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Praise for Kat’s Greek Summer

“Family and friendship, especially the nuanced complications of generational love and devotion, are beautifully drawn in Kat’s Greek Summer. Mima Tipper excels at bringing to life the gentleness and fire of first love, as well as Kat’s dawning awareness that only she can stake her own claim in the world. A wise and charming debut.”

—ALISON MCGHEE, Pulitzer Prize nominee and New York Times best-selling author of Shadow Baby

“relatable . . . sympathetic . . . The prose is detailed and descriptive. In the coming-of-age novel Kat’s Greek Summer, a girl embraces her Greek identity and begins to understand who she wants to be.”

—FOREWARD CLARION REVIEWS

“Meet Kat Baker. She’s not the girl you want to be; she’s the girl you are. Mima Tipper’s impetuous, likable protagonist learns that desire is a wellspring that spurs her forward like Artemis, the goddess she can be if she trusts her instincts and stays true to herself. Readers will love this fresh for-real heroine.”

—JULIE PIDGEON, Principal and Middle School English Teacher, Folsom Education and Community Center, South Hero, Vermont

“Kat’s Greek Summer is a charming tale of self-discovery, family, and first love set in a vibrant Greek village. With unforgettable characters and a touch of romance, it’s a perfect read for fans of heartfelt coming-of-age stories.”

—KEAGAN CALKINS, Library Director, Worthen Library, South Hero, Vermont
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For our number one yiayiá, my mother Sofia.
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CHAPTER ONE


Love the running. Love it. Chanting the words in her head like a spell, Kat ran, gritting her teeth, ready to explode, ready to melt, maybe both. Love, love, love it. The hot, muggy air of mid-June in Connecticut was the worst, though, making every stride heavy, every breath a drowning gasp. Keep going. Keep going. Almost there. Kat wiped sweat from her face as she ran by the high school—go Rams!—crossed Farm Road, and, at last, turned onto Shady Hills Road. Huffing and puffing now, she started up the long, sweltering, not-even-close-to-shady incline that led up, up into the neighborhood. C’mon. Love the running. Love it! All the running sites said exactly that. And she would love the running. Yeah, she would. The second her body got past the hate-the-running phase, because—because that’s what she wanted. More than anything. To be the fastest runner. The best.

Kat gulped thick, hot air, cranked up the volume on her music, and ran harder, telling herself to remember why she was running. Telling herself to visualize. The sites said that, too. That visualizing was the key to forgetting her bursting lungs, her screaming leg muscles. She had to see her goals, believe her dreams, and, most important of all, keep running. Keep running. One step, another, one step . . .

The pounding of her shoes on the pavement echoed in Kat’s head, her gaze fuzzing as she visualized like crazy. About how it would be. How she would be. Yes.

Cross-country star Kat Baker flies by the pack, legs stretching, breath coming slow and even. She takes the lead, racing down a grassy chute lined with screaming fans, and there, the finish line. Her arms fling back, her chest rips through the tape, and everything goes super slo-mo, hundreds of amazed voices roaring, Did you see her? That freshman broke the high school record! Dozens of people rush up, clapping her back, giving her high fives. Then, their bodies part, and Mike Doherty, beautiful, golden, and so captain-of-the-boys-team, walks toward her. He puts his hand on her shoulder, looks deep into her eyes, and—

“Woo-hoo! Here comes the big runnah!”

The loud yelp drilled into Kat, and she stumbled to a stop. Slowly, her surroundings came into focus. House, yard, driveway. James. Little brother and number one fantasy buster. He stood on his skateboard under the open garage door waving at her like a madman.

“Hey, Kat! Guess what?”

Since Kat could hardly catch her breath, much less try to talk, she tossed him a small wave and crossed to the driveway. She had to stop again, though, and press her palm against her chest. Man, her lungs were on fire! She turned off her music and leaned over, hands on her knees now. Love the running. The words ran through her head, hot and liquid. Love it!

An explosive vroom mixing with yells of “Oh, yeah!” and “Bend it, baby!” jerked her around. A car tooled by, the boys inside smirking and pointing. Kat’s stomach, already trembly from exertion, went sour, and she couldn’t keep herself from yanking at the bottoms of her running shorts. She wanted to answer them in some cool way, but what was that way? Frown and wag a finger? Smile and wave? She did nothing, except close the mouth she was pretty sure had been hanging open.

James skated down the drive, fist raised. “Get lost, losers!”

“James!” she hissed. “Shut it!”

“Well, they are.”

“Look, I don’t want . . .” Kat shook her head. Embarrassing enough that those boys caught her scared-rabbit face, did she honestly have to explain to James that sticking up for her like a mini bodyguard made everything even worse?

“Forget it,” she said. She slouched by him and up the driveway.

James called after her, the excitement in his voice catching, but no, Kat didn’t stop. She had stuff to do. Important running stuff.

While she walked, Kat dragged her braid over her shoulder, combing her fingers through the tail end. Today she’d run all the way to the Carriage Barn and back, so that had to be at least a mile, and she was getting better, faster. A couple more weeks and she’d be ready to start training with New Canaan High’s cross-country team. Then everything would be different. She’d be with the team, no, she’d belong to the team, and she’d start to know things. Things about high school, and what to do about boys that, well, she was supposed to start knowing.

She stepped into the cool, dark garage, enjoying a moment of relief before her eyes adjusted. Empty moving boxes and crumpled newspaper littered the floor. Her insides drooped. A gazillion full boxes waited in the house, and now that she had finished her run, Mom would probably ask her to spend the rest of the day unpacking.

She kicked at a box. All that could wait. Right now, according to her list of top training tips for distance runners, she needed to hydrate.

Making her way to the drinks’ fridge in the corner, she tugged open the door and leaned into the chill blast. What should she have today? Energy? Or maybe . . . yes, definitely, Power.

She grabbed the neon blue bottle, and there was James again, skating over, wheels screeching.

“So,” he said, poking her elbow, “are you ready to ‘guess what’ now?”

Kat took her time twisting the cap off her drink and downing a long swallow of cold and sweet. That James. He practically quivered, his whole body warring between wanting to tell her his news and wanting to make her ask. Look at him. He wasn’t as short as she expected him to be. He’d turned eleven the week before, but since she was almost four years older, she’d always pretty much towered over him. Now she barely had to look down from her lofty five feet, seven and a half inches to meet his eyes. The little creepazoid was getting taller.

“Fine,” he said at last, “I won’t tell you.”

Taller and smarter.

“Oh, all right.” Kat cracked a tiny smile and lifted her drink again. “What is it?”

James spoke in a rush. “Mom says we’re going on a big trip. To Greece. Can you believe it? All the way to Paralia!”

Kat stood, the bottle frozen in her hand. But her mouth must’ve dropped open, because James snickered in that happy way of having shocked the flaming spank out of his big sister.
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CHAPTER TWO


Greece? Paralia? What?

Mouth open, ready to yell for Mom, Kat yanked open the door to the mudroom. And stopped cold. No. James had to be confused or—wait! Wait. One. Minute. She looked back into the garage. Empty, of course.

That James. Kat almost laughed as she went into the mudroom. How he loved messing with her: such a hit-and-run clown. Shutting the door, she hesitated, hand still on the knob. Except, how would he know how she felt about Paralia?

She plopped down on the mudroom bench, swigged from her drink. He wouldn’t know, and now she was being dumb. “Dumb,” she said under her breath, and leaned over, untying her shoe. Knowing James, he wanted to go to Greece. Why, he and Mom probably spent the whole morning looking at those old Greek photo albums again. God. Kat shook her head. Mom was getting so . . . strange. Before the move, she’d been obsessed with those old photos, trying to get both Kat and James to stop packing and sit with her to go through them. She’d gotten worse since they’d been in this new house, too. All her big sighing when they watched TV. Those spacey looks at the dinner table.

Kat tugged off her shoe and shifted to the other foot. Of course, the last couple of years had been pretty intense for Mom. Working super hard to get her teaching certificate. Being forced to sell their big, wonderful house—their home!—to move all the way across town to this much smaller, super lame house that wasn’t even theirs. Nope. One of Mom’s teacher friends was renting it to them. So rugged.

Kat pulled off her other shoe. Sometimes Mom mentioned stuff about Greece, about Yiayiá, but there was no way she would spring a major trip out of the blue.

A low murmur drifted through the entryway to the kitchen. Mom talking and, funny thing, she was speaking Greek. And it was “Greek” to Kat, because she didn’t speak more than a couple of token words. Mostly, she forgot Mom was Greek. Dad wasn’t Greek. Nothing in their lives was Greek. The only time Kat even noticed the slight chop to Mom’s English was when she had a new friend. “Is your mom from, like, Russia? Germany? France?” they’d ask. Seriously? Maybe Russia but, come on, Germany? France?

Now Mom’s choppity-chop Greek floated out to Kat loud and clear.

“Naí, naí,” Mom was saying, then a pause. Sounded like she was on the phone. A click of her tongue now, a breathy laugh and, “Naí, Mamá—” she had to be talking to Yiayiá Sofia—“stin Paralia . . .”

Kat startled. James hadn’t been messing with her.

“Paralia,” Mom repeated, followed by a stream of words, sharp and excited as high heels tap, tap, tapping.

Kat leaned her head back against the wall, blurry memories surfacing of the only time they’d visited Paralia. It was right after Grandpa, no, Pappoús Nikita passed away. She was about five—hold up, James had learned to walk by then; she must’ve been closer to six. It took forever to fly there, and they got stuck in some airport. She remembered Dad bringing over drinks in paper cups. Then he and Mom started arguing in that low whisper that Kat soon learned was them pretending to talk. She saw herself taking a sip of the too-bright, too-orange soda and gagging at the thick, warm, sick-sweet taste.

Kat scrunched up her face now, as though tasting the drink again.

The rest of that trip to Paralia was a haze. Bright white heat. Voices barking words she couldn’t understand. Squeezed into a big car, they’d driven away from the Athens airport, way, way out of the city, and up over what must’ve been a mountain. Kat frowned, her mind going blank.

The car plunged down a long, winding road. She remembered that. Tires crunching hard against gravel and dirt. By the time they reached the bottom, she was majorly carsick. She tried to picture Paralia—the village, the harbor—but all her mind could see were white and gray and black pebbles, and her younger self barfing up orange goo. Dad was angry; Mom was too quiet. They both stayed that way for a long time. Dad didn’t want to be there, and there was nothing Mom could do to change his mind. He didn’t want to be in that tiny fishing village full of heat, dust, and Greeks. Paralia.

Mom’s loud, bright “Entáxei” snapped Kat back, the high-fiving Greek “all right” a reminder of James’s glee in the garage.

Blowing out a long breath, Kat stared down at her feet covered in sweat-grimed socks. Okay, fine. They were going to Greece. To Paralia. Change of plans. She’d miss one, maybe two weeks of summer training, but that could be good. She’d go to the beach, get a killer tan. A flutter of excitement hit her belly, and she grabbed both of her running shoes, hugging them tight on her lap. On top of looking great, she’d have something awesome to talk about when she showed up for cross-country practice. Perfect.

Kat buzzed through her “keep your running shoes running” checklist, slipped her brushed-off and aired-out shoes under the bench, and strolled into the kitchen. Instantly, the buttery smell of a freshly toasted bagel made her mouth water. She’d wanted to get out running the moment she woke up that morning and had skipped breakfast. Probably why she missed the big travel news.

Mom sat at the breakfast table surrounded by unpacked boxes and bins. She was off the phone now and hunched over her laptop, humming. Mom was cheery all right, and more excited than Kat had seen her in a long time. Shifting to pick up her bagel, she caught sight of Kat and her smile grew.

“Hi, sweets. Good run? Did you make it to Waveny Park?”

“Yeah, all the way to the Carriage Barn,” Kat said, then angled her head. “So . . . Paralia? Seriously?”

“Oh, did James tell you already? I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Yeah, he told me,” Kat said. She moved around the kitchen, rustling up what she needed for a big bowl of cereal. “And don’t worry, I’m surprised all right.” She let out a small laugh, tapping the cereal box against a big bin sitting on the counter. “Pretty sudden, considering the big move.”

“I know this might seem sudden,” said Mom, “but I’ve been thinking of taking you and James to Greece for a long time.” She gestured toward the bins as if they were old friends. “We’ve already unpacked most of what we need. We can take our time with the rest. Yiayiá is thrilled we want to come.” Her shining eyes widened.

“Okay, I get it, ‘Let’s go!’” finished Kat, joining Mom at the table. “Still, you could’ve said something earlier.” Lifting her brimming spoon to her mouth, she froze. “Wait.” She studied Mom’s face, a finger of worry poking at her. “You’re not . . . sick or anything.”

“No. God, no!”

“Is Yiayiá sick?”

“No. Goodness—such drama. It’s nothing of the kind. We are simply long, long overdue for a trip to Greece is all, and I can’t wait . . .”

With Mom’s enthusiastic chatter filling her ears, Kat ate, her gaze drifting to the laptop, taking in the blue-and-white logo reading HellasAir. She frowned at the screen. “You made a mistake there,” she said, pointing with her spoon.

Mom broke off midsentence, twisting to look. “What?”

“The flight stuff. You put an 8 instead of a 6. For the dates.”

“No. That’s right. Departing June 15 and returning August 25.”

“What?” Kat’s hand sagged to the table, the spoon she’d used as a pointer clattering on the wood. “You want to spend the summer there? The whole summer?”

“Of course.” Mom’s smile bloomed. “Won’t that be wonderful?”

“But—but—” Was Mom kidding? “We can’t go for the whole summer.”

“Why not? It’ll be fantastic. We can really settle into the cottage.” Mom hesitated, her forehead wrinkly with confusion. “I was sure you’d be over the moon about this trip. James is.”

“I—I—” Kat swallowed hard. What about her plans? What about the team? “I’m fine with going. Only not for the whole summer.”

“I don’t understand,” Mom murmured. “I thought you would be excited to spend the summer in Greece. Get to know Yiayiá better. Your cousins.” She gazed up at Kat, her eyes full of a need Kat had never seen before. “Please, Katina.”

Kat stared into the dregs of her cereal. She didn’t like it when Mom used her full name, the sound of it an itch in her head she couldn’t scratch. And she had no problem “getting to know” Yiayiá and the cousins, but that didn’t mean she wanted to move in with them for the summer.

“It’s just”—Kat made herself look right at Mom—“I really, really want to stay in New Canaan this summer. C’mon, Mom, it’s the summer before I start high school.”

Mom’s expectant face urged her to spill her plan.

“I want to do cross-country in the fall. The team starts summer training soon and I can, you know, run with them and—”

“All right. Slow down.” Mom studied Kat. “Cross-country sounds like a great idea, but . . .”

There it was—Mom’s “I sound like I’m listening, but I’m not” tone.

“I’m sure you can join the team when school starts.” Mom reached to give Kat’s hand a quick pat. “Greece is very important to me, to us, and I want us to go. We never have.”

“That’s not true,” Kat said, the words stinging her throat. “We went there when I was six. With Dad.”

Mom breathed in sharply as their eyes met. “You were very young. I—I cannot believe you remember that.”

“Well, I do.”

Mom’s face, no longer happy and smiling, made Kat clamp her lips shut. Hard as she pressed them together, she couldn’t stop them from trembling.

“I am sad that’s what you remember,” Mom said finally, her shoulders slumping as she turned to the computer screen again. “But the plans are made. We leave in three days.”
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CHAPTER THREE


The car jerked as if it wanted to leap up the narrow mountain road, and all Kat could think was that in the years since the one and only time she’d done this drive to Paralia, nothing had changed. Not the chalky whiteness of the road, or the dust billowing out behind the car. Not the pale un-blue sky, or the sun biting through the car windows.

The ground spread up a dry, rocky slope covered with scrubby bushes and—were those goats? Yes, two brown-and-white goats meandered near the road, their jaws working and working, oblivious both to the cloud of dust raised by the car and to the shimmers of heat wavering in the air above them. An image of herself running by those goats spun behind Kat’s eyes, shifting fast to one of her dragging herself through the heat-baked scrub toward an abandoned oasis. Man, it looked killer hot out there. She drained the last few drops from her water bottle and, licking her dry lips, sank back against the sticky vinyl seat. Talk about exploding and melting!

A few houses were scattered in the distance, all of them the same. Square lumps of whitewashed clay with bright blue shutters nestled behind shrubby trees, spiky plants, and low stone walls. These were the bone-dry oases in her imaginary desert, except for the trees. They weren’t palm trees. No. These had tiny silvery leaves and were stumpy and twisted, many of them bent over like an old person clutching a cane.

James bounced on the seat. “Whoa, this place is a desert.” He batted at Mom’s shoulder, then, as if he’d read Kat’s mind again, asked, “What kind of trees are those anyway?”

Mom laughed. “Olive.”

“Cool,” he said, as though she’d told him they were ice cream trees. He bumped Kat’s arm with his elbow. “Isn’t this cool?”

“Cool? It’s about a thousand degrees out there.”

“Har, har,” said James, wiggling his eyebrows at Kat before shifting his gaze back to the window. “Man,” he continued, more to himself, “I’ve gotta get a postcard of this place.”

They drove around the top of the mountain and began to descend. Uncle Nick, their driver, pulled over to stop on the side of the road. “Koíta,” he said, pointing ahead, “eh, look there. Is, eh . . . Paralia.”

His English dribbled out, pretty much like every Greek Kat had heard speaking English since arriving in Greece: slow and thick as if coated with oil, that short eh at every hesitation breathy and drawn out.

Mom twisted around. “Look, kids. We’re almost there.”

James leaned forward and, tugged by what felt like an invisible magnet, Kat did, too. Her stomach squeezed tight. The road dropped off, switching back and forth, the ground on both sides sweeping down and away covered with the same dry scrub of bushes and rocks. Way below, the sea glittered blue and bright as the shutters on the houses.

“Whoa!” James wriggled on his seat. “Check it out! The water’s crazy blue.”

Mom said something to Uncle Nick, and he chuckled.

“It’s called Aegean blue,” Mom said to James, her tone teachery and proud. “Greece is the only place the water gets to be that color.”

“Coolio! Hey, is that the harbor?” James pointed to where the coast curved away from a small grouping of buildings. “Are those the fishing boats?”

“Naí, naí,” said Uncle Nick, nodding, his smile bright under the bristle of his moustache. “Várka, eínai.”

“Várka? Is that Greek for ‘boat’? Sounds kinda like fart, right, Kat?”

Kat couldn’t take her eyes away from the water. “I—I don’t remember it being this blue.” The words whispered out of her mouth. And then in a dizzying rush, she did remember. Little girl toes at water’s edge, slipping over smooth pebbles before wading into that blue. Aegean or whatever, it was like no other color of the sea: an impossible blue, deep and rich. A blue that had nothing to do with the heat and white and dust she’d been positive waited for her in Paralia.



They drove into the village, and both Kat and James sat tall, craning their heads. On the mountain side of the road was a market, tiered shelves holding baskets full of produce flanking its entrance. Above the shelves hung a rainbow mix of inflated beach balls, towels striped the blue and white of the Greek flag, wide-brimmed straw hats, and tasseled cloth bags. Next to the market was another building, beige and businessy, and next to that one was a building all but hidden behind a long, covered patio full of tables and chairs.

Kat couldn’t read the sign nailed to the gate of the covered patio, but a painted picture of a dancing man holding a tray with a wine bottle on it told the tale. Tavérna. She’d read about these Greek nightspots in the in-flight magazine. Now she imagined the place at night, full of people and music. Would she be allowed to go? She frowned. The whole of Paralia was pretty much a cheesy little market and a tavérna—she had better be allowed to go. She squinted to see if anyone sat at any of the tables. Hmm. Middle of the day, and all were empty.

“Check out the boats!” James grabbed her arm, pinching her in his excitement. He pointed out his window.

While James chattered on about the boats, Kat took in the harbor, which was no more than a bend in the road that turned into wide, blistered planks of docking that ran out to a squat stone wall with a tall flagpole sticking out of it. Her gaze traveled from the Greek flag flying from the flagpole to the few colorful boats draped with nets bobbing alongside the docks. Beyond the docks and across a small bay was a long line of large rocks jutting into the water to form a jetty. No fishermen were in sight.

“Where is everybody?” said James.

“Siesta time,” Mom said.

“Wait,” said James, “is that the same as in Spanish?”

“Exactly. Greeks take a siesta during the hot part of the day.”

“Even grown-ups?” said James.

“Especially grown-ups.” Mom twisted to face them. “I meant to talk to you two about that. The cottage is very small, and you are going to have to be quiet during siesta. Yiayiá needs that rest time.”

“Don’t worry,” James said. “We’ll go to the beach.”

“Ah, no.” Mom shook her head. “People—especially kids—don’t go out during siesta. Everything closes down.”

“You mean the whole village takes a nap?” Kat didn’t even try to hide the smirk in her voice. “She’s got to be kidding, right, James?”

He snickered, too.

“No, I’m not kidding. It’s too hot to do anything between about noon and three, except lie low. Hey, you don’t have to sleep if you don’t want, but you may surprise yourself with how tired the heat makes you. Regardless, it’s customary to stay home and be quiet during those hours.”

For a moment their eyes locked, Mom’s gaze pressing into Kat pointy as tacks pushing into a cork bulletin board.
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CHAPTER FOUR


About a mile past the village Uncle Nick swung a left, and the car climbed a dirt road that led up, up, past first one, then another, shorter, narrower lanes. Down each one, cottages lined up in rows facing the sea. Uncle Nick turned left onto the final lane, drove almost to the end, and stopped in front of a dusty wooden gate snugged under an archway woven through with creeping vines.

In a flurry of motion and squeaking vinyl, Uncle Nick, Mom, and James shoved open their doors and slid out of the car. Kat didn’t move. Flying all night, then sitting in Uncle Nick’s car since late morning had been as hazy as a dream. A dream she hoped she’d wake from. She pulled up her legs, wrapped her arms around her shins, and put her face against her knees. The second she got out of the car, it would all be real. She’d be in Paralia. For the summer. The whole summer.

Her door swung open with a loud metallic clunk. Startled, she lifted her head as heat and bright and a burst of delighted laughter enveloped her.

“Katina mou!” A face poked in, old and female, haloed by dark gray, wiry hair, and wearing a pair of black, heavy-framed glasses.

The woman chortled again, her strong brown fingers stroking Kat’s arm. “Do you know who I am?” The words came out in slow, halting dollops—“Dyu no hchwoo ai em?”

Kat could only stare at the face: sort of familiar from the latest batch of pictures Mom had tried to show her, but at the same time, not. Too big, too real; a mixture of blinking owl and mischievous elf. Before Kat knew what was happening, the strong fingers drew her from the car and wrapped her in a hug tight enough to make her chest ache. Her nose filled with a deep, rich smell, a blend of sweet soil and melted dark chocolate. The memory came fast. Geraniums. She had smelled them close only once before, and only on one person.

“Yiayiá Sofia?”

“Naí, naí.” Yiayiá Sofia nodded and drew away, looking up into Kat’s face with eyes that swam behind thick lenses.

Yiayiá said more, rubbing her hands up and down Kat’s arms. Kat grinned a little, wondering for a second if this was how a puppy felt being petted and blah-blahed over.

“Éla,” Yiayiá said, leading Kat toward the open gate. “You come.”

Inside the yard, dense green bushes bordered the metal fence, creating a small courtyard. Large rust-colored terra-cotta pots filled with geraniums were all around. Smaller pots with more of the flowers stood at each end of wide, worn marble steps leading up to a large stone patio. The flowers were red and pink and white, the blooms so bright that they seemed to float in midair.

Afternoon sun glinted off the front edge of the house, and its gleaming whiteness, broken only by the blue of two closed and shuttered windows, dazzled Kat, making her see spots. She blinked, attempting to focus on the rest of the house, but both it and the reaches of the wraparound patio were almost invisible under the shade of a trellised arbor covered with a nest of vines and leaves. Were those . . .? No way. Hanging here and there through the vines and leaves dangled bunches of purple grapes. Unreal: a scene out of a movie.

Faces and bodies appeared from the depths of the patio. They swarmed, speaking Greek a mile a minute, petting Kat’s hair, her arms, her shoulders. Making the ftou ftou spitting sound that Kat instantly remembered was the Greek way of adoring the beloved and keeping away the evil. She backed away, almost tripping over a geranium pot, but Yiayiá pulled her forward, holding her at the center of the mass of hugging arms and animated Greek.

“Yassou, Katina mou!”

“Eínai megáli! Eínai oraía!”

Ftou ftou. And again, ftou ftou.

Kat gazed around as if she’d slipped off a path and found herself ringed by strange trees. On one side of her stood a woman about Mom’s age. She was stuffed sausage-tight into a sleeveless top and capri pants, her short, dark hair brushed into a shiny pouf that looked as lacquered as wood. On Kat’s other side hunched an ancient woman wearing a kerchief that came halfway down her forehead. Her skin was wrinkled to the point of swallowing most of her features, but her fingers held Kat’s hands in a firm, almost painful grip, while her smiling mouth spoke in a steady and loud stream.

Behind these two stood two more people. One of them was their driver, Uncle Nick. He talked to a small, slender girl who looked maybe eleven, twelve tops. Kat couldn’t honestly tell since the girl faced mostly away. Jeez, who were all these people? Maybe she should’ve looked more closely at Mom’s photos.

Mom came to her side, and Kat leaned against her shoulder, whispering, “Who are these people? What are they saying?”

“That’s my cousin Tassia. She’s Nick’s wife,” Mom said, pointing at poufy sausage woman. “And this,” she continued, her hand on kerchief lady’s arm, “is Kyría Marula, Yiayiá Sofia’s neighbor.”

“Yassou, Katina mou! Hello,” said Tassia with a broad smile. She turned to the girl standing with Nick. “Yeorgia,” she began, reaching to grab the girl’s hand and tug her forward. Tassia wasn’t speaking English, but Kat recognized the familiar tone of parental insistence.

“This your cousin Yeorgia,” Tassia said, her English slow and choppy, but her voice bright with expectation. “She is your age. She is—ach!” She turned to question Yeorgia, who stood at her side, eyes downcast.

“Twelve,” answered Yeorgia to the patio floor.

“Naí, twelve,” said Tassia, nodding as if the word twelve made it a done deal. “You are good friends.”

“Tassia mou,” Mom said, clicking her tongue as she shook her head. “Katina is fourteen—dekatéssera—not twelve.”

Kat wanted to add that she was turning fifteen in less than three months, but Tassia was waving her hand, saying, “Is okay. One year. Two years. Is nothing.”

Tassia murmured at Yeorgia now, nudging her almost on top of Kat. Yeorgia took a tiny step back, raising her eyes slow enough that Kat knew she was equally uncomfortable.

“Welcome, Katina,” Yeorgia said, each syllable round and heavy. “I hope you like Greece.”

“Thanks,” said Kat, pasting a smile on her face and inwardly shrugging when Yeorgia dropped her eyes again.

“Brávo,” said Tassia. She gave Kat’s cheek a firm pinch and, taking hold of Yeorgia’s arm, marched her up the steps.

Kat twisted to Mom. “What was that about?”

“They’re helping Yiayiá with the lunch.”

“Oh,” said Kat. The way she said it had Mom squeezing her shoulder.

“Don’t worry, I know it’s a lot of new faces, but Nick’s family—and by the way, you should call him ‘Theíos Nick’—and Kyría Marula’s family have cottages on this lane, too, and pretty soon you’ll figure out who’s who. And almost everyone speaks a little English, except maybe Marula. Besides, to answer your question, all they’re saying is that you’ve gotten big and beautiful. And that you don’t look much like me
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