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For Giles




The Court of First Instance

Sparta

February 2025

2.10 p.m.

He looks thinner, as he shuffles in, than at the trial. Four weeks in high security at Korydallos will do that, I guess. He’s holding his left elbow through the sleeve of his orange boiler suit and I wonder if it’s damaged, but he could just be squeezing a mosquito bite.

A backlog and an ill judge have delayed sentencing. It’s February now and most people have left. I see him scan the rows, notice me, keep going. He’s searching for her, of course, instinctively. Or for any of the old gang. Sorry, mate, they’ve all gone. His eyes return reluctantly to me. I remember something nice Celia had said once: that I was dependable, you could see it in my face – like an old station clock. I adjust the strap of my watch – bloody hot in here – and shrug apologetically. Just me, I’m afraid: nobody.

They tell him to sit, and I see the shackles on his wrists. Interesting. No more special treatment, then.

An official stands and starts to talk. Some of it’s translated; a lot isn’t. I slightly zone out. A woman in the corridor told me this judge ‘gives out years like chickpeas’. But it could still go either way, even at this stage. All that money, the best lawyers, his public standing, that house – it might yet count in his favour. He’s still watching me, I eventually realise. I try to read his expression. Gratitude? Sparta’s not the easiest place to get to. Or remorse? I have a horrible feeling it’s defiance.

I think about the old Maniot flag and its motto: ‘With it or on it’ – the cry of Spartan women as they handed departing warriors their shields. What did people fight for then? Honour? Really? Didn’t it always come down to something less grand – resentment, betrayal, envy? Sex? The newspaper I used to work for called this ‘a crime of passion’.

Celia was better off without either of them. I could have told her that from the start.

And now the judge is speaking and the moment of reckoning is upon us. I unstrap my watch and lay it on the adjacent empty chair. Very soon we’ll know how this ends.




Part One
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The summer I turned fifty-one and realised I was a failure, I went to the Mani to lick my wounds. Old friends had a house there (it had been in the family for generations) and, knowing I’d been let go both by the paper and my girlfriend, they told me the stone cottage in the grounds was mine for as long as I wanted, or needed, or both.

I landed late and missed the last bus, so hitched a ride out of Kalamata with a Dutch structural engineer – not much given to conversation – who dropped me in the lee of the mountain up on the road a mile or so beyond the village of Kardamos. The southernmost point of mainland Europe (the middle finger of the Peloponnese), the Mani is famously hot, harsh and unwelcoming; its inhabitants, apparently descended from the Spartans, are said never to forgive a grudge. (‘Victory or Death’.) But it had good associations for me. Takara and I had made a pleasant visit several years ago and, despite my Celtic skin, I like the sun. After a morning’s writing, I’d lie in it, sleep in it, soak it up like a basking shark. As I used the torch on my phone to find the track that ran past the high wall of Villa Mimosa, my friends’ house, and steeply on, down between rustling olives, I felt optimistic for the first time in weeks.

The cottage, which emerged out of a small clearing, was a simple whitewashed building, single storey with a high, pitched roof. Celia had mentioned trying to ‘send in her housekeeper’, and I assumed it was she who’d left the ill-fitting door unlocked. It was musty, airless, inside and the light switch didn’t seem to work, but I dumped my suitcase in the doorway, unzipped it, and dug out my trunks. I’d been dreaming of my swim since Gatwick. In the jostle of the queue at Pret, I’d imagined the silence and the darkness, the stroke of inky water against skin; longed for it on the cramped flight. I promised myself I’d go in whatever time I arrived. It would be cleansing, purgative, the first step towards a fresh start.

The cottage was in the last hollow of tree-covered terrain before the land ran down to the sea, and I followed the uneven path, avoiding cacti and prickly pears, and scrambled over rocks towards what I remembered to be a small inlet, a tiny pebbly beach, the last bite-mark in a much bitten wider bay. The air smelt of oregano and thyme. A few shapes – bats, I guessed – darted above my head. The low moon threw flickering shadows, layers of grey shade, and I felt the early wallow of a not unenjoyable self-pity. It would be several days until Celia and Adam joined me and, under that huge expanse of navy sky, I fancied myself very much alone. It wasn’t immediate, more of a slow dawning as I reached the water that what I’d felt beneath my feet had not been the pounding of waves but the thump of dance music, and that I was anything but.

Dividing this bay from the small harbour of Kardamos was a low craggy promontory; there’d been an abandoned building on this site for years – a folly, built in the 1980s by an Athenian shipping magnate, who’d neglected to secure access to water and electricity. What I remembered as an uninhabited ghost house, its weathered walls almost indistinguishable from the bedrock, was now ablaze with light, a fairground ride, a liner on gala night. It had doubled in size, produced protuberances – the flank of a pool, the finger of a jetty, beyond which, further out, a huge white yacht was anchored. Music was throbbing, the lyrics clear across the empty stretch, each word reverberating, and, on the top terrace, figures were dancing, arms punching, as they all loudly longed to live like common people. All the windows were lit and some sort of multi-coloured strobe-effect pulsed across the bay. Nothing was black, all was ignited; the sea and sky beating, thrumming, vibrating.

In a recent interview – to promote his latest cultural/travel documentary – Adam appointed the Mani as his ‘spiritual home’ (though of course it was Celia’s long before his). He bemoaned the various pockets of development along the coast but described this spot, where they’d inherited ‘a tiny house’ (Villa Mimosa actually had six bedrooms), as remote and undiscovered. I thought about this as I changed behind a rock, putting my watch inside a shoe for safety. So much for his ‘secret patch of heaven’.

The water stretched in front of me like an iridescent cone, stripped with coloured light. Not ink, but petrol. I stepped blindly in. The song changed. Someone across the water screamed in delight, and I slipped. There’d been moments when I’d felt pretty irrelevant over the previous months – losing my column, discovering Takara’s infidelity. The agony of treading on a sea urchin was, in comparison, almost exquisite.

It’s not important. I only mention it because that juxtaposition – one person’s pleasure, another’s pain – seems pertinent, a reprisal of past events and a presentiment of the terrible things that were to come.
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I found it hard to sleep that night – my foot throbbed, the sheets smelt stale and there was only one pillow, which wasn’t great for my acid reflux. I woke abruptly at one point, convinced I’d heard someone outside: the rattle of dislodged stones, the crack of twigs snapping. I thought I saw a shadow pass across the window, but when I pushed aside the blind, no face loomed, just trees flickering in the darkness.

In the morning, as the sun shafted in, I told myself I’d been stupid. I was in Greece, in the middle of nowhere. Most likely I’d been terrorised by a goat.

The cottage, in daylight, was simply decorated, with white walls, wooden beams across a spider-webby ceiling, sisal rugs on a rough stone floor. Aside from my bedroom there was an open plan kitchen/living room – a sofa and a couple of chairs – and a lean-to bathroom which you accessed from outside. It was perfect, aside from the underlying mess: the housekeeper clearly hadn’t been in after all. Adam and Celia’s kids – a boy, my godson, and a daughter – who’d been using it as a den, were clearly accustomed to people clearing up after them. This, I set about, scrubbing the crumby table and worktop, washing the dirty cups, throwing away the toothbrush and the old milk, and putting various scattered items of clothing – including discarded underwear – in a plastic bag to give to my hosts when they arrived. It amused me, actually, how teenage it all was: the cigarette filters above the fridge; the packet of Durex under the bed; the lump of hash wrapped in cling film in the coffee jar.

Once that was done, I had a fiddle about with my foot – using tweezers to remove a couple of spines – and then wrote myself a shopping list. By the time I set off for Kardamos, the nearest village, it was late morning; the sun – it was early July – was already strong. Sweat quickly gathered in my hairline and, as I reached the main road, long trousers already felt like a mistake. But the day was rich with possibility: small birds darted and soared; cicadas hissed; bees hummed. It was quiet. A couple of pick-up trucks trundled past on a burst of radio, and a girl on a quad bike – long dark hair, bare brown legs, no helmet (a catalogue of potential disasters) – buzzed towards me and away. The sky was blue, white clouds slipped from the top of the mountain in an orderly line, and at certain points the bend in the road revealed a sudden gleaming expanse of Messenian Gulf.

I was about halfway to Kardamos when I passed a sign: a large slab of slate inscribed ‘ARCADIA’ in a rather naff Greek-style font and a stretch of newly tarmacked drive disappearing towards the promontory. On one of the rather vulgar white pillars was pinned a poster for a missing person: ‘HAVE YOU SEEN MARC ASHLEY?’ printed in big capitals above the photo of a man: grinning, helmet under arm, astride a large motorbike. There was writing in various languages underneath but in English I read he was Marc, 38, brown-haired and of medium build, and that he had last been seen, wearing navy Nike joggers and a red baseball cap, on 9 June. The phone number was for a police station in the nearby town of Aetolia.

I counted six identical notices along the main road into Kardamos and a further one in the window of a small grocery/hardware store I found in a back street. Paying for my provisions, I pointed to the poster and, using the Greek dictionary I’d brought with me, asked the shopkeeper, a middle-aged woman with a wide, open face, if she knew anything about it. She shook her head. ‘What about the big new house? That’s all changed,’ I said, partly to let her know I wasn’t just a casual tourist, that I had a history with the place. In good English, she replied that the new owner brought a lot of business to local shops and bars, so … I gave up on the phrase book and said, ‘I thought the problem about that house was you couldn’t get planning for water and electricity?’ and this time she brushed her thumb back and forth along the underside of her fingers to suggest a backhander. ‘Oh,’ I said knowingly.

I told her I was here for the summer, staying over at Villa Mimosa in a cottage in the grounds, which she seemed to know of (the ‘spitaki’ she called it, which translated, she said, as ‘little house’). I told her my name and she told me hers – Andrea – and we shook hands. It’s always good to establish a rapport with locals; if nothing else it gives one a sense of belonging.

After that, I went down to the small harbour and sat on the wall beyond a few parked cars and ate a custard pastry – flaky and still warm. The new house, Arcadia, was hidden by cypress trees, though I could still see the yacht, a great white monstrosity piled high with satellites, jet skis strapped to its rear. It looked out of place in this sleepy environment. Swallows twittered and swooped from crumbly nests; halyards clattered. On the jetty, a man in a vest top sat cross-legged, cleaning squid in a bucket.

I’d got used to the change in my situation, to keeping emotion at bay, but I had a sucker-punch memory of the last time I’d been here: in the taverna filing a late piece of copy while Takara sat on the wall with her sketchbook, drawing maybe even the very same fisherman.

I’d been part of a couple then. Now I wasn’t.

I thought again about the afternoon I’d arrived home unexpected. Rick of all people: the head architect at her firm, twice divorced, who, when he came to dinner that time, kept saying how much he loved Japanese culture, and Takara of course meant ‘Treasure’ and would we be eating on a tatami? He was, as I told Celia, such an arse.

Celia had laughed and said, ‘You’re too nice, that’s your problem.’ I’d asked her if it was really true that women liked nastiness? It surprised me she would admit to it, even taking Adam out of the equation, because she was such a spiritual person. And she’d been silent for a while and finally murmured, ‘No, not really,’ but not in a way that convinced.

I stared down at the water, yellows and blues and pinks, reflections of boats and buildings splitting into wobbly squares, but heard a shout and looked up to see a speedboat churning messily in past the harbour arm, and then, with a loud cranking of gears, heading towards an empty space on the jetty. The sea slapped against the wall. The fisherman in the vest top leapt over and ran down to catch a rope. The engine cut, and six or seven people clambered out. They stood for a minute, smoothing hair, tucking in tops, rearranging skirts, then picked up their suitcases and wheeled them, rattling, up to the triangle of parked cars.

They stopped a few feet from where I was sitting. The men were in linen shirts and shorts; the women in maxi-dresses and leather sandals, what Takara would call ‘Me+Em-style luxe’. One of the men looked vaguely familiar – did he run a famous media company? One of the women yawned, tapping her fist against her mouth, as a black SUV came around the corner. The doors slid open and more people emerged – three women, two men. The two groups stood awkwardly next to each other. One of the new women brandished a bottle: ‘Tequila with a worm in it!’ she said. ‘For the man who has everything.’ The others laughed politely.

The driver took the new bags out of the boot and put the old ones in and, finally, the people who had got off the boat got in the car and the people who had got out of the car headed towards the boat. The car did a complicated several-point turn, causing people who were passing to stand out of the way, and purred off. The speedboat, when I turned back to look, was already whizzing out across the water towards Arcadia.

When I went up to Islington to collect the key to the cottage, and while Celia was searching for it in a series of over-stuffed kitchen drawers, Adam gripped my shoulder and said, ‘Do something. Use the time. Write the bloody screenplay.’ It stung a bit – I can still remember when I was the success and he was the ne’er-do-well – but I had downloaded the software ‘Final Draft’ and that afternoon, on a small metal table in the shade, I did my best to follow his instructions.

I had a notebook of ideas, one of which I was quite keen on. The year before, when the paper was finding things for me to do, I’d interviewed a couple in Iowa who’d invented a sonar machine that could find dead bodies in water. It struck me as rich ground for a thriller. The cottage had surprisingly good Wi-Fi – I guess Celia and Adam’s kids had insisted – and I spent several hours researching such pleasant topics as false conclusions regarding accidental death and the effect of bacteria on bloat. It was quite enjoyable, and after a while I felt I’d done a good day’s work. Solitude and isolation do strange things to time and I was surprised, when I closed my laptop, to see it was only 3 p.m.

I washed and tidied up, and looked at my new home from various angles, wondering if it might once have been a chapel, with its small windows, its high pitch – might that even be a cross buried in the ivy? It was an apt, comforting thought, good for my long-lapsed soul to be kipping in a place of God. I watched a lizard and a couple of small beige doves who were nesting in the roof and I downloaded Duolingo and signed on for Greek. Later, I soaked my sore foot in vinegar, which was a hot tip online, and I had another swim – wearing the pair of turquoise neoprene ‘aqua shoes’ I’d bought in the village. I found a sock on the beach I must have dropped the night before and was glad to have it back. Everything needs its pair.

I gazed across at the new house on the headland. If you went on the evidence of his visitors, the owner wasn’t a Russian oligarch as I’d imagined, but English and male and about my age. Connected, maybe; if I’d been right about the media owner. Also showy, using the boat to transport his guests when he had perfectly good road access. I expected the new arrivals would be settling in now. I imagined them handing the worm-ridden tequila to their host, trying out their beds, dipping their toes in the pool, but not yet ready to plunge. Shy, as guests sometimes are, even with old friends.

For now, across that short stretch of water, all was quiet.
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I had drawn up a budget and supper out was not part of that night’s plan. But as darkness fell, and the electric rattle of cicadas dropped to a gas hiss, I felt such an acute need for the presence of other people, I decided to treat myself, and make cuts somewhere else along the way.

Arriving back in the harbour, I was surprised to find it much busier than in the morning, positively sparkly and bustling, smelling deliciously of grilled meat and charcoaled fish. I remembered Adam insisting Dimitri’s, the taverna at the far end, was the best (‘They’re all the same,’ Celia had mouthed as he’d stalked ahead), so I headed straight for that, eschewing Alonissos, which looked very similar, and Roxi’s Place, a white-and-gold-themed cocktail bar. At Dimitri’s, fairy lights danced along the roof, and ‘Zorba’s Dance’ was playing softly on the sound system. The chairs were blue-backed and rush-seated and my table had a rustic wobbliness; I put a napkin under one leg to secure it.

The waiter, intimidatingly sideburned and open-shirted, had the air, as he slapped down the menu, of having more important things to attend to. I felt under pressure to order quickly and remembering Adam talking about ‘horta’, a green vegetable loved by the locals, asked for a portion of that. There was a fish Adam said one had to eat, horse-something, but the waiter wasn’t helpful, so I panic-plumped for deep-fried calamari, which would be a) frozen and b) bad for my cholesterol but c) reliably delicious. I ordered a semi-carafe of retsina because it was cheap.

As I swilled my glass and took the first throat-scraping swig, I noticed the woman at a table by the water. She was younger than me – in her early forties, I guessed – with chin-length dark hair and large eyes, dressed casually and maybe too warmly in jeans and an oversized grey hoody. She looked up while I was watching her and, in the spotlight of her gaze, I felt a familiar heat, an animal stir of interest, immediately quashed by the memory of my own dark bedroom, Takara’s small high breasts as she leapt to one side, Rick’s long white limbs. Embarrassed, I spun my head, pretending to be seeking the arrival of my food. Next to me an elderly couple were gamely tackling a fish in a violently red sauce. Further away, a muscular man in a dark-blue uniform was standing at the bar, gun at his hip.

When I turned back, the woman had risen lightly from her chair and was moving towards me. I managed to pull myself together when she said, ‘Are you English?’

I asked jauntily if it was the phrase book or the panama hat that had given me away and she smiled and said did she catch an accent? I told her I was originally from Manchester, though I’d long lived in the softy south, and after that she said she hoped she wasn’t disturbing me?

Still trying to suppress the image of Rick’s penis lolling, semi-tumescent, against his pale thigh, I said, ‘Not at all. Please,’ and, leaping to my feet, I pulled out an empty chair.

Her eyes brushed over me as she shook her head. She bent to rummage in her bag. The police officer had noticed and was already walking towards us as she brought out a sheaf of paper and handed the top piece to me. Still flustered, I frowned, pretending to be reading it carefully. It was another flyer about the missing man, with different photos and more writing, new details about a reward.

‘My brother, Marc,’ she said.

‘Oh gosh,’ I said gauchely. ‘I saw the posters. He’s your brother,’ stupidly as if it were an amusing coincidence.

An expression skimmed her features, more weary than irritated. ‘He’s been missing for four weeks. Tomorrow there’s another fingertip search and we’re looking for volunteers.’

The police officer was standing protectively at her shoulder now, legs apart, thick hands on sturdy hips. She glanced up at him. ‘Christos and his team have been brilliant, obviously, and they’ve thrown everything they’ve got at it. We just think it’s worth widening the net as the season is building. Particularly now there’s an incentive.’

‘An incentive?’

‘The reward. A kind benefactor has just put up some money. We’re hoping it’ll make all the difference.’

I looked back at the flyer. Fifty thousand euros. ‘Oh, I see.’

‘I appreciate you’re probably on holiday, but if you could spare a couple of hours, we’re meeting at nine a.m. tomorrow on the path up to the ravine – you know it’s off the main road as it goes south? But all the info’s on the sheet. Anyway.’

Her cheeks suffused with pink and her shoulders sprang together in a shudder, or a shiver. Beneath the bulky clothes, I could see there was something delicate about her. I realised she was warmly dressed because she was cold; grief does that – I remembered my mother in our front room after my father died wrapped in a blanket – and I wanted to put my arm around her, to express some kind of comfort. Maybe if it hadn’t been for the initial sexual attraction, I might have done so. But it was too late; she was already turning towards the older couple on the next table.

Realising Christos, the police officer, was about to follow, I asked him quickly if he knew what her brother had been doing out here?

He looked at me consideringly. ‘He had come for a party,’ he said. He gestured towards the headland.

‘You mean he was staying at the new house when he disappeared?’ I said. ‘At Arcadia?’

He moved his chin from side to side, and eventually nodded. ‘On the Sunday morning, he went for a run and never came back. It is a very sad occurrence.’

His chin vanished into his thick neck as if he regretted saying even that much.

‘What do you think happened?’

He sighed. ‘I have told Sara many times, the landscape here is not to be treated lightly. It is harsh and unforgiving. The mountains are not a playground for tourists. If you leave the path, you can be lost, and never found.’

I lowered my voice. ‘So you don’t think her brother’s coming back?’

Maybe he didn’t hear because he’d already turned away.

I was halfway home, just past the drive up to Arcadia, trying to keep the weight off my sore foot. There was a fullish moon; the stretch of sky was a deep blue and the mountain, looming to the left, a bleak black, but the road itself was stippled with lacy pale grey ribbons of light and, in my semi-inebriated haze, I imagined the creature weaving towards me to be a Nereid, a sea nymph, who are said to come ashore on this coast. Only when she was up close did I recognise her as the girl with the long black hair I’d seen that morning – dangerously sans helmet – on a quad bike. Seemingly unaware of my presence, she sank on to the low wall by the side of the road, and put her head between her knees.

I assumed she was even drunker than I was and, as she was quite scantily dressed in shorts and a corset-like top, I felt quite uncomfortable. I didn’t want to abandon a damsel in distress but if I were her, being addressed by me – middle-aged, which is to say old but not reassuringly old – in the dark, in the middle of nowhere, I might assume the worst.

So, approaching gingerly, I perched on the edge of the brickwork several feet away, and waited a few minutes before I said, ‘Are you OK? Can I do anything to help?’

She looked up then and for a fleeting moment I thought I saw a flash of calculation, but immediately discounted it because her mouth was downturned, and her eyes, dark brown and heavily lashed, brimmed suddenly with tears.

I said, ‘Oh no. Don’t cry. Please.’

‘It’s all pointless. I’ve come all this way and it’s all for nothing.’

I asked whether she had far to go, and she said no, she was staying nearby. ‘No thanks to him.’

‘And are you OK getting home on your own?’

‘I am. I’ve just hurt my fucking foot.’

‘Oh, me too,’ I said.

She frowned, and I lifted my knee, dangling my brogued appendage, and said, ‘I trod on a sea urchin. I think it’s infected.’

‘A sea urchin?’

‘In the sea. I know. Stupid of me.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to piss on it or something?’

‘I think that’s jellyfish.’

‘Oh yeah.’

She smiled, revealing a neat row of small white teeth, and I felt a moment of camaraderie which, to be honest, I’d missed recently – having a woman to joke with – though, of course, she was far too young.

She turned her own foot towards me, and I shuffled along the wall to examine it. She was wearing flip-flops and blood seeped from a flap of skin on her rather grubby big toe. I bound it with my clean hanky and told her to wash it carefully when she got home. Maybe apply Savlon if she had some.

‘Savlon? What’s Savlon?’

‘An antiseptic cream. When I was young, it was all we had.’

She asked if I was a priest, which took me by surprise – maybe it was the grey shirt and trousers. Or the St Christopher, which always hangs around my neck.

‘Who is he?’ she asked, pointing at it.

She wouldn’t know, I realised, being of different ethnicity and also just young.

‘He’s a saint but wearing it doesn’t mean I’m a priest. It’s just a symbol – a gimmick, really. He’s supposed to provide safe travel and protection, to help you, you know, overcome adversity, follow your destiny.’

‘So like a superstition? A lucky charm?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Maybe I’ll get one. I sodding well need a bit of help overcoming adversity.’

I laughed first this time and she joined in.

I double-checked she was OK getting home and said I ought to head off myself – that it was a bit dark and creepy at night in the cottage where I was staying. She looked interested then, and asked where it was. I told her and then I explained how Andrea in the local shop called it a spitaki.

‘A spitaki?’ the girl said.

‘A small house. A cottage.’

And that was it. That was all there was. Afterwards, we bid each other goodnight and staggered off in opposite directions.

I must have accidentally left a window open, and a battalion of mosquitoes had got in. I leapt from side to side, trying to slap them in the air, or catch them against the side of the fridge, so it was a few minutes before I was calm enough to sit down at the table. The connection that linked my laptop with the lead was dodgy and earlier, leaving it to charge, I’d created a balancing arrangement with a book and a mug to keep everything in place. The lead was now lying on the ground, detached from the computer. Combined with the open window, it freaked me out a bit, and I became convinced someone had been here while I was out. Was my bag where I’d left it? Had there been more beer in the fridge?

For a mad moment I imagined Marc Ashley had been hiding here; that it was his presence I’d felt. I put the thought out of my head. Isolation, I told myself, was driving me mad.


Notes from my notebook

A cadaver in the water starts to sink as soon as the air in its lungs is replaced with water. Once submerged, the body stays underwater until the bacteria in the gut and chest cavity produce enough gas – methane, hydrogen sulphide and carbon dioxide – to float it to the surface like a balloon. (The build-up of methane, hydrogen sulphide, etc. can take days or weeks, depending on a number of factors.) At first not all parts of the body inflate the same amount. The torso, which contains the most bacteria, bloats more than the head and limbs. The most buoyant body parts rise first, leaving the head and limbs to drag behind the chest and abdomen. Since arms, legs and the head can only drape forward from the body, corpses tend to rotate so that the torso floats face down, with arms and legs hanging beneath it.

Whether a drowned body floats face up or face down depends more on scientific and forensic factors than the sex of the deceased. The majority of drowned bodies initially float face down. However, people with excess fat in the breasts or stomach may float face up – making it more likely that women will float face up than men.

Water-related deaths are often prematurely and subconsciously labelled as accidental drownings. This presumption can hinder timely recognition of indicators of foul play and other important clues present around the death scene – particularly challenging due to inherent characteristics of an environment that is constantly changing. This in turn may ultimately lead to false conclusions regarding cause and manner of death, and hamper further investigation including interviews with persons of interest. A study in the US found only 12 out of 2,617 homicides were a result of drowning.

Need to find out:

Floating patterns – whether alive or dead when body hit the water?

Floating patterns – whether enter the water face first or legs first?
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I didn’t join the search the next day. I felt terrible about it, but my foot seemed to be properly infected and I’d have been no good to anyone.

That was the headline at least; the body text was, of course, more complicated. I’d thought about the missing man’s sister a great deal in the night. I remembered how she’d flushed when she was upset, and how she’d controlled the emotion with crisp physical movements – a hand pressed against her face or stuffed into the back pocket of her jeans. I thought how I’d found myself willing the people she approached to smile kindly, and how I’d bridled when anyone was offhand. (The two German girls, for example, who’d backed away as if she were asking for money.) In the early hours, I thought about the moment she’d have received that phone call – both parents must be dead, I decided – and imagined every step of her awful journey out here. When it dawned on me, actually around dawn, that the outsized hoody would have belonged to her brother, I felt engulfed by such an all-encompassing desire to find Marc – carry him home alive, victorious, on my shoulders – I almost got up then and there and marched up to the path to straddle Mount Taygetus like a colossus.

In the morning, as I limped from bed to kettle, I knew I could no more fingertip-search alongside the mighty Christos than take Sara to bed, which I understood, in my shameful heart, this was really about. Better by far to hide away down here, never see her again. I set up a Google alert in case there was news (there wasn’t). I didn’t even get dressed, and spent the entire day in my pyjamas.

Over the next few days, I kept myself to myself. Breakfast (Greek yoghurt with honey), and coffee, followed by Duolingo and a small amount of creative work – more research, more planning – a swim and a nap or read in the shade (it was too hot after all to lie in the sun). For lunch I’d have salad with half a tin of fish. Once or twice I was joined by a gaunt black and white cat, haunches prominently bony. It wouldn’t let me touch it, but I gave it my leftovers, which it ate greedily before slinking away. In the afternoon, more work, more Duolingo, more swimming, and for dinner I’d make myself what I called ‘my mush’, a mash-up of various stewed vegetables, with either rice or pasta. Consistency suits me. People, in my opinion, make too much of variety.

I was conscious of life at Arcadia most of the time. Activity ebbed and flowed; noise burst and dissipated. The guests had their own rhythm: periods of somnolence followed by frantic amounts of fun. In the afternoons, a breeze (the famous ‘meltemi’ wind) wafted shrieks right up to my table; quite often pair of bright yellow jet skis leapt and thrusted out there in the bay, buzzing back and forth like annoying drones. At night, I’d feel the vibrations of music in my trackpad. Under certain meteorological conditions, it could seem as if a party to which I was not invited were taking place under my very roof. But as I felt no sense of ownership – nothing here belonged to me; even the ‘holiday’ was borrowed – I told myself I had no right to take it personally. Maybe I should have googled, but I think I was trying to detach myself. When that poor woman Sara crossed my mind, I wondered what the high, jet-skiing spirits might look, sound, feel like to her, but they were dark, unhappy thoughts and I did my best to squash them.

One day, I went into Kardamos to do some shopping and arrived in the harbour to a flurry of activity – two police cars, onlookers and a motorboat with several people on it bobbing a little way out beyond the main jetty. A mild-looking Englishman told me fishermen had spotted something floating out there and called it in. I searched the crowd for Sara, but there was no sign of her. When the boat finally docked, it turned out it was a poor dead porpoise they’d found, killed by a ship strike.

‘Anyone know what kind of ship?’ I asked my fellow onlooker.

He shook his head.

‘I bet it was a jet ski.’ I pointed out to the bay where one had just whooshed around the corner, driven by a half-naked man. ‘Look, they’re out there even now.’

He shrugged again.

‘In Ancient Greece,’ I told him, ‘killing a dolphin was a crime punishable by death.’

He smiled and jutted his chin. ‘I’m not sure anyone’s told them,’ he said.

One afternoon, after extensive googling, I caught a bus inland to Aetolia, the nearest big town, where a pharmacist painstakingly, and painfully, removed the sea urchin spines and sold me a course of antibiotics. Recovering, I sat outside a bar under some plane trees where moustachioed old men were playing backgammon and eating cheese with toothpicks. I drank a small sweet Greek coffee and fell into conversation with a fleshy woman, somewhat older than me, who was drinking ouzo at the next table. She was down from Athens to visit an ancient relative – mother or aunt: I forget the precise detail. She had a daughter who worked in London and lived in Wood Green. Her son was a doctor in Thessaloniki. Did I have children? She said she was sorry when I shook my head. It turned out we were waiting for the same bus, so I helped her on with her heavy bags and we sat together. As we rattled and swung along the switchback road, the conversation drifted into darker waters. The hand she rested on my arm was yellow, sprinkled with age spots. She’d been one of two, she said, but now she was an only. She bent her head so close, I smelt the aniseed on her breath. Had I heard of Ekaterini Dimetrea? No? Well, she was the poisoner of the Mani, a serial killer, the last woman to be executed under the death penalty in Greece and she – my companion tapped her chest several times – was this woman’s niece.

Now I find it hard to separate what the woman told me then from what I later read online, but in essence: Dimetrea, a single mother who lived in poverty close to where we were talking, successfully murdered several members of her family – her mother, one cousin, one brother – with a variety of foodstuffs (spaghetti, coffee, eggs respectively) laced with parathion. Each death was attributed to natural causes until Dimetrea went a step too far and killed her five-year-old nephew with a piece of loukoumia, the Greek version of Turkish delight. The boy having no underlying health issues, suspicions were finally raised.

At her arrest, Dimetrea claimed she had acted out of spite; her family and the village had shunned and mistreated her. It transpired she had also tried to kill her sister-in-law and her niece by proffering a lethally laced pomegranate – they’d refused – and had even planned to poison the entire village at her brother’s funeral.

Before her trial she underwent psychiatric evaluation – this I did find on Wikipedia – which concluded she was below average intelligence but not insane. She suffered, however, from a neurological disorder that caused partial hemiparesis and led to her left arm and leg being weaker than the right. The prosecutor described her as a ‘hyena of hell’ and on 10 April 1965, after being found guilty, she was executed by firing squad at the shooting range in Goudi.

‘So,’ my new friend said, clasping her pale hands together on her lap. ‘I am lucky to be alive.’

‘Goodness,’ I said. ‘Oh, I see. Yes. So you mean you’re the surviving niece. Gosh. Yes, you are lucky, but I’m sorry to hear about your close relatives. That’s very tough. Family is important. I lost my own father young, and my mother more recently. I’m grateful I’ve still got a sister.’

She turned to look out of the window. The vehicle clattered and swayed. I thought she was taking a moment to compose herself, and we sat in silence for a while. The view was dramatic: the hunched shoulders of mountain, the glittering triangles of sea.

She dug me with her elbow. ‘She was a foolish woman. She got carried away. At first, it was perfect – her mother had a weak heart; her cousin hit her head; her brother had issues with his gall bladder. In each case there was the perfect cover, like for a magician, a distraction. But that poor little boy: that was a mistake.’

The vehicle clattered and swayed for a bit and then continued straight. Our conversation dried up. I couldn’t think of anything to follow her revelations. We sat in awkward silence until we reached a bus stop on the main road behind Kardamos. A handful of passengers disembarked with a burst of diesel and heat, but my companion didn’t move and, as the engine started up, her mouth engaged damply with my ear.

‘You know about the rich man on the headland, don’t you?’ she whispered.

I slid sideways so she would receive the full force of my Interested Expression.

‘I know about the missing house guest,’ I said. ‘Who went for a run in the morning and never came back.’

‘Did he go for a run?’ she said. ‘Did anyone see him?’ She tapped her finger against her nose, her tongue clicking.

‘Tell me,’ I said, journalistic faculties fully engaged. ‘What do you think happened?’

‘My daughter told me it is not right with that man. The rich one who built the new house. His business …’ She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. ‘Terrible, terrible.’ She made a gesture, clasping her right finger and thumb together and poking them under her left bicep, which I took to be another mime for bribery.

And then she put her finger to her lips.

The bus was approaching the entrance to Villa Mimosa, and I had to alert the driver to drop me, so there was no time to ask more and only a few seconds in the end to say goodbye. Standing on the dusty road, watching the bus trundle south into the Deep Mani, I felt uneasy, as if somewhere, on a deeply human level, I’d failed.

Celia, when I told her all this, said the woman was obviously a fantasist. According to Wikipedia, there was a small niece – four years old at the time – who had indeed turned her nose up at a pomegranate. Her name had been Anthoula Thomea and she’d have been in her mid-sixties now, but still, it just didn’t make sense to Celia. Would the real Anthoula Thomea recount her history to a stranger with such obvious relish? Surely it would be the subject of deep trauma (she had lost three close family members, for goodness’ sake). She wouldn’t idly recount the story, complete with what sounded like a very odd commentary, to a stranger on a bus.

Playfully, I parried that maybe it was the deep connection between us that had caused her to confide, and Celia said goodness, how hopelessly susceptible men were to female wiles, to which I’d looked gnomically at her over my glasses and said, ‘Apropos of nothing,’ even putting aside the age difference, it was not my impression that pomegranates, or for that matter any form of fruit, featured particularly prominently in the woman’s diet, and we got a bit giggly as we sometimes do.

When we’d recovered, I repeated what she’d said about the rich owner of Arcadia, and Celia replied, ‘Well, there you go. Exactly.’
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