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On the map, the southern part of the Peloponnese
looks like a misshapen tooth fresh torn from its gum.

Patrick Leigh Fermor



PROLOGUE

S HALL I START WITH YOUR GRANDMOTHER? IMAGINE A TAVERNA HIGH
on the hillside overlooking the sea where the Ionian and the Aegean
beg to differ. It’s the Mediterranean, but we call it the Messenian Gulf
and it's where the two seas separate. Oh, people argue about just where
one sea begins and the other ends, but that’s the Greek in us, Artemis,
always begging to differ. Listen to the music, the guitars and the bouzouki
— how can you not dance? I see lanterns strung across the hillside, but
that’s just my imagination, perhaps there are only candles. There is a
thunderstorm, the infamous Meltemi perhaps. Zeus speaks and the sky
lights up, the lanterns rock and my mama dances.

She’s out there, they say, on an uncovered balcony, one woman and
many men, the fat rain falling at her feet, which is described years later
as both a blessing and a scandal, depending on who is telling the story.
Probably it was Yiayia, my grandmother, who was prone to superstition
and longed for unexpected blessings, who saw the fat rain that way. They
relied on the rain to feed the olives, plump black fruit, nothing like the
strange fruit I found in jars when I came to New Zealand. But you can’t
blame her for remembering only the blessings; what harm a rain blessing
at her daughter’s feet, instead of a scandal? But I'm getting ahead of
myself. That’s for later.

Uncle George described the dancing to me, many years later, when
Mama was dead and he wanted to gift me the best memories. He
and Yiayia would argue about exactly what happened, but they both
agreed, scandal or no scandal, that night there was nothing in the sky as
electrifying as my mother dancing.

It’s all about timing, Artemi mou, with Greek music, and knowing
just when the foot should hover and when it should land, and you can’t
teach someone that. It’s instinctive. You have to inhabit the music,

know the exact moment that your foot will land and how to hover. It



matters, the same way using a certain word in a certain language will
show whether you are a native speaker or not. You've heard me using the

wrong word often enough, so you will know what I mean.
&

Nysa feels a sharp pain in her arm as she pushes stop on the cassette
player. She’d chosen this tape at random, checking for the sound quality.
She barely recognises her own thin voice. And now she wonders if she’s
done the right thing, making these recordings, and are they in the right
order? But now there’s no time left because Artemis is due home this
morning.

Nysa has spent a restless night with shoulder pain, but puts it down
to last-minute gardening, transplanting runner beans from trays and
securing their stakes against the southerly. She is excited. No, that isn’t
right. For years she’s been speaking English and thinking in Greek and
now she no longer knows what she thinks or feels in any language.

She is going home ...

Early winter she left; early spring she arrived. The air was the clearest
she’d ever seen, windblown, grey, and yet filled with an eerie light that
she now knows is about hemispheres, as if weight, texture, colour and
even taste are altered by the tipping and turning of the planet. Wellington
appeared as an under-exposed film leaking light. Wooden houses fell
sideways from yellow-flowering hills. The green sea rose up to kiss the
plane window. She fell out of the sky, a shy Greek girl, hoping to star in
this film.

They had been front-page news back then: a plane-load of Greek
girls arriving in Wellington. Photographers and the Greek Consul were
waiting on the tarmac. A portable staircase wheeled to the plane so they
could descend like royalty to flashbulbs and formality.

Rambo is still asleep at the end of the bed on the cream counterpane.
This is the final packing. She’s had several dummy runs over the last
month since she made the decision to go. Artemis will be home to look
after the house. Everything is in order, except her irregular heartbeat and



shortness of breath.

The cat stretches out, uncurling his head from the nest of his own
sleek black fur, and his almost transparent whiskers shake. Nysa feels a
momentary pang of guilt that she’ll be leaving him for such a long time.
But this is it; there is no turning back. Although the pain in her shoulder
has returned and she is finding it hard to get air into her lungs.

Slowly, slowly.

Nysa sits on the bed to catch her breath. In her dressing-gown pocket
is the letter from her sister, Daria, telling her to come home, that Uncle
George is waiting for her. Hands shaking, struggling for breath, she
opens the letter to read it again.

Uncle George is being disinterred in late October when things are
a bit cooler. Please come home, he is waiting for you. Three years
ago when we tried, it was awful, such a smell, such a terrible smell.
Eleni said it was the hormones in the chickens preventing him from
decomposing. Luckily, the priest called a halt ro things before ir all
became unbearable. And then Petroula pointed out that Uncle George
only ate home-grown chicken, which started the usual argument
about who knew Uncle George best. They’ll be doing battle on their
deathbeds, that’s what Uncle George used to say, and then he went
and died first. He was really waiting for you to come back, Nysa. We
all are, making black eyes for you.

Plop, a wet circle forms around ‘hormones’, making it three-dimensional
momentarily, and then the circle sinks and the words turn grey. Tears
surprise her, she thought she’d run out of them. She has run out of
excuses. It is time to go home. Her heart is no longer trustworthys; its
rhythms confuse her.

There’s just one more decision to make. Nysa is on her old knees now,
in her cotton nightdress. There is the familiar pain in her joints and this
new pain in her jaw. The nightdress catches under her knees, pulling the
neckline down, and a pearl button flies across the room. Rambo leaps off



the bed and follows it. Nysa’s hand is in the drawer, searching. The tooth
is stowed in the bottom drawer under stockpiles of nylons and pantihose
bought from the Kirks’ sale each year. And now Artemis is in her head,
disapproving, exasperated, disbelieving.

You bought five pairs!

She’s made a decision — she wil/ wear her mama’s tooth. She opens the
black jewellery box and there it is, cradled in faded velvet. The tooth she
thought she would never wear again.

The reason she left Greece.



GIFT, SILVER POEM

THE CUSTOMS OFFICER WHO TOOK HER PASSPORT PEERED AT HER
over his glasses. He scanned her body the way a man in uniform
can, fooling only himself that passenger profiling is a legitimate form of
lechery. Artemis adjusted the front of her T-shirt. Her backpack was the
reason it was skew-whiff. It was loaded with books that she did not trust
to baggage handlers. She gave her very best neutral half-smile. The sort
that could be interpreted as O, I'm flattered you're looking, or if you were
discerning, and she was certain he wasn’t, You creep.

‘Have you any items you've forgotten to declare?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, irritated now. Perhaps he thought she’d secreted
drugs in the spines of her textbooks, that the many pens in her bag
were ingenious hypodermic needles.

‘Step over here, please.

“What?’

‘You've signed this form, madam, declaring that you have no food
items — I need to search your bag.’

Well, there’d be several drafts of a letter to Declan in her notebook,
if he was interested.

But the official already knew what he was searching for.

‘A peach, madam! You have an illegal peach.’

Declan had given it to her, his farewell gift at the airport. She cursed
him under her breath.

T forgot all about it. I wasn’t smuggling it. My brother owns an
orchard. I £zow about these things. I just forgot to eat it on the flight.’

“That is a two hundred-dollar fine, madam. I'm sorry, but we have to
protect our border.” And then, unnecessarily, as if she were a child who
needed reminding, ‘You cannot eat this peach,” and he held the fruit
aloft in his hygienic gloved hands.



‘Do I dare ..." she said, but stopped herself. To quote from Declan’s
favourite poem would have been perfect, with the illegal peach in the
hands of the customs officer. But she could see from his face that poetry
was the last thing this man cared about. Two hundred dollars. Damn,
Declan.

The peach had seemed romantic, and now ... but no, a peach was the
perfect gift.

It was her fault. She should have eaten it.

She retrieved her bag, muttering, cross with Declan, because lately it
was easier to make him the problem. And then she prepared her face ...

... to meet the faces ...

... well, she would need a taxi.

There was a brisk spring wind outside, and her jacket was stowed
away in her luggage. She shivered, rubbing her bare upper arms with
her hands — but was it really that cold? Didn’t she always get the shivers
when she was coming home? Artemis sometimes couldn’t tell the
difference between excitement and all those other emotions that came
with thoughts of home and her mama.

A cab driver pulled up and opened the boot for her. She slipped
into the back seat, grateful for his chivalry in stowing her bags, quickly
grabbing her novel out of the rucksack to read on the way. She disliked
having to make small talk in taxis.

The driver’s ID said his name was Akila, and he had a photograph of
a baby girl loosely tucked behind the rear-view mirror. Artemis approved
of taxi drivers with photos of their offspring. She hoped it meant they
valued their own lives and therefore hers too. He had a long and graceful
neck, with skin tones that moved from black to almost black and back
again, each tone melting into the other. As a historian, she liked to think
she could place people, their heritage, their history, by reading their skin.
She didn’t mean to stare.

The driver was very quiet and possibly aware of her scrutiny. Their
eyes briefly engaged as he looked in the rear-view mirror to negotiate
the traffic — or had he been looking at her all along? Her speculation was



ended by a text message. The driver murmured something incomprehen-
sible and sped up. Artemis found her phone and flipped it open: Missing
you already x.

She suppressed the urge to text Declan back to tell him about the
peach — it would sound so ungrateful. He was away with C for a while
but he’d try to make contact when he could. They never said C’s name,
even though she worked at the same university as they did. This way,
Artemis kept C at bay. But on the way to the airport, Declan had spoken
his wife’s name several times. He was excited about the symposium they
were going to, C’s part in it, her achievements.

What had he intended when he gave her the peach? Was it a parting
gift, or something to eat? And now it had cost her two hundred dollars —
a stupid, illegal peach. She needed a cigarette, but they were in the boot
with the duty-free.

“The ferry,’ said the taxi driver, pointing out the ship heading south,
as if she might be a tourist.

‘Yes, I know, I'm from Wellington originally. The ferry runs past our
house every day.’

There, she’d said it, our house, as if she were still living at home. How
easily she slipped back into this ... this ... what was it? No sooner had
she landed in Wellington, she began to inhabit her old self.

¢

The car was winding up their odd little street where the house was
perched overlooking the sea (if you peeked through the branches of
trees) and with access to the beach (if you took a shortcut through the
neighbours’ place). She was home.

Akila opened the car door. He was smiling at her as he handed her the
duty-free cigarettes. Just a small shift in the shape of his eyebrows; either
he was a smoker too or he didn’t approve. Then he graciously extended
the handle on her backpack for her. She smiled back.

The driver drew his feet together and bent just a little from his waist

in either a mock bow or an extra-courteous farewell. Their eyes met, he



lowered his first, and climbed back into his cab.

Her mother’s pseudo-Greek gate lodged within a rococo fence was
out of place with this weatherboard house but intrinsic to it. And the
ornate gate-latch was still faulty. You needed to jiggle it sideways and
then upwards. Odd, how something so trivial could bring such a stab
of pleasure. There, she’d done it, the gate was open. Shoes in hand,
Artemis walked barefoot to the front door. She felt the southerly snatch
at something. Her feet caressed the worn path, studded with seashells,
scored with a wave pattern. Her father had promised her mother Rosetta
cobble, but had never got around to it.

A pair of gardening shoes lay on the front porch as if slipped off
in a hurry. Soil still clung in brittle clusters to the sole of one of them.
Gardening gloves lay abandoned, half-inverted. She saw that the thumb
on one was torn through. The key was tucked inside the right-side-up
shoe — her father’s shoe. This was her mother’s elaborate ‘how to fool a
burglar’ scheme. Artemis knew it off by heart, except that now the shoe
was potent with disuse. She hadn’t expected it would still hurt so much.

Artemis fumbled. The door finally opened. Inside, a faint smell of
gas, and there was the cat at the top of the stairs unmoved by her return,
as if he’d been expecting it all along.

Artemis walked through to the kitchen. Her mother’s oregano was
wilting on the windowsill. Rambo’s bowl was on the floor by the fridge,
reeking of fish. The smell of coffee lingered. She was undone: all the
flavours of family were concentrated here, like bottled emotions, each
aroma a preserved memory.

Where was her mama? A hair appointment had prevented her from
being at the airport. Artemis had insisted she shouldn’t change it, but
even so it felt odd, her mother not here as if she had already left the
country. Surely she’d be back by now?

Already she could feel time slowing around her, moving backwards
even. She bent down to stroke the cat who'd come down at last. He
snarled. Startled, she went to lift him, whispering, ‘Horse, Horse, it’s me,
Artemis.’ It was George who insisted the cat was Rambo really, and her



mama had given in, as she always did when it came to George. But there
was no one here now to argue with.

‘Horse,’ she whispered, stroking the cat, willing him to purr, but he
leapt back to the floor, sniffing at his bowl.

Horse, the name she’d given him in silent protest about her own
stupid name. A protest lost on the cat and everyone else. According to
her dad, when Artemis was baptised, the Cretan girls had cried out for a
more suitable name, but Nysa had been undeterred. ‘As soon as you were
born, I knew you were my Artemis,’ is what she would say. As well as
something about needing a strong name for a Kiwi daughter. And that
was that.



LIFE TO YOU

T WAS MRS CATALDO WHO BROKE THE NEWS. SHE EXPLAINED HOW SHE

had dropped in to check on Nysa, found her on the floor, struggling for
breath, and called the ambulance. There was no time to contact anyone,
and she knew Artemis was due in that day on a flight from Melbourne,
so what to do ...

She’d waited, rather than phone the boys. She’d waited for Artemis
to arrive and then burst through the door breathless, the bearer of bad
news.

Tm so sorry, Artemis ... I was wanting to be here for you when
you ... And Mrs Cataldo ran out of words. ‘Your mama, your mama,
you see, your mama, she was packing her bag and ...

Mrs Cataldo embraced Artemis, and in a series of extravagant
apologies (as if she alone was responsible) explained how Nysa had died
that morning at the hospital and was waiting for Artemis to come and
collect her. They cried, and Artemis clung to the buxom comfort of her
mother’s neighbour, who rocked her back and forth, there, there, there.
Mrs Cataldo patted her on the back, more of a thump really, and the
thump felt good, it felt real. Whereas this news ...

‘She held my hand all the way to the hospital, Artemis. She wouldn’t
let me phone you. She said I must wait until you arrive. But she wanted
you to be the first ... before your brothers. I think she knew that this
was it, the end, and she didn’t want a fuss. No, no fuss. She talked to me
about working in the hospital when she first arrived in Wellington. We
laughed even, we laughed about lost teeth and someone she knew called
Beauty-boy, but I don’t know, maybe I've got it wrong. Beauty-boy, it’s a
funny name ... you think?’

Mrs Cataldo’s running commentary was a relief. It meant Artemis
didn’t have to think. She knew her mother’s neighbour was trying to
distract her, and they were complicit, all the way to the hospital. Mrs



Cataldo had seen her arriving home in the taxi and asked the driver to
wait, so they were now in the same taxi Artemis had caught from the
airport, with Mrs Cataldo confiding in the driver about her wonderful
neighbour, a Greek girl who came all the way from Kalamata, and who
was now dead.

The driver caught Artemis’s eye in his rear-view mirror, sympathy in
his wide, dark eyes and, for a moment, there was just the driver and her.
The strange urgency of death had heightened all her responses, and she
felt a closeness to this man.

Mrs Cataldo continued updating the taxi driver about Nysa; and
when he stopped at an amber light, she urged him forward explaining
that Nysa was waiting, they must hurry.

“You can go, you can go, don’t wait, you can go!” Mrs Cataldo was
waving her hands at the taxi driver, gesturing for him to drive through.
‘Oh, you missed it! Oh, you missed it ... poor Nysa, she’s waiting for her
daughter’

Even in her grief, Artemis could see the funny side, and noticed the
taxi driver was smiling also. He sped from the red light obediently as it
changed to green.

‘She has come home from Melbourne to look after her mama’s house,
Mrs Cataldo continued, leaning towards the driver to engage him and at
the same time, her hand on Artemis, the consoling thump thump. ‘She’s
a professor, you know, a professor at a Melbourne university, aren’t you,
Artemis?’

She could have corrected Mrs Cataldo, explained she was not yet a
professor, but it didn’t seem important and the taxi driver was intent now
on finding a place to park at the hospital.

You'll wait, won’t you? Wait, please wait, won’t you? We want a ride
home, don’t we, Artemis? You'll wait for us.

The taxi driver promised he would wait. Artemis followed Mrs
Cataldo into the hospital. The gap between herself and her mother’s
Italian neighbour grew larger as Mrs Cataldo rushed forward, while the
enormity of what was ahead dawned on Artemis and she slowed her



steps.

But when they arrived on the ward where Mrs Cataldo had left Nysa,
there was just an empty, freshly made bed. It was almost a relief, and
Artemis entertained the thought that Mrs Cataldo had got things wrong
and her mama was really still alive in another room. A nurse appeared
and told them Nysa had been moved to the morgue. Mrs Cataldo berated
the nurse for not keeping Nysa on the ward to wait for her daughter to
arrive all the way from Melbourne. The nurse explained how busy they
were and that the bed was needed for someone else. She handed Artemis
the business card of a local funeral home that was on standby and happy
to pick up her mama’s body. Briefly, Artemis considered using the taxi
waiting outside, but she knew Nysa would never have approved.

Not a taxi, Artemis.

‘You're welcome to go down to the morgue,’ the nurse told them, ‘but
if you don’t wish to, we will release the body to the funeral home.

A contraband peach at customs that morning had seemed momentous.
Just a few hours later, she was deciding whether to visit her mama in the
hospital morgue or leave it to chance, trust that a funeral home could
match up the paperwork, pick up the right person ... of course, there
was no choice.

Mrs Cataldo went to keep the taxi driver company, and Artemis
followed a nurse to the morgue. Mama was in a shroud, rigid, her neck
arched and her mouth partly open, clear air bubbles filling the space
between her lips. It was far too awful for grief. The nurse said she would
phone the funeral home and left.

Thoughts crowded in, selfish thoughts, all her research plans thrown
into disarray. She wallowed in the unfairness, almost ready to tackle
her mama about the inconvenience, the timing, how typical that she’d
waited for Artemis to come home rather than when the boys were
visiting last month, and what about her mama’s trip to Greece? They’d
be expecting her. She’d let them all down, dying, just like that, with
no warning, and Artemis willed herself to be angry, because if she
wasn’t angry she would fall apart, here in this cold room. And then she



touched her.

Nysa was not entirely cold, not the way her father had been, all laid
out in his coffin, rigid, stone-cold. Nysa wasn’t warm, but she wasn’t cold.
She was almost still there, and Artemis placed her lips on the cool cheek,
stroking one of the grey curls, moving it back into place, mesmerised by
the cartography of her mother’s neck.

‘Mama, this isn’t how it was meant to be; you're supposed to be going
home’

A suited man, all hand-wringing piety, touched her elbow and spoke
in a modulated voice, introducing himself as Harvey, from the funeral
home. If Declan were here, he would have parodied the over-anguished
voice and polite sympathy. But Declan wasn’t with her, and this wasn’t
funny. She watched as her mother was slipped into a body bag that
zipped shut.

The taxi driver, Akila from Casablanca, drove them home. He and
Mrs Cataldo were now on a first-name basis, with Mrs Cataldo filling
him in on all of the details, a potted history of Nysa and her family. Even
in death, thought Artemis, her mother was holding court, the centre of
attention, uniting strangers. As they talked, Artemis discreetly phoned
her brothers, placing a hand over her free ear to block out the chatter.
She sent a text to Declan, rather than calling him. Mrs Cataldo didn’t

need to know.
&P

In the morning, before her brothers arrived, Artemis toured the house. She
ran her hand over the protective plastic across the back of the new sofa.
Her mother had been planning to put a fabric cover over it, something
she always did for the chairs that Sandy sat in, in case he came in from
the garden, or home from work, and didn’t have time to change. Then
she could wash the extra fabric instead of making a fuss. But Sandy had
become sick soon after they bought the sofa and her mother hadn’t had
time to sew a new cover.

She almost tripped on one of the mats. Her mother had mats for all



seasons: winter and summer, all along the fence, because they were too
heavy for the clothesline, mats right in the eye of any unexpected salt-
laden southerly.

It was spring now, and the mats were unwashed, and the plastic was
still on the new sofa. Outside the front-room window the cabbage tree
was almost blocking her mother’s favourite view. Her father’s vegetable
garden was untilled, overgrown and sprouting weeds. He'd battled
the sandy soil and the southerly winds, erected a glasshouse, created
windbreaks with native bush and coaxed even cyclamens to flower. He'd
grown lemons, grapefruit and artichokes, to prove to his Greek wife that
the south coast was the perfect place for her, and she’d believed him.

At the back of the house was the extension built by Sandy as his
family expanded. It didn’t entirely match the old part of the house
and was more solidly constructed. Her father had been a perfectionist,
believed in soffits, overhangs and insulation. Before he got sick, he’d
given up working with tools and become an assessor, going out to inspect
leaky homes, checking for damp spots, stachybotrys lurking between the
walls, mould that made people sick. It had saddened him, a man who
had built homes to breathe and to last.

Each room in the new extension had thick rimu architraves and wide-
panelled rimu doors that made satisfying clunks when they closed, and
there were no gaps in the floorboards. These were her brothers’ bedrooms.
They had fitted carpet, which her mama had reluctantly agreed to. It
was Artemis who slept in a room where the floorboards exhaled. Her
bedroom was where George, her eldest brother, the first-born (and in
Greek terms, the most important) slept as a baby. Irritatingly, her mother
had continued to call it George’s room.

Her brothers’ bedroom walls were less revealing and their bachelor
beds said more about their mother than about them — chenille bedspreads
laundered to within an inch of shredding, but immaculate and ironed to
perfection, adorned with lavishly decorated gold eiderdowns. Lace doilies
on their bedside tables, the venetian blinds at a perfect tilt to prevent sun
damage, and curtains ... blinds and curtains, order and clutter, opulence



and frugality, contradiction was her mother’s cornerstone, it was in her
bloodline. Meanwhile, her brothers had forged identities, found wives —
or, in Antony’s case, a life in London — far from their almost-shredded
bedspreads. Their mother didn’t hold with duvets, she thought you
needed woollen blankets for real warmth, but there were duvets too, just
in case, brand new, still in plastic wrappers.

And then her parents’ bedroom, next to her own, in the old part of
the house but with the best view of the bay. Their bed, a modest double;
and her father had been such a tall man. How had they managed? The
bed was covered in a cream eiderdown, immaculate. The pillows were
tucked under the bedcovers in perfect symmetry, like separate and sacred
burial mounds. It was here, in this bed, she was conceived, presumably.
Now that her parents were dead she felt at liberty to speculate. 7his bed
in which so much had happened. Her three brothers and her, all of them,
were likely to have been conceived within this modest square footage. It
was a shrine to modesty, the size, the colour, the sense of containment.

She needed a strong coffee, and then a cigarette.

Her mama’s copper briki sat on the stovetop, gleaming defiantly.
Last time she was home, Artemis had purchased a more convenient and
practical coffee plunger as a gift for her mother. Where was it? This was
the type of battle they often engaged in and, still, with her mother newly
dead, Artemis felt the need to assert herself. She opened the cupboards
above the bench where the plunger might be hiding, riffled through
the pantry noticing that it was well-stocked with food but she was too
annoyed to be grateful because she wanted the coffee plunger. Finally,
seething, she found the plunger under the sink, behind the kitchen
cleaning fluids, still in its packaging, possibly unused except for the time
that Artemis had made coffee in it to demonstrate to her mother how it
worked. And then she saw the funny side.

‘Okay, Mama, you win.’

Artemis shoved the plunger in its package back under the sink.
Laughing and farting as she stood up, she remembered her mother in the
mornings, reaching into the cupboards, small farts escaping. How she



would then sing as if music could both deafen and deodorise. George,
Dimitris and Antony in their bedrooms, suppressing their laughter.

Artemis began the age-old process of boiling finely ground coffee,
adding three sugars to make it vahry glykos (that bit to annoy her absent
mother who was cautious about sugar late in life). She stirred the coffee
until it dissolved, waited for it to boil and watched the slow crawl of
caramel climbing. Then just before it erupted and spilt over the top of
the pot, she lifted the coffee off the stove, waited for it to settle, and
then poured the thick liquid into her mother’s waiting white demitasse
cup; the one that was part of a set given to Nysa and Sandy for their
thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. She ran her tongue around the bright
gold edging at the top of the cup and sipped. The strong, sweet liquid
scalded her lips; she blew on it, watched caramel bubbles erupt, and
sipped again.

Artemis felt disarmed and emotional imagining her mother and
father here in the kitchen with her, promising to come and see her
in Melbourne. They’d drunk the plunger coffee together, her mother
generously remarking that it tasted good, her father winking at her over
her mother’s head — which was easy, he was so much taller. And she’d
known even then, they wouldn’t get to Melbourne, for already Baba was
not well, but she hadn’t imagined how quickly they would both be gone.

Coftee in hand, Artemis wandered through the house, ready now to
read the note left for her. Mrs Cataldo had burst into the house yesterday
evening, breathless, scaring Horse.

‘I forgot, I forgot! Your mama, she left this with me, a note for you,
Artemis.’

Sunlight peppered the bedcover, illuminating worn threads, and
the note, unopened, was waiting for her. She sat at first with her feet
on the floor, holding the envelope, running her fingers along the sealed
edges. And then, heart racing (perhaps it was the coffee), she lifted her
feet from the floor, tucked them under her and allowed the weak spring
sunshine to slowly slowly, warm her.

Act quickly; think slowly ... an old Greek proverb.



Agapitemon Artemis,

When you read this, I might be miles in the sky over Mongolia, on
the metro to Athina from the airport, or on the bus crossing the Corinth.
[ feel apprehension when I write this, knowing I'm flying backwards
and yet going forwards, and this is what I want for you.

But first, have you found Rambo’s frozen meat in the second drawer
of the freezer? Are you warm enough? There’s a new duvet in George’s
room in the wardrobe. I know how you prefer a duvet to blankets. And
please don’t forget to pass on my copy of the Listener to Mrs Cataldo. 1
knew you would be expecting instructions and I can see you shrug and
hear you click your tongue.

You will look like your grandmother when you shrug and you
will sound like your great-grandmother when you click your rongue.
These are things I have never told you. Have you ever wondered about
them? Where your nose came from (it’s not your father’s) and your
stubbornness? I'm not a historian like you, Artemi mou. But I've begun
looking into our family history, finally, with encouragement from your
baba before he died.

When I get back from Greece I'll know more, because there is so
much that I don’t know. I did think of asking you to join me on my
Journey, but I knew you had your thesis to finish and it felt selfish ro
distract you. I hope that one day, together we will visit Kalamara. I've
left some cassette tapes in George’s bedroom. I have been recording my
memories onto tape but many of them are very disjointed and I don’t
have your research skills. So if you do decide to listen to them — have
patience with your mother. Its just a beginning.



KALO KORITSI

A?TER THE FUNERAL, PEOPLE SPILLED ONTO THE ROADSIDE OUTSIDE
the church to wish Artemis and her brothers abundant life, as
if they could keep death at bay by wishing it away. The old women
claimed each other, passing compliments, ‘I spit on you’ being one of the
favourites, intended to repel envy, but sounding quite the other. Artemis
was handled with affection by strangers and friends alike, people who
knew her mother and who thought they knew Artemis. Her brothers
were wrapped in glittering bosoms, their cheeks pinched, their backs
slapped, their pedigree reviewed and revised, their eulogies retold.

‘A brave girl, your mama was a brave girl.’

'This from Evanthe, their mother’s best friend; and there was a chorus
of agreement from the Cretan girls, as Artemis still thought of them, but
they too, like Evanthe, were old women.

‘A brave girl.

Artemis had heard it so many times from her own mother’s lips that
she’d never really believed it, until now.

A brave girl.

“Your baba and mama will be together, Artemis,” said one of the
Cretan girls, ‘dancing to Nana Mouskouri.’

Artemis briefly imagined her mother and father in the front room
back home beside the record player, on the wide floorboards before the
new carpet, dancing.

A shy older man in a tired suit approached, stopping to crush a
cigarette underfoot before he spoke. His name was Kevin. He said he’d
worked with Nysa at the hospital in the sixties when she first came to
New Zealand.

“Your mum was a real beaut. A stand-out. I'd never met a Greek girl
until I came to Wellington.” Kevin had silver hair that was emphasised
by his dark, lined face. ‘She was a stand-out, your mum - life and soul



— we had a lot of fun working together.

Artemis called Antony over. Her youngest brother had travelled from
London for the funeral. He was more than happy to escape the clutches
of the Cretan girls and was wiping lipstick kisses from both cheeks with
the back of his hand.

“This is Kevin. He worked with Mum at the hospital.’

‘We had a saying,’ said Kevin. ““You couldn’t meet a nicer girl than
Nysa-rhymes-with-meet-her.” That was because no one knew how to say
her name.

Artemis and Antony laughed. It had been the bane of their mother’s
life, people not knowing how to say her name. It was a relief to laugh,
and they briefly hugged one another in confirmation of this shared
family knowledge.

‘She had guts, that girl, more guts than most, your mum. Kevin
stopped to catch his breath, he was wheezing like an old smoker.

Dimitris and his wife Penelope had joined them now.

“This is my brother, Dimitris,” said Artemis, ‘and this is Penelope.
They live in Sydney.’

‘Rose Bay, said Penelope, as if it mattered.

Artemis was wearing her sister-in-law’s black blazer. Penelope had
disapproved of the blue dress that Artemis had chosen to wear, and
insisted she at least wear something black. She reached over to smooth
one of the upturned lapels on the blazer, possessively.

“This is Kevin, a friend of Mama’s,” said Artemis stepping back to dodge
any further wardrobe interference.

‘I was a porter at the hospital. You know, taking bodies down to the
morgue. Not many nurses would come with me, but your mum, she’d
have a crack at anything. We lost one once — fell off the trolley. Nysa was
a good stick and she didn’t tell anyone. We laughed until we cried, lifting
the poor old bugger back on the trolley. Your mum worried we’d cracked
his hip and that cracked us up even more.

Kevin laughed uncertainly, perhaps thinking he’d said too much. But
they leaned in, eager to hear more.



‘Well, like I said, your mum was a good stick. Life and soul of the
party.

By now George had joined them, and Antony introduced his elder
brother. But Kevin didn’t take the hand that George put out to shake, he
was too busy coughing. When he recovered, he continued.

‘T just came to say goodbye to Nysa. She was a real beaut.

‘You must come back to the house later, said George, ever the diplomat.
But Kevin was a shy man, he’d said his piece and he had to go. He was
looking uncomfortable, keen to get off as Ginny approached.

‘Who was that?” she asked, annoyed at his sudden departure, sensing
she’d missed something.

‘Some chap who knew Mama when she worked at the hospital,’ said

Antony.
‘Mum and Kevin used to take bodies down to the morgue ..." said
Artemis, and then, ... evidently ..." as if she wasn’t sure she believed him.

‘Life and soul of the party, added Penelope, one up now on Ginny.

They watched somewhat bemused as Evanthe chased after Kevin and
the two embraced. Evanthe who owned a travel agency in Miramar and
whose entire clientele appeared to be Greeks returning home, famous for
her flash outfits and even flashier gold jewellery.

‘Was he an old flame of Nysa’s?” Ginny said, not to be outdone.

Penelope warmed to the idea. She patted Artemis’s hair, which was
pulled back in an untidy chignon, her rampant curls tamed by pins that
Penelope herself had placed in her hair once the black blazer was sorted.

‘What do you think, Artemis?’

She looked to her brothers for support — surely not? Dimitris bent to rub
his already highly polished black shoe and George tipped his head back,
his eye catching Antony’s in brotherly conspiracy. They daren’t comment
one way or the other.

Thankfully, Evanthe returned to put them straight. “Your mama met
Kevin when she first arrived in Wellington. He’s gay, but of course we
didn’t know that back then! I'm not sure he did either.’

Evanthe lifted her string of multiple gold chains and, with thumb and



forefinger, swung the necklace back and forth before patting it back into
place on her ample bosom. She touched each ear, and caressed each small
gold crucifix that dangled. And then she beckoned them all over to listen;
she had something important to say.

‘Artemi mou, you’ll have to go back to Kalamata for your mama, you
know. She’s bought the ticket, and everyone’s expecting her. You'll have to
go. You can’t waste the ticket and I can’t refund it. It was a special deal I
got for Nysa, and you'll never get to Greece again at this price.’

‘Of course you must go, said Penelope, who seemed to think that now
Nysa was gone she was free to have a say on everything.

‘You have to,” said Ginny. Only Antony looked at Artemis for her
approval of the plan.

The Cretan girls agreed. They circled. Artemis was the centre of their
attention.

‘Oh, you have to go, Artemis, it’s what Nysa would have wanted.’

Even Mrs Cataldo agreed, going on to imply that indeed this is what
Nysa had mentioned when she was dying, on her way to the hospital.

Antony placed a hand on the small of his sister’s back.

‘Artemis can’t make a decision today, not right now. Everyone, youre
welcome back at our home later this afternoon, after ... after the cremation.’

There was silence. He might just as well have sworn. And privately,
Artemis did. Damn it — in rushing to rescue Artemis, he’d said the word.

She’d been wondering how they would explain to these devout Greek
friends of her mama’s that Nysa was to be cremated, and they would not
be gathering at her graveside. That Nysa, a good Greek girl, had chosen
this herself. There was disbelief among the mourners. The shock turned
to talk and whispers, and people watched with anxious faces as Artemis
and her three brothers left to follow the hearse — presumably, and here the
chatter grew louder — to the crematorium. The priest had left already; he’'d
disagreed with their decision to cremate, he wasn’t going to stand by and
watch that.

Being scandalised did not prevent the congregation returning later
that afternoon to Nysa’s home. It didn’t prevent the Cretan girls from



continuing to insist on Artemis returning to Greece on Nysa’s behalf.

‘Such a special deal I did for Nysa, you can’t let it go to waste, Artemis,
all that money. No, you’ll have to use the ticket,” said Evanthe.

And then, triumphantly, ‘Artemi mou, now your mama’s been
cremated, there’s nothing to stop you taking her with you.

This suggestion was greeted with much enthusiasm. Even Artemis’s
brothers had to agree it was a masterstroke from Evanthe. Of course their
sister had to do this.

‘But what about Kaikoura? What about Mama’s wishes to be with
Baba?’ she heard herself arguing, taking her mother’s side for possibly the
first time in her life.

Ginny stepped in to placate her. “We'll take Nysa ... some of
Nysa ... with us, and you can take the rest of her to Greece.’

Just like that, they were dividing her mother up, measuring her out
with coffee spoons for distribution between two hemispheres.

‘Perfect, Ginny, a grand idea.” said George, sounding relieved. “We’ll do
it! On our way home, Artemis. It’s nothing, just a stopover in Kaikoura.’
He put his arm around his sister, and she sensed his concern, but she also
knew he wasn’t about to contradict his wife.

‘A grand idea!” Penelope agreed.

‘It’s a bet both ways, Artemis, what Mama wanted and you know ...
George looked sweaty and uncertain, keen to placate both his wife and
sister.

‘We'll do it, spread Nysa on the tide at Kaikoura, said Ginny warming
to the idea and her part in it, and Artemis felt powerless in the face of her
newly assertive sisters-in-law. But even more, she was powerless to stop all
the enthusiasm for Evanthe’s idea that it was time for Nysa to go home.

‘Artemi mou, you must return to Kalamata and take Nysa with you.’
Evanthe pinched her cheeks and rubbed her back and offered to pack her
bags.

Ginny proposed a toast and they all agreed it was just what Nysa would
have wanted. Glasses clinked, but the toast was interrupted as a text came
through from Declan: Hope it went well.



Hardly eloquent. Hardly enough. A man of literature who had the
entire canon to quote from, and all he could say about her mama’s funeral
was this.

He'd failed her. He’d gone to a symposium on modernist literature
in Daylesford, where his wife was one of the plenary speakers, instead
of coming over for her mama’s funeral. Oh, he’d placated her with an
extravagant wreath of expensive roses that everyone had remarked on. But
he hadn’t come. He hadn’t been there for her. He wasn’t 4ere for her.

Worn down with grief, Artemis succumbed. She cried, really cried, for
the first time. They all imagined her tears were grief for Nysa, but really
the tears were mostly for herself, resentment towards Declan, her sense of
isolation. Her grief had become a kind of euphoria. She agreed, yes, she’d
go to Kalamata (and to hell with Declan). Her brothers, relieved that they
didn’t have to go, urged her on.



FROM WHERE ONE'S CAP HOLDS

IN FRANKFURT, THEY CONFISCATED HER BOTTLE OF DUTY-FREE COGNAC
and the cigarettes. She was forced to remove her shoes and walk in her
bare feet through the metal detector not once, but twice. They searched
her bags. Her mother’s ashes, having travelled incognito all the way from
New Zealand in a box inside her suitcase, were now arousing suspicion.
Artemis was asked to unpack the ashes and to explain the gold tooth she
was wearing around her neck.

“You must take it with you to Greece, Artemis, find out its provenance.
It was important to your mother,’ Penelope had said.

Ginny had tried not to look repulsed at the sight of the tooth as
they handed it around. Mrs Cataldo had found their mama clutching
the tooth necklace on the bedroom floor. She’d taken the necklace for
safekeeping and returned it after the funeral. The boys said it was up
to Artemis what she did with the tooth, they weren’t sentimental. But
they all agreed it was a strange sort of necklace and perhaps Penelope
was right, perhaps Artemis could find out whose tooth it was ... and at
that point they changed the subject and Ginny took charge. She drew
up a list of household effects, right down to the cutlery, and they put
coloured stickers on photographs and furniture — red to go south with
Ginny and George, green to go to Rose Bay, yellow for Antony. Artemis
didn’t request a sticker; she felt stuck already with the trip to Athens and
her mama’s gold tooth, which now lay in the palm of a stranger’s hand.
She had papers to prove ownership of the ashes for customs, but she
hadn’t thought about the tooth. One of the officials reached over, and
with manicured fingers lifted the odd necklace up to the light, turned it
over and then showed it to the man beside him who handed it back to
Artemis, happy to be rid of it.

Artemis found the customs document about her mother’s ashes in her
shoulder bag and responded to their questions.



‘Yes, I packed my own bag.’

And then, just as abruptly, they were no longer interested, and she
was being waved on but instructed to carry her mother’s ashes on board
with her and not to put them back into the suitcase. She purchased a
new bottle of cognac in the transit area and stashed her mother in the
same bag,.

At the boarding gate she handed her passport to a young German
boy, Adonis-like in his Lufthansa uniform. He matched her photograph
to her face and handed it back to her without a word. She was directed
through an exit to a set of steep concrete steps leading down into a narrow
corridor. She’d expected an air bridge to a plane, but instead she was
herded with hundreds of other passengers out onto the tarmac to catch
a bus. And for a moment she panicked, caught in a swell of unplanned
forward movement, clutching her mother and the bottle of booze tightly.

On board the plane she breathed a sigh of relief, obviously louder
than intended, because the young woman seated beside her reached over
and pressed her arm.

T hate take-offs.’

But Artemis loved flying. She talked to the young woman to calm
her as the plane hurtled down the runway and the wheels lifted. Artemis
told her about her mother’s flight to New Zealand all those years ago.
How a plane-load of Greek girls had left their homeland and travelled to
the other side of the world. She told the young woman how her mama
had died, and how she was now returning to Greece on her behalf. She
didn’t mention the ashes in the overhead locker. Instead, she went back
to drawing a picture for her companion of an adventurous young woman
flying from one hemisphere to another.

A beautiful, brave Greek girl.

And this, she now realised, was her mother.

Soothed by the story, her companion fell asleep. Artemis, without the
distraction of someone to talk to, thought about Declan.

It would be early morning in Australia. He was staying on with C
in Daylesford after the symposium. Artemis loved Daylesford, the



second-hand bookshops, the spa baths, and hated the idea that the special
place she had shared with Declan he was now sharing with his wife. But
she wouldn’t let him ruin this moment. She pushed up the window cover
and looked out into the night. Soon they’d be landing in Athens.

Athina. Yes, Mama.

During the early part of her journey from New Zealand to Frankfurt,
Artemis had distracted herself by watching movies. She’d been avoiding
the recordings that Nysa had left, addressed specifically to Artemis.
Cassette tapes, for God’s sake. Antony, before he left for London, had
insisted on having the cassettes digitised so that she could load them
onto her iPod. She was less than three hours from Athens, and the
unheard tapes from her mama had been on her mind through every
inflight movie. The young woman beside her had prompted her to speak
of Nysa’s courage. But it was Artemis who needed the courage, and
this she knew as she sat resisting the stories. The cassette recordings,
thoughtfully converted by a friend of Antony’s, were her mother’s voice,
and God knows what she had to say, or if Artemis could bear it.

Where to begin, Artemis?

| woke at 4.27am. The shiny green numbers on the clock are
engraved in my memory. | touched your father’s foot carefully and
briefly by way of confirmation. He was still warm at that point, but
later the warmth left him. | wasn’t afraid, because Yiayia always told
me, ‘Don’t be frightened of the dead, they will never hurt you. It is the
living you need to fear.’

As his warmth faded, | remembered our first encounter, our first row,
the birth of you and the boys, our first kiss, our last kiss — oh, that too,
especially. And then | allowed death into my thoughts, and mourned
privately, just me and your baba, side by side, before | got out of bed
to phone the doctor (first) and you (second) and the boys, one by one
after that. George last of all, because he was up early spraying the



orchard at the time and didn’t hear the phone.

And afterwards, guilt, because | phoned you first, and how did the
boys feel about that — their father — and George let me know how
disappointed he was to be the first born and the last to know. And
then, you know, | began to worry about what to wear to his funeral.
I'm embarrassed about that. | panicked about a suit I'd left at the
drycleaners last winter. Your father newly dead and here | am
worrying what to wear. The forgotten suit brought a knot of worry to
my stomach.

When your father’s kidneys began to fail, the specialist said that |
might be the most suitable donor, and the reason he gave was that
spouses over a long period if still actively loving — ah, | hear you
groaning — will not only grow more and more compatible in the act of
loving, but their life organs will also change and assume the other’s
characteristics. | would have given him a kidney, Artemi mou, but |
never got the chance.

Have you got the heater working? | know I’'m nagging but there’s no
sense in getting cold. There’s a thermostat on the side — you don’t
need it on full, but somewhere in the middle works best. It’s faulty, so
keep an eye on it, and don’t get cold.

There was no reproof, and that made it worse. Artemis felt ashamed of
her childish impatience with her mother over words that hadn’t really
mattered, though they had of course at the time ...

The picture | have for you is a muddle of my and other people’s
second-hand memories, but that is all | have. And the trouble is, no
two versions of the same story are the same. Contradiction, Artemis,
is a part of the Greek nature. It’s like your father would have said,
‘having a bet both ways’, or what Yiayia called ‘playing it two doors’.



But you see, during the occupation and later on when Greeks were
fighting Greeks, it was safer to have two sides to every story.

They say that my mother — the grandmother you never knew — was
a talented singer who sacrificed a promising career to be part of the
resistance. Yiayia always said that Mama would have been bigger
than Sotiria Bellou if ... but there’s always an ‘if’ in our lives, Artemis.

Uncle George got the blame a lot of the time, as if he was responsible
for my mama on the terrace that night, dancing. If Uncle George
hadn’t taken his sister to that taverna, she would never have met my
father, a man from the Mani — never have danced the scandalous
dance, and ...

There is a gap now, and the sound of her mother moving about, opening
and shutting drawers, before she resumes. She starts again with a self-
conscious clearing of her throat, which brings her right into the moment,
practically a passenger on this flight to Athens, so familiar is this fragment
of sound.

Ah, but I’'m getting ahead of myself. | should start at the very beginning.
I’'m going to tell you now about your great-great-grandmother. Most
of it will be hearsay, but there is an old Greek saying, the suitcase
goes a long way, which has as many meanings as there are Greeks
to translate it.

Your great-great-grandmother was born in Istanbul and arrived in
Kalamata sometime in the 1800s. She made silk tablecloths and she
met your great-great-grandfather when he came to town to buy cloth
for his table. He lived in Mavromati where he was famous for his
flowers, figs and oranges. People were suspicious of a woman from
Turkey, none more than your great-great-grandfather. But it must run
in the family somehow. He was fascinated by her difference.



Her name was Azime. She died giving birth to your great-
grandmother — your proyiayia — the one you call Yiayia, as if she was
your grandmother too. Everyone needs a yiayia. Anyway, Azime left a
silkworm legacy. If you ever go back to Kalamata, the nuns are famous
for their silk. Back then, Azime was competing with the church to
make silk — another reason for her to earn scorn. So, although Yiayia
hated the Germans, and the Italians, most of all she hated the Turks
(so you wouldn’t have known that her own mother was a Turk) — but
that’s the Greek in her, Artemi mou, a bundle of contradictions.

There is a faint sound that could have been ‘like you’, but it might just
have been her mother clearing her throat.

There’s something else | haven’t told you. Your great-great-
grandmother Azime was a bigamist. And she smoked the narghile,
which wasn’t so unusual back then, but it set her apart nonetheless,
and she is remembered for that and her bigamy. She left a Turkish
husband behind when she fled Istanbul and so, although she married
your great-great-grandfather, it might not have been legal. Ah, but
what is the law when it comes to the heart?

Was this a concession from her mother, who disapproved of Declan? She
called him ‘that man’, never by his name, but mostly they avoided the
topic.

Azime was renowned for calling figs figs and a basin a basin. A nice
irony, don’t you think, her with a big secret like an extra husband?

Artemis paused the recording, reminded of the conversation she’d had
with Declan on the way to the airport. In that short distance from her
apartment, the unspoken had been spoken. She might be Declan’s secret,
but she was never going to be an extra wife. She’d sensed his relief as

he dropped her off — the peach, a reckless moment that made him look



romantic, but really an afterthought.

Her mother’s voice, her English a mixture of flat New Zealand
vowels and the impetuosity of a native Greek speaker. It was an odd
combination. Artemis, who had completed a linguistics paper, was
attuned to nuance and register, and their implications. She found
herself listening acutely to others. Declan, with his Irish heritage,
mocked her Kiwi vowels. He had a terrific ear for dialect and could
move from a lilting Irish imitation to a pronounced Australian drawl.
His voice had been a key attraction at first, but lately it was becoming
an irritation, because she sensed it was inauthentic — just another
sophistry, a persona to inhabit while he inhabited her.

The engine sound on the plane altered and they began the descent,
encountering mild turbulence. Artemis’s fellow passenger clutched the
armrest and started talking randomly, interrupting her thoughts. Artemis
tried to engage, recognising the chatter was fear, but then thankfully the
young woman needed to go to the toilet, and it was time to go back to
the recordings.

| hope you're warm enough? Close the door between the dining
room and the lounge - if you start to feel cold, you must light the fire.
There’s kindling under the window seat and some nice dry manuka
at the back of the shed. Some of the wood is a bit big, so you’ll need
to chop it. The axe ... | don’t know where the axe is, to tell the truth.
| think George took it back to Otago, you know, although he’s never
going to admit that. | miss your father when it comes to these sorts
of things.

There she goes, thought Artemis, blaming George for the missing
axe. They’d laughed about this at the funeral. Evidently, she’d phoned
George about it and that had been their last conversation. So typical of
her mother, these ideas she got into her head and couldn’t let go. They’d
laughed until they cried, Artemis and her three brothers, at the very
thought of George with an axe under his arm, boarding the flight south,



placing the axe in the overhead locker, surprising the air hostess when he
disembarked, the shiny blade over his shoulder.

Artemis’s fellow passenger returned looking anxious and pale. The
cabin crew announced they were shortly due to land, so Artemis put her
iPod into her shoulder bag and patted her companion’s arm to comfort
her as the plane fell out of the night, lumbering almost, the bulkhead
rattling above them. When the plane hit the tarmac, the overhead
lockers shook and the condensation that had accumulated throughout
the flight rained down. The hostess rushed to swab people with airline
travel blankets.

‘Danke.

Here she was in Greece, finally, and the first word she uttered was
German.



MAID OF ATHENS

ANIC STRUCK WHEN ARTEMIS FOUND HERSELF OUTSIDE THE AIRPORT

looking for a taxi to take her into the city. What had she done! Her
mother in a bag. Ashes for God’s sake! The night was still and in her
head was the voice of Evanthe: ‘Only the yellow taxi, Artemis, only the
yellow taxi.’

In spite of this, she succumbed to the flattery of the first cab driver
to approach her. It wasn’t until she was seated in his sleek, black car that
she realised she’d fallen for one of the rogue drivers Evanthe had warned
her about. The driver had no ID, and Artemis had no idea what to do.

She berated the driver in Greek, aware now he was an unofficial and
possibly even unlicensed taxi. It was a relief to rail at someone. But all
he did was laugh and shrug his shoulders and welcome her back home,
and this familiarity, this welcoming home, disarmed her completely. The
driver insisted there was not a fly on his sword, and Artemis recognised
the protestations of honour and manhood, and laughed with him.

What better than an unlicensed taxi to carry illegal ashes, she decided.

The cab driver was promising a very good rate as a special courtesy to
celebrate her homecoming, exclaiming loudly the superior features of his
car: the leather seats, the air conditioning, the tinted windows, and with
the boastful Greek bravado that you had to be Greek to understand fully
as pride. She did, it was so familiar. And, secretly, she prided herself;
she’d fooled him, he thought she was Greek.

The driver continued his extravagant boasting all the way to town,
and it was soothing and funny even though she was exhausted. The
banter back and forth, her own efforts at speaking the language filled
her with elation. And then, as if he sensed her excitement, he gave her
an unscheduled tour of the city at night, her own personal guided tour
that no doubt she would end up paying for, but she was too captivated
to protest.



The Parthenon, floodlit, stood sentry over the city, timeless and
almost a cliché, astonishing and familiar all at once. She could have
stayed in the sumptuous leather seat, going around and around Athens
until morning broke, she was so happy. When they finally pulled up
outside her three-star hotel, Artemis felt let down.

‘Only ninety euro for you because you are Greek!” said the taxi driver
with such good humour that Artemis paid him without doubting the
fare, momentarily thinking in New Zealand dollars. It was afterwards,
on the pavement that the conversion rate from euros registered. But here
she was, whatever the cost, in Athens.

The night sky was luminous. The city held its breath.

In a small room with a view of the Acropolis, Artemis separated her
mother’s ashes from the bottle of brandy and took them both up to the
rooftop terrace. “There, she said, with quiet satisfaction. “There you are,
Mama. Here is Athens. And she held the bag aloft and cried. Later,
in bed, weakened from emotion and excitement, her body was racked
with arousal, unbidden physicality ... Adonis from Frankfurt airport,
but Declan’s face.

¢

There was no hot water in the morning. A handsome yet disdainful
young man advised her that the problem with the water would not be
fixed until that evening. It was the same young man who had thrown her
suitcase into an antiquated, elegant elevator the night before and insisted
she walk up the marble staircase to her bedroom. But the cold shower
was invigorating. She felt resilient. Briefly she’d listened to her iPod, a
recording called Athina, but decided to finish it after she had explored
the city. She wanted to greet Athens for herself, to meet the city on her
own terms first.

In the dining room Artemis helped herself to the warm eggs, fresh
bread and creamy yoghurt. In Melbourne she’d found authentic Greek
yoghurt, but her mama had always lamented the strict pasteurisation
rules in New Zealand. Po, po, that’s not real yoghurt.



A haze filtered her view of the Acropolis as she stepped out of the
hotel. The splendour of the night-lit Parthenon blended with the heat
and now, unlit, revealed unsightly scaffolding. The air was thick and
warm, edible almost, the way Mama used to describe it.

Directly across the road was a small church, almost obscured by street
vendors but beautifully juxtaposed against the chaos of commerce. She
smiled at the thought of this holiness lodged between the food and the
handbags, God and the traders, happy bedfellows. Already, she loved
Athens. She would start her tour with this church, why not?

Inside, people were moving about, kissing icons, unabashed, pious
and indifferent to her curiosity. One woman was polishing the face of the
Virgin with a corner of her sleeve. All this palaver over a virgin, Declan
would have said. And yet it seemed her own mother had carried her
virginity like a prize to the other side of the world, saved it and gifted it to
her father. Something precious to be revered.

From the church, she walked up the street to explore the Central Market,
the famous agora that her mother often spoke of. Artemis’s vegetarian self
was repelled by the smell of freshly killed animals, while her newfound
Greek self was suddenly curious. She watched transfixed, as a woman
purchased a whole lamb, blood dripping from its nose, and carried it off
down the road, slotted carelessly under her arm. Even in Melbourne she’d
not encountered something so oddly distasteful but strangely compelling.
There were cows hung in rows, sliced through so that their ribcages were
exposed, perfectly equal halves, hearts on their sleeves. It disturbed her,
this ordered brutality, but then too, she couldn’t help but laugh at the sight
of a pig, possibly still breathing, with a Greek flag stuck in its bottom.

Further along was a fresh fish market. Now and then Artemis did
eat fish, but not often. Declan had tempted her with raw oysters, one
crazy champagne-filled illicit breakfast, and having broken so many
rules already, she allowed herself the sensuous swallow, the taste of the
sea, and as Declan put it, “Well, you've already tasted me and I'm no
vegetable.

Men in white gumboots were hosing down the concrete floors,



diluting the blood and viscera, the fins and fish scales, the spillings. She
went deeper into the market amid the clatter of crates and the urgent
sounds of trading. Nearby, lobsters crawled and crabs were split open,
their fleshy white meat already cooked, it seemed. She watched a man
with tattooed fingers filleting fish the way a farmer in New Zealand
might shear sheep at an A & P show, without stopping to pause, the pile
of fins growing beside him. His only focus was the work in hand, the
admiration of his public.

Artemis’s sneakers squelched on the slick floors as she dodged crates
and tried to avoid getting wet feet. She thought of the Island Bay
fishermen who had waved to her from their dinghies when she’d slipped
out of the house to escape all the memories. She’d had enough now of
dead meat and fish on ice waiting for death.

Further along the road were smaller, individually owned stalls. She
stopped to watch a woman braiding garlic with deft fingers and a clicking
tongue. 75k one bulb, #sk another. She was retrieving the garlic from a
black rubbish bag, which rather spoiled the romance, but nevertheless
Artemis was spellbound.

Yiasas, said the woman in greeting, without breaking her ## rhythm.

Yiasas, said Artemis, smiling, happy to speak at last to someone.

Next to the garlic, in buckets, lay sweet basil, sage and oregano.
Overflowing, wild and aromatic. Was it the warm air? It was humid
and hot in Melbourne, but Artemis was transported by the fug and
aromas around her, as if she had never before noticed herbs in this way,
or smelled them so strongly.

Fleetingly, she indulged the idea of her mother, on this same street,
in this same market ... Artemis found a place to sit and unhooked her
shoulder bag.

‘Lost?’

A suave young man was speaking to her, possibly flirting even,
practising his English. How did he know?

‘Can I help you, show you around, buy you a coffee maybe?’

But Artemis didn’t want company or a coffee. She was recalling



conversations over the years, Mama’s memories, the things she’d barely
listened to, and yet it seemed they had somehow assimilated into her
own memories and had come spilling out now like the herbs from their
buckets.

She could hear her mother’s voice over the years, telling them about
Athens. American women in Chanel suits clambering over cobbles in
the Plaka, their mascara running in the heat, lipstick leaking, their loud
bright voices, their polished pink elbows, pillbox hats — and Nysa had
never felt so alive, so full of hope. Anything was possible. The worst
was over — for what could be worse than to lose your mama and baba?
— and there she was: the teen Queen of the Plaka. Men smiled at her,
smiles that Yiayia would have censored. Nysa smiled back, uncensored.
They were locals who ran tavernas, operated nightclubs, played chess or
backgammon into the small hours just like her father did, and Uncle
George.

Wellington, when Nysa arrived, was nothing like that. If a man
smiled at her, it was different; it made both of them self-conscious, and it
made her careful. She had a curfew, and a responsibility to the whole of
Greece somehow — unspoken obligations, implicit rules that if broken
could mean her deportation. The shame would be not just hers, but
Yiayia’s, Daria’s, Uncle George’s; and people back home would say, Just
like her mama’.

Monastiraki was the area in Athens where Nysa had lived with the
mythical Eleni, a close friend of Uncle George’s. Oh, Artemis had heard
it all, many times, inflated memories no doubt, her mother extolling the
glamour of post-war Athens and of the dreadful shock she got arriving
in Wellington.

‘It was a village,” she would say, ‘just a village. I imagined high-
rise buildings like Athens, and there were none, just verandas, strange
verandas everywhere. I thought Courtenay Place was a suburb, even the
Cretan girls thought Courtenay Place was on the outskirts of Wellington.
We all kept wondering for a while where Wellington City was.” So many

memories of her mother’s were carefully lodged in secret places, and now



all at once the Greek sunlight was dislodging the debris.

The Plaka was beckoning, so Artemis turned back now to walk towards
the Acropolis. She came upon the labyrinth of gold and fake marble
busts of Aristotle, broken pavements, tavernas, checked tablecloths and
noisy waiters courting tourists. Not the Plaka her mama had spoken of,
but a clamour of tourists and hawkers.

The words of Byron sang in her ears — Declan’s parting shot when

he’d phoned to wish her well.

Maid of Athens! I am gone:
Think of me, sweet! when alone.
Though I fly to Istambol,
Athens holds my heart and soul:
Can I cease to love thee? No!

Zoé mou, sas agapo.

My life, I love you. Indeed. It was getting hotter, close to midday, and for
a moment Artemis lost her bearings, dazzled by the glitter, caught in the
glare of gold. She stumbled and then looked up — the Parthenon high
on her right, the Acropolis, a jewel itself, momentarily free now of the
pollution haze, resplendent against a new blue sky.

At that moment Sax Rohmer broke the silence. Her phone. Artemis
fumbled as she hurried to answer it.

‘I can’t hear you ... Impatience, all the way from Australia.

Artemis covered her left ear to shut out the noise around her.

‘'m in Athens, she whispered into the phone, unsure why whispering
was necessary but wanting intimacy.

‘Hang on a tick.

And she did: she stood quite still, trying to channel Declan, and
she heard him talking to someone else, asking them also to ‘hang on a
tick’. Two people, hanging on a tick for Declan, and suddenly she was
impatient. She shut her phone, pushed the off button and headed back
into the heart of the Plaka.



Declan could hang on a tick.

Shaken a little by her boldness, Artemis sought comfort in food.
Handsome waiters accosted her, waving menus, speaking French, English
and German, whatever it took to fill their tables. They were flirtatious
and flattering. It was a dance of seduction, impossible to resist, her spirit
lightened by their banter. She ordered a frappé, forgetting to speak
Greek, and immediately the young waiter, eager to prove his credentials
among the tourists, pounced.

‘Australia — Sydney? Melbourne? Am I right?’

But Artemis wanted to distance herself from Declan and so she
corrected the young man who was waiting for her approval.

‘Ochi, T'm from New Zealand, Wellington, but 'm Greek ... my
mother is ... my mother was Greek.

“Your mother, she was beautiful, ezsi”’

Just the sort of riposte that would normally have annoyed her but
instead she enjoyed the moment, feeling beautiful and to hell with
Declan. The frappé arrived in a flourish and the waiter, aware he’d won
her over, moved on to new seductions with a parting wink.

‘New Zealand. I've always wanted to go there.’

An attractive guy brought his coffee to her table and sat down. He had
a designer close-shave that spoke of grooming designed to look careless.
His jeans were pressed and faded, his T-shirt a size smaller than Declan
would have dared. She allowed herself admiration where her usual
instincts would have probably been to disregard such obvious vanity.
The young man ripped the cellophane from the brittle biscuits served
with his coffee, broke them and fed the crumbs to the cats underfoot. He
leaned down to stroke one of them, a slender marmalade tabby.

“The cats are more at home than the customers.’

Artemis felt the cat rubbing against her bare leg. She thought of
Horse, how out of place he would be here, overfed, sub-urban. The frappé
was cool and refreshing, the caffeine potent. It was easy to blame the
coffee. Thoughts of Declan surfaced briefly, but they were swamped in

the sweaty clamour of something else.



‘Gregory, he said, raising his right hand in greeting.

‘Artemis.

Yiasas, nice to meet you. On holiday?” His English, like his grooming,
was impeccable.

‘No, no, 'm here to ...” Artemis stopped. She wasn’t about to explain
to a total stranger why she was here. ‘Nai ... yes ... a sort of holiday.’

“Your first time in Athens?’

‘Nai.

‘Let me show you around. The Parthenon, the Acropolis, have you
been?’

Artemis shook her head.

‘You can’t leave Athens without me taking you to the Acropolis.’

The waiter, passing with two platters in hand, stopped to insist she
really had to go and see the Parthenon.

‘How can you refuse such an offer?” he said, waving the two platters
precariously as he spoke.

‘You see, how can you refuse me?’ said Gregory, as if it were a fait
accompli.

‘Okay, why not?” Artemis smiled.

‘My uncle emigrated to Australia, but me, I've always wanted to go
to New Zealand.

Artemis felt sure that Gregory would have emigrated to wherever the
girl in front of him was from, but it didn’t matter. She was enjoying the
attention and having attractive company. Gregory looked at his watch,
and suddenly he was in a rush, an important meeting. He finished his
coffee, insisting he would return to take her around the Parthenon that
afternoon. A date.

“You’'ll wait for me?’

She agreed, for what better than a local to show her? Hungry now,
she ordered fried kefalotyri with horiatiki, the so-called Greek salad. The
waiter cajoled her into a glass of house wine, a soft and cloudy rosé. She
was surprised how good it tasted from a squat glass tumbler. By the time

the food arrived, she was close to tears, the wine making her sentimental,



imagining her mother as a young girl here in Athens, learning to speak
English.

A dribble of oil ran down her chin. Artemis dabbed at her face with a
napkin and raised the tumbler.

Athina.

The waiter, watching her, raised his laminated menu in solidarity.

After lunch, true to his word, Gregory returned. It was awkward now
the initial flirtatious rush had receded, but Artemis wasn’t about to miss
the Acropolis. It surprised her — the steep climb, the broken marble steps,
the swarms of tourists.

‘Eine orea?

No. Artemis didn’t find it beautiful, she found it disappointing. The
scaffolding, there as part of the ongoing restoration and protection,
marred the authenticity of the antiquity. She preferred the memory of
last evening, the illuminated illusion.

‘My mother never came here. She said it was for the tourists.’

Something Artemis had not believed, but now she understood.

‘Would you mind?’ It was two women she recognised from the taverna
in matching tracksuits. They wanted Gregory to take their photo. After
wiping their faces with a small hand towel, which they shared, the two
women stood beaming beside the scaffold. Obligingly, he managed to
take the photo just before a noisy tour group arrived to obscure both the
women and the view. The tour group was led by a man with a megaphone
proclaiming history as if it was a sideshow.

Artemis sat with her new friend on a cool marble plinth and looked
out through a filter of smog at the sprawling city. Mile upon mile of
white morphing into white, until it blurred at the edges and she couldn’t
see an end to it. And she knew that was Athens out there, not up here.
Her mother had been right.

Gregory edged closer to her. His aftershave, perhaps newly applied as
she hadn’t noticed it in the taverna, was overpowering. She breathed out,
an almost sigh, ready to succumb. But then his phone rang. He leapt up,
covered one ear and spoke in rapid Greek. Not wanting to eavesdrop,



Artemis checked her phone in case Declan had left her a message. He’d
sent a text to say he’d try again tomorrow, with kisses, three of them, the
standard, nothing new to surprise her. Three kisses, the way some might
place an ellipsis.

From a distance, she thought she heard Gregory mention his mama
and drycleaning and she chuckled to herself. He returned, full of
apologies, but he had to go.

‘You are alone tonight?’ he asked.

T am, said Artemis, somewhat recklessly.

“You like to dance?’

‘Dance? Yes ...

“Where are you staying?’

Artemis lied. She remembered the name of a hotel Evanthe had
suggested and said that one. They made a date to meet at nine that night
and he would take her dancing.

‘If you like, ecstasy ... en taksi?’

She didn’t reply, he didn’t expect her to, it was an open invitation.

¢

On her way back to the hotel, Artemis found the church her mother often
spoke about, named after the patron saint of childbirth and easy labours,
according to Nysa. Inside it was the faded Saint Filothei who caught her
eye, staunch Filothei famed for her stance against the Ottoman invasion.
The paint was falling from the face as Artemis touched it. In a moment of
unplanned tenderness she kissed the painted wall. It was cold. A woman
beside her smiled. Her small brown face crinkled. Artemis smiled back.
The woman crossed herself three times and kissed the wall too.

Later that evening Artemis realised she was going to be a no-show
at the hotel where the young Greek man would be waiting for her. One
part of her fancied a fling and the other could hear Nysa’s voice, her
disapproval, and tonight her dead mother held sway. Instead, she sat
on the hotel rooftop with a group of young Polish tourists who shared
their bottle of retsina with her. They assumed she was a tourist and she



realised she probably was. Tonight the illuminated Acropolis looked like
a photograph from someone’s travel album.

Just a little tipsy, Artemis left the Polish tourists and went to her
room, eager now, after exploring Athens, to hear her mama’s voice. She
recklessly unscrewed one of the miniatures from the hotel fridge and
sipped as Nysa spoke to her through the small earphones from the iPod,
the shiny blue metallic iPod that Declan had given her, inscribed with
her favourite quote from Katherine Mansfield: 7o have the courage of your
excess — to find the limit of yourself. (Had he been hinting at something?)

| dream of Athens, Artemis, more often than | dream of Kalamata
nowadays. It was a time of dreams, the Civil War behind us, when
| arrived in the city. Yiayia had been persuaded by Uncle George
to let me go and live with Eleni, to go to school and learn English.
Eleni was a mythical woman, Uncle George’s friend, and I’'d met
her only once before, when she was a prisoner in Kalamata at the
end of the Civil War. Back then she was just one of the many black
widows in jail who Uncle George used to visit. People said it was
his guilty conscience, because he had farmed wheat for the Italians
and collaborated with the Germans, and because ... because his
sister ... was a communist, a dead communist, the only sort of
good communist.

Nysa’s voice seemed to chant the last sentence like doctrine, something
that she couldn’t say in her own way but only as she had heard it said

many times, almost involuntarily.

| barely knew Eleni but I'd never forgotten her baby. | went once with
Uncle George to the prison in Kalamata to visit Eleni after her baby
was born, a strange child with hair all over its body, and everyone
back then said it was the curse of communism, a sign from God.

Artemis had heard about this hairy baby many times, and about Eleni,



but her mother had never mentioned Eleni being in prison before. She
had never really believed in this hairy baby. It always sounded like a
Greek myth, something her mother had imagined from her childhood.

I knew, too, that the hairy baby was something to do with my missing
mama and baba, and that Uncle George knew this. And people said
it was guilt that made Uncle George visit the prison and that he had
a lot to answer for, growing wheat for the Italians ...

But, Artemi mou, | don’t want to talk of the war; | want to tell you
about Athens, the city, my Athina.

By then Eleni was no longer a black widow. She was a glamorous
woman who lived in Monastiraki, and knew everyone who mattered
from the tavernas to the kafenions there and in the Plaka. She
didn’t wear black any more, Artemis, she wore cream. Eleni ran
a club at night where musicians would meet and talk politics and
sing. People say the Plaka is very different now, that it’s filled with
jewellery shops for the tourists and that | won’t recognise it. But |
will; | know every street off by heart. Athens is where my new life
began.

It was the year that President Kennedy was elected. America and
Athens were somehow intertwined in my mind, and even Yiayia
thought President Kennedy was a handsome man, but not as
handsome as King Paul. Yiayia was distraught when King George
died, but she found new hope when his brother took over, even
though she disapproved of Frederica, his German-born wife. But
politics, back then, were far from my thoughts, and | loved the fur
coat that Frederica sometimes wore.

| would catch a bus to school in the mornings and spend the
afternoons in the Plaka. People knew | lived with Eleni, so | could



drop in anywhere at any time, even in the kafenions where only the
men sat drinking coffee. It was a time of hope, you could feel it in
the air, and everyone was dreaming of a new prosperity. The laiko
music was everywhere, and people sang of love and immigration
and injustice, and | felt their passion even though | didn’t fully
understand - but | wanted it — the love especially. Eleni knew Ria
Kourti and Panos Gavalas ... and she met Nana Mouskouri.

There was a self-conscious cough, as if her mother anticipated Artemis’s
scorn. Name-dropping! But Artemis was riveted. Music had been a
feature most Sunday evenings when the Cretan girls came over. They’d
all styled their hair in the mode of Ria Kourti, even when a side bouffant
was decidedly out of date.

‘Kathe limani ke kaimos. How could Artemis ever forget them all
singing this song, over and over, and she would sing with them, the
chorus so beautiful — these Greek women had filled her heart, her
childhood. The haunting sound of the bouzouki was a scar on her heart,
like a Greek tattoo.

Evanthe, who often travelled back home to Greece, would bring gifts
for them all, a large can of Kalamata oil for her mama that she’d stowed
in the overhead locker, jars of sweet black olives (contraband practically)
and the latest music from Greece. One year she arrived back with Nana
Mouskouri’s latest album on the new CD format.

‘Indestructible, Nysa told Sandy. You could dig them into your
garden, Evanthe had said, and then dig them back up and it wouldn’t
matter. Artemis had believed Evanthe and buried Nana Mouskouri near
the artichokes, digging the CD back up on the Sunday afternoon before
the Cretan girls arrived. The CD did not survive its week in the garden,
but the Cretan girls laughed and said, ‘Serves Nana right for making a
German album.

| was in the heart of things, Artemis, the very heart of everything.
Back then Athens was more important than Paris, you know. Jackie



Kennedy came to Athens, and we all fell in love with her, even Eleni
who disapproved of America. She wouldn’t let politics get in the way
of fashion. We caught a glimpse of her — Jackie — the day she visited
the Parthenon, in a car, flashing by, but we knew it was her. And
afterwards we heard that she had gone for a ride in a sports car with
Prince Constantine, just like that, at the drop of a hat ... oh, we loved
her.

You can’t imagine how it felt after all the sadness of my childhood to
suddenly be so free and without Yiayia there to remind me - because
Yiayia represented all my sorrows. All our losses were woven into
the black threads of her headscarf, and they were behind me. I'd left
them in Kalamata.

Eleni was everything that Yiayia was not and, although | never admitted
it back then, she reminded me of my mother. Eleni knew everyone, and
everyone knew Eleni. She mixed with famous musicians and important
men, and she even knew people who knew the King and Queen.

This sounded like one of her mother’s exaggerations, the sort of comment
that used to infuriate Artemis, but that her brothers and Sandy had just
laughed off — happy to believe, if it pleased Nysa. “The King and Queen,
and who cares?” was the sort of thing she would have said back then, but
instead now Artemis was happy to be carried along by the story.

Uncle George used to catch the bus up from Kalamata once a
month to check up on me and take news back to Yiayia. It didn’t
occur to me until | was a married woman living on the other side of
the world that he really came up to Athens to see Eleni. He always
brought food from home - oranges and olives, and once a small
pig. Yiayia had packed the freshly killed pig into a suitcase and it
dripped all over the marble tiles on the landing and in the elevator,
and the neighbours complained. Uncle George told us that was



nothing compared to what the bus driver said.

Artemis realised that had she not walked around the Agora this morning,
she might not have believed her mother. A whole pig! And in a suitcase!

On the surface, Artemis, everything seemed glamorous and exciting,
and | had no idea that Eleni was still involved in politics. | don’t think
Uncle George cared one way or the other about politics. Of the
politicians he always said: keratades — the horned ones, cuckolds,
the lot of them. Uncle George believed in family. He never took sides;
the only side he knew about was family. He was the glue that held all
our hearts together.

Eleni was friends with a man called Grigoris Lambrakis. | knew him
as a famous runner — and he was a doctor too — but | learned years
later that he was much more than this. He was also a politician and
a pacifist. Once when | had earache, and even warm olive oil would
not soothe me, he came to the apartment and gave me an injection of
antibiotics because my eardrum had burst and the pus was pouring
onto the pillow. | just remember how kind he was, and that he and
Eleni sipped retsina together, watching over me while | fell asleep,
and when | woke he was gone. Eleni and | went to watch him run
at the stadium, and then he was murdered one day at an anti-war
meeting. As your father would have said, Artemis, ‘There was all hell
to pay,” and this is why Yiayia wanted me back home.

My life in Athens ended with the death of Grigoris. There was a huge
demonstration on the streets of Athens, and Eleni was in the thick of
it. Everyone at my school was talking about Eleni, and once again |
had the feeling that the people | loved were always on the wrong side.
Whichever side they were on, left or right, it didn’t seem to matter,
but always the wrong side.



Our school closed for the funeral and Eleni let me go with her to walk
with the people. All of them grieving for this man who had cured my
earache. My being at his funeral may have been another reason for
Yiayia wanting me home. Who knows who told her, but in Greece it's
the same wherever you go — somebody always knows somebody,
who knows someone who knows your family, yakkity-yak, even as far
south as the Peloponnese, yakkity-yak.

And the day after Grigoris’s funeral a statue was erected in honour
of President Harry Truman, and the same people who crowded
the streets for the funeral were out on the streets, but not united
in the way they had been the day before. Oh, | was used to this,
Artemis, from my childhood, all the political undertones, but | didn’t
understand it. | imagined everyone in Athens loved America, but not
everyone did.

| was speaking quite good English, most of it in my head, and |
decided | would emigrate to America. | was brimming with dreams,
my heart overflowing with adventure. On my way to school each day,
| would see the TWA sign in Omonia Square — | knew that one day I'd
be on one of those planes.

And then President Kennedy was Killed. Politics, Artemis, always
politics ruining my life, and Yiayia was shaking her head and saying
that | couldn’t go to America. But | was determined, Artemis, just like
you when you went to Melbourne. | was determined. But there’s a
Greek saying that Yiayia was always quoting: Shoe from your own
place, even if it’s patched. Even though Yiayia’s mother was a Turk,
she still believed that there was nothing grander than being Greek.

Artemis stopped the iPod and pushed the back arrow to hear again ... just
like you when you went to Melbourne ..." Was this acknowledgement,
finally?



Just like your baba, Uncle George took my side. He went with me to
the immigration office. They said that the American quota was full
but New Zealand and Australia were taking immigrants, and that |
had to choose. Uncle George reckoned the man at the immigration
office held a grudge against him because of the war, but whatever the
reason, | had to choose. | used my dead sister’s birth certificate, and
Uncle George signed the papers. It broke Yiayia’s heart, but he knew
| needed to go. Uncle George understood ... | understood, Artemis,
why you went to Melbourne.

She replayed the last sentence over and over ... her mother understood.
Why hadn’t she said so before? Artemis twisted the top from a second
miniature brandy to dilute the ball of grief that was growing, knowing
how much her mother had wanted to see Athens again, wishing she was
here, regret for herself indistinguishable from regret for her mama. The

brandy and the ball of grief collided; her throat ached with the effort of
quelling the unshed tears.

I'll send you a postcard, Artemis, and I’'ve promised myself | will visit
the Acropolis. It’s crazy, you know, crazy, but I’'ve never climbed up
to the Parthenon. We always said it was for the tourists, po, po, po,
you know, as if it had nothing to do with us locals, as if it was built
especially for them. How stupid | was, to be living in Athens and not
to go there. But now I will, Artemi mou. Your mama will stand on top
of the Acropolis, finally. Me, Queen of Monastiraki, that’s what they
used to call me — well, the tobacconist on our corner, anyway. Queen
of the Plaka, too, | thought. Oh, you cannot imagine how happy | was.
We lived in a nice apartment, and Eleni had her own fridge. Other
people had to wait for the man selling ice to come, but not Eleni.

We used to laugh at the tourists back then, especially the Americans.
We laughed and at the same time we envied them. Stupid shoes, we
used to say ... oh, how | wanted some of those stupid shoes, but we



would laugh when they tripped on the cobbles, satisfied that our own
practical, unfashionable shoes were superior. I’ll send you a photo,
Artemis, of your mother on the Acropolis in a pair of stupid shoes.

Artemis had worn a pair of sneakers to climb the Acropolis, practical,
flat-soled, unglamorous but comfortable. Now she wished she’d planned
this better, worn a pair of crazy, stupid shoes up the cobbles, risked falling

even, just to hear the fabulous hollow crack of heels on ancient marble.
&P

After a warm shower in the morning (a miracle, the man said, the
plumber was able to come yesterday) and thick yoghurt, Artemis decided
to try to find the Truman statue before catching the bus to Kalamata.
Most likely she’d walked past it yesterday without noticing. With all its
philosophical heroes, why, she wondered, would Athens want to fete an
American President?

She found Truman, tall, suited, bespectacled and with pigeon poo at
his feet. He’d evidently been erected in gratitude for American financial
and military aid during the communist uprising. Her mother’s history
was a muddle. All this reverence for things American, and yet from what
Artemis could gather from the tapes, her mother’s own family had been
a part of the communist uprising. Nothing made sense when it came to
her mama.

On the way back, she bought an apple. She sat on her suitcase
outside the hotel, eating it, aware that Nysa would have disapproved
of both, the sitting on a suitcase and the eating of an uncut apple. She
watched a yellow dog negotiate the traffic, crossing the road three times,
casually, with the air of a true Athenian. A text came through from
Declan, apologetic that he would be out of range for the next few days.
She deleted the text, annoyed that he was making excuses; he could have
tried to phone her. But something else too — each deleted text, another
thread snipped, the way her mama used to snip the final thread when
sewing buttons, a theatrical flourish, the end. Was she practising?



Her taxi arrived, and soon they were negotiating the back streets of
Athens, the undressed parts of the city, side streets without the curtain
of smog to hide behind, or the elevation of the Acropolis to romanticise;
things were more cracked here, much darker, the white city morphing

into grey.



GOOD ROAD

A SUGGESTED BY EVANTHE, ARTEMIS BOUGHT A TICKET FOR THE
express bus. It occurred to her how often she had disregarded any
advice her mother’s friend had proffered during her childhood, and now
here she was grateful for it. There were so many bus bays, and people
boarding and people queuing, it was impossible to know which bus she
should get on. She waved her ticket at one of the drivers and he gestured
for her to join the queue beside the bus where he was stowing luggage.
There was a mild frenzy to the activity, as if the passengers thought
the bus would leave before all the bags were stowed. The driver took
Artemis’s bag from her, dropping his cigarette underfoot and indicating
with a slight turn of his head that she should board the bus now.

Artemis hurriedly purchased bottled water, calculating the risk
of an almost four-hour bus journey evidently without a toilet stop (if
you believed Evanthe). An old woman wearing a black headscarf and
matching cardigan, flat shoes and thick support hose tried to engage her
in eye contact. Artemis averted her gaze. It was too late now to find a
toilet. The doors opened and people swarmed on board, filling the seats.
Artemis stood back, unenthused at the idea of having to sit at the back
of the bus, but unprepared to join the fray. When she finally boarded,
the old woman was in the front-row seat by the window, patting the
plastic bags she had placed on the space beside her. Artemis hesitated,
but the bus was full, and so she sat down, helping the woman rearrange
her bags under the seat and on the overhead rack. In turn, the woman
patted the gap between them, encouraging Artemis to spread out.
Reluctantly, Artemis smiled, and got a smile back. She had no teeth.
They both rearranged themselves and later, after about an hour or so, the
old woman’s head tipped sideways to rest on Artemis’s shoulder.

She had planned to listen to more of the recordings. Her iPod was in
her handbag and the difficulty was that she would disturb the old woman,



now snoring, if she moved. As though he had heard her thoughts, the
driver leaned down and inserted a disc into a portable player, filling the
bus with the singular sound of the bouzouki ...

... she is eight years old and wearing a blue bathing suit. The hairs on
her legs are still soft and blonde. Her big toe is much bigger than Laura’s
big toe, which is smaller, for some odd reason, than the toe next to it.
Laura, who is always the benchmark, has come on holiday with them.
Sandy is standing in the thermal pools, taller than almost everyone else,
his thighs like tree trunks above the steamy water. His back is freckled.
Nysa is wearing a black bathing suit that sags in the front from the weight
of her breasts. Her nipples are erect and visible through the stretch nylon.

Artemis is embarrassed. Her brothers are too aware of themselves
to notice. They are boisterous boys who have grown used to admiring
glances: their height, their dark good looks, their confidence both in and
out of the water. Artemis shivers at the side of the pool. Unexpectedly,
it is snowing, and much warmer in the water, her mother insists. Her
mother is fingering a gold chain around her neck, no longer shiny, but
dull and blackened from the thermal waters. Laura pushes Artemis. Not
maliciously, perhaps not even intentionally. She doesn’t recall exactly how
it happened. Just the slipping from snow into the water, mouth open,
slowly sinking, swallowing the sulphurous liquid, unable to surface. It is
her father who reaches down and rescues her.

Her mother is yelling, over and over, “You stupid, stupid girl!”

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

As if stupid was the only English word she knew well enough to
convey fear or perhaps embarrassment.

Stupid.

Her father lifts Artemis up out of the water, rubs her back as she
expels the surplus water, and places her safely at the side of the pool.
Sandy then tries to soothe Nysa, wrapping his arms around her as if she
is the one who needs consolation. The more her mother rants, the less her
father says, and then, eventually, she ceases.

Laura is nowhere to be found.



A tall Dutch woman wearing a white bathing cap with a strap that
strangles her chin comforts Artemis’s mother. Again, it is as if it is her,
not Artemis, who has fallen into the water. This is what she mostly
remembers. How even in her moment of almost-drowning, it is Nysa
who commands the most attention, receives the most affection. She
sits bundled in a towel as Sandy re-enters the water, stands behind her
mama and encloses her, creating a shelf with his sandy freckled arms
for her breasts to rest on. The tall Dutch woman tilts her head to avoid
watching, so that her profile is side on and two pieces of chin bulge either
side of the white strap.

Laura reappears, smirking at the strange overt affection that Nysa’s
parents are displaying, and satisfied that even her small big toe isn’t that
bad. But where were her three brothers?

¢

Artemis is woken by fierce nudges, and the sound of the old woman next
to her who is thumping on the window of the bus. For a moment she
thinks it is her mother, and then she hears the other passengers joining
in the protest, sounding almost anguished. The bus slows so that the
outraged passengers can take in more keenly the very thing that is so
painful to them. They all insist that Artemis must look, bear witness.

The remnants of incinerated olive groves stretch forward and back
as far as the eye can see. The hillsides are raw earth barely held together
by the black and auburn shadows. Instead of the dazzling silvery groves
her mother had spoken of; all that is left of the trees are their charred
limbs ... acres of tree ghosts.

Her mother had phoned her in Melbourne to tell her about the fires.
She’d been speaking to Daria when the fires took hold, and at the time
they already looked like spreading from northern Greece down into the
Peloponnese. Daria was worried that the wind would change and bring
the fires south. Kalamata might burn b