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    1 August 2007




    Helikion Garden




    Attica




    Dear Jane,




    I’m pleased to tell you that your application for the job as my assistant has been accepted. Some of the applicants had very substantial CVs, much more experienced than you. However, I was impressed by your references from Hyde Park and Chelsea Physic Garden – they stressed how hard you work, even in poor conditions. Your life as a WREN in the Royal Navy no doubt got you ready for it! Work on a steep-sided five-acre garden such as this is demanding, especially in the heat of summer and cold of winter. I hate to tell you but no UK student horticulturalist has ever managed to last the intern year. I fear a lack of TV/internet, having to wash up outdoors and a generally monastic lifestyle disheartens the lily-livered youth of the UK. I hope you’re not inclined to this disposition and will be the first to survive the year.




    As you know, the garden has always been a stalwart advert for organic and water-wise gardening. With each passing year water is becoming more scarce. We have an annual rainfall barely more than a desert and now we’re suffering from fiercely hot summers, with many fires sweeping the country. It’s so hot the agapanthus’s leaves have turned white! This has never happened before.




    I have enclosed a copy of the American owner’s gardening diaries, written when she first started the garden in the seventies. It will help you to understand more about the garden’s history, our mission here and the trials and tribulations incurred since we began. She turned an arid, treeless, windy, stony hillside into a garden with little more than a pickaxe and a few seeds. She visits once a year for a month and is due to arrive next February, so you will meet her then.




    Now, to the business end of things:




    Your wage will be 600 euros a month. Board and lodging is free. Telephone calls are billed. The contract extends from October 2007 to October 2008 and is final, subject to a three-month probationary period. We don’t bother as they do in England about health and safety. No need for steel toe-capped boots. But do get health insurance – the occasional poisonous adder slithers around the garden, although they are, unfortunately, becoming a rare occurrence. And bring thermals – it can be like the North Pole here and there’s no central heating or double glazing. You have the use of a small electric heater in the outhouse.




    My dear friend Charles, who lives at the top of the hill, deals with the garden’s emails and will answer any of your questions. I’m a useless technophobe.




    I look forward to meeting you at Athens International Airport. I have enclosed a photograph of myself so you can recognize me.




    With best wishes,




    Joy Strataki




    P.S. I have two dogs, a cat and a scarlet macaw. They are all rescued strays and can be a tad too demanding. If you’re not an animal lover or are allergic I would strongly suggest that you think twice about coming – if this is the case, let me know promptly.
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    Queen of the Night
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    The sun shone low into the arrivals hall. I grasped the straps of my rucksack, eased it off my shoulders and squinted into the crowd.




    I recognized Joy Strataki from the photograph she had sent. In the fading print she wore the same taut expression as the elderly lady now tip-a-tap-toeing towards me, lean and vital like a whippet about to bolt the traps. From underneath a battered straw hat, strands of long, grey hair fell to her shoulders. A robust man with a black, swirling beard strode beside her. She tapped his arm and pointed at me.




    I felt queasy. Too many free drinks on the plane. One too many last night.




    My instinct was to turn and bolt for the flight home. I was an habitual runner, my CV to date a smorgasbord of abandoned jobs. My greatest escape had been from the clutches of the Royal Navy. Having served Her Majesty for a mere nine months of a four-year contract I’d persuaded my father, a playwright, to write a letter to the admiral stating that my patriotism had been compromised by depression brought on by the burden put upon me by my forebears, all brave soldiers of the Queen. The admiral must have reached for his hankie, since I was given an ‘honourable discharge’ forthwith, my character assessed as ‘exemplary’.




    Back in ‘civvy street’ I dosed myself with Seroxat and tinkered with my CV to make it look as if I’d served the mandatory four years. Guilt now all-embracing, I skulked in new workplaces: the darkroom of a photographic agency, then the gardening section of a bookstore on Charing Cross Road. There, one quiet morning, I perused the pages of a book by Monty Don and was hit by a eureka moment – the great outdoors, physical exercise, toiling the earth. Why hadn’t I thought of it before?




    In a trice I enrolled on a Royal Horticultural Society Level 2 certificate, secured a gardening job in Hyde Park and volunteered at Chelsea Physic Garden.




    I told myself that my application to Helikion, which is visited by enthusiasts and plant scientists the world over, wasn’t based on a whim, but a way of restoring my self-respect. It would boost my horticultural CV, help me towards my goal of working at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. I was no longer a dreamer who flipped from job to job, relying on my parents to bail me out when the going got tough. No. I was . . .




    ‘Welcome to Greece, Jane!’ Joy’s stentorian tones jolted me to near sobriety.




    I shoved a hand out in greeting. She patted it away, grabbed me by the waist and kissed me firmly on each cheek, then reached up to put a wiry arm on the man’s broad shoulders. ‘This is Pavlos, my knight in shining armour. For a friend, he’ll turn over the deepest compost heaps.’




    He chuckled. Loose curls of black hair bobbed above warm eyes the colour of dark chocolate. ‘Ya sas,’ his voice rumbled. ‘After digging heaps of Helikion, you eats Joy’s cakes of honey.’ He enfolded me in a bear hug. ‘Heaps not that deep.’




    ‘Thank you,’ I mumbled into the soft creases of his denim shirt, adjusting my ear to his lilting English.




    ‘Cakes take fillings out though,’ he added with a wink as he released me.




    Joy raised a hand. ‘Rush hour,’ she said commandingly.




    We made a ramshackle dash for the car park. Any lingering preconceptions I harboured about Joy were soon banished when, at the boot of an old Jeep, she suddenly bent from the waist and surveyed her footwear. ‘Will you look at that! My village shoes, scuffed to kingdom come. That wretched Winston will keep masturbating on them.’ Her grey-green eyes twinkled beneath hooded lids, like crumpled tarpaulin over a shop full of secrets.




    I glanced at her slip-on shoes, the soft brown leather plucked and stained. Pavlos noticed the bemused look on my face and laughed as he tossed my heavy rucksack into the boot of the Jeep. On the front passenger seat a small, dirty-grey dog sucked on the face of a toy teddy.




    ‘Say hello to Winston,’ Joy said.




    The dog lifted his head and glared at me. A stained incisor poked between bits of frothy teddy and saliva. One eye looked like a plum, a blue bloom over it, the other was dark brown and full of venomous contempt. I reluctantly patted his sweaty dome, and mumbled a greeting. Apparently satisfied, Joy plonked the grumbling dog into Pavlos’s arms. ‘You two, into the back. Jane, in the front.’ She grabbed the teddy, a Greek flag stitched over its belly, and tossed it onto the backseat. ‘The rest of my menagerie are waiting for you at home.’




    I discreetly wiped away a clump of Winston’s gloopy debris and gingerly sat down, glancing over my shoulder. ‘I’ve been looking forward to meeting them,’ I replied in what I hoped was a convincing manner.




    Pavlos was staring into a clear plastic box, inside which a fat lizard sneered, flicking its forked tongue in and out. ‘This is Gordon,’ he said. ‘Don’t mind him. He’s all gums and no bites. Joy’s looking after him for a friend.’




    ‘That’s nice,’ I said, pining for a reassuring cuddle from my cat, Bubski.




    Joy settled into the driver’s seat, threw her hat towards me and put on a pair of heart-shaped, red plastic sunglasses. ‘Now, Jane. Let’s get you to the garden and settled in.’ She theatrically grabbed the gear stick, crunched the gears and missed the exit twice before finally zooming out of the car park.




    Against a rising wind, we were soon speeding along the six-lane Attiki Odos highway, its sides and ditches full of builders’ rubble and litter. Beside the road, large advertising boards touted brands of cigarettes, coffee and sports goods, their tall stilts rooted in the ancient wine-producing land of the Mesoghia.




    Joy jabbed my shoulder, jolting me out of my reverie, and pointed out of the side window. ‘Mount Hymettos, Jane. Odysseus used to hunt boar up there. Thank heavens only a few fires. But the poor Peloponnese . . . people dead . . . ancient olive groves and forests destroyed.’ She looked to the skies. ‘We’ve been praying to the gods for rain. Even drought-tolerant plants need water at some point.’




    I sat upright to look at the mountain that loomed over Athens’ urban sprawl, displaying its tarnished crown of twisted metal, radar installations and mobile-telephone masts. As the sun set and a deepening twilight took hold, the mountain’s hue imperceptibly shifted from a bluish grey to a bloody violet.




    ‘I’m desperate for a cigarette.’ Joy looked in the pocket of the car door, fumbling through its contents. ‘Do you smoke, Jane?’ The Jeep veered into rough ground at the side of the road.




    ‘No. Sorry.’ My eyes were fixed rigidly ahead.




    ‘I’m afraid I’m doomed.’ She leaned forward, stretching her long neck upwards, and peered through the rear-view mirror. ‘Stop teasing Gordon, Pavlos. Have you got any cigarettes?’




    ‘I’ve given ups yesterday,’ declared Pavlos. ‘Keep eyes on road, Joy. Gordon is dizzy with sway.’




    I noticed the speedometer creeping upwards and gripped the door handle.




    We soon left the highway and sped along a tortuous road. Halfway along a rolling hillside, our headlights illuminated a series of roadside shrines. The last housed lit candles and vases of dried flowers. Soft toys huddled at its base, cards from the bereaved pinned to their synthetic chests.




    Joy flicked the indicator and slowed the Jeep down. ‘Bit of a dodgy turning, this,’ she said.




    We waited for a gap in oncoming traffic. Suddenly, back wheels squealing, she propelled the Jeep in front of a lorry. I grabbed the sides of my seat, sighing with relief as we turned up a steep, rutted track, the hard tips of Spanish broom rat-a-tapping over the car’s sides. We passed a large gate with CCTV cameras perched above it. Security dogs leapt onto its bars, snarling and barking, as we rumbled by. Joy sniffed and tutted. ‘I’m friendly with all of my neighbours apart from that one. A Neanderthal. Expat. Made his fortune out of other people’s miseries and ripped off a charming Greek couple to buy that place dirt cheap. Both dead now. Cancer. The beast destroyed the natural vegetation to build terraced lawns. Blasted sprinklers on them all the time. I could quite happily tar and feather him.’ She scrunched the gears around a sharp corner. Cigarette ash rolled around the gear stick, dusting my flip-flopped feet.




    ‘Nearly home. I’ve prepared us some dinner and there’s a bottle chilling in the fridge,’ she added.




    I perked up somewhat and let go of the door handle to rub the blood back into my hand, desperate to get out of the Jeep, eager for another drink.




    Above, a long squat house nestled within layers of shadowy vegetation. Spiky black outlines of yuccas and prickly pears punctured the night sky. With a spray of gravel, Joy brought the Jeep to a rattling halt, inches away from a duck-egg blue moped with a leather jacket and helmet hanging off its handlebars. ‘Here we are. Home.’




    I climbed out of the passenger seat into a pool of flickering light. Hanging from the front door’s alcove, two cast-iron holders held a plethora of flaming candles. Cicadas chirruped softly in the undergrowth. Stepping out of the light I caught my head against the branches of a mastic tree. Joy and Pavlos laughed and told me to mind my step. I rubbed my ear and looked down the hillside. Tall cypresses, their jagged outlines imitating offbeat skyscrapers, painted the inky twilight a deeper black.




    Pavlos walked towards the moped. ‘I go get cigarettes for you, Joy. And a first aid kit for you, Jane.’




    ‘Oh, you lovely beast,’ called out Joy. ‘Don’t go buying that Turkish stuff you used to smoke!’




    Pavlos chuckled and said he’d see us soon.




    ‘Come on in then, Jane, before you do yourself another mischief.’ Joy waved her skinny arms around grandly.




    I lugged my rucksack through the alcove and entered the open-plan house. There was a smell of garlic and dusty corners. Opposite, a huge sofa creaked and groaned under the massive weight of a black Rottweiler. Seeing me, he stretched out an ironclad neck, bared a few hefty teeth and turned onto his back. Offloading ballast, the sofa spewed out yellow foam from its stitching.




    ‘This is Titan, Jane.’ Joy went over to tickle his velvet belly. ‘He’s a big softy . . . oh, yes you are . . . look at you, all delicious. Come and stroke him!’ Titan flexed his breeze-block paws and sighed a rank, meaty breath. Winston, teddy clamped in his jaws, scuttled over my feet and jumped up onto a Zulu warrior stool standing beneath a large framed print of Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych, The Garden of Earthly Delights. Beside it a large birdcage hung from a metal pole and stand, its door open.




    ‘Now,’ said Joy. ‘Cigarettes. I know there’s a packet around here somewhere.’ She cast a hand over a cluttered table next to the sofa. ‘Ah, found my specs at least.’ She held up a pair of spectacles, put them on and scanned the table. Three Arabian hookahs, candles strewn with rivers of wax and an upturned wooden cross sat on its top. ‘That pesky macaw.’ Joy turned the cross upright. ‘I’ll hang you upside down one of these days, Wizard!’ She tipped her head back searching the thick wooden rafters for any signs of the bird. ‘He’s mentally ill. Should be sectioned. The Devil long since left his mark on that one. He’s probably outside tormenting the bats. Now, where are those cigarettes?’




    Joy trotted to the kitchen. I could hear her stirring pots and pans, opening doors and cupboards. ‘Ah, in the fridge. Who put them there? Bugger. One left.’




    I heard her sigh and strike a match. A plume of smoke shot into the room. Seconds later, two village shoes flew out of the kitchen’s open entrance and landed with a thump on the dining table. Barefooted, Joy poked her head out and glared at their upturned soles. ‘Oh my, that’s bad luck. Usually I get them near the shoe rack at least.’




    She stared at me, inhaling deeply from the cigarette clenched between her fingers. For the first time since we met she had stopped talking and stood motionless. ‘Now, do you drink and are you punctual?’




    ‘Er . . . definitely yes and almost always,’ I said.




    ‘Then an ouzo is in order, Jane.’ She wafted back into the small kitchen. I carefully picked up the village shoes and put them on the shoe rack, then turned to survey the room.




    Antique furniture crouched across the sunken marble floor. Along the length of one wall stood a faded, twisting, floor-to-ceiling bookcase. Stuffed into its wooden frame were thick, yellowing tomes on philosophy, history, Greek mythology, poetry, gardens, botany, travel and cookery. From its lower shelves I picked out Recipes of Baghdad. Pencilled notes, shaky and slanting, straddled each recipe.




    Joy sidled up to me with two tall glasses of cloudy ouzo. ‘The most interesting recipe,’ she declared, ‘is on page thirty-two. Udders and bladders boiled in an unmentionable liquid. Quite fascinating.’ She handed me the ouzo and clinked her chipped crystal glass against mine. ‘Welcome to the garden, Jane!’ I took a swig. Ice picks hammered into the back of my skull.




    Joy’s thick spectacles glinted. ‘It’s an acquired taste. I buy, or filch, it from Pavlos.’ She finished her drink with one long swallow, the ice cubes hardly touching the sides of the glass. ‘By the way, ask if you want to borrow a book from the library. It may look a complete farce, but from chaos comes order.’ She took the book from my hand and put it back in its slot.




    ‘There are six things that sustain me in my old age, Jane. The garden. My pets. Books. Ouzo. Cigarettes. Friends.’ Joy ticked them off on her fingers, frowning darkly. ‘If anyone gets in the way of these, I get ex-treme-ly angry.’ Each syllable fell hard as whips. Her eyes bored into mine. ‘They told me at Chelsea Physic Garden that you were one of their hardest-working volunteers. As my intern, I also expect you to be knowledgeable. How’s your plant ID?’




    She sniffed at my hesitation, pulled another book from the shelves and thrust it into my hands. ‘You may borrow this book – Wild Flowers of the Mediterranean. Every week I shall test you. We’ll start with the Lamiaceae family. Thymes, mints, teucriums – we have a lot in the garden. Learn their botanical names. There are roughly nine hundred species in the Salvia genus alone. That’s enough to be getting on with.’




    She broke into a grin as I took a large gulp of ouzo. ‘And don’t worry if you see geckos running around the bookshelves. They live there.’ Her face plummeted. ‘Oh my Lord, Gordon!’ she shrieked. ‘He’s still in the Jeep!’ She slipped on a pair of shabby Jesus sandals and dashed outside to retrieve the forgotten lizard.




    On her return, Joy topped up my glass of ouzo.




    ‘It is an acquired taste, isn’t it?’ I said, coughing, my throat burning.




    ‘You’ll get used to it. Four years in the Navy must have toughened you up. All those assault courses and scrubbing the decks. I’ve had interns here who can’t get out of bed in the morning. The welfare state, they must be warm and comfy, you know the sort?’




    ‘Mmm, terrible,’ I said, cringing inside, wishing she would stop talking about the Navy.




    ‘You look strong. Are you?’




    ‘Yes, I am.’ This time I told the absolute truth and felt better for it.




    We heard a spray of gravel outside. A minute later, Pavlos walked through the unlocked door. He gave Joy three packs of Silk Cut. From the top of his shirt pocket poked another, its cellophane cover still intact. Pavlos caught us looking at it. He shrugged and splayed his hands out. ‘In case of emergencies.’




    Joy chuckled. ‘Yes, of course – emergencies. Like the time when you accidentally drove over Mrs Koliopoulos’s foot. I hope you like octopus, Jane.’ Joy walked to the kitchen, talking all the while. ‘And I hope you like digging. The ground is tough. Only pickaxes will do the job. Sometimes I’m tempted to use dynamite, but then the soil structure would be buggered.’




    I laughed, relieved that the Navy was no longer a topic of conversation, and followed her into the kitchen. Saucepans rested on an old stove, their contents bubbling and simmering. She picked up a pair of pliers from the counter and turned one of the knobs for the gas, its plastic cover missing.




    After the meal, munching on warm honey cakes, with Titan sleeping on my feet, I stared at the bookcase, hoping for a gecko to emerge from its gaping cracks. I was tired and about to ask Joy to take me to the outhouse when the telephone rang. She picked up the receiver, which would not have looked amiss in the 1970s section of The Design Museum – the computer sitting next to it looked equally outdated. ‘Hello, Charles . . .’ She lowered her voice and turned her back.




    After a few minutes of quiet conversation, Joy returned the phone to its cradle and lifted her glasses to massage the drooping bags under her eyes.




    ‘Everything all rights, Joy?’ Pavlos asked.




    Joy put out a hand to a snoozing Winston. Slowly and pensively she scratched the top of his head.




    Suddenly, she looked up at me. ‘Oh Jane, I’m sorry.’ She grabbed a wooden chair, swivelled it around and sat down legs akimbo, arms resting over the backrest. ‘Tragedy,’ she said, pouring herself another ouzo. ‘That was Charles. Just had an email. Marilyn’s died. The owner. Heart attack.’ Joy’s voice cracked and faltered. Pavlos laid his hand over hers. ‘She’s left the garden to Tom, her son.’ She looked thoughtfully at the few discarded octopus lumps at the side of my plate. ‘He came over with his mum a few years ago, about to start a Classics degree at Emmanuel. He wasn’t that interested in the garden,’ she mused. ‘Head always buried in a book.’ She paused, deep in thought, then looked at me, slammed her glass on the table and pointed. ‘But you’re not to worry. I’ve got you for the year.’




    I looked into her fiery, red-rimmed eyes and recalled the words of one of the few successful interns at Helikion whom I had tracked down from contacts at Chelsea Physic Garden. From Barcelona, she had warned me in broad Catalonian tones: ‘It’s tough. Up a steep, windy hill, nowhere to walk to. Stuck with an old dragon.’ She had told me about a student of Joy’s who, shocked by the conditions in the outhouse, rang for a taxi to take him back to the airport just an hour after arriving.




    A shaft of moonlight forced its way through a mass of windowpanes, flooding an oak and ebony writing table. Joy went to it and rifled through its drawers, banging them shut. ‘It’s in here somewhere,’ she mumbled. Plant cuttings tumbled over its worn edges, brushing bronze mask inlays of Socrates and Plato. An ancient microscope with a rusty stem wobbled on top of a stack of well-thumbed gardening magazines, diaries and sketchbooks.




    ‘Bingo!’ She brandished a small book, its paper cover ripped at the edges. An angelic smile caressed her face.




    She began to read: ‘Through winter-time we call on spring . . .’




    Pavlos delved into the pocket of his crumpled chinos, brought out a set of black amber worry beads and lazily tossed them to and fro. She continued to read, oblivious:




    ‘. . . And after that there’s nothing good, Because the springtime has not come, Nor know that what disturbs our blood . . .’




    She abruptly lifted her arm up to the wooden rafters, her voice dropping a few octaves.




    ‘. . . Is but its longing for the tomb.’




    She dropped her head to her chest, paused and looked up. Titan gave a mountainous yawn and rolled over, the released springs of the dilapidated sofa pinging with relief.




    Pavlos clapped and called out, ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ his eyes full of shadows and sparks.




    Joy laughed, then looked at me sternly. I was sitting quietly, thinking of friends, wishing I could be with them in a London pub.




    ‘Do you read poetry, Jane?’




    ‘Er, yes, sometimes. Doom-laden stuff. Philip Larkin, Sylvia Plath, Billy Childish.’




    A rush of wind swept through the veranda’s open door, scattering papers, upending Winston’s ears. Swaying oil lamps cast light into hidden corners, illuminating Minoan statues and abandoned cobwebs. Joy laid the poetry book down on the table and tottered over to close the banging door. Her attention was caught by one of the potted plants that populated the veranda’s warped decking. Outside she stepped over a row of kalanchoes sprouting from recycled olive oil tins and closely inspected the plant’s flower buds.




    ‘Pavlos, Jane. Come here.’ She stood, legs apart, scanning the night sky, her long grey locks whipping in the wind. ‘Of course. A full moon. You’ve arrived just in time.’ Joy plucked up Winston and rushed back into the house. ‘We need to gather the troops. Raid the cellar. We are duty bound to toast this garden.’ She kissed Winston on the snout. ‘The Queen of the Night is flowering. A party is in order.’ She raised her upturned palms to the heavens, Winston falling to the floor with a yelp. ‘A party to the garden!’ Her splintered tones lifted a few decibels. ‘To Marilyn! We must do it tonight!’




    I thought about the boy who had left after spending only an hour with Joy and rooted in my rucksack for the leaflet that listed the telephone numbers of airlines and taxi services.
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    It was 8 p.m. I sat on the veranda staring listlessly at the Queen of the Night’s unfurling white petals, its buds drooping and pendulous like meerschaum pipes. I could hear Joy on the phone, gathering guests for her party. Strong gusts of wind whipped across the veranda, clanking the chains of the oil lamps. A cloud barred the moon’s soft light, transforming the wall creepers and vines from a ghostly blue to a menacing black. I reached for the doorpost to steady my entrance into the house and found Pavlos staring at the print of Bosch’s triptych.




    ‘That bit’s hell,’ Pavlos murmured, pointing to the triptych’s right panel. ‘Warns sinners about pains to come,’ he chuckled, glancing at Joy.




    She dropped the phone in its cradle and rose abruptly, issuing forth orders. I had to join Pavlos in washing up the dishes, then brush up the dog hair and wipe up the feathers and droppings from around Wizard’s cage. Finally I had to prepare snacks. I stared at her in weary dismay as she vanished through a rustic door I hadn’t noticed before. Immediately she opened it again, letting in Titan. At the same time she chucked a plastic bag to land at my feet.




    ‘And blow these up,’ she said. ‘A party without balloons is a plant without roots.’




    Pavlos laughed and nodded at Bosch’s painting. ‘With Joy we’re all in hell.’ He gathered up the dirty dishes on his arm and took them to the kitchen. ‘I do work, Jane.’ His voice softened. ‘You do balloons and rest. When did you last go to beds?’




    I couldn’t help breaking into a smile at Pavlos’s mix-ups with plurals.




    ‘Can’t remember. I went to a party in London last night.’ I broke off, picked up the packet of balloons and sank down on Titan’s sofa. A spring jabbed into the back of my knee. ‘The lily-livered youth of the UK’ – Joy’s phrase penetrated my nauseous haze just as a tinny burst of jazz music hissed from her room. Winston sat on his Zulu warrior stool and eyed me up and down.




    I shuffled back to the veranda and sat at its edge, dangling my legs over a lemon-scented pelargonium. The moon was now shining bright, the wind reduced to a gentle breeze. Moths pinged against the oil lamps, providing a gentle counterpoint to ‘Twelfth Street Rag’. Pavlos brought out a mug of strong coffee and placed it gently beside me. I gnawed into the knot at the top of the packet of balloons and gazed at the moon, like ET, dreaming about home. I had promised to call my parents, let them know I had arrived safely. I couldn’t face it. I would either end up a blubbering mess or talk myself into leaving. I started to blow up the balloons.




    The music stopped and Joy brought out a gramophone, her face scrubbed ruddy underneath her straw hat, a fresh slab of blueberry lipstick applied. Titan and Winston barked and scrambled to the sound of knocking and voices at the front door.




    ‘Guests, Jane,’ Joy said, and gestured for me to follow her.




    Two men approached me. One, tall and all angles, his arms cradled under a crate of champagne, the other rotund and bald. He carried an earthenware bowl.




    ‘Ah, Joy’s fresh gardening blood,’ Daddy-long-legs said in a varied accent of Greek and American. ‘I’m Demetri.’ He studiously inspected my face over a pair of half-moon spectacles then nodded at the other man. ‘My partner, Vassili.’




    Vassili hopped forward and kissed me twice on both cheeks. ‘Now, my darlings. The true Queen of the Night has arrived!’ He offered me the earthenware bowl and chuckled. It was brimming with pink sherbet lollies and chocolate bars. I couldn’t help but smile and quickly picked one out. Demetri urged Vassili to the dining table, snacks and drinks arrayed on its top, while Joy hustled me back onto the veranda.




    ‘Don’t mind Vassili,’ she whispered. ‘He can be sooo home-oh-sexual at times.’ She pointed at the Queen of the Night, its long strap-like stems climbing the wall. ‘It was a gift. From a Mexican visitor. He said if its flowering isn’t celebrated at full moon then Montezuma’s revenge will follow.’ She cupped one of its opened flowers in her hands and urged me to inhale its scent. It was as big as a dinner plate and let out a heady aroma, an unusual blend of spices, sweet and sour. ‘Its botanical name is EP-EE-FIE-LUM OX-EE-PET-A-LUM. Remember that, Jane.’




    Demetri and Vassili had rejoined us and began to dip into the bowls of stuffed grapevine leaves and nuts. Pavlos followed with a tray of charged champagne flutes. I tried to repeat the plant’s name through a fog of twisted vowels and consonants. ‘Ep-ee . . .’ In exasperation Joy thumped one of the balloons that I’d tied to canes stuck in the olive tin pots.




    ‘Epiphyllum oxypetalum!’ she barked, making me step back in shock. ‘And it’s in the Cack-ta-ace-eye family. Botanical names only, Jane. I don’t want to hear any of the common names.’ She swept back into the house, swirls of terracotta dust following in her wake. I dipped into a bowl of nuts to hide my shock and embarrassment.




    Vassili handed me a champagne flute. ‘Gods, she can be such a bitch. Ignore her, darlings.’ He raised his glass. ‘Welcome to Helikion.’ I took a gulp of champagne and managed a small smile.




    Joy returned, poking a botanical book into my free hand. ‘Read it, Jane. Learn. And write down the titles of the books I’ve lent to you on a sheet of paper and sign. Put it on my desk. I don’t want them to go missing.’




    Pavlos put a hand gently on my shoulder, directing me back to the Queen of the Night. ‘Nature is amazing, no? Joy tolds me that hawk moths of the night pollinates it.’ He looked into the depths of one of its long flowers. ‘They grow their proboscis exactly same size as flower tubes so they can get nectar at bottoms.’ He shook his head in wonder and gently patted my shoulder, a warm and calming gesture, and I turned to smile at him in gratitude. Was my reception, I wondered, a ‘bad cop, good cop’ routine as part of my initiation ceremony into the world of Helikion? Pavlos – was he as sweet as he appeared? I put my drink down. If I had any more I might say something damaging or ridiculous.




    An elderly man and woman strode onto the veranda, their backs ramrod straight. The woman, wearing a red linen vest that threatened to split with the weight of her huge bosom, handed Joy an open Tupperware box. Inside were thick slabs of cake. ‘Our septic tank hasn’t been emptied yet. Not a phone call. Nothing.’ She stood with her hands on her hips, chest thrust out, lips pursed.




    ‘Bloody people don’t know their arses from their elbows,’ the man mumbled, adjusting the tension of the red braces clipped to his white linen trousers. The woman stared at me then thrust out her hand. ‘You must be Jane. Pleased to meet you.’ It was like being gripped in a vice.




    ‘This is Rachel,’ Joy said, ‘and her husband Charles. Your emailer, Jane.’ She dropped her head. ‘Such a tragedy about Marilyn.’




    ‘Yes. We must soldier on, though,’ he replied, pushing back a lock of white hair from a face that looked as though a blowtorch had been wafted over it. ‘Now, Jane. Are you ready to dig?’




    ‘What, now?’ I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not – his tone was serious enough. Encouraged by their laughter, I told them about my last day as a gardener at Hyde Park. ‘I had to weed borders covered in frost. It was impossible. The contractors I worked for didn’t make any allowances for the weather. Nothing for the soil, the temperature, wet or dry. Amazing.’ Joy stared at me. I couldn’t decide whether she was impressed or just wanted me to shut up. I chose the latter.




    ‘Jane,’ Joy said, ‘Charles and Rachel published educational books in India. Met in hospital – Charles bitten by a snake, Rachel with Delhi belly.’




    ‘We live at the top of the hill, Jane. Ten dogs, three cats. The odd wild snake,’ Rachel said, patting her hair to ensure it wasn’t coming adrift from the ramparts of clips and combs holding it in place. She was telling me about an unusual plant that she’d grown in India when suddenly there was a loud angry screech.




    I snapped around in shock. A large bird was at my head, thumping the air with its wings. It whacked me around the ears, then powered into the night sky, strands of hair caught in its talons.




    ‘Wizard!’ shouted Joy, pointing above my head. ‘Leave her!’




    ‘You should have that thing castrated, Joy!’ Rachel barked.




    ‘Devil bird,’ Joy cried, her fist bunched at the wheeling macaw.




    I dropped on a pile of large tasselled cushions and felt my skull. Pavlos bent over me to extract a downy feather gently from my hair. I checked I wasn’t bleeding and held back an urge to run out of the front door and head for a bus stop. Joy’s driving here had been dangerous enough. Now her parrot seemed to be programmed from the dark side. What next?




    Joy spotted a new arrival, a thickset woman with silvery hair as wiry as a scouring brush, and rushed across the decking to greet her. She handed Joy a small painting, hugged Vassili and Demetri, then waddled over to Pavlos, raising her hands to pull down his shoulders and kiss him on the forehead. ‘Pavlos! Erhomaiedo edo sas panemorfi pragma!’ She then turned her attention to me and put out her hands, bracelets jangling.




    Oh God, I had to take hold of them. It would be rude not to, and everyone was looking. Legs set apart for leverage, she hoisted me upright and into her arms for a hug that was so tight the gold cross hanging from her neck nearly took root in my skin. ‘Ya sas. Welcome Greece!’ She gestured to her side. ‘This my Spiros.’ She gestured at a barrel-bodied man moving into the light, his brow furrowed beneath a grey cloth cap. He flicked a set of worry beads, put them in his waistcoat pocket and turned suddenly, raising his head and whistling through his mighty moustache. Wizard swooped out of the darkness, banked sharply and dropped onto the man’s fist with a gentle squawk.




    ‘Bravo!’ Charles boomed, and took a step backwards away from the bird’s outstretched wings. ‘Spiros,’ he said, ‘which cowboys empty your septic tank?’




    Joy took my arm and drew me aside. ‘Spiros and Eleni, Jane,’ she whispered. ‘Spiros is my handyman. Does the plumbing and helps with Wizard. Eleni paints.’ She looked affectionately at the couple. Eleni lit a fat cigar and popped it through the hedgerows of Spiro’s moustache. Joy handed me the painting and frowned. ‘One more for the toilet wall, I’m afraid. Now then, everybody!’ Joy clapped her hands for silence. ‘Raise your glasses. To Marilyn. To Ep-ee-fie-lum ox-ee-pet-a-lum!’




    ‘To Marilyn,’ I wearily answered, joining the cries of the guests, holding aloft an empty glass to toast the nine white blooms of the Queen of the Night.




    ‘Pavlos. Time for a tale,’ Joy commanded. Pavlos drained his glass and stood under the thick vines of a wisteria. ‘I gives you the bloody rites of the great goddess, Cybele.’ He spread his arms wide, the moon and stars glittering behind him.




    ‘Oooh, I love bloody rites, darlings,’ Vassili piped, grinning at me. I sat at the back of the group, lulled to sleep by Pavlos’s honeyed tones. Titan, a balloon tied to his metal-studded collar, placed his head softly on my knee.




    ‘And so!’ Pavlos declared, waking me. ‘To become priests men had to go through bloody rites. They chop off dicks with rusty knives,’ – he sliced through the air with the cutting edge of his hand – ‘run through streets, throw bloody bits into houses. Home owners dress the bleeding men in women’s clothing and at last they are Priest of Cybele.’




    ‘The things men have to do for a woman,’ Vassili commented, rolling his eyes.




    ‘I’ve no food for Gordon!’ Joy cried suddenly. She grabbed my hand. ‘Come along, everyone. Worm hunt.’




    I found myself following Joy up a narrow, rocky, moonlit path, clutching an empty marmalade jar and trowel. Pavlos whistled a tune behind me, a tray of drinks balanced on the end of his fingertips. Croaking, clicking and humming sounds came from out of the whispering undergrowth. Sharp leaves and thorns scratched at my arms, insects flitted in the warm air. Titan gave a sudden bark.




    The path opened onto a small plateau. A barrier of kermes oak and buckthorn shielded rows of potted plants. I slumped on a boulder. A toad bounced out from between my feet and hopped between Demetri’s legs into the shadowy shrubs. Vassili dabbed at his head with a spotted handkerchief and took the champagne flute that Pavlos offered him. ‘I was built for the horizontal, darlings,’ he gasped, and sat beside me.




    Joy turned on the potholer’s light strapped to her forehead and strode towards a small shack underneath the dipping branches of an umbrella pine. She beckoned me to its door made of chicken wire and bamboo cane. Overhead a sign painted on a wooden plank read ‘Potting shed’.




    ‘Look around. Tell me what’s wrong?’ she snapped, arms folded.




    I hesitated. Despite feeling exhausted and bewildered by everything since my arrival, I wanted to give the right answer.




    ‘Well?’




    I lifted the string latch. Inside were bags of compost, buckets, stacks of empty plant pots, jars, cardboard egg-holders and yoghurt pots with seedlings spurting out, and a trug on a makeshift table. ‘How do you mean?’ I said.




    ‘Look.’ She stared grimly at a slowly dripping tap that stood sentry at one side of the door. ‘We’re not in England. This is life and death here.’ She tried to tighten the faucet. ‘Bugger. Spiros, do something.’




    Spiros fiddled with the tap then grunted and slowly shook his head. ‘Tomorrow.’




    ‘I can’t bear it. First thing tomorrow.’ Joy quickly put a bucket underneath the drip and shook her head to get rid of her annoyance. ‘Right, best place to look for worms is under these pots.’ She paused and cupped her ear with her hand. ‘Ah, Jane. Do you know what’s making that noise?’ I listened to what sounded like the steady sonar-blip of a submarine and shook my head.




    Charles, Eleni and Pavlos laughed and held their drinks aloft. ‘Scops owl! Botanical name, OAT-US-SCOPS. Like snakes and hoopoes, he’s bothered by climate change. Becoming a rarity around here. Name, Jane?’




    ‘Otus scops,’ I said quickly, fearful I’d forget, and picked up a pot.




    Joy knelt down next to me, jabbing at the earth with her trowel, muttering to herself. I pinched myself hard and breathed in deeply, disjointed thoughts tumbling through my mind. What was I doing looking for worms on a steep hillside in Greece at nearly one o’clock in the morning – Joy was clearly mad – I wondered if I’d ever see my friends and family again – I wished I’d stayed in the Navy. This was God’s way of punishing me for lying on my CV.




    I looked under another pot. Whatever happened I must not run away.




    ‘The shame. An organic garden and no bloody worms,’ Joy croaked, after ten minutes of scrabbling in the earth. Charles held up what looked like wriggling pieces of string.




    ‘Victory!’ he cried. Pavlos clapped, accidentally dropping his cigarette onto tinder, dry pine needles and twigs.




    ‘Pavlos,’ raged Joy, pointing. ‘Fire!’




    He looked down in horror and leapt onto the smouldering butt, then immediately cried out in pain and clutched his ankle.




    A pink and blue sky wrapped itself around the moon and slowly the trees and shrubs slipped out of their black, shadowy overcoats, leaves twitching in the emerging sunlight.




    Pavlos lay asleep beside Titan on the sofa, a bag of iced peas melting over his ankle, while I sat at the table clasping my head. The guests had left, tired, dusty and soporific with drink. A sated Gordon sat on his water dish idly flicking his tongue in and out. Wizard rocked gently back and forth, the repetitive squeak of his metal swing filling the room. When Joy disappeared into the kitchen he cackled at me. I slowly stuck my tongue out at the bird, closed my eyes then reached for my rucksack. Surely now Joy would show me my living quarters?




    When I opened my eyes again I found a cup of coffee at my side, Joy smiling down at me.




    ‘I’m going to take you on a tour of the garden. Only five acres. We’ll take Wizard,’ she said, reaching into the cage. ‘Good way for him to get to know you.’




    In a stupor I followed Joy through a swathe of irises, their leaves brown-tipped and toppling over. Winston yapped and chased insects then raced into a dark green mound of pistacia. Joy talked, pointed, hollered and jabbered, Wizard swooped and clattered. Balled plants, shaggy plants, dense thorny masses, olive trees and the tall spears of cypress trees whirled through my vision.




    ‘I call this area the phrygana. Technically it’s not. Look it up later.’




    I was too tired to speak, although I knew it was a low-growing open plant community of mainly spiny cushion plants, dotted with bulbs and annuals.




    Joy stopped underneath a tall yucca near to the Neanderthal’s fence of spiked iron bars from which there was a long drop to the bottom of the hill. I yawned. Wizard batted me lightly around the head with his long wings. Joy looked up at the yucca’s drooping head, the scruffy, dead leaves underneath revealed like the undergarments of a can-can dancer.




    The rest of her words scattered through my head like grapeshot. I squinted around me, eyes painful. Insects crawled through my hair. Seeds armed with hooks and spikes crunched under my feet.




    ‘Jane!’ Joy barked. ‘Are you listening?’




    I looked dumbly at her. She was pointing at a rosette of wavy-edged leaves that resembled a mutant cauliflower dipped in a vat of glue. I smiled and nodded, desperately trying to look intelligent.




    ‘Mandragora officinarum. Its forked roots look like a human. Remember it. People used to believe that if you pulled it out of the ground it would scream and strike you dead.’




    She took me on to stop under a Judas tree. Near to the base of its trunk, white flowers appeared rootless as though hovering above the earth, their stems ethereal, supplying life through the most delicate of passages.




    ‘Narcissus serotinus. Their scent is heavenly. Smell one.’




    Slowly, I put my nose towards the yellow corona of one of the flowers and pulled back in a wave of nausea. Joy, laughing, dragged me to the rear of the house, leaping steps, charging along the narrow gravel paths of the terraces, calling out the names of plants, her questions never-ending. ‘The botanical, Jane?’




    Was she really mad, this old woman who had the energy of a Greek god, drank like Oliver Reed and smoked like a chimney? I was less than half her age and couldn’t keep up. As if in a nightmare, I ducked under branches of myrtle and pomegranate trees, scraping my legs against the sticky leaves of cistus, lavender and rosemary shrubs.




    ‘Homalocladium platycladum.’ Joy caressed a cascade of long tapering leaves. ‘I was in an old sea-dog’s garden. Snipped a cutting of this while he wasn’t looking. Hid it in my bag. When I left he handed me another cutting. Said it was in case the one I’d stolen didn’t grow. Who said crime doesn’t pay?’




    I smiled weakly, took a deep breath and followed her to overlook three sunken compost beds above a narrow track and a steep drop to the Mesoghia plain. She pointed into the first pit, which was covered with eggshells and dog hair. ‘I pee into it to spark the rotting process. Mid-pee, trousers down, Charles once drove past and . . .’




    A truck resembling a fuel tanker lumbered up the track, knocking branches, its wheels teetering over the edge. ‘The honey wagon,’ Joy said, and flagged it down. The driver leaned out of the cab’s window and exchanged bullets of Greek with Joy, his hairy arm gesticulating, a tattoo of barbed wire around his wrist. Finally, Joy lit a cigarette and came back to me as the truck trundled up the hillside towards Charles’s house.




    ‘Honey?’ I said, baffled.




    ‘The septic-tank lorry. Ours will need emptying in a month or two. I got him down a euro or two. He’ll be back. Tool shed next. Nearly done.’




    Joy pushed me back up towards the house. In its shadows was a small shed. She removed a plank of wood slotted through a rusting metal clasp and heaved open the door, hinges groaning in protest. Inside, broken spiders’ webs covered a rusting scythe and a pair of old skis. Heaped on leaning shelves were baskets of stones, driftwood, rope, wire and old secateurs without their springs. She lifted a burlap sack from an electric shredder on wheels. ‘Come asphodel time, Jane, this will be your friend – as a rifle to an infantryman.’




    I stared bemusedly at two words painted above copper rods hanging from a nail. ‘For Dowsing.’ Outside stood regimental rows of old watering cans, their metal spouts pointing in the same direction.




    Joy marched me back up the path to the hilltop. Split logs edged along the path had ants tumbling out of their dry interiors. Above the nursery and its border of kermes oak and buckthorn we came to a cemetery for dead pets. Stones and marble slabs marked their resting places. Wizard launched himself from Joy’s shoulder and swooped over a lumbering tortoise.




    ‘Stop bullying, Wizard!’




    Further up the hill, picking our way through balls of wild thyme and teucrium, we stopped at a rusting racing bicycle, its back wheel half buried in the stony ground, front wheel supported over a boulder. Tenderly, Joy stroked the faded red tape around the handlebars. My head throbbed. Faintly, I heard the words, ‘My husband’s bike . . . long dead now. Sculpture to his memory . . . blast . . . can’t remember his name . . . bugger.’ She left the bike to stride through a river of carob and olive trees. ‘Christos!’ she suddenly cried, turning to face me in triumph. ‘He was Christos.’




    The gravel in her voice had softened. She stopped to peer into my eyes. ‘Are you all right, Jane?’




    ‘No,’ I groaned. ‘Knackered, to be honest.’




    She laughed and picked a brown seed pod from a carob tree. ‘Suck on this. Gives you energy.’ At the top of the hill, we reached a round stone cistern. ‘This is our lifeblood. Each week water is pumped up here from a licensed well at the bottom of the hill.’ She put out the palm of her hand as if taking an oath. ‘We, Jane, are water-wise. Underground aquifers are drying up. And why? Rising population, tourism, drought, and . . .’ She shook her head in disgust, spitting out her next words. ‘Illegal boreholes. Used to soak ridiculous lawns and fill swimming pools.’ She jabbed a finger down the hillside. ‘The Neanderthal has one. I’m convinced that he’s —’




    I lifted my arm in the air to get her attention, my mind tottering, the need to sleep overwhelming.




    ‘Joy, could you please take me —’




    Joy waved a hand to quieten me and carried on talking. In an act of desperation, I reached for the trunk of the nearest olive tree and clutched my belly, as if in pain.




    ‘Oh dear, Jane,’ Joy said, walking to me. ‘You should have said something. Let’s get you inside.’ She guided me down a path, its width no more than a rake’s head. At the path’s end I could see a small stone outbuilding perched drunkenly on the hillside. The walls were washed a faded blue and its shutters blistered by sunlight. An umbrella pine threatened the roof, branches pushing beneath orange tiles.




    ‘OK?’ Joy peered at me. ‘One last circuit. You’re living on the wild side. Has its own beauty.’




    She led me around mounds of sage and unkempt phlomis, their old seed heads black and upstanding, then suddenly stopped.




    ‘Urginea maritima. Big as babies’ heads.’ She pointed at a patch of large bulbs poking out of the ground. ‘People used to hang them over their doors as protection against evil spirits. Just one-point-five grams of a pulverized bulb is lethal to adults.’




    Finally, beside a fallen wheelbarrow bursting with straggly herbs, she took my arm and guided me onto the outhouse’s stone veranda. I dropped into a wooden chair, the slats cracking underneath me like gunshot. A black cat leapt off the veranda’s awning and charged around a shrub resembling a bunch of barbed wire.




    ‘That’s Orwell,’ said Joy, and turned on a tap above a marble trough balanced on an old fridge. ‘Spits out his worm pills. Stupid cat.’




    Brown water trickled, gurgled, then spattered out in a rush, gradually clearing. Joy picked out a glass from the trough, filled it and handed it to me.




    ‘Make you feel better.’ She wrestled with the handle of the wooden door, a dinner fork twisted in a hole once occupied by a lock. ‘Can be a bit sticky.’ She barged her shoulder against the door, opening it with a grunt.




    ‘I’ll get your rucksack. Make yourself at home.’




    The sign of a cross had been roughly made out in soot above the door. Wondering what evil spirits it was warding off, I ducked my head into a murky yellow twilight and looked beneath a small barred window. What I saw had me gasping in horror.
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    Joy arrived back with my rucksack and found me staring at a large, stuffed lion.




    ‘Ah, I should have warned you about Zeus. He was in our zoo.’




    ‘Zo-zoo?’ I stuttered, gaping into the lion’s glass eyes.




    ‘We ran a small zoo from our home in the Peloponnese. Christos played with him – once too often. Zeus knocked him over. Left Christos injured.’ Joy paused. ‘Couldn’t manage the work on my own. We packed up. Kept Wizard, sold the rest of the animals. Zeus had to be put down.’ She stroked the lion’s mane, her voice barely a whisper. ‘Christos adored him so much, I had him stuffed.’




    I faintly registered Joy’s story as being both bizarre and sad. I tried to form a word or two of sympathy, but ended up raising a tired hand in acknowledgment. Joy continued to stroke the lion, muttering to herself. I pushed apart bead curtains hanging to the left of the door and revealed a tiny cubicle. An old shower head and its cracked rubber cable were coiled around the taps of a small sink. A large yellow plastic bowl rested against a toilet minus its seat. A fly buzzed around one of Eleni’s paintings hung alongside the cistern.




    ‘Work tomorrow. Nine a.m. sharp. You’ve got food,’ Joy shouted, and left, the door rattling in its frame. A second later the dinner fork clattered to the floor.




    I opened the door of a small fridge decorated with gaudy magnets of the Acropolis. A bottle of retsina, milk, a tub of feta cheese and butter nestled inside its door. Next to the fridge were a few dilapidated cupboards, one door hanging off its hinge. On a tiny worktop an encrusted kettle, a bread stick and a jar of coffee and Marmite were pushed against a camping stove. I put the books that Joy had lent me onto a shelf beside a radio, then delved into my rucksack for my pyjamas and, finally, crawled into bed. The thin mattress provided little cushioning against the narrow wooden slats of the bedstead. It didn’t matter. I could have slept on a bed of rocks. I was slipping into merciful sleep when suddenly the crashing sound of machinery blasted through the room. The camping stove vibrated and rattled.




    Dogs barked. I stared at Zeus. He glared at me. I pulled the sheets over my head.




    ‘Wizard’s lost his mind.’




    The macaw hung upside down from the top shelf of the bookcase. The wooden cross was in his beak and his wings were outstretched. Joy offered him a walnut. ‘Quite insane. It’s that racket. I’ve called Spiros. Did it keep you awake?’




    ‘No. I was out like a light.’ I gave Joy a quick smile, wondering what she would have said if I had said yes.




    On waking I had climbed the hilltop – the only place where my mobile received reception – and called my parents. After telling them about my first night, they had laughed, told me that Joy sounded ‘a character’ and in no uncertain terms told me to ‘stick it out’. I hadn’t told them of my drab outhouse compared with my living conditions in London or their home in Derby. Instead I called a friend, Leslie, to tell her the truth. She’d been both brutal and sincere in her reply. ‘Don’t be a loser all your life. Come on, you can do it.’ I felt that my walk to the house that morning was like that of the condemned walking to the gallows.




    Joy picked up a cutting that lay on the writing table and, along with the walnut, put it in my hand. ‘I want a report. Genus. Species and natural habitat. Next week, plant ID test.’ She put on her hat. A sprig of rosemary fell to the floor.




    ‘Work,’ she said, raising an arm. ‘Come on. Spiros will let himself in.’




    *




    ‘Iris germanica, Jane.’




    We stood at the top of the phrygana, looking over swathes of the plant, its brown, toppling growth a witness to seven months without rain. ‘The ancients used its aromatic oil to disguise body odour.’ She knelt down to pull out dead leaves. ‘All this stuff needs removing. Leaf tips need topping. I want them perky.’ She pointed to a mature yucca and went to pat one of its swollen trunk bases. ‘Elephants’ feet. Yucca elephantipes. The botanical, Jane. Remember.’ She stood up to light a cigarette then grabbed at the brown leaves hanging below the new growth. ‘Take this out. Each and every —’




    The rumble of engines and squealing machinery sounded from behind the Neanderthal’s fence.




    ‘Bloody man.’ Joy waved a fist at his gates, picked up Winston and stomped back to the house, shouting over her shoulder. ‘You know where the tool shed is.’




    I stuffed iPod plugs into my ears, turned up the sound and got to work. By lunchtime my arms were covered in scratches from the sharp tips of the yucca leaves, their edges like serrated blades. After eating, I lay beneath an olive tree and gazed into its canopy. I half-closed my eyes and slowly lost all sense of perspective. With each flurry of wind the leaves on the olive’s branches appeared to ripple and swirl like darting silver fish in the deep blue sea. In this rapt state, the shout close to my head was shocking.
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