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For the grandmothers who carried one sentence across an ocean and gave it to their sons.
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​Chapter 1. Arrival
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The ferry came around the headland at twenty past four in the afternoon on a Sunday in the last week of August, on a sea that was a green he had only seen in his mother’s bathroom tile on Cavenagh Street, on a boat with a diesel smell at the back of his throat he had been at for thirty-six hours from Darwin.

He had not slept.

He had been awake on the eleven-hour Singapore-to-Athens flight, awake on the Athens-to-Kos connector, awake on the Kos-to-Pothia ferry for the full hour and a half because the deck rail was where he had decided at the Aegean Airlines gate in Athens he would be when the boat came around the headland.

The headland came at four eighteen.

The harbor came up on the left.

The harbor was a harbor.

His grandmother in Darwin had said in February, when he had first told her where he was going, that Pothia was not Kastellorizo. She had said it the way she said most things, which was once, in Greek, with the slow Kastellorizan vowels she had been carrying in her mouth for seventy-nine years. She had said Pothia was the place a Pothia man went to and that he should not go expecting Kastellorizo. He had not been to Kastellorizo either. She had not been to Kastellorizo since 1947. The two places were the two he had not been to. He had told her that. She had said go to Pothia.

He had not been told, until two months ago when his sister Sophia had texted him from Athens, that Sophia was going to be at Symi as a senior fellow for his Year 1. Sophia had not told the family until the program’s central office in Athens had confirmed her placement in June. Sophia had said in the text that she would tell their parents on a Sunday call the next week. She had. The family had absorbed it. His grandmother had said nothing for two days and had then said: Sophia at Symi. Niko at Pothia. The cousins-who-stayed in two boats. She had not said more.

His father had driven him to Darwin airport at one in the morning Saturday Darwin time. His father had not gotten out of the car at the curb. His father had nodded at him through the open passenger window and had said kori in the way he used the word for either of his children at the moment of being placed onto a thing, and had driven away.

His mother had cried at the front door before they had left. She had cried quietly. He had said Mama. She had said Niko. He had held her shoulders for a count of nine. She had let go.

His younger sister Theo at fourteen had been at the kitchen in her pyjamas with a slice of toast she had made for him. Theo had said: bring back a stone from the harbor and put it on my dresser. He had said: I will.

His grandmother had not been at the house at midnight. He had been at her flat the night before. She had given him a package wrapped in brown paper that he had not opened yet and that was in his suitcase tonight. She had said: open it when you are at the kitchen in Pothia, not before.

A dense Kalymnian town climbed the slope from the harbor to a kastro on the ridge. White-and-blue-and-faded-yellow houses. A parish church bell tower at the top. The late-August air carried the smell of warm stone and diesel and the sea on its still afternoon turn. The dock with the sponge boats his father had been supplying parts to for thirty-one years.

The boats were sponge boats.

His father supplied parts to sponge boats. His father had been at it for thirty-one years. His father had not been to Pothia. His father was a desk man with a phone at his ear. His son was at the deck rail of a ferry in Pothia at four eighteen on a Sunday in late August looking at a harbor full of sponge boats his family had been at one remove from for two generations.

The ferry came in to the dock at four twenty-five.

He picked up his bag.

He walked down the gangway.



A man was at the dock.

The man was at the bottom of the gangway with both hands in his pockets and the kind of stance Niko would later read as the Stelios stance, which was a stance in which Stelios had been at the dock for an hour because the program’s central office in Athens had told him on Friday that Niko was on the four-twenty Sunday ferry from Kos and Stelios had been there since three-twenty to be sure he had not misread the schedule.

“Lekkas.”

“Vouvalis.”

“Niko.”

“Stelios.”

“You are jet-lagged.”

“I am thirty-six hours awake.”

“That is not jet-lag. That is something else.”

Stelios took the bag.

Stelios was eighteen. He was a head shorter than Niko was. He had a face that had been at this dock for arrivals for two years already because Stelios had been the dorm assistant the previous summer and had now been promoted to local liaison for the new program intake. He had a steady walk. He did not introduce himself further. He said: we walk.

They walked.

The walk from the dock to the Drosos house was eight minutes. Niko did not register most of it. He registered the smell of the harbor at four-thirty in the afternoon, which was a smell of diesel and salt and sponge crates and something Greek-cooked at the kafenio at the corner of the harbor square. He registered three older men sitting outside the kafenio who looked at him without turning their heads. He registered an almond tree at the corner of two streets with a kind of late-August dust on it. He registered a bakery window on the right at half past four with the lights still on inside. The woman at the bakery counter looked up. The woman lifted her hand. Stelios lifted his. Niko did not.

“My mother,” Stelios said. “She runs the bakery. You will be at the bakery in the mornings.”

“All right.”

“Phaedon is at the dorm. Tia is at the dorm. Lina arrived Friday. The Tarpon Springs girl is on Wednesday’s ferry.”

“All right.”

“You are the fourth.”

“I am the fourth.”

“You have come the farthest.”

“I have come the farthest.”

He did not say more on the walk. Stelios did not either. The walk turned up a lane. The lane climbed a slope. The lane had a stone wall on the left that was the kind of wall Niko had been at in the photographs of Kastellorizo in his grandmother’s flat in Darwin, although he had not been to Kastellorizo and the lane was not Kastellorizo, and the wall was the kind of wall Greek islands had had since the eighteen-fifties.

The lane turned again.

The lane ended at a wide wood door.

The door was open.



The Drosos house at four-thirty-five was the kind of house his head had built. He had not known, before he had walked into the entrance hall, that his head had built the right kind of house, or that the seed had been a Pothia seed and not a Kastellorizan one. He stood at the threshold and let the not-knowing be on the other side of him.

The entrance hall had a photograph on the wall to the right.

He looked at the photograph.

The photograph was sepia. It was a family. The names were on a slip of paper behind the glass. The names were Eleni, Stamatis, Maria, Despina, Manolis, Markou Drosos. He read them.

He did not yet know any of them by their relation to anyone he had been near. He did not yet know in particular that he himself was a distant cousin to the Vouvalis-Markou cousin line, through a Maria who had been at this house at the kitchen for forty-five years, who had been his great-great-great-grandfather’s sister, the Lekkas-line connection his grandmother in Darwin had never named to him because she had never named it to herself.

He would learn that in Year 4 from a Spetses cohort-mate in Stuttgart’s textbook and a Tarpon Springs priest’s sister and a research letter from a Trieste-Italian-Greek scholar at the Cavenagh Street dorm in Darwin.

He did not know it now.

He looked at the photograph for a count of seven.

He turned. He followed Stelios.



The kitchen was at the back of the house.

Three of them were in it.

Phaedon was at the piano in the common room across the hallway with the lid up and one hand at a key, not playing, just holding the key down. He looked up when Stelios and Niko came past. He had a precise face and glasses on the table beside the piano. He did not stand. He nodded.

“Lekkas.”

“Trakas.”

Phaedon went back to the key.

Tia was in the kitchen at the long table peeling a bowl of garlic with a paring knife. She had her dark hair in a single braid. She had the kind of sweater Niko had only seen on Broome women at the Cavenagh Street markets in Darwin. She finished the garlic clove she was at. She set the knife down. She looked at him.

“Lekkas.”

“Theodorakis-Coffin.”

“Broome to Darwin in nineteen-thirty-eight was fourteen hours.”

“By boat.”

“By boat. By Qantas in the eighties it was four. By road it is twenty-two now.”

“You have done it three times.”

“I have done it three times. You have done it two.”

“I have done it two.”

She nodded.

She did not say more. She picked up the next garlic clove.

Stelios put Niko’s bag down at the kitchen door. Stelios said: Lina is upstairs. She will be down at five. The dinner is at seven. The dinner is for four. The fifth arrives Wednesday.

Niko nodded.

Stelios said: you will sleep at six. You will not sleep before. Sit at the table. Eat the bread. Drink the water. We will get you to bed at the right hour.

He nodded.

Stelios said something to Tia in Kalymniko Niko did not catch.

Tia answered in English. Tia said: I have the garlic.

Stelios nodded.

Stelios went to the hallway.



Niko sat at the long table.

The long table had been in this kitchen since 1898. The program had not replaced it. A scar marked the corner where he was sitting, made by a knife slipping in 1973. He did not yet know that. He saw the scar. He put his hand on it.

Tia put a piece of bread in front of him. Tia put a glass of water in front of him. Tia did not say more. She kept peeling.

He ate the bread.

Stelios’s mother had baked it that morning. She had been baking the Sunday loaves for forty-six years. He did not know that yet. He ate it.

It was good.

The water came from a well at the back of the courtyard the Drosos cooperative had drilled in 1894. He did not know that either. He drank it.

His head began to be the kind of jet-lagged head that did not know which way was twelve o’clock.

He did not say more.

He watched Tia at the garlic.

He watched the kitchen.

The kitchen had a window at the back that opened onto a courtyard. The courtyard had a wisteria over a stone table. The wisteria was at the end of its August flowering. The petals had been falling onto the stone for two weeks. The courtyard had a stone well at the back. The kitchen had a stove on the right wall and a sink on the left and a long countertop. The kitchen had a small clay bowl on the windowsill above the sink that he would later learn was the crumb bowl.

He had not been at a Pothia kitchen.

His great-great-great-grandmother Maria had been at this one as a girl in the eighteen-fifties. He did not know that yet.

He ate the bread.



Lina came down at five.

She was a sixteen-year-old with shoulder-length black hair and a notebook in her hand and a wisteria petal in her hair from the courtyard.

“Niko.”

“Lina.”

“Bag in the front hall.”

“My bag is at the kitchen door.”

“Take it up. Second floor. The room at the top of the stairs. The harbor-side single.”

“All right.”

“You have not slept.”

“I have not slept.”

“You will sleep at six. You will eat at seven. You will be at the table for forty minutes. You will sleep again at nine.”

“All right.”

“I am Lina. I am from Sfax.”

“You are from Sfax.”

“You are from Darwin.”

“I am from Darwin.”

“My mother spent a week in Darwin in nineteen ninety-five at a teaching conference. She has a postcard on her dresser at home of the Cavenagh Street market. The postcard has been on her dresser for thirty-one years.”

“My mother has been at Cavenagh Street.”

“My mother does not know your mother. My mother does know the Cavenagh Street market.”

“All right.”

“All right.”

She did not say more. She turned. She walked back upstairs. The fourth and ninth stairs creaked. He noted the creak. He did not yet know that Lina would learn to walk on the not-creaky pattern by mid-October and that he himself would learn the pattern by November.

He took his bag up.

The room at the top of the stairs was a single room. It had a bed against the inside wall. A dresser. A window that faced the harbor on the side that the room had been called the harbor-side single for. A writing desk. A pull-cord light fixture from the nineteen-sixties. Every Year-1 harbor-master intern had slept here since 2017, when Stelios had assigned the room to the role. It was Niko’s for the year.

He set the bag down on the floor.

He took his shoes off.

He did not unpack.

He lay down on the bed in his clothes.

He set his phone on the dresser.

He turned the phone face-down.

He did not turn it off.

He closed his eyes.

He slept at five-twelve in the afternoon Pothia time, which was twelve-twelve in the morning Darwin time, which was the kind of hour Niko at home in Darwin would never have been awake at.

He slept until six-forty-five.



The dinner was at the kitchen at seven.

Stelios had been at the bakery picking up the dinner bread at six. Phaedon had been at the kitchen counter cooking. Tia had been at the table laying out the plates. Lina had been at the doorway between the kitchen and the courtyard reading a book in French.

Niko came down at six fifty-five.

He had washed his face. He had drunk a glass of water at the bathroom sink. He had changed his shirt. He had brushed his hair the way his mother had taught him to brush his hair before dinner when he was six. He had been at the bedroom for an hour and forty minutes asleep and ten minutes awake. He was the kind of awake a jet-lagged seventeen-year-old was when he had slept ninety minutes after thirty-six hours and was facing dinner with three other seventeen-year-olds he had never met in person.

He sat at the chair Tia had set for him, which was the chair at the side of the table on the harbor-side, which was the chair that became his for the next two years.

He did not yet know it was his chair for the next two years. He sat in it.

Phaedon set a bowl of soup in front of him.

Fava bean soup with lemon and olive oil and fried onion on top. Phaedon had been cooking it on Sunday evenings since he was nine at his grandmother’s kitchen in Nea Smyrni. Niko did not yet know any of that.

He ate.

It was good.

The four of them ate without speaking for ten minutes.

The first to speak was Tia.

Tia said: “The American is on Wednesday.”

Lina said: “Wednesday.”

Phaedon said: “Wednesday at four-forty.”

Niko said: “What is the American’s name.”

Stelios said: “Athena Markou. Tarpon Springs, Florida.”

Tia said: “Tarpon Springs is a sponge town.”

Niko said: “Tarpon Springs has been a sponge town for a hundred and twenty years. My father supplies parts to a Tarpon Springs cooperative.”

Stelios said: “You will be at the cooperative office below the dorm with Mihalis the cooperative manager for the year. The cooperative office in Pothia has a Tarpon Springs file. The cooperative office in Tarpon Springs has a Pothia file. The Tarpon Springs file has had a Pothia letter on its top shelf since nineteen forty-eight that your father has not been at the bottom of.”

Niko looked at Stelios.

Stelios said: “I have read the program’s intake on you.”

“You have read the program’s intake on me.”

“I have read it twice. The Lekkas family has been at Darwin since nineteen forty-seven. The Kastellorizo emigration. Your grandmother. The cooperative office at Pothia has a file from a nineteen forty-eight letter your great-grandfather sent the cooperative asking after a member of his Pothia line. The cooperative office had not replied. The cooperative office still has not replied. The file is on the top shelf in the back room. Mihalis told me about it in June. Mihalis told me you would not know.”

“I do not know.”

“You will know.”

“All right.”

Stelios did not say more.

Lina did not say more.

Tia did not say more.

Phaedon did not say more.

The four of them ate the soup.



Niko did not register most of what Stelios had said. The Lekkas file. The 1948 letter. He registered it as a sentence at the table.

He finished his soup.

Phaedon brought out a plate of bread and cheese.

The four of them ate.

Stelios got up at seven-forty. He cleared the bowls. He set them in the sink. He did not wash them. He said: Niko sleeps. The rest of us are at the courtyard.

The three of them and Stelios went out.

Niko sat at the table for a count of forty.

He did not move.

He thought about Stelios’s Lekkas family at Darwin since nineteen forty-seven.

He thought about a file with a 1948 letter in it from his great-grandfather Kostas Lekkas asking after a Pothia line. He had been raised on a Kastellorizo story for sixteen years. There had been a Pothia story. The Pothia story had not been told to him. He thought of his grandmother in her flat in Darwin at midnight Darwin time, asleep, in the housedress she had been at the kitchen in for fifty years.

He did not yet decide what he thought about the not-telling. He decided he would think about it tomorrow. The disclosure his grandmother had been carrying was a year and three months away. He did not yet have its shape.

He stood up.

He took the bread crumbs from the table and put them in the clay bowl on the windowsill above the sink because Tia had told him on the way down to the soup that the bowl was for the crumbs and that the cat from the lane outside the courtyard came around in the morning.

He did not yet know that the cat was the cooperative cat that would be a cat for the duration of the program, that would be at the windowsill every morning for two years, that would be at the windowsill the morning Lina would put her phone on the kitchen table at six forty-five in March of Year 2.

He put the crumbs in the bowl.

He set the bowl on the windowsill.

He turned to the kitchen door.



Lina was at the door.

She had come back into the kitchen because she had been watching him through the courtyard window the whole time he had been at the table.

“Niko.”

“Lina.”

“Sleep.”

“I am going up.”

“Niko.”

“Yes.”

“You are going to be at the kitchen at six in the morning. You are going to be jet-lagged at six in the morning. The kitchen is going to be at six in the morning. The bread will be at the bakery. Stelios’s mother will be at the bakery at five. The bread will be the morning bread. You will eat the bread.”

“All right.”

“Niko.”

“Yes.”

“What Stelios said about the cooperative file.”

“Yes.”

“You will go and find it.”

“I will go and find the file.”

“Not on your first week. Stelios said tonight because he had decided you should know on your first night that the file existed. The file has been on the shelf since nineteen forty-eight. The file will be there in October.”

“All right.”

“Lina.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you tell me that.”

“Because I read the way your face was at the table when Stelios said it. Your face needed to hear the part about October from somebody who was not Stelios. You needed somebody at the table at the start of the week and not at the end.”

“You are at the table.”

“I am at the table.”

“All right.”

She did not say more. She did not move from the doorway. She had said what she had decided to say.

He nodded.

He went up the stairs.

The fourth and ninth stairs creaked. He registered the creak. He would later, in late October, learn to walk on the not-creaky pattern.

He did not register the pattern tonight.

He came to the bedroom. He closed the door. He brushed his teeth at the bathroom sink across the hall. He came back. He lay down on the bed.

He had been at the dorm for three hours.

The bed had been in this room since 1968, per Stelios’s email. The wall beside it carried no salt damage that he could see in the dim light from the corridor. He would learn in his first week that the room across the hall had a wall the harbor-side rooms had carried for ninety years. His was an interior wall.

His grandmother. Sophia at Symi. Theo at the kitchen at home, doing her homework on a Monday morning Darwin time. His mother and father asleep at three in the morning in Darwin.

The package wrapped in brown paper his grandmother had given him at her flat the night before. She had told him not to open it until he was at the kitchen in Pothia.

He had been at the kitchen in Pothia.

He had not opened the package.

He got up.

He went to the suitcase.

He opened the suitcase.

He took out the package wrapped in brown paper.

He sat on the bed.

He opened it.

The package had a single piece of folded paper in it.

The paper was a piece of stationery from his grandmother’s flat. The paper had his grandmother’s hand on it. Her hand on the paper was the hand he had been at her kitchen counter watching for sixteen years. The paper had three lines.

The lines were in Greek.

The first line said: Niko mou.

The second line said: The Pothia kitchen is the kitchen. Go to it. Do not come back to Darwin without going to it.

The third line said: I am sorry.

He read the lines three times.

He folded the paper.

He put the paper in the dresser drawer at the top.

He closed the drawer.

He did not yet know what his grandmother was sorry for. He would know in November of Year 3 at her flat. She had been carrying the apology since she was thirteen. He did not know it tonight.

He lay down on the bed.

He thought about the file on the top shelf in the cooperative office back room.

He thought about Lina at the doorway saying you needed somebody at the table at the start of the week.

He slept at nine-twelve in the evening Pothia time, which was four-twelve in the morning Darwin time.

He slept until the kitchen at six.
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​Chapter 2. The Harbor Master
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The harbor master’s office was at the foot of the lane that ran down from the Drosos house to the dock, in a single-story stone building that had been the cooperative’s secondary office until 1953 and had been the harbor master’s office since. The September morning carried the early-autumn cool the island had after Saint Mary’s day, the kind of cool that came off the harbor before the sun had cleared the kastro on the ridge.

Niko was at the door at seven fifty-five on the second Monday of September.

He had been awake since five. He had not slept past five since his arrival seventeen days ago. He had been at the kitchen at six. He had drunk two coffees. He had walked the eight minutes down the lane at seven-forty.

Andreas Karavas opened the door at seven fifty-eight.

Andreas Karavas was sixty-two. He had been at the harbor master’s office for thirty-six years. He had the face of a man who had been at the same window onto the same harbor every morning since twenty-six and had stopped being surprised by what came in on the ferry.

He looked at Niko.

He did not say good morning.

“Lekkas.”

“Karavas.”

“Come in.”

Niko came in.

The office had two rooms. The front room had Andreas Karavas’s desk and a counter and a filing cabinet. The back room had the archive and the second desk, which was where Niko was going to be for nine months. The back room had a window onto the harbor. The window had a lemon tree on the windowsill that Andreas’s wife had been keeping there since 2003 when she had given it to him for his fortieth at the office. The tree had given fourteen lemons in twenty-three years. The lemons were small.

Andreas pointed at the second desk.

“That is yours. The chair is broken. The chair has been broken since the last intern in 2019 broke it. You will fix the chair before you sit on it. The chair is in the corner. The tools are under the sink.”

“All right.”

He turned. He went back to his own desk in the front room. He did not say more.

Niko stood at the back room for a count of nine.

He took off his coat. He hung the coat on the hook by the door. He walked to the corner and looked at the chair.

The chair was a wooden chair from the 1940s with a cane seat that had a frame the cane was woven around. The chair had a back leg that had been split at the joint with the seat frame and had been temporarily repaired in 2019 with two screws that had failed at some point in the last seven years and that had not been re-repaired. The chair was the kind of chair Niko had been at his father’s marine-supply warehouse with a hundred times in his life when the warehouse had a chair that needed mending and his father had asked Niko at nine and at eleven and at thirteen to fix it.

He had fixed the warehouse chairs.

He could fix this one.

He went to the sink.

The tools under the sink were in a wooden box that had been there since 1971 when the office had been refit. The tools were a hammer, a hand drill from the 1960s, a selection of wood screws, a jar of carpenter’s glue from a Tampa supplier his father stocked in Darwin and which had a label in three languages because the supplier exported to Australia and to Greece and to the Levant, and a carpenter’s pencil.

He took the box.

He carried it to the chair.

He sat on the floor beside the chair because he could not sit in the chair to fix it.

He took the chair apart in seven minutes.

The chair came apart at the joint where it had been broken because the joint was a mortise-and-tenon joint that the previous intern had filled with hardware-store wood filler and the filler had failed. He cleared the filler. He cleared the failed screws. He set the back leg upright on the floor. He set the seat frame down. He inspected the tenon. The tenon was the tenon. The mortise was the mortise. The two could be mated again if he carved a small additional wedge that filled the gap the filler had been filling.

He had a wedge of olive wood in his pocket that he had picked up from the bakery courtyard at seven that morning. The wedge had been a piece of an olive crate that Stelios’s mother had split open on Sunday morning for the bakery oven. Niko had pocketed it because he had not been able to walk past a piece of cut olive wood without picking it up since he had been seven. He had not known he was going to use it for a chair at the harbor master’s office. He had it.

He carved the wedge with the carpenter’s pencil knife that was at the bottom of the wooden box, which was a knife the tool box had had since 1971 and which had not been sharpened since 2014.

He carved for forty minutes.

The wedge took shape.

He fitted it into the mortise. He fitted the tenon into the wedge. He glued the joint. He set the chair upright on the floor. He waited. He did not move.

He sat with his hand on the chair joint for fifteen minutes the glue needed to set, which was a count he had been at his father’s warehouse a hundred times with one hand on a glued joint while his father had been at the desk doing something else.

He did not move.

He waited.



Andreas Karavas came into the back room at nine-thirty-five.

He had been at the front desk for an hour and a half on the phone with the ferry office on Kos about the Monday afternoon ferry’s deck schedule. He had hung up at nine-thirty-three. He had walked to the back room at nine-thirty-five. He had stood at the door before saying anything.

“Lekkas.”

“Yes.”

“You have been at the chair for an hour and a half.”

“I have been at the chair for an hour and a half.”

“You have not moved.”

“I have not moved. The glue is at minute fourteen. The chair will sit in another forty seconds. I will let it set the rest of the day before I sit on it.”

“All right.”

He did not say more.

He stood at the door another fifteen seconds.

He walked back to his own desk.

The forty seconds passed. Niko stood up from the floor. He moved the chair to the desk. He did not sit on it. He set the chair under the desk in the position the chair would be in when he sat on it. He stood at the desk. He looked at the desk.

The desk had a stack of papers on it that Andreas had set there the night before for the morning. The stack was the harbor’s August ferry-arrival logs, which the office had to file with the regional maritime authority by the end of September every year, and which had been waiting for the intern in part because the intern who had been hired in 2019 had broken the chair and had quit after two weeks. The 2020 program had not sent an intern because of the pandemic. The 2021 intern had been a Spetses girl who had not been a paperwork girl. The 2022 intern had been a Hydra boy who had been a paperwork boy but who had not finished the August logs. The 2023 intern had been a Symi boy who had been at the wrong desk because Andreas had moved the desk for him to be at the front. The 2024 and 2025 interns had been absorbed by the cooperative office across the harbor.

Niko was the 2026 intern.

He picked up the top page.

The top page was a ferry-arrival log for the first of August 2026. The log had a column for ferry name, departure port, departure time, arrival time, passenger count, vessel-state remarks, and a box at the bottom for the harbor master’s signature. The first ferry of the first of August had been the morning ferry from Kos at five thirty-five. Andreas Karavas had signed the log at five forty-two.

Niko read the page.

He read the next. The second ferry. The third. The afternoon ferries. The evening ferry. The Saturday morning ferry. The Saturday afternoon ferry. The Sunday ferries.

He read the August logs for two hours.

He did not catalogue yet.

He read them.

He had not been told how to catalogue them because Andreas had not yet told him. Stelios had told him in the dorm kitchen the night before that Andreas Karavas’s way with an intern was to let the intern read the materials for a day before being told what to do with them. Niko was reading.

At eleven-thirty Andreas came into the back room with a paper bag.

The bag had two pieces of bread from Stelios’s mother’s bakery and a piece of cheese. Andreas had walked to the bakery at eleven-fifteen. He had asked Stelios’s mother whether the boy at the harbor master’s office had eaten. Stelios’s mother had said the boy had eaten half a piece of bread at six. Andreas had said give me the boy’s lunch. Stelios’s mother had given him the bread and the cheese.

Andreas set the bag on the desk.

“Eat.”

“All right.”

“You have been at the logs for two hours.”

“I have been at the logs for two hours.”

“You have not catalogued.”

“You did not say to.”

“Good.”

He went out.

Niko ate the bread and the cheese.

The bread was the bread.

He kept reading.



By four in the afternoon he had read the August logs for the entire month and was reading the July logs because Andreas had brought him the July binder at one without saying anything.

By four-thirty he had read the May logs.

By five he had read the April logs.

At five o’clock Andreas came into the back room.

Andreas had a key in his hand.

The key was a key to the file cabinet at the back wall of the back room.

The file cabinet was an old steel cabinet from the 1960s. The cabinet had three drawers. The top drawer was the current-year drawer. The middle drawer was the previous-five-years drawer. The bottom drawer was the archive drawer.

Andreas held the key out.

“The current-year drawer. You may open it any time. You will catalogue the August logs and the September logs and the rest of the months as the months happen. You will not open the middle drawer without coming through me. You will not open the bottom drawer until I tell you. Are we clear.”

“We are clear.”

“The bottom drawer has a file in it from 1948 you will be told about in October when Mihalis at the cooperative across the harbor decides you are at the right week to be told. I am not Mihalis. The 1948 file is not in this office. Mihalis has the 1948 file. I have a related file in the bottom drawer. The related file does not move from the bottom drawer until Mihalis has been at the conversation.”

“All right.”

“Lekkas.”

“Yes.”

“You fixed the chair.”

“I fixed the chair.”

“The chair was broken in 2019. The chair has been waiting for an intern who was a chair intern and not a paperwork intern. The chair has waited seven years.”

“All right.”

“Go home. I will see you at seven fifty-eight tomorrow.”

“Seven fifty-eight tomorrow.”

He left.



He walked back up the lane to the Drosos house at five-twenty.

The lane had begun to be the kind of lane he had been walking up at five-twenty after work. He had walked it sixteen times in the past seventeen days, twice a day on weekdays for the meal-breaks and once on the weekend evenings, and the lane had stopped being a new lane.

The almond tree at the corner of Pindos and Karpathou was still in its August late-summer dust.

The bakery window had the lights still on at five-twenty because Stelios’s mother had been baking the next morning’s loaves. She lifted her hand. Niko lifted his.

The kafenio men were on their bench. The man on the right with the white beard, who was Mihalis Karpathios’s cousin, looked at him for the first time without turning his head away. Niko did not yet have the welcome of the lifted hand. He would have it by November. He did not have it tonight. He nodded at the man. The man did not nod back. The man did not need to.

The Drosos house door was open.

He went in.

The kitchen was the kitchen.

Tia was at the counter with a bowl of beans. Lina was at the long table with three books. Phaedon was at the common-room piano with one hand at the keys, the same hand at the same key Niko had seen him at twice already in seventeen days, holding the key down. Athena was the fifth chair around the table, eating an apple.

Athena had arrived on Wednesday afternoon. She had been at the dorm for thirteen days. She was a tall American girl with sharp eyes and a voice that was already the loudest voice in the dorm. She had been at the cooperative office across the harbor from Niko’s office for the past week because her own internship was at the cooperative, and her own first day had been the previous Monday, and her first week had been a week she had been telling the dorm at the kitchen at dinner for forty minutes a night.

She was not telling the dorm tonight because Niko had not been at the dorm at five-fifteen and Athena had been waiting for him at the table to ask him about his own day.

“Lekkas.”

“Markou.”

“You fixed a chair.”

“I fixed a chair.”

“How did you know to fix the chair.”

“My father has had a marine-supply warehouse in Darwin for thirty-one years. I have been fixing warehouse chairs since I was nine.”

“My grandmother said you would be the kind of boy who fixed a chair.”

“Your grandmother said.”

“My grandmother is a Tarpon Springs Greek-American woman who has been on the Tarpon end of a Greek-diaspora Sunday-call network since nineteen ninety-eight. My grandmother got an email from Yiayia at the Darwin school PTA at four in the morning on Saturday that said the Darwin boy fixes chairs. My grandmother said it would land on you on Monday.”

“It landed.”

“It landed.”

Niko did not say more. He sat at the table. Tia set a bowl of beans in front of him. The beans were a Tia bean dish that had a Broome adjustment Niko had eaten at his grandmother’s flat twice in his life when his grandmother’s Broome neighbor had brought beans over for Easter. Niko ate them.

The dorm ate.



At seven-thirty Stelios came in from the bakery with a package wrapped in brown paper.

The package was for Niko.

Stelios set it on the table.

Stelios said: “From Mihalis.”

“Mihalis.”

“Mihalis Karpathios. The cooperative manager. The package is from his office. He sent it down at six because he had decided at five-thirty that you would have it for the dinner. Open it after the meal.”

“All right.”

Niko ate the rest of the beans.

He drank water.

He did not look at the package.

The package sat on the table for the rest of the meal. The dorm did not ask. Tia did not ask. Lina did not ask. Phaedon did not ask. Athena asked at the end of her apple with one bite left.

“Niko.”

“Yes.”

“What is in the package.”

“I do not know.”

“You did not look at the package.”

“I am going to look at the package after.”

“After.”

“After.”

She ate the bite.

She did not say more.



He opened the package at the kitchen at eight-fifteen when the dorm had gone to the courtyard. He sat at the long table alone. The package was wrapped in the kind of brown paper a Greek hardware store had wrapped parcels in for decades. The string was twine.

He undid the twine.

He folded back the paper.

The package had two things.

The first was a square of cardboard with a single typewritten line on it. The line was: Niko Lekkas. From Andreas Lekkas, my friend at Pothia 1993. Mihalis.

The line had a handwritten note below the typewriting. The note said: Your father wrote me three letters in nineteen ninety-three. I have one. I am sending it to you in October. Be patient.

The second was a carved wooden whistle.

The whistle was the size of his thumb. It was carved from olive wood. It had a mouthpiece and a chamber and a hole. The whistle was the kind a sponge-boat captain had carried on his belt in the 1930s to signal across short distances when the engines had been off and the boat had been on a sponge bed.

He had not been told his father had been at the Pothia cooperative in 1993. His father had been nineteen in 1993. His father had been an apprentice at the Darwin parts firm in 1993. He had not been at Pothia.

He had been at Pothia.

His father had not told him. He did not yet know that the three letters from 1993 would be the thread by which his Year 1 would come to be threaded.

Niko held the whistle in his hand.

He did not blow into it.

He read the typewritten line again. He read the handwritten note. He folded the paper. He set the whistle on the clay bowl on the windowsill where the cooperative cat ate the crumbs in the morning, where the whistle would not be in the bowl with the crumbs because there were no crumbs tonight, because Tia had wiped the bowl at lunch.

He put the typewritten line and the handwritten note in his shirt pocket.

He sat at the table for a count of forty.

He went up.



The bedroom at the top of the stairs at the harbor-side single was the bedroom.

He sat on the bed.

He took the typewritten line out of his pocket and read it a third time. He took the handwritten note out and read it. He put both back.

He did not call his father.

His father was at the Darwin office at six-fifteen in the morning Darwin time, which was twelve-fifteen in the afternoon Pothia time, which had been seven hours ago. His father was at his desk at the marine-supply company on the Stuart Highway in Darwin. His father had a phone at his ear. His father was the kind of father who did not take a personal call at the office between six and nine in the morning because the suppliers in Korea and Singapore and Indonesia were on his morning hours.

He did not call.

He would call on Saturday at the Saturday hour his father took personal calls, which was Saturday at three in the afternoon Darwin time, which was Saturday at nine in the morning Pothia time, which was five days away.

He had five days to think about whether to ask.

He thought about what to ask.

He thought about Mihalis Karpathios’s typewritten line. He thought about his father at nineteen in 1993 at the Pothia cooperative for some length of time he had not been told about. His father at nineteen had been apprenticing at the Darwin parts firm, which he had been at, and at Pothia, which he had also been at. The two were not the same months of his father’s nineteenth year. A person at nineteen could not be at two places. The family story had had his father at Darwin through nineteen ninety-three. The Pothia trip had not been a Darwin work-year trip. It had been a leave.

His father had been at Pothia for a leave in 1993.

His father had not told him.

He thought about his grandmother.

His grandmother had told him at the airport curb on the morning he had left that she had not been to Kastellorizo since 1947 and that Pothia was not Kastellorizo. She had not told him his father had been at Pothia in 1993. She had been at the Darwin family kitchen for twenty-three of his father’s years. She would have known.

He thought about his mother.

His mother had been at the front door at midnight in tears. She had not told him about his father at Pothia either. She would have known. She had been married to him for twenty-eight years.

His sister Sophia had not told him.

Sophia was at Symi. Sophia had been on the program a year ahead of him. Sophia had been at the cooperative office at Symi at her Year-1 internship. She would have been told about the Pothia 1993 file if Mihalis had decided to tell her in September of her Year 1. He did not yet know if Mihalis had told her.

He sat on the bed for a count of three hundred.

He stood up.

He went to the dresser.

He opened the top drawer.

He took out the folded paper his grandmother had given him in the brown package on the night he had left Darwin, which had said Niko mou. The Pothia kitchen is the kitchen. Go to it. Do not come back to Darwin without going to it. I am sorry.

He read the paper.

He read the third line a fourth time. I am sorry.

He had not yet known what his grandmother was sorry for.

He had not been told.

He read the paper again.

He folded it.

He put it back in the drawer.

He closed the drawer.

He sat back on the bed.

The wall by the bed was an interior wall. It had no salt damage. The salt damage was on the harbor-side double across the hall where Athena slept. He had heard Athena at her wall at midnight twice in the past week with her hand on the headboard, which Tia had told him at the kitchen on Thursday was Athena’s gesture and was not for asking about.

He did not put his hand on the wall.

He lay down.

He thought about his father at nineteen in 1993 with a whistle in his hand at the harbor in Pothia.

He thought about the file in Mihalis’s office that had three letters from his father, of which Mihalis had kept one and was sending in October.

October was twenty-three days away.



He did not sleep.

He had not slept past five since his arrival. He did not sleep tonight either. He lay on the bed in his clothes for an hour and then he got up and went down to the kitchen.

The kitchen at nine-thirty was the kitchen.

Tia was at the kitchen counter washing the dinner dishes. Lina was at the long table with a French dictionary. Phaedon was at the common-room piano. Athena was on the courtyard wall outside with Stelios who had come down from the bakery for an hour and was eating a piece of bread.

Tia turned.

“Niko.”

“Tia.”

“You opened the package.”

“I opened the package.”

“You will not say more.”

“I will not say more.”

“All right.”

She handed him a dish towel. He dried the dishes she had been washing. The two stood at the counter for fifteen minutes without speaking. The dishes were the dishes. The towel was the towel.

He went back up at ten.

He lay on the bed.

He slept at eleven-twenty.

When he did sleep he dreamed of his father at nineteen at the Pothia harbor in a summer of 1993 he had not been told about, with a whistle in his hand, at the dock at five in the afternoon, with the sun on the water, with Mihalis Karpathios at thirty-two on the dock beside him, neither of them yet the men they would become, both of them at the hour Pothia had at five in the afternoon in July, the hour the harbor had been at since before the family had been at any of the kitchens.

He slept until five.

He woke at five. He did not get up. He lay on the bed until six-fifteen when the kitchen began to be the kitchen below him and Stelios’s mother’s bread arrived at the front door at six-twenty.

He went down at six twenty-five.

He ate the bread.

He walked to the harbor master’s office at seven forty-three.

He fixed the cane seat of the chair at eight-oh-five.

He sat on the chair at eight-twenty for the first time.

The chair held.

Andreas Karavas came into the back room at eight-twenty-five.

He saw Niko on the chair.

He nodded.

He went back to his own desk.

The day began.
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​Chapter 3. The Zoom and the Sister
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Andreas Karavas handed him the letter on a Tuesday morning at nine-forty.

The envelope had the cooperative’s letterhead at the top corner and the handwriting Niko had begun to recognize as Mihalis Karpathios’s at the address line, which was written in Greek and in English in two parallel lines because Mihalis had been writing addresses in two languages for forty years. The envelope had been at the cooperative office overnight. Mihalis had walked it down from his desk at the cooperative to the harbor master’s office at seven that morning before Andreas had arrived, had left it on the counter, and had gone back up the harbor lane.

Andreas had read the address line.

He had not opened the envelope.

He had set it on the back-room desk where Niko was at the August ferry logs.

“Lekkas.”

“Karavas.”

“From Mihalis. It is October.”

“It is October.”

“He said it would be October. It is October.”

He went back to the front room.

Niko opened the envelope.

The envelope held a single sheet, folded twice, in his father’s hand from 1993. The page had a heading that read Dear Mr. Karpathios. The salutation was the formal salutation Niko’s father had used in business correspondence for thirty years. The body ran twenty-three lines. The body asked one question across three paragraphs.

The question was whether the Pothia cooperative office had a record of a 1908 marriage between a Pothia woman named Eirini Lekkas, age 22, and a Sfax man named Stavros Vlachos, age 38, and if so whether the cooperative could send a copy of the record to a Darwin address Niko’s father had typed at the bottom of the page.

The signature was his father’s.

The date was the seventh of March 1993.

His father had been nineteen in March of 1993. His father had been an apprentice clerk at the marine-supply firm his father would run from 2001. His father had been a year out of secondary school. His father had not yet met Niko’s mother. He had not been the father Niko knew. He had been a young Greek-Australian man in Darwin asking after a 1908 Pothia marriage.

Niko read the page twice.

He read the salutation a third time.

He folded the page.

He held it in his hand for a minute.

Andreas came back to the door at ten.

“Lekkas.”

“Karavas.”

“Your father wrote a good letter.”

“My father wrote a good letter.”

“He used the cooperative’s correct address. He used my predecessor’s name, which was Stavros Karkanis. He used the formal Greek for Dear Mr. Karpathios, which was the formal Greek a Sydney-trained Greek-Australian had in 1993. He used English at the bottom because his father had told him to put the Darwin address in English.”

“You read the letter.”

“I read it in nineteen ninety-three when it came to the office. Mihalis showed it to me. We were both younger men. Mihalis was the assistant manager. I had been at this desk for three years. We read it together. We did not reply. The cooperative did not have a 1908 record on file because the cooperative had not been the office that kept marriage records in nineteen-oh-eight. The parish office had the marriage records in nineteen-oh-eight. The cooperative had brokered the marriage and had an administrative entry in a ledger somewhere, but the cooperative had not had the record itself.”

“You did not reply because you did not have the record.”

“We did not reply because we did not have the record. We did not reply because Mihalis had not yet been the manager and had not yet decided whether the cooperative was the kind of office that replied to overseas inquiries. We did not reply because the letter had arrived in March of nineteen ninety-three and the cooperative had been in a labor dispute that month and the dispute had absorbed every working hour for six weeks. We did not reply because by the time the dispute had ended your father had written a second letter from Darwin that had assumed the first had been lost and that had asked us not to bother.”

“There was a second letter.”

“There was a second letter. Mihalis has it. There was a third letter from your father in August of nineteen ninety-three from Sydney where your father had moved for a course, asking us to forget the inquiry. Mihalis has that one too. Mihalis is sending you this one because he has decided this is the one for you to have first. He will send the others when he decides.”

Niko looked at the letter.

“My father asked about a Pothia marriage.”

“Your father asked about a 1908 Pothia marriage.”

“I have not been told about a 1908 Pothia marriage.”

“You have not been told.”

“My father did not tell me.”

“Your father did not tell you. Your grandmother had told him at some point in nineteen ninety-two or nineteen ninety-three that a 1908 marriage was the question, and your father had decided to ask Pothia. Your grandmother had not given him the answer. Your father had not been able to find the answer. Your father had given up on the answer in August of nineteen ninety-three and had not asked again as far as we know. The cooperative has not heard from him in thirty-three years.”

“My grandmother had asked the question.”

“Your grandmother had been the one who knew there was a question. Your grandmother had been the one who had decided in nineteen ninety-two that her son could be the one to ask if her son wanted to ask. Your grandmother had not asked. Your father had asked. Mihalis answers the question now by sending you the letter.”

Niko held the page.

The page was a Darwin-typewriter page on standard A4 paper from a 1993 office-supply roll. The ink had faded slightly at the bottom. The letter had carried the same fold for thirty-three years. The page smelled of old paper and Pothia office air.

He set the page on the desk.

“Karavas.”

“Yes.”

“I need to call my father.”

“You will not call your father today. You will call your father on Saturday at the Saturday hour your father takes personal calls, which is nine in the morning your time and three in the afternoon his time. You will be at the dorm courtyard. You will have read the letter five more times before then. You will know what to ask. Mihalis told me to tell you this.”

“All right.”

“You will go to the cohort Zoom at seven tonight and you will not say anything to your dormmates about the letter.”

“I will not say anything.”

“Mihalis has read your face. Mihalis has decided you can hold the letter for four days before you make the Saturday call. Mihalis is right about this kind of thing.”

“All right.”

Andreas left.

Niko folded the letter. He put it in the inside pocket of his coat. He went back to the August ferry logs at ten-fifteen.

He worked until four-thirty.



He walked the eight minutes up the lane to the Drosos house at four-forty.

The lane had begun to be the lane of his weekdays. The kafenio men on the bench were the same three. The man with the white beard, who was Mihalis’s cousin, lifted his hand without turning his head. Niko lifted his back. He had not had the lifted hand last week. He had it this week. The greeting had come on a Tuesday.

The bakery had the lights on at four forty-five. Stelios’s mother was at the counter pulling a tray of the afternoon’s loaves. She lifted her hand. Niko lifted his.

He came to the dorm door at four forty-eight.

The dorm at four forty-eight had Phaedon at the piano with a score open on the music rest and Lina at the long table with three books and Tia at the kitchen counter with a half-peeled onion and Athena at the courtyard wall reading a letter she had brought back from the cooperative office where she had been all afternoon. Stelios was at his mother’s bakery.

Niko set his coat on the hook by the door.

He did not take the letter out of the inside pocket.

He came into the kitchen.

Tia turned.

“Lekkas.”

“Theodorakis-Coffin.”

“You have something.”

“I have something.”

“You will not say.”

“I will not say.”

“All right.”

She turned back to the onion. She did not ask more. She had read his face. Tia had been reading faces at the kitchen for six weeks now, and Niko had been one of the easier faces because his face did not perform.

He drank a glass of water at the sink. He drank a second. He set the glass on the drainboard upside-down because Stelios’s mother had told him in his first week that the dorm dried glasses upside-down on the drainboard and not on the dish towel.

He took the bowl of olives Phaedon had set out at four down from the counter and ate three of them at the kitchen window. The cooperative cat from the lane was on the outside windowsill. The cat had been on the windowsill on most afternoons for the past three weeks. Tia had been feeding it a piece of bread on alternate days. The cat had begun to look in.

Niko ate the olives.

He went up to his room.



He sat on the bed for fifteen minutes.

He did not lay the letter on the dresser. He kept it in the coat pocket. The coat was on the hook by the dorm door downstairs. The letter was thirty feet away through the floor.

His father at nineteen in Darwin in March of 1993, typing the letter on an office typewriter at the firm his father would inherit in 2001. His grandmother the year before, telling his father what she had carried for forty-five years from her own father-in-law’s hand. The Saturday call at three in the afternoon Darwin time, his father on the back porch of the Cavenagh Street house with a coffee.

He stood up.

He went down to the kitchen.

Phaedon had moved to the long table and was at the laptop setting up the Zoom. Tia had finished the onion. Lina had cleared three of her books. Athena had come in from the courtyard with the letter she had been reading, which Niko could see now was from her grandmother in Tarpon Springs and was written on the kind of stationery a Tarpon Springs grandmother used.

“Zoom in nine minutes,” Phaedon said.

“Nine minutes,” Lina said.

“We sit in the order I have set the chairs,” Tia said. “Niko on the bench beside Athena.”

“On the bench beside Athena,” Niko said.

They sat in Tia’s order. Athena was on his left. Phaedon was on Athena’s left, running the laptop. Lina was at the far end. Tia at the far right.

Stelios came in from the bakery at six fifty-eight.

He sat at the head of the bench in the chair Tia had left for him.

He nodded.

The screen came up at seven.



Four tiles loaded.

Symi was the top-left tile.

Five Symi students were at a long table with a 1980s Greek pop poster behind them. Their liaison Maria Soulounia was at the far left. Their senior fellow was at the corner near the door, half off-screen, in a denim jacket, with a notebook in her lap.

Niko saw her.

Sophia.

He had not been told.

He held the side of the bench with his right hand. He did not move. He did not turn to Athena, who had not yet seen the Symi tile because Athena was reading the Hydra tile that had just come up. He did not look at Stelios at the head of the bench, who had been at the cohort intake list for two months and had known. He did not look at the camera. He kept his eyes on Sophia in the corner of the Symi room.

She did not look up at her camera. She wrote something in her notebook.

She had cut her hair shorter than she had had it at Christmas. She had the denim jacket she had bought at the Darwin Salvation Army in 2023 when she had been eighteen and had not yet been at her own program. The jacket had been at her shoulders in Darwin and now had been at her shoulders at Symi for two months.

Niko breathed out.

He had not breathed for a count of three.

Athena, on his left, said, half a beat low: “Lekkas.”

“Markou.”

“That is Sophia.”

“That is Sophia.”

“You did not know.”

“I did not know.”

“You are not angry.”

“I am not angry. She is my sister. She does this. She gets to do this.”

He said the words the way he had said them once already in his head between four-thirty and six. The words had been the words he had decided he would say to anyone who asked. The words came out cleanly because he had practiced them.

He had not been told.

He had absorbed it.

He had decided in the bedroom upstairs that the absorbing would be the thing he did.

The other tiles loaded. Hydra. Spetses. Chania. Eighteen other faces. Phaedon greeted the call. The Pothia dorm introduced themselves in the order Phaedon had set on the bench. Niko said his name at the
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