” As he saw her remember how little time might be left to her mother he hastened to ask “What’s brought you up here?”

			“We were wondering if you’d mind another trip on the road train. William would like one.”

			“Then I’m sure I would,” Sandra called.

			“It’s a guided tour. Doug and Pris are in favour. The only thing is it leaves in an hour.”

			“I’m on my way,” Sandra declared and shut herself in the bathroom. “Take the bread out of the fridge, Ray,” she called.

			He might have liked her not to be in quite such a hurry. He found a plate for yesterday’s bread and then stood in front of the closed door. “What do you mean, you never see him?”

			“I don’t think I meant anything very much.”

			“Then can you tell me however much you did?”

			“It was only a dream, Ray.”

			“You said never. You must have had it more than once.”

			“Just a couple of times, I think.”

			“Are you going to tell me what you dream?”

			“Don’t be upset, will you? We can’t choose what we dream. It’s only what the night sets free.” She might have been awaiting some response from him before she said “Somebody came to me in the dark and gave me a kiss, that was all.”

			As Ray told himself that she wasn’t responsible for the dream she opened the door and gazed into his eyes. Perhaps she was saddened by what she saw, because she took both of his hands. “I dreamed,” she said, “he gave me some more life.”

			Ray wasn’t sure what point there was to asking “How?”

			“It was just my feeling in the dream. You know what it must be really, don’t you? How our holiday with everyone has made me feel.”

			He couldn’t argue with that, and yet when she withdrew into the bathroom he felt as though he’d left the issue uninvestigated. There was something else he’d neglected to examine, but he had time now. He pulled the drawer out of the bedside table and set it on the bed.

			More than a day didn’t seem to have done the remains of the book much good. He’d put them in the drawer for fear of waking Sandra, but in the morning he’d slipped a folded towel under them in case that helped. He couldn’t tell whether it had. Most of the scraps of paper had stuck together in several wads, and as he set about peeling them apart he found that print had seeped through, blurring words. Many of the fragments had to be smoothed out as well, and the first of these was all that remained of the contents page, from which he saw that the only chapter concerned with Vasilema was the one he’d partly read.

			As he separated the fragments he saw that they dealt with other islands: Crete, Zakynthos, Kefalonia, Kos… Hadn’t he rescued anything about Vasilema? Yes, here was a jagged section of the first page of that chapter, which only made him anxious to find more. He’d coaxed almost all the damp wads apart, and his fingernail felt clogged with sodden pulp, by the time he identified another relevant fragment. It was torn from corner to corner, but an intact sentence caught his eye. They feed so Skiá feeds.

			He was trying to imagine how the sentences above it might have been completed when Sandra came out of the bathroom. “You haven’t time for that now, Ray,” she said. “We don’t want to disappoint William.”

			As Ray returned the scraps of paper to the drawer he saw they’d left faint stains on the quilt, as if an ill-defined shape had been lying next to him. By the time he left the bathroom Sandra had arranged breakfast on the balcony – coffee, bread, salt, olive oil. He’d grown almost used to her wearing her hat and sunglasses in the shade. He was more concerned that she ate, and was heartened by her appetite. She was finishing the last crusty hunk of bread when Julian called “Five minutes, everyone.”

			They met in the play area, where Ray could have fancied that the faces on the equipment were grinning at a secret. The youngsters were being kept ignorant about their grandmother – that was where his sense of the unspoken came from. The silence seemed to grow more awkward as everybody crossed the courtyard of the Sunny View, until Julian said “What do you have to say, William?”

			“I’m sorry if I woke anybody up.”

			“Your mummy did that,” Sandra said. “Not that we’re complaining.”

			“No, in the night. When I made a fuss.”

			“I wondered if I heard something,” Ray said. “What was wrong, William?”

			“I saw someone in our room.”

			“You didn’t quite say that, did you? Tell grandma and grandad what you told us.” When the boy looked embarrassed if not nervous Natalie prompted “Not in the room, in…”

			“He was in the room.” Just as stubbornly William said “Then he went in the window.”

			“Explain to everybody what you mean,” Julian said.

			“I expect you’re saying he went out of it, are you?” Sandra said. “But we know it must have been a dream. I had one last night too.”

			Ray was hoping she wouldn’t describe it when William said “It wasn’t, gran.”

			“That’s all it could have been.” With dwindling patience Julian said “You still have to say what you mean by going in the window.”

			“Like in the church. The pictures in the glass.”

			“Stained glass, do you mean?” Once the boy nodded Ray said “That’s a dream if I ever heard one, William. Real people can’t go inside glass.” 

			“He did, and he was watching Jonquil. Then he sank.”

			“What do you mean,” Julian objected, “sank?”

			“Like the window was water, and then he wasn’t there any more.”

			“And you don’t think that was a dream?” When William was silent Julian said “Tell everybody who you thought he was.”

			“The man Jonquil was dancing with by the fire.”

			“Stop it, William,” Jonquil said. “You know he couldn’t have got in our room.”

			Julian turned from frowning at the Paradise Apartments to stare, but not at William. “Is he getting on your nerves? Then I hope you’re satisfied.”

			Her voice took on more of an edge. “Why are you saying that?”

			“Because I don’t think there’s any question who’s responsible for William having these dreams.”

			“I don’t think so either,” Natalie said.

			“Then we’re in agreement, which is as it should be,” Julian said and looked askance at her sigh. “Isn’t that the case?”

			“Julian, I wish occasionally you’d listen to someone besides yourself. I think you’re giving William these dreams.”

			“Perhaps you’d care to explain how,” Julian said and sucked his lips in to rid them of their pout.

			“You’ve been harping on about Jonquil’s boyfriend for days now. You even did it at the beach.”

			“He’s not my boyfriend,” Jonquil protested, though Ray thought he heard a hint of nervousness. “I’ve got one at home.”

			“All I’m saying,” Natalie said, “is I’m surprised you aren’t having dreams like William.”

			If Jonquil meant to speak, Julian didn’t wait for her. “Any other complaints while I’m in the firing line?”

			“You might like to remember we aren’t just proud of William.”

			“I’m not aware of having said that was the case.”

			“You don’t have to say, but you know you did. You told Jamie yesterday he was the pride of the family. As far as I’m concerned my daughter is as well.”

			“Don’t you mean our daughter?”

			Ray thought several people were suppressing their answers, but Sandra murmured “Do you want to say anything, Jonquil?”

			“I try to be.”

			“Appreciated,” Julian said. “I hope that’s mutual.”

			Ray was on the edge of urging both of them to say more when William said “It isn’t daddy’s fault.”

			“I never said it was,” Jonquil protested.

			“Mummy did. It isn’t fair.”

			“William, what I was actually saying – ”

			“You said daddy made me see the man in our room. Daddy didn’t bring him there. I don’t know who did.”

			Before Ray could judge how much the boy was striving to defend his father Julian said “William, would you prefer not to go on the train?”

			“No, daddy,” William said in dismay.

			“Then kindly stop this nonsense. Everybody’s had their fill of it. The train is to help you to forget all about it,” Julian said and strode so fast towards the road train waiting in the square that he might have been determined to leave behind anybody’s chance to speak. A few passengers were already seated in the open carriages, and their presence would inhibit any discussion of the kind the family had had or almost had. All the same, Ray heard Julian mutter to Natalie “If it needs to be dealt with tonight I promise you I will.”

			* * *

			As the train set off, the guide with the microphone introduced herself as Irene and the driver as Mikos in English and German and French. Her English was enthusiastic if somewhat ramshackle, which Ray suspected was the case with the other languages as well. By the time she finished speaking in them she hardly paused before starting the next section of her commentary in English. At least this helped to make it less apparent that Natalie and Julian had little to say to each other and were being ponderously polite. If their silences hadn’t been infectious Ray might have pointed out that Irene was concentrating on the landscape the train was passing through – olive groves, depleted streams, hills decorated with goats – while neglecting the history of the island. He could have felt that the unspoken was an unacknowledged passenger on the train, and very close to him.

			Might William lose interest in the ride when it was accompanied by so much language that he didn’t understand? At least whenever it passed through a village he devoted himself to waving at everybody in the narrow convoluted streets. When the family joined in Ray thought William’s parents were trying to outdo each other, which made them look as if they’d reverted to their son’s age. William appeared to have communicated his zest to the villagers, who waved with such vigour that they might have been greeting royalty if not someone even more important to them.

			The first stop on the outing was a vineyard. Once Irene had talked all three nationalities through the processes of making wine and raki, everyone had a chance to sample them. William seemed happy to be given a large bunch of grapes after Natalie had washed them at a sink. “Try some if you like,” she told Jonquil, indicating the queue for drinks, and Julian said nothing at all. “Drink enough and you will sleep tonight,” Irene told the girl, and Ray hoped William would do the latter.

			Next on the tour was a ceramics factory. Russet jugs and varicoloured vases occupied a multitude of shelves, and Ray had never seen so many pottery depictions of the sun, ranging from red to a white that looked less radiant than drained of colour. Quite a few had faces, and of course their smiles couldn’t seem anything other than fixed. A potter demonstrated shaping a vase and delighted William by letting him help with another, though the man was less successful at showing how to make a sun. He appeared to be distracted by more than one member of the audience – Ray couldn’t tell who. The rays of the ceramic sun might have been the violent spikes of an explosion, while the smile the potter gouged wasn’t too far from a grimace. “No good anyway,” the man declared, crumpling the clay into a shapeless lump.

			The excursion moved on to an embroidery workshop, where Ray was disconcerted to observe how many of the patterns resembled elaborate cobwebs. Had this been the case in Vasilema Town? When William said “Spiders” Ray thought he was being fanciful until he saw the boy didn’t need to be. Any number of the intricate white cloths pinned to the walls were hiding spiders in their designs, as if the creatures were so inextricable from their webs that they could hardly be distinguished from them. “Why the spiders?” Doug asked the guide.

			“They are emblem.”

			“An emblem of what?” Pris said.

			“Our island.”

			“In that case,” Julian said, “I’m surprised it isn’t on a flag.”

			“It is to see when you are here.”

			“It might put people off coming, you mean?” Pris said.

			Before Irene could answer, though she seemed uncertain how to, William said “Is it what the saint killed?”

			The guide bowed her head as if to bring it closer to his meaning. “Saint, you say.”

			“St Titus,” Doug said. “Will thinks we saw pictures of him fighting spiders.”

			“Or something like them,” Pris said.

			“Something.” As Ray took this for a species of agreement Irene said “It has to be legend. He would not come back.”

			“No fight.” This was contributed by a woman at a loom, whose black dress put Ray in mind of the priest on the beach. “Too much past now,” she said.

			“There you are, William,” Julian said as Ray thought of asking Irene what either woman meant. “It was just a story, an old legend.”

			Ray supposed it was better for William to be concerned with this rather than his dream. Or could one have led to the other – the carvings on the trees by the path to the cave helping to inflame his imagination? Ray had lost the chance to question Irene, who was speaking to a solitary German couple in their language. He could have thought she was relieved to say “When we are all ready it is time for lunch.”

			They ate at a taverna next to a miniature waterfall and encircled by the stream it fed. The glade set with tables could have been the garden of the small house next to the taverna. The trees across the stream were as vitally green as the forest near the monastery of St Titus was black. A brawny woman welcomed everyone with sweeping gestures of her muscular bare arms, and brought brimming jugs of water to the tables. “Water your friend,” she told William.

			When he giggled at whatever he thought she meant she gave him a stern look and indicated how the stream surrounded them. “Water,” she insisted. “Friend for life.”

			Ray thought Pris was saving the boy from any further misinterpretation as she said “Everyone’s so friendly here.”

			“We need.”

			“That’s your way, isn’t it?” Doug was determined not to be puzzled by her response. “That’s Greek,” he said.

			“Our way,” the woman said and glanced at Sandra and the teenagers, who’d sat in the shade of several trees. “Yes.”

			She was moving away when Julian said “May we see the menu?”

			“No menu. Freshest fish. You catch, we cook.”

			A wire mesh dammed an outlet from a large pool at the lowest section of the stream, trapping at least a dozen fish. Nets on poles lay on the stone rim of the pool. “Maybe boy don’t like,” she conceded. “I tell you other food.”

			“I like fish,” William protested.

			“Good boy. Grow up fine man,” the woman said, ruffling his hair.

			“We’re a fine family,” Julian said and nodded at Jonquil. “Both of them.”

			William was the first to pick up a net, and just as eager to wield it. “You can choose mine for me, Ray,” Sandra said.

			“Someone get mine too,” Tim said, and Jonquil added “Please for me as well.”

			Ray caught their host sending all three a doubtful look. If they were comfortable where they were, he didn’t see the problem, and why should he compound the anxiety that had become his constant companion? He watched William net a struggling fish, which the brawny woman took to the kitchen. Soon everybody’s lunch was caught, and she brought out bowls of salad. “Do you live here, then?” Doug took the chance to ask.

			“All the year.”

			“With your family?” When her gesture identified them as the waiter and the chef at the grill, Doug said “Doesn’t it get lonely in the winter, all the same?”

			“No visitors,” the woman said, swinging her hand in a wide circle. “No problem.”

			Before long she and her son brought the grilled fish. Ray thought William might be dismayed by the blind head of his, but the boy seemed untroubled. “It’s different now,” he said calmly enough.

			“That’s because they’ve made it delicious for you,” Sandra said, having sampled hers.

			“It’s dead,” William declared as if this needed to be made plain. “It can’t move any more.”

			“Of course it can’t,” Natalie said as she set about stripping the flesh from the bones for him. “Nothing can then, William.”

			Was the boy doing his best to look convinced? At least he seemed to enjoy his meal, even if he didn’t match Sandra and the cousins for voraciousness. Ray kept growing aware of the perpetual monologue of the waterfall, which sounded like a meditation on endlessness. Despite its lack of words he could easily have fancied that it had some message for him, especially given their host’s farewell to her English guests. “Water is good,” she said with some force.

			“Better than good,” Pris said. “It’s the best we’ve had.”

			Did Ray glimpse frustration in the woman’s eyes? As Sandra and the teenagers stood up she gazed at them. “You remember.”

			“We do,” Sandra assured her. “We make sure we don’t get dehydrated.”

			This time Ray was sure she looked misunderstood. “Thank you,” Sandra said as the woman turned to the German couple, but she didn’t glance back. As the train left the taverna behind, the staff moved together to watch from just inside the watery boundary, and Ray wondered how often they crossed the stream. For an instant he felt close to grasping some point that the woman had tried to convey, and then it was gone.

			Soon the train stopped at an olive oil factory. Irene showed everyone the massive old stone wheel that had been turned by four men or a quartet of donkeys, and then she led her party inside the factory for an extended look at the hydraulic equipment now in use. There were varieties of oil to sample, and Sandra might have been competing with Tim and Jonquil to prove who could dip the most bread. When Irene mentioned that olives were harvested in November, Doug said “What else happens in the winter? We’ve often thought we’d like to retire to an island like yours.”

			“I do not think so. You would find dead.”

			“It can’t be as dead as all that, can it?” Pris objected. “Don’t some places stay open for the locals?”

			“Just enough to feed.”

			“That’s enough then, isn’t it? What else do you do till the spring?”

			“Wait for sun.”

			“You’d have to do a lot of that round here.” When this fell short of amusing her Doug said “There must be something to keep you on the island.”

			Irene looked away from him and indicated all the tourists. “We wait for you to come.”

			“That’s hardly an activity, is it?” Julian said. “I believe Douglas was asking how you occupy yourselves.”

			“We are occupied,” Irene said, turning back to Doug and Pris. “You would not want to be here. There is much dark.”

			“I should think Christmas is special,” Pris insisted.

			“The child is born to die and rise again.”

			“That’s what it’s all about,” Doug said, if a little uncertainly. “My wife was asking how you celebrate.”

			“All we can for the dark.”

			Ray thought Doug was growing as frustrated as Julian visibly was. “It’s related to that, isn’t it?” Doug was determined to establish. “Christmas is, I mean. A way to remind us the light always comes back even when it’s darkest.”

			“We have the darkest day.”

			To Ray this sounded like a grotesque boast, but perhaps Pris understood. “You mean you have another tradition.”

			“We light the fires. Fires to St Titus.”

			“Like the one we saw the other night, you mean.”

			“Not so much like. Fires, nothing else. They bring light but they don’t bring sun.” With a partial smile that looked not merely wry but half-hearted Irene said “Just more legends people can’t let go. Fairy tales so children aren’t afraid.”

			Ray assumed she meant superstitious folk. “St Titus again,” he said. “His monastery, that must be the darkest place.”

			“What makes you say?”

			“We’ve been there.”

			“But there is nothing to see.” Irene might have been resolved if not anxious to persuade them. “Just dark,” she said.

			“There’s plenty of that.” As he saw her start to turn away he blurted “Don’t people still live there, though?”

			Julian scowled at him and jerked his head at William. By the time Natalie distracted the boy with chatter Irene had yet to respond. In case she was using William as an excuse for silence Ray murmured “I saw one.”

			“First we’ve heard,” Doug objected.

			“Are you sure, Ray?” Pris said too gently for his taste.

			“Yes,” Ray said and held Irene’s gaze. “I am.”

			“Some of our oldest went there. It is a refuge always. Nowhere else for them.” As Pris and Doug and Ray hindered one another with attempted questions she said “Now I must talk to my other guests.” All the same, she lingered to add “We are happy when you come to our island.”

			Was this some form of apology for attempting to put Doug and Pris off? Ray gathered that was how they took it, and couldn’t think what other interpretation there might be. “So what are you saying you saw, dad?” Doug said.

			“Better not discuss it while William’s around.” Ray found he had too many incomplete thoughts to put in order if he could, but he was disconcerted to be using his grandson as a pretext. “We’ll talk about it later,” he said and felt as if he weren’t admitting why he wanted to delay that, even to himself.

			* * *

			When they all heard a second splintering crash from a house opposite Chloe’s Garden, Natalie gave William a worried look. “What’s happening over there?”

			“Nothing bad. It is his birthday,” Chloe’s daughter Daphne said.

			“Happy birthday to him, then,” Natalie said as if she were reassuring William. “How old is the birthday boy?”

			“He is forty.”

			“I didn’t think you did that any more,” Doug said as they heard another item shatter.

			“We break plates sometimes. We are Greek.”

			“No, I mean I thought you only celebrated children’s birthdays. And your name day when you’re his sort of age.”

			“We have the fun we can,” Daphne said with an odd hint of defiance. “It is natural.”

			“I suppose nothing’s more natural than growing old,” Sandra said.

			Natalie reached for her mother’s hand as if she didn’t trust herself to speak, and Ray saw Tim and Jonquil wonder why. Perhaps Pris intended to distract them by raising her glass towards the house across the road and calling “Hronia polla.”

			“Polyhronos,” Doug shouted.

			Daphne’s eyes winced shut, and she shook her head. “We do not say that here.”

			“What aren’t they meant to say?” Julian enquired.

			“Live many years, apparently,” Pris told him.

			“Or live a thousand years,” Doug said.

			“Didn’t somebody say something like that to us, Ray?” Sandra said.

			As Natalie clasped her mother’s hand with both of hers Daphne said “It is not the same. You are not from our island.”

			“I’ve no idea what difference that’s supposed to make,” Julian said.

			“For you it is just a wish.”

			Jonquil was watching her mother and grandmother. Before anyone could answer Daphne the girl said “What’s wrong?”

			“Not a thing, Jonquil,” Sandra said. “Really nothing at all, honestly.”

			Ray thought these were several words too many. “We’ve both been thinking something was,” Tim said.

			Natalie seemed unsure where to look, except not at William. “We weren’t aware there had been any discussion,” Julian objected, “and there’s no need for any more.”

			“Gran ought to say,” Tim said.

			“Thank you both for caring. Nobody should tell you off for that. If anything was wrong,” Sandra said, “it isn’t worth bothering about any more, truly. Now I think Julian’s right and we can put it to bed.”

			Ray saw that Jonquil wasn’t entirely won over, and he thought Pris was trying to create another diversion. “If it’s not a wish for you,” she said to Daphne, “what is it, then?”

			“More like a curse,” Daphne said and glanced at the dim road, where nothing moved except the scrawny elongated limbs of the shadow of the spider in its web. “I will bring your drinks.”

			As she retreated, having scribbled down their food orders as well, Sandra said “I think I could live with that kind of curse.”

			Ray was hoping Tim and Jonquil couldn’t sense how the adults were suppressing their reactions when Doug said “Here comes somebody we know.”

			Neither of the cousins followed his gaze. Ray did, and saw the mute seller of trinkets approaching from the direction of the bridge. Might she have another copy of the book she’d given him? He pulled out a twenty-euro note and flourished it at her. Although she must have seen, she swung around as if she hadn’t and tramped back the way she’d come. “Just a tick,” Ray called. “Hang on.”

			“Ray,” Sandra murmured. “She can’t hear, can she?”

			“She can see well enough,” he said, pushing back his chair.

			“Ray,” Sandra protested more vehemently, but he hadn’t time to make her understand. He ran out of the taverna and after the woman. If she couldn’t hear his flapping sandaled footsteps he ought not to startle her, and so he was keeping to the opposite side of the road as he made to overtake her when his shadow did. She twisted around so fast that her bag thumped her hip. “It’s all right,” Ray said, though he felt absurd for speaking in a language she might not even know. “It’s only me.”

			Presumably she saw that, even if it didn’t seem to reassure her much. She held her cupped hands out to him, though only just, which he assumed was meant for a question. “The book you gave me,” Ray said and saw from her eyes that she didn’t understand, or could their blankness mean she was determined not to admit she did? He wasn’t here to investigate how genuine her deafness was. He pointed at her bag and used both hands to mime pulling if not wrenching it wide.

			How much like a bully did he look, if not a robber? She opened the capacious bag readily enough, but Ray had to crane over it to be certain in the dim light from the nearest streetlamp that none of the many items it contained was a book. He stuffed the note he was clutching back into his pocket and saw her face stay blank. No doubt she was used to that kind of rebuff, and Ray had to make her understand. “Book,” he said. “Book.”

			He’d no business condemning Julian’s impatience over language when he was behaving worse. He patted the air in front of the woman as if he were playing charades, and then indicated her with both hands before turning them upwards and cupping them towards himself vigorously enough to make his fingers twinge. He wished he’d learned signing, though would it be the same in Greece? He shook his head several times in the hope of conveying that he didn’t want any items from her bag, and then held his folded hands in front of his face. He meant them to signify a book as he opened them while pressing their sides together, but might they look as though he had been praying or was now releasing some creature they’d trapped? He held out the left one and traced lines on the palm with his forefinger while he pored over the pretence of sentences. “Book,” he said and stared at her in some desperation. “Book.”

			She nodded once, which surely meant she understood. Ray raised his fists and shook them, intending to communicate triumph, and then he showed her the backs of his hands as a kind of punctuation, a sign that he hadn’t finished. How could he ask the question? He held out his hands with the fingers splayed and lifted his shoulders in an extravagant shrug and cocked his head on one side while widening his eyes and distorting the rest of his features into an interrogative grimace so fierce that his brows ached. “Why?” he didn’t say but only mouthed, “why me?” and jerked all his fingers at himself.

			He saw her grasp his meaning before her face reverted to illegibility. At first he thought she had no answer or refused to have one, and then she held up her right hand, bending the little finger against the palm to pin it with the thumb. Ray couldn’t see what she was trying to communicate until she brandished the remaining fingers and then pointed them at the taverna, by which time he didn’t know how much he cared to understand. “Three of what?” he demanded, feeling not just stupid but wilfully so. “Which three?”

			He was dismayed to realise that he might have liked her not to comprehend, but she did. She nodded at the taverna, and was waiting for him to look when her gaze strayed past Chloe’s Garden, along the road. Her hand sprang open and quivered while her mouth gaped as though straining to utter a cry. Ray turned so hastily to see what she was seeing that he almost fell.

			Three figures stood beyond Chloe’s Garden and the Sunny View, at the mouth of the alley under the streetlamp. Had she been pointing at them all the time? They were too distant for Ray to make out their faces or anything else of significance about them, and he might almost have been able to believe that nothing was wrong with the sight of them. Then a cat dashed out of the alley and fled together with its shadow across the road, and Ray saw what he ought to have noticed. The shadows of the figures were at least twice the length they should be, extending up the road as though in search of prey. As his pulse swelled in his ears his vision blurred, so that he couldn’t be certain whether, even if the figures were staying utterly still, their shadows had begun to merge into a single mass of blackness.

			He heard a clatter of footsteps behind him, and blinked his eyes clear barely in time to watch the mute woman disappear past the bend in the road. He swung around again to find that the road beyond the Sunny View was deserted apart from the dancing shadow of the spider. As he trudged back to Chloe’s Garden he saw all the diners watching him, though quite a few turned away to pretend they hadn’t been. Several of the family seemed to want to speak, and Doug was first. “Dad, what did you do to her?”

			“I didn’t do anything. I was just trying to make myself understood.”

			“Is that why she ran away?” Pris said with a tentative laugh.

			“That wasn’t my doing. Didn’t you see?”

			“See what?” Natalie said as if she mightn’t want to know.

			He mustn’t unnerve William, especially since he was growing less sure what he’d seen. “That I didn’t make her run,” he said.

			“If you say so,” Doug said, “but what did you want from her?”

			“Just to find out if she had another copy of that book.”

			“Maybe you can find it online. Shall I look?”

			“I think I’m still capable, son,” Ray said, not least because he felt slow for having failed to think of searching. He took out his phone and found nothing at all – no copies of History of Greece Islands for sale, and not a single reference to the book or its author. Though Ray had seen it was self-published, he wouldn’t have expected it to be quite so unremarked. He could have fancied that every trace of it had been erased from the web.

			“Let me try,” Doug said, and Ray did his best not to feel patronised. As he watched Doug search he was aware of the darkness beyond the dim road, and felt as if the light of the phone were a feeble bid to hold it back. Before long Doug admitted defeat too. “Never mind,” Ray said but did, which made him anxious to examine whatever was left of the book. Perhaps that was why he was on edge, though whenever he glanced along the road the scrawny restlessness turned out to belong to the shadow of the spider.

			Once everyone had said goodnight while the faces watching from the playground grinned at them, he laboured upstairs after Sandra. She was inside the apartment by the time he reached it, and he might have thought she was eager for bed if not for making love. Just the same, he pulled out the drawer of the bedside table. “Do you mind if I finish sorting through all this?”

			“Why is it so important to you, Ray?”

			“I just want to see what I’ve managed to save. I’ll do it outside if you like.”

			“I’ll be in bed if you need me.”

			This sounded like an unmistakable hint, and he felt guilty for postponing his response. He gave her a smile that he hoped wasn’t too abjectly apologetic as he carried the drawer onto the balcony. He switched on the outside light, which seemed to rouse a crouching shape on the beach – just a wave – before he slid the window shut behind him. 

			The fragments of the book were dry now, but this meant some of them were more thoroughly stuck together. However carefully he tried to part them, sections of one fragment clung to the other. He peeled them all apart as best he could and set about leafing through them. He was hoping to deduce why the woman had given him the book, and found that was as far as he could think.

			There was nothing he could recognise as referring to Vasilema that he hadn’t previously read, and nothing else that might explain the gift. The most substantial portion of the chapter was the first page, and even there the sentences were incomplete. As for the photograph of the monastery on the reverse, it had lost the section showing how unblackened the trees were. When he tried to recall the words missing from the sentences he felt as if he were drawing the darkness closer. Perhaps this was caused by the persistent sense he had of supine shapes creeping out of the night towards the Sunny View – still just waves on the beach.

			Once he found he was rereading pages or rather their remains he decided he’d left Sandra by herself long enough. He eased the window open and saw she was asleep, though she’d stretched one arm towards the balcony as if to summon him in her dream. He replaced the drawer in the bedside table and used the bathroom as quietly as he could, then slipped into bed. As he slid an arm around Sandra’s waist he was hoping to join her in sleep, but the fragmentary sentences were clamouring for completion, and the darkness only let them grow more insistent. The nearest he could come to quietening his mind was by concentrating on the single complete sentence that remained of the chapter on Vasilema – the last words of the chapter, on a page that had been largely blank. “They feed so Skiá feeds,” he found himself repeating silently until it began to dull his awareness – until he lost the sense that it should waken him.

		

	
		
			The Eleventh Day 30 August

			Ray heard a cry and was awake at once, and lay trying to grasp what he’d heard. At least he was certain it hadn’t been William. He was hoping it had nothing to do with the family until he managed to reconstruct the sound – Julian shouting in anger if not in disgust. What was the problem now? Should someone intervene? Ray blinked his eyes wide and was listening for any further commotion when Sandra sat up next to him in bed.

			No, it wasn’t Sandra. She was still lying beside him with his arm around her waist. Nobody had sat up, but a shape had risen from crouching over her. As Ray struggled to focus his eyes he saw a figure dart as swiftly as a spider to the window. It loomed like a scrawny shadow on the curtain, which stirred as though a wind no more substantial than a breath had touched it, and then the intruder was gone.

			How could it be? Ray had grown uncertain what he’d seen by the time he floundered out of bed and stumbled to the window, which was shut and locked as well. As Sandra muttered an indistinct sleepy protest he dragged the window open and lurched onto the balcony. Light was streaming from below it, which meant he couldn’t make out whether a thin shape had scuttled along the outer wall of the balconies before leaping from the furthest one into the dark. He craned over the wall and saw Julian outside the lower balcony, peering into the night. “What’s going on down there?” Ray blurted, mostly in a whisper.

			As Julian turned to stare up at him Doug called “Yes, Tim, what’s happening? Was someone in your room?”

			“Just me,” Tim said as if he’d discarded a couple of consonants in his sleep.

			Ray heard a confusion of voices in at least two rooms – Pris, Doug, Natalie, Jonquil, William – which didn’t quite distract him from a glimpse of movement some way along the beach. By squinting he was just able to distinguish three receding figures. Perhaps because the dim shapes were silhouetted against the waves, their outlines looked not much more stable than the sea. “Who’s that?” Ray demanded, stretching out a shaky arm. “Quick, Julian, look.”

			Julian shaded his eyes to gaze up at Ray before turning to face Sunset Beach. He’d made Ray glance at him, and when Ray returned his attention to the beach it was deserted. How was that possible when there was no concealment on the shore within hundreds of yards of where he’d just seen the figures? As Ray strained his eyes Julian said “What am I meant to be seeing?”

			“There was somebody. I know I saw them, three of them. I don’t know where they could have gone.” Ray was still peering at the dark beach as he said “What are you doing out there, Julian?”

			Julian moved close to the balconies and lowered his voice. “I wanted to prove once and for all that nobody could be getting into William’s room.”

			Ray refrained from pointing out that it was Jonquil’s too, and found he was nervous of asking “Did you?”

			“Of course I did. What on earth do you think?” Having waited until Ray met his incredulous stare, Julian said “But I wanted to make certain he’d no reason to imagine it. I had my suspicions, and it’s a damned good job I acted on them.”

			Ray felt compelled to drop his own voice further – he might almost not have wanted Julian to hear. “Why was that?”

			“The door and the windows were all locked, I saw to that, but I caught someone looking in.”

			“What happened?” Ray said more quietly still.

			“I’ve been out here since William went to sleep. I came round from the front and caught the fellow on our balcony. I can even understand how William might have run away with the idea that he could come in through the glass. He had his face pressed against the window as if he meant to God knows what, squeeze through.”

			Ray was finding each question less easy to ask. “Do we know who he was?”

			“I believe I already did. Perhaps I can be listened to in future.” With a frown for anyone who’d earned the rebuke, Julian said “It was Jonquil’s dancing partner.”

			Ray couldn’t avoid realising that he’d already known as well. Before he could think of a response, Julian grimaced and wiped his hands on his shirt. “I had hold of him.”

			While Ray was by no means certain that he wanted to learn what Julian was recalling, he had to ask “Why are you looking like that?”

			“I grabbed him when he hopped over the balcony. He showed me his teeth and gave me the slip.” Julian’s face writhed again as he said “Slippery isn’t the word for him.”

			“What is, then?”

			Julian pondered this, unless he was attempting not to. “Oily,” he said. “Not just covered with it either.”

			Ray saw this too fell short of conveying Julian’s experience. He felt as though his thoughts were creeping up on him while he said “Like William’s word, do you think?”

			“How could he know?” All the same, Julian’s conviction appeared to falter. “I suppose,” he conceded, “that’s how a child might have described the fellow.”

			Ray’s gaze strayed back to the beach, where the movements of the waves looked ominously surreptitious, too reminiscent of supine shapes biding their time. He was scarcely aware of muttering “Maybe that’s how they are.”

			“Forgive me, what did you say?”

			Ray was about to repeat the observation, though he was afraid to think where it might lead, until he heard Natalie. “Daddy and grandad are just chatting, William. Let’s all try to get back to sleep.”

			“We’d better not discuss this any further,” Julian murmured. “Perhaps we can continue at another time.”

			“I think we’ll have to,” Ray said but felt unhappily as though he’d lost a chance.

			As Julian headed around the apartment block to his front door, Ray inched the window open. He was hoping Sandra hadn’t wakened, but she mumbled “Who’s out there?”

			“Julian saw someone hanging about outside. I’ll tell you about it later.”

			“I thought he’d got in,” Sandra said quite clearly and at once was asleep. Ray knew he wouldn’t be, but had to lie beside her and embrace her as well. When he tried to draw her arm into the safety of the quilt she moaned and moved it out of reach. He didn’t know how much time passed before his eyes grew so tired that the lids slumped shut. Perhaps he needn’t watch the window any longer – not tonight, at any rate. He still couldn’t sleep, since far too many thoughts had caught up with him. Dismaying as they were, it was even worse to wonder how he could persuade everyone that he’d seen the truth.

			* * *

			Everyone had finished breakfast when Ray leaned over the balcony. “Shall we have our talk up here, Julian?”

			“I think I’ve said all I have to say,” Julian told him and patted William on the head.

			“Some people won’t have heard it. Sandra hasn’t,” Ray said, feeling bound for desperation before he’d thought he would.

			“I should think you can tell her, Raymond.”

			“She’s better hearing it from the man who knows most,” Ray said more desperately still.

			“I suppose there is that. Very well, we’ll be up in a minute. Douglas and Priscilla may as well come too. Timothy, if you could help Jonquil with William we’ll find you in the play area in due course.”

			“What aren’t we allowed to hear now?”

			“That’s not the issue, Timothy. I hope you don’t object to looking after your young cousin.”

			“I don’t see why it needs both of us.”

			“Because he’ll be safer with two of you, Tim,” Natalie said. “Do you really mind?”

			“Of course he doesn’t, Nat,” Doug said.

			“He’s just got a grump on because we had to wake him up,” said Pris.

			“You be good for Tim and Jonquil, William,” Sandra called and tugged her hat down, shading her sunglasses further.

			“You can help them both to finish waking up,” Natalie said.

			Ray glanced at Sandra, wondering how sleepy her eyes might be, but saw just his own shrunken reflection in the black lenses. As he and Sandra cleared the table on the balcony he heard the youngsters being sent on their way, and not many moments later there was a knock at the door, immediately followed by a lighter one. “That’s two,” Doug called, and Pris added “It’s safe to let us in.”

			They thought they were joking or celebrating a local custom, but Ray was no longer amused. Sandra opened the door as he manhandled the two chairs out of the room to supplement the pair on the balcony, where he and Sandra and the other women sat down while Doug and Julian leaned against the outer wall. “So, Julian,” Ray said, only to feel less prepared than he’d hoped to be. “What did you tell William and Jonquil?”

			“Just that I was right and her follower had been loitering round here. And that I’d chased the fellow off and I doubt he’ll be returning.”

			If Ray was closer to doubting the opposite, this wasn’t the moment to argue. “Now can you say what you said to me?”

			“I nearly had him but he was too fast for me.”

			“You said more than that, didn’t you? You said you managed to grab him.”

			“I got my hands on him but he wriggled out of them.”

			“And you told me how he felt. You said…”

			“Sweaty. You’ll forgive me,” Julian said with a glance at Doug and Pris, “but that’s how quite a few of your locals smell.”

			“That isn’t how you put it last night,” Ray protested.

			“I said he was oily, I believe. Pretty much the same thing. No, I’ll grant you, a bit more. Oily in every sense.”

			“You said William’s word applied as well.”

			“I don’t think anyone would say I’d ever be so childish as to use it. Or if I thought about it that must show I have a little imagination after all.”

			As Ray struggled to think how to proceed Sandra said “Does any of this matter very much? How he felt, I mean. Have you been in touch with the police?”

			“Natalie and I have decided against it, given my experience with them and Raymond’s. I suspect they would feel we were wasting their time.”

			“But you wouldn’t be, would you?” Doug said.

			“All we could say was that the fellow was looking in the window.” With a grimace not unlike the one Ray remembered from last night Julian said “I’m afraid we would have to admit that he may not have been entirely uninvited.”

			“Would you like to say what you mean by that?” Natalie demanded.

			“I’m simply thinking of how Jonquil looked at him.”

			Ray thought Julian might have touched upon more of the truth than he knew. He was trying to think how to address this when Natalie said “She was just being teenage. It’s about time you got used to it, Julian.”

			“I’m with Natalie,” Pris said. “This doesn’t seem much to bring us all up here for.”

			“It isn’t everything.” Ray felt as if he’d stepped over an edge or at any rate was about to be unable to step back. “I’ve got something you all need to see,” he said and limped to the bedside table before he could find his actions impossibly foolish. He carried the drawer onto the balcony and, having dumped it on the table, found the remains of the first page about Vasilema. “Look at this,” he urged.

			As they examined the photograph everyone confirmed everybody else’s silence. “It’s the monastery,” Natalie said at last in a tone like an audible shrug.

			“Yes, but look properly, it’s not as black. You can see how that’s spreading from it, can’t you? The rock underneath the monastery isn’t nearly as black as we saw.” Ray felt as if his words were insufficiently precise, just like the remnant of the photograph. “If we had the rest of it,” he said, “you’d see the trees weren’t even touched. Are you sure you didn’t see that when I had the book, Doug?”

			“I can’t pretend I did.”

			As Natalie and Julian murmured similar denials Pris said “Why is it important to you, Ray?”

			“Not just to me. It showed there was never a fire. The place was turning black, but not from that. It was coming out of the monastery, not from the woods at all.”

			Everyone seemed reluctant to speak, but Natalie did. “What was?”

			Ray turned the page over and spread it on the table. “Read this and maybe you’ll see what I think.”

			He very much hoped so, but their eyes looked unwilling to admit much into their thoughts. Once Doug and Julian straightened up from leaning over the table he couldn’t tell who was waiting for the other to respond. It was Doug who said “I’m sorry, dad, I don’t.”

			“Just look here,” Ray said and saw how desperate he must seem.

			There came many years ago to the monastery of Agios Tit a traveller from where nobody can tell. He gave his name Proskynitis Greece a monastery must take in the pilgrim and those who seek she Titus offered hospitality for but a single night, and the night Prosky saw the dawn.

			He was said to tell the abbot he was wandering in search of sol contemplate eternal things. He vowed that on his death he would will rich who gave him what he sought. Some monks said that the monastery was not fortune, but Proskynitis assured them that his riches would not be of the world eternity. They had put aside worldly matters, but their vanity was spiritual. So them to his cause. He became an inmate of the monastery, taking less sustenance monk while he fasted as a help to meditation. As well he counselled his brethren distractions of the world and urged the dark upon them as the most true path to eternal.

			His example won him acceptance to the order, taking the name Brother Skiá shadow. He prevailed upon his brethren to help him build a cell deep in the rock, wh distraction of light could reach. Here he followed his ambition to embrace eternity embrace the dark. Why could he not do this in real solitude, far from any man? He to have once, but eternity needs life to feed upon or it is only lifeless dark. He secrets of the dark is caught in its embrace. If it brings unending life it fills its hunger. It was the abbot who invited the dark pilgrim within his door, and now answered his invitation. Now the abbot fed the dar

			“This said the abbot fed the dark. You can see it did,” Ray insisted, poking the incomplete sentence with his fingertip so hard that the corner of the torn fragment humped up like a grub. “And it went on to say the man he’d invited in fed on the other monks as well. Shall I tell you what else it said?”

			Nobody seemed eager to reply, but Sandra said “If you like, Ray.”

			“When the page was all there, it said how the man wanted to contemplate eternity but ended up being taken over by it somehow. I think you can see that was there if you look. I suppose it means he couldn’t die, but he had to feed on other people to live. Only if they died of it they’d become like him, and so he tried to keep them alive. It’s like one of the legends you’re so fond of.”

			He was appealing to Doug and Pris. “That’s right, dad, legends,” Doug said, “but why are you – ”

			“There was more that I haven’t got here any longer. As I read it he used people to feed on his behalf, and then he fed on them. You know what it means by feeding, don’t you? Drinking their blood. And sharing like that extended their lives as well, because he needed them, or the dark did.” As he realised that he might be saying too much too soon Ray said “Tell me one thing if you can. Why do you think anybody would want to destroy the book?”

			He was asking everyone, which only earned a concerted silence. Eventually Doug said “I don’t think we can know.”

			“Don’t you remember what I suggested at the time, Doug? You seemed to think I could be right. I wondered if someone hadn’t liked what it said about the monastery, but now I’m convinced it was more than that. They didn’t want us to read what you say is just a legend. If that’s all it is, why would anyone bother?”

			He might have assumed nobody could think if Doug hadn’t said “Is this why you went after that woman last night?”

			“I wanted her to tell me why she’d singled me out for the book.”

			“Probably because you paid so much for William’s cross.”

			“I don’t mean why a present. Didn’t you see how anxious she was for me to read it?” When this failed to find any agreement Ray pleaded “Then did really none of you see why she panicked last night?”

			“Dad,” Doug said, “we saw you harassing a disabled person when she wouldn’t even have been able to tell you what you wanted to know. If we’d been at home you might easily have got yourself prosecuted.”

			“Do you imagine I’d have behaved like that unless I had good reason?” This revived the silence, which infuriated Ray. “Just take a look at this,” he blurted.

			He ought to have had the remnant of the other page to hand. As he searched through the ragged contents of the drawer his fingers made a sound like a rat scrabbling in litter. He found what survived of the last page of the chapter and brandished it. “See what this says?”

			“There isn’t much to see,” Natalie reminded him.

			“Just the last sentence. That’s what I’m showing you.”

			Pris took hold of the scrap of paper to control its tremulousness. “I don’t know what Skiá means.”

			“Do you, Doug?” Ray hoped.

			“Not without looking it up,” Doug said unlike any kind of promise.

			“It means shadow. It said so on the other part of the first page. Check it on your phones if you like.”

			“I’m certain we can trust you, Raymond,” Julian said.

			“It’s the name he took when he joined the monks, the traveller. Maybe they thought he was trying to be humble, but you can see it showed what he was actually like inside.”

			Nobody’s eyes betrayed what they were seeing until Natalie said “It’s not a very likely name, is it? Not the kind you’d think monks would let someone use. What do you two think?”

			“It shows it’s just a legend,” Doug said, and Pris visibly agreed.

			“No, this shows a lot more.” Ray jerked the scrap of paper, almost ripping it afresh until Pris let go. “You’re leaving out the tense,” he said. “It doesn’t say he fed, it says he feeds. They still feed on his behalf, that’s what it’s saying.”

			In the midst of the latest silence Sandra said “Who are you talking about, Ray?” 

			“For pity’s sake,” Julian said before Ray could start to answer. “Please tell me someone else can see the reason.”

			“Which is…” Ray said without wanting to know.

			“I don’t think anyone would claim your writer is exactly fluent in our language. He can’t even get his title right. History of Greece Islands, for heaven’s sake. I’m quite willing to acknowledge that his English is streets ahead of my Greek, but all that tense means is he’s got something else wrong.”

			Ray saw the others welcome the explanation, though he wasn’t sure that Sandra did. Perhaps her uncertainty helped him to say “There’s a lot more to the book.”

			Natalie let out a sigh that Doug might have been putting into words by asking “What else do you think there is, dad?”

			“I think people here have been giving us hints ever since we arrived. Maybe even before that,” Ray realised as a memory caught up with him. “Natalie was saying they told you on the mainland that people here aren’t like them.”

			“And I told you that’s what Greeks say about the Cretans,” Doug said with a determined laugh. “You aren’t trying to tell us everybody here is, I’m not even going to use the word.”

			“Not everybody, not even most, but I think we’ve seen a few of them.”

			“If you mean who I assume you mean,” Julian said, “I think that’s quite unnecessary.”

			“The one you grabbed last night sounds a lot like the one who stole my book. He was faster than you, wasn’t he?” As Julian made his incredulity plain Ray grasped what he had to ask. “You told me he showed you his teeth,” he said. “What were they like?”

			“Good Lord above, why do you think I would take any notice of them? I was looking the fellow in the eye. That’s how to deal with his sort.”

			Was Julian using too many words? Ray couldn’t be sure they were meant to deny any nervousness. “You didn’t notice them at all,” he persisted.

			“I saw he must have wanted me to. Exactly why I didn’t look.”

			“All right, let’s forget him for the moment,” Ray said in a bid to leave his frustration behind. “Let’s talk about what certainly did trouble you. The state Mr Ditton was in.”

			“You’ll recall we were told fish were responsible for that.”

			“If you believe it.” Ray saw that Julian and Natalie weren’t alone in doing so, but surely he needn’t despair. “I don’t just mean how he was when we found him,” he said. “I mean what they did to the corpse.”

			“I’m not sure what you have in mind.”

			“Oh, come along, Julian,” Ray said, only to realise that offending anybody wouldn’t help. “Sorry, but you know you were outraged because they’d removed the head. I believe you thought what I think now, it was the police who did.”

			“I’m certain I said nothing of the kind. I should think it goes to prove how bad a condition the body was in, which I’ll remind you was exactly what you thought, Raymond. Now does anybody really need to hear any more about this?”

			“Doug, you said you knew about it,” Ray managed to remember. “You said it was how they made sure the victim didn’t turn into – ”

			“That’s just another legend, dad. I should never have brought it up. It wasn’t in the best of taste, and I’m sorry I did.”

			Ray felt as if they were all turning off lights in his mind. As soon as he found a thought he blurted “You won’t say nothing happened to you last night, will you?”

			“I’m not sure what you’re saying did.”

			“You thought they went in for a custom I believe they have all over Greece, wishing people on their birthdays a long life.”

			“Or a thousand years,” Pris said. “Daphne asked us not to, but what are you thinking that shows?”

			“Just that they know about people who live too long and why they do, and they don’t want to be among them. We all heard her say it was like a curse.”

			He thought the silence meant he’d finally given his listeners a reason to ponder until Doug said “We shouldn’t have said those things last night, but that isn’t why.”

			“Why, then?”

			“Because we should have thought of mum, and so should you. How can you waste your time with this stuff when she’s dying?”

			Ray’s stomach constricted as if he’d been punched in the guts. He was trying to think of an answer when Julian twisted around to stare over the balcony wall. “Who’s down there?”

			For a moment Ray was able to imagine that some evidence had presented itself in support of his claims, and then Julian demanded “Is it you, Jonquil?”

			The response came not quite from below him. “It’s me.”

			“Tim,” Pris said very little like a welcome. “What are you doing?”

			“Getting my phone.”

			“Then why are you on the balcony?” Without waiting for a reply she said “How long have you been there? Have you been listening?”

			“Wait a moment, Tim.” Much lower Natalie said “Can you bring him up to talk? We don’t want anyone else hearing, do we?”

			“Tim, come up here,” Doug called, “and make it quick.”

			Ray let him in. Even more than sometimes, Tim visibly wished he were smaller. He looked ready to let his height bow him down if this would make him less conspicuous, but even the hat couldn’t obscure how much he was blushing. Behind the sunglasses his eyes were as wide as they could stretch, holding back a frown or fending off some other reaction. “I’m sorry,” he muttered as Ray closed the door.

			“I might have done the same in your place,” Ray said for nobody but Tim to hear.

			As he led the way onto the balcony Pris said “Well, Tim, what do you think you heard?”

			Tim seemed to wish he could do without blinking. Barely audibly he admitted “What dad said about gran.”

			He sounded ten years younger – William’s age – and Ray might have tried to comfort him if Sandra hadn’t reached for their grandson’s hand. “Oh, Tim, I wish you hadn’t found out like this.”

			“Maybe things aren’t as bad as I made out,” Doug said. “That’s what you’ve been saying, isn’t it, mum?”

			“That’s right, Tim. We all have to go eventually, and I thought I was, but I feel as though someone’s given me an extra lease of life.”

			“Forgive me,” Julian said, “I don’t believe we established whether Timothy was eavesdropping.”

			The teenager blinked – indeed, squeezed his eyes momentarily shut. “I’m sorry,” he said as if he wished only his parents could hear. “I was.”

			“We can award you a mark for honesty at least.”

			“I won’t blame you, Tim,” Sandra said, “so I hope nobody else will.”

			As Doug and Pris confined their rebukes to their eyes Natalie said “Will you make me a promise, Tim?”

			“What is it?”

			“No harm in being careful,” Natalie told Julian as he looked offended by Tim’s response. “Tim, will you please not tell anyone what you heard?”

			“All right,” Tim said, but looked thwarted.

			“We shouldn’t be asking so much of you at your age.” Sandra clasped his hand with both of hers while she said “It can be our secret, all right?”

			Ray felt there were already too many of those – subjects the family wanted to ignore or refused to discuss. As Tim nodded, though without much vigour, Sandra said “Do you know what I’ve just thought, Tim? You haven’t had your day yet.”

			“I shared mum’s when we went off the road.”

			“Well, I think you’re still owed one. Tell us what you’d like to do.”

			Ray saw she meant to reward their grandson for the demand that had been made on him. Perhaps he was passing on her generosity by saying “Auntie Nat, you never got your trip off the island.”

			“That’s kind of you, Tim, but is it what you’d like yourself?”

			“He’s always liked that kind of jaunt,” Doug said. “No reason he’d have changed.”

			As Tim’s black lenses glinted in the shadow of his hat Julian said “That’s settled, then. We’ll go into the town and see where a boat will take us.”

			Ray felt events were moving faster than he liked – leaving too much behind or at any rate unacknowledged. “We’ll come down with you now, Timothy,” Julian said, only to linger as the rest of the family followed Tim out of the apartment. “I trust there’ll be no further talk of legends and the rest of it,” Julian said while Ray returned the drawer to the bedside table, and Ray felt robbed of the chance to voice a good deal more. He was dismayed by how close he was to resenting Tim as well as Julian for robbing him. He could almost have imagined Tim preferred him not to speak.

			* * *

			As the bus passed the Happy Snappy shop Ray said “I never explained properly about the photograph.”

			“You said it was a trick,” Doug reminded him.

			“I thought it was,” Ray said, lowering his voice. “Now I’m not so sure.”

			“What’s there to be sure of?” Sandra said.

			“There were two of them, two photographs. You heard me saying so. The girl you saw was in both.”

			Pris leaned across the aisle and kept her voice low, which sounded to Ray like addressing an invalid. “We didn’t see any girl.”

			“Yes, in the photo. The one the man in the shop left up.”

			“The cutie in the bikini,” Doug murmured, earning Pris’s elbow in his ribs. “Only trying to be certain who we mean.”

			“That’s her. You saw how young she was, and you could see it was a recent photograph.”

			Doug looked not far from anxious. “How could we?”

			“Because you saw the man behind the counter. You saw he was the same age in the photo.”

			“If you say so, dad. I expect he was close.”

			Ray became aware that Tim was chatting loudly if not chattering to William and Jonquil. He must be ensuring they didn’t overhear in case the discussion was about their grandmother, a thought that made Ray more desperate to convince his listeners. “But he wasn’t that age in the one he took down,” he insisted. “He was years younger, I’d say at least ten, and yet she was exactly the same in both.”

			“As you said, Ray, it was a trick,” Pris looked sad to have to tell him. “Anyone can do that kind of thing these days, not even just a photographer.”

			“I know that, but why did he hide the other photograph? He wouldn’t give me an explanation.”

			“He didn’t have to, did he?” More reasonably still Doug said “Maybe he’d decided it was sexist. Maybe somebody objected.”

			“In that case why didn’t he take both the photographs down?” Ray saw Doug and Pris fail to find an answer, and the sight seemed to illuminate his mind. “Wait a moment,” he said. “Did you notice the bite?”

			“I didn’t,” Sandra said.

			He didn’t have time to examine her tone as Doug said reluctantly “Which bite?”

			“On her arm in the photograph.”

			“I don’t believe any of us did,” Pris said.

			“Well, it was there. I’ll swear to it, in both of them. If he was playing tricks with the image, why wouldn’t he have edited that out?”

			Doug glanced at the youngsters two seats behind. “Dad, what are you trying to make out now?”

			For the duration of a breath that he fought to take, Ray was on the brink of an admission he’d kept even from himself. Before he could speak Sandra took hold of his arm. “Maybe the photographer thought it made her look more real,” she said.

			He was trying to determine what the pressure of her grasp was intended to communicate when Pris said “I’m sure that’s it, Ray.”

			He felt as if the energy to argue had deserted him. As the discussion petered out he heard Tim fall silent too. The bus sped out of Sunset Beach, where the virtually deserted streets felt like evidence he no longer had the will to cite. Before long he saw the shrine by the path to the beach, but couldn’t judge if he was growing tense because he sensed how many people were willing him not to speak. The bus raced past the shrine, where the dim figure in the box had been overwhelmed by a restless mass of cobwebs. He didn’t want to be alone with the glimpse, which was one excuse for muttering “Did everyone realise the monastery’s linked to the cave?”

			“Why should it be?” Pris said and clearly wished she’d asked a different question.

			“I’m not saying they meant it to be. Maybe it said in my book if they did. All I’m saying is they must have dug so deep they broke into the cave.”

			“It looked as if they could have,” Doug said. “Sounded that way too.”

			“So I’m wondering,” Ray said in order to finish, “what might have ended up down there.”

			“We aren’t,” Doug told him. 

			“And you shouldn’t,” Pris said with just as concerned a look.

			When Sandra squeezed his arm Ray didn’t know if she was enjoining silence or trying to convey that she shared some of his thoughts. Nobody found anything more to say until the bus reached Vasilema Town, where several boats large enough to carry passengers were tied up beside the harbour. As William planted his hands with a thump against the window and greeted the boats with an enthusiastic cry, Julian said “May we get off here, please?”

			Perhaps the driver didn’t hear him. The bus carried on past the harbour while Julian searched for a bellpush anywhere around him. “I asked you to let us off,” he said louder and tramped up the aisle, but the bus turned along the side street that led to the square. It didn’t stop until it was opposite the ticket office, at which point the driver released the doors. “Do you not understand English?” Julian demanded.

			The driver raised his eyes to the icon above the mirror. “Here you stop.”

			“Let it go, Julian,” Natalie said. “We don’t want to miss the boat.”

			“If that’s the best you can do,” Julian told the driver, “then I think the answer’s no.”

			Natalie took William’s hand as she made for the harbour, and Ray found Sandra’s soft grasp. By the time everyone reached the wharf, Julian had strode ahead to examine the signboards in front of the boats. “This one goes in half an hour,” he called.

			While the boats were deserted, several men sat on folding chairs beside the furthest vessel. Ray saw one man stand up as Julian halted at the board, and then, having glanced at the rest of the party, the man resumed his seat before staring out to sea. “Does this appeal, Natalie?” Julian said. “Three hours on the mainland.”

			“I’d quite like the change if everybody else would.”

			When nobody dissented Julian called “Which of you gentlemen is responsible for this trip?”

			Since they all seemed intent on the sea, Ray wasn’t sure which of them spoke. “No trip today.”

			“Of course there is. It’s advertised quite clearly here.” When staring at them didn’t earn him a response, Julian said “Very well, which boats belong to you fellows? What are you offering?”

			Ray was just as unable to single out the next speaker. “He said no trip.”

			“None at all? That’s utterly ridiculous. In that case why are your boards still up? Do you think it’s amusing to waste people’s time?”

			“Julian,” Natalie said. “It doesn’t matter that much.”

			Ray thought it did, and not just the disappointment. He limped along the wharf to confront the man he’d seen stand up. “You were going to take us, weren’t you?” he demanded. “What changed your mind?”

			The man didn’t quite meet his gaze, though Ray was standing in front of him. “See,” he said. 

			Ray glanced at the family to make sure they could hear, only to find he was nervous of asking “See what? What did you see?”

			Another boatman swept a hand in the direction of the water. “Sea.”

			“I don’t believe that’s what he was saying,” Ray protested, but it was too late. Julian had joined him to enquire “What’s wrong with the sea? It looks perfectly fine for a cruise.”

			“You can not say,” the first man said. “We are fishermen.”

			“If that’s the case where are your nets? Where’s any tackle at all?”

			Ray was afraid Julian was insulting the boatmen, not to mention commandeering the discussion. “I’d just like to ask you – ”

			“Let me handle this, Raymond. I’m doing it for my wife, you know.” Before Ray could point out that she was his daughter too Julian said “Are you seriously all refusing to honour your commitments? Perhaps you ought to realise it doesn’t help the image of your island.”

			“All we want to know,” Ray said in desperation, “is why you’ve decided against taking us.”

			“Not you.”

			The voice was too muted for him to locate – almost too low to hear. “Then,” Ray said and had to swallow, “who?”

			“I’m sorry, Raymond, that’s by no means all we’re asking,” Julian said and turned on the boatmen. “We can’t see any excuse for you not to take us. Are you genuinely in the business of letting the public down? Is that even legal when you’ve attracted people with your advertising? Suppose we report you to the authorities, would that change your tune?”

			“Hey,” the oldest boatman threatened, brandishing his mobile phone. “I call.”

			“That really isn’t necessary.” Natalie had left William with Jonquil. “None of this is,” she said. “I’m sure these gentlemen can judge what the sea’s like better than we can. We haven’t bought souvenirs yet. Let’s do that instead.”

			She took Julian’s arm to steer him away, and Ray felt abandoned. What was the use of questioning the boatmen if nobody else could hear? As he trudged back to Sandra she said “What’s the situation?”

			“They’re refusing to venture out to sea,” Julian declared. “Every single one of them.”

			“Maybe they don’t want us to go,” William said.

			“Don’t you start that nonsense as well,” Julian told him. “Did your sister give you her silly idea?”

			“I never said anything about it,” Jonquil cried. “And anyway, I’m not his sister. You sound like I don’t even have a name.”

			Ray was a little less shocked by her outburst once he recalled that she didn’t know about her grandmother. “Chill, Jonk,” Tim said. “We know you wouldn’t have.”

			“Tim’s right, we do,” Natalie said and gave her mother a sidelong blink. “We’ll talk about the rest of it another time, shall we? While we’re here we can shop for souvenirs instead.”

			Ray saw how Julian resented losing the opportunity to confront Jonquil. “Shall we look in at the bus station?” he was inspired to suggest. “You never did find out why the buses play that game at Sunset Beach.”

			“Do we even need to know about it? I can’t imagine why any of us would be there that late.”

			“It isn’t like you,” Ray felt crafty for saying, “to leave anything unresolved.”

			At least this brought Julian with him while everyone else made for the toilets, but the queue for tickets was so long that he was afraid Julian might lose patience. He didn’t want him to turn aggressive either, and so he blurted out his question as soon as they reached the booth. “Can you tell us what time the buses finish stopping at Sunset Beach?”

			The uniformed young woman scrutinised him and Julian without displaying much of an expression. “What time do you go there?”

			“We don’t,” Julian said, to Ray’s dismay. “We want to be told why they won’t stop.”

			“It is up to the driver.”

			“How can that be?” When she only stared at him Julian demanded “What sort of a way is that to run a public service?”

			The woman shrugged, holding up her empty hands. “You are not at home.”

			“Believe me, you don’t need to tell us that. Our two weeks are nearly up, at any rate.”

			Ray saw the woman take that as an insult to her island or her race. Almost too hastily to catch his breath he said “You haven’t given us a time yet.”

			She glanced at a calendar that showed a swollen sun close to the horizon beyond an empty beach. “Tonight there may be no stop by eight.”

			“And soon it’ll be earlier than that, won’t it?”

			“Your friend says you are not here then.”

			“For future reference,” Ray said desperately. “In case we come back next year.”

			Some element of this persuaded her to say “Yes then, earlier.”

			“In other words, your drivers don’t like to stop there after dark.”

			Her face grew even less expressive, as if she felt tricked. “I do not see you staying there.”

			“Because we’re too old for it, you mean. Too old for what?” When she gave him silence for an answer Ray felt recklessly determined to provoke one that Julian would hear. “They want fresh blood, don’t they? The kind that’s easily replenished. Nothing too young, though. That might be too obvious to everyone else.”

			He’d said too much instead of forcing her to speak. She wasn’t even looking at him, though Julian certainly was. Ray didn’t realise why she was gazing past him until he heard a male voice at his back. “Problem here?”

			“None that need concern you,” Julian told the security officer. “We’ve learned what we wanted to know.”

			Before Ray could speak Julian grasped him none too gently by the arm and ushered him out of the waiting-room. As they emerged into the square Julian murmured “I hope that’s the end of that, Raymond. It’s well past time you left it alone.”

			“I’ll make certain I don’t disturb William.”

			“It isn’t only him, it’s the entire family. In the circumstances, particularly Sandra.”

			“I’m doing it for her.”

			Julian released his arm and held Ray with his gaze instead. “How can that possibly be the case?”

			Ray found he preferred not to answer, even in his mind. In any case they were too close to the others, and Natalie was asking “Did you sort it out?”

			“We shouldn’t expect any buses to stop there after sunset.” Ray sensed how Julian was willing him not to say any more, but he’d already decided against it. “Let’s look for things to take home, shall we?” he said and turned uphill.

			Although the shade of the narrow streets closed over them at once, Sandra and the teenagers kept their sunglasses and hats on, even beneath the awnings overgrown with vines. Ray looked for the graffiti he remembered, but either he’d somehow missed the side street where he’d seen the remains of a word or the letters that were left had been erased. He hadn’t previously noticed how much of the embroidery draped outside shops hid spiders, which made that street feel like walking through an enormous cobweb, while the street barnacled with leather goods put him uncomfortably in mind of ancient skin. Souvenir shops kept slowing the family down, and Ray did his best to feign interest until they reached the shop full of icons. “Doug, Pris,” he murmured. “Stay here a minute.”

			While the proprietor had been eager to accost them last time, now she only glanced at them through the window before waddling at speed towards the back room. “Excuse me,” Ray had to shout twice to make her turn, and gestured Doug and Pris to follow him into the shop. “You were telling us about your saint last week.”

			She might have been invoking the protection as she laid a hand on an image of St Titus. “Have you come to buy?”

			“If you can tell us why again.” As Doug and Pris looked at the very least bewildered he said “You were saying he might help some of us remember.”

			“Well, so.”

			While he hadn’t quoted her precisely, he was gratified if he’d persuaded her that he had. “Who?” he said.

			“I do not see them. Do you want to buy?”

			“Possibly,” Ray felt mean for saying. “Tell us this, then. What makes them forget?”

			“Crossing water.”

			“Going home, you mean,” Pris said.

			“She doesn’t just mean that, do you?” When the proprietor gazed at the icon as though seeking support Ray said “I’d have thought you two would be the first to see. You’re fond of legends. You aren’t like Julian.”

			“I wish you’d give him a break now and then, dad. He’s doing his best in his way.”

			Ray mumbled in agreement, mostly to dismiss the subject, and Pris turned to the proprietor. “That’s male solidarity for you. You’ve met the one they’re trying to defend.”

			“Not defend, just understand. Don’t you both do that at work?” Ray was distressed to think that the argument might divert them from the reason he was here. “Crossing water,” he persisted. “How will it make them forget?”

			“They leave memories here. Come back to find them.”

			“You’re really saying they remember,” Doug said in triumph that sounded like a good deal of relief. “Thanks for clearing that up. Come on, dad, if you’re not buying anything. I can see the others waiting.”

			They hadn’t quite left the shop when Pris murmured “You were right, Ray.”

			He was so heartened, even if nervously, that he didn’t let her finish. “How?”

			“As you say, we love legends and traditions and anything like that.” She was the latest person to take hold of his arm. “Only you have to realise,” she said, “that’s all legends are.”

			Ray felt as if she’d laid a weight on him if not restored one. Perhaps that explained why climbing the streets was more laborious than ever, though he could blame his age as well. As he trudged from shop to shop he felt robbed of purpose, and then he saw the tattoo stall ahead. He couldn’t tell how many of the family were willing him not to trouble the young woman. Would they even listen if he spoke to her? They seemed determined not to as they hastened past the stall, but he saw recognition flutter in her eyes as she noticed Tim. “You remember,” Ray said.

			If she recognised him, she was suppressing any sign. “You said your tattoos were no good,” he reminded her. “Why?”

			“He said.”

			Apparently she meant Julian, who was leading William uphill. “Dad,” Doug said.

			“Just bear with me,” Ray said if not begged, and kept his eyes on the young woman. “You said more than he did. You told us it was too late.”

			Sandra had turned back now, and in a moment the teenagers did. Either the young woman had decided she wasn’t being questioned or she was determined not to be, since her gaze had drifted to the stall. “Too late for what exactly?” Ray said, but when she didn’t raise her eyes or speak he had to ask the question that he dreaded putting into words. “Too late for whom?”

			Her gaze was flickering from Tim to Jonquil when Doug intervened. “Dad, you’re harassing somebody again. We all know why you’re feeling bad, but you mustn’t let it make you act like this.”

			“That isn’t why,” Ray protested, but Doug had turned to the woman, having stepped between them. “Please excuse my father,” he said. “He has a lot on his mind.”

			Ray thought Doug had no idea how much, but was there any use in saying? As he laboured uphill in the midst of the family he might have thought they were escorting him so that he wouldn’t trouble anybody else. At least the route was leading them to the church, where he might have a last chance to gain some information – and then he remembered that the church was well beyond the highest shops, which meant they mightn’t reach it. When the shops gave out he carried on. “I’m just going to the church.”

			“What do you want there?” Doug called after him.

			“Maybe I’ll pray,” he said wildly and tramped panting up the hill.

			As he crossed a junction he recognised a lane where a word had been sprayed on a wall, which was bare of letters now. From the square at the top of the hill he saw a distant island catch light from the sun behind the clouds above Vasilema. When he hurried into the church, having regained some breath, he had to blink his eyes clear of the dazzle that met them. Even once he succeeded in focusing, the wavering of air above the multitude of candle flames and the smell of hot wax felt like a threat of dizziness and nausea. At first he thought he was alone apart from the saints flattened on the walls and in the windows, grim figures too lacking in dimension to suggest any power, and then he glimpsed movement near the altar. It wasn’t just the quivering of flames; the custodian had emerged from his room. “Hello?” Ray called – not too inappropriately loud, he hoped – and tramped along the aisle with an irrepressible clatter of sandals. “I was here last week when you chased those people out of your church.”

			The man greeted this with a scowl like a summation of the dimness that the flames failed to reach. At least he didn’t retreat to his room, and Ray was about to question him when heard the door open behind him. He turned to see Sandra letting herself into the church. Surely she wouldn’t try to silence him. “What did you say to those people?” he persisted.

			The man glowered at his downturned hands and swept them apart. “Not welcome here.”

			“We saw they weren’t, but why? What was it you called them?”

			The man clasped his hands and rubbed them together with such force that the sound roused an echo, and Ray wondered if he could be sweating at the memory. When this was his only response Ray urged “What are they? Tell us that, then.”

			The man looked up to scowl at Sandra. “Not here. Shouldn’t be in church.”

			“But why exactly?” As the custodian’s disapproval stayed mute Ray abandoned caution. “Shall I tell you what they are?” he said, though his voice felt in danger of falling short of his words. “They feed so Skiá feeds.”

			Sandra was beside him now. Diminished flames trembled in the lenses of her sunglasses, and Ray wondered if this was the sight that seemed to fascinate the custodian. The man was licking his lips to separate them when Ray heard the door open again, and several people entering the church. “Dad,” Doug called.

			At the very least this was a warning. Ray swung around to see Doug and Pris and a pair of silhouettes behind them. Those didn’t belong to Natalie and Julian, and even when they advanced into the candlelight he didn’t immediately know why the men looked familiar. Then he made out their uniforms, and recognised the officers he’d seen behind the counter of the police station at Sunset Beach.

			The door of the custodian’s room shut with a decisive thud, disturbing so many flames that the golden figures seemed to start forward from the walls. When Sandra caught hold of his hand Ray thought she was going to lead him out of the church until he saw she wanted him to face her. She tilted her head towards him, emphasising the mark on her neck, while she whispered “I hope you’re right, Ray.”

		

	
		
			The Twelfth Day 31 August

			As Ray leaned over the balcony in case he could determine how the night had treated everybody else, Sandra called “Come and see me.”

			He could have thought she had sex on her mind, but it seemed unlikely while she was in the bathroom. He straightened up too fast, which made the clouds above Vasilema appear to sink towards him and grow darker, putting out the hidden sun. He gripped the concrete wall until the bout of dizziness finished lingering, by which time he was afraid that Sandra might think he was ignoring her. “I’m on my way,” he called as he opened his eyes and let go of the wall. He limped into the apartment and then faltered in the doorway of the bathroom.

			Sandra was gazing at the mirror above the sink. For a moment that Ray couldn’t help attempting to prolong, he was able to believe that nothing was amiss except a last trace of his dizziness. Couldn’t this be why he found it hard to focus on the reflection in the glass? He took an uncertain step towards Sandra, which brought him too close to deny what she was seeing. It felt as if the wordless peace they’d shared last night – a calm that might have been the culmination of all their years together, of no longer needing to speak – had abruptly ended. His reflection was in focus, as it had already been, and so was the reflection of the bathroom. Only Sandra’s image in the mirror was so indistinct that Ray felt as if he were straining to distinguish it in utter darkness.

			Perhaps it wasn’t quite that bad, he was desperate to think. As his eyes began to sting he managed to make out her face, even if the features were softened by the blur. Now it looked as if the section of the mirror within her outline had been transformed into mist or deep water, through which he was attempting to grasp the sight of her. He was struggling to recapture its clarity when Sandra reached for his hand. “You see it too,” she said.

			He thought she was reaching for solidity, and he hoped he could provide enough – hoped with a fervour that left words behind. As her hand closed on his he grew dizzy again, terrified that she might feel as her reflection looked. For a breath, or rather while he fought to draw one, he had the impression that she’d grown too fluid for him to take a firm hold – as indefinite as water. Then she gripped his hand tight, and her grasp seemed to regain substance. “That’s all that’s left of me,” she whispered.

			“What do you mean? You’re still very much here.” Dismay made his voice harsh until he brought it under control. “Never mind how it looks,” he said and did his best to agree with his words. “How do you feel?”

			“I’ve kept trying to tell you. More alive than I have for months.”

			“Isn’t that what matters, then?” However absurdly grotesque it felt to say so while he gazed at her imprecise reflection, Ray added “Maybe we needn’t care why too much.”

			“I wish it were that simple. What I said to you in the church, I wasn’t thinking. I was being selfish.”

			This bewildered Ray as much as the sight in the mirror had. “Why should you think that?”

			“It isn’t only me, is it? It’s Tim and Jonquil too.”

			Ray was dismayed to realise that he’d been so grateful to learn that she believed – indeed, welcomed – what he had deduced that he’d put the teenagers out of his mind. He was still more disconcerted to hear himself suggesting “If you don’t think it’s doing you any harm…”

			“It’s not the same or anything like it,” Sandra said, turning from the mirror to give him a shocked look. “Maybe it’s brought me more life, but they already have theirs, and they don’t want that kind.”

			He felt pitifully glad of the excuse to look away from the mirror. “I shouldn’t be so thoughtless.”

			“No wonder we both are with all this happening. I’ve got it to thank for taking away the pain and all the other bad things. It did that first night when I stayed on the balcony.” Ray gathered this was meant to reassure him and perhaps herself as well before she said “But it’s a bad thing too, isn’t it? What are we going to do about Tim and Jonquil?”

			“All we can do – ” Ray said and winced as her hand clenched on his. Somebody was knocking at the door.

			He was so confused by events that he was close to fancying the unacknowledged subject of their discussion had come to put a stop to it, and then Doug called “It’s me and Nat. Is it convenient to have a word?”

			“Don’t you believe in knocking twice?” Ray said without managing to laugh.

			“That’s the sort of thing we want to talk about if you’ll let us.”

			“Just give me time to get dressed,” Sandra called as she left the bathroom and then released Ray’s hand.

			He waited while she donned not just a dress. He wondered if she’d put on her hat and sunglasses as a sign to Doug and Natalie, since she murmured “I’ll help you convince them.”

			As soon as she opened the door she reverted to being maternal. “Doug, aren’t you well?”

			“Just a bit tired.”

			“Why, did something else happen in the night?” Ray said and rather hoped. “I’m afraid we were asleep.”

			“You shouldn’t be afraid at all,” Natalie protested. “If you’re both sleeping, that’s what we like to hear.”

			“You haven’t told us what happened,” Sandra said.

			“Not a thing,” Doug said in weary triumph. “Maybe Jules and I made sure it didn’t. We’ve been up all night keeping watch.”

			“Why did it take both of you?” Sandra was eager to learn.

			“Me at the front and him at the back. Maybe we nodded off in our chairs now and then, but we’re certain nobody came anywhere near.”

			“You think that’s why nobody did up here.”

			She might have been asking Natalie and Doug as well as Ray. The only response, if it could be called one, came from Doug. “Shall we talk inside?”

			“Or outside if you like,” Natalie said. “Everyone’s by the pool.”

			As she brought an extra chair onto the balcony Ray asked Doug “So were you just helping to watch because of William?”

			“Not just him.”

			“Jonquil?” Sandra prompted. “And Tim?”

			“Not them at all. Especially not Tim. He’s never been disturbed at night that we know of.” As Sandra made to reply Doug said “We want to show dad he oughtn’t to believe any of the stuff in that book.”

			“None of it?” Ray was taken aback by his own bitterness. “Not even all the chapters about the rest of Greece?”

			“You know what we mean, dad. The kind of thing you’ve been bothering people with.”

			“The sort of question the police turned up to stop me asking at the church.”

			“I hope you don’t think we had anything to do with that. And I don’t believe you can say they meant to stop you either.”

			“They did, though, didn’t they? You must have seen how fast the chap I was talking to fled when he saw them.”

			“Maybe he was running away from you,” Natalie seemed sad to think, “like the disabled lady did.”

			“Sorry, Natalie, you weren’t there,” Sandra said. “Doug, why else do you think they came to the church?”

			“We’ll never know, will we? I should think they were looking for someone. They left speedily enough when they saw whoever it was wasn’t there.”

			“That’s because they scared off my informant.” Having Sandra on his side emboldened Ray to add “I think they’d heard I was asking too many questions around the town. Perhaps someone called them. I wouldn’t be surprised if the woman in the icon shop did.”

			“Actually,” Natalie said, “maybe we did have something to do with them.”

			“How’s that, Natalie?” Sandra said at once.

			“That boatman was threatening to call them, wasn’t he? It looks to me as if he did.”

			“And they just happened to be two of the police from Sunset Beach?” Ray saw this didn’t prove much, and tried to think what did. “You should ask Julian about the way we were interrogated,” he said. “Why we went to the beach with the cave, how we knew it was there, why I was in the cave – you’d have thought we were criminals. And I don’t care what anybody says, you need to think why the man who questioned us lied about how long Ditton had been dead.”

			“Don’t say that,” Natalie pleaded. “You need to care what we’re saying to you.”

			“We do,” Sandra said, “but it has to go both ways.”

			“I’m not sure I understand you.”

			“Aren’t you still afraid there might be some disease on the island?”

			“Not since Jamie told us what must have happened to Mr Ditton, but I don’t mind admitting that was a relief.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t feel so relieved.” As Natalie’s eyes widened to magnify her concern Sandra said “Maybe you should keep looking out for symptoms, just not the kind you thought.”

			“What kind, then?” Doug said before Natalie could.

			“Sleepiness to start with,” Sandra said, then touched her hat and glasses, a gesture that resembled a parody of an observance. “Sensitivity to sunlight, but first of all this,” she said, fingering the mark on her neck.

			Now Doug seemed even less ready to speak than his sister, who was left to say “Symptoms of what?”

			“I think you both have to know. What your father has been trying to tell you is the case.”

			Natalie closed her eyes as if this could shut off the situation. “Don’t say dad has you thinking that as well,” Doug protested.

			“I’m quite able to think for myself at my age, thank you.” Less sharply Sandra said “I gave it a lot of thought last night, and there are all sorts of things we should have noticed.”

			“Such as what?”

			“You could try listening to yourself a bit more, and Pris too.”

			“I don’t think we’ve said anything to give you the idea you seem to have.”

			“You did when you were translating. Don’t you remember?” When Doug made his reluctance plain Sandra said “The man at the bonfire said those people were leeches, you told us. And the churchwarden if that’s what we should call him, you said he was talking about transfusions. Don’t you see that means they get blood on somebody else’s behalf?”

			“It doesn’t have to mean that,” Natalie said, “and I’m sure it doesn’t. We’ve no reason to believe they were the same people either.”

			“That’s because their faces wouldn’t stay still in the church. I wonder if William saw them better than we did.”

			“Please don’t bring him into it, mother, and certainly don’t ask him.”

			“I wasn’t about to.” With enough frustration to be expressing Ray’s as well Sandra said “But can you honestly think that man would have driven them out of his church just for giving blood?”

			“I don’t know what his beliefs may tell him to do. I don’t suppose you do either, Doug.”

			As Doug gave his head a sad-faced shake Ray was provoked to point out “There’s something you both know that I haven’t told your mother.”

			Only Sandra spoke. “What’s that, Ray?”

			“When we were under the monastery you both saw that cell with the marks on the wall.”

			Doug responded, though not immediately. “That’s how some people keep track of the days.”

			“Not days down there, though. You saw what they were, Natalie, and you would have said except for William.” When she closed her eyes once more Ray said “They were years, Sandra. Nearly four hundred of them.”

			“Just because they were in hundreds,” Doug said, “it needn’t mean that at all.”

			“But there was that motto in the chapel,” Sandra reminded him. “Feed on the immortal and the immortal feeds on you.”

			“We weren’t sure if it said that, and in any case all it has to mean is somebody who knew the legend wrote it on the wall.”

			“How much more are you going to dismiss like that? Do you really think we’re so senile we’re deluded?” Before Natalie or Doug could say what their faces already conveyed, Sandra said “And none of us knew about the monastery when Tim and Jonquil had their dreams. They dreamt about something that lived in the dark, if you remember.”

			“No need to bring them into it either,” Doug said.

			“What else are you going to refuse to look at?” As Ray grew tense in case she meant to talk about the teenagers Sandra said “People have been trying to let us know what’s going on here ever since we came. We should have noticed how everyone is.”

			“You can’t believe everyone is, I’m not going to say it,” Natalie begged.

			“Not even most of them. More likely just a few, but they all know. That’s why they’re ashamed of being glad we’re here, can’t you tell?”

			“Likely,” Doug repeated in despair as Ray said “And there are those names in the graveyard.”

			“Dad,” Natalie said, “according to you they’re supposed to be kept alive, not dead.”

			“They must have made some kind of mistake.”

			This seemed uselessly feeble, and he saw Sandra thought so. He shouldn’t have mentioned the names at all. Perhaps they’d been victims of greed, he thought, and instantly knew that Ditton must have been one. He was wondering if he dared make the point when Sandra said “I’d like either of you to explain about the mirrors. How many have you seen since we came to the island?”

			“Look, maybe some of the people believe the legend,” Doug said. “That doesn’t prove a thing except they do.”

			“Then here’s some proof you won’t be able to ignore,” Sandra said and stood up. “Come and look at me in the mirror.”

			“Mother,” Natalie pleaded, but Sandra was already on her way. “Yes, both of you,” Ray managed to urge without faltering. “Go and see.”

			He sounded as if he didn’t want to, which might well be the case. He limped hastily after them as Sandra opened the bathroom door wide and advanced to the mirror. He had scarcely joined them when Natalie turned away, immediately followed by her brother. “Mum, that’s just a flaw in the glass,” Doug said.

			Sandra swung around, looking as triumphant as her sunglasses allowed. “What is?”

			“The way you were a bit blurred,” Natalie said. “That’s what you meant, isn’t it? Ask Evadne to replace the mirror.”

			“Can’t you even bear to look?”

			“We did,” Doug said as he and Natalie moved away from the bathroom. “Please don’t keep looking at it. It can’t do you any good.”

			Sandra tramped out of the bathroom and slammed the door. “You really are determined not to see, both of you.”

			As Natalie dabbed at her eyes so fast and fiercely that she seemed bent on denying the action, Doug said “We just wanted to help if we could. We weren’t expecting this.”

			“Not both of you,” Natalie said almost to herself.

			“We’ve been together too long to part now,” Sandra said.

			“We wouldn’t want you to,” Natalie cried. “But you don’t have to agree about everything.”

			“We don’t, but we do about this.”

			“Then I can’t think what else we can do for you,” Doug said as though exhaustion had overtaken him.

			“Maybe you needn’t do anything,” Ray said. “You might remember we’re still your parents. We can still know best now and then.”

			Though he felt embarrassingly banal, the rebuke appeared to work. Both their children looked defeated or at any rate resigned. “Come down when you’re ready,” Doug surrendered to saying, “and we can all decide what we’re doing for the day.”

			Natalie followed him out of the apartment, only to turn to their parents. “If it helps you to believe all that,” she said as best she could for the infirmness of her mouth, “I don’t suppose we should take away your faith. But you shouldn’t expect anyone else to believe, and I hope you won’t try to make us any more.”

			Once the door closed Sandra said “Was there anything else we could have told them?”

			“Nothing that was likely to convince them.” Just the same, Ray felt encouraged to add “When I was at Sunset Beach and found out everybody was a newcomer I heard a young chap talking about a dream he’d had of being visited at night, and he had the mark on his arm.”

			“I don’t think they would have given that much credence.”

			“But they ought to have seen what the priest on the beach meant. He was pointing at you and Tim and Jonquil, I’m certain. So was the woman I chased, if I’m not mistaken.”

			“They’d say you were.”

			“And then she saw three of those, those creatures waiting. Didn’t you?”

			“I’m sorry, Ray, I don’t think anyone but you did.”

			The question had suggested one that made him more nervous. “Have you ever seen your, your visitor?”

			“I think I dream when he comes instead.”

			Ray found the nonchalance of their discussion grotesque, which began to infuriate him. “But Julian saw one. He even touched it,” he complained. “He simply won’t admit what it was like.”

			“Maybe we shouldn’t expect anyone to believe us. He was our best chance.”

			“We ought for Tim’s and Jonquil’s sakes.” With mounting anger Ray said “Doesn’t anybody realise what those women on the bus were doing? They were blessing just you three.”

			“Unless they were trying to fend us off.”

			“Don’t say things like that, Sandra. Don’t even think them.” He took her hand and told himself it didn’t feel even marginally less substantial than it should. “I wish somebody had seen what I saw under the monastery,” he said. “That might have convinced them.”

			“What are you saying you saw?”

			“Remember Irene on the train said the oldest folk took refuge there. When everybody else had gone back up I saw one run off into the dark.” Ray took a firmer grip on Sandra’s hand as he said “I can’t tell you how old it was. Maybe as old as the marks on the wall of the cell.”

			Sandra matched his grasp for fierceness. “Do you think that’s where I’ll have to end up?”

			“Of course I don’t, and you won’t be,” Ray vowed. “You’re coming home with me.”

			“If they’ll let us go.”

			“Why wouldn’t, wouldn’t anyone? What’s making you say that?”

			“Evadne said they often cancel trips off the island, didn’t she? Maybe William and Jonquil were right and they mean to keep anyone they want here.”

			His panic didn’t quite rob Ray of thoughts, so that he was able to realise “We’ve seen people leaving. Certainly we’ll be going home.”

			“Then Jonquil and Tim will, so we shouldn’t have to worry about them after tomorrow night.”

			This only revived Ray’s concern about the meantime. “We’d better go and find everyone,” he said, “and let’s try and think what we can do.”

			Did she brace herself in preparation for the sunlight as he opened the door? Surely she needn’t when the sky was so overcast. As she followed him down the steps into the playground the eager faces showed their teeth at them. William was swimming up and down the pool in a flurry of ripples while his parents gave him their dutiful attention. They and the others were lying on sunbeds, and Tim and Jonquil each had the shade of an umbrella. Both wore hats and sunglasses, and Ray was tempted to declare why, but how could he while William would hear? “Sorry we kept you all waiting,” he called instead.

			“Blame me,” Sandra said. “Another sleepy start. I expect I must be slowing down.”

			Ray sensed how relieved Doug and Natalie were that she seemed to have reverted to normal. William swam to the near edge of the pool and grabbed the top rung of a ladder. “How long are you going to live, gran?” he said.

			For some moments there was silence while quivering ripples dissipated around him, and then Julian said low but harshly “Is that your doing, Jonquil?”

			Jonquil turned her unreadable lenses towards him. “What am I supposed to have done now?”

			“And Timothy’s as well. I believe you undertook not to tell anyone.”

			“I didn’t,” Tim protested.

			“Tell us what?” Jonquil pleaded. “Tim, what’s wrong?”

			“He heard someone say I was dying,” Sandra said. “Don’t worry, you haven’t got rid of me yet.”

			“We don’t want to,” Jonquil cried, struggling to control the shape of her mouth.

			“He heard me.” With a visible effort Doug added “I hope I was wrong.”

			“You know you were now,” Sandra said. “We just told you why upstairs.”

			As Ray saw Doug and Natalie avoid looking at each other William said “Why, gran?”

			“Perhaps somebody comes in the night, William, and adds to my life.”

			Julian’s face made his disbelief plain, and so did his outstretched hands. “Sandra, what on earth do you think you’re doing?”

			“Only answering William’s question, aren’t I, William?”

			“Are we going to see you at Christmas, gran?”

			“I’m sure you will if my extra life keeps up. Is that what you’d like?”

			“How can you ask him that?” Jonquil said indistinctly, knuckling her eyes behind the sunglasses.

			“I’m asking everyone.” When this prompted a chorus of silence – Ray didn’t trust himself to speak – Sandra said “I’ll just have to invite it myself, then.”

			“What, gran?” William said.

			Julian opened his mouth like a mime of incredulity and an exhortation of muteness, and Sandra glanced at him. “It’s all right, William,” she said. “I’m sure your dad and uncle will see you aren’t bothered in the night.”

			For a moment Ray was as appalled by her behaviour as he imagined everybody else must be, and then he grasped what she was trying to achieve on behalf of Tim and Jonquil. Last night Doug and Julian had kept any visitors away from them, and tonight they would as well. “They’ll have to,” he said.

			As Doug sent him a mute reprimand Sandra said “So what are we doing today?”

			“We may as well stay where we are now,” Doug said. 

			If Ray had thought, he mightn’t have remarked “That doesn’t sound like you, Doug.”

			“I could use a lazy day, and I’m sure I’m not the only one who’s tired,” Doug told him, but Ray guessed this wasn’t the whole of the truth. He had an inkling that his son meant to keep him and Sandra away from anywhere and anything they could interpret in terms of their secret belief. It wasn’t so secret any longer, and yet he felt more oppressed by the unspoken than ever. The cloudy sky seemed to adumbrate the dark, but it was worse than that, and Doug couldn’t distract him. It reminded him why his wife and Tim and Jonquil didn’t welcome the sun.
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			“Was that you, mum?” Doug called. “What did you say?”

			Sandra leaned out of her chair and over the balcony. “Was what me?”

			“I can’t hear you properly. I’ll come up.”

			Ray blinked at the view. While half a dozen people were swimming in the sea near the apartments, the shore was deserted all the way to Sunset Beach. “What did he think he heard?”

			“Maybe…” Ray might have thought Sandra fancied someone unseen was at large beneath the pale overcast sky until she said “Maybe he’s starting to imagine things if he’s been up all night.”

			“You did what you thought you had to,” Ray said, having seen that she blamed herself. “I don’t know what else we could have done.”

			“At least there’s only one more night and then they’ll be safe at home.”

			“They will,” Ray said, though it reminded him that he didn’t know how leaving the island might affect her.

			He opened the door to save Doug from knocking and was greeted by a gaping yawn. “How was your night?” he said.

			“How do you think?” Doug said not far short of resentment. “The same kind Jules had.”

			“No encounters, though.”

			“None of those,” Doug said as if the point needn’t have been made. “I’ve got to speak to mum.”

			Ray hoped he didn’t mean to try again to persuade her that she was mistaken. Outside the bathroom Doug said “Did Evadne change your mirror?”

			“There’s no need,” Sandra said. “Have another look.”

			“I’ve already seen, thanks.” Doug might have intended to rebuke them both by saying “Keep it how it is if that’s what you want.”

			“You still haven’t explained why we had to ask for them,” Sandra said.

			“Why don’t you ask Evadne if you’re so anxious to know?” At once Doug looked ashamed of his curtness. “On second thoughts leave it alone,” he said. “We don’t want her telling you more of that stuff.”

			“Maybe if you listened to her – ”

			“I won’t be, and you shouldn’t. Forget I said you ought.” Doug had lowered his voice. “Let’s not go on about it where people can hear,” he said. “Nat and I have just been talking. Mum, you’ve lost some jewellery.”

			“Oh dear. I’ll have to try and keep more of my wits about me,” Sandra said, holding out a hand.

			“No, I mean it’s still lost. One of your earrings, it could be.”

			Sandra gazed at him as if she hoped to see a joke. “I know I’ve got all the ones I brought with me. I’ll show you if you like.”

			“No,” Doug said with patience not too distinguishable from weariness. “I’m saying you lost it at the monastery. We’ll need to go and look for it.”

			Sandra laughed, though not as if she’d found much of a joke. “You mean you want us to look for something else.”

			“Yes, because you’ll see there’s nothing there.”

			Sandra didn’t respond at once. “Who’s supposed to be going?”

			“Just me and Nat and you two. Everyone else will be down on the beach.”

			“I’m sorry, Doug, but I’ll be joining them. That’s how I’d like to spend our last day.”

			“Mum, you really ought to see.”

			“I’ll trust you to tell me what you find,” Sandra said, which seemed to make the situation clearer to her. “Just you take care, both of you. You’ve no idea what there may be. Ray, what are you going to do?”

			He suspected she was urging him to protect their children. “I’ll go with them.”

			“Then you be careful as well. At least you know to be.” Ray thought she was looking for a hindrance as she said “How are you meant to be getting there, Doug?”

			Doug fought to contain a yawn, an effort that tugged his jaw from side to side. “We’ve rung the place in Sunset Beach and booked a car.”

			“You won’t be driving,” Sandra pleaded, “when you’re so tired.”

			“Nat’s going to.” Doug was plainly more anxious to say “Honestly, it would be a whole lot better if you came to see as well. That way there can’t be any disagreement over what we’ve seen.”

			“I’ve already said I won’t and that’s the end of it. You hurry up and come back and then we can all be together.”

			“Yes, come along,” Ray said to Doug, “or we’ll miss the bus.”

			Natalie was perched on a swing in the play area and swaying very slightly back and forth. All around her the lifeless faces shared a grin, as if they were amused by somebody’s behaviour. Ray remembered pushing her so high that she’d squealed with delight when she was William’s age and some years older too. She was gazing at whoever was on the steps behind him, which he was sure was nobody only once she said “Are we waiting for mother?”

			“They’ve decided she doesn’t need to come,” Doug said.

			“Shouldn’t that be her decision?”

			“It very much was,” Ray said, trying not to feel accused.

			Natalie was silent until they’d left the Sunny View. “Is there much point in going without mother?”

			“So long as we all agree what’s there,” Doug said.

			To Ray this felt like being rebuked in advance. At least resentment helped him avoid imagining what they might find, and he hadn’t too much room for dread while they were running or in his case limping at a fast trot to the bus stop. Doug reached it in time to halt a bus, where several black-clad women occupied the front seats. Once Ray was seated opposite Natalie and Doug he found the breath to whisper “Why do you think they didn’t bless us?”

			“Sounds like you’re going to tell us,” Doug said without enthusiasm.

			Ray would have preferred them to see for themselves. “Because it was never us they meant.”

			“I don’t think we want to know who,” Natalie said.

			He couldn’t say it had been their mother, let alone Tim and Jonquil. They would only dismiss the idea and feel worse about him. He stayed quiet all the way to Sunset Beach, where the dead neon looked dusty with the overcast. Very few people were about, and he sensed that Natalie and Doug were watching how he reacted to any of them. While they looked ordinary enough, how reassuring could that be? He did his best to ignore them but saw this was obvious to his children as well.

			Matthias Motors occupied a small block of the main street. Beyond a plate-glass window that contained an open door of the same material, a large tanned man sat behind an extensive white desk in a white-tiled room. His grey hair hung well over his ears, and Ray saw that the man had missed rubbing the tan into his pinkish hairline. As the proprietor looked up he brushed hair back from his right ear. “You have been once,” he said.

			Ray might have demanded how he knew they’d visited the monastery if Doug hadn’t saved him from what must surely be a misunderstanding. “Yes, we hired from you last week.”

			“It is good you come back.”

			Ray wasn’t far from wondering aloud whether this meant few of his customers from Sunset Beach did. As the man drew a pad of contracts towards himself he said “Where do you go today?”

			“Your monastery,” Ray said before anybody else could speak.

			He was hoping to prompt a rejoinder, but the man only picked up a plump ballpoint pen. “Who has licence?”

			Natalie passed him her driving licence, and he set about copying the details onto the form. The sight of the bent head veiled on both sides by hair frustrated Ray so much that he said “That’s the monastery of St Titus.”

			The man didn’t glance up, but as he crammed an elongated number into a thin box he said “Why you go there?”

			“Will one of you answer that?”

			As Natalie parted her lips Doug said “I think you ought to, dad.”

			He had to be hoping the man would refute whatever Ray told him. “It’s a return visit,” Ray said. “We didn’t go all the way down.”

			“You will take care.”

			Ray was unnerved by the echo of Sandra’s concern. “You’re saying there’s some danger there.”

			The man raised his head at last. “Take care with car off road.”

			Ray felt as if his children’s skepticism had fed the man the answer. He was about to subside into silence when the proprietor brushed his hair back once more. “What’s that on your neck?” Ray blurted.

			“Old scar.”

			The man bent to the form again, and his hair covered the pink indentation on the side of his neck, surely not before Natalie and Doug had seen. “From what?” Ray persisted.

			“Old bite.”

			“What bit you? Something big.” When the man shrugged and kept his head down Ray said “When?”

			“Years gone.”

			“Before tourists started coming to your island, would that be? Before there was someone else to bite?”

			The man’s lips stirred as he made the final entry on the contract form. They twisted into a faint wry smile, perhaps not too secret to be meant for Ray as well. It disappeared as the man lifted his head and held out the pen to Natalie. “You will sign,” he said.

			Ray was opening his mouth when Doug said “That’s enough now, dad.”

			“Who’s the parent here?” Ray muttered, but he’d already turned to leave the office. He would have felt ashamed, and not just for himself, to quarrel in front of the proprietor. The artificially swarthy man ushered Natalie and Doug outside and left them by an open jeep. As Ray climbed in the back he was unsurprised to see an icon of St Titus on the dashboard, and couldn’t help thinking it symbolised powerlessness, the resignation that was the soul of Vasilema.

			Natalie started the engine and eased the jeep out of the car park more warily than the deserted road seemed to call for. Ray could have thought she was afraid someone would appear without warning, but no doubt only he was. They encountered nobody until she turned the jeep along a road that led out of Sunset Beach, towards the forest on the horizon. As she drove across a junction Ray saw a couple in the side lane, which seemed not much brighter than twilit. “Slow down,” he blurted. “Look what they’re doing.”

			Natalie glanced along the lane and immediately put on speed. “For God’s sake,” Doug said. “What do you think they were?”

			He didn’t mean what Ray heard him ask. The young woman had been pressed against the wall of the alley with her eyes shut and her head thrown back while her thin companion mouthed her neck. “They were snogging, dad,” Doug said. “It’s that kind of place.”

			Ray might have been able to agree if he hadn’t seen how the girl’s arms had been outstretched in the manner of a crucifixion instead of embracing the man. There was no point in reminding Doug and Natalie of this, if they’d even noticed. Nobody spoke until they’d left the last apartments behind, and then Doug said “You mustn’t think we don’t know how you feel, dad.”

			“What are you telling me you know?”

			“What all this is really about, all the things you’ve got mum believing now as well.”

			“You needn’t think I did that. If you speak to her – ”

			“Didn’t she accept how she was till she came here?” Natalie said, sending him an anguished look in the mirror.

			“She’d managed to come to terms with it, we both had, but then – ”

			“Dad,” Doug said, “you’re the only one who hasn’t. Maybe we know you better than you know yourself.”

			“I don’t think I can be the only one.”

			“Yes, even William has. And Tim, and hasn’t Jonquil too, Nat?”

			“I believe it’s helping her grow up. She’s been doing everything she can to distract William.”

			“We know it must be harder for you than the rest of us, dad. But you mustn’t get so desperate you start believing, well, you know.”

			“You’ve got it the wrong way round,” Ray protested. “If I hadn’t been so concerned for your mother I might have seen what was happening round here sooner.”

			“You always used to tell us not to be irrational, so don’t be yourself.”

			“Doug’s right,” Natalie said.

			“That isn’t how you told me you felt yesterday.”

			“I’ve had more time to think about it, and I don’t want the children to be led to believe that kind of thing. I’m sorry, that’s the risk, and it can’t do them any good at all.”

			Ray felt more alone than ever. His thoughts no longer seemed worth voicing, and he almost wished he could succumb to the drowsiness he saw overtaking his son, whose head kept sinking before it jerked vertical. He watched the forest appear to advance more gradually than the car was travelling, but at last the trees closed around the vehicle like silence rendered solid. The road had wound between the pines for miles before he wondered “When did we last see a bird? When did we even hear one?”

			“Is he madder?” Doug mumbled too loosely to be quite awake, and Ray told himself that his son had asked “Does it matter?”

			Perhaps Natalie was too intent on the twisted road to answer her father’s question. As the scent of pines was invaded by another smell Ray could have taken the clouds that loured over the forest for an omen of the dark that lay in wait ahead. He wasn’t smelling ash, he realised now, but desiccation. Beyond the next bend the silvery grey of the slim tree-trunks and the green of foliage gave way to blackness, and his mind seemed to darken in anticipation. Had the discolouration spread since his last visit? Now he saw how contorted the roots of the blackened trees were, as if they’d clutched at the soil in a convulsive bid to cling to life. Were those dead birds among the roots? Some of the dark lumps appeared to be covered with feathers, not leaves, and quite a few had collapsed, extruding twigs that might be bones. It wasn’t worth drawing Natalie’s attention to them, let alone Doug’s drowsy awareness. Ray hoped he had something far more persuasive to show them, though the prospect threatened to rob him of breath.

			When the car reached the end of the track he didn’t feel as if it had emerged into the open. It might rather have been entering a place so innately dark that it rendered the daylight irrelevant, no more than an illusion. The monastery blocked off the dull sky like a shadow grown substantial, the essence of the blackness that steeped the ground beneath the car. The dozens of unglazed windows put Ray in mind of the multiple eyes of a spider, and their emptiness hinted at the deeper dark within. Natalie was parking the jeep at the foot of the steps that led up to the entrance when Doug uttered a slumbrous grumble. “A wither?”

			“Yes, we’re there,” Ray told him. For a moment he thought his son sounded like a sleepy child, and then he recollected how much more Doug was – realised how he and Natalie were striving to protect their parents in every way they could believe might help. The handbrake rasped as Natalie hauled on the lever, and Doug mumbled “What chew dumb.”

			“It’s the brake,” Natalie said. “We’re ready whenever you wake up.”

			It disconcerted Ray how much trouble Doug had with releasing his safety belt and clambering out of the jeep – more than he himself had. Doug blinked at the door when it failed to slam first time, and then he squeezed his eyes shut so fiercely that they seemed to tug his lips into a grimace while he slapped his cheeks with as much vigour as he shook his head. “All right, I’m back in the land of the living,” he declared. “Somebody lead on.”

			He sounded too careless for Ray’s liking, but then he and his sister thought the place was deserted. “Where do you want to look?” Ray said.

			“We don’t particularly want to look anywhere,” Natalie retorted. “We thought you were convinced we hadn’t gone down far enough.”

			“Even me and Pris,” Doug said. “Even though we went nearly all the way and all we found were caves.”

			Ray had a foretaste of panic as he said “I thought you wanted me to see for myself.”

			“If that’s what it takes.”

			“And while we can as well,” Natalie said.

			“That’s the idea,” Ray said and set about tramping to the entrance.

			Doug and Natalie overtook him on the steps and helped him to the top, and he tried not to let this make him feel enfeebled, less capable of facing whatever lay ahead. Had the door collapsed further? It was hardly even recognisable as the remains of one. As Ray ventured through the entrance, darkness seemed to close around his brain and parch his mouth, and he had an unpleasant sense that it was waiting for him and his children. Surely all this was apprehension, not evidence of a monstrous thirst that their presence had roused, but Ray had to swallow hard so as to ask “Shall I lead the way?”

			“Let me,” Natalie said and slipped past him.

			Did she think she was the most competent of them, or was she simply eager to get the visit finished? At the end of the outer passage, where the walls looked even more oppressively black, she turned away from the chapel. The muffled daylight reached through the windows of the empty cells to impart some dimness to the corridor, but fell short of the steps leading downwards at the end. Natalie hesitated on the topmost step, though only to activate the flashlight on her phone. When Doug switched his on as well Ray said “I’ll leave mine off for now. Better keep one in reserve.”

			He hadn’t meant to sound nervous of the dark, but perhaps he was alone in thinking that he did. The flashlight beams found the close black walls and low sloping roof, and began to prance on them as Natalie led the way downwards. Doug’s light was more wayward than hers, and he kept reaching for handholds. So did Ray, who was trying to ignore an impression that even when the beams converged the light stayed unhelpfully dim. To some extent he was glad when the steps came to an end, since the beams grew a little steadier, although this meant they showed how the corridor sloped as if the builders had been eager or at any rate compelled to reach a deeper darkness. “There’s nothing to see along here, is there?” Doug said.

			“There is,” Ray said, “if you remember.”

			Neither of his children seemed to want to. As they preceded him down the corridor their lights blundered into the cells, awakening restless shadows. Were there any occupants to rouse, or had they fled into the depths? How many had last time, apart from the one he’d glimpsed? Doug’s beam found the largest cell, where shadows swarmed away from scattered fragments of wood that might originally have belonged to furniture, and Natalie’s light was hastening past the cells opposite when Ray said “That’s what you should remember.”

			He had to point before both lights swerved into the cell where words had been scraped on the wall. “You thought that meant they fed him,” he told Doug, “but Pris said it said they feed for him, and then you decided it could be both.”

			“But if you also recall,” Natalie said, “we came to the conclusion it was religious.”

			“Did you, Doug?” When his son didn’t answer at once Ray said “I think you were just trying to reassure William, weren’t you, Natalie? Did you really think it would be God they’d be feeding down here?”

			As he finished speaking he wondered whether by persuading Doug and Natalie he might make the dark more vital – lend it life. Did he actually need to show them whatever might be hiding in the farthest dark? Couldn’t he pretend they’d convinced him there was nothing to see? He suspected that wouldn’t satisfy them, but he mustn’t let them go ahead without him. He no longer knew what he hoped to achieve by indicating the next cell. “That bothered you, Doug, if you recall.”

			The lights groped through the uneven entrance to settle on the back wall – on the bunches of more or less vertical lines strung together by slashes that weren’t quite horizontal. To Ray they looked very much like marks of desperation even before they started to twitch like insects, borrowing movement from the unsteady lights. “Bothered me how?” Doug said.

			“You thought it looked as if whoever lived in there felt they were serving a sentence.”

			“We can’t know that, can we? It was just something I said.”

			“But it does look like that, doesn’t it, Natalie? Only then we have to wonder why a monk would feel that way.”

			“As Doug says, we’ll never know. We’ve already talked about it once. It isn’t what we’ve come to see.”

			Was Ray making them nervous? Perhaps they were simply unhappy with his insistence; he doubted they were feeling as he’d begun to feel – that his behaviour was an invitation to the dark or whatever it concealed. He could easily have fancied that his words and theirs were being overheard. Natalie was right to imply that he was delaying the exploration, because his unacknowledged dread was growing as they advanced into the dark. He had to swallow more than once to make his parched voice work. “Then let’s see why we’ve come,” he said.

			He was unnerved to think this could be taken as an invitation too. As he trailed his children down the sloping corridor he peered uneasily into each cell and had to restrain himself from asking for the lights to linger. All too soon everybody was by the lowest cell, from which he’d previously seen an occupant dart forth. The dark shape that lurched up from the crude stone bench inside the cell was just the shadow of the entrance – no more than a final distraction. They’d reached the steps that led down into the deepest dark. “I’ll go first,” Natalie said. “You two watch your step.”

			“I ought to lead,” Ray told her as protectiveness overcame his dread.

			“I’m the fittest one just now.” Before he could protest again, Natalie stepped down. “And I want to get this over with,” she said.

			Doug followed her at once, and Ray felt pathetically inadequate for calling after her “You watch where you’re going as well.”

			He stayed two steps behind Doug so as not to crowd him, which left Ray surrounded by darkness. Natalie and Doug kept their flashlight beams on the increasingly uneven steps, an action that appeared to jerk the roof lower still. Could the batteries be failing? Surely that wouldn’t enfeeble the lights, but even before the beams reached the bend in the narrow passage they didn’t seem to extend as far as they should. As he clambered around the bend Ray clung to rough handholds on the wall. Ahead of his children the steps led down into a blackness that the beams seemed unable to relieve. The passage shut their footfalls in and amplified them while dulling them, and Ray felt as if the clutter of sound was obscuring some other noise. “Did you hear that?” he blurted.

			Natalie halted, and as Doug stumbled to a standstill the flashlight beams came more or less to rest. “It’s just water, dad,” Doug said. “Pris and I told you last time there are caves down here.”

			“I don’t mean that. Wasn’t there something else?” It seemed too little to put into any more words – the noise that he was almost sure he’d heard somewhere ahead, sounding more solid than water. “Keep listening,” he said and at once was nervous for his children. “Take care where you’re walking, though.”

			He’d begun to hope this might be all the danger they were in, though a careless step down here would be perilous enough. As the flashlight beams wobbled downwards they appeared to be miming precariousness, while the dark that they left untouched might have been playing a secretive game, pretending coyly to retreat ahead of them and then welling up to await the intruders. Was that the only movement down below? Ray was growing surer by the moment that the crowd of footfalls and their echoes were hindering everyone from hearing another sound, more substantial than water and yet not quite sufficiently solid, an impression he was by no means eager to understand. Did he and his children really have to see what was stirring in the dark? Why couldn’t just hearing convince them? He was close to praying, however desperately, that it would. “Stop and listen,” he pleaded. “You must be able to hear. That’s never only water.”

			Doug twisted impatiently round. “Look, dad, if – ”

			Ray threw out his hands to steady him as Doug made a grab at the wall, but they were both too late. Doug had lost his footing and missed the handhold as well. He collided with Natalie, who cried out and stumbled down the steps so fast she looked utterly helpless. As Doug managed to regain his balance she clutched at both walls to halt herself, and her phone flew out of her hand. It skittered down the steps as if it might never come to rest, and by the time it did the illuminated screen was no bigger than a fingernail. The phone had lodged on the edge of a step, from which the microscopic flashlight beam reached down into the dark. Ray took a breath to replace his dismayed gasp. “Are you all right?” he called.

			“I’m not sure.” Natalie let go of the walls, only to seize hold at once. “No, I’m not,” she said.

			“What have you done to yourself?”

			“I think it’s what someone else did.” As Ray told himself that at least she’d retained her spirit she said “It’s my ankle.”

			“How bad?”

			“I don’t think it’s broken.” She shifted her weight on the step and sucked in such a hiss of air that it made Ray’s teeth ache. “I’m afraid it’s sprained,” she said.

			“For heaven’s sake don’t go any further.”

			“I wasn’t about to. I’m going to have to come back up.”

			Ray watched her turn with painful carefulness. She was being wary of her ankle, not of the darkness at her back. All at once he was afraid of seeing a shape dart or lurch or flounder into the distant flashlight beam, to pursue her up the steps faster than she could scramble. The sight of her efforts was distressing enough, even when Doug extended a hand, which she grabbed before supporting herself on his arm while she inched past him. “Thanks,” she said not entirely unlike a rebuke.

			“You stay with dad while I get your phone.”

			As Natalie grimaced at having put too much weight on her ankle Ray saw Doug start downwards and immediately stumble, almost slithering down a step. “Doug, you’ve already fallen once,” he protested. “Let me.”

			Doug’s flashlight beam swung around as he did, and the darkness rose up behind him. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, dad.”

			“We can leave it if we have to,” Natalie said. “It’s only a phone.”

			Ray wondered if they were concerned just about his safety on the steps. Might they sense more about the depths than they cared to admit to themselves? At least he was no longer hearing any sounds down there, and was able to think that the light from Natalie’s phone might have driven away any lurkers. “You don’t want to lose your photographs, do you?” he said.

			“I’d rather lose them than you.”

			“No need for either,” Ray said, gripping her shoulders as he eased himself past her. “Let’s take everything home that we can.”

			As he sidled past Doug his son took him by the arm. Ray couldn’t help hoping he meant to accompany him after all until he realised Doug was only steadying him. Doug sent his flashlight beam downwards while Ray switched on his own. “Take your time,” Natalie urged him.

			“That’s right, there’s no hurry,” Doug said. “We’ll be here.”

			They were doing their best to look after him but only aggravating his nervousness. He didn’t need to be reminded how wary he should be. He would have liked to use both hands for steadying himself, but he couldn’t risk losing hold of his phone. Its light wobbled around him as he kept groping at the wall, setting one foot and then the other on every step he had to descend. All he could hear were his effortful breaths and the thudding of his pulse, which felt as if it were expanding in his guts. Was there anything else he should hear? The dark beyond the supine beam of Natalie’s flashlight looked lifeless enough, but he could easily have thought it was collaborating with the light to entice him into the depths. He took the last few steps down to it more slowly than ever, and not just to make certain of his balance. As he stooped to retrieve the phone he sent his own beam as far into the dark as it would reach.

			The beam lit up the foot of the steps, though dimly. They ended at a passage that bent left into the dark. Ray was straightening up with a mobile in each hand, bruising his shoulder against the wall as his balance almost deserted him, when he heard a sound along the passage – a surreptitious shifting. “Are you okay, dad?” Doug shouted.

			“I’m all right. I’ll be fine.” He would have said so just to quieten Doug, who had prevented him from identifying the sound. As he turned off Natalie’s flashlight and stowed the phone in a pocket of his shorts he heard the noise again. It was the lapping of water, which he guessed was at the near end of the cave by the secluded beach, but wasn’t there more to the sound? Ray might have fancied something large and sluggish was wallowing in the water. He grasped a protruding chunk of wall in order to look up at Natalie and Doug. They and Doug’s light were so tiny that he was reminded of using a telescope the wrong way round, but he mustn’t let that daunt him. “I won’t be long,” he called. “I’m just going down to see.”

			“Dad,” Doug protested. “What’s the point if we don’t as well?”

			“If there’s anything to show you I’ll take a photograph,” Ray said and immediately thought that some things mightn’t show up on camera. If it hadn’t managed to focus on Sandra and the teenagers, how much more trouble might it have down here? He mustn’t use that as an excuse not to look. He ought to see, and he made himself descend the steps as fast as planting both feet on each of them would let him.

			As he reached the entrance to the passage the black walls gleamed at him, so that he could have imagined that the dark was celebrating his arrival. He gripped his wrist with his other hand to stabilise the flashlight beam, which didn’t prevent the walls from appearing to quiver. One hand was as shaky as the other, and together they were twice as bad. Now he felt as if the passage was magnifying his nervousness and shutting him in with it, and he let go of his wrist as he ventured to the bend.

			Beyond it the passage straightened, and water glinted at the far end. Ray glimpsed ripples and heard them lapping at rock, and the other noise again – activity that wasn’t quite so fluid. Were the acoustics of the place transforming the sound of the sea? As he urged himself towards it he passed several alcoves too shallow to be called caves, a large one opposite several not much broader than he was. The flashlight beam strayed into them, producing the impression that the wall of the largest had grown pallid and unstable, a notion Ray wasn’t anxious to linger over. He hurried to the end of the passage and shone the beam across the water.

			He had indeed reached the cave he’d visited last week. He could see the narrower stretch that he’d followed back to the sea, and was even able to identify the rocks that had snagged Ditton’s corpse. He didn’t rest the light on them any longer than it took him to be sure, but swept the beam around the cave. It was deserted, and the ripples that were subsiding on the water had obviously come in from the sea, the furthest traces of waves. He felt relieved by the lack of any presence and yet unsettlingly disappointed, as if he’d been robbed of a belief on which he’d depended more than he knew. He was giving the cave a final sweep of the beam when Doug called “Dad, are you all right?”

			His voice was disconcertingly remote. “I’m fine,” Ray shouted so loud that his lungs ached. The shout roused echoes in the caves, and as the echoes faded he saw the ripples grow still. He was watching the last of them disappear when he remembered what he’d heard and seen last week in the cave – the shrill giggling that he’d ascribed to the ripples, and the whitish movement that had receded into the dark. As he realised he was standing just where that activity had been, he heard the restless sluggish sound again. It was behind him.

			He could hear it more clearly now – more than he liked. It put him in mind of an enormous bag full of some soft material, slithering across rock. As he twisted to face it the light flailed at the walls, so that he wasn’t immediately sure what he was seeing in the passage. Even if there was no movement other than the trembling of the light, this didn’t reassure him much, since the sound had unquestionably originated somewhere along the passage. Just as dismaying in another way, Doug was calling out to him. “What did you say, dad?”

			“I’m coming now,” Ray cried, so afraid for his children that it almost overcame his more immediate dread. Suppose Doug stumbled down to find him, what might happen then? He limped at all his speed towards the bend, struggling to prepare himself for whatever might be there, but he wasn’t even close to it when he began to grasp how much he’d overlooked or misperceived. The largest of the chambers off the passage wasn’t just an alcove after all. He’d perceived it as shallow only because it was full of a swollen bulk, which wasn’t pale just from the flashlight beam. The mass was at least as wide as the entrance to the cave it filled – a dozen limping strides wide. Ray had no time to examine it more closely or even to wonder what species of underground growth it might be. Telling himself that it was restless only with the movement of the flashlight beam occupied his mind just now – indeed, strove to be his solitary thought. He very much wished that he hadn’t explored quite so far. He wasn’t even at the midpoint of the cave that he was growing more than anxious to pass when the pale bulk thrust its face and arms towards him.

			The face was a man’s, or had been. Now it resembled a bloated mask, almost engulfed in a mass of flesh so pallid it might never have been touched by the sun. The nose resembled a colourless tuber, and the thick broad lips were just as white. It was impossible to judge what expression the face bore, not just since the lips appeared to have swelled together in an immobile straight line but because the eyes had atrophied, puckering so deep that they’d sucked the lids inwards. All the same, as Ray shrank back from the sight, having staggered to a paralysed halt in the corridor, he had a sense that the face was aged by more than centuries – by some awful knowledge around which it had closed to keep it from the world. Then the eyes opened in the depths of the whitish sockets, and the arms stretched out to cut off his escape.

			All he could see in the tiny glinting eyes was hunger so voracious it was mindless. At once Ray knew what had befallen Ditton, who must have strayed into the lair, from which his drained remains had been flung into the water. For a moment Ray imagined he would be able to dodge Skiá’s clutches, since even though the arms were at least twice the breadth of his own, they were dwarfed by the mass from which they protruded several yards apart. But they were on either side of him, and before he could move, the gigantic pallid body squeezed forward to extend the arms across the passage, trapping him.

			As the face surged towards him, a tongue like a great white slug poked the lips apart, revealing a solitary fang. The moist white eyes were so enlivened by thirst that they were creeping forwards in the sockets. Loathing indistinguishable from panic overwhelmed Ray’s thoughts, so that he was scarcely aware of backing away until he found himself in an alcove nowhere near as deep as a cell. The vast body was still emerging from the cave, not so much like flesh as a vast sack of fluid. The face crept into the alcove, together with a distended portion of the bulk in which it was embedded, and Ray shrank against the rock, which felt implacably chill. The greedy eyes bulged forth from their sockets while the fanged mouth gaped as wide as a fist, and Ray heard Doug and Natalie calling out to him.

			Their voices were muffled by the fleshy obstacle that filled the entrance to the alcove. Ray was appalled by not knowing how close they were – not knowing whether Doug was on his way to find him. His terror clarified his thoughts, and he realised he might have a weapon. He thrust his phone at the advancing face, shining the flashlight beam into the eyes. He didn’t know he meant to speak until words spilled out of his mouth. “Let us live and we’ll let you live.”

			The eyes shrivelled into the head, and the towering body dragged itself back into the passage. Ray thought it had given him the chance to flee until he saw it was only making space for an arm to reach into the alcove. The writhing fingers groped for him and closed around his wrist. They felt as they looked: like cold dead grubs. As Ray jerked free with a convulsion that involved his entire body he almost dropped the phone that the enormous hand was searching for. The eyes were venturing forth again like snails emerging from their shells, and this time they didn’t wither so much when he aimed the beam at them. As Ray bruised his shoulders against the unyielding wall he remembered he had Natalie’s phone too, but how much difference could that make? He had a last despairing idea, and fumbled for her mobile as the mass that had crammed itself into the alcove slithered forward to let the hand at him. The fingers hadn’t quite found him when he heard Doug calling him again. His son sounded closer – distressingly close.

			“Stay there,” Ray yelled, struggling to wield the second phone with his left hand. He couldn’t simply use his own mobile when he would need to switch off the light first, leaving him with Skiá in the dark. As he managed to retreat a very few more inches, if even that far, the arm emerged further from the wad of flesh, and the fingers squirmed in search of him. He was so desperate to avoid them that he nearly touched the wrong icon on the mobile – the one that would activate the phone – which, in the midst of his breathless panic, made him yearn to be speaking to Sandra. Then he succeeded in activating the camera, and held it towards the face that was bulging at him. In such haste that he nearly lost hold of the phone, he set off the flash.

			The eyes wizened and the face recoiled, sinking into the mass of flesh. The colossal body flinched into the passage, not by any means as far as Ray would have liked. All the same, this looked as if it was his only chance. As he lurched out of the alcove he saw the eyes beginning to stir in their sockets. The hands had jerked up to cover them, but the width of the body meant they weren’t even nearly within reach. Ray thrust the camera at them again and used the flash. As the eyes dwindled, the arm closer to the steps swung towards him, and the soft cold almost fluid fingers brushed his cheek. But the body had withdrawn further, and there was space for Ray to sidle past, scraping his shoulders on the wall. He dashed around the bend and saw Doug almost at the bottom of the steps. “I said I was coming,” Ray gasped. “I’m here. Go up.”

			“What was all the noise? What did you photograph?”

			“I’ll show you both when we’re out of here. Don’t leave your sister like that. I told you, go up.”

			He switched off the camera and shoved it in his pocket as Doug started upwards. Ray was mutely urging his son to climb faster in the hope of keeping pace with him when Doug swung around with one hand on the wall. “What did I just hear?”

			“Nothing,” Ray protested, but perhaps the truth was in his eyes. “Just water, like you said.”

			Doug hesitated before resuming his climb, and Ray felt as if this let the darkness or its contents grow more solid behind them. In one sense he was glad if their footfalls were blotting out any further sounds that might tempt  Doug to investigate, but he kept having to glance back to reassure himself that they weren’t being followed. Nothing was visible except the dark, and the only noise he could hear was the lapping of ripples in the cave, even if it put him in mind of a huge puffy tongue licking bloated lips. 

			As the flashlight beams found Natalie she began gingerly to climb. Despite the relative silence behind him, Ray had to resist exhorting her to put on speed, though it wasn’t her fault that he was slowing down. Each step upwards seemed to rob him of more energy, until he felt as if he were being dragged back by the darkness – by its insubstantial weight that was gathering on him. He could have thought he was being drained of strength by the hunger of the dark, which would never let him reach the light again.

			At last Natalie and Doug emerged into the subterranean corridor full of cells, and Ray toiled after them. Making their variously hampered way along it took rather more time than he cared for, despite the silence at his back. There was still the upper flight of steps to conquer, and before he reached the top Ray’s entire body was shaking with his pulse, which seemed to be stealing his breath. He had to lean against the wall in the top corridor for some minutes while he regained a modicum of strength, and he felt barely capable of helping Doug support Natalie down the steps from the monastery. Just the same, as the blackened trees rose up in front of them like a reminder of the buried darkness, Ray grew more than eager to be away from the place and what it harboured. “I’ll drive,” he said.

			“May I have my phone now?” Natalie said, having sunk with a wince onto the back seat of the jeep.

			“You were going to show us what you found,” Doug reminded his father, taking the seat beside him.

			“It’s on there,” Ray said and handed Natalie her mobile. “Look for yourselves.”

			She opened the album and examined the most recent image while Ray started the car. Having looked at the previous photograph, she passed Doug the phone. “There’s nothing,” she said.

			She was gazing at Ray in the mirror, searching for his reaction. As Doug peered at the mobile Ray glanced at the screen. The most recent photographs showed a blurred image of the cave off the lowest passage – no more than a dark vague emptiness. “You were right,” he said as he sent the jeep along the track towards the unblackened trees. “There was nothing at all.”

		

	
		
			The Last Day 2 September

			“You may go first, William,” Julian said.

			The boy stepped forward with enough drama for a school play and handed Evadne the bouquet tied up with a ribbon. “Thank you for having us.”

			“He picked those for you himself.”

			“He wanted to give you his own present,” Natalie said. “And Jonquil donated the ribbon.”

			“I haven’t worn any for years,” Jonquil wanted everyone to know. “It was hiding in my case from a long time ago.”

			“Well, you are kind,” Evadne told her and William. “I shall put them somewhere.”

			Ray had a passing notion that she meant or ought to mean the graveyard. Might she place them on the graves of visitors who had never left the island? Just now all that mattered was that Sandra and the teenagers were about to leave it. When Evadne laid the flowers on the counter in her office Julian cleared his throat as a preamble to planting a fifty-euro note beside them. “For your hospitality. From the family,” he said.

			Ray wondered if this sounded like ensuring she didn’t think he personally valued her that much. “From all of us,” Doug said.

			“You are kind again.” It wasn’t clear exactly who she was addressing, nor when she said “You will come back.”

			“You’ve got to be asking that,” Pris said. “We’ve had an eventful stay.”

			“I’ve liked my time here,” Sandra said.

			“If we made you welcome, tell your friends.”

			This seemed to silence most of her listeners, leaving Tim to promise “I’ll tell mine.”

			As Jonquil nodded, darkening her sunglasses with the shadow of her hat brim, Evadne said “And come back for your memories.”

			“You’ve all given me a few I wouldn’t mind revisiting,” Sandra said.

			Ray was troubled by a sense that she’d misunderstood Evadne somehow. As he thought of asking what Evadne meant, Julian said “I believe our transport is here.”

			A man and woman at least as old as Ray were the only passengers so far. While the driver piled luggage in the belly of the bus Sam ushered the newcomers on board. Did she seem oddly relieved by the sight of them or to be sending them home? Ray took Sandra’s hand to help her up the steps onto the coach, only to feel as though she was lending him some of her vigour. When she squeezed his hand he wished she would put whatever thoughts she was having into words, but he suspected that mightn’t be advisable while the family could hear.

			William waved goodbye if not a mime of hoping to return. As the coach left the Sunny View behind, Ray glanced at the streetlamp where he’d so often noticed the spider. He couldn’t see it or its web, and he wondered if they were among the aspects of Vasilema that were seldom visible by day. Would they have shown up in a photograph? Surely they ought to, since they’d cast a shadow – and then he remembered that the figures under the lamp had cast one, which didn’t reassure him at all.

			Soon the bus arrived at Sunset Beach. As it collected passengers Ray recognised accommodations where people had failed to show up for a tour they’d booked. Like Sandra and the teenagers, and despite the overcast sky, most of the young folk wore sunglasses and outsize hats. Quite a few were visibly reluctant to leave the shade of trees or awnings, and some left it as late as possible to sprint to the coach as though fleeing a storm. While Ray didn’t look too hard for bites, he noticed several. “That’s the last,” Sam eventually told the driver and picked up her microphone. “Have we all had a good stay? Looking forward to next year?”

			The chorus of agreement was mostly a mumble. “I’ll tell you when we’re coming to the ferry,” she announced. “Looks as if some of us would like a snooze.”

			Ray saw she didn’t mean just Doug and Julian, though both of them were dozing in their seatbelts. As Sam laid down the microphone Sandra leaned across the aisle to murmur to Natalie and Pris. “I’m sorry I was a pain last night. I’ve changed my mind.”

			Natalie glanced around to see that Tim and Jonquil had set about distracting William from the conversation. “So long as you’re happy in yourself.”

			“I should have believed the photographs you brought back.” Sandra looked ashamed and then more so. “How’s your ankle now?” she said.

			“I told you, better than it was. Honestly, don’t worry, and certainly don’t blame yourself.”

			“I do for making Doug and Julian have to go on patrol again, though.”

			“They were just being men,” Pris said. “Nat and I offered to keep watch but they were having none of it.”

			“You could have, couldn’t you,” Sandra said and gazed at Ray. “Especially since there wasn’t anyone to keep a lookout for.”

			“We’ve agreed to that now,” Ray said.

			They had, but only so as to reassure the family. Last night Sandra had pretended she believed the uninhabited photographs had been taken just to disprove his fancies and her own. He’d already told her how he’d ventured into the depths beneath the monastery, but had stopped short of describing what he’d found. He’d heard the movements of something that still lived down there, far from any light: that was enough for her to know. He didn’t want to associate it with her, however remotely. Whenever he’d wakened in the night, and too often while he was asleep, he’d seen the dwarfed although swollen arms poking out of the immense bloated body, reaching to drag him towards the pallid practically eyeless face, the fanged voracious mouth.

			As the coach passed the shrine that marked the start of the path to the beach and the cave, he saw the image of St Titus brandishing his rotten splintered lance, the cocoon bulging out of the spear. It seemed to sum up the secret of Vasilema – the ineffectual dead saint nurturing the occupant of the cell under the monastery that bore the saint’s name, the saviour only managing to prolong Skiá’s unnatural life by figuring in rituals that epitomised resignation. Before the coach left the path behind, Ray had the horrid thought that the pallid body concealed somewhere in the darkness beneath the landscape was all too reminiscent of a cocoon. Suppose it was ripe to burst open, releasing a multitude of thirsty progeny? He managed to shudder the notion away, hoping Sandra wouldn’t ask why he’d grimaced at the window. The truth about Skiá was dreadful enough, though perhaps not so awful that he couldn’t bear it for her sake.

			He did his best to concentrate on her needs until he was distracted by a throaty rattle from the microphone Sam had picked up. “We’re nearly at the ferry,” she said. “Make sure you all have your tickets to show.”

			As the coach drove down to the harbour Ray saw masts rise and fall as if they were making a bid to tug the clouds lower. Among them the ferry was less agitated, almost still. The coach driver released the doors, but even when he opened the luggage compartment some of the passengers seemed by no means eager to leave the bus. Once they’d retrieved their luggage they made a dash for the ferry, where they took refuge in the enclosed saloon, having barely waited for the crew to check their tickets. As he and Natalie competed at limping to the gangplank, Ray observed that Sandra and the teenagers weren’t in quite such of a hurry to reach the saloon as the contingent from Sunset Beach had been. It was enough to let him murmur words under his breath.

			The family had hardly found seats in the saloon when William said “Are we coming back next year?”

			“Don’t you want to see more of the world?” Ray hoped aloud.

			“I wouldn’t mind coming here again,” Tim said.

			“Nor me,” said Jonquil.

			As Julian looked ready to object Sandra said “You can’t say what you’ll want a year from now, can you? You shouldn’t, either.”

			Having seen what she intended, Ray joined in. “There’s so much more to your lives.”

			“What are you going to be doing before then?” Sandra asked them.

			“Some friends and me, we’ve started a band,” Tim said. “And I’ve got my art project for school.”

			“Mine’s all the history of our town, my project,” Jonquil said. “And I’m being Ariel in the play.”

			Ray thought they were starting to recollect their lives off the island. He was certain there was more to them – surely enough to divert them from yearning to return to Vasilema. He and Sandra would be striving to ensure they didn’t, though without admitting why. As the ferry edged away from the wharf he gazed out at the town, and then he leaned close to the window. Dozens of watchers had gathered beyond the harbour, peering out of the streets that were shaded by overgrown awnings. While the faces were too distant for Ray to be able to make out their features, he was sure that if they were closer he would recognise several of the watchers. Even at that distance he fancied that he sensed their thirst, which all of them were suffering on behalf of the denizen of the dark. When he glanced at Sandra he glimpsed longing in her eyes, but the instant she noticed that he was looking at her she smiled and clasped his hand.

			The ferry swung away from the harbour, and the faces withdrew into the streets on the hill as though retreating into a lair. For a while he listened to the chugging of the engines, until he began to feel as soporific as Doug and Julian continued to be. The ferry had been at sea for most of half an hour when Sandra said “What did we do with all those days?”

			She sounded wistful but also not far from confused. “Oh, mum,” Doug said.

			“So long as they gave you some benefit,” Julian said.

			“You said they did you good,” Natalie reminded her, and Pris contributed “We could see they did.”

			They all must think her age was catching up with her, but Ray knew how wrong they were. He’d seen Tim and Jonquil agree with her question, and they might have supported it if Doug and the others hadn’t responded first. So this was how Vasilema enticed back its visitors: not to relive their memories but in search of them, if they even realised. Crossing water erased the memories – that was one of the hints the family had been given on the island. At once he hoped it could do more, and took out his phone to activate the camera while he trotted down the aisle to face his family. “Is there enough light for that?” Pris said.

			“We’ll soon find out.” However hard he squinted at the miniature screen, Ray wasn’t sure. He took one photograph and used the flash to take another, which made several of the other passengers grimace despite their sunglasses. “You’re right,” he said, having examined the images. “I’ll try for a better one later.”

			He was able to believe it would indeed be better. While Sandra and the teenagers weren’t in focus, he was certain that their outlines were significantly sharper than the last time he’d tried to photograph them. “Some people aren’t helping,” Julian said. “Do you seriously still need to keep those on, Jonquil?”

			Jonquil snatched her hat off, further tousling her hair, and dropped her sunglasses into it. “Maybe not just now.”

			“Well then,” Sandra said, “I don’t think I do either.”

			She removed her hat and glasses as Tim did. “Welcome back to the light,” Natalie said to them all.

			Ray heard more than she’d meant, but wondered if this was a little premature. “I’m just going up for a last look,” he said.

			Nobody followed him up the stairs to the open deck, and so he couldn’t judge whether Sandra and the teenagers were still wary of sunlight. As he emerged onto the deck, where a very few people were seated at the rail, the clouds unveiled the sun. It felt like sailing free of the shadow of Vasilema, but he knew that its influence lingered within Sandra and Jonquil and Tim. The clouds seemed to shrink back towards Vasilema, and he realised that he was seeing the entire length of the island for the first time in his life. He thought the elongated mound looked like a colossal grave, but it was more than that too. He watched it sink beneath the horizon as if it were retreating into hiding. As it vanished, drawing the clouds with it, he repeated the words he’d breathed before stepping off the island, and wondered how much he was inviting for himself as well. “Let us come back,” he murmured like a prayer.
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