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Chapter 1. The Drosos House.
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The ferry slowed coming into Pothia harbor and Athena saw the town for the first time and was angry that it was beautiful. The water at the harbor mouth was the strange pale blue of a Dodecanese August afternoon, and the limestone slope above the town was the color of bone where the sun fell on it and the color of old bronze where it did not, and the bell towers stood up between the white-and-pink houses like a thing the town had decided long ago.

She had been awake for nineteen hours. Tarpon Springs to Tampa, Tampa to JFK, JFK to Athens, Athens to Kos, Kos to Pothia. The last leg had been a four-hour ferry from Mastichari port that her mother had described over the phone as a short hop, the way her mother described all distances that were not the one between their kitchen and St. Nicholas Cathedral. The sea between Kos and Kalymnos had been the wrong color. Too pale. Too clear. Tarpon Springs water was warm and brown at the dock and green a mile out and the color of weak coffee in the channels. This water looked like glass somebody had polished for nothing.

The buildings on the slope above the harbor were white and pink and the saturated yellow of a school marker. Bell towers stuck up between them. Higher up, the limestone took over and a kastro sat on a ridge looking down at the boats. The boats in the harbor were smaller than the sponge boats at home, cleaner, with newer paint, and no winches she recognized. The sponge dock was somewhere else. She could feel that by the way the ferry angled in.

A man with a cardboard sign that said KDHP in green marker was waiting at the bottom of the ramp.

He was not what she had pictured. The website photos had been older. This person was barely older than she was, in a faded T-shirt and the kind of shorts you wore on a fishing boat and canvas sneakers that had been white once. He was holding the sign in one hand and a bottle of water in the other and he was not smiling.

“Markou,” he said when she came down the ramp. He had spotted her before she had spotted him.

“How did you know.”

“Last person off.”

“I had a big bag.”

“I see the bag.”

He did not move toward her bag. He put the bottle of water in her hand instead.

“Drink that. It’s hotter on the walk than it looks. Stelios.”

“Athena.”

“I know your name. That’s why I made the sign.”

She drank the water. He watched her drink it the way you watch a kid take medicine. When she handed back the bottle he capped it and put it in a string bag over his shoulder and picked up her suitcase by the handle, not the wheels, and started walking up the harbor road. She had to half-run for two seconds to catch him.

“You speak English.”

“I speak English.”

“My Greek is okay.”

“We’ll see.”

The harbor road climbed. Ticket office. Tackle shop. A cafe with men in plastic chairs and small white coffees in tinted glass. They all turned to look at her. One said something to Stelios in Greek. She caught most of it. He answered without slowing.

“What did he say.”

“He asked who you were.”

“What did you say.”

“I said you were Markou from Tarpon Springs.”

“And.”

“And he said kalos irthe.”

Welcome. She knew the word. She had said it a thousand times at the cathedral. The man had not said it to her. He had said it to Stelios about her, which was not the same thing.

They climbed a side lane that broke off the harbor road and got steeper and shadier and quieter. Whitewashed two-story houses, iron balconies, shutters in two colors of blue. A cat watched them from a step. A scooter went past on the cross-street below and the noise bounced off the walls and went away in a second. Her suitcase wheel banged on the stone every few feet because Stelios was carrying it by the handle.

“You can wheel that, I think.”

“It’s three more lanes.”

“Why are you carrying it by the handle.”

“Because the wheels are for airports.”

He did not explain. He kept walking. She did not argue further because she did not have the air to argue. The bag on her shoulder weighed more than the suitcase. The medallion her grandmother had pinned to her shirt under the collar was sticking to her neck.

They turned onto a third lane that was wider, blue-shaded by an awning across two buildings, and stopped at a whitewashed door with a small brass plate beside it. The plate had nothing on it. It had been polished where the screws were, the way you polish around a thing you have decided not to read anymore.

“This is the house.”

“Okay.”

“Five bedrooms. Kitchen. Courtyard at the back. Storage in the basement, not for you. The rules go on the fridge. The fridge is in the kitchen. The kitchen is the first door on the right.”

He unlocked the door and pushed it open and held it for her. She stepped in. The entrance hall was tiled in a black-and-white pattern she had seen in old houses on St. James Street at home. The wall on her left had a row of hooks and three jackets that did not belong to her. The wall on her right had a small framed photograph she did not stop to look at. The corridor went back to a doorway with bright light beyond it. Somebody was playing a piano. The same five notes over and over with one mistake in the same place each time.

“Who is that.”

“Phaedon. He is from Athens. He arrived a week ago and the piano was under a tarp. The tarp is no longer on the piano.”

“You said Athens.”

“He is from Athens. He is also from Alexandria, but his family has been in Athens since 1962.”

“Alexandria, Egypt.”

“Alexandria, Egypt.”

“Okay.”

He put her suitcase down at the foot of the stairs. He took his string bag off his shoulder and hung it on a hook. He looked at her the way he had looked at her drinking the water at the harbor.

“Phaedon is in the second-floor bedroom on the courtyard side. Niko is in the harbor-side single at the top of the stairs. Lina is in the room next to Niko. You are in the room across from Lina, on the harbor side. Tia is in the room next to Phaedon.”

“Tia is already here.”

“Tia came in on the eighteenth. Phaedon came in two days before her. You are the last.”

“I had connections.”

“Everyone had connections.”

He counted the rooms on his fingers as if she had not been listening. She had been listening. She was tired and she was thirsty and she was standing in the entrance hall of a house she had imagined every night for a year, and the photograph she had not looked at on the right-hand wall was at the edge of her vision and the patient slow piano playing badly somewhere behind a closed door was filling up the parts of her brain she had been planning to use to be impressive.

“Which room is the larger one.”

“The harbor-side double.”

“And who is in that one.”

“Nobody. The double is the shared sitting room on the second floor. It used to be a bedroom in the 1920s. It is not a bedroom now. The rooms you are getting are the rooms you are getting. We do them in order of arrival. Phaedon had the courtyard-side single because he wanted to be away from the harbor wall. The harbor wall is the one with salt damage. Niko took the bathroom-side bedroom because he wanted the shorter walk in the morning. Lina took the room next to Niko because Niko asked her to. You are across from Lina because that is the room that was left.”

“Niko asked her to.”

“He asked her quietly. They had not spoken to each other before that. She said yes.”

“I have salt damage.”

“You have a perfectly good room with the harbor view. The salt damage is on the bedroom wall by the bed. The wall is over a hundred years old and the harbor has been there longer. The wall takes the weather. My room has it. Tia’s has it. Lina’s has it. Niko’s does not. He won that.”

“By being polite.”

“By being there first and by asking quietly. You can ask quietly later. The harbor-side single is what is left today.”

The piano stopped. A woman’s voice from somewhere above her, on the stairs, slow and unbothered.

“Stelios.”

“Tia.”

“There is a bee in the bathroom.”

“There is always a bee in the bathroom.”

“You said you would fix the window.”

“I said I would put the screen in. The window is fine.”

“The screen is on the kitchen table.”

“Then put the screen in the window.”

“You are taller.”

Athena turned to find the voice. The girl at the top of the stairs was almost her age and was barefoot and was wearing a man’s button-down shirt over an old swim top. She had her hair tied back with a rubber band. She held the screen by one corner. She nodded at Athena the way you nod at somebody whose name you already know.

“Markou.”

“Yeah.”

“Tia.”

“Tia, hi.”

“Hi. Stelios will not fix the bee.”

“I will fix the bee,” Stelios said. “Bring me the screen.”

Tia came down the stairs the way somebody who had walked a sandy beach since she was four years old comes down stairs. The screen went past Athena and into Stelios’s hand and Tia kept going past her into the kitchen without stopping. She had looked at Athena’s face for two seconds and at her bag for one second and at the entrance-hall floor on the way past, and Athena had felt all three lookings without being able to say what she had been measured for.

Stelios carried the screen toward the bathroom. He stopped before the bathroom door.

“The photograph on the wall behind you. There is a label. You should read it later. Not now. You have not eaten and you are about to lose your temper. Read it tomorrow.”

“What.”

“The photograph. There is a label tucked behind the glass. The name on the label includes a Markou. There are Markous in Kalymnos. There are Markous on every Greek island that ever sent anybody anywhere. You will want to know about it. You will be wrong about most of what you guess. Wait until tomorrow.”

He went into the bathroom. The door closed. The bee buzzed once on the inside of the door and went quiet.

Athena turned to the photograph.

It was a sepia print in a wooden frame the size of a paperback. A family stood on the front step of a house. The house was the same house. She recognized the door behind them. She recognized the lintel. She recognized the iron knocker in the shape of a hand, which she had not until this second realized she had walked under.

Two adults and four children. The adults were a man in a high-collared suit and a woman in a long dress with a sash. The children were in white. The smallest was holding a sponge bigger than her head and looking at the sponge. The other three were looking at the camera. The taller of the three was a girl of about thirteen, in a white dress with a darker ribbon at the waist.

The plate on the bottom of the frame said Drosos family, August 1922 in English and in Greek.

There was a slip of paper tucked behind the glass, against the inside edge of the wooden frame. She tilted the frame to read it. The pencil writing was old and even.

Eleni, Stamatis, Maria, Despina, Manolis, Markou Drosos.

She read the line twice. She felt the heat in her ears before she felt anything else.

She turned and walked into the kitchen.

It was a long room with a stone floor and a green-painted dresser along one wall and a kitchen table in the middle the size of a boat door. Phaedon was at the stove with his back to her. He was tall and thin and had the kind of skin that did not redden in heat. He had a kitchen towel over one shoulder and the smell coming off the pan was lemon and garlic and oil and an herb she did not know. Tia was at the table cutting cucumbers into a bowl with a small knife, without looking at the cucumbers. Both of them looked up.

“You arrived,” Phaedon said.

“I arrived.”

“Stelios is doing the rooms thing.”

“He told me the rooms thing.”

“I told him it was a stupid way to do it. He said it was the program’s rules. I checked. It is not the program’s rules. It is Stelios’s rule.”

“That is consistent,” Tia said. “With Stelios.”

“Hi,” Phaedon said. “Phaedon.”

“Athena.”

He did not put his hand out. He did not move from the stove. He looked at her face for slightly longer than was comfortable. He nodded once.

“There is iced tea in the fridge. Stelios’s mother makes it. She makes it without sugar and with cinnamon. Drink one or drink three. Do not drink two.”

“Why.”

“Because if you drink three you will have a headache by sundown and you will blame Greece. If you drink one you will be fine. Two is the bad number. Trust me.”

Tia made a soft sound that was almost a laugh and went back to cutting cucumbers.

Athena went to the fridge. The fridge was full in the way that a fridge a week into five people living together is full. She found the pitcher. She poured a glass. She drank half. The tea was the color of weak black coffee and tasted like a country she had not been to.

“Who were the Drosos family.”

Phaedon put the wooden spoon down on the rest. Tia did not look up. Neither was suddenly moving slowly. Both were already doing the slow work that people do when a question they are not sure who should answer enters the room.

“They owned this house,” Phaedon said.

“I gathered.”

“Sponge merchants. From the late nineteenth century. The last Drosos died in 2019. The house came to the foundation in 2024.”

“There’s a photograph of them in the entrance hall.”

“There are photographs of them all through the house. The foundation has not finished cataloguing them.”

“There is a name on the photograph in the entrance hall.”

“Many names.”

“My name.”

Phaedon looked at Tia. Tia looked at the cucumber she was halfway through cutting. She put the knife down. She wiped her hands on the front of her shirt without ceremony, lifted her face, and looked at Athena directly.

“Sit down a minute.”

“I’d rather stand.”

“Sit down a minute anyway.”

Athena sat. She put her glass in front of her. Tia sat across.

“There are families in Kalymnos with the same surname as families in Tarpon Springs,” Tia said. “It is not unusual. The diaspora started here. The name on the photograph is a Drosos who married into a Markou family in 1922. Stelios told me on my second day. He is not hiding it. He told you to wait because you have been on planes for a day. There are records at the museum. We can walk you there. We have walked there three times already. Phaedon is interning at the museum and has read most of it. Lina has read the rest. We are not keeping anything from you. We are trying not to land a hundred years of family history on you in your first hour. Sit. Drink the tea. Eat something.”

She said it without sharpness. She said it the way you tell a person a thing she will need to understand for years.

Athena did not say anything for a long while. Tia did not look away. Phaedon, at the counter, turned the stove back on under the pan and stirred without watching what he was doing.

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll wait until tomorrow.”

“Wait until you’ve eaten.”

“Wait until I’ve eaten.”

“Wait until you’ve eaten.”

Phaedon, at the stove, said something in Greek so quietly Athena was not certain he had said it to anyone. Tia heard it and the corner of her mouth went up half a millimeter and then back down.

Somebody came in through the courtyard door at the back of the kitchen behind a beaded curtain Athena had not noticed before. The beads parted. A girl came in with a market bag over one shoulder and the kind of compass on a string that you actually used, around her neck. She had short hair, dark, and the air of having walked from somewhere precise to somewhere precise. She set the bag on the counter without looking at Athena and pulled a kilo of tomatoes out by the stem. Then she turned.

“You arrived.”

“Hi.”

“Lina.”

“Athena.”

“I know.”

She nodded once and went to the sink and washed her hands. The hands were small and careful. She had a watch on her left wrist that did not match the rest of her. Phaedon, at the stove, said something to her in Greek. She answered in French. He laughed. Tia, still at the table, said something in English to no one in particular.

“They do this. They have done this since Lina arrived. It is amusing for the first hour.”

Lina dried her hands and turned around and rested her hip against the counter and looked at Athena again. The look was longer than Tia’s and shorter than Phaedon’s.

“Stelios told you about the photograph.”

“He told me to wait until tomorrow.”

“He is correct that you should wait until tomorrow. He is incorrect that the photograph is the most interesting one in the house. There are three more in the upstairs hall and one in your room. Yours is the most specific.”

“In my room.”

“Above the bed. To the right of the window. Smaller. You will see it when you go up.”

“You went into my room.”

“I helped Stelios change the sheets the morning your room was ready. I did not move the photograph. I am telling you it is there so that you do not feel ambushed.”

“That is not how being ambushed works.”

“I am telling you anyway.”

Phaedon, at the stove, did not look at any of them. He stirred. The room was quiet in the way that a kitchen can be quiet while still containing four people. Athena heard the bathroom door open and Stelios came back down the corridor with the screen in his hand and the bee, apparently, no longer alive. Behind him she heard another set of footsteps, slower, coming down the stairs. The piano had been silent since Tia called Stelios about the bathroom.

Niko walked into the kitchen.

He was not what she had pictured. She had pictured an Australian. He was an Australian, but not an Australian in the way she had practiced for. He was tall and narrow and quiet. His shirt was a soft grey that had once been black. His hair was the kind of dark that did not photograph well in any light. He looked at her exactly long enough to count her as new and not long enough to make her feel watched. He had a pearl on a leather cord around his neck. The pearl sat on the cotton of his shirt the way somebody puts a thing where they want to keep noticing it.

“Niko.”

“Athena.”

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

He went to the fridge, poured half a glass of the iced tea, looked at the level, and put the pitcher back in the door. He took one swallow. He looked at the corner of the kitchen by the stove, where the wiring came down from the ceiling and ran along the molding to a junction box above the sink.

“That box is loose.”

“I know,” Stelios said from the doorway.

“It is loose because somebody took it apart and put it back wrong. The screws are the wrong screws.”

“I know.”

“You said somebody is coming.”

“In the spring.”

“It is the wrong season for it to wait that long.”

“They are not coming sooner.”

“It is wired like somebody wanted one room dark.”

“I know.”

Niko shrugged once. He took the second swallow of his iced tea and put the empty glass in the sink and walked back out of the kitchen the way he had walked in. The stairs creaked twice. The piano did not start again. The bathroom screen, Athena noticed, was now in the bathroom window.

Stelios came the rest of the way into the kitchen and reached up over her head and unhooked her shoulder bag from where she had not realized she had put it back on the chair behind her. He set it on the bottom of the dresser. He put a small plate in front of her with two slices of cucumber and a piece of feta and a piece of olive oil bread. He did not say anything. He walked back out toward the bathroom and shut the cabinet under the sink in there and came back through and started cutting tomatoes next to Lina.

“What is for dinner,” Athena said.

“Lemon chicken,” Phaedon said. “Rice. Cucumber. Tomato. A piece of cheese. Bread. Iced tea. Wine for the adults at the table, which is Stelios because Stelios is twenty and counts as adult on the island. Niko’s mother sent honey. We will put the honey on something.”

“What time.”

“Eight.”

“Where is the bathroom.”

“Top of the stairs, on the left.”

“And the room across from Lina is which one.”

“Top of the stairs, on the right, second door.”

“I’ll take it.”

“Yes,” Lina said. “You will.”

Athena ate the cheese and the cucumber and the bread on the small plate. She finished the tea. She picked up her shoulder bag and went out into the corridor.

She climbed the stairs. The wood of the stairs was darker than the floor of the corridor. The wall along the stairs had four more framed photographs and she did not look at any of them.

The bedroom door was open. The room was small. The bed was iron-framed and made up with a white cover and a blue cover folded at the foot. The window was open and the linen curtain was pulled back and the harbor was visible between two roofs across the lane. The salt damage was on the wall by the bed, where Stelios had said it would be, and it had bubbled the plaster into something that looked like the surface of a sponge cell.

She put her suitcase down. She put her shoulder bag down. She walked to the window. The harbor at five-thirty in the afternoon was the same wrong color as it had been from the ferry. She watched a small white boat with a blue trim cross from one end of her window to the other.

Then she turned.

The wall by the bed had a small framed photograph hanging beside the headboard. She had not noticed it from the door. She walked over and looked at it.

A girl in a white dress with a dark ribbon at the waist, on the front step of a house, holding a sponge. The same girl as the entrance hall, but younger. The print was smaller. The plate on the bottom of the frame said Despina, 1919.

She lifted the frame off the nail and turned it over.

On the back, in pencil, in a hand a hundred years old, the inscription read:

Despina, my brother’s daughter. Pothia. Before America.

She read it twice. She put the frame back on the nail with both hands so it did not knock against the plaster. She sat down on the bed. The mattress was firmer than the bed at home. The light through the window was the same color as the light in the photograph.

Downstairs, somebody opened the courtyard door and somebody else laughed once and the beads went chattering. Lina said something to Phaedon in French and Phaedon answered in Greek. Stelios said something in Kalymniko that Athena half-caught. Niko said nothing. The kettle came on.

Athena reached into the collar of her shirt and unpinned her grandmother’s medallion and held it in her palm. The medallion was warm from her skin. Saint Nicholas on the front. Her grandmother’s initials on the back. D. M., 1962. Her grandmother had been seventeen the year she had received it. The same age Athena was now.

She closed her hand around it.

She did not yet know what to do with what she had seen on the back of the photograph. She did not yet know whether to tell anyone. She did not yet know whether Lina had read it before her, or whether Stelios had, or whether her grandmother in Tarpon Springs had known about it her whole life and had never said the word. She did not yet know that the photograph in the entrance hall would be the one she would not look at for fifteen months, or that a ledger on a shelf at the museum down the lane would be at her hand by January. She did not need to know.

She knew she was not going to call her grandmother tonight.

She lay back on the bed for a moment and watched the ceiling. The ceiling had a small water stain in one corner shaped like a country she could not name. Below her, in the kitchen, a chair scraped and a glass set down and a knife went into a board. The piano started again. Different hand this time. Faster and more sure of itself. A melody she had heard once at her grandmother’s house and could not place.

She closed her eyes.

The medallion warmed in her palm.

She let the day land.
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​Chapter 2. The Cooperative.
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The first thing Athena learned about the working harbor was that it was nowhere near the tourist harbor. The mid-September morning had the kind of light a working Aegean port had once a year, the sun white over the slope, the breeze coming up from the south, the smell of lime water and wet sponge moving along the lanes the way the lanes had carried that smell since 1880. The ferry came in at one end of Pothia. The cooperative was at the other. Stelios walked her by a route involving two staircases, an alley that smelled of cats, and a lane that opened onto a different waterfront altogether.

“This is the dock you wanted.”

“I didn’t say I wanted any dock.”

“You wanted the sponge dock. This is the sponge dock.”

It was. She knew it before he said the word. The smell came first. Not the smell of Tarpon Springs. Tarpon Springs sponge docks smelled of brine and motor oil and the sweet-rot of a sponge boat unloaded an hour late on a Saturday. The smell here was older. Lime in it. Salt in it. A thing she did not have a name for that came from the lime and the sun and the wet sponge and the wood of an outdoor table that had held wet sponges for sixty years.

She had been ready for the cooperative office on the Pinellas County tax map: a two-room building with a counter and a fax machine and a coffee pot that had been on since 1989. She was looking at a long whitewashed concrete building set back from the dock, with a row of low tanks under a corrugated roof out front and four men in long-sleeved shirts working sponges in the tanks with their hands. The men had hats on. The wide-brimmed straw kind her father wore in summer. One was singing something to himself. The other three were not.

A door at the office end of the building was propped open with a wooden box. The propping arrangement said the door was always propped open. A small painted sign above it said Synetairismos Sfouggaron in faded blue. Underneath it, in newer English paint, Sponge Cooperative.

“Mihalis will be inside. He is the manager. He is expecting you.”

“You said you’d introduce me.”

“I am. I am introducing you to the door.”

“Stelios.”

“You will be fine. He met your father in 1991.”

“My father has never been here.”

Stelios was already turning around.

“Your father came here for two weeks in 1991 with his uncle. He was nineteen. You were not born. Mihalis remembers.”

He went. She stood at the propped door. She did not knock because the door did not appear to be the kind of door you knocked. She stepped in.

The office was a single room with high windows on two sides. Whitewashed walls. A polished-concrete floor that had been a working surface long enough to look like stone. Three desks. Two empty. The third had a man behind it on a phone, speaking Greek too fast for her to follow, with a hand cupped over the receiver as if he were keeping a secret from the wall.

The walls had pictures. A black-and-white group photograph of men in front of a sponge boat. A framed certificate from a 1972 expo. A map of the eastern Mediterranean with thin red pencil lines going from a dot in the middle of the Aegean out to dots she recognized as Tarpon Springs and Sfax and Alexandria and Benghazi and one she did not recognize that sat where Marseille should have been. A framed piece of paper that was a permit of some kind. The dates on it were old.

The man on the phone held up one finger to her without looking. He kept talking. She kept standing.

She was on hour seventeen of having decided not to think about the photograph in her bedroom. She had decided this two nights ago. She had decided it again yesterday. She had decided it again this morning, in the shower, while the salt damage on her bedroom wall watched her brush her teeth. The decision had not worked any of the times. It was working slightly better here, because the office smelled of cold coffee and lime water and there was a fan going somewhere in the back rooms and the light through the high windows was the kind of light her grandmother’s kitchen had in late summer.

The man on the phone hung up. He stood. He was not as old as she had pictured. He had the kind of face her father would have at eighty: lined the way men lined who had worked outdoors for fifty years, but not soft. His hair was almost gone. His hands looked exactly like her father’s hands. She had not been ready for the hands.

“Athena Markou.”

“Yes.”

“I am Mihalis Karpathios. I run this office. Please sit.”

He pointed at a chair beside the desk. He sat back down. She sat. He looked at her face. He did it the way the men at the cafe had looked at her on her first afternoon, but slower, and without anyone telling him to stop.

“You have your father’s mouth. Petros’s mouth. The chin is your mother’s. The eyes I do not know.”

“You met my father.”

“He came with his uncle. The summer of 1991. Two weeks. Your father did not like the heat. His uncle put him on every boat we had anyway. He was nineteen.”

“He is fifty-three now.”

“I know how old he is. I was at his wedding.”

“You were at my father’s wedding.”

“I was at the Tarpon Springs wedding. The first wedding. The Greek wedding at the cathedral. There was a second wedding at the courthouse before, I understand. I did not go to that one.”

She had not known there had been two. She had heard her parents talk about the wedding her whole life as if it had been one event. She did not say anything. Mihalis went on at his own pace.

“You will not do diving work. You are seventeen. The cooperative does not put a seventeen-year-old on a regulator. You will not do tank work either. The tank work is for men who have been around the tanks. I have been here for sixty-one years. I know what people do in their first week. You will sit at the desk over there. You will go through the file cabinet behind you. You will move papers into folders by year. The papers have been in piles since the 1990s. The previous manager, my predecessor, was a wonderful man who did not believe in folders. I am the manager now. I believe in folders. You are now the person who puts the papers into folders.”

“For how many days.”

“Until the papers are in folders.”

“That could be six weeks.”

“Then it will be six weeks. We are not in a hurry. The papers have not been in a hurry since the 1990s. You will be paid by the program. The cooperative will give you coffee and lunch. The coffee is good. The lunch depends on the day. On Tuesdays the lunch is very good. Today is Thursday. The lunch will be bread and a piece of fish.”

He gestured to the desk on the far wall. There was a small steel filing cabinet beside it, the kind with four drawers and rusted edges. A wire basket on top held a tilted stack of papers a foot high.

“Start with the top of that pile. Each paper has a date. Put each paper in the folder for its year. The folders are empty. They are on the shelf above the cabinet, in chronological order from the top shelf down. Do not skip years. If you find a paper with no date, put it in the red folder at the end. We will deal with it later.”

“All right.”

“You speak Greek.”

“Yes.”

“How well.”

“Not as well as I thought.”

He smiled for the first time. Not a wide smile. The smile of a man who had been waiting to see whether she was going to lie about it.

“Then you will speak some Greek with me when we are not busy. You will speak English with the men in the tanks because their English is better than your Greek. You will speak Kalymniko with anyone over sixty. Their Greek is also better than your Greek. You are Markou. You will pick up the dialect again. It is in your ear from your grandmother. You will not have to work as hard as you think.”

“My grandmother is in Tarpon Springs.”

“I know where she is. She was born there. Her father was born here. You know this.”

“Yes.”

“Her father was Spiros Markou.”

“Yes.”

“Spiros had a brother.”

He said it without weight, the way you mention the brand of a tool. She did not answer. She did not look at the wall of pictures. Mihalis did not turn his head either.

“You did not know.”

“No.”

“You should ask your father about him.”

“I will.”

“Not on the phone. When you are home.”

“All right.”

“Go to the desk. Start with the pile. We will speak again at lunch.”

She went to the desk. She set her bag on the chair. She sat. Her hands were not shaking. Her hands felt like somebody else’s hands. The top paper on the pile was a 2003 invoice in Greek for a piece of compressor equipment. She opened the second drawer of the steel cabinet. She put the invoice in the 2003 folder. The folder was almost empty. It had been waiting for the invoice.

She did not look at the framed permit on the wall.

She did not look at it for the next four hours.

She filed eighty-three papers. Most were invoices and equipment manifests. Some were correspondence she could read enough of to date and understand. She found a 1996 letter from a sponge buyer in Tarpon Springs to the cooperative, written in Greek and English on alternating lines, signed by a name she did not know. The handwriting on the English signature was identical to the handwriting on a Christmas card she had seen on her grandmother’s refrigerator every year for as long as she could remember. She put the letter in the 1996 folder. She did not look at it twice.

She drank two small cups of cold coffee that one of the men in the tanks brought in without being asked. She ate a piece of bread and a piece of fish and an olive at the desk because Mihalis had said the word lunch at noon and had not actually stopped working. One of the men came in for water and looked at her plate. He shook his head and came back five minutes later with a piece of cheese the size of his palm. He put it on her plate without a word. She ate the cheese. At one the singing man came inside, washed his hands at the sink, took off his hat, and walked over to her desk and held out his hand.

“Petros’s daughter.”

“Yes.”

“Stamatis Vlachos. I knew your father in ’91. I was at the dock the day they put him on the boat. He was sick over the side for six hours. We told him he was a Markou. He told us he was a Floridian. He was right about that. Welcome.”

“Thank you.”

“You speak Greek.”

“Not as well as I thought.”

He laughed. He patted the top of the steel cabinet twice, the way a man pats the hood of a car he has decided is fine. He went back outside.

She did the filing for two more hours. The pile shrank to half. At three thirty Mihalis stood up, walked over, looked at the stack inside the second drawer where she had put the 2003 folder back in, and nodded once.

“Good. Tomorrow you start the 1990s. They are harder. They are not in date order even within the year. Today was the easy part. Come.”

He walked her along the wall. He did not stop at the group photograph. He did not stop at the certificate. He stopped at the framed permit.

“This is the only Markou permit we have from before the war.”

It was a piece of paper the size of a postcard, behind glass, in a wood frame that had been refinished. The paper was a sponge-diver’s license issued by the Kalymnos Cooperative in 1937. Issued to Stamatis Markou, age 35. The signatures on the bottom were small and old. There was a stamp. The stamp was faded.

“Stamatis.”

“Your great-grandfather’s brother. He stayed when his brother Spiros went to Tarpon Springs. Their parents took Spiros in 1905. Stamatis stayed with his grandmother, here, in this town. He grew up here. He went down with a hard-hat boat in 1939 off Symi. He had one daughter. The daughter went to Athens after the war. The Athens line lost the name. There are still cousins. You do not know them.”

“I do not know them.”

“I know. I tell you because I want you to know they exist. You can decide what to do with them later. Or not. The cooperative remembers your name. The Markou name in Kalymnos did not end. The line came out of one brother instead of the other. You should know that.”

“I am Stamatis’s brother’s great-great-granddaughter.”

“You are. You are also your father’s daughter. You are also Despina’s granddaughter.”

“Yes.”

“Despina was named after Stamatis’s sister. The sister who left. That is the other photograph.”

“In my bedroom.”

“In your bedroom. I have not been in the dorm for a year. Stelios told me where the photograph is. The Drosos house keeps its own records. The cooperative keeps ours. They are not the same records. Some days they say the same things. Some days they do not.”

He patted the frame twice, the way Stamatis Vlachos had patted the cabinet. He walked back to his desk.

“Go to the dorm. Stelios will have started dinner. Tomorrow at eight thirty.”

“Mihalis.”

“Yes.”

“My father knew.”

“Your father knew his uncle died in 1939. Your father did not know we had the permit. I do not believe your father ever came in here. We were on a boat. He was sick over the side.”

“All right.”

“Go.”

She went.

The walk back to the dorm was the same walk in reverse. The lanes had cooled. The cat that had watched her in the morning was no longer on its step. A woman she had not seen before was watering a row of pots from a tin jug. The pots held tomatoes finishing. The woman lifted her chin at Athena and said good evening in Greek; Athena said it back; the woman said it again in Kalymniko, slower, like a lesson, and went back to the tomatoes.

She did not cry on the walk. The cooperative was a building. The permit was a piece of paper. Stamatis was a man who had died eighty-seven years ago. She had been at home in Tarpon Springs her whole life and had not known a single name Mihalis had said today except the names she had brought with her.

This is the kind of grandfather, she thought, my own grandfather had been to me. A man who waited until you were ready and then told you what had been there the whole time.

She was angry, walking, the way she had been angry on the ferry. Angry for her grandmother, who had not given her these names, and for her father, who did not know about the framed permit, and for herself, who had spent seventeen years in a house with a kitchen full of Greek and been certain the kitchen was Greece.

She passed the harbor master’s office. Niko was inside, bent over a desk with a pen in his hand, copying something out of one ledger into another. He did not see her. She did not knock. She had not realized until that second that she had wanted to.

She let herself into the dorm. Phaedon was at the piano. Lina was at the kitchen table with the dictionary open in front of her. Tia was on a kitchen stool eating a peach over the sink. Niko was not visible. Stelios was at the courtyard door with his back to her, talking to somebody she could not see in Kalymniko.

“How was it,” Lina said, without looking up.

“It was fine.”

“You filed papers.”

“I filed eighty-three papers.”

“You will file more papers.”

“Yes.”

“Was the man kind.”

“Yes.”

“Was anything difficult.”

“No.”

Lina looked up. She did not say anything for a moment. She closed the dictionary.

“Eat something. There is bread.”

“I ate at the cooperative.”

“Eat again.”

Tia at the sink ate the last of her peach and threw the pit into the courtyard through the open door. The pit ticked twice on the stones and went quiet. Stelios at the courtyard door said something to whoever was outside and pulled the door most of the way closed.

Athena ate a slice of bread because Lina had told her to. She drank a glass of water.

Tia was still at the sink, washing her hands now. She caught Athena’s eye on the way out of the kitchen and did not look away. She did not ask. She did not need to. Athena nodded once and Tia nodded once back, and that was the whole conversation, and it was enough.

She climbed the stairs.

Her bedroom was as she had left it. The framed photograph of Despina at thirteen still hung beside the headboard. She did not turn it over. She sat on the bed.

Her phone was on the nightstand where she had left it that morning. She picked it up.

There was a video call already coming in. Yiayia Despina. She was twelve hours ahead. It was almost eight in the morning in Tarpon Springs. Her grandmother got up at four. She had been waiting.

Athena answered.

The image came through bad first and then good. Her grandmother was in the kitchen at the small painted table by the window. The window behind her was open. The orange tree was a green smear over her left shoulder. She had her hair tied back. She had a cup of coffee in front of her. She had on the blue housecoat she had worn every September of Athena’s life.

“Athenoula.”

“Yiayia.”

“You ate.”

“I ate.”

“Your color is bad.”

“I’m tired.”

“What did you do today.”

“I filed papers at the cooperative.”

“Mihalis.”

“You know him.”

“I know who he is. I have not met him. He is older than me by six years. His mother was at school with my mother. He has been at the cooperative since he was twelve.”

“He told me he met my father.”

“He met your father. In ’91. Your father came back sick. I told him not to go. He went.”

“Yiayia.”

“Yes.”

“Did my great-grandfather have a brother.”

She did not answer right away. She lifted the coffee cup. She drank from it. She put it down. She put her hand around it. The hand had the same shape as the man Athena had been working for all afternoon.

“He did.”

“What was his name.”

“Stamatis.”

“What happened to him.”

“He stayed.”

“He stayed in Kalymnos.”

“He stayed in Kalymnos. He was the older brother. He was twelve in 1905. They left him with his grandmother because the grandmother could not go and the older boy was old enough to be useful at home. They took Spiros because Spiros was a baby and the baby would die without his mother. That was how they made those decisions then. They thought they would send for Stamatis later. They did not send for Stamatis. The grandmother did not want to give him up. He was the only piece of her that was left after everyone else got on the boat.”

“He died in 1939.”

“He died in 1939. The boat went down off Symi. Spiros got the letter in November. He read it at the kitchen table. He did not say anything for the rest of the day. He went to the dock the next morning at the regular time. He did not talk about his brother after that. I was not born yet. I have this from my mother. My mother had it from him slowly across thirty years.”

“Yiayia.”

“Yes.”

“Why did nobody tell me.”

Her grandmother put her hand over her mouth for one second, then lowered it.

“Because nobody told me, Athenoula. My mother told me when I was older than you. My father did not tell me. My father told a priest and the priest told his wife and the priest’s wife told my mother. My mother told me a piece a year. I told nobody. Your father knows three sentences. He does not know the name. I did not want him to know. He is fifty-three. I have time.”

“You have time.”

“I have time, Athenoula. I was going to tell you when you came home. I did not want it to be the first thing Greece told you about us. I wanted Greece to tell you the good things first. I made the wrong bet. I am sorry.”

Athena was quiet for a moment. She was looking at her grandmother’s mouth, which was the mouth she had her own mouth from, and at the way her grandmother had set the coffee cup down, which was the way her grandmother had set every cup down her whole life.

“What was the name on the boat.”

“The boat?”

“The boat that went down.”

“I do not know the name of the boat. I never knew it. The letter did not say. The cooperative will know.”

“The cooperative knows.”

“The cooperative will know. Ask Mihalis. Tell him I sent you. Tell him I am Despina, Spiros’s daughter. Tell him I am asking after my uncle’s boat.”

“All right.”

“Athenoula.”

“Yes.”

“Eat something tonight. Sleep. Call me Sunday.”

“I will.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, Yiayia.”

She held the phone for a long second after her grandmother’s face faded. The screen kept the last frame for one more second before it went black. The room was quiet. The salt damage on the wall by her bed was the same shape it had been in the morning.

She put the phone face-down on the nightstand.

She did not turn the photograph over.

She lay back on the bed and looked at the ceiling. The water stain in the corner was still a shape with no name. Below her, in the kitchen, Lina said something to Tia that made Tia laugh in a way Athena had not heard her laugh before. Phaedon started the piano again. The same patient melody from her grandmother’s house. Athena recognized it now.

It was a lullaby.

Her grandmother had sung it to her in this exact light when she was four.
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​Chapter 3. The Panigyri.
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They walked up to the village together, all six of them, in the second hour after sundown.

The October night above Pothia was the kind of clear a Dodecanese autumn had at eight in the evening, with the harbor lights coming on below them in clusters and the smell of resin from the pines on the slope and a single bell at one of the churches striking eight as they started up. The road climbed out of Pothia along the spine of the slope and went past two churches Athena had not seen by day and a goat enclosure that smelled of late summer and a long stretch of low stone wall the same height as her hip. Stelios’s mother had told them at the kitchen door at six o’clock that the panigyri started at ten and that they should go up at eight and that they should not be hungry when they got there because the food would not be ready until they had been there an hour and they should not be drunk before the food because the wine was the local wine, which was stronger than they expected.

They had not eaten. Phaedon had been at the piano. Lina had been at the dictionary. Niko had been on the roof with a book she could not see the title of. Tia had been at the kitchen table pulling the green stems off a basket of small dry peppers, separating the good from the soft, with the radio on low. Athena had been in her bedroom with the door closed, reading the same page of a book about Aegean sponge taxonomy that she had been reading on the same page for three days.

Stelios said the local wine three times on the walk up, and on the third time he stopped on the road and turned to look at all of them.

“I am saying this once more so I do not have to carry you. Eat first. Drink after. The wine is not Tarpon Springs wine. It is not Athens wine. It is not Sfax wine. It is the wine they make here from grapes nobody else thinks are worth making wine from. They are wrong about that, and the wine is good, and it will end you if you do not eat first.”

“Sfax has wine,” Lina said.

“Sfax has wine for people who do not drink wine. We are not talking about Sfax.”

“Sfax has wine for people who have been drinking wine for two thousand years.”

“We are still not talking about Sfax. Phaedon will agree with me.”

“Phaedon will not agree with you.”

Phaedon, behind them, said something in French and laughed at his own punchline before he finished it.

Niko, ahead of them, was already through the gate at the top of the lane.

The village was called Vathy, which Stelios said in English meant Deep, and was deep in the sense that it sat in a fold of the slope where the houses were further from the kastro and closer to a spring that ran in winter and was dry now. A church was lit by string lights run between the bell tower and a tree that was older than the church. The light poured out of the church door and lay on the stone of the square in a shape that did not match the stone. Three long trestle tables ran down the middle of the square. Forty people were already there. At the back, three musicians on a low stage were tuning. One was tuning a violin. One was tuning a laouto, which Athena had not heard played outside a Greek-school recording. The third was a man in a chair with a small drum on his knee, who was not tuning, who was eating an olive.

“Saint Luke,” Stelios said. “His day. The village does this every year. The bishop comes for the liturgy in the morning. The bishop does not come at night.”

“The bishop is smart,” Niko said.

“The bishop is in Athens. He sent his archimandrite for the morning. Tonight is the village.”

A woman at the second table waved at Stelios with her whole arm. His mother. Athena had seen her three times at the bakery, in an apron, hair down. Tonight she was in a dress Athena had not pictured her owning, hair tied back, waving them toward her end of the table.

They went. The end of the table was the family end. Stelios’s father at the head, talking to a man Athena did not know. Stelios’s sister Eleni, sixteen, who was in the dorm only when she was bringing bread, at the corner with two girls her age. Stelios’s brother Manos, twenty-four, was not there. He was in Athens this month. There was a place set for him anyway. There was a place set for everyone, including the five of them. Stelios’s mother had laid out six extra plates and six extra wine cups when she had no way of knowing that all six of them would come up.

At the very end of the family bench, leaning back against the church wall, in a black dress and a black headscarf, sat a woman Athena had not seen before. She was eighty-nine. Athena did not know that. She knew the woman was old. She knew the woman was Stelios’s great-aunt because of the way Stelios’s mother set a glass of water down in front of her before she sat down anywhere else. The old woman did not look up. She lifted the glass and drank from it.

“Yiayia,” Stelios said behind Athena. “These are the kids from the dorm. The American is Athena. The Australians are Niko and Tia. The Italian-French is Phaedon and the Tunisian is Lina.”

The old woman lifted her head. Her face was a face Athena’s own grandmother could have had in fifteen years and that her great-grandmother had probably had in 1939. The eyes were not the kind that looked through people. They were the kind that looked at people directly and stopped where they decided to stop.

“Marigoula,” Stelios’s mother said to her in Kalymniko. “Say hello to them in English. Your English is better than you let on.”

Yiayia Marigoula did not say hello in English. She said hello in Greek, once, and then she looked at Niko for a second and at Tia for a second and at Phaedon for two seconds and at Lina for three seconds and at Athena for five.

“Markou,” she said finally.

“Yes.”

“Sit.”

Athena sat. There was a spot on the bench next to Stelios’s mother and across from Yiayia Marigoula. The old woman did not say anything else for a while. Stelios’s mother put a plate in front of Athena with two pieces of bread and a wedge of cheese and a strip of cured fish on it and went off to find more chairs for the others. The wine arrived in a clay jug that had not been refilled tonight and had been refilled every other night this week. Stelios poured for Athena before she could decline. A finger and a half.

“That is the slow pour.”

“All right.”

“Drink the water first. The water is over there.”

She drank the water. She drank the wine in two swallows because she had not eaten for six hours and because the man with the violin was tuning higher than he had been and because Yiayia Marigoula was watching her.

The musicians stopped tuning. The man with the drum put the olive pit down on a small plate beside his chair and picked up the drum and laid two open palms across it and waited. The violin started.

The first dance was a kalamatianos. Athena knew the kalamatianos from St. Nicholas Cathedral hall basement on Sunday afternoons when she was seven, nine, eleven, fifteen. Twelve beats. Slow-then-fast. The lead dancer faced the line. Hands held high. Step right, step right, behind, side, front. She had done this dance two hundred times. Stelios’s father stood up and held out his hand to his wife, who shook her head and pointed at the table, and then to Eleni, who stood. The two of them led off. A line formed behind them, men and women and children all in, the older men in good shoes, the boys in trainers. The line went past the dorm end of the bench. Niko did not move. Phaedon did not move. Lina did not move. Tia stood up, walked to the line, took a hand on each side, and went in.

“Tia dances kalamatianos,” Phaedon said.

“Tia danced kalamatianos at the Adelaide Glenti every year since she was four,” Stelios said without looking up. “She told me on her second day.”

Athena had not asked Tia what she did at the Adelaide Glenti. Athena had not known Tia had been to the Adelaide Glenti. She watched Tia dance with her hands held high, in the line, perfectly competent, exactly as good as Athena herself was, no better and no worse, and the chair held Athena down for three beats.

She stood up on the fourth. She walked over. She took a hand on each side. The hand on her right was a boy of about fourteen who had been waiting for a turn. The hand on her left was a man in his sixties who had a wedding ring and was the kind of dancer who was helping more than dancing. She went in. She knew the steps. The steps were almost the steps she knew. The behind-step was a quarter beat earlier. The front-step was a half beat slower. The whole line moved with a different gravity than the Tarpon Springs line.

She kept up.

The wine was working. She had not noticed when it had started working. She had noticed only that her hands were a little warmer in the held hands than they should have been and that the man on her left was not having to correct her. She had thought she was correcting herself. She was not. He was, twice, and once Tia three places down the line was, by leaning her elbow a quarter-inch back when Athena got the rhythm a quarter-inch wrong.

The square smelled of roast lamb and of cigarette and of the resin pine on the slope above. The lamb was on a spit at the back of the square where two men in white aprons turned a hand crank. The fat dripped onto coals in a tin pan. The pan had a small dent at one edge from a year Athena had not seen. The dent was old. The men were not. One of them caught Stelios’s eye over the spit. He lifted two fingers off the crank. Stelios nodded once. The man dropped the fingers back.

The kalamatianos ran four turns. The line broke. The musicians went into a syrtos that Athena knew less well and walked, did not really dance, through. Then a Cretan piece she did not know at all and stepped out for. She went back to the bench. Yiayia Marigoula had not moved. Stelios’s mother put a glass of water in front of her. Stelios poured the second finger of wine and Athena drank it before she meant to.

“Slow,” he said.

“I’m slowing.”

“You are not. Eat the bread.”

She ate the bread. The cheese was sharp and old. The fish was lardo-shaped and pink. The bread was good. She had been hungrier than she had let herself think. She finished the plate and drank the rest of her water. The wine sat in her without sitting in her. The square was warm at the edges of her vision and exact in the middle.

Lina, beside her, sat down with a plate she had constructed herself from three different tables. She was eating the way she did everything, deliberately and without rush, but she had eaten a slice of grilled octopus the way Athena had not seen an American eat octopus, which was with both hands and quickly. Phaedon, on the other side of the table, was in a conversation in French with a woman who turned out to be a French expat who had married a Kalymnian in 1979 and had been at every panigyri since. Niko was not at the table. He was at the far end of the square, near the musicians, with a small olive bowl in his hand, watching the drummer’s left foot.

“Yiayia,” Athena said to Yiayia Marigoula across from her, because she had been wanting to and had been afraid to. “Were you here last year.”

The old woman looked up. The black headscarf framed her face the way a window frame can frame a window, which is to make the view inside more important than the frame.

“Every year of my life.”

“Eighty-nine years.”

“Eighty-nine years.”

“That is a lot of panigyria.”

“It is the same panigyri.”

She said it without sharpness. She said it the way you tell a child the size of the moon.

“Yiayia.”

“Yes.”

“Stelios told me your mother lived in the Drosos house.”

Yiayia Marigoula held her gaze on Athena. Stelios, at the corner of the bench, did not turn his head, but his hand around the wine cup stopped moving. Phaedon’s French conversation kept going, and at the back of the square the laouto started a new tune.

“Yes,” Yiayia Marigoula said. “She did.”

“For long.”

“From the time she was eleven until she got married at seventeen.”

“What did she do there.”

“She washed floors. She washed dishes. She brought in coal. She brought in water from the cistern. She did not go to school.”

“All right.”

“You sleep in the room where she slept.”

Athena did not look at Stelios. She did not look at his mother. She did not look down at her plate. She kept her eyes on Yiayia Marigoula because Yiayia Marigoula was not looking away.

“How do you know.”

“My mother told me where her bed was. The Drosos children slept upstairs. The girls who worked there slept in the room at the back of the courtyard on the second floor, on the harbor side. That is your room now.”

“All right.”

“You are in the right house then. The house remembers.”

Stelios, at the corner of the bench, said something in Kalymniko low and short. Yiayia Marigoula said something back, in Kalymniko, also low and short, and waved her hand in the air once like a small shooing motion.

“What did she say to you,” Athena said.

“She said you were finishing your wine,” Stelios said. “And that you should slow down.”

That was not what she had said.

Athena did not know what she had said exactly. She knew the structure of the sentence. She knew it had not contained the word for wine. She knew it had contained the word for someone in the house. She did not have enough Kalymniko to extract more than that, and the two of them had decided together to give her something else, and the wine was warm in her ears, and the woman next to Phaedon was telling Phaedon about a Frenchman who had brought a piano to the village in 1981 and had played the wrong thing at the wrong panigyri and had not been invited back.

Yiayia Marigoula lifted her water glass. She drank. She set the water glass down. She did not look at Athena again for the rest of the night, and Athena did not look at her again either, and that was a kindness.

The drummer hit the first heavy beat of a new measure. The crowd went still without going quiet. The laouto player leaned forward over the strings, and the violinist drew the bow once across the lowest string, and the man who had been dancing the kalamatianos two hours ago came out into the middle of the square alone.

He limped.

He limped in time with the music. The limp was not a real limp. The limp was the dance.

The drum beat the second beat. The man dragged his right leg one half-step behind his left and brought the body around so that the dragging continued in the new direction. The bow on the violin moved up the neck. The crowd watched. The man did the dragging walk in a slow circle three full times, and on the third time another man came out from the long table by the church and started the same drag from the opposite side, and the two of them moved past each other and turned and began the circle again, this time with two men dragging together.

Athena did not have to ask what the dance was. She had been at the cooperative four weeks. She had filed eighty-three papers and then four hundred more. She had read the framed permit on the wall every day. She had not yet asked Mihalis the name of the boat. She watched the two men in the square drag their right legs in slow circles, and a third man join them, and a fourth, and the violinist’s bow climb, and the drum take a slow heavy step at the start of every measure, and she understood what she was watching without having to be told.

“Mihanikos,” Phaedon said quietly across the table.

“I know.”

“The dance for the sponge divers who came back paralyzed.”

“I know.”

“You did not know.”

“I knew it now.”

Lina, beside her, did not say anything. Lina was watching the dance the way Lina watched things. Niko, at the far end of the square, had not moved. Tia was no longer in the kalamatianos line. Tia was standing at the edge of the square with both arms crossed and the kind of stillness that was a
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