
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sam, saved from drowning by a captivating stranger, finds love and adventure in the island of Crete.

	 

	 

	Holidaying in Crete for the first time without her boyfriend David, Sam is rescued from drowning by Alexis, a Greek treasure seeker. When she is turned out of her holiday house he takes her to his villa, where she meets his mother and has adventures on his yacht. But all is not as it seems. There are mysteries to solve, relationships to figure out, and lurking danger on the island.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	As I stepped out of the plane, the heady sweetness of wild thyme filled the air. The dark mountains of Crete loomed beyond the airport lights.

	David and I had always come to Crete for our annual holiday, taking the night flight. It was like coming home, but this year it was different. I was on my own and David was gone, lost at sea while piloting his yacht in a transatlantic race. He had loved the sea. Boatbuilding and sailing had been his life. This time the sea had claimed him for its own. I could still feel the pain of when they broke the news to me. He was such a lovely man. We had been sweethearts since childhood and had always talked about getting married when we grew up, but now we never would.

	Grief affects people in different ways, but for me it was as though the bottom had dropped out of my life. When it came time for our annual holiday, I didn’t know what to do. I loved Crete, but if I went on my own, how would I feel? Can you ever go back to a place where you have spent happy times with the one you love and then revisit it alone?

	I discussed it with my flatmate, Alison, a very level-headed person, who said I should rest and take relaxation after the shock I had experienced. Going to Crete was just the thing I needed. So I made myself take this journey. I really wasn’t sure, but I loved Crete so much. My hairdressing salon in London’s West End would run without me, thanks to a devoted staff consisting of two lovely girls, Ashley and Kimberley.

	Once out of the plane, I walked with the other passengers to the waiting bus, which always seemed unnecessary, the terminal was only a short distance away.

	Through passport control and then on to the baggage reclaim with people jostling for position.

	As always, the wait for luggage seemed to take forever. Eventually my two cases arrived. I lugged them on to my trolley and pushed it through the nothing to declare gate, to where Yannis, our usual taxi driver was waiting for me. I was pleased to see him. Every year he threatened to give his taxi to his son and retire but he never did.

	“Kalispera, welcome, Samantha Carson.” 

	I shook his hand. He looked at me with sorrow on his face. He knew. Someone had told him of my loss.

	I sat in his Mercedes while he piled my cases into the boot and we began our journey to Stearos Villas, where I would spend the next four weeks.

	I always marvelled at the speed with which Yannis took the sharp bends on such narrow roads. We swept onwards towards the House by the Sea. At least that was what we had called it. It was in a complex of houses called Stearos Villas on the outskirts of Stavros.

	We had been coming for three years, and it had been our special place for rest and relaxation. 

	The lights of villas flashed by. I had the car window open. The air was so sweet and pure after the stuffiness of the plane.

	The car bumped down the sandy track towards the shore. We arrived at the complex of small houses. The one we loved was the largest of all of them. It was advertised as suitable for six people but as we loved space, we thought it was just right for us. It had occurred to me that it might be a bit large for me on my own, but we are all creatures of habit, so I had booked it as usual.

	Yannis pulled up outside the house. The key was already in the door.

	He unloaded the cases for me. As I paid him, I could see a ferryboat, its lights shining brightly, making its way slowly across the sea. He drove off and I hesitated before going into the house, looking across at the mountain in the distance lit by the light of a full moon.

	I suppose I was slightly nervous to go in on my own. The placid water lapping the shore in the distance sounded like a funeral dirge.

	Making up my mind, I entered the house. As I did so a small green lizard scuttled across the wall. 

	“Hello,” I said. “Are you the one we see every year?” It disappeared down a crack in the low wall surrounding the house.

	The heat in the room was almost too much to bear. I sat for a moment. It did seem strange without David, but I must keep my mind on practical things.

	On arrival, we always made a cup of tea. Would there be milk in the fridge?

	There was. Stearos, the elderly man who owned the complex, always made sure that there were the basic necessities,—milk, bread and cheese for people on arrival. He didn’t supply teabags, but I suppose tea is an English habit.

	Finding the teabags involved opening my suitcase. I fumbled with the strap on the case, realising how tired I felt after the journey. Eventually it came undone, and I was able to open the case when, of course, half the contents fell out. I gathered them up and stuffed them back. Mercifully the teabags were easy to find. I took one and found the kettle and the teapot.

	Making the tea kept me occupied. As I drank the comforting liquid it felt good, and I realised I must have been dehydrated.

	I washed my cup and saucer, but as I did so, my mind went back to David and the times we had spent here together. Was I wise to come? Time would tell. Tonight was not the time to worry.

	I was very tired, so without unpacking properly, I fell into bed exhausted. The sound of the sea was no longer frightening as it gently lulled me to sleep. I thought I might dream about David, but if I did dream I didn’t remember.

	 

	*

	 

	I woke up with the morning light in my eyes.

	Putting on my dressing gown, I went to the door and looked out on the calm blue water and the mountain beyond, small fluffy clouds clustered around its top.

	The air was fresh and clean, but as always, there was a keen breeze. I shivered, the wind cutting through my thin robe. I went back in, washed, dressed and made my simple breakfast. Then it was time to go down to the taverna to wait for the arrival of the hire car I had ordered.

	Eleni was there. She was receptionist for the fourteen small houses clustered around the taverna. I spent time renewing acquaintance with her and the bartender, Manolis, who told me that Stearos would be in later and was looking forward to greeting me.

	The car representative was late, but that was nothing new in Crete.

	“Kalimera. How are you?” he greeted me as he came in. “I have an excellent car for you.”

	Even hiring the car was a lengthy business, not just filling in the forms but also looking round the car to check bumps, scratches and wear on the tyres, something David always used to do. Eventually the car, a compact blue Renault, was successfully hired. Habit again made me hire the usual car as we had never taken long trips, just down to the beach for a swim, local supermarket for food, and mostly off to Chania where David always hired a yacht and we went sailing.

	No yacht this year. I certainly wouldn’t be sailing but I did intend to do a lot of swimming.

	First, as we had always catered for ourselves and I intended to continue in the same way, I drove the car on the short trip to the supermarket.

	Greetings again and fortunately no questions about the absence of David. Then, loaded with provisions, I drove back to the house, spending a while putting everything in order.

	I looked carefully in the cupboards before I put the food in, but there was no sign of the sugar ants that often came into the house, running along the shelves looking for scraps of food. They would come eventually and when they came I would have to deal with them. Another thing David had usually done.

	What next? It was so hot, I thought how good it would be to go to the beach for my first swim. Changing into my swimming costume, I collected my beach mat, towel and robe, and went to the car.

	Although the houses were near a rocky shore, the beach David and I loved was a ten-minute drive away, a fantastic bay set underneath a mountain whose top looked like a sleeping woman. The film Zorba the Greek had been made there, but whereas in the actor Anthony Hopkins’ day the beach had been deserted, now it was full of sunbeds and umbrellas, expensive to rent, leaving only a small stretch of sand for people to lay out their beach towels without paying. 

	I parked the car just off the beach, gathered my things, and went down near the water’s edge to lay out my beach mat. It seemed so strange doing this on my own.

	Although there were quite a few people on the beach, there were not many in the water, so I decided to go in.

	I kicked off my shoes. The sand felt warm between my toes. I took off my robe and left it on my beach mat. Walking to the water’s edge, I paused for a moment. Looking down, I could see the usual cluster of little fishes swimming in the shallows. I bent down and brushed them away, then dived in, feeling the usual shock as the cold water embraced me.

	I had always been a natural swimmer and liked to dive straight into the water and swim with a strong breaststroke. David had preferred to paddle around in the shallows until he acclimatised and then he would swim out to me with a terrific overarm stroke that I could never master.

	I shook my thoughts away from David, and swam strongly out in the bay.

	The water felt cold at first, and then warmer. I relaxed and began to enjoy myself. Looking round, I saw a cluster of five old ladies standing in the shallows chatting. They seemed to be there every year. Was it just coincidence that I saw them each year or was it a regular meeting? As I only had a few words of Greek I couldn’t ask them, nor would I want to—they seemed so happy talking together.

	I swam around for a while, heading towards the brightly coloured boats moored on the spit of land at the entrance to the bay. Then I swam towards the middle of the bay and decided to float on my back for a while. Floating like that is a wonderful weightless feeling. The sun was streaming down, and for a moment all was right with the world, when suddenly a man went past me at a tremendous rate doing a powerful crawl. He was so close and so fast he upset my balance. I thrashed around and took in a mouthful of salt water. I tried to turn back to swim, panicked and swallowed more water.

	As the waters closed over my head all I could think about was this must have been how David felt in his last moments.

	I was going to drown. I struggled feebly.

	Then, suddenly, I felt another body near me. I was grabbed from behind, strong arms about my waist forcing me to the surface. Before I had time to realise what was happening a hand supported my head out of the water and I was towed swiftly to shore. Then there was the sensation of being lifted against a strong broad chest and being laid down gently on the sand.

	I looked up at the face of my rescuer. It was a strong face, blue-grey eyes gazing down at me as I lay there coughing up the water I had swallowed. He knelt, straddling my body, and I focussed on his long black hair, wet from the sea. He peered at me anxiously.

	“Are you all right?” he asked in English.

	I struggled to lift myself onto my elbows. “Silly question,” I laughed, spluttering water.

	“You were lucky I was near you,” he said, helping me up.

	“Thank you,” I said, looking at the fine, muscled body of my rescuer.

	People on the beach were staring. I felt I was making a spectacle of myself. My first impulse was to run and hide. I turned to face him. What could I say, what could I do?

	“Are you the lifeguard?” I asked.

	A broad grin flooded across his face. ”Not exactly,” he said. His voice was low and caressing. “Where are your things? You must dry yourself, then the sun will warm you.”

	I still felt pretty groggy but pointed to where I had left my towel.

	“Come,” he said. “Let me help you.” He put his arm round my waist and supported me as I staggered towards my beach mat and towel. The people on the beach were still watching with interest. Then I realised that they were watching him, not me. Even in my shocked state I could see that he was a rather gorgeous hunk of manhood, standing there in his blue Bermuda shorts. His arm felt good and comforting. He took his arm away as I reached for my towel.

	“Thank you again,” I said. “You saved my life.”

	“I was only too glad to be of assistance to such a beautiful sea nymph.”

	I blushed as he made off down the beach with a long looping stride. The people watching lost interest and went back to their own pastimes.

	Towelling myself, I watched him until he reached the road. He turned, gave a wave, and then was out of sight.

	I put on my beach robe, gathered up my beach mat and towel, and made my way back to the car. I’d had enough adventure for one day.

	As I got into the car, I looked back at the placid water, the mountain looming over it. It was a bad experience, but I needed to swim again tomorrow.

	The thought of my strong, muscled rescuer stayed with me as I drove back. Who was he, and if I did come down to swim again, would he be there?

	I reached my house, closed and locked the door, stripped off my wet costume and stood under the shower, letting the warm water cascade over my body. It felt good.

	Towelling myself vigorously, I thought again about my rescuer and how I had felt when he put his arm around me.

	I dressed in a blouse and jeans. Hungry after my swim, I made my lunch, salad, feta cheese, and good bread with a glass of Greek red wine.

	As I sat on the balcony with my food, I looked across at the mountain guarding the bay where I had been swimming, drank my wine and sat drowsily in the sunshine, listening to the endless chirping of the cicadas.

	After my meal I must have drifted off to sleep because the next thing I heard was a cheery “hello” from my next-door neighbours.

	I called, “hello” back as the young couple, who were holding hands, went down to the pool by the taverna. Perhaps I should think about using the pool rather than swimming in the sea. No, swimming in a pool, however safe, was not what I wanted to do.

	I gathered up the remains of my lunch and took it into the house. This made me think about my meal for the evening. Although the taverna, which served the cluster of houses, was perfectly acceptable, David and I had always preferred to go to the other taverna, El Greco, down by the beach where we swam. Should I go there this evening or be lazy and stay here?

	I decided to spend the afternoon reading and lazing in the sun, and then I would go to El Greco. I knew it would mean explanations when I turned up without David, but I had to face it.

	I walked down to the reception area for the houses, said hello to Eleni, and went to the shelves where they had a good collection of books, all left by previous guests. Most of the books were in English but there were other languages, principally Greek and German. I ran my gaze along the shelves. Quite a few of the books were by authors I had never heard of. I am a fan of Jane Austen and Georgette Heyer, and I was always looking for a good romance.

	Eventually I selected a book. From the back of the book jacket I could see that the hero was likely to be carrying the heroine off into the sunset, only after, of course, many misunderstandings. Just what I wanted for a light read.

	The afternoon passed swiftly, and immersed in my book, I realised that I hadn’t thought about David all afternoon. Perhaps the healing process had begun.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The taverna, El Greco, was quite informal, so I dressed in a white blouse and patterned skirt. Checking that there was money in my handbag, I drove back down to the beach, deserted at this time of night. The moon cast an eerie light and a memory stirred of seeing little fishes leaping in the water under the light of such a moon.

	I drove the car past the other two tavernas on the beach, which we never visited, and was able to park right outside El Greco, walking in under the awning of vines heavy with grapes.

	Michaelis was in the kitchen as usual and had seen me coming. He came out and gave me a greasy kiss on both cheeks. Then, standing back, he said, “Kalispera, and how are you? Is David coming?”

	I took a deep breath and said, “David was drowned at sea some months ago.”

	He grasped me by the shoulders and gave me a big hug. “I am so sorry. Come, you must sit down, and I will prepare a special dish for you.” He called his wife and there was a brief exchange in Greek. She came to me and held my hands.

	Other people in the taverna were looking at us because I was getting such special attention. I felt like sinking into the ground. I was so embarrassed, but she led me to a table in the corner, patted my shoulder and called the girl to serve me. I didn’t know what Michaelis had meant by a special dish, so I kept my head down, looking at the menu.

	Usually, I started with taramasalata, and then followed it with what they called little fishes, which I think are really sardines. I often wondered if they were the same little fish that I see when I go to swim. I had a vision of Michaelis going down to the water’s edge each evening when they were leaping, scooping them up with a large net and bringing them back to cook.

	I brought my mind back to the meal. Yes, French fries, a small carafe of red wine and some water would be lovely.

	I looked across at the other diners, and as I did so was surprised to see my rescuer from the morning swim now dressed in an open necked shirt and slacks coming into the taverna. He saw me and waved. I waved back and thought perhaps I should ask him to join me. Perhaps I could pay for his meal as a small recompense for his help. He looked questioningly at me as I beckoned and then came to my table. He stood waiting for me to invite him to sit down.

	“We haven’t been properly introduced,” he said. “I’m Alexis Metaxas, Alex to my friends.” He gave a bow as though sweeping a hat across his body. His muscular body filled his clothes to perfection.

	I held out my hand. “Please sit down. I’m Samantha Carson, but please call me Sam.”

	“I am pleased to meet you, Samantha mou.” He leant towards me, took my hand and gave another bow. His hand seemed to caress mine. I gave a quiver of excitement, then immediately felt a twinge of guilt. Was I being disloyal to David?

	“And what are you planning to eat?” he asked, watching me closely as he sat down.

	“My usual, taramasalata, followed by little fishes and chips,” I said.

	“You must forgive me, I think you deserve better than that.” He waved at the girl who was hovering close to us.

	“Maria, we will have your excellent cheese pies, and what is the best fish you have?”

	“We have bream, it is Michaelis’ special dish today. Would you like your usual wine?”

	“Of course, my dear.” He smiled, showing perfect white teeth.

	“They know you here?” I said, looking at his proud face. The only incongruous note was his long black hair, tied tonight in a bun at the back of his head.

	“Yes, I often come here, but you must come with me to Chania where I can give you a special meal.”

	I was surprised by his assumption that I would go to Chania with him. Were all Greek men so forward? I looked carefully at him. He had that devil-may-care sort of face that looked more suited to a pirate or a hero, sword-fighting the baddy for the love of a maiden. I forced my mind back to reality as the food came. The small cheese pies were very tasty, the bream excellently prepared. His usual wine turned out to be a Chardonnay, which was a great advance on the rough red that I would have ordered. I found myself relaxing in his company. His talk ranged from knowledge of the sea to local politics. Obviously not a lifeguard, but who was he? I knew his name but nothing else about him. His knowledge of the sea meant he must be a sailor.

	After the meal, he paid the bill in spite of my protests.

	“The pleasure has been mine, it’s not often that I rescue a sea nymph,” he said, smiling.

	I could feel my cheeks redden. That was the second time he had called me that. I stood up to shake hands and say goodbye but as I offered my hand, he took it and pulled me towards him.

	He is going to kiss me, I thought and tried to pull away, but he held me firmly.

	I needn’t have worried. He kissed me on both cheeks. It was just the usual Greek custom. I gave a sigh of relief. Why had I thought it would be something more? Was it the closeness of his body, the light touch of his lips, and the exciting scent of this man?

	“To complete the evening, I must see you home,” he said, the light accenting his high cheekbones, his tanned face, his full lips.

	“That’s not necessary,” I said, feeling disorientated. “I have my car.”

	He looked into my eyes. His eyes were like dark pools. “In that case,” he asked, “May I see you again?”

	I felt strangely moved. “ Of course. I’m sure we shall meet again on the beach.”

	He smiled. “Perhaps sooner,” he said, turning and walking out past all the tables, the gazes of the women watching his every move.

	What a strange person, I thought. I don’t know a thing about him and yet he says he wants to see me again. Who was he?

	As I was standing thinking this, Michalis’s wife came over to me. I spoke very little Greek and she spoke very little English.

	“Who was that?” I asked, pointing.

	She clutched her apron. “Very rich, very big boat.” She spread her arms wide.

	That was all I could get from her. I went to the car and set off back to my house. There were two small supermarkets on the way back. I stopped at one of them for a loaf of bread and some milk for the morning.

	I parked the car and went down to my house. As I let myself in, my friendly green lizard shot across the doorstep. I waved goodnight to it and went in, locking the door behind me. It wasn’t long before I was in bed. My thoughts turned to my handsome but mysterious rescuer. Who was he? I fell asleep still thinking about him.

	 

	*

	 

	Next morning I was up early when there was a knock on the door. I opened it to a bunch of roses being thrust at me by the cleaning lady.

	“These are for you,” she said, backing away as I took them.

	“But who are they from?” I asked, holding the bunch gingerly in one hand.

	“I don’t know.” she said, and set off down the path.

	I took them into the house, six perfect red roses on long stems. I didn’t know that you could get such things in Crete. There was a card.

	Kalimera, I hope you like the flowers. See you soon. Alex.

	How did he know where I lived?

	I took the roses out of their paper, they were lovely. Now I needed a vase. There was usually one in the top shelf of the cupboard. Yes, it was there. I reached up and grabbed it with difficulty. Putting water in it, I bent to smell the wonderful perfume of these perfect roses, then putting the vase on the table; I reflected that it was nice to have an admirer.

	I prepared my breakfast, took it out to the table on the balcony, then had a thought. I went back in and brought the vase out onto my breakfast table. The roses were so gorgeous I gazed at them while I was eating. Finishing my coffee, I cleared away, putting the vase back inside, and then went down to the taverna.

	To
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