
[image: cover]


THE HOUSE ON THE MOUNTAIN


THE HOUSE ON THE MOUNTAIN

Helen McCabe 

[image: Image]


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data available 

This eBook published by AudioGO Ltd, Bath, 2012. 

Published by arrangement with the Author 



	Epub ISBN 
	9781471308505 




Copyright © Helen McCabe 2010 

All rights reserved 

Jacket illustration © iStockphoto.com 


CHAPTER 1 

‘I know it’s nothing to do with me,’ said June, ‘but are you sure you’re going to be all right?’ 

‘What are you worried about, June? Do you think I shouldn’t go or something?’ Ella smiled, thinking that ever since she’d been taken on as a paying guest at the villa, she had never seen June less than optimistic. This was a first. Ella might have envied June’s view on life, if she hadn’t been so happy with her own at the moment, doing a job she loved on a beautiful Greek island. 

‘It’s an awful road at night,’ replied June. ‘I hate those hairpin bends and I’ve been driving round here for ages — and you know what Greek drivers are like,’ she grimaced. 

‘I know, but are you saying I’ve become as crazy as that?’ joked Ella. ‘Sorry . . .’ She caught the other’s expression. ‘I can see you’re worried, but you know I don’t drive like that. I’ll be careful.’ 

‘I expect you think I sound just like your mother,’ June replied. Ella smiled. 

‘You’re not in the least like her.’ Ella’s mind flicked to her mother, an elegant woman who had hosted many dinners so expertly when her parents had been in the Diplomatic Service; who had known exactly the right thing to say on every occasion and always knew the right thing to wear. The Embassy had been extremely popular when her parents had been there. To Ella, her mother seemed utterly English and extraordinarily conventional, whereas June, although about the same age, was a free spirit and entirely unconventional. She had married a Greek and had settled near Rhodes Town. When her husband died, she had decided not to go back to England. Privately, and from what Ella had gleaned, June was a kind of Shirley Valentine, who couldn’t bear to leave the island of her dreams. 

Ella could see why Dimitri had fallen for June. Not only had she a motherly nature, but also a fiery one. She spoke as she found, wore what she liked and cared little for anyone’s good opinion. That evening, she was dressed in a floaty, aquamarine caftan and her long dark hair which had not lost its thickness, but was streaked with grey in places, fell below her shoulders. She was also sporting two of the largest gold hooped earrings Ella had ever seen. Added to that, the rest of her gold jewellery clinked when she moved her arms, tanned a deep walnut brown. To look at her, one could hardly believe she wasn’t a Greek. However at that moment, she still had an anxious look. 

Ella put her hand on June’s arm. ‘You don’t have to worry about me. Remember I almost grew up here.’ 

‘But you weren’t driving then! You were only ten.’ They both laughed, breaking the tension. ‘Take no notice of me, but you be careful.’ 

‘I always am. Trust me.’ She was used to the mountain road now and she would take care. What else could she do in her little car anyway? It only chugged along. It was not as if she was driving a Ferrari! 

‘I’ll go and make a cup of tea.’ June had never given up her fondness for English tea. 

‘Lovely,’ murmured Ella, as she watched her landlady make her way towards the kitchen. She couldn’t have been happier since she had taken the upper part of the villa. June had needed a paying guest to keep the old place in the manner to which it had once been accustomed. It had been in her husband, Dimitri’s family for many years, but he and June had never had any children and the younger members of his family were now living in brand new houses on the other side of town. Now, the villa was lonely for young company, its once-white outer walls dreaming of a re-paint, but inside it was still a haven of quiet colours, which reflected the never-ending sunny days of blue skies and sea. Yes, the Villa Agios, like its owner had welcomed Ella with open arms. 

After Ella had finished her cup of tea which had been complemented with at least two of June’s honey cakes, she said, ‘Don’t ask me to have any more, June, or I shan’t be able to cram in any of that lovely roast lamb I’m going to get at the festival. I’ll go and get ready now.’ 

She ran up to the top floor, which was in her opinion the most beautiful part of the house. She occupied a large bedroom with the luxury of a pale-blue tiled en-suite and had what was once a smaller bedroom, as a living room, where she could sit on the terrace, and look out to sea across towards the harbour. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said out loud as she saw the books and papers strewn across the table. ‘You don’t look like the organised teacher you think you are. No, Ella, I think you’ll have to start clearing up soon.’ But then as she strayed outside to be rewarded by the sight of the sun dipping into the sea, illuminating everything in a gold light, she thought, Why am I bothering with tidying up when I have a view like this? 

In the distance, across the jumble of masts belonging to yachts and fishing boats, a massive cruise liner was tethered, almost dwarfing the old town walls. She imagined the press of tourists thronging the streets on the look out for bargains which were for sale everywhere in the pretty streets of the Old Town. She had loved Rhodes ever since she and her parents had taken all their vacations there. Her father had been posted to Athens for several years and as a classicist had a great fondness for the Greek Islands, which he had passed on to his only daughter, regaling her with the old tales and myths of gods and goddesses. 

Ella was fortunate that she spoke excellent Greek, which had been of the greatest advantage when she landed the job as an English teacher in Rhodes. But she hadn’t wanted to teach at Secondary Level on the island. No, she was more interested in working with small children and when the agency had advertised the post of working as an assistant teacher at the dimotiko in the little village in the mountains outside Rhodes, she had applied for it even though she was over qualified for a primary. Strangely enough, it was the village where June’s husband had been born and June knew practically everyone around there. She had been useful for filling in any blank spaces needed re village life! 

The job was turning out to be exactly what Ella wanted. According to June, the governors had “known a good thing when they saw it” and appointed her. She had already completed one term until the school broke up at the end of May and Ella felt she had begun to be accepted by her pupils and their parents. But now the summer was here and next term did not start until September. So Ella was prepared to enjoy herself and take advantage of the holidays by soaking in the days of sun and sea. That night she was determined to attend the festival which was taking place in the village to mark their Saint’s Day. According to Takis, who was one of the governors, it was a night not to be missed. He had even offered to fetch her, but she’d declined. Charming though he was, somehow she didn’t want to make a professional relationship into something more personal. She had known he was interested in her ever since she had arrived. But Ella was less than keen and spent some time dodging his slowly-increasing advances. 

Ella turned from the view and started to go through her wardrobe. She had to strike a balance between being the serious teacher and the fun-loving girl she was underneath. She thought the Greeks took teaching as a profession more seriously than was done so in England. Ella had been surprised to find that if you carried a card saying you were a teacher you could enter all the archaeological sites free. But then the Greeks had been civilised since ancient times! 

She settled upon a pretty, white tiered skirt and top to match. She also pulled out a shrug to put on over the halter neck. She suspected that the festival would begin or end up at the church and it would have been viewed as entirely disrespectful if a teacher had entered the lovely Byzantine building dressed like a tourist who didn’t know better. Luckily, Ella was aware of the culture of the island having spent so much time there in the past. The villa she’d stayed in during those seemingly never-ending summers of her childhood had been a little like June’s and Ella was pretty sure that was why she’d decided to room there — only temporarily of course, as she dreamed of buying a small place with her own money. Her parents had offered a sizeable deposit to set her up, but Ella had wanted to prove that she could do it all by herself in her first real job. Which she would! 

She stood, brushing her long hair and stared at herself in the full-length mirror. The shrug was sweet and she was fairly satisfied with how she looked. Her mother was blonde and her father had dark hair — what remained of it — but Ella’s resembled neither of her parents. Hers was tawny with glinting golden highlights. As she brushed it, she decided that she almost looked Greek given that her skin tanned easily and the summer sun had done its work by burnishing it even more in the few hot weeks she’d been in Rhodes. 

She sat down and put on her sandals. At first she had decided to wear her platforms, but then she had visions of tripping down one of the flights of stone steps that abounded in the village. She discarded them and brought out another pair, golden sandals which laced above the ankle, goddess-like. She probably wouldn’t be able to drive in them though! But she did keep a sensible pair of flatties for the car. 

She smiled, thinking that she certainly didn’t want to end up going over the side on one of the hair-raising hairpins and fulfil June’s prophecy of her foolishness! She also grabbed a sweater as an after thought. The wind could whistle keenly on the top of the mountain and she suspected she was going to be very late getting home. She would leave the woolly in the car, together with her sensible shoes. 

She didn’t take too long over her make-up, only a moisturiser and a dusting of gold on her cheekbones, as well as a small amount of soft and dusky eye shadow and lip gloss. She preferred ‘the natural look’. As she came down the open staircase, June was carrying a tray into the kitchen — and stopped. ‘You look lovely,’ she said. 

‘Thank you, June — and don’t worry, I’m not going to drive in these!’ 

‘Glad to hear it,’ said June, staring at her sandals. ‘You’ll be late back, I assume?’ 

‘Probably. And I’ll remember about the hairpins.’ They laughed out loud. 

Ten minutes later, Ella was heading for the mountains. She soon turned off the coast road towards the island’s interior. The view had changed from the glittering sheen of the setting sun upon the sea, to the hazy, dark outlines of the mountain range beyond, but where the last rays of the sun were striking several mountain slopes outlining the deep green patches, which Ella recognised as groves of olive trees. Harvesting the olives on such steep slopes was an art which the villagers had practised since the island was young. The lowering mountains, although stark, had a majesty the coast lacked. 

Ella’s little white car chugged its way up into the foothills and the tinder-dry expanses of the pine forests.When she had bought the vehicle she had been unsure of its capacity to make the long drive every day, but June had enlisted the help of a friend to buy Ella a suitable vehicle. The friend in question had an abundance of curly hair and a striking smile that displayed a wonderful set of white teeth. He had spoken in rapid Greek that Ella couldn’t follow and the vendor had responded in the excited but agonised tones of a man born to haggle. They had both lain down under the vehicle and both emerged seemingly satisfied. 

“A good work horse,” June’s friend had proclaimed and Ella bought the little car, which she had named Hermie! So her car had been named for Hermes, the fleet messenger of the gods and though, not as speedy, had proved June’s friend right — so far. Although Hermie was complaining all the time as it climbed towards the village, it also had a nimble but volatile way of negotiating the famous hairpins. As the steep road finally flattened out, she could see the fairy lights, strung out along the streets, the upper ones clinging precariously to the mountain side. It was very strange, as in the day time, the mountains behind the village were very different from the ones, which she had just driven through. Their peaks were devoid of trees, except for several small forests clinging to their feet. Their great bodies were brown-pink, sheer and barren, some rising to sharp peaks, others sweeping gracefully down. Between those patches of forest, small vineyards clung precariously, making the most of a sun that poured on to them all day long. It made Ella shiver to think of going up there at night, but she could imagine the strong wind blowing and the sight of the small white village, lit up and nestling at their special mountain’s feet, not fearful, but protected. 

However remote, the village festival was well attended. She drove in between the lines of cars very carefully, looking for a parking space, but as she was wondering what she should do if she couldn’t find anywhere to park, someone tapped on the window. ‘Takis,’ she said. He was smiling that soft smile with which young Greeks so easily charm women. 

‘This way,’ he beckoned. ‘I have saved you a space.’ 

‘Thank you,’ she said, about to wind the window up again, but he had his hand on it. 

‘Nothing but the best for our teacher.’ He wore an even cheesier smile, but she didn’t mind as she didn’t have to worry about backing Hermie down the road again. A moment later, she was squeezing into the space. She pulled the key out of the ignition and, opening the door, was very conscious of his approving eyes. 

‘Well done. You almost drive like a Greek.’ Privately, she thought it wasn’t a compliment. 

‘Thank you. It was very nice of you to keep a space for me,’ she said. 

‘I am nice,’ he joked and she wondered momentarily if he was going to keep chatting her up all evening, knowing she didn’t really want him to! In fact, she wasn’t keen on embarking on any kind of relationship at present. She’d had her moments, but just now she wanted to please herself and enjoy her job. 

As they approached the building, she felt a thrill of pleasure. The school looked so beautiful, transformed from its day-to-day self into a romantic venue. The children’s tables had been brought out into the open and laid with the purest of white embroidered cloths. Flowers were abundant and the vines that wreathed about the roof dangled down. Candles glowed in the early dusk and from everywhere came the sound of laughter and music. And what was more, Ella’s hungry stomach caught the delicious aroma of roasting lamb. 

‘Come,’ said Takis, ‘there are some people I would like you to meet.’ She felt him slip his hand under her arm. She did not protest at his closeness, because the enchanted scene was drawing her in. A moment later, Ella was letting a smiling Takis lead her into the welcoming throng. 


CHAPTER 2 

Ella looked at her watch. She hadn’t realised how late it was. Not that it mattered. But she had to admit she was tired and she was facing the long drive home. She had spent much of the night holding her hand over her glass as she was offered more and more wine. It would have been very easy to do as Takis suggested and stay over at his parents’ house, which was very large, seeing that his family was one of the wealthiest in the area. But she knew she would have felt compromised. After all, she was not his girl friend and this was not England. She had even felt awkward being introduced to his mother and father. 

Luckily, she had many other people to see and talk to, including the rest of the school governors, most of whom had interviewed her for the post. But she could feel Takis’ eyes on her all the time and especially when she, together with the whole village, walked in procession to the church. 

The whitewashed, red-roofed building was a delight. It stood lower than the road in its own small grounds. That special evening the bell was working overtime as it proclaimed its Saint’s feast to the rest of the island. 

Inside, it was sumptuous, belying its simple exterior. As the procession crowded in, Ella stood with the reverent congregation as they tasted the oil and bread. The singing was breathtaking and the candle lights flickered in front of the Saint’s shrine, while the lazy perfume of incense filled the air. From the roof swung magnificent chandeliers ablaze with light. The congregation stood throughout the service as only the old and infirm were encouraged to sit. 

When the rituals were over, Ella emerged into the cool island night. She felt a hand adjust the shrug. ‘It’s all right, Takis,’ she said, withdrawing. ‘I’m not cold.’ He smiled, his handsome face outlined in the moonlight. Ella thought quickly how easy it would be to be taken in by this charming man, but she was sensible. 

‘I have to go now,’ she said, ‘it’s late.’ 

‘Are you sure you won’t stay?You’re very welcome.’ 

‘I know that,’ she said, ‘but June will be worried.’ 

‘Ah, June,’ he said. ‘One day you will leave her protection.’ He laughed. Ella felt a trifle angry. What did he know about the relationship she had with June? 

‘I don’t need protecting,’ she said. 

‘I could take you home,’ he offered. ‘You could leave your car here and then I would return and you could pick it up on Monday.’ 

‘No, thank you, Takis,’ she replied firmly. ‘I have things to do.’ She was glad he didn’t press her as to what they were. She hadn’t the slightest idea, but one thing she was sure of — she didn’t want Takis tagging along. 

‘It’s a bad road in the dark,’ he said. 

‘I know it now. Thank you again.’ She reversed out of the parking space. 

‘Be careful.’ His warning irritated her. He was treating her as if she was his possession. Unfortunately, it would not be good for her career to be rude to him. He was after all the Chairman of the school governors and she wanted to keep him onside. 

‘Of course I will,’ she said sweetly. Her head was full of the delightful evening as she manoeuvred her way past the cars of the last stragglers. Several children waved to her as she passed. She thought how different it was from England. The children were out with their parents at all hours and did not seem in the least worse for it. She waved back, knowing she’d made a good impression that evening. Everyone had wanted to talk to her and discuss how well their child had been doing. She felt she was making a difference already and that her decision to teach had been the right one. At that moment, everything in Ella’s life felt rosy. 

Hermie wanted to go faster, but Ella held the little car in check as she began to negotiate the steep incline. It had been bad enough going up, but then it had been light and although she’d felt very brave when she left, it was a strange feeling driving between the tall trees and knowing that on the opposite side of the road was a black nothingness. Occasionally, she caught a glimpse of twinkling lights below as she descended. 

She was about half way down travelling slowly, when she saw a glimmer of headlights. Although she was being careful, the approaching driver was not. He was on her before she knew it and dazzled her by the headlights as they swung around the bend. She braked, but too late. As the car shot by, it caught Hermie with a forceful blow that spun the little car around. The only thing that Ella remembered afterwards was her momentary thankfulness that she was not driving on the left hand side, otherwise she would have gone right over the precipice. In fact, all that happened was Herbie shot down a hollow on the other side of the road and ended up on its side in a little clearing. 

Ella could smell petrol as she came to. She panicked then, trying to get out of her seatbelt, but she couldn’t undo it in the dark. The seconds that followed were the most frightening Ella had ever experienced. She was afraid Hermie was going to set on fire, trapping her inside. She had no time even to pray as she felt the driver’s door being wrenched open and a powerful torch shining on her. 

‘Help me,’ she cried. 

‘Don’t worry!’ It was only afterwards that she realised the man had spoken in English. She could feel his hands searching to open the seat belt and then — she was free. Next moment she felt him dragging her away from the car and up the slope. At the top, she collapsed in a crumpled heap, while the torch searched her body. 

‘Where are you hurt?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ she sobbed. 

‘Don’t panic. You’re speaking. You’re all right.’ She felt his hands on her. ‘You’re lucky.’ She didn’t feel it! Then, bending down he picked her up as if it was the easiest thing in the world. She just hung limply, her head against his shoulder as he carried her. She didn’t protest as she was only conscious of his warmth bringing back the life to her shivering frame. The man strode on and soon she realised he was stooping to go through a low lintel. 

She blinked as the light dazzled her eyes. Then she felt herself being put down gently on to a couch. Ella looked round and with relief realised she was in a comfortable living room. She remembered then that she was still clinging to him and feeling rather foolish, let go of his neck and tried to stand up. 

‘No. Don’t try it! Lie flat for a moment.You might be in shock. Do you hurt anywhere else?’ he repeated, his hands checking her limbs. 

‘No, I just ache all over. How did you find me?’ She sat up, then sank back again, feeling weak. 

‘I heard the bang,’ he replied grimly. Her eyes focused on him. 

‘You speak English,’ she said, then realised she ought to be thanking him again. ‘Is the car all right?’ He stood back. 

‘I doubt it,’ he said, ‘but it’s only a lump of metal. You’re the one who matters.’ She could see him properly now. He was lean and tall, wearing a black jacket with a yellow-green flash over a pair of jeans. But what she noticed most was the expression on his face, as if he was as scared as she was. 

‘Are you a policeman?’ He ignored the question. 

‘I shouldn’t have moved you,’ he said, ‘but the car might have gone on fire.’ It was as if he was blaming himself. ‘I ought to get you checked out at the hospital, but seeing as we’re up a mountain at midnight that’s not a possibility at present. How do you feel?’ 

Ella realised her teeth were chattering. ‘All right.’ 

‘You don’t look it. Probably the shock. You were very lucky!’ He walked across the room and returned with a blanket. A moment later, he was wrapping it round her. ‘Now just lie there until you calm down.’ She tried to get up then. ‘What are you doing?’ 

‘I need to make a phone call. Where’s my handbag?’ A moment of panic overtook her. Perhaps he’d picked it up? 

‘Here it is. It’s quite safe.’ She could see by his expression that he knew what she was thinking. 

‘Thank you.’ She rummaged in it, searching for her mobile. 

‘Not now,’ he said. ‘Just calm down. I suggest you shut your eyes. Anyway, you won’t get a signal here. Too many trees. When you feel better you can call who you like.’ 

‘I really ought to go home.’ He regarded her and she could see that he was irritated. 

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re stuck with me right now.’ 

‘Have you a car?’ 

‘I have a truck out there and it’s staying there. You’re going nowhere and neither am I.’ She felt panicky again. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you. I’ve just saved your life, remember!’ All at once, she felt stupid and childish. ‘By the way, I’m Loukas. I’m quite safe. And I used to be a fireman.’ He held out his hand. 

‘I’m Ella — and I’m a teacher.’ She shook hands with him, wondering if he could feel her shaking. 

‘Let’s hope you’re a better teacher than you’re a driver,’ he said. ‘That’s a bad bend. How could you have been so stupid to drive around here at this time of night — and on a dangerous road like this?’ 

‘I beg your pardon,’ she said, offended. Who was he calling stupid? ‘It was that idiot coming up,’ she snapped. She didn’t like being patronised. 

‘We Greeks are pretty good drivers. It’s the ones we hit who are the problem.’ He grinned, his mood changing like quicksilver. ‘Well, you seem all right. Except for shaking!’ 

‘I’m fine,’ she snapped again, not joining in the joke. She looked round. ‘June will be anxious about me.’ She tried to get up again. 

‘June will understand. You can use the phone here, now I know you’re all right. Sorry, I can’t bring it over. It’s a bit old-fashioned.’ Her legs were still shaking. A second later, he was steadying her. ‘Careful.’ It was just hitting her what might have happened. ‘You can sit down while you use it.’ 

He brought over a chair, white and very pretty like one from a taverna. As she picked up the receiver she noted other things in the room that displayed a woman’s touch. A delicate wall-hanging. Flowers under a photograph. Where was his girl friend? Or even his wife? By now, she was taking in the contents of this very comfortable room. Through an archway, she could see a modern kitchen and a large table surrounded by more white taverna chairs. Suddenly she felt safe — and much happier. 
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