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PROLOGUE 
New Year’s Resolutions

Before I properly knew any of the inhabitants of the house with three names, I knew what each of their New Year’s resolutions was for 1933. Let me tell you, it is as good a way as any to get to know a person. If deeper or accelerated acquaintance is what you’re after, then 31 December is the perfect day on which to meet somebody for the first time, for you will hear all about which habit they wish to abandon or introduce as soon as January rolls around.

I expect you would not believe me if I told you it is possible to solve a murder simply by reading a list of all the suspects’ New Year’s resolutions, while knowing no more about any of them.

Unlikely as it sounds, it is the truth. Though I do not intend to imply any comprehension of motive or anything like that. What I mean to say is that if one sought merely to separate the guilty from the innocent, let me assure you that on the small Greek island of Lamperos, as the hour staggered towards the summit of the final day of December, it was entirely possible to work out who had committed murder and who had not if one only read with sufficient care the list of resolutions I have provided below—and, indeed, that is why I plan to share that list with you before I tell you anything else, though I admit it is an unconventional way to begin a story.

Naturally, I have Poirot’s approval. ‘Mon ami, why not let your readers meet our cast of suspects précisément as you yourself met them?’ he said, eyes glowing green and bright. ‘The resolutions they wrote down were the first significant morsels of information we had about them, n’est-ce pas? The words they each dropped into the bowl?’

Since Poirot and I were part of the assembled company at Liakada Bay that night, I shall include us on the list for completeness’ sake—and also to give you two reliable examples of what one might write on such an occasion if one were not planning to commit murder.

Here, then, are the collected New Year’s resolutions of the people present that night, 31 December 1932, at Liakada Bay:


	Edward Catchpool (your narrator: Inspector Edward Catchpool of Scotland Yard, since I neglected to introduce myself at the start)—to swim in the sea every single day, without exception and irrespective of temperature or weather.

	Hercule Poirot—to discontinue the practice of proceeding directly from one event or appointment to another. Instead, to reserve time, in between bouts of activity, in which to do nothing at all, or for spontaneous, unplanned outings.

	Nash Athanasiou (real name Nathaniel, our host on Lamperos and leader of the group at what he called ‘The House of Perpetual Welcome’, what the Liakada Bay locals called Spíti Athanasiou, and what the exclusively English and American residents of the house all called The Spitty)—to complete ten practical assignments, to be devised for him by Austin Lanyon and Matthew Fair (his two closest friends and chief advisors at the house), designed to turn him into a better living example of the fruits of the spirit: Love, Joy, Peace, Long-suffering, Gentleness, Goodness, Meekness, Temperance, Faith and the most important one: Forgiveness. (One assignment for each ‘fruit’, he specified, and the challenges should be maximally taxing.)

	Austin Lanyon—to read and attempt to write poetry every day.

	Matthew Fair—to be tidier, less forgetful and more punctual.

	Olive Haslop—to be open, always, to learning new things and being proven wrong, and never to allow closed-mindedness to afflict her.

	Rhoda Haslop—to write a formal essay on the topic of the greatest of all the fruits of the spirit, Forgiveness, in order to understand it more thoroughly and practise it more effectively.

	Charles Counsell—to say nothing in someone’s absence, to a third party, that he would not be equally willing to say in their presence.

	Thirza Davis—to create a better and fairer world by never giving up on sound reason or justice.

	Betlinde (called ‘Belty’ by everybody) Ricks—to wake earlier and not waste the start of any glorious day in this beautiful Greek paradise.

	Pearl St Germain—to have said ‘yes’ to a proposal of marriage from the man she loves by this time next year, having first persuaded him his resolution should be to make that proposal without further delay.



That was without doubt the hardest list I have ever had to type, and not only because the words ‘a proposal of marriage from the man she loves’ in relation to the romance-addled Pearl St Germain made me wince as my fingers tapped them into existence on the page. No, what made a particular agony of the task was my ability to see so clearly now what I did not perceive at the time. Today, the wickedness and the guilt positively leap from the page, but they did nothing of the sort last New Year’s Eve, nor in the days that followed. Poirot didn’t spot it either, though he is the shrewdest, most keen-eyed man I know. He, of course, was the one who pointed it out eventually—though not, sadly, in time to save the lives that were lost.

All of which is to say: while it is and always was possible to work out from the above list who was planning to commit murder, not all possibilities are realized, and that one, fatally, was not. Furthermore, when Poirot finally worked out the truth, the list played no part in leading him to the correct conclusion.

Why? That is easy to answer: because like me, he was comprehensively distracted by the twelfth resolution—the one I have not included in the above list, which contained not merely the word ‘murder’ and the prospective victim’s name, but also the clearly stated intention to commit that crime.




CHAPTER 1 
Arrival on Lamperos

The island of Lamperos, positioned in the Aegean Sea between the larger islands of Skiathos and Skopelos, was quite the most beautiful place I had ever visited—and the wonder of it started before one even arrived. As our boat sailed closer on the last day of the year of 1932, I could scarcely believe the vivid colours that sprang forth to greet us. Living in England, one imagines that Mother Nature is a more cautious, understated sort. It turns out that she is far more flamboyant off the coast of Greece: positively riotous when it comes to the brightness of every colour. If it were not for the chill in the air, I should not have believed this was winter.

‘Look, Poirot!’ were the only words I could manage as I gazed at the azure sea and sands so blond they were almost white. ‘It is perfect.’ We had almost reached the shore, and the port of Lamperos Town. I could see tiny figures in the distance—between ten and twenty people, no doubt waiting for the boat to take them back out to mainland Greece: the reverse of the journey Poirot and I had just undertaken.

‘Yes, perfect—if one enjoys a large amount of sand and cold, salty water,’ my Belgian friend replied. The green that normally confined itself to his eyes had spread to the rest of his face, I noticed, though I had asked him twice if he was feeling seasick and he had denied it. ‘Also, roads too rocky and uneven for motorcars,’ he grumbled. ‘Do you know, Catchpool, that the only dependable means of getting around Lamperos are by foot, by bicycle or on a horse? There is only one short road—one!—along which motor vehicles would be able to drive. They do not, for there is nowhere for them to go at either end. Then why build such a road in the first place? It is madness, Catchpool.’

It all sounded wonderful to me. An island this small with a circumference made up almost entirely of beaches and bays—it was my idea of heaven on earth. In the approach to Christmas last year, Poirot and I had spent some time on the Norfolk coast. Ever since, I had been unable to banish from my mind the knowledge that some people—ordinary folk like me, not only the especially wealthy—lived their entire lives within easy strolling distance of the sea. My new awareness of this inconvenient fact was becoming rather a problem, since my job as a police inspector was at the undeniably landlocked Scotland Yard, and my favourite of all my friends, Hercule Poirot, was also very happily resident in London.

Determined to warn me in even more detail, he went on, ‘Do you know, also, that the horses here are particularly small? They have the special little native breed—the Lamperos Ponies, they call them. Less than four feet in height.’

‘Sounds ingenious to me,’ I said merrily. ‘One wouldn’t want huge beasts lumbering about on a tiny island.’

‘And have I told you—no, I do not believe I have—that when we arrive at the port, we will nevertheless not yet have arrived? Even after all of these buses and boats we have already endured?’

He had a point there. I had never before undertaken a journey requiring quite so many transportation changes in such a short space of time. Before the gloriousness of Lamperos at close range had perked me up, I had been feeling quite exhausted, having engaged in what felt like a year’s worth of damp and inelegant clambering into and out of various moving contraptions.

‘At the port of Lamperos Town, our friend Monsieur Nash will meet us with a smaller boat, to take us around the island to his home, Spíti Athanasiou,’ said Poirot. ‘It is the most straightforward way to get there, I am told—but why, Catchpool, can we not be taken straight to Liakada Bay in this boat? That is what I would like to know.’

‘Tell me more about the island,’ I said, preparing to approve of every aspect and characteristic of the place. ‘And stop encouraging me to resent our destination in advance. It was very kind of you to invite me to tag along, and I’m afraid you won’t succeed in spoiling it for me, no matter how grumpy you are. I’ve been looking forward to this holiday.’

I knew I did not need to remind Poirot that this was my hard-earned, post-Christmas break after a cheerless week spent in my childhood home with my parents, who seemed lately to dislike each other every bit as much as they disapproved of me. Had he not invited me to join him on his New Year’s holiday on a Greek island precisely to cheer me up after that very ordeal?

He had been far more enthusiastic then: ‘Mon ami,’ he had said, gripping my arm. ‘You will love the tiny island of Lamperos. We will be staying in the most beautiful place there, Liakada Bay. It has sunshine all day long, even throughout the winter, and the house that will accommodate us is said to be the most extraordinary architectural creation. There are large stone terraces extending out from most of the rooms, on many different levels. Our host will be a young monsieur by the name of Nathaniel Athanasiou, known as Nash. He has told me he wishes for my friend Catchpool to be the very good friend of him also. Others live in the house too—all of whom wish to be our very good friends even before they have met us. Does that not sound appealing?’

I should probably have questioned him more extensively before agreeing to come to Lamperos, but I did not, largely because of the proximity of the sea to the house he had described. I had learned something about myself in the past year: days when I swim amid foaming waves and get to plunge my feet into the sand of the seabed and smell that tang of salt in the air are better days for me than when I do not, by a considerable order of magnitude. I had swum daily while Poirot and I were in Norfolk last December, but the house we had stayed in was atop a cliff, and getting all the way down and up again was a somewhat hazardous enterprise. Poirot, as a result, had known exactly what to tell me about the prospective Greek holiday: ‘At Liakada Bay, the sea is an easy walk from the house, I am told. Mere footsteps away. And remember, unlike Norfolk, Lamperos has the sunshine every day.’

This struck me as a little implausible, but Poirot insisted: ‘It is rumoured to be Greece’s sunniest island. Also, you will not be bothered by the jellyfish in winter. They only come in the summer.’

He seemed inordinately keen for me to accompany him, which should have made me suspicious, but did not.

‘I do not know a great deal about Lamperos,’ Poirot said now in response to my request to hear more about the island. ‘All I know is …’ I smiled at his definition of ‘not knowing a great deal’, as he settled into his narration: Lamperos was prone to earthquakes, so we would need to watch out for them, though it was extremely unlikely that one would coincide with our visit. Equally unlikely was that we would suffer the same fate as whichever daughter of a Greek god it was who had first been turned into a wolf, then kidnapped and brought to Lamperos, only to be kidnapped back again; I could not remember all the details, as I hadn’t given the tale my full attention.

Much more recently, the famous English war poet, James Gresham-Graham, author of ‘If, for a better day …’, died in 1915 at the age of 18 on a French hospital ship that was moored off the island’s coast. He was buried on Lamperos, just a short walk from Liakada Bay. ‘Then more death came to these shores,’ Poirot said sadly. ‘In 1918, nearly half of the island’s inhabitants died of the Spanish Flu. The population of 2,000 was reduced to only 1,000.’

Some of those, I imagined, lived in the little white houses I could see dotted all over what Poirot had described as ‘the famous Lamperos Mountain’ and the surrounding hills.

No sooner had we disembarked from the boat than we were met by our host, Nathaniel Athanasiou, a tall, thin man with hair and eyes so dark they looked black. He wore a blue suit that might once have been smart but was now shabby, and had a slightly nervous manner when he insisted that Poirot and I call him Nash; it had been his nickname since childhood, he told us in a justificatory tone, as if afraid of our ridicule. ‘At least until we get to The Spitty,’ he added. ‘That is what we all call the house. Spíti is “house” in Greek. Once we arrive there, I am Próti Foní.’

I frowned to myself as he and Poirot walked on ahead, wondering what these words meant. Surely not that we would be required to start calling him something different once we arrived at his home …

‘This is Rasmus, and that is his beloved Pelagia.’ Nash pointed to a man with tanned skin who might have been anywhere between fifty and seventy, and who had neither hair nor eyebrows. He was standing about twenty feet away, leaning against a dilapidated mess of splintering wood that seemed to be trying to pass itself off as a boat. I heard a sharp intake of breath from Poirot, by my side.

Having looked around for Rasmus’s female companion and spotted nobody at all—he seemed to have placed himself where he was in order to avoid proximity to all other people—I worked out that Pelagia must be the name of his boat. This proved an accurate guess.

‘Shall we hop on board?’ Nash suggested. As the three of us approached, Rasmus nodded and climbed back onto his craft without looking at any of us or uttering a single word. ‘He speaks no English,’ Nash explained, ‘but he somehow understands everything. I have been told he is from Estonia, but also that he was born in Norway. I don’t suppose it matters. The wonderful thing about Rasmus is that he is always ready to take one back and forth between Liakada Bay and Lamperos Town, and to any of the island’s other bays and coves. He really is a marvel. I cannot tell you what language he speaks, however. He does not tend to say much in any tongue and seems only to understand direct instructions to him. He won’t understand any of what I am saying now, for instance. It’s only when he is required to assist us that our words seem to make sense to him.’

As he placed his first foot into the Pelagia, leaning on my arm, Poirot murmured, ‘Que Dieu nous protège.’ His skin looked suddenly quite green again as the frothing waves started to rock us back and forth.

‘Do not worry, the boat is quite safe,’ Nash assured him, looking and sounding worried himself. It felt almost as if he intended to imply that the boat was perhaps the only safe thing … but I told myself not to be so fanciful. Surely, on a beautiful island like Lamperos, there could be no cause for alarm, especially when one was off, as Poirot and I were, to spend some time in the company of those so keen to befriend us.

Nash’s comportment became no more relaxed as we set off out to sea, however. He started to recite a number of facts, sounding as if he had rehearsed them in advance: first Poirot and I would have the chance to unpack, then to rest. After that there would be dinner on the terrace with everybody, followed by New Year’s Eve festivities and games …

All I could think about was diving into the glorious blue-green waves. If anybody thought I would be dining or partaking in any games before I had my first swim, they would soon discover how wrong they were.

Once he had finished describing exactly what the rest of our day would contain, Nash moved on to his next list: all the people Poirot and I were about to encounter at the house. ‘They will be delighted to make your acquaintance, I am sure. Monsieur Poirot, I have told them all about you. I must say: you are exactly as I imagined you would be. I had heard about your famous moustache, and … may I say? It is quite spectacular.’

‘Merci mille fois.’ Poirot smiled proudly.

‘Now, your bedroom and your friend Inspector Catchpool’s are in a slightly different part of the house from where the rest of us have our quarters,’ said Nash. ‘I hope that is acceptable. You will have to walk through Manos’s kitchen to get to your rooms, which is a bit inconvenient, I know, but it’s really not far at all. It’s a slightly odd route, is the only thing. I should say: Manos is our wonderful cook. Really, we would be lost without him.’

Evidently, he wished to put us at our ease, yet he was not in easeful spirits himself. He spoke emphatically and at great speed, as if under pressure. I was starting to find his nervous energy tiring. And why had he given the impression of meeting Poirot today for the first time? I thought back, in case I had misremembered … No, Poirot had definitely said ‘a very good friend’ when describing Nash. It was a puzzle.

‘Manos has expressly forbidden the rest of us from entering his kitchen, but you are both allowed to walk through it whenever you need to,’ said Nash. ‘Which is lucky.’ He attempted a smile. ‘It isn’t, strictly speaking, the only way to reach your rooms, but the other way is inconvenient and takes three times as long. Speaking of inconveniences …’ He cast his eyes downwards. ‘I’m afraid that building our community has taken so much time and energy—making the people side of things work, I mean—that we have rather neglected the building itself, the furnishings … everything else, in fact. There are no locks on any of the bedroom doors, so we have to trust each other not to intrude, you know. And I’m afraid our chairs and beds are rather rickety—uncushioned wood in most cases—so I hope you’re both the hard-wearing sort.’ I nearly laughed at the look on Poirot’s face in response to having this description of himself offered to him.

As Nash described the others we would meet at The Spitty, it became clear that they were permanent residents: ‘Matthew—that’s Matthew Fair—came out here with me a few years ago, helped me set everything up. For a year it was just the two of us. That was the happiest year I can recall, from my whole life so far. Not that the years since have been bad. I am still happy, of course,’ he assured us, looking anything but. ‘I always intended for the community to grow, for others to come and join us in our work.’

‘Community’ felt like an unusual word for a group of friends living together, and it made me wonder what precisely it was that Nash sought to ‘grow’ here on Lamperos. What was the nature of the work? Had the friends first met via their profession, whatever it was?

‘Matthew is just the nicest fellow you could hope to find,’ Nash went on. ‘Entirely selfless, the biggest heart of anyone I have ever known. Boundless enthusiasm for all life has to offer! He and I were at Oxford together, and thick as thieves from the moment we met. When he heard about my plans for The Spitty, Matthew said to count him in, as I had known he would. Then a short while later, Rhoda Haslop and her older sister, Olive, joined us out here. Matthew and I knew Rhoda from our Oxford days. She worked in a tailor’s shop and Matthew was always putting huge rips in the only smart clothes he possessed.’ Nash smiled at the memory, which somehow made him look sadder. ‘And good old Rhoda has always been such a devoted supporter of my … thoughts. She knew she wanted to be part of it, as soon as she heard about what I hoped to do out here.’

As if he had spotted something potentially alarming in the distance, Nash narrowed his eyes and said, ‘She and Matthew were meant to be getting married, but … well, it hasn’t quite worked out that way. Not yet, at any rate. I have not given up hope, however.’ He sighed in the manner of one who had done just that. ‘When a community like ours expands, it brings with it certain … complications. Rhoda and Olive were easy to accommodate, and so was Austin—oh, I forgot to mention Austin. He’s American, and a real force of nature. He arrived a few months before Rhoda and Olive, having heard about what I was trying to do here from a cousin of my mother’s. I have an English mother and a Greek father, but both now live in America. Separately.’ Nash said emphatically. Clearly he had strong feelings about his parents no longer living together, though I could not tell if these were positive or negative. ‘Both with more money than they could ever spend in five hundred lifetimes,’ Nash added with undisguised disapproval. ‘Which is how I come to have The Spitty, one of their many houses, all to myself, and all the money I need in order to make the community of Very Good Friends function effectively, and to fund my work on Lamperos and beyond. I am grateful to Mother and Father naturally, though I wish they …’ He broke off, evidently deciding he would prefer to keep his wish to himself.

I was about to make a polite enquiry as to the nature of his work ‘on Lamperos and beyond’ when my green-faced Belgian friend, clutching tightly at the edges of our little boat with both hands, said, ‘So at the house in Liakada Bay there is an American, Monsieur Austin Lanyon, and there is you and Monsieur Matthew Fair, and les soeurs Rhoda and Olive Haslop. Who else lives there?’ His tone surprised me, being familiar from the various times he and I had worked together to solve murders. I knew the difference between Poirot in crime-solving mode and Poirot at leisure, and his voice had clearly signalled the former state. He had sounded as if he were listing possible suspects, which made no sense, given that we were supposed to be here on holiday. Perhaps it was simply his antipathy towards the rolling waves that had made him sound unduly severe. As Nash started to answer, Poirot’s eyes darted back and forth from the water, as if he didn’t trust it not to do something life-threatening if not watched carefully.

‘Just this year, new people started to beat a path to The Spitty’s door in the very way I had hoped would happen,’ Nash was saying. ‘Word had obviously spread, in England, in America. Belty—that’s Betlinde Ricks, a native of Henderson, Nevada—arrived first, in February. She is American through and through, though she had not lived there for some time, I believe, and travelled here from London. There was a little argument about whether she should be allowed to stay, but I made it clear I wanted her here.’ He frowned, perhaps wondering if he should say more.

I waited. Poirot did not seem curious. He aimed yet another warning look at the sea as a droplet of salt water landed on his coat.

‘The proper name of The Spitty is “The House of Perpetual Welcome”,’ Nash went on. ‘That is deliberate. I chose it for a sound reason: we extend our welcome to all. Anyone who arrives here is our very good friend, no matter what they have done.’

‘I see,’ I said, feeling more confused than ever. What a strange name for a house. Most people plumped for something more pastoral, like The Willows or Mill Stream Cottage. And was he suggesting that this Belty character had done something wrong, or even criminal? I would have felt impertinent if I had asked. Was there something afoot here that Poirot had not told me about? I tried to catch his eye, but he was still concentrating on the water all around us.

‘Then this last April, Charles Counsell arrived with his fiancée, Thirza Davis,’ said Nash. ‘Charles is a thoroughly reliable sort. Very conscientious chap, and quick-witted too, though too serious and critical of himself for his own good. As for Thirza, she is … well, rather hard to get the measure of. She is fascinating, and spirited, and sometimes fierce … but then at other times she appears to lose all interest in everyone around her. She can disappear into her own mind for hours. I sometimes worry she does not truly belong, or aspire to belong, in the way the others do. She is a riddle I have yet to solve, shall we say.’ Again, Nash attempted a reassuring smile and succeeded only in looking rather desperate. ‘And then in June we were joined by our latest arrival: Pearl St Germain.’

His voice had dulled and flattened out as he spoke this last name, leaving me with the sense that, by his reckoning, Pearl St Germain represented all manner of trouble.

‘Ah, look—here is Liakada Bay,’ he said as we came closer to a crescent-shaped beach. There was no white-gold sand here, only small grey pebbles, but all the same, it was a beautiful sight to behold. At the farthest end of the bay stood a building that looked almost derelict: a two-storey  structure with a sort of outdoor café terrace extending from its ground floor out onto the pebbly beach. A navy-blue awning protruded from its middle, ready to shield the few tables from the sun. ‘That’s the Liakada Bay Hotel,’ said Nash, pointing. ‘The owners are a local married couple, Yannis Grafas and his wife Irida.’

‘An hotel.’ Poirot gave a very small shake of his head, and I knew he was pitying anyone who might have had to stay there. From the outside, the establishment looked as rickety as Rasmus’s boat—which, in all fairness, had shepherded us quite safely to our destination.

At the nearest end of the bay stood a much sturdier building—tall, wide and made of honey-coloured stone, into which windows and doors appeared to have been placed almost at random: dotted about everywhere. ‘That is The Spitty,’ Nash said. ‘Our House of Perpetual Welcome.’

Despite its bizarre design, it was impressive to look at and did indeed project a welcoming air. (And yes, I would have thought so even if I had not known its formal name.) A dozen or so paved terraces, some with low walls around them, erupted from its lower half as if to say, ‘You might want to come in or look out at the sea here … or here … or here.’ Clearly, whoever had built the house had intended for it to endure for at least five hundred years. It looked as if it was minded to sit there solidly forever.

As Rasmus steered us into shore, two people appeared on the nearest terrace above our heads and waved down at us. ‘The one with the beard is Manos,’ said Nash. ‘He is our talented culinary artist, as he likes to be known. He does not live here—his own little house is along the road down there, but it is the kitchen at The Spitty, he always says, that truly feels like home to him. He is beside himself with joy on account of tonight’s New Year’s Eve feast that he has been preparing for so long. Now, do beware, though: he will lecture you in great detail about everything you must promise not to do when in his kitchen—it is his private kingdom and you will need to agree to behave according to his rules whenever you pass through it.’

‘Hi there!’ the tall man with sandy hair and no beard called out, waving enthusiastically. ‘Welcome, welcome to our two new very good friends!’

‘Who is that?’ I asked, liking the look of him straight away. I soon worked out what it was about him that had elicited my instant approval: he was wearing bathing attire and had a towel tucked under one arm. This was a man who clearly intended to go swimming, and it was all I could do to stop myself from yelling back at him, ‘I want to swim too! Wait for me!’

‘That is my wonderful friend who is better than any brother. That is Matthew. Matthew Fair.’ For the first time since I had met him, Nash Athanasiou smiled and looked happy at the same time.




CHAPTER 2 
The House of Perpetual Welcome

It was Poirot who spoke up on my behalf and said to Nash, ‘I imagine that Catchpool here will want to swim before he does anything else, n’est-ce pas, mon ami? Even before taking a little rest.’

‘Oh? You are partial to the freezing sea, then, Inspector?’ Nash shivered. ‘So is Matthew. I do not understand that particular predilection myself. He will be thrilled to have you accompany him, I am sure—a fellow icy-water enthusiast to entertain. He must be thoroughly tired of hearing me call him a lunatic. I would rather poke out my own eyes than immerse myself in the nearly frozen waters of Liakada Bay in December.’

The next thing I knew, I was off to the pebbled beach with Matthew Fair, leaving poor Poirot in charge of my suitcase, once I had whipped out my bathing suit and towel, and obliged to listen to the many stipulations of Manos the cook about which items in his kitchen kingdom must on no account be moved or touched.

The sea was perfect: calm and still, but with a strong breeze blowing in from the east that created a constant rippling effect on the water’s surface. Matthew and I swam vigorously back and forth for a very happy ten minutes. He kept calling out, ‘Isn’t it heavenly? Heavenly!’ and occasionally made loud exclamations that were not words: ‘Hayeeee!’ and ‘Woooplahee!’ All round he was a far jollier companion than Nash Athanasiou, and, as we dried ourselves on the chilly pebbles and threw on our clothes, he professed himself to be as devoted to Nash as Nash was to him.

‘It is an honour to be Défteri Foní to his Próti Foní,’ he said. ‘I take it Nash translated for you, yes? Second Voice, that’s me, and he’s the First Voice. A bit like being Headmaster and Deputy Headmaster, heheh! Though I do keep saying to Nash: he really ought to give my title and responsibilities to Austin, who is far more suited to being in charge of important things than I am.’

‘When you say “title and responsibilities” … ?’

‘Yes,’ Matthew said firmly, as if we had just agreed upon something. ‘Do you know, Catchpool, I am not fond of having to be in charge of myself most of the time.’

‘I often feel the same way,’ I admitted, for I found myself liking this jovial, loud-voiced, apparently guileless man rather a lot.

‘Oh, good. I’m glad I am not the only one.’ Matthew grinned. ‘Life would be much easier if someone else were always on hand to tell us what to do, don’t you think? I made such a hash of things with Rhoda—the whole Pearl business.’ He half groaned. ‘I imagine Nash has told you?’

‘No, I—’

‘If only someone had taken me to task when Pearl first came to The Spitty, I would not now be in this ghastly mess I cannot find a way out of.’ He shook his head. ‘Though I’m being unfair. Nash did try to speak to me, but it was as if I had succumbed to a mysterious fever and could not hear him or think coherently. Proves what I’m saying,’ he chuckled, ‘I should not be incharge, or even deputy-in-charge, of anything. Except, perhaps, guidance as to how best to approach swimming in a cold sea. On that subject, I am supremely confident. If I see someone shilly-shallying about, tiptoeing in up to their knees, then running away shrieking, then tiptoeing back in up to their waist, then retreating again—’

‘Oh, that’s the very worst way to do it,’ I agreed. ‘One must get neck-deep as soon as possible. No back and forth.’

‘Exactly.’ He slapped me on the back. ‘Isn’t it funny that no one realizes? It is not even a question of not prolonging the agony, because there is no agony if you plunge straight in.’

‘Who are those two? Are they staying at the hotel?’ I pointed to the far end of the beach, where a man and woman sat side by side in chairs that were too small for them. Both looked about forty years old. She had long, unkempt hair, swirls of black with lots of silver threaded through it that brought to mind ocean waves at midnight. His hair was glossy and lighter brown, ending in curls at the top of his neck. Both were staring at the sea and completely ignoring each other.

‘They own and run the place,’ said Matthew. ‘Yannis and Irida. I am sure you will meet them. Yannis is a good friend of Manos, our spectacular cook. I often see him emerging from the cave—that is how I think of Manos’s kitchen. One can easily imagine getting trapped in there if a sudden tide of new utensils flooded in, ha! Just wait until you taste some of Manos’s creations. The man’s a genius. I never tasted food like it until I came here. Still …’

Matthew broke off with a sigh. A second or two later, he said, ‘How is England?’ as if enquiring about an ailing relative. ‘I miss it rather desperately at times. I always secretly hoped Nash would end up doing his House of Perpetual Welcome venture in the West Country, near Barnstaple—that was where it was going to be at first, but then his mother decided a cousin of hers needed to be allocated the Devon house, and so the only one available to Nash was this one. He is so wonderfully generous. Do you know—Nash was probably too modest to tell you—that it costs none of us anything at all to live here? Nothing! He stumps up for all of it. Well, I mean, it’s his parents’ money, so I suppose it’s the whole family that is generous.’

‘The Spitty is certainly an interesting building,’ I said as the two of us set off back there, wet towels over our shoulders. ‘I can’t work out the windows. They seem to be dotted about in no particular order. And all the terraces at different levels. Surely the house does not have’—I counted as we got closer—‘seven floors?’

‘No.’ Matthew laughed. ‘Not unless you count as separate floors the various little landing spaces that spill over where you would least expect it. The architect must have been a whimsical sort who enjoyed defying convention. One might argue that The Spitty’s layout makes no sense, conventionally speaking, but I have to say, I find it immensely comforting, the strange jumble of it all. Never could stomach those perfectly square houses that are four perfectly square rooms of exactly the same size, top and bottom—two on either side of a hall or a landing, slavishly symmetrical. Our lovely house really is the most wonderful, welcoming place, Catchpool. I do hope you and Monsieur Poirot enjoy your time here!’

Once I had said goodbye to Matthew, I explored a little. The staircase, immediately in front of the main door in the wide, stone-floored entrance hall, was indeed substantial—imperious, though in a rustic sort of way. It made me think more of an old castle than, for instance, a manor house. I was not sure Greek islands had manor houses, come to think of it.

On the ground floor, off the main hall, there was a small kitchen, a long, narrow dining room, a library, a very large sitting room and a music room with a grand piano and a large harp inside it as well as some chairs, all of which looked either painfully hard, half-broken or lumpy.

The little kitchen seemed to be almost empty, and was covered by a thin layer of dust. This could not be Manos’s private kingdom, I decided—not least because it had only one door, the one that led to the entrance hall. Manos’s kitchen, I deduced, must have a door at either end if it was the route to my bedroom and Poirot’s.

Next, I examined the top two floors of the house. I found bedrooms, lots of them, and two more surprisingly positioned terraces, sprouting from those little landings Matthew had described. Each wooden bedroom door had a name painted on it in a different colour, which should have looked ghastly but somehow did not. (Nash’s name was in yellow, Matthew’s in pale blue.)

I headed downstairs and outside, in search of Manos’s den of culinary creativity. Following my nose (the aromas were sublime), I soon found it, at the bottom of a steep flight of stone steps on the side of the building that did not face Liakada Bay.

As I walked into what struck me immediately as an emporium of chaos, I heard the crackle of something roasting. Smells competed for my attention: burning meat versus burning wood. I zig-zagged the only possible path
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