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Vasiliki is of Greek-Australian heritage, a person of the Diaspora, a member of an ancient community forced to leave its homeland due to economic instability. She is, of course, strongly shaped by her Greek-Australian heritage, which inspires her writing from her short stories to her novel series: Daughter of Odysseus.

Vasiliki has a Bachelor of Arts, a Bachelor and Honours of Theology and a Diploma of Education. She entered the chaotic world of high school teaching and, after many fruitful and maddening experiences, left it. For good? Only time will tell.

Daughter of Odysseus: Ithaka Calling is the first in her three-part book series on the adventures of Christine. Daughter of Odysseus: Searching for Ithaka is the second instalment.

For more information, please visit www.vasilikim.com.

To those students who encouraged and inspired me. Who sincerely cherished me as their teacher and acknowledged my dedication. Who are genuinely wonderful human beings.

ODYSSEY

1. (italics) an epic poem attributed to Homer, describing the Greek hero Odysseus's adventures in his ten-year attempt to return home to Ithaca after the Trojan War.

2. (often lowercase) a long series of wanderings or adventures, especially when filled with notable experiences, hardships, etc.

3. An intellectual or spiritual quest: an odyssey of discovery.

(dictionary.reference.com)

‘Who wants to die and go to Heaven when paradise is right here?’

Determined not to be estranged from her Greek heritage, Christine journeys through the motherland. She is searching, searching for that which has been missing from her life.

Through cosmopolitan towns, ancient and medieval splendours, holy sites and warm nights under starry skies, Christine searches.

But the search is not easy, the travels never smooth. The past never erased. For a force continually tries to bar her path, to drag her into the realm of shadows and death.

Christine must prove herself worthy and dig deep within herself for strength, courage and hope. She must tear away the masks around her, ignore the siren songs luring her away, away from Ithaka. She must transform, but she must also stay true to herself in order to plant her roots and flower amongst the sacred stones of Greece.

The ship bounded forward on her way

as a four in hand chariot flies over the course when the horses feel the whip.

Her prow curvetted as it were the neck of a stallion,

and a great wave of dark blue water seethed in her wake.

She held steadily on her course, and even a falcon, swiftest of all birds,

could not have kept pace with her.

Thus, then, she cut her way through the water,

carrying one who was as cunning as the gods,

but who was now sleeping peacefully,

forgetful of all that he had suffered both on the field of battle

and by the waves of the weary sea.

(Homer’s The Odyssey, Book XIII, Translated by Samuel Butler)
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‘I saw also the dreadful fate of Tantalus,

who stood in a lake that reached his chin;

he was dying to quench his thirst, but could never reach the water,

for whenever the poor creature stooped to drink, it dried up and vanished,

so that there was nothing but dry ground—parched by the spite of heaven.

There were tall trees, moreover, that shed their fruit over his head—

pears, pomegranates, apples, sweet figs and juicy olives,

but whenever the poor creature stretched out his hand to take some,

the wind tossed the branches back again to the clouds.

(Homer’s The Odyssey, Book XI, Translated by Samuel Butler)


Ω1Ω

Uncle Costas made the trip to Helen’s house in less than two hours. Two hours! That’s all it took to transform the wilderness that had trapped Christine for an eternity into the town of Patras—the gateway to Italy.

From the rural outpost of Giannopoulos to civilized Patras: Christine was making a journey that her mother had made many times as a young woman, when she’d journeyed back and forth from her birth village to the cosmopolitan city where she’d worked as a maid.

As she approached Patras, however, Christine’s rapturous euphoria gave way to nausea and heaviness. Her chest felt tight, as if something were pressing down on it. Her stomach churned; her skin itched; her dry throat coughed a dry cough. Aunt Sophia had given Christine the ‘evil eye’—of that, Christine was convinced. Was Christine now cursed?

Aunt Sophia wants me to fail in Greece. She wants to blot out my existence.

Aunt Dimitra joked and cackled with childish enthusiasm throughout the journey, but gaudy blue eyes filled Christine’s vision, dangling around necks and on rear-view mirrors, doors, and walls; jingling on wrists; tattooed on bodies. . . .

The car veered sharply, pushing Christine towards her cousin Fedra’s warm, plump body.

She had nearly arrived at the next phase of her adventure . . . and of her destiny.
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LEAVING THE NATIONAL Highway, they travelled down a narrow road in a Patras suburb. Uncle Costas stopped abruptly in front of a group of well-kept, modern apartments with splashes of blue and peach. Here was the heart of a pretty, middle-class neighbourhood teeming with small Byzantine churches, town squares, takeaway outlets, cafeterias and private language schools.

As Christine stepped out, she spotted people sitting on balconies and enjoying late meals (it was heading towards ten in the evening). A cat meowed in hunger outside a turquoise door; a teenage couple sauntered past, laughing and stopping for a passionate kiss. Motorcycles roared in the distance. A car screeched around a corner, the young men in it laughing as if possessed by spirits, honking to anybody who cared to listen.

It was only as the screeching car passed in a trail of smoke that Christine saw her: a striking woman in her mid-thirties, tanned and sumptuous, walking down the stairs of an apartment opposite. A walking grace straight from Mount Olympus.

This must be Helen, the beautiful Helen of whom Christine heard so much about. Helen, who crossed the road in impossibly high heels. Helen, who glared at Christine through thick-lashed eyes.

Christine squinted back, and a discreet smile rippled across Helen’s face. A moment later, she pounced upon Christine, hugging her vigorously.

Buxom breasts smothered Christine. She quickly drew back, kissed Helen and thanked her.

Helen’s enormous breasts moved up and down in perfect harmony, visible through the scanty ruby red lace top she wore over an even lacier and more intricate black bra. That bra wrapped around Helen’s body and created the kind of cleavage that had ensnared many.

It was impossible not to notice that Helen was a gorgeous woman, that her sexuality and sensuality demanded attention. The lacy red top simply accentuated these qualities, so that anyone looking at her for the first time could not help but be overcome by a strong energy—of passion or vitality or lust or the call to revolution of any kind.

‘Come with me, sweetie,’ Helen purred, beckoning and turning away to saunter up a flight of stairs.

Christine followed blindly and timidly, feeling drab and awkward. Helen led her into a small but cosy house.

Christine immediately felt more comfortable in her new surroundings than she had in the extravagant opulence of her Uncle Angelo’s home. The elegantly decorated lounge room was furnished with a sumptuous black leather sofa, ornately crafted cabinets and splashes of brilliant colour: an enormous velvet rug of deep burgundy, with a funky rectangular design juxtaposed with a touch of the orient east, dominated the room. Helen introduced Christine to the rest of the family.

‘My husband, Constantine,’ Helen said, rubbing a possessive hand on his shoulder, superficially delighted.

Constantine sat enthroned in a large chair. He was a handsome man in his late thirties, with curly dark blond hair, amiable blue eyes and a friendly and good-natured personality. Christine took an instant liking to him, with his twinkling eyes and short stature, boyish looks and mannerism.

‘And these are my children,’ Helen added with an air of assuredness and pride, flicking her long, coppery locks.

Nicolas was a lad of fifteen years with jet black hair and dark, tanned skin. He was already showing the signs of masculinity in his broad shoulders and deepened voice. The tight black Gucci t-shirt—the tight black Gucci jeans—made him akin to a rock god in Christine’s eyes. He was very good looking, but had a surly air about him and seemed to resent not only his family but the whole world.

Daphne was more vivacious and loud-mouthed. She was younger, at thirteen, and had long black hair and a pretty face with enormous black eyes and incredibly lustrous eyelashes. She was already developing a voluptuous woman’s body. Her tight black pants revealed a red G-string that shocked Christine.

As she observed them, Christine’s Patras family scrutinised her back. Constantine in particular stared at her in fascination. His comments on her ‘shyness’ made her blush; his talk of foreign women having an ‘exotic air of mystique’ made her want to throw up in sheer embarrassment.

Christine felt neither exotic nor mysterious; she felt confused, nauseous and dizzy. She had taken a tablet before they’d left the village, hoping it would calm her nerves, but negative energy threatened to devour her. It had come and gone throughout the day, but had been intensifying throughout the drive.

That negative energy should have dissipated with the smell of roast lamb and potatoes waffling through the air, with the softness of the leather couch she sat upon, with the interested children warming up to her, with Constantine’s blue eyes revealing an honest soul. Should have dissipated, but didn’t.

Constantine laughed when she looked at her watch, his eyes flashing with delight, the golden glass in his hand flickering halos of light.


Ω2Ω

A midnight dinner, a handsome Greek man scrutinising her in wonder, two children telling ghastly Greek jokes and vying for her attention. Her cousin running around like a domestic goddess, bedecked in lace, blessed with beauty and the joys of family life. It was a vision of what life should be: love, hospitality, good food, warmth, security, the pleasure of good company.

Yet Christine felt oppressed by it: unsure, made self-conscious by her own being, by the black past following her. This was the cultural experience she had ached for, but now that she was confronted by it, she didn’t know what to do.

She felt aghast at having to eat a large meal so late. At home, dinner was at 6:00 p.m., sometimes earlier, and Christine would be snug in bed by 10:00, book in hand, comforted and secure. Furthermore, why was Constantine being so friendly towards her? At home, men were indifferent towards her, repulsed by her intellectualism and religious worldview, by her lack of sensuality and easiness.

Still jet-lagged after only three days in Greece, still getting over her experiences in the village, still nauseous from taking more than the prescribed tablets, still overcome by culture-shock, Christine felt like a hypnotised creature waiting for her master to snap his fingers and bring her back to life.

Before dinner could begin, she fled—hastily getting up, grabbing her fraying handbag and asking for directions to the bathroom.

Closing the door behind her, Christine took a few deep breaths, stretched her aching neck muscles, and said a short prayer for strength. She looked carefully at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was a disaster zone: lank, frizzy and need of a good treatment. Her eyebrows (oh, how she hated her eyebrows) looked okay, but in time, if left unchecked, would become shaggy bushes above her eyes. Her skin looked sallow.

Christine flicked a piece of fluff from her top. Grabbing her brush, she ran it through her hair roughly. Then she applied dark-brown lipstick that accentuated her eyes, hoping to make her look better for Constantine.

She gasped. Constantine? Why did she want to look better for Helen’s husband? Surely . . .

Yet . . . he was arousing certain feelings.

No. Nothing could happen. She didn’t want anything to happen. He was just so . . . friendly. So warm. So boyish.

Stop this. Embrace your family. Enjoy yourself.

‘Don’t be shy, for you came across the wide, open sea for this . . .’ She could almost hear the singing voice whisper to her.

Taking a deep breath, Christine emerged from the bathroom, rejuvenated: with glossy hair, glistening lips and a contrived smile.
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HE WAITED IMPATIENTLY as he tapped the glass and made small talk with Uncle Costas, as he ran fingers through his hair and berated the children, as he pleaded with Helen to hurry up.

But the wait was worth it. As she approached, he noticed that her hair had a new bounce and shine; her lips were sweet, cherubic; her eyes were dreamy; and she had a beauty, a nobility unique to her.

‘Ach, are you feeling better?’ Aunt Dimitra boomed from the kitchen. ‘Is that why you went to the bathroom? We will be eating soon. Ach. She doesn’t look well, does she?’

‘I think she went to the bathroom to brush her hair,’ Constantine stated with a devious smile to Aunt Dimitra, all the while admiring Christine’s copper-streaked hair and fair, porcelain skin. His eyes made his way down to her breasts—small but firm—and then to the rest of her slender body.

Indeed, Christine’s presence brought back fond memories from when he was a young man loitering around the port of Patras, trying to pick up foreign woman with his spattering of broken English. He’d loved the Finnish girls the most, found them the easiest to seduce. He trembled as he thought of wild nights with pretty blonde girls, their toned, tanned bodies hard against his.

Constantine sighed a deep, lustful sigh and ran his fingers along the rim of his glass.


Ω3Ω

During a moment of awkward silence, Christine glanced around and noticed a painting of a vibrant red cardinal, head slightly tilted, perched on a tender branch. It was by no means a brilliant painting, yet she was struck by the intensity of the colour: the bird’s dynamic red in contrast to the dull browns and greens surrounding it.

She had never felt any particular affinity with cardinals, but the painting consumed her. The striking red of the bird’s plumage reminded her that despite the isolation of one’s environment, despite the despair and bleakness that life brought, there was always hope and breathtaking beauty in the world. Her heart fluttered as she imagined warm, passionate nights with a loved one, transformational encounters and infinite successes.

‘Ah, I see you’re admiring our pictures,’ Constantine said. ‘See that large icon over there? It is of the Holy Trinity, given to me by a monk from Mount Athos. I have visited the Holy Monastery many times, Christine. It is paradise on Earth—alas—without the women!’ He laughed.

Constantine’s changed demeanour struck Christine; he had transformed into a zealous, pious Christian out of nowhere.

‘The other icons are of St. Spyridon, St. Helen and St. Constantine, my patron saint. Helen tells me you like going to church. That’s good. I chant at a church down the street. Beautiful small church. You will love it. Yes, you will come with me on Sunday to church, is that understood? This is the beginning. . . . The church life here is dynamic, Christine.

‘We will visit some monasteries tomorrow. There are many around here. You’ll like them; I promise. This is a place of great spirituality, natural beauty and cultural wonders. It’s your right to experience it as a child of Greece.’

He looked at her and smiled. It was a big smile, an invigorating smile, a smile from the depths of a soul infused with the divine spark. She smiled back—indeed, had to—and felt at one with the world around her. She was utterly thrilled by the words of Constantine, by the words of promise.

She looked at Constantine as if dazed with anticipation and wonder, as if he were an icon sketched by the hand of God. ‘I would love that,’ she breathed.

Feeling confident and comfortable, she spoke of her desire to stay in Greece and find work as an English teacher. Nicolas and Daphne were delighted by this prospect and began to talk animatedly of the things they would do together as a family. Constantine had to calm them down when they broke into an argument over which part of Greece was the most important and beautiful and, therefore, the most imperative for Christine to visit as soon as she could.

‘Where will you work?’ Daphne quipped loudly, her doll-like eyes wide with anticipation, as if she hoped Christine would stay with them.

‘I don’t know at the moment—but I do want to be with family, of course,’ Christine responded cheerfully, feeling as if her God had given her a new heart.


Ω4Ω

‘I have to catch up with my cousin in Athens,’ Christine said. ‘I haven’t even seen the city yet!’

‘Yes, of course,’ Constantine agreed as they made their way to the dining table. ‘And when you have explored Athens, you will come back to stay with us. Ah, my Helen, my gorgeous Helen, you have outdone yourself again. Come, Dad, Daphne . . . come and eat. We have a special guest with us tonight, and it’s a time of celebration.’

Christine smirked, embarrassed by Constantine’s enthusiastic praise.

Words and laughter soon gave way to the clinking of plates and glasses, everybody devouring the beautiful feast. Helen certainly had outdone herself, and normally Christine would have relished such a meal—just as, normally, Constantine’s warm words of encouragement would have soothed her soul. However, exhaustion and a lingering unwellness saw her place only small amounts of food on her plate. Aunt Dimitra and Helen immediately noticed this scandalous act and filled her plate up with as much food as they could squeeze on.

‘Thank you, but I’m not hungry . . .’ Christine was pleading with them to stop. Alas, before her now sat a mountain of meat, vegetables, cheeses and breads.

‘I won’t hear of it, Christine. You are to eat. Is that clear?’ Helen sat down and began to fill her own plate with small servings.

Christine ate her lamb slowly, chewing every piece forcefully, eating all that was served lest she offend her relatives. Constantine filled her glass with wine, and Christine gulped her first glass, much to the delight of her relatives.

‘Drink, drink Christine. Here’s to Christine. Welcome to our home, to our family, to your family.’

Constantine toasted Christine with ardent passion, with everyone following (except for Uncle Costas, who did not bother). Christine, dizzy and giddy, thanked her family as she played with her potatoes, drank more wine, picked up a chunky piece of feta and stuffed it ungraciously into her mouth.

Her head whirled, and her aunt’s loud cackling pierced her. She blinked hard and looked at the old woman. There was something carnivorous in her appearance, as if at any moment, Aunt Dimitra might devour her without mercy. But was what Christine saw really there, or was she imagining things?

Christine took an envious glimpse of Helen, at those huge breasts and buxom hips, those red stilettos and luxurious bra, and laughed at a joke she did not understand.

Uncle Costas spluttered loudly, food flying from his mouth and onto Christine’s plate. But she had to finish her food.

Horror of horrors! A ghastly image exploded before her: Uncle Costas, whose microorganisms she was now swallowing, sprawled in a field with Aunt Sophia, their haggard, wrinkly, ugly bodies entwined together in an act of lust—both naked bar a glittery silver blouse worn by her aunt.

Christine swallowed, wanting to throw up. She felt like a once-fortified town crumbling, unable to resist the onslaught of the enemy. The hospitality of the family was overwhelming, and it should have made her happy, but it instead left her insecure. The strong wine merely intensified her physical state, as well as the feeling that her very soul was being dissected by these people. Accompanied by a whimsical feeling of ‘where am I—who am I,’ and a sense of utter, utter failure, she did the unthinkable:

She burst into tears at the dinner table.

As if an earthquake had struck, everyone immediately jumped up and crowded Christine in alarm and surprise.

‘Get her some fresh air!’ Constantine cried. He took Christine to the balcony, rubbed her back and soothed her like they were the only two people in the world.

[image: ]

OUTSIDE, CONSTANTINE and the kids gathered around Christine. Constantine continued to rub her back with his strong hands. He spoke soothing words to her, then gathered her into his arms as if she were a fragile bird that had fallen out of its nest and was crying for its mother.

‘I don’t know what the matter with me is,’ Christine said, and blubbered, mortified beyond words. ‘I feel terrible. My chest is really tight—I feel really dizzy.’

‘Was it the food, Christine?’ Daphne asked as she sat nearby and looked at her with her large black eyes.

‘No, no, it’s not the food; the food was wonderful.’ She remembered the food flying out of Uncle Costas’ mouth. She remembered . . .

‘I suppose I do feel a bit homesick. It’s just at the village . . . I don’t feel well. It might be the tablets that I take; I have to take some tablets. Thank you, thank you. I suppose I also miss family. Aunty Sophia and Uncle Giannis. I didn’t like being in the village at all.’

My life is pain, she wanted to howl whilst wiping away floods of tears and snot. I am like those who suffer such trials. Rough years lie behind me. Yet grant me passage to where I should be.

Although painfully conscious of how irrational she must look, she could not stop crying. She wiped her nose roughly, trembled, and noticed the caring eyes of Constantine in particular. Daphne handed Christine a box of tissues; Nicolas, a glass of water.

‘We know you miss your family,’ they gushed sweetly, ‘but we are your family too. You have a family here in Greece, and we love you very much.’

Christine gazed at them in disbelief, then coughed. Constantine continued to stroke her back. She shivered when he touched her hair delicately, and turned her gaze into the black distance.

Something flashed across the sky, something akin to a flame of fire. She could almost hear the flutter of wings and a clear, vibrant chirping that drowned out the rumble of motorbikes and hooting of cars.

Did you see that? she wanted to squeal.

She fell back into Constantine’s arms as if falling back into the strong embrace of the living God, and sighed deeply, infused with hope and strength.


Ω5Ω

She saw her sister Demi in a dream that night. Or was it a vision? It was so real.

It was morning in Australia. Demi was preparing a breakfast for her husband Peter whilst her daughter Angelique read loudly from the pages of the book she was clutching:

‘A is for apple; B is for ball.’

‘She’s obsessed with books,’ Demi said with a hint of disapproval and melancholy. ‘She’ll end up like Christine; I just know it!’

She walked over to the kitchen table with an air of grace, the bling she was wearing matching harmoniously with the bling of her home.

From the glitzy sculptures to the sequined cushions to the leather sofa to the ornately carved dining table, Demi and Peter’s house was a reflection of that middle-class comfort and luxury that was most people’s goal.

‘How is Christine? Have you heard from her?’

Peter picked Angelique up and hugged her with tender devotion. ‘Last I heard, she was leaving the village and heading to Patras.’

‘Ah, the village, hey?’ Peter chuckled and walked over to Demi, who was now standing over the immaculate clean sink and looking into the garden beyond. He rubbed her belly. It would be a boy; this was confirmed. Arthur, he was to be called Arthur. After his father.

Demi would have no choice in the matter.

‘I’m heading off,’ Peter said. ‘Don’t forget to call the school; we need to know if Angelique will be accepted.’

‘And if she isn’t? Surely the local school will do.’ Demi thought of the cost of sending children to expensive private schools. They were not just educational institutions; they were a sign you had made it. A sign of middle-class status. That you were important, you were somebody.

That your children would become doctors and lawyers and engineers and leaders.

‘No,’ Peter said. ‘The local school will not do. I’m not having this conversation again.’ He picked up his bag as he headed out the door to work, where he taught at the local school.

‘Hypocrite,’ Demi said as he drove off. Then, spotting her daughter, she sighed, ‘Oh Angelique, did you have to?’

Demi walked over, nearly tripping over her heels. She insisted on looking impeccable at all times. ‘Naughty, naughty girl.’

Angelique’s cry was piercing.

Demi shuddered as her daughter slapped her in the face. ‘Your education better be worth it, young lady,’ she warned as she put her daughter down in anger and told her to go sit in the lounge.

Put the TV on if I must, she thought. Yes, yes I know I shouldn’t, but that will keep her quiet for a time.

She walked into the spacious lounge like a queen entering the throne room and turned the plasma TV on. Angelique began to dance and sing to The Wiggles, and Demi smiled and laughed and joined in.

‘What to cook, what to cook?’ she then mused. She looked forward to Peter coming home to her once again. To eating and drinking and laughing and talking of their future with Angelique and Arthur.

They would put Angelique to sleep and sneak into their bedroom, where they would make love as if it was the first time. While they lay snuggled together, all was well.

This life in suburban Adelaide was all that mattered.


Ω6Ω

Why did Christine feel shame? The vision before her had been one of domestic bliss and love. When she woke up early in the morning to sneak into the toilet. Then she froze as she heard Helen’s voice.

‘He is insufferable,’ Helen said, clearly talking about Nicolas.

‘He’ll grow out of it. He’s young. Don’t you remember when you were a teenager?’

Christine hurried on to the bathroom, not wanting to eavesdrop but not able to help herself.

Helen and Constantine were in the kitchen. He held her tenderly. She was in her bathrobe, he in his shorts and plain T-shirt. ‘My mother would have beaten me had I spoken that way,’ Helen said. ‘I sometimes wonder if we are wasting our time with all this private tutoring and this thinking . . . thinking he cares.’

‘I won’t allow you to say those words again,’ Constantine said sharply. He turned away and tapped his fingers on the small glass table. Tap, tap. His fingers twitched in agitation as he admired the Italian-designed table they had purchased at astronomical cost: black and gold base and with exquisite Greek design around the edges. It was a table fit for a king. For a Caesar.

‘Without the right education, he has no future in this country,’ Constantine told his wife. ‘Do you understand that? I don’t want him to slave like I do; carpentry is hard work. Yes, the money is good and yes, I know how much you enjoy spending my money, my love. But I have goals for Nicolas. He will excel. I know it. And your doubts and cynicism don’t help.’

‘And Daphne?’ Helen’s tone took on a growl. ‘She’s turning into a little slut; did you know that? With that Spiros. And what do you do about it? What is her future? What work will she do? I want her to have what I have, what we both have. What we both worked hard for. For this, Constantine. It is getting harder and harder out there. I know. She barely does her homework; she resists learning her English. She prances around like a whore, and I won’t tolerate it anymore. Do something about it!’

The tapping took on a bang, and Christine heard Constantine make his way back to the bedroom. As he went, he growled the word ‘Hypocrite’ loudly enough for Helen to hear.
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‘CHRISTINE, COME, WE are having coffee. Come.’

Christine jolted when she heard Helen’s lush voice outside the bedroom door. Daphne had already woken up and disappeared. Christine leaped from her bed, uttered a quick prayer and glanced at her watch.

It was going past 9:30 a.m. She looked outside the small window. Before her stretched a warm Saturday morning of limitless blue skies and untold treasures. It was her fourth day in Greece, yet it felt like her first.

Putting her slippers on and tying the robe tightly, she all but forgot the village as she wondered what the day would have in store. Would it transform her life forever? Would she see Greece in all its history and beauty and—confronted by this image of the divine—bow down in worship and dedicate her life to this land, its history and its people?

Five minutes later, Christine was drinking a cold frappe with Constantine and Helen on the balcony overlooking Patras. A concrete jungle sprawled before her, a vision akin to a divine revelation.
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CHRISTINE CHANGED INTO a pair of baggy white cotton pants, a plain red top and comfortable sneakers. She wore contacts that day, and smudged some red lipstick on. She felt aroused, sensual, wonderful and alive, and she wanted everyone to know it. Breathing heavily, her sexual desire was juxtaposed with the spirit of adventure that lay dormant within her and was now ready for fruition.

The events of last night were a blurry memory. She decided to stop taking her tablets for a while.

Constantine analysed her carefully when she entered the lounge room, and Christine saw a flash of both happiness and disappointment ripple across his boyish face. He took a good look at her breasts, hidden underneath her shapeless red top, and seemed aghast when he saw the sneakers.

Helen came out, and the room was overwhelmed by her sensual beauty. She wore tight-fitting black pants, a white top that emphasized her dark tan and black stilettos studded with jewels. Her large, dark eyes were heavily done up, and her copper-streaked brown hair flowed thick and luscious down her back. A thick silver chain hung around her neck, and her arms were covered in silver bracelets that jangled noisily every time she moved.

She reminded Christine of Demi, but Helen was more the vixen: every sumptuous curve on display for all to see and glory in.

Clearly, Helen was trying to be as provocative as was possible, as demanded by not only her husband, but also by the world of fashion and by that feminine ego that craved and relished lustful glances and that convinced her she was still hot and desirable. This was how the dolled-up women on Greek TV dressed.

Comfort was the last thing on Helen’s mind.

Helen and Constantine were the epitome of the new middle-class in Greece. Having acquired wealth, they began to idolize money. Constantine worked hard as a carpenter, and Helen demanded the latest in fashion and at least one visit a week to the hairdresser (for she would not wash her own hair). She demanded the best for her children and summer holidays to rest her weary body and brown her already-weathered skin. Nothing and nobody would destroy her pristine existence, the middle-class opulence and frivolity that she had worked hard to attain.

Nobody. Not even Christine.


Ω7Ω

‘This region goes back over two thousand years, Christine. It was named after the Achaean warrior tribe. And it was here—in this part of Greece—that the banner of revolution was lifted at the monastery of Agia Lavra. There, a bishop defied the Ottoman Turks and helped the War of Independence become a reality.’

Constantine, who perceived himself an amateur historian, spoke incessantly and excitedly as they made their way to their first destination. His retelling of the stories of the region was marked by feverish exhilaration, and he spoke with such patriotism and love of the land that she thought he would burst into song and dance any minute.

‘Tell me a bit more about the Monastery of Agia Lavra, Constantine. I’m interested,’ Christine said in her scratchy Greek.

‘Yes, I’m interested as well,’ Helen added, when her husband didn’t immediately continue. Her demeanour seemed surly.

‘It was in this Monastery that the Greek heroes who stood up against the Turkish occupiers congregated when they were fleeing for their lives. Bishop Germanos blessed the revolutionists and raised the Banner of Revolution . . .’

They continued the drive through this majestic mountainous region with its spectacular gorges, beautiful white-washed villages and historical monasteries. Christine was finally here—in a land infused with the mythology of ancient Hellenistic tribes that had roamed these lush, fertile regions—listening to tales of a glorious past of heroes and gods.

‘Our first stop will be the Monastery called Mega Spileo—The Great Cave,’ Constantine uttered—this time in broken English, to Christine’s delight. ‘According to Church tradition, the monastery was founded by two monks on the spot where a shepherdess found a miraculous icon of the Virgin Mary in a cave with a spring.’

Christine listened to Constantine as if she were listening to a grand symphony. Indeed, it was hard for an observer not to notice that Constantine and Christine harmonized in their beliefs and their attitudes. Constantine exuded joy and tried his best to impress Christine with his knowledge and his piety. His eyes sparkled, his voice oozed confidence and he sang whenever he was not talking.

Helen, on the other hand, looked as if she were in pain whenever religion was brought up and sighed excessively (and loudly) during the drive. She mentioned more than once that she ‘was glad she was helping Christine see the Monasteries’ as she knew ‘she was religious and liked going to church.’

Like the good hospitable Greek she believed she was, Helen felt it her duty to show her relative the grand religious sites with their miracles and stern, austere monastic life, to show her a warm welcome to the motherland . . . and then to see Christine promptly return to her other motherland.

Constantine’s glint, singing, whistling and pure exuberance did not escape Helen’s attention, and she chastised her husband on more than one occasion—as did the kids, who told their dad numerous times to ‘shut up’ and ‘stop showing off.’ When Constantine remarked that ‘Beautiful women make me happy, and I now have two,’ the kids groaned and Helen froze in horror.

‘Your father has always had a fondness for younger, foreign women,’ Helen remarked.

Christine did not quite catch the malicious tone and so dismissed the comment with embarrassment.
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‘The story of the monastery is the story of the gentle shepherdess. The story goes like this, Christine—’

‘With exaggeration, of course, Constantine,’ Helen remarked with blunt sarcasm.

‘Always with exaggeration; always with love, my love.’ He beamed as he stroked Helen’s cheek and winked at Christine through the rear-view mirror. Then he told the story, in the words of the shepherdess:

I was with my father’s herd, and decided to rest. The heat was unbearable that day, such as I had never experienced. While resting, I noticed one of the goats had separated from the herd and climbed up steep rocks to the entrance of a cave. The goat leapt with joy as it approached the cave and disappeared into its mouth. As if hours had passed, the same goat bleated raucously and emerged from the cave with its beard dripping wet. I thought nothing of this behaviour and, picking up the goat, made my way down again.

Alas, the goat repeated its action the next day! The same leaping up to the cave—the same bleating, but this time even louder—as it roughly pushed its face against my arm and prodded me towards the entrance of the cave. I decided to follow it, frustrated by its strange behaviour—and weary, for the path was steep and the sun harsh.

I followed the goat and entered the mouth of the cave, only to find myself within a garden of ivy and sweet-smelling bushes. A spring of water was pouring forth from a corner. I scooped up some water and pressed it towards my lips and was struck by its sweetness. My goat lapped up the water as if it were the nectar of the gods of old. I shivered, however, for I became frightened. As I
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