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It had not sounded like a shot.

In the entrance
hall of the school, Zoe was busy tying the laces of Mohamed’s
trainers while he was telling her some rigmarole about a rabbit and
a man that he had seen on his way to school. The hall was crowded
with children and noisy with chatter at the start of the day. A
couple of parents were still looking at the notice-board which
displayed photos of the recent concert, but most had already
hurried away to work. In the adjacent classroom, Martine was moving
around, and Zoe hoped that she hadn’t left any paintbrushes lying
about from yesterday afternoon’s lesson. Little Léa, her hair tied
with a pink ribbon on top of her head, was calling to her from the
other side of the hall, but she couldn’t make out what the child
was saying.

“Come on,
Mohamed. Let me do the other foot, or you’ll never be ready.”

Zoe was trying to give all her attention
to the children swarming around her. She loved their smooth,
inexperienced faces, their shrill voices and their exuberance even
at this time of the morning, when she herself needed a good strong
cup of coffee to feel properly awake. She should be attending to
her charges and not thinking about Marc, although the thought of him came down on her
and engulfed her like a cold wave every morning as soon as she
awoke in the tiny room that she had rented in the
18th
arrondissement.

She tied a neat
bow and then turned her head to Léa, who was pointing and shouting
something about a “funny man”.

Just as Zoe
followed her pointing finger and saw the man whose head was
entirely covered by a grinning rabbit’s mask, she heard the sound.
It was no more than a thump. It might have been the sound of a
small backpack being thrown across the hall. Uncertain, she stood
up and was about to speak to him. She had not seen him come in.

As she rose to
her feet, he crumpled.

Then she saw
the blood. Then the gun, a hunting rifle.

The body with
the white T-shirt, now stained with red, and the faded jeans,
twitched horribly for a few moments and then was a motionless mass
on the tiled floor in a sudden silence. The rabbit mask, grinning
and bloody, lay sideways on the floor with one fluffy ear bent
under it.

Then the
screaming began.

*

“I’m so glad
you decided to come,” said Martine again. She was clasping her
cabin baggage in front of her like a cushion as the minibus rocked
and swerved along the road between arid, rolling hills of scrub and
dry-stone walls, sprinkled here and there with little white houses
like sugar cubes, their doors and shutters painted blue, some of
them shaded by fig trees. The only other vegetation seemed to be
the prickly Barbary figs. Although it was early summer, the parched
grass had already turned the colour of hay, munched by the
occasional goat.

“It’s kind of
you to put up with me,” said Zoe. She felt that she was not really
present.

“What?”

Zoe cleared her
throat and repeated what she had said, louder above the noise of
the engine.

“Oh, rubbish. I
keep telling you, when my friend Lorraine had to cancel, I was so
fed up that I nearly cancelled the whole trip too. I certainly
didn’t want to come to Greece on my own, so you’re doing me a
favour. You have to believe it.”

“Mmm.”

“And I’m sure a
holiday and a change of scene will—”

“Will do me
good. Help me to get over things. That’s what everyone says,”
snapped Zoe.

Martine looked
at her, wide-eyed, and after a moment Zoe said, “Sorry.”

It was what
everyone had said. Get away. Don’t think about it. Don’t blame
yourself. People were full of advice. But as for getting away, all
that she really wanted to do was to get away from herself and her
feelings.

It was Zoe’s first trip to Greece, to the
surprise of the travel rep, who had thought she must be Greek when
he saw her black shoulder-length hair that tended to form
spontaneous ringlets, her naturally dark colouring and strong
features. He had even spoken to her in Greek and laughed when she
had shrugged her shoulders blankly. Perhaps this holiday would turn
out to be a huge mistake. Two heavy rocks seemed to be pressing on
her head: one was the “incident”, as everyone was calling it, and
the other was Marc.

“Look! Just
look at the colour of that sea.” Martine leaned forward.

Dark blue and twinkling between the
shoulders of the hills, the sea bore no resemblance to the English
Channel that Zoe might even now have been crossing if she had gone
to stay with her parents in Bournemouth. She remembered her
mother’s horrified voice on the phone after the shooting, urging
her to come “home” for the school holidays. But England didn’t feel
like home. Her parents had moved back there from France after her
father’s stroke because her English mother had been convinced that
he would receive better treatment in England. Zoe was not so sure
of that. In any case, she hated to see him as he now was, with all
the fire gone out of him. He seldom spoke French these days, and he
had become more English than the English, eating toast and drinking
tea and reading the Guardian—or, at any rate, gazing endlessly at it and turning the
pages.

Zoe’s home was in France, where she had
gone to school and spent her teenage years. Now she had a job that
she loved, and she was with Marc. Or so she had thought. Now everything was
different.

They had arrived. The heat engulfed them
as the passengers piled out of the air-conditioned minibus and
lunged for their luggage. Not everyone was staying at this hotel,
and some people were anxious that their suitcases might be carried
away to the next stop. Martine and Zoe heaved theirs out of the way, the minibus drove
off in a cloud of dust, and a stocky, twinkling-eyed man called
Labros escorted them to the reception desk and then round the
corner of the building, across a dazzling expanse of white marble
with a lagoon-shaped blue swimming pool in the middle, past a
single scaly tree shaped rather like a Christmas tree, and up a
flight of steps to their chalet room. Zoe was barely listening as
he explained, in heavily accented French, how to work the
air-conditioning and the television and where they should go for
breakfast, but Martine nodded pleasantly and said
“Efharisto”.

He left. The
room was simple, whitewashed, with twin beds and a tiny bathroom.
Between the tall dark shutters, half closed now, Zoe could just see
a small balcony, and stretched across it a washing-line with a few
clothes-pegs, black against the cloudless blue sky.

“When we’ve unpacked, we could have a swim,
if you like,” said Martine. “It’s too hot to go walking, but when
it’s cooler we can explore—find a taverna, or something.”

“Yes.” Zoe lay
down full length on the nearer bed. “I don’t know. I don’t know
what I want to do.”

“That’s all
right. No hurry,” said Martine quietly. Zoe closed her eyes and
could hear her moving around the room, opening drawers, shunting
hangers along a rail.

She didn’t know
where she wanted to be. She wished she could just disappear.

Some time later, when she heard Martine
having a shower, she rubbed her eyes with her fists, massaged her
forehead and forced herself to sit up. It was no good behaving like
this. It wasn’t fair on Martine, who had been kind enough to invite
her on this holiday. She hadn’t been on holiday with a female
friend since her student days, and Martine was not even really a
friend, just a colleague—her superior, in fact, since she was a teacher and Zoe was
an assistante, a
classroom assistant or ATSEM, as the French love of acronyms
officially labelled it. But being ungracious and wallowing in
misery was not going to help. Whatever happened, she had to move
forward. Life went on. And she was in Greece, after all – the
Cyclades. That would have seemed like such a wonderful dream not so
long ago, particularly as Marc had never wanted to go to any other
European country. He had dreamed of a trip to Dubai, but of course
that had never happened.

Martine emerged from the bathroom wrapped
in a towel, and Zoe forced a smile. Her face felt stiff.

“Let’s go out,
shall we? It’s cooler now.”

“Oh, yes.”
Martine sounded relieved. “Do you want to hang up some clothes
first? Then we can hit the town.”

Their sedate
walk down the hill into Naoussa scarcely fitted that description,
but Zoe felt her spirits lift slightly as the evening air cooled
her shoulders and the lights of the little white harbour town
twinkled in the dusk. They passed small shops selling postcards and
sun-cream, and stepped aside to let cars and quad bikes go by.
Cafés and restaurants lined the quayside, the tables and chairs
spreading outwards but their umbrellas furled now that the sun was
setting. The central square, beyond a small footbridge, was humming
with activity. Local people sat on low walls, gossiping and
laughing, while children rushed about, chased one another, tumbled
off roller skates and shrieked.

They sat down
at an outdoor table and were brought tall glasses of cold water
before they had even chosen what to drink. Martine wanted an ouzo,
and urged Zoe to try one, but she played safe with orange juice.
They watched the children.

“It doesn’t
bother you, does it?” Martine sounded anxious.

“What?”

“Seeing all
these children? It doesn’t – bring everything back too much?”

“God!” Zoe took
a long swallow of her juice, the glass cold and wet with
condensation against her fingers. “I’m glad to see them like this,
actually. It’s good to see all these children safe and happy. And
as for bringing things back … I don’t think it will ever leave me.
The horror of it. And as for the poor kids …”

“They will
recover, you know. Children can be very resilient and
matter-of-fact. And they’ve all been having counselling.”

“Maybe. But
when I think of little Mohamed’s face – and Killian – and Léa! Oh!
She thought he was a ‘funny man’, at first.”

“OK, OK, don’t
– Shall we talk about something else?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” Zoe leaned back in
her chair and surveyed
the other tourists, drinking, talking and laughing animatedly
around their tables. “I do love children.”

“Of course you
do. We all do, otherwise we wouldn’t be in that job, would we?”

That must be true, thought Zoe. She
supposed that Martine was fond of children, although in class she
tended to be stricter than was currently fashionable. (“Joël! Put
that back this minute. Do you hear me?”) In fact Zoe knew very little about her,
outside the work context. She knew that she wasn’t married, but was
she in a relationship? She observed Martine sipping her ouzo: slim,
slightly freckled, with straight brown hair faintly streaked with
grey and hooked behind her ears. Hazel eyes. There were no rings on
her fingers. They were both, she supposed, in their late thirties
or early forties. Late thirties? She herself would be forty next
year: a milestone of sorts.

“And the
children always cluster around you,” continued Martine. “I like to
watch you telling them stories at break-time. They drink in every
word.”

“Mmm. I do
enjoy that.” Her mother, although not very motherly in many ways,
had always read stories to her, almost as soon as she had learned
to talk, and it was second nature to pass on that gift.

Perhaps Martine
was someone that she could trust. Maybe she could even tell her
something about the past and her own disappointment. But no. She
shied away from the thought. Martine would probably prefer to talk
about herself. Most people did.

“Have you ever
wanted children of your own?” Zoe asked.

“Oh!” Martine
laughed lightly. “Not so straightforward, is it? You have to find
the right partner first.”

So perhaps she
wasn’t even in a relationship.

“That’s true.
And then, when you think you’ve found the right one, they may turn
out not to be right at all.”

“That sounded heartfelt.” Martine
was looking her full in
the face.

Zoe shrugged and glanced away. If she
started to tell her about Marc, they would be there all night. She didn’t know where
to begin; and was she sure that she wanted to tell a work colleague
all about her private life? Martine wasn’t even a friend, was she?
But she was being perfectly friendly, and Zoe felt that she ought
to appreciate it.

No, she
thought. Just leave it.

“I’m getting
hungry,” she announced, with more enthusiasm than she felt, and
they decided to look for a reasonably priced restaurant.

Over a Greek
salad topped by a huge white slab of feta cheese, they discussed
neutral topics: the best time of year to visit Greece, the
organization of the school curriculum, the number of boats moored
in the harbour, the ruined Venetian fort at the end of the sea
wall. After a glass of wine, Zoe had begun to relax a little.
Against the background clinking of the boats’ rigging as they
rocked gently on the dark water, and strains of Sirtaki music
floating from inside the restaurant, she could hear tourists
chattering in half a dozen languages. Apart from French, the only
one she could understand was English, her mother’s language. A very
thin tabby cat came slinking between tables and sat directly beside
her chair, gazing up at her with wide golden eyes. “Sorry, puss,”
she said in English. “I haven’t got any fish to give you.”

“I wish I were
bilingual,” commented Martine in French. “I don’t have any special
gifts.”

Special gifts?
She felt a shadow pass over her. If she had had no special gift,
she might have felt differently about everything. On the other
hand, she could have acted differently. She could have done. Hell!
She ought to have done! She knew the pain was showing in her face,
and bent to stroke the cat; but seeing that she was not offering
any food, it stalked away.

“What is it?
Did I say something?” Martine’s voice was soft with concern.

“Oh—No—it’s just that … Oh! I ought to
have known. I
ought to have been able to warn—I feel so guilty.”

“But how could
you? Nobody could have known what was going to happen.”

“But I ought to
have done.”

Martine put her
hands flat on the table. “Come on. Why do you say that? Surely you
didn’t know that crazy man, did you?”

“Of course not.
No, I’d never seen him before in my life. But I still ought to have
known.”

“How? It’s not
fair to blame yourself, Zoe. Let’s think about other things. Let’s
just have a lovely holiday.”

No. She
couldn’t explain.

It was a balmy
night and the moon was rising. There was laughter and music, and
Paris was far away.

If only she
could stop thinking.

*

The next day was a little easier. After a
delicious buffet breakfast of fresh bread and hot pastries, fresh
fruit and thick, creamy yoghurt with honey, Martine suggested that
they hire a car and travel farther afield to a beach. Luckily Zoe
had not forgotten to bring her driving licence, although she had
not driven for weeks, and in Paris she certainly couldn’t afford to
buy herself a car. She thought of the Peugeot in the basement
garage of the bungalow and of Marc’s aggressive style of driving. Martine took first turn
at the wheel of the little grey Fiat, jerkily at first, then more
smoothly, through the outskirts of Naoussa, avoiding cyclists,
scooters and quad bikes; and out along the road to the west of the
town.

Kolimbithres was idyllic, sandy between
tumbled promontories of erosion-sculpted rocks, the sea varying shades of blue and
turquoise. Although it was already crowded, they found a place with
two sunbeds under a thatched parasol. They were wearing swimsuits
under their clothes (Zoe had rather shyly donned hers in the
bathroom) and within five minutes they were running down the beach,
picking their way over the pebbles and seaweed at the edge of the
waves, and plunging into the clear water. After the first shock, it
was warm. There was something about being in the sea that made
people cheerful and ebullient. As others were doing, they swam and
splashed, plunged beneath the surface and emerged laughing, with
dripping hair. Almost, Zoe felt that she was really on
holiday.

“Would you like some sun cream?”
Martine was rummaging in
her bag as they settled on their sunbeds.

“I put some on
before we came out. My skin is so dark that I hardly ever burn,
anyway.”

“Lucky you. I
have to be careful. Would you mind doing my back for me?”

It was strange, thought Zoe, to be touching another person after
all these weeks. She smoothed and massaged cream into the slightly
freckled skin of Martine’s back, between the straps of her black
swimsuit, and Martine made “Mmm” noises and cushioned her head on
her arms, her eyes closed. “That feels so nice,” she
murmured.

Marc’s voice. She could hear it, saying “That feels so nice” as
she did what she knew always turned him on, stroking, exploring,
pressing harder—

Martine’s eyes
flicked open. “Anything wrong?” She turned and sat up. Zoe realized
that she was staring into space, immobile, with the tube of cream
in her hand.

“Sorry. I was
just thinking about something.”

“Don’t go on
thinking like that, Zoe. Or rather, tell me what you’re thinking,
if it will help.”

Zoe blew out a sigh. Absently, she
squeezed a blob of cream on to her right shin and began to smooth
it over her skin. “Actually, I wasn’t thinking about the—the
incident, right then. I was thinking about Marc.”

“The man you’ve
broken up with?”

“It’s not that
I regret the break-up. I don’t. But when you’ve lived with someone
for fifteen-odd years, it’s not so easy to …You sometimes think of
the good times, and then you think that you’ve wasted fifteen years
of your life. But it was no good. I had to leave him. What he did
was unforgivable. Then, when he hit me—”

“He hit you?”
Martine’s voice was sharp.

“And what would
you ladies like to drink?” asked an Australian voice, and a young
girl, probably a student, in a pink bikini and a floppy straw hat
was standing in front of them with an order pad. By the time they
had ordered, and exchanged pleasantries with the girl, and she had
moved away, Zoe was wishing that she had said nothing.

“He hit you?”
demanded Martine again. “Was that the time you came into school
with a bruise on your face, and you said something about falling
over?”

“Yes, but—”

“But nothing!
That’s just inexcusable, Zoe. I think you were quite right to walk
out. Men are such brutes. What some women have to put up with,
honestly!”

Zoe put on her
sunglasses and sat with her arms clasped around her knees, gazing
out to the hazy line where the dark blue sea met the brighter blue
sky.

“I suppose
you’re right.”

“Of course I’m
right. And there were you, being knocked about, poor Zoe, so sweet
and trusting and fragile—”

“No, no—”
Sweet? Fragile? That was not how she was. “No, that wasn’t the only
thing.”

“No? What else?
I imagine he was unfaithful, too. Typical.”

“No, that
wasn’t it. At least, not as far as I know. Look—could we leave it?
I haven’t even got everything straight in my head yet.”

“All right,
Zoe. You know I’m here for you if you want to talk. You really have
been through the mill. Could you pass me that sun cream?” Martine
took the tube and began rubbing cream vigorously into her legs, as
if she were punishing them.

*

It was three
days later that Zoe decided she would like an espresso coffee with
her breakfast.

By now they had
explored several beaches, and also little inland villages with
their houses like combinations of white cubes, their winding lanes
and flights of spotless steps adorned with pots of bright
geraniums, hibiscus and orange bignonia vines. In the open-work
steeples of tiny churches, the two or three bells were usually
silhouetted against the sky, and sometimes they caught a glimpse of
a black-robed and bearded priest. Nothing resembled Paris. “The
people are so nice!” exclaimed Martine, when a waiter had presented
them with a free dessert of pink and thirst-quenching watermelon.
“Can you imagine a waiter in Paris doing that?” Every day the sun
shone, and every day it was hot, but a light breeze ensured that
the heat was not oppressive.

They had begun
to recognize some of the hotel guests as they drifted from the
morning sunlight into the shaded, cave-like breakfast area: couples
for the most part, some taciturn, others talkative. Those who had
little to say were the older couples, Zoe noted: those who had been
together for at least fifteen years, no doubt. Some of the younger
ones were probably on honeymoon. Then there were the families with
two or three children, in particular a group of Italians who spent
most of their time in and around the swimming-pool. They seemed
happy enough.

As she stared
in bafflement at the espresso machine, she felt a presence behind
her.

“Can I help
you?” asked a deep voice in heavily accented French.

She turned
quickly. The man was tall, with silver grey, slightly receding
hair, darker eyebrows and a hawk-like nose. His cheek-bones were
high, his face lean. She had a vague impression of a deep blue
shirt and white chinos, but his dark eyes were looking directly
into hers, and for a fleeting second she felt as if something
significant had passed between them. But it was nothing—the merest
breath of air, the flick of a bird’s wing.

“I know how
these gadgets work,” he told her, demonstrating, and she thanked
him and smiled and took her coffee. She rejoined Martine at her
table. Martine was suggesting that they might drive to Parikia
today, and Zoe agreed. She crumbled her croissant. She could see
the man crossing the floor to another table and sitting down to
stir his coffee.

Martine
followed her glance. “Quite good-looking, isn’t he? I wouldn’t
bother, though. Here comes his boyfriend.”

A long-limbed,
much younger man, clearly of African descent, wearing shorts and a
Hawaiian shirt, ambled in and sat at the same table. He slumped in
his chair with downcast eyes and seemed in no hurry to collect any
breakfast. The first man put a hand on his arm and the younger one
shrugged it off.

“Looks as if
they’ve had a row,” commented Martine.

So that man was gay. So what? Did Martine
think that she was looking for somebody new? “I’m absolutely not
bothered,” said Zoe. “I’ve had it with men—straight or gay, or trans, or
whatever.”

“Really?”

“Really. I don’t mean that I’m prejudiced
against gays,” she added quickly. “Marc was, though. We had big arguments about the
gay marriage thing. He was absolutely against it. He even went on
one of the demos.”

“Did he?
What—and waved a placard saying ‘Marriage is between a man and a
woman’?” Martine’s eyes crinkled.

“I don’t think he waved a placard.
But goodness knows why
he was so worked up about marriage. There was never any question of
the two of us marrying. I wouldn’t really have wanted it,
anyway.”

Why not, after all? wondered Zoe. Perhaps
I never felt truly committed to him.

“Ah. And what
do you think about the issue?”

“Gay marriage? Well—what I feel is that gay people should be
allowed to marry if that’s what they want, and I said so. Why
should they be deprived of rights that straight people have? Why
should they be treated like second-class citizens? But he wouldn’t
have it.” She remembered some of the outrageous things he had said,
and frowned at her empty cup.

“I entirely
agree with you,” said Martine. There was a pause. “So—shall we go
to Parikia?”

As they stood
up to leave the room, Zoe noticed the older man watching with
worried eyes as the younger one slouched to the buffet and poured
himself a glass of orange juice.

This time it was Zoe’s turn to drive, and
Martine sat loosely holding the map, looking out for road signs. It
was a relief, thought Zoe, to know that Martine shared her opinions
about certain matters. Really she scarcely knew her, as school was
a place where they mainly talked about children or administrative
problems. Perhaps they could actually become friends, not just
colleagues, flung together now because of what had happened. It was
easier to talk when they were both looking ahead at the road, and
tentatively she sounded her out about topics like civil rights and
women’s rights, topics that had always been discussed in her
parents’ circles. She was mildly curious about Martine’s private
life. If she lived alone, was she happy? But she didn’t dare ask
direct personal questions. It wouldn’t be fair, unless she herself
divulged more about her life with Marc, and at the moment she didn’t want to start
analysing all that.

“Here we are,”
said Martine eventually, tapping the map. “There should be a car
park along here on the left.”

On the
waterfront in Parikia, they watched a vast white ferry arrive from
the mainland and disgorge a chaotic crowd of passengers and
vehicles from its hold. People were wheeling luggage, carrying
large bundles, shepherding children, holding back dogs that pulled
at the leash, and rushing forward to greet waiting friends and
family. Vehicles hooted and eased their way forwards.

“Where do the
ferries go after this?” asked Zoe.

“Some to Naxos
and some to Santorini, I think.”

Santorini,
thought Zoe. Wasn’t that one of the presumed sites of lost
Atlantis? She almost regretted that they had bought return air
tickets instead of arranging a ferry tour. But of course, it was
Martine who had booked everything. She herself had tagged along in
a daze, not really caring what she did.

Market Street
was full of souvenir shops that might be worth looking at, but they
agreed that first they must visit the church of the “hundred
doors”, whose name neither of them could pronounce: Panagia
Ekatontapiliani.

It was cooler and darker inside the
church. Martine wandered off, but Zoe stood under the great hanging
candelabra, admiring the columns of Parian marble but more
intrigued by the people devoutly kissing the gold and silver icons.
They must be praying to the saints; but these were Greek saints,
unknown to her. In any case, was there any saint whom she could
implore to sort out her life for her? Maybe Saint Jude, she thought
grimly: the patron saint
of lost causes. Was it possible that some supernatural being might
intervene and straighten out the tangles that human beings made? If
she were just to touch an icon, might she perhaps feel something,
feel that doors were opening around her and that she knew … But no.
They belonged to the people who paused, muttered a prayer, kissed
the silvery surface. She was a stranger here.

Why a hundred doors? She couldn’t see any
extra doors. A door ought to lead somewhere. It should take you to
a different place. Blue is the door that takes you
through … Where had that
come from? Her mind was cluttered with senseless
thoughts.

Suddenly she felt that all this holiday
tourism was utterly pointless, and she turned towards the main door, but almost
immediately was intercepted by a couple who asked her a question in
Greek. Once again, she had to smile and shrug and deny that she was
one of them.

“That’s enough
culture for the moment,” said Martine as they emerged into the
sunshine. “Let’s look at the shops.” The streets were a narrow
labyrinth, teeming with tourists. An old lady was selling lottery
tickets. Slotted into a wooden frame, they resembled outlandish
bank notes. “Shall we have a flutter?” grinned Martine.

“No! Absolutely
not.” Zoe marched ahead, momentarily full of rage.

“Hey! I was
only joking. Do you have a problem with lottery tickets?”

“I—No. Not me.” She slowed her pace.
“Sorry. It’s just that Marc had—has a problem. A big problem. In fact he’s a compulsive
gambler.”

There, she had
said it.

“Ah, that’s tough.” Martine stopped in
front of a window display. “Oh, just look at this silver jewellery.
I love those earrings. They wouldn’t look right on me, but they
would be great on you, with your gorgeous dark hair, don’t you
think? Let’s go in. Let me buy them for you. Silver suits beautiful
dark women like you. Come on. You deserve them.”

“What? No, no.”
Zoe glanced at Martine in faint alarm. Beautiful? She was waxing
very poetic all of a sudden. “No, I don’t want any earrings. Let’s
walk on.”

For a few
minutes, they did not speak. Then:

“Zoe, tell me.
How many times did he hit you?”

Zoe paused
before replying. “Only once.”

“Once? But
that’s how it starts, isn’t it? It’s never only once, with
men.”

Zoe knew that.
Why had she lied?

*

It was late afternoon by the time they
returned to the hotel. Neither of them felt like another excursion
by car, and the blue swimming pool looked very inviting as Zoe
unpegged their bone-dry swimsuits from the line on the small
balcony. On the far side of the pool, the Italian children were
jumping into the water and splashing, while their parents relaxed
in wicker chairs and sipped aperitifs. To their right, two men were
sitting on sunbeds. Zoe looked again, narrowing her eyes against
the afternoon sun. They were the gay couple from
breakfast, apparently
deep in murmuredconversation.

“Shall we have
a quick swim?” she asked, re-entering the darkened room.

“Excellent
idea.” Martine took her swimsuit and immediately began to strip
off. Zoe turned aside discreetly. It would seem silly to go into
the bathroom to change, so she managed it hastily with her back to
Martine.

The marble
flagstones surrounding the pool were burning hot to their feet, and
the water was deliciously cool as Zoe lowered herself down the
metal ladder into the deep end. The sun made wavering wire-netting
shapes on the bottom. She swam several lengths, and then climbed
out just as Martine took a photo of her.

“Oh, come on,”
she protested. “You don’t want a photo of me.”

“Yes, I do. A
souvenir.” Martine’s cheeks looked slightly flushed as she first
stuffed her camera into her bag, then walked to the edge of the
pool and jumped in with a great splash that made the two men look
towards them momentarily.

The older man was wearing plain black
swimming trunks; the younger, scarlet boxer shorts with a design of
white flowers. How fit and strong they both looked, athletic and
muscular. She supposed that each took great care of his physical
appearance. She found herself comparing them with
Marc, who was built more like a
rugby-player, and dismissed the memory irritably.

As Martine was swimming a vigorous crawl
of several lengths, Zoe observed them out of the corner of her eye.
The younger man rose and went to stand under the shower, rubbing
his crinkled hair with both hands. Meanwhile, the older one had
picked up a flat notebook and appeared to be sketching something.
He had an interesting face, she thought, half hidden
behind his sunglasses and
frowning slightly at the paper. The younger man returned, towelled
himself and sat down abruptly on the sunbed. He said something.
Then he seemed to collapse, bending forwards and covering his face
with his hands. The older man swung his legs off the sunbed and
reached for him, his hands on his shoulders, talking to him
earnestly, their heads just touching.

Clearly a fraught relationship,
thought Zoe. She
wondered idly what they were saying, but the Italian children were
still making too much noise, and now Martine was climbing out of
the pool and saying that she really ought to go swimming more often
at home, although of course indoor swimming baths were nothing like
this. They began to discuss where they might go for
dinner.

People-watching
was interesting. Of course it was. It was a popular pastime at
pavement cafés in Paris. But the truly ideal thing would be
invisibility. To be able to watch people but never to get
involved.

To be
anonymous, unseen, free of all labels and transparent as water.

After dinner at
an outdoor table in the narrow, winding lanes of Naoussa, where the
thin cats strolled coolly, or sat like Egyptian statues on high
steps, or wound their way among the tables, alert for scraps of
food, they walked back to the hotel under the starry sky. The
araucaria tree held up its fine fans of needles in silhouette
against the luminous sapphire of the floodlit pool. Nobody else was
about.

“It’s still so
hot, even at night. Shall we sit out on the balcony for a while?”
Zoe kicked off her sandals.

“OK, but I’d
just like to catch the news first.” Martine flicked on the TV. “I
feel a bit cut off from the rest of the world.”

Isn’t that what
holidays are supposed to be like? thought Zoe, but she also sat on
the edge of her bed to watch the screen.

The satellite news was mostly about the
controversial closure of a factory in Alsace, followed by an
interview with a smirking politician who was intent on not giving a straight
answer to any questions. Zoe began to doze a little.

Suddenly she
was wide awake and staring.

There had been an investigation into the
shooting at the school. Archive footage from the aftermath showed
police cordoning off the entrance to the building with red and
white tape, and parents hurrying away down the street with their
children. A large ambulance partially blocked the camera’s view. It
had emerged, said the newsreader’s voice, that the man, French,
aged thirty-eight, had recently been left by his wife, who had gone
back to Algeria and taken their two children with her. A photograph
of a broadly grinning
young man holding a football flashed on to the screen. Then the
picture switched back to the pavement outside the school. In the
middle of the crowd, a small boy, his face deliberately blurred,
was talking to a circle of variously coloured microphones thrust
towards him. Zoe had gone through the same experience herself, not
to mention the hours spent talking to the police, going over and
over the same crucial few minutes.

“That’s
Gabriel!” said Martine.

“—and I saw his
gun on the floor, and the blood,” said Gabriel’s shrill voice.
Sirens blared in the distance.

Zoe made a
faint noise in her throat.

Martine turned
towards her. “Oh, Zoe, don’t! Don’t! Wait, I’ll turn it off.” With
a click, sound and picture disappeared, but Zoe was sitting with
her arms wrapped around herself, rocking to and fro.

Martine came to
sit beside her on the bed. “I’m so sorry. I never guessed they
would be talking about that today. I’m really sorry.”

Zoe gave a
sudden loud sob.

“Oh, Zoe,
you’re shaking. It’s all right. It’s gone now. It’s over.”

“It isn’t over.
How can it be?”

She put her arm
around Zoe and held her, and after a time Zoe leaned against her,
still trembling and sobbing. Even while she struggled to regain
control, she felt soothed, as if she were still a child and her
grandmother was comforting her after some childish sorrow. Her
grandmother had sometimes held her like that, saying “It’s all
right”—but not her mother, who had never been a very tactile
person.

“You poor
thing,” murmured Martine. “There—it’s all right. It’s all my fault.
I should have thought.”

Martine had to
release her as Zoe leaned sideways to reach for a tissue. “Of
course it’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known that they were
going to show all that stuff.” She looked into Martine’s concerned
face and tried to smile. She blew her nose. She could still see the
familiar street, the school entrance and the trunk of the nearby
horse-chestnut. She could still hear that thud, and then the
screaming.

“It’s all very
recent, I know. But thinking about it all the time isn’t going to
help,” said Martine.

“I know.”

“Probably the
best thing would be to go to bed and put it out of your mind, and
sleep. Things will look better in the morning.”

Numbly, Zoe
acquiesced. She went obediently into the bathroom to wash and clean
her teeth, and then, while Martine was doing the same, she slipped
on her thin cotton nightdress and lay down under the sheet. She
closed her eyes, still feeling like a child as she heard Martine
close the louvred shutters and the French windows and switch on the
air-conditioning. It made a soft rushing noise like the bow-wave of
a boat as it sailed far out to sea, and at last she slept.

She didn’t know what time it was when she
began to dream. She and Marc were lying in each other’s arms, just as they used to
do in the early days before all the arguing began. He was kissing
her forehead, and she gave a little moan and snuggled up to him.
His hand caressed her shoulder, then her breast, gently, gently, in
diminishing circles. His hand moved downwards under the sheet, to
her flank and then to her thigh. But it was such a small and
delicate hand. His cheek touched hers, and she couldn’t feel his
usual night-time stubble.

With a jerk, she was awake. Someone was in
the bed beside her, and it was not Marc.

In a single
abrupt movement she pushed away the hand, sprang out of bed and
switched on the bedside lamp. Martine covered her eyes in the
sudden light.

“What are you—
? No! No!” Zoe pulled down her nightdress and crossed her arms over
her chest, standing barefoot on the tiled floor.

“Oh, Zoe,” said
Martine in a soft voice. “Beautiful Zoe. I thought you would— I
thought you wanted—”

“I don’t!
You’re wrong! I don’t want this!”

Martine got out
of Zoe’s bed and sat down on her own. She studied her toe-nails. “I
only wanted to comfort you, and—and love you. I’ve wanted to touch
you for such a long time.”

“I don’t understand. I never thought …
We’re colleagues, for heaven’s sake.” Zoe did not move from where she
stood.

“Yes. But I’ve
watched you and admired you and wanted you for so long. You don’t
know how beautiful you are, Zoe. And I know I could please you.
Have you never made love with another woman?” Her voice was
husky.

“No, and I’ve
never wanted to.”

“But you said
that you supported gay people.”

“I—that’s
different. I’m straight. I know I’m completely hetero.”

“How do you
know, if you’ve never tried?” Martine’s voice was pleading. “Oh,
Zoe. Just let me hold you in my arms.” She rose and moved towards
her.

“Don’t touch
me. Please!” Zoe was as stiff as a board and breathing hard.

“But I love you!” Martine reached for her
shoulders.

Zoe pushed
roughly past her and grabbed a pair of trousers and a top from the
wardrobe. She pulled them on over her nightdress. She headed for
the door.

“Where are you
going? Oh, don’t go. Look, let’s just go back to bed. I’ll sleep in
my own bed. I promise I won’t touch you. I’m sorry. Zoe?”

But Zoe was
already going down the steps outside. It was still very dark, with
just the faintest hint of dawn in the sky and a cool breeze. There
were no lights in the other chalets, but the swimming pool still
glowed blue. Somebody was standing on the edge, pacing slowly to
and fro with a telephone held to his ear. As she watched, he
pocketed the phone and strode away towards the main hotel building.
She thought she recognized the older gay man whom she had watched
earlier.

The mattresses
had all been removed from the sunbeds, so she sat on a plastic
chair.

What was she
going to do now?

*

She was still sitting there at 7 a.m.,
having watched a few ragged pink clouds dissolve in the blue of the
early morning sky, and two collared doves which came down to drink
at the pool. Sounds of movement and running water floated from open
windows. Somebody was hawking and coughing. Labros came to skim the
pool with a device on a long pole, and called
“Kalimera!” from
a distance. He must be wondering why she was there so
early.

Neatly dressed
but haggard, Martine descended the steps and passed her, walking
quickly towards the breakfast area.

“I won’t be
back for half an hour, if you want to go up and have a shower,” she
said over her shoulder.

When Zoe came
down again, showered, dressed and feeling slightly better, she
passed her coming back. They paused and looked at each other
without speaking. Then Martine said, “See you later,” and Zoe went
to find a very strong coffee.

It seemed odd
to be sitting alone at the breakfast table. There were new
arrivals, bumbling around at the buffet, taking away loaded plates
and then returning because they had forgotten a spoon or a knife.
She showed an immensely fat woman how to work the espresso machine.
Lucky, lucky people who had just arrived on this island and were
about to enjoy themselves with friends or family. She made patterns
of honey in her yoghurt, but was not hungry.

What was she
going to say to Martine? She had repulsed her so harshly and
abruptly. But it had simply never occurred to her that Martine
might be gay. After all, she had never even seen her in any context
except school. They had seemed to be getting on so well together,
and yet—“I love you,” she had said. Oh, God, oh, God. Martine had
been so kind to her, and now she had hurt her, but there was
absolutely no way that she could give her what she wanted. And no
way they could get back to where they had been before. Should she
move to another hotel? Which hotel? Where?

In the event,
there was no opportunity to say anything. When she returned to the
room, she found Martine packing her suitcase. “Don’t worry,” she
said. “I’m not going to embarrass you. I’m leaving.”

Zoe nodded
numbly. “I’m sor—”

“Don’t say
you’re sorry!” flashed Martine. “I should have realized. You really
and truly want to go back to that brute who knocks you about, don’t
you?”

Zoe shook her
head.

“Oh, you may
not think so. But he’s got you where he wants you, hasn’t he? Don’t
answer that.” She marched into the bathroom and returned with her
sponge bag. “Anyway, you can keep this room for the rest of the
time. It’s paid for. I’ll return the car.”

“So where will
you—?”

“I’m going to
Naxos.”

Naxos. Another
island. Zoe received the news blankly. So she would be left alone
here.

For the rest of
the day, she wandered vaguely around. Suddenly there was nobody to
talk to, nobody to make plans with, no car, no suggestions about
excursions. She felt winded, as if a friend had, without warning,
turned round and punched her in the stomach. But if she felt like
that, how must Martine be feeling? To offer love (if it was love)
and to be violently rejected was horribly painful. The holiday was
ruined. She ought to have been more tactful. But how? She had
absolutely no sexual feelings for Martine or for any other woman.
Perhaps that was a pity. It was not as if her lengthy relationship
with a man had been a brilliant success. But she couldn’t force
herself. She simply didn’t want to have sex with a woman.

To hell with
it. Why did sex always have to mess up relations between people?
Probably it was better not to have sex with anyone, ever again.

What was she
going to do? There were still several days left of the holiday. She
could walk into Naoussa and back again, but what was the point?
There was a beach not too far from the hotel, not one of the better
beaches, but today she didn’t feel like taking off any clothes.
While the chambermaid cleaned the room, she sat fully dressed by
the pool and watched the pale-skinned newcomers spread their towels
on the sunbeds and venture into the water, or lie with eyes closed
against the glare. Back in the room, all was neat and clean, the
beds made. Only her own clothes hung in the wardrobe. Only her own
tooth-brush, shower gel and make-up stood on the ledge in the
bathroom. Lying on the bed, she tried to read a crime novel that
she had picked up at the airport, but realized that she was reading
each paragraph several times and still not taking in the meaning.
The book slipped out of her hand, and after a while she slept.

It was
mid-afternoon when she finally emerged and began the familiar walk
down the hill into the town. To stop herself thinking, she
concentrated hard on small details. The blue and white striped
Greek flag as it flew above the ruined Venetian fort. The fact that
a wind was getting up, and for the first time the sky was hazier.
The sizzling of the cicadas in the trees. Under her feet, the flat,
clean crazy paving of Naoussa’s narrow streets. The stones had
specks of glitter in them. Mica, perhaps, like the steps of the
Paris métro? And they were all carefully outlined in white
paint.

It seemed too
early to eat, but she chose a restaurant because she could see a
family of Americans having a full meal. Was it lunch or dinner?
Luckily, in Greece it didn’t seem to matter much at what time one
ate, or whether one ordered a meal or just a snack. Unlike Paris,
she reflected. Paros or Paris? Should she go straight back to
Paris?

She had thought that she was hungry, but
when her aubergine fritters arrived, her appetite vanished. She
toyed with them. A black and white cat appeared and sat
staring up at her with
mesmerizing green eyes. She offered it a chunk of aubergine, but it
sniffed at it disdainfully. She tried to stroke it, but it strolled
off. She felt absurdly rebuffed. Already it was uncomfortable to be
a woman eating alone in a restaurant. Everyone else was in a couple
or a group.

She walked and
walked, and for half an hour rested in a tiny Orthodox chapel whose
doors opened straight on to an alleyway. It glowed with richly
painted icons, candles and gold ornamentation. People could just
pop in to pray whenever they felt like it, apparently. It must be
good to be able to pray. “Please,” she mumbled tentatively, “please
take it away from me. Don’t let me stay like this.” But she felt
that the words remained in her head, as if in a soundproofed room.
Then a tourist came in and took a flash photograph, and she
left.

There was
nobody on the farther quay as dusk fell and the Victorian style
streetlamps began to glow yellow. No stars were visible. Everyone
was in the main square or bars or shops. There was a distinct
dampness in the warm air, and the moored yachts rocked gently in
unison, clinking, as she passed. They were all so sleek and well
cared-for, gleaming advertisements for the wealthy life-style. On
board, polished wooden tables under awnings awaited champagne
glasses and sophisticated conversation.

Or perhaps not
so sophisticated. In one of the yachts, a shouting-match was taking
place in French. As she approached, the words became more
distinct.

“No, you didn’t. I
said—”

“That’s a lie!
You always twist what I say. You—”

“Oh, not again.
What’s the point? Everything I say is wrong.”

“I didn’t say
that. I said—”

“I don’t care
what you said. You never listen to me, anyway.”

“I
never listen? That’s rich! If
you ever let me finish a sentence—”

“Oh, shut the
hell up, will you? Just shut up! Give me some peace for once!”

A furious woman
with spiky black hair and diamond ear studs came storming across
the gang plank, ignored Zoe and stalked quickly towards the lights
of the town, her high heels clacking.

Zoe stood and
watched her receding figure. That was just how it had often been
for the two of them. It was impossible to banish thoughts and
memories. They were there, vivid and real, ready to be replayed in
her mind like some diabolical film, and she could do nothing to
stop it. Even the very wealthy were unhappy, apparently. Standing
there in solitude on the quayside, as night fell, it seemed to her
that she had reached the nadir of her existence and that everything
was pointless.

*

The sound of
the wind woke her the following morning, rattling the shutters
which she had not properly fastened. She stepped out on to the
balcony and the wind caught her hair and whipped her nightdress
around her. The pool, reflecting the sky, was grey and rippled, and
all the blue-and-white striped sun umbrellas were tightly furled.
But it was still warm.

After
breakfast, feeling restless in response to the agitated weather,
she decided to go down to the nearby beach. This was reached by a
rough track and was used more by local teenagers than by tourists.
On one side of the beach rose the concrete shell and weedy terrace
of a half-built but abandoned hotel, while, on the other side, a
grove of tamarisk trees with protruding roots provided the only
shade—shade which was not needed today. Clouds scudded overhead and
the sea was dark with lines of white breakers crashing on to the
shore and washing up a broad band of pebbles and a floating scum of
dead tamarisk leaves.

Zoe spread her
towel on the sand and sat gazing out to sea. Had Martine arrived in
Naxos? Would she be taking the same flight back to Paris as
herself, and if so, what on earth could they say to each other if
they sat side by side? Worse, how would they behave when they met
again at school after the holidays? The wind whistled in her ears
and blew sand in her face.

Abruptly she
rose to her feet and strode towards the sea. The pebbles hurt her
feet and she waded in deeper, but the force of the undertow nearly
made her lose her balance. The turbid water was no longer
transparent and she thought that there might be rocks. Too bad. She
flung herself forwards and began to swim. Waves broke over her
head, and she came up gasping. She needed to swim further out, to
find the waves that were only rising hills of water and not
toppling falls of foam. She was a fairly strong swimmer, but the
sea was stronger. Up and up she went, almost to the top of a wave,
and then it broke over her with tremendous force and she went
under. Again and again it happened, and she did not know if it was
the hissing of the water or the wind that she could hear. She must
swim farther out, farther out. How did surfers ride the waves,
playing with them? The waves were playing with her, tossing her up,
plunging her down, allowing her to breathe a moment and then
forcing her underwater where the bubbles filled her ears and nose
and her body was no match for the gigantic strength of tons and
tons of unconscious, violently shifting water.

Farther out,
farther out. She knew that she was being reckless, but some force
seemed to be dragging her on, some wild, unheard voice calling
irresistibly to continue. She did not know how long it was before
she gave up the attempt, turned and tried to swim to shore; but the
water sucked her back every time. However hard she pushed with her
arms and legs, it sucked her back and pushed her under and crashed
over her head. She was growing weaker.

Perhaps she was drowning. A lot of
thoughts were streaming through her mind, and didn’t they say that
one’s whole life flashed before one’s eyes? But these were
disjointed and pointless thoughts of days at school,
Marc’s house, the gun shot,
snatches of music, Martine’s face, a shoe, a red pen …

Something was
gripping her. A sea monster? She fought desperately, swallowed salt
water and felt another human body. She grabbed it, but two hands
broke her grasp. Then she found herself being towed slowly, slowly
and inexorably. A hand cupped her chin. Gradually, the seawater
began to feel warmer. The waves still crashed, but the water was
shallower, and at last her feet grazed the bottom. She struggled to
her feet and shook back her dripping hair, and no longer resisted
as she was dragged by the hand, out of the shallows and up to the
dry sand, by a man.

The elder of
the two gay men.

“I saw you were
… in difficulties,” he said in broken French above the noise of the
wind and waves.

“Oh …oh …thank
you … oh …” Zoe was panting and coughing, wiping the water out of
her eyes with both hands, desperately embarrassed.

A short
distance away, the younger man in his scarlet swimming shorts was
standing with a towel. He took a step towards them.

“Ça
va?” said the older man.
His silver hair was plastered to his skull and his lean cheeks
creased with a sudden smile that lit his eyes.

“Yes … oh … Oh
dear. Thank you, thank you,” said Zoe again, turning away hastily
and stumbling away towards the place where she had left her own
towel. She had weighted it with her bag, but the wind had wrapped
it around the bag and shifted the bag several feet away. She busied
herself with shaking out the towel and drying herself, scrabbling
for a comb and combing out her wet hair, and putting on her
sunglasses. She felt so stupid. How could she have been so stupid?
What was she trying to do—drown herself? What would that have
solved?

She dared to look back towards the two
men. There were very few other people on the beach. The elder man
was still watching her. He raised one hand to her in a sort of half
wave, and she raised hers back, and then turned away.
What an utter fool she was. She
had thanked him, but she hoped fiercely that he would not come over
and show concern and ask her how she was, or why she had done such
a dangerous thing. The minutes passed, and luckily he did not. The
younger man went to bathe, but did not go out of his depth, merely
jumping as the waves lifted him. Out of the corner of her eye, she
saw that the elder man was now lying face down, his head resting on
his arms.

A gleam of sunshine pierced the clouds and
suddenly the sea shone blue. Zoe lay back full length on her towel,
face upturned to the sky, and closed her eyes against the burning light. The wind and
the sea continued to thunder, and she felt that she never wanted to
talk to anybody ever again.

Some time later, she sat up, feeling thirsty
and needing to pee, but hot with embarrassment again when she
remembered her humiliating rescue.

She glanced to the place where the two men
had been. They were now fully dressed, but were pacing around in
circles, bent over, peering at the sand and pushing it to and fro
with their feet. This went on for some time. What had they lost?
Whatever it was, they apparently failed to find it, as they
eventually straightened up and stood facing each other. She
couldn’t hear what they said, but the younger shrugged his
shoulders and the elder shook his head. Then they picked up their
belongings and began to walk slowly away, towards the
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