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Abstract 
 

 
Creative component 
‘Treasure’ (a novel) 
 
Two women meet in the Mongolian desert in the thirteenth century. One, Isabelle 
Eberhardt, is a writer and Sufi mystic from the Saharan desert in 1904. The other, 
Artemisia, once Queen of the ancient city of Halicarnassus, is now a modern-day 
adventurer, captain of a 34 metre lugger and a crew of once-famous artists whom she has 
assembled, all rescued from untimely deaths.  

With reservations on both sides, Isabelle and Artemisia agree to collaborate on a 
hunt that promises the greatest treasure of the age. Artemisia returns to her ship and the 
present day; Isabelle returns to Morocco in 1904 to work on the first clue from a ‘map’ 
Artemisia has given her. Once she has solved the clue, Isabelle joins Artemisia on her ship 
in the present day. They discover that they will need to bring new artists through time to 
join their quest. As each artist arrives and answers a clue, the crew move not only closer to 
the treasure, but further into the magic underworld of the land.  

The characters – almost all of whom are real historical figures – are prompted to 
question their own assumptions about their lives throughout the treasure hunt. Artemisia’s 
desperation to seize the treasure mounts, while in others, doubts about their adventure start 
to grow. Will the treasure be worth the sacrifices made? And what of the unravelling of one 
of the characters, who must face the reality of who she is? The combination of unravelling 
and revelation brings a surprising conclusion to the treasure hunt.  
 
Dissertation component 
‘Is this a novel or a script I’m writing?’: Loitering in the field of storytelling’ 
 
When first thinking about how this novel was formulated I realised how strongly I have 
been influenced by film and television storytelling, both in the content of my novel and in 
the narrative techniques that I’ve used. This essay examines these influences.  

The framework of analysis is Pierre Bourdieu’s work on the field of cultural 
production. Essentially, Bourdieu’s methodology analyses how the writer ‘habitus’ is 
shaped by the society they live in (their field), and how cultural producers – such as writers 
– must negotiate a place for themselves in a field controlled by those with cultural capital 
(both economic and symbolic).  

My propositions are, firstly, that the fields of literature, film and television all sit 
within a greater field: the field of storytelling. Secondly, that fiction writers must therefore 
negotiate a place within this greater field, and thereby take into consideration the 
conventions of all three forms of storytelling. These conventions are either adopted 
consciously or absorbed unconsciously. Some are useful and some are damaging.  
The purpose of this dissertation is to understand the creation of the novel in its social and 
cultural context, and to examine the positive and negative influences of film and television 
storytelling on fiction. In this it will parallel the characters’ quest to understand the nature 
of creativity and the function of art in society. 
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Treasure 
 

Chapter 1 

Deserts  

 

Only a fool would say that all deserts are the same. This thought popped into her head and 

was immediately followed by another: what a queer thing to think. She knew no-one who’d 

say such a thing. She wondered if it was a line she could use – the beginning of a new 

story. She should write it down. 

 But she couldn’t write it down. She’d come out without her writing box with its 

inks and nibs and tatty notebook. Not even a pencil. She’d just have to try to remember it 

for later. 

 She repeated the sentence to herself a few times. There was no-one to hear her 

talking to herself because she was, in fact, in the Saharan desert – silent, as deserts often 

are, except for her nasal repetition of seulement un fou dirait que tous les déserts sont 

identiques and the squeak of her pony’s hooves as they alternatively sank into the loose 

tumbling sand. 

 Isabelle, Isabelle, that’s enough. If you forget it now, it should be forgotten.  

 She and her pony ambled along a little further. 

 She became distracted by the blueness of the sky. She tried to look directly at the 

sun, but it was too excruciating and she had to close her eyes. Despite the brightness of the 

day she could see the waxing crescent moon, low, close to the horizon. It made her happy 

to see the moon when the sun was still out. She didn’t know why. Perhaps it had something 

to do with the synthesising of these two opposites that gave her hope that the dichotomies 

in her own life might someday be synthesised, too. It was still early in this new century, the 

twentieth, and Isabelle had high hopes for a positive change in her own life to match the 

changing world of this new epoch.  

 I am the sun and the moon, she told herself. ‘I should write that down as well,’ she 

said to the pony, who snorted.  

 Her left foot became itchy, irritatingly so, but she couldn’t scratch it because it was 

firmly encased in a red leather boot. She looked down at her boots. They were faded, 

scruffy. She should replace them, but knew she wouldn’t. No money for new boots. These 
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were Spahi boots and she was lucky to have them as she wasn’t a Spahi. But her husband 

had been, once. A soldier of the Algerian corps. And he, Slimène, had procured an extra 

pair for her.  

 It occurred to her that her itchy left foot might mean something. Impending 

disaster? That Slimène was thinking of her? No – a letter was on its way. She was going to 

be given her inheritance, finally. This time it was Isabelle who snorted. 

 She really was thinking queer thoughts. Perhaps it was that water she’d drunk from 

the stream near Orléansville. They’d told her not to, that it would give her strange visions, 

but she’d ignored the warning, interpreting it as an old wives’ tale. Besides, she’d been 

thirsty. Now she was paying for it with silly ideas popping into her head. She felt a little 

giddy, too. She hadn’t noticed before, but when she took stock of her body, she definitely 

felt, yes, a little giddy. Was it the malaria back again?  

 She felt hot. Malaria. Definitely. Or the sun. The day was exceedingly warm. 

Isabelle turned her face upward. No, it’s not malaria; it’s just the sun. She sat upon her 

trotting pony, loosely, and concentrated on the heat. It was dry, no wind at all. The 

cellulite-like ripples on the sand had been caused by a breeze long puffed out. She imagined 

herself a piece of bread dough, flattened, being put into an oven. That’s what it felt like. Or 

it was as if she were bathing in sunlight, the light flowing around her like water. Dry water. 

Was there such a thing as dry water? She thought, probably not. 

 No, Isabelle decided. She wasn’t sick. No malaria. Just a little giddiness. But she 

was happy, as always, traversing the desert on a pony, even if it wasn’t her own pony, but a 

borrowed one from the cavalry. She called the pony Souf II, after her own pony who had 

been lost to poverty. This one had its own name, no doubt, but Isabelle called it Souf, after 

her favourite desert in the world and her favourite horse. 

 The pony was a dappled grey and quite fine. Its mane was white and neatly curried. 

Isabelle looked down at herself. Except for her red boots, her outfit was white: trousers, 

burnous, shawl wrapped around her shoulders and face. Only they were so old and over-

washed they’d lost their brightness. She thought that they, too, could be described as 

dappled grey. She closed her eyes and imagined she was watching herself – a dappled grey 

figure on a dappled grey horse – and when the sun goes down, she thought, the sand will be 

lit by moonlight and it will be dappled grey as well. 

 Was there meaning in that? 

 Probably not. 
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 They were just dappled grey thoughts. 

 Another line for her notebook, which she didn’t have. How careless of her. You 

would have thought she’d been smoking qif, she was that careless, but she hadn’t. The 

thought of qif caused a sudden yearning in her lower belly. Tonight, she promised herself.  

 The sun and the sand were raising her spirits. The pony slowed while it climbed a 

steep dune, pulling its legs out high from the holes it kept making with each step. It reached 

the top of the dune, paused briefly, then began to canter down the other side. Isabelle 

pressed her knees against the pony’s flanks. The pony quickened its pace and they began to 

gallop.  

 Isabelle was tempted to close her eyes again, but was not so far gone she didn’t 

know this was foolish. It was always tempting because of the flying sand. It flicked at her 

face like sharp needles of rain, the price you paid for the joy of riding in the desert.  

 She noticed a sand cloud far in the distance. Mirage was her first guess. She pulled 

on the reins in case it wasn’t. The pony slowed, cantered, trotted, began walking, then 

stopped. Isabelle put her hand to her brow and squinted at the swirling sand on the horizon. 

She rubbed her eyes. Looked again. Sand was still rising and the cloud appeared to be 

coming closer. Isabelle kicked the belly of the pony and pulled at the reins, directing the 

pony toward the sandstorm. She had one thought in her head – fantasia. 

 Fantasias were not new to Isabelle. What’s more, she knew she was the only 

western woman to have ever ridden in one. This knowledge made her feel proud, but it did 

not surprise her as she knew her life was unusual. Genevan-born, of Russian parentage,  she 

had migrated to North Africa with her mother when she’d been in her teen years, and there 

they’d both become Muslims. Sadly, her mother had died within the year of arriving in 

Africa. But Isabelle had been accepted as a Muslim there; moreover, a Muslim woman who 

preferred to dress like a man. She’d been raised by her mother and Zaza, her ‘uncle’, both 

nihilists, to believe that nothing in life was denied to her because she was female: she’d 

worked and lived like a man all her short life. So she dressed like one as well. The thought 

occurred to Isabelle that Zaza particularly would have liked the annihilating nature of 

fantasias if he had lived long enough to join Isabelle in the desert. 

 As Isabelle neared the dust storm, she lifted her backside off the saddle and 

bellowed. The pony responded by quickening its pace. They galloped toward the throng of 

riders, coming at a right angle. Oddly, the riders showed no reaction to her approach. Their 
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faces intense, as if their focal points were the muscles in their shoulders and the heaving 

sides of their horses. Isabelle estimated twenty riders, bunched together. Their clothes were 

the colours of the earth, the midnight sky, of overcast days. Likewise, their horses were 

grey, dun, liver chestnut. It made of them a shadowy force, swirling across the plains.  

 Isabelle veered as she reached them and raced along beside their pack. Still they 

took no notice of her. Isabelle rode with her puckered face turned toward them. These 

weren’t Arab men and their horses were sturdy and coarse, also not Arabian.  Nor did the 

riders wear robes with scimitars lashed to their waists and rifles slung over their shoulders, 

nor scarves wrapped around their heads. They wore brown leather chest plates and heavy 

trousers. Several wore metal helmets. Long black hair streamed behind those with bare 

heads. Their brows were thickly drawn in black lines; their faces a dark brown, but lit with 

a faint yellowish glow.  

 As Isabelle puzzled over who these men were, she noticed something else. The 

hooves of her pony were making a pounding noise. She glanced down. The ground was no 

longer soft white sand, but hard muddy soil. She saw patches of grass, yellow and long. She 

turned her face upward and looked away from the riders. The same kind of earth stretched 

as far as she could see: grassy plains that eventually stopped at the base of black flat-topped 

mountains. The sky was no longer blue, but filled with fat grey clouds that hung over the 

mountains like over-fed kittens. The late afternoon chilled her as it hadn’t before.  

She moved her gaze to what lay ahead and saw a rider in the distance, alone. The 

spindly legs of his mount galloped with a dip and a sway that was unhorse-like. More like a 

camel, Isabelle thought. But the animal had dark hair. Camels were light coloured, she told 

herself. It cannot be a camel.  

 This is not my desert, Isabelle realised. How could it be that she was no longer in 

the Sahara? Or had she moved, somehow unknowingly, into her afterlife? Had she fallen 

off her horse, keeled over by the effects of that damned water? 

 But, known for her braveness, Isabelle adjusted herself to these new and strange 

circumstances. If I’m dead, she said to herself, so be it. She would still have her fantasia.  

She raised her backside off the saddle and bellowed again, kicking the pony to increase its 

speed. She galloped beside the riders, still pounding in a cloud of violent dust. She urged 

the pony to overtake them. As she reached the front rider, she ululated, her tongue trilling 
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the roof of her mouth in rapid little thumps. The front rider’s head whipped around. Isabelle 

felt his stare and turned her head toward him. He’d heard her – could he see her?  

This man was strongly built, his hair black and long and tangled over his shoulders. 

He had curved black brows, a struggling moustache and tufts of hair on his chin and 

cheeks. He and Isabelle stared at each other as they rode full-speed. The man’s brow 

knotted and his eyes narrowed as he watched Isabelle, who continued to ride without 

faltering.  

Isabelle was a courageous person in body and spirit, but the spectre of this man 

staring at her unnerved her. Could this be death, really? These strange men, riding in a 

landscape she’d never seen before? And her pony? If she had died, in what circumstances 

would the pony have died too? How could she not remember? 

In her confusion she looked away from the man, toward the direction they were 

heading. The lone figure out front seemed closer. The man looked ahead too, refocusing on 

the rider on the probable-camel. The pack was gaining on the rider out front.  

A single vagabond. Isabelle felt an affinity with anybody who was alone. She 

guessed these men were chasing the loner. But why? Suddenly she wanted to know more 

than anything. She put aside her fears and spurred her pony on, soon moving ahead and 

away from the pack. She would find out who they were chasing, and why. 

Her pony flew. Its legs were used to plowing through soft sand so found the hard 

earth easy. With just a little extra effort, it managed to pass away from the pack and move 

closer to the solitary rider. Isabelle clung expertly to the reins as the pony galloped, her 

body moving instinctively with the pony’s rhythm.  

As Isabelle drew near, her attention was first captured by the mount, which was 

indeed a camel. But such a camel Isabelle had never seen before. Not sleek and white like 

African camels, it was a dark matted brown, hairy and almost squat, and it ran with 

powerful long strides that cut the earth and set clumps of it flying. What was most 

remarkable was that it had two humps. Two humps! Isabelle wondered if it were a fantasy 

animal, like a unicorn or a dragon.  

A very small woman was huddled between the humps, her body leaning forward in 

an effort to increase the camel’s speed. She was dressed in a dark grey tunic and black 

trousers. Her hair was dark brown and long, most of it flowing out behind her like that of  
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the helmetless riders who chased her, but clumps of it were bunched on top of her head in 

small stiff buns. She had brown skin like the men, but her face was not oriental. Her eyes 

were pale brown, almost golden. She stared across at Isabelle as they grew level. It was 

obvious immediately that the woman could see her. Her face held mild surprise and she had 

the concentrated look of somebody making calculations. 

The woman swivelled her head and looked behind her. Isabelle did the same. The 

other riders were getting closer. The woman let out a groan, loud and pulsating with 

frustration. She glanced again at Isabelle before moving her hand up to her shoulder. 

Isabelle saw that there was a hessian sack tied across the woman’s body, a bulky object at 

the woman’s hip. The woman removed the sack from around her body. She scowled at 

Isabelle as she held the sack out toward her.  

‘Take it,’ she said. 

Isabelle could hardly catch the words. She knew they were in English, she knew 

enough to recognise the sounds. But she wasn’t sure. 

‘Take it,’ the woman shouted. 

Isabelle reached her hand out and took hold of the neck of the sack. The woman 

didn’t let go. Isabelle tugged at the sack and nodded abruptly to the woman, indicating that 

she had a firm grip of it and would not drop it.  

But the woman didn’t let go. Together they gripped the sack as they rode; Isabelle, 

now curious, was not prepared to let it go. She pulled at it, but the woman held it tightly. 

As both women galloped, clutching the sack between them, a thick red dust began 

to cloud around them, obscuring them and obscuring the landscape. The air became drier 

and hotter. Their bodies heated. Isabelle felt her throat constrict and the giddiness return. 

The sound of pounding animals’ hooves filled her hot ears.  

Just as Isabelle began to fear she would faint, the dust began to settle. They could 

see again. The sky was beryl-blue, cloudless, as it had been in the Sahara. The earth before 

them and under them was russet. The black flat-topped mountains were gone, as were the 

grassy plains. They were riding down a red dirt road, which was lined with trees of a type 

neither woman had seen before – slim white trunks, scraggy branches that drooped with 

pale green crescent-shaped leaves.  

As it dawned on them that the environment had changed, both riders began, 

intuitively, to slow their paces until both pony and camel were not galloping, not even 
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trotting, but walking; and the women began to settle into the rhythm of their mounts, that 

slow undulating motion of the rider. Neither woman had let go of the sack. Isabelle, who 

had been clutching it reflexively, suddenly felt this was ridiculous and let her hand fall 

away. She looked around her. She’d seen red earth before, but never anything in the natural 

world like this vivid rusty dust. The trees were completely unfamiliar, ghostly with their 

pale reaching limbs.  

‘Do you know where we are?’ Isabelle asked the other woman in French. 

The woman shook her head slowly and peered over her shoulder. She muttered, 

‘The animal holds magic as I suspected’; then asked Isabelle, as she continued to turn in her 

saddle and survey the land all around them, ‘Can you speak English? My French is poor.’ 

‘Yes, a little,’ Isabelle said.  

The woman’s attention was caught by the French accent with traces of round vowel 

sounds. Odd, she thought. Like a Russian. She checked behind her again, and, seeing 

nobody, sighed heavily. ‘We’re no longer followed.’ She turned and focused on the 

younger woman. ‘What is your name?’ she asked.  

Isabelle noted the woman, despite speaking the language perfectly correctly, did not 

have that harsh clipped tone that she associated with the English. She also noted the 

imperious tone of the question.  

‘I am Isabelle Eberhardt,’ Isabelle said, putting her right hand over her heart, and 

bowing slightly.  

The other woman nodded slowly. She said, ‘Ah, that explains the accent. I’ve heard 

of you. The Russian mystic who lived in Algeria, upsetting everyone with her unorthodox 

ways.’ 

Isabelle swore in Arabic, then said in English, ‘What is your meaning?’ 

‘You were a popular icon during the 1970s. I read a book about you,’ the other 

woman said. She looked around her, jiggling the sack to fit more comfortably against her 

body.  

‘A book about me?’ Isabelle queried, her voice full of suspicion, her mind turning 

over the reference to the 1970s. What could this camel woman mean? ‘I know of article in 

newspaper. An article full of lies.’ 
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The woman, whose eyes were flittering over the environment, said absently, ‘But 

there will be books.’ 

‘Why you are talking of books? Who are you, madame? And where are we? Why is 

this land red? Where are we, madame? Tell to me who you are.’ 

The woman interrupted her surveillance and focused her attention on Isabelle. Her 

face was immobile, but her eyes were lively with thoughts. She said, ‘I am Artemisia, 

Queen of Halicarnassus.’  

Isabelle snorted derisively.  

‘You don’t believe me?’ 

‘You are making fun of me. I am educated so I know. Artemisia lived through the 

wars between the Greeks and Persians. If you are Queen Artemisia of Halicarnassus, you 

are 2500 years.’  

‘And yet, it is true.’ 

‘Bah. It is absurd!’ 

‘Absurd? Life is full of mysteries, Isabelle. Tell me, how old are you?’ 

‘How is this relevant?’ 

‘I will tell you how it’s relevant when you tell me your age.’ 

Isabelle contemplated the woman claiming to be an ancient queen. She could think 

of no reason why she should withhold this information, so blurted: ‘Twenty seven years’.  

‘Hm. Interesting.’ 

‘Interesting? Why?’ 

‘I think I can see where this is going.’ 

‘Oh? Tell to me, you who are full of knowledge.’ 

‘In a moment, but first, Isabelle, how do you explain our little adventure?’  

‘What is your meaning?’ 

Artemisia spread her hands and said, ‘For example, where did you start your 

journey?’ 

‘Pardon?’ Isabelle gave the word the French inflexion.  

‘Where were you before you came across me and that band of riders in Mongolia?’  

‘Mongolia!’ 

‘Yes, that’s where we were when the men on horses were chasing us. Where were 

you when you set out this morning?’ 
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‘Le Maroc, dans le Sahara.’ 

‘Yes. And now we are,’ Artemisia paused and waved her hands at the red earth, 

‘here. This means you have crossed three deserts this afternoon. How can that be possible?’ 

‘I cannot answer. Besides, I believe you are lying.’  

‘Look at the evidence before your eyes, Isabelle.’ 

Isabelle was silent and grave. Artemisia leant toward her. 

‘I am indeed Artemisia of Halicarnassus, and I have lived a very long time, and 

what’s more, I can travel through time. And I’ll tell you this also − it is not, what, 1902, 

1903 here?’ 

‘1904,’ Isabelle said softly. Thoughts pressed against her mind. ‘So, you are telling 

to me,’ she went on slowly, ‘we have travelled across time and across oceans?’ Her voice 

became tainted with the smirk forming at the corner of her mouth. ‘And also it is not 1904? 

What year is it, madame?’ 

Artemisia shrugged. ‘For me it was 1219 in Mongolia, according to the Gregorian 

calendar. Here, I don’t know what year it is.’  

Isabelle was silent for a while, chewing on this information. Finally she asked, 

‘Why did those men chase you?’ 

‘I had something they wanted.’ She lifted her arm, indicating the sack. 

‘What is it? You brought me to here. Explain why.’ 

Artemisia looked closely at Isabelle. ‘This is true,’ she said slowly. ‘You, and this 

place, there must be a reason.’ She opened the sack and brought out a bulky object 

smothered in a piece of red woollen cloth. She unwrapped it. 

The two women inspected the object. It was a furry animal, a toy for children. The 

fur was grey and soft, but the body under the fur was hard. The black claws at the end of its 

feet and hands were rigid. The paws were tucked at chest level, just meeting. The animal 

had a hard black triangular nose in the middle of its face and fluffy triangular ears on the 

top corners of its head. The face was wide, with extra long fur sprouting from its cheeks. It 

was plump. There was no tail.  

‘What is it?’ Isabelle asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ Artemisia said. ‘I think it might be some kind of bear.’ 

‘Why do you want it if you do not know what it is?’ Isabelle said, taking the toy 

from Artemisia’s hands.  
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‘I know I want what’s inside,’ Artemisia said. ‘This animal holds the secrets of a 

great treasure.’ She picked at the space between the claws of the animal’s paws, drawing 

out a grey silk scarf. On it were yellow letters. 

‘Cyrillic,’ Isabelle said. 

‘Can you read them?’ 

‘No. I cannot understand the meaning of the words. It is not Russian, but letters are 

same. Perhaps it is a secret message.’ 

‘Do you know anything about codes? Secret messages?’ 

‘A little. I have read a book by the Arab philosopher, Al Kindi. It is said he was the 

first man to understand secret messages. He lived a long time in the past.’ Isabelle looked 

up at Artemisia. ‘Did you steal this animal from the men who chased you?’ 

‘That’s not relevant.’ 

‘Relevant if you want me to help you.’ 

‘Who said I needed your help?’ 

‘You know Russian? You know Cyrillic letters?’ 

Artemisia folded her arms and appraised Isabelle. ‘You are twenty seven you say?’ 

Isabelle nodded. Before she could say anything, Artemisia continued, ‘Then it must be 

time, and you must be meant to join me and my crew on my ship. That can be the only 

reason you and I are here in this red desert.’ 

‘Why?’ Isabelle demanded. ‘Where are you taking me?’ 

‘I’m not taking you anywhere now,’ Artemisia’s voice trailed off. She looked 

around her, surveying the ground. Suddenly, her gaze became focused and a look of relief 

spread across her face. She turned back to Isabelle. ‘Isabelle, my friend. Do you think you 

can unscramble this message?’ She flapped the grey silk. 

‘We are friends?’ 

‘I’m inviting you to join in an adventure of a lifetime, with the promise of treasure. 

I believe we will become great friends.’ 

‘And what if I am not wishing to join your adventure?’ 

‘This is tiresome, Isabelle. Sometimes destiny leads us onto mysterious pathways. 

Can you unscramble this message or not?’ 

Isabelle looked at the scarf. She felt a rising excitement. A challenge to engage her 

mind. Perhaps, as this unknown woman had suggested, this would be her destiny finally 
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revealed. She raised her head and appraised this Artemisia’s face and eyes, searching for 

signs of trustworthiness, or craziness. She saw avarice. And a hard, very keen, intelligence. 

But mostly she saw a lust for adventure that may have exceeded her own.  

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But I must to have time and to consult books.’ 

‘Then take it,’ Artemisia said, tossing the scarf toward Isabelle, who had to reach 

and grab for it before it fell to the ground. Artemisia rewrapped the animal in the woollen 

cloth and shoved it into the sack. She slung the sack across her shoulder.  

‘What will I do when I have discovered the secret?’ Isabelle asked. 

‘Is there a telegraphic office in your town?’ 

‘Oui.’ 

Artemisia dug into her satchel, removing a notebook and pen. She scribbled some 

numbers and words onto the paper, ripped the page from the notebook, and handed it to 

Isabelle. Her mouth was twisted in a wry smile. ‘This will notify me. Then I’ll come and 

get you. Just make sure you write the words exactly as I’ve written them.’ 

‘If I do not wish to take your adventure, but I give to you the secret message, will 

you pay me?’ 

Artemisia was silent as she tucked her notebook and pen inside her satchel. When 

she lifted her head, the wryness had been wiped from her mouth and Isabelle thought she 

detected compassion in her eyes. It was disconcerting. Their knowing each other had been 

brief, but the woman had not struck Isabelle as being the kind or sensitive type.  

‘Yes,’ Artemisia said. ‘But I think you will want to come with me.’ She lifted her 

hand in the air in a gesture of silence. ‘No. There are some things it is better not to know.’ 

Isabelle was fine-tuned for nuance. She felt the air weighing heavily on her 

shoulders. She looked at the earth. ‘Will we return here?’ 

Artemisia opened her mouth, then closed it without saying anything. She gazed 

ahead of her for a while. ‘I think so. I feel this is where we must begin.’ 

‘And we are … where? Do you know?’ 

‘I don’t ... This isn’t clear yet, but I suspect we will be together again in the desert.’ 

Isabelle looked around her at the surreal red and blue world. ‘Which desert?’ 

Artemisia shrugged. ‘All deserts are the same.’ 
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Chapter 2 

The First Clue 

 

The wall propping Isabelle up ran along one side of the local mosque in the north African 

town of Kenadsa. The mud bricks against her back were hot, but they’d felt cool when 

she’d first slunk against them. She could feel a hole in the wall at her right shoulder. If she 

reached out her left hand, she could trace a crack in the whitewashed expanse that started at 

her hip and moved up and outward way past her arm’s length. She traced it every now and 

again because she liked seeing the comparative brownness of her bony hand against the 

snowiness of the wall, like raisins in the babkas of her childhood. The wall was not quite 

white any more, yellowed by the sun and speckled by splashes of mud and whatever slops 

had been thrown in the street, but still whiter than the grey-white dirt it met. She sat with 

her backside plum on this dirt, her legs raised in a pyramid beneath her grey djellaba. Small 

round pebbles dug into her flesh, but she ignored them. The few sharp ones, which she 

could not ignore, had already been removed. 

 The tiny side street was deserted. It was just past midday. A donkey, his coat a 

patchwork of grimy and mangy fur, was the only other living thing in the street. He idled at 

the other end of it under a palm tree dull with dust. The donkey frequently rubbed its back 

against the trunk of the tree, flicking its ears at the flies trying to settle on open sores near 

the tips. Behind the wall, the mosque was three-quarters filled with men reciting the salat 

al-thohor prayers. Women were in their homes, also reciting prayers, or having finished, 

preparing lunch for their families.  

 Because the sun had begun its declination, Isabelle sat in shade except for her feet, 

clad in shabby sandals. The sun toasted them. Her eyelids were heavy and her lashes 

flickered. The men’s prayers rumbled in her ears. Snatches came to her and she repeated 

them: bis milla hir rahma nir raheem, al hamdo lil lahe rabbil aalameen. She felt hot and 

slow and heavy. She tried taking deep breaths to enliven herself, but her nostrils merely 

filled with dryness and the acrid scent of the urine that a yellow dog had sprayed near her 

on the wall a few minutes before.  

 In her right hand she held a tesbih, which she began to jiggle. The string and tassel 

were pale yellow. The thirty-three small glass beads were decorated with a blue and black 

geometric design. She flicked the beads until they were all dumped to one end of the circlet, 

against the knot of the tassel, then she began counting. As she pushed the beads along the 
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string, she muttered ya jameel for each bead. It seemed to Isabelle at this very moment that 

it was beauty that was most missing in her life, so beauty it would be that she would try to 

evoke.  

 Reason told her that it was the malaria − or another worse disease − making her feel 

so tired and ill. But it felt more related to the letter she’d just received from her husband, 

Slimène.  

 Inside the mosque the men were repeating Allahu Akbar and Isabelle instinctively 

began repeating the phrase herself, losing track of her ya jameels. She sighed. 

 Slimène had written that he had found someone else to love. Was it reasonable that 

a husband would write such a thing to his wife? As if she should be happy for him? It 

wasn’t as if she cared about the sexual infidelity – they had never had a relationship of 

exclusivity. Sex was one thing. Betraying their soul connection was another. But she 

wondered, could one actually betray a soul connection? If there was an act that seemed like 

betrayal, could it just mean that the connection was an illusion? Or that the connection itself 

only had meaning because of the betrayal? Isabelle sighed again. The weather made her too 

torpid for mystical philosophy.  

Her thoughts returned to Slimène. Certainly she had begun to notice that he’d lost 

his deep regard for her, and his support for her lifestyle had waned over the years. Not only 

had he tried to stop her dressing like an Arab man – she had modified and taken up wearing 

male European clothes – but he’d started showing jealousy over her friendships with other 

men: soldiers, writers, sheikhs. She had many different types of relationships with these 

men. Some were her friends. Men who respected her. Men who fell in love with her. And 

then there were men who hated her. Men who tried to kill her. 

 Perhaps it was too much for any husband to put up with when you looked at it like 

that. 

 ‘Ya jameel, ya jameel,’ Isabelle murmured, the beads slipping through her fingers 

and falling with a faint click onto the one before. Come, oh Beauty, and try to stop my heart 

from breaking.  

 But why break? she asked herself. She continued to berate herself silently: you 

know better than to expect anything from a sexual alliance; all human relationships are 

doomed to fail. She knew this, from her own experiences and from observing other 

people’s. She knew at the beginning when she met Slimène that her euphoria at meeting 
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this ‘partner on earth’ was romantic nonsense. But she’d forgotten, or put it out of her 

mind. Ya jameel, oh Beauty.  

 Slimène had neither described nor named the woman he’d fallen in love with, but 

Isabelle knew she would be entirely unlike herself. She pictured the girl, who Slimène had 

said in his letter was a Tuareg. Isabelle knew what they were like. Her hair would be black 

and it would ripple for a start – in extreme contrast to Isabelle’s shaven head. Even if she 

let her hair grow, it would be thin and straight, reddish-brown. The other would have brown 

eyes, expressive and full of desire – Isabelle’s eyes were black and unreadable, the whites 

gone yellow from sickness and smoking too much qif. The other would have a glowing 

olive complexion – where Isabelle’s skin, except for her sunburnt hands, was sallow and 

sickly white. The other would have curves and full breasts; Isabelle’s body had always been 

as slim as a boy’s and now in her illness, skeletal.  

 An image came to her mind, one from the prostitutes’ quarters where she’d had the 

privilege to observe, but not participate. The plump indolent women, the thin enthusiastic 

men. Soft limbs against hard. The smell of incense and qif, whispered endearments. It was 

one of these women, Isabelle was sure, that Slimène wrote of. No woman of good repute 

would link her name to a man with a history such as Slimène’s, if only because of his 

connection with herself. 

But how depressing to be betrayed by one’s husband with such humdrum 

ordinariness. By mere physical beauty.  

 Isabelle had reached the end of her thirty-three beads. She contemplated flicking 

them over and beginning again. She heard the men reciting from the mosque: La illaha 

illallah. She began whispering in unison. Her head felt so hot. She wiped her hand across 

her brow, the beads, cool and hard, brushing her cheeks. The back of her hand came away 

damp. So, so sleepy, she thought. And a churning in my stomach. 

 She dozed. Then came awake suddenly. Two thoughts, simultaneously, bombarded 

her brain.  

 Sniff, was the first. Onions. Someone in one of the nearby houses was frying onions 

in olive oil. The dense earthy smell excited something in her nostrils and in her stomach. 

Oignons. Huile d’olive.  

 And the other thought, which tumbled almost immediately on top of the first, was 

dependant on the remembrance of the scrambled message on the silk scarf – which she’d 

not yet been able to unravel since her mysterious return to normality after that even more 
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mysterious tryst with the declared queen of ancient Halicarnassus – and it was that ‘O’ was 

one of the most frequently used letters in Russian words. Perhaps by replacing the most 

frequently used letter in the message with ‘O’s, she would be able to work out the rest of 

the puzzle. It was worth a try. If only she could stand up and get back to her room at the 

zawiya where she was temporarily staying.  

Isabelle unfolded her legs and, with support from the wall, pushed herself up to 

standing position. Shakily, she began to hobble down the street. 

 When she arrived back at the zawiya, a monastery belonging to Ziania Sufis, she 

limped as speedily as she could to her room. It was empty, as expected, and somewhat cold. 

She lit her small fire to boil tea, and when a servant came and asked her if she would like 

luncheon, she told him: ‘Just a little, and I’ll have it here.’  

 By the time a tray with a bowl of steaming lentil soup and a portion of bread 

arrived, Isabelle had made a small pot of tea and had laid out the scarf with the clue on one 

of her rugs. She laid beside it pencils and paper, tobacco and matches. She began to eat the 

soup slowly, staring at the garbled message on the scarf: 

 

Щэтмшотяй мкц мпхтбкувту юшфэшмтгп дяшу дщшьт 

щкэтчкуяп чк cкщкоп 

– чк юяэкчё ноп ртмзя дяш юёгпюямш. 

 

Цпохпччш, цпохпччш, 

шчк лёопя шяфэимкяй юмшт юпфэпяк 

т мкю лёопя мпюят чк мквт щшцшгчта, 

нпэштчт тюфёююямк, 

фшяшэип ошхрчи юшсокмкяй юмшт мпхтбкувтп щэштсмпопчтж тюфёююямк 

– фхеби ош омпэт мпхтфшу юшфэшмтгчтаи. 

 

Пюхт ли скцжпяпюй т чп счкпяп, фёок щшмпэчёяйюж,  

чп мщкотяп м шябкжчтп! 

Щшсшмтяп цёс, 

кчнпх-ьэкчтяпхт мошьчшмпчтж. 

 

Юхёвкуяп – т шлэквкуяп мчтцкчтп дяш щэпоёщэпропчтп! 
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Юпфэпя, шяфэимкччиу экчйвп щэтозя мэпцж 

– дяш юпфэпя щшяпэжччиу,  

чкмюпнок т чкмюпнок. 

 

 Firstly, I need to know how often each letter is used, she told herself. She counted 

each letter, a laborious and dull task. When she’d finished, she had the following list: 

 

А = 2 

Б = 4  

В = 6 

Г = 4 

Д = 5 

Е = 1 

Ж = 8 

З = 1 

И =9 

Й = 6 

К = 37 

Л = 4 

М = 31 

Н = 5 

О = 20 

П = 52 

Р = 4 

С = 6 

Т = 40 

У = 10 

Ф = 13 

Х = 10 

Ц = 8 

Ч = 34 

Ш = 36 

Щ = 13 

Э = 23 

Ю = 25 

Я = 34 

Ё = 11 

Ы = 33 

Ь = 3 

 

 

 Going by the inspired theory from her nap, she should replace the ‘П’s with ‘O’s. 

She wrote out the encoded message, leaving spaces after each line. Underneath every ‘П’, 

she wrote ‘O’. She sat back on her heels and looked at her work. No more inspiration 

revealed itself to her. She chewed her pencil and frowned, then took a sip of tea. She rolled 

tobacco in paper and lit it, drawing a satisfying volume of smoke into her lungs. She’d sat 

in this same position on more than a dozen evenings, trying to decode this message. She’d 

gotten nowhere on any of her previous attempts. But this time would be different. She had a 

feeling. 
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 She thought about the hard Russian vowels – A, E, И, O and У. E is probably used 

as many times as O, she decided, if not more. She looked at the letter with the next most 

frequent numbers – it was T. She looked down at the message. She noticed that there were 

some single letter T words, so it couldn’t be E as this wasn’t a word in Russian. It could be 

И (‘and’), but then, it could be B or C, which were prepositions (‘to’ and ‘with’ 

respectively), also common. Isabelle looked at some of the word-strings. It could be any of 

these, Isabelle decided. She could keep guessing, but there must be a better way to 

unscramble this message. She should try to use some logic. 

 She looked for the letters that were used almost as many times as П and T. They 

were K (37) and Ш (36). Using her vowel theory, these should be A’s or E’s. Allowing 

instinct to guide her, she decided to try A for K and went through the puzzle, putting A’s 

under all the K’s. When she’d finished, she rocked back on her heels and scrutinised the 

puzzle. She saw that there were a few two-letter words,ЧK. With K changed to A, the most 

likely word for that to be is НA (‘to’). She wrote H’s under all the Ч’s, but the puzzle 

remained silent. 

 A feeling of frustration rose in her chest but she fought it down. This time she 

would crack it. She scanned the puzzle. The last line caught her eye. She hadn’t noticed it 

before but this three word line had the same word repeated with a single letter word in 

between. That means the T must be И, the conjunction ‘and’. If it were one of the 

prepositions – b (‘to’ or ‘in’) or c (‘with’) – the second word would be in a different form 

because of Russian grammar rules. With renewed energy, Isabelle attacked the puzzle, 

writing И’s under all the T’s.  

 This time, as she wrote, she noticed a problem. There were two words ending in  

HИO, which was highly unlikely if not grammatically impossible. Maybe she was wrong 

about the O’s. She looked back at her grid of counted letters. There were 52 ‘П’s. It had to 

be a vowel to be that frequent. She’d already used A and И. It was too frequent for У’s and 

it couldn’t be O. Using deductive reasoning, then, the ‘П’s must be ‘E’s. She set to work 

replacing O’s with E’s. Having done that, she looked for the next frequently used letter 

because this was most likely to be O. It was Ш. She scribbled O’s under all 36 of them.  

 When she’d finished, she sat back and breathed deeply. She was suddenly struck 

with the inspiration to record these newly assigned letters before she would forget which 

ones she’d used. She wrote out the alphabet. Then she put the five letters she’d tentatively 

assigned under those they had replaced: 
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А Б В Г Д Е Ж З И Й К Л М Н О П 

          A 

 

    Е 

Р С Т У Ф Х Ц Ч Ш Щ Э Ю Я Ё Ы Ь 

  И     Н O        

 

She rolled another cigarette and lit it. She glanced at the positions of the ‘H’ and the ‘O’. 

Coincidence? Her nose began to tingle and she rubbed it. She stared at the ‘A’ and the ‘E’. 

Four letters between them. She felt very still inside. It made the beating of her heart 

noticeable. It couldn’t be that easy, could it? She took up a different pencil, blue. She 

wrote: 
А Б В Г Д Е Ж З И Й К Л М Н О П 
Ц Ч Ш Щ Э Ю Я Ё Ы Ь А Б В Г Д Е 

 

Р С Т У Ф Х Ц Ч Ш Щ Э Ю Я Ё Ы Ь 

Ж З И Й К Л М Н О П Р С Т У Ф Х 

 

 She rubbed her eyes. The day had begun to grow dim, so she stood up, stretched 

then turned up the lamp on the wall. She went back to her mat and took up a new piece of 

paper and a pencil. She wrote for a full fifteen minutes, checking back and forward to her 

new transposed alphabet. By the eighth line, she hardly had to check what the letter would 

be. At the end she sat back and grinned at what she’d written: 

 

Приводить вам величайший сокровище этой эпоxи 

паpинaйтe нa зaпaдe 

– нa cтpaнy где живёт это cyщecтвo. 

 

Мeдлeнно, мeдлeнно, 

oнa бyдет oткpывaть cвoи ceкpeтa 

и вac бyдет вecти нa вaши пoмoщниц, 

гepoини иcкyccтвa, 

кoтopыe дoлжны coздaвaть cвoи величайшиe прoизвeдeния иcкyccтвa 

– ключы дo двepи великой coкpoвищницы. 
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Если бы зaмяeтecь и нe знaeтe, кyдa пoвepнyтьcя,  

нe впaдитe в oтчaяниe! 

Пoзoвитe мyз, 

Aнгeл-xpaнитeли вдoxновeния. 

 

Слyшaйтe – и oбpaшaйтe внимaниe это прeдyпрeждениe! 

Сeкpeт, oткpывaнный paньшe придёт вpeмя 

– это ceкpeт пoтepянный,  

нaвceгдa и нaвceгдa. 

 

 It made sense. Of sorts. The words and sentences were Russian and grammatical – 

but the meaning of the message? But that didn’t matter at this stage. The victory of 

discovering a secret clamoured around her. She sat grinning like a fool at the paper and the 

scarf.  

 She sensed a presence at her doorway and looked up. A handsome middle-aged man 

dressed in a white djellaba and turban stood there, watching her. When he saw that she’d 

seen him, he spoke, in the main language of the country, Arabic. 

 ‘You look happy, Si Mahmoud. What pleases you so?’ 

 ‘I have untangled a puzzle, Si Brahim. One that has frustrated me on and off for 

many months.’ 

 Si Brahim looked at this strange young woman, sitting in a haze of smoke, 

surrounded by paper, pencils, silk and the remnants of her lunch. Her voice was nasal and 

annoying. Her looks without a shred of beauty. But still, she had her attractions. There was 

nobody, would be nobody again, like this woman who asked to be called by a man’s name, 

Si Mahmoud. 

 ‘Would you care to come to my room and tell me about your puzzle, Si Mahmoud?’ 

 Isabelle looked straight into Si Brahim’s eyes and smiled. Despite her lethargy and 

slightly nauseous stomach, she could also feel the faint stirring of desire. A victory requires 

celebration, she told herself.  

She stretched out her hand and he took it, pulling gently until she’d risen to her feet, 

swaying just a little. She was almost his height. He placed his right hand on her back and 

she walked before him. They paced along the corridors slowly, and silently. When they 
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reached a room with a dark wooden door, Si Brahim opened it and gestured with his hand 

for Isabelle to enter. They looked into each others eyes briefly. 

As Isabelle walked toward a flat mattress on the floor, piled with cushions, she 

began to speak: ‘Well, Si Brahim, what I am going to tell you is so full of mystery, I 

daren’t hope that you will begin to believe me.’ 
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Chapter 3 

The Halicarnassus 

 

Artemisia, captain of The Halicarnassus, stood on the starboard side of her 34 metre 

lugger, contemplating the state of the Aegean Sea, and mulling over the idea of upgrading 

her ship. It was too conspicuous these days, a lugger, and she had no interest in being the 

centre of attention, as had recently happened in Monte Carlo. Nor should the other 

occupants on this ship want to be the centre of attention. Then there was the difficulty of 

crewing such a large heavy ship with so few people, something that had been problematic 

for some time. But size, in the sense of having enough cabin space, was also an issue; the 

imminent arrival of Isabelle Eberhardt would exacerbate the size problem. But it would be 

a pity to lose this ship.  

She perused the deck affectionately, noting the low, hut-like structure built in the 

centre. All that refitting to have enough cabin space below deck made an odd explosion on 

top deck. She’d spent a fortune on The Halicarnassus to make it comfortable to live on. 

Furthermore, she liked the cut of the ship: the simplicity of the four-cornered sails, the long 

bowsprit like a swordfish’s snout. And most of all, the lugger recalled her piracy days, 

which she looked back upon, from the vantage point of early twenty-first century 

sensibilities, with a fondness she no longer dared to confess. 

Her train of thought was derailed when she was joined by another woman who 

appeared to be of a similar age, what would generally be considered young middle age. She 

arrived at Artemisia’s side in a swirl of black fluttering cheesecloth. Her figure was full: 

curvaceous and slightly plump without losing its hourglass shape. Artemisia, smaller in 

stature but larger in intensity, was flutterless in a tight yellow tee-shirt and black cotton 

shorts that showed off her straight lines: long slender torso and thin, slightly bowed, brown 

legs.  

‘Do you think it will storm?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Artemisia, surveying the darkening sky. ‘And it’ll be a good thing too. I 

hate this stillness. It always feels like disaster is around the corner.’  

‘You’ve lived through so many lulls before a storm, Misia. How many have 

presaged disaster?’ 

Artemisia shifted her gaze to the dark blue water, raised her eyebrows and twisted 

her mouth. ‘You’re right, Psappho, surprisingly few, given the number.’ She turned her 
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back on the water and leant against the gunwale, her right foot rising automatically and 

resting on the knee-level ridge that ran around the entire ship. She peered at Psappho. There 

was something different about her appearance but it took several seconds of concentrated 

appraisal to realise it was the colour of her clothes. ‘You’re looking very sombre today,’ 

she remarked. ‘Any reason?’ 

Before an answer could be voiced they were interrupted by a shout: ‘Hey, Saffy, 

have you seen Artemo?’ 

Psappho winced and turned toward the shouter. He was young, late-twenties, a 

scruffy blond. ‘She’s right here,’ she said.  

‘Yeah?’ he said, coming closer and ducking his head so he could see past Psappho’s 

body. Her flowing cheesecloth had blocked his view. He directed his next words to 

Artemisia: ‘Hey, d’ya want the rigging up, Artemo?’  

‘No, there’ll be a storm soon. It’s better the masts stay as they are. I don’t want to 

risk losing the sails.’ 

‘Okey dokey. D’ya want me for anything then?’ The two women perused the man’s 

dark tanned face. The bone structure of the face and its healthy glow matched the man’s 

build, which was well-proportioned and honed by the ship’s physical work. The beauty of 

his face was marred by a recent scar, red and puckering, on the left side near his ear, caused 

by an out-of-control foresail in a storm the previous week – an accident that had almost lost 

him that left ear. His hair, at a just-tolerable standard of greasiness, straggled to his 

shoulders in a bedlam of mousy sun-bleached strands. He was attractive to women mainly 

because of his natural good looks and a vulnerable softness in his brown eyes despite his 

lackadaisical approach to his appearance and personal cleanliness.  

‘Nope. Not at the moment,’ Artemisia said, after a moment’s reflection.  

‘Okey dokey.’  

As the young man began to saunter away, Artemisia shouted, ‘Wait, Jai. Tell Elvis I 

might need him later.’  

Jai opened his mouth, but before a word came out, Artemisia said, with her hand in 

the air like a stop sign, ‘And stop saying okey dokey or I’ll kick you off the ship.’ 

‘What am I supposed to say?’ he said, sulkily.  

‘Say d’accord,’ suggested Psappho.  

‘Duck core!’ Jai said. ‘That’s better than okey dokey?’ 
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Artemisia shook her head at Psappho, muttering, ‘Don’t tease him.’ She looked 

back at Jai and lifted her chin a fraction. ‘Off you go, kiddo. If this storm hits, then I’ll need 

you to help out.’ 

‘Yep, you’re the boss,’ he said. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his grubby 

khaki chinos and slooped away . 

The two women watched him. When he was gone Artemisia said, ‘I hate how he 

calls you Saffy. It sounds like a clown.’  

‘Every time he says it, I cringe.’  

Nowadays, only Artemisia pronounced the poet’s name with the correct amount of 

lightness – the subtle ‘p-s’ at the beginning, the middle ‘p’ a faint puff, and the ‘o’ at the 

end like the ‘o’ in ‘pot’ not the one in ‘go’.  

‘And I also hate that he calls you Artemo.’  

‘Uggh, so do I. But it’s better than Artermeezha.’  

‘True.’  

The two women were silent for a few moments, thinking separate but similar 

thoughts. 

‘Sometimes I think all people from the twentieth century are peasants,’ said 

Artemisia. 

‘We’re in the twenty-first century now.’  

‘No doubt this lot will be worse.’  

‘You’re a misanthropist, Misia.’ 

‘A realist.’ 

‘Perhaps.’ Psappho sighed, leaning against the gunwale. She glanced down at her 

feet, pointed her toes and admired the shape of her foot in its copper-toned leather sandal.  

‘You always take such young lovers, Misia. I can understand the novelty of it, but I 

would have thought you’d be tired of them by now.’ 

Artemisia shrugged. ‘They’re good exercise,’ she said and grinned at Psappho’s 

expression. ‘And they’re simple. I don’t mean stupid, but simple in their ways of being. 

They demand very little. And men my age always want me to cook their dinner.’ 

‘There are no men your age, Misia.’ 

Artemisia laughed. ‘Well, you’ve got me there.’  

‘But Misia, you sound like every dirty old man justifying his lust for young flesh.’ 
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‘Oh, well, what of it? Maybe it’s just natural for some people, men or women, to 

only need physical relationships. I’ve tried love and that hasn’t worked either. Even the 

men I’ve truly liked as friends have disappointed me once we’ve been to bed.’ 

‘They wanted you to cook their dinner?’ 

‘Without exception.’ 

Psappho laughed and picked up a strand of her fair hair, twisted into a long slinky 

braid kept from unravelling by a bead at the end, and rubbed it across her mouth. She had a 

whole head of similar braids to fiddle with but her contemplative habit was to choose this 

one with the jade bead.  

‘Cercylas must have been the same,’ Artemisia said. 

‘He was. But he wasn’t around much. And we did have slaves who cooked the 

dinner.’  

‘See!’ Artemisia laughed, then noticed Psappho did not. She asked, ‘Are you 

missing Cleis dreadfully again?’ 

‘Yes, and my granddaughter.’ 

Artemisia was quiet. There was nothing to say to a yearning mother-grandmother, 

nothing anybody had ever said to her that had brought any comfort. And Psappho and she 

had been coping with these feelings of loss for more than two thousand years. It was a long 

time, too long, and during these lonely years Artemisia had learnt that too much reflection 

was bad for a person. It was always better not to give thought to the past, or to those lost.  

‘And Bilitis,’ Psappho added after a while. 

‘There are a number of women on this ship, Psapp.’  

Psappho smiled ruefully. ‘You know Norma and I wouldn’t suit, and I don’t share 

your predilection for youth, Misia.’  

‘Talking of which, what the devil is that foolish girl doing?’ 

Psappho turned and re-directed her gaze. When Artemisia moved toward the bow, 

Psappho followed, her expression curious and amused. 

They approached a reed-thin woman standing on a box at the crux of the bow. Her 

floor-length grey dress was cut in a simple A-line, and her arms were encased in gigot 

sleeves. Her legs were crushed against the gunwale, her body leaning forward as if battling 

a wind. She was posed like an eagle in flight, her arms outstretched behind her, her nose 

raised. Her eyes were closed, her small lips slightly parted. Her focus was inward. She had 



 ~ 35 ~ 

  

a pale face with features that were not normally associated with feminine beauty, but in this 

moment of concentration the beauty of humanity lit her and she was radiant. 

Artemisia bit her top lip and her eyes narrowed. Psappho’s smile grew broader.  

‘You know, Misia, I think she’s pretending to be Rose.’  

‘What are you talking about?’ 

‘That film we watched the other night, the one about the Titanic. Remember that 

scene with Rose and Jack on the bow? That’s what they were doing.’ Psappho expelled a 

puff of breath and sound, saying, ‘Isn’t she a funny creature? You know, she’s really quite 

lovely.’ 

‘Lovely, my foot. It’s ridiculous! We aren’t moving and there’s not a breath of air. 

It’s all in her head.’ 

‘Well, that’s what makes it so remarkable, doesn’t it? The strength of her 

imagination is splendid.’ 

At the sound of their whispering, the young woman in the old-fashioned grey dress 

opened her eyes. She stood with her arms behind her, the muscles in her neck straining to 

keep from turning in their direction. When they didn’t go away, she sighed and turned her 

narrow face toward them. Her dark eyes were hard and intense. The loveliness Psappho had 

enjoyed a moment before ebbed away. 

Seeing the object of their conversation looking at them, Artemisia snapped, ‘What 

the hell are you doing there, Emily?’ 

Emily turned on her box, gathered her long skirt, and hopped down to the deck. 

‘None of your business, madam,’ she snapped. She made a movement toward portside, 

away from Artemisia and Psappho, her small mouth pursed and her eyebrows drawn 

together. 

Psappho took hold of Artemisia’s arm and whispered, ‘Don’t get riled, Misia. She’s 

just embarrassed.’ But Artemisia shook her warm fingers off.  

‘Wait, don’t you walk away without answering me,’ Artemisia said, grabbing 

Emily’s arm just below the elbow. Although Artemisia’s hand was not big it could reach 

almost around the circumference of Emily’s arm.  

Emily pushed at Artemisia’s grip with a strength that was not apparent in her 

scrawny frame. ‘It is not your business, madam.’ 

‘It is my damned business when you put yourself in danger and I might be called 

upon to save you.’ Artemisia let Emily’s arm fall and she noted the red marks left by her 
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fingers on Emily’s white skin. She hadn’t meant to do that, and seeing the marks made her 

angrier at Emily for forcing her into an aggressive act. Emily provoked her. It was 

becoming a refrain in her head: What deluded reasoning made me agree to bring this one on 

board? 

Emily looked pointedly at her arm but didn’t touch the red marks. Suddenly she 

opened her mouth and snarled: ‘I shall give you leave to refrain from saving me if that is all 

that troubles you.’ 

‘Good. I’ll let you drown if you fall overboard, seeing you refuse to get into a 

swimsuit and learn to swim.’ 

Emily answered this threat with a roll of the eyes. 

‘Or I’ll watch you get eaten by the sharks.’ 

‘Sharks?’ The word tumbled unchecked from Emily’s lips. 

Psappho’s face was thoughtful and her head slightly tipped to one side. ‘We all 

know she can’t drown,’ she said, ‘but could a shark actually eat her?’  

Artemisia and Emily stopped scowling at each other to look at Psappho.  

‘I mean, a shark might not be able to tell the difference between us and a 

contemporary, would it?’ 

The gentle slap of baby waves against the sides of the lugger could be heard over 

the silence. A part of Artemisia’s mind registered it: the stillness had broken. Before long 

there’d be a storm. But she was still considering the question. She and her companions 

were immune to most types of death – guns, knives, clumsy accidents, the ageing process. 

But a hungry shark? After brief reflection, she thought, probably not. The answer led her to 

another thought: she might be stuck with this truculent female on her ship for the rest of 

eternity. 

‘You know, I don’t know,’ said Artemisia. ‘I hadn’t thought about it before.’ She 

took in Emily’s pouting face and said, ‘Perhaps we should toss Emily over and find out.’ 

Psappho watched Emily, saw the darkness of long-seated anger in the white skin 

under her eyes and in the hard sheen of her irises. Behind the darkness was pain and loss. 

She had not yet adapted fully to her life on board Artemisia’s ship, although she had made 

the decision herself to come here. But making a decision and living with a decision were 

two entirely different prospects, as Psappho was well aware. She reached toward the 

younger woman’s hand, but Emily rebuffed her by snatching her hand away before it could 
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be taken and squeezed. A red blush crept up the white skin of Emily’s neck as she turned 

away.   

Artemisia and Psappho watched Emily’s thin straight back as she walked away 

from them. They noticed her bunching the sides of her skirt in her fists as her boots thudded 

against the boards.  

Psappho called out, ‘Mind Jezebel.’ 

Emily looked down then stepped nimbly to the left, just in time to avoid treading on 

a bantam hen which was marching along the deck with a confidence not often found in 

poultry. Emily didn’t acknowledge the women again, but strode away until they couldn’t 

see her. 

 ‘Stupid girl,’ Artemisia said, shaking her head. ‘And I don’t know how you tell the 

difference between those chickens.’ 

Psappho shrugged and said, ‘They all have their special ways.’  

‘And whom are we eating tonight?’ 

‘One of the roosters, Moses, I think. You needn’t smirk like that, Misia.’ 

‘I’m just glad she can kill them so easily after naming them.’ 

‘Tess is a practical girl.’ 

‘A strange girl, even stranger than that one.’ Artemisia raised her hand and pointed 

in the direction Emily had gone. ‘Tess is a mystery I think we’ll never unravel.’ Psappho 

shrugged. 

They were both quiet for a moment. After a while Artemisia said, ‘I know it’s your 

policy to suffer fools gladly, Psappho, but Emily is especially irritating. She’s obstinate for 

no good reason at all.’ 

‘You should try to understand her. Get to know her better, spend time with her.’ 

‘Well, I suppose I’ll have plenty of time to get to know her better, but I can’t 

guarantee I’ll ever understand her. I never get these types, wilfully self-destructive. As if 

the world doesn’t try hard enough to destroy you without you being your own worst 

enemy.’ 

‘You’d better be more careful with her, Misia. Did you know she can handle a 

pistol? She can’t kill you but she could put a nice hole in that trim little belly that you’re so 

proud of, and you’ll have a scar.’ 

‘She knows how to shoot, does she?’ 

‘Ahh, I’ve discovered a bonding point, have I?’ 
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 Artemisia smiled. ‘Well, maybe there’s hope for her. I wonder how she’d do with a 

sabre?’ 

‘Likely very well, at least she’d keep you on your toes.’ 

‘That’s the most endearing thing you’ve ever said about her. Do you think she 

would fight dirty or clean?’  

Psappho chuckled. ‘Would it make a difference to you?’ 

‘Only in tactics, dear.’ 

‘I suspect she would fight honourably.’ 

Artemisia sighed. ‘I suspect the same,’ she said. 

 While Psappho and Artemisia were having this conversation, another was being 

played out on the bottom step leading to the cabins on the lower deck. Emily, returning to 

her cabin with a mind in turmoil, collided with the bulk of a man who’d just careered across 

the floor and leapt onto the steps without noticing the slight figure of Emily descending. 

The impact of her on the careering man was negligible, merely a hindrance to progress. The 

impact of him – a solidly built him sweating from exertion – had more of an effect on her, 

knocking her backward and causing her to yelp. 

‘Pardon, Ma’am,’ he said, automatically reaching behind her back to catch her. His 

hand found the small of her back and he hoisted the light weight toward him, so easily that 

she was tossed against his body. He held her while she gained her balance, his hand 

slipping further down her back until it rested on her flat backside. His fingers spider-crept 

to the crease where her backside stopped and her left leg began. He felt her gluteous 

maximus muscle contract. He smiled with just the barest hint of lasciviousness.  

 Emily, caught and held, unable to control the responses of any of her muscles, 

looked up into the man’s face. She knew his reputed age was 42, and that he was from one 

of the southern states of America, which is why his English was so careless and musical. 

She knew he could sing because she’d heard him, his voice so sweet and resonant that she 

had to sit down when she first heard him. She’d not been this close to him since the first 

time they’d met. She took in his fair greying hair, shorn close to his head, a little more than 

stubble; his long tanned face, high cheek bones, a lip twisted into a kind of sneer; and blue 

eyes that watched her. And creeping fingers behind her, which she was having trouble 

knowing what to do about. Although naturally fiery, her education hadn’t given her the 

skills to cope with men who fondled, or what to do about her own reactions to fondling.  
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‘Sir,’ she said softly, and leant her body away from him. But this made his smile 

wider. She could feel the warmth and the sweat on his hands sink through her skirt onto her 

skin.  

‘Sir, you are not being a gentleman.’ Emily pushed herself away from him in order 

to move backward and out of his grip, but she only moved more firmly into his hands. 

‘There are all kinds of ways to be a gentlemen, Em.’ His smile was like a smirk but 

without a tinge of ridicule. His gaze travelled from her eyes to her mouth to her chest, 

which was flat and covered to the throat with the grey cotton fabric, which up close one 

could see was patterned with tiny sprigs of cherry blossoms embroidered with black thread.  

Watching his eyes sweep her body made Emily blush, then become angry. ‘Sir, do 

let me pass,’ she said sternly.  

‘If you’re all right to stand, then, Ma’am,’ he said, and slowly pulled his hands 

away from her.  

‘I am right to walk as well.’ She pushed herself away from him with a hand flat on 

his chest. She could feel the softness of his flesh and the hardness of his frame, and once 

again, was flustered. She suspected it was nothing to do with this man, personally, but that 

it was merely intimate contact with a man that stirred her. Her imagination was filled with 

passionate scenarios, but this pseudo-sexual contact was the first she’d had outside of her 

mind. He was quite old, she told herself, and he flirted with the other women. And he had 

that look in his eyes all the time. It was like a dripping water pump, she told herself, that 

nobody knew how to make stop.  

The man saw that the opportunity for flirting had ended. He moved off the steps so 

that she could continue past him. He put his hand on her back to make sure she was steady, 

but this gesture was purely gentlemanly. He liked Emily, as he liked most women, and 

challenging her nineteenth century sensibilities was pure fun. But he wouldn’t want to push 

it too far.  

‘Is Artemisia up there, Em?’ 

‘Hmm,’ Emily said. She was already thinking about how she would tell Tess about 

this encounter, what words to use to describe her tension and conflicting emotions. Tess 

had become almost like a sister to Emily now that she was without her family, and in some 

ways, was better even than Anne as a confidante. Emily felt a little guilty over this sisterly 

betrayal, but, she told herself, it was only because Tess had more experience of life so 

could offer more insight. More experience of men as well. But Tess and Anne had the same 
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gentle natures, so soothing to have around when your own nature was as tempestuous as the 

moors on a stormy night.  

‘Good,’ said the man, who took the steps two at a time. He reached the top and 

paused momentarily to assess the state of the wind and to search the deck within his range 

of vision to make a decision about which way to move. Although he couldn’t see the two 

women he could hear an indistinct murmur on portside so headed in that direction. The 

smell of salt was strong enough to catch the back of his throat, and he wondered how this 

could continue to catch him unawares after all this time. Without the breeze to dissipate the 

brininess, stillness in the ocean always increased the smell. They should have been taking 

the opportunity to catch fish, he thought. The deepwater fish always tasted the best. 

Unfortunately, stillness before a storm also created a kind of enervating atmosphere that 

made them too lethargic to do something as practical as catching their dinner. If he thought 

they’d have time he would rouse Jai and the girls to gather the fishing poles and get out 

here, but he knew that the opportunity had passed and other activities would soon 

preoccupy them and break the lethargic spell. 

The women noticed his approach before he reached them. They turned toward him, 

waiting until he was close before acknowledging him – Psappho with a smile, Artemisia by 

tilting her chin slightly upward and then down, a Mediterranean gesture so ancient that 

she’s been accustomed to doing it, unconsciously, since she herself was a child.  

‘We’ve been watching Emily make a fool of herself again, Elvis. You should have 

seen her,’ Artemisia said.  

‘You’re too hard on the kid, Queenie. She’ll never adapt if you don’t get off her 

back.’ 

Artemisia backhanded Psappho lightly on the arm when her friend emitted a short 

laugh. ‘Me on her back! It’s you lot that are always giving me grief.’  

‘Ah, stop grumbling, old woman,’ Elvis said, sliding his hand around her waist and 

squeezing.  

‘Get off me, you louse!’ Artemisia thrust an elbow into his stomach and pulled a 

face. He laughed and clutched his belly, delivering a ham actor’s rendition of pain. 

‘You deserved that, Elvis. Old woman! It’s a wonder she didn’t aim her elbow 

lower,’ said Psappho. 

‘Yeah, I’m lucky she can reach high enough to hit my stomach.’  
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Artemisia moved easily out of his grip and leant back against the gunwale. She 

managed to give the appearance of looking down at the man, despite his height of 183 cm 

and her own of 150. ‘Making disparaging remarks about a woman’s age and stature is 

hardly worthy of a southern gentleman,’ she said, her voice haughty. 

‘Well, there you go, you’re in agreement with Emily already then,’ he said, leaning 

his elbows on the gunwale and looking down at the sides of the lugger, which were 

forbearing the slapping of the ocean. ‘She’s just finished telling me I’m not a gentleman.’  

Artemisia’s face lost its imperial mask as she laughed, sharp pockets of sound that 

punctuated the shaking of her head. ‘I hardly see that as meaningful. Any woman who 

meets you knows that within five minutes.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Psappho. ‘Elvis can be a gentleman sometimes.’  

Elvis turned his head to catch her eye. She was one of the most feminine and 

womanly women he’d ever met, after his mother, and he responded to her warmth as if 

programmed to it. ‘Great,’ he said, ‘I’m in with the lesbians.’ 

‘Especially us.’  

The two women laughed, but Elvis merely smiled and said, ‘Listen, ladies, we can’t 

stand around shooting the breeze all day. We’ve just got a telegram from your friend in 

Algeria, Queenie. She’s cracked the code. She wants us to pick her up in Marseilles.’ 

Artemisia and Psappho immediately sobered. The light in Artemisia’s eyes became 

sharp and bright, her garrulous smile dissipated into a thoughtful and gentle curve. She 

exchanged a glance with Psappho.  

‘You knew,’ she said, looking again at Psappho’s black dress, the jet beads at her 

throat.  

Psappho nodded. ‘I had a feeling this morning.’  

‘Do we really have to go to Marseilles?’ Elvis asked. 

‘Of course not,’ Artemisia said. She looked away from both of them, her thoughtful 

face keeping them all silent for a few moments.  

‘It will be difficult if it storms,’ she said. 

‘I’ve already prepared my cabin if you want to use it,’ Psappho said. ‘I cleared it 

with frankincense this morning.’ 

Artemisia shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think we should do it below deck.’  

‘Why? How does she go?’ asked Elvis. 



 ~ 42 ~ 

  

‘She drowns in a flash flood in the Sahara. It’s possible some water will arrive with 

her and I don’t want it to deluge our cabins. It’ll be safer to do it on deck.’  

‘What about the storm? What if it hits before she gets here?’ 

‘We’ll rig up a tarpaulin, like a tent. If we get moving we might be able to get her 

here before the storm breaks. Elvis, go and get Jai and start fixing a tent. Set it up on the 

stern. It’s the least likely place to catch the wind when it picks up. Psappho, can you deal 

with the carpet and the coordinates? I’ll get prepared.’ She began to hurry away, and then 

paused, turned and said, ‘And I’ll get Tess to bring the First Aid kit up here.’ 

Elvis nodded then said, ‘What do you need the First Aid kit for?’ 

‘They think Isabelle drowned, but she was found under a fallen beam and it’s 

possible her body was damaged. I’ll try to get her out before then, but you never know.’  

 ‘I don’t like the idea of doing this on deck, Misia,’ said Psappho.  

‘Neither do I, but it’s what we’re going to do. I won’t sink my ship for anybody.’ 

The threesome were soon busy with their personal tasks. Artemisia found both 

Emily and Tess in the galley, already preparing the evening meal. Smells of a roasting 

chicken could just be discerned if a person sniffed deeply. Tess and Emily sat at the 

stainless steel table, cutting up potatoes, carrots, green beans and turnips. They were 

immersed in conversation, but Tess stopped mid-sentence when Artemisia walked in. 

‘Leave that now,’ Artemisia said. ‘You can go up on deck.’ 

‘Tis Isabelle? Are you going to fetch her now?’ asked Tess, who was a pretty green-

eyed young woman with long brown hair knotted into a French braid. She wiped her hands 

on her apron then started untying it. Underneath she was wearing a pink cotton golf shirt 

and hipster jeans cut off at the knees.  

‘Yes, get dressed warmly and go up on deck. The men are putting up a tent. You 

find your chickens and lock them up. I don’t want them wandering onto my carpet, 

clucking at me.’ 

‘I should like to know what this is about, Madam?’ Emily continued to peel a 

potato, scowling at it as if the peeling were some kind of punishment the potato deserved. 

‘You, miss, go and find Psappho. She’ll explain what it’s about and how you can 

make yourself useful.’ 

‘It is not my position in life to be useful,’ said Emily, putting down the peeler and 

taking up a large carving knife. ‘Especially for you.’ 

‘That knife is far too big for the potatoes, Emily,’ said Tess. 
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‘It is the sharpest and I like it.’ She took the knife by its hilt and stabbed it 

downward into the potato. It sliced straight through and became embedded into the wooden 

cutting board. She struggled to release it. 

‘Suit yourself,’ Artemisia said. ‘I told Psappho you wouldn’t be interested.’ She 

stepped around the girls at the table and went to a small cupboard, unlatched the lock on the 

door and removed a white box emblazoned with a red cross. She said to Tess, ‘Where’s 

Norma?’ 

‘She’s in her cabin, reading.’ Tess turned toward Emily and said, ‘You should 

come. ‘Tis a magical event when somebody arrives. You were the last so you know some 

o’ it, but you don’t know what they did to bring you here. Come and talk to Psappho. She 

can explain everything to you.’ 

Emily looked at Artemisia, who had her back turned as she busied herself checking 

the contents of the First Aid kit. ‘Tess, I want you to take this kit up on deck,’ she said as 

she turned around.  

Tess went to the oven and twisted the dial to turn it off. She picked up the kit and  

said, ‘Come, you goose,’ snatching Emily’s hand. Emily allowed herself to be led out of the 

galley and to the cabin they shared, where they gathered up cardigans and shawls. They 

headed toward the upper deck, Tess obliviously chattering into Emily’s vacuum of words. 

Artemisia headed to Norma’s cabin. She rapped on the door, once and loudly, 

before opening it and entering. Norma was sitting on a single bed, a pile of pillows 

supporting her back and her legs angled into triangles, a book resting on her knees. She 

looked up from her book, her large blue-grey eyes wide.  

‘What is it?’ Her voice was breathy, as if she had exerted herself by speaking.  

‘It’s time,’ Artemisia replied. ‘We’re getting ready to bring Isabelle in. We’re all 

meeting up on deck as soon as possible. Do you want to be there?’  

‘On the deck? Not in a cabin?’ 

‘No. I don’t want to be below deck.’  

 ‘Because of the flood, right?’ 

‘Correct. You’ve been doing your homework.’ 

‘Yep, sure have.’ Norma smiled and her face changed from simply pretty to 

electrifying. Psappho was always saying Norma was a natural priestess of Aphrodite’s, and 

seeing that smile, Artemisia thought she was probably right.   

‘Better dress warmly. I think a storm will blow up before we’re finished.’  
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‘Uh, huh,’ Norma said, closing her book and hopping lightly off the bed. She 

grabbed a thick handled brush and dashed the bristles through her short curly light brown 

hair. Then she slipped across the small cabin to an open locker to rummage through a pile 

of fabrics. ‘I’ll just find a sweater and some socks,’ she said over her shoulder. 

Artemisia watched Norma’s curvaceous body as she bent over. It was tightly packed 

in slim orange slacks and a lime sleeveless tee-shirt. The desire to look at her was not 

sexual. Looking at Norma was simply aesthetic. The round perfection of this woman’s 

backside was magnetic. 

‘Well, get up there quickly,’ she said, retreating.  

Artemisia needed one more thing from her own cabin and then she would be on 

deck herself. The tent should be up, and then this adventure could truly begin.   
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Chapter 4 

Artemisia’s Magic Carpet 

 

Artemisia was in her cabin, the largest on ship and decorated with sombre opulence in 

burgundy and umber toned fabrics and burnished gold furniture. She stood in front of a full 

length mirror and fidgeted with her tunic, trying to make it fit smoothly against her body. 

She had swiftly changed her clothes. Although her trip would be quick and it did not 

particularly matter what she wore, she didn’t want to shock Isabelle’s late nineteenth 

century sensibilities by turning up in shorts. She had changed into brown: tights, boots, 

skivvy and this knee-length tunic which was refusing to lay flat. With an exasperated click 

of her tongue, she let go of the tunic, snatched up a leather belt and wrapped and snapped it 

smartly in place around her waist. It didn’t matter anyway; and at least she was in her most 

easily transportable travelling outfit, one that, although always a little unusual, blended in 

wherever she went, in whatever time, on whatever continent. Having finished with her 

clothes, Artemisia grabbed a squat black basket that had been sitting on the duchesse and 

headed out the cabin door.  

 On deck, she found the crew had been industrious. A sturdy white canvas tent had 

been erected, carefully pegged to bolts on the deck floor. Elvis and Jai were lashing extra 

ropes from the tent poles to the bolts. On questioning, Elvis countered that they were 

needed in case the storm blew through while they were still in the tent. Artemisia nodded in 

approval. She liked forethought. 

 Inside the tent, Psappho was lighting kerosene lanterns hanging from pegs in the 

support beams. The tent was expensive and elaborate, a geodesic dome with no central 

support poles, but with cross beams that made the tent seem extremely spacious and light. 

‘I thought candles would blow out,’ Psappho said, answering Artemisia’s quizzical 

expression. Artemisia nodded again to this reasoning, but said, ‘We probably don’t need 

light at all.’ Psappho shrugged. ‘It might get dark soon with that storm approaching,’ she 

replied. ‘You want to see where you’re treading.’ This time it was Artemisia who shrugged. 

She had made this journey so many times in her life she felt she could do it blindfolded; but 

Psappho was right. No need to put her ability to the test.  

Artemisia laid the black basket in the centre of the tent next to a rolled up carpet, 

and stepped outside to supervise the final knot-tying that would anchor the makeshift tent. 

Jai took her directions without arguing, although he considered himself accomplished at 
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knots. He’d spent most of his life knocking around boats, mostly crayfish trawlers on the 

northwest coast of Australia where he’d been born and raised. He’d been travelling in 

Asian countries since he was sixteen, getting crew work where he could. The boats, 

generally, had been rough as guts, but he’d learnt a thing or two. However his eighteen 

months of experience with Artemisia had taught him that she knew her business when it 

came to boats, and she didn’t care to hear differences of opinion. Besides, she was the 

captain and he knew that she would put him offshore without a moment’s hesitation if he 

pushed his luck. His privileged place as her lover didn’t give him any leverage. Only last 

month she’d put him ashore in Aden because he’d argued with her about their tacking 

technique. Without money or a passport! He’d heard later that it had been Psappho and 

Elvis who had insisted they return for him.  

‘Ok,’ Artemisia said when all the knots were tied to her satisfaction. ‘Now you and 

Elvis need to keep watch for other ships and for the storm.’  

Jai and Elvis swapped glances. They’d been looking forward to watching the 

‘show’. Jai bit his lip and looked at his feet. In his mind he urged: Go on Elvis, do it, do it. 

‘Aw, come on, Queenie, there ain’t gonna be any ships, and the storm’s hours away. 

It’s as quiet as a graveyard out there.’ Elvis waved his arm in a circle toward the ocean.  

‘There are always ships and we don’t need them poking their noses our way now, 

especially now. And we don’t need anyone trying to hijack us either. You know how 

important this is to me. And just yesterday we saw that pirate ship, so don’t try telling me 

there are no ships.’  

Elvis snarled, ‘I don’t know why I have to watch for ships. You could do that and 

Psappho could go get Isabelle while I sit in the tent. You’re the captain, aren’t you? Isn’t it 

your job to be in charge?’ 

‘But I can’t hide the ship, that’s your job. That’s why I brought you here.’  

‘So you need me after all, Queenie?’ 

‘Don’t look so smug. You know full well I don’t need anybody and don’t you forget 

it. I got along fine for a long time before I brought you onto my ship.’ 

 ‘You’re a devil-tongued woman, Artemisia.’  

‘Men always say that when they can’t get their own way.’  

‘And when have you ever not got your own way?’ 

Artemisia chewed her lip as she surveyed Elvis. She was fond of him. They had 

history and he was useful. She’d also spent most of two millennia being the ruler of all and 
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the friend of none. She was trying to change her autocratic ways, to get with the new 

millennium as Psappho suggested. But the Greek philosophers had been right – democracy 

was a ridiculous system for running anything.  

‘Come on, Elvis,’ she coerced. ‘You men are too big for the tent anyway.’  

The three of them peered inside the tent, the seating possibilities already filled with 

four female bodies. It did appear to be a non-contradictable statement.  

She said, but to nobody, ‘We all have our roles to play in life.’ Elvis looked sourly 

at her. She ignored him and turned toward the younger man. ‘Ok, Jai,’ she said, patting his 

backside. ‘Up in the crow’s nest now and keep a lookout for pirate ships and black squalls 

on the horizon.’ 

Inside the tent, Psappho, Norma, Tess and Emily were sitting cross-legged on four 

cushions spaced evenly around the walls of the tent. Most of the floor space was taken up 

by a large circular carpet. It was four metres in diameter and made of densely hand-woven 

wool. The background was black, the design in gold and purple. It was neither worn nor 

faded, but still, there was something about the quality of the colours and the density of the 

weaving that indicated the carpet’s great age and high value.  

‘Make sure you don’t touch the carpet,’ Artemisia said, looking straight at Emily. ‘I 

mean that, Emily.’ 

‘Psappho already told me,’ Emily said in a cross voice.  

‘Well, I’m telling you again. It’s important.’ 

 ‘It’s dangerous,’ Psappho said. ‘Can we trust you to be here?’ 

 ‘Of course!’ 

 Psappho’s and Artemisia’s eyes met. Neither felt entirely confident that Emily 

would do as she’d been told, because of curiosity if nothing else. ‘Well, we have to trust her 

sometime, Psappho,’ said Artemisia. ‘And if she makes a mess of this and sinks the ship, I 

suppose we’ll find out if any of us can be eaten by sharks.’ 

 Emily, Tess and Norma all looked surprised and somewhat perturbed by this 

statement. Psappho brought her scarf up to her mouth to hide her smile.  

 ‘Oh, hush, Misia. I think you’re teasing,’ said Norma. 

 ‘You never know,’ said Artemisia. ‘But all of you, stay off the carpet.’  

She went over to Psappho’s corner and asked, ‘Do you have the coordinates?’ 

Psappho handed her a slip of paper and picked up a small skin-covered drum. She began to 

tap the drum in a slow steady beat that soon became a regular rhythm. ‘Silence from now 
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on,’ she said. ‘Focus on the sounds of this drum. Our pooled concentration will help 

Artemisia concentrate on her journey, and make it easier for her to return with Isabelle.’  

Artemisia moved to the centre of the carpet, picked up the basket and removed the 

lid. Her hand disappeared inside and reappeared clutching a writhing snake made from pink 

rubellite and gold. Although it was clearly not a living creature, it slithered as if it were a 

real snake. She wrapped it around her neck twice, bringing the head to the front of her 

chest. She rested the head in her hand while she lifted to its mouth the scrap of paper 

Psappho had given her. The snake wriggled in her hand, its tongue darting out to wrap 

around the scrap and drag it back into its mouth. She rubbed the snake’s head and put it 

against her cleavage, where it nestled and stopped wriggling. She bent down and picked up 

the basket, then tossed it to Norma, who caught it and tucked it behind her cushion.  

Artemisia went to a specific point at the edge of the carpet and stood silent and still, 

her hands clasped at the level of her belly. She bowed her head. 

She was about to enter a traditional seven-circuit labyrinth, the paths on the carpet 

spiralling toward the centre picture –a pink rose – and swirling out again. There was only 

one way to walk a labyrinth successfully and that was with reverence. She stepped into the 

labyrinth and began slowly to walk the winding path.  

She’d made this trip on many many occasions. Walking the labyrinth always took 

her mind back to the source of the carpet; the man who had given her eternal life.  

It had been a particularly difficult and sad time of her life, her original life – the one 

she had been born to live. It had become a time of change and relegation to a lesser place in 

the world’s eyes. She had been born a king’s daughter, and had become a queen after her 

father had died. She had taken his place as supreme ruler of the city state of Halicarnassus. 

Bold and physically fearless by nature, she had also become an active participant in the 

Persian wars with the Greeks. And they had been rousing times. However, after more than a 

decade as a commander in the Persian fleet and as ruling queen of a great city and its 

surroundings, her eldest son had reached such a stage of maturity that the elders of 

Halicarnassus had insisted she relinquish her rule in his favour, which she agreed to do 

because she’d been forced to see it was just and right; but she had relinquished it 

reluctantly.  

She’d taken up the role of mother to the king and grandmother to the rapidly 

produced princes, but they were roles she hadn’t relished. She’d loved her grandchildren 

and enjoyed the time she had with them. Despite her churlishness with people in general, 
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Artemisia had infinite patience with small children, especially if they were courageous. But 

playing war games with her grandsons did not satisfy her lust for adventure.  

Not only had she disliked her new life, but it had made her melancholy for the first 

time in her life. She’d missed her days on the Aegean Sea, commanding men and winning 

battles. She’d missed giving counsel to the Persian king and lip to any man who thought he 

could insult or seduce her. Her days had become filled with the small excitements of 

children and court women, and a mirror that told her she was growing older and uglier 

every day. 

As she walked along the curving path of the labyrinth, Artemisia noticed that the 

light had come. It was part of the magic, the true magic, that would send her through time. 

Because she had watched Psappho make this journey, she knew the others would see the 

light as thin bands of colour surrounding her. The walker of the labyrinth felt enclosed by 

it, and as she came closer to the centre, the light would intensify, holding her more strongly. 

She also knew from conversations with others over the ages, that each watcher would see 

different colours. Why this was so, Artemisia and Psappho had never discovered. This 

didn’t bother Artemisia as she liked life to have its mysteries. She also noticed that her path 

on the labyrinth was running alongside the centre. She sighed as she followed the twisting 

path away from it. It was so tempting to just step inside the inner sanctum, however, she 

also knew from experience that this would never work. 

Meanwhile, Psappho’s drumming sustained its rhythm, attuning to the beats of her 

own heart. The others were already breathing in the same rhythm, even Emily. Psappho 

could tell. She was in that blissful state of openness: her body alert to the silence within her, 

as well as the slight twitches and sighs of her companions. Her attention to the drum was 

partial but unerring. She had had extensive lessons and long practice in ritual drumming, 

and rituals, and they were second nature to her now. Her awareness was acute. She could 

hear the ocean kiss the sides of the ship, the ever-increasing nuances of wind rattling the 

many metal fittings on the deck, even the soft tones of Elvis singing ‘I wish I were in Dixie, 

away, away’ from the cockpit. The part of her brain keeping track of the environment 

registered the meaning of this singing, that there must be another ship within sighting 

distance. She sent up a brief prayer to Aphrodite that if there were any Elvis fans on that 

ship that they stayed below deck. 
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Artemisia’s steps were in sync with Psappho’s drumbeats. She continued to tread 

along the path, swirling outward and backward, her mind drifting back to her life as queen 

of Halicarnassus, and the dreariness of her son’s court.  

What changed the direction of her life was a visit from an old friend from the 

Persian empire. Seeing her so unhappy and bored, he’d advised her to take a trip, a journey, 

to make her feel young again. He’d suggested the Circassian Mountains for their beauty. 

She’d taken his advice and organised a small party of her ex-soldiers, now serving in the 

royal court, to accompany her. Like her men, she’d travelled on horseback, eschewing the 

cart which they’d brought for her to ride in. She’d felt free and happy again, as she hadn’t 

felt since her son had become king. 

They’d travelled to the Circassian Mountains and ended up in a small palace in an 

outlying region. It was owned by one of the Persian king’s half-brothers, who kept away 

from the intrigues of the royal court for two reasons: firstly he didn’t want to lose his life 

because of some perceived threat to the throne; and secondly, he wanted to devote himself 

to the pursuit of his great love – alchemy.  

What a man he was, this royal Persian alchemist with the imagination to conceive of 

time travel in the fifth century BC! Artemisia recalled his kindly face with their intelligent 

brown eyes. The Persian alchemist had a son who had followed in his footsteps and was his 

assistant. This son had the same lovely intelligent brown eyes as his father. The Persian 

alchemist had befriended Artemisia. Artemisia had befriended his son.  

She could tell she was nearing the end of the labyrinth. She began to unwind the 

snake from her neck. She circled it around her body, holding the tail in her right hand and 

the head in her left.  

She placed the snake’s tail inside its mouth just at the moment she stepped onto the 

rose in the centre of the labyrinth. Simultaneously, Artemisia was replaced by a vortex of 

rose petals. After spiralling for a few moments they fell to the carpet, covering the woven 

rose in the centre. The tent continued to pulse with the rhythm of Psappho’s drumming, 

which muffled Emily’s soft gasp of surprise.  
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Chapter 5 

Isabelle Comes Aboard 

 

Isabelle stood in a rented house in the small township of Ain-Sefra. The house was a dull 

brown flat-roofed block, pock-marked, with parts of the walls and fixtures crumbling from 

age and disrepair. The village was arid and sad, the surrounding houses ramshackle and 

poorly maintained as well. There were two floors to this house. Isabelle and her husband, 

Slimène, were on the balcony of the second floor, talking. Isabelle was white-skinned, 

fragile; her thinness made more apparent by the bulky military pants and jacket she was 

wearing. A grey scarf was knotted around her neck. She had only left the military hospital 

the day before, admitted there for treatment for recurring malaria. Her face was downcast: 

eyes without light, cheeks sagging. Slimène was animated, angry. He was speaking and 

shaking his head. Isabelle at first stared solemnly at her feet, then turned away and looked 

out toward the hills past the wadi. She thought: it is fortunate that the time for this 

adventure has arrived. But there was little enthusiasm for future adventure evident in her 

defeated expression. She wondered, absently, when and how the woman from the desert 

would come for her. If, indeed, she would.  

The couple fell silent. Slimène leant against the balcony railings, letting his head 

sink against his cupped hands. He stayed for a few moments in this position, then glanced 

upward to check the position of the sun, which was high overhead. He began to think about 

his lunch. These thoughts were interrupted by shouting in the street. People screaming and 

running. The words: ‘The wadi, the wadi.’ Puzzled, he looked toward Isabelle. She was 

completely still and staring toward the wadi, her mouth partly agape. He turned, stared. 

Usually the wadi was dry; it had been this morning. No longer. It was filled with yellow 

water that raced toward them, two metres high, a moving wall uprooting everything in its 

path: trees, houses, livestock, people.  

Like Isabelle he was paralysed. They watched the descending freak flood. He’d seen 

nothing as amazing or terrifying in his life. But he was a soldier and his survival instinct 

soon snapped him back to reality. ‘Come on,’ he yelled at Isabelle, grabbing at her hand. 

She pulled it away, instinctively. ‘So stay,’ he snarled, and ran toward the rickety wooden 

staircase.  

Isabelle spun and watched his back disappearing from her vision. She was foggy-

headed but also dumbfounded that Slimène’s behaviour could hurt so much even in these 
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circumstances. She moved toward the staircase, descended them quickly at first. Her 

attention was directed to a sound, one that was much softer than the bubbling and crashing 

of the yellow torrent, more intimate. Haste had made her breathing raspy and uneven. She 

slowed down in order to catch the sound. A drumbeat? Was it coming from inside her? Her 

steps slowed further as she tried to hear. As her ears accustomed to the sounds of the 

drumbeats, her breathing became more rhythmic and calmed. The sound compelled her.  

She stopped at the bottom of the staircase. The water was already approaching the 

house. Would she be able to save herself? She watched Slimène running away, without her. 

He turned, briefly, and located Isabelle at the bottom of the staircase. They looked briefly 

into each other’s eyes. His were hard, but uncertain; hers were sad, but unreproachful.  

‘Isabelle!’  

Isabelle turned her head to the call of her name. A few metres away, on slightly 

higher ground, stood the woman Artemisia. 

‘Come, Isabelle. Come quickly.’ Artemisia beckoned her with both her hands. 

Isabelle picked her way across the rubble and scrambled up the incline as quickly as 

she could. Artemisia reached out a hand to help her. Isabelle saw then that Artemisia was 

standing on a circular carpet. ‘What?’ she said, stumbling. ‘It is a carpet!’ 

‘It’s your means to escape the flood. There’s no time for explanations now, but first, 

did you discover what the clue meant?’ 

Isabelle nodded and touched her breast pocket.  

Artemisia grimaced, ‘Come then. Hold on to my waist,’ she yelled. ‘Tightly.’  

Artemisia pulled Isabelle to the centre of the carpet. Isabelle stumbled behind her. 

Artemisia lassooed herself and Isabelle with the snake, still joined together tail to mouth. 

They began to walk from the centre of the labyrinth outward. As they walked, the water 

continued to rise. 

‘We can not escape this flood!’ Isabelle shouted over the sound of the rushing water 

and the cries of people and animals caught in its flow.  

‘We will. Concentrate on the sound of the drumming. Ignore the water and hold on 

to me,’ Artemisia shouted back at her.  

Isabelle did her best to comply. She strained her ears and soon picked up the soft 

pounding of the drum that seemed to come from within her. The sound of the gushing tide 

of water was also loud in her ears. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sound of the 
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drum and to holding on to Artemisia’s waist as they rounded the curves of the labyrinth. 

She was dazzled when bands of light began to form around them.  

Artemisia stepped as quickly as she could, but she needed to cover every part of the 

carpet in the route laid out by the labyrinth design. She, too, tuned herself to the sound of 

Psappho’s drumming. It would help take them safely to her ship. 

As they treaded the serpentine path, Isabelle began to experience a very strange 

sensation. It was as if part of herself was peeling away. She felt a strong urge to resist this 

splitting, and her inner self began to fight it. Artemisia turned her head, saying, ‘No, 

Isabelle. Don’t fight it. You must not fight it.’ And then, after a few seconds, ‘Trust me. Do 

not fight it or you will die.’ Artemisia’s words were commanding, and although the rebel in 

Isabelle’s soul recoiled from commands, the survivor in her recognised that Artemisia had 

more experience than she in these matters.  

She watched as a shimmering replica of herself stepped out of her body and away 

from the carpet. It moved toward the staircase and then ducked under it. It crouched, its 

legs tucked underneath its body, its head bent down to the floor, its arms raised with its 

fingers interlaced behind its head. Its cheek was on the floor. Isabelle suddenly smelled the 

sharp goodness of raw earth. The drumming was still loud and comforting in her ears, 

regulating her heartbeat. She began to repeat the wazifa ‘subhan’allah, subhan’allah’ – God 

is glorious. Her fingers moved unconsciously against Artemisia’s waist, as if she was 

shifting beads on a tesbih. Just as the two women reached the outer rim of the carpet, a 

yellow wave hit them, cold and heavy as a collapsing building. 

On deck of The Halicarnassus, the wind was sweeping across the boards, trying to 

lift the edges of the sails which were tightly furled on their masts and causing the metal 

fittings to clank madly. Jai slid down from the crow’s nest, his face shaped by a frown. 

He’d seen the black squalls on the horizon and wanted to go down to the cockpit to confer 

with Elvis. Should they interrupt the women or not? 

The sides of the makeshift tent were swaying. Inside, the lamps flickered. The four 

women still sat cross-legged with their eyes closed. Their faces reflected none of the tumult 

outside. There was a gentleness in their features as they concentrated. The drumming 

continued undiminished and undisturbed in rhythm.  

The peacefulness of the tent was suddenly destroyed by the return of the carpet. A 

second later the women were swamped in a great wave of yellow water, awash with twigs, 

sand, feathers and a stray rusty tin. Artemisia and Isabelle arrived, skidding on their backs 
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as if they had just ridden an enormous wave. The women gulped for air as they pushed the 

dirt out of their eyes. The water ran across the deck, soaking the cushions and carpet, but 

draining quickly away.  

Artemisia acted first. She took hold of Isabelle’s shoulders and lifted her upward 

gently, peering into her face to assess any damage. Isabelle was very pale and bright red 

blood leaked from a cut on her cheek. Her eyes were unfocused. Her lips moved and they 

heard her rough voice repeating, ‘subhan’allah, subhan’allah’.  

Artemisia fingered the grey scarf at Isabelle’s throat. ‘I’m glad you brought this, my 

friend,’ she said. She looked into Isabelle’s eyes. ‘Can you move?’  

‘I think she’ll have to.’ 

They turned their heads toward the opening of the tent. Jai’s face filled it as he 

squatted, squinting in at them.  

‘A huge squall is about to hit,’ he told them. 

Psappho rose and moved to support Isabelle’s other side. She and Artemisia lifted 

Isabelle, who groaned. Artemisia unbuttoned the jacket and shifted fabric away from 

Isabelle’s shoulders. Raw grazes marked her white back.  

‘It’s all right. She’ll live with this. It’ll just be sore for a few days.’ 

Artemisia pulled the fabric back up and turned to Jai. ‘Carry her down to my cabin, 

Jai. But be very gentle.’ 

Jai nodded and crawled into the tent. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked as he turned 

toward Artemisia.  

Artemisia nodded. ‘I’m fine. She protected my back. That’s why she got roughed 

up. And she was weak beforehand.’ 

Jai nodded and gingerly bent over Isabelle. He placed his arms around her back and 

knees, lifted. Isabelle was tall, but very light. She moaned softly. 

‘Don’t hit her head anywhere,’ Artemisia said, and Jai nodded again. He felt serious 

and important and excited. He was carrying a woman who had just come from a hundred 

years ago. Two years ago, if anybody would have told him this would happen, he would 

have thought they were out of their minds.  

Jai and Isabelle came out of the tent. Isabelle’s first vision was of a black cloud the 

size of a navy ship propelling itself toward them. She gasped and her eyes widened. The 

confusion lifted and fear entered her heart. Artemisia heard her gasp and lifted the flap of 

the tent. She assessed the black cloud and nodded.  
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‘We’re just in time.’ 

 She noticed Isabelle’s expression and said, ‘Don’t worry. We’ll be all right through 

this one.’  

Jai carried Isabelle down to the lower deck. Artemisia turned her attention to the 

tent where the others were sweeping the fragments of detritus into a bucket. Artemisia gave 

them orders: to clean the fragments away, to get back to preparing the evening meal, to take 

the tent down. She told Psappho to come with her to her cabin, then turned to leave the 

deck. 

Psappho touched Artemisia’s arm to stop her turning away and said, ‘I’ll help 

Norma with the tent. Emily can go with you to help with Isabelle.’  

Artemisia’s face showed her annoyance at this contradiction of her orders, but 

Psappho’s face was calm and determined. She shut her mouth. These days Psappho was 

always bullying her to be nicer than she wished to be and it infuriated her. She relented 

only because there was wisdom in having Emily’s assistance with Isabelle.  

‘All right, come with me, miss. I assume you know how to deal with wounds.’ 

Emily, like Jai, was excited by the prospect of this new arrival, and desperate to see 

more of this exotic woman, reputed to have come from North Africa. She didn’t reply to 

Artemisia’s command or question, but followed her quickly enough. 

Moments later, she and Artemisia walked through the cabin doorway. Jai and 

Isabelle were sitting on the bed. His arm was behind her, supporting her. Isabelle sat 

weakly, her eyes dull, but her head turned a little, this way and that, as she surveyed the 

cabin.  

On entering, Artemisia indicated to Jai to get off the bed and said, ‘Jai, do you think 

you can keep this ship afloat during the storm without me?’ 

He shrugged. ‘Yeah, I reckon so.’ His shoulders were relaxed and his face blank, a 

dead giveaway that he was eager as hell to be in control of the ship, even for a short while. 

Jai carefully removed his supporting arm from behind Isabelle. Isabelle braced 

herself, then looked up into Artemisia’s face. ‘You know if he lives?’  

Artemisia busied herself with removing Isabelle’s jacket. She glanced briefly at 

Isabelle’s face before replying: ‘He lived through the flood.’ 

Jai heard Artemisia continue as she closed the door behind him: ‘Not that it matters 

in the end.’  
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Chapter 6 

Treasure Hunt 

 

On a rapidly warming morning about one week after her arrival, Isabelle was writing while 

sitting on her bed in her new room, a cabin on The Halicarnassus. She was practising with 

this superior writing implement, the biro, and relishing her own blotless curves across the 

page when there was a knock at her door. She looked up, removed the cigarette from her 

mouth and said gruffly, ‘Come’. A moment later, the door opened and Emily entered. 

 ‘Sit,’ Isabelle said as Emily’s gaze wandered around the cabin. It was one of the 

smallest on the ship, and had been a storeroom before it had been cleared for Isabelle. 

Emily had helped prepare it before Isabelle’s arrival. It was simple and neat, the only 

adornment a framed piece of Arabic calligraphy, elaborately embroidered in gold thread on 

a black velvet background, on the wall above her bed. Isabelle had not added any 

decorations of her own, as yet, but there were several books on the floor and scattered on 

the bed, most of them in French, a few with a picture of herself on the cover. Emily perched 

on the one armchair in the room before she spoke. 

 ‘Psappho asked me to visit and see that you were not smoking in your cabin.’ 

 ‘Ah, so an unsuccessful visit, no?’ Isabelle said as she brought the cigarette up to 

her mouth. She smiled as she blew out a stream of smoke.   

 ‘Apparently.’ Emily rubbed her chin, looking thoughtfully at Isabelle. ‘She said that 

Artemisia will throw something called a hissy fit if she catches you.’ 

 ‘What is hissy fit?’ 

 ‘I do not know exactly,’ Emily said slowly. 

 ‘Exactly?’ 

 ‘Well, not at all then. I do not know at all.’ 

 Isabelle’s voice took on a musing tone. ‘I do not understand why Artemisia is not 

liking the cigarettes.’  

 ‘It is strange that you smoke at all. I have never known a woman to do so.’ 

 ‘Truly? You have not seen much of the world then.’ 

 ‘That is true, I admit.’ Emily looked around her, idly reading the titles on the books. 

‘These are your books? 

 ‘Yes, some. It is strange to see my name on the covers. I was not having books … 

before.’ 
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 ‘It is strange, isn’t it.’ 

 ‘Very. And I am not pleased my diary is in a book.’ Isabelle picked one up and 

waved it at Emily. 

 ‘Oh, I agree. They have written so much about me, I do think more than I ever 

thought about my own self. I am very glad now that I did not keep diaries, or write many 

letters. It would fill me with shame to see them in print.’ 

 ‘But I have discovered something very interesting.’ 

 Emily was momentarily distracted by having to translate Isabelle’s ‘sumpsink’ into 

‘something’ that she didn’t respond at first. When she noticed Isabelle watching her 

expectantly, she blurted, ‘O – what is it?’ 

 ‘In here,’ Isabelle waved one of the books at Emily. ‘It is written my friends 

searched for a manuscript after the flood.’ 

 ‘A manuscript? Why are you smiling? Why do you think this is amusing? ’ 

 ‘I had no manuscript.’ 

 ‘Then why did they think you did?’ 

 ‘Because I had told a friend that I had.’ 

 Emily shook her head, her brow crinkled.  

 ‘I told to him … I believe I told to him I posted a special parcel. He interpreted this 

to mean a manuscript.’ 

 ‘What did you post?’ 

 ‘The telegram. To Artemisia.’ 

 ‘O – and that’s why she knew to fetch you? 

 ‘Oui.’ Isabelle looked thoughtful. ‘Is interesting how one simple event can become 

a mystery, no?’ Isabelle smiled, more to herself than at Emily, who sat quietly allowing 

Isabelle her own thoughts to unravel. Recollecting herself, Isabelle asked Emily if she had 

come to the ship on the carpet as well.  

 ‘On the carpet, yes. But it was Psappho and Elvis who came for me.’ 

 Isabelle lit another cigarette and gestured for Emily to go on. Emily told of her 

illness, and of Psappho and Elvis’s arrival one night. How they offered her adventure and 

life on board a ship. How her brother had just died, and how she hadn’t taken care to keep 

warm and dry during his funeral. Her final illness arose from this carelessness. Her apathy 

caused by chronic consumption and a perception that she would never succeed in the 

literary world.  
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 ‘And then one day,’ she said, ‘I was sleeping on the sofa in the sitting room. Two 

strangers appeared one night. A beautiful woman and a handsome man.’ 

 ‘And they offered to you adventure.’ 

 ‘And a life without illness.’ 

 Isabelle nodded. She herself was already feeling stronger; the malaria – and the 

syphilis – that had impacted on her own health for the past few years already dissipating.  

 Emily took up her story, relating how she knew that she was dying, that there was 

only the choice of death or this adventure. ‘I thought perhaps this was the form of death, 

this offer, and that they were two angels who had come to take me to heaven, or to some 

place else. It was Elvis who carried me as I was too weak to walk.’ 

 After a small silence, Emily told Isabelle of her difficulties adapting to her new 

lifestyle when she’d first arrived on the ship. Isabelle asked her whether the shock had worn 

off, and whether she was happy to be there.  

 ‘Yes. Mostly. It is difficult, so many new things to learn. And I do not like 

Artemisia overmuch. She is so very authoritarian.’ 

 Isabelle shrugged and noted that Artemisia was the captain of the ship. It was her 

job to be the boss.  

 ‘Probably. She is also very wily. And ruthless. She takes what she wants.’ 

 ‘It is her nature, and her culture, I believe. She was born royal in the time when all 

belonged to queens and kings.’ Emily shrugged and Isabelle asked her where the others 

were. Emily said they were on the deck, talking about the clue Isabelle herself had 

unravelled. Isabelle suggested they go up and join them.  

 ‘No, certainly not!’ Emily said, loudly and emphatically. 

 ‘No? Why no?’ 

 ‘They are immodest.’ Emily sat primly on her chair. 

 ‘Immodest? How?’ 

 ‘You will see if you go up there. But I shan’t go.’ 

 ‘I will go. I would like to see immodest behaviour.’ Isabelle unfolded her legs and 

rose from the bed. Emily stood as well, and left the cabin with Isabelle. 

 When Isabelle found Artemisia, Psappho and Norma on the deck she immediately 

understood Emily’s reaction. Unlike Emily, she was not morally outraged; however she 

was astonished. The women were practically naked. Psappho was lying on the deck on her 

back, her long snaky beaded braids splashed across the boards. Three Lazy Susans, all 
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striped canvas and polished mahogany, were set up. Artemisia was in one of them, lying 

prone like Psappho, her chin lifted, her eyes shut, a look of concentration on her face as she 

absorbed the sunlight. In another, the clue bear sat. The grey silk scarf Isabelle had brought 

with her was knotted stylishly around its neck. Norma balanced on the edge of the third. 

She was clutching a notepad and a pen.  

 ‘Allo,’ Isabelle said as she approached. ‘Emily told to me you are immodest.’ 

 ‘Bah, Emily would say that,’ Artemisia said. ‘She gets all huffy about sunbathing.’ 

 ‘Where you get such small chemise and pantalette?’ 

 ‘They’re bikinis!’ Norma said. 

 ‘Bikinis? I do not know this word.’ 

 ‘It’s a Hawaiian word,’ Norma said, but Isabelle spread her lips and shook her head. 

She reached into a pocket and pulled out her tobacco and papers. She picked the clue bear 

off the Lazy Susan and replaced it with her own backside. The toy she tossed on the deck. 

 ‘Hey, be careful with that bear. It holds all the answers we need for our treasure 

hunt.’ Artemisia had opened her eyes. She squinted at Isabelle and frowned. ‘You weren’t 

smoking in your cabin, were you?’ 

 ‘Yes, I was. You are going to do hissy fit now?’ 

 ‘What are you talking about?’ 

 Isabelle glanced at Psappho then back at Artemisia. She shrugged and said, ‘It is not 

important. What you know about the bear now?’ 

 Artemisia told her that they’d tidied up her translation and made it more 

syntactically English . Then she told Norma to read the clue to them again. Norma put on 

her glasses and cleared her throat: 

  

To bring to you the greatest treasure of this age,  

 begin in the west  

– in the land where this creature abides. 

 

 Slowly, slowly, 

 she will reveal her secrets 

 and guide you to your helpers, 

 heroines of art,  

 who must create their greatest works 
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 – keys to the door of the great treasure house. 

 

 If you falter and don’t know where to turn 

– do not despair. 

 Summon the muses, 

 guardians of inspiration. 

  

 But hark – and heed this warning! 

 A secret revealed before its time is ripe 

 – is a secret lost, 

 forevermore. 

 

 ‘And you are understanding now?’ Isabelle said, flicking her newly acquired bic 

lighter at her cigarette. 

 ‘We know enough,’ Artemisia said, and then told Norma to read it again more 

slowly. 

 Norma screwed up her nose and licked her lips before reading the first three lines. 

When she’d finished, she said, ‘From this clue, we know where we have to go – Australia.’ 

 ‘The bear is from Australia?’ Isabelle asked.  

 Psappho said, ‘Yep. Jai told us it was an Australian animal before we brought you 

here. But we didn’t know how it was significant until you worked out the message.’ 

 ‘How was Jai knowing?’ 

 ‘He’s Australian. And it’s not a bear, it’s a koala,’ said Norma. 

 ‘Kwilala? I am not knowing kwilala.’ 

 ‘No, not kwilala. Ko-ala. It’s a marsupial.’ 

 ‘It is also word I am not knowing. Is type of bear?’  

‘Jai says it’s not a bear at all,’ Norma said.  

 ‘Looks like a bear,’ Isabelle said. 

 ‘Well, it’s not,’ said Norma.   

 ‘Isabelle’s right. It does look like a bloody bear,’ said Artemisia. ‘Anyway, it 

doesn’t matter what it is. The salient fact is that we have to start in the west of Australia – 

that’s what the clue is saying.’ 

 ‘We go to Australia now?’ Isabelle asked. 
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 ‘No, not yet, but soon. Read the next bit, Norma.’ 

 ‘Slowly, slowly, she will reveal her secrets and guide you to your helpers, heroines 

of art, who must create their greatest works – keys to the door of the great treasure house.’ 

 ‘This means the koala holds more clues,’ said Psappho. 

 ‘Inside?’ Isabelle said. She’d picked the bear up again and was examining it and 

knocking on its tough furry surface. ‘Perhaps something is inside?’ 

 ‘Maybe,’ said Artemisia, ‘but we’re not going to do anything about opening it yet. 

The key here is “slowly, slowly”. We get to Australia first, then we think about getting the 

next clue. Read on, Norma.’ 

 Isabelle interrupted before Norma could start by asking what heroines of art were.  

 ‘Not sure about that, but we’ll worry about it after we’re in Australia. The next clue 

should help us figure that out.’ Artemisia flapped her hand at Norma and said, ‘Read on.’ 

 ‘If you falter and do not know where to turn – do not despair. Summon the muses, 

guardians of inspiration.’ Norma took off her glasses and said, ‘I’m not sure what that 

means. How do you call on a muse?’ 

 ‘I know what it means,’ said Artemisia. ‘Go on.’ 

 Norma shrugged and replaced her glasses. ‘But hark – and heed this warning!’ She 

read dramatically, her hand raised: ‘A secret revealed before its time is ripe.’ She paused 

and looked meaningfully at her audience before continuing, ‘is a secret lost.’ She paused 

again before whispering huskily, ‘forevermore.’  

 ‘That’s why we’re going to treat that bear with the utmost carefulness,’ said 

Artemisia. 

 ‘You said it is not a bear,’ Isabelle pointed out.   

 ‘I didn’t say it. Norma said it, or Jai said it rather. I think it looks like a bear.’  

 ‘It’s a koala,’ Norma said. ‘You shouldn’t be so stubborn.’ 

 ‘It’s a bloody stuffed toy. It’s not going to be offended,’ Artemisia replied. 

 ‘I might be offended though,’ Jai said, having just appeared in their circle. He was 

wearing long baggy shorts slung low on his hips. His chest was bare. The blonde hair on his 

body radiated with sunlight.  

 ‘Why would you be offended?’ Artemisia kicked him gently as he sat down in front 

of her Lazy Susan and took her feet in his hands. 

 ‘Because I’m Australian. I might be offended on behalf of our koala brothers and 

sisters.’ 
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 ‘Oh, tosh,’ Artemisia said. ‘Where’s Elvis? I haven’t seen him for hours.’ 

 ‘He’s on the Internet,’ Jai said, inspecting Artemisia’s toes. ‘You need to redo your 

nail polish, Artemo.’ 

 Psappho asked, ‘RSVP?’ 

 Jai nodded and said, ‘Korean chick this time.’ 

 ‘He better not think we’re stopping at Korea on the way to Australia.’ 

 ‘I’m not sure she’s actually in Korea.’ 

 Because the mysteries of their conversation went way beyond the actual words, 

Isabelle interrupted the conversation again, asking for explanations. The others bounced 

looks off each other, trying to come up with a way to make clear the advances in 

technology and changes to culture of a hundred years. Finally, Norma spoke for all of them: 

‘It’s too hard to explain, Isabelle. I’ll show you later.’ 

 ‘What’s important,’ Artemisia said, ‘is that the adventure has begun. And this 

means “the greatest treasure of this age” is ours for the taking.’ 

 Norma said, ‘What do you think the greatest treasure will be?’ 

 Artemisia shrugged and laughed. ‘That’s another thing we don’t know yet, but 

that’s what makes the chase so much fun.’ She elongated her small body in a cat-like 

stretch, and smiled, with such feline pleasure that the people around her could only respond 

to her bold and adventuresome soul with excited chatter that inspired their own interests in 

the unknown treasure to soar.  
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Chapter 7 

Preparations 

 

Tess smiled at Nik as he laid the food on her table. He said in a sing-song voice thick with 

the accent of Greece, ‘Eat up, young lady. You need flesh on those bones if you want to 

catch a husband. A man likes to have nice round hips to hold on to, eh.’ 

Tess’s face reddened around her smile, but she forced a small laugh before looking 

down at the crusty bread in her hands. Nik straightened the red and white check tablecloth, 

which he’d wrinkled with his stomach as he’d leant over to place the dishes. He winked at 

her. An instant later his head swivelled and his eyes sought the noise that had caught his 

attention. When he’d located the source he ambled to the table to where the clicking fingers 

of one of his other patrons demanded his attendance.  

Tess was sitting by herself at her favourite outdoor café in the port of Piraeus. 

Despite the fact that she knew her hips were large enough (they were practically gargantuan 

in comparison to her new friend Emily’s), she liked Nik, if not his embarrassing chatter. 

She liked Nik’s big belly underneath the white waiter’s shirt and above the black waiter’s 

trousers; his grey and black hair; his face – fleshy, ageing, happy; his prayer beads dangling 

from the pocket of his trousers when he wasn’t fumbling them through his fingers. But 

most of all she liked the patatas they made at this café. They were fried and crispy, but also 

came served in a tomato sauce that mysteriously did not make the potatoes soggy. She’d 

tried to make the dish herself but had had no success. She ate them scooped up with bread 

and washed them down with coca cola, the sweetest drink she’d ever tasted, enjoying the 

slight burning sensation it gave her mouth and the way the gas rose and tickled her nostrils.  

Jai had come with her to the café but as soon as they’d sat down, one of his friends 

had passed by, spied Jai, greeted him noisily and hustled him away on the back of his 

scooter. They were going to a local taverna where they would drink retsina until they 

couldn’t stand up any longer. There had been talk of belly-dancers and Tess had quickly 

declined their offer to join them. She’d assured Jai that she would be fine on her own and 

shooed him away. 

She was tense with an emotional cocktail of exhilaration and trepidation, a reaction 

to being on her own. Artemisia didn’t like her crew out in the world alone. She didn’t trust 

what they might say by accident about themselves or their lifestyle. Tess was confident she 

could mix successfully with contemporaries, could avoid the pitfalls in happenstance 
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conversations. She had ready answers and, these days, rarely stumbled when questioned by 

curious strangers. It was surprising how unoriginal most people were anyway; they almost 

always asked the same things. But she’d never had to converse with them without one of 

her friends by her side. 

 Artemisia called frequently into the port of Piraeus and so it was familiar to Tess, 

who was particularly fond of this laidback fish-scented little village. The locals of Piraeus 

were used to the pleasure craft of the wealthy so their ship did not particularly stand out. It 

was the Caribbean islands where they blended in most successfully because superyachts 

were plentiful and there were few questions asked about their activities: people who owned 

superyachts often came by their wealth via murky methods but as they were a source of 

income for the locals, nothing was said or done to jeopardise their existence. The captain of 

The Halicarnassus preferred Greece because she liked Greek culture, despite her personal 

history. Psappho teased her about it, pointing out that the reason Artemisia felt so at home 

in Greece was because of the Turkish invasion. And Turkey, of course, was the 

contemporary name for Artemisia’s old home.   

 Although Piraeus had the rough edges of a fishing seaport, Tess was no longer 

bothered by the roughness. Being a country girl, she’d found every port or city too bustling 

and fast when she’d first come to live on the ship. Once she realised that she could 

disappear more easily in crowds, and attract only a little attention – as much as any pretty 

young female would attract – she’d learned to relax. She preferred to be away from the 

harbour wherever the ship was moored. She didn’t like harbours. She was happy enough in 

her home on the seas, but she didn’t enjoy being in a harbour, surrounded by ships with 

masts populating the vista. All those ropes brought up bad memories.  

They were in Piraeus because Artemisia had business in Athens, as she frequently 

did. She kept an office there with two loyal staff who ‘arranged things’. They were waiting 

for a package to arrive and today there’d been a phonecall from one of the staff members, 

advising that it had arrived. Artemisia and Isabelle had gone into Athens to retrieve it. Tess 

didn’t know much about Artemisia’s business dealings because the captain did not divulge 

her business secrets to Tess. She knew that there were ‘staff’ in various places in their 

regular ports, some of whom made sure Artemisia always had plenty of money, and others 

who helped make the magical events possible. Artemisia believed in telling the people in 

her life only what they needed to know. In general, it was Artemisia’s belief that Tess 

needed to know very little. 
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 Tess knew that what was in the package was important; that it would help them with 

the next leg of their adventure and get them into Australia. This is something Artemisia 

revealed over dinner recently when she told them they would soon be docking in Piraeus.  

 Tess was enjoying her lunch of patatas in the sunshine, away from the troublesome 

squeaking ropes. The dim hum of traffic – scooters and small battered cars – and the Greek 

voices rising and falling, clickety-clacking around her, made her feel happy. She’d learnt a 

little Greek from Psappho, enough to get by. Just now, she was content not to have 

conversations with anyone, but just think her own thoughts.  

 But happy thoughts can somersault in the blink of an eye. A man walked by. His 

hair was reddish-gold, short and curly, and suddenly her thoughts turned sour. A shadow 

crossed her table. She squinted up at the sky and noticed a dark cloud. Thoughts of Angel, 

her husband, filled her head, and made her melancholy, as those thoughts always did. She’d 

tried to train herself not to think about him, but had failed. She’d tried even harder to forget 

Alec, and he, likewise, would not be expunged from her mind – and those memories were 

even worse than those of Angel.  

 She suddenly wished Emily was with her. Emily had refused to change into the 

contemporary clothes that had been bought for her, and therefore, had been forbidden to 

leave the ship. Tess was sympathetic to Emily – she understood why the newcomer was 

reluctant to take up twenty-first century clothing because she’d felt the same way herself, at 

first. She knew Emily would eventually come round and then grow to be pleased with the 

clothes. It was true that having your legs encased in material and on display like a common 

woman’s was disconcerting, but it was also incredibly comfortable. So much better than 

heavy gowns and petticoats dragging one down, getting encrusted in mud and horse dung. 

Contemporary clothes were light and freeing. And the underwear was splendid! So much 

better than tight corsets and silly pantalettes.  

 Tess felt a tap on her head and looked up from her almost-demolished plate of 

patatas. It was Norma, who squeezed her shoulder before pulling up a chair and sitting in it. 

Emily, nervously looking around her, slipped into a chair as well, then leant forward, 

sliding her hands across the table toward Tess.  

 ‘Look,’ she said, ‘This is what came today for me.’ 

 ‘You changed your clothes,’ Tess said. 

Emily was wearing the brown wraparound trousers and white t-shirt that she’d 

refused to put on an hour before. Emily looked down at herself and frowned. ‘Yes,’ she 
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said softly, ‘I decided to try them.’ She’d been convinced by Norma that the trousers were 

so full they looked like a skirt and the pants legs reached the ground anyway. She didn’t 

like the t-shirt but it was large enough and thick enough that it didn’t cling in a revealing 

way. She felt self-conscious but she didn’t feel uncomfortable. She was reluctantly finding 

that the others were right – contemporary clothes were so much less restrictive, and they 

did make one feel freer.  

Norma was wearing jeans and a button-up cotton blouse. She avoided t-shirts in 

public so that her large breasts didn’t attract ogling. At the moment she looked quite 

ordinary with a scrubbed face, sunglasses and her hair covered in a blue triangular 

bandanna. 

Tess looked down at the object Emily had slid into her hands. It was a British 

passport like her own. ‘For Australia?’ she asked, glancing up at Emily. ‘That’s what the 

package was,’ Emily said. ‘One for me and one for Isabelle.’ 

Tess stared at the photograph of Emily looking grumpy. Elvis had had to struggle to 

get this one, with everyone trying to give advice to Emily about how to set her face, and her 

hating every photograph he showed her. Isabelle’s had been easy. She’d ignored everyone 

and stared imperiously into the camera, and had said, ‘Zat will do,’ when Elvis had shown 

her the image a few seconds later. She’d been more interested in investigating how the 

fascinating camera worked. Isabelle, unlike Emily and Tess, had at least known what the 

camera’s purpose was, but was entranced at its compact size, the quality of image, and the 

fact that you could see the picture in full colour inside the box. Isabelle had also taken to 

using the larger magic boxes as if using them were her second nature, unlike Emily and 

Tess, who struggled with the most basic of concepts in relation to them. Jai had tried to 

explain how to use the box called the computer to them, but he was hopeless. He pushed 

the buttons so quickly they couldn’t follow what he was doing, and he hadn’t a clue how to 

explain what or why he was doing anything. And neither Emily nor Tess had been brave 

enough to speak into the tiny objects called phones yet. It was always so frightening to hear 

a voice come out of such a small contraption that speech flew from their tongues. Of 

course, there wasn’t much call for them to talk on the phones as they knew nobody outside 

of The Halicarnassus. 

 ‘Do you see, they have given me the name O’Brian.’ Emily said.  

Tess ran her fingers over the words and chewed her inner cheek. ‘Hmm,’ she said. 

‘What do you think about that?’ 
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Emily shrugged. ‘It is Irish, which is romantic. My father was Irish.’ 

Tess gave the passport back to Emily, who also ran her fingers over the print, 

relishing their impossible neatness. ‘They’ve given me my proper birthday, as well as my 

rightful Christian names. Different year, of course.’ Her fingers passed over the date of 

birth. ‘When is your birthday, Tess?’ 

‘Tis shameful, but I seem to have forgotten,’ Tess said, her cheeks reddening. It was 

always bothersome to her that so much of her life seemed to lie behind a haze of 

unknowing. ‘Psappho suggested the 15th o’ March so that is when we celebrate my 

birthday.’ 

‘The Ides of March,’ Emily noted.  

‘Yes, that is what Psappho said too! But I do not know why.’ Tess’s face was blank 

and reflective for a few moments before she said, ‘What nationality will Isabelle be?’ 

‘Swiss,’ Norma answered. ‘She was born in Geneva so they decided to stick with 

that. It would explain her Frenchie-Russian accent.’ Tess nodded and felt foolish for asking. 

Except for Artemisia and Psappho, they all had passports from their original birth countries. 

That pair had Greek passports, which was closest to their true nationalities, with fake 

names, as did Norma and Elvis. Norma’s passport currently claimed her to be Claudia 

Caswell; Elvis’s, Ross Carpenter; Artemisia’s, Artemisia Gotsis; and Psappho’s, Eleni 

Argiropoulos. The only person on the ship with a ‘real’ passport was Jai.  

‘Isabelle’s family name on her passport is Petrov,’ Emily added, ‘but she is using 

her Christian names, Isabelle Wilhelmine Marie.’ 

Tess nodded. She herself was officially known as Teresa Duffield because 

Artemisia wouldn’t let her use Durbeyfield. She didn’t think this was reasonable, as, unlike 

the rest of the crew, she was not famous – or from such a long time ago that family names 

didn’t exist, as Psappho and Artemisia were. Psappho had been as insistent as Artemisia on 

this point, and despite the fact that neither of them brought forth convincing arguments for 

the subterfuge, Tess acquiesced, as was her nature. But she continued to ponder the subject, 

and as of yet, had been unable to figure out why Durbeyfield might be a problem. She’d 

made up her mind that for her next passport – they regularly had to update with new 

birthdates – she would use the name Clare. She just hadn’t decided whether it would be her 

Christian name or her family name.  

Norma called Nik over, flirted with him briefly, and ordered wine for herself and 

cokes for the others. Tess said, ‘Oh, Emily, you must try the patatas,’ and Norma ordered a 
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plate of patatas for sharing. Then she said, ‘We’ve been told to bring you and Jai back. 

We’ll be leaving now the passports have arrived.’ 

‘Jai is not here,’ Tess said, spreading her arms wide as if to encompass the space Jai 

should have been. 

 When Norma asked where he’d gone, she told them about the sudden arrival of the 

friend and the quickly-made plans to drink. Emily asked what a Yorgo and a taverna were. 

Tess explained that Yorgo was a man, and a taverna was a public house where men got 

drunk.  

‘Misia’s going to kill him,’ Norma said. Tess nodded sadly.  

‘Oh well,’ Norma said, ‘Here’s your patatas and our drinks. Let’s just stay here and 

eat, and then decide what to do.’ 

 The women finished their meal, then agreed to return to the ship and let Artemisia 

deal with her missing lover. Norma felt unequal to the task of scouting the local tavernas 

looking for him with two attractive – and excessively innocent – young women in tow.   

 As they moved away from the table, Emily put her arm around Tess, who was 

surprised by the gesture. She turned her head toward Emily, ducking it and tilting slightly 

into her neck, a reciprocal expression of fondness. As she did, her nostrils filled with a 

familiar perfume. 

 ‘You are wearing my favourite cologne!’ Tess said. She inhaled. Emily’s neck 

smelled of lemons and musk. It was a scent that immediately made Tess think of Greece 

wherever she was. It came ointment-style in tiny pots painted in the colours of antiquity. It 

wasn’t a very sophisticated scent – it was tourist junk Artemisia told her – but Tess liked it 

for its fresh zing and the way it made her think of Greece with its simple pleasures.   

 ‘Am I? Artemisia gave it to me, and she bought some for you as well.’ 

Tess was so surprised that she didn’t reply. They walked in silence, each 

contemplating their own thoughts. 

Back at the mooring, Isabelle was leaning over the gunwale, smoking a cigarette. 

Unlike Emily, she’d taken to contemporary clothes immediately. She was dressed in chinos 

and a singlet top that showed off her small pointy braless breasts. She’d made crass 

comments about the contraption called a training bra that had been bought for her before 

she’d tossed it into the harbour. The couple of weeks on the ship had already improved her 

health. She was sinewy but strong-looking, and the sleeveless top showed off her thin 

muscular arms. She’d told them that she’d worked as a stevedore in Marseilles and she took 
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on some of the harder work on deck as soon as she was able. It was clear to everyone that 

she was a natural seawoman, and that she enjoyed the physical activity. 

 As the three women walked up the gangplank and stepped onto the ship, Isabelle 

leant with her back against the gunwale and displayed her yellowed and broken teeth in a 

smile. Norma thought how it was a pity Isabelle’s face was so marred by this mouthful of 

rotten teeth. Now her strawberry blonde hair was growing and her skin was less sallow, she 

was almost pretty in a gamine kind of way.  

‘Where’s everyone?’ Norma asked as she came close to Isabelle. 

‘Psappho is on deck. Artemisia and Elvis are making applications for visas.’ 

Isabelle’s voice had not changed. It was still smoky, and heavy with her exotic accent.  

‘Did they go into Athens?’ Norma asked.  

‘No. Artemisia say she use Internet.’  

‘Oh, good. Australia should be easy then.’ 

‘I do not know. Artemisia take information from computer about Australian 

customs regulations and she begin to swear. She said we must to dump the chickens.’ 

‘My chickens?’ Tess said, her hands moving to her mouth reflexively. 

Isabelle shrugged, fetched another cigarette from behind her ear and lit it with the 

embers of the stub she’d just been smoking. ‘She say chickens. She did not say whose 

chickens.’ 

‘They must have strict quarantine laws then,’ said Norma.  

Tess went to the galley steps, her shoulders slumped. She’d coped with the loss of 

her chickens before for similar reasons, and she knew there would be no arguing with 

Artemisia about them. Norma watched her and felt sorry for her. But she said nothing. She 

knew that the chickens were doomed. 

Norma went to the control room and found Elvis typing into the computer and 

Artemisia sitting with her legs crossed beside him, a pile of passports in her hands. She was 

reading aloud from the top one as Elvis typed. She stopped reading when Norma entered. 

‘Where’s Emily? I need her passport. The foolish girl shouldn’t have taken it.’ 

‘She wanted to show Tess.’ 

‘She has plenty of time to show Tess later. We need to organise these visas.’ 

Norma shrugged and said, ‘Will we really have to get rid of the chickens?’ 

‘What? Oh – Tess knows, does she?’ 

‘Isabelle told us.’  
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‘They have strict quarantine laws in Australia. I don’t want to give the officials 

more of a reason for sniffing around my ship. She’ll get over it.’ 

‘I know, but it’s always sad. Perhaps you could talk to her.’ 

‘Don’t be stupid. I’m not going to get sappy over chickens. She wrings their necks 

herself when we have one for dinner.’ 

‘You’re a cold-hearted bitch, Queenie,’ said Elvis. ‘There’s a difference between 

one and the whole lot.’ 

‘I am not cold-hearted. Didn’t I agree to that elaborate – and expensive I might add 

– burial at sea for the damned monkey?’ 

‘You shot it, Queenie. That’s why we had to bury it.’ 

‘I had to. It was riddled with disease as I told you it would be. Nobody with any 

sense keeps a monkey as a pet, especially on a ship.’ 

‘What about a parrot?’ 

‘What are you, Captain Hook? Anyway, birds have lice.’ 

‘Be honest. You just don’t like animals.’ 

‘You’re right, I just don’t like animals. Can we finish this conversation now?’ 

‘I dunno. You’re the boss.’ 

‘And don’t forget it,’ Artemisia said, turning toward Norma. ‘Go and get Emily’s 

passport for me, Norma, would you? When we’ve sorted this out we’ll haul anchor and 

head east.’ 

‘We can’t. Jai isn’t here.’ 

‘I told you to bring him back.’ 

‘Well, he wasn’t with Tess. She said he went to a taverna with Yorgo.’ 

Artemisia threw the bunch of passports across the room. They hit the wall with a 

thwump, the floor with a slap, and the polished timber floorboards with a whoosh as they 

slid across them. ‘That’s it. I’ve had it with that little shit,’ she said. 

‘Where are you going?’ Elvis asked. ‘We’re not leaving him here.’ 

Artemisia, her face distorted by a scowl, turned and glared at him. ‘I guess you two 

aren’t going to let me, are you?’ When Elvis and Norma shook their heads, she said, ‘Then 

I’m going to find that little bugger and when I do, I’m going to shoot him in the balls.’ 

Norma watched her go then asked Elvis if he thought Artemisia would carry out her 

threat.  

‘Well if she does mean it, she’d better do it before we get to Australia.’ 
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Norma gazed at him, uncertain whether to smile or not. 

‘They not only have strict customs regulations, they have strict firearm laws, too,’ 

he said. 

 The smile became certain. Norma asked him whether he really thought they would 

find the treasure on this hunt.  

‘Have you ever known Artemisia not to get what she wants?’ Elvis answered.  

‘This is a bigger adventure than usual. It depends on a lot of magical things 

happening at the right time.’ 

‘And we haven’t seen a lot of magical things happening?’ 

‘I guess so,’ Norma said slowly. She bent to pick up the scattered passports. She 

asked Elvis what he thought the treasure would be.  

‘Better be worth it,’ Elvis answered. ‘She’s gonna have to bring a whole lotta 

people on board to get it, going by Isabelle’s clue.’ 

‘It’ll get crowded.’ 

‘Sure will. That is, if we stay on the ship. This one might turn out to be an onshore 

adventure.’ 

‘Elvis, do you ever get tired of this?’ 

 ‘Livin’ on a ship under the rule of the queen bee?’ Norma nodded. ‘At times. How 

about you?’ 

 ‘Yeah, sometimes. But it’s better than the alternatives, right?’ 

 ‘What, being dead?’ 

 ‘Yeah, and the other stuff. Being famous. The lives we led.’ 

 ‘I dunno. Sometimes I think that it was the luckiest day of my life when I agreed to 

go with Queenie, and sometimes I think it was the biggest mistake of my life.’ 

 ‘You miss your old life?’ 

 ‘I miss some of it. I miss performing for a start.’ 

 ‘Do you ever imagine yourself old? 

‘Yeah. I imagine being with my girl and her kids, like when I see them in 

magazines.’ 

 ‘Do you actually imagine yourself old – 70 or whatever – or do you see yourself 

with them looking like you do now?’ 
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 Elvis stared at her. ‘You know,’ he said slowly, ‘I see myself like this.’ He laughed 

and shook his head. ‘No, I can’t even imagine what it would be like to look 70. Christ, I 

don’t even want to imagine it.’  

 Norma watched as his face collapsed a little. She said, ‘Can you imagine me old? 

Can you imagine me 80 years old?’ 

 Elvis looked at her closely. A beautiful woman even without the pancake make-up 

that had made her a legend. But he could also see the fine lines around her eyes, the 

thickening at her chin, the slight slackness of the cheeks. This had been captured as well 

when they’d brought her here, those tiny beginnings of the decay common to all human 

beings. His own weight problems and lines had come with him as well. Once with 

Artemisia, the clock had stopped ticking for both of them. This meant the decay had 

stopped, but what had begun did not regenerate. If they looked better now, looked younger 

than when they’d arrived it was because of the healthy lifestyle, the exercise and diet. He 

looked at Norma and imagined the continuation of thickening, the increase of slackness in 

the facial muscles, the deepening of lines. The loss of colour to the fair hair and maybe to 

the youthful blue eyes. It made him feel melancholy. Even for him, who’d borne the burden 

of a suffocating fame based on youthfulness, she was a person who should never grow old. 

 ‘Even at 80 you’d still be knocking ‘em dead, Norma.’ 

 At his words, Norma smiled one of those joyful smiles that squinted her eyes and 

made her mouth open generously. Then she spotted the compassion in his eyes and the 

smile fell apart. He’s just being kind, she thought, her hands spontaneously flying to cover 

her mouth. Elvis didn’t see this as he had turned back to the computer.  

 An hour later, Artemisia returned with Emily’s passport. Norma and Elvis were 

huddled together at the computer desk, Norma leaning against Elvis’s arm, reading out the 

names and details on the passports as he typed them into the computer. 

 ‘Jai back?’ Elvis asked as Artemisia threw Emily’s passport onto Norma’s lap. 

 ‘Certainly is,’ she said. She picked up a bottle of scotch and poured a considerable 

amount into a glass. She put it to her lips, tipped back her head, and swallowed the entire 

contents. 

 ‘Want one?’ she said as she turned toward them. The expression on her face made 

Elvis and Norma swap glances and look back at Artemisia with suspicious eyes. 
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Chapter 8 

Seal Island 

 

Artemisia cut the speedboat’s ignition. The whiny roar diminished then slowed. The gentle 

force of the waves dragged the speedboat toward the jagged-edged black shape that 

Artemisia knew to be a small island. It was just past midnight, a night of the new moon, 

and the stars were obscured by grey clouds. Artemisia had waited until the drizzle of the 

day had stopped before leaving the ship on her own. She could forebear rain, but she 

avoided it if she could. She much preferred summer weather and sunshine.  

 They’d reached Australian waters a few days before, and had already undergone the 

routine inspections by both the Australian customs officer and quarantine officer. The 

chickens had all been eaten, so she’d had no concerns about the quarantine officer by the 

time he came on board. No customs officer had ever found her stash of firearms before, so 

she hadn’t been worried about that either. Her big concerns were that officials would 

recognise members of her crew or that they would be experts in maritime technology. Her 

last visit to Canada had been tense because the knowledgeable customs officer had 

demanded an explanation as to how she got by with such a small crew on such a huge 

unwieldy vessel. She’d demonstrated enough of the technological wizardry of her systems 

without revealing too much of the impossible aspects – the technology she’d brought back 

from trips into the future. He’d been agog with what he’d seen, but she’d also shown him 

balances of her Swiss bank accounts, equally staggering, and he’d given her the benefit of 

the doubt. The super-rich could afford cutting-edge technology not available to the general 

public. This official had been aware, somehow, that some of her gadgets were being trialled 

by western military units. She was wealthy enough for him to believe she had special 

contacts, and so he had, eventually, stopped pestering her. Artemisia didn’t like to expose 

her wealth, but had found it was the only way to explain herself to officials, now that the 

world demanded explanation to officials. She longed for the days when bureaucrats did 

what they were damned told to do, without bothering her; for the days she spoke with her 

sabre or pistol. Of course those days came with problems of their own – one of them poor 

personal hygiene. Her ships had stunk to high heaven and often been overrun with rats and 

lice for all of their bountiful freedom. 

 The Australian customs officer demonstrated the other concern. She was an 

attractive blonde woman in her early fifties who knew her business, scrutinising 
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Artemisia’s paperwork – visas, travel authority, safety certificates – and asking pointed and 

pertinent questions. She’d observed that it was a large ship for a small crew, but was 

satisfied with a brief demonstration of the navigation equipment, sophisticated hydraulics 

systems, and a tour of the fuel facilities, which assured her the ship was not nuclear-

powered. There’d been some concern about the amount of alcohol on board, but Artemisia 

had readily agreed to pay a hefty duty fee on the excess, to seal the cellar door, and to hand 

over the key to the customs officer until the ship departed Australia. The issue had been 

resolved quickly without fuss.  

 Her biggest concern had been the way in which the woman kept sneaking glances at 

Elvis. She’d spent a great deal of her time checking his passport, asking him questions, 

pointedly calling him Mr Carpenter. ‘You c’n call me Ross, ma’am,’ Elvis had flirted. 

Artemisia had wished she could lock him up with the firearms at times like this. That voice 

was too recognisable, and the name was too dangerous. What if the woman was an Elvis 

film buff? And she’d have to remind herself later, again, to tell him to stop calling women 

ma’am. He didn’t have Norma’s knack of blending into the background, of being 

whomever she wanted to be – at times like these the mousy woman nobody ever looked at. 

Artemisia knew that this was Norma’s gift and it was unfair to expect Elvis to have it as 

well as his own, a voice that was unsophisticated and even limited in range, but which had 

a quality like Tia Maria ice-cream, rich and decadent. 

 Elvis had behaved badly, and dangerously, with this Australian customs officer. All 

that attention on him and he’d suddenly produced a photograph of himself from his Las 

Vegas days, rhinestone-studded jumpsuit and greased up hair. He’d waved it at the customs 

officer and said, ‘Whaddya think? I do a mean impersonation of Elvis, don’t I?’ 

 Artemisia had wanted to stab him with her secreted sabre, but the woman had 

immediately relaxed and said, ‘Oh, you’re an Elvis impersonator? You look so much like 

him I kept wanting to say something. That explains the likeness. Can you sing like him 

too?’ 

 Unable to say anything and crimson with unexpressed fury, Artemisia had endured 

Elvis crooning a few bars of Are you lonesome tonight. The customs official had beamed at 

him, repetitively gushing about how wonderful he was.  

 ‘But I’m giving it up now,’ Elvis had gone on. ‘I’m tired of that circus. That’s why 

I’ve cut my hair.’ He’d run his fingers through the stubble on his head.  
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 ‘Really! What a pity, you have so much talent.’ The official had smiled at him 

flirtatiously before finishing her checks, including a look at Artemisia’s bank accounts, and 

issuing a twelve-month cruising permit. She’d left them with brochures which listed their 

obligations, and information about Australian legislature pertaining to visiting international 

yachts. The quarantine officer had left cheerily as well, carrying away two large plastic 

bags full of ‘illegal’ fruit and vegetables from Greece, as well as dairy products, dried 

pulses, nuts and their latest catch of fish.  

 They’d spent the last few days deciding what to do. They were in Australia, that is, 

anchored in Australian waters, as Artemisia was reluctant at this stage to moor her large 

attention-seeking ship in a harbour which they might be leaving soon. It was time they 

worked out what the clue actually meant. They had to decide where they were to go in this 

very vast land.  

 Artemisia knew from the message that she would have to call on the help of muses, 

and she had done so last night. Then she had fallen asleep and dreamt about the place where 

she was to go to meet whichever of the muses would answer her call.  

 This is why she was alone in the middle of the night, stepping off onto a very small 

island just off the coastline south of Western Australia’s capital city, Perth. Her map 

identified the small rocky outcrop as Seal Island, and a google search informed her that it 

was uninhabited except by seagulls and pelicans, and of course, seals. She could see now 

that it was small and bleak, with a craggy uneven skyline. The beach was cast in pebbles 

and broken shells, and moist with coarse dark sand. Being uninhabited by humans, the 

island was completely dark, but Artemisia could see lights from the mainland, which was 

only a kilometre or so away. She knew it was a town called Rockingham, and that it had 

briefly brought notoriety to itself by claiming to have a statue of the Madonna that wept 

blood. She loved googling, but was aware she had too much useless information cluttering 

her brain because of it.  

 The beach was littered with large dark shapes, some rounded and some sharp. She 

guessed that the rounded ones were seals and the sharp ones rocks. She stepped warily, her 

eyes darting between the round shapes, they being the most dangerous. She’d been charged 

by a seal once on the Galapagos Islands. She didn’t want to suffer the same experience 

again.  

 As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, her attention was drawn to a large rotund 

shape that appeared to be leaning against a pillar made of jagged rocks. Instinct guided her 
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toward it, but she headed their carefully. When she was about one metre away from it, the 

shape spoke: ‘It has been a long time, Artemisia, Queen of Halicarnassus.’ 

 She saw now that the jagged shape was a tower of books, all higgledy-piggledy, and 

it didn’t look like it could support the weight of the leaning woman. But looks were not 

everything, Artemisia knew. ‘A very long time, Clio,’ answered Artemisia. ‘A dark night 

for reading.’  

 The woman was shaped like a fully-grown seal. She was the colour of chocolate 

with a circular face and a body that tumbled and spread outward from the neck down. Her 

large arms were short and her stubby fingers held a book, which she held opened toward 

Artemisia, saying, ‘No problem for me.’ Artemisia glanced at the pages but had to look 

away quickly, as the light coming from them was blinding. As the muse chortled and closed 

the book, the light dimmed immediately, but enough emanated from the closed book to cast 

the two women in a murky glow.  

 Artemisia had met the nine muses many times over the last two millennia. She’d 

seen them take on the forms of all sorts of creatures, so the guise of a seal did not astound 

her. She examined the woman’s dress, a clinging outfit that curved and folded around her 

mountainous flesh. It was of a rich brown fabric that might have been velvet. Artemisia 

wondered if it were made of deer skin. Clio, watching Artemisia’s appraisal, suggested 

Artemisia touch it. Artemisia put her hand out cautiously and patted the woman’s arm. She 

did not like to touch fat people but her curiosity got the better of her. The fabric was as soft 

as down, but strangely clingy, as if it were magnetically attracted to her hand. Artemisia 

frowned and rubbed the fabric between her fingers. ‘Is it microfibre?’  

 The muse tipped her head back and laughed. She sounded like a barking seal. Her 

head was weighed down by an enormous bulge of black spongy hair, pulled back into a 

huge smooth bun that sat like a football at the back of her head. She said, ‘I told Calliope 

you’d know. I have won my bet now.’ 

 ‘Glad to be of service,’ Artemisia said, and Clio smiled, showing rounded teeth like 

rows of pearls.  

 ‘You have many women with you on your ship at the moment,’ Clio said.  

 Artemisia nodded. It was irrefutable. 

 ‘You will need more to find your treasure.’ 

 Artemisia sighed and said, ‘But who?’ 
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 ‘The next clue will tell you who, it would be a waste of my time to help you with 

that.’ 

 ‘If we can get to it,’ Artemisia said, glumly. 

 ‘So little gumption? Democracy is having a bad effect on you, Queen Artemisia.’ 

 ‘I would agree with you about that.’ Artemisia crouched down so that her face was 

at the same level as Clio’s. She rested her chin in her hand, her elbow on her knee, and 

watched the muse’s microfibre-clad body ripple in the soft light.  

 ‘How is my friend, Psappho?’ 

 ‘She is well.’ 

 ‘We haven’t had a call from her for a while.’ 

 ‘No, she’s been distracted from writing poetry.’ 

 ‘You are wasting your time with this adventure, yours and hers.’ 

 ‘I don’t think so.’ 

 ‘You don’t think so? Of course not, that is your way. But I tell you, Queen 

Artemisia, that you are wasting your time hunting for this treasure. And the cost of it will 

not make you happy.’ 

 ‘Does this mean you will not help me?’ 

 ‘Of course I will help you – that is my job.’ Clio barked out a laugh again, then 

suddenly turned her face toward Artemisia’s and said pleasantly. ‘Why have you not 

skinned that koala?’ 

 ‘What do you mean? It’s a toy.’ 

 ‘So obvious – skin the bear. You’re like a small child not to know this. I expected 

more from you. Perhaps you’re finally growing old, a little senile, hmm?’ Clio smiled. Her 

pearly teeth glinted and appeared to be rimmed with red.  

 ‘Skin the bear,’ Artemisia muttered. It’s what Isabelle had suggested, but she herself 

had been cautious. ‘And this will tell us who to call and where to go?’ 

 ‘No, it will only tell you who to call.’ Clio dipped her hand into her book and pulled 

out a small blue cage which held a white and brown piebald pigeon. ‘Take this,’ she said. 

‘This will lead you to where you must solve the clue.’  

 The cage glowed as if made by fluorescent light, and the oddly coloured pigeon sat 

still and tranquil inside, its bright eyes watching Artemisia. 

 ‘What am I expected to do with this?’ Artemisia said, taking the cage from Clio’s 

fingers. 
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 ‘Must I tell you everything?’ 

 ‘Yes. It would be most helpful if you would speak plainly.’  

 ‘And am I not being most helpful?’ 

 Artemisia did not answer, but merely gazed into Clio’s dark eyes.  

 ‘Ugh,’ Clio said, ‘All right, Queen Artemisia, I will tell you all as you have become 

so thick. That girl Isabelle you have on your ship. She is the one. She must ride this 

creature and it will take her to the place you must go to solve the next clue. Is that clear 

enough for you?’ 

 ‘Isabelle must ride this pigeon?’ 

 ‘Yes. Isabelle must ride this creature,’ Clio said, her finger pointing at the pigeon 

and her head bobbing at the end of the sentence like a punctuation mark. 

 ‘You are joking.’ 

 ‘I am not.’  

 ‘How is she to ride a pigeon?’ 

 ‘You do not believe in magic?’ 

 ‘Magic to a point. But this flies in the face of aerodynamic law, excuse the pun.’ 

 ‘Artemisia, you must have the faith of a mustard seed before you will get 

anywhere.’ 

 ‘Clio, this is ridiculous. You must speak more plainly than this.’ 

 ‘Enough,’ the muse said, clapping her book shut with a loud thwack. A few seals 

responded by raising their heads and honking into the quiet night. ‘I have helped you 

enough tonight,’ she said. ‘Be off with you, Queen Artemisia, and find your own 

inspiration if mine is not enough.’ 

 ‘I am very grateful, Clio,’ Artemisia said, realising she’d offended the muse. ‘I will 

ponder your words and fathom the answer myself.’ 

 ‘You do that,’ snapped Clio.  

 As Artemisia rose and began making her way toward the speedboat, holding the 

caged bird in front of her, Clio called her back, saying in a wheedling voice: ‘Tell Psappho 

to call on Erato. My sister misses her.’ 

 Artemisia turned and surveyed Clio. She said, ‘I will do that. And give my regards 

to all of your sisters.’ It didn’t hurt to be respectful to the muses. They were a handy bunch, 

if unpredictable and inconsistent as quicksilver.  



 ~ 79 ~ 

  

 Clio nodded and with a fluid motion, bent her face toward her book. Artemisia 

headed toward the speedboat, knowing that if she turned around again, Clio would already 

be gone. 

 There had been no question that Psappho would have come with her tonight, or any 

of the others. She and Psappho had discovered a long time ago that a muse would not show 

herself to more than one person at a time. Both of them had met all nine of them on many 

occasions, but never together. Psappho used their inspiration for her poetry, which she still 

published under various names. Artemisia used their inspiration for her many adventures. It 

had been Urania who had tipped her off on this latest one. She’d told her how to steal the 

bear in the first place.  

 Once Artemisia had put the cage on the floor of the boat, she pushed the speedboat 

clear of the rocky shoal waters, jumped in when she’d pushed it as far as she could, and 

started the engine. She shivered as she steered the boat toward her ship, the damp cloth on 

her legs from the water catching the cold night air. She felt despair at telling Isabelle that 

she would have to ride a pigeon.  

 ‘At least we can rip that blasted bear apart and get to the next clue. That bit should 

be easy,’ she placated herself. 

 As the speedboat approached the ship, she saw that two people were standing on the 

platform where the boat docked. Elvis and Psappho helped her tie up and secure the boat. 

She handed the cage to Elvis. His eyes and Psappho’s grew large as they realised what it 

was – a glowing neon cage with a pigeon.  

 ‘What’s this for?’ Elvis asked. 

 ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Artemisia said, her face automatically falling into a scowl. 

 ‘Who was it?’ Psappho asked. 

 ‘Clio.’  

 ‘The muse of history. Do you think that’s significant?’ 

 ‘Maybe.’ Artemisia scrambled out of the speedboat. ‘She was shaped like a great fat 

seal, too.’ 

 ‘Impressive,’ said Psappho.  

 ‘Wearing microfibre.’ 

 Psappho grinned. ‘Those muses,’ she said. 

 ‘History muses don’t want to get stuck in the past.’ 
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 ‘Maybe I should call on one,’ Elvis said as he snapped the straps holding the 

speedboat against the ship together.  

 ‘They already call on you,’ Psappho said. ‘Euterpe told me how she used to love 

you to bits, but she doesn’t like you so much now you’ve shaved your head.’ 

 ‘Enough of useless chatter,’ Artemisia said. They’d ascended the ladder and were 

on deck. ‘Where is that bear?’ 

 ‘The clue bear?’ 

 ‘Yes, of course the clue bear. What other bear is there on the ship?’ 

 ‘It’s in the cockpit,’ Elvis said. ‘D’ya know what to do with it now?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ Artemisia said curtly. She was going to look like a fool when they realised 

the answer was under her nose all this time. 

 The three of them went down to the cockpit. ‘Where are the others?’ Artemisia 

asked Psappho. 

 ‘I told them to go to sleep, that you would tell them what happened in the morning. 

I didn’t want their excited energy to follow you out to the island. You know how the muses 

hate dealing with more than one human at a time.’ 

 ‘And they went?’ 

 ‘With the help of a little temazepam in their hot chocolate.’  

 Artemisia smiled. ‘Even Jai?’  

Psappho nodded. ‘A problem? Did you want him up with us?’ 

‘No,’ Artemisia said, suddenly cross. ‘I just wanted to make sure.’ Psappho and 

Elvis glanced at each other. Psappho raised her eyebrows and Elvis pulled a face.  

‘You still mad at him, Queenie? You should be over that by now.’ 

‘Shut up, Elvis. Nobody asked your opinion.’ Artemisia hoisted herself onto a 

bench, picked up the clue bear, and began to examine it. ‘Elvis,’ she said, ‘make yourself 

useful and go get a fishing knife. A good one.’ 

 When he left, Artemisia told Psappho: ‘We have to cut the bloody thing open.’ 

 ‘That’s it? We have to cut it open?’ 

 Artemisia shook her head.  

‘We’re becoming dense.’ 

 Artemisia said nothing. 

 ‘Or old, senile.’ 

 ‘It’s not possible,’ replied Artemisia.  



 ~ 81 ~ 

  

 Psappho shrugged. ‘Maybe, maybe not. Who knows the answers to these things? 

Perhaps immortality does have a limit.’ 

 Artemisia shook her head, but refused to offer more to this conversation. 

 Elvis came back with the knife and Artemisia seized the furry animal and began 

hacking into it. The outer fur was very soft, but the casing was tough. But not so tough that 

the serrated fishing knife didn’t make short work of it. As she pulled back the fur, another 

bear took shape, this time pale and made of an even harder substance.  

 The three of them looked at the figure. It had all the markings of the original furry 

koala, but was slightly smaller. Fine pinkish dust came off in Artemisia’s hands.  

 ‘It’s made of clay,’ Psappho said. 

 ‘Yes, it seems to be.’ Artemisia peered inside the cupped hands, the same gesture 

that the fur koala had. ‘There’s another scarf. Get me some tweezers.’ 

 A hunt for tweezers ensued, Psappho running to the kitchen for the first aid kit. 

Artemisia fished the scarf out, drawing it up in a long thread that blossomed into billowing 

silk. She laid it on the map table and they all bent over it. 

 The outer edges were a rusty brown, but the centre was in full colour, a print of 

what appeared to be an opulent renaissance painting. The colours were very rich, jewel-

like, and the content was of two women holding a man down on a bed and cutting his 

throat, blood running in rivulets into the bedding. 

 ‘Gruesome,’ Elvis said. ‘That’s not what we have to do, is it?’ As he said it, he 

remembered that he and Jai were the only men on board the ship. The back of his neck 

began to tingle.  

 ‘I don’t think so. I think it’s a clue about the artist we’ll have to bring here,’ 

Psappho said. 

 ‘She’s right,’ said Artemisia. ‘Do either of you recognise the painting?’ 

 ‘It’s a version of Judith slaying Holofernes, I think,’ said Psappho. ‘And I’m sure 

I’ve seen it before.’ 

 ‘That scene has been painted to death,’ Artemisia said. Psappho and Elvis grimaced 

at her. ‘Sorry for the pun, but I’m sure a lot of artists painted this. Don’t you think so, 

Psappho?’ 

 ‘Yes. But we have to find a woman who painted it.’ 

 ‘That’s right. The first clue stipulated it was only female artists that could help us. 

Heroines of art.’ 
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 ‘I’ll google it,’ Elvis said. He moved over to a laptop and started typing on the 

keyboard. Psappho and Artemisia stood over the scarf, looking at the print.  

 ‘Elvis is right; it’s really gruesome,’ Psappho said. 

 Artemisia nodded as Elvis called out: ‘How do you spell Holo-whatsit?’ 

 Psappho replied as Elvis tapped. She turned to Artemisia and asked what the pigeon 

was for.  

 Artemisia shook her head and said, ‘I’ll tell you tomorrow, I can’t face that tonight.’ 

She looked at the bench where Elvis had put the blue cage. The pigeon still sat tranquilly on 

the bottom of it, gently cooing. She wondered if it would need feeding, and worse, its cage 

to be cleaned. Lice crossed her mind. She shuddered.  

 ‘Found it,’ Elvis called across the room. The women moved toward him, their faces 

elated and eager. ‘You’re gonna love this, Queenie,’ he said, tapping the screen. 

 They looked greedily at the monitor. The same painting was displayed in 

technicolour. It was indeed Judith and her maidservant slaying Holofernes. Artemisia 

located the caption naming the painting and the artist, and hooted when she saw the name 

of the artist. She shook her hands at the ceiling as she turned away from the screen. ‘I 

should have known,’ she exclaimed. Psappho, whose left hand clasped her own cheek, 

could only shake her head in disbelief. 
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Chapter 9 

Elvis’s Gift 

 

In the southern regions of the Indian Ocean, with her bowsprit pointing toward the western 

coast of Australia, The Halicarnassus rocked placidly. All morning her fluffy white sails 

had been fueled by wind, needing few adjustments, so consistently the wind had blown. It 

was a good day’s sailing and the crew were exhilarated and exhausted from their various 

jobs at helm or on deck. The lugger was a ploddish ship normally, so when her sails were 

up and she flew across the ocean’s surface it always made them slightly giddy and gleeful.  

 The purpose of this pleasure-sailing was to try to evoke inspiration. They knew who 

would answer the next clue; they had to first figure out where to go, where to start. This 

meant they had to solve the problem of how Isabelle would ride that confounded pigeon. 

They had discussed it ad nauseam until Artemisia had decreed silence on the subject, and a 

day’s sailing to clean out their heads.  

It was late afternoon and the strong winds had died down. Artemisia had called 

them to rest and anchor, and to prepare a meal. Once the effort of sailing was over, they’d 

become conscious of the frosty bite in the air and had scurried first to their cabins to clean 

up and then to put on warmer clothes.  

 Meal preparation on board The Halicarnassus was carried out in haphazard rotation. 

All of the crew enjoyed cooking. They had their specialties and usually at least one person 

felt inspired to do something creative in the galley.  

 Elvis was on the top deck, flicking through a magazine. He wore a heavy knitted 

pullover and the tips of his ears were pink, but he was relishing the last hours of sunshine 

after a hard day’s work. He’d decided it wasn’t his turn to cook because he’d made fried 

chicken and hoppin’john the day before. The women would cluck-cluck about how 

fattening his cooking was, but they were always willing enough to tuck into it. He’d come 

late in life to the culinary arts, but found that he enjoyed cooking. He liked to add 

ingredients not in the recipes, just to be inventive.  

 Isabelle trod lightly up the steps and onto the deck. She was also rugged up and her 

light red hair flew upward, giving her the look of a rooster. When Elvis saw her, a guilty 

flush crept up his neck. 

 ‘Hey, Issy. Sorry about last night.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 
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 ‘The pork in the rice. I’m sorry; I didn’t know.’ 

 Isabelle had taken a mouthful of the hoppin’john, then began trawling through the 

contents of her plate with her fork. She’d asked what was in the rice. Elvis listed the 

ingredients: rice, black-eye peas, celery, onion, chili, ham hock, … and she’d thrown her 

plate at him. She’d flown to the galley sink and began pumping water into her hands. She 

began to slurp it from her hands into her mouth, swilling it, then spitting it back into the 

sink.   

 Elvis, Tess, Emily and Jai had eyed their plates suspiciously. They’d been eating 

with relish, enjoying the meal’s tastiness. Psappho had put her hand across her own mouth 

and her eyes were alert and troubled. Artemisia had been the only one who continued to 

shovel the rice dish into her mouth.  

 It was Norma who’d said, ‘Elvis, Isabelle’s a Muslim.’ 

 ‘What?’ He’d still been watching Isabelle, who’d suspended herself over the sink. 

She had her fingers in her mouth and was gagging. He didn’t know whether he should be 

apologetic or offended.  

 ‘She’s a Muslim, Elvis. That means she doesn’t eat pork products.’ 

 ‘How was I supposed to know that?’ He’d risen and thrown his fork onto the table 

with an angry clank.  

 ‘Sit down, Elvis. She’ll survive,’ Artemisia had said. ‘Paradise is out of her reach 

now anyway – so what does it matter?’ 

 Isabelle had stopped retching and turned off the running water. She’d swivelled 

around and stared at Artemisia.  

 Psappho had kicked Artemisia under the table. ‘What?’ Artemisia had kicked 

Psappho in return. ‘It’s true, isn’t it. We’re all realists here, aren’t we?’ 

 The others at the table had been silent at first and then the questioning whispers had 

begun. It was Psappho who’d told them that Muslims believed they wouldn’t go to heaven, 

to paradise, after they died if they ate pork. ‘Which isn’t a problem, is it?’ Artemisia added 

as a postscript to Psappho’s explanation. Psappho shook her head and rolled her eyes 

toward the ceiling.  

Isabelle, her face white, had pushed away from the sink and left the galley. As she’d 

made her way along the corridor to her cabin, Artemisia’s voice had drifted past her: ‘You 

know I don’t sugarcoat things, Psapp.’ Isabelle had escaped inside her cabin before she 

heard Psappho’s response. 
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 But that had been yesterday. Isabelle clapped her hand on Elvis’s shoulder and 

flashed her corroded teeth. ‘It is all right, my friend,’ she said. ‘Artemisia spoke the truth. 

Ham or no ham, it is not a problem for me any longer.’  

 ‘Do you really think eating pork makes any difference to God?’ 

 Isabelle shrugged. ‘I do not know. And no problem for you. You are Christian, no?’ 

 Elvis nodded and asked, ‘Do you do those five prayers every day and shit like that?’ 

 ‘Yes, I do prayers. Not always five times.’ 

 She was silent after her answer and Elvis decided she didn’t want to talk about her 

religion to him. She’d probably summed him up as an infidel or something, being Muslim. 

It irritated him, this presumption that someone like him couldn’t be religious, but he’d 

learnt over the years that talking about one’s faith only brought about incredulity or 

mockery. Better to shut up about it and keep your precious feelings to yourself.  

 ‘Who’s cooking?’ he asked. 

‘Everybody. I left when argument about the salt began.’ 

‘Queenie and Psappho always argue about the salt.’ 

 ‘Hmm,’ Isabelle said. She looked down at the lower deck when movement caught 

her eye. It was Jai, swabbing the deck, his arms moving in arcs as he swished the mop 

across the timber boards in wet sweeps. His head was bowed and his shoulders lacked 

elasticity, as if the bones had been removed and he was left only with sagging bags of flesh. 

 ‘For how long Artemisia will punish him?’ 

 ‘Jai? He always swabs the deck. He don’t mind that kind of work. He likes to be 

active. He’d probably go nuts otherwise. I was the same way when I was his age.’ 

 ‘Not cleaning, silence.’ 

‘Oh, that. Dunno, this is a new one for me. Anyway, at least he ain’t hog-tied any 

more.’ 

When Elvis and Norma had gone on deck after Artemisia had returned from the 

taverna in Piraeus, they’d found Jai trussed, his head bent in miserable contrition. Like 

some sad and beaten slave from a cotton farm before the Civil War, Elvis had thought. 

Artemisia had wanted to leave him that way – for a few days, she’d said – but her friends 

had fought her. It had been as close to a mutiny as they’d come to, and, although she would 

never admit it, the almost-insurrection had shaken Artemisia. She’d capitulated and had 

given Elvis leave to untie Jai, not because they’d convinced her, but because she’d been 

afraid of the consequences if they’d done it anyway without her consent. The experience 
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had made her furious, and every time she looked at Jai she was reminded that the command 

of her ship was slipping through her fingers.  

 Isabelle had not known what to think about that incident. She’d lived in nineteenth 

century Africa so was familiar with various types of servitude, had even had a slave herself 

once. But she’d discovered enough about her new environment to know that hog-tying  – 

this Christian was inordinately fond of swine, her mind trotted away momentarily with the 

thought – to know that this ‘hog-tying’ was not normal twenty-first century behaviour. 

After a few moments of quiet rumination, she asked Elvis whether Artemisia had punished 

Jai before. 

‘Sure. Well, I know she spanked him once but I’m pretty sure he liked that.’ Elvis 

made a low chuckling noise in his throat, and Isabelle raised an eyebrow at him.  

‘She’s much better with Jai than with some of the others,’ he said.  

‘There have been others?’ 

‘Yeah. Plenty of ‘em. Once we had to stop her from keel hauling a guy. Admittedly, 

he had cheated on her, but still, keel hauling’s pretty serious.’ 

‘Oui!’ Isabelle laughed, and turned around to look at Elvis, her back against the 

gunwale.  

‘I’m surprised she’s kept this silence thing up though. It’s been a few days now.’ 

‘It will break his spirit.’ 

 ‘You think so?’ He knew his young buddy had been down in the dumps since 

they’d left Piraeus. After allowing Elvis to untie him, Artemisia had not spoken a word to 

him. ‘She won’t let him in their cabin. He’s sleeping on deck.’  

Isabelle nodded and said, ‘Must be cold on deck in the night.’ 

‘I dunno why he puts up with it.’ Elvis’s lip curled as it did when he was angry. It 

was anger against Artemisia for her meanness, and against Jai for accepting her treatment 

without fighting back at all.  

‘Probably for same reason anybody accept bad treatment – other options are not 

good either.’ 

‘Or they’re afraid of the bully.’ 

‘That also.’ Isabelle tipped her head on one side as she appraised Elvis. ‘You call 

her Queenie? You seem to be the better match for Artemisia.’ 
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‘Nuh, not for me. Me and Queenie gave it a go a long long time ago, but it didn’t 

work. Would never work. She’s too bossy for me. I like women to act like women, you 

know what I mean?’ 

Isabelle didn’t. She shook her head and hitched her shoulders, but Elvis went on: 

‘We both realised it pretty quick and called it quits before we hated each other’s guts. It’s 

better like this.’ 

‘You do not miss having a woman?’ 

 ‘I’m surrounded by women.’ 

‘I mean for amour.’ 

‘Yeah, but you know, we call into ports sometimes.’ Elvis’s head remained lowered 

when he answered Isabelle. 

 Isabelle shrugged and said, ‘It is natural. It is enough?’ 

‘It is for now.’  

 ‘And not with Norma?’ 

 ‘That would complicate things too much.’ 

 Isabelle nodded again.  

 ‘Actually,’ Elvis said, ‘sometimes we do have partners we bring with us for a while. 

Like Jai. Contemporaries we call them. It’s hard for them though, all the secrecy. It’s hard 

for us too sometimes, but we have fewer options. It’s different for them, they have the 

choice of a normal life when the novelty of this ship wears off.’ 

 ‘Nobody stay?’ 

‘Some, for a while. Contemporaries can die, Issy.’ 

 Their conversation had wandered into the realm of discomfort for both of them. 

Isabelle was still trying to imagine how this ‘new life’ would work, and Elvis knew only 

too well – both the wonders and trials of it.  

 ‘Tell to me,’ Isabelle said, changing the subject. ‘How your sound machine works?’ 

 ‘Whaddya mean?’ 

 ‘Artemisia says you make ship to disappear by singing.’ 

‘Well,’ Elvis drawled, ‘it has to do with vibration.’ 

 Isabelle had a basic understanding of the principles of vibration from her studies in 

mysticism. She didn’t understand fully, but she could sense her mind clambering on the 

edge of comprehension, and she wished to take a firmer grip.  She’d already been told that 

it was partly vibration that made it possible for them to move through time and space. Her 
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mind rummaged through the information it had collected, and a question arose. She asked 

Elvis why they couldn’t use recordings of his music – which she’d heard come out of those 

marvellous contraptions, the CD player and the iPod.  

 ‘They can, but it doesn’t work so well. Psappho says that it’s because the recording 

process doesn’t pick up the infrasonics …’ 

 ‘Eh?’ 

 ‘Infrasonics are the sounds you don’t hear.’ 

 Isabelle nodded. She hadn’t heard of the concept before, but it wasn’t unimaginable. 

She was familiar with the silence of the desert, and how that can be heard by the heart.  

 ‘There’s a way to record infrasonics now, but not back when I was recording. They 

use it in movies apparently, to increase the audience’s emotions during certain scenes. 

Anyway, we’re experimenting with some new recordings. Ya know, sometimes I feel 

trapped. If they can use a recording, I don’t have to be here all the time.’ 

 Isabelle nodded thoughtfully as Elvis was speaking.   

 He said, ‘Hey, we could show you now if you want to see.’ 

 ‘I would like it very much. How?’ 

 ‘Wait here. We have to get you away from the ship. I’ll just get Queenie.’ 

 Elvis descended below deck and Isabelle turned her attention to Jai. He’d finished 

the swabbing and was rinsing the mop and bucket out with seawater. She wondered who 

this handsome young man was, one with so little confidence that he agreed to live like a 

slave-boy on a magical ship. Where was his family? How did he explain his absence from 

their lives? Or was he an orphan, like she was? It was different for her. She had had her 

time and the people she’d known in 1904 would be dead now anyway. But Jai, where did 

his family think he was? Did he write to them? Was there anybody he missed or anybody 

who missed him? Probably not, or why would he ‘put up with it’ as Elvis had said. He must 

be a man with few options, as she’d said.  

 Isabelle’s thoughts turned toward her own options. Did she have any? Could she 

live anywhere else if she got tired of the ship? Or did her continued survival, if that’s what 

it was, depend upon Artemisia? 

 She decided to stop thinking about it. The ship was good at the moment, and her 

companions agreeable, even this strange Elvis with his slurry accent and resonant singing 

voice. She was nonplussed by his familiarity. He had already truncated her name to Issy 

and it was clear he called everyone a shortened name, except Tess, whose name he’d 
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lengthened to Tesco. Perhaps it was an American custom. But then again, the Russians 

were fond of diminutives. An American custom taken from the Russians then? Isabelle 

herself had a habit of calling those she loved by a special form of their name. She 

remembered that at one time, she’d called her husband Slisha … 

 Voices interrupted her thoughts. Elvis and Artemisia were heading toward the stern. 

Elvis shouted at Isabelle, ‘Come on, Issy. You gotta get in the boat.’ 

 Isabelle wasn’t sure what he meant, but she made her way in their direction. Emily 

was loitering behind Artemisia and Elvis. Jai saw them moving toward the stern and 

followed as well.  

 There was a small platform at the stern which one reached by going down a narrow 

stepladder. Resting on the edge of the platform was a sharp-nosed speedboat, about three 

metres in length, its blond wood sides highly varnished. Isabelle read the yellow cursive 

letters on the side: Lorelei Lee.  

 As Artemisia stepped into the boat she noticed Emily crouching above them at the 

top of the stepladder. She looked like a child in her father’s fishing jacket – a huge green 

anorak that puffed around her little body. On impulse Artemisia asked her whether she 

wanted to come along. Without a word, Emily scrambled down the ladder and scuttled 

aboard. Elvis held out her hand to help her but she slapped it away. He laughed at her and 

called her Miss Independent.  

 Artemisia told Isabelle and Emily where to sit then stood behind the steering wheel 

and reached for the ignition. The engine kicked over and the boat began to whine. Emily 

cried out and covered her ears. Isabelle was tempted to do the same. It was the most 

hideous noise she’d ever heard, worse than the lamentations tribal women made when they 

mourned the recently deceased. Artemisia shook her finger at Emily and said, ‘If you can’t 

handle this, you get off now.’ Emily’s face puckered but she didn’t remove her hands from 

her ears.  

 Jai fiddled with the straps that held the boat on the platform, unhooking the boat 

from its secure fixture. He held a rope, the last tether to the ship, bundled in his hand. The 

speedboat was already bobbing clear from the ship, making its terrible racket. It was clear 

to Isabelle that Jai’s intention was to step into the boat with the rope, but Artemisia 

suddenly turned, snatched the rope from him and clucked in that irritatingly rude way she 

sometimes did. She turned her back and took hold of the wheel. Isabelle watched Jai’s face 



 ~ 90 ~ 

  

and felt pity for him. She never wanted to feel that raw again. She saw Elvis tap him on the 

arm before climbing up the stepladder. Jai followed, his body like a watery sack.  

 Emily and Isabelle didn’t have to suffer through the noise of the motor for very 

long. Once Artemisia had taken the boat about half a kilometre from the ship she cut the 

engine and set it to idle in the gentle waves. She picked up a small black box, flicked a 

switch, and spoke into it: ‘Elvis, put the recording on.’ 

 She put the black box, a walky-talky, on the seat. They could hear the distorted 

voices of the men crackle out of the box. Emily and Isabelle were getting used to 

extraordinary devices, but they stared at this hissing box, fascinated. ‘Watch,’ said 

Artemisia, lifting an arm toward the ship. 

 The Halicarnassus tilted back and forward, restrained by its anchored state. The 

dark red wood of the hull shone in the afternoon sun, as if it were spotlit. The sails 

billowed, inhaling and exhaling rhythmically.  

 ‘My, she is majestic,’ Emily said in a low voice, and Isabelle agreed with a grunt. 

Artemisia said nothing, but a smile of pride entered her eyes.  

 ‘Watch,’ she said again.  

 Through the crackly walky-talky the faint sound of instrumental music could be 

heard. After a brief moment they could distinguish Elvis’s voice and the words, You saw 

me crying in the chapel, the tears I shed were tears of joy …. As the silken lyrics wrapped 

around their ears the gleaming ship began to waver in front of their eyes. The ship, which 

had been stark against the reddening sky, began to elongate and fade to hazy shimmering 

lines. Elvis’s voice crooned, Just a plain and simple chapel, where humble people go and 

pray … and Isabelle said, ‘It is like a mirage in the desert.’  

 Artemisia nodded. ‘You’re right, it is like that. But notice, you can still make out 

the ship, can’t you.’ She picked up the walky-talky and said into it, ‘Ok, Elvis, now for the 

real thing.’ To Isabelle she said, ‘That was a CD. He’ll sing for real now.’ 

 The ship reappeared in its fullness as the walky-talky emitted sounds of fuzzy 

speech from the cockpit. The women watched in anticipation as Elvis’s unaccompanied 

voice began to rumble from the black box: Oh Lord, my God. When I in awesome wonder, 

consider all the world Thy hands have made. I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder. Thy 

power throughout the universe displayed.  

 They watched the ship explode into the elongated shimmering lines, similar to 

before, but this time, they were only seen for seconds. Isabelle and Emily gasped as the 
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lines evaporated from both ends, each line disappearing into a dot of light in its centre. The 

lines were so quick and so many, they were like sparks from a fire. Suddenly, the ship was 

gone. Elvis’s voice continued to flow from the walky-talky as they stared at the empty 

space where the ship had been. As Elvis’s voice reached a nasal crescendo, the sounds 

reverberated through their bodies, Then sings my soul, my saviour God to Thee, how great 

Thou art, how great Thou art ….  

 ‘It is magnificent,’ Isabelle said, her hands against her cheeks. 

 ‘The disappearing ship or the voice?’ Artemisia said. 

 ‘The ship,’ Emily answered for her. ‘But his voice is exceedingly stirring.’ 

 ‘I did not know Elvis is a man of faith,’ Isabelle said. 

‘Man of faith?’ Artemisia grimaced and shrugged. ‘I guess he is. All right, we’ll go 

back now.’ 

 ‘Back to where?’ Emily asked. 

 Artemisia picked up the walky-talky. ‘Ok, Elvis, cut it out so we can find you.’ 

 But Elvis continued to sing. He’d finished How Great Thou Art and had begun 

exhorting them not to be afraid of the sharks and that they’d never swim alone.  

 ‘Jokester,’ Artemisia said, and snapped off the walky-talky. ‘He’ll stop singing once 

he realises we’re not listening. He hates an inattentive audience.’  

 The three of them sat companionably quiet in the small boat, bobbing. The red in 

the sky was beginning to fade and a few stars could already be discerned. The ocean rippled 

around them and sent up its salty scent, which tickled their nostrils. Emily shivered and 

wrapped her arms around her bloated green self. It was not only the cold. The 

disappearance of the ship was disconcerting and somewhat frightening. It was hard to make 

herself believe that they weren’t all alone in an empty sea, just the three of them in this tiny 

vessel. Isabelle’s thoughts travelled a similar road. Like Emily, she kept staring in the 

direction the ship should have been.  

 To stop thinking about the problem of finding the ship, which Artemisia seemed not 

to be concerned about at all, Isabelle cleared her throat and said, ‘Artemisia, why are you 

cruel to Jai?’ 

 Artemisia was leaning against the side of the boat, her legs stretched out along the 

seat, her hands folded comfortably in her lap, and her eyes slitted as if she were about to 

doze. The focus of her eyes shifted to Isabelle, sliding under half-closed lids. ‘Eh?’ she 

said.  
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 ‘You have no compassion,’ Isabelle continued. 

 ‘What business is it of yours?’ Artemisia didn’t move from her prone position, but 

she began to jiggle her right foot. She glanced at Emily, who sat quietly, staring away from 

the other two women, as if she wasn’t listening.  

 ‘No business of mine. I speak because I also do not like to sugarcoat words. And 

you are grinding him, and only for one purpose: to prove you are in control.’ 

 Artemisia smirked. ‘So, you think I’m cruel and controlling, huh?’ 

 ‘She is always like this,’ muttered Emily. Artemisia clucked but declined to respond 

to Emily’s provocation. 

 Isabelle said, ‘Jai is very unhappy. And for what? So he drunk too much. Why 

punish him with silence for so long? You must see what is happening on his spirit.’ 

 ‘I’m not responsible for his spirits.’ 

 ‘Ah, but you are. As captain you are responsible for spirits of us all.’ 

 ‘You’re all in deep trouble then if that’s the case.’ 

 Suddenly Artemisia sat up. ‘Ok, let’s go.’ She moved to the control panel and 

steering wheel. The boat roared and began its tiresome noise. Isabelle and Emily looked 

surprised. They swapped glances and then looked back in the same direction. They could 

see no ship. Isabelle looked behind her. The Halicarnassus floated on the ocean’s watery 

cushion with a sassy air, as if to say ‘tricked you’. Her deck lights were on and she glowed 

against the increasingly blackening sky.  

 ‘You two have no sense of direction,’ Artemisia said airily. Emily frowned and 

hunched lower in her seat. Isabelle crossed her arms. 

 The speedboat quickly reached the ship and Artemisia leapt out on first contact, 

dragging the boat in close with the rope, then grappled for the straps. Isabelle joined her on 

the platform and latched the straps at the other end. Emily carefully stepped out of the 

rocking boat by herself, neither of the other women offering to help, but both keeping a 

surreptitious eye on her.  

 As Emily began to ascend the ladder, Artemisia asked whether she’d enjoyed the 

little excursion. Emily turned and looked at Artemisia for a few moments and then 

shrugged. She opened her mouth slightly, but shut it quickly with a snap and scrambled up 

the ladder. 

 ‘Queer bird,’ Artemisia said. 

 Isabelle tugged her ear. ‘We are all queer birds here.’ 
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 Artemisia considered this and then agreed with a short derisive laugh. ‘If she thinks 

giving me the silent treatment will make any difference to me, she has a lot to learn.’ 

Artemisia stretched her back and arms. ‘Dinner must be ready by now,’ she said, following 

Isabelle up the ladder. 

 ‘We do not all have soft hearts,’ remarked Isabelle.  

 ‘Oh, Isabelle,’ Artemisia said, clapping her hands on Isabelle’s shoulder. ‘So I don’t 

have a soft heart? I’m surprised you give me credit for having any heart at all.’ Artemisia 

laughed as they entered the dining room, which was full of the sounds of clanking cutlery 

and excited voices. Emily had abandoned her silence and was regaling the others with what 

she had just seen. Isabelle and Artemisia joined in, and soon everybody was giving their 

opinion about Elvis’s voice, and anything else they could think of. All but Jai, who sat 

quietly, picking at his food.  

 At the end of the meal, Artemisia leaned back in her chair and looked over at Jai, 

who was staring at the wineglass being swivelled between his flattened palms. The 

wineglass was almost full. Artemisia knew it was the original glassful Elvis had poured.  

 ‘What, this illegal wine not good enough for an Aussie?’ she said. She did have a 

special store for a few bottles that the customs official had overlooked. She could not 

imagine a totally dry ship.  

 Jai didn’t react at first. It’d been too many days since she’d addressed him. Then he 

realised everybody else was occupied, and of course, that he was the only Aussie. He 

turned and watched her warily.  

 Artemisia, noting the suspicion in his face, sucked in her lips. ‘Go on,’ she said, ‘get 

one of those Australian reds you like so much and two glasses. Take them up on deck.’  

 Jai sat still for a moment, assessing Artemisia’s face in case she were setting him 

up. She tilted her head backward slightly, made a tsk noise and said, ‘Go.’  

 Jai rose, his heart pounding and a heaviness forming in his throat. He fetched the 

wine and glasses, and by the time he arrived at the nest Artemisia had assembled with 

cushions and blankets on deck, he’d managed to control his shaking hands. She held out her 

hand when she saw him approach; he held out the wine toward her. She took it and placed 

it immediately on the deck. She took his hand in her own, pulling him down beside her. She 

drew his face to hers and kissed him long and luxuriously. Jai snaked his arms around her 

waist and moulded himself against her body, his own fitting easily and familiarly around 

her small frame. 
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 When they drew apart, she traced the scar on his face and wiped his eyes with her 

fingers. ‘Who would have thought,’ she said, ‘that silence would be such a terrible 

punishment.’ 

 ‘I think it’s worse than keel hauling,’ he whispered, and bent to kiss her fingers. 

 ‘Someone’s been telling you stories about me.’ 

 Jai looked up and smiled. ‘I’m not telling,’ he said.  

 She wrinkled her nose at him. ‘Believe me, keel hauling is worse.’  

 ‘I’m glad you’ve mellowed then.’ 

 ‘You should be.’ 

 ‘Can you mellow some more?’ 

 ‘If I mellow any more I’ll be nothing but a puddle.’ 

 Jai said nothing but she could see his white teeth in the darkness.  

 ‘Pour some wine,’ she said. 

 He leant over her legs and manoeuvered the wineglasses into standing position, then 

trickled the wine into it. She caressed his shoulders and back in slow circles. He took his 

time with the wine because he didn’t want her to stop.  

 Later, Emily and Isabelle snuck up the steps and slithered along the deck on their 

bellies until they were in positions to spy. They could see part of Artemisia and Jai 

snuggled against one of the large storage bins, out of the wind, Artemisia’s small head 

cradled in Jai’s neck, his arm around her. They each held a glass in their hands. Their lips 

were close together and soft conversation drifted on the airways.  

 ‘Oh, Isabelle. You were right. I would never have expected your words to make 

such an impact,’ Emily whispered.  

 Isabelle grinned and put her hand out, wiggling it. ‘It is not important what you 

expected. What is important, ma chérie, is you lost the wager. Now you must to pay.’ 
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Chapter 10 

The Pigeon 

 

Elvis walked into the galley and spotted Norma bending over the central table, peering at 

the pigeon in its neon cage. He paused momentarily. Several possibilities of action flitted 

through his mind, but he canned them all. He went to her side and leant on the table. She 

acknowledged his presence by bumping her hip against his. 

Psappho had transcribed everything Artemisia had remembered of her conversation 

with Clio and the crew had individually and collectively pawed through it, scratching for 

clues. It was still something of a competition between them, a race to solve the riddle, and 

each member of the crew spent time staring at the pigeon, straining for inspiration. So far, 

enlightenment had eluded them all, despite the days of sailing.  

After some silence and meditation on the pigeon, Elvis said, ‘You know, this is 

gonna sound crazy, but this pigeon reminds me of a horse I had once.’ 

‘You mean a real horse?’ Norma turned toward him, her mouth twisting as if it were 

a reflection of her mind chewing on the possibilities of similitude. 

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I had this Appaloosa that had almost the same markings. It was 

mostly creamy white like this.’ He pointed to the pigeon’s back half and said, ‘And the 

rump was spotted brown like this guy’s tail, and her back legs were brown like his 

underbelly.’   

‘It would be handy if it were a horse,’ Norma said. ‘Then Isabelle could ride it 

easy.’ She stared at the pigeon again, her eyes large and round. ‘Elvis,’ she said, ‘what did 

Clio say about seeds and faith?’ 

‘I don’t remember anything … hang on, wait a minute. There was something about 

seeds.’ Elvis covered his face with his hands and said, ‘Oh, what the hell was it?’ He 

frowned at the pigeon for a moment before snapping his fingers and saying, ‘Mustard 

seeds! If you have faith the size of a mustard seed you can move a mountain.’ 

‘I don’t remember there being any mention of a mountain.’ 

‘No, but that’s the quote from the bible. If you have faith the size of a mustard seed 

you can move a mountain. When Queenie asked Clio how Isabelle was to ride the pigeon, 

she said she needed the faith of a mustard seed.’ 

‘You don’t think …,’ Norma said slowly. 
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Elvis squinted at Norma. ‘We might as well try it. Do we even have any mustard 

seeds?’ 

‘I’ll check the pantry.’ Norma slid to a corner and pulled open double doors to 

reveal a laden pantry, neatly packed in shelves. A rolled up piece of canvas rimmed the 

back of each shelf. These were pulled down over the goods and strapped tightly when the 

ship was at sea. Norma rummaged through a shelf of condiments until she eventually pulled 

out a small jar.  

‘We have gooey mustard,’ she said. She peered closely into the glass. ‘It has seeds 

in it,’ she said, turning to Elvis.  

‘If that’s all we have, that’s what we’ll have to try.’  

Norma took the jar to the sink, opened it and picked up a teaspoon. She dipped the 

spoon into the jar and brought out a small amount of the mustard. She took a pinch of it 

with her fingers and ran it under the tap. 

‘Here you go,’ she said, as she returned to the table with her hand outstretched, a 

few washed mustard seeds in the centre of it.  

‘Give them to the bird.’ 

Norma put one of the seeds on her right index finger and stretched her hand toward 

the cage. 

‘Wait,’ Elvis said, grabbing her hand. Startled, Norma looked up at him. ‘We’d 

better take the pigeon out of the cage first.’ 

Norma focused again on the pigeon and said, ‘Good idea.’ 

Elvis unlatched the neon door and put his hand in the cage. The bird hopped onto 

his finger as soon as he offered it. It sat, cooing, as Elvis brought it out of the cage and set it 

on the table. ‘Now give it to it,’ he said to Norma. 

Norma held out her finger to the pigeon, which spun its head a few times between 

the finger and Norma’s face, as if to assess the situation presented. Then it bent down and 

pecked the mustard seed from Norma’s finger. 

‘What’ll we do if we kill it?’ Norma asked. ‘I mean, it’s a mustard seed. Can birds 

eat hot seeds?’ 

‘We get rid of the evidence and skedaddle before Queenie catches us,’ Elvis 

answered. ‘My God, Norma.’ 

The pigeon was growing in front of their eyes, swelling, dropping feathers, 

sprouting two more legs. When it was the size of a dog, Elvis grabbed it and plopped it on 
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the floor. This was timely as the pigeon squealed and suddenly expanded to the size of a 

fully grown Appaloosa pony, with a creamy white torso, brown legs and brown spots on its 

rump. 

 ‘It’s just like my old horse!’ Elvis said.   

‘Your horse could be a pigeon, too?’ 

‘Well, not exactly like then. We’d better get the others down here to see this.’ 

‘Oh my God, Elvis, we’ve solved the riddle!’ 

Elvis grinned at her. ‘We are two smart cookies, Nor.’ 

‘Go and get them, Elvis, and be quick.’ Norma was rubbing the horse between the 

eyes; it nuzzled her back. 

‘Will you be all right here alone with it?’ 

‘Of course,’ Norma said, laughing. She rubbed her own forehead against the horse’s 

cheek. 

Elvis found Artemisia, Psappho and Isabelle on the deck, drinking tequila. ‘Hey, 

ladies,’ he said when he saw them. ‘Come and see what Norma and I’ve done with the 

pigeon.’ 

‘What! I don’t want anyone touching that bird!’ said Artemisia. 

‘We’ve solved the riddle. Come on. It’s in the galley.’ 

The three women followed him.  

‘What have you done?’ Artemisia demanded. But Elvis shook his head and said, 

‘Uh-ah Queenie, wait and see.’ 

By the time they got back to the galley, they could barely fit into it. Although it was 

large as far as ship galleys were concerned, it was normally filled up with the people. A 

horse made it extremely squishy. But they forced their way in and found Norma feeding an 

apple to the pony, and Emily and Tess rubbing the pony’s ears and back, all three women 

making sounds of delight as they fussed over it. Jai arrived moments later. The unseen 

messaging system onboard the ship mysteriously working as it always did. 

‘What’s going on?’ Jai asked. 

‘This,’ said Psappho, and pointed at the pony. 

‘Where did it come from?’ 

‘It’s the pigeon,’ Norma said, smiling proudly at him. 

‘How did you do it?’ Artemisia said. 

‘We gave it a mustard seed,’ said Elvis. 
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‘A mustard seed!’ 

‘You know, from the quote,’ Elvis said. He went on to explain the conversation and 

where it had led them. 

‘That was inspired thinking,’ said Psappho. 

‘Very inspired,’ said Isabelle. She was already attached to the pony, smoothing its 

flanks and scratching its ears. ‘This is a fine horse,’ she said.  

‘Do you know how to ride a horse?’ Tess asked. 

‘Of course,’ Isabelle replied.  

Jai said, ‘We’d better hope that customs officer doesn’t come back while we’re 

walking it down the gangplank, hey.’ 

‘Good point,’ said Artemisia. ‘Elvis, Norma, can you turn it back into a pigeon?’ 

Norma shrugged and said, ‘I guess we could try.’ 

She went to the sink and fished out another mustard seed from the spoonful she’d 

taken previously, washed it, and brought it back to the pony. The pony licked the seed off 

her finger then sniffed Norma’s hand. The group watched the pony intently, but it did 

nothing but flick its tail and snort.  

‘Perhaps it requires more seeds because it is bigger now,’ said Emily.  

‘That’s possible,’ said Artemisia. ‘Give it some more seeds.’  

Norma went to the sink and prepared about a dozen seeds. She took them back to 

the pony, who licked her hand, gulped, bulged its eyes, lifted its tail, and dropped three 

clods of dung onto the kitchen floor. The crew made noises of disgust and took a step away 

from the pony, who shook its mane and took a step closer to them.  

‘Clean that up,’ Artemisia said, pointing at Jai, who obediently did so, disappearing 

with the mess up the galley steps. The rest of the group were silent, contemplating the 

pony. Psappho, her eyes thoughtful, slowly said, ‘Norma, give it seven seeds.’ 

Norma glanced at Artemisia, who nodded.  

‘Why seven?’ asked Emily. 

Artemisia said, ‘Seven is a mystical number. Chances are, if the horse can turn back 

into a pigeon by eating mustard seeds, seven will be the amount that will do it. If not, we’ll 

try nine. There are nine muses, maybe that’s the key. Nine is another mystical number.’ 

Norma washed a spoonful of mustard and counted out seven seeds. This time the 

pony sniffed her hand before reluctantly licking the seeds off it. Nothing happened. Norma 

prepared another spoonful, counting out nine seeds. This time the crew watched as the pony 
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began to shrink and morph. Returned to pigeon state, the bird spread its wings and shook 

itself, as if flicking off the remnants of horseness.  

‘Ok. Get it back into the cage, Elvis. Norma, you wash and dry as many of those 

seeds as you can and put them in a container. Come on, Isabelle, we need to get you ready 

for the ride.’ 

 

 

The pigeon was back in the blue cage and Artemisia, Jai and Isabelle were with the cage in 

a Volvo station wagon Artemisia had rented. They were driving on a freeway eastward 

bound. They had let a bare two hours elapse since the discovery of the pigeon’s equine 

capabilities.  

‘But why can’t Isabelle start tomorrow morning?’ Jai asked.  

‘Adventures are like this – you follow up immediately. Any time sitting and waiting 

when you don’t have to is folly. I know from experience that if you don’t seize the moment 

when it’s presented, opportunities evaporate. Magic doesn’t last long, Jai. Besides, it’s 

probably best if Isabelle rides this horse at night. Less people to see her.’ 

‘Do not worry, Jai,’ Isabelle said, squeezing his shoulder. She was sitting in the 

back seat, leaning forward over the seats. ‘I rode many times at night in the desert.’ 

Jai glanced back at her. ‘Isabelle, you should have your seatbelt on. If we get pulled 

over you’ll get fined.’  

‘What you mean?’ 

‘I mean if the police see you, you’ll get fined. You’ll have to pay money.’ 

‘No problem. We have too much money, eh, Artemisia?’ 

‘Yes, we have money, but we don’t want to be stopped by police with a neon cage 

in the backseat with you. So do what Jai says and put on your seatbelt.’ 

 Isabelle sighed and leaned back against her seat. She began to yank at the seatbelt 

and fiddle with its buckle. Jai had shown her what to do with it, but it seemed inordinately 

difficult to sort out on her own. She eventually clicked it into place, then turned and stared 

out the window, quickly becoming transfixed by the view rushing past her. She wound 

down her window and the air gusted in, pelting her in the face. She grimaced into it. 

After a while, Jai turned off the main road and stopped on a dirt track. They sat for a 

few minutes in silence. No cars came down the road. They listened to the racket made by 
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the green parrots with yellow banded necks that filled the tall eucalyptus trees. The sun was 

about an hour away from setting. 

 Isabelle smiled. ‘What a beautiful noise,’ she said. 

 Jai looked back at her and grinned. Artemisia remained stony-faced. ‘Isabelle,’ she 

said, ‘Do you think this is the road we met on?’ 

 Isabelle looked around her, her face pensive. ‘I do not remember,’ she said. ‘But it 

is like the same.’ 

 ‘It doesn’t matter. Let’s do it here. There doesn’t seem to be any cars coming down 

this way.’ 

The three of them got out of the car, Isabelle lugging the pigeon in its cage. She set 

it on the ground and hunted in the pocket of her jeans for the container with the mustard 

seeds. 

 ‘Jai, take it out of the cage,’ said Artemisia. 

 Jai bent down and carefully unlatched the cage door. 

 ‘Don’t let it fly away.’  

‘I won’t.’ 

 He cradled the bird to his chest, where it sat tractably, warbling. Isabelle approached 

the pigeon and held out a finger with a mustard seed. The pigeon pecked at it immediately. 

It began to grow in Jai’s arms. ‘Put it down, you fool,’ said Artemisia, sharply. Jai bent and 

laid the expanding pigeon on the ground and stepped away. The pigeon swelled and 

changed, turning into a pony and letting out a loud neigh. 

 ‘Ok, get the rope,’ said Artemisia. Jai went to the back of the station wagon and 

brought out a rope that had been fashioned into a harness. 

 ‘Are you sure you’re going to be able to ride this horse without a saddle and 

stirrups?’ Jai asked Isabelle. 

 ‘I prefer without saddle,’ replied Isabelle.  

 ‘It might be a long way,’ Jai said. 

 ‘It’s too late now. She said she didn’t want one before and now we haven’t got it. If 

her derrière gets sore, so be it.’ Artemisia stood with folded arms. She turned her attention 

to Isabelle. ‘Do you have everything?’ she asked. 

 Isabelle looked into the satchel she’d slung across her upper body: food packages, 

water, cigarettes, lighter, tracking device, paper, pen, phone, a wallet stuffed with 

Australian money, a scarf. ‘Oui,’ she answered as she pulled out the scarf. 
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 ‘Do you remember how to use that mobile phone?’ 

 ‘Oui,’ said Isabelle as she wrapped the scarf around her head. 

 ‘What are you doing?’ said Artemisia. 

 ‘I do not like my head and ears cold when I am riding,’ said Isabelle. 

 ‘Well, you can’t wear it like that. You look like a terrorist.’  

 ‘What I must to do? I do not want to become ill.’ 

 ‘How many times must I tell you people you can’t get ill.’ Impatiently she looked 

around her. ‘Jai,’ she said, ‘give Isabelle your cap.’ 

 Jai slowly removed his new Fremantle Dockers cap, hesitating before handing it 

over. ‘You won’t lose it, will you?’ 

 ‘Don’t be such a child,’ Artemisia said. ‘Isabelle, you can wear the scarf around 

your neck if you like.’ 

 ‘Thank you, imperial majesty,’ Isabelle said as she wound the scarf around her 

neck, making eye contact with Jai.  

 Artemisia glared at her and said, ‘Turn the tracking device on so we’ll know where 

you are all the time. When the horse stops, ring me. If you can’t use the mobile, find a pay 

phone. Do you have the phone card and the money for that?’ 

 Isabelle nodded. ‘I know what I must to do,’ she said. 

 Artemisia said, ‘You won’t have to lead the horse at all. It will be programmed, so 

to speak, to take you to the place we need to be. You just need to hang on.’ 

 ‘And enjoy the ride,’ Jai said, smiling at Isabelle. 

 Isabelle smiled at him, then laughed gruffly. ‘I will hang on and enjoy.’ 

 ‘Yes, Isabelle, enjoy the ride,’ Artemisia said, softening. ‘With luck it won’t be a 

very long trip.’ She stepped closer to Isabelle and patted her on the arm, briefly and 

awkwardly. ‘And don’t smoke on the horse,’ she said. 

 ‘I do not promise,’ Isabelle said as she hoisted herself onto the pony.  

 ‘And try not to lead,’ Artemisia called out as Isabelle tapped the pony’s belly with 

her leather boot, to which the pony immediately responded with movement toward the 

road.  

 Isabelle turned her head and said, ‘I will.’ The pony broke into a canter and she 

swiftly twisted her head around to watch where they were heading. 

 ‘What do you think “I will” means?’ Artemisia turned to Jai. ‘That she’ll lead, or 

that she’ll try not to?’ 
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 He shrugged, watching Isabelle riding away from them. ‘It looks like it’s heading 

for that wire fence,’ he said. 

 ‘The pony will know where to go. It might be programmed for a straight line.’ 

 ‘Will she be all right?’  

 ‘One never knows …’ 

 ‘Do you think that fat little pony will be able to jump that fence?’ he said, stepping 

into a place where he could watch Isabelle’s progress more clearly, his forehead wrinkled. 

 ‘It should be all right,’ Artemisia answered. But her face was scrunched also as they 

watched Isabelle and the pony, now galloping, head straight toward a two metre wire fence. 

They both gasped when the pony flew into the air a few steps before the fence, soaring over 

the fence and along the air currents a good hundred metres before landing on the ground. A 

herd of cows scattered as the horse landed in their midst, their mouths moving thoughtfully 

as they watched the visitors gallop away.  

 ‘Hopefully they won’t do that too often. A flying horse might make the news.’ 

 ‘I wish I was going,’ Jai said. 

 ‘You will go soon.’ 

 ‘No, I mean on the horse.’ 

 ‘It has to be Isabelle. Clio said.’ 

 ‘I know.’ Jai sighed. ‘Do you think I’ll be able to ride it at the place we’re going?’  

 Artemisia rubbed her mouth and shrugged. ‘We should head back to the ship now.’ 

 They got into the car and buckled their seatbelts. 

 ‘What happens next?’ Jai said. 

 ‘You and the others track Isabelle and take her call when she rings to let us know 

she’s arrived.’ 

 ‘And you?’ 

 ‘Me? It’s time I went and fetched our next clue-breaker, my young friend.’ 
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Chapter 11 

Tripping Through Time 

 

Artemisia sat on a plush leather-padded stool in front of the duchesse in her cabin. Various 

cosmetic items lay scattered on the duchesse: bottles of perfume, hair adornments, make-

up, beauty utensils, jewellery boxes. Her upper body tilted at the mirror as she smeared on a 

creamy crimson lipstick. She rubbed her lips together, blotted them with a tissue, rubbed 

again, and leant back to appraise herself.  

‘How beautiful I am,’ she said to the mirror.  

She bent again toward the mirror and opened wide her eyes, then carefully brushed 

a stray eyelash from her eyelid, which was luxuriantly painted gold and mauve. Her lashes 

were stiff and long with mascara and kohl accentuated the shape and size of her eyes.  

She moved again until she was sitting upright on the stool, and began to fuss with 

her hair, most of which was rolled and pinned under a gold net snood. Several crimped 

tendrils tumbled at the sides of her face and down her back.  

Artemisia stood up. Her dress glimmered and swayed, reflecting candlelight. There 

were electric lights in the cabin, but she preferred candles. Her head cocked to one side, she 

admired her undulating dress, saying to nobody, ‘I should dress up more often.’  

The dress was gold and made of a soft uncrushable fabric that fell in miniscule 

pleats. The style was of a certain Grecian kind – in two layers. The bottom layer swept the 

floor. The top layer was sleeveless and cut asymmetrically, starting high on one shoulder 

and falling to its lowest point on the opposite hip. The other shoulder was bare except for 

the gold glitter she’d dusted it with. The single shoulder strap was held in place by a large 

brooch in the shape of a spider, its body an enormous amethyst. She’d owned this brooch 

since her days as a seafaring warrior when a lover, a fellow admiral, had given it to her as a 

protection from harm and because it was believed amethysts helped to sharpen the wits, for 

battle and for business. The hems of both layers of the dress were embroidered with silk 

strands, the same deep purple as the amethyst spider.  

She was almost done. She sat down and picked up a knife, about five centimetres 

long and made completely, blade and hilt, of stainless steel. She nicked her wrist, carefully 

avoiding the major arteries, and squeezed a few drops of blood into a small mother-of-pearl 

dish. She took up a quill pen, spat a few times into the blood, dipped the pen into the blood-
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and-spit mixture and swirled it around before writing on a scrap of cream paper. She wrote 

a date and precise latitudinal and longitudinal coordinates.  

When she finished writing she put down the pen and folded the paper, looking at it 

pensively. She and Psappho had carefully considered all factors and had decided this was 

the perfect date and place from which to bring the artist of the Judith and Holofernes 

painting, Artemisia Gentileschi, to the ship. At this time Gentileschi had been living in 

England for two years and therefore, her English should be at its best. She and Psappho had 

both been able to speak Renaissance Italian at one time, but at present they were a little 

rusty.  

What Artemisia was worried about was that the painter, at 47, might be too old for 

the rigours of time travel and what would be demanded of her. Artemisia knew what life 

was like in the seventeenth century, and the average Renaissance woman was not 

particularly fit. But, she had to factor in the painter’s unusual circumstances; she was 

painting ceilings for the king of England at this age. Therefore, she must have a more 

robust level of fitness than the average woman of her generation.  

If Artemisia let herself think about it, she may have been even more concerned 

about how she would convince the second Artemisia to consent to the time travel and what 

would be demanded of her. But Artemisia never thought about that kind of detail until she 

could judge the situation first hand. And she was taking something with her that she was 

fairly certain would have maximum convincing power. 

Artemisia removed the lid from the black, squat basket. She picked up the writhing 

pink and gold snake, wrapped it around her shoulders and slipped the paper into its mouth. 

The snake nestled its head into her cleavage.  

She stood and went to her bed. She picked up a velvet pouch, lifted the top layer of 

her dress and tied it around her waist using the silk ribbons attached to the pouch for that 

purpose. When she’d finished tying, she tugged the pouch to make sure it was secure and 

shuffled it around until it felt comfortable. She glanced at the mutating twilight outside her 

porthole and decided it was time. She went toward one of the walls, pressed a finger against 

the button on the intercom, and briefly spoke into it.  

Artemisia stepped into the labyrinth and began slowly to walk the winding path. As 

her body moved along the waves of the circuit, her dress swayed and shimmered. The 

bands of light, demarcating the labyrinth, began to rise as well. As always, her mind drifted 
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quickly to her first life, to the outlying Persian court where her life had been changed from 

one of, not ordinariness, but bound by the laws of average science. 

She had arrived in the court and been invited to stay. Artemisia had accepted 

because it was a pleasant area, with the promise of game hunting, and because she and her 

retinue needed to rest after months of travelling. Because of her status as a once-ruling 

monarch and also commander of a vessel in the Persian navy, she had been given the 

unusual honour of being allowed to attend banquets with the men. On the first night, she 

had been seated next to the owner of the palace, Khosro, and over dinner they had struck up 

a conversation that ranged on a variety of topics. They amused each other: both enjoyed wit 

and intelligence.  

Artemisia could no longer remember when it was Khosro first talked to her about 

his alchemical activities. How many months had they been friends? He talked first of his 

less outlandish experiments. He had been careful to keep his research into time travel 

secret. He spoke to nobody about that, except his son, Darius, who was also his assistant. It 

would have been extremely foolish to have talked of it; listeners would have thought him 

mad, or dangerous.  

Both men were passionate about their laboratory, filled with potions and equipment, 

books of theory and their own notebooks of hypotheses and calculations. Artemisia had 

become interested as well; she liked the new and out of the ordinary. She listened to their 

ideas and theories, captivated, but did not really believe them possible. However, she did 

think some of their ideas might be useful for creating more practical but innovative versions 

of the kinds of technology that were available at that time. Artemisia had always possessed 

the mind of a commander. She could sniff out potential from any quarter, and use it to her 

own advantage. She could not not do this; it was part of her make-up, like breathing. 

Of course Khosro and Darius had not invented a time-machine, nor even tried to 

build anything of the kind. They had been experimenting with the idea of a labyrinth, and 

had ordered the making of a carpet with the labyrinth design on it. It had been Artemisia’s 

luck, or canniness, to be living in the palace and deep in friendship with the two alchemists, 

when the real time traveller had arrived.  

It had been Artemisia who had seen him first. A very tall man, with strange dark 

sallow skin, and eyes that did not appear to have lids. He wore tight fitting clothes made of 

fabrics with unnaturally fine weave. He spoke their language, but poorly. He said his name 

was Kazuo. 
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She had not run him through with her sabre, her first impulse, because he knew 

about Khosro’s and Darius’s work. When these men realised who he was, they had 

embraced him with great happiness.  

Kazuo had come from the late 21st century, from a place he called Australasia. He 

had called himself a chronoanthropologist, a scientist, a researcher of time travel. His work 

had been to search for the earliest records of time travel from the ancient world. Khosro and 

Darius’s work was part of these records. It had been their idea of the labyrinth that had been 

used to create the first working time travel system. Kazuo had been part of a team of 

scientists using this system to visit the early researchers, to talk to them about their ideas, 

and to show them that they had been right.  

One by one they had travelled with Kazuo to his world. Artemisia had had to battle 

her impatience at being the third to travel. When she did, she had found the 21st century 

world astonishing, frightening, surreal; but also exhilarating. She had been both reluctant 

and eager to return to her own world; reluctant because of the possibilities this new world 

could offer, and eager because they had been exhausting in a way that she had never known 

before, not even at the helm of her trireme during the Greek wars.   

How pleased Khosro and Darius had been to be given this information from Kazuo, 

and for this opportunity. To know that their work had mattered, and that they had been 

right. They had been eager to keep Kazuo with them as long as possible, to pump him for 

more information. They had accepted that they would never have been able to create a time 

travel system from their own resources – they were too woefully unadvanced – but they had 

been heartened to learn that their mathematical calculations were the basis of making it 

possible. It had been immensely thrilling for the alchemists to hear this news.  

This sharing of information had been Kazuo’s only goal. The visits to the 21st 

century had merely been courtesy trips. Artemisia, by rights, should not have been 

included, but she had charmed the scientist, and as a favour to her, and to the two 

alchemists, he had agreed to take her as well. He had also read his Herodotus, and had 

known who this audacious woman was. Kazuo’s plan had been to leave all three of them 

where they were, contented with the knowledge that they had been on the right track. But, 

as sometimes happens, an event occurred that changed Kazuo’s plan. It occurred on the day 

of the hunting expedition, when Artemisia had been mistaken for a wild boar.  
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Artemisia looked down at her feet. She had reached the end of the labyrinth. She 

took hold of the tail of the snake and fed it into its mouth before stepping onto the pink rose 

in the centre. Thoughts of Kazuo and the two alchemists fell away from her mind.  
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Chapter 12 

The Second Artemisia 

 

At sunrise Queen Henrietta Maria’s Irish Setter, Fleur, was out and about, padding over the 

dew-sodden grass and enjoying the last vestiges of night coolness around her ears as she 

rambled away from the Big House. She had a favourite place near the river for her morning 

ablutions and she liked getting there early, before any of the other dogs could see her and 

get it into their heads to despoil her spot.  

 When she arrived at it, she squatted leisurely, surveying her dominion all the way 

back toward the house, taking in the sound of the early morning insects and the chirruping 

of the birds. She strained her ears to pick up telltale sounds of that black and white cat; but 

none were evident. Except for the insects and birds and herself, there were no signs of life 

at all. 

 Until … a shimmering appeared on a patch of grass several metres away. Fleur 

cocked her head and lifted an ear. The shimmering began to form into an elongated shape 

that slowly became solid.  

 An intruder! Fleur leapt off her haunches and catapulted herself toward the shape 

that had begun moving around her grass. She was almost too excited to bark.  

 Artemisia, hearing the first sounds of an animated dog, whipped her head around to 

face it. She tapped the snake’s head. Its mouth opened and a brown ping-pong-sized ball 

fell out. Artemisia threw the ball toward the speeding dog, who, reflexively, caught it in her 

mouth.  

 Fleur stopped running in order to investigate the ball in her mouth. It had a pleasant 

taste, meaty, but with an unusual texture. The shape was difficult to cope with. Her mouth 

was opened wide and she struggled to shut it, swallowing a bit more off the ball each time 

she made an effort. She didn’t know what to make of it but she kept chewing with large 

gaping bites until the ball disappeared in bits down her throat. She looked back at the 

intruder, not sure whether to bark at it to scare it away or to be friendly in the hopes of 

another ball.  

 The intruder was standing still, watching her. Fleur began to feel light headed, like 

that time when she’d had her paw caught in the mousetrap, but without the pain. The 

intruder was fading in her gaze. Her attention was suddenly caught by the black and white 

cat marching across the lawn. Marching across her lawn! Jubilant, she raced toward it, her 
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mouth opening to snap out warning barks. But there was no sound. She stopped running to 

concentrate on barking. Although she was putting her mouth into bark mode and trying her 

best, no sound came out. She looked back at the black and white cat and was flabbergasted 

to see not one, but two black and white cats. There had never been two before. Fleur shook 

her head and re-focused. Now there were three cats. More appeared. So many cats. So 

many cats to chase. Who cared if her bark could be heard. With so many on hand, surely 

one of those nasty cats would be caught and taught a lesson. Fleur forgot the mystery of her 

disappeared bark and bounded after the cats that multiplied before her eyes. They continued 

to stay out of her reach, but this only encouraged her to put more effort into the chase. 

 Satisfied that the dog, at this stage turning in circles and chasing its tail, was 

occupied by its hallucination, Artemisia turned her attention back to her main task. Her 

head twisted from side to side. There was nothing but the foolish dog in sight.  

 She focused her attention on the large white house at the end of the lawn. It was 

covered in early morning mist. She had been hoping that she would arrive in the evening, 

but the coordinates weren’t so accurate when travelling to a time before the world agreed 

on a fixed measure of time – even if this was Greenwich itself. She told herself not to 

worry. The advantage of arriving early in the morning was that nobody who had access to 

the front windows of the white house would be up this early. If there was anybody awake, it 

would be the workers and they should be too preoccupied with getting this grand household 

prepared for the day to be perusing the grounds.  

 Artemisia crouched at the edge of the carpet, reached under the top layer of her 

dress and untied the purple pouch. She opened it and took out a small green vial, took the 

rubber stopper out of the end and quickly tipped the contents onto the carpet. Hundreds of 

tiny opalescent balls rolled out. She leant over the carpet and blew on them, as if she were 

blowing out birthday candles.  

 As she leant back, the balls began to puff up. Before long the carpet was covered 

with balls the size of ostrich eggs, iridescent, and jiggling as if alive. Artemisia bent over 

the carpet and tapped the eggs. As she tapped each one it flew apart, its bright shell 

disintegrating, and a large moth fell out. As each emerged, it collapsed on the ground, 

spreading its over-sized wings. As they were numerous, the entire carpet was quickly 

covered. At first they were the same colour as the opalescent shells, but slowly they began 

to transform until every one of them was green, the exact shade of the grass surrounding the 

carpet.  
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 Artemisia stood up, stepped back and surveyed the carpet. She could barely discern 

it because the moths had blended in with the grass so completely. She put the vial back into 

the pouch, and tied it around her waist as she started toward the stately white house, 

unconcerned that anyone would find her carpet. The moths would stay for up to 24 hours 

before they would need to move and feed. They also emitted a sub-audible hum that 

worked like a repellent on all creatures, human and animal. Any person or beast that came 

near would be compelled to move away, but would not understand why. 

 More worrisome was getting to the house unseen. But as it was so early, she had a 

good chance. She walked fast, her gold skirt brushing dew off the tips of the manicured 

lawn. 

 This was not her first time to Greenwich. It amused her to visit this place where 

time was so important. But it was the first time she’d been here in the year 1639 so she still 

had to be wary. She didn’t expect the Queen’s House to be the same as at her other visits, 

but she could expect some aspects to be similar. She knew where she needed to go, and she 

was counting on the painter’s habits staying regular despite the transference from Tuscany 

to England. 

 The house looked like a rectangular block from her approach angle. Along the flat 

roof ran a stone balustrade. There were two rows of long windows facing out over the lawn 

toward the river from where Artemisia was making her way. She passed quickly along the 

side of the building, seeking the servants’ entrance, which she presumed would be unlocked 

as the daily business of life would have begun by now, at least by the servants.  

 She found the door in the courtyard not only unlocked, but open. She could hear a 

woman’s voice coming from an enclosed wooden pen, muted by the sound of clucking and 

hissing, and guessed it was breakfast time for the poultry and geese. She slipped inside the 

door and stepped into a warm kitchen full of busy benches and the aromatic enticement of 

bread just beginning to bake.  

 She continued to hold up her skirt as she minced across the stone floor of the 

kitchen. She knew it wouldn’t be as clean as it appeared and just as she hadn’t wanted her 

dress muddied from the courtyard, she didn’t want it blackened with 17th century grime 

from the floors. 

 The hallway from the kitchen was dim and low-beamed, but Artemisia made her 

way swiftly and confidently. The house was silent; its owners not yet stirring from sleep. 

She reached a spiral staircase of marble steps and a wrought-iron balustrade. Without 
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pausing, she ascended, stepping lightly and concentrating on her breath so as not to grow 

dizzy. Psappho loved these kinds of staircases, swirling around uselessly. Artemisia 

preferred more straightforward steps: ones that didn’t make you giddy, and more 

importantly, ones from which you could make a grand entrance, not puffing like an eighty 

year old. She could see the beauty in these spiralling monuments, but didn’t much admire 

them, nor the architect Inigo Jones, whom she knew designed this house. They’d met in the 

French court once, and he’d been rude to her when she’d told him her opinion of Roman-

inspired architecture.  

 At the top of the staircase, Artemisia paused to catch her breath before entering the 

hall that had been her destination. She entered through an archway, one of several similar 

doorways, and clacked across a marble floor. The room was a huge cube, about 40 feet 

each side, with a balustraded gallery level on all four sides. The ceiling was panelled in 

sections bound by wood beams and painted with lush Italianate artwork, close to 

completion. The room was cluttered with ladders and scaffolding, and the tools of painters. 

It was empty of people, but a black and white cat lay curled on a length of velvet fabric 

crumpled in a corner.  

 ‘Damn’, Artemisia said. ‘I suppose it was too much to hope that Gentileschi would 

be here, and alone.’ She wandered gloomily to a window and looked out, more to collect 

her thoughts and decide on her next move than to look at anything in particular. She could 

see the fool dog still running around in circles in the distance and a couple of men dressed 

in work clothes walking across the grass.  

 She took a deep breath, turned away from the window, and circumnavigated the 

room. She was indecisive, which was unlike her. Should she stay in the room until the 

painter arrived or go in search of her bedroom? Either way the chances of being discovered 

by a person other than Gentileschi were high. But which option lessened the likelihood? 

 Distracted, Artemisia meandered out of the room and into a smaller one, the queen’s 

drawing room. She’d been in this room before, but at a later time in history, with a different 

queen and different paintings on the wall. These were fresh and in warm colours, quite 

different to the style of the ceiling in the hall. Still too many tubby angels in them, thought 

Artemisia. Not that she knew anything about art or cared to.  

 ‘What hast thou upon thy body?’  

 The voice came from behind Artemisia. She twirled around and took in a blowsy 

woman of middle age with untidy red hair and ghostly white skin. She wore a tight blue 
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cotton pinafore, paint-splattered, over a billowing white shirt, the tops of her plump breasts 

raised and exposed, looking like two creamy mounds of vanilla ice-cream. She was 

lounging on a pink velvet divan, the legs and frame of which were gold and elaborately 

moulded. A steaming cup of liquid rested on her rotund stomach, held there by two dimpled 

hands. Artemisia smelt coffee. Her stomach grumbled. 

 ‘’Tis the Roman gods, not the Greek, that I paint. Why dost thou cover thyself in 

this manner? The gold hue of thy gown would ruin my panel.’ 

 ‘Do you not know me, Artemisia Gentileschi?’ Artemisia took the few steps needed 

to come close to the reclining woman.  

 The second Artemisia squinted at her and sat upright, putting the cup on the floor. 

‘Ah, thou art the other Artemisia? Thou art my Cleopatra?’  

 ‘Phew. Your Cleopatra? You made me appear drunk and white and fat.’ 

 ‘What nonsense thou speak’st! I gave thee meat to cover thy skinny bones, and 

favour’d thee as I did not show thee for the blackamoor that thou art. However it be, why 

dost thou speak’st English with me?’ The painter switched to Italian and said, ‘Why art 

thou here? I bethought thee a model, come unseasonably early.’ 

 Artemisia, speaking in English, said, ‘I have forgotten my Italian. It has been many 

years.’ 

 Gentileschi switched to English, saying, ‘Ay, many years. And thou seek’st me for 

what mischief?’ 

 ‘Why mischief? Perhaps I have come to help you.’ 

 ‘Help me? Help me as thou didst help my great friend, Galileo? ’Twould be easy to 

end one’s days in the docks with thy help, Artemisia the Turk.’ 

 ‘On the contrary, I’ve come to help you keep out of debtor’s prison. But you are 

wrong about Galileo. I didn’t do him any harm. He was his own enemy.’ 

 ‘Thou told’st to him the earth circl’d the sun.’ 

 ‘I confirmed only what he already knew for himself.’ 

 ‘Without thy encouragement, he would not have publish’d and ruin’d his life.’ 

 ‘He was a fool to publish. I told him that as well.’ 

 ‘Without doubt,’ Gentileschi said, hauling herself up from the divan. ‘And for what 

purpose hast thou come, taking a trip across the seas? How did’st thou know to find me? Or 

did’st thou not come for me at all? Mayhap thou art one of the King’s mistresses and it be 

only mischance that we again meet?’ 
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 ‘No, it is you whom I seek,’ Artemisia said, frowning at the other woman’s heavy-

limbed movements. 

 ‘And with what hast thou clad thyself?’ the painter asked, fingering the gold cloth 

of Artemisia’s dress. ‘What kind of fabric be this? Light as the butterfly’s wings!’ 

 ‘There is much you don’t know and much that I can tell you. But not here. Where 

can we speak in private?’ 

 ‘Thou canst speak in private this very moment.’ 

 ‘And what of the queen?’ 

 ‘The queen? She is absent. She comes rarely, praise God, as she turns the house 

upside down and too freely sallies forth her ignorant opinions. A tiresome woman who 

believes mistakenly that she comprehends art.’ 

 ‘What of your workmen?’ 

 ‘Think’st not of them. Now, thou wilt tell to me the purpose of thy visit.’ The 

painter mindlessly stroked the fabric on the divan. 

 Artemisia the captain sat on the divan next to Artemisia the painter and explained 

the purpose of her visit: the quest for the treasure, the need for an artist – Gentileschi 

herself – to solve the next clue, the ship and her companions, the time travel. All the while, 

the painter listened noisily, snorting sounds of disbelief. Finally Artemisia said, ‘You 

needn’t show such contempt for what I propose, Madame.’ 

 The painter huffed, ‘Thou think’st me an imbecile to believe such a story? Thou 

wish’st me to believe that thou art not a Turkish princess, escap’d from a rogue husband, as 

thou present’d thyself fifteen years before in Firenze? That thou truly art my namesake – 

the legendary queen of Halicarnassus, the wife of King Mausolus? That thy companion, the 

Greek countess Eleni, is the poet Sappho, dead many long years ago? That she and thee live 

on a magical ship that journeys through time? That thou wish’st me to come with thee to 

some unimaginable land to paint and find a treasure? This be the story thou wish’st me to 

believe?’ 

 ‘The ship does not travel through time, but I can.’  

 ‘Ah, a small error of detail, is it not? Thou art mad. Ay, it be obvious. Look at thy 

costume for the early morn – thou art array’d for a ball. Tell’st to me the truth, thou hast 

return’d from a ball and taken it into thy head to make sport with me.’ 

 ‘I have not time for such folly. Listen, Artemisia, you must make up your mind 

quickly to trust me and then we must go.’ 
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 ‘And why should I trust thee? This is madness speaking.’ Gentileschi heaved herself 

up from the divan and stood over Artemisia, who continued to sit coolly. She collapsed her 

hands on her hips and said, ‘Even if this fanciful story of secret clues and treasure be true, 

why should I consent to help thee? 

 ‘For this,’ said Artemisia, taking the pouch from her waist. She opened it, taking out 

three gold coins and showed them to the painter, who snatched them from her hand and 

appraised them closely. ‘They are real? They are real gold ducats?’ 

 ‘Of course. You need not doubt my ability to pay. You saw ample evidence of my 

wealth in Florence.’ 

 ‘How much wouldst thou pay?’ 

 ‘More than enough for you to marry off your daughters well, and to set yourself up 

wherever you choose to live.’ 

 ‘I have one daughter only in need of a dowry. Prudenza is wed already.’ 

 ‘Of course, I forgot. But still, you have another who will need one.’ 

 ‘Lisabella is nine years.’ 

 ‘She is with you?’  

 ‘Nay. She abides in a convent in Rome.’ 

 The painter was transfixed by the coins in her hand. She bit the edge of one and 

gazed at it again, her expression one of satisfaction. ‘But do I contemplate this madness?’ 

she whispered. She looked down at Artemisia, her face narrow with slyness. ‘I pray thee. 

What dost thou request of me? Exactly?’ 

 ‘I request you come with me and create a piece of art that will solve a clue in a 

treasure hunt.’ Artemisia hated saying it so bluntly. She also disliked disclosing her own 

need so openly, but she’d learnt over time that truth cut corners as dissembling never did.  

‘What length of time will this adventure take?’ 

‘Less than a month in real time. However, you will not be missed at all here. When 

you return, you’ll come back to the very moment you left. Nobody will notice you have 

been away.’ 

‘’Tis nonsense thou speak’st; I shall not listen ,’ the painter said, turning away. 

Artemisia sighed and reached into her pouch. She brought out a small flat metallic 

rectangle and passed a finger over a circular disk. The painter yelped in surprise and put her 

hands over her ears. It was as if a band of players was there in the room; but the room was 

still only occupied by the two Artemisias.  
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‘O – what can it be, this terrible noise?’ The painter wailed, her hand on her heaving 

chest, her head pivoting as her eyes darted around the room. 

‘An iPod,’ Artemisia said. ‘But you won’t know the language I speak to explain it. 

Do you think I’m lying about being from the future now? Here, look at this.’ 

Artemisia moved her fingers over the disk again and a picture emerged on its tiny 

screen. She held the iPod toward the painter, who peered cautiously at it. The colours were 

dense and the picture was small. Gentileschi had to squint and lean closer to see it. As her 

eyes made out the picture, she gasped, her hands to her face. 

‘How did’st thou capture my painting? What hast thou done?’ 

‘It is your painting, no? Judith and Holofernes?’ 

‘Ay, one of them. How did’st thou get it into this … this contraption?’ 

‘It’s only a copy of the image. It’s not the real painting.’ 

 Baffled, the painter remained staring at the picture but would not touch the small 

metallic disk. She put her hands over her ears and said in a small wheedling voice, ‘Canst 

thou not make it stop?’ 

Artemisia turned off the sound. She said, ‘It’s too difficult to explain to you how it 

works because it’s very advanced. You will see many more wonders if you come with me, 

and it will enliven your picture-making. You’ll see. You’ll gain more than gold ducats if 

you help me.’ 

 The painter sank onto the divan, her hands cupped around her mouth. ‘I must think,’ 

she said. 

 ‘There is not much time for thinking.’ 

 ‘How much? Might I not think on this proposition today?’ 

 Artemisia rubbed her chin, frowned, and said, ‘No. We must leave at once if you 

want those gold ducats.’  

 ‘I see,’ said the painter. ‘I shall think …’ 

 Her sentence was interrupted by the entrance of a man with red curly hair and of 

youngish middle years. He wore paint-splattered breaches and shirt, and a wrinkled 

forehead as he said in Italian, ‘Artemisia, who is this woman?’ 

 Both Artemisias turned toward the man, but the painter said, ‘Ah, Marco. This be a 

… a friend, an actress … from France. She be here as my model. Arte … Ah, Arlene du 

Lac. Mademoiselle, greet’st my youngest brother, Marco Gentileschi.’  
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 Marco took Artemisia’s offered hand and bent over it, murmuring in Italian. 

Artemisia answered him in French to discourage conversation.  

 ‘Thy gown be very beautiful, Mademoiselle,’ Marco said in English. ‘But too fine 

for the morn. When did’st thou arrive?’ 

 ‘She arriv’d during the night, long after thou hadst gone to thy bed.’ 

 ‘The gold in this gown is uncommonly rich,’ Marco said, picking up the fabric. ‘But 

it cannot be used for any of the panels.’ 

 ‘Nay, nay, this gown is not for the panels,’ the painter said. ‘I wish to paint one of 

the muses. I saw ah … Mademoiselle du Lac in this costume in France and I … I ask’d her 

to visit and model for me when she came to England with her … with her troupe.’ 

 ‘Thou art on stage in London?’ Marco smiled at Artemisia, who said, ‘Oui,’ but did 

not return the smile.  

 ‘Thou understand’st English?’ 

 ‘A leetle,’ Artemisia said slowly.  

 ‘But my friend has become weary. I made her rise early as I was impatient to view 

her in this gown.’ 

 ‘Thou art cruel, Artemisia,’ Marco said, shaking his head. 

 ‘Ay, ay. Thou speak’st truth. But I shall take my friend to my chamber to rest,’ the 

painter said as she took Artemisia’s arm in her own and walked toward the entrance to the 

hall.  

 ‘We have much work to do today,’ Marco said, following them. 

 ‘Ay. I shall return once Mademoiselle de Lisle is settle’d in my chamber.’ 

 ‘Thou call’d her first Mademoiselle du Lac,’ said Marco, his mind flickering 

between confusion and suspicion. 

 ‘What! What did I say?’ the painter asked.  

 ‘Thou call’d thy friend just now Mademoiselle de Lisle.’ 

 ‘That was my previous stage name,’ Artemisia said quickly in French. ‘But I have 

changed my acting genre and thus changed my name. Madame Gentileschi has just learnt 

my new name and it is difficult to remember changes, no?’ 

 ‘Ay, but of course. I will speak more with Mademoiselle du Lac tonight at supper,’ 

Marco said, bowing.  

‘Bien sûr,’ said Artemisia, dropping her knee in a curtsey. 
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 The two Artemisias made their way hastily across the marble floor of the hall, 

where a few other workmen had appeared and were starting to mix paint and climb 

scaffolding. They watched the two women with interest, but Gentileschi’s face was so 

fiercely determined they knew from experience that questions would not be tolerated. 

 ‘This hall is your father’s work?’ Artemisia asked. 

 ‘His compositions. He could not execute much of the paintings, even before the 

illness that carried him away. My brothers paint’d most of them.’ 

 ‘And yourself?’ 

 ‘Ay, but they were mostly finish’d by the time I arriv’d. Papa call’d me to England 

to oversee in his place. My brothers are competent, but they are not great artists.’ 

 ‘So you and your father made peace before his death.’ 

 ‘Ay.’ 

 ‘That is good.’ 

 ‘Ay,’ the painter agreed. Her face was drawn, still, in a frown. 

 ‘I am sorry for your loss,’ said Artemisia. ‘A father is hard to lose.’ 

 ‘He was my first teacher also.’ 

 ‘A double loss then.’ 

 ‘Ay, a loss doubled.’ 

 The two women slipped through the dark hallways, avoiding servants and workmen. 

They arrived at a small but richly furnished bedroom, madly untidy. On shutting the door, 

Gentileschi gripped Artemisia’s arm and said, ‘Ay. I will consent to thy wish. But first thou 

must give to me all the gold ducats thou hast so that I might leave them here perchance I do 

not return.’ 

 ‘You will return.’ 

 ‘Even so.’ 

 ‘All right.’ Artemisia opened the purple pouch and took out ten gold coins. She 

noticed her hands were trembling, and she willed them to stillness. She had suspected the 

gold would convince, but one never knew. ‘This is all I’ve carried with me,’ she said. ‘Take 

this, but you will return with many more.’ 

 The painter took the coins and sat down at her desk. The curtains were still drawn 

and the room was dark, despite the morning light outside. She lit a candle then opened a 

small wooden box, emptying the scant contents – nibs and a few small copper coins – onto 

the table. She put the coins into the box and rummaged through the rubble on the table until 
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she found a clean piece of paper. She picked up a quill and dipped it in an inkpot and began 

to write.  

 ‘What are you doing?’ 

 ‘Directions. What my brothers must do with this money if I do not return,’ the 

painter answered. ‘’Tis for a dowry for Lisabella. I must trust my brothers will honour my 

request.’ 

 Artemisia made a noise of impatience, but held her tongue. It was reasonable. She 

would most likely have done the same herself if she’d been in the other woman’s shoes. 

She paced the room as the painter wrote laboriously, the sound of the nib scratching the 

surface of the paper the only sound in the room. The candle flickered as Artemisia flapped 

past it, making the light dance in the room and lending it a sinister air. 

 ‘There, ‘tis finish’d,’ said the painter as she sprinkled powder and blew on the paper 

before folding it and putting it in the box.  

 As Gentileschi stood up and faced Artemisia, the smaller woman took in the other’s 

appearance. Good lord, she thought, how am I going to get this extravagant creature to 

blend into the contemporary world?  

 Artemisia sighed, letting the thought go. She reminded herself that she always dealt 

with things as they occurred; there was no better way to do anything. ‘Let’s go then,’ she 

said. 

 ‘Shall I bring tools for painting?’ 

 ‘No, I will get everything you need.’ And some new clothes, she said to herself.   

 The two women made their way silently out of the house. There were sounds of 

music coming from one of the lower rooms, but they avoided people by waiting until each 

passage was clear. The stream of people was not constant, and although it was enough to 

test Artemisia’s patience, before long they found themselves outside the house. 

 They crossed the manicured lawn, strolling, trying to look as if they were taking a 

morning turn around the grounds. As they approached the river, Artemisia fumbled for the 

green vial within the pouch. She pulled out the stopper and blew in the end. A low whistle 

was emitted. At the sound, a patch of the grass shuddered. The painter gasped when she 

saw a thick blanket rise up and disperse as a pack of moths. Artemisia blew into the vial 

again. She held it out toward the flying moths. The painter screamed as the moths spun 

toward them. Artemisia put out her hand and said, ‘Quiet. They won’t harm us.’ The moths 

headed straight for the vial, diving one by one into it, disappearing inside.  
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 ‘How can this fleet of moths fit into this tiny vial?’ Gentileschi said, her hands on 

her cheeks. 

 ‘It’s only some simple magic. It’s nothing to what you’ll soon discover,’ said 

Artemisia. ‘Come on now.’ 

 Artemisia took Gentileschi by the hand and led her to the carpet, which was now 

clear of moths.  

 ‘What is this?’  

 ‘It’s how we’ll cross time. You must follow me exactly. Put your hands around my 

waist. Don’t let go of me for one moment, do you understand?’ 

 The painter’s face was full of fear, but she trailed Artemisia onto the carpet, to the 

centre. They stood close together on the pink rose. Artemisia took the gold snake from her 

neck. It was still completely joined in its circle, tail in its mouth. She looped it around both 

of them, the length of it just making it around their joint waists. She began to walk, with the 

painter stumbling into her back with every step, the swirling course of the labyrinth, from 

centre to the outer edge.  

 The journey irritated Artemisia. Gentileschi’s heavy breath rasped in her ears the 

whole time, her large breasts bumped her back. And the stink of her. Artemisia had at first 

been dismissive of the contemporary practice of over-washing, but having a 17th century 

woman so close to her, she recognised her acclimatisation to the world of deodorants and 

daily showers: the woman behind her needed a good scrub. But this trip on the carpet was 

necessary, so she would endure. And anyway, Artemisia was buoyed by her success in 

bringing Gentileschi into her plans: the adventure would continue. 

 The two women reached the outer edge. Before taking the final step, Artemisia 

clasped the painter’s arm tightly before letting the tail slip out of the snake’s mouth. The 

snake whipped about their bodies as they stepped off the carpet. The painter shrieked as she 

was propelled backward, falling into a black pit that spiralled downward, turning her like a 

dervish. She clung to Artemisia as they swirled together, her eyes seeing stars until she shut 

them and shrieked again. She opened them cautiously a few seconds later when she felt 

herself on solid floor. She blinked at what she saw: a small room, lushly decorated and 

candle-lit. Not so strange. But not any room she’d seen before. Under them was the carpet 

with the pink rose.  

 ‘Are we on land?’ she asked Artemisia. 

 ‘Not exactly.’ 
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 It was then Gentileschi noticed that the world was gently rocking and there were 

sounds of creaking ropes just outside the small round windows.  

 ‘Welcome aboard The Halicarnassus,’ Artemisia said. When the painter stared at 

her mournfully with large frightened and confused eyes, she said with as much kindness 

she could muster, ‘Come, Artemisia. This is my ship and all will be well. Now let me 

introduce you to my crew.’  

The second Artemisia took small tentative steps, swaying with the movement of the 

ship. It was then she saw that in the corners of the room were people, sitting cross-legged 

and smiling up at her. She gasped when a blonde woman with hair like snakes rose and held 

out her hand, saying, ‘Welcome, Artemisia. It has been too long between meetings.’ 
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Chapter 13 

Wave Rock 

 

Artemisia the painter stood in front of her commissioned canvas, flummoxed and livid, her 

plump arms crossed and pressed into her breasts. She’d been living in the future for nearly 

two weeks and was no closer to fulfilling her commission than at the start. She’d half-

heartedly made sketches of possible paintings, but it was useless; she would never be able 

to paint them onto this surface. The problem was that she did not know how. 

 It had been an arduous twelve days; from her arrival in the middle of the night when 

she’d met most of the ship’s crew – staring at her with shameless curiosity and expectation 

– up until the maddening present in front of her so-called canvas. She’d been forced into 

difference: her clothes, the way she acted, her bathing habits, even an attempt on her 

speech. Adapting had been, and continued to be, a trial. The small band of people she now 

lived with had inexplicable idiosyncrasies. She’d thought the English were peculiar, but 

nothing compared to the quirkiness of this group, most especially the Americans and that 

young paramour of the Turk’s who called himself an ‘Australian’, an unheard of identity. 

She’d been told that she was in a country called Australia, but she had no idea where that 

was in the world. And America? To her America meant the land where the heretics were 

flocking. 

 The biggest shock had been the revelation of her own work – the books of and 

about her paintings, what had been said of her. She’d leafed through the thick waxy pages, 

looking at her pictures, of her father’s and her friends’ pictures, and quivered with waves of 

emotion: excitement, trepidation, elation, vindication, anger, humility, envy, gratefulness, 

amazement.  

 She’d requested other art books. She wanted to see how painting had developed 

between her own era and the present. This study had also filled her with emotions – 

amazement and excitement and envy – but also horror and wonderment and curiosity. She 

flicked through the large colourful pages of abstract art with a scrunched brow, returning 

again and again to an earlier period, somewhere between her own and this horrific formless 

period, where artistry was shunned and the viewer despised. She was repulsed, but also 

fascinated. Somewhere buried deep within her there was an appreciation of how this form 

had developed and what it meant. It was like an itch, barely noticed at first, but which 

grows, demanding, until it drives one mad. 
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 Artemisia stared at the wall in front of her, wondering if this was the kind of 

painting she must do – a contemporary painting. But how could she? It was more than 

could be asked of an artist, to stretch oneself four hundred years into the future. ‘If ’twere 

truly so,’ she muttered to herself, ‘if ’twere truly so that this kind of painting be requir’d, 

why bring forth me into this adventure? Why bring not one of these “abstract painters”?’ 

 The source of Artemisia’s woes was this canvas of sorts. She was standing in front 

of it because of a string of puzzling connected events. Early the first morning after she’d 

arrived, the ship’s crew had been galvanised into activity by something called a ‘phone 

call’ and Artemisia learned several remarkable things all at once: that by using a small 

shiny object it was possible to speak to a person in another city; that the crew had been 

waiting to hear from a woman called Isabelle, who had ridden a horse that had once been a 

pigeon to the location of her commissioned mural. Artemisia had absorbed this information 

dully, the limits of her incredulity stretched beyond questions. 

 Bewildered and fatigued from a single day in her futuristic adventure, Artemisia had 

meekly acquiesced to all instructions. She’d bathed, changed into the clothes they’d given 

her and rearranged her hairstyle as directed. She’d eaten the food they’d provided, despite 

its unpalatability. She’d watched, forgotten, while everyone else swiftly packed baggage 

and loaded them into contraptions called ‘cars’. She, and Emily to whom the experience 

was also new, had clutched each other’s hands during their first ride in the car, terrified by 

the speed and the other machines on the road, the flashing lights and the unnaturalness of 

the experience. In Artemisia’s time, there’d been nothing faster on land than a horse. And 

the horses that had pulled her carriages had rarely needed to gallop.  

 They’d driven past landscapes in which the colours blurred. They’d arrived in a 

small dusty no place – it could not be called a village by Artemisia’s standards – and there 

met the woman who’d summoned them. Isabelle had told her avid listeners about her 

journey, how the horse had galloped across the land but also how it had taken to the sky 

whenever an obstacle blocked its way. 

  ‘Did anyone see you?’ Artemisia the captain had asked. 

 ‘Not one person. Remarkable, no?’ Isabelle had said. ‘Horse and I fly over fields. 

Only white stars in the black sky keep me company.’ Isabelle had fallen silent, a look of 

contemplation on her face. She’d taken a sip from the bottle of beer Jai had brought her 

then said, ‘It is unnatural here. Dry, like the desert. But hard earth. Bold colours.’ She’d 

gazed past the group at the surrounding earth, and the others had looked as well. 
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 ‘How did you know when to stop?’ Norma had asked. 

 ‘I did not know. The horse, it just stopped.’ 

 ‘Here?’ Psappho had said. 

 ‘Oui. Here. In front of the rock.’ Isabelle had lifted her arm to indicate the site. 

 ‘And what happened next? And where is the horse?’ Elvis had asked. 

 ‘When horse stopped, I took the dismount. I looked at around. I was in confusion. It 

did not look like the right place.’ The others had exchanged glances at each other and at the 

rock. Artemisia the painter had nodded, stupified. ‘When I turn back to the horse, it was a 

bird. I was bending down to pick it up, and the bird went “coo coo” and flied away.’ 

 ‘It flew away? Didn’t you try to catch it?’ Jai had asked. 

 ‘How I am catching a bird? It flied to a tree. I am not a cat.’ Isabelle had said easily, 

not rising to the accusation in Jai’s voice.  

 ‘She’s right,’ the captain had said. ‘Anyway, the pigeon or horse or whatever it was 

has already done its job. This is undoubtedly the right place.’ 

 ‘I don’t think Madame Gentileschi agrees with you,’ Psappho, observing the 

painter’s face, had said. 

 ‘The horse’s job was to bring us to the site – it’s done that. This must be the place,’ 

the captain had said as she turned away. She’d then asked Isabelle where she was staying.  

 After placing the call to her friends, Isabelle had found a caravan park near the rock. 

She had hired one of the caravans and had slept until the crew had arrived several hours 

later. When Isabelle told her this, the captain had immediately gone in search of the 

manager’s office to book every caravan that had not already been taken. Artemisia the 

painter had remained in front of the rock, paralysed.  

 She’d stood on an uneven surface of mottled red and grey rock, in front of a wall of 

stone, about the height of the ceiling she’d so recently been working on in Greenwich. It 

had curved in a concave away from her, curling back at the top to hang like a menacing 

wave above. She’d reached out and touched the grainy surface. Granules had clung to her 

fingertips. She’d looked up at this grey, black and red streaked colossus and felt only the 

daunting impossibility of her commission, and none of the thrill of possibility.  

 The feeling had not lifted eleven days later. By this time, the ship’s crew had taken 

over the entire area, filling the small park with their business. The painter had become 

reacquainted with Artemisia and Psappho in their new guises as 21st century adventurers, 

and had come to know the rest of the crew: Isabelle the boy-woman with the shaven head 
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and ubiquitous cigarette; Jai the Turk’s paramour; Emily the English writer who also 

impressed the painter with her drawing skill; shapely Norma who always had a book in her 

hand; shy Tess who was always trying to be helpful; and Elvis, the singer with the high 

cheekbones who had driven the second hire car, a square bulky contraption he and Jai 

always referred to, reverently, as ‘the Pajero’.  

 Artemisia had planted herself, yet again, in front of the rock. Dismay and the panic 

of unfulfilled ambition coursed through her body as a small bird suddenly whizzed around 

her head and flew straight into the rock, splattering itself. She gasped and said, ‘Another 

one? What has befallen these creatures? What dark magic doth this rock evoke?’ She 

walked toward the felled bird. ‘Poor foolish little creature,’ she said to it in Italian as she 

picked up its smashed body. She pulled out a large handkerchief from one of her pockets. 

She was wearing denim overalls, a clothing discovery she appreciated for its comfort and 

numerous pockets. She looked at the red splotch on the rock face and shook her head. 

‘What did’st thou think? The light in the rock ’twere a window?’ 

 She found a small patch of soft earth amongst the trees that rimmed the base of the 

rock, dug a shallow grave, and put the bird in it. She covered it up and stood up, dusting her 

hands on her overalls. Her face looked thoughtful as she turned toward the rock. 

 As she mulled over a new thought, Emily came out from amongst the trees and 

approached her. She also was wearing overalls as she too liked the pockets, and the way 

they did not cling and show her body off as many of the contemporary clothes did. She 

greeted Artemisia and asked her if she’d like to walk to the nearby cave shaped like a 

hippo. Artemisia nodded agreement and the pair sauntered back into the grove of trees.  

 They walked along in companionable silence. Unlike the other Artemisia, this one 

had taken an instant liking to Emily; and she to the new Artemisia. Emily showed none of 

the cantankerous obstinacy she thrust at the captain, and was as easy and merry in the 

painter’s company as she was with Tess.  

 They reached the cave, a huge boulder that was split horizontally so that it yawned 

open. It was this aspect that caused the European settlers of this land to call it Hippo’s 

Yawn, despite the absence of hippos on the continent. The two women scrambled up the 

rock and into the opening. Each seated herself on a piece of flat rock. They liked being in 

the cave: its silence and peaceful energy. There were other caves a few miles away which 

they had also visited. They were bigger, but not easily within walking distance for 

Europeans unused to Australian heat. 
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 After they’d sat in the cave for several minutes, enjoying the quietness, Artemisia 

turned to Emily and said, ‘What hast thou drawn today?’ 

 Emily took out a drawing pad, opened it half-way through and held it out to 

Artemisia, who took it. She appraised the detailed pencil sketch of a dog that had been 

hanging around the caravan park.  

 ‘Thou hast done well,’ Artemisia said, ‘but thou must put more shadow in just 

here.’ She handed the pad back to Emily with her finger on a section of the drawing. Emily 

nodded and took out her pencil. Artemisia watched her work on the drawing, making 

encouraging noises. She liked the young artist’s work. It lacked the strength of her own 

drawings, but it had a lightness of spirit she doubted she herself could achieve. And the girl 

could draw animals and the elements of nature as nobody she knew could.  

 They were so intent on Emily’s drawing they were both startled when they heard a 

voice say, ‘Gidday’.  

 Emily was familiar with the salutation from Jai, but Artemisia was nonplussed. 

‘Good morning,’ Emily said to the woman who’d suddenly appeared in the cave. She tried 

not to stare rudely but it was a challenge. She’d never seen a person who looked like this 

before. Artemisia sat in dumbfounded silence, her slightly bulging eyes large and even 

more prominent.  

 The newcomer was a thin person, her pot belly outlined under a tight cotton knee-

length dress, blue with large white daisies. Her legs and arms were straight as fence posts. 

Her skin was shiny and black, except for her feet and lower legs, which were dulled with 

dust. Sun-bleached brown hair shot out of her head in untidy clumps, as if it couldn’t 

decide whether to curl or be straight. She had huge brown eyes, bright, shiny, like limpid 

pools. Her nose was large and broad, and her face somehow haphazard. She had big white 

teeth, bright pink gums, and she was grinning at the two worried Europeans who’d never 

seen an Indigenous Australian before. 

 ‘Whatcha’ doin’?’ she said, collapsing down onto her haunches and pointing at the 

pad. 

 Emily held up her sketch and the woman’s grin widened. ‘Hey, fella, that’s my 

dog.’ 

 ‘It is?’ Emily said, uncertainly. 

 ‘Yeah, that’s my big ole’ boy, Charlie. You got ‘im good, all right. You catched his 

spirit I c’n see. I c’n almos’ see ‘is tail waggin’.’ 
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 ‘Would you like the drawing?’ Emily offered. 

 ‘Ya reckon?’ the woman said, her head lifting higher. 

 ‘I beg your pardon.’ 

 ‘That’d be good, I reckon,’ the woman said. ‘If ya don’t mind losin’ ya nice picture. 

Me ole man would get a kick outta seein’ Charlie in a pitcher.’ 

 ‘No, it is all right. And quite right for you to have it as well, seeing he is your dog,’ 

Emily said, tearing the page carefully from her pad and handing it to the woman. She 

watched the woman take the piece of paper from her hand, her eyes glued to the other 

woman’s fingers, black on the back and pink underneath. 

 ‘Watcha doin’ all the way out here, then? You bin sightseein’?’ 

 ‘Sightseeing? Um, no, not exactly,’ Emily answered.  

 ‘Nice rock over there,’ the woman said, pointing in the direction of the rock shaped 

like a wave. ‘Old. Real important. Magic too.’ 

 ‘I pray thee, what dost thou mean, important?’ Artemisia said, her voice heavy with 

the mix of Elizabethan English and Italian cadence. 

 ‘Eh?’ the woman said, cocking her head to one side. 

 ‘She asked what you meant by it being very important,’ explained Emily.  

 ‘Important to my mob. Part of the old stories.’  

 ‘Which old stories?’  

 ‘Can’t tell ya; it’s secret stuff. But that rock over there,’ she said, a finger pointed 

over her shoulder, ‘it’s gotta lotta power. You c’n feel it. Shouldn’t walk on it, by rights.’ 

Emily and Artemisia were surprised. They’d seen many people doing exactly that – 

walking on it – in the few days they’d been staying there. 

 ‘I have been commission’d to paint that rock,’ Artemisia blurted out, suddenly 

struck with the idea that this person might be able to suggest a way as to how to actually do 

it. 

 ‘Yeah? That’s nice. I like paintin’s of nature. Ya any good? Ya good as this girlie?’ 

 ‘She is much better,’ Emily said. Artemisia nodded. 

 ‘But it is the wave that I shall paint,’ Artemisia said after a while, suddenly realising 

the woman’s mistake. ‘I shall paint the rock itself.’ 

 ‘What did ya say?’ 

 ‘She is going to paint the rock face,’ Emily replied for Artemisia, who had given her 

a helpless look.  
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 The woman lifted her head, forcing a low exhilarated sound out of pursed lips. She 

slapped her knee and said: ‘Ya think I was born yesterday?’ 

 ‘I swear to thee thou shalt see the truth before long. I shall paint that rock. But 

firstly, I must discover how one might do so.’ 

 ‘Ya can’t paint that rock,’ the woman said, her face losing the grin as it dawned on 

her that the white woman was serious. 

 ‘Nay? I pray thee, for what reason might I not?’ Artemisia asked, her face taking on 

once again the irritation and frustration she’d allowed to dissipate during this conversation. 

 ‘Well, the whitefella guv’munt not gonna letcha, first thing. Second thing, if ya did 

paint it, the blackfellas’d be up in arms.’ 

 ‘Prithee, what dost thou mean?’  

 ‘Which part dontcha unnerstand?’ the woman said, without any ire at all. 

 ‘What do you mean by “whitefella guv’munt” and what do you mean by 

“blackfellas up in arms”?’ Emily clarified. 

 ‘Whitefellas – ya know, like youse mob. Whitefellas. Yer guv’munt. They got laws 

about all that stuff, messin’ with national sites. That rock’s a national site. You go paintin’ 

on it, they chuck ya in jail quicker’n say bob’s yer uncle.’ 

 ‘All right,’ said Emily, putting her hand on Artemisia’s arm to stop her replying. 

‘And you are a blackfellow?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Ya can’t tell?’  

 Emily tipped her head to one side to acknowledge the woman’s joke. ‘And you 

would take up arms against us?’ 

 ‘Not real arms. That’s just a figger’a speech. An’ not me, anyways. I like youse 

buggers. You can sure draw, hey, girlie.’ 

 ‘Then who? Who would take up arms?’ 

 ‘I told ya, that’s just a figger’a speech. But it’d be wrong. Like paintin’ that graffite 

stuff over one of yer fancy Jesus places, churches, ya know.’ 

 ‘So it would be sacrilege?’ Emily asked. 

 ‘Dunno about that. Might get the dead folks up in arms too!’ At Emily’s puzzled 

face, the woman said, quietly, as if she didn’t want to be overheard: ‘You know, the spirits. 

Dead folks.’ 

 ‘The spirits would become angry,’ Emily said, her voice betraying how thrilling she 

found the idea. 
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 ‘Yeah. Spirits. The ole mob, ancestors.’ 

 ‘What would happen if they got, um, up in arms? 

 ‘Dunno. Maybe something bad happen. Bad luck, something like that.’ 

 ‘Yes, I think I do know what you mean,’ said Emily. She turned toward Artemisia, 

giving her head a small discrete shake to prevent the other woman from speaking again. 

‘We shall forget about painting the rock then.’ 

 ‘Thassa good idea. You don’t wanna mess with spirits, get their goat up.’ 

 Emily muttered, ‘Get their goat up,’ to herself. Artemisia suddenly thought of a 

question she’d had in her mind. ‘Thou tell’st to us just now that thy dwelling is near? I pray 

thee, dost thou know of the hand caves?’ 

 ‘Hand caves?’ 

 ‘The caves with paintings of hands.’ Artemisia put her own hands in the air in front 

of her face. 

 ‘Oh, ya mean Mulka.’ 

 ‘Yes, Mulka Caves,’ Emily said. 

 ‘How did’st thou make those paintings of hands?’  

 ‘Ahh, you like those?’ the woman said, her face widening again into a grin.  

 ‘They are beautiful,’ said Artemisia, who was not strictly speaking the truth. She 

didn’t think they were beautiful, she thought they were primitive; but she also thought they 

were interesting. But she didn’t want to insult the woman who was providing them with so 

much information.  

 ‘Ya put the ochre in ya gob,’ the woman said, ‘and ya put ya hands up on the roof’, 

she continued, sticking her hand high in the air. ‘Then ya spit, like this.’ The woman blew 

air out of her mouth in short spittlely puffs. ‘All around ya hands. Make pictures, yeah?’ 

 ‘Fantastico! But thou place’st the paint in thy mouth?’ 

 ‘Not me, me ancestors, the ole mob. An’ not paint like youse buggers use. Natural 

stuff. Ochre. Mix red dirt with water and little bitta goanna oil. Stays on nice and long.’ The 

woman laughed. ‘Stays on a few thousand years, I reckon.’ 

 ‘A few thousand years,’ said Artemisia softly, looking past the woman, out of the 

cave and in the direction of the wave rock. 

 ‘Dost thou believe’st this creature?’ Artemisia whispered to Emily, who shrugged. 

When they turned back toward the woman, she’d gone. 

 ‘Where did she go?’ Emily exclaimed, standing and looking out of the cave. 
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‘Dost thou think she was flesh and blood?’  

 ‘What? Do you think it is possible she was a vision?’ 

 ‘I do not know. Hast thou seen such a blackamoor before?’ 

 ‘Never. But I have read about them. She must have been an Aborigine,’ Emily said 

in a voice full of wonder. She’d never dreamt to have spoken with an authentic Aborigine 

from the Australian colony. If only she could tell Anne about this experience.  

 ‘Mayhap she was a muse,’ Artemisia said suddenly. She leant toward Emily and 

took the drawing pad off her lap. ‘Giv’st to me thy pencil, Mistress Emily.’ 

 Emily handed over her pencil. Artemisia seized it and immediately began to mark a 

clean page. Emily watched with interest and after a while, a smile crept upon her small 

plump lips. ‘Of course,’ she whispered.  

 Artemisia didn’t respond. Her pencil strokes were rapid, forceful. Once in a while 

she paused briefly to stare into space, her face drawn inward in concentration. She didn’t 

look at Emily, or notice when the girl took another notebook out of her pocket and begin to 

write. She kept her focus inward, on her mind’s eye which was in front of her 

commissioned canvas – the rock – and a great tide of excitement swelled her heart. 
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Chapter 14 

Plans Are Made 

 

Two days later, the crew were sitting around a camp fire in the early evening. They’d just 

eaten a meal prepared by Artemisia the captain and Jai: sandwiches of Turkish bread 

stuffed with vegetables, cheeses, spicy beef sausage and olives, toasted in a jaffle iron held 

over the fire. Jai had brewed a billy can of strong tea, which they were drinking while they 

munched on a flour and beer damper smothered in locally made rosella jam. Emily had 

made the damper in the toaster oven in her caravan. Artemisia the painter had turned her 

nose up at the tea and damper, and was continuing to sip the West Australian shiraz 

grenache they’d been drinking with their sandwiches. A huge packet of pink and white 

marshmallows squatted fatly in front of Norma, who was teaching Emily and Tess how to 

roast them over the fire.  

 The crew were relaxed, feeling more confident that their goal would be reached now 

that the painter had designed her composition. They were on the cusp of moving into the 

next stage: the painting itself. They were discussing their plans for the next day, which 

involved a trip back to Perth for painting supplies and other necessities. 

 Over the past two weeks there’d been a few trips to Perth for necessities, one of 

which was new clothes for all of them. When not wearing their overalls, Emily and 

Artemisia Gentileschi wore dresses that were vaguely reminiscent of their own periods: 

gypsy-style velveteen skirts that brushed the ground. Most of the others were bundled in 

woollens as the warm day had disappeared at sunset and the night air bit into their ears. 

Elvis was quite unrecognisable, his face disguised with a beard. 

 ‘Have you worked out what paint supplies you need, Artemisia?’ the captain asked. 

 ‘Nay. I shall make enquiries. I expect the apothecary will give goodly advice. ’Tis 

the surface that plagues me. ’Twill need to be sealed, but I know not how. I have given 

thought to what that blackamoor say’d about natural paints. Mayhap, ’twould be best to use 

natural paint for a surface such as this.’ 

 ‘It’s more likely that new synthetic paints would do the job more easily. I don’t 

want you messing around using old fashioned techniques, Artemisia. It will be a waste of 

time.’ 

 ‘A painter mixes her own paint,’ the artist said, haughtily. ‘Or her assistants mix 

them. It is the same if they have been trained by the master painter.’  
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‘You’re an artist of the 21st century now, so you’ll keep with the times. What I’ve 

read on the web is that contemporary paints are more stable, in general.’ 

‘Ay, but the old ways make more beautiful paintings.’ 

‘That’s debatable, and I don’t care about beauty. I care about getting the clue 

answered and moving on. The quickest way is the best way.’ 

‘We shall hear what the apothecary has to say.’ 

‘I’ll be with you. We need to be careful what we say,’ the captain answered, leaning 

forward and taking a roasted marshmallow off the stick that Norma was holding in her 

direction. She blew on it before tossing half into her own mouth, and the other half into 

Jai’s, which was hanging open near her hand.  

 ‘I pray thee, do not make thyself …’, the painter began, but the captain cut across 

her words, turning to Jai and asking whether he knew where to go to hire the cradle 

scaffolding and winch. 

 ‘Yep. That’s all under control. They’re expecting us to pick it up late morning,’ Jai 

said thickly, leaning back to rest his upper body on his elbows as he pushed the hot 

marshmallow around in his mouth. When he’d swallowed the marshmallow, he said, ‘You 

know, I reckon a basic undercoat of house paint would work all right on that rock. 

Whaddya think, El?’ He turned his head toward Elvis, who was passing a self-rolled 

cigarette to Isabelle. 

 ‘Yeah, you could be right. Regular house paint, or whitewash’ll should do the trick. 

Might as well try it. The painting doesn’t have to last long, does it?’ 

 ‘No. It only needs to last as long as it answers the clue,’ the captain said. 

 ‘I do not paint for the present only, Artemisia the Turk,’ the painter said, her face 

flushed, her white dimpled fingers gripping the stem of her wineglass. 

 ‘You paint what you’re paid for,’ the captain answered. ‘And this design of yours 

had better work.’ 

 ‘Thou art very …’, the painter began, but once again was cut off in speech by 

Psappho, who suddenly said, ‘Elvis, are you smoking marijuana?’ 

 ‘Yeah, want some?’ 

 Psappho stretched out her hand and said, ‘You’ve changed your tune. What 

happened to your crusade against street drugs?’ 

 ‘Issy’s corrupting me,’ he said, rubbing her brush-bristled head, which was resting 

on his knee. She smirked and rolled her eyes. 
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 ‘Hey, gimme some of that,’ Norma said, handing the stick with the marshmallow to 

Tess and reaching over to Psappho, who passed the cigarette to her. 

 Norma took a few drags, focusing on the smoke, her eyes large and crossed.  

 ‘You’re such a ham actor, Norma Jean,’ Elvis said, laughing. 

 ‘You should talk,’ Norma said, walking on her knees toward him, the cigarette in 

her fingers held toward Isabelle. Isabelle waved it away and said, ‘Maybe somebody else 

like some.’ 

 Norma raised her hand toward the captain, who shook her head. Jai glanced down at 

Artemisia, who was lying against his chest. She said nothing and her face was 

expressionless. He said, ‘I’ll pass thanks.’ 

 ‘You wanna try?’ Norma asked Emily, who was watching slyly, her face downward 

but her eyes flittering from person to person. Emily licked her lips and nodded.  

 While Norma gave smoking lessons to Emily, Tess, and the painter, the captain 

quizzed Isabelle on her new acquisition. 

 Isabelle, in the middle of rolling a tobacco cigarette, her hands bunched on her chest 

and her chin doubled as she focused on her fingers, licked the paper and said, ‘A boy gave 

it to me. The boy with long hair like a nest for birds. Two hashish cigarettes.’ 

 ‘And what gift did you give him?’ asked Psappho. 

 ‘Very good gift,’ Isabelle said, dragging the words out. ‘He very much appreciated 

my gift.’ 

 ‘Great. I’ve got drugs and prostitution to worry about now,’ said the captain, 

crossing her ankles and taking a sip of tea from the large enamel mug by her side. 

 ‘Always something in life to worry about, eh, Artemisia the Turk?’ said Isabelle, 

fiddling for her packet of matches in the pocket of her pants. 

 ‘Don’t you start with the Turk business.’ 

 ‘Whaddya reckon about spray paintin’ that undercoat on, El?’ said Jai, who had 

begun to twirl a piece of Artemisia’s hair in his fingers. 

 ‘Yeah. I think that would work,’ Elvis answered slowly. 

 ‘Eh!’ the painter’s attention was captured. She turned away from the cigarette that 

had tasted very bad but had a pleasant effect, and twisted her head to face Elvis. ‘What 

did’st thou say?’  
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 ‘He said it,’ Elvis said, pointing at Jai. ‘He said we should try spray painting the 

rock. For the undercoat. Under the picture,’ he clarified, and then looked helplessly at the 

others. 

 ‘Spray?’ the painter said. 

 ‘Yeah, spray painting,’ Jai said. He lifted his right hand in the air. ‘Spray painting 

with a can.’ He wiggled his index finger and moved his hand around. 

 ‘Eh?’ said the painter.  

 ‘How do you expect her to understand that?’ said the captain. 

 ‘I don’t know how to explain it,’ Jai said, a whiny note entering his voice.  

 ‘It’s like this,’ Norma said, tapping the painter on her arm to get her attention. ‘You 

have paint in a can, hmm, like this,’ she said, suddenly moving to the right and reaching 

behind Psappho. She produced a can of insect repellent, wielding it theatrically. ‘We put 

this stuff on our arms and legs before to keep mosquitoes away, remember?’ The painter 

nodded. 

 ‘Well, instead of insect repellent, you can have cans with paint in ‘em. And you just 

spray the paint onto the surface, like this.’ She lifted the can with an elegant movement, 

pointed it away from everyone, and pushed the button at the top. A fine mist of repellent 

shot out, the wind caught it and blew it to the centre of their circle, where it dissipated and 

fell upon them all. 

 ‘Watch what you’re doing, Nor,’ Elvis said, coughing. 

 ‘Gee, sorry, guys,’ Norma said, covering her own face with her hands.  

 ‘Good beginning,’ Isabelle said, sitting up and wiping her face. ‘Bad end.’ 

 ‘Ay,’ said the painter, taking the can from Norma’s hand. ‘This spray painting, ’tis 

fantastico.’ Elvis had taught the painter this word recently, and she’d taken to using it as 

much as she could.  

 ‘Okay. You use spray to paint. Answer to one problem,’ said Isabelle, now sitting 

with a stick in her hand and trying to poke the end of it into a marshmallow. ‘Next problem. 

How you are painting rock and not allowing other people to see?’ 

 ‘Eh?’ the painter said, her mind diverted from the spray can in her hands. 

 ‘That’s a good question,’ Emily said. ‘That Aboriginal woman we met in the cave 

said there are laws against painting that rock.’  

 ‘Don’t worry about that,’ the captain said.  
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 ‘Why not to worry?’ Isabelle asked. ‘Seems to me like it might be a big problem, a 

painting on the rock. Many people come to see it, and people who live here might not like 

it.’ 

 ‘They won’t see us,’ the captain answered. ‘That’s why Elvis is here.’ 

 ‘Elvis, what you are going to do?’ Isabelle asked, turning toward him and offering 

him a perfectly toasted marshmallow. 

 He took it and said, ‘I’m gonna do what I do best, Issy.’ 

 Isabelle raised an eyebrow and he said, ‘Aw. Not that, you dirty minded girl. I’m 

gonna sing. Like when I showed you a few weeks ago. If you wanna disappear, I’m your 

man.’ 

 ‘But we aren’t on the ship now,’ said Emily, dragging on the scrap of joint in her 

fingertips before passing it to Tess. 

 ‘He doesn’t need to be on the ship,’ said Tess, eyeing the scrap suspiciously. 

 ‘That’s right,’ Elvis said. ‘I don’t need to be on the ship. I just need my special little 

black box.’ 

 ‘How does that box work?’ Emily asked. 

 ‘Nobody knows that,’ the captain said. ‘I got it from far in the future. The 

electronics are so advanced no-one here can comprehend them.’ 

 ‘Even you?’ Emily said, her chin lifted. 

 ‘Especially me,’ the captain said, laughing. She was feeling mellow from the wine, 

the tea, the fire, and the marshmallows. ‘But I know it’s to do with vibration. A particular 

vibration.’ 

 ‘That only I can provide,’ Elvis said. 

 ‘Well, to be truthful, Elvis, only a person with your register can provide,’ said 

Psappho. 

 Artemisia the painter sat rubbing her face. The conversation had become too fast 

and incomprehensible to her. Not only the unfamiliar dialect of English words, but the 

context. She understood only that the Turk had said that she need not worry about the law 

when painting the rock. She decided that she would take that as truth. The Turk was right 

about many things she’d said, presumably this would be right too. It was not part of her 

commission, besides, to worry about the legality of the situation. Her job was hard enough. 

But now she knew about this spray painting, she was rejuvenated. The can would do the job 

of the mouth, as that blackamoor had demonstrated. How fantastic it was when 
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conversations melded together to make a meaning. She drifted off into thoughts of her 

composition, and how she was going to get the tools she needed, the questions she would 

have to plumb the apothecary with, while the crew’s conversation drifted around her. 

 ‘You came to the ship for this reason?’ Isabelle asked Elvis. 

 ‘Yeah. I suppose so.’ Elvis shrugged.  

They were all, in different degrees, uncomfortable with conversations about how 

and why they’d ended up on Artemisia’s ship. Isabelle sensed his reticence and didn’t push 

him to answer. The crew became quiet, each drifting into their own thoughts as they 

watched the clear shiny stars above them.  

Elvis laid back, stretched his arms and folded them under his head. He began to 

think about his first sight of Artemisia in his bedroom those many years ago, if years meant 

anything anymore. He had been 42, grossly overweight, tired of his life, his career going 

the wrong way, his love life off the rails, and precariously balancing a medley of drugs to 

keep him from plunging too much into the depths of depression, or soaring so far off into 

the heights of nirvana he couldn’t function. It was a battle he was losing, and he’d known 

it.  

He was already feeling queasy when she’d walked into his bathroom. A gorgeous 

little woman wearing a black jumpsuit. He’d thought she was a groupie, somehow got past 

his retinue. Despite her prettiness, he knew he’d have to throw her out because he wasn’t up 

to it. He still remembered the way she smirked when he told ‘the little lady’ she’d better 

take a hike, but maybe another night.  

He’d soon realised he was dealing with a virago, not a virgin. She had tossed a 

newspaper in front of him. The Memphis Press-Scimitar. Dated the following day. Front 

page. A Lonely Life Ends on Elvis Presley Boulevard.  

He’d exploded in anger. She’d told him to cool it, or he would lose the time he had 

left, and that he needed to make an important decision. He’d listened in shock and disbelief 

as she outlined her offer: a life of never growing old; an immortal life; a life away from the 

limelight, but one of freedom.  

He’d looked at the newspaper and told her she was lying, that she’d fabricated it. 

She opened a satchel and removed several more newspapers and a book. All were filled 

with details of his life. All gave the date of his death as 13 August 1977.  

Then she’d shown him the carpet. He’d laughed out loud. ‘Come with you? Sure, 

little lady, I’ll come with you on the carpet.’ And he’d trundled around with her on that old 
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labyrinth, not believing that they would be anywhere but in his bedroom when they got to 

the end of the course.  

At the last few steps, he began to feel afraid. He felt himself splitting in two, and 

before his eyes he saw himself, a replica of himself, peel away from the carpet, walk over 

to the dresser and pick up a bottle of pills. He saw himself shake out half a dozen and put 

them in his mouth. As he and the little lady stepped off the carpet, he saw the replica lurch 

into the bathroom. After that, all he saw was black sky and rose petals, and himself falling.  

 Psappho broke into his thoughts by asking, ‘Are you sorry you came, El?’ 

 He sat up, shaking the twigs and leaves off his back. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Queenie’s a 

pain in the ass but the rest of you are all right.’ The crew laughed, except the captain, who 

merely tsked.  

 Emily, picking up from the conversation before, asked Psappho, ‘How did you 

know that his voice would make the box work?’ 

 ‘We tried lots of recordings when we first got the box. We needed a singer who 

could reach the low registers required by the electronics. The one that came closest to 

working was Elvis’s. But you and Isabelle saw the difference between recordings and live 

voice when it comes to making a place disappear.’  

 ‘Psappho and I read up on Elvis,’ Artemisia picked up the thread. ‘We thought – he 

died young and unhappy, let’s bring him on board and get him to sing gospel …’ 

 ‘My favourite kind of music,’ Elvis interjected. 

 ‘And so we did,’ finished Psappho. 

 ‘And Jai, also he come here on ze carpet?’ Isabelle asked. 

 Jai chuckled and Psappho answered for him. ‘Jai was hit with Cupid’s arrow, I 

think.’ 

 ‘Nothing so romantic,’ the captain said, putting her arm around Jai’s neck. ‘I won 

Jai in a poker game in a bar in Singapore.’ 

 ‘Truly?’ Isabelle said, her eyebrows raised. 

 ‘Afraid so,’ said Jai sheepishly.  

 ‘Nice prize, Artemisia,’ said Isabelle, and the crew laughed. 

 The group dispersed, saying good night and gathering their belongings. Jai and 

Artemisia stayed behind to douse the fire. The painter lingered until the others had gone.  

‘Artemisia, I pray thee, one word?’  
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The captain looked up from her ministrations to the fire. She told Jai to go back to 

the caravan. When he’d gone she lifted her chin, indicating the painter was to say her word.  

 ‘Hast thou brought me at the time of my death? Thou hast lied to me?’ 

 The captain reflected quickly before answering. She and Psappho had been careful 

when choosing books to show the painter, as she knew from experience it was not easy for 

human beings to cope with all the facts of their lives – and especially the facts of their 

unknown future. And this particular human being would have to go back to her original 

world and continue to live. Psappho had explained to the others that the estimated year of 

Gentileschi’s death – it was not clear in the literature they had found about her – was to be 

kept from the painter, and why. Even Emily, often difficult to get along with, had agreed 

immediately to keeping this secret. 

 ‘It is not the same, Artemisia, as you are to live a long life,’ she said gently. ‘I 

needed you to be able to paint that rock. And to be able to speak English as well. That’s 

why I came for you when you were in England.’ 

 ‘So I shall return?’ 

 ‘You shall return, as long as you go back before one moon cycle has elapsed.’ 

 ‘So I must make haste with thy painting.’ 

 ‘Yes. You must make haste.’ 

 ‘And if thy painting is not finish’d?’ 

 ‘You will still be returned.’ 

 ‘Thou wouldst not force me stay against my wishes?’ 

 ‘No. I am not so disreputable as to cut a life short.’ 

 ‘But thou hast cut other lives short in the past, nay?’ 

 The captain lifted her chin and squared her shoulders, but did not answer. 

 ‘But if the painting is not finish’d, I shall not receive the gold ducats?’ 

 The captain smiled. 

 ‘Thou shalt have thy rock painting. It shall be a masterpiece.’ 

 ‘I’m not interested in masterpieces, Artemisia. I only want a painting that will take 

me to the next level of this adventure,’ the captain said, scuffing the last of the fire out. 

Together they walked back to their respective caravans, kissing each others’ cheeks in the 

European fashion before parting for their beds. 
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Chapter 15 

Art In Triplicate 

 

The door to the art shop creaked as the two Artemisias walked into its cramped and 

overcrowded space. Even though she was astonished by the jumble and bewildering 

packaging of the items on display, the Italian Artemisia could identify the basic tools of 

painting: brushes, easels, paints, and canvases (although these were already stretched and 

she was sure this was a bad thing). Emily had shown her some of these items already, 

including paint in a tube – a remarkable innovation. Gentileschi was immediately made 

animated by the array of goodies. 

 The captain’s response was less enthusiastic. She was overwhelmed by the array, all 

of it meaningless and untidy. Which tube to choose – and they all looked far too small. And 

why would anybody need so many different shaped brushes? How useful could a brush 

shaped like a fan be, for goodness sake.  

 ‘Can I help you?’ The two Artemisias looked at the face behind the voice, which 

was of a youngish fairish man with a goatee. He was standing behind a counter and wearing 

a violent explosion of colour on a black t-shirt. ‘Perhaps,’ the captain answered. 

 ‘We require paint and tools for a large painting,’ said the painter, drawing closer to 

the shop assistant. 

 ‘Yeah? How large?’ 

 ‘A mural,’ said the captain.  

 ‘With a rough surface. Like rock,’ said the painter. 

 ‘A mural? That means a load of paint. How big is it?’ 

 The two Artemisias looked at each other. The captain replied, ‘About four metres 

high and six metres across.’ 

 ‘Okay. Are you using high gloss acrylic?’ 

 The painter said warily, ‘Dost thou make this suggestion? I am more familiar with 

oils.’ 

 ‘Oils! That would cost a fortune. And I’m not sure it would last any longer. Where 

is this mural going to be?’ 

 ‘Would you be able to provide enough of this acrylic paint?’ the captain asked. 

 ‘Sure. We could mix the colours for you, if you know what you want.’ 
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 ‘I know what I want,’ said the painter. ‘I want to know, also, about spray painting. 

Dost thou know about spray painting?’ 

 ‘Hmm, we do have some spray cans. I’m not sure we’d have enough for a mural the 

size you want.’ 

 ‘Is it easy to use a spray can?’ asked the captain. 

 ‘Well, spraying from them is easy. Getting them where you want to go is a skill, 

like any other, I suppose,’ the assistant said. 

 ‘He’s right,’ a male voice said behind the painter. ‘It’s a specific skill. I don’t think 

you’d want to start with a mural if you’re new to spray can art.’ 

 The attention of the two Artemisias was arrested by this new voice giving free 

advice – a voice belonging to a middle aged man if his closely cropped grey hair was an 

indicator. Both women scanned him unself-consciously, took in a glossy olive complexion, 

wiry frame and bright brown eyes. Artemisia the painter would have liked to put him in a 

painting. Artemisia the captain would have liked to put him in her bed. However, neither 

woman was sure of how to respond to his words. 

 ‘Sorry for butting in like this, but I know something about spray can art. I teach at 

an art school, and some of the kids are into it.’ 

 ‘Truly!’ said the painter. ‘’Tis goodly news. Thou teachest painting?’ 

 ‘Do I detect an Italian accent,’ the man said, in Italian. 

 Artemisia the painter’s eyes lit up. ‘Thou art Italiano,’ she said, also in Italian. 

 ‘Yes, well, Italian-Australian. Does your friend speak Italian?’ He turned to the 

captain and smiled cautiously, rattled by the antiquated dialect of the other woman. 

 ‘A little,’ she answered in English. ‘But I prefer English.’ 

 ‘English it is then,’ the man answered. ‘I’m Art, by the way.’ 

 ‘What?’ said the painter. ‘What dost thou mean that thou art art?’ 

 ‘My name is Art, short for Arturo. I told you I was Italian,’ he said, laughing. 

 The two women exchanged glances. ‘Then we are all three Art,’ said the painter, 

smiling, ‘for I am Artemisia and this, my companion, is Artemisia also.’ 

 The man laughed again. ‘Really? That’s three Arts in the art shop then.’ 

 The shop assistant had deserted them during this exchange, and was giving advice 

about canvas quality to a teenage boy in one of the corners of the store. ‘Listen,’ Art said. ‘I 

overheard your conversation about a mural. Is this a definite project?’ 

 ‘Yes, very definite,’ the captain said. 
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 The painter opened the tapestry bag she was carrying and pulled out her sketchpad. 

She opened it and showed him a colour sketch.  

 ‘Wow. That’s spectacular. It’s amazing the depth and light you’ve managed to give 

it just with pencils.’ 

 ‘But of course,’ the painter said, haughtily. 

 ‘Well, if you need any help, I have a couple of girls in one of my classes who are 

magic with spray cans. They wouldn’t mind a bit of work if your budget can stretch to 

accommodate some student painters.’ 

 ‘I don’t know,’ the captain said slowly. 

 ‘They wouldn’t charge much,’ Art said. 

 ‘No. It’s not the money. The commission is outside of Perth,’ the captain said. 

 ‘That’s not a problem. The girls can go out of Perth. And it’s mid-semester break 

now, so they wouldn’t miss classes. It wouldn’t be for very long, would it?’ 

 The captain looked at the helpful man with exasperation. The other Artemisia began 

plucking at her arm. The captain turned to her and said, ‘What?’ 

 ‘Arturo,’ she said, turning toward Art, ‘I must speak a moment with my 

companion.’ 

 ‘Sure. I’ll just gather up the things I want and you let me know before I leave if 

you’re interested in my students. If so, I’ll ring the girls and see if they’re available to meet 

up.’ Art meandered back to an aisle and quickly became engrossed in the display of 

kneadable erasers. 

 ‘’Twould be very useful to me to have help from artists who know about these spray 

cans,’ the painter whispered to the captain. 

 ‘He’s not talking about artists. He’s talking about students, kids. What will they 

know?’ 

 Artemisia drew back, a hand across her breast, ‘What has age to do with art? I was a 

master painter at seventeen years!’ 

 Artemisia looked doubtfully at her. ‘Well, that’s you. But if you want to trust to 

students, who am I to say? But what would we tell them about the rock? And about us?’ 

 ‘Mayhap we should not concern ourselves with those questions. Mayhap ’tis best 

we get the painting on the rock first, if thou hast hopes to go further with this adventure.’ 

 This silenced Artemisia. She watched Art stroll around the room. ‘Perhaps we can 

fob off a couple of kids with a story, but sharp eyes there isn’t coming.’ She turned back to 
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the painter. ‘But what about meeting the requirements of the clue? If you don’t paint the 

picture all yourself, it might not work.’ 

 ‘What nonsense thou speak’st! The design is mine, the composition mine. This 

painting will be the artwork of a Gentileschi. It matters not whose hand is at the end of the 

brush – or spray can – ’tis the mind behind the painting that makes a painting great.’ 

 ‘Whatever. All right. Let’s see what this fellow has to say.’ 

 ‘How much can thou pay’st the students?’ 

 ‘Whatever they ask. You know money isn’t the issue.’  

 The painter shrugged, and lifted her hand toward Art. ‘Eh, Arturo. Thy students. 

When may we view them?’ 

 While the painter made her arrangements with her new friend, and ordered colours 

and painting equipment from the shop assistant, Artemisia rang Jai on her mobile phone. 

After her conversation with him she turned back to the painter and told her that the men had 

secured the scaffolding equipment, and were on their way to buy the undercoat paint.  

 ‘Jai said he hired a spray painting machine for the undercoat too.’ 

 ‘’Tis goodly news. Dost thou think this machine would be useful for the painting?’  

 ‘I don’t think so. I get the impression it’s for the big job – not detailed work.’ 

 ‘We shall not worry. Arturo say’d the girls possess all we require. We shall need 

only to buy paint.’ 

 ‘So, when do we meet these girls?’ 

 ‘Pronto. We are to follow him.’ 

 ‘All right. Let’s go. If we’re going to do this, we may as well get it over and done 

with and see what mayhem falls.’ 

 ‘Thou art pessimistico, Artemisia.’ 

 ‘Just realistico,’ the captain said, gloomily, following the painter out of the shop. 
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Chapter 16 

The Painting 

 

The seventeen year old blonde bunched her eyes and nose, her head tipped back to take in 

the full curve of Wave Rock, and said to her companion, who was also seventeen, ‘Can you 

believe we’re doing this?’ 

 The brunette, dressed, as was her friend, in a satin dress over slashed jeans with her 

hair wrapped in a strip of cotton, said, ‘Shit, no.’ 

 ‘Do you think it’s legal?’ 

 The brunette shrugged and put her hands on her hips. ‘Has it ever bothered us 

before?’ 

 The blonde laughed and rattled the can she was holding in her hand. ‘Let’s get to 

work then.’ 

 Both girls were standing on a platform, properly called cradle scaffolding, which 

was slung down the side of the rock, lowered by a winch and kept secure by a heavy 

contraption on the top of the rock. How this contraption got up there, the girls didn’t have a 

clue. They knew very little, except they were being paid extravagantly to use spray cans 

and stencils to get a baseline painting onto a patch of Wave Rock.  

 When Art had told them of the commission they’d been jubilant. ‘God bless Art,’ 

they’d shouted, a running joke with their classmates as Art was prolific at finding small 

jobs for his students. Then he’d introduced them to the two women who’d asked them 

ignorant questions about what they could do. The painter who would be overseeing the 

work appeared never to have heard of graffiti before – which they both agreed was 

definitely weird. But she knew about painting. Her design was extraordinary, if old 

fashioned. It had a depth you could fall into and they were ecstatic about being part of an 

official mural project. 

 They’d arrived at Wave Rock the day before. The preparatory work for the painting 

had already been completed: a large area on the rock had been painted white; stencils had 

been made by this Artemisia woman and her helper, Emily, who was friendly and detached; 

and cans of paint – spray cans and regular tins of it – were stacked neatly by the site.  

 The Italian Artemisia explained to the girls their commission. Several stencils made 

of thick cardboard were ready. Using the spray can paint, they were to make use of the 

stencils to build up the picture in layers. The girls, though young and inexperienced at 
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classical art, were talented students and old hands at street art. They quickly understood 

what the older painter wanted them to do.  

 The blonde, whose name was Meike, had asked whether the layers would mix well 

enough to give the sense of depth they could see in the sketch. 

 ‘Nay. The stencils are not enough,’ Artemisia the painter had answered. ‘But when 

thou hast finish’d, I will give depth with the brushes.’ She indicated the pots of paint and 

the large box of brushes. 

 ‘Oils?’ Bianca, the brunette, had exclaimed. 

 ‘Ay. I have been inform’d acrylics mix less well than oils, and dry quickly. ’Tis 

acceptable for stencils, but not details.’ 

 ‘You betta hope it doesn’t rain then,’ said Meike. ‘And what about the dew?’ 

 ‘’Tis not your concern,’ the painter said, huffily. The girls exchanged glances and 

looked away. They were being paid generously for a few days work – cash – no tax. They 

could put up with a prima donna painter. Art had already warned them they would find the 

two Artemisias difficult, if for different reasons. 

 The other thing they didn’t understand was how or why this commission had come 

about. The thought of anybody, and especially a non-Indigenous person, doing anything 

with Wave Rock seemed, frankly, wrong. But who could they ask about it? And there was 

an official sort of person who kept turning up to check on progress. She said she was from 

the Department of Arts and Culture. Neither of the girls had heard of this department, but 

they were fairly fuzzy about government departments in general, only being sure of 

Centrelink, which sent them their student allowances.  

 Another strange thing was that there was nobody at the rock except for the mob who 

were involved with the painting. ‘Isn’t this supposed to be a big tourist place,’ Bianca had 

whispered to Meike after half a day of working without seeing anybody but the gang of 

undisputedly eccentric helpers. 

 They quickly became friendly with the crew, mostly with Jai and Isabelle, who 

controlled the winch that shifted their painting platform around. They thought Isabelle, with 

her shaved head, ubiquitous cigarettes and dry sense of humour, cool. They dubbed Jai ‘the 

eye candy’ and were miffed and mystified when it became apparent he was the ‘angry’ 

Artemisia’s boyfriend. The ‘angry’ Artemisia they unequivocally categorised a bitch. They 

became fond of Tess, who plied them with food and drinks and watched most of the 

process with the stencils. The woman with the crazy hair, Eleni, intrigued them the most 
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but they could not entice her into more than a few words of conversation despite their best 

efforts. She kept her distance, turning up fleetingly at the site to watch progress. The pale 

young woman called Emily didn’t talk much either, but did spend most of her time at the 

site, helping with the preparation of the paint and the stencils. She’d shown them sketches 

in her notebook, and they were impressed with her drawing – once again quite old-

fashioned. They surmised the Italian Artemisia was teaching her because they often seemed 

to be huddled together with Artemisia talking and gesturing, and Emily listening intently. 

They knew quite a few quiet highly-strung artists in their classes who liked to keep to 

themselves and were uncomfortable with interacting with real people; they summed Emily 

up as one of those.  

 They considered the woman introduced to them as Miss Baker, the Arts and Culture 

woman, to be the oddest of all. She came to the site in a shapeless navy blue dress and large 

peach coloured glasses. The man, Ross, had quipped that she looked like Dustin Hoffman 

in Tootsie, and the girls, who had seen the movie as part of their Year 12 Media Studies 

curriculum, had giggled and agreed. Ross himself was not odd, but acted oddly. He spent 

his days singing into a black box which he said was monitoring his pitch. He explained that 

he had a big Elvis impersonation competition coming up, and he planned to win this time. 

The girls were divided about his chances. Bianca thought he was pretty good, but Meike’s 

father was an Elvis fan and had all his CDs – she thought this Ross didn’t quite cut the 

mustard. ‘And he sings the wrong songs,’ she whispered to Bianca. ‘Nobody’s going to win 

an Elvis competition singing “There’ll be Peace in the Valley”!’  

The Italian Artemisia watched them avidly. She frequently demanded that the cradle 

be lowered so she could check on their progress and make adjustments with the brushes. It 

was obvious she knew what she was doing, despite her ignorance about graffiti and spray 

painting. The girls thought she was weird, just as they thought the rest of the crew were 

weird in their various ways. Her accent was lilting and exotic, but she used such archaic 

phrases. The girls decided she must have come from a tiny Italian village where they taught 

ancient English. But they quickly adapted to it, soon forgetting how out of place it was as 

they automatically translated her directions into everyday speech, just as they were used to 

doing with other non-English speakers who used phrases that weren’t quite right. Italian 

Artemisia’s clothes were peculiar as well. This day she slopped around in a hippie-style 

skirt that reached the ground and an incongruous over-sized t-shirt. It was a raucous shade 
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of blue and sported a picture of a sunflower yellow giraffe lewdly winking a generously-

lashed eye. 

 The angry Artemisia turned up regularly to question the Italian Artemisia, and to 

scowl at them. She regularly shouted orders at Jai, who silently and amenably carried them 

out.  

 ‘Poor bloke,’ Meike whispered. ‘Why do you think he puts up with it?’ Bianca 

whispered back. ‘We should liberate him from that bitch,’ Meike said. Bianca nodded 

enthusiastically and made a suggestive movement with her tongue, giggling.  

 ‘Get back to work,’ the angry Artemisia shouted at them.  

 As the acrylic paint dried quickly, they worked in haste. The layers built up 

impressively. In two full days of solid work, just as the sun was beginning to slide into the 

earth and the chill in the air had become uncomfortable, the girls had finished their 

commission. It was then the battle began. 

 They’d come down off the cradle and were standing in front of their work, awe and 

triumph in their voices as they conferred with Artemisia and Emily. The angry Artemisia 

marched up to them and addressed the Italian Artemisia: ‘Is it finished then?’ 

 ‘The work of these girls, ay.’ The painter wiped her brow, which was covered in 

specks of paint, with her forearm. ‘On the morrow, ’twill be finish’d.’ 

 ‘How long?’ 

 ‘On the morrow. Mistress Emily will help me.’ 

 The angry Artemisia looked at Emily and pursed her lips. Emily yawned and 

strolled toward the painting on the rock. 

 ‘I have watch’d her practise with oils; she will be of great assistance,’ the painter 

said. 

 ‘What about these girls?’ the captain said, lifting her hand and flapping it in the 

direction of Meike and Bianca. 

 ‘Their work is finish’d,’ the painter replied. ‘And they have perform’d goodly work. 

I am pleased.’ 

 ‘Good,’ the captain said, although she’d only given a fleeting glance at the painting 

on the rock. ‘Come back to my caravan now, girls, and I’ll pay you what we owe you, with 

a little extra as you’ve pleased the great artiste here.’ She smiled but there was no warmth 

in it, and the girls involuntarily stepped away. ‘Then Jai will drive you back to Perth.’ 
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 ‘Hey, we want to see what Artemisia does to it,’ Bianca said. And Meike said: 

‘Yeah, we can’t go now. We have to see it finished.’ 

 ‘Not possible. You leave tonight. You’ve done what you’re being paid for.’ 

 ‘You can’t make us,’ Meike said. ‘It’s a free country. We can stay here if we want.’ 

 The angry Artemisia looked at them – as they discussed afterward – like they were 

dog poo she’d just stepped in. ‘You will leave tonight,’ she said, and strode away. 

 The girls immediately began a round of arguments for why they should be allowed 

to stay. Italian Artemisia told them, rather weakly, that they ought to gladly take their 

commission money and leave as requested. The girls would have none of it. All through 

this, Emily crouched in front of the rock painting, absorbed by it, as if she could hear 

nothing of the kerfuffle behind her. She rose only when Jai and Isabelle dropped a sheet of 

canvas from the top of the rock. She caught the bottom of it and stretched it out to cover the 

breadth of the painting, ensuring that it did not touch the painting itself. She secured the 

ropes at the bottom of the canvas to the metal stakes Jai had driven into the ground the 

evening before for this purpose. 

 The light from the day had almost disappeared, and Ross had stopped singing, 

finally, but had put on a tape of his own voice, which wafted around them. 

 ‘Why do we have to listen to bloody Elvis music all day long and all bloody night 

as well,’ Bianca snapped. 

 ‘We like it,’ Emily said, breaking her silence. ‘We like him to sing all the time.’ 

 ‘That’s fucking moronic,’ Meike growled. Emily shrugged. 

 Jai and Isabelle, who’d been watching and listening, left the top of the rock, 

scrambling down the skirting ridge where it was easier to descend. Their intention had been 

to avoid the argument as well as, like Emily, neither wished to justify the unreasonable 

demand that the girls leave, nor agree with them that they should be allowed to stay. They 

changed their mind when they saw Tess slinking toward the rock painting, each of her fists 

bulging. Isabelle tossed her head in Tess’s direction and raised an eyebrow, indicating that 

she and Jai should stick around. 

 ‘Bianca, Meike,’ Tess said as she approached. The girls turned. ‘Artemisia has sent 

me to give you this money.’ She stretched out her hands. There was a wad of white notes in 

both of them. ‘There’s $2000 for each of you for the work you’ve done.’ The girls, 

dumbstruck, took the money, and Tess, putting her hand in her pocket, drew out another 

wad of money, but held onto it. ‘If you agree to leave now, there is an extra $1000 for you.’ 
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 ‘O – ’tis a great boon she offers,’ the painter said, relief in her voice. 

 ‘What! She can’t buy us off like that,’ Meike said, her arms folded, her brow 

furrowed and her lips tight. 

 ‘No way, the bitch,’ Bianca agreed. She was pocketing the money. A fleeting 

avaricious thought made her hesitate before saying, ‘We’re stayin’ and that’s that.’ 

 Jai said, ‘This is going to get interesting.’ 

 ‘You are foolish girls,’ Isabelle said. ‘Take the money. Go, spend.’ 

 ‘We want to see the painting finished,’ Meike carped. 

 Tess looked behind her, then said in a wavering voice, ‘I can’t give you this extra 

money if you don’t leave.’ 

 ‘Wait!’ the Italian Artemisia said. She scrabbled over the uneven rock face and 

disappeared amongst the trees.  

 ‘We’d all better go back to the camp,’ Jai said. ‘It’s gonna be dark here soon and 

no-one has a torch, do they?’ The others shook their heads, glancing at each other. In a 

group, they dawdled along the pathway leading to the caravans. 

 Inside Artemisia the captain’s caravan, raised voices could be heard.  

 ‘I’m not giving in to two snotty-nosed teenagers,’ the captain said, her voice 

showing incredulity at the thought.   

 ‘The girls speak truth. ’Tis customary for painters to view the work when ’tis 

finish’d.’  

 ‘What is customary about this commission?’ the captain said tartly.  

 ‘Prithee, one more day and they will witness my work. ’Twould be a good lesson 

for them. They have talent, but still much to learn.’ 

 ‘It’s not my job – and not yours either – to teach these brats anything.’ 

 ‘Nay. But understandable. They are artists.’ 

 ‘Bah. So what? Lesser artists have been treated much worse than to have been paid 

indulgently and told to get lost.’ 

 ‘’Tis true. But mayhap, for good will, ’twould be best they leave gladly rather than 

in ire.’ 

 ‘We’ll be gone in one day.’ As there was silence after this statement, the captain 

continued with: ‘Won’t we?’ 

 ‘The day after the morrow,’ the painter said.  

 ‘You said it would be finished tomorrow.’ 
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 ‘Ay, the painting.’ 

 ‘And?’ 

 ‘Methinks for the purpose thou wish’st, we shall be requir’d to remain one morn 

extra.’ 

 ‘You do know whether this painting will answer the clue?’ 

 ‘Methinks.’ 

 ‘You think?’ 

 ‘Can I offer better than my judg’d thought? ’Tis thou who art the mistress of magic, 

not I.’ 

 The captain sighed and rubbed her hands down her face. Gentileschi was right. She 

was being unreasonable. There were never any guarantees that anything would work, in 

magic adventures, or in regular life, as far as she’d been able to discern over the millenia. 

She didn’t think she was being unreasonable about the two students, however. It would be 

better for them to be gone. 

 ‘Allow the girls to remain till the evening of the morrow,’ the painter urged. ‘Master 

Jai can return them to the city after they have view’d the finish’d painting. They will depart 

gladly then. And it would please me for them to view what they help’d create. The work 

will be fantastico, Artemisia.’ 

 The captain rubbed the back of her neck. This crew was fatiguing. It had only been 

the last few decades that people had stopped having respect for her authority. The worst 

thing about losing unchallenged authority, she had discovered, was that it made her doubt 

herself. 

 ‘They can stay,’ she said quietly. 

 The painter fought to keep away a smile as she turned away. 

 ‘But they aren’t getting that extra money.’ 

 The painter halted, then suddenly twirled around to face the captain. She swept 

forward – her arm curving in a courtly bow, her large breasts ballooning in their modern 

day corsetry – before backing out of the caravan. 

 Artemisia watched her go, her eyes tired. This sarcastic display irritated her, but 

something else had also stirred as she’d watched the painter bow before her. There’d been a 

time when every person with whom she came in contact would have made such a gesture, 

and not with sarcasm, but with respect, or with, at least, fear. 
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 These wistful thoughts disappeared immediately and were replaced with fury when 

she heard the painter’s voice addressing the girls: ‘’Tis done. The Turkish witch has given 

leave for you to view the finish’d painting.’ 

 

 

The next morning, as soon as it was light, Artemisia and Emily were hoisted upward on the 

scaffolding and they began to paint the details. Emily was assigned the painting of the 

flowers, plants and one of the lesser figures, which she took to with enthusiasm. Artemisia 

concentrated on the main areas of the picture, including two figures, adding depth and light 

with confident brushstrokes. They spoke little. Occasionally, Artemisia gave or was asked 

for advice. And also occasionally, for the purpose of moving the platform, she spoke to Jai 

and Isabelle above.  

 Below, Bianca and Meike spent the day spellbound by the emerging painting. 

They’d thought what they’d done was good – and it was – but the painting going on today – 

dibs and dabs here and there – was making the whole thing come alive so that you believed 

the objects in the painting were actually real.  

 Along with them, the mysterious Miss Baker spent most of the day there, watching 

progress, the girls assessed, with an unnatural greediness. They speculated on what this 

project was about, given that a public servant was spending so much time overseeing its 

creation.  

 The situation was non-sensical to them, but they were grateful for it; for the money, 

and for the opportunity to see what this painter was doing. ‘Chiaroscuro’ was the word 

Artemisia had told them when they’d questioned her about the techniques she was using. 

They wrote it down to look it up back home.  

 Jai and Isabelle remained on top of the rock, as they’d done for the past four days, 

intermittently playing poker or dozing, waiting for directions from below to use the winch. 

Tess haunted the site, drifting there and away, bringing food and drinks, sitting silently, her 

knees tucked under her, watching the painting emerge with lips slightly parted and her 

green eyes huge. At one stage during the day, Meike looked at her closely and said, ‘You 

know, Tess, you remind me of someone.’ 

 ‘Hmm?’ Tess turned her attention away from the painting. 

 ‘You look like someone famous, but I can’t remember who. I’ve seen a picture, I’m 

sure. What do you think, Bianca?’ 
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 ‘I don’t know,’ Bianca said slowly. ‘Can you remember where you saw the 

pictures?’ 

 ‘I think it was on the cover of an old video my Mum has. It’s not someone who’s 

famous now, but when Mum was our age. You look just like the picture I saw, though she 

was wearing old fashioned clothes. You know, like in the nineteenth century or something.’ 

 ‘Really,’ Tess said, her eyes big. ‘I look like somebody famous?’ 

 ‘I’ll try to find out who it is before I see you for the launch,’ Meike said.  

 ‘Oh,’ Tess said, looking down at her feet. ‘Thank you. ’Twould be lovely.’ 

 ‘You’ll be at the launch, won’t you?’ Bianca, observant, asked. 

 ‘Oh, what? Yes, of course.’ She tilted her head at the painting again, so the girls 

followed suit. 

 Miss Baker had shown them flyer for the mural’s launch, scheduled for a few 

weeks’ time. It would be a fancy bash, they’d been told, with many important people 

attending: they had noted with some excitement the name of the state’s premier on the 

flyer. During the speeches, they would be thanked for their work. They would receive an 

official invitation in the mail soon. The effect of this news was mollifying.  

 Just as he had on the previous days, Ross sang throughout the day. His stamina was 

remarkable. The music continued to be the slow stuff, gospel. When he wasn’t singing, he 

was playing back what he’d recorded, so there was never a time without the sound of his 

voice in the air.  

 ‘Sing Jailhouse Rock next?’ Bianca begged him.  

 ‘Aw, this is a gospel competition, girls,’ he said. ‘I gotta practise the right material.’ 

 ‘I’ve never heard of an Elvis impersonator who sang gospel,’ Meike said, her nose 

in the air.  

 ‘Lotta things you girls probably never heard of,’ Elvis said, which silenced them. 

 The woman with the Rastafarian hair spent more time at the site. She still kept her 

distance and politely evaded conversation with them.  

 The angry Artemisia, now dubbed the Turkish witch since the Italian Artemisia had 

called her that, came once, briefly, to glare at the painting, make a sharp remark to one of 

the group, and to leave them huffily, thrashing her way through the long grass encroaching 

on the pathway. She ignored Bianca and Meike, not even acknowledging their presence.  

 At about four o’clock in the afternoon, the Italian Artemisia yelled up to her winch-

handlers to let them down. Both she and Emily were paint-speckled, their hair unravelling 
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from their early morning chignons, their clothes in disarray; visibly worn out as they 

stepped off the platform. They stood back and surveyed their work.  

 As if she had a sixth sense, the captain appeared beside them. Jai and Isabelle 

descended and the others gathered around, including Ross, who’d set his recorder to play 

back.  

 Jai and Isabelle had, by this time, dismantled the scaffolding so that the picture was 

not obscured by ropes. The whole group looked up at it with something like hope in their 

faces. 

 The group were momentarily silenced by the impact of the painting before breaking 

into exclamations of wonder at various aspects: the colours, the liveliness of the figures, the 

exquisite details, the composition itself. The achievement created a festive atmosphere that 

was shared by everyone.  

The mood was suddenly destroyed by the captain, who took Jai’s arm and said, 

‘Right. Get that scaffolding in the trailer and get ready to drive it and those girls back to 

Perth. I’ve already rung the hire company and they’ll be open tonight so you can return it.’ 

 She told Artemisia and Emily that refreshments had been prepared for them in her 

caravan and that they were to rest. Tess was told to help Jai and Isabelle with the 

equipment. ‘You, too,’ she said to Miss Baker, who, to Bianca and Meike’s surprise, 

immediately began to help. Who was this woman who could boss everyone around, even 

government officials? 

 The girls were given no orders and were, essentially, ignored. They sat in front of 

the painting and looked at it some more, discussing the techniques used. They observed that 

Ross also had not been told to help with the removal of the equipment, and was not doing 

so. He’d returned to his box and was singing soulfully into it, his eyes continually moving 

back to the painting.  

 ‘What do you think this whole thing is about?’ whispered Meike.  

 ‘I dunno. It smells bogus, though, don’t you reckon?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ Meike was quiet for a moment as she stared up at the painting. ‘It’s the best 

piece of street art I’ve ever seen but.’ 

 ‘Hardly a street here,’ Bianca said.  

 ‘Yeah, but you know what I mean,’ Meike said, laying back on the flat rock and 

shoving her hands in the pockets of her windcheater.  

 ‘I guess so. It’s like graffiti though, isn’t it? Furtive and hurried.’ 
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 ‘Well, except for Miss Baker.’ 

 ‘That Miss Baker is bogus too, I bet. What do you think her game is? And who is 

that Artemisia really, do you reckon? Some rich bitch? She’s got the government in the 

palm of her hand if that Miss Baker’s anything to go by.’ 

 ‘She acts like she owns this rock, that’s for sure.’ 

 ‘And this whole freak team.’ 

 ‘That’s for sure.’ Meike yawned. ‘She don’t own us, though.’ 

 ‘Nup. That’s right. Hey, it was a good gig, huh? Two thousand bucks each for two 

days work. Never got that for a bit of graffiti before.’ 

 ‘Not likely to get it again either, I suppose.’ 

 Bianca laughed before saying: ‘I suppose not.’ She yawned as well, and stretched 

her hands over her head. ‘Hey, do you think she’ll give us that extra thou?’ 

 Meike propped herself on her elbows, a thoughtful look on her face. ‘Maybe. I 

reckon the nice Artemisia will talk her into it.’ 

 ‘Yeah, that would be cool, wouldn’t it? I’m so glad Art thought of us for this.’ 

 ‘Me, too.’ 

 Within an hour, Jai came up to them and said, with a kindly grin, ‘Ok, guys. It’s 

time to hit the road.’ 

 The girls followed him to the Pajero, reluctantly but without protesting. After the 

Italian Artemisia and all of the crew except the angry Artemisia had farewelled and thanked 

them, they hoisted themselves into the car, strapped themselves into their seats, and Jai 

started the engine. As they drove away, Bianca said, wistfully, ‘I would have thought she’d 

give us that extra money, you know.’ 

 ‘That Turkish witch is too bloody mean,’ Meike said from the back seat, her face 

turned toward the window. ‘She wouldn’t do us a good turn.’ 

 ‘She wouldn’t think of it like that,’ Jai said. 

 ‘Why are you defending her?’ Meike said.  

 ‘I’m just saying she would look at it differently. It’s not meanness that she didn’t 

give you the extra money.’ 

 ‘I don’t see how you could look at it any other way,’ Bianca said. 

 ‘Well, she was offering that extra money as a payment for you to leave last night, 

right? Seein’ as you didn’t leave, she was under no obligation to give it to you. See? You’d 

refused the commission, so to speak, and that means you’d refused the money.’ 
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 Bianca and Meike were silent. There was logic in the argument, but they didn’t care 

to ‘see’ it. After several kilometres of nothing but the sound of the tires on the bitumen, the 

clatter and screeching of the parrots, and the clickety hum of crickets, Bianca asked: ‘Why 

do you stay with her when she’s so mean to you.’ 

 ‘She’s not mean to me.’ Jai’s face was serious and he looked straight ahead at the 

darkening road. 

 ‘She is so. She treats you like a slave.’ 

 Jai laughed. ‘It just looks that way.’ 

 ‘It looks that way because it is that way,’ Meike said. 

There was no conversation for another kilometre, then Jai said softly, ‘You can’t 

judge a person after only three days, you know.’ 

 The girls could think of nothing to say to this. Conversation drifted to bands and 

music, interests in pop culture, some of which Jai seemed to be completely ignorant of. He 

explained this away with a sketchy life history of travel and non-urban living.  

 When he arrived at their home, Meike reached her hand around the edge of the seat 

and pinched Bianca, who was in front. Prompted, Bianca asked Jai if he would help with 

their luggage.  

 ‘Sure,’ he said. He leapt from his seat and trundled around to the back of the four 

wheel drive, swinging open the hatch. He pulled their personal belongings and bags of 

unused spray cans from the vehicle.  

 Amiably, he lugged the items up to the house, where the girls led him along a 

hallway into a rather grotty and untidy living room. They pressed him into staying for a 

drink and some food, and as he was thirsty and famished from the long drive and the tiring 

day on the rock, he acquiesced after an initial refusal. 

 While the girls whispered in the kitchen, darting in and out of it and the bathroom, 

two of their house-mates arrived, offered Jai beer and chatted with him. He relaxed with 

Sian and Callum, as he’d been unable to when alone with the two girls. He wasn’t sure 

why, but his hackles were raised.  

 They brought out snacks – potato chips, a pink dip, micro-waved noodles, whole 

baby carrots, and more beer – and laid them on the coffee table. Jai caught the scent of 

fresh flowers and noticed both of the girls had managed to shower and change their clothes. 

He became conscious of his own musty body odour. He swiped a potato chip through the 

pink dip, accepted a bowl of noodles, and said, ‘Thanks for the spread, guys, but I’ll have to 
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get going right after.’ All four of the young people protested and tried to persuade him to 

stay the night. ‘It’s too far to drive, mate’, said Callum. ‘You’re welcome to stay here. 

Sleep on the sofa if you like.’ But Jai refused, and he declined the third beer Meike 

attempted to force him to drink. 

 When the food had been demolished, Jai stood up and said good-bye. Sian and 

Callum were already distracted by each other, and he was glad he was making his escape. 

His uneasiness had grown throughout the meal, but he’d thought it would have been 

impolite to refuse to eat with them.  

 Meike and Bianca trailed after him as he walked up the hallway. It felt very long. 

Meike had her hot hand pressed around his arm, and he could feel Bianca’s fingers sliding 

into a back pocket of his jeans. Before he reached the door, he stopped in embarrassment 

and said, ‘Listen, girls.’ 

 They shut him up by pushing him against the wall. Meike kissed him, briefly, and 

then more forcefully. He turned his face, and his lips met Bianca’s.  

 Despite himself, he was aroused. They were lovely, almost irresistible. It was 

natural for his body to respond. Although Jai was ignorant of many things, he was not 

ignorant about sex at all. It would be easy to submit to this. 

 ‘You ever have a threesome?’ Bianca whispered. She had dark eyes and they were 

full of salacious promises. Jai smiled at her. He’d had plenty, he could have told her, and 

for most of them he’d been paid to participate. ‘You’re too young for threesomes,’ he said 

instead. 

 Meike touched his cheek and said, ‘A girl’s gotta start getting experience 

sometime.’ She kissed him again. 

 The kiss was sweet. Not as darkly exciting as Artemisia’s but not easy to reject 

either. Jai pushed himself away from the two clinging nymphs, removing their hands from 

his body.  

 ‘Whaddya saying?’ Bianca said, becoming angry. ‘You prefer that ugly old witch to 

us?’ 

 Jai stiffened. ‘Artemisia is not ugly or old.’ 

 Meike, realising quickly Bianca’s mistake, tried to mollify him. ‘We know, we 

know. It’s just that we want to give you some fun. She seems like hard work.’ 

 Hard work. Artemisia was certainly hard work. But she’d also given him a place in 

the world, and a home. Friends who genuinely cared about him, who would never betray 
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him. Famous friends, actually, although nobody could know about that. He worked hard on 

Artemisia’s ship, but not as hard as when he’d crewed on trawlers. Or when he’d had to 

hustle to keep himself alive. That was degrading work; and nothing was ever degrading 

with Artemisia. Well, he didn’t see that it was. He liked to work hard, and was used to 

obeying a ship captain’s authoritarian orders. Artemisia also had a sixth sense; if he came 

home smelling of teenage girl flesh she would know, and he would be unable to lie to her. 

Elvis’s keel hauling story scampered across his mind.   

 ‘You know,’ he said, kissing each girl’s forehead, ‘you don’t know much about us. 

And you both deserve more than sharing a bloke who’s in love with someone else.’ 

 Meike immediately threw her arms around him, denying what he said was true. But 

Bianca, catching the exasperated expression in Jai’s eyes, reached toward her friend’s arms 

and drew them back. ‘Leave it go, Meike, he’s not interested in us.’ 

 Jai saw the look, not only of disappointment, but hurt pride in Bianca’s eyes. He 

debated silently with himself the pros and cons of attempting to lessen the plummeting of 

confidence his refusal would inevitably bring about in these girls. But he decided that they 

were young, beautiful; they would surely have plenty more encouraging responses from 

men. He turned and scurried from them.  

 ‘She must have something,’ Bianca said morosely. ‘He’s not just eye candy, he’s a 

good bloke as well.’ 

 Meike, slumped against the wall, twirling a piece of her hair between her fingers, 

said, ‘Whaddya think her attraction is? You reckon it’s a power thing?’ 

 Bianca shrugged. ‘Could be. Perhaps we shoulda tied him up. We were probably 

too soft and girly. He’s probably used to rough stuff with the old witch.’ 

 ‘Don’t wanna go there, Bianca,’ Meike said, pushing herself away from the wall. 

‘Let’s drown our sorrows with another beer, hey?’ 

 ‘What sorrows, chickie-babe? We’re rich – did you forget about that?’ 

 Meike giggled. ‘You know. I did actually. Let’s call Art and tell him all about it. 

He’ll be bustin’ to know, I  bet.’ 

 ‘Don’t tell him what happened with Jai though.’ 

 ‘Shit no. Whaddya think I am, an idiot? That’s way too embarrassing. No-one needs 

to know about that part of the experience. Deal?’ 

 ‘Deal.’  
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 The girls slapped palms then sought a mobile phone from among the piles of 

detritus dumped on their beds. Once found, they made their call, passing the phone back 

and forth between them, giggling and regaling Art with the details of their very profitable 

adventure.  
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Chapter 17 

The Grotto 

 

At dawn, the rock emerged from the blackness in slow stages: from inky space to shadowy 

monolith to full-blown multi-coloured wave. The painting was obscured by the canvas, 

which was secured by heavy rocks at the top and tent pegs at the bottom.  

Artemisia the captain, who was sitting cross-legged in front of the rock, was tugged 

by the desire to see the painting. As soon as there was enough light to make out the 

surroundings with ease, she clambered to the top of the rock, removed the rock-weights and 

let the canvas fall. She returned below to look up at the painting. 

 She stared at the painted grotto. The first thing to strike her was the size; it took up a 

vast amount of the rockface, and the scale was true to life. The first impression of the 

painting itself was of the separation of the central darkness and peripheral colour. Her eyes 

were drawn to the flowers: around the grotto’s edges, Australian wildflowers bloomed as if 

they were real: leschenaultia in French ultramarine, golden banksias, lilac orchids and 

velvety moss. Emily had sketched and painted these, all observed from the local flora. The 

grotto appeared to be part of the rock, like a cave, and beyond the flowers and moss, the 

surrounding colours of the rock appeared to blend with the painting so that Artemisia 

couldn’t tell where it began. 

 On each side of the grotto’s entrance were figures. Emily’s contribution was on the 

left: an angel with large wispy-feathered wings and sad brown eyes hovered solicitously. 

On the right, a pietà painted by Gentileschi: a black-faced Mary in blue and white veils, a 

pale bodied Christ slumped in her arms, his body sprawling across the entrance of the 

grotto. Unlike poor Holofernes whose blood gushed in rivulets, only a thin red line trickled 

from Jesus’s side.  

 Artemisia’s eyes moved to the blackness of the grotto itself. Its low dark entrance 

was a little over a metre in height. The darkness of the cave entrance beckoned her. In a 

subtle blend of blacks and shadows, Gentileschi had managed to give the cave depth and 

mystery, as if one could walk through it, as if one could just make out some shadowy thing 

of interest not too far inside the cave, luring her in.  

 The painting impressed Artemisia because it was realistic. She wasn’t an art-lover, 

and had only a vague notion of the skill of the painters to have achieved this depth and 

vibrancy, especially in such a difficult terrain and so rapidly. She wasn’t thinking of the 
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beauty of the painting, but whether or not it would work. The subject of the painting 

annoyed and puzzled her, but she didn’t think it entirely unsurprising, given the painter’s 

usual subject matter, which was typically biblical or mythical. It would have surprised 

Artemisia less, though, had Gentileschi painted a few muses around the grotto. She’d 

voiced this opinion to Psappho, who’d reminded her that grottoes were associated with 

Christian churches more than Roman or Greek myths these days. Why Gentileschi chose to 

paint Mary as an Aboriginal woman was a mystery to her, but she put it down to the 

encounter the artist and Emily had had in the cave, a meeting with a black woman who’d 

told them some piffle about painting on the rock and bad luck.  

 Artemisia’s mind wandered from the painting as she sat silently in front of it. It had 

been a stressful week, for all of them, but most of all for her. The others had been 

instruments, but she’d been the wielder of those instruments, coordinating their activities 

and metaphorically holding her breath while others acted on her behalf. She always 

preferred to be in control of the action. This quest was already proving to be difficult, not 

just physically, but psychologically; it depended too much on the actions of others for 

Artemisia’s liking.  

 Foremost of Artemisia’s jobs this week had been keeping all interlopers away from 

the site. This had been achieved by two methods. Firstly, Elvis. She’d been worried about 

him, the length of time it was required that he sang, but he hadn’t complained once, merely 

crooned and whispered and bellowed and vibratoed into his black box as if he were singing 

for the most treasured of audiences. When she’d remarked on his stamina, he’d replied that 

he’d spent longer hours in recording studios. She was immensely grateful to him, and the 

recording industry itself if it had trained him so well.  

 Throughout the nights, a recording had played from the black box at low volume. 

Volume was not a factor; it was the resonating vibrations that enabled the box to work its 

miracles. Recorded music was adequate for night as nocturnal visits to the site were rare. 

She expected Elvis to be up soon and to begin singing to keep the day-trippers away. 

 Renting all the caravans, and therefore excluding any outsiders from sleeping near 

the rock, had been effective. Until they began to paint the rock there had been visitors 

during the day, either staying in the nearby resort or arriving for the day in buses and four-

wheel-drives. Since the painting began, Elvis had been keeping these people away with his 

singing, bringing down a shield that made the whole area, for a one kilometre radius, un-

locatable. It would’ve been a mystery to people as to why they couldn’t find this popular 
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tourist destination, but this was not her problem. By the time they rediscovered Wave Rock, 

she and her crew would be gone. 

 More problematic had been the kiosk and caravan park managers, a friendly couple 

who, thankfully, were not exceedingly nosy. They’d been bemused to have their park 

overtaken by this unusual mob, but such events had happened before. It had been 

imperative, however, that they stay away from the rock itself, and to that purpose, Psappho 

had been devoting her time and skills, and was Artemisia’s ‘second method’.  

 On the afternoon the spray painting of the rock began, Psappho invited the park 

managers to her caravan for Turkish coffee. There she’d hypnotised them into believing 

that they were on a lazy holiday. They became so lethargic that they could do nothing but 

mooch around their own home. They spent their day sleepily, reading movie magazines and 

watching their miniature telly. Psappho stayed near them, making conversation, and 

watching for the moments, and there had been a few, when either of the couple had shaken 

their head and seemed to emerge from their state of ambivalence to the emptiness of their 

tourist business. Psappho would quickly re-hypnotise them and they would go back to their 

happy state of ignorance. By the time Artemisia and her crew were gone, the couple would 

be wakened from their little holiday, a handsome payment warming their till, and their 

business would go back to normal.  

 Dressing Norma as a government official had been Psappho’s idea, and it seemed to 

have been effective in preventing too many questions by the two girls. It was a way to give 

explanations as to why the rock was being desecrated. Norma, Artemisia had noticed, 

appeared to have enjoyed the opportunity to play-act. Norma, too, had written and produced 

the flyer for the launch using the desktop publishing software on the laptop. Artemisia had 

been surprised by this new addition to Norma’s list of talents. She was pleased as well; new 

talents always come in handy.  

 The artists have done well, Artemisia told herself. Her face was rueful as she added 

in her mind, even Emily. 

 She sighed and stood up. There was much to be done and the others would soon be 

awake. She headed back to the caravans to prepare for mid-morning, the time which the 

painter had designated as the critical hour. 
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A few hours later, Artemisia and the rest of the crew were back at the rock, all of them, 

except Artemisia the painter, with backpacks. The magic carpet was rolled up, securely 

tied, and fashioned with a shoulder strap for easier toting. 

 There was little chat this morning. Anticipation stung the air. They sat or lounged, 

surveying the painting and enjoying the effects made by the moving light. Elvis crooned 

into the black box. Psappho called him Maestro of Muzak. Everyone laughed.  

 ‘And when wilt thou return me to Greenwich?’ the painter asked the captain. 

 ‘When we’ve seen if this painting works.’ 

 ‘What happens if the painting does not work?’ Emily said. 

 ‘The adventure is over,’ Artemisia said flatly. 

 ‘And we’d better get out of here quickly before someone puts us in jail for painting 

on this rock,’ observed Norma. 

 The group became quiet, except for Elvis.  

 Emily was the first to notice the sound of disturbance emanating from the bush 

behind them. The captain was the second. She stood and faced the noise, her face 

concentrated and tense. The others remained seated but turned toward the crackling grasses 

and scrub. The noise grew louder each second. Elvis stopped singing. 

 A man in a red polo shirt burst into their circle. He was humming and watching the 

ground as he walked. He halted abruptly when he saw the lounging, but alert, group of 

people examining at him. He pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his forehead and the 

top of his balding head. 

 ‘Oh, hello,’ he stammered. ‘I thought I was all on my lonesome out here. There 

didn’t seem to be anyone around.’ 

 ‘How did you get here?’ the captain asked. 

 ‘What? What do you mean? I drove here.’ The man laughed uncertainly. ‘How did 

you get here? Helicopter?’ 

 ‘Are you on your own?’ Psappho asked. 

 ‘On my own?’ The man shifted his gaze to this new interrogator. ‘My family are 

with me. The wife stopped at the kiosk to buy ice-creams for the kids.’ 

 ‘And you came to the rock without them?’ the captain said, trying to make her voice 

sound less aggressive. 
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 ‘Well, they know the way,’ he said nervously, suddenly worried that he was 

somehow remiss to leave his wife and children to follow the signs to the rock on their own. 

‘You see, I thought I could hear music up here and I was curious.’ 

 ‘You could hear music?’ Elvis said. 

 ‘Well, yes. It was great. And a recording I’ve never heard before.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ Psappho asked.  

 ‘An Elvis recording. I thought I had all of them, including the gospels. But this 

sounded different. I thought, maybe, um, there was somebody doing a pretty good 

imitation.’ The man shrugged. ‘I was curious. I was wondering if there was a concert out 

here at the rock.’ He gestured toward the rock and for the first time, noticed the painting. 

‘Good lord,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t have thought painting the rock would be allowed.’ 

 The captain said, to nobody in particular, and without any approval in her voice: ‘A 

real fan.’ She crouched and began to rummage through her bag. 

 Isabelle asked, ‘What is her meaning, a real fan?’  

Norma whispered, ‘The magic doesn’t work on people who love Elvis.’ 

 Suddenly the man shook his head as if he’d just woken up. ‘What are you all doing 

out here, anyway? Why are you interrogating me? Did you paint this picture on the rock? 

Surely that’s illegal.’ 

 Artemisia stood up and turned toward him, holding two small objects. She said 

‘Catch him, Elvis’ and raised one of the objects. She sprayed the man with a mist; he put 

his hands over his face, said in a high pitched voice, ‘What the–,’ and immediately 

crumpled. Elvis caught him just before he hit the ground. Gently, he laid the man flat.  

 ‘I can’t move,’ the man said breathlessly, his arms stiff beside him and his face 

reflecting the struggles he would be making with his arms if he could have. 

 ‘You’ll be all right, pal,’ Elvis said. 

 ‘She called you Elvis,’ the man said, focusing on Elvis who kneeled beside him. 

 ‘Yeah, that’s right.’ 

 ‘You can’t be Elvis. Not the Elvis,’ the man said. His voice had an ethereal quality, 

as if in a dream, or coming out from under an anaesthetic. 

 ‘That’s right, pal. I’m not the Elvis, I’m another one. Ever hear of Costello?’ 

 ‘That’s enough …’ said the captain, but was interrupted by the painter, who said, 

‘Artemisia, the rock. We must not tarry.’ 
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 Everyone’s head spun to face the rock. Before the intrusion by the man in the red 

shirt, they’d been watching a slim vertical ellipse of light, caused by a gap in the branches 

of one of the tall trees in front of the rock, traverse the painting. Now the light was in the 

centre of the grotto’s entrance.  

 As if it had been waiting for their attention, a small blue bird shot into the area, 

propelling itself at the rock. Several of them gasped as the bird hit the wall of rock, exactly 

where the ellipse of light was, and instead of falling smashed to the ground, disappeared 

inside the entrance to the grotto. 

 The captain swung around immediately and bent over the man, grabbed his mouth, 

opened it, and sprayed a shot of mist into the hole. The man spluttered and fell silent, his 

head slack. ‘Come on,’ she said, leaving the man’s chin droop to the side. She sprinted 

toward the grotto entrance. The others snatched up their backpacks and followed. 

 Without hesitation, Artemisia barged into the sliver of light in the rock and was 

immediately gratified to find herself stepping through as if it were a genuine entrance. The 

other Artemisia, whose hand was hooked inside the back of the captain’s trousers for 

assurance’s sake, stepped through as well. The others, sensing the need for the connection, 

linked to the person in front of them, so that they entered the grotto like a herd of elephants, 

bent and swinging their backloads, linked by tail and trunk. 
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Chapter 18 

Enchantment 

 

Once inside the low-slung grotto they huddled, peering at the walls and each other, and out 

the grotto’s mouth. Norma, who was closest to the entrance and could see outside, said: 

‘Will that man be all right?’ The captain said, ‘He’ll wake up in fifteen minutes and tell a 

preposterous story that nobody will believe. After a while, he’ll believe he fell, hit his head, 

and imagined the whole thing. He might have a headache for the rest of the day.’ She 

fossicked in her backpack and pulled out a torch, switched it on and swung the light around 

the small black hole they’d just entered.  

 ‘Well, your painting worked, Artemisia,’ she said, pleasure ringing her voice. 

 ‘And now we’re trapped in a rock,’ said Elvis, sniffing the air and registering the 

damp earthiness of it. 

 ‘Not trapped, surely,’ the captain muttered, her voice vacant. She’d noticed the 

small blue vanguard, sitting on a ledge, watching them. ‘Hello, little birdie,’ she said softly. 

It trilled in response and twitched its perky tail. 

 ‘That’s a blue wren, native to Western Australia,’ Jai said. Artemisia looked at him 

with surprise. ‘You know about birds?’ 

 ‘I know some things,’ he said in a defensive tone. ‘I’m a native to this state, too.’ 

 ‘Are we going to stay in here?’ Emily said, an edge of hysteria to her voice.  

 ‘Surely not,’ the captain said, still pre-occupied with the bird. Psappho reached out 

and took Emily’s hand.  

‘Wilt thou return me to Greenwich now,’ asked Artemisia the painter.  

‘Soon,’ said the captain, reaching her hand toward the bird. 

 With a shrill tweet the bird lifted from its perch and zoomed around their heads, 

making some of the women squeal. It abruptly dived close to the ground, zig-zagging, and 

disappeared. 

 ‘Where did it go?’ the captain said excitedly. ‘It didn’t fly out again did it?’ 

 ‘No, it went down there,’ Elvis said, pointing to a dark patch of rock in a corner of 

the grotto. Artemisia shone her torch in the direction Elvis was pointing, then hurried 

toward it. She hunkered down and squinted into the darkness, moving her torch up and 

down. She stood, saying, ‘There’s a boulder in front of another doorway. There’s a crack 

with enough room for that bird, but not for us. Come and help me move it.’ 
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 After several minutes of strenuous effort by the entire crew, the boulder was shifted 

so that all of them could slip through the doorway. Emily lingered at the entrance. She 

whispered , ‘I don’t like enclosed spaces.’ The captain snorted and turned away, leading the 

pack through the dark tunnel, her torch throwing arcs of light. Psappho said, ‘Where is that 

famed courageous spirit,’ and took Emily’s arm. ‘Come after me,’ she said. Not wanting to 

be thought cowardly, or to be left behind either, Emily did so. 

They struggled through the tunnel, bent double as the passage was low, slipping on 

the smooth uneven surface in single file. The tunnel was the same on all sides: rigid and 

dark. The surfaces glistened as if wet, but were dry to the touch, and cold. Artemisia’s 

bouncing torchlight made them glint devilishly. 

Emily’s laboured breathing became more acute. Psappho stopped and waited for 

her. She plastered herself against the wall of the passage and made Emily crawl in front. 

She called out to Artemisia, asking how long she thought the tunnel would go. Artemisia, 

irritated by the question because it was absurd – how could she calculate how long the 

tunnel would be, and Psappho should know this – refrained from answering. As she led her 

crew, bent double, through the black tunnel, she remembered the first time she’d taken fate 

by the hand and allowed herself to be led into darkness. 

Those many years ago, the royal alchemist Khosro had organised a hunt for the day 

before Kazuo was scheduled to return to his own time. The time traveller had been keen to 

ride in a hunt, for the experience, which he had only read about; hunting being outlawed in 

his own time. Artemisia had insisted on participating, and as she had proven her prowess on 

the archery field, none of the men objected too strenuously. 

It had been a splendid day. The sky blue as the Aegean Sea. Breezes, gentle but icy, 

tickled their cheeks. The group of hunters were exhilarated. The promise of game was in 

their nostrils. When they’d approached the area known to be popular with grazing animals, 

they’d spread out, finding spots to cover themselves. Artemisia had been crouching in a 

small cave of shrubbery, waiting patiently, when Kazuo, surprisingly, had appeared next to 

her, and had taken her hand. 

At first she’d thought his purpose was amorous. She’d not been averse to this 

purpose, but thought his timing inappropriate. She’d been about to tell him, ‘Later, my 

dear,’ when he’d put his finger over her lips. In truncated sentences, he’d told her she must 

come with him to the future, that there was about to be an accident that she would not 

survive. She’d been incredulous, but his eyes had convinced her. They’d been completely 
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doubt-free. ‘Artemisia,’ he’d said, ‘I have lived through this day before.’ His fingers 

pressed into her own. ‘But you did not.’ 

If she had not already travelled with him into the future, she wouldn’t have believed 

him. At that critical moment, she’d realised afterward, she hadn’t thought of the 

consequences of going with Kazuo. She’d acknowledged that he must know, and that she 

would trust him. Her own will to live had been strong, then as it was for the thousands of 

years since.  

While they walked the labyrinth of light produced by the instrument Kazuo had 

always kept with him, she began to hear a strange pulsing noise that seemed to shudder 

through her body. This hadn’t happened the previous time she’d travelled into the future 

with Kazuo. The noise had been terrible, and had caused a sickening nauseous feeling 

throughout her body. She’d learnt later that it was an electronic pulse that Kazuo had set 

before leaving his own time, and that it was necessary, in this case, to bring her back. As 

she’d followed Kazuo around the labyrinth, grasping his back, she’d felt herself ripping in 

two. Just as she would tell countless others, later, Kazuo had turned and said to her, ‘Do not 

resist’. She’d watched as a shimmering replica of herself detached itself and went to kneel 

in the shrubberies she’d just left.  

As she circled the labyrinth, Artemisia had watched a boar saunter into a clearing, 

only metres away from her replica. She’d seen herself slowly rise, lift her bow, and take 

aim. Just as the arrow was loosened and flying, her bow had cracked with a sickening 

groan. Astonished, the replica Artemisia had looked down at the broken bow, momentarily, 

before coming to her senses. She’d raised her head to check where the arrow had misfired 

in time to see the boar staring at her. A second later it had begun to charge.  

The replica Artemisia had run. The true Artemisia had watched. It had seemed that 

her heart was thumping in her ears. She’d seen; she’d known. She could run swiftly, but not 

more swiftly than a charging boar. 

But it hadn’t been the boar that had killed her, she’d learned later. She’d run fast 

enough to break into another clearing, where some of the hunting party were waiting, 

listening to the crackling of the brush, knowing that a large animal was racing toward them. 

It had been one of her own guardsmen’s arrows that had ripped into her heart.  

She’d always been glad that she’d never seen that. And sorry for the loyal 

guardsman, who, she’d also learned later, had never forgiven himself.  
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Artemisia’s memories dissipated as she turned a corner of the tunnel and saw light. 

‘Only twenty metres or so to go,’ she said. Behind her, various expressions of relief 

reverberated around the space. 

Slinking one by one out of the gloomy hole, they fell into a dappled world of 

rustling trees, crackling groundcover, twisting vines, blossoming shrubs, and the combined 

smells of dank earth, eucalyptus and lemon myrtle. As they each emerged, blinking and 

straightening, they looked around them. Their faces took on the aura of enchantment from 

the forest’s atmosphere. 

The eucalyptus trees stretched up their tall skinny limbs further than the crew could 

see. Their leaves blended with those of their neighbours to form a dense canopy. 

Automatically their tight group loosened as each began to explore undergrowth and small 

trails, but none of them loitered too far from the pack. Much of the groundcover was 

grassy, some dry and dead. They explored huge trunks, gnarled and knotty, with large 

enough spaces at the roots for the smallest of them to crouch in. The songs of bellbirds and 

frantic insects filled the air. As they tramped about, the alternating smells of dampness and 

dryness followed them. Stippled sunlight reached various spots. Most of the women 

frequently squatted to inspect fragile wildflowers. 

‘Such flowers I have never seen before,’ Emily remarked, ‘they are exquisite.’ She 

and Norma began an animated conversation about colours and shapes, their chattering 

competing with that of the birds of the forest. 

‘Well, it looks like this might be the place,’ said Artemisia. ‘We should find a 

clearing and set up camp until we figure out what to do next with that bear.’ 

‘’Tis made of unfired clay, is it not?’ Artemisia the painter said. 

‘Yes. So what of it?’ said the captain. 

‘I hear the trickle of a stream nearby. Clay dissolves in water.’ 

‘I can’t hear a stream.’ 

‘Art thou deaf?’ 

‘What about you others? Can you hear anything?’ 

The others stopped what they were doing to look up and listen hard. After a while 

Emily said, ‘Yes, I think I do discern the sound of water.’ Half the group denied they could 

hear anything, but the other half thought they could hear a sound that perhaps was running 

water. 
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‘You have the hearing of a dog, Artemisia,’ the captain said. ‘But it’s a good idea. 

Thanks. We’ll try it.’ 

‘And now, thou wilt think of me?’ the painter asked. 

‘Yes, my friend, you may go home with your gold ducats.’ The two Artemisias 

faced each other, one with a smile of relief, the other with the mien of indulgence. ‘Do you 

have the sack I gave you?’ 

‘Ay. I have it.’ The painter tapped a canvas haversack slung across her body. She 

was already wearing her blue dress and white blouse. Her hair had been arranged into a 

loose chignon, just as it had been when she’d left with Artemisia a few weeks before. 

The others had been standing, listening. Suddenly Emily emitted a short sob, then 

immediately covered her mouth with her hand. The painter took hold of the younger 

woman and enfolded her in a motherly embrace. ‘Mistress Emily, I shall miss thee as well.’ 

The others were also feeling the sadness of a friend about to depart. A friend about 

to depart forever, most likely, with no correspondence possible in the future. It was almost 

like a death.  

‘We have creat’d great art together,’ Artemisia the painter said. ‘’Twill be a 

remembrance to cherish – for thee and for me.’ 

‘I have a gift for you,’ Emily said, sniffing, turning and jiggling off her backpack. 

She unclipped a pocket and removed a small black box. She handed it to the painter. The 

others gathered around. The painter opened the box and took out a gold chain and a locket 

in the shape of a heart. ‘È bello!’ the painter exclaimed as she manipulated the clasp to 

open the locket. Inside, there were miniature portraits of Emily and Artemisia, both drawn 

and coloured in pencils by Emily. ‘I shall carry it always to remind me of thee,’ the painter 

said as she clasped the locket around her neck.  

‘And I shall always keep your drawings to remind me of you,’ Emily said. 

Artemisia the captain coughed. ‘Have you finished saying good-bye, Artemisia? Or 

have you changed your mind and want to stay with us?’ She told Jai to unroll her carpet and 

fetch the basket with the rubellite snake. As she prepared herself for the jaunt across time, 

the others hugged the painter and said their good-byes.  

As the two Artemisias disappeared on the carpet, Emily asked Psappho why she did 

not drum while the carpet was in use, as she had for her own and Isabelle’s arrival. ‘It’s 

only necessary when people come permanently,’ Psappho had answered. ‘There needs to be 

a paring away of the soul, so that a shell remains for burial. The drumming helps to focus 
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the soul, to keep it from returning to the body. It’s the pulse that’s important. Once again, 

the vibration. It doesn’t have to be a drum, but Misia and I prefer a drum to electronic 

pulses. They’re so artificial. A Native American time traveller taught us the drumming. 

Since we were taught that, we’ve used the drum.’ 

Emily nodded slowly. ‘Does this mean there is no replica of Madame Gentileschi 

back in seventeenth century Greenwich?’ she asked. 

Psappho nodded. ‘She should arrive back to the same moment because Misia took a 

reading before she left and had the exact coordinates. Nobody from her time will know that 

she went anywhere.’ 

Isabelle clapped Emily on the back, and said, smiling, ‘It is amazing, no?’ Emily 

had smiled back at Isabelle, and nodded.  

As Psappho had predicted, the two Artemisias were saying their own farewells on 

the lawn of the Queen’s House in Greenwich in the year 1639 at the exact moment they had 

stepped off the carpet on their first trip together. Luckily, there were no people, or dogs, in 

their vicinity.  

The captain spoke first. ‘You’ve done well, and I’m indebted to you for your 

service,’ she said formally. 

‘’Twas in truth an adventure, Artemisia the Turk,’ the painter replied. 

‘I hope one in which you’re not sorry to have partaken.’ 

‘Nay. It was fantastico. I have met truly interesting people.’ 

The captain laughed. ‘Well, that’s true enough.’ 

‘Ay. ’Tis indeed the truth.’ She looked down at the sack at her hip. 

‘Spend your fortune well, my friend.’ The captain’s voice was low and gruff. The 

painter looked up and then back at the sack. She gave a rueful huff of laughter. ‘’Tis not 

likely, but I shall try.’ 

‘Artists. I’ve never known one to deal wisely with money.’  

The painter lifted her hands in a gesture of helplessness and said, ‘There are always 

expenses.’ 

They kissed each other’s cheeks and clasped hands. The captain looked seriously at 

the painter for a moment, as if hesitating before saying: ‘Do not stay overlong in England, 

Artemisia.’ 

‘Nay. I hunger for the smells and sounds of Firenze.’ Then she looked more closely 

at Artemisia’s face and said, ‘But thou hast a different meaning.’ 
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Artemisia truly did hesitate this time. She rarely interfered with people’s lives by 

hinting of the future. She was no gypsy fortune-teller. And it probably did not matter. 

According to the books about Gentileschi, it was clear she’d not stayed much longer in 

England. But, an extra warning to ensure this wouldn’t hurt. She owed the painter a great 

deal for her work of the last few weeks.  

‘There is trouble on its way to houses such as these and for present kings and 

queens.’ She indicated with a lift of her chin the great house lit up with revelry. The painter 

turned her head to glance at the house. When she turned her face back toward the captain’s, 

she said quietly: ‘I will heed thee.’  

The captain walked to the centre of the carpet, lifted her hand in a farewell gesture 

then began to follow the labyrinth from centre to outer rim. The painter watched with some 

feelings of loss, much akin to those at the end of a day at a city fair. When her namesake 

had vanished with her carpet, she picked up her skirt, a little sadly, and turned toward the 

Queen’s House. Nevertheless, the grief she felt at the loss of her new friends faded with 

every step as the clink of gold ducats cheered her spirits.  

 

 

Back in the forest, the tents were soon pitched, and the crew gathered around a small pool 

of water at the bottom of a modest waterfall. The water was fresh and clean. They splashed 

about in it before taking up the business at hand: washing the clay koala.  

It was a slow business. The koala became slick in Artemisia’s hands. It slipped out 

of them and Jai only just caught it before it floated out of reach. Artemisia demanded that 

they form a tight-knit circle around her as a precaution. Psappho suggested they put the 

koala in a basin of some sort in case there was something loose under the next layer and it 

floated away, or sank. Alarmed, Artemisia sent Tess to find a basin or bucket.  

By the time Tess had arrived back with the basin, the bear-washing atmosphere was 

exhilarated, frolicsome. Even Emily let go her gloominess and giggled as the shrinking 

koala bobbed in the water. 

‘I could not have imagined that I would like a person so much in such a small 

amount of time,’ she remarked. 

‘It’s always a gift when that happens,’ Psappho said. ‘We meet a person and 

immediately bond. It’s like we’ve known them forever.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Norma. ‘But what always surprises me is when these feelings don’t last.’ 
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‘What do you mean?’ asked Emily. 

‘Well. You know, when you meet a new man it feels like destiny – like you can’t 

live without him and can’t imagine how you’ve lived without him in the past. But then you 

marry him, and before long you can’t imagine how you’ll be able to live with him for a 

moment longer!’ 

Everyone but Emily and Tess laughed. Tess said, ‘It is not like this with a man who 

is the love of your life.’ 

‘You’re too young then, Tesco,’ said Elvis, ‘if you’ve only had one love of your 

life.’ 

‘It is not possible to have more than one love of your life,’ said Emily. ‘Otherwise 

the phrase is meaningless.’ 

‘Which is the point,’ said Artemisia, grappling with the koala which had slipped out 

of her fingergrip again. ‘But your friendship with Gentileschi is something other than lust, 

which is basically what Norma is talking about.’ 

‘It was not only lust, Misia,’ said Norma. 

‘So say you,’ Artemisia said, rubbing the koala in an attempt to make the 

dissolution happen more quickly. 

‘Do you tell me you recognise my regard for Artemisia?’ Emily said, taken aback 

that the captain was acknowledging anything quite so sentimental. 

‘Of course. What do you take me for? I could see you liked each other. I’m sorry 

you’ve lost your friend, Emily, but it had to be that way. For Artemisia to have stayed she 

would’ve had to have died before her time; and she has a young daughter, and many 

pictures to paint. Would you take these from her, or from the world?’ 

‘I did not think you had high regard for pictures.’ 

‘I don’t. But you do – or so I thought.’ 

‘Will I be able to visit her?’ 

‘Maybe,’ Artemisia said, although she was thinking ‘no’. ‘You’ll have to have 

gotten used to many more things before I can take you on the carpet. I cannot have 

someone travelling with me who does not obey. It’s too dangerous.’ 

‘Will Madame Gentileschi remember us?’ Isabelle, who’d been practising her 

swimming strokes around the outer side of their circle throughout this discussion, asked. 

‘Yes,’ said Psappho. ‘She will.’ 
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The crew played in the water, passing the clay koala to each other, taking turns to 

rub it. When Elvis yelled that he could see something under the clay, they all pounced on 

the koala. Once the first glimpse had occurred, the layer under the clay became much more 

quickly pronounced. Before long, Norma rubbed the last of the clay off and proudly handed 

the newly minted koala to Artemisia. 

‘Is it china?’ Emily said. 

‘Yes, it looks like it,’ Artemisia said. The koala was painted grey with pale pink 

tufts in its ears and underbelly. It had a black buttonish triangular nose that seemed to 

twitch. ‘Psapp, did you bring those tweezers?’ 

‘Yep. Is there a scarf in the paws?’ 

‘I think so. I can see something down there. It’s in deep though.’ She took the 

tweezers from Psappho and began to root in the tiny crevasse where the koala’s paws were 

clasped. ‘Can you get it?’ Jai asked, his nose peering over Artemisia’s fingers. She looked 

up at him, preparing to snap at him to get out of the way, but the keen and honest curiosity 

on his face checked her.  

‘Do you want to do it?’ She held the koala and tweezers out to him. He greedily 

took the objects from her hands and began to dig into the gap. 

‘Don’t be too rough. We don’t want to damage the scarf,’ said Psappho. Artemisia 

looked at her gratefully.  

‘I think I got it,’ Jai said, his voice coloured with exertion and anticipation. 

 He tugged at the cloth caught between the tines of the tweezers. ‘Slowly,’ Artemisia 

said as she spotted the first dash of red being withdrawn from the koala’s clasped paws.  

 Jai tried to slow the pulling of the scarf, but he was being ruled by the god of zeal. 

Plucking at the cloth, he lifted his arm to its considerable length, pulling the scarf from its 

hiding place. The scarf unfolded and began to flap as tufts of wind caught it. As the scarf 

emerged, a noise was heard; it was high pitched and fast, a whine or perhaps a cry of pain. 

Jai’s face was a picture of bewilderment by the time he’d drawn the scarf entirely from the 

paws. ‘Did anyone else hear that?’ 

 The others were all nodding and exchanging baffled looks with each other. ‘What 

do you reckon it was?’ Jai said. 

 ‘It was coming from the scarf, wasn’t it?’ Elvis asked, scratching his beard. 
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 Norma said, ‘It sounded like it,’ and grabbed the end of the scarf from Jai and 

fluffed it out. Artemisia took the other end to lie it flat and began to scrutinise it as well. 

There was nothing on the vibrant red scrap. 

 ‘Where is the clue?’ Isabelle said, poking her face into the circle around the scarf. 

 ‘I don’t know,’ Artemisia said, her face scrunched. ‘Turn it over.’ The fingers 

holding the scarf fumbled and after a moment of negotiation, the scarf was flipped. The 

other side was as blank as the first. They stared at the red surface, straining to see whatever 

might be there. 

 ‘Maybe the clue is that sound,’ Elvis said.  

 ‘You reckon?’ said Jai, looking up at Elvis. He turned toward Artemisia. ‘Could it 

be?’ 

 ‘It might be,’ Artemisia said, sharing eye contact with Psappho. ‘Put it back in.’ 

 ‘You mean the scarf back in the paws?’ Jai said. 

 ‘Yes, you donkey, what else would I mean?’ 

 ‘Misia, we’ll figure this out,’ Psappho said. ‘You don’t have to snap at him.’  

 Jai struggled to stuff the scarf back into the gap between the koala’s paws. ‘Use the 

tweezers,’ Emily suggested. Jai handed her the koala with the scarf erupting from its middle 

like a nasty wound. ‘You do it,’ he said. ‘Your fingers are smaller.’ 

 Emily patiently pushed the scarf into the gap. Artemisia watched with her arms 

folded. ‘Pull it out slowly, Emily,’ she said. Emily chewed her lip and shifted the koala in 

her hands so that she had a firmer grip. She pointed the tweezers at the gap between the 

paws. Unconsciously, each person stepped closer and cocked their heads. 

 The scarf floated between the tweezers and the koala as Emily moved her pinched 

hands up and away from her body. As the scarf emerged, the sound again came from it, and 

this time, the voice of a woman was heard more distinctly. The voice abruptly stopped, 

however, when Emily’s arm had stretched as far as it could be extended with only two 

thirds of the scarf out of the paws. Emily looked uncertainly at Artemisia, who said, ‘Keep 

going.’ Emily adjusted her clasp of the scarf and pulled the rest of it from the paws, making 

a valiant attempt to keep her movement slow and steady. The voice continued. 

 When Emily had pulled the entire scarf from the koala, the group looked at each 

other without saying a word. ‘Well,’ said Artemisia. ‘Any ideas.’ All but Psappho shook 

their heads forlornly. ‘I think I might know, but I want to hear it again,’ she said. Artemisia 
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took the koala, scarf and tweezers from Emily and handed them to Elvis. ‘Someone with a 

longer reach should have a go,’ she said. ‘But do it slowly,’ she warned him. 

 Elvis quickly tucked the red scarf into the gap, and shifted the tweezers and koala 

into a comfortable position before plucking at the tiny blob of red peaking from the top of 

the paws. As the scarf unfolded and began to flap the voice sang out, even more clearly this 

time. Even those who knew little of music knew that it was a female opera singer. As the 

last bit of red flicked out of the gap, the voice of the singer rang out in a strongly held trill. 

A soprano. They could all guess that.  

 ‘Well?’ Artemisia said, turning toward Psappho. 

 ‘Yes. I know who it is. Callas.’ She had a pleased smile on her face. 

 ‘Are you sure?’ 

 ‘I’d bet my life on it.’ 

 Tess and Emily were looking none the wiser. Isabelle, glancing at them, said, ‘Who 

is Callas?’  

 ‘Do you mean Callas as in Maria?’ Elvis said. 

 ‘Is there any other?’ 

 ‘Guess not,’ he said. ‘This is gonna be interesting.’ 

 ‘I heard her once,’ Norma said. ‘In New York at the Met. I didn’t understand a word 

but she had me in tears.’ 

 ‘She had everyone in tears. That was her gift.’ 

 ‘Doesn’t sound like much of a gift, making people cry,’ Jai said. 

 ‘You don’t understand, Jai,’ Psappho said. ‘She is magnificent.’ 

 ‘Was magnificent,’ said Artemisia. ‘But I’m with Jai. It doesn’t sound like much of 

a gift.’ 

 ‘I wish I’d taken the chance to hear her,’ Elvis said. 

 ‘Well, my friend, you’re going to get that chance now.’ 

 ‘You’ll bring her here?’ 

 ‘As soon as Psappho and I can decide on the timing, that’s exactly what we’ll be 

doing.’ 

 ‘How will you know?’ Emily said. 

 ‘We’ll research,’ Norma said. ‘That’s how we always make the decision.’ 

 ‘Good,’ said Artemisia. ‘Now we know who our next heroine of art is we can have 

dinner. Who’s cooking?’ 
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 ‘I wish I were a heroine of art,’ Emily said dolefully. Tess wrapped an arm around 

her. Psappho shot a glance at Artemisia, who laughed and said, ‘Emily, don’t worry about 

that nonsense.’ She grabbed Jai’s hand and tucked the koala more securely under her armpit 

before saying, ‘the real question is, who’s going to be the heroine of the cooking pot?’ 
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Chapter 19 

Friendships 

 

Norma glanced up from the page she was reading when she heard a sound that was out of 

keeping with the twittering crunching rabble of the forest. It was a harsh noise, one like a 

heavy knife being drawn across a sharpening steel. She was near the waterfall so she tried 

to mute the plash of water in her ears to catch the irregularity. Yes, there it was again. She 

looked at Emily and Tess, who were sprawled near her on a patch of grass. They’d also 

stopped what they were doing – Emily bending over a drawing, Tess with a sampler, needle 

and cotton – and had cocked their heads. 

 ‘What is that?’ said Emily. 

 ‘Let’s go see,’ Norma suggested. 

 The three put down their objects of activity and headed toward the sound, which 

could be heard at increasingly shorter intervals. Emily and Tess chattered, making 

suggestions as to what the noise was. Norma was silent. As she tramped through the forest, 

she was thinking about the disturbing book she’d been reading.  

 To more or less degrees, they were all involved in researching Maria Callas. The 

crew had brought laptops with powerful long-life batteries from which they dredged up any 

information about the singer they could find, including her music. Using the carpet, 

Psappho and Artemisia had made trips to the ship and to theatre bookshops to bring back 

books and recordings. The crew were fast becoming expert Callasologists. 

 The diva’s life both fascinated and appalled Norma. It paralleled her own story with 

its incredible rise from poverty and obscurity to fame and, if not fortune, luxury and the 

appearance of glamour; and as well, the horribly sad unfulfilled personal life – 

childlessness and betrayal by lovers.  It was strange that stupendous fame brought so little 

happiness, something that she and Elvis had discussed many times, trying to understand 

why that was. Norma read with avidness movie magazines, which told about the lives of 

contemporary actors and actresses, fascinated by the ones who seemed to get it right, to 

take advantage of their fame without being destroyed by it.  

In her reading this morning, she’d discovered that her life and Maria’s had crossed 

in May 1962, a few months before her own death. It had been at John Kennedy’s famous 

birthday party in Madison Square Garden, where a concert had been held. Both Maria and 

Norma had sung for the president – Norma badly, but in a costume so tight she’d had to be 
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sewn into it – and Maria, probably, exquisitely. Norma hadn’t been aware that they’d 

shared the same program. But then, she hadn’t been very aware of anything that night. 

She’d been steeped in misery, and as usual, the accompanying pills to blot the misery out – 

as Maria’s biographer had written for all the world to read. This was the humiliating part of 

the incident Norma had only found out about this morning. She’d been seen to be a fool at 

this event, and she wondered, as she sauntered along the twisting pathway, listening to the 

happy trilling of the birdlife, when it would be that she could read the embarrassing details 

of her life without her heart darkening with shame.   

And then, there was the other strange coincidence between herself and Maria. Jackie 

Kennedy Onassis. Norma had once believed that Jackie Kennedy had impeded her greatest 

love affair. She no longer suffered from that delusion. She’d realised before her death that 

Jack Kennedy had never loved her. She doubted now, after all the stories about her life and 

his that she’d read, that he’d even liked her. He’d wanted the image; he’d wanted Marilyn. 

Like so many others, he’d had no interest in Norma. He, like the biographer, like the entire 

world probably, had only thought her an idiot. 

And she had been one, she supposed. She’d not done well at all as Marilyn Monroe. 

She recalled that night when Psappho had appeared in her bedroom, offering a different 

kind of immortality than the silver screen kind. She had been drunk, but not so drunk that 

she hadn’t been disbelieving. But the things Psappho had shown her – the death notices in 

so many newspapers! They had convinced her. And that awful memory from the carpet, 

near the end, just before they had stepped off and entered the darkness; she had seen herself 

split in two, and seen her doppelganger walk to the bed, pour herself a drink, and then turn, 

as there was a knock at the door. The foolish hope that had risen in her heart at the sound of 

that knock made her cheeks burn, even now.  

But what had she been thinking about? Her mind roamed about so, it irritated her. A 

wool-gatherer, that’s what Artemisia called her. And that was true as well. That’s right! 

She’d been thinking of Jackie Kennedy, and the connection to Maria.  

The connection had been through men, of course. Jackie had gone on to marry 

Maria’s long-time lover, the Greek tycoon, Aristotle Onassis – oh, years after the 

assassination of Jack. Norma had seen the footage of that assassination, and had been 

horrified by her own inner reaction to the murder. Satisfaction. Her second thought had 

been that he’d deserved worse. She’d confessed those thoughts to nobody, not even Elvis.  
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Maria. After many years of a stormy relationship, she’d been dumped, suddenly, by 

Onassis, and had had to watch, perplexed and impotent, while he married Jackie. Like 

Norma herself, poor Maria had been found only good enough to bed, but not good enough 

to marry. Neither talent nor beauty made it any different. Norma already liked this Maria 

Callas, this sister in romantic misfortune. 

The three women finally reached a small clearing near their campsite where they 

found the rest of the crew. There Elvis and Jai were duelling with foils and face shields. 

Artemisia and Psappho also faced each other, both with long slim weapons in hand. Neither 

wore face shields and the weapons were swords, not safety-tipped foils. Near them, Isabelle 

was perched on top of a rock, glumly watching the games.  

‘So this is what that sound was,’ Emily said, surprised to find a war going on in 

their up-until-now fairly peaceful campsite.  

Artemisia and Psappho were sullen. This immediately disconcerted the newcomers. 

Expressions of displeasure were usual for Artemisia, but none had seen such a look on 

Psappho’s face before. The two men were distracted from their own match, frequently 

casting stealthy glances at the duelling women.  

The women pounced and jabbed, clashed steels, leapt away. Numerous times they 

rallied with the swords, one forcing the other backward, and then being forced back 

themselves. Both were sweating profusely. They didn’t speak, but continued to glare at 

each other. The only sounds they made were grunts of exertion, war cries, and the crash of 

steel against steel.  

Although it had been a while since anyone had indulged in this type of play, 

Artemisia encouraged them to learn fencing and there had been periods of time when 

matches were frequent. Elvis, who practised martial arts regularly, was quite skilled with 

the foil as well and was training Jai. Norma and Tess had been given rudimentary lessons, 

but their interest was minimal. Isabelle and Emily had not yet been given the opportunity to 

try their hands, but both looked eager to learn. Psappho, who fought well from a technical 

point of view but usually lacked aggression or the desire to win, was not exhibiting those 

qualities this day. She looked like she wanted to win, very badly. 

Another usual trait was missing from this match. Over the centuries, Artemisia and 

Psappho had fought for pleasure, chatting amiably as they crossed swords, both anticipating 

each other’s movements easily. It was exercise rather than a match. This time there was no 
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friendly chit-chat, and it was clear Psappho was keeping Artemisia on the hop. And the 

usually passive woman’s aggression was putting Artemisia off her game. 

‘What’s going on?’ Norma had made her way to Isabelle’s rock and had wriggled 

her backside onto a section of it.  

‘I do not know, ’ Isabelle replied. ‘They do not play like this usually?’ 

‘No. Usually it looks like fun.’ 

‘Psappho is good, huh? Artemisia too, but it is not a surprise.’ 

‘Psappho’s never been this good before.’ 

‘She is angry, no?’ 

‘Looks like it. Do you know why?’ 

‘No. Artemisia was angry at breakfast, do you recall?’ Norma nodded and said, 

‘And Psappho wasn’t there.’  

‘Maybe Jai knows,’ Isabelle suggested. 

‘Hmm.’ Norma lifted her hand and caught Jai’s intention. She flicked her head at 

the duelling women and lifted her shoulders. He shook his head in a restrained way, his 

face pained and stiff. He glanced at Artemisia, saw how engrossed she was with Psappho, 

and mouthed at Norma: ‘I’ll tell you later.’ 

‘Something’s up,’ Norma said. 

‘It is about Callas, no?’ 

‘You bet your life it is. That’s all they care about at the moment.’ 

‘It is not good. It is obsession. Why does Artemisia need more treasure? It looks to 

me she is very rich already.’ 

‘It’s not the money, she makes that easily with her businesses. Psappho says she has 

adventure-lust.’ 

‘Hmm, it is dangerous. But I understand it.’ 

‘Yes, you would. You have the soul of an adventurer.’ 

‘And you also.’ 

‘Hmm, maybe. Not so much.’ 

‘No. You have. Otherwise, why are you here? Why did you agree to come on the 

carpet? And Artemisia, she would not bring you to live on her ship if you do not have the 

soul of adventurer.’ 
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Norma laughed. ‘When you put it that way, I have to agree.’ Norma stretched her 

back, smiling at her thoughts. She’d always felt less courageous, less knowledgeable, less 

talented than the others. Perhaps she wasn’t such a misfit after all.  

The match ended when, with a startling grunt, Psappho lifted Artemisia’s sword 

with her own and spun it into the air. Artemisia watched, flabbergasted, as it twirled and 

plummeted, thwumping into a bush where it rustled fleetingly before resting, silent. She 

turned back to face Psappho, who was still pointing her sword, her face twisted into a snarl. 

‘That’s enough,’ Artemisia growled as she pushed Psappho’s sword away from her face. 

The blade cut the palm of her hand, leaving a thin red line. Artemisia’s mind registered but 

refused to acknowledge it. She stomped toward the bush to retrieve her sword. 

‘Do you agree that I have won?’ 

Artemisia spun to face her. ‘You’ve won this battle. You haven’t won the war.’ 

Psappho spat out something in a language nobody except Artemisia understood. It 

was dark and smutty with gutturals. Artemisia smirked. She answered Psappho in what the 

others presumed was the same language before turning away, retrieving her sword, 

sheathing it, and marching to her tent, where she paused before entering to drink from the 

waterbottle on the table outside it. Then she lifted the flap violently and ducked under the 

canvas.  

Psappho had watched Artemisia’s movements, her face still distorted by intense 

lines. She was red with exertion from the match, but her mouth was white. She wiped the 

sweat from her forehead and walked the few paces to pick up her scabbard. She shoved her 

sword into it, her hands wobbling. She ignored her audience, who were shocked into 

speechlessness. They’d never seen Psappho in this state before. She didn’t look like the 

handmaiden of Aphrodite at this moment; she was more like Durga, the Hindu goddess, 

with rotating sword-wielding arms.  

‘Ah, great match, Psapp,’ brave Elvis ventured. ‘You really creamed her.’ 

The others looked at him open mouthed, then turned toward Psappho. She lifted her 

head immediately, as if the fact of her audience had not entered her consciousness before. 

And perhaps it hadn’t. She looked at them as if they were all strangers, not even 

recognisable objects. Then a mask of the old Psappho, the pacifist, flickered across her 

features. But it could not settle. She was too irate. She nodded abruptly to acknowledge 

Elvis’s congratulations before scuttling away. She disappeared inside her tent and the 

canvas flapped to a definite closed position behind her.  
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‘What the hell was that about?’ Elvis said, turning toward Jai. 

‘Not entirely sure. But they’re fighting about Maria Callas.’ 

It had been quickly established that the voice in the scarf was indeed Maria Callas’s. 

They’d all listened to the recordings and compared them to the voice in the scarf. It was 

unmistakable. There were two questions next: what would motivate Callas to consent to 

help them; and at what time in her life would it be best to bring her to the forest? There had 

been a third question: what is the piece of music in the scarf? Unfortunately, they’d not 

been able to identify it. Even Psappho, who was most familiar with Callas’s work, could 

not find the matching aria on any of the vast number of recordings they’d listened to. 

Artemisia and Psappho had agreed that it wasn’t worth continuing the search for a match. 

Perhaps Callas herself would identify it immediately and the question would be answered. 

At this stage, they didn’t know if the piece was meaningful; the voice clue may only be 

indicating the singer required, not the song as well, as had – it turned out – Artemisia 

Gentileschi’s painting of Judith and Holofernes.  

‘I think they’re disagreeing on when to bring her here,’ Jai continued. ‘Not when in 

our time, but when in her life. I get the feeling Saffy wants to bring her here, like, at the end 

of her life. Artemo wants to get her when she’s younger.’ 

The others were quiet for a moment, mulling this over. Considering the 

ramifications, they all had a vested interest in who joined the crew permanently.  

‘How are decisions made?’ Isabelle asked. She’d pulled out her tobacco pouch and 

had begun rolling a cigarette. Emily picked up a paper and began to roll one as well. 

Isabelle smiled encouragingly at her. 

‘Which decisions?’ Jai said. 

‘Decisions on who lives on the ship?’ 

Jai shrugged and looked at Elvis, who said, ‘Well, usually Queenie and Psappho 

make the final decisions, I suppose.’ 

‘Have you never had a say?’ asked Emily. 

Elvis considered before speaking. ‘I guess I’ve been on the ship the longest of this 

crew, though there was a couple of other people who left since I joined.’ 

‘I thought Norma was here before you,’ said Jai. ‘I thought she, um …’ 

‘Yeah, I know. Chronologically, it should be Norma.’ He lifted his head in Norma’s 

direction, acknowledging her. ‘We’re in a funny position, aren’t we? We’re kind of 

contemporaries. But you know time is a shifting thing with these girls. And actually, it was 
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my idea to bring Norma on board. It was that time when there were lots of docos on 

Norma’s life, and about that ratbag J.F. Kennedy. I felt sorry for her, and well, I kinda felt 

like we would understand each other.’ Norma smiled wanly.  

‘And I wanted to bring Emily on board,’ said Norma. ‘I read Wuthering Heights, 

and your poetry,’ she addressed Emily. ‘Psappho and I had a big job convincing Misia.’ 

Emily made a derisive sound with her breath. ‘But she agreed for Tess really. We thought it 

would be good for her to have a companion about her own age and from her own time,’ 

Norma said, looking toward Tess. ‘But it was Misia who had the final say.’ 

‘Tess, why did you come?’ Isabelle asked slowly, stumbling over the ‘did’. 

Tess rubbed her chin on her shoulder. She glanced at Elvis, pleadingly, and he 

answered for her: ‘Tess came to us on her own volition, hey, Tesco?’ Tess nodded and 

looked relieved when Elvis continued: ‘And you coming, Issy, was decided by Queenie 

when she met you in the desert.’ 

‘And Jai is a prize from a bar in Singapore,’ Isabelle said and everybody laughed.  

‘That’s right,’ Jai said. ‘I guess that was Artemo’s choice.’ 

‘Yeah, we didn’t have any say in that one,’ Elvis said. Jai quickly assessed his face, 

as if to read whether his arrival had been a source of pleasure or annoyance. Elvis, realising 

this, tried to soften his words. ‘But it’s been good to have another bloke on the ship, mate.’ 

He exaggerated the words ‘bloke’ and ‘mate’, stretching them out and flattening the 

vowels. They all teased Jai about his slang words and nasal Australian accent.  

‘And we are really pleased she’s kept you with us,’ said Norma, touching Jai’s arm.  

Isabelle, watching this exchange, said ‘You are all very nice people.’ They turned 

and looked at her as if she’d criticised them. ‘Whaddya mean by that?’ Elvis said. 

‘You are careful about feelings. Artemisia – I like her. She is a good woman. Very 

strong leader. But she is like the elephant. She bump bump bump over hearts of people.’ 

Isabelle pounded her chest with her fists. ‘It is nice you have kind hearts. It is a family 

fantastico, no? Has balance.’  

‘Well, you’re part of it, too,’ Elvis said.  

‘Hmm, it is true,’ Isabelle said, lighting her cigarette and bending toward Emily to 

light hers. ‘I will try to be a nice girl.’ 

‘Queenie’s gonna kill you if she catches you teaching Em to smoke.’ 
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‘Bah! Why is smoking so big a problem?’ Isabelle said, exasperated. She waved the 

cigarette, wafting the smoke. ‘It is very good, smoking. Relaxing. Why people do not like it 

here?’ 

Jai fluffed the air with his big hands to dissipate the smoke. ‘We’ll show you the 

statistics on lung cancer sometime, Issy.’ 

‘Lung cancer? What is it?’ 

The others laughed. ‘You know she can’t get lung cancer,’ Norma said.  

‘I dunno,’ said Elvis. ‘It’s a weird world we live in.’ 

‘We live in an enchanted forest at the moment,’ said Tess, looking dreamily around 

her.  

‘We’re certainly a long way from Kansas, Dorothy,’ said Elvis, but only Norma 

laughed. The others looked at him as if he’d suddenly started speaking in tongues; even Jai. 

‘Before your time, buddy,’ Elvis said, planting his hand on Jai’s shoulder. ‘And 

after these little ladies’ times, I s’pose.’ 

The pack broke up and went back to their activities, or took up some new ones. At 

lunch time, neither Artemisia nor Psappho came out of their tents. Jai took food to 

Artemisia; Norma took a plate to Psappho’s tent, but she was not in it.  

 

 

Late in the afternoon Emily was roving far from the campsite, flouting Artemisia’s 

command that they not go further than the area she’d designated, when she heard voices 

ahead of her on the path. She continued to stroll along, trying to guess who else was 

disobeying. She halted abruptly when she turned a bend and saw strangers. They were 

resting at a spot on the path marked for that activity by an untreated wooden bench. Three 

middle-aged women wearing long shorts, t-shirts, and sun-visors sat on the bench. They 

were red in the face and waving brochures at themselves. Emily counted nine people in the 

group, a mixture of men and women, young and old, and a couple of small children. They 

were speaking loudly, passing bottles of water amongst themselves, removing their hats 

and wiping their brows. They’d not yet seen Emily, who stood rooted, unsure of what to do.  

Despite her standing like a statue, exposed in the middle of the path, for what 

seemed to Emily an inordinate amount of time, none of them seemed to notice her. She 

considered sidling past them, perhaps greeting them with a courteous smile as she’d learnt 
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to do with tourists at Wave Rock. She was wearing overalls so she shouldn’t look out of 

place.  

Just as she were about to move, a boy – she gauged he was about seven years old – 

caught her attention. He was still and stiff as a garden gnome, and staring at the path ahead, 

his tongue protruding in thoughtfulness. None of the adults were taking any notice of him. 

Emily looked in the direction of his gaze, and was astonished to see Psappho, watching her, 

the boy, and the group of people. She was wearing odd clothes. Emily thought to herself 

that she looked like an Indian princess, or a picture of one she’d seen in a story book.  

Psappho beckoned to Emily. Casting a quick glance at the group, Emily cautiously 

stepped along the path past them. Nobody paid her any attention, except for the boy, who, 

with wide-opened eyes, followed her progress. Just before she reached Psappho, one of the 

women noticed the boy and yelled, ‘Hey, Sean. Whattcha lookin’ at?’ The boy didn’t take 

his eyes off Emily. He said in a reverent tone, ‘Ladies.’ 

Emily’s face reflected her confusion. Psappho waved at the boy, then led Emily 

further along the path, away from the group. She heard the strangers laughing as they 

moved away, and a voice saying, ‘That kid’s got some imagination.’ 

‘They can’t see us, or hear us,’ Psappho said. 

‘What do you mean?’ Emily turned her head toward the group. ‘That boy could.’ 

‘Well, you know children are more likely to see fairies or whatever. Though some 

adults can see into the different realms. Like that man in the red shirt who heard Elvis. Life 

is always filled with anomalies.’ 

‘Are we in a magic realm? Why can’t they see us if we can see them?’ 

‘When we entered that rock we entered the first stage of another dimension –magic 

realm is an older way to say it. In this stage, we can see those outside, but they can’t see us. 

When we move further into it, we won’t see people on the surface world either, although 

we may feel their presence. If those people had shut up and attuned themselves to the 

environment, they would have become aware that we were there. They wouldn’t have been 

able to see us, unless, like that little boy, they have more than a touch of psychic ability, but 

they would have been able to sense us.’ 

‘Fairies don’t really exist, do they?’ 

Psappho laughed. ‘It all depends what you mean by fairies. There’s all kinds of 

words for them: elementals, nature spirits, elves, djinns, angels, demons, aliens, psychotic 

episodes.’ 
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‘I’d like to see an elf.’ 

Psappho laughed again. ‘Well, Emily, you might not say that if you met one.’ 

The pair walked companionably along the path without speaking. Emily tossed 

conversation starters around in her head. Should she bring up the duel? She wanted to, but 

would Psappho be angry at her if she did? And why did the thought of Psappho being angry 

with her make her feel so uncomfortable?  

They came to another rough bench made of untreated timber, situated on the edge of 

the path with a vista of banksias, purple myrtle, yellow donkey orchids and a patch of frilly 

ferns. They both moved toward it instinctively.  

After another short period of silence, Emily spoke, but not of what was most 

pressing on her thoughts: ‘Elvis said this morning that there have been others who have 

lived on our ship, but they left. How did they leave? And where did they go?’ 

Psappho considered before speaking, registering the claim of ‘our ship’. The girl 

was obviously feeling more at home, which was a positive step. She’d had her concerns 

that Emily would never adapt, would never accept life under Artemisia’s rule. 

‘Sometimes people leave and live privately, making their own way. They get tired 

of ship life, or meet someone they prefer to stay with.’ 

Emily said nothing, but nodded. She too registered something: that Psappho was 

speaking in the present tense. These were events that may occur again. 

‘Occasionally, some regret choosing this … alternative life. You know,’ Psappho 

turned toward Emily before continuing, ‘immortality is not for everyone. Some people get 

tired of it.’ 

‘I thought we could not die, or be sick.’ 

‘There are ways. Artemisia takes the person back to the time just before their death. 

They live out their last moments without us interfering. But only if they ask for it, and we 

talk about it for a long time before the decision is made.’  

Emily registered another subconscious meaning: Psappho had called her friend 

‘Artemisia’ and not ‘Misia’ like she normally did. She wondered how significant this was. 

Emily licked her lips and asked: ‘Do you ever get tired of it?’ 

Psappho looked down at her hands, which were interlocked, then stretched them 

until they cracked. ‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘But not often.’ She turned again to Emily. ‘One 

thing one must learn on a long journey is to have stamina.’ 



 ~ 185 ~ 

  

Emily looked away. She wondered if she had stamina. She knew she had 

stubbornness, but she wasn’t sure this was the same thing. 

‘You were going to tell me about how you came to live on the ship.’ 

‘I was, wasn’t I.’ Psappho stretched her hands over her head. Her attention was 

caught by a rustle in a nearby branch. A small gnarly grey lizard hunched and bunched its 

way toward them. Psappho touched Emily’s arm and pointed at it. Emily watched its 

movements, enthralled. She was finding Australia a fascinating land. ‘I guess now is as 

good a time as any,’ Psappho said. ‘What do you know already about me?’ 

‘Do you mean what I knew before I met you?’ 

‘Of course.’ Psappho laughed. ‘I suppose your perception has changed somewhat 

since then.’ 

Emily laughed. She dredged her memory for what little information she’d learned 

about the legendary poet, called Sappho in all the books she’d read it in. Her father had 

owned some books about her as well as books with her poetry, although he hadn’t 

encouraged his daughters to read them. On the other hand, he hadn’t been overly watchful 

when it came to his bookcases or daughters, so they’d devoured everything that caught their 

fancy. 

‘I do not know much,’ said Emily. ‘I read one novel by Madame de Staël.’ 

‘Ergh,’ said Psappho. ‘She made me impossible, and as limp as a jellyfish. Nearly 

as bad as what Pope did to me. What an insipid creation! It galls me that my name has been 

smeared by that man.’ 

‘Um, Alexander Pope is the author of the other book I read.’ 

‘Well, let’s assume you know nothing then, shall we?’ Emily nodded and sat back, 

tucking one foot under herself. 

‘You know when I was born? Going by the dates we’re using at the moment, about 

2600 years ago?’ Emily nodded. 

‘A long time ago, I did live on the island of Lesbos, although I visited other places 

for short times because I liked to travel, sometimes with my husband, and sometimes for 

poetry festivals. I went to Sicily, Athens, Mount Olympus, and one or two other places in 

what is now called Turkey.  

‘I didn’t write my poems down, well, not until later, but I used to sing them while I 

played the lyra – do you know what that is?’ 

‘I think so. A kind of harp?’ 
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‘Yes, that’s close enough. As a young girl I wanted to be a priestess of Aphrodite, 

but my family wouldn’t let me. I was destined for a “good marriage”.’ 

‘And was it good?’ 

‘It was all right. What was good was that it gave me a daughter, Cleis. I named her 

for my mother.’ 

‘You must miss her.’ 

‘I do. But I visit occasionally. It’s always very strange for her, so I don’t do it 

regularly.’ 

Emily licked her lips, procrastinating. She blurted, stammering: ‘Wouldn’t she 

have, um, passed on by now?’ 

Psappho smiled and shook her head. ‘Yes, but the upside of being immortal with a 

time travelling carpet is that you can always go back and visit.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Emily. ‘That’s true.’ She thought about it for a moment, trying to work 

out what this might mean for herself. Instead of asking those kinds of questions and leading 

Psappho off her own story, however, she said, ‘Don’t you want to bring her to live with 

you?’ 

This time Psappho laughed. ‘I tried, believe me. I wanted her to come, and she did 

try, once.’ Psappho faced Emily. ‘She agreed to come with me to live on the ship for a 

month, before making it permanent. It was a disaster. She and Misia hated each other for a 

start. And she just couldn’t adapt,’ Psappho said sadly. ‘Sometimes people can’t cope with 

the vast differences in lifestyle. This way of life is not for everyone. Unfortunately, not 

even for people you love.’ 

At Psappho’s words, Emily felt vulnerable and a shiver rattled through her thin 

body. She’d been thinking of Anne recently, and how she could make Artemisia bring her, 

too, onto the ship. But how would Anne, so delicate and sensitive, cope? Emily willed her 

body to stop shaking and said, ‘How old was Cleis when you left, um, the first time?’ 

‘Twenty-two.’ Psappho looked straight ahead. ‘She was twenty-two and already 

married with a small son.’ 

‘Tell me how you came to meet Artemisia. You didn’t commit suicide like the 

books say, did you?’ 

‘I certainly did not!’ Psappho’s voice turned stern and face rigid. ‘It infuriates me 

that people say that about me. Misia says I should write a book and set it all straight, but I 

don’t know if there’s any point to that. I’ll just be another voice of opinion.’ 
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‘Unless you declare yourself the true Psappho.’ 

Psappho laughed. ‘Now that might cause a stir.’ 

‘Tell me what happened.’ 

Psappho shifted one leg to cross the other and clasped her hands around one knee 

before continuing. ‘I had a nice life. Comfortable. I didn’t care much for my husband. He 

was all right, but like most men he wanted things his own way, and he wanted a wife to 

give him sons, not to be his friend. I only had the one child, a daughter, which didn’t please 

him. He fathered many sons with his whores over the years and couldn’t understand why I 

didn’t also.’ 

‘The fates are cruel,’ said Emily, nodding sagaciously. 

‘Not in this case. I was dosing myself with herbs that prevented pregnancy. I didn’t 

want a bunch of brats to look after. I was happier creating poetry, and teaching. I taught the 

young women in Mytilene, you know.’ 

‘Oh, you did? What did you teach them?’ 

‘Oh, about the arts – music, poetry, pottery. Also about how to placate the goddess 

Aphrodite. How to build a lovely home. A little about the physical acts of love. They were 

being groomed to be good wives, as I was seen to be. 

During my thirties I had a good friend, a woman a few years older than me named 

Bilitis. She lived alone. Never married, or wanted to. It was she who taught me about herbs 

and their properties. We were very close, a true friendship, and more. We were lovers, also 

…’ 

‘You were … lovers?’ 

‘Yes, as I was …’ 

‘Pardon me, Psappho. I do not understand. I thought you said this Bilitis was a 

woman.’ 

‘Yes, she was.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘You didn’t know this about me?’ 

Emily blushed. ‘I did not believe perhaps, I mean, you seem so normal, and, and, 

womanly.’ 

‘You mustn’t believe stereotypes, Emily,’ Psappho said austerely. 

‘I beg your pardon. I did not intend to be rude.’ 

‘I know, but even so.’ 
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‘Are you and Artemisia lovers?’ 

‘What!’ Psappho stared at her, tipped her head back and guffawed. ‘Good lord, no. 

Misia would die if she heard you say that. She’d find the idea repugnant.’ 

‘She would? You seem like such good friends.’ 

‘Well, we are. But lesbians can have female friends. We don’t sleep with all 

women. Artemisia and I love each other a different way. Platonically.’ 

Emily thought about this idea of Psappho and Artemisia loving each other, even 

platonically, for a moment, putting it in the context of this morning’s duel. She decided she 

wouldn’t spoil the mood by asking about that. 

‘Artemisia acts so much like a man, you would think …’ 

‘Stereotypes, Emily,’ Psappho warned. ‘Shall I continue my story?’ 

‘Yes, please do.’ 

‘By the time I was coming up to 40, my relationship with Bilitis had cooled,  

sexually I mean. We were still very devoted to each other, but her interest in sex had 

waned. As I mentioned, she was a bit older than I was. I began to take other lovers. I 

usually didn’t take up with my students, but there was one who seemed more mature, and, I 

must admit, was very attractive. She was a dark and quite a beauty. She had the most 

luscious hair and the blackest of eyes …’ Psappho’s face began to look dreamy. 

‘What was her name?’ 

‘Damophile. Her name was Damophile.’ 

‘She is mentioned in some books, I think, but there is no mention of … of ….’ 

‘Lesbian relationships?’ 

‘No. There was never any mention of such … such …’ 

‘No they weren’t mentioned in the era you lived, Emily. My life was sanitised 

during the Victorian age. You got the most innocent versions of my life, I believe.’ 

‘Obviously,’ Emily said thoughtfully. ‘Were you in love with Damophile?’ 

Psappho laughed. ‘As Misia would say, I was in lust. She was young and lovely and 

clever, a very winning combination. I didn’t have many reasons to resist. She was “in love” 

with me though.’ 

‘Why do you say “in love” as if you mean the opposite?’ 

‘Because it was a puppy love, an infatuation.’ 

‘Is that different from true love?’ 

‘Yes, dear. It is.’ 
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‘Oh.’ 

‘Then a young man who worked on his father’s fishing boats came into the picture.’ 

‘Phaeon?’ 

‘Yes. Phaeon. Alexander Pope, right?’ 

‘Right,’ said Emily, smiling. 

‘I didn’t love Phaeon and he didn’t scorn me as the storytellers have written.’ 

‘You were not his lover then?’ 

‘We were lovers, but I didn’t love him. He fell in love with Damophile, and she 

would have nothing to do with him. He pestered me about her, always on my doorstep, 

begging me to make her change her mind. I suggested we make love all together one night 

to test the waters, to see if she could transfer her affection from me to him. You see, by this 

time, her ardour was beginning to bore me a little, and I thought it might be convenient if 

she did turn away from me to him. Or that once Phaeon had made love to Damophile, it 

would satisfy his lust and he’d forget about her and start to chase another pretty girl. It’s 

what many men do, as you probably know.’ 

Emily’s white skin was mottled with pink, but she battled to maintain her 

composure. What Psappho was saying scandalised her, but she didn’t want to let on. Firstly 

because she didn’t want to offend her friend, and secondly because she was supposed to be 

the novelist of a passionate unruly love affair. She should learn not to be so squeamish. In a 

part of her heart she also yearned to be as bold as Psappho. She wondered if she would 

have amorous adventures, now that she was so far from home and a restricted lifestyle. She 

was Emily Jane Brontë, she told herself – a  twenty-first century adventuress, not a demure 

Victorian lass any longer.  

Psappho, shooting a sly glance at Emily, smiled inwardly. Emily was no longer in 

the nineteenth century and the sooner she got used to it, the better.  

‘Unfortunately, things didn’t go as I’d planned. The encounter, Damophile’s first 

with a young man, inspired her to abandon any hope of marriage and she became even 

more devoted to me. The effect on Phaeon was also catastrophic. Instead of tiring of 

Damophile, he became convinced she was the only woman he’d ever want. I must say, it 

was a little insulting.’ 

‘Insulting?’ 

‘Well, you know.’ Psappho turned to Emily and said, ‘Well, maybe you don’t.’ She 

shook her head slowly. ‘Anyway, Phaeon became angrier and angrier, unbelievably, with 
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me. He took it into his head that I was keeping Damophile tied to me in order to keep her 

away from him. I couldn’t dissuade him otherwise.’ 

‘How provoking!’ 

‘More than provoking. It was ultimately tragic!’ 

‘Tell me, Psappho. This is much more interesting than Mr Pope’s version.’ 

‘I should think so. You know what they say, fact is stranger than fiction.’ Emily 

chuckled. 

‘Phaeon begged me to meet him on Leucadia, an island near Lesbos. I agreed 

because I thought I’d be able to convince him to give Damophile up as she’d never have 

him, or any other man it seems. 

‘We met on that terrible little island, on a cliff overlooking the Ionian Sea. It was 

beautiful that night, but really frightening. A storm was coming up across the sea and I 

could see flashes of white lightning in the sky.  

‘It was a hideous argument. Phaeon accused me of so many vile things, of 

corrupting all the young women, although Damophile was the only student I’d ever taken to 

my bed. He made remarks about my skills at mothering which really hurt.’  

Emily stared at Psappho, astonished. Her voice and face reflected a pain that must 

have been inflicted many hundreds, no, thousands of years ago. 

‘Is that why you killed yourself?’ 

Psappho flung her face toward Emily. ‘I told you I didn’t kill myself. That bastard 

dragged me to the edge of the cliff. He was so strong – a man working on boats all his life. 

I didn’t have a chance. The last thing he said to me was the only way to take Damophile 

from me was to get rid of me. And then he flung me from the top of the cliff.’ 

‘Oh, Psappho. How awful.’ 

‘It was awful. I’ve never been so terrified. I will never be that terrified again,’ she 

said, her voice low and intent.  

‘How did Artemisia know what time and place to go and pick you up?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Didn’t Artemisia take you as she took us?’ 

‘No, my dear. Artemisia saved me in a much more regular way. Later she shared her 

secret with me, and we had to repeat a lot of this sorry story again but without the bad 

ending. Misia had wanted to shoot Phaeon through with an arrow that time, but I decided 

against it. He was just a silly boy, and I had lost my need for revenge by then.  
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‘Anyway, back to the original story. I was on the cliff on Leucadia, and Phaeon 

threw me off. I fell into the sea. It’s a miracle I didn’t get smashed straight on the rocks, 

there were many. But I landed in water, very bruised and half dead. I had enough strength 

to kick myself away from the rocks and then the current took me out to sea. I’d almost 

given up hope and I expected to drown. But for some reason, I wanted to live, as hopeless 

as it may have been, and I kept my head above water as long as I could. Or perhaps some 

instinct told me to hold on, because this is where Artemisia came into the picture. She was 

on one of her adventures, a quest to find a golden amphora with a never-ending supply of 

wine, and she’d stolen a fishing boat to make her way to a cave on a small island in the 

Ionian Sea.’ 

‘So it was by chance that you met her?’ 

‘Yes. Completely by chance. She fished me out of the sea, and pumped life into me. 

I was very weak and she looked after me and nursed me, although I’ve never gotten from 

her the reason why. I went on the quest with her, and helped her. Together we found the 

golden amphora. She asked me to become her travelling companion through time, and I 

thought, why not?’ 

‘Do you still have it? Is the wine still good?’ 

‘I’m afraid the never-ending part of the story turned out to be untrue.’ Psappho 

smiled. ‘But the wine was terribly good while it lasted, and when the golden amphora was 

dry we sold it for a an excellent price.’ 

‘Why did you agree to stay with her?’ 

‘I had nothing to go back to, in a way. After 40, I was with Misia anyway. It was a 

choice of staying with her until I died, going to some small town and living the dull life of 

an ageing woman, or staying with her as youngish woman forever. Misia offered me a life 

of adventure. A million lives of adventure in fact.’ 

‘Have you been alive for 2600 years then?’ 

‘No, not quite that long. We’ve jumped some centuries. The boring ones.’ Psappho 

smiled at Emily, who smiled uncertainly back. She could gamble on the likelihood they’d 

skipped the nineteenth century then.  

‘Your story is incredible.’ 

Psappho chuckled. ‘I suppose it is. But that’s it.’ 
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The sunlight grew weaker and the two women made motions to dispel the lazy 

friendly atmosphere they’d created. They stood up and started talking about returning to the 

camp when they heard footsteps on the path. Soon Artemisia entered their field of vision.  

‘Emily,’ Artemisia said in place of greeting. ‘I want a word with Psappho. Why 

don’t you get lost for a while.’ 

‘Don’t be so bloody rude all the time.’ Psappho stood and faced Artemisia, the 

pleasant ambience ruined.  

Artemisia sighed deeply. ‘All right. I’m sorry, Emily,’ she said, turning toward 

Emily. ‘But I do need to speak to Psappho. Would you mind leaving us to do that?’ 

Emily looked pointedly at Psappho, who nodded slightly. She shrugged and walked 

off, brushing past Artemisia without a word. Artemisia didn’t react to the bump, but she 

absorbed it with annoyance. She held her tongue. Physically. With her teeth. 

‘What do you want?’ 

 ‘I want you to be reasonable,’ said Artemisia. 

 ‘And why is it only me who’s being unreasonable?’ 

 ‘Come, Psapp. What’s going on here? You must see that what you want is foolish.’ 

 ‘We’ve brought many people to our ship. Why not one more? Maria was so 

unhappy at the end of her life. She deserves another chance.’ 

 ‘You know by now we can’t judge anybody else’s level of happiness or 

unhappiness. We have enough trouble judging our own. Besides, and more importantly, 

she’d lost her voice by the time she’d died. She would be no use to us without that voice.’ 

 ‘You’re heartless, Misia. This adventure isn’t everything.’ 

 ‘Until we came on this adventure, you seemed to live perfectly well without Maria 

Callas in it.’ 

 ‘I hadn’t realised how dreadful things had been for her.’ 

 ‘And how awfully good, as well. I’ve been researching too, don’t forget.’ 

 ‘We could bring her before she loses her voice.’ 

 ‘My idea exactly. By my calculations …’ 

 ‘No. Bring her here before she meets Onassis, and keep her.’ 

 ‘That’s unfair to her. It’s before her natural time.’ 

 ‘We brought Elvis here before his natural time.’ Psappho, unconsciously, lowered 

her voice. This was their own secret, one Elvis and nobody else knew. 
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 ‘That’s different. He was killing himself anyway. It was only a matter of time, 

months if he was lucky. Callas is a different kettle of fish all together. She had a lot of 

happiness with Onassis – as we all do with ratbag lovers if you care to recollect – and you’d 

be taking that away from her as well. And she was healthy at that time.’ 

 ‘We could save her a lot of misery. Her voice was never as good after 1958, which 

is when you want to bring her.’ 

 ‘We cannot have her on the ship, Psappho. She’s a prima donna. She’ll drive us 

insane.’ 

 ‘That’s the crux, isn’t it? It has nothing to do with cutting her life short or taking 

happiness away from her. You just don’t want to be bothered with any more people 

challenging your authority.’ 

 ‘You’re right there. I’ve had it with this so-called democracy. It’s a load of crap. All 

it does is make everyone indecisive about what they ought to be doing.’ 

 ‘We should all be doing just what you want, is that right?’ 

 ‘It would make life bloody simpler.’ 

 ‘It would make your life simpler. It doesn’t make our lives simpler.’ 

 ‘I don’t agree. It would simplify your lives. You wouldn’t have to think. You could 

all just do what you do best – your fiddling with paints, songs, or words and whatever; and 

I could get on, unobstructed, doing what I do best, which is being in command. I don’t see 

why you lot don’t realise it would make you happier.’ 

 ‘You already dictate to us.’ 

 ‘It’s such a watered down dictatorship, it’s hardly recognisable as such,’ Artemisia 

said, her voice overhung with sadness. 

 ‘Ah, Misia.’ Psappho turned away and folded her arms, crushing them against her 

body. 

 ‘What, Psappho. What’s this about?’ 

 Psappho twirled around. ‘It’s about Maria Callas. It’s about her unhappiness. She 

was so unfairly treated by the men in her life.’ 

 Artemisia laughed. ‘If we took every woman onto my ship who was made unhappy 

by men we’d sink before we got too far through Eve’s family tree. And then if we added 

the men who’ve been made unhappy by women, well, you can see where this would lead 

us.’ 

 ‘That’s what it’s about, isn’t it?’ 



 ~ 194 ~ 

  

 ‘What.’ 

 ‘You said “my ship”. You don’t think of us at all. You only think of yourself.’ 

 ‘What is wrong with you, Psappho? You sound like a disagreeable wife.’ 

 Psappho laughed bitterly. ‘That’s so like you. Ridicule when you know you’re in 

the wrong.’ 

 ‘What utter rot! This conversation is over. What you want to do is foolish and 

unnecessary. You have no idea if Callas would want to live with us – and from what I’ve 

read she wouldn’t. I say we get a potion from the muses to prolong her voice and bribe her 

with it when she first discovers she’s losing it. We bring her here, she sings her song, the 

next stage of our adventure is reached, and we send Maria home smiling. That is a simple 

plan. A good plan. What you suggest is madness and chaos.’ 

 ‘Why don’t we bring her when she’s younger then, when her voice is perfect? Then 

there’s no risk at all that she won’t be able to sing.’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘No? I know why too. It’s because Maria was overweight when she was young.’ 

 Artemisia blushed. She licked her lips and said, but with less force, ‘Don’t be 

ridiculous.’ 

 ‘Ridiculous? It’s because you’re so prejudiced against women who have a few extra 

kilos. That’s why you won’t bring her when she’s younger. You want to take her when 

she’s at her skinniest.’ 

 ‘Nonsense. If we take her when her voice is strong we’ll have no leverage. We have 

to take her at the time when she’s most vulnerable. Otherwise it will be too hard to 

persuade her to come.’ 

 ‘I don’t believe you.’ 

 ‘You’re being silly, Psappho, which is unlike you.’ She stared at her old friend, who 

had turned away from her. ‘Don’t be so bloody stubborn. You know I’m right about this.’ 

 ‘It sounds like we have nothing left to say then, doesn’t it.’ Psappho’s voice was 

cold, distant.  

 ‘Whatever.’ Artemisia sat heavily onto the bench. Her face was dull and pinched. 

Her shoulders slumped. If Psappho had turned and looked at her old friend, she would’ve 

been surprised, and quite possibly, penitent. She’d rarely seen Artemisia with such a 

defeated expression. But she didn’t look. She walked away without saying anything, and 



 ~ 195 ~ 

  

without casting a glance to soften the insult. Artemisia watched her walk away. The hollow 

feeling in her heart yawned wider.  
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Chapter 20 

Jewel Cave 

 

After she left Artemisia, Psappho rushed blindly through the forest with those excellent 

walking companions, fury and frustration. She tramped until she was exhausted, slumping 

finally against a fig tree, its gnarly roots embracing her like a mother. Before falling asleep, 

she called upon the muses for help, a little half-heartedly, as the anger lingered and leaked 

outside the box with Artemisia’s name on it. She napped, and woke, startled, with the 

intuition to get up and walk into the thicker part of the forest, outside of the pathed area. 

She did so; as soon as she started to tramp through the thick foliage, a new path began to 

form, the grass and shrubs dividing in front of her like the Red Sea before Moses. She 

stepped onto it, only checking once to see that behind her the path was disappearing. She 

felt a fluttering of competitive pride. The muses never answered Artemisia’s calls so 

quickly.  

 She trudged for more than an hour through brush that snatched at her legs. By this 

time, the evening screeches of the birdlife and the clatter of the insects as they finished the 

day’s activity were more irksome than soothing. She was tired. If it weren’t for the path 

appearing before her and disappearing behind her she’d have thought she was just lost. As 

it was, she wondered if the muses were playing a trick. This wouldn’t be the first time. 

 Like so many times in life, just as she reached the point of despair and was about to 

abandon her quest, Psappho reached her destination. She paused and assessed her location. 

There was a carpark, kiosk, café, entry gate, noticeboards with prices. No people. It was 

after 6 o’clock, going by her watch. Which tourist Mecca was it, she speculated. She 

approached a sign; she read: Jewel Cave. 

 A padlocked metal gate barred the cave entrance, but the padlock hung open. ‘They 

think of everything,’ she said aloud. She pushed the gate and descended into a tunnel. She 

went slowly, clinging to the guard rail as the iron stairs were slippery, cramped and dark. ‘I 

wish they’d thought to turn the lights on,’ she grumbled. 

 A light flashed when she reached the first platform. A figure of streaky light moved 

in front of her and she followed it, grateful for the ability to now see where she was 

stepping. The light led her further downward, into the bowels of the cave. She was 

surrounded by moist smells, acrid smells. The slow drip of water. She passed stalactites 
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drooping forlornly from the ceilings. Columns of dull sturdy crystals glimmered in the 

shifting light. Long emaciated straws of rock and light dangled from the ceiling.  

When the light stopped moving, she also stopped. She was in a cavern the size of a 

cathedral. Stalactites rained from the high ceiling. Dwarfish stalagmites squatted below the 

wooden platform she was suspended on. The single light had moved to a central position, 

drizzling its rays over a circle and making the calcite crystals shimmer. Near her head, a 

huge fringe of crystals hung like a suspended waterfall. It was dazzling but made her feel 

lonely. She squinted and searched the cave for the muse who’d answered her call. 

 It was difficult to see her. She was crystal-white, blending with the walls, and she 

seemed to be standing on crystal-white snow. She was long, beglittered. Psappho couldn’t 

tell if her full-length sheath was silver or metallic, but it was tight against the muse’s 

tubular body. She glinted in the dim light. Her face was pale, pinched and sharp. Her hair 

cut short, a bob with a fringe. Shining, glinting. She wore a coronet of red roses; not 

peculiar in itself, but its position was peculiar.  It hung around her neck like a noose.  

 Psappho was so busy trying to identify the muse, she had not said a word.  

‘Psappho?’ The muse’s voice was thin and brittle as her form. ‘You do not greet 

me?’ 

 The sound of her name with exactly the correct pronunciation, with all the popping 

p’s and sibilant s’s, immediately made Psappho feel more light-hearted. Her last thought 

before speaking was: the coronet. ‘Of course, Erato. It’s a pleasure to see you.’ 

 ‘And is this not a grand reception hall?’  

 ‘Hmm. And that’s a fine dress you have there, too.’ 

 ‘Fine dress you have there? Do you like it? Here, touch it.’ Erato sashayed across 

the crystal floor and where the floor dropped away; she sashayed across air. When Erato 

reached her, Psappho put out her hand and touched the muse’s dress. She immediately 

pulled back, yelped.   

The dress was made of thousands, perhaps millions, of minuscule pins, sharp as 

stropped razors. She put her fingers to her mouth and sucked. It felt like they’d been burnt. 

She looked at her fingers and saw blood.  

Erato laughed darkly. ‘If one wants to write love poetry, one should suffer a little, 

shouldn’t one?’  

Psappho looked up at her with mistrust. She noticed the rose coronet had thorns. 

Blood was smudged on Erato’s neck. She supposed she couldn’t expect to escape pain 
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when the muse who’d answered her call was brave enough (or foolish enough) to wear an 

outfit as sharp and dangerous as a sabre.  

 ‘I am happy you like my dress,’ Erato said. ‘It is always pleasant to show off a new 

dress, isn’t that right? Your purple Punjabi is lovely too.’ Erato snapped her fingers and a 

plump stalagmite lifted itself off the ground with a crack and floated toward her. Once it 

had settled, she sat upon it and held out her hands. A silver lyre detached from a wall and 

floated into her outstretched arms. ‘Now I am ready. What would you like, my sweet 

poetess? How can I help you?’ She strummed the strings of the lyre and the voice of Maria 

Callas singing the Habanera from the opera Carmen filled the cave. 

 ‘If your lyre is anything to go by, you already know what I’m after.’ 

 ‘Already know what I’m after. Hmm, we follow you mortals, you know. It makes 

our time pass more, er, interestingly.’ 

 ‘I thought we were immortal,’ Psappho said, honestly surprised. 

 ‘You are not mortal, not immortal. You and your friends are dwelling in a hiccup of 

time. But what do you want, little poetess? Tell me quickly, this cave is so chilly.’ Erato 

gave a shrill shiver. ‘But I know what it is. I will tell you to save time. You have come to 

ask me what I think about your falling out with the Queen of Halicarnassus.’ 

 ‘You know about that?’ 

 ‘You know about that? Of course. It is your wish to bring the great Callas to live 

with you on board the ship of fools, either before her allotted time on earth is up or when it 

is scheduled to be over. The Queen does not agree. Either you will cheat Callas of her 

precious minutes as a mortal, or bring her when she is useless to your quest. I understand 

well? Hmmm?’ 

 ‘Ship of fools? You’re quite vindictive tonight, Erato. It’s unlike you.’ 

 ‘Quite vindictive.’ The muse nodded. ‘I am, aren’t I. It must be this spiky abode. It 

is having an effect on my temperament.’ She giggled again and strummed her lyre. A few 

bars of Callas singing Casta Diva from Norma filled the cavern. She looked up at the 

ceiling and spoke again: ‘Why do you want to bring the diva to your lov-er-ly ship? Hmm? 

The Queen is quite right. She will bring uproar and upset the balance. The rest of the crew 

won’t like it one little bit.’ Erato rocked from side to side, a pretence at balancing on her 

stalagmite, which until that moment had been perfectly sturdy under her rump.  

 ‘I don’t think you’re right. I’ve read the books about her. She was really very 

pleasant, and vulnerable. And she was unusually kind to her servants.’ 
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 ‘Really very pleasant. Hmm. Kind to her servants. Will you be her servant, little 

poetess? Perhaps you did not read closely enough. She was a diva, and spoilt like all great 

artists become. You have forgotten what a great artist is, poetess. You have become an 

adventurer like your mate.’ 

 Psappho was disconcerted. She was used to Erato’s mimicking tones, her aping of 

whatever she said, but the muse had never spoken to her like this before. With this edge of 

disdain. She felt her face grow warm. The tip of her tongue began to move, and an apology 

for not writing poetry for – she couldn’t remember for how long – began to form in her 

mouth. But it was side-swiped by a thought: I’m a priestess of Aphrodite. I don’t have to 

apologise for my actions, nor inactions either.  

 ‘You think being a priestess of that great slut means you need not show any 

gratitude to the muses who have favoured you for so long!’ Erato said, rising from her 

crystal stool.  

 ‘How dare you call Aphrodite a slut!’ Psappho said, her voice rising. ‘She’s a 

goddess, and you are merely a muse.’ 

 ‘Merely a muse! So where is she, the great fat whore? Where is she in your hour of 

need? Why call on this mere muse if you can call upon a goddess?’ 

 Psappho nibbled at her lips. Aphrodite could not be summoned like a muse. She 

appeared, seldom, but always when she chose, not at the dictates of anyone, even her 

priestesses.  

 Psappho gasped and staggered backward when Erato suddenly appeared in front of 

her face, her sharp nose pushed to the tip of her own, Erato’s needlish hair slapping her 

own face. ‘What do you want with Maria Callas? Hmm?’ the muse said, her voice full of 

mischief. 

 The innuendo in the muse’s question and the closeness of her face made Psappho 

weak and bashful. She could feel herself blushing. 

 ‘It is what I thought,’ Erato said. Abruptly she pulled Psappho into her arms, 

embracing her tightly and wriggling against her briefly; then just as abruptly, let her go. 

Psappho screamed as the pins pierced her in thousands of places.  

 ‘Oooooh,’ Erato mimicked Psappho’s scream. ‘You will survive my little pinpricks, 

my once-poetess.’ Erato sat on her crystal stool and took up her lyre again. She strummed 

the strings and Maria Callas began to sing Il Suicido from Gioconda.  
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 Psappho sunk to the wooden platform, weeping, heaving sobs that began in her 

chest. She hugged her body. The tiny pricks from Erato’s dress had done minimal damage. 

There was probably more material damage to her Punjabi than her body. It was the internal 

assault that was excruciating. 

 ‘You must listen to the queen this time, Psappho. For she is right. There would be 

happiness for nobody if you brought Callas to live on your ship, least of all you. Listen. 

Weep no more. I shall even help you.’ Erato clicked her fingers and a piece of rock crystal 

broke off the wall and floated to her hands. She passed it to Psappho, who took it, and 

wiped her eyes. ‘This you may give to Callas. When she licks it, her voice will be restored. 

For a time. Tell her to use it sparingly. A few licks only per concert. The queen is also right 

about when to bring her back. 1958 is perfect. In January – after the Rome debacle. Any 

later and the crystal will not work. Any earlier and she will not believe she needs it.’ 

 ‘Will it last forever?’ Psappho said, sniffing. She rolled the crystal around in her 

hands, fondling the smooth cool thing. 

 ‘Nothing lasts forever,’ Erato said, her voice high and girlish, ‘except we muses.’ 

She giggled, and Psappho turned her face away. Erato frowned and shook her head. ‘Forget 

your foolish dreams, Psappho. They are not worthy of you.’ 

 ‘But I’m so lonely,’ Psappho said, her voice sounding pathetically to her own ears 

like a wail. 

 ‘So lonely, so lonely.’ The muse’s voice was like a terrible echo that went on and 

on. When it stopped, she laughed. ‘Sweetie! But that is wonderful! We muses love the 

lonely. They have so much more time to listen to us.’ 

 Psappho buried her face in her hands, her mind in a contorted muddle. Her 

shoulders shook with emotion. She felt the muse depart when a hand brushed her forehead. 

It tingled as if razed with blades. The light suddenly extinguished itself.  

 ‘Oh Goddess, that’s all I needed,’ Psappho said wanly into the blackness. She 

gathered her wits and wiped her face with the bottom of her tunic. She took a deep breath. 

She’d have to make her way out of this cave on her own. She removed the lavender scarf 

from around her neck, knotted the crystal into it, and then tied the scarf around her waist to 

make sure she would not drop it if she was startled by a wrong turn or by tripping. She took 

one small step in the direction she believed she should head. 

 Instantaneously, she heard a faint buzzing and the path lit up. It had become filled 

with fireflies, millions of them stretching up the pathway. They weren’t as bright as the 
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light that had led her down, but they were enough to see by. Psappho almost burst into tears 

again, this time from gratitude. She easily followed the ascent marked by the fireflies, 

emerging from the tunnel into darkness. The fireflies continued into the forest. 

 She adjusted the rock crystal against her waist and turned toward the patch of the 

forest marked by fireflies. Her heart was still heavy, but at least, she told herself, the muses 

had not entirely deserted her.  
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Chapter 21 

The Diva 

 

‘If you like, you can go.’ 

 ‘You don’t have to be magnanimous, Misia.’ 

 ‘I know, Psapp. But you care more about Callas. You’d probably be able to 

convince her more easily than I’d be able to.’ 

 ‘I doubt it.’ Psappho looked down at her hands. ‘Do you think this is a liver spot?’ 

She held her hand out toward Artemisia, and with the other pointed to a small brown 

mound. Artemisia leant over the hand and peered at the brown mark. ‘I don’t think so. It’s 

probably a freckle.’ She stopped examining the hand in front of her and went back to doing 

bicep curls with small pink dum-bells.  

 ‘A freckle,’ Psappho said, frowning at her hand. ‘It doesn’t look like any of my 

other freckles.’ 

 ‘What of it, Psappho?’ A note of exasperation had slunk into Artemisia’s voice. 

‘What is this sudden obsession with ageing. It hasn’t happened for centuries. Why do you 

think it’s going to happen now?’ 

 ‘I keep noticing changes to my body, that’s all.’ 

 ‘You probably need more carrots or something. Keratin. Doesn’t lack of keratin 

affect your liver?’ 

 ‘I don’t know if liver spots have anything to do with one’s liver,’ Psappho said. 

 ‘Well, I don’t know. I shouldn’t worry about it anyway.’ 

 ‘I suppose not.’ Psappho controlled herself, looking away from her hand, finally, 

and focused on Artemisia, who’d dropped the dum-bells, picked up a rope and had started 

skipping.  

 ‘So, what do you say? Do you want to go and get Callas then?’ Artemisia shot the 

words out in puffs between the whirring snap of her skips. 

 ‘No. No, I don’t. You go.’ Psappho turned away and stared up at the higgledy-

piggledy white limbs of a eucalyptus. The sound of Artemisia’s skipping whipped the air. 

Artemisia was very interested in knowing what had brought about this turnaround, but 

didn’t want to encroach on Psappho’s privacy. Despite their unusually long friendship, they 

still didn’t know everything about each other; nor did Artemisia believe it was good to do 

so. It was stymying, and somewhat boring to know everything about one’s friends. 
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 ‘All right, then,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’ll go tomorrow morning.’ 

 Psappho nodded. She appeared to find the leaves of the eucalyptus immensely 

fascinating. ‘What are you going to wear?’ 

 ‘Ah, the eternal feminine question.’ 

 Psappho smiled, despite herself. 

 ‘What do you think? Shall I wear my gold get-up or …’ Artemisia flung the rope 

tornado-fast for a few seconds and then abruptly stopped skipping altogether. ‘… or should 

I go incognito?’ She heaved a few deep breaths, stretching a section of the rope between 

her fists over her head.  

 Psappho interrupted her concentration on the tree. ‘I think you should wear 

something that would blend in. I imagine Callas has many visitors. You might have to be 

introduced.’ 

 ‘Goddess forbid! Let’s pray she’ll be convinced quickly and I’ll be able to get in 

and get out fast.’ 

 ‘And who will you pray to, Misia?’ There was curiosity in Psappho’s voice. 

 ‘All right. You’ll pray to Aphrodite. Isabelle can pray to Allah, and Elvis to God 

Almighty. That should cover us.’ 

 ‘What about Yahweh and the Hindu gods and goddesses?’ 

 ‘Give me a break, Psapp. Surely three divinities will be enough.’ 

 ‘Well, perhaps. Should we go back to the ship to choose something for you?’ 

 ‘I was thinking Norma should be in on this.’ 

 ‘Ah – yes. We have a 50s expert on board.’ 

 ‘We could choose something from that new software package I bought recently, 

then I’ll nip to Paris of 1958 and get whatever’s closest.’ 

 ‘Sounds good to me. You finished now?’ 

 ‘Yep, except my run.’ 

 ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it then, shall I?’ 

 ‘Thank you, Psappho.’ 

 ‘We’re all settled I thought. I’m finished anyway.’ 

 ‘Not for leaving me to run.’ 

 Psappho looked Artemisia in the eye for the first time during the conversation. ‘It’s 

still no problem, ’ she said. Artemisia smiled, slapped Psappho playfully on the rump, and 
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began to jog down a pathway. Psappho watched Artemisia’s heels kicking up behind her 

and her bouncing ponytail until she disappeared. 

 Artemisia was exercising later than usual because Psappho had interrupted her early 

callisthenics routine that morning. Psappho had crept into her own tent the night before, 

avoiding conversations after her encounter with Erato. She’d fought dream-demons all 

night and felt wretched in the morning. She also hadn’t been able to concentrate on her 

normal morning rituals honouring Aphrodite, and had gone in search of Artemisia instead. 

 Psappho had found Artemisia with Norma, doing their warm-up stretches. 

Artemisia had quickly agreed to delay her jog to talk to Psappho. Arguing with her oldest 

friend always dampened her spirits. She hadn’t understood Psappho’s insistence on 

bringing Callas to live onboard the ship – as foolhardy a scheme she’d ever heard before – 

and had not pressed for reasons when Psappho capitulated to her own plan. She’d held her 

tongue when she wanted to say something along the lines of: ‘I’m glad you finally see 

reason’, and had surmised, when Psappho had given her the magic crystal, that her friend 

had had a prickly meeting with one of the muses. She’d had enough of those herself to 

know that you didn’t often want to divulge what had gone on. The problem with inspiration 

was that it sometimes gave you insight into your own motivations, and that was rarely 

pleasant.  

 After her jog and a wash under the waterfall, Artemisia joined Norma and Psappho 

to play with the fashion software she’d installed on her laptop some time ago for just such a 

current purpose: dressing herself in an appropriate costume for a particular era. They 

discussed whether dressing as a 1950s sex kitten would put Maria Callas off side, and 

decided that it would. Poodle skirts were out, decreed Artemisia. They eventually put 

together an ensemble consisting of pencil skirt, turtleneck sweater, gloves and shoes.  

 The next morning Artemisia was on the carpet dressed in her new 50s gear. She felt 

very chic – Norma had gone to Paris with her to buy the actual clothes, as close as they 

could get to the outfit they’d chosen on the computer package. On the shopping expedition, 

Artemisia had remembered that she’d be arriving in mid-winter in Italy, so she’d bought, 

when she spotted it, a chinchilla coat and matching hat. Jai had become uncharacteristically 

angry when she modeled her new clothes for the crew. One of the things Artemisia disliked 

about the contemporary world was the obsession over animals and she’d forgotten about 

this particular bugbear of people born in the late 20th century. She herself could not 

understand why wearing animals was a moral outrage. It was part of western delusion, she 
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believed, this identification with the animal kingdom. But Callas would not be put off by a 

fur, Artemisia guessed. She probably owned several of her own in 1958. A decade or two 

later things might be different, but Maria Callas of the 1970s was not Artemisia’s problem. 

 Elvis, knowing Artemisia liked to be unruffled and pre-possessed when she walked 

the carpet, took Jai to cool down with a swim in the pool at the bottom of the waterfall after 

his animal cruelty tirade. Elvis tested the bushwalkers who couldn’t see them, singing 

Amazing Grace in a low melancholy croon. Only one person didn’t disappoint; a woman 

began, after a while, to hum along with him. Her companion asked her, ‘What made you 

think of that old fogey song? I haven’t heard it in years.’ She’d laughed and said, ‘I have no 

idea! It just started up in my head.’  

 Artemisia’s trip on the carpet brought her to Maria Callas’s apartment in Rome. It 

was the type of room she knew well, and admired: very busy with brass and china 

ornamentation, thick carpets, and fastidious paintings of people and things she could 

identify. It was a serious home, and Artemisia immediately felt authoritarian in it. She 

hated nothing more than giddy rooms in pastels and throw rugs. They seemed to sap her 

energy. 

 She didn’t bother to roll the carpet up or disguise it because she’d have to be direct 

with Callas, and it may as well be ready for departure. She slipped through the rooms, 

searching. It was mid-afternoon, a time she hoped Callas would be at home – awake but not 

yet at the theatre. 

 She strode into a dark room full of wood panelling and a smoky energy lingering in 

the corners. Involuntarily she frowned. Cigar smoke. This is one habit she agreed with 

contemporaries about. If people smoked, they should do it in a civilised manner, with a 

hookah. It, at least, gave off an aromatic scent instead of this terrible stench. 

 She paused when she saw the back view of a man seated at a desk facing away from 

the doorway she was standing in. The man had a small bald head and a body clad in a 

checked dressing gown. The body was rotund and elderly. Battista Meneghini. Callas’s 

husband. Artemisia opened her handbag and removed a small grey cylinder. Meneghini 

heard the snap of the handbag, and his head whipped around to face the noise. He 

exclaimed, first an exhalation of surprise and then some words in Italian. Artemisia held her 

hand up and showed him the cylinder. 

 ‘Good morning, Battista. I need you to tell me where your wife is,’ she said sharply 

in Italian. 
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 Despite her poor accent, he understood her, ‘Who are you?’ he said, his voice 

stammering the words out. ‘How did you get in here? How do you know my name?’ 

 ‘I don’t have time for questions from you, Meneghini. Where is she?’ 

 ‘She’s not here. And why should I tell you anything? Who are you?’ 

 ‘You’ll tell me because if you don’t I’ll spray you with this mist, and you don’t 

want that to happen. Let me reassure you about that.’ 

 Meneghini’s face paled, but his eyes remained suspicious. They stood for a few 

long moments – from Artemisia’s perspective – facing each other, still and silent. Artemisia 

was relieved when a yappy black poodle came skidding into the room. She smiled to 

herself, and moving quickly, blasted a small amount of the spray in its direction. The dog 

stopped running abruptly; its eyes dilated; it immediately collapsed in a heap. Meneghini 

watched, terrified, but didn’t move toward the dog.  

 ‘What do you want with her?’ 

 ‘I won’t hurt her. I need her to do something important for me.’ 

 ‘Are you a fan?’ 

 Artemisia laughed. ‘Would a fan do this? Break into your house?’ 

 ‘Yes. They have in the past.’ 

 ‘Oh.’ Artemisia was momentarily disconcerted. ‘Look, Meneghini. Just tell me 

where she is and you won’t be hurt.’ 

 Meneghini hesitated. Artemisia raised her hand with the cylinder, pointing it at him. 

‘She’s in the Hotel Arcangelo.’ 

 ‘Where? Which city?’ 

 ‘Rome.’  

 Artemisia smiled inwardly; a cynical smile. It had been a long time since she’d been 

surprised at how easily human beings betray each other. She lifted her hand and sprayed 

Meneghini, who yelped like the poodle and covered his face. A moment later he slumped to 

the floor. She spent a moment to straighten him so that he wouldn’t have a sore back or 

neck when he woke up. Artemisia was ruthless, but she had been badgered enough by 

Psappho over the years that she’d learnt to minimise pain or discomfort when it didn’t serve 

her cause.  

 She took from her handbag a small computer and fed the name and city of the hotel 

into it. It gave her coordinates and she picked up a piece of thick waxy paper from 

Meneghini’s desk and copied the numbers onto it, using an old fashioned calligraphy pen 
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filled with a dark red ink. She put the computer and cylinder into her bag, stepped over 

Meneghini and the poodle and made her way back to the carpet. Feeding the new 

coordinates into the mouth of the rubellite snake, she re-started her journey on the labyrinth 

carpet. She travelled again from outer rim to centre, because she wasn’t returning, not yet. 

It was annoying that her trip was being complicated so, but she grimly accepted the 

circuitous route she would have to take to bring Callas into her plans. She would have to 

retrace all her steps, so to speak, returning to this house from Rome before returning to the 

forest from 1958. She reminded herself, as she walked the labyrinth, that adventures 

required fortitude; and that getting to the goal via the simplest of routes was rare.  

 This time she arrived in a hotel suite, crusty with gold furnishings and cloudy with 

white fabrics. Another charming room, Artemisia thought, strangely satisfied. She’d arrived 

in a sitting room; empty. She started down a small hallway and heard a woman humming. 

Her heart lifting, she stepped lightly toward the room from where the humming was 

emanating. She paused before the door and slid an eye to its edge. She saw a smallish 

woman, dumpy and ill-dressed, fussing with dishes. It was a kitchenette, and Artemisia’s 

educated guess was that this was not Maria Callas. Probably the maid. She slipped away, 

back down the hallway and tried the other direction. 

 She found Callas in a sunroom, although the sun was dim. Still it was quite pleasant 

and warm. There were many plants which somehow made the room seem friendly and 

well-cared for. There was a key in the door, so as she slipped through it, Artemisia took the 

key and locked the door from the inside.  

 Callas was splayed in a recliner armchair, bundled into a thick satin quilted dressing 

gown. Her hair was wrapped in a towel and her eyes were covered with a folded washcloth. 

Empty cups and medicines were on a small table by her side. 

 ‘Bruna,’ Callas said in Italian without removing the washcloth. ‘That’s very quick.’ 

Her voice was hoarse and weak. 

 Artemisia said in English, ‘It’s not Bruna.’ 

 Maria’s face went stiff for a moment before her hand reached up to remove the 

washcloth. She stared at Artemisia without saying a word. Her expression flickered 

between fear and annoyance. Finally she said, also in English with a transatlantic resonance 

despite the hoarseness, ‘Who are you? How did you get in here?’ 

 ‘My name is Artemisia. No, don’t get up. I need to speak to you and it’ll be better if 

you’re sitting because what I’m going to say will shock you. No doubt.’ Artemisia herself 



 ~ 208 ~ 

  

remained standing as she knew it gave her an advantage when other people were sitting. 

And having read the biographies on Callas, she knew the woman had a good twenty 

centimetres on her in height. Maria scrabbled for a pair of black glasses on the side table 

and fumbled them onto her nose. She stared at Artemisia, her dark eyes large behind the 

thick lenses. Artemisia took in Maria’s large nose and striking face. She was not 

particularly beautiful, not without makeup and clearly unwell, but she was arresting with 

those strong features. Her olive complexion rivalled Artemisia’s for clearness and radiance. 

 ‘Where is Bruna? What have you done with her?’ 

 ‘She’s in the kitchen, I presume. Nothing will happen to her unless you do 

something foolish.’ Artemisia pulled the cylinder of knock-out spray from her bag. ‘One 

spray of this will immobilise anybody.’ Artemisia decided that using this 1950s 

terminology was most appropriate, and a little fun. ‘It won’t be necessary if you put her at 

ease when she comes in here and then go along with me. I have an important offer to make 

you, one that you don’t want to lose, given your disaster two nights ago at the Teatro 

dell’Opera.’ 

 Maria’s face reddened. ‘Everyone is ill sometimes. It’s merely a cold.’ 

 ‘We both know that’s not true. You’re losing your voice.’ 

 ‘How dare you!’ 

 At that moment, the woman from the kitchenette arrived at the closed door. 

Frowning and juggling a tray with tea, she tried to enter but couldn’t unlock the door. 

Artemisia said, ‘I’ll open it. But tell her we want to speak in private and to leave us alone. 

If you try to warn her, I’ll spray her with this.’ 

 Maria’s enlarged eyes watched her as Artemisia unlocked the door and allowed the 

puzzled maid to enter with her tray. ‘Madame, are you all right?’ she said as she came in. 

She glanced at Artemisia. ‘I didn’t hear a visitor come to the door.’ 

 ‘No?’ Maria said. ‘That’s surprising. Perhaps you need to have your hearing tested, 

Bruna. But never mind. Thank you for the tea. Leave us now, I need to talk with my, um, 

colleague. This is Miss Artemis from New York, here to talk about a performance at the 

Met.’ 

 ‘Would you like another cup for madame?’ Bruna said, politely, looking in 

Artemisia’s direction. 

 ‘It’s not necessary. Thank you,’ Artemisia said.  
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 Bruna left but was back within moments, before Artemisia could pick up the thread 

of their former conversation. ‘There’s a strange carpet in the living room,’ she said, her 

voice both ruffled and baffled. 

 ‘That’s mine.’ Artemisia turned toward her. ‘I wish to show Madame Callas.’  

 ‘Leave it, Bruna. I’ll come in shortly. You may go and rest if you like.’ 

 ‘Thank you, Madame.’ Bruna went, reluctantly, frowning at Artemisia. 

 ‘What’s this about?’ 

 Artemisia began her explanation. She was not surprised by the look of incredulity 

that Maria’s face reflected.  

 ‘You expect me to believe this wild tale?’ Maria said eventually, when Artemisia 

stopped talking.  

 ‘It’s a very unusual proposal, so yes, I expect you’ll have trouble believing it. But I 

have some thing to show you that’ll help you believe me.’ Artemisia fetched the rock 

crystal from her handbag and handed it to Maria.  

 ‘What is this?’ she said, taking it gingerly. 

 ‘It’s your voice returned.’ 

 ‘What are you talking about?’ Maria’s eyebrows were raised and her hoarse voice 

was even harsher. But Artemisia could discern a glint of interest nevertheless. 

 ‘Lick it and see what happens.’ 

 ‘I will not lick that filthy thing!’ 

 ‘As you can see it’s not filthy at all. Try it and see what it does for your voice.’ 

 Maria continued to look between the crystal and Artemisia. It was preposterous, but 

this unknown woman knew a lot about her – how? – she didn’t have a clue. But most 

pertinently, she knew that she was losing her voice. In the spirit of ‘what the hell’, Maria 

tentatively flicked her tongue out toward the crystal and licked it.  

 ‘A couple more, but no more than that.’ 

 Maria licked twice more, a little less tentatively, a little more hopefully.  

 ‘Now try to sing.’ 

 ‘What!’ 

 ‘Sing something. Just a few bars.’ 

 Maria hummed for a moment, warming up. She began to sing Casta Diva very 

softly. She stopped, touched her throat, sat up straighter. She began to sing again, slightly 



 ~ 210 ~ 

  

louder. The voice was strong without a hint of hoarseness. Maria stopped singing and said, 

‘My God, what’s in this?’ 

 ‘It’s magic, I told you. You must be careful with it. Don’t overuse it or it’ll stop 

working. A few licks only when you notice your voice beginning to fail again. This is 

strong medicine.’ 

 Maria held the crystal close to her face, mesmerised. ‘Where did you get it?’ 

 ‘Never mind that. I need you to help me now. If you do, you can keep that crystal.’ 

 Maria’s face became crafty. ‘How do you know I shan’t have you thrown out and 

I’ll keep this anyway?’ 

 ‘Don’t even contemplate it, Maria Kalogeropoulos. I am not a woman to be thrown 

out easily.’ 

 Maria’s expression changed at Artemisia’s use of her Greek ‘birth’ name. ‘Tell me 

again what it is you want me to do.’ She clutched the crystal between her two hands, 

cradled close to her chest. 

 ‘I want you to sing in order to answer a clue that will take me to the next stage of a 

treasure hunt.’ 

 ‘A concert.’ 

 ‘No. Or not really. I should imagine only one song will be needed.’ 

 ‘And what song would that be?’ 

 ‘That I don’t know,’ Artemisia said, reaching for her bag again. ‘But I do have a 

clue. Perhaps you know the song.’ She took out the koala. 

 ‘What is that?’ 

 ‘It’s a koala.’ 

 ‘Good gracious. What on God’s earth is a koala?’ 

 ‘An animal.’ Artemisia held it up. ‘That looks like this toy.’ She began to draw out 

the scarf tucked between its paws. ‘Listen.’ 

 The music that had stumped them rang out. Maria gasped. Her hands flew to her 

cheeks. ‘What is that?’ 

 ‘It’s your voice, isn’t it?’ 

 ‘Yes. It is. How did you get it recorded? And how did you get it to play by pulling 

that scarf? That’s a very sophisticated toy.’ 
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 ‘I told you, it’s a mystery. Magic. I travel through time where everything is 

possible. You’ll see when you come with me. What’s important now is identifying the 

song. Do you know it?’ 

 ‘Play it again.’ 

 Artemisia stuffed the scarf back into the paws and slowly removed it again. The 

music rang out. 

 ‘I think I know it. It’s not something I’ve performed though.’ 

 ‘No? We couldn’t find it either, although we got every recording we could find.’ 

 ‘Who is we?’ 

 ‘My friends on this adventure. You’ll meet them soon.’ 

 ‘Why should I help you?’ 

 ‘Because you want that magic crystal and to retain your voice.’ 

 Maria looked down greedily at the crystal in her lap. ‘I need to hear that music 

again to be sure.’ Artemisia played it. At the end, Maria nodded. ‘Yes, I do know it. I 

considered performing it, but it’s not really right for me, er, at the moment.’ Artemisia 

didn’t reply, realising that the soprano would need the crystal to perform the song to solve 

the clue. ‘Covent Garden sent me several scores to choose from for my performance this 

coming June.’ 

 ‘Do you still have the scores?’ 

 ‘Yes. They’re at my home.’ 

 ‘Good. We’ll go there then.’  

 ‘My home is in Milan.’ 

 ‘That’s not a problem. I’ll take you on the carpet. It’ll give you a foretaste.’ 

 ‘A foretaste!’ 

 ‘Yes. Of time travel. Give your maid an errand. It’d be better she’s out of the way 

so she knows nothing. You’ll have completed your own errand and be back in your chair, 

resting, with full voice, by the time she arrives back here.’ 

 ‘You’re very certain I’m going to help you.’ 

 ‘What choice do you have, Maria? If you want to continue to sing.’ 

 Maria didn’t answer, but rose from her chair, pulling the sash on her robe, 

tightening the cloth about her body. She was still holding the crystal, and Artemisia put her 

hand out for it. Hesitating, Maria handed it over and glided regally from the room. 
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Artemisia, knowing she would comply, stayed in the sunroom while Maria gave Bruna 

instructions.  

When she arrived back at the door, she’d changed into fitted slacks, cashmere 

sweater, clinch belt at the waist showing off an extremely slim figure – one that she was 

proud of because it had been so hard won – and a knotted scarf at her neck. Her hair had 

been swept into a chignon, and heavy gold ear-rings dangled from her ears. Light make-up 

had been applied to her cheeks and her eyes were dramatically delineated.  

As they made their way to her carpet in the living room, Artemisia thought about 

the difference between Maria and Norma, who often wore similar outfits. The effect was 

radically different. Both looked fabulous, the style suited each of them. However, on 

Norma it looked fresh and sexy; on Maria, elegant rather than playful. Perhaps it had 

something to do with height, she pondered. And most likely the shape of each woman. She 

recollected that Norma and Maria were contemporaries. Going by chronological time, 

anyway. In 1958, Maria was 34 years old, and there would be a 32 year old Norma out in 

the world somewhere, no doubt getting herself entangled in some sordid emotional 

nonsense. Artemisia liked the Norma on board her ship a whole lot better than the Marilyn 

she read about in the books. She’d been reluctant at first to bring her on board when Elvis 

had suggested it, and it had taken a lot of convincing to get her to agree. But she was glad 

now.   

 Artemisia took Maria to the centre of the carpet and explained to her what she was 

to do. ‘That is preposterous,’ Maria said, her hand at her throat. ‘I shall not do it.’ 

 ‘Than you shall not have that magic voice crystal,’ Artemisia said, making a point 

by putting the crystal, which she’d replaced in its beaded silk bag (Psappho’s touch), into 

her handbag.  

 ‘All right. Let’s do it, although I don’t believe we’ll be anywhere else once we get 

to the end of the labyrinth. And why are we starting in the centre? Aren’t we supposed to 

end up there in a labyrinth?’ 

 ‘Not this time,’ Artemisia said. ‘I’m surprised you’re so sceptical about magic, 

Maria, given your reputation for the stage.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ Maria said, reaching down to touch Artemisia’s shoulders. 

She was much taller than Artemisia and loomed over her as they began to walk. Artemisia 

was irritated. It was worse than walking with Gentileschi with her bulky breasts nudging 

her back. This was like walking the carpet with a giraffe.  
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 ‘Isn’t performance a type of magic?’ Artemisia asked. 

 ‘Well, yes, I suppose it is,’ Maria said, her voice light and vacant as she gave this 

some consideration. ‘It is transforming. I do believe I am Norma or Medea or whoever 

while I’m singing.’ 

 ‘There you go then. And you can make the audience believe it too – that’s the 

magic. What’s happening here is similar. We will believe we are in your apartment in 

Milan, and then we shall be there.’ 

 ‘So simple, huh?’ Maria’s tone had lost its wistfulness and become sarcastic. 

 ‘You’ll see. Now make sure you hold on to me tightly at the end. I don’t want to 

lose you.’ Artemisia suppressed a smile as she felt Maria’s hands clutch her shoulders. This 

always frightened them into compliance. Another thing she’d learnt over the years was that 

people were more ready to believe in magic than they’d admit. It must be a lingering 

childish hope that life was more than every-day reality that made them take a chance, agree 

to walk a magic carpet – on the off chance their scepticism would be demolished, as it 

invariably was. With her, anyway.  

 But her mind was wandering and they were reaching the edge of the labyrinth. 

‘How much further,’ Maria said. Her voice was fractious and her hands were beginning to 

loosen their grip. 

 ‘Don’t let go now, Maria. We’re almost there.’ She took the rubellite snake from 

her neck and reached behind her to wind it around them both. 

 ‘What is this?’ 

 ‘It’s the magic that will send us through time. Hold on to me around my waist.’ 

 Maria crouched, walking awkwardly, in order to take a firm grip of Artemisia’s 

small waist, which was on a level with her own hips. ‘I can’t …’ she said, feeling herself 

grow lighter. And then she screamed as she was pitched into an inky empty space. 

Whirling, she opened her eyes and saw rose petals and stars. She screamed again, the 

professional in her noticing that her pitch was once more perfect and strong. A voice inside 

her whispered, You’re making the right choice. And then she was back in her own 

apartment in Milan, falling with a soft moan because she’d been hunching over to hold onto 

this awfully short time-travelling adventuress with the Greek name.  

 They’d both fallen because of the mismatch in height. Artemisia was humiliated. 

This rarely happened any more. She leapt to her feet and turned to help Maria rise. Maria 
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did so slowly, unfolding long limbs. She blinked and looked around her. She spotted 

Meneghini and the poodle prone on the floor and shrieked, ‘What have you done to them?’ 

 Maria rushed to the black poodle. ‘They’ll be fine,’ Artemisia said, noting Maria’s 

actions. ‘They’ve just been put to sleep.’ Maria’s face was angry as she looked up from the 

dog. She cradled it in her arms before moving to her husband’s side. She knelt briefly to 

check his pulse, then rose to face Artemisia. ‘Wake them up immediately.’ 

 ‘They’ll wake by themselves in about ten minutes. Why don’t you busy yourself 

finding that score so you don’t think about it. By the time you do that, they’ll be awake and 

you’ll see for yourself.’ 

 Maria glared at Artemisia but did walk out the door. The poodle remained in her 

arms, its small black paws and nobby head flopping over her shoulder. Artemisia followed 

her to a bedroom, lush with comfortable furnishings and richly embroidered fabrics. She 

was surprised to see fresh red roses in vases around the room while Maria was not staying 

there. ‘You keep scores in your bedroom?’ 

 Maria glanced over her shoulder at Artemisia and threw her a peevish look. She was 

standing at an elaborate mahogany escritoire, the drop-down desk opened. ‘Why not,’ she 

said curtly, rummaging through a pile of papers.  

 She didn’t find the scores there, and began to forage in other places: under the bed, 

on the top shelves of a wardrobe. Artemisia saw that despite the luxury and the cleanliness, 

the room was somewhat disorganised. She battled her impatience. 

 By the time Maria cried, ‘Here it is,’ the poodle had begun to stir. Maria had not put 

it down throughout her entire search for the score, which somewhat impeded her progress. 

‘Oh, bambino,’ she crooned as it opened its eyes. ‘Are you all right?’ 

 ‘You’d better check on your husband. He’ll be stirring as well. He’ll feel a little 

woozy so you can suggest he goes straight to bed.’ 

 ‘Will they be all right?’ Maria said, concern wrinkling her brow as she peered at the 

dog’s eyes. 

 ‘Yes. It’s just like taking a strong sleeping pill. But they’ll feel disoriented for about 

half an hour. Settle him, and then we can go.’ 

 While Maria left the room, the dog still in her arms, Artemisia took a seat in one of 

the plush armchairs. 

 Maria found her husband sitting on the floor, his head in his hands. He groaned 

when he saw her. ‘What? You’re here?’ he said. 
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 ‘Yes, I just returned with a friend. We’re going shopping. What are you doing on 

the floor, Titta?’ 

 ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I must have fainted.’ He rubbed his head and groaned 

again. ‘I think I had a stupid dream.’ 

 ‘Good gracious. Are you all right? Let me help you.’ She placed the dog on a chair, 

where it perched meekly with a dazed expression. It followed Maria with its eyes as she 

helped her husband rise to his feet. ‘You must go to bed and rest,’ she said. ‘Would you 

like me to call the doctor, hmm?’ Her voice was solicitous and if Artemisia could have 

heard her, she would have been impressed with her acting ability. She led him from the 

room to his own bedroom, twittering concerned words around his head. He obediently 

submitted to her directions and it was only when he was tucked into bed, the sheets 

anchored under the mattress that he said, ‘You seem remarkably well, now, Maria. And 

your voice has lost its hoarseness.’ 

 ‘I do feel much better now, Titta. I do believe it will be all right.’ 

 ‘You think you’ll be able to perform again in a few days time then?’ 

 ‘Yes, I do. Rest now, and you’ll feel much better when you wake up. A good 

night’s sleep is like a magic potion.’ Maria chuckled, a little darkly, Meneghini thought, 

later, when he was on his own and had collected his wits to think about the encounter.  

 ‘Who are you going shopping with?’ he said as she left the room. 

 ‘A new friend. You don’t know her.’ She blew him a kiss before shutting his door. 

 She collected Artemisia from the bedroom. ‘Will I need to take anything? Clothes?’ 

she asked as she entered the room. 

 ‘No. Only the score. If you already know what you must sing it’ll be quick.’ 

 ‘All right. I’m ready then. Let’s get this over. But you’d better give me that crystal 

when we finish or you’ll be sorry.’ 

 ‘Really,’ said Artemisia dryly. ‘What do you think you can do to me?’ 

 Maria drew herself up, her face and mouth twisting in rage and frustration as she 

realised there probably wasn’t anything she could do to a slippery time-travelling witch. 

Even exposure would be meaningless if the victim wasn’t around to be humiliated. 

Artemisia laughed. ‘Never mind, Maria. And don’t worry. You sing this song – if it is 

indeed the right one – and you’ll have your crystal all right. I don’t go back on my word.’ 
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 Maria looked at her intently, as if assessing Artemisia’s soul. Perhaps she was. 

After a moment, she said, ‘All right. I’ll go with you. Will I need a coat? You have a lovely 

one there. Is it chinchilla?’ 

 ‘Yes. It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?’ Artemisia stroked the fur, a look of pleasure on her 

face. ‘I’d offer to give you this as well as your fee, but I don’t think it will fit. You’re very 

tall.’ 

 ‘It might,’ Maria said, fingering the soft fur. 

 ‘But you don’t need a coat for where we’re going.’ 

 ‘Where are we going?’ Maria said, going to the chair that held the poodle. 

 ‘To a forest in West Australia about fifty years from now.’ 

 ‘Good heavens,’ Maria said, momentarily distracted from picking the poodle up. ‘Is 

that really true?’ 

 ‘Yes it is. Now what are you doing with that dog?’ 

 ‘I’m not going without Toy,’ Maria said, turning toward Artemisia, the poodle 

firmly planted in the crook of her left arm. 

 ‘You’re not taking that dog,’ Artemisia said. She checked the mouth of the rubellite 

snake. The original paper from her first trip was still there. Good. 

 ‘I’m not leaving him here feeling disoriented,’ Maria said firmly. She walked to the 

centre of the carpet and stood there holding the dog stubbornly.  

 Artemisia quickly did some calculations in her head. This clue should be over and 

done with rather snappily. The dog shouldn’t cause too much trouble in less than a day. She 

weighed this against an argument that might take a while to win. She glanced again at 

Maria’s face, set with stubborn resolve.  

 ‘Do you have the score?’ she asked. Maria raised a small brown leather case she 

was holding in her right hand.  

 ‘All right then.’ Artemisia moved to stand in front of Maria. ‘Now hold onto me.’ 

 Somewhat surprised that the tussle over the poodle had been resolved so quickly, 

Maria quickly clutched Artemisia’s waist. ‘Keep close. I’ll tell you when to hang on tight.’ 

The trio ambled around the labyrinth. Artemisia tried to block out the looming woman and 

the snuffling dog, so close to her ears. By the time they reached the edge, Artemisia had 

folded them all in the circle made by the rubellite snake. ‘Don’t let go of that mutt,’ she 

said as they stepped off the carpet. The dog barked as she said, ‘And don’t let go of me.’
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Chapter 22 

The Saddest Song 

 

By mid-afternoon, Maria was in the forest getting to know the other crew members, and 

Artemisia was deeply regretting having allowed Maria to bring her confounded dog. Its 

yapping had polluted their tranquil forest.  

 Before Artemisia had fetched Maria, she and the crew had discussed whether the 

famous crew members should tell her their real names or use pseudonyms. It was 

Artemisia’s opinion that it would be potentially dangerous for Maria to know that Elvis and 

Norma, in particular, were time-travellers because Maria would be returning to 1958, and it 

was possible that she could meet either of them in their ‘real’ world. Then there was the 

consideration of incongruent ageing. In 1958, Norma had been 32; her clock had stopped at 

36 in 1962. Therefore, she wouldn’t be too far out of her age range. However, Elvis would 

be much older than Maria would have known him to be because in Maria’s world of 1958, 

he would have been 23. Artemisia had argued that these incongruities would cause 

unnecessary stress on Maria. Learning that she was mixing with people who had died 

hundreds, in some cases thousands, of years before would also be stressful. Artemisia knew 

very little about the art of singing, but she knew that stress could not be good for the voice. 

Time travelling was stressful enough. 

 In some ways, it was really only crucial for Elvis and Psappho to use subterfuge as 

their names were the most distinctive. They were the ones who usually had to resort to their 

alter egos, Ross and Eleni. Although nobody would guess that Psappho was the original 

Sappho of Lesbos, the name attracted too much attention; just like Elvis’s name and his 

face.  

Norma usually got away with her humble birth name, although sometimes, if the 

risk of discovery was high, she used the name on her current passport. She never used 

Marilyn.  

 It was decided that Emily and Isabelle, like Artemisia, did not need to use 

alternative names; they would merely suppress their personal histories. For Tess and Jai, of 

course, this was not an issue at all. 

 But Maria deconstructed them within the first hour. She was upset and frightened at 

first, having landed in a forest, and at the mercy of an incoherent group of strangers. There 

was not one that seemed like any normal person she’d met before. They weren’t a band of 
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soldiers, or business people – like the petite Artemisia at least looked like – or even a clique 

of artists particularly.  

She soon succumbed to the forest and its enchantment. It was quickly apparent there 

was nothing to be afraid of: there was only the vibrant beauty of the flora and the benign 

flutterings and rustling of the fauna. The people she took longer to warm to as they weren’t 

forthcoming about themselves, and answered her questions cagily.  

‘And what is your name again?’  

‘Claudia Caswell.’ 

‘Claudia. You look a little familiar, Claudia. Should I know you?’ 

Norma shook her head. She was somewhat surprised. She’d always found it 

relatively easy to blend into the background, to look like a mousy woman. She’d even got 

away with it when she’d been Marilyn, when she’d wanted to. This Maria Callas with her 

big eyes, magnified behind thick black glasses, was terribly sharp. 

Maria had turned her frowning attention to Elvis. ‘Ross? You said your name was 

Ross?’ 

‘Sure is, ma’am.’ Artemisia glared at him. She’d told him time and time again to 

stop calling women ma’am.  

 ‘And where do you come from?’ 

 ‘Louisiana.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘Cross my heart.’  

 Maria peered at him through her thick spectacles. The frown stayed fixed.  

 ‘And you?’ Maria openly appraised Emily’s eccentric clothing, best described as 

modern gothic, a style not yet seen in 1958.  

 ‘My name is Emily, Miss Callas. And I’m a poet.’ 

 ‘A poet? From where? Would I have heard of your poems?’ 

 ‘From Yorkshire, Miss. And no, I do not think you would have. I’ve had little 

success.’ 

 ‘Well, you’re young. It’s hard to have success as a poet, especially a female poet.’  

 ‘That’s true,’ replied Emily. ‘Psap …’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Er, I was going to say that Eleni is a poet also.’ 

 ‘Also unsuccessful,’ added Psappho.  
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 ‘Such a pity.’ Maria looked at the woman with the crazy bunches of braids and 

didn’t know what to make of her. ‘It must make it hard to continue writing.’ 

 ‘Does sometimes,’ Psappho answered, neither sadly nor cheerfully. 

 Maria turned back to Elvis and said, ‘Ross, is it?’ Elvis nodded. ‘And what do you 

do?’ 

 ‘I crew on Queenie’s – Artemisia’s – ship, The Halicarnassus.’ 

 ‘That’s all?’ 

 ‘That’s all.’ 

 ‘You don’t do anything else.’ 

 ‘Not for a long while,’ Elvis said, using his southern accent to stretch the word 

‘long’.  

 ‘And you?’ Maria pointed at Jai. 

 ‘Me? I crew on The Halicarnassus too.’ 

 ‘Do you have a name?’ 

 ‘Yep. Jai.’ 

 ‘Jai?’ 

 ‘He’s Tarzan’s little buddy,’ Elvis said. 

 ‘Tarzan?’ 

 ‘He’s joking,’ Jai told Maria. ‘It’s from a television show. My mum liked it when 

she was a kid. She named me after the boy on the show.’ 

 ‘How could your mother have watched television as a child, young man?’ 

 ‘Maria, don’t forget we’re in the future. Jai was born in the 1980s,’ Artemisia said. 

 Maria stared at her blankly. She moved her gaze along the row of curious faces. 

Elvis’s face kept holding her. Frowning slightly, she turned toward Isabelle, who said, 

rather flashily, ‘Isabelle. Parents were Russian; born in Geneva. Writer and vagabond.’ 

 Maria nodded slowly, taking in her sinewy physique, cropped hair and masculine 

clothes. She wondered if this Isabelle was a lesbian seeing as she tried so hard to look like a 

boy. Maria had recently had an uncomfortable personal encounter with a lesbian, which had 

made her feel less friendly toward people of such persuasions. She shivered, then berated 

herself. She recalled all the friends she had who were homosexuals and told herself not to 

be silly.  

 Artemisia said testily, ‘Maria, can you shut that dog up?’ 
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 ‘Toy,’ Maria addressed the poodle. ‘Please be quiet, darling.’ The poodle barked 

and barked, his mouth snapping the air around him, as if the request had been to sing.  

 Artemisia, crusty with ill humour, snorted. ‘Shut it up or I’ll spray it with the 

sleeping potion.’ 

 ‘You will not.’ Maria gathered the dog into her arms and glared at Artemisia. ‘You 

leave my darling alone.’ 

 ‘She’s only kidding,’ Elvis said, putting his hand on Artemisia’s shoulder. 

‘Ain’tcha, Queenie?’ Artemisia faced him, her eyes like slits. But she said nothing.  

 ‘And what about you, my dear?’ Maria said to Tess. ‘Does another poet or writer 

lurk behind those lovely green eyes?’ 

 ‘Not a poet, I’m afraid,’ said Tess. ‘I was a dairymaid once, but now I’m a … a 

crew member, I suppose. I work on the ship as well.’ 

 ‘Tess keeps our bodies and souls together,’ said Psappho. ‘She’s our best cook.’ 

 ‘That’s very useful. Do you have a name, dear?’ 

 ‘’Tis Tess Durbeyfield.’ 

 ‘Tess Durbeyfield?’ Maria said. She began to laugh. ‘You little minx, you’re being 

funny. Though, you have the right looks. You could probably play her if they ever made a 

movie.’ Maria turned toward Artemisia. ‘You told me you didn’t know the music in that 

scarf.’  

‘We don’t. What are you talking about?’ 

 ‘Tess Durbeyfield. Tess of the d’Urbervilles.’ 

 ‘Ay,’ said Tess, excited. ‘d’Urberville is my rightful name, but I don’t use it. ‘Tis a 

name that has brought me no happiness, and Durbeyfield is good enough for me,’ she said 

with an air of pride. But suddenly her face puckered. ‘But how did you know my name was 

rightfully d’Urberville?’ 

 ‘I didn’t, my dear. And it’s not really, is it?’ When Tess nodded, Maria said, ‘Were 

your parents making a little joke? I didn’t know it was a real family name.’ 

 ‘I don’t understand your meaning, Miss Callas.’  

 ‘Are you telling me your name is actually Tess Durbeyfield, or Tess d’Urberville?’ 

 ‘Yes, Miss. I am. I’m Teresa Durbeyfield, but folks always call me Tess.’  

 ‘Well,’ Maria looked helplessly at Artemisia. ‘Well, I don’t know what this is all 

about, but the song on that scarf is from an opera by Baron Frederic d’Erlanger and it’s 

based on Thomas Hardy’s novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles. The opera has the same title, but 
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it was only performed twice; in Naples, I think, and at Covent Garden. Emmy Destinn sang 

the title role last century, but it never did very well.’ 

 ‘How do you know it then?’ Psappho said. She was watching Tess, whose face was 

beginning to show a peculiar white-mouthed strain. 

 ‘The director at Covent Garden sent me several scores of old material. He thought 

they could be revived. I seriously considered doing Tess and worked with it for a while, but 

the register isn’t right. The whole opera is very flawed. It has flashes of brilliance – like the 

piece in your scarf – but it would be difficult to make the performance work throughout.’ 

 ‘What is the story, Miss Callas?’ Tess asked quietly. 

 ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t discuss this now,’ Psappho said, also quietly. She put her 

hand on Tess’s arm. Tess, uncharacteristically, shook it off. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I want to know. 

Please tell me, Miss Callas.’ 

 ‘I don’t think you should, Maria. Tess, come with me.’ Artemisia peeled away from 

the group. Tess didn’t move. ‘No. I won’t,’ she said. She stood as if planted, her body 

trembling. 

 Artemisia stared at her most mysterious crew member. Tess hated to be reminded of 

the circumstances in which she’d arrived on her ship, and as those who were there when it 

happened were completely baffled as to how it had happened, they chose to avoid talking 

about it as well.  

 Emily, in a perplexed voice, asked, ‘What is this big secret, pray tell? I do not 

understand.’  

Because none of the other crew members answered, either because they didn’t know 

the answer or because they didn’t want to say what they did or didn’t know, Maria blurted, 

‘The opera is the same as the novel. It tells the tragic tale of Tess, despoiled by Alec 

d’Urberville and briefly finding happiness with Angel Clare, who betrays and rejects her on 

their wedding night. It ends like the novel, with Tess being …’ 

 ‘Don’t!’ Psappho shouted, lunging at Maria to cover her mouth. Tess had gone 

completely white, her hands crossed at her throat. ‘That’s enough, Maria. Please,’ she said 

more gently. Shaken, Maria gazed at her, and then at Tess. 

 ‘But that’s my story,’ Tess murmured. ‘I was despoiled by Alec. It was I who Angel 

rejected. And it was I …’ 
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 ‘It doesn’t matter, Tess,’ Artemisia said, taking her by the shoulders. She shook her 

a little when she saw the vacant look in the girl’s eyes. ‘Tess, listen to me. Whatever 

happened in the past doesn’t matter now, does it?’  

Tess stared at Artemisia for a moment before turning to Maria. ‘But how did my life 

become this, this story, this opera, and, and a novel?’ 

 ‘My dear, you would have to ask Thomas Hardy,’ Maria said uncertainly. ‘Who is 

Thomas Hardy?’  

 ‘Tess dear, it doesn’t matter,’ Psappho said, draping her arms around her. Elvis said, 

‘Come on, Tesco. You’re gettin’ too serious and morose over nothing.’  

Fat tears rolled down Tess’s cheeks. ‘Why won’t anybody tell me the truth?’  

 ‘Tess,’ Artemisia said. The authoritarian note in her voice arrested Tess’s sobs. 

‘Listen carefully to me.’ She coughed and cleared her throat. ‘We don’t know how you 

came to us. We don’t know who you are. You didn’t come like the others.’ Artemisia 

paused and Tess watched her avidly. ‘What we do know is that your story parallels that told 

by a novelist in the nineteenth century called Thomas Hardy. How this is possible, we don’t 

know. I’m sorry, Tess. We can’t tell you anything more about yourself.’ 

 ‘None of us have very nice pasts, Tess,’ Norma said.  

 Tess’s face was pale, her eyes large, her long brown hair floating around her face 

and head wildly. ‘But you don’t have your life written about by a stranger! Who is this Mr 

Hardy?’ 

 ‘We don’t know, Tess,’ Psappho said. ‘Perhaps Hardy heard about a girl called Tess 

Durbeyfield – you – and wrote the story. It’s quite possible.’ 

 ‘And how can you say we don’t have strangers writing all sorts of junk about us?’ 

Elvis said, agitated. ‘You’ve seen the books and the TV shows about Norma and me. A 

novel seems pretty tame besides all that trash.’ 

 ‘What!’ Maria said loudly, her head whipping around so that she could look at Elvis 

again. ‘What did you say?’ She squinted at him. ‘You are familiar.’ 

 ‘Shit. I’m sick of this baloney. Yeah, I should be darned familiar. I’m exactly who 

you think I am, and that there,’ he said, pointing at Norma, ‘is the late great Marilyn 

Monroe.’ 

 ‘I knew it!’ 

 ‘You knew nothing. You’da never guessed if all this stuff about Tess didn’t make 

me forget myself.’ 
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 ‘You’re a big mouth, either as Ross or Elvis,’ Artemisia said sourly.  

 ‘Aw, shut up, Queenie.’ He noticed Tess. ‘Aw, come on, Tesco. It ain’t so bad. And 

look – it just means you’re as famous as us! You should be proud to be made into a novel, 

not bawlin’ like a crybaby.’  

 Tess pondered this for a moment. ‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s not the same. You’re 

famous because of your music. I’m famous for … for … I cannot bear to say.’ 

 ‘Great Hecate’s tits!’ exploded Artemisia. ‘What a lot of trouble over nothing. 

You’re here and that’s all that matters. So what if your life was made into a book. Or even 

if you’re a fictional character. We’re all fictional characters come to that. Once you’re dead 

you become as good as fiction. People make up all sorts of lies about you. Look at the lives 

of any of your friends on my ship. Is the Psappho you know anything like the books about 

her?’ 

 Tess shook her head despondently. 

 ‘No. I’ve made my point.’  

 But Tess didn’t look convinced. Her face was crumpled. She gazed at Emily, who 

stood flabbergasted, her little bow mouth slightly open. ‘I am like Catherine in your book, 

Emily. I am only as real as Catherine and Heathcliff.’ 

 Emily gaped at her friend, not knowing what to think. She pulled herself together to 

say, ‘Catherine and Heathcliff are very real to me, Tess.’ 

 ‘Tis not the same.’ 

 Maria’s head was twirling backward and forward. She pointed at Emily, ‘Brontë?’ 

Emily nodded. Maria turned toward Psappho. 

 ‘Psappho of Lesbos. Guilty.’ 

 Maria said, ‘My God,’ and sagged against the back of her canvas chair.  

 ‘Norma and Elvis, take Tess down to the waterfall. Some walking and a bit of water 

will do her good,’ Artemisia said. It was said gently, but there was an air of command about 

it and Tess immediately began to trundle away, flanked between Norma and Elvis.  

 ‘Good gracious,’ Maria said. ‘Was that really Marilyn Monroe?’ 

 ‘But don’t call her Marilyn. She doesn’t like it.’  

 ‘This is remarkable,’ said Maria. ‘Will the girl be all right? She’s overwrought.’ 

 Isabelle, who’d been quiet until this time, asked Artemisia: ‘You said Tess came 

here by herself. What do you mean? How did she come here? Is she the same like Jai? A 
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contemporary?’ Emily looked gratefully at Isabelle and said, ‘Yes. Please tell us. I have 

been mystified about this point.’ 

 ‘She just appeared one night. There was a terrible storm. Awful day, wasn’t it, 

Psappho?’ Psappho nodded and Artemisia continued, ‘It was one of those grey end of the 

world days. Something thudded onto the deck and the ship rocked wildly. We raced up on 

deck and there she was, tangled in the ropes.’ 

 ‘It was frightful,’ Psappho said. ‘The ropes were around her neck and she was 

nearly strangled. Elvis had to cut the ropes to get her down.’ 

 ‘It took ages to fix those ropes in that storm.’ 

 ‘Why you did not move through time to avoid the storm?’ asked Isabelle.  

 ‘I can’t take the ship on the carpet. When we move to another era, we abandon the 

ship. That’s why we don’t do it very often. We have to pretty much start over.’  

 Isabelle and Emily were silenced by this, contemplating the ramifications for 

themselves.  

 ‘Why doesn’t Tess know all this?’ Maria asked.  

 ‘She knows about the ropes, she just tries to forget about it and we don’t bring it 

up,’ Psappho answered. ‘We didn’t know who she was at first. We guessed she wasn’t a 

contemporary because of the way she arrived and what she was wearing. When she told us 

her name I thought it was strange. Then she told bits of her story and it was clear that it was 

the same as the Hardy novel.’ 

 ‘We didn’t know what to make of it. Still don’t.’ Artemisia was standing with her 

arms crossed. 

 ‘Were you here then?’ Emily asked Jai. 

 ‘No. I came after.’ 

 ‘But you knew.’ 

 ‘Artemo told me,’ he said, looking a little embarrassed although he was not sure 

why. Emily was frowning at him with a ‘why didn’t you tell me’ look. 

 ‘It wasn’t Jai’s place to tell you, Emily,’ Artemisia said crossly. ‘We leave it to 

individuals to tell their own stories. Otherwise it’s gossip. 

 ‘You told Jai,’ she said accusingly. 

 ‘Pillow talk. That’s different.’ 

 Maria peered at the young man through her thick glasses. She’d dismissed him as 

the good looking boyfriend of one of the younger girls. That he was the lover of a time-
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travelling sea captain made him appear more interesting. ‘And are you a poet or writer, 

too?’ she asked him. 

 Jai grinned. ‘Nuh. I’m like Tess, no poet. Not even a dairymaid!’ 

 ‘He’s a contemporary, Maria,’ Artemisia said. ‘If we were bound by the laws of 

physics and natural biology, he’d be the only one out of all of us alive at the moment.’ 

 ‘This is all so confusing,’ Maria said wearily.  

 ‘You should rest,’ Psappho said. ‘There’s been too much melodrama this 

afternoon.’  

 ‘Yes,’ Maria said. She looked down at her poodle. Strange, she thought, that he’d 

fallen asleep during all that heated conversation. She stroked his head slowly, and glanced 

up at Artemisia, who looked away quickly. She stared down at the black fluffy pile in her 

arms. 

 ‘I want to hear that that score matches our song first. Then you can rest.’ Artemisia 

marched toward the brown case that Maria had brought with her. She handed it to the diva, 

who unzipped it, sighing, and shuffled through the papers. She withdraw a large sheet, 

adjusted her glasses, and began to sing. 

 She only had to sing a few bars and Artemisia was smiling again. ‘That’s it. 

Exactly.’ 

 ‘May I rest now?’ Maria said sarcastically.  

 ‘Of course. Jai, take Maria to our tent. She can have that tonight. You and I can 

bunk with Psappho. If that’s ok with you, Psapp,’ she said, turning toward her friend. 

Psappho nodded. 

 ‘I can’t be away for too long,’ Maria said. ‘Bruna will worry.’ 

 ‘I’ll take you back to the moment you came here. It’ll be as if you’d never left. 

Don’t worry.’ 

 Maria looked thoughtful. ‘Does that mean I could live with you for years and then 

go back to the same moment?’ 

 ‘No. You can be with us for up to one moon cycle. If you stay longer, you can’t 

return.’  

 ‘Well, that would be no good,’ Maria said, surprise and a small amount of alarm 

raising her voice.  

Jai led her to the tent. Isabelle and Emily went to look for Tess, Norma and Elvis. 

After they’d left, Psappho said, ‘I’m surprised you aren’t making her sing this song today.’ 
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 Artemisia twisted her head to look at Psappho, a greedy expression on her face. 

‘No? Well, we’d better sort Tess out first, and there’s time. We need to have the camp 

packed up before we have her sing. We might not be here after it.’ 

 ‘That’s true.’ Psappho looked thoughtful for a while. ‘Misia, are you sure you want 

to continue with this adventure?’ 

 ‘Of course. Why?’ 

 ‘I don’t know. It’s starting to feel a little, I don’t know, maybe wrong’s the word.’ 

 ‘That’s just because you’re concerned for Tess. But don’t worry about her. You’re 

always saying she’s tougher than she looks. It’s probably good she’s found out about this 

now. She might be able to put it all behind her.’ 

 ‘Perhaps.’ 

 ‘What do you think of Callas?’ 

 ‘She’s charming. And quite … quite striking.’ 

 ‘Yes. I agree. She’s more pleasant than I expected, but I still think she’d be a pain to 

have around for a long time. She has diva written all over her.’ 

 ‘Well, she is a diva.’ 

 ‘Yes. And a happy one with that crystal in her sights.’ 

 ‘Was there much difference in her voice?’ 

 ‘Absolutely, Psapp. Mind you, she had a cold and the hoarseness would have made 

it worse. But by the look on her face the crystal restored her voice to something better than 

her before-cold voice. She looked like she wanted to eat it all up.’ 

 ‘We’ll have to warn her to use it sparingly then.’ 

 ‘Yes. I did tell her, but you’re right. We’ll have to stress the point.’ 

 ‘I want to tell her to avoid Onassis as well.’ 

 ‘I don’t agree there, Psappho. You shouldn’t meddle.’ 

 Psappho laughed. ‘Now that’s the pot calling the kettle black.’ 

 Artemisia scowled at her. ‘Really, Psappho. I can’t see how you can say that. It’s 

two entirely different matters all together.’ 

 Psappho shook her head and stood up. ‘Ok, Misia. Have it your way. Let’s go find 

Tess and see how she’s doing.’ 

 ‘No, you go.’ Artemisia stood as well and dusted leaves off her backside. ‘I’m 

going to cook tonight. What do you reckon I nip out and get supplies for moussaka and 

dolmeh in honour of our Greek guest?’ 
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 ‘What do I reckon, hey? I think Jai’s rubbing off on you.’ 

 ‘Goddess forbid,’ Artemisia said, shivering the thought from her mind. 

 ‘Sounds good to me,’ Psappho said, stretching. ‘I’ll see you at dinnertime then.’ 

 

 

The next morning the adventurers assembled in a dappled grove of tall eucalyptus trees. 

The camp had been pulled apart, and backpacks stuffed with tents and belongings. The 

carpet was rolled and slung across Artemisia’s back.  

 Tess’d had a terrible night. The discovery of the book by this Thomas Hardy and an 

opera about her sad fate had rattled her more than she could express. The information had 

stirred up old thoughts, old memories – and worse than that, the harder-to-avoid truth that 

there was much that she couldn’t recall. What if she’d known this Mr Hardy but just 

couldn’t remember him? What if she’d told him her story? Somehow, she didn’t think this 

was true, but she couldn’t have told anyone why. Just as she hadn’t told anybody that she 

worried about the patchiness of her memory. Just as she never spoke about the ropes.  

 Tess was bitterly afraid to hear Maria’s song.  

 While the crew had packed up the campsite, Maria had warmed up her voice and 

practised in another grove, away from their hearing. For the performance itself, she’d 

insisted on a particular spot. It was a cunning choice. A beam of strong sunlight forced its 

way through the dense foliage above and fell onto the area, lighting her as if she were on 

stage. 

 ‘This aria is from about the middle of the opera,’ Maria told them before she started. 

She glanced briefly at Tess, but continued. ‘Tess is singing to Angel after he reacts so 

horribly to her confession about her early seduction and the death of her child, Sorrow.’ 

They all turned, without any pretence, and stared at Tess. She was pale, her eyes wide and 

glassy, and her hands too tightly gripped the bag she was holding. But she controlled 

herself. Norma leant toward her and said, ‘It’s opera. You won’t be able to understand the 

words anyway, Tessy.’ She prised one of Tess’s hands from a handle and kept hold of it. 

Tess clutched Norma’s fingers in the same way she’d been holding the bag. 

 ‘We’re ready, Maria,’ Artemisia said. She, too, watched Tess. ‘Tess,’ she said. 

‘Courage now. You’ve lived through worse.’ 

 ‘I may have lived through nothing.’ 
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 Artemisia was surprised by the bitter note in Tess’s voice, but decided it was a 

positive sign: one of a fighter. ‘You’re looking at this situation all wrong, Tess. But we’ll 

deal with that another time.’ She glanced at Norma, who gave a faint nod. Norma had been 

assigned to stay closest to Tess during the song. They didn’t want her breaking away and 

either spoiling the magic or getting lost. Elvis and Jai were in position behind her. She was 

hemmed in or cupped in support. It depended on one’s perspective. 

 Maria’s clear soprano voice began softly. The crew were immediately arrested by 

the soulful lyrics. Even Tess was seduced by the gentle, pleading voice. It was true, she 

didn’t understand the words being sung, but she responded emotionally. She’d felt those 

emotions. They were her own emotions. She was taken back to that dreadful night when 

she first realised that Angel did not forgive her for her sexual transgression when she’d 

been a young girl, too young and innocent to know what had been happening to her. The 

song told her story, how initially she was placid, confused, seeking confirmation that he did 

forgive her as she’d forgiven him for the same sin. Maria was singing that. She could tell.  

The others were also drawn into the voice, purring its supplicatory message. It was 

yearning in its essence. Even Artemisia, who had little ear for music, was stirred by its 

enticing emotionalism. Maria sang as if she were at La Scala, or Covent Garden – giving 

everything she had. Her gestures and facial expressions corresponded to the sounds pouring 

from her mouth. They watched her, transfixed.  

Feeling the prickly sensation of being watched herself, Artemisia broke her 

concentration and checked behind her. Astonished, she saw rows of birds, several species 

together, silenced and perched in the surrounding trees. Lizards – which she’d thought had 

no ears – had waddled to the outskirt of their circle. She spied a brown snake, and her heart 

thumped. But it was motionless, as if listening. Butterflies hovered close by. Bees. Silent!  

The tempo and tone of the song changed. Maria’s register dropped and the aria 

moved, surprisingly, into bel canto. Psappho was astounded. She knew Maria was capable 

of both soprano and coloratura – the diva was remarkable in that she had a three octave 

range – but it was unusual for the different styles to be mixed within the same aria. It 

worked though. The music had moved into a different expression – the coaxing and 

wheedling to love her had not helped Tess and she’d become desperate, a tinge of resentful 

hard-done-by accusation lay beneath the words of self-denial and acceptance of Angel’s 

punishment: his desertion. The music was hopelessly sad, the saddest song, Psappho 
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thought, she’d ever heard. It wrung her heart, this anguish at losing love, love that one had 

just held in one’s arms. 

Jai, who was as little musically inclined as Artemisia, was the first to notice that the 

trees were moaning. He peered around, wondering what was happening. Artemisia noticed 

his inattention before she noticed the trees. He cupped his ears and tossed his head at a tree. 

She listened and heard. One by one – Isabelle, Norma, Emily, and finally Elvis – became 

aware of the changes in their environment. Only Maria, who was embodying Tess, and 

Tess herself, who was carried away with the emotions of the woman expressing herself, 

were oblivious.  

‘The trees are crying,’ Norma whispered.  

‘Is that possible?’ Elvis said. 

Artemisia shook her head slowly. ‘Anything is possible.’ 

The trees sobbed. They began to tremble, not from any wind, but from their own 

emotions. Leaves began to fall. Slowly, gently, at first; their green and gold and brown 

textures mixing and floating around the assembled people and animals. Before long they 

were falling in sheets, a torrential rainfall. The poodle, Toy, who was being held by Emily, 

began to whimper. ‘Don’t let go of that dog, Emily,’ Psappho whispered. Emily shook her 

head, hunched and darting looks around her.  

Maria continued to sing. Her face was distorted as if by pain. The group became 

spellbound again, forgetting the behaviour of the trees. The leaves continually fell, 

becoming thicker, and began to fly. They were soon knee deep in swirling leaves. 

Artemisia began to worry. ‘Keep hold of your belongings tightly,’ she said to those nearest. 

She took out a long slim rope. She tied an end around Jai’s waist. ‘You’re an anchor,’ she 

said. ‘Can you handle it?’ He smiled through nervous eyes and assented with a nod. 

Artemisia moved quickly, looping the rope around each of the group. She even tied 

it around Toy when she tied Emily. Tess was catatonic, she noticed; but at least had not run 

away. She worked around Maria carefully so as not to destroy the magic the woman was 

creating. She thought to herself, this is probably Callas’s finest performance. 

She finally tied herself with the other end of the rope. They were all looped 

together, but not securely. They could never ascend a mountain peak with this kind of 

knotting, but it would be enough for their purpose. It was just to keep them all within the 

same circle of magic. The leaves were now at the level of her waist.  
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The heaving and blubbering of the trees has reached a level that competed with 

Maria’s singing. Although she didn’t know the aria, Artemisia instinctively knew Maria 

was heading for the end. She braced herself as the final note was reached, a high C. Maria 

held it for a long time, a feat that somehow satisfied the souls of the listeners so that 

compulsively they wrung their hands and groaned.  

A great cracking sound was heard below them. Roots were lifting. Trunks swaying. 

The leaves heaved upwards and began to roll in mad waves. They were soon chest deep in 

leaves, as if they were in the ocean. Just as Maria snapped the last of her note into silence, 

they were lifted up as if onto the top of a wave and they found themselves flying, roped 

together, clutching their baggage and Artemisia her carpet, tumbling as if in an ocean of 

leaves. The wave lifted them up and then down, and eventually washed them into another 

world. Screams flew from many mouths, Maria’s glorious note rising above them all.  

They landed with light thuds, a skid and a scattering of leaves. Artemisia did a head 

count and was satisfied. The elation lessened slightly when the poodle began yapping. 

Seated and bewildered, they all gawked at their new surroundings.  

Elvis was the first to speak. He said, tentatively, ‘Hey, Queenie. Could we have just 

surfed our way onto Mars?’ 
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Chapter 23 

The Pinnacles 

 

Psappho sat with her legs out straight in front of her, her hands flat on the ground each side 

of her hips. Her eyes were closed. She was breathing very gently and slowly. After a 

moment she opened her eyes and said: ‘No. There are people here. I can feel them.’ 

 ‘Well, we wouldn’t be on Mars,’ said Artemisia. 

 ‘How do you know?’ said Emily, whose head was pivoting as she tried to take in 

her new environment. 

 ‘We can’t travel to another planet.’ 

 ‘We wouldn’t be able to breathe on Mars either,’ Norma said. 

 ‘Ya know,’ Jai said. ‘I think we’re at the Pinnacles.’ 

 Artemisia swung her head around to face him. ‘Do you know this place?’ 

 ‘I’m pretty sure it’s the Pinnacles. I came here on a school trip once, when I was a 

kid.’ 

 ‘What is pee-knuckle?’ Isabelle said, standing, stretching, and gazing about. 

 ‘Pinnacles,’ Jai said. ‘Not pee-knuckle. I think it means the top of a mountain, 

doesn’t it?’ He gestured toward Artemisia for confirmation. 

 ‘Well, it’s one meaning. It’s the end of something, or the peak – mountain or 

experience. The pinnacle of our adventure will be getting the treasure.’ 

 ‘Why would this place be called the Pinnacles then?’ said Norma.  

 ‘Maybe it’s Australian irony,’ said Elvis. ‘Maybe it’s the end of the world. Looks 

like it anyway.’ 

 Jai shook his head slowly. ‘No. Those rocks you can see in the ground, they’re just 

the tips.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ Psappho asked. 

 ‘The rocks go deep down below ground. What we see are just the tips, the pinnacles 

I guess.’ 

 ‘It is a beautiful place, very peaceful,’ said Isabelle.  

 The other crew members were dumbfounded by Isabelle’s statement. They’d been 

surveying the area as well, looking with very European eyes. They saw a world of sand that 

stretched for kilometres. Standing higgledy-piggledy were craggy stones, like tombstones, 

all different shapes and sizes. It was a dim and eerie world. Isabelle, used to distinguishing 
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the variations of the Saharan topography, took this desert as it was presented, and noticed 

qualities other than dryness and sand.   

 Emily was the first to intuit what Isabelle meant. If you took away the expectation 

for moisture, this world was very beautiful: the ochre and russet tones of the sand, the 

murky cerulean and purple sky, the retiring sun casting shadows against the standing 

stones. ‘You’re right, Isabelle. It does have a sort of primeval wildness.’ Emily looked 

around her, trying to see without the blinkers of habit and expectation. This was an exercise 

that can only have partial success, for anyone. She related her new world to the one she 

knew the best, and felt the empty loneliness of the open vista to be similar to her beloved 

moors.  

 Artemisia stood up and scrutinised the landscape. ‘Yes, it’s a little like the ocean, 

when you’re far away from anywhere or anyone.’ Her voice had a wistful strain and the 

others gaped at her.  

 ‘Can I go home now?’ Maria’s voice sounded wobbly and weak. The crew had 

already forgotten her and her song, but she gained their attention again when she spoke. 

She was sitting on a low flat rock with Toy snuggling into her lap. She was rubbing his ears 

and looking about her, a glazed expression on her face.  

 ‘Maria. Thank you,’ Artemisia said. ‘Look what you’ve done! You’ve brought us 

here.’ Artemisia waved her arm in an arc. 

 ‘And that’s good?’  

 ‘Yes. Very good, I’m sure.’ 

 ‘That was incredible, your aria,’ Psappho said. 

 ‘Did you hear the trees weeping?’ asked Norma.  

 ‘I heard something. I didn’t know what it was.’ Maria’s face showed astonishment 

and pleasure. ‘Did the trees really weep?’ 

 ‘They sure did,’ Elvis said. ‘And even the lizards were listening.’  

‘And you wanted to come here?’ Maria’s voice had taken on the uncertain tone 

again. 

 ‘We wanted to go somewhere,’ Psappho said. ‘We didn’t know where we’d end up. 

But we must be in the right place. Nothing would have happened if you hadn’t answered 

the clue.’ 

 ‘I’m glad for you then,’ Maria said. She stroked the black pelt of her poodle. ‘But 

…’ 
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 ‘You’d like to go home now,’ Artemisia said. Maria nodded.  

 ‘Fair enough.’ Artemisia stood with her hands on her hips. ‘Ok, crew. I should be 

able to take Maria home with just Psappho drumming. The rest of you start setting up 

camp.’ 

 ‘Here?’ Jai asked. 

 Artemisia shrugged. She gestured to the surroundings. ‘May as well be here as 

anywhere else, right?’ The others laughed and began to move around. As she made 

preparations to unroll her carpet, Artemisia spied Tess wandering away from the group, her 

body clearly listless. ‘Psappho, perhaps you should go see to Tess.’ 

 Psappho glanced at Tess, but said: ‘Norma can do that. I’d like to take Maria home.’ 

 ‘You shouldn’t. You know that.’ 

 Psappho said nothing, sucking her lips together.  

 ‘All right. Have it your way.’ She touched Norma on the arm. Norma’s brow was 

slightly bunched, and she wasn’t paying attention to the discussion. Artemisia said: ‘Go see 

to Tess, will you?’ Norma, startled, turned her head toward the finger Artemisia was 

pointing.  

 ‘All right, but I need to say something first … to Maria.’ 

 Artemisia gestured impatiently. ‘Somebody!’ She pointed toward Tess. 

 Isabelle said, ‘I will go.’ Emily, without verbally volunteering, accompanied 

Isabelle. They strode in Tess’s direction. 

 ‘What is it?’ Artemisia said. 

 ‘It’s … private,’ Norma replied. 

 ‘No, it’s not.’ Artemisia grabbed Norma’s arm and turned her away from the group. 

‘Jai,’ she said. ‘Find something nice for Maria to drink. She must be thirsty after that 

performance.’ Maria, frustration clearly showing on her face, said that she’d prefer to just 

go home and thank you very much. Artemisia merely tsk’ed at her, and dragged Norma 

away from the group. Psappho followed. 

 ‘What’s this about?’ Artemisia demanded. 

 ‘Nothing,’ stammered Norma. ‘I just thought I should say something to Maria 

before she goes.’ 

 ‘Nothing about Onassis?’ Artemisia said. 

 ‘Onassis? No, why should I say anything about him?’ 

 ‘Never mind. What is it?’ 
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 ‘It’s private, I told you.’ 

 ‘No way, Norma. There’s no way I’m going to let you say something to Maria 

without knowing what it is.’ 

 ‘Misia, I …’ 

 ‘No, Norma. No meddling in people’s lives. She can’t know anything about the 

future.’ 

 ‘It’s just about a concert, nothing important.’ 

 ‘If it’s nothing important, then it doesn’t need to be said.’ 

 Norma crossed her arms over her breasts. She felt bewildered and conflicted. 

Artemisia was usually indulgent with her, hardly ever autocratic. Psappho, who’d said 

nothing so far, asked Norma what she’d wanted to say. ‘We’re friends, Norma. We’re not 

going to judge you.’ Norma gave a short laugh.  

 ‘You really don’t think we’ve been good friends?’ Artemisia said, surprised.  

 ‘Of course,’ Norma said. She’d become distressed. She hadn’t expected her small 

plan to be made into an issue that needed vetting. ‘Oh, all right. It’s just about a concert 

that’s going to happen in 1962. I want to say to Maria that I’m sorry for … for how I 

behave.’ 

 ‘You want to apologise for something you do four years in Maria’s future and over 

forty years in your past?’ 

 ‘Don’t make me sound ridiculous, Misia. That’s unfair.’ 

 ‘It won’t make sense to her,’ Psappho said. ‘You’ll just worry her needlessly.’ 

Artemisia put one hand on her hip and rubbed her mouth with the other hand. Her eyebrows 

were raised while she stared at Psappho, who ignored her. ‘It’s better not to say anything, 

Norma.’ 

 ‘Do you think so? I just wanted … wanted to …’ 

 ‘Undo the past. Or the future.’ Artemisia shook her head. ‘Not possible, Norma. 

Sorry.’ 

 ‘It is possible,’ Psappho said, a little angry. ‘But maybe unnecessary. Maria will 

have a different understanding of you anyway.’ Psappho suddenly looked frightened. ‘By 

the way. Did you ever meet Maria? I mean before.’ Norma shook her head.  

 Artemisia, catching onto Psappho’s train of thought, said, ‘Did you go to any of the 

same events?’ Norma shook her head again, this time looking alarmed. ‘Not that I know of. 
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Except the concert I just mentioned. But I didn’t know about that until I read Maria’s 

biography. We might have been at the same shindig and I didn’t realise.’ 

 Artemisa addressed Psappho: ‘You should warn her not to approach Norma or Elvis 

if she has the chance. I don’t know if she and Elvis crossed paths.’ 

 Norma said, ‘Elvis told me he’d never met her that he recalls. He was going to do so 

once, but it didn’t happen. He couldn’t remember why.’ 

 ‘Blast it. Daytrippers are so damned tricky.’ 

 ‘Well, we’ll just have to trust that Maria doesn’t run into them. They won’t believe 

anything she says anyway.’ 

 ‘That’s true.’ Artemisia said to Norma, smiling: ‘Can you imagine what you’d think 

if Maria Callas approached you and told you she’d met you fifty years in the future?’ 

 ‘I’d think she’d been drinking more than me!’ 

 Artemisia laughed. ‘Well that’s settled then. Nobody,’ she looked at Psappho 

sternly, ‘tells Maria anything about the future.’ Psappho rubbed her nose then cracked her 

knuckles, but declined to answer.  

The three of them went over to Maria, who was sitting and drinking from a 

waterbottle. Artemisia picked up a burgundy coloured satchel, decorated with amber and 

pearl beads in a swirling forest-like pattern. It was fat with overstuffing. ‘Here, Maria,’ she 

said, holding it out. ‘This is your fee.’ 

 Maria took the bag and looked inside. ‘The chinchilla!’ 

 ‘Yep. You may as well have it. I won’t be able to use it.’ She sniffed. ‘Not in this 

place. And not in the 21st century.’ She sighed. ‘Unfortunately.’ 

 ‘Er, thank you,’ Maria said. She held the bag stiffly in front of her. ‘Um,’ she said, 

‘about that …’ 

 ‘The crystal’s in the bag as well,’ Artemisia said. ‘Feel for it. I won’t be offended. 

You need to know you’re paid what you were promised.’ 

 Maria’s hand dived into the bag. After a moment she smiled.  

 ‘Now you be careful with that crystal. Only lick it when you notice your voice 

failing. And no more than thrice at any given time. Like any medication, if you over-use it, 

it loses its effectiveness.’ 

 Maria nodded, but Artemisia wasn’t sure she was listening. It was exasperating, but 

what could she do? She could only give directions. She couldn’t follow people around to 

ensure they didn’t act on their foolish notions. 
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 ‘Ok, Psapp. Are you ready to go?’ 

 Psappho nodded. She was standing at the edge of the carpet and the rubellite snake 

was in her hand. ‘Where do you want to end up, Maria? Milan or the hotel in Rome?’ 

 Maria paused and considered. ‘The hotel. Bruna will be waiting for me. Or 

something. That’s where I was supposed to be.’ 

 ‘The only problem is, you didn’t have that dog in Rome,’ Artemisia said, her brow 

furrowed. ‘And your husband saw you in Milan.’ Artemisia rubbed her chin and inhaled 

strongly. 

 Psappho said, ‘He’ll want an explanation, won’t he?’ 

 ‘Oh, dear. What should I tell Titta?’ Maria asked, turning toward Artemisia.  

Artemisia paused before speaking. When she did she seemed to be slightly less 

worried. ‘I think it’s probably best to pretend you weren’t there at all. It would be easy to 

convince him that he imagined you being there. That spray gives people hallucinatory 

dreams anyway. That would just be another one, something quite easy to explain. You’re a 

good actress, Maria. You’d easily get away with it.’ 

 ‘Yes, that’s possible,’ Maria said, nodding thoughtfully. ‘But how will I explain to 

Bruna how I have Toy?’ 

 Artemisia scowled at the dog, who began to yip in her direction. ‘Why don’t you 

tell her that a friend – me if you like – brought him from Milan on your husband’s request. 

While she was out on that errand.’ 

 Maria stared at her, thoughtfully, for a moment before nodding. ‘Yes, that might 

work,’ she agreed.  

 The others had come back and they gathered around to farewell Maria. When Tess 

came to her, she said: ‘My dear, I hope you’ll be all right.’ Tess, her eyes wet, took her 

hand. ‘I could never express my feelings the way you did,’ she said.  

Maria patted her hand, and squeezed it before turning away to say good-bye to 

Norma, who asked Maria to think of her kindly. Maria, looking puzzled, said, ‘Of course.’ 

‘I won’t know you … if we see each other back there,’ Norma told her, and Maria stared at 

her for a moment before nodding. ‘Of course,’ she echoed. ‘How strange all this is. I 

wonder if it’s a dream.’ 

Once the last farewell had been made, Psappho, Maria and Toy moved onto the 

carpet and began to circle the labyrinth. The others watched, silently. None of them made a 
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sound when the trio disappeared in the centre, but all of them except Artemisia felt a ripple 

of trepidation in their hearts.  

Artemisia silently gestured to the rest of them to move away from the area and 

begin setting up camp. Emily moved toward the spot Psappho and Maria had been. 

Artemisia caught her arm and said: ‘Where are you going?’ 

 ‘I want to touch the rose petals.’ 

 ‘No, Emily.’ Artemisia’s voice was firm. ‘Don’t.’ Emily frowned at Artemisia. 

‘You might upset the magic, Emily. We want to make sure Psappho comes back to us.’  

 Emily hesitated, but then sauntered over to the campsite that Elvis, Jai and Isabelle 

had begun to organise. Elvis threw a bag of tent pegs into her arms and said, ‘Here, that’ll 

keep you busy.’ He turned to Artemisia, saying, ‘And what century do you think you’re in, 

Queenie?’ His voice took on a mimicking mincing tone, ‘Don’t lick it more than thrice. 

Christ almighty!,’ he said, his voice back to normal. ‘Who the hell says thrice?’ 

 ‘What does thrice mean anyway?’ Jai asked. 

 ‘Criticism from the ignorant, who could believe it,’ Artemisia grumbled, as Emily 

held three fingers in the air. ‘Get to work, you bloody peasants.’ 

 

 

In the Hotel Arcangelo in Rome, Psappho and Maria were saying good-bye. 

 ‘Maria, I want to say something to you. Something important.’ 

 Maria smiled uncertainly. She was not perturbed, but intrigued to have the great and 

infamous poet give her advice. 

 ‘Don’t become involved with Onassis,’ Psappho said in a rush of words. 

 ‘I beg your pardon.’ 

 ‘Don’t take up with Onassis. He’s bad for you.’ 

 ‘Good heavens, my dear. Whatever makes you think I’d do that?’ 

 ‘Just remember what I’m telling you. Please, Maria.’ 

 Maria looked honestly puzzled. She put Toy down and he skittered around the 

room, barking inanely. ‘Onassis? Do you mean Ari Onassis?’ 

 ‘Yes. You’ve met him, haven’t you?’ 

 ‘Well, yes. Briefly. At a party quite recently. But I have absolutely nothing to do 

with him.’ 

 Psappho cocked her head and looked closely at Maria. 
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 ‘I swear that’s true. He was flirtatious, but I don’t know if that means anything. He 

gives me the impression that he flirts with all women. And he likes me because I’m Greek. 

He’s married, you know.’ Maria looked at Psappho piously. ‘As I am.’ 

 ‘Just remember what I told you. He’s not good for you. It will be a disaster for you 

if you get involved with him.’ Psappho watched Maria solemnly. She could tell Maria was 

not taking this advice seriously. She voiced a sigh.  

 ‘Good bye, Maria. Thank you for your help. That aria was magnificent. I could 

never hope to hear another like it in my life.’ Psappho smiled. ‘And that’s no small amount 

of praise.’ Maria smiled too, a huge pleased opening of the mouth and eyes so that her 

whole face was lit. ‘I was good, wasn’t I?’ she said. ‘You were stupendous,’ Psappho 

agreed. ‘There’s nobody else who could have sung that aria.’ Maria nodded complacently. 

‘I’m not finished yet,’ she said softly. Psappho smiled and shook her head. She kissed the 

diva on the cheek. Maria squeezed her hand and said, ‘Thank you for the crystal, and for 

the adventure.’ 

 ‘You’re quite welcome, but remember Artemisia’s warning. No more than three 

licks at a time!’ Psappho moved to the centre of the carpet, lifted her arm in a short wave, 

then laughed, and brought her palm to her lips and blew a kiss. Delighted, Maria made the 

same gesture back. Impulsively, she reached toward a vase on the nearby table and plucked 

a red rose. She threw it to Psappho, who caught it and bowed her head slightly to 

acknowledge the gift. 

 As Psappho followed the labyrinth she heard the poodle yapping, but she kept 

turning away, turning away, turning away, until she took the last step and she was, once 

again, in the midst of her friends in a red desert at sunset, surrounded by stones, blooming 

out of the earth.  

 

 

Norma leant against a standing stone that stood half a metre higher than she. It was warm 

against her back, and comforting despite its rugged surface. The camp had been set up and 

food was being prepared, but still the sun had not set. The strange twilight effect of the 

surroundings hadn’t changed at all. The clouds drifted through the sky in purple streaks.  

 Norma was feeling dreamy and thoughtful. She’d come out to investigate the stones 

and think a while. The warm embrace of the stone at her back made her mind drift 

aimlessly. It was almost maternal, she thought, this feeling of contentment. It felt like a 
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mother’s loving arms around her, safe. Not her own mother’s arms, for sure, but an 

archetypal mother. Someone like Psappho.  

 An image rolled into her mind. She saw herself standing in the doorway of a cottage 

in a forest. The home was basic but clean and tidy. She was wearing a peasant skirt and 

blouse, cotton, and sandals on her feet. A triangular scarf was fastened around her head, her 

light brown curls tumbling around her neck. Her hands were clasped on her stomach, which 

swelled with a child inside. The immensity of happiness that washed over Norma at that 

moment of recognition made her moan. Then the moment evaporated and Norma was left 

blinking at the suspended sun, wondering what had happened. ‘What magic is here?’ she 

whispered. She wondered what the image meant. Was it a glimpse of a past life? Or the 

future? Perhaps it just means I should take a lover, Norma thought. It has been too long. 

Yes. When this adventure was over, she would find herself a lover. Norma smiled to 

herself. Perhaps two, as she was a Gemini.  

 ‘Norma,’ she heard Elvis calling. She looked up, but didn’t answer immediately, 

hoping that the mood of her daydream would return. ‘Nor! Dinner’s ready.’ 

 Because he’d spotted her and was stirring the dust as he trotted in her direction, 

Norma reluctantly pushed herself from the stone. 

 After they’d eaten their meal together, Artemisia brought the clue bear out of a 

satchel. They’d made a fire for comfort, but didn’t need it for light or warmth. The twilight 

continued. ‘It won’t change, I imagine,’ Psappho said. ‘It looks like we’re in a time warp.’ 

 This was a new phenomenon only to Isabelle and Emily.  

 Studying the clue bear, Artemisia said: ‘We had to skin the fur off it, then wash the 

clay off.’ She looked around her. ‘We’re surrounded by rocks. You’d think the best way 

would be to smash this china.’ 

 ‘That makes sense,’ Elvis said. ‘Can I do it?’ 

 ‘Not so fast.’ Artemisia gripped the koala tighter. ‘Also following the pattern so far, 

what’s inside should be more fragile than china.’ 

 ‘Why?’ Jai said. 

 ‘Think about it. First there was fur, then clay, then china. The materials are getting 

more refined.’ 

 ‘So how do we get the next bear?’ Isabelle asked. ‘Smash gently?’ 

 ‘Smash gently. Nicely put. Jai, do we have a small chisel and hammer?’ 
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 ‘I’ll look.’ He stood up and went to a heavy bag and rummaged through it. He soon 

returned with a small mallet and a paint scraper. ‘Will these do?’ 

 ‘Why did we bring a paint scraper?’ Norma said. 

 ‘Artemisia – Gentileschi that is – used it when she was painting the rock,’ Elvis 

said.  

 ‘They’ll do. Give them here,’ Artemisia said, her hand outstretched. She began 

chipping away at an ear, giving delicate taps. Nobody asked whether they could help. 

Firstly, going by the determined look on Artemisia’s face she was not likely to surrender 

those tools. Secondly, nobody wanted the responsibility of removing the china and 

breaking what might be under it at the same time. 

 It was a slow and tedious exercise, but Artemisia worked diligently. The others 

watched her, on and off, and began to chat. Emily asked Norma why she’d agreed to come 

to live on the ship.  

 ‘Well,’ Norma laughed, ‘I didn’t like my other option, just like you guys.’ 

 Emily licked her lips and wondered if it would be indelicate to ask what Norma had 

died of. Isabelle, eschewing worries about delicacy, asked straight out. 

 ‘Drugs,’ Norma answered shortly. ‘It was an overdose, apparently.’ 

 ‘But weren’t you famous? The most beautiful woman in the world?’ Emily said. 

She felt somewhat envious of Norma’s beauty, and of Tess’s, despite her great liking for 

both of them. ‘Why would you want to take your own life?’ 

 ‘I don’t know about being the most beautiful woman in the world. You know, a lot 

of what was said about me after I “died” wasn’t said at the time I was “alive”. I know some 

people went a bit crazy about how I looked, but I heard a lot of criticism about it too. And 

the way I looked made a lot of people treat me bad. They didn’t take me seriously.’ 

 ‘You shouldn’t’ve dressed like a tart then, Norma. You brought it on yourself,’ said 

Artemisia, who’d appeared not to be listening at all. The little chinks of her tapping at the 

koala had been ringing out throughout Norma’s speech. She brushed some of the china 

fibres off her lap. Psappho shook her head at Artemisia, who wasn’t watching. 

 ‘Maybe you’re right. I don’t know. I’m just telling it like I remembered it,’ Norma 

said.  

‘That’s right. You butt out, Queenie.’  

 Artemisia interrupted her chipping to lift a middle finger in the air in Elvis’s 

direction.  
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 ‘At that time I was in love with a man, an important man,’ Norma went on. ‘I’d 

recently fallen pregnant but this made him mad. Real mad. He made me get rid of it.’ She 

addressed the three youngest: ‘Do you know what an abortion is?’ Emily and Tess shook 

their heads. ‘It’s when you kill your baby before it’s born.’ They nodded, a little shocked.  

 ‘I was feeling real bad about the baby. It was probably my last chance to have one. 

My insides weren’t good anyway, you see, for carrying babies.’ 

 Isabelle said, ‘I do not want children. Too much trouble. But you are very sad about 

it.’ 

 ‘Yes, Issy. It did make me real sad.’ Norma took a big breath. ‘But on this night, 

“Marilyn” …’ Her voice took on a sarcastic note. ‘Marilyn was sad and was drinking. The 

man she loved, the one she’d aborted her child for, had dumped her anyway.’ 

 ‘You speak like Marilyn was somebody other than yourself,’ said Emily. 

 ‘She was.’ Norma’s voice was emphatic. ‘I never liked her. She was like a demon 

who possessed me. I was a slave to her fame. It took me hours to become Marilyn and 

every year it got harder. I don’t know what would have happened when the day came when 

I couldn’t bring that face out.’  

 ‘Who came to get you? Psappho or Artemisia?’ Emily asked. 

 ‘Psappho. I thought she was an angel.’ 

 Psappho rolled her eyes; Emily and Isabelle chuckled.  

 ‘And so Marilyn died and Norma arrived on The Halicarnassus and discovered 

Elvis was already here! Now that was a surprise, let me tell you.’ 

 ‘Why, Norma?’ Emily’s face was furrowed. 

 ‘Because when I left it was 1962 and at that time, Elvis was a household name and 

only 27 and at his peak – his pinnacle maybe I should say. When I met him on the ship he 

was 42 and had gone through much the same as I had.’ 

 ‘Was it hard to adjust to not being famous?’ Jai asked, but before Norma could 

answer, a large crack was heard and Artemisia was yelling. 

 ‘What is it?’ Psappho rushed to Artemisia. The others moved closer.  

 ‘Nothing. It’s opened.’ She held up a new koala, clear and fragile, with a cloudy 

substance inside. 

 ‘What’s it made of? Jai said.  
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 ‘Blown glass, I think. And there’s another scarf inside.’ They all peered more 

closely. The billowy cloudy substance did look like a scarf. It was gossamer white, 

transparent. It looked like crumpled fairy wings.  

 ‘The white scarf is next?’ Isabelle said, taking the koala from Artemisia’s hands.   

 ‘Don’t you dare drop it.’ Artemisia picked up a bag and hunted through it. ‘I think 

there’s a scarf in its paws. If that’s the next one, we need to answer that clue before we 

break the glass.’ She pulled out a pair of tweezers. ‘Give it back.’ 

 Isabelle had one eye closed and the eyelash of her other eye fluttered against the 

koala’s paws. ‘You are right. Looks like a scarf to me.’ 

 ‘Be careful, Isabelle. And give it here.’ 

 Isabelle passed the koala back to Artemisia, who plucked at the scarf between the 

paws. She dragged out a cloth of blue, a powder blue so intense it made them all reach out 

to touch it as it emerged. 

 When the scarf was entirely out, Artemisia carefully laid the glass koala on the 

blanket beside her, ensuring it wouldn’t roll away. She spread the scarf out flat. 

 ‘No music with this one,’ Elvis observed. 

 ‘Unlikely to get another one of those,’ Psappho said.  

 ‘What’s on it?’ Emily said, her nose wrinkling. 

 The scarf was covered in writing. Not handwritten writing as in the first clue that 

Isabelle decoded. It was print, but an old-fashioned type.  

 ‘Looks like it went through a typewriter,’ said Psappho. 

 Norma, who was leaning over Elvis’s shoulder, squinted. She smiled. ‘I know what 

it is. It’s a play,’ she said. 

 ‘What?’ Artemisia glanced up at her. 

 ‘It’s written in the format of a play.’ They all slanted closer to the scarf. The writing 

was extremely small. ‘She’s right. It’s a script,’ said Elvis. 

 ‘Maybe something for us to do this time,’ said Norma, putting her hand on Elvis’s 

shoulder. 

 ‘Perhaps,’ said Artemisia slowly. ‘Can anyone make out the title?’ She looked up 

and searched the faces of the crew. ‘Here, Tess. You look. You’re young and a country girl. 

You’ve probably got the best vision of all of us.’  
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 Tess, reddening a little from the attention, crept closer to the scarf. She bent her 

head low over it, her face serious and concentrated. Her face became a darker red. She leant 

back and sat on her heels, shaking her head. ‘I can’t.’  

‘Well don’t look so pained about it,’ said Artemisia. ‘It doesn’t matter. Emily, you 

have a go.’ 

Emily picked up the scarf and brought it close to her eyes. ‘It’s called The Venusian 

Swamp Girl.’ 

 ‘Are you sure?’ Emily nodded. ‘What is Venusian?’ she asked. 

 ‘It means “from Venus”, the planet,’ said Psappho. 

 ‘Does it say who it’s by?’ Artemisia said. Emily examined the scarf again, running 

her fingers over the lines and squinting. She looked up and said: ‘Norma K. Hemming.’ 

 ‘Norma K. Hemming.’ Artemisia twisted her neck, looking at them all one by one. 

‘Does that name mean anything to any of you?’ 

 ‘Well, she has my name,’ said Norma. 

 ‘Not a good enough connection,’ Artemisia said. She circled her gaze again, and 

seeing only blank faces and heads rocking back and forth, stood up and dusted her knees. 

She picked up the glass koala and wrapped it in the cloth they’d been carrying it in since 

the beginning of their adventure. ‘Ok. Let’s boot up the laptops then. Let’s find out who 

this Norma K. Hemming is and why she’s going to become part of our expedition.’ 
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Chapter 24 

The Second Norma 

 

Artemisia trudged across the yellow sand, her gym shoes squeaking with each step. She 

was tired, hot and cross. She cursed herself for forgetting to bring a water-bottle. She 

paused to wipe her forehead with her cotton t-shirt.  

They’d been camped at the Pinnacles for several days. Artemisia, unlike some of 

the others, didn’t mind the sand or the rough lifestyle, but she was sick of the eternal 

twilight. She hated days that never ended.  

 Or perhaps she was tense and irritated because they were stalled on the Norma K. 

Hemming question. Except for Tess they had all embraced the chase and had become avid 

researchers. Isabelle had mastered the mouse and the Internet – so quickly – and was 

teaching Emily, who’d had a mental block about it until recently. Artemisia, listening to 

Isabelle’s explanations to Emily, realised why their own explanations hadn’t been effective 

– they’d skipped too many details. Isabelle’s instructions laid out her thought processes 

clearly for Emily, making the links necessary for a nineteenth century person to grapple 

with the advances of 21st century technology. Watching Emily’s enthusiasm for mastering 

the computer, Artemisia began to admire the young woman. Artemisia prized quick, bright 

minds.  

 On the subject of which, Tess seemed to be losing hers. Her mind, that was. It was a 

worry, one Artemisia preferred to be without, especially out here in what Jai called the 

outback. It was even further away than that, she supposed; it was the inner outback, sunk 

through layers of perception where the tourists, whom her crew could feel, obliviously 

intruded on their campsite. But Tess had become morose, withdrawn, had completely lost 

her sparkle and wit. She’d become obsessed with the news Callas had brought, and talked 

manically about not being a real person, as if that were possible. She was making Psappho 

read her the Thomas Hardy novel, although why she didn’t just read it herself quietly, and 

not subject the rest of them to this maudlin tale, she couldn’t fathom. Psappho was going 

along with it and had said privately to Artemisia: ‘I prefer to read it to her. Otherwise she’d 

be reading it alone.’  

‘Reading isn’t like drinking, Psapp. It’s socially acceptable to do it alone.’ 

 ‘I’d prefer to be able to see her reactions to this story. We don’t know what she 

might do during the melodramatic parts.’ 
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 ‘It’s all bloody melodramatic. Everything Tess says in that book has an exclamation 

point!’ 

 ‘She is overwrought quite a lot throughout, I admit.’ 

 ‘I don’t know why she can’t forget about her past. We’ll probably never get to the 

truth of it. She’s much calmer and more sensible on my ship than in that book.’ 

 ‘You’ve always said she was odd.’ 

 ‘She is. But she’s damned annoying in the book. I can’t see why Alec d’Urberville 

bothered with her. I wouldn’t have.’ 

 But it wasn’t because of Tess she was escaping the campsite. She had a mission. 

She put Tess out of her mind and got back to the important subject at hand – Norma K. 

Hemming. They’d trawled the Internet and found very little information. A few academic 

articles about her work in the 1950s. Precious little about the woman’s life. What they’d 

discovered was that she’d been born in England, but had moved with her family to 

Australia, to Sydney, in 1949 when she’d been about 21, which means she was born within 

a year of their own Norma. In the 1950s she’d written science fiction stories, many of 

which had been published in a US based magazine, Thrills Incorporated. There was 

mention of a play that had been put on locally. The woman had died in 1960 at the 

impossibly young age of 32 of lung cancer. How would they ever be able to find this 

Norma K. Hemming with such a sketchy biography? 

 They’d turned to the small body of Hemming’s work to try and understand her 

better, or at least gain some clue as to how to locate her. Artemisia had tried to read the 

stories, but she found them too outlandish and silly. Emily and Isabelle had taken to them 

with relish, and Elvis and Norma were doing the hard genre research into what the hell 

science fiction actually was. Artemisia left it to them. She had no desire to get her head 

around the difference between sf and sci-fi or argue the point about whether scientific 

veracity was necessary or not. She didn’t like reading about the future, she liked visiting it 

herself. Nevertheless, she desperately did want to get a handle on this Norma K.  

 What really confused her was that this new Norma didn’t seem to be famous, not 

like the other two – three if you count Isabelle. True, Isabelle was less known than 

Gentileschi or Callas, but still, there was far more literature about on Isabelle than Norma 

K. On the other hand, Norma K. had at least a publishing record, so was not completely 

unrecorded. And Gentileschi had not been well known until the late 20th century either 

when the feminists had re-created her as an artist-pop-star.  
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 Fame, Artemisia said to herself as she plodded through the sand, was a delusion. It 

brought some good stuff – it was pleasant to read your life in history books, but it brought a 

lot of misery-baggage as well if you had too much of it, going by Norma’s and Elvis’s 

experiences.  

 Her thoughts returned to the crew. How long would she be able to convince them to 

stick with the treasure hunt? They would get sick of this desert before she would. She 

needed to get back on that carpet and bring Norma K. Hemming to them. As soon as 

possible. But how? 

 Artemisia stopped traipsing abruptly. She wiped her forehead, brushing away sweat 

and sand, and pushed the hair straying from its captive band. She yelled, ‘That’s it. I’ve 

gone as far as I’ll go. Appear now or else.’ 

 Artemisia listened carefully. She heard the soft hoo-ing of the wind and nothing 

else. ‘Damn it,’ she said. She spat on the ground and immediately regretted the loss of 

moisture. She wiped her dry mouth. ‘That’s it for me,’ she said to the wind. She took a 

deep breath and turned around. She would have another two hours’ walk to get back to 

camp.  

 ‘Tsk, tsk, tsk,’ a voice said. Artemisia halted. She smiled, and then forced the smile 

off her face before turning around. 

 ‘You’re getting above yourself, Artemisia of Halicarnassus, if you think you can 

command a muse.’ 

 An invisible muse, Artemisia noted. She hated talking to disembodied voices. ‘I beg 

your pardon. I’m tired and thirsty. I spoke rashly.’ 

 ‘That you did, little queen.’ A pale porcelain mask suddenly appeared in front of 

Artemisia. ‘Catch,’ the voice said. Hands the colour of ebony materialised, cupped like a 

spout, water pouring from them. Artemisia quickly raised her own cupped hands and 

caught the flow. She drank thirstily. She looked carefully at the mask, at the huge blue tear 

sitting fat on one rosy cheek. 

 ‘Thank you, Melpomene’ 

 ‘You’re welcome.’  

Artemisia discerned a shadowy ochre figure that flickered in wisps, as if it were 

streaming wind itself. ‘What has made you so imperious, Artemisia, that you abandon the 

rules of courtesy? We’ve been watching your progress and you seem to be making headway 

toward your goal.’ 
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 ‘We can’t decide where or when to visit this Norma K. Hemming. There’s nothing 

in what we can find about her that tells us where to fetch her from.’ The frustration in 

Artemisia’s voice was apparent.  

 ‘Oh, such an easy request,’ Melpomene said. Light-hearted singing, the words in a 

language Artemisia did not know, filled the air. One of the disembodied ebony hands 

appeared again with a feather quill. It scratched across a low slung cloud and when the 

scratching stopped, a sheaf of green paper blew into Artemisia’s face and wrapped itself 

around her head. Artemisia peeled it off and read it. A date and coordinates. ‘Thank you, 

Melpomene.’ She was pleased and a little wary. The muses didn’t usually help so quickly 

or so straight-forwardly.  

 ‘Hmm. You think it will help you?’ the muse giggled trilly. 

 ‘Have you given me fake coordinates? 

 ‘Noooooo.’ The muse’s voice trickled out in rhythmic waves. Artemisia watched 

the spot in which the muse jiggled around. It was as if the wind were more gusty in that 

patch, the only sign that there was some kind of life-form there. ‘But it may not help you all 

that much to bring the playwright into the game.’ 

 ‘No?’ Artemisia was sincerely astonished. ‘Why not? Won’t this answer the clue?’ 

 ‘It will answer one part, yes.’ 

 ‘And the other part? The clue in the glass bear will give me that, won’t it?’ 

 ‘Hmmm. Maybe.’ Melpomene seemed to skip around. The singing began again. It 

was so joyful and careless it made Artemisia tetchy.  

 ‘Is there more you can tell me, Melpomene?’ 

 ‘This I can tell you.’ Artemisia jumped and stumbled backward. The muse had 

unexpectedly appeared in front of her. She was more three-dimensional, but still she 

streamed like wind, her long auburn hair and ochre clothes like thousands of wispy ribbons 

rippling from her centre. ‘You will not have what it takes to answer the last clue.’ 

  Artemisia glared speechlessly at the muse, whose face had become forlorn. A 

garland of withered peaches were strung around her neck. She held a club from some 

barbaric era in her left hand, and a magnificent steel sword in her right. Artemisia forced 

herself to stop quivering. She’d faced more frightening messengers than this.  

 ‘Are you calling my courage into question?’ 

 Melpomene tittered. ‘Your courage?’ Her chuckling and giggling went on and on, 

blending into a type of song. ‘Not your courage, dearie. But your heart.’ Melpomene raised 
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her sword and pointed the tip at Artemisia’s heart. ‘You have a heart, don’t you, 

Artemisia?’ 

 ‘Tell me what you mean,’ demanded Artemisia.  

 ‘Oooooh. More commands?’ 

 ‘Yes. More commands.’  

 ‘Hmmm. Then I’ll show you what I mean.’ Artemisia suddenly felt as if she were 

being battered by feathers, huge wings, flapping around her head, her whole body. When it 

stopped, she felt discombobulated and it took a few seconds to clear her swimmy head. She 

saw her camp. It was still. The camp fire was out. Only Isabelle, who preferred to sleep 

under the stars, was visible. Her soft snores echoed. Louder snores came from one of the 

other tents.  

 As she watched she saw shadows flickering near the campsite. Her own breath was 

arrested fleetingly, and her heart began to beat faster. The shadows became more numerous. 

Baffled, Artemisia watched as the creatures came into focus. They walked quickly, but with 

a peculiar gait, like a waddle. They were chubby, hairless, with stubby legs and arms. Their 

bottoms were particularly large, and was probably the reason why they ran like ducks. They 

were very short, shorter even than Artemisia herself, less than a metre tall and they were 

red, the type of red she’d come to associate with Australia – somewhere between rust and 

crimson – but they glowed as if they were lit from inside and the chassis of their bodies 

were transparent . She could see a mixture of males and females, the females having large 

rounded breasts. Some of them wore clothes made of, it looked like, animal skins and 

perhaps sand, if that were possible. The males had spiky yellow-white hair. The women had 

the same coloured hair, but it was longer and moulded into strange stiff shapes wobbling 

above their heads. One of the creatures ran toward her, and Artemisia stepped back, 

intaking a breath; but the creature veered away. Not before Artemisia had registered its pale 

blue eyes.  

 ‘What are they?’ Artemisia said, her hand on her chest. ‘What are they doing?’ 

 ‘Hmmm. I’m showing you who they are, not what they’re doing now, little queen.’ 

 ‘So the crew are safe?’ 

 ‘For now.’ 

 ‘They’re a type of elemental, aren’t they?’  

 ‘Hmm. Perhaps.’ 

 ‘They look like nature sprites to me.’ 
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 ‘You can’t tell?’ 

 ‘They’re shaped a bit like earth sprites, but their colour? That red makes me think of 

fire.’ 

 ‘But no water this time – not this adventure. You’re not fond of water elementals, 

are you, dear,’ Melpomene said, laughing. The sounds of the wind became like tiny whip 

cracks. 

 ‘I’ve never seen anything like these. They’re native elementals?’ 

 ‘Noooo. Imports.’ 

 ‘Imports? From where?’ 

 Melpomene shrugged and began to hum. ‘Oh, from this place and that. They’ve 

adapted. They like it here now.’ 

 ‘Why have you shown them to me?’ 

 ‘You must please them.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘You must please them with your play.’ 

 ‘The play by Norma K. Hemming.’ 

 ‘Yes, little queen. You’re a bit thick today. You’re losing your sharpness. This is 

my opinion.’ 

 Artemisia would have liked to tell the muse where to stick her opinion, but had 

enough self-control not to.  

 ‘How do I please them?’ 

 ‘Oh. By making the play real?’ 

 ‘What do you mean, make it real?’ 

 ‘You will know, you will know. To get your treasure, you must please the red 

sprites, who are only pleased by reality.’ Melpomene giggled, then her face fell into its 

forlorn lines again. ‘Poor Artemisia. She won’t get her treasure. She’s not brave enough to 

please the creatures of the netherworld. She’s too soft-hearted.’ 

 Artemisia was taken aback. ‘Not something I hear every day, Melpomene.’ 

 Melpomene giggled and giggled until the giggles became a song, and the song a 

hoo-ing of the wind, and then Artemisia could not see the muse any more, not in the three-

dimensional form, nor as a shadowy wind creature. She put the green paper in her pocket 

and turned around. She had a long way to walk, and much to think about. 
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Psappho walked the curls of the labyrinth with misgivings. She was disturbed by what 

Artemisia had reported from her encounter with the muse. ‘The muse of tragedy! It’s not a 

good sign that it was Melpomene, Misia. Perhaps we should abandon this adventure.’ 

Artemisia had answered her with silence and a stubborn glare.  

 The coordinates and dates were fed into the rubellite snake. Psappho had elected to 

go first to speak to Norma Hemming. Artemisia agreed at once. Hemming was likely to be 

critically ill and Artemisia didn’t like sickrooms. She never knew what to say, even if she 

did feel sorry for the patient.  

‘She dies of lung cancer at age 32,’ Psappho said. ‘We’ll bring her permanently if 

she agrees.’ Artemisia nodded and griped: ‘The ship’s going to be over-crowded.’ ‘Never 

mind,’ said Psappho. ‘You were talking about upgrading anyway.’ Artemisia grumbled 

some more, but did not contradict her. 

 After walking the labyrinth, Psappho stepped into the bottom level of a smallish 

two-storey terrace in Sydney’s inner west. It was December in 1959. She arrived in a living 

room that was neat and modest, with dark furniture coquettishly dressed in lace 

antimacassars. Psappho could choose between two directions. One way took her to a clean 

and sunny kitchen. A bowl of nectarines and bananas sat in the middle of the table. A plate 

of pale cupcakes under a mesh cover decorated with embroidered daisies was next to it. 

Psappho lifted the mesh cover and sniffed. Lemon. Made today. She picked one up, tasted 

it, found it delicious, replaced the cover, and munched the rest of the cake as she 

investigated the kitchen. The house had a stillness that made it feel empty. But Psappho 

was not certain. She heard children yelling and a repetitive ‘pock’ sound. She went to the 

window and moved the curtain to peer out. She saw a couple of boys in the backyard next 

door, playing cricket. She let the curtains fall. 

It was terribly hot. She’d expected summer heat because she was arriving in 

December and she’d been apprised of Australia’s upside down seasons. But her experience 

in Western Australia had made her expect a dry intense kind, not this muggy, sticky, 

melting atmosphere. She ran some water from the tap, just a trickle, and washed the back of 

her neck.  

 A quick check confirmed Psappho’s suspicions that to continue in this direction 

would lead her only to a laundry and out the back door. She headed toward the front of the 
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house, squeezing through a narrow hallway, taken up with the bottom half of a staircase 

and bookshelves housing a tumble of books and magazines.  

 She tripped lightly up the staircase. Surprisingly, there were no creaks to give 

warning. She found herself in another small hallway, with two bedrooms coming off it. One 

of the bedroom doors was wide open. Psappho ducked her head around and saw a neatly 

made double bed, its tan chenille bedspread un-crinkled. Empty. The other door was pulled 

half-way closed. Light and the sound of a transistor radio were coming from the room. 

 When Psappho pushed the door open she heard a more audible sound, that of the 

whirring putt-putt of a an old-fashioned fan. The smell in this room was horrible, despite 

the open window and the light gossamer curtains stirring gently from the fan. It was 

medicinal, smoky, and full of the unhappy stench of a person near the last stages of a 

terminal illness. 

 Norma K. Hemming was on the single bed. She wore a cotton nightie, her thin legs 

sticking out from the bottom. Her face was pale and her eyes looked bruised. Her fine hair 

was plastered back in a stern knot at the back of her head. There’s not much to her, Psappho 

thought. But this was not surprising given Hemming’s diagnosis.  

 ‘Hullo,’ the sick woman said, her voice weak and husky. ‘I don’t know you. Did 

you just come in with Mum and Dad? I didn’t hear the front door.’ 

 ‘My name is Psappho, and no, I didn’t come with your parents.’ 

 ‘P’sapopo? What kind of name is that, then?’ 

 ‘Greek, actually. Norma,’ she began. ‘I may call you Norma, may I?’ 

 ‘How do you know my name? How the devil did you get in here?’ Norma tried to 

rise higher against her pillows with difficulty. She clutched at the bedside table and 

scrounged until her hand landed on the transistor radio. She snapped it off with a brisk 

movement. 

 ‘Norma, I must tell you some incredible things.’ Psappho walked toward the bed 

and sat down on the side. Norma retreated as much as she could in her trapped state on the 

bed. Her face was frightened and wary. ‘Don’t waste energy being afraid. Please. I know 

you’re ill.’ 

 Norma stared at the stranger for a longer time than would be acceptable if they had 

been meeting at a social engagement. She said, finally, ‘How did you do your hair like 

that?’ Psappho smiled. ‘It’s braided.’ She picked one long strand up and held it out. ‘See.’ 

 Norma fingered the braid. She twisted her mouth and lifted her chin. ‘It’s swell.’ 
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 Psappho looked closely at the woman. She looked very young. Psappho reminded 

herself that the woman was very young. She began to tell her story. She’d done this many 

times, and was used to the stages of disbelief: wariness, incredulity, sarcasm, back to 

wariness, will to believe, astonishment, fear, curiosity. If Norma went through these stages 

in that order, her mission would be successful. 

 ‘Sounds like a right potboiler that one,’ Norma said when Psappho stopped talking. 

‘Who sent you over? Was it Martin?’ 

 ‘Who, dear?’ 

 ‘Marty. Did he get you to do this as a joke on me?’ 

 ‘No, Norma. It’s no joke.’ 

 ‘Dave then. He would do it, the blighter.’ 

 ‘No, Norma,’ Psappho said more firmly. ‘This isn’t a joke. I’m here to offer you an 

… an opportunity.’ 

 ‘An opportunity? To go on a quest with a band of time-travellers?’ 

 ‘Yes. Bluntly, that about sums it up.’ 

 Norma was silent for a while, her lips and brow were bunched up. ‘Can you do 

something for me?’ she said. 

 ‘What? Of course.’ 

 The shadow of slyness crossed Norma’s face. She pointed toward the top drawer in 

the dresser across the room. ‘Would you light a ciggie for me?’ 

 Psappho examined Norma. Artemisia would give her a lecture, but Psappho didn’t 

think there was much point to that. She went to the dresser, opened the drawer, and 

rummaged until she found a half pack of cigarettes and a box of matches. She lit one on the 

way back to Norma’s side, sitting and passing it to her at the same moment. Norma 

snatched it greedily and sucked on it. ‘Ah, that’s better,’ she said. ‘Now I can think 

straight.’ 

 She puffed out some smoke rings and watched them dissipate with a look of 

satisfaction on her face. ‘What time is this you’re travelling in then?’ 

 ‘Pardon?’ 

 ‘You want to take me to the future, right?’ Psappho nodded. ‘Well, when? What 

year?’ 

 ‘Oh. Early in the 21st century.’ 
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 ‘Jeepers creepers,’ Norma said. She puffed on her cigarette. ‘This is unbelievable.’ 

She laughed a husky few notes that cracked and led her to a coughing fit. ‘Is this happening 

because I write science fiction? Am I dreaming this?’ 

 ‘No. I don’t know why you’ve been chosen, why your name came to us on the 

treasure hunt, although probably it is because you write science fiction. The last clue led us 

to you.’ 

 ‘How? How did it lead you to me?’ 

 ‘We have a koala that gives us clues, like this.’ Psappho removed the blue scarf 

from a satchel she’d slung across her shoulder. Norma muttered, ‘That’s some koala,’ and 

examined the scarf, bringing it closer to her face so that she could read the small writing. 

‘Bloody hell,’ she said.  

 ‘Does it mean anything to you?’ 

 Norma took a sip of water from a glass on the bedside table and leant back against 

the pillow. ‘Bottom drawer.’ She pointed with her right hand. 

 Psappho pulled the bottom drawer open and took out the only object in it. It was a 

typed manuscript, a stack of papers kept together by a ribbon. She read the front page. ‘My 

Goddess!’ She took the sick woman’s hand and said, ‘We’ve been sent to you, Norma. 

We’ve been sent to you to give you another chance.’ 

 Norma took the manuscript and tapped at the title on the front page. ‘How did you 

know about this?’ 

 ‘We didn’t. The clue told us to look for you. We didn’t know why. Will you come 

with us? Will you join us and answer the clue?’ 

 ‘You’re offering me immortal life?’ 

 ‘Yes, in a way. It’s up to you. But there’s no coercion. You’re free to stay here, but 

…’ 

 ‘… I’m gonna die.’ Norma stared at her toes. She wiggled them feebly. ‘You don’t 

have to pretend, lady with the difficult name. I know I’m done for.’ Psappho swallowed a 

bubble of laughter. The line was so corny, but it was too true to laugh at.  

 ‘Will you take me now?’ 

 ‘No,’ Psappho said slowly. ‘But soon. We thought you might like the opportunity to 

say something to your family?’ 

 ‘Yes, I would like to do that. When will you come then?’ 
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 Psappho spent some time explaining what would happen and when she would be 

back. She would bring a man who could carry her, as she was so ill. 

 Norma looked down at her hands and watched as she moved her own fingers. She 

said nothing for a few moments and then said: ‘Will I be sick in this new world?’ 

 ‘You’ll be perfectly healthy. At first you’ll feel a little like you do now, but within 

days you’ll be back to perfect health.’ 

 ‘Will I be able to smoke?’ 

 Psappho smiled. ‘Yes. But people will give you hell about it.’ 

 ‘For pity’s sake, why?’ 

 Psappho shook her head. ‘Why do you think you’re dying of lung cancer, Norma?’ 

 ‘I dunno. Bad luck?’ 

 Psappho shook her head again, but smiled. ‘You’ll have a fellow smoker on the 

ship, but I’m warning you, there’ll be pressure on both of you to give it up.’ 

 Norma shrugged. ‘I won’t have to work in an office any more, right?’ 

 Psappho laughed. ‘Not on your life.’ 

 Norma smiled weakly. ‘I suppose I don’t have anything to lose, do I?’ Psappho 

shook her head. She suggested to Norma that she should take the manuscript, so that there 

was less bulk on the carpet for the trip with three people. Also, Norma might not be in the 

right frame of mind to remember to bring it. Psappho began to put it in her satchel.  

‘No,’ cried Norma. ‘You can’t take that. It’s my only copy.’ 

‘You’ll have it back soon. And we’ll be putting the play on, as well.’ 

Norma frowned and hummed and hawed. She made some other suggestions, but 

Psappho, gaining more clarity of mind, came to the conclusion that Artemisia would be 

furious with her if she left the manuscript behind. She became quietly persuasive and 

finally Norma acquiesced.  

‘I s’pose you should take the manuscript then. But it’s my baby! It’s got my blood, 

sweat and tears in those pages.’ She watched forlornly as Psappho put the bundle of paper 

into her satchel.  

Psappho got up from the bed and kissed Norma on the cheek, saying, ‘I’ll be seeing 

you very soon.’ 

 ‘You won’t abandon me,’ Norma said, eyeing the satchel. ‘Now that you’ve got 

what you really came for.’ 
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 Psappho looked down at the satchel and then back at Norma. She could understand 

the woman’s fears. ‘The magic of art doesn’t work without the artist, Norma. But I suppose 

there’s no reason for you to trust me on that.’ She hesitated, then reached behind her neck 

to unclasp the necklace she was wearing. She held it in front of Norma. 

 ‘The chain and setting are modern, but this stone is an amethyst, and it was given to 

me by my father. It’s nearly 2600 years old.’ Psappho bent over Norma and clasped the 

chain around her neck.  

 ‘Blimey,’ Norma said solemnly, fingering the stone. ‘It’s so beautiful.’ 

 ‘When we meet again, we’ll swap. Manuscript for amethyst.’ 

 Norma smiled cunningly at her. ‘You know, I might tell you to keep the 

manuscript.’ Psappho laughed, but a little uncertainly. The unease stayed with her the entire 

time she treaded the labyrinth, right until she stepped off the edge of the carpet and arrived 

back at the Pinnacles campsite.  
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Chapter 25 

The Glass Bear 

 

A woman rambled alone in a certain patch of the Pinnacles Desert. It wasn’t a distinctive 

patch, that is, it wasn’t marked by unusually shaped rock formations or anything like that. 

All the rock formations were characterised by being unusually shaped. But it was a 

particular patch. If it could be marked by any distinction, it was that there were several 

taller rocks situated in a higgledy-piggledy semi-circle. Although even this didn’t make it 

unique.  

This woman was about 40 and attractive. Her attractiveness was due more to 

attention to her physique, her make-up, and her choice of clothes than to beauty of features; 

this is no criticism. She was a woman who knew how to use the gifts she’d been given and 

she used them well.  

 Her husband and two children, a girl and a boy, were also attractive and well-

dressed. The children, made silly by the eerie environment, had taken to scampering hither 

and thither, letting any small illusion of difference capture their fancy, chasing each other 

like merry puppies. Their father had taken it to be his task to keep track of them. Their 

mother had left him to it. 

 She was a busy woman when not on holiday. She had a responsible professional life 

and a responsible family life which she juggled with dexterity. She had little time for 

introspection, nor did she particularly desire it. But she took the opportunity this day to 

soak up the quietness and solitude while her children shrieked and her husband 

occasionally bellowed after them, both at a distance that made these sounds very dim 

indeed. Although there were other tourists in the park at this time, none were hovering in 

this particular patch at this particular time.  

 She felt the urge to sit down, but was disinclined because she didn’t want to make 

her clothes filthy and red by sitting on the sand. She put her hand against one of the rocks 

and felt its warmth and grit bite the skin of her hand. There was a slight breeze and 

unconsciously she began to sway. 

 In her head, a tune began. The tinkle of piano, played in a very high octave. A few 

melodious notes, then sounds like the sprinkling of fairy dust in a old Walt Disney movie. 

Although familiar, at first she couldn’t remember what this song was. She began to hum the 

tune. A smile curled her lips when she heard in her mind the squeaky soprano of Kate 
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Bush. Her humming became the whispered lyrics as she began to sing along with Kate’s 

voice in her head. Wuthering, Wuthering, Wuthering Heights. It’s me. It’s me, it’s Cathy, 

I’ve come home now. So co-o-o-old. She was so absorbed with the song she forgot to be 

surprised that she knew the lyrics. Had she ever known them? It was a pop song from her 

teenage years, long forgotten, but obviously stored somewhere in her head. 

 The woman found herself moving, her arms floating around her in swirling 

undulating mimicry of Kate in the video clip of her memory. It was so natural, she 

marvelled. Why had she never danced like this when she was a teenager? She and her 

friends had parodied the song, but they’d never got what it was really about. She felt the 

implied wild passion in the lyrics, enforced by her movements. In a part of her mind she 

was glad her husband and children were far away so they couldn’t witness her private 

abandon. She shimmied and sang without embarrassment or restraint, her voice becoming 

strident along with Kate’s through the song’s most fervent commands for attention and 

accusations.  

 As the song petered out, so did the woman’s movements. Her voice became softer 

until she finished the last bars in a hum. Whatever spirit had possessed her was leaving. As 

the song stopped playing in her head, she suddenly felt a little foolish, but also happy, like a 

child who’d been given a treat that she should have already outgrown. She chuckled to 

herself as she left the irregular semi-circle of stones, meandering toward the area she 

guessed her family were exploring. As she moved away, further and further, the smile 

faded. A small nub of sadness formed as the song and the ardent feelings she’d experienced 

while dancing came back to her. She could tell herself rationally that it was a good thing – 

the realisation that she’d never felt ‘too hot, too greedy’ for any man, even her husband – 

still, that realisation made her feel hollow and somewhat lonely.  

 Emily, who’d been listening to what she’d come to think of as her song on her iPod, 

stood at the edge of the out of line semi-circle of stones and contemplated listening to it 

again. She’d arranged to meet with Isabelle and the new Norma to discuss a few niggling 

details of the play, which was hoped to be put on that evening. If she listened again she 

would be late. Of course she could listen while she walked back to the camp, but it wasn’t 

the same. She liked to concentrate and dance while she listened to this song. She loved the 

way the singer had captured the raw emotions of her story. And the way she moved was 

like the wind. Emily’s face was often covered in tears by the end of the song, which is 

another reason she searched for solitude to listen to it. But then, she’d always craved 
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solitude and long walks, and she liked ambling in the Pinnacles park where she could be 

alone, breathing in the silence. It was this silence that reminded her of the moors, where 

you could walk for miles and miles and see nobody else, and hear nothing else, until you 

felt you were alone on the planet, just you and whispering grass being kissed by the wind. 

There was no whispering grass in the Pinnacles, but there was the silent tranquillity. And 

Emily adored being enfolded in it.  

 She dawdled back to the camp thinking about her costume for the play. She was one 

of the actors, and was greedily anticipating the chance to play act. Because of her love for 

the Kate Bush video clip, Norma – the first Norma – had made her a tiered orange costume 

(tight body suit with gauzy handkerchiefs of fabric floating around her body, perfectly 

suited to Emily’s sinuous frame) and had promised to fix Emily’s hair and make-up like 

Kate’s in the video clip. They had had a practice run. When Emily had looked in the mirror 

and caught the first glimpse of herself with crimped hair and green eyeshadow, she’d seen 

herself beautiful for the first time in her life.  

 Emily found Isabelle and the new Norma outside the ring of tents in their camp, 

huddled over a glass bowl with a tube sprouting out of its side, like a sad one-armed 

octopus. 

 ‘What is this?’ Emily said as she approached. 

 ‘Hookah,’ Isabelle replied.  

 ‘Is it for the play?’ Emily asked. 

 ‘No,’ said Norma. ‘Artemisia has got sick and tired of nagging us about smoking so 

she brought this thing for us.’ Norma had been with the crew for a little over a fortnight, 

and already she was forming friendships. Her health had been recovered too. She was still 

slim, but her body had lost the stick-insect thinness, her fair skin had more colour, and her 

light blonde hair shone. She was wearing a mixture of borrowed clothes: trousers from 

Isabelle; a blouse from Norma.  

 ‘Do you know how to use it?’ Emily folded herself into a cross-legged position. 

 ‘No. But Isabelle does. She’s going to give me a lesson. How about you? Do you 

want to learn too?’ 

 Emily nodded and watched Isabelle as she concentrated on filling chambers with 

tobacco and others with small burning coals. ‘Did you use one of these in North Africa, 

Isabelle?’ 
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 Isabelle grunted in that odd way she had instead of saying yes. She took up the 

mouthpiece and began to suck, her gaze not leaving the glowing coals.  

 Norma said, ‘Say, Emily. I’ve decided that everyone can call me K from now on. 

Just the letter K, not K-A-Y.’ 

 ‘Oh,’ said Emily. ‘Just the letter?’ 

 ‘Yes. Like that Kafka character.’ Norma, or K rather, chuckled; but Emily looked 

blankly at her before turning to Isabelle to see if she understood. Isabelle shrugged.  

 ‘After your times, I suppose,’ said the new K. ‘Anyway, it’s from my initials. I 

usually publish under my initials – N.K. Hemming – but I can’t be called N.K. It’s too 

clumsy. And being called N would be ludicrous. So I think it should just be K.’ 

 ‘It has been confusing with two Normas, hasn’t it.’  

 K shrugged. The truth was, the crew had started differentiating them by referring to 

her as the ‘new’ Norma, which she didn’t like. And she would bet a million pounds that the 

other Norma didn’t like being referring to as the ‘old’ Norma. She wondered why that 

Norma chose to use the name anyway, seeing that she could be called Marilyn, which was 

so much more exotic. She’d already been told not to call her Marilyn, but she hadn’t liked 

to ask why.  

Meeting Marilyn – that is, Norma – and Elvis had been the biggest shocks in her 

new life. Even more than meeting the others from the past. She’d heard of the poet Psappho 

and the Brontë sisters, of course, but not Isabelle Eberhardt or the Queen of Halicarnassus. 

Neither Isabelle nor Artemisia seemed to mind that. Artemisia had jokingly referred to 

herself and Isabelle as lesser celebrities, and included K in their category. The people of the 

past were one thing. The people of her own world, now met – and she’d never dreamt of 

meeting Marilyn or Elvis – when they were older than they’d been when she’d last seen 

them in the movies was what was difficult to get her mind around. Besides the time 

conundrum, she’d also felt tongue-tied with them, overawed. But that didn’t last long. K 

was naturally effervescent and Elvis’s jocularity matched her own. And Norma was a 

sweetheart. It was hard to continue feeling intimidated by her.  

 ‘What does K stand for?’ Emily asked. 

 ‘Not telling,’ said K. ‘It’s diabolical.’ 

 ‘I do not believe you,’ said Isabelle, who had finally got the hookah bubbling to her 

satisfaction and was passing the mouthpiece to K. ‘I think only you do not like it.’  
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 K laughed and took the mouthpiece. ‘Not telling,’ she repeated. ‘Anyway, K is a 

super name for a futuristic gal like me.’ She shook the mouthpiece in Isabelle’s direction. 

‘What do I do with this? Suck it?’ 

 Isabelle nodded and said, ‘But only little bit.’ 

 K sucked on the mouthpiece, let it go, leaned backward and blew smoke out of her 

nose and mouth. ‘Jeepers creepers,’ she said. ‘This stuff is strong. Say, it’s not like a reefer, 

is it?’ 

 Isabelle said, ‘Reefer?’ and looked at Emily, who bunched her thin shoulders and 

rolled her eyes. 

 ‘You know. Marijuana. Hashish. Will we get high from this?’ 

 ‘No,’ said Isabelle, shaking her head. ‘It is tobacco.’ 

 ‘It smells strange. Sweet.’ Emily sniffed the air as she spoke. 

 ‘Artemisia bought for us molasses tobacco. It is good, but sweet. It is why we must 

to be careful. Too much and we will be ill from the sweetness.’ She held the mouthpiece 

out to Emily and coached her first attempt. Emily had a few puffs and handed the tube back 

to Isabelle. After Isabelle had taken a drag, she said, ‘So letter K, what we must to do with 

this scene?’ 

 The three young writers soon became absorbed in the discussion of a section of the 

play where they needed to re-write the dialogue. The problem was Jai. His character was 

pivotal to the play, but his acting skills were not up to the job. They’d been cutting down 

his lines, memorised diligently but delivered woodenly, but one more cut was needed 

before the play could be put on. They couldn’t leave him out for two reasons: one, they 

needed a young male for this part; and two, Jai would be devastated if they dumped him. 

He was thrilled to be part of the performance and though he constantly apologised for being 

so bad, he clearly expected to be kept in it. There’d been secret discussions about replacing 

him with a female actor, but none of those who were not already in the play wanted to do it. 

And the chances were, they would do no better than Jai.  

 In the midst of a sentence, K suddenly stopped speaking and stared behind the heads 

of Isabelle and Emily. ‘I say, Isabelle,’ she said. ‘Are you sure we can’t get high from this 

tobacco?’ 

 ‘Yes. Why?’ 

 ‘Because I think I’m hallucinating.’ 
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 Her companions turned and looked in the direction K was gaping. Isabelle 

continued to look perplexed, but Emily covered half her face with her fingers.  

 ‘Do you see them?’ K asked. 

 Simultaneously, Isabelle said ‘No’ and Emily said ‘Yes’.  

 ‘Blimey Charlie,’ K swore. ‘What’s this about then.’ 

 ‘What are you seeing?’ Isabelle said, standing up and squinting in the direction K 

and Emily were staring.  

 ‘I don’t rightly know, but it looks like Aboriginals.’ 

 ‘You are right,’ said Emily. ‘They are like the woman Madame Gentileschi and I 

met in the cave at Wave Rock. I mean, they are black like her with similar facial features. 

But that woman wasn’t wearing … well she was wearing a dress. Maybe that is more to the 

point.’  

Emily was blushing. Isabelle, used to Emily’s chaste ways, quickly guessed. 

‘Naked?’ 

‘Well, yes.’ K turned to Isabelle. ‘But how come Emily and I can see them and you 

can’t?’ 

‘I do not know,’ Isabelle said. She was disgruntled. It seemed grossly unlikely, not 

to say unfair, that she wasn’t able to see this vision. ‘What are they doing?’ 

‘They’re just standing there, staring at us,’ K said.  

‘Do you think they are from the … the real world?’ asked Emily. 

‘If you mean the contemporary world, as this gang refers to it, I think probably not,’ 

K answered. ‘Even in the 50s, Aboriginals didn’t go around naked like that.’ 

‘We are far from civilisation. Maybe here they are more natural,’ Emily said. 

‘Maybe. But it isn’t likely if there are tourists around as well,’ K said reasonably. 

‘Well, blimey, does it matter? I wonder what they want.’ 

‘Ask,’ Isabelle said.  

K looked at Emily who nodded. ‘You should do it,’ K said to her. ‘You’re the one 

with the experience with ghosts.’ 

‘Whatever do you mean?’ 

‘You and your Cathy and Heathcliff. Go on, Em. Give it a burl.’ 

Emily looked momentarily strickened, before forcing herself to relax. She told 

herself that it was true, she should be able to communicate with ghosts at least a little better 

than the average person. It could do no harm to try. 
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‘Good afternoon,’ she said with as strong a voice as she could muster. ‘Do you have 

something to say to us?’ 

The naked Aboriginal man and woman – as Emily and K were quite right in their 

identification – said nothing, but glanced at each other. They were neither young, nor 

extremely old. Their bodies sagged in places – chest, stomach – but looked firm in others, 

namely the slim stalkish legs. The man held a long stick. He looked down at them and then 

pointed at the hookah. Emily frowned. Isabelle asked, ‘What is happening?’ 

‘I think he wants to smoke the hookah,’ Emily said.  

‘Well, give it to him,’ Isabelle said, passing the mouthpiece to her.   

Emily and K watched intently as the Aboriginal man took the mouthpiece, sucked 

in, and then expelled a great puff of smoke. It clouded into the air, swelling to an unnatural 

size. It began to change colours and a form began to emerge.  

‘Good heavens!’ said K. ‘What is that? A picture?’ 

Emily peered at the cloud of smoke. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Oh, I think I do know what it 

is.’ 

‘What is it?’ Isabelle said, impatiently. 

‘It is Wave Rock. It’s where Madame Gentileschi created her painting.’  

As she said these words, the Aboriginal woman reached up and pointed to the edge 

of the grotto in the picture. She began to speak, but neither Emily nor K could understand 

her language. ‘Goodness. What is she trying to say?’ Emily said. 

‘What?’ Isabelle asked again. Her eyes were beginning to hurt from straining them 

at the vision she couldn’t see. 

‘The woman is pointing at the picture.’ 

‘What exactly?’ Isabelle said, her voice taking on a wondering tone.  

‘It seems to be the pietà, Jesus and Mary,’ Emily said. 

‘Perhaps she doesn’t like that white man lying in a black woman’s arms,’ K 

interrupted before Isabelle could say ‘What’ again. ‘She’s still chattering away. Wish I 

knew what she was banging on about.’ 

‘Is she doing something else?’  

‘Not really, Isabelle,’ Emily answered. ‘She’s just pointing to the picture and 

talking. She doesn’t seem to know we don’t understand her language.’ 
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K began speaking and shaking her head. The woman stopped talking and looked at 

the man. They conversed briefly, looked back at the three white women, and then spoke a 

few words to each other again.  

Emily began to say, ‘Maybe they didn’t like us painting …’ when K interrupted, 

‘Hey, where are they going?’ 

Emily turned around. The Aboriginal pair were walking away. As they got further 

away, they not only became smaller, they literally began to fade. ‘Do you think we 

imagined them?’ she asked. 

‘If that’s the case, we imagined the exact same thing and I don’t think that’s 

possible,’ K said. 

‘It is warning perhaps?’ Isabelle said. 

 ‘The Aboriginal woman we met in the cave told us we shouldn’t paint the rock,’ 

Emily said. 

‘What’s this about?’ K asked. 

Emily quickly told K about the meeting with the Aboriginal woman and her 

warnings about upsetting the ‘blackfellas’ and the Australian government. Isabelle had 

heard this before, at a campfire where Artemisia the captain had completely dismissed their 

concerns.  

‘But how can this be connected?’ K asked. ‘Wasn’t that somewhere completely 

different?’ 

‘Magic connects everything,’ said Isabelle.  

‘I suppose that’s true. And I guess ghosts can travel wherever they like.’ 

‘We can,’ Emily said. 

‘Are we ghosts then?’ K said, startled. Emily shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Mayhap we 

are.’ 

‘We must to tell Artemisia about visit from ghosts,’ Isabelle said. 

‘She will ignore us,’ Emily said, crossing her arms. 

‘Hm, yes, maybe so. But still we must to tell her. We must warn everybody. 

Perhaps the ghosts are angry about the rock. Perhaps they want us to go away.’ 

‘They didn’t look angry,’ said K. Emily agreed. ‘But they were trying to tell us 

something. Isabelle’s right. We should let the others know. Psappho might bring some 

understanding to the visit at least.’ 

‘So, we are finished with the play now?’ Isabelle asked. ‘We can go?’ 
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K and Emily nodded in agreement. They began to pack up the hookah.  

 

 

Tess lay in the bubble-tent on a sleeping bag, rolling a cool smooth object in her hands 

above her head. Her dark hair was strewn across the pillow in long untidy strands, and her 

cotton trousers and shirt were rumpled. She lay in semi-darkness, the twilight world outside 

the tent impinging on the luminosity inside it. A light wind buffeted against the canvas, 

making it squeak and flap. The air inside the tent was somewhat stale, as if it had been 

captured a long time ago and was getting to the end of its use-by date.  

 She was not thinking about the object in her hands, rolling fluidly; she was thinking 

about her book. Now she had a book, like the others had books. A book about herself, Tess 

of the d’Urbervilles, by a gentleman called Thomas Hardy, a gentleman she had been 

ignorant of, as she’d been ignorant of so many other pieces of information. She had 

pestered Psappho until she had given her a copy, and then she’d made her read it to her.  

 Despite the book telling her nothing that she didn’t already know, the reading of it 

filled her with a rising tide of horror and panic. This Hardy had told her life, in shamefully 

explicit details – its sadnesses and defeats, the petty thoughts, and her pathetic demise. She 

stopped Psappho’s reading at the telling of her capture in the ring stones. She did not want 

to know if he had described the hanging. She didn’t want to think about it at all.  

 But what was more frightening was the realisation that what Hardy told was all she 

herself knew. He wrote that she’d been good at school, and she remembered that, but she 

didn’t remember her school room or her teacher. She couldn’t recall one incident from 

childhood. She couldn’t recall learning to read; and she couldn’t read, although she’d 

suppressed this knowledge, even from herself. She’d always flitted over this inability, 

ignoring it as she knew she ‘could read’ and had been clever at school, preferring to 

interpret her reluctance to look at text as a disinterest in reading, rather than an incapacity 

to do so. 

 There were other incidents. She remembered Alec’s mother, whom she’d worked 

for, but she couldn’t remember the room she slept in, nor what she’d done in the evenings 

in that precarious existence. She could feel the sorrow of her son’s death, but could not 

imagine him in her mind except in the vague terms that Hardy speaks of him: tender and 

puny, a fragile soldier. Poor Sorrow had no face in her imagination. Was this not proof, 

then, of her own fictitious state of being? 
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Wait a minute. A new thought came to Tess. In the novel, Mr Hardy had implied 

she could read and write. She was supposed to have confessed her affair to Angel in a 

letter. So she should be able to write, and its complement, read. However, it had been a 

letter which Angel had never found and therefore had not read. If nobody had read the 

letter, it could have been written in gibberish – there was no proof in that detail. Another 

way to look at if could be that if she could read in the novel, but not here, did that also 

mean the other details of the life in this novel were also not true? There was no Sorrow. No 

Angel. No Alec. If this were the case, she would not be a murderess, she would not have 

killed Alec. It would also mean she was in love with a man who did not exist. Angel might 

not exist.  

But if none of them had existed, how had she found herself at the gallows, 

imagining herself far away – like she used to do as a girl when she’d lain in her bed at 

night, allowing her soul to leave her body and its wretched existence with her misfortunate 

family – imagining herself far away on a sailing ship, on a clear blue sea, with the wind in 

her hair and the spray of the ocean kissing her cheeks? She tried to remember the drop, but 

couldn’t. She could only remember the imagining, and then the being, the being on 

Artemisia’s ship.  

 Tess became seized with the need to see herself, not just her slim arms and fingers 

jollying the glass object. She put it down beside her and rummaged in an opened bag at her 

feet, pulling out a compact. She snapped it open and looked into the mirror disk, seeing her 

fair skin, brown hair and brows, and green eyes. Her eyes were different from what Hardy 

had described: dark, light, all colours and no colours. No, her eyes were definitely green. 

She brought the mirror close to her face and stared at their clear pale foresty pools; the 

colour of aloe vera leaves, she decided. This was evidence for the counter argument, the 

one Psappho insisted upon, that Hardy wrote his book based on herself, having learned her 

story from local lore. Poor women hanged, after unfortunate and brief life stories, were not 

uncommon up until the 20th century. Tess clung to this argument, but in her heart did not 

believe, even though Psappho had suggested that after this adventure they could go together 

to meet Mr Thomas Hardy and have the mystery solved. In whatever way you looked at it, 

it was horrid to see one’s life written out as a tragedy for all to read and enjoy in this 

macabre way. 

 She tried to think of something she knew that was not in the book, and after some 

twisting of a strand of her hair and scratching of her foot, she thought: cooking! I know 
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how to cook, and there is not one mention of Mr Hardy’s Tess preparing a meal. And I’m a 

good cook, as well, she told herself triumphantly. She traced back the many meals she’d 

prepared for the ship’s crew since arriving, with great satisfaction at first. But her elated 

feelings dwindled as she worked her way backwards and remembered how she’d acquired 

her culinary skills. It had been Psappho who’d taught her, with some lessons thrown in by 

Artemisia and Norma. She’d learnt quickly, it was true, but still, when she dredged her 

memory, she recalled that bewildering beginning in the galley, when she hardly recognised 

what a knife was for. She’d said nothing of her ignorance, but this hadn’t been remarkable. 

She’d said very little at the beginning, absorbing her new surroundings with timidity. The 

crew had taught her everything she needed to know. Nobody had thought her ineptitude 

was out of place, reading it as evidence of her as a person out of time, rather than a person 

out of fiction. There was a very slim dividing line, Tess saw that now. She recalled a 

documentary film on the box they called a television about creatures called robots, artificial 

intelligence. They, also, could not know anything they hadn’t been programmed to know. 

They were not human, they could not make leaps of logic: like her. She was able to 

regurgitate what she’d been ‘programmed’ with, and she could learn; but she couldn’t 

imagine what she didn’t know. 

 She looked into the mirror again, holding it far enough away to see the entirety of 

her face. A pretty young woman. This is what Elvis called her last night, in his tent, in his 

sleeping bag. She frequently spent the night in his bed, chastely, the two of them cuddling 

and speaking intimately, as lovers, but who were not lovers. She knew he spent similar 

nights with Norma, and now Isabelle, and perhaps even Emily; she felt jealous, but didn’t 

speak of it. She didn’t love Elvis, not as she loved Angel, but she loved him as a brother. 

Elvis sometimes felt her body and stole sweet kisses, but did not push her for more. It 

seemed enough for him, this intimacy. She didn’t know if he had intimate relations with the 

other women, and didn’t want to know. She knew Elvis had had an intimate relationship 

with Artemisia; but that was before Jai.  

 Elvis had called her a pretty young woman who had much to live for and plenty to 

do. He’d whispered to her that she should forget the past, forget the idea of fictional lives, 

forget Mr Hardy. He’d told her of what he had read in his Buddhist books, that all life is 

maya, illusion, and that nobody, neither they on the ship nor the contemporaries, were any 

more real than Tess herself was. That we, everyone, are simply dreams within dreams of 
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some kind of cosmic dreamer, a divine tale-maker, someone like Thomas Hardy, only 

bigger.  

 These were enticing, comforting thoughts, and she’d slept in Elvis’s arms quite 

peacefully, until she’d woken, sobbing, from a nightmare of chaos, where she’d fled 

through a dark forest with the blood of all her loved ones flowing behind her. She hadn’t 

been able to shake a feeling of doom all day. And being outside, in the gloomy half-night 

landscape, with those standing stones poking out of the ground, so reminiscent of her final 

hours with Angel, made the impending storm of black fate feel even more oppressive. She 

was safer in the claustrophobic tent. 

 There was movement at the tent flaps and the sudden excited buzz of the zip being 

swiftly pulled upward. Artemisia crawled into the tent before Tess had properly focused on 

the opening.  

 ‘There you are,’ said Artemisia, redundantly. 

 ‘Am I needed for something,’ Tess said. 

 ‘No. I’m just checking up. Are you all right?’ 

 Artemisia noticed the suspicion in Tess’s eyes. It irked her, but she knew it was 

justified. She’d tolerated the younger woman’s existence on her ship, but had rarely shown 

the friendliness she showed to Psappho, Elvis and Norma. She had trouble with people with 

large sad eyes, and Tess’s were exaggeratedly sad and large. And that gentleness and 

timidity. She wanted to invoke some backbone into her. And even that was ill-judged, 

Artemisia knew. The girl did have backbone, but it was of a kind that she herself didn’t 

have: non-confrontational, ethical in queer ways, oblivious of self. All annoying qualities. 

No wonder she found Tess a nuisance. And she might very well be mad. Going by Hardy’s 

book, anyway. 

 ‘I am fine,’ Tess said slowly. ‘Thank you.’ 

 Tess was shrinking away from Artemisia, who was poised at the entrance to the 

tent, on her knees. Despite her tiny actual presence, Tess felt overwhelmed by Artemisia’s 

atmospheric presence, which made the tent feel swollen. With Artemisia in her tent, she felt 

like she was being forced backward into the canvas, pushed out, given no room. It was 

awful, that feeling, and the reason why Tess usually liked to stay out of Artemisia’s way. 

She felt crushed, ameliorated, by the force of the captain. 

 ‘You shouldn’t stay in this stuffy tent, Tess. It’s not good for you. Come out now. 

The play will be on soon.’ Artemisia reached a hand forward, her intention friendly. But the 
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habit of commanding clung to the gesture, and Tess read it as one of aggression, and 

reflexively, moved away from the hand. As she moved, something made a crunching noise 

behind her. 

 ‘What was that?’ Artemisia said, her face losing its forced compassionate mien and 

taking on a sharp and alert one. 

 ‘No … noth … nothing.’ 

 ‘Tess!’ 

 ‘It was nothing,’ Tess stammered. 

 ‘It was something. Don’t lie to me.’ A sickening weight of intuition crept into 

Artemisia’s heart. ‘Now what was it?’ 

 Tess shook her head, but her eyes were wide and wild with fear. She scrambled 

backward, away from Artemisia who’d moved closer and had begun pulling at the sleeping 

bags around Tess.  

 ‘Come on, Tess. Let me see.’ Artemisia snapped. As her hands reached around her, 

Tess began to scream.  

 ‘Cut it out, Tess.’ Artemisia’s hand found glass, broken, she pulled out a sharp 

piece of clear light glass. Although she said, ‘What was it, Tess?’ she knew exactly what it 

was. It was just she didn’t want to believe. 

 ‘Get off that fucking blanket now,’ she demanded. Tess continued to scream and her 

hands covering her burrowed face as Artemisia pushed her out of the way. The broken 

shards of the glass clue-koala were buried in the soft hi-tech fabric of the sleeping bag. 

Artemisia, red with anger, pulled at the white silk scarf enmeshed in broken glass.  

 ‘What the hell were you doing with this?’  

 But Tess had taken the few seconds of Artemisia being occupied by the discovery 

of the broken koala to scrabble out of the tent. She was gone. 

 Artemisia thought, I’ll deal with her later. She spread the white scarf across the 

blanket. She wasn’t surprised to see that it was completely blank. She turned it over without 

enthusiasm. Blank also. A secret revealed before its time is ripe, is a secret lost 

forevermore.  

 She sat back on her haunches and stared dumbly at the scarf. All this work and 

trouble and here the hunt was over because of this foolish foolish girl. Temper raged 

through her, starting at her toes and racing to the top of her head. She felt as if she was 

going to explode. Images of herself running Tess through with her sabre, shooting her with 
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a pistol, snapping her in two with her bare hands, flashed through her mind. She clenched 

her teeth and clutched the scarf as she crawled backward out of the tent.  

 Tess stumbled over a rock hidden in the sand and fell, flat-bodied, her sobbing 

mouth catching sand as her face hit the ground. Her cry caught the attention of Emily and 

Norma, who was transforming Emily into a 1970s pop diva. They both started toward Tess. 

Just as Tess scrambled to her feet and was about to take flight again, Emily caught her arm 

and held her, saying ‘What is it, frantic girl? What ails you, Tess?’ 

 ‘I cannot tell,’ Tess wailed, trying to break Emily’s grip. 

 ‘Don’t be so frenzied, Tess,’ Emily said calmly. ‘It cannot be as bad as all this. 

Come, sit with us and tell us. The play begins soon. You do not want to run away and miss 

that, hmmm?’ Emily tried to make her voice as soothing as she could. 

 ‘Artemisia will kill me when she catches me,’ Tess said between gulps of air. 

 ‘Nonsense,’ said Norma, who put her arm around Tess. ‘What’s happened? It can’t 

be that serious.’ 

 ‘Oh, but it is,’ said Tess, collapsing. Norma and Emily exchanged glances over 

Tess’s head. It was then that Norma saw Artemisia marching across the sand toward them. 

By her swift tense progression, Norma could see that Artemisia was intensely angry. She 

saw also a white wafting object flailing in her right hand. It took a few moments for her to 

register what it was. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said, when she’d put the vision of Artemisia together 

with Tess’s hysteria. She gripped Tess more tightly in support. 

 ‘What is it?’ Emily asked. Norma indicated with a lift of her chin the direction that 

Artemisia was coming from. ‘She’s got the white scarf in her hand,’ she said. 

 ‘White scarf?’ Emily’s voice betrayed her puzzlement. ‘Do you mean the one in the 

glass bear?’ 

 ‘It’s not in the glass bear any more,’ Norma said softly. She could feel Tess 

shuddering in her arms.  

 ‘Oh, dear,’ said Emily, as she turned to watch Artemisia approach them. 
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Chapter 26 

The Venusian Swamp Girl 

 

Four canvas camping chairs were set up in front of the designated theatre stage. The stage 

was delineated, not by a raised platform, but by a ring of rocks, lending an appearance of 

footlights, and a swept inner circle that was free of footprints in the sand. The front half of 

the stage was divided by a large silver screen that was fixed upon a transportable display 

frame, which, when packed, fit into a kind of gym bag of the size that might contain a 

dozen or more hockey sticks, but when unfolded, concertinaed into a 4x3 metre support 

structure.   

 Only one canvas chair held a body. Artemisia sat neither upright nor slouched. A 

casual observer might think that she looked relaxed: one knee balanced on top of the other, 

her hands clasped around the top knee, the set of her mouth straight and seemingly without 

tension. But her leg jiggled just slightly and periodically she twisted her back as if to 

release tension in the upper vertebrae. She’d spent the past few hours sorting her crew out: 

upbraiding Tess for her stupidity; and dismissing tales of visionary warnings. The play was 

going on, come what may. She would salvage what she could from this fiasco of an 

adventure, and hope they’d earned enough credit from their efforts so far to get them over 

the finish line, that is, to the treasure.  

 Psappho slid into one of the chairs beside her. Her snaky braids, her flowing 

garments full of vivacious colour, her very presence seemed to swamp the quiet small 

straightness of Artemisia. She snuffled and flapped; her chair creaked as she wriggled into 

its sagging supportiveness. In her hand she held three pieces of paper, one of which she 

placed firmly on Artemisia’s lap. 

 ‘What’s this?’ 

 ‘A playbill.’ Psappho crossed a knee in the same manner as Artemisia’s.  

 ‘Whatever for?’ Artemisia scowled at the purple print on pink paper. Lurid 

curlicues swam around the borders of the page. 
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 ‘Is this really necessary?’ Artemisia asked after she’d read the page. 

 ‘It’s opening night, Misia.’ Psappho lightly tapped Artemisia’s leg with the rolled 

paper in her hand. ‘We have champagne and roses for curtain call as well.’ 

 ‘Have you completely forgotten what this is about?’ Artemisia turned and stared at 

Psappho. ‘If this play actually works – which I doubt it will now thanks to bloody Tess – 

we won’t be hanging around for any damned curtain call.’ 

 ‘That doesn’t matter,’ said Psappho. ‘What’s important …’. Psappho paused and sat 

straight in her chair. Her head swivelled. ‘Misia, are those sprites or djinn, or whatever 

they’re called, here?’ 

 Artemisia nodded, her mouth twisted.  

 ‘Where are they? Can you see them?’ Psappho continued to look around her.  
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 ‘Nope. But they have an impact, don’t they.’ Artemisia huffed out an exasperated 

breath of air. ‘We might see them as the play progresses. Hopefully. It will mean they’re 

engrossed.’ 

 ‘They’re the beings you saw with Melpomene?’ 

 ‘I assume so.’ 

 ‘And they have to be pleased with the play for the clue to be answered?’ 

 ‘That’s what I told you.’ 

 ‘How will we know if they’re pleased?’ 

 ‘How the hell should I know!’ 

 ‘Don’t get shirty with me, Misia. Good Goddess! There must be a lot of them, I feel 

like I’m being pushed from all sides.’ 

 ‘They’re hot little buggers, too,’ Artemisia said, her face wincing with distaste.  

 ‘I hope the play goes all right.’ Psappho folded her arms and drew down her knee. 

‘No-one knows where Tess is and she’s supposed to be a stagehand.’ Artemisia’s silence 

filled the space. ‘I guess there’s not that much to do so they’ll cope. I’ll hop up if I see 

they’re struggling.’  

 ‘It’s a stupid play anyway. The corniest thing I’ve ever read. Like Norma K’s 

stories.’ 

 ‘It’s meant to be corny, Misia. It’s a tragi-comedy. And K’s stories aren’t corny – 

they’re exactly right for the genre and the time. She’s used that style for the play. Just sit 

back and enjoy its silliness.’ 

 ‘If you say so, oh great poetess.’ Artemisia flapped her playbill impatiently, then 

sighed. ‘When is this bloody thing going to start?’ 

 ‘They’re almost ready. Be patient, Misia.’ 

 ‘It’s been a gruelling trip.’ 

 Psappho turned quickly toward her, surprised. ‘You must be getting old, Misia, if 

you think this one has been gruelling.’ 

 Artemisia turned slowly to look at Psappho. When she saw the wrinkles of concern 

at the corners of Psappho’s eyes, she snapped, ‘Don’t be bloody ridiculous.’ Psappho 

smiled. 

 ‘Good. Something’s happening,’ Artemisia said, lifting her chin at the stage. 

 K and Jai were approaching the stage from the left hand side. They both wore black 

clothes and were holding a red satin sheet between them, held vertically as if it were a 
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screen. Solemnly, without looking at their ‘audience’, the pair walked very slowly across 

the stage, holding aloft the sheet-screen. When they walked off the other side of the stage, 

Isabelle, Emily and Elvis were standing in front of the silver dividing screen. 

 ‘That was neatly done,’ whispered Psappho.  ‘Wait till you see…’ 

 ‘Shhh,’ hissed Artemisia, her body inclined.  

 

 
ACT ONE 

 
It is the year 2060 on the planet Earth, now called Terra. 
The General, LATEEFA bint al Samir, has commanded Major 
JANET Sardinia and Captain VLADIMIR Molotov into her 
presence. The General wears the white robes of an Arab 
sheik, including the traditional Arab headdress. The 
stripes of a general of the Federated States of Terra are 
on her sleeve and a row of medals on the left side of her 
chest.  
     JANET wears the uniform of her own state, England – 
orange tights, orange tunic, with silver belt and boots. 
Her hair is long and crimped. Her face is heavily made up 
with green and silver eye make-up, as is usual for women of 
her home state. She also displays her rank on her sleeve.  
     VLADIMIR, dressed as a soldier of his Russian 
homeland, wears a red leather jumpsuit with black 
panelling. The rank of Captain is clearly visible on his 
sleeve.  
 
LATEEFA:  [addressing both JANET and VLADIMIR] I suppose 
neither of you have any idea why you have been commanded to 
see me. 
JANET:  No, General. But I assume it has something to do 
with the looming water crisis. 
VLADIMIR:  [in a heavy Russian accent] I understand the 
crisis is more than looming.  
LATEEFA:  You are right, Captain Molotov. The crisis is 
already upon us and the federated services are being called 
in to find a solution as quickly as we can, before … 
VLADIMIR:  It is too late.  
LATEEFA:  [scrutinising VLADIMIR before answering] Yes, 
before it is too late. 
JANET:  I don’t understand why I have been called, then, 
General. I have no expertise in water divination. 
LATEEFA:  No, but you do have expertise in leading small 
missions. Your excellent work during the Jupiter war has 
been noted. And, [she looks straight at JANET and says more 
quietly] you are one of our few female high ranking 
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officers. 
JANET:  I do not wish to be given special treatment because 
of my sex, General. 
LATEEFA:  And nor shall you. There are specific reasons why 
we require the leadership of a female major. 
VLADIMIR:  And myself? I am not of the female persuasion. 
LATEEFA:  Obviously. But you have other skills which we 
require.  
JANET:  I am pledged to the service of Terra, General. 
VLADIMIR: And, I. 
LATEEFA:  These are noble sentiments, and those services 
will be put to good use presently. Now, let me explain what 
will be required of you. But first, stand easy, it is your 
ears I wish to bend, not your backs. [JANET and VLADIMIR 
visibly relax their stances, but still remain erect.] Now, 
as you already know, the resources of water on this planet 
have been considerably depleted in the last few decades. 
Although we have successfully been able to convert the salt 
water in our oceans into fresh drinking water, our oceans 
are now facing critically low levels. 
JANET:  The reports in the news are that the oceans are 
rising. 
LATEEFA:  These are false reports, put out so as not to 
panic the public. If people knew the crisis we face, and 
how soon it will be upon us, there would be mass riots.  
VLADIMIR:  Already there are riots. 
LATEEFA:  You are right. There are riots in places already 
feeling the shortage. Serious riots and depredation. If we 
don’t want this situation to spread across the entire 
Federated States of Terra, we need to act immediately, and 
decisively. 
JANET:  What is it that we are called to do. 
LATEEFA:  Water has been found on Venus. 
JANET:  Yes, swamp water, which the reports say is 
undrinkable by humans.  
LATEEFA:  That is true of some reports. More recent studies 
on this swamp water reveal that there is some use to it. 
The water can be purified, just as the ocean water on Terra 
has been purified and desalinated.  
VLADIMIR: But even if we could drain the entire swamp on 
Venus and bring the water back to Terra, it would not be 
enough to make much difference to our planet’s water 
crisis. 
LATEEFA:  Ah, that is so if it were not also true that the 
swamp water on Venus has a very special property, one not 
found on any other planet that we have yet visited. [she 
surveys the faces of JANET and VLADIMIR to gauge their 
reactions to her words]. What would you say if I told you 
that the swamp water on Venus is able to duplicate itself? 
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JANET:  I would say it is highly unlikely. 
VLADIMIR:  Impossible! 
LATEEFA:  And so both of you would be very wrong. 
Scientists have proven that the cells in the swamp water of 
Venus can replicate. They have also proven that the water 
still replicates after it has been purified and made 
drinkable. 
VLADIMIR:  That is incredible, and wonderful news. 
JANET:  Yes, but if this is already known, why is our 
planet still facing a water crisis? 
LATEEFA:  Because the replication can only be repeated for 
a limited number of times. The small vials of swamp water 
brought back from previous scouting trips to Venus have 
produced only enough drinkable water to fill one dam. This 
is not enough to change our perilous situation.  
VLADIMIR:  Do they know how much swamp water is required? 
LATEEFA:  Yes. The calculations are that 13 gallons of 
Venusian swamp water will be enough to replete every ocean 
on Terra. 
JANET:  So little? 
LATEEFA:  Yes. The calculations have been repeated many 
times and the scientists agree. Besides, 13 gallons doesn’t 
sound very much, but it will be a significant load to add 
to a space capsule. We are lucky that it’s such a small 
amount, otherwise we would have to send many capsules to 
get enough water. 
JANET:  So, our mission is to bring back 13 gallons of 
water from the Venusian swamp? 
LATEEFA:  You are correct? 
JANET:  But why is a female leader required for this 
particular mission? [becoming angry] Is it that no male 
officer will deem to lead such a mundane ‘water-carrying’ 
exercise? 
LATEEFA:  Not at all. Your femaleness is important for an 
entirely different reason. [she looks at VLADIMIR] Perhaps 
Captain Molotov can guess at the reason. 
JANET:  [turning toward VLADIMIR] What is it that you do 
that makes you chosen for this mission? 
LATEEFA:  Captain Molotov is a specialist in Venusian 
language and culture. Aren’t you, Captain? 
VLADIMIR:  [nodding] Yes, That is correct. I am one of the 
few in the entire Federated States of Terra who can speak 
Venusian, or what we know of the Venusian language.  
LATEEFA:  And you would also be aware of why it’s important 
to have a female leader. 
VLADIMIR:  I can guess, but I must say, the rumours about 
the dangerousness of Venusian women are just that, rumours. 
There have been no substantiated incidents … 
LATEEFA:  Believe me, there have been substantiated 
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incidents. 
JANET:  What are you talking about? 
LATEEFA:  This will not be a simple mission, Major 
Sardinia. Collecting 13 gallons of Venusian swamp water 
requires the cooperation and permission of the Venusian 
swamp people. 
JANET:  So, it’s true that Venusian swamp people exist? I 
thought that was merely space travel legend. 
VLADIMIR:  They exist, that’s for sure. 
LATEEFA:  Captain Molotov is correct. However, he can also 
tell you that Venusian ‘people’ are limited to Venusian 
‘women’. There have been no reported sightings of the male 
of the species. 
VLADIMIR:  Just because they have not been seen does not 
mean they do not exist. 
LATEEFA:  That is true.  
JANET:  But if there are only females, how can they 
reproduce? How can there be any Venusian people? 
LATEEFA:  That’s an excellent question. Captain Molotov, 
perhaps you can inform Major Sardinia of what 
anthropologists believe. 
VLADIMIR:  Some [stressing the word] scientists believe 
that the Venusian females mate with visiting males from 
other planets, and that they then have multiple births from 
the one mating. But there are other hypotheses.  
LATEEFA:  Yes, but none with as much evidence as the one 
you have just spoken of.  
JANET:  Is it possible that what you have described about 
the properties of the Venusian swamp water are also 
applicable to the reproductive processes of the women? 
LATEEFA:  You mean … 
JANET:  Yes, perhaps they replicate themselves. 
LATEEFA:  Hmmm, that’s possible, but unlikely, given the 
evidence of several recent excursions to Venus.  
JANET:  And what has happened in these ‘incidences’? I 
can’t see that it’s a big problem if a few of Terra’s males 
mate with a Venusian woman. It is almost natural, is it 
not? [she looks at VLADIMIR with a raised eyebrow] 
LATEEFA:  Perhaps Captain Molotov would like to explain the 
ramifications of mating with a Venusian swamp woman. 
VLADIMIR:  Once again, these rumours are totally 
unsubstantiated. 
LATEEFA:  No, they are not. 
JANET:  Tell me, you can’t continue to keep me in suspense. 
VLADIMIR:  The same scientists who believe Venusian women 
reproduce by mating with external males, also believe that 
the males do not survive the experience. 
JANET:  What! Are you telling me … 
LATEEFA:  Yes, the female sacrifices the male after she has 
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mated with him.  
VLADIMIR:  Totally unsubstantiated … 
JANET:  Well, you will soon get the opportunity to find out 
for yourself.   
LATEEFA:  No! This is why you are leading this mission, 
Major Sardinia. There are to be no more Terran sacrifices 
to the lusts of Venusian womankind. 
JANET:  This is ridiculous. If this story is true, why 
don’t we just explain to the men what the ramifications of 
giving in to their bodily appetites is? Then there would be 
no more of these matings. 
LATEEFA:  [shaking her head]  It is not so simple. The men 
always agree to be sacrificed before mating. 
JANET:  Preposterous! Who would agree to such madness? 
LATEEFA looks towards VLADIMIR.  
VLADIMIR:  Um, Venusian women are rumoured to be very, um, 
extremely seductive.  
JANET: [snorting] There’s seductive and there’s seductive. 
I find it very hard to believe … 
LATEEFA:  Believe what you will. The fact is that you will 
leave on your mission to Venus tomorrow morning, taking 
with you only Captain Molotov here, who, hopefully, will be 
able to protect himself with his knowledge. You may take 
one other crew member with you. It is your mission, Major 
Sardinia, not only to return with 13 gallons of swamp 
water, but with your crew members. 
JANET:  I will take Corporal Anzac Holden. He’s a sensible 
lad and resourceful.  
LATEEFA:  It would be better if it were a woman. 
JANET:  If the mission is to haul 13 gallons of water, it 
would be better if my crew is male. Besides, [she says 
somewhat sadly] Corporal Holden is not known to fraternise 
with women.  
LATEEFA:  You mean … 
JANET:  Yes. [she sets her face so that no emotion shows] 
He has never been known to succumb to any woman’s advances.  
LATEEFA:  Very well. That should be some protection. [she 
turns towards VLADIMIR] And you, Captain, do you feel 
confident of surviving this mission to Venus? 
VLADIMIR:  As I said, I do not believe the unsubstantiated 
rumours … 
LATEEFA:  Yes, yes. We shall see. And I pray that you are 
right. On a brighter note, finding another hypothesis about 
the reproductive habits of the Venusian swamp women might 
help your career immensely, Captain. 
VLADIMIR:  That it might, General.  
JANET:  [looking seductively at VLADIMIR and noticeably 
running her gaze up and down his body] Maybe we need to 
find Captain Molotov one of those iron chastity belts they 
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used to put on women several centuries ago. 
LATEEFA:  [laughing ruefully] That might not be bad idea, 
Major. [suddenly becoming serious] But this is really no 
laughing matter. This is an important mission. The future 
of the Federated States of Terra rest upon your shoulders, 
Major. Are you sure you are up to the challenge? 
JANET:  [saluting LATEEFA smartly] I certainly am, General. 
I look forward to lifting off to Venus in the morning. I 
shall go and advise Corporal Holden to prepare immediately. 
LATEEFA:  Go, then. [she puts her hand on VLADIMIR’s 
SHOULDER] And may Allah keep you all.  
JANET and VLADIMIR exit.  
 

END OF ACT ONE 
 

 While Isabelle as General Lateefa bint al Samir watched Emily-Janet and Elvis-

Vladimir vanish behind the silver screen cutting the stage, K and Jai appeared with the red 

sheet-screen. They stood still, holding the sheet in front of the stage while Artemisia and 

Psappho applauded. Isabelle appeared at Jai’s side and took hold of his end of the red 

screen as he withdrew behind it.  

 ‘They’re saying Jai’s gay.’ 

 ‘Only in the play, Misia. And he’s not Jai, he’s Corporal Anzac Holden.’  

 ‘Stupid name.’ 

 ‘Well, so what. It’s quite entertaining, isn’t it?’ 

 ‘If you say so. It looks like the sprites are liking it, and that’s the main thing.’ 

 Psappho looked around her. All around them there were small faintly glowing red 

bodies. They weren’t completely three dimensional, more like red lamps lit with candles. 

They sat on the ground on their heavy bottoms, rocking slightly. The yellow fluff on their 

heads blew in all directions in the mild breeze. They were all gazing intently toward the 

stage, their blue eyes shining.  

 ‘It’s a good sign that they’re starting to be visible,’ said Artemisia. 

 ‘They look like those fat little animals in that book of Australian fauna. What are 

they called?’ 

 ‘Koalas.’ 

 ‘No. Fatter than koalas.’ 

 ‘Possums.’ 

 ‘No. The ones that waddle about on all fours and burrow into the ground.’ 
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 ‘Wombats?’ 

 ‘Yes, wombats.’ 

 Artemisia surveyed the life forms surrounding them. ‘You’re right. Tell me, did K 

come up with that water plot or did one of you tell her about contemporary debates?’ 

 ‘No. She’d already written it like that. She said that it seemed to be the most absurd 

thing that Earth could run out of, that’s why she chose it.’ 

 ‘Interesting.’ 

 ‘Very.’ 

 K and Isabelle moved slowly away from the stage, revealing a new set. In the 

foreground, to the very right, was a small silver bubble tent. The silver screen which 

divided the stage had been removed and several rock formations were seen to be part of the 

stage. In the background, a purple sheet sewn with patches of pink and flowers lay on the 

ground. 

 ‘Is that purple sheet the swamp?’ 

 ‘Certainly is.’ 

 Artemisia snorted as bodies began to crawl out of the silver bubble tent. 

 ‘Hush, Misia,’ said Psappho as she tucked her feet up on the edge of the chair and 

wrapped her arms around her knees. 

 

 
ACT TWO 

 
The crew have landed on Venus. JANET, VLADIMIR and ZAC 
emerge from the space capsule. They each hold a plastic 
water container. 
ZAC:  [yawning and stretching] Well, that was a good 
snooze. 
JANET:  I’m glad that trip’s over. Listening to you guys 
snoring for three months ain’t my kind of entertainment. 
VLADIMIR:  We are in real trouble if you heard us snoring, 
Major. [he touches his nose] 
JANET:  Is your nasal implant bothering you, Captain? 
VLADIMIR:  Not really. I am just conscious of its presence.  
JANET:  It’s a strange feeling, I agree. But it’s much 
better than having to wear a heavy breathing apparatus. 
Spare a thought for our cosmonaut forebears who had to 
carry their air on their backs. These atmospheric converter 
implants are a godsend.  
VLADIMIR:  I agree. When I was on Saturn eight years ago … 
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ZAC:  [pointing toward the purple swamp] Is that the swamp? 
JANET:  Yes. They gave us excellent coordinates this time.  
VLADIMIR:  It is good we will not have to carry the 13 
gallons of water far. 
JANET:  How right you are, Captain. So, where are these 
famous swamp people then? Any ideas, Molotov? 
ZAC:  I’m gonna check out the swamp while you two chat, all 
right? 
JANET:  No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Stay here, 
Corporal. At least until we know what we’re dealing with. 
ZAC:  Don’t look like we’re dealing with anything. Dead as 
a doornail out there [waves his arm in the direction of the 
swamp]. 
JANET:  Nevertheless, we will be cautious as we’ve been 
advised to be.  
VLADIMIR:  The major is right, Corporal. Although I do not 
believe what General bint al Samir said about the Venusian 
people, there is still much reason to be wary of them. 
ZAC:  Them? Where are they? 
JANET:  Captain, do you know how to contact them? Or should 
we start drawing water and see if they appear to stop us. 
VLADIMIR:  I do not think this would be wise. Venusians are 
tricky customers. They appear soft and pliant, but they do 
not like to be taken advantage of. 
JANET:  I’m asking for advice from you, Captain. You are 
the Venusian expert. Failing some Venusian tactic, I will 
be forced to go about this mission in a more direct 
fashion. 
VLADIMIR:  Let me think. [pause, rubbing his chin] I will 
go and start speaking at the swamp, and see if someone 
comes. 
JANET:  Sounds like as good an idea as any. All right, 
Corporal, you’ll have your wish. We’re all going to the 
swamp.  
The threesome move toward the back of the stage to the edge 
of the swamp. VLADIMIR begins to speak ‘Venusian’, 
gesturing toward the swamp, while JANET and ZAC watch him 
with amusement. 
 

 ‘Is he speaking bad French?’  

 Psappho nodded. ‘It’s not that bad.’ 

 ‘It’s atrocious. I can hardly recognise it. And why would Venusians speak French?’ 

 ‘Easier than making up a language – and isn’t French the language of love?’ 

 Artemisia pulled a face. 

 

JANET:  I don’t think this is working, Captain. There is 
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still no sign of life around. 
VLADIMIR:  We must be patient. Venusians are shy people. 
JANET:  You said they were seductive.  
VLADIMIR:  [defensively] Yes, seductive and shy. 
ZAC:  Maybe you should sing to them. 
JANET:  What! 
ZAC:  Well, shy, seductive people probably like lullabies, 
or love songs. They might be seduced by music.  
JANET:  It’s worth a try. Can you sing, Captain? 
VLADIMIR:  Bien sûr! 
JANET:  What! 
VLADIMIR:  Of course. I will try this. It might work. 
VLADIMIR turns to the swamp again. He beings to sing… 
VLADIMIR:  I want to be loved by you, by you, and nobody 
else but you. I want to be loved by you, al-o-o-ne. I 
couldn’t aspire…  
After a small amount of time, a small ripple is seen in the 
swamp.  
ZAC:  Look, what’s happening there? 
JANET:  [looking in the direction ZAC is pointing] Yes, 
what is it. Keep singing, Captain. 
VLADIMIR:  I want to be kissed by you … 
All attention is on the swamp. The ripple becomes a mound 
moving from the outer edges at the back, across the centre. 
As the mound reaches a couple of feet or so before the 
front edge of the swamp, the figure of a woman emerges from 
the swamp. Taken aback, the three Terrans gasp and move to 
the side to make way for the emergence of a majestically 
beautiful woman who walks through the ‘shallows’ of the 
swamp to stand between them. Her skin is lilac, her hair 
fuchsia.  
  

‘Is she naked?’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘Body paint and hair dye?’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 Artemisia shrugged. ‘Looks impressive.’ 

 ‘I love her fuchsia pubic hair.’ 

 ‘I wish you’d say something that would surprise me sometime, Psappho.’ 

 

The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL begins to sing along with VLADIMIR. 
They croon at each other, her arms snaking around him. 
Nobody can take their eyes off her. When they stop singing, 
the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL is wrapped around him. The audience 
can see her back, where is drawn an exquisite water lily, 
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rising from her bottom and reaching to the centre of her 
back between her shoulder blades. There is a moment of 
silence after the song finishes. 
JANET:  Captain. [clears her throat] I think you have made 
enough contact with the extra-terrestrial now. 
VLADIMIR:  What! Of course, Major. [he takes the VENUSIAN 
SWAMP GIRL’s arms from around his neck. She continues to 
hum.] 
ZAC:  Can you communicate with her, Captain? I mean, 
without the, uh, singing? 
VLADIMIR:  I will try. [he turns to her and speaks in 
Venusian] 
VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL:  Voulez-vouz faire l’amour avec moi? 
VLADIMIR:  Non, non. Je le regrette. Nous allâmes à Venus 
pour la raison de chercher l’eau.  
VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL:  Pour l’eau! Oui, je vous donnerai 
beaucoup d’eau après l’amour, n’est-ce pas? [keeps trying 
to put her arms around VLADIMIR] 
VLADIMIR:  [removing the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL’s arms from 
his neck] I don’t know if she understands or not. 
JANET:  Looks like she understands one thing. [she taps the 
VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL’s arm] Listen, girlie. You can’t go 
around naked, throwing yourself at men. Have some self-
respect. 
ZAC:  Don’t look like she gives a rat’s arse about self-
respect, Major, pardon my French. [the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL 
is rubbing herself against VLADIMIR] 
JANET:  Looks that way to me, too. Captain! [said sharply] 
Can you unwrap yourself and keep your mind on our mission? 
How are we going to convince this little hussy to let us 
take 13 gallons of swamp water without sacrificing you to 
her lust? Or are you already seduced by her? 
VLADIMIR:  No, Major. I am, I am… [the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL 
has turned her back to him but continues to rub herself 
against him. One of his hands is suspiciously near her 
breast. 
JANET:  Captain! 
VLADIMIR:  I think I must go back to the capsule, Major. 
Immediately. 
JANET:  Go, then. Let me deal with her. 
VLADIMIR:  But you don’t know any Venusian. 
JANET:  Never mind. Get out of here before she’s mating 
with you in front of our eyes. Corporal, do you think you 
can stay here with this, this, lust-machine? 
ZAC:  Of course, Major. 
VLADIMIR unwraps the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL’s arms and runs 
away, around the rocks until he gets to the capsule. He 
quickly scrambles inside. The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL at first 
tries to follow him, but ZAC takes hold of her hand. She 
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resists at first and then focuses on the new man. She 
begins to purr and speak Venusian, wrapping her arms around 
ZAC. 
JANET:  Are you sure you can handle this, Corporal? 
ZAC:  [holding the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL firmly, but coldly] 
If I don’t have much use for Terran girls, a purple one’s 
not gonna get far with me. 
JANET:  [pulling on the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL’s arm] Now, 
listen, lady. Let that man go so we can negotiate.  
The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL turns toward JANET, scowling. She 
speaks rapid Venusian while continuing to caress ZAC.  
JANET:  Good grief. We’re not going to get anywhere like 
this.  
ZAC:  [looking concerned and constantly removing the 
VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL’s hands from his private parts] It is 
more difficult than we expected. 
JANET:  I wonder if Captain Molotov is able to come back 
and try some more conversation. 
ZAC:  I know. What if I distract her by pretending to make 
love to her, while you and the Captain get the water? 
JANET:  I don’t know, Corporal. That sounds too dangerous. 
ZAC:  [with distaste on his face] Really, Major. This 
woman, this purple thing, is really not attractive to me.  
JANET:  I don’t know [said uncertainly as she watches the 
VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL rub herself against ZAC] 
ZAC:  Do you have any other ideas, Major? 
JANET:  None at all. But I’m not leaving you with her while 
I go and get Captain Molotov. You’re coming with me. 
ZAC:  She won’t like it. 
JANET:  Too bad. [she tugs at the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL and 
pulls her off ZAC] You’ve had enough earth boy for now, 
lady. Let him go! 
The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL is shoved to the ground, falling. 
ZAC reflexively reaches out to help her, but JANET grabs 
his hand and pulls him away. They run off toward the 
capsule and the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL begins to howl. She 
continues to keen, writhing on the ground, while JANET and 
ZAC bring VLADIMIR out of the capsule. With sign language, 
they indicate what the plan is. JANET and VLADIMIR gather 
up several water containers and the three start back to the 
swamp. Before they reach it, JANET and VLADIMIR hide behind 
a rock while ZAC goes toward the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL. As he 
starts forward, JANET clutches his arm. 
JANET:  Are you sure you’re up to this, Corporal? 
ZAC:  [swallows] I am, Major. 
VLADIMIR:  Just be careful, Zac. These women are very 
persuasive.  
ZAC:  [smiling] Not for all men, Captain. 
JANET:  Let’s hope so. Don’t take her far. 
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ZAC:  I have to take her far enough away so that she 
doesn’t see what you two are up to.  
JANET:  You’re right. But part of my mission is to return 
with my two Terran male crew members. Don’t let me fail, 
Corporal. 
ZAC:  I won’t, Major. [he salutes] 
JANET and VLADIMIR watch ZAC walk toward the VENUSIAN SWAMP 
GIRL. 
VLADIMIR:  Off to do his duty. 
JANET:  Jealous, Captain? 
VLADIMIR:  Maybe. 
JANET:  Let’s hope by the time we have our swamp water you 
still have something to be jealous of.  
As ZAC approaches the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL and holds out his 
hand, she immediately stops crying and leaps to her feet. 
She throws herself into his arms, but he leads her away 
from the swamp, to the far side of a rock on the opposite 
side of the stage to where JANET and VLADIMIR are hiding.  
JANET:  Come on, let’s get moving. 
JANET and VLADIMIR creep toward the swamp. They quickly 
fill four containers with water and start back toward the 
capsule. Unseen by them, but in view of the audience, the 
VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL and ZAC are kissing passionately. 

 
END OF ACT TWO 

 

 ‘That kissing doesn’t look like pretence to me,’ Artemisia said, frowning at the red 

curtain being walked across the front of the stage by K and Isabelle. Her arms were folded 

and only the sounds of one pair of hands clapping, Psappho’s, could be heard.  

 ‘Don’t be so silly, Misia,’ Psappho said. ‘It’s only a play.’ She swivelled her head 

this way and that. ‘And you should be happy. Look at the sprites.’ 

 Artemisia pivoted her head. The red creatures no longer glowed, but looked solidly 

red. There were nearly a hundred of them, she assessed. She smiled. The play was a success 

to the right crowd after all. Many of the creatures were flapping their hands high in the air 

enthusiastically.  

‘It looks like it’s real enough for these little guys too. Remember Melpomene said 

they wanted the play to be “real”? I’ll have something to say to that purple slut later.’ 

 ‘You’ll do nothing of the sort. Norma’s doing a great job. She’s supposed to be 

seductive.’ 

 ‘Easy for you to say. It’s not your man she’s seducing.’ 
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 Psappho bent forward and peered at Artemisia’s face. ‘Are you really pissed off? 

This isn’t like you to be so jealous.’ She grinned. ‘I think you’re more fond of Jai than 

you’ll admit.’ 

 ‘Stop talking rubbish!’ 

 ‘Ah-ha!’ 

 ‘No, ah-ha. It’s merely about possession. I don’t like sharing.’ 

 Psappho laughed and laughed, even after Artemisia ordered her to stop. Some of the 

red creatures began to shuffle around. Some began grumbling and scowling at the stage. 

 ‘They’d better get onto the third act quickly or they’re going to lose their audience,’ 

Artemisia said. Her forehead crinkled. ‘What are those fools doing?’ 

 ‘Those fools are working hard to make your goal a reality, Artemisia,’ Psappho said 

soberly.  

 Artemisia went still. She turned toward Psappho and said, contritely, ‘You’re right.’  

‘Don’t say it!’ Psappho warned. ‘Don’t even think “for once”.’ 

 Artemisia smirked and settled back into the canvas at her back while K and Isabelle 

began to move, revealing the new set on the stage.  

 

ACT THREE 
 
In the background, ZAC is lying on a log, which is cut in 
half like a slab. The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL is kneeling on 
the stage side, leaning across his body, almost hiding him 
from view. In the foreground, JANET and VLADIMIR are in 
front of the capsule.  
JANET:  That’s it then. 13 Gallons of Venusian swamp water. 
[she wipes her brow] 
VLADIMIR:  A heavy task. I am sorry you had to haul the 
water like that, Major. It should have been Corporal Holden 
who was doing this manual labour. 
JANET:  It should have been. But then, I can’t do what he’s 
doing. 
VLADIMIR:  We’d better find him now and make sure he’s not 
doing more than his duty demands. 
JANET:  Right you are.  
JANET and VLADIMIR make their way to the swamp. When they 
see ZAC lying on the log, they begin to run. 
JANET:  What have you done to him, you tramp? 
VLADIMIR:  Major, be careful. [he takes hold of JANET’s 
arm] 
The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL stands, turns and faces them. Her 
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body language is clearly possessive of the man on the log, 
and the expression on her face is triumphant. Her hands are 
behind her back. 
JANET:  Zac, Corporal. You swore she wouldn’t be able to 
get to you. 
VLADIMIR:  Corporal, was she so very persuasive? 
The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL begins to walk toward them, 
speaking Venusian. She is confident and arrogant toward 
them. When she moves away from the log, the audience can 
see that ZAC is tied to the log with rope.  
JANET:  Zac, what has she done to you? How did she tie you? 
You’re so much stronger than she? 
The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL walks behind the log and stands 
over ZAC. As JANET and VLADIMIR come closer, she suddenly 
produces a long sabre from behind her back. 
  

 ‘Is that my sabre?’ Artemisia sat up with a straight back.  

 ‘Yes. You don’t mind it being a prop, do you?’ 

 ‘You should have given them the foil. That sabre’s too dangerous for Norma.’ 

 ‘Don’t be silly. Norma’s as athletic as you, and the foil isn’t as dramatic as that 

sabre.’ 

 ‘She might be athletic, but she doesn’t have the dexterity to handle a sabre safely.’ 

 ‘She’s not going to fight a duel. It’s just to wield it and show off a little.’ 

 ‘I don’t like it. It makes me nervous.’ 

 ‘Well, the sprites like it. Look at their faces. If they want real, they wouldn’t put up 

with a fake sword.’ 

 Artemisia looked around her. She settled back into her chair. ‘I suppose …’ 

 

As the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL waves the sabre at them, JANET 
and VLADIMIR back away from the log.  
JANET:  Corporal, how did this come about? 
ZAC:  I guess I was weaker than I thought? 
JANET:  Weaker? I didn’t think it had anything to do with 
weakness. 
ZAC:  Neither did I. 
VLADIMIR:  Don’t worry, Corporal. We’re going to get you 
out of this situation. 
ZAC:  It’s all right, Captain. We know what we’re doing. 
JANET:  What do you mean you know what you’re doing? You’re 
tied to a log with a man-devouring Venusian standing over 
you, clutching a sabre. I think your plan has gone badly 
awry, Captain.  
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ZAC:  No, it’s all right. You have the water, right? 
VLADIMIR:  We have all 13 gallons.  
ZAC:  Then she’ll let you go with them and the Federated 
States of Terra will have all the water they need. Your 
mission is a success. 
JANET:  But we won’t leave without you. Will she let you 
go? 
ZAC:  Ah, no. That’s not a possibility now. 
JANET:  You mean… 
ZAC:  Yes, I didn’t expect … 
JANET:  Oh, Zac. 
ZAC:  What’s important is that you have the water and that 
life will continue on Terra. What happens to me is not 
important. 
VLADIMIR:  You are talking like a crazy man, Corporal. It 
is the Venusian, she has hypnotised you. 
ZAC:  No, she has made me see the truth. Whenever we want 
something, a sacrifice must be made. Terra wants water; I 
am the sacrifice. It is only fair.  
JANET:  And what is she sacrificing? She’s getting her 
babies that she wants. What is she sacrificing, tell me! 
ZAC:  She is sacrificing 13 gallons of her family home. 
JANET and VLADIMIR are momentarily silent. 
VLADIMIR:  That’s enough Venusian propaganda, Corporal. [he 
takes out a stun gun from his holster] There is only one 
way to deal with a situation like this.  
ZAC:  No, Captain. It’s too late for that – and it would be 
wrong. [he turns toward the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL] Quickly, 
my love. It is time. 
The VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL leans swiftly down and they kiss 
passionately. Before JANET and VLADIMIR can move she stands 
and plunges the sabre down into ZAC’s heart. Blood spurts 
from his chest. JANET screams. 
  

‘My God!’ 

 ‘Calm down, Misia. It’s just cochineal.’ 

 

 VLADIMIR:  No [he falls to his knees and covers his 
face] 
As JANET and VLADIMIR weep, the VENUSIAN SWAMP GIRL 
unties ZAC, who is limp and clearly dead. 
JANET:  How will we ever drink water on Terra, knowing 
the sacrifice that Zac made? It will be like poison in my 
mouth. 
VLADIMIR:  We will let all Terra know of Zac’s heroism 
and the reason for our the planet’s survival. 
JANET:  Do you think the generals will allow this story 
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to be told? 
VLADIMIR:  We will force them, Major. [setting his chin 
resolutely] We will force them. 
VLADIMIR puts his arm around JANET’s shoulders as they 
turn away from the swamp and begin to walk toward the 
capsule at the front of the stage. The VENUSIAN SWAMP 
GIRL begins to drag ZAC toward the swamp. Blood gushes 
from his body, staining the sand red. 
 

THE END 
 

 ‘What a grisly tale!’ 

 ‘You used to like such tales, if I recall.’ 

 ‘Well I’ve grown out of them then.’ Artemisia looked about her. ‘It seems the little 

red guys are happy.’ 

 The red creatures were flicking their hands in the air like whirligigs, their form of 

applause. Some of them inched cautiously toward the stage. 

 ‘Jai didn’t do so badly. I don’t know why you were all so worried about him.’ 

 ‘Proud of your boyfriend, then?’ 

 ‘Yes I am. What of it? Now. Let’s forget about this play and see what these sprites 

do for us.’ 

 ‘Oh, where’s Tess?’ 

 ‘Forget her. She doesn’t deserve to be worried about.’ 

 ‘How can you say that, Misia? You wouldn’t really leave her behind.’ 

 ‘Yes, I would. She had no bloody right playing with that bear. What’s got into her 

head lately? She’s been acting demented.’ 

 ‘She’s just unbalanced because of what she’s found out about herself. It would 

upset anyone, even you.’ 

 ‘Rubbish. She’s just making a drama out of it. And I don’t need drama queens on 

my ship. If she gets herself lost, too bad. Good riddance, I say.’ 

 Behind them, a sharp intake of breath was heard. They both turned and stared at a 

large rock formation. Psappho went to look behind it and found Tess crouched. She 

squatted beside the girl and took her hand. ‘Misia didn’t mean it, Tess. You won’t be left 

behind.’ 

 ‘I did bloody mean it if she doesn’t pull her socks up.’ They heard Artemisia 

kicking over a chair. ‘Shit, what’s happening now?’ 
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 Psappho and Tess stood and looked in the direction Artemisia was staring, which 

was at the stage. Some of the red creatures had scrambled past the ring of footlight-rocks. 

They huddled over Jai, pulling at his ‘blood’, which on closer examination proved to be red 

silk scarves. A few of them held the scarves high in their hands, exclaiming furiously to 

each other. The animated chatter grew raucous. 

 ‘They seem to be angry about the fake blood.’ 

 ‘They’re getting in a huff.’ 

 ‘Yes. Oh, hell, it looks like they’re going to leave.’ 

 ‘Misia, does this mean they’re not going to help us.’ 

 ‘It better not …’ Artemisia leapt toward the stage and grabbed one of the red 

creatures. ‘Where are you going? You have to take us to the treasure.’ 

 The red creature shook off her hand with surprising strength. It was a female. 

Artemisia could tell because of the large breasts under the strange dress that appeared to be 

made of falling sand. The creature puffed out her cheeks and pursed her lips. When she 

blew through them, sand mixed with tiny flickers of fire curled out, knocking Artemisia 

backward. ‘You have not pleased us,’ it said in slow upper class English. Artemisia thought 

she sounded a little like the Queen of England, perhaps after she’d taken LSD.  

 ‘Why, you loved the play.’ Artemisia’s eyes narrowed. ‘You loved the play. Don’t 

tell me you expected there to be a real death.’ 

 ‘We only like real,’ the creature said in her weird voice. ‘We only reward real.’ 

 ‘So, you’ll only take us there if we kill him, is that it?’ Artemisia shouted.  

 ‘We only reward real,’ the creature reiterated. 

 Tess had been muttering throughout this encounter, ‘’Tis my fault, ’tis my fault,’ 

but neither Artemisia nor Psappho had paid her any attention. She broke away easily from 

Psappho’s grip, as Psappho was engrossed in the conversation between Artemisia and the 

red creature, and furthermore, had been holding Tess for comfort, not for restraint. Tess 

made her way to the stage and across it. 

 ‘’Tis my fault. I will make amends,’ she mumbled. 

 Artemisia looked up, distracted and provoked by Tess’s muttering. Tess seized the 

sabre Norma had left by the log and hoisted it above her head.  

 ‘Goddess help me. What’s she doing!’ shouted Artemisia. The others, none near her 

or Jai, stood rooted as Tess heaved the sabre downward. Jai sat up slightly, yelping ‘Tessy, 

don’t…’ as he reached for her arm. The sabre tip drove into his chest, turning his words to a 
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moan. Tess, as she pressed down, continued to murmur: ‘’Twill be all right.’ She looked up 

at Artemisia, who was white and rigid. ‘I broke the clue bear and ruined things. ’Tis only 

right I fix them. ’Twill be all right. He won’t really be killed because I am just Tess in a 

book. But the red creatures don’t know that. He will come alive after, you’ll see.’  

Artemisia was within an arm’s length of Tess, but the girl’s words spoke to the 

avarice in her heart. She hesitated. This thought skidded across her mind: perhaps what she 

says is true; perhaps the clue will be answered and all will be well.  

 The red creatures squealed as sticky blood flowed across the red earth. 
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Chapter 27 

The Source 

 

The sprites ran in excited circles. Artemisia’s crew sat numbly and stared at Jai, who leaked 

blood. Only Artemisia moved deftly and firmly, pulling off her own garments to wrap 

around Jai’s torso in a useless attempt to staunch the flow of blood. She whispered 

encouragement to him. She seemed not to have realised that he’d died.  

 Psappho watched her, unable to come to terms with what had just happened. She 

wondered vaguely whether she herself was wrong and there was a chance Artemisia might 

be able to save him. Norma shivered in her nakedness. She wasn’t aware of it herself and 

nobody else noticed it either. K, Isabelle, Elvis and Emily stood motionless around Jai, who 

sprawled as if sleeping in Artemisia’s lap, beside the purple swamp of Venus. Not even 

they could describe their thoughts. The sabre lay inert, its steel glinting in the twilight, the 

blood on it collecting sand as if it were being breaded and made ready for frying.  

 Tess, ignored, backed away. Noticing Norma’s convulsions, Tess picked up the red 

satin sheet that had been the curtain and draped it around her shoulders. Norma clutched it 

without taking her eyes away from Jai. Tess went to the log which Jai had been tied to and 

sat. She, also, didn’t take her gaze away from Jai. ‘He will be all right later,’ she said 

calmly. 

This caught the crew’s attention. They turned and stared at her. Artemisia, whose 

hands were enfolded in blood-drenched cloths pressed against Jai’s body, said, ‘Tess, how 

could you do this? Have you gone completely mad?’ 

‘He’ll be all right,’ Tess iterated. ‘I’ve made amends.’ 

Artemisia didn’t know how to respond. She looked down at Jai numbly, unable to 

process a thought. It was Psappho who said, ‘No, Tess. He won’t be all right.’ 

For the first time, doubt appeared on Tess’s face. ‘He will be,’ she said. ‘’Tisn’t real 

if I did it. I’m only Tess in a book.’ 

‘I’ve had enough of that!’ growled Artemisia. She lurched toward the sabre and 

scrabbled in the sand to get a firm grip.  

Elvis kicked the sabre from her reach, then bent and picked it up. ‘We’ve had 

enough violence today, Queenie.’ He looked at Tess and shook his head slowly. This 

gesture did more to disturb Tess’s equilibrium than all the blood gushing out of Jai. She 

began to look frightened. Elvis asked, ‘What do we do now?’  
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‘I don’t know,’ Artemisia said wearily. 

K asked, her voice wobbling, ‘Is this supposed to have happened?’  

‘I don’t know,’ Artemisia said again.  

‘This is wrong. This can’t have been meant to happen. It’s too awful,’ shouted 

Emily.  

‘I agree,’ Isabelle said. ‘Did you know …’ 

‘Nobody knew,’ said Psappho.  

‘She should have known!’ said Emily, pointing at Artemisia.  

Artemisia looked up angrily. ‘I didn’t kill him. That little maniac did that. I never 

asked her to make amends by doing this.’ 

The crew looked at Tess. Their silence ate at Tess’s heart. She wished they’d 

accused her, as Artemisia did, openly.  

‘Get out of here,’ Artemisia said quietly. ‘We don’t want you with us any more.’ 

Tess bowed her head. She got to her feet and backed away from the crew.  

‘She can’t go,’ said Norma. ‘She doesn’t have anywhere to go.’ 

‘I don’t care,’ said Artemisia.  

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Artemisia!’ Psappho said. ‘Elvis, go and fetch her back.’ 

Elvis put the sabre into its scabbard and slung it around his shoulder on its strap. 

Before he took a step, however, the crew noticed that the red creatures had formed 

themselves in a circle around them. Their bodies had lost the full three-dimensionality 

they’d achieved during the excitement of the play. In the eerie twilight, the little beings 

glowed red, like a fence of Chinese lanterns. As Tess approached them, the creatures parted 

and allowed her to pass.  

 Once Tess had stepped outside the circle, the red creatures began to hum, a low 

gurgling noise. The circle vibrated and this vibration began to spread inward. The ground 

within the circle began to quiver. As the creatures hummed more loudly, the ground 

tremors grew stronger. The crew became frightened. ‘What’s happening?’ someone 

shouted. The sand beneath their feet began to fall in on itself, like quicksand. They started 

to sink. They clutched each other as Artemisia said, without emotion, ‘It’s the next stage.’ 

She tucked her small hands as tightly as she could around Jai’s chest.  

 Their fall was filled with the choking sensation of drowning in sand. The crew fell 

together, all jumbled. Parts of their camping equipment, the props from the play, the carpet 
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that Artemisia had already packed and kept near her throughout the play, fell through the 

sand with them.  

 When the plummet finally ended, they sat mindlessly for a few moments. One by 

one, each of them became conscious of the firm strength underneath, the realisation that it 

was wooden flooring, planks, polished, hard and ungiving. The air around them continued 

to be cloudy with flying sand for a while, slowly dissipating to reveal, not only that they 

were no longer in a twilight land, but no longer in the Pinnacles desert, no longer even on 

land. Moreover, they quickly realised, that they knew exactly where they were. As if to 

welcome them, they felt the boards beneath them heave and a loud familiar creak filled 

their ears.   

 Psappho coughed and said, breathlessly, ‘It’s The Halicarnassus!’ 

 The deck was covered with a layer of sand. The were dusted with sand also: their 

hair, their eyes, their noses, their mouths, the crevasses of their clothing – if they had any. 

The air cleared to a shamelessly cobalt blue sky. Strong sunlight heated them. They 

sprawled, unfolding legs and arms, where they’d landed, trying to comprehend what had 

just happened.  

 ‘Is this how the adventure ends then?’ said Elvis. ‘What a tragic waste of time.’ 

 Artemisia surveyed her ship, dazed, then became conscious of the weight in her 

arms and the ache in her fingers. She looked at Jai, his skin pinched in his armpits where 

she clutched him. His eyes were still open, his face still grimacing, his torso ripped open 

and bloodied, and now, dusted with sand. She quickly pushed his eyes shut and smoothed 

his contorting features until he appeared peaceful; then she stared at him as if she’d never 

seen him before. She  studied his face, his body, his hair with her eyes and then with her 

fingers. She dug into her pocket and brought out the white silk scarf and began, gently, to 

wipe the film of sand from his face. She rubbed his hair, shaking out sand.  

 As she attended to Jai, the others stirred, tested their legs, stood. Psappho motioned 

to Elvis, who bent his ear to her lips. He nodded and went to Artemisia, crouching down 

beside her. ‘Let me take him from you, Queenie.’ Artemisia’s hands momentarily halted 

their activity, but then took up their movement about Jai’s ears. When she’d finished 

dusting his face completely, she knotted the white scarf around his neck with a jaunty 

nautical flourish. As Elvis hoisted Jai upward, Artemisia said, ‘My cabin,’ and he nodded.  
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 Isabelle said sorrowfully, ‘I will help to wash him,’ and made movements to follow 

Elvis. Artemisia, testing the strength of her arms against the deck before hauling herself to 

a standing position, said, ‘No, I’ll do that myself.’ 

 As Elvis took Jai below deck, Artemisia stretched her back, set her face and focused 

on the crew members in front of her. Psappho said, ‘I’ll start preparations to bring him 

back.’ Artemisia shook her head slowly. 

 ‘We can do it, Misia. I know we can.’ 

 ‘We cannot.’ 

 ‘Why not?’ demanded Emily.  

 ‘Because there are no coordinates for where we were.’ 

 ‘I think we can do it.’ 

 ‘We cannot, Psappho. That’s the end of it.’ 

 ‘We must to try at least,’ said Isabelle. ‘Or we must to go back in time and choose 

different, go to the time before the grotto, before the other world.’ The other crew members 

began to argue for this plan as well. 

 Artemisia shook her head. ‘Enough. You’ll do as I say.’ She rubbed her hand over 

her eyes and forehead and then down over her lips. ‘Norma. Go put some clothes on. 

Isabelle, Emily and K, clean the sand from this deck.’ She turned and stared at Psappho, 

who stood with crossed arms, high across her chest, her cheeks drawn in, her eyes 

narrowed.  

 ‘And me?’ Psappho said. ‘What are my orders?’ 

 Artemisia’s eyes: expressionless. ‘You are to summons your lady.’ 

 Psappho snorted. ‘I cannot command her. She’s not …’ 

 ‘You can, and you will.’ Artemisia turned her back on Psappho. ‘I demand to know 

why.’ 

 ‘Why Jai died?’ 

 ‘I know why Jai died. That’s an easy question to answer. You put a madwoman and 

a sharp weapon together and you need neither oracle nor hackneyed writer to tell you what 

the result will be.’ Artemisia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘What I  want to 

know is why we’re back on this bloody ship.’ She turned toward the galley steps leading to 

the cabins.  

 ‘Why her?’ Psappho said. ‘We should call one of the muses.’ 
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 ‘No. They were merely handmaidens, leading us on. We know that now after that 

damned play. I know you can command her and I demand that you do so. Do you 

understand me?’ Artemisia had kept her back turned away from Psappho, but she’d stopped 

walking.  

 After a moment of silence, Artemisia repeated her question, and, with a small twist 

of her head, glimpsed Psappho’s short nod. When Emily gasped, she turned. ‘What is it?’ 

 ‘Tess.’ Emily’s hands were clenched against her chin. ‘Tess is not here.’ 

 Artemisia muttered expletives and turned away.  

 Psappho put her hand on Emily’s shoulder but didn’t speak until Artemisia was off 

the deck. ‘We’ll go back and find her, Emily.’ She squeezed Emily’s shoulder fleetingly 

before leaving the deck. Norma waddled behind her, clutching the red satin sheet around 

herself.  

 The deck cleaners cleared away the sand in a desultory fashion and talked in hushed 

voices about who Artemisia and Psappho may have been talking about. Below deck, Norma 

scrubbed purple paint off her body and hair and changed into clean clothes. Elvis laid Jai 

carefully on Artemisia’s bed and then sadly watched over his friend until Artemisia entered 

the cabin and asked him, gently, in a voice he’d never heard in all the years they’d lived 

together on this ship, to draw warm water in a basin for her. Then she removed Jai’s clothes 

and washed his entire body with the scented water. Elvis hovered near, fetching clean 

water, clean cloths and towels. Together they placed discreet cotton wool and plastic in 

order to stop seepage. They dressed him in his favourite outfit: blue jeans, a soft cotton 

shirt, a belt with a buckle from Memphis that Elvis had given him, a fringed suede jacket, 

and leather boots. They debated whether it was right to comb his newly washed hair. 

Finally, Elvis took up a comb and Artemisia a hairdryer and when they’d finished, Jai 

looked as spiffy as a model. ‘Not quite right, is it?’ Elvis said, looking at the blonde waves 

against the dark pillowcase. ‘No,’ Artemisia said slowly. ‘But he doesn’t have to hide his 

beauty with untidiness now.’  

 ‘You’re right. He was too pretty to be a man.’ 

 ‘Not really. But he didn’t like people to think he looked girlish,’ Artemisia said, 

stroking his cheek.  

 ‘I’m sorry, Artemisia.’ Elvis put his arm around her. She looked at him and her jaw 

trembled.  
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 Psappho felt Artemisia’s silent grief from her own cabin. She thought about what 

she’d asked her, no commanded her, to do. It was wrong, and could cause unimaginable 

repercussions. It also galled her that her oldest friend had been so authoritarian with her. If 

only she’d asked, begged her to do it, as a favour. 

 Psappho let her consciousness drift into Artemisia’s cabin. It came to her that this 

loss hurt more than most for Artemisia, who …. Psappho didn’t know how to finish the 

thought. Jai had seemed such an insignificant scrap of humanity. No importance at all in the 

world. But, she remembered that, at times it’s the insignificant scraps that most easily 

worm their way into our hearts because we don’t build up walls to keep them out. She 

sighed again. Nevertheless, she would do what Artemisia had commanded. It was 

impossible. 

 Artemisia eventually sent Elvis from the cabin, bathed herself and dressed carefully. 

She needed to dress like a queen, a queen in mourning. She didn’t own black clothes 

because black didn’t suit her, so she chose a velvet gown the colour of sable, so darkly 

brown it was almost black, but not quite enough to drain her of colour. It fitted her 

perfectly, having been created by a master-seamstress. The bodice held her small breasts 

snug and erect; it had been inlaid with numerous tiny pieces of bone that gave the garment 

its supreme support. She called Norma in to help with her hair, which she coiled in an 

elaborate tower, kept in place with hairspray and jet hairpins. Artemisia could make herself 

seem as majestic as she liked when she had a mind to it, but she also knew the props of 

height – tall hair and high-heeled boots – helped. She hung heavy amber and gold jewellery 

in her ears and around her neck, colours designed to bring out the gold glints in her own 

eyes. When she’d completed dressing, she and Norma went to the cockpit.  

 Like Norma, Emily and K were dressed in black out of respect for Jai. Isabelle wore 

white Arab robes, her way of showing respect. She’d shaved her head. The faces of all the 

crew showed their shock, sadness and confusion over this horrible turn of events.  

 From the cockpit window, Artemisia immediately put her attention on the bow of 

the ship, where she expected to see Psappho. She had just muttered, ‘Where is she?’ when 

Psappho came into the cockpit.  

To the degree that Artemisia was dressed grandly, Psappho was dressed humbly, in 

a dark indigo cotton shift that fell from her shoulders to her feet. Her fair hair had been 

unravelled from the dozens of long braids and rippled past her waist.  

‘Have you done as I’ve asked you?’ 
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‘You didn’t ask. You commanded,’ replied Psappho.  

‘Have you done as I’ve commanded you?’ Artemisia said flatly.  

‘No.’ 

Artemisia didn’t reply. A red flush swept across her face, and the lines around her 

mouth twitched.   

 The ship motored smoothly and without human sounds further and further away 

from land. Did Artemisia have a plan? What was going to happen to Jai? To Tess? The 

crew were too afraid to ask questions, and neither Artemisia nor Psappho offered any 

explanation, or spoke a word. 

They puttered slowly away from the coast of Australia. The seconds seemed to hang 

in the air before they dropped into the ocean of time. At the point where the Emily began to 

feel brave enough to start asking questions, Psappho suddenly made a sound, as if from the 

back of her throat. She left the cockpit quickly, with no explanation. She appeared at the 

bow of the ship. With swift movements, she lifted the cotton dress up and over her head, 

dropped it on the deck She stood quietly, naked.  

 ‘It’s time to stop,’ Artemisia said. ‘Take over from me, Elvis. Drop anchor and keep 

her steady.’ She let go of the wheel as Elvis put his hands on it. As she strode out of the 

cockpit door, she heard the splash of the anchor hitting the water. The faces of the four 

women left in the cockpit were pressed against the glass as they strained to see what 

Psappho was looking at in the water. They glimpsed a figure that seemed to float on an 

enormous pink shell. 

 ‘Is it a mermaid?’ K asked. The crew murmured and stood on their toes in an 

attempt to see more.  

 ‘No, it’s a chaise longue that looks like a mermaid’s tail,’ said Norma. ‘See, she has 

legs.’ 

 ‘What the hell is that?’ K said. ‘Is it real?’ 

 ‘A woman,’ said Isabelle. 

 ‘A nude woman,’ said Norma. 

 ‘Do you think it’s one of the muses?’ asked Emily. 

 There was a small silence as nobody felt qualified to answer. ‘No,’ Norma said 

slowly. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

 ‘What?’ several people said at one time. 



 ~ 298 ~ 

  

 Norma said slowly, ‘She is on a shell. She has no clothes on. Psappho has no 

clothes. Psappho is a priestess of Aphrodite…’ 

 ‘You think she is Aphrodite?’ Emily said, her mouth hanging open at the end of her 

question. They stared at the woman on the shell. 

 Outside, the fixed wave carrying the shell which bore the goddess Aphrodite on her 

mermaid-tail chaise longue moved closer to the ship. Artemisia and Psappho waited quietly 

until the goddess had stopped moving. 

 She was beautiful. Luxurious curves, full breasts, slender waist, dark honey-toned 

skin, pink lips, aquiline nose, symmetrical facial features, flawless complexion, large 

almond shaped brown eyes, luscious dark hair cut into short curls held back from her face 

by wisps of white cloud. The crew stared at her, and she seemed to be looking into the 

cockpit at them. There was something in the way she looked at them that made them desire 

even more to simply gaze at her.  

 Both Psappho and Artemisia bowed as Aphrodite stepped onto The Halicarnassus.  

 ‘You greet me clothed, Queen Artemisia?’ 

 ‘Welcome, protectress of the sea. It’s a little chilly for nudity this afternoon.’ 

 ‘My beloved Psappho comes before me unveiled.’ 

 ‘Psappho is your priestess. I am not.’ 

 ‘Ah, we are working on you, Queen Artemisia. And we will get you one day.’ 

 ‘Perhaps so, but not this afternoon, my lady.’ 

 Aphrodite turned toward Psappho. ‘You do her bidding? You are the minion of a 

mortal now?’ 

 Psappho fought her irritation, but lifted her face and said, ‘I do only your bidding, 

my lady. I declined to call you, but you, everknowing, have come anyway.’ 

 ‘Ah, Queen Artemisia. You wished to speak to me?’ 

 ‘I have a question, my lady.’ 

 ‘Which question?’ Aphrodite’s face became sly as she turned toward Artemisia. 

‘The question of why your young lover died so tragically?’ 

 ‘I know the answer to that question, my lady.’ 

 ‘You do? Is that why you’re looking so stoic and hard-hearted, when your love lies 

cold in your own bed?’ 

 A muscle in Artemisia’s left cheek flickered with spasms. ‘A young lover is not the 

same as a young love.’ 
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 ‘No? I had been led to believe my son has been playing his games with you.’ 

 Artemisia felt a ripping pain in her left breast. She looked down and saw a small 

turquoise arrow poking out of the exposed top quarter of her breast. She pulled it out, 

suppressing a reaction to the pain. She held the bloody tip toward Aphrodite. ‘For you to 

return to Eros. He’s losing his touch.’ 

 ‘Ooooh, I think not, Queen Artemisia. But I shall not persist if you wish to be so 

vain.’ She turned her back and leant over the gunwale. ‘What a glorious afternoon. A day 

for lying on a beach, sipping ambrosia, or pina colada, n’est-ce pas?’ She wiggled her 

backside. 

 Artemisia’s temper flared. ‘Why are we here, my lady?’ She flung the turquoise 

arrow over the gunwale.  

 ‘A philosophical question? You should have summoned Socrates if you wished to 

discuss philosophy. It’s not my forté. Love,’ she said expansively, ‘is my forté.’ She turned 

and faced the other women, her arms moved along the gunwale as she leant back against it. 

 Psappho narrowed her eyes at Artemisia and then turned to Aphrodite. ‘Artemisia 

knows that the price for the treasure was too high. But that price was paid.’ She glanced at 

Artemisia, then asked quietly. ‘Why were we returned to the ship, my lady?’ 

 ‘Was it because the final bear was broken before its time? The white scarf was 

empty,’ Artemisia interposed. 

 ‘So many questions.’ Aphrodite shook her head. 

 ‘And here are some more. We gave those damn red demons what they wanted. Why 

didn’t they take us to the treasure? It is like I just said. The bear was broken too early. 

That’s why you killed Jai. You inspired Tess to do it!’ Artemisia clenched her fists. ‘I knew 

it.’ 

 ‘I do not inspire. That’s the job of the muses. And the bear was incidental.’ 

Aphrodite bent down and scratched her knee. ‘The bear was to make it more fun for you. 

To give you a treasure hunt.’ She fluffed her hair and disturbed the wispy clouds. ‘This is 

what you mortals like, isn’t it? I satisfy your desires – all desires of the heart, not just the 

sensual ones. And perhaps,’ Aphrodite glanced at Artemisia, ‘young Tess showed the 

courage you lacked, hmm? The courage to make the sacrifice required?’ 

 ‘My lady,’ Psappho said, restraining Artemisia. ‘But we wish to understand. Why 

that play? Why that catastrophe? Why Jai? Was that meant to happen?’ 
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 Aphrodite stroked Psappho’s flossy hair. ‘I can’t direct what happens. I just put 

things in the way of human beings and see what you do with them. You know that.’ She 

turned toward Artemisia, her hand still on Psappho’s head. ‘You, Queen Artemisia, surely 

know that after such a long time in this world.’ 

 ‘That I do know,’ Artemisia’s voice was hard. ‘But why didn’t you give me the 

prize?’ Her voice rose, ‘especially after such a sacrifice. If it wasn’t the breaking of the 

bear, what was it? Those red demons …’ 

 ‘They were not demons,’ Aphrodite’s voice was truculent. ‘They were nature spirits 

reacting honestly – if they were pleased, they rewarded, if not, then not.’ 

 ‘They were pleased…’ 

 ‘And you will be rewarded.’ 

 ‘How?’ 

 ‘I have your prize here.’ 

 Artemisia and Psappho watched as Aphrodite leant toward her shell and opened a 

box. It was a hexagonal, like an old-fashioned hatbox. The latch appeared to be made of 

diamonds. The box itself was decorated in découpage. Psappho leaned closer to see the 

pictures. She was surprised to see they were all of human women, movie stars, screen 

goddesses. As Aphrodite pulled an item from the box and then dropped the lid, Psappho 

caught sight of a photograph of shapely Norma, wrapped in nothing but white fur. 

Aphrodite turned back to the women.  

 ‘What is it?’ Artemisia said impatiently.  

 ‘You are very impatient, Queen Artemisia.’ 

 ‘I’ve had enough waiting, and enough of being played with.’ 

 ‘How demanding you are! It’s lucky for you I’m in such a good mood today.’ 

Artemisia glared at her. ‘Here is your treasure, then. May you enjoy it, as, we have seen, 

you have sacrified much for it,’ Aphrodite said. She handed a necklace of what looked like 

pearls to Artemisia. They were round gems, about a centimetre in diameter, and they 

gleamed creamily.  

 Artemisia took hold of the necklace and examined it closely. She knew the value of 

gems, of pearls, and was trying to make an assessment. These felt heavy in her hand, and 

their colour was pure and of a good quality. They were cool against her fingers, but 

strangely, sent a warm feeling to her heart. They were immensely pleasurable to hold. Her 

distress over Jai began to lessen, and the tension in her back seemed to melt away. She felt 
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her courage flooding back. Psappho reached out to touch the pearls, gesturing for Artemisia 

to give them to her. Artemisia felt a great reluctance to let them go.  

 Psappho put a hand on Artemisia’s shoulder. ‘Let me have them, Misia.’ Artemisia 

let the pearls be taken from her fingers. She turned to Aphrodite, the knots in her back 

beginning to tighten again. ‘They seem like ordinary pearls. They’re beautiful, and I think 

they’re worth a great deal. But I can’t see how mere jewellery can be the greatest treasure 

of the age.’ 

 Aphrodite yawned and bunched her shoulders. ‘Ah, Queen Artemisia. Still 

impatient! Can’t you tell that these are special pearls?’ 

 Artemisia frowned. She turned toward Psappho, who was holding the pearls up to 

the light, watching the sunlight bounce off them.  

 ‘Well, Queen Artemisia, I don’t dictate the greatest treasures of the ages,’ Aphrodite 

said in a teacherly fashion. Her face became less stern as she continued, somewhat airily, 

‘They are born in the hearts of human beings. You must wear the pearls to get the full 

effect. Really, you act like you’ve never heard of magic.’ 

 Artemisia looked sceptically at Aphrodite, and then gestured to Psappho to give her 

the necklace. Psappho’s fist instinctively clutched at the pearls before she handed them to 

Artemisia, who briskly slipped the necklace over her head.  

 ‘How does that feel, dear?’ asked Aphrodite, with an exaggerated solicitousness.  

 Artemisia grunted and looked down at the necklace, which reached a little further 

than her breasts. Psappho spoke first: ‘The colours are changing.’ 

 Artemisia picked up the necklace and held it away from her body. The pearls were 

indeed changing to a dark sable colour.’ She looked up at Aphrodite. 

 ‘It’s adaptable, dear. Suits everyone.’ 

 Psappho said, ‘How does it feel, Misia?’ 

 Artemisia continued to look down at the necklace. She considered Psappho’s 

question. ‘It feels pleasant,’ she said slowly, dreamily. ‘It’s like taking a drug for pain. That 

euphoric feeling when you suddenly realise the pain has gone. I feel a little light-headed.’ 

 Psappho turned toward Aphrodite who was smiling, somewhat slyly Psappho 

thought. ‘And this means, my lady, the greatest treasure of this age is to be … to be ….’ 

 ‘Yes. Pain-free explains it well enough.’ 

 Artemisia looked up sharply. ‘Let me get this straight,’ she said. ‘This necklace just 

makes you feel good.’ 
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 ‘Yes, my dear. Feeling good is pleasant, n’est-ce pas? And human beings like all 

that is pleasant?’ 

 ‘Well, yes.’ 

 ‘Like I said, I don’t dictate the desires of mortals …’ 

 ‘Yes,’ Artemisia said sourly. ‘You just satisfy them.’ 

 ‘You are being very disrespectful, Queen Artemisia. Especially when I’ve just given 

you such a magnificent prize.’  

 Artemisia heard the warning tone of the goddess, and willed herself to be silent. To 

think. The necklace was probably making her head woolly. She thought she should take it 

off, but felt so disinclined.   

 ‘All that effort,’ Artemisia began leadenly. ‘Bringing artists through time and 

getting them to create those pieces of art. Jai’s death. All for this necklace which makes you 

feel good,’ Artemisia said.  

 ‘That is your reaction,’ Aphrodite said sharply. ‘I do not dictate mortals’ responses 

either!’ 

Psappho watched Artemisia. Her face was soft. Innocent as a baby, Psappho 

recognised. The realisation made her feel angry.   

Aphrodite stepped back onto her shell. ‘I have finished here,’ she said. Psappho 

quickly knelt before her, and bowed her head. Aphrodite laid her hand on Psappho’s head 

and whispered a blessing. As Psappho rose, Aphrodite caressed her own neck and smiled. 

The shell began to float away from The Halicarnassus. Aphrodite turned her back. A mist 

arose, and the goddess disappeared into it.  

Artemisia and Psappho stood at the bow, watching Aphrodite disappear into the 

mist. They stood silent for quite some time afterward. Every now and then, Artemisia 

touched her chest and held the necklace away from her body for a few moments. The 

longer they stood together, the more frequently Artemisia picked at the necklace. Finally 

Psappho noticed.  

‘What is it, Misia?’  

Artemisia continued to stare into the mist as she answered. ‘I don’t know. I keep 

feeling that something is prickling me.’ She looked down at the sable pearls. She tugged at 

the necklace, holding it out from her body. The pearls were heavy. They felt quite warm. At 

first she could only feel the pleasantness, the desire to rub the pearls between her fingers. 

But the feeling had began to change. The desire to fondle them began to compete with a 
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desire to rip them away from her neck. It was as if the pearls had grown thorns and they 

were piercing her skin.   
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Chapter 28 

Postscripts 

 

K lay on the deck on a striped beach towel. She wore a yellow swimsuit and the latest 

fashion in sunglasses. Her pale skin was now healthily tanned. She’d lost the sad thin look 

of an end-stage cancer patient and her body was fleshy and toned. Her dark blonde hair had 

grown back healthy and shiny. She felt good as she’d not felt good for quite some time in 

her old life. She missed her family and friends, but she was not a person to dwell on the 

past or wish for the impossible. If she hadn’t taken Psappho’s offer, she would be dead 

now, lost to her family either way. Secretly, she was happy, but she worked hard to keep 

this from being too obvious because the rest of the crew were in mourning for Jai and Tess. 

K, who’d liked both of them, hadn’t had time to bond deeply with either so their loss hadn’t 

made the same impact. She didn’t know what to make of the discussions about finding Tess 

or bringing Jai back. She presumed these plans were possible because she herself had been 

brought through time, but how, or what the logistics were, and why Artemisia was adamant 

about the one being impossible and the other undesirable, she didn’t understand. She 

listened and tried to learn. She had high hopes for her life as a buccaneer in the 21st century. 

This was a second chance at life and she wanted to make the best of it.  

 She opened her eyes when she heard the click of a lighter and smelt the fumes of lit 

tobacco. ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘you’re a godsend. Gimme one, ta.’ 

 Isabelle handed her the lit cigarette and lit another for herself. She leant against the 

gunwale and puffed out smoke rings. ‘I did not realise how much Jai and Tess worked,’ she 

said. ‘My bones are aching.’ 

 ‘You’re getting a lot of the heavy work, aren’t you?’ K looked sympathetically at 

Isabelle.  

 ‘Someone must to do it. You women are hopeless to do heavy work.’ 

 ‘I just swabbed the deck!’ 

 ‘Swabbing! Bah, it is nothing. You do swabbing in your bikini.’ 

 ‘All right. But stop grumbling. Will they bring someone else to do some of the 

work?’ 

 ‘I do not know. Artemisia is silent like the grave.’ 

 ‘She’s hardly around, is she.’ 

 ‘She must to mourn in her own way.’ 
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 ‘I s’pose so.’ They listened to the slap of the waves while they drew the tobacco 

into their lungs. The ship was anchored somewhere in the Indian Ocean and the weather 

was tourist brochure perfect. 

 Isabelle flicked some ash and said, ‘You like it here, no?’ 

 ‘I do. Does it tell?’ 

 ‘Yes. I like it, too, mostly.’ 

 ‘Do you miss Jai and Tess terribly?’ 

 ‘Terribly. You do not know how much you like a person until the person goes 

away.’ 

 ‘Will we go back for Tess do you think?’ 

 Isabelle shrugged. ‘Artemisia says no. Psappho says yes.’ She took a drag on her 

cigarette. ‘With most people, you know – yeah, they give in. Go back and get the girl. But 

Artemisia? And because of Jai? Perhaps no. Artemisia makes hard decisions.’  

 ‘Seems rotten to me, leaving her God knows where.’ 

 ‘It is true. Also, maybe we cannot find Tess. She went out of the circle. Where did 

she go?’ 

 ‘It’s all so weird I can’t even begin to guess.’ 

 They heard a splash off the starboard side and K asked, ‘What’s that? Porpoises?’ 

Isabelle leant over the gunwale. ‘It is Elvis,’ she said, waving at him. He threw an 

arm into the air in response and then started swimming in strong even strokes around the 

ship. Isabelle watched his progress and the waves, lit another cigarette. She looked along 

the deck. She said to K, ‘Emily and Psappho, again talking.’ 

‘Emily’s still angry, isn’t she.’ 

‘She and Tess are good friends.’ 

Psappho had been spending considerable time trying to placate Emily. She and 

Artemisia were at loggerheads over Tess’s rescue, that is, when Artemisia was available to 

be at loggerheads with. However, this conversation was not about Tess. Emily was also 

angry about Jai. 

‘He should have been buried near his family,’ Emily said, dogmatically. 

‘It’s over, Emily. Forget it. It doesn’t matter now where he lies.’ 

‘It does matter. He must have a mother. We should have found his family.’ 

‘Artemisia said he had none.’ 
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‘No. She didn’t say that, she said they weren’t worth finding. Just like Tess. Not 

worth finding. She has no right to make these decisions.’ 

‘She is the captain of this ship.’ 

‘She is not the captain of our lives.’ 

‘Well, in some ways she is, Emily. And she did know Jai better than any of us. 

What do you know of his family? Nothing. Just like the rest of us. I bet he told Artemisia a 

lot.’ 

Emily’s grievance had been caused by Artemisia’s decision about where to bury Jai 

and how she’d executed that decision. The crew had spent nearly two days debating and 

doing web searches in an attempt to locate information about Jai’s home town so that they 

could take him to his family. They hadn’t been successful, but still, they’d expected to 

return to Australia for his funeral.  

Artemisia had given no opportunity for joint-decision-making. She’d walked in on 

one of their discussions and announced that Jai had been buried. When questioned, she’d 

admitted to taking him to Bodrum, in Turkey, and that he was now at rest and they were to 

let the matter go. How she managed to get him there without their help, Psappho couldn’t 

begin to guess. But she knew Artemisia’s resourcefulness only too well. And her 

determination.  

The crew had been upset and furious with her for denying them the chance to attend 

his funeral and say good-bye properly. For making this decision on her own, and acting on 

it secretly. Emily most of all.  

‘It’s a mark of respect, you know, her taking him there,’ Psappho said gently. 

‘Bodrum used to be Halicarnassus. That was her home, her first home.’ 

‘I don’t care. It isn’t right. Nothing is right anymore.’ 

‘Emily,’ Psappho said wearily. She’d run out of things to say and was tired of 

repeating the same old arguments. She was also tired of defending Artemisia, whom she 

didn’t agree with herself. She’d been as hurt and angry as the rest of the crew. She looked 

up and saw Isabelle at the other end of the deck. She waved; Isabelle waved back. A feeling 

of relief swept through her. Share the load, she thought. ‘Come on. Let’s join the others.’ 

She hooked her arm through the crook of one of Emily’s and together they strolled 

along the deck. Psappho was reminded of a time in Bath – probably close to the time Emily 

herself would have lived in England – when she’d been in love with a redhead with green 
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eyes, and how they’d promenaded arm-in-arm along the beach and the ballrooms, and spent 

hours together in the baths, and nobody had batted an eye. 

They arrived at Isabelle and K’s spot at the same time Elvis scrambled up the side 

of the ship. He sat on the gunwale in his black spandex shorts, dripping water and flicking 

droplets from his hair.  

‘May I join you ladies?’ he said in his slurry Southern accent. 

‘Not if you thrash water around like that,’ Emily said sharply. ‘Do desist, Elvis. I 

shall catch cold if you drench me.’ 

‘Aw, Em. When you gonna learn you don’t have to worry about colds anymore.’ He 

rubbed his wet hair against her arm and she slapped him. K and Isabelle made eye contact 

as they wiped water off their own arms. 

 Relieved that Emily’s attention had turned to Elvis, Psappho collapsed beside K 

and stretched out her legs. Her hair was bundled in a loose knot on the top of her head and 

she unpinned it, letting the long strands fall about her. She looked up at the sun. 

‘You look like a lady who needs a drink.’ They all heard Norma’s whispery voice at 

the same time, turning as she emerged bearing a tray with tall glasses. ‘Gin slings for 

everyone.’ 

As the crew drank greedily, they began to relax. The tensions of the past few weeks, 

and the extra work caused by the loss of the two hardest workers on the ship, had been 

difficult for all of them. It was, perhaps, Psappho thought, a mark of the changes onboard 

that nobody asked where Artemisia was. She’d spent so little time with them lately that her 

absence was now taken for granted. Not good for the crew’s morale, she knew, and she 

would have to tackle Artemisia soon about it. But not now. She sipped her sling.  

Emily raised her glass and tapped it with a long fingernail. ‘I wish to propose a 

toast,’ she said. The others quietened and looked at her. ‘To the return of Tess and Jai.’ 

Silently, the others raised their glasses and drank. It was something they all wished 

for, but no-one but Psappho dared to reply. She held her glass high and said, ‘I agree. To 

the return of Tess and Jai.’ 

Heartened and hopeful, the crew raised their glasses.  

 

 

Tess walked and stumbled. She grew tired and hungry, and very very thirsty. It was at the 

extreme thirst stage that she began to emerge from her somnambulistic state and began to 
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remember what she’d done to Jai. Thankfully, her exhaustion and the weakness allowed her 

to quickly push her terrible miscalculation further to the back of her mind. 

 She hadn’t felt the tremor of the falling earth that had taken away her friends. She 

plodded through the desert, her hands sometimes grazing the standing stones with absent-

minded caresses. She saw nobody, but sometimes thought she felt the presence of 

somebodies. She kept rambling mindlessly. She had nowhere to stay and no reason to stop. 

She would walk until she knew that it was time to stop. That’s what she told herself.  

 Then, suddenly, as if bewitched, she fell asleep. Dropping to the red earth, she 

curled up against a large curving standing stone which cradled her, and she slept, she had 

no idea for how long. When she woke, she was no longer in the Pinnacles desert, but was 

cradled by the curving above-ground roots of an enormous Jarrah tree. She was in the 

forest. Dazed and hungry, she followed the tracks through the forest. She had no idea which 

way to go, nothing was familiar, or it was all familiar. She ate small hard berries when she 

came across them and sometimes they were all right, and sometimes they gave her a pain in 

the gut. She licked dew off the leaves in the early morning – because the endless twilight 

didn’t continue in the forest, there were days and nights. She felt safe in the forest, calm, 

not happy, not unhappy. She was still hungry, but her thirst was sated. She was lonely. 

Frightened. Occasionally she saw people, but none saw her. She could walk through them. 

She didn’t know if it was because she wasn’t real, or that they weren’t. 

 After she’d wandered for several days and nights she suddenly walked out of the 

forest onto a smooth rock surface. It startled her to be out of the forest. Then she recognised 

where she was. She looked upward, her eye following the curve of the huge wave that 

hovered above, as if about to break and shed an earthy cascade on top of her. She sank to 

the ground, buried her face in her hands, and cried. 

 Later that day, the owner of the caravan park discovered her sitting at the rock and, 

worried because of her thinness and dirtiness and vacuousness, insisted she come back to 

their caravan and be made aright. His wife immediately fed her canned soup and toast with 

margarine, and gave her a chocolate bar and a mug of tea. They offered her one of the 

caravans to sleep in and she accepted. She collapsed on a narrow bunk and slept for 20 

hours.  

 The caravan park owners, Steve and Raeleen Woodhouse, who didn’t know her and 

had no memory of Artemisia and her crew, discussed whether they should report the girl to 
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the police. The situation was odd, but she didn’t look dangerous. They decided to wait until 

she woke up and see what story she told.  

 But Tess wouldn’t say where she’d been and what she was doing all alone in 

Hyden. She insisted that she didn’t want anyone contacted on her behalf. She wanted to 

collect her thoughts before she moved on. She offered to clean the shower and toilet block, 

and do odd jobs, for the right to stay on in the caravan. The Woodhouses, being kind 

people, agreed; but they hoped she would either tell them what had happened or move on 

soon. Lost looking girls like Tess were a worry. They kept an eye on her, and watched her 

stomach for suspicious growth – they thought she was a girl in trouble – but generally, they 

left Tess her privacy. 

 After her chores, which she executed swiftly, Tess spent her days on the rock, 

staring at the great wave, contemplating what she knew. Occasionally she went for walks. 

She avoided the tourists, and spent minimal time with the Woodhouses, although she was 

always polite. Each night she washed out her clothes and hung them on a small airer 

Raeleen Woodhouse had lent her so that they would be dry for next day’s wearing. 

 Then one day, just past her second week at Hyden, as she was sitting on her 

customary rock where she had an excellent view of the wave but could easily be ignored by 

other visitors, Tess heard familiar voices drifting through the small bush area approaching 

the rock. She watched with a mixture of fear and excitement as they emerged from the trees 

and stepped onto the flat rocky surface below the wave.  

 ‘You won’t believe this, Art,’ Meike said, for the thousandth time. And then she 

gasped, staring up at the wave. ‘My God, I don’t believe it!’ 

 Bianca, who’d come a few steps behind, said, ‘What the hell could have happened? 

 ‘This explains why you never received that invitation to the launch, girls,’ the man 

said. Tess had no idea who this man was. He was much older than the two girls. Was he the 

father of one of them? 

 ‘How can it be gone!’ Meike cried. Tess looked up at the wave, observing it along 

with the girls. She’d asked herself the same question so many times in the past two weeks. 

It was all streaky reds and greys and whites and blacks. All natural rock. The great 

Gentileschi masterpiece had been completely wiped. 

 Bianca inspected the wall closely. ‘There’s not a scrap of evidence of paint,’ she 

said, her voice incredulous. ‘I can’t believe it. Surely there would be some remnants of 

paint.’ She turned toward the man. ‘Wouldn’t there, Art?’ 
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 Art must be his name, Tess thought. They both called him that. Not a father then. 

 The man, Art, stood beside Bianca and ran his fingers over the wall. ‘Doesn’t look 

like anything’s been here. There’s no disturbance at all to the natural markings.’ He turned 

and looked at Meike, whose attractive face was bunched up with incomprehension. ‘Are 

you sure it was Wave Rock? Could you have been somewhere else?’ 

 ‘No!’ the girls said loudly and in unison.  

 ‘Then this is pretty mysterious,’ Art said.  

 ‘You believe us, don’t you?’ Bianca asked, her face squinty with confusion. 

 ‘I don’t know, guys. This rock doesn’t look like it’s seen any paint – which is 

exactly as it should be. But then, those women definitely hired you to paint something. I 

spoke with them myself, and I saw the money they gave you.’ He patted the rock and 

turned away. Grinning, he said, ‘You didn’t rob a bank, did you?’ 

 Meike made a face at him, and in turning toward him, spotted Tess. Her face 

brightened. ‘Tess, oh my God,’ she yelled. ‘So, you’re still here. What happened to the 

painting?’ 

 Tess stood up, dusting the seat of her pants. She dawdled over to the three of them, 

feeling self-conscious as they were watching her closely, their eagerness for answers 

evident on their faces. She licked her lips before saying, ‘I don’t know.’ 

 Bianca said, ‘What do you mean? How can you not know?’ 

 ‘I don’t know,’ Tess said. ‘I don’t know why the painting isn’t there anymore.’ 

 ‘So there was a painting here,’ Art asked, pointing to the wave. 

 ‘Yes,’ said Tess. ‘It was wonderful.’ 

 ‘It sure was,’ said Bianca. ‘Who removed it then?’ 

 ‘I can tell you, it’s unlikely there was ever any painting on this rock. There’d be 

some residue of the paint, and certainly evidence of its removal,’ Art said firmly. 

 ‘And we’re telling you there was,’ said Meike. ‘And Tess here can back us up, can’t 

you, Tess.’ 

 ‘I’m sorry, we haven’t met,’ said Art. ‘I’m Art Russo, Meike and Bianca’s art 

teacher.’ 

 ‘I’m Tess.’  

 ‘Just Tess?’ 

 ‘Just Tess.’ 

 ‘Where are the others?’ Bianca asked. 
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 ‘I don’t know.’ 

 ‘Don’t know much, do ya?’ said Meike. 

 ‘I guess not.’ 

 ‘They didn’t leave you here, did they?’ 

 ‘Not exactly. I … I was separated from the group.’ 

 ‘Are you waiting for them to come back?’ 

 ‘Oh, no,’ Tess stuttered. 

 ‘What! What are you doing here then?’ 

 ‘I’m working for the owners of the caravan park.’ 

 ‘Doing what?’ 

 ‘Just cleaning the shower block. Things like that.’ 

 Meike and Bianca screwed up their noses and looked at each other. ‘Stuff that,’ said 

Meike. ‘You can do better than that, Tess. You shouldn’t be out here in the back of beyond 

cleaning dirty loos.’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ said Bianca. ‘Don’t you have a home somewhere else?’ 

 ‘No,’ said Tess sadly. ‘I don’t.’ 

 ‘What are your plans, Tess?’ asked Art in a gentle voice. 

 ‘I’m not sure,’ Tess said slowly. ‘I suppose I should get a better job, or move 

somewhere.’ Her voice was uncertain.  

 ‘I can’t believe they left you,’ said Bianca. 

 ‘I can. That Artemisia woman is a bitch,’ said Meike. 

 ‘No. No, she isn’t,’ said Tess. ‘She just has a lot of responsibility.’ 

 Meike’s voice became snarly. ‘I don’t understand you guys, sticking up for her. 

That Jai was the same. He was wasted on that bitch.’ When Tess heard Jai’s name, she 

flinched.  

 ‘Do you really not know what happened to this painting?’ Art asked. ‘Are you sure 

it was here?’  

 Tess nodded. ‘It was here, but I don’t know what happened to it. I’ve been looking 

at the rock for days, trying to figure it out. I was starting to think it was a dream.’ 

 ‘If it was, it was one we all had,’ said Bianca. 

 ‘The couple at the kiosk don’t know anything either,’ said Meike. ‘We asked them 

about it before we came down here.’ 

 ‘No. They don’t know anything,’ said Tess quietly. 



 ~ 312 ~ 

  

 ‘Well it sounds like this little mystery isn’t going to be solved today,’ said Art. 

 ‘It’s got me stumped,’ said Meike. 

 ‘We may as well go back to Perth then,’ said Bianca in a defeated tone. ‘I just can’t 

believe it.’ She went back to the rock and began to examine it again. 

 ‘What are you going to do, Tess? Do you want a lift back to Perth?’ said Art. 

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Tess. Her brow wrinkled and she tried to think quickly. A voice 

inside was trying to be heard. On impulse, she said, ‘Maybe going to Perth is a good idea. 

It’s a big city, though, isn’t it?’ 

 ‘Not a big city,’ said Bianca, laughing. ‘I guess it’s a city all right.’ 

 ‘Do you have family there?’ asked Art.  

 Tess shook her head. 

 ‘Friends?’ 

 She shook her head again. Art scratched his ear. Bianca and Meike looked at each 

other. 

 ‘Hey, Tess. What about you come live with us until you get on your feet? We share 

with a few other people in a big house. It’s not very flash, but you could sleep on the sofa 

bed for a bit,’ suggested Bianca. 

 ‘And people are always moving in and out of the place,’ said Meike. ‘You could 

have your own room after a while.’ 

 ‘That’s if you wanted to stay,’ Bianca said quickly. ‘Or you could move out once 

you get on your feet. Up to you.’ 

 Tess sucked on her bottom lip. ‘I don’t have any money,’ she said, looking at the 

ground. 

 ‘Oh,’ said Meike, looking at Art. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter in the short run.’ 

 ‘I could get a job,’ Tess said quickly. ‘I’m a good worker.’ 

 ‘What can you do?’ Bianca asked. 

 ‘I can milk cows and I make excellent butter,’ Tess said eagerly. 

 Meike’s and Bianca’s faces crinkled. Meike said, ‘Not much work available with 

cows in Perth, Tess.’ 

 ‘Maybe the zoo,’ Bianca said encouragingly. 

 ‘I’ve got a cousin who owns a café. He’s always looking for extra kitchenhands and 

wait staff,’ said Art.  

 ‘What do a kitchenhand and wait staff do?’  
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 ‘A kitchenhand washes dishes and wait staff serve people,’ said Bianca. 

 ‘I can wash dishes,’ said Tess, beginning to smile. ‘I can serve people.’ 

 ‘I’m sure you can,’ said Art.  

 ‘She can cook good, too,’ said Meike. ‘If I remember correctly.’ 

 ‘I can cook,’ said Tess, nodding her head. 

 After Tess had explained her plans to the Woodhouses and said good-bye to them – 

they were both glad she would be off their hands and sorry to see such a hard worker leave 

them – the four of them piled into Art’s rickety Citroën and started on the four hour journey 

back to Perth. Bianca sat in the front with Art, and Meike and Tess settled in the back seat. 

Art tried to make conversation with Tess by asking her where she’d come from in England. 

‘You’ve got a lovely soft burr,’ he said.  

 ‘Thank you.’ 

 ‘And you’re from?’ 

 ‘A little village. Nobody knows it.’ 

 ‘Oh, well. Have you been away from it long?’ 

 ‘Yes, I haven’t been there for a very long time.’ Tess’s voice sounded so miserable 

Art didn’t have the heart to continue the conversation. He searched his mind for some other 

topic, but soon decided Tess had things she needed to think about and didn’t pursue it. 

 Tess was silent while Meike and Bianca bantered with each other and tried to draw 

Art into silly conversations. He was much like Tess, tending toward quietness, but 

somewhat more receptive to the girls’ nonsense. Tess was busy trying to keep her nerves 

under control. She was terribly frightened, going off to live in a contemporary city all by 

herself. But she reminded herself, she’d made a new life for herself several times. She was 

tough enough to do it again. But then the thought came, perhaps I didn’t. Perhaps only the 

Tess in the book made a new life for herself. Maybe I won’t be able to do it. She stared at 

her fingers in her lap and tried not to cry. I can cook, she told herself. I can clean. I can 

wash dishes. I learned these things. I will be all right. I just won’t think about Jai, and then 

I’ll be all right.  

 ‘Whatcha thinkin’?’ said Meike softly, touching Tess’s arm. ‘Can’t be as bad as all 

that, can it?’ 

 ‘What!’ said Tess, startled. She looked into Meike’s eyes and found the kindness 

she saw there comforting. 
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 ‘Penny for your thoughts,’ Meike said. ‘Or maybe I should offer you a dollar.’ She 

and Bianca laughed. ‘Better offer ten,’ said Bianca. 

 ‘I was just wondering if I’m real or not,’ said Tess, suddenly emboldened. 

 ‘What! Whether you’re real?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ Tess said, hesitating before she said. ‘I’m not sure, you see.’ 

 ‘You’re not sure you’re real,’ Meike stated, her face pulled into a mask of 

incredulity. Tess shook her head.  

 ‘That’s very existential,’ said Art. ‘Maybe none of us are real.’ 

 ‘That’s what some philosophers say,’ said Bianca, turning in her seat. ‘We all just 

think we exist.’ She turned toward Art. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Art?’ 

 ‘Yep. It’s all maya,’ he said. ‘Illusion.’ 

 ‘Why don’t you think you’re real anyway?’ said Bianca. 

 Tess was quiet for a moment, mulling over possible answers. Meike bumped her 

arm. ‘You must have a reason to say that,’ she said. 

 ‘I don’t menstruate,’ blurted Tess, then blushed for saying such an indelicate thing, 

especially in front of a man. 

 ‘Lucky you!’ said Bianca. 

 Meike reached over and grabbed a good pinch of the skin on Tess’s arm and twisted 

it. Tess jumped and yelped, then stared in a horrified way at Meike as she rubbed her arm. 

Meike smiled. ‘See,’ she said. ‘I just pinched you, so you must be real. Can’t feel pain if 

you’re not real, can you?’ 

 Art said, ‘That was unnecessary, Meike.’ 

 ‘Life is pain,’ Meike said expansively, spreading her arms. ‘If the pain is real, thus 

your life is real.’ She leant over swiftly and planted a kiss on Tess’s cheek. ‘I’m making her 

feel better even if it makes her arm ache.’ She spoke directly to Tess. ‘Tomorrow you’ll 

have a bruise and you’ll look at it and know you’re real. You have to be real if you have a 

bruise, don’tcha.’ 

 ‘You believe in tough love, baby,’ said Bianca. ‘Look out, your poor kids!’ 

 ‘They’re gonna love me,’ Meike said self-confidently. Tess smiled tentatively. She 

rubbed her arm and looked at the fading redness of her just-pinched skin. She pressed her 

fingers onto the markings and closed her eyes. She willed herself to bruise. 
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And Artemisia. She used her magic carpet and travelled back in time, to the place and event 

where she was happiest, when she was most herself. Instead of a lumbering lugger filled 

with a crew of semi-mutinous temperamental artists, she stood at the prow of her 

Phoenician-built trireme, high on the Aegean Sea. She wore her old battle costume, leather, 

weather-beaten and blood-smeared; her hair was braided, her legs laced in leather 

strappings. She had one addition from her recent adventure, the white silk scarf, wrapped 

around her waist. It was unwashed, still soiled, and she fingered the stains of blood as she 

surveyed the early morning blueness of the sea. She still marvelled, after thousands of 

years, that oceans and seas all had their distinct colour. The Aegean had a heavy dose of 

cerulean, and back in these times, before the discovery of fossil fuels and ability to pollute, 

the water was clear and clean as a magical sea. She remembered that Isabelle had once 

remarked, casually, as they were watching the sunrise together, that the ocean reminded her 

of the desert. ‘It is just wet desert,’ she’d said. ‘Everywhere you look, you see nothing.’ At 

the time, Artemisia had got her point, but this morning she thought she must have been mad 

to agree with Isabelle. How could one compare this blue majesty to the dreariness of a 

desert? Artemisia hated deserts; hated their dryness. Hated the way they soaked up the 

blood of the slain, whereas water, an ocean or a sea, always washed it away.  

 The first time she’d fought this war she’d known it would be a mistake. On being 

asked her opinion by Xerxes, the King of Persia, she’d told him in no uncertain terms that it 

would be a disastrous mistake. Despite the respect he’d had for her opinion, he’d taken the 

majority’s view – always a foolish idea in Artemisia’s opinion – and she’d been proven 

right. The Battle of Salamis had been a catastrophe for the Persians. It was all there in 

Herodotus. The Greeks had won that day, but the Persian side hadn’t been without its small 

victories. Hers had been the greatest.  

 Now she would relive it all. Most people only had the opportunity to relive their 

glory days in their imaginations; she could relive them in reality. Reality. Tess’s buzzword. 

A bubble of anger rippled through her. As if being real were anything to desire. Jai’d been 

the only ‘real’ person on her ship, the only contemporary with the capability of dying 

anyway, and he’d paid the ultimate price for being real. Tess didn’t know how lucky she 

was. 

 It was almost time to begin. She could feel it. Even if she hadn’t lived this moment 

repeatedly during the past two and half millennia, she would still know that the tingling in 

her stomach and groin promised glorious action. They bobbed on the waves, one ship 
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amongst the Persian fleet; she looked around her at her fellow commanders at their prows. 

All waiting for the word to descend upon the Greek navy.  

 And then the word came, a great shout and the sound of the horn carved from a 

prize bull. Artemisia shouted her own command to set sail and she felt the great heave as 

the 170 men at their oars put their backs to work. She looked behind her and with 

satisfaction saw the effort of the men, packed tightly in their three tiers of benches, their 

faces grimacing with the effort to hurl them across the water.  

 She turned back to watch their progress. It was a fine day, of course. Navies at this 

time did not fight in inclement weather. It would be centuries before Artemisia learnt to 

fight during a howling storm. Battles in the fifth century BC were for blue sky days, with 

the sun on your face. BC! Artemisia thought. How egocentric the western world is. Always 

measuring others by themselves. 

 And then she forgot her philosophising as the Greek navy had been found and the 

ramming and downing had begun. The Greeks had started to back away when they realised 

the might of the Persian fleet attacking them, and then that fool, Ameinias of Pallene, 

turned the tide by ramming one of the Persian ships. That act of bravery forced the other 

cowardly Greeks to rush to his side and aid him, and in the course of that aid, begin to bring 

down more Persian vessels. It was hard to outrun the Greek triremes; they were light and 

swift. But the Phoenician vessels were strong like bulls, and bigger and higher than their 

enemy’s. Sometimes size helped. 

 The intoxication of battle filled Artemisia. She snapped out commands and was all 

places at all times across the deck. She watched ships around her being battered and sunk, 

the cries of dying men in the water, men who knew there was no hope for rescue during the 

heat of battle. Their best chances were to try to swim to the nearest shore, hoping it would 

be their own side, and to stay away from the enemy ships so that they wouldn’t be shot by 

arrows or clubbed by the men leaning over the sides with the intention to wipe out any of 

the floating enemy.  

 The tingle at the back of her neck told Artemisia that it was time. She turned and 

watched the small Athenian ship descending upon her. Ameinias. ‘We will give him good 

chase,’ she yelled to her second in command, who ordered the oarsmen to pick up their 

speed and steered the ship away from the flotilla, bottlenecked with the two navies trying, 

and succeeding, in destroying each other.  
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 With speed not commonly seen in a Phoenician trireme, Artemisia eluded Ameinias 

for quite some time. She enjoyed the chase, the skimming across the blue. But the Greek 

ship was too fast, as she knew it would be. But still, as always, the ship up ahead was there 

as her ready saviour. This was the moment she’d always relished when she relived this 

battle. 

 This time, however, she paused. What had always felt like sweet victory didn’t feel 

right in her stomach. Instead of anticipating the satisfaction she knew she’d get on seeing 

her enemy downed, she started thinking about the many men who would soon be dying in 

front of her. Artemisia rubbed her mouth and forced the feelings away. This was no time 

for queasiness and timidity. If she didn’t survive this reliving, it would be the end of her, 

and both of her crews, this one, and the one floating in the Indian Ocean, 2400 years away. 

She readied herself and called to her second in command.  

 ‘Rodolphius. Get the battering ram ready. We’ll down that ship in front of us.’ 

 Rodolphius squinted ahead and shook his head. ‘No, my queen. It is a Calyndian 

ship, not one of the Greek’s.’ 

 ‘Do as I say,’ Artemisia said in a low voice. 

 ‘Commander!’ 

 ‘Look behind us, you fool. Ameinias will have us in a moment. Our only chance is 

to trick him into believing we’re on his side. Ready the ram and down that ship.’ 

 ‘Commander. I believe King Damasithymus is on that ship,’ Rodolphius said in 

strained voice. 

 Artemisia said, as she’d said many times before: ‘Kings die all the time, 

Rodolphius. He knows the risks of war as we all do when we leave the safety of our home 

shores.’ 

  Rodolphius stared into her eyes for a moment. Artemisia did not blink. He turned 

away and gave the orders as she’d commanded. A small look of wonder and respect was in 

his face, a look that usually gave Artemisia a thrill when she saw it. 

 The long pointy ram at the bow of her ship ploughed with the force of speed into the 

Calyndian vessel, cutting through the wooden planking and sending sprays of splinters and 

blood into the air. Artemisia and Rodolphius stood side by side and watched the surprised 

faces of the Calyndian crew, the look of confusion when they saw her ensign and then the 

fleeting moments when they understood they’d been betrayed. Artemisia did not usually 

feel sorry for them. Their king and commander was a coward and a cheat. Recently in 
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Hellespont he’d refused to pay his gambling debt to her, and had mocked her by offering to 

pay it in a night of fleshly pleasure. As if what he could offer her could match the amount 

of gold he owed her. She knew, from first hand experience, what a braggart the Calyndian 

king was.  

 ‘Just saving his wife and concubines from more excruciating nights,’ she said to 

Rodolphius as they watched the last of the ship disappear under the sea. She turned away, 

began to speak and then stopped. She shook her head and took a deep breath. ‘Make sure 

there are no survivors. We don’t need that old yellowheart, Xerxes, to know of this.’ 

 ‘He is watching from the hill,’ Rodolphius said, indicating with a tip of his head Mt 

Aegaleos.   

 Artemisia said, with certainty and this time, without pride: ‘Don’t worry about it. 

He is seeing what he wants to see.’ 

 Artemisia had read the histories told by Herodotus. She knew what had been told 

over the ages, and she knew that it was true because when she did see the old yellowheart 

again, he was lauding her prowess and seeking her wisdom, once again. The next time he 

asked she told him what she knew he would do anyway, and he happily followed her advice 

and lifted her even higher in his own esteem.  

 Although she hadn’t known it the first time she’d fought this campaign, she also 

knew a camp aide had seen her ramming the Calyndian ship. She knew this aide had 

pointed out her ensign, the red phoenix, to King Xerxes. She knew also that none of them 

had seen the ensign of the Calyndian king, so had presumed she’d sunk an enemy ship.  

 She watched Ameinias sail away in his Athenian vessel. Later he would rue the day 

he’d let her slip through his grasp. He would have liked to get his hands on her, and his 

hands on the 10,000 drachma bounty the Greeks had put on her head. She would slip 

through his hands in another, more physical, encounter sometime in the future, too. That 

experience would embitter him even more against her, and begin a search for her for 

revenge. But by that time, she’d left the Persian empire and had spiralled off on the magic 

carpet. Unlocatable to Ameinias or to anyone else. 

 Late afternoon saw Artemisia and her crew hauling their ship back to the shore, 

filthy and tired and famished, but thanking the gods they were still alive. Artemisia watched 

the mutating blue of the Aegean Sea and the whirling seagulls overhead, and thought about 

the reported words of King Xerxes when he’d heard of her exploits this day. They’re not 

true, she thought. Not true in any way. She was only herself, a warrior. She could not be 
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other than herself, however she may admire the softer virtues of a woman like Psappho. It 

was natural for her to command, to take risks, to show courage under fire. She needed it to 

survive; and she’d survived longer than anybody. Absent-mindedly, she repeated the words 

attributed to Xerxes: 

 ‘My men have turned into women, my women into men.’ 

 ‘What?’ Rodolphius asked on his approach from behind.  

 Artemisia turned to him. He was a handsome man and she slept with him sometimes 

after the reliving of this day. It never changed anything. She was tempted. The need to feel 

alive after battle was not something only men felt. But she touched the white silk scarf 

around her waist and thought, no. 

 ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘It’s just some old rubbish that I overheard.’ 

 Rodolphius smiled tautly, looking swiftly into her eyes. As if reading a message, he 

turned and shouted sharp orders. She watched his swaying movements as he treaded the 

planks on the deck between the lines of oarsmen.  

 As Artemisia stepped off the tilting ship onto the unmoving sand on the beach that 

would one day be part of Bodrum in modern Turkey, she paused and stretched. Her crew 

ran around efficiently, attending to the trireme, as she mounted a sand dune. She knew that 

in her tent, attendants would be preparing for her arrival.  

But this time, she didn’t go first to her tent, to drink honey mead and to soak in a 

canvas tub. She kept walking, away from the beach and along a dirt path, into a small 

forest. She traipsed through the forest until she arrived at a small stone chapel.  

She greeted the attendant sitting outside, and asked whether any intruders had been. 

The old man indicated that there’d been none with the toss of his head. She entered the 

chapel. 

It was cool and without much light. What little remained from the day shone 

through a small high window. But the chapel was clean, with scrubbed stone floors and 

laundered cloths on the altar. Fresh flowers in large urns. 

She came to a bench beside a glass case, and sank down onto it. Her face appeared 

lined and weary, her eyes wet. She leant on the case, which was in fact a coffin, and looked 

in at Jai, laid out in his best clothes.  

She told him about her day, and how for the first time, she hadn’t had the heart to 

enjoy her victory. She blamed him for this, her voice bitter. She sighed. It was ridiculous, 
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she knew, to keep him here like this. But she wasn’t sure … and the preservation treatment 

was ancient but nevertheless advanced. She would leave the decision for another time.  

She’d leave many of her decisions for later. She’d contemplate the sale of that damn 

heavy lugger, made so difficult to crew without Jai and Tess, later. How had she let that 

happen? Relying on other people? She was losing it if she was becoming a victim to 

circumstance.  

She had too many decisions to make. Too many responsibilities. Buy a new ship. 

Face her crew, who knew how badly she’d messed everything up. Command their respect 

after the fiasco of that treasure hunt! And the big demands. Bring Jai back. Find Tess, 

although she was still angry enough not to want to do this. She wasn’t even sure if it was 

possible – was perhaps less possible than bringing Jai back.  

The crew didn’t understand the complexities of the time-travel. It was true they had 

brought both Maria and K into the land of magic from the past, but they had been trips from 

that land, so the return coordinates were fixed automatically. They had taken no readings of 

the inner world of the Pinnacles. Going back to an earlier time, before entering the grotto 

via Gentileschi’s painting, would change many of their destinies – K’s the most 

dramatically as they would not even know about her if they didn’t enter the grotto – and 

this diversion might not necessarily change Jai’s fate if it had been his time to die. Another 

modus mortis would present itself. She had seen it happen too many times. And there was 

another more personal question for Artemisia: would she be able to cope with this new Jai, 

an immortal Jai, perpetually 28, perpetually stronger and finer looking, and potentially 

more powerful than she? 

Artemisia sat with her head in her hands for many hours. She rambled at Jai; she 

napped. She asked him for advice, cocked her head to listen for it, and then scoffed at 

herself. ‘I’ve sunk low if I’m asking a contemporary for advice, aren’t I, my young friend.’ 

Eventually she rose, her body stiff. Weak morning light streamed through the small 

window. She bent over the glass coffin and kissed the area above Jai’s face, then laid her 

own cheek briefly on the spot. She rubbed the cloud made from her breath away with her 

sleeve.  

‘Time for me to get back to the ship,’ she told him, moving toward the doorway, 

‘and get that crew sorted out.’ Whatever happened, she knew she would always be a queen, 

and she would act like one.  
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She paused at the doorway, and squinted up at the sun. The old attendant was 

sleeping just outside, swaddled in a blanket.  

Artemisia turned her head before stepping out of the chapel. ‘Wish me luck, dear 

mate,’ she said softly. She reached into her satchel and pulled out Aphrodite’s necklace, 

fingering the smooth cool pearls before hanging them around her neck. She walked away, 

savouring the feeling of lightness the pearls brought her while those feelings lasted, and 

anticipating the thorns that would begin, she knew, before long to grasp at her skin.  
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Dissertation 

 
 
 

‘IS THIS A NOVEL OR A SCRIPT I’M WRITING?’:  

LOITERING IN THE FIELD OF STORYTELLING 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Storytelling has been with us since the beginning of human life and it is part of everybody’s 

culture in varying ways. However, some of us see life itself in story, constructing meaning 

out of daily occurrences by putting a structure around what happens and what we think 

about it; that is, we concoct stories. We are storytellers and the form of our narratives is 

varied: textual, visual, aural, oral or a combination, such as in film or television. Narrative 

need not be a large part (or any part) of creative concoctions, but for those of us who are 

‘into’ story, it is the basis of our art. What inspires the birth of a story and influences its 

shape is also of interest, and for me in particular, the inspiration and influences for my 

story, the novel Treasure.  

When I began thinking about how I came to write this novel I found myself with a list 

of influences and many of them seemed to come from film and television. I realised that, as 

an Australian born in the mid-1960s, the greatest number of stories I have been exposed to 

over my lifetime are from a visual-audio medium. I began to wonder how this affected me 

as a writer of stories. Does it influence my style? The structure of my stories? Does it sway 

my choice of characters, of plot? I began to think about potential readers. Most of my 

potential readers would have had the same exposure to visual culture as I have had. What 

about their expectations? Furthermore, presumably their expectations influence publishers 

in what they choose to publish. These thoughts raise the issue of influence on both my and 

my potential readers’ tastes. As Rivkin and Ryan highlight, ‘One sees the media, television, 

film, and the like as instruments of economic, ethnic, and gender domination’ (2004, p. 

1234). They go on to remind us that what we see and hear in the media has been selected 

for us by corporations with power and particular motivations. For the smaller world of 

storytelling, this means readers and writers are only given a selection of possible stories, 
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both visual and written texts, and therefore, our influences are shaped by the culture in 

which we live. It also means writers must conform to this culture if they hope to jump the 

fence from mere consumer to producer of stories. I decided these were avenues of thought  

worth exploring. 

So, what were my inspirations for Treasure? I realised there were two main questions 

about my motivation. Firstly: where did the idea to write about Queen Artemisia come 

from; and secondly: why did the story take its eventual form?  

The first question is answered by Herodotus’ The Histories (1972), which I read several 

years ago. This was my introduction to Queen Artemisia and her exploits. A bold woman 

with the morals of a pirate – how intriguing! It occurred to me that she would make an 

interesting subject for a novel. However, I knew from the beginning I did not want to write 

straight-forward historical fiction. So, what was I to write?  

It was Artemisia’s ship that initially captivated me; I wanted to write a pirate novel, my 

own adventure novel. In this I was influenced by Erica Jong’s novels, and in particular, 

Fanny: Being the true history of the adventures of Fanny Hackabout-Jones (1980). In my 

twenties I read a lot of Jong’s books. In one of them she declares her desire to write on 

heroic themes, the ones usually taken on by male writers. This desire struck a sympathetic 

chord within me, and it remained there, resonating, until the day I met Queen Artemisia in 

the pages of Herodotus’ tales.  

Little is known about Artemisia. She became a ruling queen after her father died. She 

had children. She reigned until her son was old enough to become king. She fought in the 

Greco-Persian wars, personally commanding a trireme for the Persian fleet. King Xerxes 

listened to her counsel as she was known to be wily and wise. She was a scoundrel and 

gutsy, sacrificing a ship from her own side to save herself. (Herodotus, 1972; Fraser, 1988) 

How she died seems to be unknown. What she did after the wars, what she did after her son 

became king – of this, nothing is written. Hence, there was plenty of leeway for 

constructing a story around her.  

So, in the forming of this novel there was Artemisia, and there was a ship. Who would 

be her crew? Perhaps because Artemisia herself seemed to drizzle away, I began to think 

about a ship of second chances. A ship peopled with historical figures who had died young 

and tragically. People who should have lived on a pirate ship and had adventures. More 

specifically, I wanted these people to be women. But – how could I populate a ship with 

female historical figures from Artemisia’s time? What did I know about them, and how 
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much could I discover about these people from so far in the past? And who would believe 

the unlikelihood that there had been women on her ship?  

I soon had people I would like to see on a ship in mind. However, these characters were 

from different time periods and countries. That was problematic until inspiration struck: but 

what if they were not bound by time? 

That is how the story germinated. It also explains ‘why Artemisia?’, and even, to some 

extent, ‘why an adventure novel?’; but the question remains: what was it that had inspired 

the jump from an adventure novel set in the historical period to which it belonged, to a 

time-travel adventure novel and a ship of second chances?  

It was reading that inspired the choices of many of the characters. I had met Queen 

Artemisia, Isabelle Eberhardt, Psappho, Emily Brontë, Artemisia Gentileschi, Norma 

Hemming, and Tess Durbeyfield in the pages of books. These were all tragic figures in 

some way; women who had won some fame but had died young. However, it was not 

reading at all that inspired the inclusion of Elvis, Norma, Jai or Maria Callas. Nor was it 

reading that inspired the time travel or the treasure hunt.  

Elvis was an early character choice despite his gender. I’d grown up with his music and 

movies, and still remember the day very clearly when it was announced on breaking news 

that he had died. Since then he has been a kind of touchstone for me, a reminder that 

‘having it all’ might not add up to all that much: because how could it be that a man who 

had talent, beauty, fame, wealth, generosity, even a spiritual life, still be so unhappy? To 

me he is a symbol for the dilemma of being human, that insatiable desire for the 

unattainable. It was Elvis’s films, which I had seen on television throughout my childhood, 

that bred my affection for him. It is also Elvis who turned the analysis of my motivations 

toward the big and little screens. 

It was in thinking about this influence, that of Elvis and the medium Elvis had been 

presented to me – film via television – that I realised that the whole idea of a cross-time 

cross-cultural story with historical figures sprang from a childhood of watching my two 

most favourite television programs, Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie. In both, but 

especially in Bewitched, historical figures such as Benjamin Franklin were wont to turn up 

to cause mayhem or give advice. Moreover, Samantha and her family were immortal, had 

been tramping the earth for several hundred years; and Jeannie had lived in her bottle for 

thousands of years before Major Anthony Nelson found her on a beach. As a child, time 

travel intrigued me and I often thought about what it would be like if someone from an 
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earlier century had to adapt to contemporary life and our technology. Treasure is, in some 

ways, an exploration of this wondering.  

I also recalled that it was watching the film Oceans 11 (2001) that redirected and 

focused my Queen Artemisia story. I have always been intrigued by heist movies, the 

stealth of cat burglars. The plot of Oceans 11 requires 11 people with specific skills to pull 

off a tricky and complicated heist. I had already been thinking about Artemisia, about 

piracy, and about a ship of famous people who had had sad lives and who had lost their 

lives too early. After watching Oceans 11, a firmer plot evolved. What if Artemisia is an 

adventurer on a treasure hunt – much like Indiana Jones – and what if, instead of a 

cartographic map (which women are notoriously bad at reading anyway) – the clues are 

hidden in a toy koala and have to be answered with the creation of pieces of art by various, 

and specific, artists? And what if Artemisia can move across time? And what if the ship is 

in some way magical? Thus, the breath of life entered my story and Treasure was born: an 

adventure novel for adults.  

Reflecting on this influence by visual culture, I also realised that much of my writing 

has references to television or film culture. Three of my short stories mention film or 

television characters: in ‘Darth Vader and the woman who loves him’ (2000) a female 

character prays to Darth Vader; in ‘Mim’s New House’ (2001) a character endlessly 

watches television; and in ‘Saint Gidget and the Magical Wave’ (2004) the main character 

as a child confuses Sally Field’s television roles as Gidget and the flying nun. Finally, my 

first published short story ‘Iconological Observations’ (2000) is a meditation on a painting 

– another visual object.  

Having come to the realisation that the grand and unique concept for my novel (and 

apparently many of my short stories) stemmed from watching dubious television programs 

and films, I began to explore other areas in my writing that may have been influenced by 

these media. And I found them. This discussion, therefore, explores the possible influence 

of film and television on contemporary storytelling.  

The exploration will begin with an outline of Pierre Bourdieu’s methodology for 

analysing the production of cultural products such as literature by understanding the artist 

or author in the context of their upbringing within the culture they live in (Bourdieu, 1979; 

1990; 1993; 1998). This usage of Bourdieu’s methodology is in order to answer, in the 

words of that television icon of my childhood, Professor Julius Sumner Miller: why is it so 

that I have been greatly influenced by film and television storytelling? 
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The discussion will move briefly into the socio-political realm in order to shed light on 

how writers must negotiate in the world of storytelling if they wish to be published.  

The next issue addressed is the concept of literacy. To read a book, one needs to know 

how to read – one needs to be text-literate. To view a film and understand it properly, a 

certain amount of visual literacy is required (Wagner, 1975, p. 31). We need to understand 

that the visual images are not real (for a start) and to be able to ‘read’ the visual clues to be 

able to follow the story. These abilities in literacy are linked. Early film director Sergei 

Eisenstein considered ‘verbal narrative literacy’ to be ‘an essential precursor of imagistic 

sensitivity in the cinema’ (ibid., p. 177). I will explore how we understand both written and 

moving visual texts, and discuss what these literacies mean to the writer of fiction.  

That will be followed by an examination of narrative strategies that I’ve borrowed from 

film and television in which to write Treasure. This section will also discuss works by 

other authors identified as being likewise influenced.  

Finally, I summarise the ramifications – positive and negative – of visual storytelling 

on me, the writer under scrutiny. I identify where writers may look for positive inspiration 

from the film world, and where we should be wary.  

Overall, I believe visual storytelling is not a negative influence, but like any influence, 

it is how one allows its affect that is important. Leo Tolstoy saw the early days of film and 

had this to say about it:  

You will see that this little clicking contraption with the revolving handle will 
make a revolution in our life – in the life of writers. It is a direct attack on the old 
methods of literary art. We shall have to adapt ourselves to the shadowy screen and 
to the cold machine. A new form of writing will be necessary .… But I rather like 
it. This swift change of scene, this blending of emotion and experience – it is much 
better than the heavy, long drawn-out kind of writing to which we are accustomed. 
It is closer to life. In life, too, changes and transitions flash by before our eyes, and 
emotions of the soul are like a hurricane. The cinema has divined the mystery of 
motion. And that is greatness. (Cartmell and Whelehan, 1999, p. 5) 

 
So, one hundred years of cinema later, let us attempt to find out if Tolstoy was right.  

 

 

Players in the field of storytelling 

 

Methods of analysis used by communications and cultural theorists can be useful to 

understand one’s own artistic processes and the influences on writing style and choice of 
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content. In order to better understand my own processes, I have referred to the work of 

Pierre Bourdieu (1979; 1990; 1993; 1998) and his method of analysing artists and writers in 

their own cultural context. Although Bourdieu’s work has been taken up by various 

disciplines – for example, the visual arts, education, sociology – this discussion restricts 

itself to literature, or storytelling, and the evolution of a single writer, myself. As I am 

analysing myself, and I am female, the feminine pronoun is used.  

Before beginning this personal analysis, it would be helpful to spend time with 

Bourdieu’s theories. I will also introduce a caveat here: Bourdieu’s analyses of artists and 

writers was, in the main, restricted to those in France and to a specific time. Many of his 

observations are transferable to other countries and generations, such as contemporary 

Australia, but some are not.  

Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) was a French thinker who rose to the pinnacle of French 

academia in the 1980s. Much of his work centred on understanding cultural producers, the 

genesis of their practices, and the nature of their products. He saw these processes as being 

essentially dynamic and evolving – both in regards to the producers themselves and the 

world in which they negotiate. An essential element of Bourdieu’s methodology is that it is 

both subjective (relating to the personal circumstances of the producer) and objective 

(relating to influences from the environment) (Mahar, Harker and Wilkes, 1990). His 

methodology is expounded most explicitly in The Field of Cultural Production (1993).  

Bourdieu iterated that it was ‘imperative’ that an ‘academic reflect upon his or her own 

practice’ (quoted in Mahar, 1990, p. 26) and also described his own methodology as ‘the 

weapons’ for self-reflection and self-assessment, and essential for an honest and ‘rational’ 

appraisal of one’s practice (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 33). Bourdieu himself says that he has not 

offered ideas, but a method – a ‘way of thinking’ or ‘genetic structuralism’; he is interested 

in how the ‘individual is moulded by social structure’ (quoted in Mahar, 1990, p. 33). This 

concept of analysis, using both a concentration on the producer and the society in which 

they operate, is important because ‘it is through the illusion of freedom from social 

determinants … that social determinations win the freedom to exercise their full power’ 

(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 15). In the same vein, I hope to gain a better understanding of myself as 

a writer, and perhaps free myself from unconscious habits which may be impeding my 

progress as a creative artist.  

Sean McCann (1997) suggests that Bourdieu’s methodology has taken time to catch on 

in the English speaking academic arena because, during the 1970s and 1980s, his theories 
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were considered intellectually elitist in the USA, where post-structuralism, cultural studies 

and cultural populism reigned. Bourdieu’s methodology was re-discovered in the late 1990s 

and has been applied to various cultural products in order to gain fresh perspectives. For 

instance, Brian McFarlane (1996) uses this methodology to gain a new understanding of 

British B films, stating that the usefulness of Bourdieu’s methodology is that it is not 

merely sociological or individualistic, but combines both traits. Furthermore, it includes the 

recognition that the individual and the field are always changing, always influencing each 

other; there is always a struggle for domination.  

So, what is this methodology? First of all, Bourdieu differentiates between the writer’s 

individual self, her ‘habitus’, and the world she must negotiate, her ‘field’. The habitus is 

what we are born with – our personalities and our environments, what Bourdieu refers to as 

our ‘dispositions’ (1993). This is a social, economic, and psychological understanding of 

oneself. Bourdieu writes that to understand both the practice and products of writers, one 

needs to consider the ‘history of the positions they occupy’ and the ‘history of their 

dispositions’ (1993, p. 61). Position can shape disposition, but disposition also shapes 

position. To Bourdieu, it was important to connect the social world with the works of 

culture. In order to understand an author, one must investigate their ‘literary microcosm’ 

(ibid., p. 180). He did not believe in the genius author/artist who sprang brilliant from the 

womb, but looked at the writer’s formation from a sociological perspective. He adapted the 

idea of habitus from an ‘Aristotelian and Thomist concept’, and cites various authors and 

philosophers who have used the term in similar ways (1990, pp. 10-12).  

The field is the location in which one must act. The writer must attempt to position 

herself within the relevant field, in my case, the field of literature, and to enter the game 

and try to win distinction (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 184). There are all kinds of fields where 

struggles exist: businesses, the sporting world, social groups. However: ‘In no field is the 

confrontation between positions and disposition more continuous or uncertain than in the 

literary and artistic field’ (ibid., p. 61). The people who decide who will and who will not 

be players in this field are called ‘gatekeepers’: the publishers, agents, critics, booksellers 

and so forth.  

Bourdieu explains: ‘Each field has its own structure and field of forces, and is set 

within a larger field which also has its own forces, structures and so on. As it develops, it is 

weaving a larger field’ (quoted in Mahar, 1990, p. 36). The field of literature sits within the 

field of cultural production, which sits within a larger field, the field of power, which 
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encompasses the wider society in areas where it impacts on the writer’s world. Within the 

field of cultural production, other fields also exist; for instance, the fields of film, 

television, theatre, and contemporary art. I contend that currently the fields of literature, 

film, and television could be considered to form a subset of their own, the field of 

storytelling.1 This is because of the overarching influence each have over the other fields, 

and the increasing overlap in style, technique, mode of delivery, and influences.  

We must ask, however, how are the habitus and field constructed? Bourdieu takes a 

wider view than the Marxists of the social elements that impact on the making of a person 

and a society; that is, he does not agree that success is based purely on economic factors. 

However, he does not reject either the economic or the Marxist idea of struggle: ‘The 

literary or artistic field is a field of forces, but it is also a field of struggles tending to 

transform or conserve this field of forces’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 30). He also stresses the 

importance of what he terms capital, which is both economic (i.e. money or possessions) 

and cultural or symbolic (i.e. style, taste or fame). Mahar, Harker and Wilkes describe 

symbolic capital as a ‘disguised form of capital’ (1990, p. 5), something that is ephemeral. 

It is this symbolic capital that Mahar et al say marks Bourdieu’s break with Marxism – that 

it is not purely an economic understanding of the divisions in society (ibid., pp. 4-6). These 

authors also identify that Bourdieu breaks with phenomenological approaches, rejecting 

pure subjectiveness and the primacy of ‘lived experience’ – the culture in which we live has 

rules that must be obeyed; we cannot control all (ibid., pp. 6-7). The objective nature of the 

field is that, to become a player, one must accept – either explicitly or implicitly – the 

established rules of the game. Players must also understand the rules of the game otherwise 

they have little hope of being successful; they must, in other words, have ‘a practical 

mastery of the logic of the game’ (ibid., p. 7). The subjective aspect of the field is how well 

an individual can ‘master’ the game, and this comes back to the producer’s habitus and how 

much capital they possess. The habitus, as such, includes one’s own understanding and 

knowledge of the field (ibid., p. 11).  

Bourdieu states that not only do those with capital do well in the society, but they also 

formulate the image, or standard, of what is considered ‘good’ within the society. Being 

without wealth may not necessarily be an impediment to success if one has enough cultural 

or symbolic capital to influence society on what is seen as good or desirable. Clearly, there 

                                                
1 This field of storytelling could include some other fields (such as theatre or oral storytelling), but as I 
personally do not feel influenced by them, I am not including them in this discussion. 
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are examples of people who fit into this category. No doubt Bourdieu had French writers, 

philosophers and artists in mind here. In the Australian literary world, Patrick White, 

Dorothy Hewett, Gerald Murnane, Elizabeth Jolley, David Malouf and Tim Winton are a 

few examples of those who provide standards to which writers in this country aspire. More 

political and worldwide examples of people who have (or had) much symbolic capital and 

little financial capital are Mother Teresa and his Holiness the Dalai Lama.   

However, grasping cultural capital is not straight forward. Bourdieu suggests that 

people born into wealthy families not only have economic capital, but often have cultural 

capital because they live in a world that values style, taste, a certain kind of beauty; 

moreover, their family can pay for the education to learn these things:  

Let me say for now – though it’s actually much more complicated – that the 
dominant agents appear distinguished only because, being so to speak born into a 
position that is distinguished positively, their habitus, their socially constituted 
nature, is immediately adjusted to the immanent demands of the game, and they can 
thus assert their difference without needing to want to, that is, with the 
unselfconsciousness that is the mark of so-called ‘natural’ distinction: they merely 
need to be what they are in order to be what they have to be, that is, naturally 
distinguished from those who are obliged to strive for distinction. (Bourdieu, 1990, 
p. 11) 

 

Thus, people born into average or disadvantaged families are not necessarily given the 

education or influences needed to gain capital of any kind, but particularly the cultural. 

Economic capital may be gained, but it is harder to obtain the more ephemeral cultural 

capital as it requires more learning to do so, often a more subtle learning than that required 

to earn money. Bourdieu also points out that the effort to obtain cultural capital often 

shows, and strenuous efforts dim the brightness of the capital obtained. Consequently, the 

tarnished cultural capital has less value. He also acknowledges the fact that cultural or 

symbolic capital is often seen as exclusive. He gives as an example the influx of writers to 

Paris in the 1850s and how, because many were talented, the gatekeepers of the literary 

field moved the boundaries in order to stop so many new writers hopping into the field. 

They moved the boundaries by devaluing their work (1993, p. 62). 

Bourdieu’s methodology includes categorisation of cultural products. He categorises 

literature as autonomous (avant-garde or bourgeois/conventional) and heteronomous 

(middlebrow or popular) (1993).   

Avant-garde authors write for their peers and are rarely acknowledged by the general 

populace as artists, nor are they rewarded financially. They are sometimes recognised later, 
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perhaps after death. Their works often pass into the canon of known literature (1993, p. 

127).  Bourdieu calls the avant-garde the ‘most autonomous sector of the field of cultural 

production’ (ibid., p. 39). It also has the most symbolic capital: ‘“Symbolic capital” is to be 

understood as economic or political capital  that is disavowed, misrecognized and thereby 

recognized, hence legitimate, a “credit” which, under certain conditions, and always in the 

long run, guarantees “economic” profits’ (ibid., p. 75) – although, perhaps not for the 

artist/writer herself, especially if the recognition/profit is posthumous.  

The other autonomous literature is conventional or bourgeois literature – ‘bourgeois’ 

being a term that is largely alien in the current Australian context. Conventional literature 

appeals to the non-intellectual members of the ruling class and is validated by academics 

(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 127). It is also described as being ‘within current convention’ and 

usually ‘polished and compelling work’ (Fensham, 2002, p. 170).  

A present-day example of an autonomous writer guarding his symbolic capital is 

Jonathan Franzen’s rejection of Oprah Winfrey’s bookclub stickers on his book The 

Corrections (2001). The sticker, which would have guaranteed huge publicity and, ipso 

facto, financial success, would have also undermined – in Franzen’s view – his symbolic 

capital as a serious writer. Of course, there was considerable media coverage and mileage 

gained from this contretemps, which did not hurt sales of the book. (Kirkpatrick, 2001) 

Middlebrow literature, also referred to as heteronomous (Fensham, 2002, p. 170), 

appeals to different markets and Bourdieu further sub-categorises it: ‘brand name culture’ 

novels often win prizes and appeal to the educated middle class; ‘imitation culture’ books 

are those that popularise literary or scientific works: and ‘mass culture’ books are ‘socially 

neutralized works’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 127). The other form of heteronomous literature is 

purely commercial (for instance, advertising) and is not relevant to this discussion. 

Bourdieu would say that heteronomous literature has little symbolic capital; however, this 

may have been true in France at that time (and perhaps in France today), but it is probably 

less true for other contemporary English-speaking western societies.  

My own writing aspirations are toward the autonomous, what Bourdieu would call 

conventional. My short stories have been published in literary journals and anthologies, not 

mass market magazines. My intention is to have written a literary novel, but I am not 

certain that I have lived up to my aspiration with Treasure. Perhaps, like many novels 

written today, it straddles the autonomous-conventional and the middlebrow-heteronomous. 
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This terminology seems rather quaint to our ears these days, and contempt for the 

commercial is probably not as strong as it was in Bourdieu’s milieu.  

Bourdieu (1993) used his methodology to analyse various producers, one of whom was 

the writer Flaubert. In this analysis, he looked at the relevant field and how it was situated 

within the field of power; the internal structure within the relevant field and how producers 

and gatekeepers interacted and competed; and at how the habitus of the producer was 

formed. I will follow his example.   

The ‘field’ relative to me is post 1960s Australia, and in particular, the field in which 

the cultural product of novels are produced. In regards to the specific world of literature, 

briefly, it is an environment that is tough to break into (nothing new). The major 

gatekeepers are publishing houses, literary agents, editors of literary journals, funding 

bodies, and to a certain degree, coordinators of creative writing programs at universities. 

There are limited publishing opportunities for fiction writers in Australia, which makes the 

field extremely competitive. Bourdieu uses the phrases ‘space of positions’ and the ‘space 

of position-taking’ to describe the jostling and competition required to take a place as a 

player in one of these fields. (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 30) 

In the larger field of storytelling, competition within the fields of television and film is 

also fierce, perhaps even more than in the field of literature because the producer needs to 

convince financial backers to spend vast amounts of money to produce a film or television 

program. In comparison, books are much cheaper; however, they do demand considerable 

outlay by the publishing house. This is why it is so difficult to convince a publisher to take 

a chance on a writer’s first novel, thereby allowing her to enter the field.  

In Australia, like elsewhere, avant-garde literature exists for itself and writers write for 

their peers. To be a middlebrow writer, one must build an audience. But how to capture the 

attention of the publisher, let alone the attention of potential readers?    

Bourdieu states: ‘The most heteronomous cultural producers (i.e. those with least 

symbolic capital) can offer the least reistance [sic] to external demands, of whatever sorts’ 

(1993, p. 41). He was disparaging, generally, of the influence of popular culture on the arts. 

This point of view, more common during Bourdieu’s working lifetime perhaps, is likely to 

be considered non-egalitarian today. Nevertheless, if we constantly choose what is easily 

consumable, we become unable to digest that which is difficult but perhaps more worthy 

and thought-provoking; as readers and as writers we become less capable of absorbing 

complex thoughts.  
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As Howells states, the zeitgeist or spirit of the age must be evident in everything 

produced, and will be respresented as clearly as the individual producer is represented 

(2003, p. 65). Nevertheless, the zeitgeist of the age seems to be an attempt to blend high 

arts with the popular or multicultural in order to make them more accessible to a greater 

number of people – an example is the decision by Oprah Winfrey to include “high brow” 

literature such as Jonathan Franzen’s in her massively popular bookclub, which features on 

her even more massively popular television show (Kirkpatrick, 2001). This, I believe, is 

motivated both by financial capitalism and the growing allegiance to democratic ideals. 

Hence, it stands to reason that writers of fiction may wish to more closely align their work 

with the most accessible stories of our age, which are told in film and television, in order to 

make their products more attractive to the reading world, which is made up of people more 

accustomed to viewing than reading. 

Following Bourdieu’s methodology, I also need to dissect my own habitus, to look at 

where I came from to see the kind of influences exerted on me in order to understand how I 

can become a player in the field of storytelling. Thus, here is my story.  

I am female and born in 1964. My parents had moved to Brisbane from a rural area 

before I was born, and I am the youngest of four children, with a space of eight years 

between myself and the third child of the family. My forebears had immigrated to Australia 

from Germany in the second half of the nineteenth century and settled in a Queensland 

farming community. My parents had little opportunity for education: my mother finished 

grade eight; my father quit school in grade five to help on the family’s dairy farm. My 

father was a farmer until moving to Brisbane in the mid-1950s and my mother worked as a 

kitchen assistant and on the family farm before marriage. Both my parents took various 

manual jobs in Brisbane. As far as I know, nobody in my parents’ generation (within the 

family) had opportunities for education, and most of my aunts and uncles had blue collar 

work similar to that of my parents if they left their family farms.  

My extended family is large and most of my cousins are older than me. I was the first 

girl in my family to finish senior level high school, and one of the three in my generation to 

undertake university education. My brothers finished senior high school and had 

opportunities and desires to study at tertiary level. Neither took these opportunities because 

of family responsibilities at a young age. My sister won a scholarship and therefore also 

had an opportunity to study senior level high school, but chose to work to support herself 

within the family. I have included these family details because Bourdieu says that choosing 
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not to pursue higher education is common for people from lower economic backgrounds 

because it opposes the stronger need for economic survival. In Distinction, Bourdieu also 

talks of the experience of having ‘a sense of one’s place’ (1979, p. 471) and thereby 

accepting – or placing – limits on oneself so that you do not take something that you 

believe you are not entitled to. There are often ‘subtle’ and ‘not so subtle’ influences 

discouraging individuals from lower classes to succeed, as success sometimes means 

rejection from your own society, and this is especially true during one’s school life (Harker, 

1990, p. 91).  

Being born a decade later than my siblings, my opportunities and choices were 

different. Firstly, I was advantaged by the changing expectations of and by women. I 

wanted to go to university, and by the time I finished high school, university was free. 

Without free education I would have been under pressure to avoid the costs of tertiary 

study, which my father did not value, especially for girls. Although I did feel guilty for 

‘selfishly’ studying instead of working (and I was worried about money), these 

impediments were not as strong for me as they had been for my siblings. I was also 

supported by the prevailing societal values, which championed education for women, self-

fulfilment, independence and individualism. Support from my family was minimal because 

they did not understand my ambition and they did not have the resources, financial or 

knowledge-wise, to support me.  

My family of origin’s influence is strong. I identify very much with the working class 

culture, although I have aspired to rise out of it by becoming educated and moreover, by 

becoming a writer – something unimaginable in my family (although not in the generation 

after my own). My family does have a strong oral storytelling tradition, however, and I 

grew up listening to family members telling hilarious stories about their daily interactions.  

When I was young, I found myself drawn to working class stories of triumph: Rocky 

(1976) and An Officer and a Gentleman (1982) meant a lot to me because of their themes. 

In both stories, the main protagonist desires a life or an achievement outside the 

expectations of his circumstances, or even, class. Rocky Balboa is a boxer, already 

considered too old to be a real contender for the world championship. Zack Mayo aspires to 

be an air force pilot despite his rough childhood, having been brought up in brothels and 

slums in southeast Asian countries by his mariner father. Not only do both characters aspire 

for something others consider out of their reach, but they also reflect the shame of wanting 

what others do not believe they should have. It might seem strange to talk of shame when it 
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comes to aspiration, but I think it may stem from a feeling of taking what isn’t one’s right 

to have. This is what I believe Bourdieu (1993) meant when he wrote about those born into 

powerful families being able to take what they believe is naturally theirs, that they have a 

sense of entitlement which those born of lower-class families do not have – or did not have 

in the past. My personal observation is that contemporary Australians appear to have a 

more democratic spirit, and younger people of traditionally working class families have, in 

general, a stronger sense of entitlement.  

I have also thought about my choice to write about Queen Artemisia in light of my own 

working class origins as she is anything but a working class heroine. It was beguiling for 

me to imagine how she would interact with the world with that sense of entitlement, and to 

have to battle the spirit of democracy, which from her viewpoint is a major challenge to her 

own rights.   

Further to the discussion of my own formation as a writer, my own personality also 

influences my desire to be a writer. I have been an avid reader since before school age, and 

all my life have filled my head with stories, both written and visual. I have interests in the 

arts in general, studying art history and visual arts as hobbies, and languages. Furthermore, 

I have a strong interest and training in Sufism, which demands a useful quality in a writer, 

self-analysis. Sufism also has a strong tradition of storytelling, one of its attractions for me.  

Considering my personal habitus within the field of literature, there are a number of 

points that can be made. On the one hand, I have several disadvantages. I have little cultural 

capital as my family background did not have it to pass on to me. One example is that I did 

not read the ‘right’ books as a child – the canon of children’s literature – and strangely, 

seemed to intuit this at a young age. It was as if I knew that I needed knowledge that I was 

not being given, that there was something less worthy in the choices made for me. I also did 

not know how to go about obtaining these ‘right’ books as I did not go to schools that 

fostered interest in high culture. Therefore, I have worked hard to gain the cultural capital I 

do possess. Neither have I had friends or family members who could introduce me to 

people in the industry, or give me helpful advice. Finally, like most people who wish to 

write, I have had to devote the majority of my time to earning a living rather than 

improving my writing craft because I lack economic capital. This makes progress on a 

writing career very slow.  

On the other hand, I have educated myself – in appreciation of language, writing style 

and breadth of general knowledge – and have obtained candidature for a higher degree in 
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creative writing at a university. I have also had short stories published and my novels have 

been encouraged in the form of short-listing for a manuscript development prize. Therefore, 

I do have some cultural capital.  

So, why do I wish to introduce the notion of film and television influences into this 

field? There are several reasons.  

I came across the works of Thomas Hardy when I was a teenager, and this was my first 

introduction to ‘real’ literature. I did not learn about Hardy from school.2 It was through the 

movies that I learnt about Hardy. I had been reading a fan magazine in which there was a 

story about Nastassja Kinski and her upcoming film, Tess (1979), based on Thomas 

Hardy’s 1891 novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles (which I embarrassingly insisted on 

mispronouncing ‘duh Urbervilles’ – with an ‘s’ – until I studied French at university). I 

found copies of Hardy’s novels in the library and read every one I could find, loving the 

melodrama and the hopelessness of the characters in his books. Their lives were very 

different from my own, but perhaps it was the yearning in them that appealed to me: the 

yearning for something that is not one’s birthright. I particularly loved Tess and she is a 

character whom I have been unable to forget. This attraction to Tess led me to include her 

as a character in Treasure.  

I relate the story above in order to demonstrate that storytelling has always come to me 

in a mixed package of films and novels. My early years were filled with watching television 

– and aspects of my novel reflect this: Elvis surrounded by women, people moving through 

time, immortal beings. These are all influenced by television images. Even the choice of Jai 

as a character’s name was from television: Jai was Tarzan’s young friend in the television 

series. I chose it because of the connotation it has for me, that of a cheeky helpmate who 

has an innocent wisdom; and, of course, Jai and Tarzan were always having adventures in 

an exotic setting, the African jungle.  

My school life also mixed film and literature in a natural way. Assignments in English 

classes were as often to make a film or review a film as they were to write a story or to 

critique a book. I had my favourite literary characters (Tess, Scarlett O’Hara, Jane Eyre, 

Katy Carr, Jo March) and my favourite television and film characters (Samantha from 

Bewitched, Wonder Woman, the sassy young women Elvis always fell in love with).  

                                                
2 Indeed, my grade 11 teacher was amused when I declared that I adored Hardy, and asked me, despite my 
being a bright English student, whether I didn’t find him too difficult and grim. I answered emphatically that I 
did not. 
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I must include a note of caution. Although I maintain that film and television 

storytelling have been major influences on me as a writer, I do not deny that there have 

been other major influences: family, personal history, education, a natural love of literature 

and the arts, a lifetime of reading, and predisposition (personality). I also admit that being 

saturated with film and television since my earliest days has had influences on me other 

than in the creative sphere of my life. However, this discussion looks only at its influence 

on my writing.  

I will also add that I do not believe I am alone in this influence, nor that my 

experiences in the struggle to enter the field of literature are unique. I live in an era where 

there are more opportunities for people to try their hand at writing. Computers make it 

easier. More people – specifically the traditional working class – have greater access to 

higher education. Our society is filled with classes and workshops on creative writing. 

Furthermore, the prevailing philosophy of the times is that ‘everyone has a book in them’. 

It is more a wonder that everyone isn’t writing a novel, or more pertinently, writing a film 

script. It is a time akin to that which Bourdieu mentions, the 1850s when so many young 

men flocked to Paris to become writers. Now there are also numerous historically 

disenfranchised people (for example, post-colonial writers) for the stereotypical privileged 

western male writer to contend and compete with, let alone working class women such as 

myself.  

The importance of negotiating in the field of storytelling is underlined by Bourdieu’s 

theory that the writer must struggle for a position within the relevant field of cultural 

production, using whatever she can from what has formed her habitus. In this sense, 

negotiating means understanding the rules of the field, using skills and advantages gained, 

and playing the game successfully. So, how does one understand the rules of the field and 

play successfully? 

 

 

Negotiating in the field of storytelling 

 

If fiction does compete with visual storytelling, what are the ramifications? It seems to me 

that the principal answer is ‘expectations’. Audience – evinced by audience studies, which 
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is an area of study eclipsing reader response studies 3 – to a large extent dictates the 

marketability of a cultural product. Marketability of a cultural product dictates the chance 

of successful publication of a novel. The pressure to write fiction that is commercially 

viable is therefore strong. If readers/audience predominantly want fiction that is easily 

consumed, and if their ability to consume is conditioned by television and film watching, 

chances are they will be more receptive to fiction that has similar qualities. Hence, fiction 

writers who want to gain publication are likely to be advantaged if they adopt components 

of visual storytelling.  

This is a departure from the concept of ‘unconscious’ influence discussed earlier, 

although not entirely. I contend that even ‘conscious’ adoption of visual techniques, such as 

emulating a panning shot to solve the problem of introducing multi-protagonists in my 

second chapter, was ‘unconscious’ in that I was not thinking of writing ‘like a film’ so that 

my book would be more marketable.4 Rather, I sought a technique that would make a tricky 

‘scene’ more digestible for readers. In an interview with Elliot Perlman and in response to a 

question about multi-protagonist approaches and filmic influences, Perlman stated:  

I think a lot of the best or the most structurally interesting films have been 
influenced consciously  or otherwise by nineteenth century literature. Charles 
Dickens for example. He was writing multi-protagonist stories in the nineteenth 
century.  He even alternated between first person and third person narrators within 
the one book on occasion e.g. Bleak House. This question is difficult to answer. 
I’ve never consciously been influenced by film. I’m more influenced by what’s 
important to me in literature. I can’t answer in a way because the influence of film 
and television is perhaps below consciousness. (appendix, 2006)    
 

Although Perlman denied the conscious influence of film and television, he did not deny 

the possibility of subconscious influence.  

It was Perlman who also alerted me to Dickens’s influence on film. Indeed, in Bleak 

House (1971), Dickens’s first two chapters are written in the third person with a slightly 

pompous male voice, whereas the third chapter is in the first person and in the voice of a 

woman who has a slightly girlish, prattling manner. Therefore, I may have found a solution 

to my problem in the works of Dickens, but I did not know this at the time. This is because 

I, like most contemporary writers (of my social class at least), am as familiar with film and 

television storytelling as I am with literature, and with a typical postmodern sensibility, am 

                                                
3 Audience and reader response theories will be discussed in the section ‘Reading the game in the field of 
storytelling’.  
4 This incident will be discussed further in the section ‘Narrative strategies in the field of storytelling’.  
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as comfortable using these visual techniques as I am using more traditional literary devices, 

perhaps even more so. To reiterate Bourdieu’s analysis of the writer in the society, it is the 

unconscious acceptance of society’s conventions (‘illusion of freedom from social 

determinants’) that reinforces those social conventions (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 15). 

Furthermore, to be able to negotiate in the field, one must accept the field’s rules, especially 

in the beginning.  

There is another aspect of both habitus and field that Bourdieu emphasises: the fact that 

they are dynamic. People change, and so do societies and influences upon them. The 

producer of cultural products evolves, learns, and collects cultural capital; and when 

opportunities arise, tries to position herself within the field. If a producer has enough 

cultural capital, she can even change the nature of the field. She can influence what is 

considered ‘good’. And when the field changes, the meaning of a work changes in the 

readers’ and/or audience’s eyes: 

When a new literary or artistic group makes its presence felt in the field of literary 
or artistic production, the whole problem is transformed, since its coming into 
being, i.e. into difference, modifies and displaces the universe of possible options; 
the previously dominant productions may, for example, be pushed into the status 
either of outmoded [déclassé] or of classic works. (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 32) 

 

Film, and then television, have changed our societies, and subsequently have changed 

the nature of the literary field. Their rapidly evolving sophisticated technologies infiltrate 

our lives with visual and audio storytelling in various forms: narratives, news, current 

affairs, documentaries, sports, advertising and marketing. Not only do these media compete 

for ‘activity time’ with the humble activity of reading, they saturate our lives so that we can 

hardly imagine living without the flickering images that feed us our stories, our news, our 

information. The choice to spend time reading a novel when you can watch a two-hour 

movie version must be a conscious one when life is already packed with competing 

activities.  

One could argue that one wishes to be a writer for readers who like to read, not for 

readers who like-to-read-sometimes-if-there-isn’t-something-better-on-telly. However, in a 

field where competition is tight and being published relies on producing a product that is 

likely to sell many books so that the publisher can make a profit, a novel that slides along 

easily like a film or sitcom is most welcome. Bourdieu (1993) states clearly that what is 

considered ‘good’ – that which has the most cachet – is decided upon by the sector in 
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society that has the most cultural capital. Products considered ‘good’ by the middle and 

working classes are usually different from those considered ‘good’ by the higher class, and 

are influenced by economic factors – that which makes money. The reason offered is that 

consumers of culture with less money must be more concerned with survival; they have less 

money to spend on difficult art-forms (high literature, avant-garde art and theatre) and less 

time in which to study and understand them. They like the easy because, frankly, they do 

not have time for the difficult. Therefore, a novel created with filmic or televisionary traits 

would then be considered ‘good’ in terms of economic capital, but not so good in terms of 

that ephemeral symbolic capital. Furthermore, Bourdieu suggests that non-producers within 

the field who have an interest in the make-up of the field (for example, profits) use 

strategies to position certain works as having more capital than others in order to direct the 

nature of the field (1993, p. 34).  

Valerie Walkerdine (1997) suggests that the British working class girls she studied 

were attracted to singing and dancing in public because they saw it as a legitimate way for 

them to break away from their working class life and climb the ladder of success. In 

Bourdieu’s terms, then, working class girls use the performance of pop songs as a way to 

obtain a form of acceptable cultural capital. In this vein, I can see that, as a working class 

aspiring writer, I may subconsciously adopt the techniques and style of the prominent 

storytelling media in order to find a way to position myself in the greater field of 

storytelling itself. In a world of film tie-ins to novels, and the equation of success for 

writers being to make great sales and have the novel made into a film, this is not, perhaps, 

deluded thinking.  

Bourdieu’s theories, enunciated in many of his publications, look closely at the 

dilemma and struggles between commercial and non-commercial literature. This struggle 

and implied arguments are still prevalent in our times, but the lines are more blurred. 

Perhaps as our society is becoming more democratic (in many aspects), there are more 

people with wealth who are ‘self-made’ in the economic sense, but maybe less educated in 

the traditional cultural sense that used to go along with economic wealth. This could be an 

explanation for the increase in status of easier ‘heteronomous’ products, such as 

blockbusters, films or books. Certainly commercialism and marketing are more acceptable 

to contemporary westerners; we take marketing and advertising for granted, and expect to 

be sold to. Product placement is also accepted in films these days. Is it fast becoming 

accepted in novels? British Fay Weldon is considered to be the first novelist to accept 
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payment for naming a product in her novel The Bulgari Connection (‘Weldon’s sparkling 

book deal’, 2001). By 2006 there are more examples, and most notably in the United States, 

that of Cathy’s Book by Sean Stewart and Jordan Weisman in which a particular lipstick is 

referred to. The company which makes the lipstick did not pay the authors or publishers, 

but the deal consisted of the book being advertised on their website aimed at teenage girls 

(Rich, 2006). Thomas Kostigen on MarketWatch (2006) cites other authors who have been 

paid to name characters in their novels for the purpose of product promotion: Stephen King, 

John Grisham, Nora Roberts and Amy Tan. Kostigen deplores the practice, as well as the 

idea of product placement such as in the novels by Weldon, and Stewart and Weisman. It is 

hard to imagine a lover of literature liking the idea of product placement, and I also wonder 

how new the idea is. In Italo Calvino’s novel If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller (1998), 

which was originally published in Italian in 1980, a novelist is contacted by a company 

wishing him to put one of their products in his novels. Did this actually happen to Calvino? 

Or was he being prescient, picking up on the coming society? If I had Artemisia’s magic 

carpet, I would go back and ask him.  

Bourdieu refers to cultural producers in radio, television and journalism as a 

‘proletaroid intelligentsia’ and says they have an ‘inferior position in the field of 

production’ (1993, p. 131), and television is especially guilty of infecting all media with its 

‘depoliticised’, ‘aseptic’ and ‘bland view of the world’ which is a ‘subordination to 

commercial values’ (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 74). In the contemporary world, this view is seen 

as elitist. Film and television, moreover, offer a wide range of stories of different qualities 

that vary from sophisticated arthouse to the crudely banal. Furthermore, in a world where 

one must parade achievements in order to advance in any field, who can afford not to 

consider the role of marketing? There are few aristocratic self-funded producers of novels 

in our democratic countries – or if there are, they are keeping quiet about their privileged 

places. Nevertheless, even Bourdieu would concede that individual writers need to adapt to 

their current circumstances: ‘the more the field is capable of functioning as a field of 

competition for cultural legitimacy, the more individual production must be oriented 

towards the search for culturally pertinent features endowed with value in the field’s own 

economy’ (1993, p. 117).  

There are many who lament the influence of film, television and popular culture in 

general on writers and readers of literature both, usually railing against the effect on would-

be readers. Jonathan Franzen is one contemporary author who is scathing about the 
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degradation of literature and the society that allows this to happen. In his essay ‘Why 

Bother?’ (1996), Franzen quotes Flannery O’Connor: ‘the “business of fiction is to embody 

mystery through manners”’ (p. 68). Franzen goes on to say: ‘that “mystery” (how human 

beings avoid or confront the meaning of existence) and “manners” (the nuts and bolts of 

how human beings behave) have always been primary concerns of fiction writers. What’s 

frightening for a novelist today is how the technological consumerism that rules our world 

specifically aims to render both of these concerns moot’ (ibid.).  

The description of our world as essentially shallow because it is shaped by television’s 

and film’s shallower characterisations is frightening to me. It makes me wonder what being 

a citizen in such a world is doing to my ability to write meaningful stories. Franzen frets 

about his stories being unpalatable to readers who are bred to be superficial consumers; I 

fret about my own superficiality. Am I even able to create a story of any worth after a 

lifetime soaking up my superficial film- and television-saturated culture?  

In an interview with Eliot Perlman, a contemporary Australian fiction writer who has 

had both critical and commercial success with novels and film scripts, he had this to say in 

response to my question on whether strong social messages were better dealt with in films 

or novels: 

This isn’t easy to answer. Film is the more effective way to  reach the most people. 
It is an easier medium for people to consume, and it has a bigger audience. Film 
bypasses the intellect faster than prose and as fast as anything but music. The 
visual and aural are the most powerful in terms of immediacy of emotional impact.  
And it’s perhaps because film can be consumed  bypassing the intellect (although 
of course it doesn’t have to bypass the intellect) that it’s more popular than reading. 
It frequently (though not always) requires less work on the part of the audience. 
Then, of course, there’s the matter of time. It takes less time to consume a story in 
a film than in an average length novel  
 Prose fiction doesn’t get such a quick response. As a ‘tool of propaganda’, 
film is better. However for complex messages, literature is better but the audience 
is smaller and self-selecting so you’re more likely to be ‘preaching to the 
converted’. It’s possible to have much more subtlety in your argument with prose 
fiction, and you have more colours to paint with in novels. Film, in many respects, 
is a much blunter instrument. There is a greater scope to show character in fiction 
and it’s much harder to do that in film.  

As a writer for film, you are part of a collaboration and are at the hands of the 
director, the actors, the editor etc. The director, Robert, and I talked a lot about how 
to portray Eddie in Three Dollars [2005] and about the difficulty of portraying a 
‘good man’ in today’s cynical world. Whatever you write though, the actors, the 
director, cinematographer, editor, composer and art director strongly shape and 
even determine the way it’s given to the audience. (appendix, 2006) 
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I also asked Perlman whether he thought readers’ expectations were being increasingly 

shaped by their experiences of watching films. He responded: 

Possibly. But I also think expectations of novels have changed  because the 
contemporary novel is in something of a crisis – aesthetically, critically and in the 
marketing of them. There are a handful of novels that go crazy around the world 
each year but for 99% of the other books it’s pretty sad. These hugely successful 
books often fall into a couple of categories, neither good for novels:  

a. Those with fascinating plots, which are not necessarily well-written but 
easily consumed. People can talk about them easily and many other people 
have read them so it’s comfortable for people and, in fact, people feel they 
need to have read these books or they’ll be left out of the social or the cultural 
conversation. 
b. Those without much plot but with allegedly clever or beautiful language, 
which people talk about but don’t really enjoy and often haven’t read or been 
able to read to the finish. These novels tell readers that reading is difficult and 
not worth the effort even as they (the novels) are being lauded and winning 
prizes. (appendix, 2006) 

 
This change can be linked to the increasing primacy of visual culture. Fredrick Jameson 

lists several changes in society that mark the movement into a postmodern world, but states 

that the ‘emergence of postmodernism is closely related to the emergence of this new 

moment of late consumer or multinational capitalism’ and also notes that ‘the very function 

of the news media is to relegate such recent historical experiences as rapidly as possible 

into the past’ and to transform ‘reality into images, the fragmentation of time into a series 

of perpetual presents’, thus postmodernism ‘replicates or reproduces – reinforces – the 

logic of consumer capitalism’ (1998, p. 20). Much of consumer capitalism comes from the 

USA. In defence of the ‘producers of American media texts’, Bainbridge cites Scott Robert 

Olson who suggests that US Americans are particularly ‘good at making and exporting 

texts that easily blend into a variety of cultures’ (2008, p. 364). That is, they choose to 

focus on what is universal in a story. Bainbridge calls this ‘narrative transparency’, which 

‘allows for cultural convergence, by allowing other cultures’ artifacts’ to be ‘folded back 

into, and made a part of, the receiving culture’s culture’ (ibid., p. 365). This aspect of 

consumerism (and postmodernism) is quite exciting, and this blending of cultures has led to 

many innovative cultural products. A recent example is the film Slumdog Millionaire 

(2008), which mixes both Indian and western filmic storytelling approaches. As it is an 

oscar-winning film, it falls into the prize-winning heteronomous category which 

autonomous artists spurn.  
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Jameson suggests that the postmodern era emerged in the 1960s (1998, p. 19). I also, so 

to speak, started in the 1960s and, for good or ill, consider myself to be imbued with 

postmodern values and creative impulses. Howells contends that ‘no matter how much we 

intend it or otherwise, any cultural text that we individually produce unwittingly articulates 

the world-vision of our social group as much as it does ourselves’ (2003, p. 65). This aligns 

with Bourdieu’s theory that the ‘habitus’ of writers and artists is formed by our field(s).   

For example, the author of the novel The Time Traveller’s Wife (2003), Audrey 

Niffenegger, is an American born in 1963. She would have grown up with influences 

similar to my own, and her novel deals with a comparable idea, that of combining time 

travel with everyday life: a desire to have a fantasy situation played out in real life 

circumstances: the ‘what if this were actually true?’ Pierre Bourdieu points out that writers 

are shaped by the writers of their own times, and this shapes ‘the aspirations of a whole 

generation’ (1993, p. 66). Perhaps Niffenegger was also shaped by watching Bewitched and 

I Dream of Jeannie. Her story is certainly one of a cross-time love affair.  

It would seem that to fight against the growing influence of film and television 

storytelling might be futile. Certainly, there have been voices for it – as an example I refer 

to the quote from Tolstoy in the introduction. There are advantages to speeding up the 

storyline by curtailing long descriptions and dull monologues. However, there is also value 

in resisting some influences, especially those from the most commercial of productions. 

Bourdieu’s methodology is helping me understand my own processes and why I write the 

way I do. It has also made me question some of my traits, and to try to adjust them so that I 

am not writing unconsciously, but reflecting on how to create the most masterful work 

possible for me.  

Whether one can choose to be a writer in a category outside one’s nature is debatable. 

In If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller (1998), Calvino tells a story of two writers, one 

‘productive’ and one ‘tormented’, who try to write in the opposite styles; the result being 

the production of two terrible works. I do not know whether I can change my style, or 

whether this would be desirable. I must write in the way my nature and abilities dictate; but 

I can be selective about the influences impacting on me. There are trends in film that are 

creative and astonishing. The development of visual writing, that is, writing that invokes 

pictures in the minds of its readers, is desirable. These are the kinds of influences I wish to 

develop. This analysis, prompted by the methodology of Pierre Bourdieu, will continue in 

the following sections with the discussion of the concept of literacy in the contemporary 
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world, and discussion of a variety of storytelling techniques and attributes that are found in 

film and television and increasingly, in literature.  

 

 

Reading the game in the field of storytelling 

 

By positing that I, as a writer, am affected and continue to be affected by visual 

storytelling, and that this affect has caused effects in my writing, I am also making 

assertions about literacy and the way we read cultural texts – both written and visual. Over 

the past fifty years in particular, literary and media theorists have examined in depth the 

way we ‘read’ cultural texts and how we interpret them. In this time there has been a 

serious shift away from the idea of an author (or creator) producing a ‘work’ for which 

there is one immutable and unshifting interpretation; even further a rejection of the idea that 

the person producing the work is the sole creator of meaning. The reader, or viewer, is as 

important as the author or filmmaker to the process of interpretation, some would say, to 

the process of storytelling itself; although, as Umberto Eco has pointed out, while 

acknowledging the importance of readers’ interpretations, that over ‘the course of the last 

few decades the rights of the interpreters have been overstressed’ (1992, p. 821).  

I am a writer, but I am also a reader and a viewer. As a writer, either consciously or 

unconsciously, I make decisions about my potential readers when choosing what to tell and 

how to tell it. I make these decisions based on my own experiences as a reader and viewer. 

As Pierre Bourdieu would say, we are shaped by our societies. The society I live in is one 

dominated by visual stimuli and my potential readers are also shaped by the same society 

and the same stimuli. We are not all the same; we are not altogether different when it comes 

to the influences that shape us: some influences we can reject, some we embrace, and some 

we cannot escape.  

Eco’s work on the model reader is pertinent here. He posits that when the writer is 

writing for a community of unknown readers, she needs to make some assumptions about 

how the readers will interpret the text, that is, writer and reader need to share ‘codes’ (1979, 

p. 7). He remarks in an essay that discusses readings of his novel The Name of the Rose that 

‘authors do not speak in the void and are determined – and even censured – by previous 

texts’ (1992, p. 819). Eco acknowledges that a writer’s work ‘will be interpreted not 
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according to his/her intentions’ (1992, p. 821), but by a more convoluted mixture of 

conventions and learned experience Eco calls a ‘social treasury’ (p. 822).  

It would be beyond my capacity to imagine the minds of potential readers. However, I 

can form a hypothesis about how readers might interpret my novel by delving into the 

worlds of reader response and audience theory, the concepts of visual and verbal literacy, 

and the psychology of how we understand texts.  

Although the concept that readers contribute to the interpretation of a text first surfaced 

in the 1920s and 1930s with I.A. Richards, D.W. Harding and Louise Rosenblatt, it did not 

gain credibility until the 1950s, and did not become a stream of serious literary 

investigation until the 1970s (Guerin, Labor, Morgan, Reesman and Willingham, 2005; 

Travis, 1998). Reader response theory is said to have come about as a reaction to New 

Criticism, predominant in the first half of the twentieth century. New Criticism recognised 

the autonomy of the text and only allowed that certain scholarly readings were valid. This 

view was partly fuelled by fears of ‘indiscreet, indiscriminate, unrestrained’ reading caused 

by the steady influx of books coming onto the market because of technological 

improvements in the publishing industry and the increasingly sophisticated advertising 

industry (Travis, 1998, pp. 18-19). Post-WWI western societies saw an emergence of 

‘middlebrow’ pursuits and was the turning point between nineteenth century gentility (and 

a class of readers privileged with the education and leisure time to read) and ‘the mass 

market of the twentieth century’ (ibid., p. 22). Many writers, chief amongst them Virginia 

Woolf, railed against the concept of middlebrow art: ‘Woolf’s exceedingly negative picture 

managed to project onto the middlebrow the recurring fears of artists and intellectuals about 

the commodification, standardization and massification of art in the early decades of the 

twentieth century’ (ibid., p. 39). Indeed, at the beginning of her letter-essay ‘Middlebrow’, 

Woolf calls to task the editor of The New Statesman for allowing a reviewer to leave out the 

word ‘Highbrow’ [with a capital] in a review of her work (1966, p. 196). In some ways, 

New Criticism bridged this gap with its goal to educate people to read intelligently by 

regarding the text as one produced with a particular intended meaning, and encouraging 

readers to leave behind their personal beliefs and histories when at the interpretation table.   

Reader response theory, which replaced New Criticism, is just one approach to 

understanding literature, and often incorporates other critical techniques – such as 

rhetorical, semiotic, structuralist, phenomenological, subjective and psychological, 

historical and sociological, and hermeneutic approaches – in order to interpret texts 



 ~ 348 ~ 

  

(Suleiman, cited in Freund, 1987, p. 8). Guerin, Labor, Morgan, Reesman and Willingham 

suggest that reader response theory is ‘based on rhetoric, the art of persuasion, which has a 

long tradition in literature dating back to the Greeks’ (2005, p. 353). However, for 

proponents of reader response theory, the focus remains on the reader rather than the text 

itself (ibid., p. 360).  

The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961) by Wayne Booth is often cited as being first to suggest 

that readers themselves are important in the analysis of a text (Guerin et al., 2005, p. 353). 

In the 1960s and 70s, Roland Barthes argued that when an author finishes a text, it is 

propelled into the world with a ‘life of its own’ and it is as if the author is dead (Howells, 

2003, p. 88). The author’s intention is irrelevant; it is how the text is interpreted that creates 

meaning. Barthes posits that the author merely gives birth and nourishes a book, like a 

parent (1977, p. 145). Hence, the basic premise of reader response theory is that the reader 

is of primary concern in the interpretation of a text: without the reader, there is no meaning. 

Some have argued that without a reader, a text does not exist (or may as well not exist) and 

moreover, that the reader is an active participant in the creation of the text (Guerin et al., 

2005, p. 351). Ultimately, the reader is more important than the text and the focus should be 

on the how the reader ‘interacts’ with the text because all interpretations are ‘subjective and 

relative’ (ibid., p. 352). This is a major undermining of the author’s authority.  

Barthes contends that authors produce a veritable ‘entanglement’ of cultural 

propositions and phrases and to deconstruct this mishmash, it is the reader not the author 

who must be focused upon. ‘The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make 

up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin 

but in its destination’ (Barthes, 1977, p. 148). Barthes was critical of investigating the 

background of an author to discover the author’s intent. He preferred a more automatic 

response to reading texts, one that tries to pry away assigned meaning and personal 

discovery. In his discussion on Japanese haiku, he talks of the desire ‘to suspend language, 

not to provoke it’ (1982, p. 72) and ‘the nullity of meaning’ (p. 76). He quotes a poem by 

Basho that encapsulates the non-assignment of self or words onto text: 

 How admirable he is 
 Who does not think ‘Life is ephemeral’ 
 When he sees a flash of lightning! (cited in Barthes, 1982, p. 72) 

Barthes, in this study on Japanese ‘signs’ is critical of westerners’ insatiable search for 

meaning and over-analysis.  
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However, Stanley Fish, who wrote seminal texts in reader response theory in the 1970s 

and 1980s,  continued to concentrate on readers’ experiences rather than on what the text 

said and how it was constructed because the text, though being of a more concrete physical 

entity than people’s psychological responses and therefore more easily examined in some 

ways, only had a reason to exist when it was being interpreted by a reader (Fish, 1980, p. 

2). Readers should move away from seeking the author’s intention within the text, and to 

bring their own knowledge and assumptions to the text. This change in the way text is 

interpreted is a move from the ‘spatial configurations’ of the text to the ‘temporal 

experience’ of the reader (Fish, 1980, p. 4). Elizabeth Freund calls reader response criticism 

(or theory) an attempt ‘to make the imperceptible process of reading perceptible by seeking 

to reopen to scrutiny that which has been declared inscrutable, illegitimate or trivial’ (1987, 

p. 5). Illegitimate in this sense means ‘feeling’ responses to a work of art. Fish’s 

reorientation of questioning sums this up well: ‘What does this sentence do?’ rather than 

‘what does this sentence mean?’ (Freund, 1987, p. 93).  

Reception theory and the term ‘implied reader’ are linked to the concept of reader 

response. The implied reader is the reader the author is writing for, the intended audience 

who have the necessarily knowledge and literacy skills to understand and interpret the text 

in the way the author intended. The ‘actual reader’ is one who reads the text. Actual readers 

may or may not interpret the text as the author intended. Furthermore, reception theory 

suggests that texts are read differently in different periods of time, and their merits and 

failures are viewed differently as well: readings (interpretations) depend on the ‘horizons of 

expectations’ of any given set of readers (Guerin et al., 2005, p. 356). Wolfgang Iser’s 

theory of aesthetics examines this concept:  

A theory of aesthetic response focuses on how a piece of literature impacts on its 
implied readers and elicits a response. A theory of aesthetic response has its roots 
in the text; an aesthetics of reception arises from a history of readers’ judgments. 
Thus the former is systematic in nature, and the latter historical, and these two 
related strands together constitute reception theory. (Iser, 2006, pp. 57-58)  
 

Iser also negates the author’s intention, stating that author intention has been replaced ‘by 

the impact … a piece of literature has on its potential recipient’ (ibid., p. 60). This impact 

includes ‘text processing’, which is defined as ‘what happens in the text in the act of 

reading’ (ibid., p. 60).  

Reader response theory in the 1990s introduced two new notions: the evolving nature 

of readers in the interpretation of texts and an understanding that there are limits in being 
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able to predict interpretations. Some critics, such as David R. Anderson, reject aspects of 

Fish’s reader response work, especially in regards to the idea of interpretative communities 

– that certain sets of people will interpret texts in particular anticipated ways – because this 

implies an embedded meaning ‘in cultural frameworks, an idea no better than the idea that 

meaning is embedded in literary works’ (1993, p. 155). Anderson objects to limited reader 

response theories that deny the ‘agency’ of readers, in particular the agency of minority 

readers, and also those that do not take into consideration the changing nature of society 

and our constructions of ourselves: ‘any theory of reader response must recognize that 

readers have different goals while reading, bring different experiences to a text, and adapt 

to changing conditions’ (ibid., p. 163). Thus, theories of reader response continue to evolve, 

much as readers themselves evolve as they live their lives, as they read and expand their 

knowledge of story construction, and also of how life itself works. As Freund points out, 

few scholars agree completely about reader response; the essential aspect somewhat agreed 

upon is the ‘belief that a poem [or any other text] cannot mean or in some cases even exist 

in disassociation from its effects’ (1987, p. 7). 

‘Almost all of the groundbreaking work in audience/reader agency in the past fifteen 

years [from the early 1980s until the late 1990s] has involved studies of mass culture, in 

particular television’ (Travis, 1998, p. 6). This is not surprising given the increase in 

sophistication in both film and television production. Roland Barthes’s work was 

influential in moving the concept of text from the written to include the visual by 

introducing semiotic analysis of pop culture – his proposition being that it was possible to 

decode all types of cultural texts (Howells, 2003, p. 100). Howells contends, however, that 

this idea of decoding the visual was not new. As examples, he discusses the way early 

Renaissance painters used images requiring the viewer to decode them in order to 

understand the painting, and refers to the nineteenth century novel Moby Dick, in which the 

character Ahab nails a gold doubloon onto the mainmast and later tries to ‘cypher’ its 

meaning (Howells, 2003, p. 102). Nevertheless, Barthes re-introduced the concept of 

analysing visual texts, and this line of inquiry includes moving visual texts.    

From the 1960s to the 1980s, visual texts were examined and interpreted using various 

methods of semiotics or semiology, that is, the reading of signs. Similarly, in the world of 

literature, in the last few decades there has been a shift from making a purely semiotic 

reading of the visual text to working out how these texts are actually ‘received’ by viewers. 

These studies have been both theoretical in nature, and practical (quantitative research 
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projects). Influential early American researchers were Robert Merton, who published Mass 

Persuasion in 1946, and Elihu Katz and Paul Lazarsfeld, who published Personal Influence 

in 1955. In Britain, the 1960s brought to eminence the work of media researchers Jay 

Blumler and James Halloran (Morley, n.d.). During the 1980s in particular empirical 

studies of audiences became more frequent (Wilson, 1993, p. 1). Well-known examples of 

research conducted into how people view television are Stuart Hall’s work in the 1970s and 

1980s ‘on the audience’s ability to decode encoded meanings and to refuse the positions 

offered to it by texts’ and David Morley’s ‘study of the dialogic relationship between the 

audience implied by television programming and the actual audience members’ (Travis, 

1998, p. 6). In this way, their studies coincided with current theories of reader response: 

that is, a movement away from the text and toward the reader’s or viewer’s experience of 

the text.  

Audience studies are, in essence, about how audiences ‘make sense’ of television 

programs and how they watch them. Current audience theory rejects structuralism, which 

asserts that audiences identify with what happens on the screen, imagining themselves as 

characters (Wilson, 1993, pp. 1-2). Audience theorists differentiate between the ‘implied’ 

audience, the one for which the program is made, and the ‘empirical audience’, the real, 

actual audience (ibid., p. 2). Contradiction is accepted as a normal and expected reaction in 

readings of most films and television programs (ibid., p. 3). Wilson also contends that it is 

not possible to apply the same theories to both film and television, just as one cannot apply 

all reader response theory to audience response theory (ibid., p. 8). As an example, Wilson 

asserts that ‘structuralism was always less plausible in the case of television than film’ 

because television is watched at home where there are more distractions, whereas film-

viewing usually occurs in the cocoon-like atmosphere of a cinema (1993, p. 7). However, 

this assertion has less power to persuade in the contemporary world as viewers more 

frequently choose to watch films at home on DVD or video. Therefore, perhaps the 

watching of films can be examined in the same way as television programs as it is just as 

likely the viewer will be distracted by noise and interruptions at home during the watching 

of a film in the same way they would be if they were watching television. This is an 

example of the impact of technological advances: in this instance, the technology of home 

entertainment equipment. Theories of audience studies change because of frequent and 

rapid technological changes. For instance, many people download movies onto their 

computers rather than watching films in a cinema, or even at home on their television. How 
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this mobility affects viewers’ viewing and subsequent interpretation is one aspect of the 

ever-changing nature of audience response studies, and also, to how people experience 

storytelling in general.  

A phenomenological approach is also sometimes useful in audience studies (Wilson, 

1993, p. 14). Wilson uses Jurgen Habermas’s concept of ‘life-world’ (enunciated in his text 

The Theory of Communicative Action, 1984) to explain the way in which television 

producers try to draw the viewer into their world: ‘Broadcast communication draws on and 

maintains a set of cognitive horizons of understanding within life-worlds appropriated by 

both text and ideal audience’ (ibid., p. 19). Makers of television programs attempt to 

assume the life-world of its potential viewers. These life-worlds are often stereotypes (for 

example, nuclear middle class families). However, Wilson argues that real viewers bring 

their own real life-worlds to their interpretations, which can distort the intended message. 

Viewers (and readers) bring their own experiences and knowledge to the interpretation of 

cultural texts, and as briefly eluded to above, identification is not a fixed entity. ‘Empirical 

evidence indicates that the focus of identification is inherently general rather than specific’ 

(ibid., p. 44). ‘Understanding can therefore be regarded as a fusion of horizons in which the 

experience of similarity engages with that of difference’ (ibid., p. 49). Audience theory also 

informs us that the viewer of a film ‘anticipates’ certain actions within the story based on 

‘clues’ from what has gone before and based on previous films and/or life experiences. 

Often these clues are in the text itself (ibid., p. 73).  

This raises the question of assumption and repercussions for the novelist. If we assume 

that a story will run a particular way – and for most of us our stories are told visually, so 

many of our assumptions may be based on film and television stories – then perhaps we are 

being programmed, subconsciously, to expect novels to have the same format as visual 

stories. It is my contention that this, indeed, happens; and I will discuss evidence of this in 

my own and others’ writing in the next section.  

Viewer response is so important nowadays that film and television producers conduct 

extensive research into audience testing in order to shape their products. Travis cites the re-

writing of the ending of the film Thelma and Louise after test audience responses (1998, p. 

115). More recently, there was a similar occurrence with the much hyped film, Australia 

(2008). Media reports tell us that the director’s first choice of ending was changed after 

preliminary audience tests. Baz Luhrmann changed the ending which had the main hero, 

played by Hugh Jackman, dying. Subsequently, the version seen by the rest of the world 
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has a happier ending which was expected to ‘spell greater success at the box office’ 

(Luscombe, 2008). There has been some criticism of this capitulation, and also some 

denials: Luhrmann says that he wrote six possible endings to the film, and shot three of 

them (‘Baz’s Australia still not finished’, 2008). Nevertheless, this story (and its versions) 

illustrates how an openness to viewer opinion has led to more participation by viewers in 

cultural products. ‘Interactivity has become the media industry buzzword’, says Travis, 

who goes on to cite examples in film, television and news programs (1998, p. 115). The 

number of reality television, competition and game show programs – many of them 

requiring participation from the audience at home in the form of voting by mobile phone – 

is an indication of a culture of viewer-product interactivity.  

Current reader response and audience response theories establish the importance of the 

reader/viewer in the interpretation of a cultural text. It is also important to establish how 

readers and viewers know how to read and view texts; that is, what is written-textual 

(verbal) and visual literacy and how do they differ. This is not a discussion about how one 

learns to be literate; rather it is a discussion on the way we read or view cultural texts.  

It is difficult to choose terminology to talk about literacy in the sense of the ability to 

read books. Literacy used to mean being able to read, full stop. However, it has come to 

mean very many different things in a vast array of contexts. It is not even useful to refer to 

‘reading a book’ literacy as textual literacy, because ‘text’ has come to mean more than 

words on a page; a text can mean a movie, a television program, a video game, a painting – 

anything that has been created and has cultural meaning. Karl Kroeber refers to fiction in 

books as ‘verbal storytelling’ in Make Believe in Film and Fiction: Visual vs. Verbal 

Storytelling (2006). Although the connotation of ‘verbal’ for me is spoken language, for 

want of a more accurate term, I will also refer to ‘words on a page’ as verbal storytelling. 

Of course, one could also dispute the term ‘visual’ storytelling, because one needs to look 

(use your visual acuity) to read a book so words are also visual. Film and television are 

audible forms of storytelling as well. However, I will ignore these semantic difficulties and 

from hereon refer to visual and verbal storytelling in the hope that my reader will agree that 

these terms are sufficient for the discussion at hand.  

John Berger’s new approach to understanding art history, Ways of Seeing (1973), was 

one of the earliest texts to analyse visual culture from a postmodern persepctive and to 

demystify it. (Berger, 1973; Howells, 2003, p. 70) Laura Mulvey has also changed the way 

people think about visual culture by her work in Visual and Other Pleasures (1989), in 
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which she outlines her ‘gaze theory’ and notes the objectification and sexualisation of 

women. These are just two early examples of this adaptation of reader response theory to 

viewer response theory.  

Although visual literacy is a relatively new discourse, human beings have been visually 

literate for longer than they have been verbally literate (in the sense that verbally literate 

means written words, not spoken). We have taken this ability to read visual signs in our 

world for granted. However, reading the world in general is different to reading a cultural 

text. A person, or people, creates a cultural text by choosing certain signs and symbols 

(including words); then another person, or people, reads the text and interprets it. There 

must be some shared understanding of the signs and symbols, otherwise the text will not 

make sense; alternatively, it could be understood but in ways the original creator/s never 

expected. Much of our understanding about how we see stems from the work on semiotics 

by Ferdinand de Saussure and semiology by Charles Sanders Pierce in the early twentieth 

century. Both provided a structuralist approach to understanding images in terms of signs, 

denotations and connotations (Rose, 2007, p. 27; p. 83). These approaches are still used to 

determine both verbal and visual literacy. However, as mentioned above, understanding 

signs and symbols has been important in the reading of visual art for many centuries.  

What is true is that most of our stories – including journalistic stories – come to us via 

visual means rather than in print. ‘Think of recent world events and you probably think 

televisually’, Howells says (2003, p. 2). However, this state of affairs is also changing. 

Perhaps it could be true as well that more people are catching news and stories from the 

Internet or mobile phones. Obviously, this kind of news-gathering is more related to print 

journalism, and so perhaps a shift will occur again. Nevertheless, it is self-evident that it is 

useful to learn how to read the visual world if one wants to function and understand what is 

being presented to us. As Howells points out, visual literacy can be ‘less straightforward’ 

than written literacy and many of us are not adequately visually literate (2003, p. 1). This is 

because, although we are surrounded by visual images and have a lot of experience at 

reading them, we are not always very capable in the analysis of these images (ibid., p. 5). 

He notes that in some areas, people in the past were much better at reading visual signs – 

for example, in reading the weather and picking up visual clues in our environment (ibid., 

p.16). He reminds us that successful communication in visual depictions depend on ‘shared 

cultural conventions’ (ibid., p.18), which is nothing new and a common statement in 

discussions of semiotic analysis (but cannot be overstated to the point of assumptions about 
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‘cultural’ viewings). What is more, many theorists, including Bourdieu, are ‘united in the 

common assumption that visual culture is not produced in a social vacuum’ (ibid., p.93); 

that is, we produce either in the way our society has shaped us to produce, or we 

purposefully produce in a way to contradict that shaping by society.  

Reception theory also helps to explain how we read a text. Iser asserts that in order to 

understand a text, three problems need to be solved: the text must be processed in some 

way because a text is without a context in itself – it is an ‘event’; one must understand how 

the text directs this process, and how much power the reader has to choose an 

interpretation; and the socio-historical context of the text and the disposition of the readers 

must be ascertained (Iser, 2006, p. 60). These three ‘problems’ must be surmounted in both 

verbal and visual stories.  

One of the ways in which the text directs the process of interpretation is by requiring 

readers to ‘negotiate’ the blanks and gaps in a text, which ‘induce the recipient to perform 

basic operations within the text’ (Iser, 2006, p. 65). Gaps occur in a text because it is not 

possible to describe every moment. Literature generally has more gaps than visual 

storytelling, largely because film and television producers have to describe aspects such as 

location visually, whereas a novelist may provide very sketchy descriptions of location in 

order to concentrate, for example, on the emotions or conversation of the characters. 

(Kroeber, 2006, p. 14) ‘These gaps give the reader a chance to build his own bridges, 

relating the different aspects of the object which have thus far been revealed to him’ (Iser, 

1989, p. 9). Iser goes on to say that texts that fill in too many of the gaps for readers are 

usually dull because it lessens the reader’s desire to participate in the construction of the 

text (ibid., p. 10). When the author ‘comments … on events’ as narrator – i.e. fills in the 

gaps – he/she guides the readers’ responses and reader participation lessens (ibid., p. 12). It 

is also possible for the author to direct readers’ response by using literary techniques. 

Technique and the way gaps are controlled determine the level of difficulty of the text 

(ibid., pp. 14-15). Iser states: ‘Literature simulates life, not in order to portray it, but in 

order to allow the reader to share in it’ (ibid., p. 29). I will note here that some people 

dislike gaps in the story for the same reason: they make the reader work harder. I propose 

that habitual television watching, which has a different methodology of gaps, influences the 

expectations of how gaps should be negotiated and lessens the ability of reader-viewers to 

bridge the gaps in literature. It is possible to go too far in reducing the gaps, however. In a 

bookclub I belong to, members recently complained about the popular crime novel City of 
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Fire (Ellis, 2007), which spent too much time describing the driving: ‘She checked the 

clock on the dash and looked back at the 101. If she jumped on the freeway, the first five or 

six miles would be spent moving in the wrong direction toward downtown’ (p. 12). It goes 

on for pages.  

Visual literacy also involves noticing things like ‘contractions and transitions in time’ 

and movements across space (Howells, 2003, p.175). These are the gaps in visual 

storytelling. Film makes us feel we are experiencing the movements or actions depicted: 

‘The conventions of cinema should strike us as the most natural thing in the world’ (ibid., 

p.184). However, action in film is not natural but composed of several different shots taken 

from different angles ‘for dramatic effect’ (ibid., p.185). ‘What we end up seeing in the 

finished movie, therefore, is something that not only never happened in real life but which 

never even took place in physical reality’ (ibid., p.185). Therefore, gaps in visual 

storytelling, because they are made to look as natural as possible, are easier to process. This 

is related to an aspect within television viewing: the ‘veridical effect’, which is an effect in 

a text which makes it seem perfectly ordinary: ‘The “veridical effect”, then, is a product of 

the viewer’s assumptions and of the programme’s conformity to those beliefs’ (Wilson, 

1993, p.113). 

So why do we engage in the act of reading or viewing stories in the first place? Schutte 

and Malouff, in their psychological study, Why We Read And How Reading Transforms Us, 

state that the reasons we read are linked to six basic human needs: for learning; to provide 

arousal and novelty and to satisfy curiosity; self-determination; to bring about a positive 

self-view; to bring us into contact with others; and self-efficacy (2006, p. 2). The authors 

posit: ‘Most likely, we enjoy reading not because we are attracted to the process of reading 

as such, but because reading allows the satisfaction of a number of universal and partially 

evolutionary determined needs’ (Schutte and Malouff, 2006, p. 13). They quote 

psychologist Roger Schank, who argues that people like stories because ‘knowledge about 

the world’ comes from them and that ‘our store of abstract information, and our actual 

behaviours are all interwoven…. Thus we may find that the more we read, the better we 

understand the world. This learning creates a sense of reward accruing from reading’ (ibid., 

p. 24).  

These reasons could, perhaps, be used to understand why people watch films and 

television as well. Kroeber cites visual perception studies by scientist J. J. Gibson to claim 

that human beings are biologically designed to watch movement, that we see better when 
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we are moving, and that we are programmed to look for ‘invariants’, that is, things that are 

out of place (Kroeber, 2006, p. 9-11). Thus visual stories are very appealing because they 

satisfy our biological needs. Moreover, there is some evidence that we learn to use our eyes 

better by watching films. Therefore, in both instances, reading and viewing, people scan for 

information in order to better understand the world.  

Another benefit of reading – or viewing in some cases – it to provide us with a 

‘reference’ in order to know if our lives and responses are in accordance with others’. 

Reading can also help people to feel connected to others (Schutte and Malouff, 2006, pp. 

46-49).  This is likewise true of the wider field of storytelling. Some audience research 

shows that regular viewers of television series are more satisfied with their own social 

networks. The researchers suggest this is because regular contact with familiar characters 

can satisfy our needs for connectedness and friendship (ibid., pp. 54-55).  

But what are the ways in which visual literacy is different from verbal literacy? One 

aspect is the level of sensationalism in the texts. Kroeber argues that film is often 

sensationalist because it has the capacity to take us by surprise more easily than can fiction 

because we are biologically predisposed to register visual anomalies: ‘what we could not 

have anticipated’ (2006, p. 2). He says that the novel in general is ‘less sensational’ because 

we have to use our imagination to bring it to life; the visual image is not presented for us in 

a complete package (ibid.). To read a film, we need our senses to visually experience the 

story; for a novel, we block our senses in order to imagine more fully. Therefore, Kroeber 

points out, fiction is ‘unfettered … by sensory verisimilitude’ (ibid.). He uses the example 

of a description by Dostoevsky in Crime and Punishment in which the author writes that 

blood poured from the victim’s head ‘as from an overturned glass’ (cited in Kroeber, 2006, 

p.2). Kroeber remarks on the phrase’s absurdity, asking us when we’d seen a glass full of 

blood before. In this way, fiction is often ‘less real’ than what is depicted in a film. 

However, conversely, Kroeber also points out that fiction often depicts more realistic 

versions of violence than films do – the kinds of small domestic violences that real people 

suffer; whereas film usually depicts the ‘unusual’ kinds of violence that most people cannot 

really relate to in their day-to-day lives (ibid., p.115).  

Another way in which written storytelling is said to differ from filmic is with its use of 

‘side-shadowing’, which encourages readers to imagine how events might have happened 

differently, or been avoided completely; whereas film ‘cannot display what is never visible’ 

(Morson, 1994; cited in Kroeber, 2006, p. 3). In this way, verbal storytelling allows the 
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reader’s mind to become more intimate with the story, encouraging it to travel along ‘what-

if’ roads, and consequently, increasing the atmosphere of reality. Furthermore, Kroeber 

points out that when watching a film or television program, the viewer is always distanced, 

always objective.  

On the other hand, when a reader reads a novel, her imagination must be engaged with 

the text in order to interpret and bring meaning: ‘we cannot be separated from what we read 

because it is totally in our mind. We read alone, but we are not distanced by reading from 

what we read’ (Kroeber, 2006, p. 6). In this way, Kroeber argues that reading is more 

intimate than viewing. However, I am not entirely convinced by this argument although I 

perceive the logic of it to be true – that the activity of watching brings about a natural 

subject-object dichotomy. My own experience of watching films has been that it engages 

and invokes high emotions – such as fear, sadness, empathy – and these can be very 

intimate and the viewer can and often does bring imagination into the building of the story 

being told on the screen. While watching Water (2005), an Indian film about a child widow, 

I became very moved and sad for the characters, imagining what their lives were like, and 

also, wondering what would happen to characters after the end of the film. In this way, the 

gaps were clearly there for viewers to fill in, as well as side-shadowing: the inference of 

what might have happened to Chulyia, the child widow, if she had not been saved from the 

widows’ refuge. In defence of Kroeber’s argument, nevertheless, it should be pointed out 

that this film is an ‘art-house’ film, and therefore has more aesthetic devices that borrow 

from art and literature. In this instance of similarity, the overlap between film and fiction 

storytelling is evident. Perhaps the film took this technique from literary storytelling – and 

this is not new; from its earliest days, filmmakers have used the techniques of literature to 

create films. Howells also points out that ‘with film (just like the novel) … we enjoy the 

illusion of joining in the action, of being drawn into the “screen world”, rather than 

watching from outside’ because ‘we see what the camera sees’ (2003, p. 174). He goes on 

to state that this is because when watching films we feel that we are participants rather than 

spectators, unlike when we are watching a play. I agree with this statement as watching a 

film is a much more engrossing activity for me than watching a play; I often feel 

uncomfortable during live theatre because I am conscious of the actors on the stage ‘acting’ 

and ‘ignoring’ me.  

Kroeber’s contention that watching a movie isolates viewers more than the imaginative 

reader reading alone seems at first contradictory to his statement about his experiences with 
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students, which indicate that people are more passionate about their views about films than 

novels (2006, p. 57). Is this because the novel is intimate, and therefore, the expectation is 

that the interpretation will be personal as each of us brings our visual imaginations to bear; 

whereas we have the expectation that the whole audience sees the same thing when we 

watch a film? Perhaps film incites more passion because we expect interpretations to be 

similar. We are seeing the same thing, but not perceiving the same thing. Therefore, in fact, 

there is just as much scope for varying interpretations, or nearly as much scope, of a film or 

television story. For example, we still have to read facial reactions of the actors. However, 

this is not infallible: I refer to the Kuleshov Effect. Russian Filmmaker Lev Kuleshov one 

hundred years ago inter-shot the same photo of an actor with various pictures. Viewers 

believed that the man’s face looked sad, happy, or hungry depending on the picture it was 

associated with even though it was the same picture of the actor. His intent was to show the 

useful effect of montage (Prince and Hensley, 1992).5   

One way in which film has an advantage over fiction is in its use of double-takes and 

close-ups to show different perspectives of a character, and it is said that this cannot be 

duplicated in fiction. Once again, I am not sure this is true. It is possible to focus on one 

aspect of a character, for example, a hand or a smile; in some ways, this is like a close-up as 

the reader’s imagination will remain trained on the details of the hand or smile while they 

are reading that section. Also, telling stories from different characters’ perspectives is 

perhaps a way of doing a verbal double-take. William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying (1963 – 

although originally published in 1930) is often cited as an early example of a novel that 

uses multiple voices to tell the same story. Is it a coincidence that Faulkner also wrote for 

the movies? Perhaps he was inspired by double-takes and the array of perspective 

possibilities in film, and translated this into a written form.  

Kroeber posits that film has overtaken fiction because – and this is not new – western 

culture keeps moving toward visual culture: ‘hypervisualism is the mentality fostered by 

the modern world’ (Ong, 1977, p. 124; cited in Kroeber, 2006, p. 46). Kroeber also refers to 

the Renaissance and how the printing press shifted storytelling from the oral to written text 

in the same way film has shifted written storytelling to the visual (Kroeber, 2006, p.69). 

‘Since then [the Renaissance], however, there has been no equally significant 

transformation in the nature of the texts that stimulate verbal make believe: we read Don 

                                                
5 Many authors cite this example and it is now considered apocryphal rather than gospel.  
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Quixote in the same way we read the most recent novel. The cultural context within which 

we read Don Quixote, of course, is radically different from that of its original readers, and 

for my purposes the primary difference is the hyper-visuality of modern society’ (ibid., 

p.69). Kroeber uses as evidence the fact that all the classics he loved as a child in the 1930s 

and 1940s his students have seen as film versions rather than read. Moreover, each society 

trains its people to perceive in certain ways and this is often related to survival, either literal 

or metaphorical (ibid., p.70). People in the contemporary western world in many ways 

depend upon visual literacy much more than upon verbal literacy.  

Gillen Wood argues in The Shock of the Real (2001) that the Romantic period was a 

reaction to the emerging visual culture (with its ability to portray reality) in the eighteenth 

century, and that visual culture began to eclipse literature at this time. Kroeber notes: ‘New 

ideals of visual verisimilitude appealed to the taste of nonelite members of society, who 

were becoming empowered, both economically and politically, by the expanding 

industrialization and democratization of society’ (2006, p.76). The way in which the visual 

can appear natural makes it easier to process and therefore more attractive; whereas with 

fiction, one must work harder to process the information and engage one’s imagination. 

Wood spends a chapter discussion how David Garrick’s6 naturalism both astonished 

audiences (if they liked it) or appalled them if they found strong realism in art distasteful. 

Garrick’s ability to act visually was the key to his great success, and the departure from 

actors who basically orated or recited.  

In light of the discussion on reader response theory, audience studies, and the 

intricacies of verbal and visual literacy, I ask myself how I anticipate readers will respond 

to my novel. ‘Although the author provides the raw material for the reader, according both 

to reader response theory and reading engagement theory the reader creates his or her own 

experience of the material’ (Schutte and Malouff, 2006, p.103). Essentially, I expect, or 

hope, that Treasure has three main attractions: that it is an adventure novel about women 

for adults, that it poses the opportunity to solve puzzles, and that it uses real historical 

figures as characters. Of the three, the last quality is the one that also contains the most 

danger of being misunderstood or being the reason the novel is rejected by readers.  

Treasure is an adventure novel about a treasure hunt. Clues must be answered. This 

plot line may assuage one of the basic human needs often satisfied by fiction: the desire for 

                                                
6 A theatre actor in the first half of the eighteenth century.  
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novelty and arousal. Schutte and Malouff point out that there needs to be the correct 

balance between arousal and novelty (challenges, new experiences) in one’s life otherwise 

people will seek them out in some other way: a ‘simple and rewarding way to meet the 

need for excitement and novelty is through reading’ (2006, p. 30). The search for novelty 

and excitement is borne out by bestseller lists as the books on these lists share common 

elements such as that they are ‘fast-paced, build and resolve suspense, and often introduce 

the reader to a new social, psychological or physical world’ (ibid., p. 31). My novel should 

introduce readers to a new world, and the fact that it is also about women and artists may 

also attract some readers, particularly women, and particularly women who have an interest 

in the arts.  

The use of historical figures has both positive and negative repercussions. On the 

positive side, if potential readers are already familiar with all or some of the characters, 

they may be interested in reading the novel because of a feeling of familiarity. Schutte and 

Malouff found that ‘readers who have become familiar with a character in a previous book 

look forward to encountering the character in further books, just as they might wish to meet 

an old friend’ (2006, p. 56). The use of historical characters in my novel could work 

because a recognition of the characters could lead to stronger engagement with the text.  

On the other hand, if potential readers do not know about any of the historical figures, 

they may reject the novel because they do not connect with it. The reasons readers stop 

reading or cannot absorb information are a disinterest in the content, preoccupation, or the 

content does not have meaning or relevance to them (Schutte and Malouff, 2006, p.19). 

However, Schutte and Malouff also found that stories are appealing to readers because they 

make ‘information more interesting’ and ‘provide connections between an individual’s 

prior knowledge base and new information’ (ibid., p.21). Therefore, it is possible that by 

reading Treasure, a new interest may be awakened in readers who had previously been 

unaware of its historical figures. Also, it is possible that people who have heard these 

people’s names but do not know much about them might have their curiosity piqued and 

would like to know more.  

This point brings us to another potential danger of using historical figures as characters. 

If either knowledgeable readers or non-knowledgeable readers expect the novel to be some 

kind of biography of the historical figures, they will be disappointed in the novel. Schutte 

and Malouff  assert that readers ‘may be drawn to read texts that we consciously or 

unconsciously expect will provide learning opportunities relevant to our needs’ (2006, 
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p.23) and also that ‘many readers wish to have specific factual questions answered through 

their reading’ (p. 35).  One of the reasons I was interested in using real historical figures as 

characters is because I am interested in how personality affects behaviour. It was never my 

intention to write a biographical novel about any of the these figures, although parts of their 

stories are re-told in order to inform readers who do not know about them. My objective 

was to put certain ‘personalities’ into situations in which they would never have been in 

their real lives, and to try to imagine how they would react. If readers do not understand 

this, they may be disappointed about the fanciful nature of my novel. However, if the type 

of story that is presented is made clear, this misunderstanding should not occur.  

Finally, if the readers who do know about some or all of the characters know too much 

or have their own firm understandings about particular historical figures, they may reject 

my depiction of them if they do not coincide with their own thoughts and beliefs about the 

characters. To illustrate how this may happen, I would like to share an anecdote about my 

experience with three readers of the manuscript. I will add here that the manuscript that 

these readers saw is not the final draft currently under scrutiny. However, the plot and 

structure of the novel are largely unchanged since these readings. 

All readers were personal friends. Reader A was my first choice: my perfect implied 

reader. She is also the only reader I sought out, asking for feedback on my manuscript. She 

is in her late 30s, university educated, and an avid reader of a wide breadth of literature that 

includes fantasy and realist literature. She also has experience giving feedback to people on 

their writing, and I considered her an intelligent reader who would also be honest, despite 

our friendship. Reader B took an active interest in my project and asked to read the 

manuscript. She is also an avid reader with a wide breadth of interests and knowledge about 

literary works. She is in her early 60s, is European and has a background in psychology. 

Reader C asked to read the manuscript as well. She was in her late 60s and also an avid 

reader. However, I was, and am still, not sure of her knowledge about literature. Going by 

her bookshelves, I would guess that her interests lie mostly with non-fiction and fantasy 

fiction.  

 Reader A’s response to the novel was the most unequivocally positive. This is not 

surprising as she was my hand-picked implied reader. She found the story satisfying and 

easy to follow, and she enjoyed the characters (she knew something about most of them). 

One thing she said to me stayed in my mind. She said that all questions were answered by 

the end of the novel. I know this was not meant to be a criticism, however, it did make me 
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think that perhaps I did not make the reader work hard enough and I should have allowed 

more of the ‘gaps’ that Wolfgang Iser wrote about. 

Reader B’s response was also positive. She said she thoroughly enjoyed the novel and 

found it satisfying. Her most negative comment was that although the novel worked as it 

was, it did not satisfy the requirements of a publisher looking for a novel of a very high 

literary standard. This comment also gave me something to think about. I realised that the 

writing of this novel had been fuelled too much (for my liking) by pop culture, and 

reinforced the realisation that this pop culture had been fed to me largely via television and 

film rather than via fiction (as my reading life is usually more ‘high brow’ than my viewing 

life). Raising the tone of the novel was my main objective in the final draft. However, I 

found this difficult because of its highly plot-driven narrative.  

Reader C’s response to the manuscript was largely negative. In defence of this reader 

(and my manuscript) I will add that she was seriously ill at the time of the reading, and 

although I do not think this affected her judgement of it, it did mean she did not complete 

reading it. If she had been well, I believe both that she would have read the manuscript 

entirely as she was keen to give me useful feedback and also that her opinion of it would 

not have changed. However, what she had to say about it raises an interesting point in 

regards to reader response.  

Reader C’s main criticism was that the novel was unfocused. She did not like the story 

moving between characters and this made her lose interest very quickly. On further 

questioning, Reader C revealed that she particularly liked the character of Isabelle 

Eberhardt (not surprising; Reader C had strong interests in Sufism). She believed the story 

should have been told through Isabelle’s eyes alone. I did not agree with this suggestion at 

all, but was grateful to have this conversation as it shed light on one of the potential 

problems with the reading of this novel. Reader C had a vested interest in one of the 

characters, and therefore, rejected the novel because it did not deliver what she wanted or 

expected – in this case, more focus on Isabelle. I might expect similar reactions from 

readers who have strong views or even feelings about any of the characters. If my 

interpretation of them does not fit their world view, they are likely to reject the novel. 

Likewise, the danger of having many characters is that readers will prefer one over others 

and find any time not with the one they like to be tiresome, and therefore grow bored with 

the story, as did Reader C (who was also averse to popular culture television). This is a 

natural reaction, and one I also have experienced while reading. An example of this for me 



 ~ 364 ~ 

  

recently was reading Kate Atkinson’s novel, When Will There Be Good News? (2008). 

Although I thoroughly enjoyed the novel, I particularly liked spending time with Detective 

Chief Inspector Louise Monroe and therefore was a little impatient when having to keep up 

with the activities of the many other characters.  

In defence of my novel, chances are that if it has been created from my construction as 

a writer saturated in visual culture, then readers will also have similar interests because of 

being brought up in the same society. Schutte and Malouff, referring to research by J.A. 

Appleyard, describe the relationship between writer and reader as a way for the writer to 

invite responses using particular structures and a pool of ‘social and literary codes shared 

by author and reader’ (2006, p. 92). ‘The culture of an author in part shapes the style and 

content of the author’s text’ and the ‘author’s approaches to representing the inner world of 

their characters are shaped by their culture’s conceptualisation of the human mind and 

spirit’ ( ibid., p. 94). As Bourdieu (1993) theorised, a writer’s habitus is shaped by her field, 

and we together, both writers and readers, are playing in the same field of storytelling.  

The postmodern world is a world of visual stimuli. Iser noted two decades ago that 

‘literary culture – the source of all the quotations – has had to face heavy competition. The 

surfeit of optical and acoustic appeals to the human mind has considerably reduced the 

significance of reading in our time’ (Iser, 1989, p. 207). He goes on to cite Marshall 

McLuhan, who ‘attributes the decline of the culture of the written word to the fact that the 

media have enabled people to create new extensions of themselves’ (p. 208). Could it be 

said then, that literature is an old fashioned art-form because it requires that there be one 

‘artist’ (i.e. the writer, singular) but many readers in order to justify a print run? We live in 

an age where everybody is encouraged to be creative, and it is increasingly easier to 

sideline the traditional avenues of publication or exhibition, especially via the Internet. In a 

world where it is much easier to be a writer or artist oneself, is there less interest in taking 

the time to discover what is in somebody else’s mind – the lengthy creative product of a 

novelist, and what is more, what is inside a singular novelist’s mind? We live in a culture 

that provides less and less time to expand our knowledge base with someone else’s 

inspirations about life (a traditional reason to read fiction), as we must have our own 

experiences. Iser also talked about a disinterest in reading literature, and I wonder if the 

traditional reasons for reading literature may be swiftly changing. Iser suggests that we 

must construct new purposes of literature: ‘for literature confronts people with themselves – 

which might prove irritating for those who consider themselves firmly rooted in their social 
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roles…. Any talk of the practical use of literature is a thing of the past’ (Iser, 1989, p. 208). 

Certainly, the literary world is adapting to the changes society are forcing, but how is it 

adapting and will it be able to adapt sufficiently to survive? 

One way to adapt to a new environment is to adopt the strategies of the dominant 

players in the field. The next section outlines some narrative strategies which fiction writers 

do or could borrow from the film and television repertoires. Some of the strategies 

discussed only impacted marginally on me in the writing of Treasure, however, I have 

included them because they are strategies that appear to be general trends in contemporary 

verbal storytelling.  

 

 

Narrative strategies in the field of storytelling 

 

It is common knowledge, or perhaps common assumption, that narrative storytelling has 

been part of human societies since the dawn of humankind. From discovered cave drawings 

and other evidence of prehistoric life we surmise that cave-people told stories. Certainly 

most cultures display histories of aural and/or written narratives. The contemporary world 

has many forms of narrative: ‘novels, films, television series, strip cartoons, myths, 

anecdotes, songs, advertisements, biographies …’ (Lothe, 2000, p. vii). Lothe suggests that 

human beings need narrative patterns in a ‘deep-seated’ way in order to make sense of our 

lives, to be able to identify meaning in patterns and therefore assign meaning to our lives, 

and furthermore, to ‘justify the choices we make’ (ibid., p. 3). Lothe’s statement resonates 

with both the studies discussed in the previous section and my own need to see the world in 

stories; it also resonates with my belief in the importance of storytelling, especially in 

novels and, for my generation, in visual forms such as film and television.  

Contemporary discussions of film and literary theory use some similar terminology, 

especially when it comes to narrative theory. With the entry of film analysis into the arena 

of narrative discourse, the theories of literary narrative had to be expanded to encompass 

other forms of narrative. Theories based on Gérard Genette’s dissection of narrative fiction 

into Discourse (the presentation of events), Story (events and conflicts) and Narration (how 

the text is written and communicated) (Lothe, 2000, p. 6) and his model of narrative 

communication (historical author, implied author, narrator, narratee, implied reader and 

historical reader) (ibid., pp. 11-19) are often used for both literary and film dissection. 
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Roland Barthe’s work on textual analysis has also been adapted to film analysis (Lothe, 

2000). In the most recent books on the subject, scholars tend to use the terminology 

formulated by early Russian film theorists to describe the narrative in both film and in 

literature: fabula or story, which is the ‘chronological telling of what happens’; and syuzhet 

or plot, ‘what is chosen to be shown or told’ (Prammagiore and Wallis, 2006, 37-8). 

Theories for discussing literary and film narrative increasingly over-lap and feed each 

other. I contend also that narrative strategies in verbal and visual storytelling also over-lap 

and feed each other.  

When I began writing this novel I faced the problem of introducing numerous 

characters in a way that readers wouldn’t get them muddled. I think this is always difficult, 

but it is exacerbated when the majority of the characters would naturally ‘be’ in the same 

place at the same time. For example in Treasure, there are seven people on board The 

Halicarnassus at the beginning of the story and they all need to be introduced before the 

new member, Isabelle, comes aboard. 

It was watching Robert Altman’s film The Player (1992) that gave me the idea of 

pacing the introductions by breaking up the interactions into smaller ‘conversations’. This 

film begins with a famously long (seven minute) tracking shot. Thus the chapter, ‘The 

Halicarnassus’, became in effect a tracking shot. It starts with a conversation between two 

people (Artemisia and Psappho), becomes a conversation between three people (Artemisia, 

Psappho and Jai), moves one of the characters away (Jai) and becomes an interaction 

between the original two and a fourth (Emily), and so on.  

It is true that film storytelling relies heavily on literary storytelling. As mentioned 

before, Charles Dickens is a writer commonly cited as influencing filmic storytelling. 

Grahame Smith writes about Great Expectations in Dickens and the Dream of Cinema: ‘the 

movement of Dickens’s language, the sketch’s distinguishing feature, is insistently 

cinematic, in its reliance on what can only be called tracking shots, close-ups, dissolves, 

editing and montage, crane shots, and so on’ (2003, p. 170). Flaubert’s Madame Bovary is 

also cited as the proto-type for film narrative. Robert Stam offers numerous examples of 

Flaubert’s foresight. Early film director Sergei Eisenstein, famous for his film The 

Battleship Potemkin (1925), describes Madame Bovary’s ‘agricultural fair’ chapter as a 

precursor to cinematic montage, a ‘verbal mise-en-scene’ – a seduction scene with amorous 

flattery and shouts from vendors selling manure (cited in Stam, 2005, pp. 147-8). Stam also 

claims that in this novel Flaubert articulates the angle of vision, that is, describes camera 
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shots (ibid., p. 153), uses sound effects and literary props (ibid., p. 149), and specifies 

gestures and attitudes similar to a film-script with the use of framing, involuntary gestures, 

physical actions, inserted details, costume, and physical postures (ibid., pp. 148-9).  

My interest is in how visual storytelling has affected me as a writer of fiction, and it 

was Altman’s film, not Dickens or Flaubert, that influenced me to write a tracking shot. 

This is not new or unusual. Three decades ago Morris Beja noted: ‘The ways in which 

written literature has affected film are often so pronounced – as in providing material for 

adaptations … that sometimes the obverse is overlooked: that film has also exerted its 

power over the literature of our century’ (1979, p. 74). He names writers such as William 

Faulkner, John Steinbeck and Graham Greene (among others) who have benefited 

stylistically from writing both literature and for film. He also provides a long list of writers 

who have ‘adapted approaches and techniques which originated or developed in film’ 

(ibid.). This list includes Ernest Hemingway, Albert Camus, Lawrence Durrell and James 

Joyce. This is an example of the over-lapping and inter-feeding mentioned earlier. In my 

case, the indirect influence of the nineteenth century literary device used by Dickens and 

Flaubert reached me via film storytelling.  

Short chapters are a trait often found in contemporary popular fiction and this could be 

attributed to the influence of television in particular. This is especially true of crime fiction, 

a genre that is equally matched in popularity in the celluloid and televisual forms. A scan of 

contemporary crime novels tells me that many of their chapters are under five pages in 

length. Dan Brown’s immensely popular The Da Vinci Code (2003) has 105 chapters in this 

442 page novel, making an average of 4.2 pages per chapter. Andy McNab’s Deep Black 

(2004) has 102 chapters in 383 pages, an average of 3.5 pages per chapter. However, the 

biggest winner in the short chapters competition is James Patterson. Cradle and All (2000) 

has 344 pages and 112 chapters, an average of 3.07 pages per chapter. The Big Bad Wolf 

(2003) has 314 pages and 119 chapters, an average of 2.6 pages per chapter, and Four Blind 

Mice (2002) has 209 pages and 115 chapters, an average of 2.7 pages per chapter. Many of 

Patterson’s chapters are only two pages in length. In David Mitchell’s novel Cloud Atlas 

there is a neat summary of a manuscript by the narrator: ‘I leafed through its first few 

pages. It would be a better book if Hilary V. Hush weren’t so artsily-fartsily Clever. She 

had written it in neat little chapteroids, doubtless with one eye on the Hollywood 

screenplay’ (2004, p. 164). Clearly then, I am not the only person who has noticed shorter 

chapters in novels and made the link to visual storytelling.  
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There is nothing inherently wrong about short chapters in novels or breaking chapters 

into smaller sections. It is helpful to the reader who reads in snatches and is indicative of 

our lifestyles. However, it does suggest that our viewing habits do colour our reading habits 

in that we prefer to have information and stories doled out in smaller doses.  

Creating any piece of art – including fiction or film – involves perceiving. I am a 

‘visual’ writer. The process of writing, for me, includes daydreaming and imagining, 

playing out and ‘seeing’ the scene I want to write about before I attempt to write it. Not all 

writers work in this way, of course. Elliot Perlman, for example, told me: ‘Ordinarily, when 

writing prose I don’t think in pictures, although I might think in scenes to make decisions 

about possible actions’ (appendix, 2006). 

Thinking in pictures could be considered a good thing; it often makes writing more 

vibrant and can bring people to life in a reader’s mind, dare I say it, more visually. Beja 

quotes Joseph Conrad’s artistic intention: ‘My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the 

power of all, make you see. That – and no more, and it is everything’7 (1979, p. 52). On the 

other hand, Ernest Hemingway complained about the temptation of thinking in pictures and 

blamed it on writing scripts for Hollywood: ‘they get you writing as though you were 

looking through a camera lens. All you think about is pictures when you ought to be 

thinking about people’ (quoted in Beja, 1979, pp. 27-8). The danger I can see in my own 

writing is that by concentrating on the description of action – and that is what thinking in 

pictures is – it is too easy to slip into banal writing, both with description and dialogue. I 

noticed this in Treasure in the first draft, most especially in chapter 21 (‘The Diva’) when 

Artemisia arrives in Maria Callas’s apartment and startles Maria’s husband. On subsequent 

drafts, I’ve attempted to give that scene more subtlety and exploration of character. In the 

original draft I had written:  

 ‘Stop talking. I want  to know where Maria Callas is,’ she says in Italian. 
 Despite her poor accent, he seems to understand her, ‘Who are you?’ he 
says, his voice stammering the words out. ‘How did you get in here?’ 
 ‘It’s not your business to ask questions. You only answer them. Where is 
she?’ 
 ‘Why should I tell you that? She is not here.’ 
 ‘You’ll tell me because if you don’t I’ll spray you with this mist and you’ll 
die instantly.’ 
 Meneghini’s face goes grey and his eyebrows shoot heavenward. His eyes 
are still suspicious however, and Artemisia is relieved when a small yappy black 
poodle comes skidding into the room. She turns toward it and blasts a small 

                                                
7 Although it is possible that Conrad was referring to a different, more metaphorical ‘seeing’.  
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amount of the spray in its direction. As if it were a cartoon dog, it suddenly stops 
running toward her, its eyes dilate and it falls to its side. Meneghini watches with 
terror on his face, but does not move toward the dog, which is lying on its side as if 
dead.  

In the final draft, the manuscript reads: 

  ‘Good morning, Battista. I need you to tell me where your wife is,’ she said 
sharply in Italian. 
 Despite her poor accent, he understood her, ‘Who are you?’ he said, his 
voice stammering the words out. ‘How did you get in here? How do you know my 
name?’ 
 ‘I don’t have time for questions from you, Meneghini. Where is she?’ 
 ‘She’s not here. And why should I tell you anything? Who are you?’ 
 ‘You’ll tell me because if you don’t I’ll spray you with this mist, and you 
don’t want that to happen. Let me reassure you about that.’ 
 Meneghini’s face paled, but his eyes remained suspicious. They stood for a 
few long moments – from Artemisia’s perspective – facing each other, still and 
silent. Artemisia was relieved when a yappy black poodle came skidding into the 
room. She smiled to herself, and moving quickly, blasted a small amount of the 
spray in its direction. The dog stopped running abruptly; its eyes dilated; it 
immediately collapsed in a heap. Meneghini watched, terrified, but didn’t move 
toward the dog.  
 

Another change was made a few lines further down after Meneghini tells Artemisia 

where Maria is staying. The original was: 

Some loyalty, Artemisia thinks, but does not worry too much about it. He is giving 
her what she wants so she should be glad, is glad, of this husband’s lack of spine. 
She lifts her hand and sprays Meneghini, who yelps and covers his face. It is too 
late. The mist has worked and he slumps to the floor. She catches his head at the 
last moment so that it does not bang against the table. She spends a moment to 
straighten him so that he does not have a sore back when he wakens.   
 

This paragraph was changed in the final draft: 

Artemisia smiled inwardly; a cynical smile. It had been a long time since she’d 
been surprised at how easily human beings betray each other. She lifted her hand 
and sprayed Meneghini, who yelped like the poodle and covered his face. A 
moment later he slumped to the floor. She spent a moment to straighten him so that 
he wouldn’t have a sore back or neck when he woke up. Artemisia was ruthless, 
but she had been badgered enough by Psappho over the years that she’d learnt to 
minimise pain or discomfort when it didn’t serve her cause.  

 
The process of thinking in pictures ties in with two other aspects of storytelling that I 

struggled with while writing Treasure. The first is the contemporary writing philosophy of 

‘showing not telling’. In film, except in voiceover or in dialogue, you cannot ‘tell’. Film is 

a medium for viewers/listeners and showing is crucial. Noah Lukeman in his guide to 

writing fiction, The First Five Pages, exhorts would-be writers to show action not tell the 
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story for two main reasons: it makes readers participate more in the text because they must 

decide for themselves what the action means and this is more engaging, and that this also 

provides ‘a certain amount of ambiguity or interpretation in a text’ (2000, p. 120).8 He 

points out the importance of the reader and what the reader brings to the text (like a good 

reader response theorist) and this is what makes a novel worth reading time and time again 

While writing Treasure, sometimes the effort to show (when telling would have been 

easier and perhaps more desirable) made me conscious that my novel was beginning to read 

like a script. A novel is not a film, where subtle gestures have more of an impact. For me, 

the focus on ‘showing’ sometimes limits my attention to the interiority of my characters. 

Seymour Chatman wrote: ‘the distinction between memesis and diegesis or, to use their 

rough modern synonyms, “showing” and “telling” is simply the distinction between iconic 

and non-iconic or symbolic signs’ (1990, 111). This impulse to always look for a way to 

give clues to a character’s inner life without actually saying what they are is, I believe, an 

influence from watching stories told visually in film and television. There is no real 

necessity for a novel not to ‘tell’ – it is story-telling after all. Literary novels tend to tell 

more than popular novels do. For example, both Gail Jones’s Dreams of Speaking (2006) 

and A.S. Byatt’s A Whistling Woman (2002) have large sections of telling what is in 

characters’ minds.9  It is also true that the pace slackens during these chapters, but it is not 

dull writing by any means. It is the fear of boring the reader that inhibits the art of my 

story-telling, and that is a lack of confidence in my ability to tell a story.  

Returning to the argument in the previous section about whether more imagination is 

required for literature or film, and my suggestion that different imagination is required for 

each – imagination of setting for literature; imagination of motivation for film – I do think I 

am tempted to be more oblique than I should by describing action or behaviour in the hope 

that readers will understand motivation. For example, when Artemisia and Psappho are 

fighting their duel in the forest, I had assumed that when Norma, Emily and Tess arrive in 

the clearing, having followed an unidentified noise, that the reader would know that the 

sound they had heard was the clash of swords. However, in the first draft, my supervisor 

queried this assumption, writing ‘So this is the sound they heard?’ In the final draft, I added 

this sentence to clarify: 

                                                
8 This relates to the previous discussion of ‘gaps’ in literature.  
9 See chapters 5, 9 and 10 for examples of riveting ‘telling’ in Dreams of Speaking, and chapters 4, 8, 12, 14 
and 23 in A Whistling Woman. 
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‘So this is what that sound was,’ Emily said, surprised to find a war going on in 
their up-until-now fairly peaceful campsite.  

 
When you watch a film or television program, you see actors’ expressions, their 

reactions, which tell us their emotions. There are no actors’ faces to watch when reading a 

novel; you need enough information to imagine emotions for yourself. Because the reader 

already has to fill in more description while reading, description of action may not be 

enough to give the reader a full understanding of the author’s intention.  

On the other hand, it is likely we are becoming lazier readers, conditioned to garner our 

information in rapid visual eyefuls. I notice in myself an impatience when a story slows to 

explore character, and I must fight the impulse, reminding myself that it is not necessarily a 

loss to slow down and that I am not in a race to finish reading the novel. All in all, showing 

is a positive attribute of all storytelling, including that in novels. However, the real problem 

is if the showing is too much like the showing required for visual media, which has the 

advantage of pictures.  

The second aspect related to thinking in pictures is the over-use of dialogue. After the 

first draft of Treasure, I noticed that many sections were almost all told in dialogue – most 

especially in the chapters ‘Preparations’, ‘Wave Rock’ and ‘The Diva’. The question ‘Am I 

writing a script here?’ occurred to me on more than one occasion. It is very easy to do this, 

a sly way of getting the message across, rather than depicting action or revealing the 

thoughts of a character. I’m not saying that novelists did not made good use of dialogue 

before the invention of film. However, I do think that there is more dialogue in novels 

written since the advent of television. (I pick a novel off my shelf – Don DeLillo’s Running 

Dog (1978) – and flick through it: chapters written almost entirely in dialogue!)  

I feel the compulsion to write in dialogue, and I think it comes from seeing and hearing 

‘scenes’ in pictures and translating what you see and hear; and before you know it, you are 

(almost) writing a script. Ken Gelder in Popular Fiction linked this tendency to adaptations 

of novels into films: ‘It is often suggested nowadays that popular novelists write their 

fiction with screenplay adaptation in mind – which may well be true, since so much popular 

fiction is built around plot, action, “scenarios”, character conflict and dialogue’ (2004, 28). 

The temptation to write a novel with the hopes of a film tie-in is strong – and for very good 

reasons. Nevertheless, Lukeman warns new writers about the over-use of dialogue. He 

says: ‘Dialogue must be broken up, stretched out, not just with identifiers, but with pauses, 
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breaks, direction; otherwise the pace accelerates too quickly’ (2000, p. 76). On subsequent 

drafts, I did attempt to reduce some of the dialogue using Lukeman’s suggestions.  

Lynne Sharon Schwartz contends in ‘Remembrance of Tense Past’ (1991) that many 

fiction writers are using the present tense to write their fiction, especially short stories. I 

have noticed this in Australian literary journals. The literary journal Island published 42 

short stories in issues 110 through to 115 (2007-2008). Twenty seven stories were written 

in the past tense, fourteen were written in the present, and one was equally written in both 

past and present. Not a predominance, but still, one-third of the stories were in the present 

tense, which is substantial if one considers that up until at least the 1960s, writing in the 

present tense was considered improper (Schwartz, 1991, p. 232). Island is a well-

established journal, in publication since 1979. A new Western Australian literary journal, 

Indigo, was launched in 2008. In its first three issues, 37 stories were published; twelve 

written in past tense, and 23 in the present tense (two used past and present equally). This is 

closer to two-thirds of the stories being written in present tense. Another recent anthology 

of Australian fiction, Hidden Desires: Australian Women Writing (2006) contains 28 short 

stories. Eighteen of these are in present tense, nine in the past, and one equally past and 

present.10  

Schwarz suggests the use of present tense is largely in order to give the story that sense 

of immediacy and pace that visual storytelling has. There are good reasons to put novels, or 

parts of novels, in the present tense, but sometimes it is employed to give the text an 

urgency that is nonsensical to the story itself or to make banal action seem more important 

than it is.  

Schwartz names television as one culprit for this shift to over-use of present tense 

(1991, p. 235). She also points out some interesting effects of present tense usage. One is 

what I referred to earlier in the discussion of showing versus telling, that it renders the text 

dispassionate: ‘In effect the reader is expected automatically to supply the requisite 

emotion’ (ibid., p. 236). Schwartz argues that it is part laziness and part timidity that causes 

contemporary writers to ‘hedge’, that is, avoid exploring emotions of the characters (ibid., 

p. 238) and also inhibits the development of a strong writer’s voice. However, making 

one’s novel more immediate, and thus more like visual storytelling, could be seen as an 

attempt to make it more marketable (ibid., p. 241).  

                                                
10 These few examples are only to indicate a trend in contemporary short story publishing, not to comment 
upon whether the stories would have been better written in the past tense.  
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I felt pressure to make my own writing more ‘vibrant’ and ‘alive’ by putting it into the 

present tense and I struggled with the issue of tense while writing Treasure. In early drafts I 

used the past tense for the bulk of the story, but used the present tense when Artemisia 

brings people through time. This technique did not work, especially in chapters where the 

time travel formed only part of the chapter.11 In the end, I decided to leave the entire novel 

in the past tense.  

I also spotted in my novel a propensity to resolve issues too quickly, that is, by the end 

of a chapter. This definitely relates to episodal television viewing. An example of this is 

early in Treasure when Artemisia punishes Jai with silence. In earlier drafts, this incident 

was resolved rather too quickly in the following chapter. This problem was fixed by 

rearranging chapters, reducing the pacing of this sub-plot. I have noticed this problem in an 

earlier (unpublished) novel of mine, and it is something for me to be mindful of as I do it 

unconsciously. I also believe strongly that this is because of television viewing, where 

stories are resolved by the end of the episode.  

The influence of film on fiction can be very direct. By this I mean using film images as 

a kind of shorthand for description: visual shortcuts. Writers can use film scenes (or 

television scenes) in fiction in order to invoke a quick visual picture because ‘when we 

read, we usually create a “visual equivalent” in our minds of the words we have seen on the 

page. We create … the pictures in our head’ (Howells, 2003, p. 173) and therefore, film 

images often produce an immediate visual response in the reader. There are various ways in 

which these visual shortcuts are employed for effect.  

Robert Drewe uses this technique frequently in his novel, Grace (2005). In one long 

descriptive scene in which the main character, Grace, is introduced to the snakes and 

crocodiles of the wildlife park for which she has just been hired to work, Drewe draws on 

movie analogies five times to aid his visual and emotional descriptions. On page 22, he 

compares the eyes of a python to ‘film stars skilled at playing shrewdness. They were Jack 

Nicholson eyes, Christian Slater eyes, Michael Douglas eyes, Lee Van Cleef eyes. 

Gunslinger and cardsharp eyes. Hollywood eyes’ On page 23 he describes the crocodile 

pools by evoking the image of 1950s Hollywood mansions. On page 30 he writes about 

Grace: ‘Up to her knees in crocodiles, yes, she felt like the female co-star in an Indiana 

Jones movie’. On page 34 he describes a scene as ‘a Star Wars bar scene brought to life’; 

                                                
11 This was largely because once the rudiments of time travel were explained for the first occasions, it was not 
necessary to give many details of subsequent journeys.  
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and again on page 34, he writes: ‘Now the scene also reminded her of The Island of Dr 

Moreau. The Burt Lancaster version’. 

As the character Grace is a film critic, it is appropriate that she ‘thinks’ in filmic 

scenes. But this must be true for all of us otherwise the descriptions would not work for the 

reader. Most of us do know a few, if not all, of those actors with python eyes – therefore, 

we know what Drewe is getting at. Most of us do have a visual memory from a movie with 

a 1950s Hollywood mansion. It is probable we have seen the Indiana Jones and Star Wars 

films, so the visual images evoked from these simple lines are immediate and emotional. 

We have seen a snake slithering up a young woman’s arm while Indie looks on 

nonchalantly. Seeing it, we have already imagined what it would be like. Drewe is banking 

on his readers having the same visual recollection as he has. He even knows we are more 

likely to have seen The Island of Dr Moreau than to have read H.G. Wells’s novel.  

In the writing of Treasure, I used visual shortcuts utilising references to film. One 

example is in chapter 2 when Psappho identifies Emily as pretending to be on the bow of 

the Titanic, like Jack and Rose in the film Titanic (1997). I am not alone with referring to 

this film in my novel. Khaled Hosseini in A Thousand Splendid Suns (2007) has two young 

Afghani female characters pretend they are Jack and Rose and arguing about who gets to be 

Jack (who dies a tragic death) or Rose, who must live her ‘entire, miserable life longing for’ 

Jack (pp. 269-270). Hossaini then goes on to talk about how ‘that summer, Titanic fever 

gripped Kabul’ (p. 270). He talks about how people watched in secret, breaking curfews to 

see it; and he has characters discuss why it had captured people’s imaginations: 

 It’s the song, they said 
 No, the sea. The luxury. The ship. 
 It’s the sex, they whispered. 
 Leo, said Aziza sheepishly. It’s all about Leo.  
 ‘Everybody wants Jack,’ Laila said to Mariam. ‘That’s what it is. Everybody 
wants Jack to rescue them from disaster. But there is no Jack. Jack is not coming 
back. Jack is dead.’ (p. 270) 
 

This scene does not just evoke the film Titanic in order to show the playfulness of the 

characters – although it does that, too. Hosseini uses this scene to encapsulate the hopes of 

the Afghani people – projected onto the heroic figure of Jack (Leonardo di Caprio) – and 

also the identification with Jack’s sad plight, that nobody is going to rescue him, just as 

nobody is going to rescue the people of Afghanistan. I used the reference to Titanic because 

I wanted to show Emily’s romantic nature, her imagination, and that she has been catching 
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up on contemporary past-times. Most importantly, there is the confident expectation that 

readers will be familiar with the film. 

In Gail Jones’s novel, Dreams of Speaking, the narrator refers to the learning we gain 

from the electronic media when she describes a scene in which the child, Alice, after the 

family’s car has just hit a kangaroo, says to her father: ‘We have to do it, Dad. We have to 

put it out of its misery’ (2006, p. 10). Jones writes: ‘These words had arrived with glossy 

facility from television or cinema. Alice was surprised at how easily she knew what to say, 

and how simple it was to announce an execution. She will wonder, later on, what channels 

open in mouths that speed into everyday life these lines of screen-written dialogue’ (ibid.). 

Although not directly referring to a film or TV program, it illustrates an awareness of how 

we are imbued with the images and dialogue of film and television.  

Thomas H. Cook’s novel The Murmur of Stones (2006) also has interesting uses of film 

reference. One example is a kind of contra-description: 

You know that in an old noir detective movie, Petrie would be slouched in his 
chair, with a rumpled shirt, perhaps wearing suspenders, certainly smoking. He 
would speak in a hard, tough-guy vernacular, refer to you as ‘pal’ or ‘fella’, as he 
urges you to ‘spill your guts.’ But the modern version is neat and well groomed, 
Petrie a college graduate, a degree in criminology from John Jay, a student of 
profiles, astute at defining human behavior. (p. 13) 
 

A few pages later, Cook writes: ‘We’d married a year later, and since then built a life based 

on smoothing the edges, avoiding conflict, a world where father knew best, or someone did, 

where no line was ever blurred or skirted out into infinity’ (p. 17). This reference to an 

early television program immediately evokes for this reader the illusion of a ‘safe world’, 

such as the stereotype of the 1950s.  

In almost any novel written over the past few decades, it is likely a reader will find 

some kind of reference to film or television. Even in 1955, Brian Moore wrote in Judith 

Hearne: ‘The main building with its Grecian columns on either side of the door reminded 

Miss Hearne of the Georgia mansion she had seen in Gone with the Wind’ (p. 188). Note 

the ‘had seen’ not ‘had read’. Thus, referring to film has long been useful for quick visual 

evocations.  

Pastiche and intertextuality are said to be attributes of postmodern texts, and as a writer 

brought up in a ‘postmodern’ world (and therefore imbued with postmodern values), I use 

narrative strategies that include references to other texts, including or even most 

particularly, from film and television. Covert references to films are interspersed 
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throughout Treasure. One instance is a reference to the film version of Tess when Bianca 

and Meike discover whether Tess looks like somebody famous (Nastassja Kinski, the 

actress who played Tess in Roman Polanski’s 1979 adaptation of the novel). My intention 

was to highlight the intertextual play between novel and film. In this choice I was not 

attempting to be ‘postmodern’, nor was I consciously thinking about intertextuality. It is 

more of a reflection that both the novel and the film make up the whole picture of Tess’s 

story for me.  

Using historical figures is in itself a form of pastiche or intertextual play. The 

characters of Elvis and Norma were specifically chosen because of their highly visible 

profiles. Even if readers are not familiar with the other characters, they are more than likely 

to know who Elvis and Norma (Marilyn) are. Because of this, Elvis and Norma are also the 

ones with whom I could ‘play’ with ‘intertextually’ by scattering references to their films. 

Examples are the names they use in Australia – Claudia Caswell (from All About Eve 

(1950) and Ross Carpenter (from Girls! Girls! Girls! (1962)); the name of the speedboat, 

Lorelei Lee, from Monroe’s character in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953); and some 

dialogue, such as when Norma refers to herself as a misfit (chapter 17), which is a reference 

to her final film. In chapter 24, Elvis croons the song ‘I want to be loved by you’. Many 

people are likely to recognise that this is Marilyn’s song from Some Like it Hot (1959). If 

readers do not twig to these references, I do not believe anything is lost in the reading. 

However, for those who are aware of them, I would hope they gain added enjoyment from 

the recognition. I personally enjoy this kind of ‘dialogue’ between texts when I come across 

it in other writers’ novels.  

The discussion in this section is not to suggest that visual storytelling is ruining or even 

making obsolete the written forms of storytelling. However, the domination of the field by 

visual storytelling does strongly direct emerging storytellers to abide by conventions that 

come from a visual medium: the shorter chapters, the immediacy of present tense, to show 

via action, to use dialogue in order to tell, to think in pictures and translate these pictures 

into descriptions of action, and to pastiche using film images.  

Sometimes, the adaptation of a novel into a film can improve aspects of a novel. 

Hutcheon quotes Zadie Smith on the television adaptation of her novel, White Teeth (2000): 

‘The cuts were necessary to make the fat and messy kid presentable, and at least one of the 

changes is inspired … this section of the novel would have been so improved had I thought 

of the same strategy …’ (2006, 36).  
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Robertson Davies was also of the opinion that novelists can learn from filmic 

storytelling: ‘All those immensely skilful techniques of cutting and montage and general 

sharpening of the technique of narration in which film and television are so adroit have 

influenced modern writing’ (1996, 248). Perhaps when the option of being influenced by 

film narrative techniques is presented (if one is conscious of the option), one could do as 

contemporary spiritual wisdom suggests: take what is useful, and leave the rest.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

What you read here is the distillation of a personal learning journey – the expurgated 

version. This journey began with questions. I asked myself why I wrote Treasure – why 

this story and what influenced it? Those questions led me to a realisation of the impact of 

film and television viewing has had on me and my craft.  

Using the sociological methodology of Pierre Bourdieu, I tried to understand myself as 

a writer formed by my own ‘habitus’, my place in the family and society I was born into, 

and my ‘fields’, both the smaller field of literature, the larger field of storytelling, and the 

greater field of power. I recognised the connection between my habitus and my fields, and 

acknowledged the dynamic nature of both. I now understand that to take a place in the field 

of storytelling, of literature, I must know and understand the rules of the game and attempt 

to gain mastery of both my craft and ability to negotiate within the field.  

I aspire to improve my writing craft, and to incorporate what I have learnt in the 

process of writing both the novel Treasure and this self-analysis. I realise this will be a 

challenge, even with the best of intentions. Pierre Bourdieu notes: ‘The schemes of the 

habitus … owe their specific efficacy to the fact that they function below the level of 

consciousness and language, beyond the reach of introspective scrutiny or control by the 

will’ (1979, p. 467). Much of my formation as a writer has been unconscious, and much of 

this unconscious formation influenced by film and television viewing. As discussed above, 

this is not unequivocally terrible. I am imbued with the spirit of the age, and it is probably 

the tight structures of visual storytelling that has aided my now innate sense of structure 

and dialogue, which I believe are two of my strongest attributes as a writer.  

Throughout the writing of it, my novel was entitled Queen Artemisia and the Heroines 

of Art. I was happy with this title and felt it summed up the flavour and plot of the story. 
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After my research and self-examination, I realised that the title also reflected the influence 

of visual culture (especially adventure films). Between my penultimate and final draft there 

was a lapse of a year. On reading the novel after this lapse, I was vaguely disappointed. On 

the one hand, I felt the characters came to life, the story was cogent, and overall it was a 

playful romp. On the other hand, this is not what I had initially intended to write. I had 

wanted to write a story that said something real about people, desire and ambition. Perhaps 

many writers feel disappointed with their creations when they are finished them. In an 

interview with Ben Ehrenreich, John Banville expresses his hatred for his own work once it 

is finished; this is in sharp contrast to when he begins a novel with the hope that he will 

‘actually get it right this time’ (Vida, 2007, pp. 44-45).  

In the final draft of Treasure, I did attempt to add more depth to the characters, but felt 

restricted by the complex plot, multiple characters, and the need to keep a brisk pace – it 

was already over-long at second draft. Nevertheless, during this final draft, I decided to 

change the title to Treasure to better reflect my initial intention.  

If Pierre Bourdieu is right, I may not be able to write a different kind of novel to that 

which my habitus dictates. However, part of becoming conscious is the discovery and 

recognition of that which has been unconscious. I hope in the future that I will be able to 

avoid the pitfalls of my unconscious conditioning to negative traits of visual storytelling, 

and to take on the challenge of creating new ways of writing fiction that emulate the best in 

them. One day in the future, perhaps, I will be able to write a novel that is, indeed, a 

treasure.  
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Appendix 
 

 
Telephone interview with Elliot Perlman 
25 April 2006 
(Notes sent to Perlman via e-mail for his editing) 
 
1. It is often said that since film is essentially a visual medium, anyone writing for film 

must think in pictures or scenes. To what extent is this true for you? 
 
EP Ordinarily, when writing prose I don’t think in pictures, although I might think in 

scenes to make decisions about possible actions. For example,  there will be a scene in 
which two characters will do such and such, because I’ve decided it will be the scene or 
moment that the reader needs to know something. I do this sometimes, but not always, 
and it’s different to how things are done in film, certainly different to the way I’ve done 
it in screenplays.  

 
KJ  Wouldn’t thinking of a scene or frame be the same for film? 
 
EP No, they are different. There are not ‘scenes’ as in film. For example, some scenes in 

films  just set up a place or atmosphere (a ‘beat’) in order to tell the audience something 
dramatic is happening or to establish a mood. (Often these are long and indulgent. A 
viewer knows instinctively whether they have got it right – whether there should have 
been less or more.)   

 
I had a lot of input into Three Dollars but I’m not sure if it always had much effect. I 
told the director everything I thought should happen, but I had to accept that the film 
was the director’s artistic creation, his vision of the story from my novel as interpreted 
by him with as much of my help as he wanted to accept on any given point. I was only 
one of a team of hired workers. The director was very busy and once shooting had 
started I soon realised it was a luxury for me to be told why something or other was 
happening. For instance, he explained changes to some of the scene rearrangements 
only after he’d made them. In the case of new voiceovers, I wrote several versions but 
ultimately the choice of which to use wasn’t mine. When writing the voiceovers, I had 
to take into consideration how long I had to relay the content, what was to be said, what 
mood was needed, that sort of thing. I had my own ideas, but I knew it wasn’t 
necessarily how it would be played out. Then there were the actors, who also had an 
input. They interpret what you write and can change a scene’s intention completely by 
how they play it.  

 
 
2. Given the strong social messages in your works, which do you think is a better medium 

to relay these messages – film or novels? 
 
EP This isn’t easy to answer. Film is the more effective way to  reach the most people. It is 

an easier medium for people to consume, and it has a bigger audience. Film bypasses 
the intellect faster than prose and as fast as anything but music. The visual and aural are 
the most powerful in terms of immediacy of emotional impact.  And it’s perhaps 
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because film can be consumed  bypassing the intellect (although of course it doesn’t 
have to bypass the intellect) that it’s more popular than reading.  It frequently (though 
not always) requires less work on the part of the audience.  Then, of course, there’s the 
matter of time.  It takes less time to consume a story in a film than in an average length 
novel  

 
Prose fiction doesn’t get such a quick response. As a ‘tool of propaganda’, film is 
better. However for complex messages, literature is better but the audience is smaller 
and self-selecting so you’re more likely to be “preaching to the converted”. It’s possible 
to have much more subtlety in your argument with prose fiction, and you have more 
colours to paint with in novels. Film, in many respects, is a much blunter instrument. 
There is a greater scope to show character in fiction and it’s much harder to do that in 
film.  

 
As a writer for film, you are part of a collaboration and are at the hands of the director, 
the actors, the editor etc. The director, Robert, and I talked a lot about how to portray 
Eddie in Three Dollars and about the difficulty of portraying a ‘good man’ in today’s 
cynical world.  Whatever you write though, the actors, the director, cinematographer, 
editor, composer and art director strongly shape and even determine  the way it’s given 
to the audience.  

 
 
3. You have been quoted as saying that you had Frances O’Connor in mind to play Tanya 

in Three Dollars when you were writing the first draft. Do you usually imagine 
particular actors as your characters when you are writing a novel? Do you think this 
influences how your character develops in the novel?  

 
EP I did have Fran in mind when I was writing it because during the writing of the first 

draft I’d seen her in a play and felt she was perfect for Tanya. I’d never had anyone in 
mind before as characters and not since either. I don’t normally think like this. Actually, 
Fran had a problem with this. I was told she felt it put her under pressure to play Tanya 
the way I’d imagined her in the novel.  

 
KJ Do you think this was because it inhibited her ability to interpret the character as an 

artist herself – that she felt that she had to ‘be’ what you’d seen in her as Tanya? 
 
EP Yes, this could have been it. But both Fran and David Wenham ‘got it’ all the time – 

they just knew how to play these characters and their visual responses, their gestures, 
filled in the gaps that were in the book but not in the film. You can’t write these details 
as a screenwriter, but you can as a novelist.  

 
 
4. The film version of Three Dollars follows the storyline of the novel quite closely. What 

decision-making process did you employ to choose scenes to adapt or discard?  
 
EP I don’t think that it does actually. If you look closely there are some major differences. 

A lot of characters are left out, for example, you don’t see much of Eddie and Tanya’s 
parents, or Paul, Kate’s husband or Eddie’s uncle George and aunt Peggie.  
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There are also plot differences: Amanda’s father’s job was changed because it was 
considered there wasn’t enough time to explain the importance to Eddie of him being a 
chemical engineer. There is a pressure of time in film and I had to be savage about what 
was left out. It also wasn’t elaborated why Eddie was under pressure: the super intellect 
of his new girlfriend, that he didn’t want to be a doctor or lawyer or any profession that 
needed to give advice, or the sense of chemical engineers being experts and still not 
being listened to. In the book, Eddie had never done anything wrong professionally, but 
in the film there were instances  (it was implied ) where he had – in the office when 
Gerard looks at his file and says that Eddie and Chamberlain had allowed low levels of 
toxicity in other reports. Also, in the novel it seems quite clear that Gerard had been the 
boyfriend of both Tanya and Amanda, but this is not so explicit in the film – there is 
doubt about it because it was felt that the film didn’t have the time to “permit” this 
coincidence. The novel was perhaps ambiguous in some ways, but not as much as  the 
film. And finally, in the film the environmental sub-plot was changed to make it more 
visually exciting, but instances like the toxic cloud over the island (based on Victoria’s 
Coode Island) were left out for reasons of time and money.  

 
In regard to adapting the novel to the screenplay, largely, anything time-consuming to 
explain was left out of the film. On the first day of work on the screenplay I condensed 
the novel to some 40 or so pages in point form. I went through each page of this point-
form summary, making sure I’d highlighted anything I thought had to be in it for 
exposition or  for any other reason. Robert [the director] put all the things he thought 
were important on to coloured cards and then shuffled them around to make a three act 
structure with each colour representing a different act..  

 
 
5. I understand there is some interest in adapting Seven Types of Ambiguity, which has a 

more complex storyline. If you write (or perhaps you are already writing) the 
screenplay, will the same decision-making process for inclusion of scenes be used as 
for Three Dollars, or is a different approach required in order to accommodate the 
extra characters and sub-plots? 

 
EP There has been some interest, but no contract. (Although my film agent just left a  

message on my answering machine!) I’m not sure about writing it myself.  I have mixed 
feelings about writing the screenplay for SEVEN TYPES. But if I did write or co-write  
I’d probably use the same decision-making process as for Three Dollars. This 
screenplay would be much harder to write because there are more characters and more 
scenes and the information is delivered so carefully in the novel that one false move in 
the screenplay and all would be ruined. But yes, I’d probably use the same kind of 
approach. 

 
 
6. Have you written original screenplays, and if so, how is that different from adapting 

your novel for film? 
 
EP  I haven’t written original feature films but I have written short films, but a long time  

ago. I have written another screenplay based one of my short stories in The Reasons I 
Won’t be Coming, and I followed the same process. 
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7. Seven Types of Ambiguity could be described as a multi-protagonist story, which is 

perhaps more common in contemporary film. Do you think you were influenced by film 
narrative, which often employs the multi-protagonist approach? 

 
EP  No, I don’t think so. I think a lot of the best or the most structurally interesting films  

have been influenced consciously  or otherwise by nineteenth century literature.  
Charles Dickens for example. He was writing multi-protagonist stories in the 19th 
century.  He even alternated between first person and third person narrators within the 
one book on occasion e.g. Bleak House. This question is difficult to answer. I’ve never 
consciously been influenced by film. I’m more influenced by what’s important to me in 
literature. I can’t answer in a way because the influence of film and television is 
perhaps below consciousness. 

 
 
8. I’ve noticed that you, and other writers of our generation (for example and especially, 

Nick Hornby), use contemporary music as a way to say something about the 
personalities of your characters. As a reader, if the songs are familiar, reading these 
passages immediately evokes the music. Do you think this practice has been influenced 
by the use of background music to enhance atmosphere in film, or is it just because 
music is such a large part of our contemporary culture? 

 
EP  I try not to use songs too often. I use them more to try to give the reader, not the mood  

as in a movie, but a sense of what’s important to the character. You can’t rely on the 
reader knowing or feeling the same way as your (or the character) about  particular 
music, especially a pop or rock song. A writer can’t assume that readers will even know 
the music. However, music or more particularly songs can help to distinguish time 
periods.. Tanya talks about the band Everything but the girl, deploring the change in 
their style. This gives an some information to the readers about her to readers who 
know that time period and that music. Somebody wrote a review saying that everyone 
knew that the change in the band at that time was the best thing they ever did.  The 
suggestion was that since the review writer’s taste differed from Tanya’s that the book 
was (at least) in that way flawed.  Music is a part of our contemporary culture. I try to 
refrain from using it to set mood because readers might not know it and they’ll feel 
‘less than’ for not knowing it. I don’t want to close off my readership, limiting it to only 
people who know particular songs. 

 
 
9. When you are writing fiction, are there particular aspects of film technique which 

influence the writing? If so, what would these be? [Your answer will be of interest no 
matter what it is, but I am particularly interested in influences relating to character 
development and/or storytelling.] 

 
EP  No, I don’t really think there are. If anything, I am more guided by other books, much  

older books – for methods of storytelling. I’m not consciously influenced by film 
technique. I have a bias for prose. Film doesn’t allow the richness that books allow. 
You can’t make sophisticated points in film as often or as easily in film, often because 
of time and money constraints and also because there’s such a high risk of your points 
being watered down or removed advertently or inadvertently by the people with whom 
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you’re collaborating.. With time constraints you can’t tell as much. And as for the 
financial constraints,  these days the marketing costs of many films, especially 
Hollywood films, are more than the costs of making the film.  

 
KJ  Really? I didn’t know that. 
 
EJ Sure. This is one of the reasons why Australian films don’t do as well even in Australia. 

They don’t have the marketing budget to have billboards and posters in bus stops to 
compete with big budget US films. So irrespective of their artistic merit, people feel 
they’re less important.  It’s the phenomenon of real life happening somewhere else.  
Australian artists are always fighting against this.  Maybe all Australians are in one way 
or another. 

 
 
10. Do you think the expectations that contemporary readers have for novels are 

increasingly being shaped by their experiences of watching films? 
 
EJ Possibly.  But I also think expectations of novels have changed  because the 

contemporary novel is in something of a crisis – aesthetically, critically and in the 
marketing of them. There are a handful of novels that go crazy around the  world each 
year but for 99% of the other books it’s pretty sad. These hugely successful books often 
fall into a couple of categories, neither good for novels: 

a. Those with fascinating plots, which are not necessarily well-written but 
easily consumed. People can talk about them easily and many other people 
have read them so it’s comfortable for people and, in fact, people feel they 
need to have read these books or they’ll be left out of the social or the 
cultural conversation.. 

b. Those without much plot but with allegedly clever or beautiful language, 
which people talk about but don’t really enjoy and often haven’t read or 
been able to read to the finish. These novels tell readers that reading is 
difficult and not worth the effort even as they (the novels) are being lauded 
and winning prizes.  

 
11. Has film storytelling had a negative or positive impact on storytelling in fiction in your 

opinion? 
 
EJ If you mean in my career, it’s too early to comment, but in general my answer would be 

no. Dickens used very vivid storytelling techniques. For example, Bleak House 
‘panned’ and had close-ups. These techniques are satisfying to the reader and to the 
viewer. Why are they satisfying? Is it because we’ve been taught to find them satisfying 
or because there is something innately satisfying about these kind of techniques and 
these are also the techniques that lend themselves to film?  I don’t know. 

 
 
12. One last question that has nothing to do with film. A friend and I had discussed  
      how well you’d drawn the female characters in Seven Types of Ambiguity, giving    
      them thoughts that we thought most women would identify with. The best example  
      is  where Anna is in a car with a new male friend and is worried that her   
      legs look fat against the seat. Did a woman suggest this incident or did you  
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     come up with it yourself? 
 
EJ If there was one scene I would have guessed that you’d choose as an example of 

this, that would be the one. Quite a number of women have told me they’d thought 
similar things themselves. But I made it up by imagining myself as the character of 
Anna. But thank you for asking.  It’s really gratifying when someone tells you that 
you got it right. 
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