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      One Friday last May in the suburb of Newtown, Mareka came home from school. It was a day just like any other day.

      
      ‘Yia sou, Baba! I’m home, Mama!’ But her parents were flat out serving and barely noticed her.
      

      
      She ran through the shop, through the lounge, through the kitchen, along the passageway and into Yaya’s room, and suddenly
         the day was dark and different. The blinds were down, the light was off, and the black shape of Yaya was propped up in front
         of the dressing-table mirror; she was so still and stiff.
      

      
      Mareka had once found a dead cat in the street and it had looked like her grandmother did now: heavy somehow, and frozen,
         with its paw stretched out as if it had been about to pounce on something when it had suddenly just died. It hadn’t been run
         over or anything; there wasn’t a mark on it. Yaya looked like that now; like that, or like one of the people buried at Pompeii.
      

      
      ‘SHE’S DEAD!’

      
      
      Mareka’s voice came out of her in a scream. She dropped her school-case and the lock burst open, sending the coloured pencils,
         the paint tin, the geometry set, the books and lunch box, all clattering and rolling over the floor.
      

      
      Then Mama was in the room, screaming too, and Mareka’s little brother Costa was screeching his lungs out, and Mareka stood
         there staring at the still black reflection in the mirror.
      

      
      ‘Ti einai i fasaria?! What on earth’s the matter?!’
      

      
      Baba burst in, panicking, in his shop apron. He yanked up the blind. Yaya’s eyes blinked in the sudden light.

      
      So she couldn’t be dead …

      
      Yaya shook herself like someone coming out of a deep sleep. ‘Ti, ti?’ she asked, bewildered. ‘What, what?’
      

      
      Mareka felt an awful idiot, standing there in the middle of the catastrophe that she’d set in motion. It had all happened
         so fast that the pencil sharpener was still rolling across the lino. Mama was shaking Mareka, angry because she’d been given
         such a fright, and Costa was still screeching like a siren. Yaya was wailing too now, and Baba had his hands on his hips and
         was staring at them as if they’d all gone mad. Through the window Mareka could see Mr Willoughby from the papershop, peering
         in and muttering. And Rowley Wilson – of all people! – was out there having a good laugh. And Patricia was giggling and nudging
         with the gang. Mareka could imagine what they were saying: ‘Hey get a load of Mareka, the Greeka freaka!’ Mareka flushed.
      

      
      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, speaking English so Yaya couldn’t understand. ‘I came in and she looked dead …’ Mareka felt hot and
         red and silly.
      

      
      ‘Oh well …’ Mama was calm again now. ‘We should thank the Panagia that she’s not.’ Mama crossed herself automatically.

      
      ‘Dhen einai tipotta, it is nothing,’ she told Yaya in Greek. ‘The child dropped her suitcase, that’s all.’ Mama began picking up the spilt pencils,
         sweeping up the scattered pencil shavings and lunch crumbs with her hands. You could tell from Yaya’s face that she knew it
         was more than a dropped suitcase, but Yaya pulled Costa onto her lap and began rocking him out of his tears.
      

      
      ‘Einai tipotta, tipotta,’ Yaya repeated, distracting Costa with a letter that had been on the dressing table, beneath her outstretched hand. ‘Katzai, Costa.’
      

      
      She showed him the worn and crumpled envelope with the Greek dancing-lady stamps, the laborious writing, holding it as if
         it was something magical. Then, quick as a conjuror, she flipped out a photo of herself leading Poppy, her brown and white
         goat, back home in their village.
      

      
      Yaya looked strong in the photo, like a black rock, grinning with gold teeth and staring straight out at you as Poppy cropped
         the grass. Uncle Tasso had taken it a year ago, just before she left, and he’d sent it on, ‘in case she got homesick’.
      

      
      … In case she got homesick!

      
      
      She was homesick all the time. And the photo of Poppy only made it worse.

      
      That was what Mareka thought, anyway.

      
      If you looked at Yaya now and Yaya in the photo – well, it just wasn’t like looking at the same person. Imagine a ball, a
         really hard, bouncy one. Then pretend you puncture it, sit on it, squash out all the air. That was the difference. Yaya was
         limp now, limp and tired. It was as if the new country had squeezed all the life from her.
      

      
      ‘See this, Mareka,’ Yaya began now. ‘Oh, you wouldn’t remember, it was back there, but …’

      
      But of course Mareka could remember lots about back there. She could certainly remember what Yaya had been like only three
         years ago, when Baba had set off for Australia with the first bit of the family. Back there, in the village in Crete, Yaya
         had been busy and strong and happy – a sort of cross between a mountain and a queen and a hawk. Back there, being a grandmother
         and wearing black was a source of respect and power; here it just seemed to make you weak and cut off.
      

      
      ‘What was I saying?’ Yaya said to no one in particular. Ever since she’d followed them out here a year ago she’d been growing
         old. She’d just sit and dream all day now, or dust her icons, or murmur to herself about life back home. ‘Oh yes, about Poppy
         …’
      

      
      ‘I can’t stand it,’ Mareka murmured, holding herself in. She usually tried to change the subject when Yaya began on tales
         of Poppy-the-goat.
      

      
      
      ‘Come in the shop, paithi mou, and have a milkshake,’ Baba said quietly, putting his hand on Mareka’s shoulder and directing her out of the room. As soon
         as she was at the door Mareka almost ran. She could hear Yaya starting again now, to Costa …
      

      
      ‘Yes, you wouldn’t remember, Costaiki mou, you are too young, but look, look here will you! This is Poppy and look, this is me, and here we are at home in Tria Platania
         … Oh she was a good goat, my Poppy, a good goat, of course you wouldn’t remember but …’
      

      
      It was like a record. Mareka knew it off by heart.

      
      ‘What’s a goat?’ she heard Costa asking. He said it in Greek but his knowledge of Greek was a bit wonky these days, like his
         knowledge of goats, and Mareka heard Mama translating the question into proper Greek so that Yaya could understand, and then
         translating Yaya’s answer back into baby-English so that Costa could understand.
      

      
      ‘A goat,’ Mama tried to sum it up for Costa, ‘a goat is … it’s like a ship.’

      
      ‘Sheep!’ Mareka yelled back from the lounge-room, not able to help herself. ‘Not ship!’ Mama’s English wasn’t crash-hot either.
      

      
      ‘A sheep,’ Mama corrected herself. ‘You know, you see it in the country.’

      
      A Skippy!’ Costa screamed triumphantly.
      

      
      Mareka gave up.

      
      ‘Chocolate or caramel?’ Baba called back from the shop.

      
      
      ‘Both together!’ Mareka ran in to supervise. A bad thing about living in a shop is that you get less milkshakes and things
         than kids who don’t live surrounded by them. ‘No, paithi mou,’ Baba usually said, ‘these things are not free, you understand. You do not have them just because they are here …’
      

      
      Whereas the Wilsons were in and out all day buying Cokes and chips and strawberry milk, and whenever Mrs Wilson came in she
         bought packets of Maltesers and things to take home. It was no wonder Rowley and Jennifer were fat, Mareka thought. Patricia
         was skinny, but she was starting to get pimples.
      

      
      Baba bent down to the bottom shelf and Mareka quickly dumped a big scoop of icecream in her drink.

      
      ‘Baba …’ she said when she’d finished. ‘Baba, we’re going to have to do something about Yaya.’ Mareka couldn’t bear to think of her sitting all day like that, with nothing to do.
      

      
      ‘Drink,’ Baba said, deliberately cutting her off. ‘Drink your drink then run out and play with your friends.’

      
      ‘The Wilsons are not my friends,’ Mareka said, but went out anyway. Baba was up a ladder now, stacking the Gladwrap and Alfoil
         on the top shelves, and it was like trying to talk to a mountain peak.
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      Mareka squatted down on the shop step and pretended to ignore the Wilsons. The deli was on the corner of Smith Street and
         the main road, with the step cutting across the right-angle in such a way that you could sit there and get a wonderful view
         of everything everyone did. Yaya had sat there when she’d first arrived, but she’d stopped after a couple of weeks. One day
         a semi had come belting in so close that Yaya had seen the tattoo on the driver’s arm.
      

      
      ‘Never again!’ Yaya had said. ‘They’re all barbarians here!’

      
      And since then she’d spent most of her time in her room. She’d occasionally take a tiny stroll around the block at dawn, and
         every so often she’d allow Mareka to drag her out for a slightly longer walk, but for the most part her territory had shrunk
         to the small dark room where the icons gleamed oddly on the shiny new laminex dressing-table. If only she got out and about,
         Mareka was thinking now, she’d learn to handle traffic, and she’d see things and people and come to life again. But without anything to do out there in the world, there was no reason for Yaya
         to go out.
      

      
      ‘Mareka!’ That was Baba’s voice cutting into her thoughts. ‘Stop scuffing your new sandals.’

      
      Mareka looked down and realised she’d been scuffing her feet back and forth hard on the concrete. She stopped, but almost
         immediately her feet started again of their own accord. She was restless and bored. The trouble was, there weren’t any kids
         around Smith Street who weren’t part of the Wilson gang. This afternoon, as always, they covered the whole street.
      

      
      Rowley was down at the other end, hanging around Donovans’ Milk Bar with a bunch of his football mates, and Patricia and her
         gang were roller-skating up and down, up and down, nudging and laughing and giggling. Jennifer was skipping at Mareka’s end.
         Mareka was sure they were all watching her out of the corners of their eyes. She flushed again, remembering how they’d just
         seen her in the dark crowded bedroom.
      

      
      ‘Come ’n turn the rope for me, M’reka!’

      
      ‘I’m busy.’

      
      If Mareka played with Jennifer, Patricia and the gang would nudge and giggle even more. Jennifer was only eight. Besides,
         Mareka had a rule: Never play with the Wilsons. The Wilsons made jokes about garlic and things, and called her the Greeka Freaka.
      

      
      
      There was nothing to do, so Mareka began to read the blackboard that Baba wrote the specials on:
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      Mareka rubbed out the ‘s’s in Rise and Spesialty and changed them to ‘c’s, then fitted an ‘e’ into the Tomatos. Baba could
         speak English pretty well now, but he still made mistakes when he had to write something without copying it from a packet.
      

      
      ‘Oh, go on, M’reka! You’re not doing anything!’

      
      Mareka shook her head. Why should she do anything for Jennifer anyway? Jennifer was less bossy than Patricia, and less stupid
         than Rowley, but she was still a Wilson. If she sometimes asked Mareka to play, so what? It was only because the gang usually
         left Jennifer out too. Jennifer was a bit of a sook.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, M’reka Nikakis, I know something that you don’t know.’

      
      That was typical Jennifer. She liked lollies and secrets. Patricia liked secrets too.

      
      ‘I’ll tell you if you turn the rope for me.’

      
      ‘I told you, I’m busy.’

      
      
      The Wilsons acted as if they owned the street. Besides, she would be busy soon. Mr Mackenzie was just going into Mr Willoughby’s for his paper; then he’d be over to their shop for his milk.
         In any minute the rush would be on, and she’d have to go in and serve. She could see Mrs Brooking already on her porch, and
         Mrs Wilson on her way up for the night’s supply of chocolates and fizzy drinks and Lotto coupons, and the Professor coming
         out his gate to buy his dinner. He always had either Frozen Chow Mein, or Frozen Pizza.
      

      
      Jennifer gave up and changed the subject. Mum would be calling them in for tea in a minute anyway, so there wasn’t much point.

      
      ‘Anyway, I’m going to my Gran’s place tomorrow,’ she informed Mareka proudly. ‘At Cabramatta. I’m going to take my pyjamas
         and stay the night.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ Mareka hoped they’d all go. It’d be nice to have a weekend without the Wilsons filling up the street.

      
      ‘D’you know my Gran?’

      
      ‘Mmmm.’

      
      Mareka had seen the Wilsons’ grandmother a couple of times when she’d come to visit. Not that Mareka was interested, but when
         the Wilsons did something you could hardly fail to see it. They always did everything all over the street. Mareka could remember
         seeing Jennifer’s grandmother arrive once in a taxi, with lots of plastic bags – the kind you get in dress shops. Five minutes
         later, Patricia and Jennifer had been roller-skating around in new satiny shorts and singlets. Jennifer’s Gran was tall and thin, with hair permed like a pompon, and fingernails like prawns.
      

      
      The other time Mareka had seen her she’d been in a lime slack suit, sitting in the Wilsons’ back yard drinking beer out of
         a can.
      

      
      ‘My Gran’s going to pierce my ears for me, isn’t she, Mum?’

      
      Mrs Wilson stepped over Mareka’s legs on her way into the shop, and laughed. ‘Hello, love,’ she said to Mareka. Oddly enough,
         Mrs Wilson wasn’t too bad. A bit of busybody, but friendly.
      

      
      ‘She is, isn’t she, Mum? Gran’s going to pierce them herself! My Gran’s great!’
      

      
      Mareka flinched.

      
      The Wilsons had seen Yaya lighting incense and candles in her room at Easter, and ever since then they’d called Yaya ‘The
         Black Witch’. And now Jennifer was showing off about how clever their grandmother was. Mareka couldn’t let her get away with it.
      

      
      ‘So what?! Yaya did my ears for me. Ages ago.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Jennifer was genuinely interested. ‘Did it hurt?’ Jennifer was secretly a bit scared by the idea of it, but Patricia
         and the gang all had their ears pierced.
      

      
      ‘What did she do?’

      
      ‘Oh …’ said Mareka, thinking back. It had been at home, in the village. She’d only been about five at the time. ‘She had a
         big needle, like a darning needle, and a cork that she put behind my ear, and then she just sort of pushed the needle through.’
      

      
      ‘Yuk!’ The noise Jennifer made wasn’t put on at all – she felt sick even thinking about needles.

      
      ‘Anyway, my Gran’s got a special machine for it. I saw it when she did Patricia’s. First of all she squirts this cold stuff on, from
         a spray can, so you don’t feel anything, and then she’s got this thing like a staple-gun, that shoots the studs in …’
      

      
      ‘Gran says you don’t feel anything,’ Jennifer added firmly, to convince herself more than Mareka.

      
      Mareka could feel her face going hot. There was nothing wrong with the way Yaya had done it. It had worked, and it hadn’t hurt either. Yaya had been so quick.
      

      
      ‘Yuk! A darning needle!’

      
      Mareka could still hear Jennifer babbling on as she went inside to serve Mr Mackenzie. Mr Mac called her ‘Princess’ and was
         always really friendly, but he was looking particularly beaming today.
      

      
      ‘Eight litres today, thanks Princess.’ He was smiling as if he couldn’t stop.

      
      ‘Eight!’

      
      He always bought three or four, because of the greyhounds, but eight! That’d be nearly all the milk they had left. Mareka
         was glad she’d already had her milkshake. She knelt down at the fridge and began to count the cartons out. Looking out into
         the shop this way through the frosted-up glass, she could only see legs: Mr Mac’s old brown stringy ones beneath his shorts; Mrs Wilson’s long freckled skinny ones with a scar peeping out under her hem; and now
         the fat pink legs with over-sized thongs that bounded in from the street …
      

      
      ‘Hey Mum, tell Mareka to get me a strawberry milk while she’s down there.’

      
      It’d be funny, Mareka thought, if you lived down this low always, and learnt to know people by their legs. The voices seemed
         to float in another world …
      

      
      ‘Oh go on, Mum!’

      
      ‘Not now, Tuppence.’ Mrs Wilson’s voice was soft and lazy. ‘How are they, Mac?’

      
      ‘Vet’s just been.’ That was the voice of Mr Mac. ‘So far they’ve all pulled through, but it’ll be touch and go for a few weeks
         yet. Top Rose is the trouble. She hasn’t got enough milk for them all. Still, we can only cross our fingers, eh Mareka?’
      

      
      ‘What?’ said Mareka. She came up so fast she banged her head. ‘Ouch!’

      
      ‘That was the secret I was going to tell you about but you reckoned you didn’t want to know.’ Jennifer sounded really smug.
         ‘Mr Mac’s dog’s had thirteen puppies!’
      

      
      ‘Some secret!’ Mr Mac laughed. ‘I’d have thought you could hear them from here to Newtown Bridge!’

      
      ‘Thirteen!’

      
      ‘Hungry little beggars! They won’t stop squalling. Their poor Mum doesn’t know whether she’s Martha or Arthur.’

      
      
      Mareka stacked the milk in a box. Eight times … she did the bill on the calculator. Mareka hated arithmetic.

      
      Mr Mac and Mrs Wilson were in the middle of a long, involved discussion about pedigrees and racing times, and Jennifer had
         started babbling on again.
      

      
      ‘My Gran works at the hairdresser’s, doesn’t she Mum, at Cabramatta, and if there’s time after the hairdresser’s shuts tomorrow
         she’s going to take me to buy some earrings, for after the studs come out. The hairdresser’s is her new job. She used to work
         at the dress shop, didn’t she Mum …’
      

      
      Mareka suddenly stopped dead. She forgot what the sum had come to, and had to do the calculating again.

      
      ‘Are you all right, love?’ Mrs Wilson said. ‘You look funny all of a sudden.’

      
      ‘Yes thanks, Mrs Wilson, I’m fine!’

      
      She was fine too, though all whirly in the head like you are when you get a real brainwave. A job, a job, a job for Yaya … the words
         took off by themselves, dancing mad circles in Mareka’s head. Mareka felt herself flung around by them, overtaken by their
         rhythm. Back in Crete she’d often seen the men dance the Pentozalia, the Five-Times-Dizzy-Dance: flying faster and faster, like spinning tops, as dancers and musicians both tried to out-do
         each other. Mareka felt like that.
      

      
      ‘Penny for your thoughts, Princess.’

      
      Mareka smiled, but shook her head. A job for Yaya, a job for Yaya … Mareka didn’t want to tell anyone till she’d worked it all out.
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      It was Saturday morning and very early when Yaya set off. She could hear Mareka and Costa breathing deeply in their sleep
         as she crept down the passageway and out the back door. It sounded as if Costa’s asthma was coming back. She stopped for a
         second and listened, then shrugged helplessly.
      

      
      Yes, it was, but what could she do about it?

      
      It was living in this city that did it: with the cars and the trucks, and the railway line only two blocks away, with the
         aeroplanes always zooming overhead and no trees and no grass, no good goats’ milk, with eggs that came out of cardboard boxes
         and orange juice from plastic bottles …
      

      
      If Costa was at home now, at Tria Platania, he’d be running up the hillside and swimming in the sea, he’d be drinking Poppy’s
         milk three times a day … He’d be as healthy as a young goat himself. Whereas here, in Australia!
      

      
      Yaya shook her head.

      
      
      And here there was nothing she could do about it. At home now, if Costa was sick, there’d be herbs on the hillside that she
         could gather to make a medicine. But here! How can you heal someone with train soot and concrete?
      

      
      Yaya closed the door behind her, and made sure that the lock clicked. You had to lock doors, in this country.

      
      Though it was barely dawn, Mr Willoughby was in his shop over the road, getting the newspapers ready. He piled them carefully
         in the yellow trolleys, ready for his delivery boys, then counted them, then counted them again. You can’t be too careful!
         He counted them a third time, then wrote down the number so he’d know if the boys cheated him. ‘They’ve got too much money,
         kids today,’ he said out loud to himself. ‘Down at the milk bar, playing pinball. Louts! The plurry lot of them. Unreliable
         little louts!’
      

      
      Mr Willoughby got out his sticky-tape and fixed a new notice in his window:
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      He had underlined ‘reliable’. Rowley Wilson had been his third boy till last week, but he’d stopped turning up because he
         couldn’t stand Mr Willoughby. The newsagent suspected him of getting a job with the big new paper shop, up in King Street. Mr Willoughby lived by himself and suspected everyone of everything. You had to, these days!
      

      
      ‘… Take those people in the deli opposite, for a start’ (Mr Willoughby thought to himself). ‘Screaming and carrying on yesterday
         like plurry murder!
      

      
      ‘Used to be a decent street, this did. Whole area used to be decent. Then they come here with their pizzas and their Godknowswhat
         and the next thing you know …’
      

      
      Mr Willoughby looked up, and – as if to prove what he was saying! – there was the old black one now, peering in his window.
         She was like a witch or something, the way she could creep up without your hearing her.
      

      
      Mr Willoughby crashed open his door and Yaya was suddenly frightened. She’d simply been looking for the sake of looking, as
         you do if you’ve got plenty of time and nothing to fill it. In Greece, people look at their neighbours all the time. In Greece,
         you don’t live behind walls and fences.
      

      
      ‘Whaddayouwant, whaddayouthinkyou’reupto?’

      
      What was the man saying? What did he want?

      
      ‘Signomy … excuse, excuse …’ Yaya gestured towards him helplessly, spreading her hands out. ‘No spik inglish.’
      

      
      The man loomed over her threateningly. Though he too was old he was tall, as Australians are, with thick white hair and a
         red face. Yaya was barely as tall as Mareka.
      

      
      ‘Git, git, go on, git out of it!’ He shooed at her and she scurried back across the street like a hen.

      
      
      ‘Stickybeaks!’ Mr Willoughby exclaimed. ‘Why can’t they keep their eyes to themselves!’ He’d seen the old one when she’d first
         arrived, sitting out near the shop step on a kitchen chair, gaping and gawking at everyone that went by. She’d soon stopped
         that, but you still sometimes saw her peering out her window, or just standing at the side gate, looking up and down the street
         as if she owned it.
      

      
      Yaya almost went home now, but collected herself and set off down the street in her slow regular way. She was in the habit
         of walking. At home she used to walk seven or eight kilometres a day, up and down the mountain-sides, leading Poppy to new
         grazing spots. Here she only dared walk at dawn, before the traffic. And even then, she stayed on their block. What was the
         point of walking, with nowhere to go to?
      

      
      On this side of Smith Street there was only her son’s small shop, then a block of four single-storey terraces, then the big
         house that nobody lived in, then three more single terraces, then another big road. Yaya was in no hurry so she stopped and
         peered at the crammed-together houses as she went. (‘How can people live like this?’ she wondered, ‘Like mice in cages, with
         no sea, no land in front of them, no mountains; with only the narrow yards either neatly killed with concrete or messily stifled
         with weeds!’)
      

      
      Ah yes, this was the house of that man with the dogs—there was a light on; he’d be out to walk them soon. Yaya knew the patterns
         of everyone in the street.
      

      
      And then one more house and then the empty house.

      
      
      Yaya stopped and studied the yard in front of a huge free-standing terrace which had been empty and boarded up for so long
         that the timbers were flaking and gappy. It was a funny house, with gables and attics, and little balconies jutting off at
         odd angles; there was even a steeple. The garden too was unusually large, and had been used as a dumping ground for car tyres,
         rusting bedsteads, baths, half-burnt mattresses, and piles and piles of bottles and tins. Yaya studied the garden carefully,
         her eye now that of a specialist rather than that of a mere sightseer, for it was in such places that you might possibly find
         the right sort of herb for Costa’s chest.
      

      
      But no, there was so much rubbish that she couldn’t see anything, and Yaya moved on. There was something about that house
         that Yaya didn’t like: the upstairs windows were covered over with corrugated iron and were like eyes behind sunglasses, watching
         you.
      

      
      Two more little houses, and then the last house. This one had three bikes in the yard, and the porch was scattered with football
         boots, roller-skates, a broken scooter, armless and legless dolls, old high-heeled shoes and a smashed-up bike. This was where
         the three children lived, the ones Mareka didn’t play with.
      

      
      Yaya shook her head. At home the child had had lots of friends but here she was always serving in the shop … She shouldn’t
         be doing grown-up things, not all the time. She should play, and have friends.
      

      
      Yaya shrugged again. What could she do?

      
      
      The concrete felt hard through Yaya’s light-soled black slippers. It was odd that: at home she never used to notice her feet,
         but here they felt tired and heavy. Yaya sighed. She had to admit it. These days she felt like an old woman.
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